Legislators’ interest in budget debate declines 
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ISLAMABAD, July 6: There was a significant decrease in members’ participation and time spent on debating the budget 2009-10 in the National Assembly showing a sign of declining interest among the legislators in the budget process, says a report. 

Despite the fact that a similar number of hours was available for debate this year, the members’ participation in the budget debate declined by 25 per cent. Only 170 members took part in the debate as against 229 last year. 

The budget 2009-10 was debated for 42 hours compared to 41.5 hours last year, showing no significant change. Like almost always, the entire business of presentation of the budget, debate on the proposals, cut motions and the passage took no more than 10 days. 

Percentage of treasury members among the total participants dropped to 56 in the debate compared to 72 last year, as only 96 MNAs from the ruling coalition took part in the process compared to 166 in the year 2008. 

According to the report prepared by PILDAT, a non-governmental organisation, the debate showed a decline in public representatives’ interest in the budget session and it may be analysed by the political parties and the parliamentary leadership. 

The interest of women MNAs also declined as only 46 of them (61 per cent) participated in the debate while the number was 64 (84 per cent) last year. 

Similarly, the number of cut motions moved in the house also declined significantly to only 692 compared to 1,148 in 2008 and 1,717 in 2007. Does this also indicate a decline in members’ interest in the budget process? 

This year, maximum cut-motions were moved against the budgets of the ministries of food and agriculture (75); foreign affairs (74); water and power (74), indicating the extent of negative feelings of lawmakers against the working of these ministries. 

The Senate forwarded 91 recommendations to the National Assembly out of which 26 were adopted, showing a success rate of 29 per cent which is quite low from last year’s when 51 out of 76 recommendations were adopted, with a 67 per cent success rate.However, the share of opposition MNAs among the participants of the budget debate went up from 28 per cent last year to 44 per cent this year, as 74 members from the opposition participated this year compared to 63 last year. This may indicate a greater accommodation by the current managers of the parliament as well as the treasury benches which is a positive sign. However, this improvement is too little in terms of reforms needed to make the budget process more effective. 

The recent budget session of the National Assembly was yet another of its kind where form and formality completely over

shadowed the substance. There was hardly any pre-budget forum for the elected representatives in both the houses where they could give their ideas, opinions, advice or recommendations about the broad outlines of the budget before it was shaped. Nor did the elected representatives consult the people or various interest groups to act as a conduit of public opinion to the government. Despite repeated demands, no formal or informal role of the committees was allowed in the budget session. 

It was recommended to increase parliamentary budget process for a minimum of 60 days which starts in May and ends in June; pre-budget hearing by standing committees, more details of the defence budget, establishment of an independent budget cell, and a role for the National Assembly standing committees to receive the relevant demands for grants

