Absence of good governance
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EMBARKING on his civil career almost seven years ago, General Musharraf promised to strive for the creation of a society that was tolerant and justly administered. The main planks of his policy later came to be defined as ‘enlightened moderation’ and ‘good governance’ with power devolving to the people at the grassroots.

To implement his ideas the choices and the field at that time were plenty and wide open. Yet, well wishers of the general and others enthused by his ideas were dismayed and puzzled when they found political malcontents and religious extremists gathering round him. Some among them were ambitious, others corrupt and still others had a score to settle with their parent parties’ ousted leaders — Nawaz Sharif and Benazir Bhutto.

The seeds of the failure of Musharraf’s programme were thus sown before it got going. His chief political adviser Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain and his first prime minister Zafarullah Jamali were surrounded by orthodox clerics. Neither made a secret of their natural affinity with the religious elements. They induced Musharraf to cut a deal on amendments to the Constitution with the religious leaders.

Now, five years later, efforts are on to cut another, or surrender altogether, on the issue of the amendments to the Hudood Ordinances. The vast majority of liberal, secular and nationalist elements and women are being further alienated without even the moderate among the clerics being won over to their cause. In this game of power, an upsurge in extremism and the violence accompanying it should cause no surprise.

The outcome of the events in progress in parliament, on the borders and in the regional neighbourhood remains uncertain. But it is unlikely Pakistan will emerge from this turmoil a better governed and moderate country. The immediate and greater worry should be about governance. Only a society that is well administered can hold back the tide of extremism. Here the reverse has happened. Extremism has been rising because the standards of governance have been falling. Let this statement be illustrated by some instances of bad governance.

The affairs of the state are required to be conducted under the laws subject to propriety and consciousness of accountability. Disregarding this fundamental rule, the Capital Development Authority has allotted plots out of the quota reserved for the disabled, the destitute and widows to the chairman of the authority itself, the chief executive of a bank, a special judge and at least 10 other well-paid officials. This may be an instance of the callous violation of law and the rules of decency by some superior authority in order to bribe officials but there are stories of officials themselves bribing or using political connections to get profitable jobs.

The rate for a posting to a ‘lucrative’ police station in Karachi is said to be more than a million rupees. The persons to head police stations are chosen by the politicians in power. The officer in whom this power vests under the law is required only to sign the order. A former Karachi police chief once confessed to this writer that neither he nor the provincial chief were ever allowed to exercise this authority and yet were expected to maintain discipline in the force.

Gen Musharraf’s Police Order and Local Government Ordinance were intended to make it difficult for anyone, howsoever highly ranked, to interfere in the affairs of the district administration and in the police command. The interference by all accounts is much more now than it was under the old laws.

Some of the most harrowing examples of misgovernance come from Sindh’s education department which employs almost half of the government’s total workforce of half a million. The department has seen four secretaries in three years, the fifth has just arrived. All of them could not have been shirkers. The obvious inference is that they were got rid of for pointing out the rules or for giving free expression to their views which is a time-honoured duty of a public servant.

For all these years, thousands of posts of teachers have remained unfilled because the people and parties in power have been unable to agree on how the jobs were to be shared among them. All options are being considered, except for selection through the public service commission, whose chairman and members, 11 of them, are getting paid without work.

The last substantial intake of teachers, police and revenue officials in Sindh through the public service commission was in 2003. The commission’s chairman at that time, M.M. Usmani, said that neither the then governor nor any of his ministers interfered in the selection process, nor were any friends obliged. Resultantly, the concerned departments confirm that those selected by the commission stand out in a crowd of backdoor entrants.

Arbitrary appointments are only a part of this unseemly situation. Most primary schools in rural Sindh have just two rooms for five classes and one or two teachers. After the teachers have been paid, the department’s budget is left with no more than Rs45 for a school’s teaching aids. While the government’s own schools are in this sorry state, for President Musharraf to throw millions of rupees at unwilling madressahs to improve their standards makes little sense.

What is said of the police and education is true for all government departments and activity. But we find the focus on creating larger cabinets and inducting more advisers. Governance has thus been reduced to power play at the cost of the people.

In this setting it is difficult to find fault with the Transparency International’s finding in a recent survey that the incidence of corruption in Pakistan is much higher now than it was in the time of Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif. Corruption has spread wider and faster since elections and devolution. Corruption is a total negation of good governance. What is needed is a review and reversal of the political and administrative systems introduced by the military government.

