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When we invest in oversimplified narratives, we damage our ability to solve complex problems. The post-Peshawar discourse in the country is already more besotted by the wedding bells of a senior citizen to an accomplished journalist, than by follow-up to the National Plan of Action (NPA). 

This was bound to happen, given the maximum setting on our outrage meters, in the lose-lose debate on the military courts that exhausted us before the New Year had even begun.

Too harsh? Let’s look at the evidence. The National Plan of Action has twenty points, but only one captured the imagination of a national discourse, so lazy that it beggars belief. So on and on and on we went, for about three weeks, about the awful military courts and the virtual martial law, and the end of democracy, and all the jazz that’s fit to print in a place that lacks rigour and seriousness unlike any other.

From the moment the APC began in Peshawar on December 17, these courts were going to happen. How pathetic has the response been to this challenge to civilian supremacy? Activists opposing these courts were left with photoshopped images of Senator Raza Rabbani hanging his head in shame. Was this a good enough contribution to our democratic traditions? Certainly, it was important for us to have a debate about the courts, and the amendments that will make them possible. But was that really the only game in town?

Perhaps one way to assess is to examine what’s been happening right under our noses while the military courts outrage dominated. Provincial Apex Committee meetings were formed immediately after the second APC. These committees had meetings in Peshawar and Lahore on the 3rd and 4th of January. Images from the meetings and the reportage coming from them painted a picture much more troubling and depressing than the early onset normative martial law declared by many upon passage of the 21st Amendment and changes to the Army Act.

The Provincial Apex Committees are completely unrelated to military courts. They are simply the formal coordinating mechanisms for the military and civilian leadership at the provincial level to implement the NPA. What’s all this then?

Well, the army is doing what it does. It sees an opening and it is now going to stuff that opening like it’s a halal Thanksgiving turkey. Alhamdolillah.

The civilians on the other hand, despite having had ample time to come up with a plan, are sitting pretty like traditional virgin brides on their wedding night. Let’s review the timeline: the Peshawar attack takes place on December 16, the Punjab apex meeting is on January 3, and KP apex meeting on January 4. This means that Chief Minister Shahbaz Sharif, who is known to be a legendary administrator, had eighteen days to prepare to discuss what Punjab would do to implement the NPA and Chief Minister Pervez Khattak, from the party that has arrived to save us all from Gullu Butt and corruption, had nineteen days to do the same.

Were they prepared?

The reporting tells the whole story. On one side, the DG ISPR was tweeting pictures of the meeting, and ISPR headquarters was issuing crisp press releases about what our leader and saviour, General Raheel Sharif, said at the meeting. On the other side, the grand viziers we know as chief secretaries seemed to have been vaporised. And our political masters, the otherwise boundlessly energetic Khadim-e-Aala of Punjab, and the bhangra-at-dharna-loving ‘honest’ boss of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa sat there motionless, expressionless.

For a chief minister who delivered a metro bus in Lahore in eleven months, and another chief minister who created maybe the only independent inspector general of police office in the country, this seems inexplicable. Why did provincial authority seem to vaporise at the sight of General Sharif and his corps commanders? More importantly, is this our counterterror future? Provincial governments dancing to beats mixed by our Corps Commanders in Peshawar, Lahore, Quetta and Karachi?

If this country doesn’t invest in some brutal fixing of state machinery, this is exactly what the future holds. But what is worse is that the military men who will penetrate provincial decision-making aren’t exactly very good at governing provinces. Don’t forget, indeed, let us never forget, that the military and its penchant for strategic thinking is what has put us all in the position we are in. If we are expecting the geniuses that gave us Jalalabad and Mazar-e-Sharif to solve Parade Lane and Peshawar, we’re already way, way off the blue line on Google Maps.

Why will corps commanders fail where chief ministers have failed before them? We can be mean girls, the lot of us, and just spew ire at the army and ambient levels of intelligence at Kakul over the years. Or we can get real. It’s not like we’re cloning Einsteins and Abdus Salams at the Civil Services Academy in Lahore.

No matter whether it is a chief minister, or a corps commander, their orders must be executed by the provincial administrative infrastructure staffed at the top, mostly by federal civil servants, mostly from the Pakistan Administrative Services (PAS), née the District Management Group (DMG).

These geniuses have been busy corroding the Pakistani state for so long that this state is now wholly incapable of anything but the most linear tasks. In short, if you are depending on a bunch of civil servants to provide answers to this country’s most urgent challenges, like how to implement the National Plan of Action – man, are you out of luck.

If the Pakistani military wins first prize for historic folly, what with strategic depth that now resides deep inside us, then the DMG babus deserve at least a consolation prize, for keeping things so close and competitive.

We needn’t travel far into history to discover the reasons for this. Just consider this. The Punjab chief secretary who was in post on December 16, retired from service on January 1. This meant that the Punjab government had no chief secretary on the day of the Apex meeting. Many will blame Shahbaz Sharif for this. And perhaps I have a soft spot for a politician who, for all his manifest faults, still stands alone in terms of public service delivery in the last six years or so. But staffing provincial posts is the responsibility of the Establishment Division. Where was the secretary Establishment?

More importantly, what was the previous chief secretary doing? No handover notes, no overlap period, no summary of prime candidates that should replace him. Nothing. The CM’s office, already a vacuum cleaner of executive authority that sucks, and sucks and sucks away at the agency of individual line departments, cannot handle the business of running a province of 90 million. Clearly, the Establishment Division of the federal government cannot manage the seven hundred odd DMG/PAS officers it is responsible for in a sequential and predictable manner. And it is more than obvious that, despite individual streaks of brilliance, our Grade 21 and 22 officers don’t have the wherewithal to produce smooth transitions in the offices taxpayers pay them to manage.

What’s the end result? We can crib about corps commanders taking over the provinces. We invariably will. Meanwhile, the PAS/DMG babus will keep clearing the decks to gain more and more control, over less and less. And they will keep whispering inane stupidities into the ears of elected leaders, and unelected generals. Until the generals and the elected leaders – this means you Mr Prime Minister – get rid of the parasitic tendencies of the permanent state manned by the PAS/DMG/SG, this country cannot fight the war on terror. 

All the police heroism, all the ammunition we dump over the skies of North Waziristan, and all the hangings we enact, cannot solve the problem of a dysfunctional and corrupt administrative infrastructure that stretches from the Establishment Division down to the office of the luckless PAS entrant posted as a DO or AC somewhere miserable. If you can’t fix how civilian leaders’ orders are given, and executed, you won’t win this war. It is that simple.
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