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LAST week I spoke about the three parts in which the electorate can be divided: those who had benefited from the robust performance of the economy in the last few years, those who were on the verge of drawing some benefits when the political system went into a tailspin, and those who were altogether bypassed by the economic system.

I estimated the total size of the electorate at 80 million or 48 per cent of the population of 165 million. Of these, 10 million probably belong to the class that has benefited from economic growth and restructuring, 25 million who would have entered the system had it not been disrupted and 45 million who were completely ignored.

The last two classes account for 88 percent of the population, the same proportion of the electorate, but 96 per cent of those most likely to vote. It is this large segment of the population the political parties will have to reach to gain political ground for themselves. The group that benefited most from the economic policies of the government led by General Pervez Musharraf was present mostly in the country’s large cities.

While the economy expanded by about 50 per cent between 1999 and 2007, a significant amount of this expansion benefited central and northern Punjab and such large cities as Islamabad, Lahore, Karachi, Faisalabad and Gujranwala.

It is hard to determine whether the regime was aware that its policies led to an enormous increase in the wealth of a few groups, not reaching the majority of the population. Any suggestion that that this was the case was not well received by Islamabad.

Had it been more receptive, it could have done a great deal to spread more evenly the rewards of the growth it managed to produce in the economy. The other two groups did not see any palpable improvement in their economic situation. They matter the most in electoral politics.

One of these could have benefited had the institutions on which its members depended not been attacked by the regime. The reference here is to the legal system that was rapidly gaining in strength and which provided opportunities for economic and social advancement to tens of thousands of lawyers spread across the land. It included the electronic media and the press which had also begun to attract thousands of professionals.

It also included the sector of education that had attracted private entrepreneurs who had opened the field to a large number of teachers and other functionaries. Had these institutions been allowed to grow and flourish, they would have given gainful employment to tens of thousands of people.

Then there is a group that was completely bypassed. Those who belong to this large group are not evenly spread in the country. They are mostly in the countryside — in the villages of Sindh, Balochistan and the North-West Frontier and some in the southern districts of the Punjab.

They are also in most of the large cities, living in hundreds of katchi abadis that have sprung up all over the urban world.

What can the aspiring leaders and parties promise to attract the members of the two groups that were not benefited by the expansion in the economy in the last few years? They will need to do two things.

They will need to present a strategy that promises to have the economy grow in a way that can spread the benefits of development much more widely in the country. And they will need to come up with an approach that brings into the fold of the expanding economy all segments of the population. Such an approach should have at least four components.

First, it must aim to create productive jobs for millions of people who have been poorly served by the economy. Almost five million new workers are entering the workforce every year; of these one-half get jobs that pay poorly. Creating productive employment for these people can be done by promoting the development of value-added agriculture, processing of agricultural products, creation of physical infrastructure aimed at marketing and distributing the surplus output of the agricultural sector, development of small and medium enterprises, particularly those producing machinery parts and components and consumer electronics.

Second, it must focus on the provision of services in the country’s many urban areas. Like most of the developing world, Pakistan is currently going through a phase of rapid urban expansion. However, unlike what happened in the past, most of the increase in the urban population will not take place in large cities.

It will happen in medium-sized cities and towns all over the country. Public policy aimed at catering to the urban population needs to have two components.

The first component is the provision of services to those who live in large cities. This can only be done well by the public sector or by a partnership of the state with the private sector. For these services to be delivered, the state will need resources far beyond those that are currently available.

To raise additional resources, the government will need to give greater financial autonomy to the cities than is allowed at this time.

The second component will need to address the need for productive jobs in the medium-sized cities and towns. This can be facilitated by giving attention to the development of such labour-intensive activities as agricultural processing and small engineering.

Third, in formulating economic-growth strategies, political aspirants must draw the maximum amount of advantage from private entrepreneurship while using state regulatory systems to ensure that the private sector does not work against the larger social good.

This balance is not easy to find but it is essential for ensuring that the benefits of economic growth become available to all sections of the population.

Fourth, and finally, the proposed strategy must provide for the development of Pakistan’s large human resource in such a way that it begins to work for economic growth and social advancement and modernisation. There was some impressive work initiated by the Musharraf regime in this area. It developed institutional mechanisms for human development at the grass-roots level and also for improving the quality and quantity of higher education. These initiatives should be preserved and expanded.

At the same time the state, working in association with the private sector, needs to improve the technological base of the economy. This will require concerted effort in the development of infrastructure required for research and for the application of research for improving productivity.

This strategy must clearly indicate what part of the approach followed by the Musharraf regime will be continued, what will be changed, and what new approaches will be adopted. In presenting the strategy for growth and broad development, our leaders must also clearly state how they expect its benefits to reach all segments of the population and all parts of the country. There is, in other words, still a great deal of work to be done by the political parties to gain broad political support.

