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THE shouts of hurrah that arose from every home and hovel across the country last Sunday night makes one believe that Pakistan can survive and triumph only if its politicians and clerics, generals and bureaucrats, planners and businessmen all showed a commitment to their respective vocations, rivalling that of our cricketers. 

The battle for hearts and minds that Pakistan is seen losing in the hills of Waziristan was won at the Lord’s cricket ground. The cricketers had to work long and hard. Those at the helm have to work harder and longer. Woefully, of that there is not the slightest indication. Rhetoric is aplenty. While officials ranging from the nazim to the president daily advertise their achievements at public expense, in the World Bank’s governance index Pakistan has slipped close to the bottom of the table. If it is any consolation Bangladesh ranks lower. The shame, however, is that India’s indices for the rule of law, regulation and corruption are more than doubly better than Pakistan’s. 

Examples of bad governance abound but one is too tempting to resist. In Karachi alone 4,000 armed guards and 135 vehicles guard or escort the VIPs including ministers, advisers, judges and officials. Not to be left behind are the clerics and nazims who between them have 225 armed guards and 10 vehicles. View that against the plight of the police that have to guard 16 million people. If a police station has a vehicle it doesn’t have money for the fuel. 

Living in splendid isolation or abroad the leaders of the country — both in government and opposition — do not seem to realise that even the city slum dwellers and country bumpkins now judge them by what they do and not by what they say. So does the world. 

Terrorism and poor governance are clearly feeding on each other. The ‘Friends of Pakistan’ also see this. Otherwise why would they withhold the dollars they have pledged for more than two million people driven out of their cool homes in the hills and forced to take shelter in sweltering camps? Their number will swell as the military campaign in Waziristan and other tribal agencies intensifies. 

It would be a long time, or so it seems, before our soldiers prevail over the terrorists. And once they have done that the fast-deteriorating civilian management would not be able to prevent them from coming back. Governance is indeed being held hostage to personal and parochial considerations. National elections being three years away the current object of squalid deals or uncertain experiments is the local government. 

The four-year term of the councils is drawing to a close but it is yet to be decided when polls will be held and who will preside in the interim until the new councils take over. Because of conflicting interpretations of the law that decision would rest with the president. So would the more important decision about whether the vast powers of the district governments are to be curtailed. While three provinces agree they must be, and drastically so, the MQM in Sindh will surely hold out against it for the Karachi and Hyderabad city governments constitute the base of its power. 

It looks likely that the legislature of each province shall have to make its own decision on the division of powers between the province and district after Dec 31, 2009 when the president’s approval to amend the local government law would no longer be required. The uneasy coalition of the PPP and MQM in Sindh will then be put to test and the peace of Karachi too will hang in balance as party interests take precedence over good governance.Governance in the other three provinces will remain precarious for reasons of their own. In Punjab, Nawaz Sharif may wait, but not for long, for a substantive curtailment of the president’s powers if not for the total repeal of the 17th Amendment. That stand is the mainstay of his popular politics and the security of his brother Shahbaz Sharif’s government in Punjab. 

In Balochistan, the insurgency is sure to simmer and may even escalate if the claim of the province to the royalty of Sui gas (12.5 per cent in volume terms) is not recognised and paid directly to the province. Recognising the status of the sardars in the polity and an apology for the violent death of Nawab Akbar Bugti would also assuage anger. 

In the NWFP, once the army has liquidated the foreign terrorists and their local collaborators, it should be left to the provincial government to administer the tribes through political agents and commissioners with the help of the chiefs of clans under their own traditions and customary laws. All the country’s civil and penal laws cannot apply to tribes. Nor will military garrisons ever be able to secure their lasting submission. That is the lesson of history and the war on terror. 

A phenomenon peculiar to Sindh and fatal to its governance is that every politician, bureaucrat or employer is inclined to be partial to one or the other ethnic group. Since most jobs in the urban-private sector go to non-Sindhis, the Sindhis have only the government to look to. There the MQM takes up cudgels on behalf of the Mohajir community. Governance is thus subordinated to the politics of the PPP and MQM. Both sides remain aggrieved but the establishment keeps growing only to perform worse. Imagine, the Karachi city council is recruiting 14 low-level officials meant to be posted in the arrival lounge of Karachi airport for the “information and facilitation” of entrepreneurs and investors. Has anyone ever seen them getting lost at the airport? 

The decline in governance will be continuous and irreversible if politicians and bureaucrats fail to enforce the rule of merit in recruitment within an agreed framework of quotas for areas and ethnic groups. 

Recounted above are some of 

the chief obstacles to good governance in each province which can be removed without waiting for the resolution of the larger issues of provincial autonomy and form of government. Revenue and representation are complex issues and have to be seen in context. The ready example is of the 1997 NFC award valid for five years. Though criticised, it still remains in force because the centre and the provinces have not been able to agree on the distribution of revenue.The people, haunted by poverty and violence, will not wait for relief until after all contentious political and economic issues have been settled. 
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