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	Part I

By Dr Zafar Iqbal Qureshi

General Pervez Musharraf and his colleagues have been in the government since October 1999. While some faces have changed during this period, the overall composition of the top team, the philosophy of governance and the use of force to resolve some of the issues affecting the federation have remained unaltered. One feels that while a number of initiatives were started for institutional reforms, the overall impact has not been all that encouraging. Since we are entering into another round of elections, some reflections on these reforms seemed desirable. So let us have a glance at some of these major reforms and their outcomes as perceived by the common folks. 

In evaluating the effectiveness of any institutional reforms three aspects require attention: the urgency of reforms, the design of reforms, and the process followed to design reforms, and finally the implementation plan. It may not be possible to look at all the reforms of the present government, but one or two examples will suffice to draw some objective conclusions. We may recall that one of the major reform initiatives launched by the present rulers related to the devolution of power to local government institutions. The stated aim of these reforms was to make government at the local level responsive to the needs of the local population. Additionally, it was also envisaged that these reforms would improve the efficiency of the delivery of services to the local people. Overall, these reforms should have impacted upon grassroots democracy, development and administrative responsiveness. 

The realisation of the above objectives was contingent upon the design, process and implementation of these reforms. As far as the design of these reforms goes, the primary responsibility for designing and implementing these reforms was entrusted to a newly created agency called the National Reconstruction Bureau (NRB). A retired general was made the head of this agency with the mandate to propose a new system of local governance. The new system was supposed to empower local institutions both administratively and financially with a view to formulate and execute local development projects. No one will disagree with the importance of these objectives.

Much has already been written regarding the overall impact of these reforms. The perceptions at the ground do not give a feeling that the objectives for which these reforms were introduced has been realised. In fact one of the major negative outcomes of these reforms has been the dismantling of the old civil service system, especially the office of the deputy commissioner/commissioner. The idea underlying this was to make the civil servant(s) at the local level responsive and accountable to the elected local leadership. Yet, the cumulative experience of local people, unfortunately, indicates that this demolition of the civil administration in the garb of devolution had worsened rather than improve the efficiency of service delivery system or law and order.

Why a reform program that had started with sound objectives floundered? Was it a failure of the design, or the process or implementation plan that led to the negative perceptions? In our assessment it was a consequence both of a flawed design as well as the process followed for reforms. What was wrong with the design and the process of reforms? It is now a well recognised fact throughout the world that the process adopted to design and manage reforms is as crucial as the crafting and subsequent execution of any reforms. 

Unfortunately, in the case of local government reforms the discussion forums conducted to seek inputs from concerned citizens and different stakeholders turned out to be an exercise in futility. Most of the people who attended these forums came out feeling that the then head of the NRB only wanted to say what he had already decided to say and was not much interested in getting feedback from the participants are in registering the critical voices raised at different forums. In any major reforms when people feel that they are being heard and that their voice is being given the importance it deserves in framing institutional reforms, they develop a sense of ownership of these reforms. To ignore this point is to hurt the reforms at the implementation stage. This was the first 'deadly' mistake committed by the NRB at the design stage of these important reforms. 

Further, in designing these reforms it was pertinent to take the views of the provincial governments since in our federal system this was a crucial political and governance layer. Ignoring this important layer in any reforms of national import would undermine the reforms at the implementation stage as well. Since there were no representative political governments at the time of formulating these reforms, this important input was neither available nor incorporated in the designing of local government reforms. Little wonder, then that most people said that these reforms would turn out to be a 'failed experiment'. By ignoring this prognosis the sponsor of these reforms made a false start which was the second 'deadly' mistake.

The failure of the local government reforms is not a secret anymore. Not so surprisingly, even Gen (r) Tanvir Naqvi, the person behind these reforms, has said recently that the kind of local government institutions now functioning are not what he had originally conceived and envisaged while designing the reforms. So, it may not be too far-fetched to conclude that the local government reforms have failed to produce the desired outcomes because of their poor design, flawed process and ineffective implementation.

Another area of major reforms and a concern of the present rulers had been the civil services system in the country. A number of agencies had been created to propose and implement civil service reforms including the Central Board of Revenue as well as the State Bank of Pakistan. While it is reported that reforms in the Central Board of Revenue and State Bank of Pakistan had made progress in the right direction, the civil service and governance reforms are faced with many snags. 

Why is it so? Primarily this had happened due to the creation of multiple agencies with overlapping and fuzzy objectives. For instance, the NRB was created to formulate and implement reforms in almost every conceivable area of governance; a number of other agencies were also created with more or less similar and overlapping objectives. At the same time a commission on government reforms headed by the former governor of the State Bank of Pakistan had also been created. Why we needed these two separate institutions with similar objectives is confusing. Instead of creating a new commission the rulers should have given this task to the NRB as well. This will create conflict in the designing and implementation of reforms aside from wasteful resources.

Next, both at the federal and provincial levels, another institutional layer had been added called the Civil Service Reform Unit. The main aim of these units is also to propose and implement civil service reforms. To what extent these reforms also fall in the domain of either the NRB or the commission on government reforms is anybody's guess. Here it is pertinent to realise that creating overlapping agencies for reforms can result in fragmentation rather than integration reform programs. This fragmentation of the reform programs of the present rulers is self-evident from the number of agencies established for the reforms.
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