Reinventing the devolutionary wheel? —Syed Mohammad Ali
It must be noted that despite its flaws, the devolution plan which was introduced nationwide by the Local Government Ordinance of 2001 had aimed to begin changing the top-heavy architecture of our state

The federal government has announced that it is going to let provinces decide the fate of local governments, which had been introduced at the district levels and below across the country some eight years ago. Since the election of a democratic government in Pakistan, the fate of the devolution plan introduced by the Musharraf government in 2001, had been hanging in the balance.

The incumbent provincial governments first succeeded in postponement of the third round of local government elections scheduled in August 2009. While the Election Commission relented to this demand, citing security reasons, the federal government initially announced an extension of the tenure of local governments till the end of 2009. Now that the tenure of the second batch of elected local governments has come to an end, civil servants will be used to administer district affairs until new provincial laws are introduced. Punjab has already prepared a new local government law, which it aims to submit for the provincial assembly’s approval.

There are many supporters of the local government system, which had been in place over the past few years, whereas its opponents had been keen that the provincial governments completely roll back the devolution plan. It remains to be seen whose influence will prevail once the new provincial local government acts are unveiled.

It must, however, be noted that despite its flaws, the devolution plan which was introduced nationwide by the Local Government Ordinance of 2001 had aimed to begin changing the top-heavy architecture of our state. The vast bulk of major province-administered social and economic services, such as land revenue administration, education, health, works construction, community development and agriculture, were shifted to district governments. Formula-based fiscal transfers to districts were also introduced within the formulated plan.

In view of the larger international attempt to promote devolution, multilateral and bilateral donors also gave full support to this reform effort with funds, technical assistance, and optimistic reports. Civil society welcomed more grassroots participation, especially the enhanced role of women and marginalised communities, including minorities, peasants and workers. Many NGOs also pitched in with efforts to help support implementation of the local government plan by building the capacity of female or minority councilors. Lots of funds and support also went towards forming citizens’ community boards under the devolution plan to enable participation of local people in the process of improved service delivery by undertaking projects ranging from road construction to undertaking water and sanitation works.

Opponents, however, continued to argue that Pakistan’s military dictators, in an effort to undermine the support base of political parties, rely on the mechanism of local government to create a new constituency of support. Evidence was offered in the form of comparing Ayub Khan’s Basic Democracies and Ziaul Haq’s 1979 local-body elections to General Musharraf’s local government ordinance. However, as a known politician recently observed, it is ironic that while local governments are supported by ‘dictators’, they are invariably strangled by our democratic governments.

The fact is that local governments predate Pakistan itself, let alone its military administrators. It was back in the 1860s that the British tried to introduce local self-government in India. Colonial authorities allowed municipal entities to levy and collect taxes to fund development works. The municipal authorities, however, did not have the power to determine the manner in which they could spend the taxes they collected. Oversight of municipal expenses was with the Deputy Collector, an unelected officer, who had power to veto the decisions of municipal authorities. By denying these democratically appointed local governments the power to spend the money they raised by levying taxes, the British muted the essence of local self-government.

More recent experiments did not learn the lessons of history adequately enough. The local government process introduced in 2001 remained confined to the district level and it did not allow participation of political parties. These basic limitations led to several complications on the ground.

Despite the Musharraf government’s attempt to sideline political parties in the process by opting for non-party based devolution, the unfolding of local government elections indicated that particular candidates and groups did have implicit political support of major parties. Resultantly, the Musharraf-backed PML-Q and the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM)-backed candidates secured their power over city districts like Lahore and Karachi, as well as several other major districts and towns. The stage was therefore set for a major power struggle between provinces and local governments after the PPP and PML-N staged a comeback in the 2008 general elections.

The present provincial governments of Punjab, Balochistan, and NWFP became staunch opponents to the devolution plan of 2001. They alleged that this devolutionary exercise had increased corruption and weakened government across the country, instead of strengthening it.

There appears to be little middle ground due to the increased partisanship, which prevented consensus around the desired goals of empowering representative local governments within a framework of provincial autonomy and legislative oversight. The fact, however, remains that not allowing for decisions to be taken at the grassroots level deprives people of their inalienable right to govern themselves, and to participate in decision-making processes. Strengthening local governments provides a mechanism through which the right of self-determination can be handed over to the people at the grassroots level in the real sense.

The Local Government Ordinance 2001 at least created the political space for local politicians to plan, manage and settle local issues. Marginalised groups of our society — women, peasants, labour and minorities — also got due recognition in this set up. One does not dispute the fact that there is still limited empowerment of marginalised groups, and that the capacity of local governments needs to be built further and more citizen participation in local schemes is required. However, the requirement is that of reform and amendment, not abolishment and reconstruction. The current government also faces a credibility deficit, political uncertainty, transparency problems, increasing social insecurity, deteriorating law and order, and a host of other governance deficiencies.

Strengthening the existing local government system further has the potential of contributing to improved governance, whereas its abolishment will just result in wastage of spent resources. Let us see what the local government systems the provincial governments of the respective provinces will now come up with, and whether the new proposals will address the issue of continuation and sustenance of democratic institutions or try to reinvent the wheel.

