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SINCE its inclusion in the territory of Pakistan in 1948, the region of Northern Areas has witnessed various changes in its administrative and political structure. All the changes were imposed from the above and implemented at superstructure level, but the structural base of governance remained unchanged with bureaucracy being at the helm of power.

Hence, every reform package failed to address the basic issues, and the fundamental right of the people to govern themselves was never conceded. The fresh package, unveiled by President Musharaf on October 23 is no exception in this regard.

In the new package, the Northern Areas Legislative Council (NALC) has been converted into a legislative assembly in which the existing chief executive (a federal minister) would be the chairman of the Northern Areas government. It is interesting to note that a non-elected person is being made head of an elected body.

In addition, the political, administrative and development reforms have been promulgated under a Legal Framework Order, which has no constitutional cover. Such reforms are a non-starter because the LFO is vulnerable to the whims of the successive governments which can revise or annul it any time. And such an action cannot be challenged in the court.

The earlier experiment of NALC vividly illustrates the failure of a set-up which functions under the shadow of an omnipotent and unelected representative imposed by the centre on the elective representatives of the region.

The Council from 1999 to date has failed to pass a single legislation out of 49 subjects that are within its jurisdiction.

The new reform package also fails to provide fundamental rights to the people of the region. Under the new dispensation, a federal minister will act as chairman of the new assembly. The package is silent about representation of the region in the Senate and National Assembly.

No attempt has been made to free judiciary of the region from the clutches of ministry of Kashmir affairs. In a nutshell, the package offers old wine in the same bottle with a new label.

Although the region experienced the rule of civilian governments of Z.A Bhutto, Benazir, Nawaz Sharif, and military governments of Zia-ul-Haq and Musharaf, its political status remains in constitutional limbo and its governance structure immutable. The question arises: what are the forces that have kept the region in old times?

The simple answer is: it is the Pakistani establishment because it is the main beneficiary of the status quo. Therefore, it is imperative to take stock of the status quo regarding the status of the region with reference to the history of administrative structures.

The current administrative system has its roots in the political set-up crafted by the British Empire to consolidate its grip over the peripheries through bureaucrats appointed from the centre.

This system proved useful to the Pakistani establishment to perpetuate its hegemony. The bureaucratic rule has turned the region into personal fiefdom on the one hand, and kept it backward on the other.

The people of Gilgit-Baltistan liberated the region from Dogra Raj in 1947 without exogenous help. Soon after the independence the revolutionary cadres of Gilgit Scouts announced the establishment of Gilgit State of which Shah Rais Khan was the first president. The nascent state of Gilgit-Baltistan tasted independence for sixteen days only. It failed to survive because of internal contradictions of the local rulers.

So, it was merged into Pakistani territory and the people were given a hope that the merger would pave the way for equality, liberty and justice. Instead of granting legitimate rights to the people, they were kept in constitutional limbo, economic backwardness and political deprivation by the successive Pakistani governments.

After accession of Gilgit-Baltistan, Sardar Alam Khan assumed the charge of political agent of the erstwhile Gilgit Agency. Before taking over this office he had worked in the capacity of assistant magistrate. With his arrival, the defunct president Shah Rais Khan was relegated to the post of civil supply officer.

It shows the insensitive and ungracious attitude of Pakistani establishment. Alam Khan laid the foundation of a bureaucratic regime which turned the people’s dream of freedom into a nightmare. Since then the people of Gilgit-Baltistan have not been able to attain their fundamental rights, identity and political status. Instead of acknowledging the sacrifices of the people, the Pakistani government enforced draconian law of Frontier Crimes Regulation (FCR) until Z.A. Bhutto abolished it.

The FCR was used as a weapon to rule and subjugatethe people through bureaucratic coercion. Although, Bhutto abolished the local princedoms in 1974, he did not create institutions to replace traditional structures of governance.

Rather, he aggrandised the power of bureaucracy by removing the traditional bases of power. It produced a huge gap in society which was later filled by religious elements. Gradually, these elements became functional instruments for expressing popular social, political and economic grievances.

Ironically, our government is never tired of speaking about accesses against the Kashmiries by Indian government, but it is not ready to grant constitutional status to Gilgit-Baltistan. India has given representation to the people of Daras, Ladakh, Guraiz and Kargil, who belong to same racial, linguistic and cultural sock as the people of Gilgit-Baltistan.

What is the wisdome behind keeping the people of northern part of Pakistan deprived of their fundamental rights? If India is not afraid of granting constitutional status to disputed territories, then what are the factors stopping Pakistan from doing the same?

Some circles in the Pakistani establishment justify the current status of the region by holding it hostage to the resolution of Kashmir dispute. They are of the view that the Northern Areas form an integral part of the disputed state of Jammu and Kashmir. Disentangling it from Kashmir will weaken Pakistan’s standpoint on Kashmir issue.

But this standpoint has proved counterproductive, for Pakistan came under severe criticism from local people as well as international community for keeping the region in constitutional limbo.

The reforms package unveiled through the LFO by the government of Pakistan is a result of international pressure as evident from Emma Nicholson report of European Union, and rise of nationalist forces in the region. Emma Nicholson has clearly held the government of Pakistan responsible for denying fundamental rights to the local people. On the other hand, the region has witnessed surge of nationalist sentiments in the last decade.

Decades of economic deprivation, disenchantment with successive civil and military governments, and exclusion of the people from power sharing has led regional politics towards identity/cultural-based mobilization.

It is this clash between culture and power that has motivated the masses to assert their distinctiveness and demand re-distribution of power over culture.

Instead of addressing the basic issue of constitutional rights, the government of Pakistan tries to assuage simmering resentment among local people by introducing cosmetic reforms and institutions which do not meet their aspirations. An ad hoc approach to a chronic problem can only aggravate the situation.

Malfunctioning of the institutions and absence of strong civil society are the results of a system that has been erected to safeguard the interest and power of bureaucracy at the expense of people’s aspirations and genuine demands.

The reform package is an attempt by Islamabad to save a set-up which is on the brink of failure. Applying cosmetic remedy to symptoms cannot eliminate the malaise that has plagued the whole structure. Cosmetic reforms can only postpone the end-result but cannot prevent the eventual collapse of governance structure in Northern Areas.

In order to avoid any untoward situation in the near future the government need to initiate appropriate administrative and legislative measures in the light of directives given by the supreme court of Pakistan in its decision on May 28, 1999. n
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