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COMMUNICATING the performance and achievements of justice-sector reforms at the district level has always been a challenge. It is not uncommon to refer to ‘pendency’ in hundreds of thousands of cases as an indicator of poor performance by the justice sector at the district level. 

What is not reported is the reality that this so-called ‘pendency’ actually refers to: the total number of cases which are being dealt with at any given moment, including a large number that are within the permissible time limits. This tendency leads to situations where the genuine achievements of the justice sector at the district level tend to be overlooked, leading to the wastage of effort and resources. 

The issue of communication becomes more relevant when it is realised that huge investments were made in district level justice-sector reforms under the $350m Access to Justice Programme. Some of these investments, including new court rooms, judges’ residences, computers, allied IT equipment and litigant facilities are quite obvious. But other initiatives of greater relevance have generally remained unnoticed. 

For improved access to justice for the common citizen, the category of later-stage, complex, institutional reforms is critically relevant. Revisiting the initial strides in justice-sector reforms is essential for acknowledging the hard work put in by members of the bench and bar as well for bringing these measures to their logical conclusion. 

Court automation and comprehensive case-flow management strategies represent one such initiative implemented at the district level under the Access to Justice Programme. Sound case-flow management and court automation are tools that can empower a presiding officer to take control of his caseload. The idea is to enable the complete tracking of a case file, right from its institution to its final disposal with predictable time frames for each stage. While the initiative was successful in selected districts across all provinces, the closure of the programme prevented replication in the remaining districts. 

There is every reason to build on the initial success of this initiative and expand it to all districts. Well-planned replication and follow-up, duly supported by the development of appropriate software, networking and robust training, can lead to the disposal of cases in surprisingly short spans of time. Such a strategy could be instrumental in providing immediate relief to litigants through the efficacious disposal of cases at the district level. 

Court ‘professionalisation’ is another area where preliminary efforts resulted in bringing about the modernisation of the administrative functioning of courts at various levels. The creation of dedicated planning, budgeting, information technology, research and human resource wings in all high courts for the professional handling of non-judicial functions has brought about a visible change in the working of registrar offices. This experience needs to be replicated in the district judiciary for non-judicial workload such as process-serving and inspections. This would substantially improve administrative functioning in the subordinate judiciary while allowing maximum time to judicial officers to handle court work. 

Substantial resources under the Access to Justice Programme were also invested in training and capacity-building at the federal and provincial levels. In addition to strengthening the Federal Judicial Academy (primarily meant for the pre-service training of judicial officers), provincial judicial academies were also set up in some provinces. By cementing a complementary relationship between the federal and provincial academies, the long- and short-term capacity-building requirements of judicial officers and the support staff can be addressed in an effective manner. 

In addition to interventions relating to the subordinate judiciary, interventions under the Access to Justice Programme were planned for the institutional strengthening of bar councils at different levels. Bar council reforms focused primarily on free legal aid, continuing legal education, bar entry examinations and improved standards of legal education in Pakistan. 

Free legal aid systems at the district level can benefit from greater liaison between the bars and government or non-governmental entities which may have financial resources for this purpose. Meanwhile, continuing legal education strategies can ensure ongoing improvements in the professional capabilities of lawyers practising at the district level. An adherence to globally acceptable standards in legal education and entry to the bar can ensure a lasting improvement in the quality of legal services available to citizens. 

While impressive diagnostic spadework was completed in some of these areas of reform, a concerted effort to sustain the momentum of the reform measures could, for various reasons, not be maintained. There is an urgent need to pick up the bar-reform initiatives introduced under the Access to Justice Programme and build upon the initial successes. 

The successful completion of justice-sector reforms at the district level could be vital for securing the rights of common citizens. Impressive results have already been achieved in several pilot districts across Pakistan, through joint efforts of the bench and bar. Blueprints and preliminary frameworks for judicial reforms at the district level are already in place, courtesy the Access to Justice Programme. More than additional resources, what is urgently needed is an appreciation of the existing opportunities for bringing about sustainable improvements in justice delivery at the grassroots level.

The writer was monitoring and evaluation coordinator in the Access to Justice Programme from 2002 to 2006. 

