Having a large cabinet
By Sultan Ahmed

LEARNING on the job may be proper in some cases in a developing country having acute poverty, but should we carry that to the other extreme to train ministers on their lofty posts?

If a handful of ministers were trained in this manner after nearly 60 years of the country’s birth that maybe permissible but when they become too many in a cabinet of 62 ministers and ministers of state, that is not proper, more so when the problems they face in office are too many and too complex.

To begin with, the total number of ministers itself at 62 is staggering in a developing country where men and women suitable for ministerial posts are so few. And yet it is surprising that a highly professionally qualified person like Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz should have such a large cabinet with a few truly qualified persons.

Having large cabinets is not an entirely new phenomenon. We have had such cabinets in the past, particularly after the political process was restored in 1988. The cabinets have been expanding ever since the last elections. Moreover, the salaries, allowances, and extra perquisites of ministers have been increasing constantly along with those of the members of parliament. And then, other privileges like expensive foreign trips are offered to many of them. During the last six months the foreign trips of the president, prime minister and members of parliament cost the country over $705 million. By the end of the financial year the total expenditure may exceed $1500 million which is a staggering sum.

Defending the foreign trips, the speaker of the National Assembly Chaudry Amir Hussain says these help enhance interaction with the world’s parliamentary leaders. What is the first lesson that our parliamentarians should have learnt while going abroad? They should attend the meetings of parliament unless they are preoccupied with parliamentary committee meetings, as in the US.

But in Pakistan, whether that be in National Assembly or the Senate or the provincial assembly the principal flaw is the lack of quorum even during key debates. It is the duty of the ruling party to provide quorum but it does not do much of the time. The opposition exploits the situation to get the assembly adjourned so even the budget debate becomes a brief exercise. And when the assembly is in session, few ministers are seen there responding to the points raised about their ministries.

And the standing committees of the house do not meet regularly and do their work properly so as to be watchful of the government at work.

The key public accounts committee of the National Assembly also do a highly unsatisfactory job and comes up with reports of mishandling of public funds long after the funds had been wasted and those guilty of doing that had vanished from the scene.

It appears that as long as we have a tribal and feudal socio-political order too many seats in parliament will have the sons, daughters and nieces of feudal lords through election or nomination. That has happened more this time than ever before because of the additional seats created. But if the leading feudal families have to be favoured politically that need not be done by making their scions ministers too soon. The right course would be to make them parliamentary secretaries and after a few years ministers of state and then ministers.

India has a system which divides ministers of state into two categories. One, those who work under senior ministers and, two, those who are given independent charge of ministries. The former are later promoted to the position of cabinet ministers. The system works smoothly.

When Shaukat Aziz’s cabinet came into being he had said the performance of ministers, ministers of state and departmental secretaries would be evaluated every quarter and they would be dealt with accordingly. But no such exercise appears to have taken place since then and the ministers had continued to hold their offices as a matter of routine until the last week’s reshuffle.

We are now told the modest reshuffle of the cabinet has been done in national interest and to prepare the country for new general elections. Chief Election Commissioner Qazi Mohammed Farooq has said the next election will be conducted by a caretaker setup. If so, how helpful will be the recent reshuffle for the ruling setup to win the elections is a matter of guess.

One of the recent privileges of a member of parliament or a provincial assembly has been the allocation of a large development fund to them individually. Along with that often misused funds came a quota of jobs for each member to recommend without real heed to the qualifications and finally in this disregard of the public service commission.

This is a greatly abused privilege which sacrifices merit in recruitment. Now the Sindh education department has failed to recruit seven thousand five hundred teachers following the demand of the coalition partners to appoint the teachers according to the MPA’s quotas. The Sindh education department has taken written tests of 7,500 teachers but now the chief minister is being pressured to give up the entire process and the vacancies be filled by allotting each ruling coalition member his or her quota.

And the World Bank says that since the teachers are recruited heedless of merit, its education grant would be suspended.

Education Minister Dr Hamida Khuro says 14,000 more vacancies for teachers would arise and she would want written tests for filling the posts. How far she would succeed in this venture remains to be seen. The World bank has suspended loans in the social sector in India following such abuses.

In the past the legislatures could misuse their funds to build roads leading to their homes. Schools were built using the public funds to serve as guest houses or cattle shed. The legislatures seek too many privileges for their own gains and not for the benefit of the people of their areas. Such abuses must stop now.

People ought to know more about their parliamentarians in this information age. The members of the National Assembly, Senate and the provincial assemblies should provide proper data and details about themselves on websites. Their educational qualification, training, their varied experience and the extent of their assets ought to be mentioned there. Such data will be useful for the media as well for an intelligent debate. The leadership options before people will also be clearer.

It is not proper that graduation should be prescribed as minimum qualification for legislators including local body members and then all kinds of certificates and papers are passed as equivalent to graduate degrees that is making a mockery of the education system as well as the parliamentary order. Graduation should not be made such a farce and made a pre-condition to contest an elections to assemblies.

Let us have a rationale approach to the whole system and do things consistent with the knowledge age. Let us have really educated and enlightened members of parliament and provincial assemblies instead of making a mockery of the whole system at a high cost.

The elected persons should be given training in parliamentary practices and made familiar with how the system works in democratic countries. It is truly essential for a report to be provided to the nation every year on how many sessions each member attended and what legislative initiatives he took. The number of foreign trips of parliamentarians should be reduced and they should be made to serve their people.

