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Simultaneous public sector reforms may provide a more conducive route to promote development and even democracy, instead of trying to focus exclusively on local governments, which currently lack the credentials to challenge the status quo

The fate of the much trumpeted devolution plan initiated by the current government right after it came to power seems quite uncertain now, given that general elections are just around the corner. 

While major political parties including the PPP and PMLN have been demanding the dissolution of local governments prior to elections, the government has not ordered any such move stating that the three year tenure of the current local governments is not yet up. Nonetheless, controversy has increasingly engulfed the devolutionary attempt of the current government. 

Why has the supposed aim to devolve power down to the local level become so contested? 

Despite setting aside the irony of yet another devolutionary framework being introduced by a military-led government, the evident divergences between the stated goals of devolution and the ground realities concerning its implementation remain hard to ignore. 

While the ruling government declared that the local elections would not be party-based, political parties openly supported particular candidates. In fact, opposition political parties have been criticising local governments for being partisan and enabling government supporters to assume power, and for having weakened their popularity on ground by the selective release of development funds to government backed local politicians to lay the ground for dominating the forthcoming parliamentary elections. 

The devolution plan, under which two phases of local governments have been held since 2002, did reserve not only a significant proportion of seats for women, but also for other marginalised groups including minorities, peasants and workers. 

But in effect, many landlords and mill owners were able to contest and win elections from these reserved seats. Conversely, in conservative areas across the country, multitudes of women were not even allowed to vote. Many women candidates were elected unopposed, their easily gained political position in turn being primarily enjoyed by their party-based backers, or male family members who were even allowed to participate in council sessions on behalf of female councillors. 

It is thus not surprising that the devolution plan for Pakistan is criticised for being more of an instrument of perpetuating power, instead of instilling democracy at the grassroots level. 

However, to be fair, the opponents of the current government are not merely singling out devolution as the only cause for potential electoral manipulation by the current government, since doubts are even being cast on the neutrality of the Election Commission. 

Still, devolution has not been able to accomplish its stated goal of making government representatives more accessible, or more responsive to the needs of poor people. While there are some examples of good practices, by and large, six years after the national devolution plan was implemented, local governments still lack adequate political, administrative and financial autonomy and capacity. Relations between the central government and the four provinces are no better, given that devolution commenced from the provincial level instead of being initiated from the federal level. Moreover, the ministries and attached line departments were not sufficiently oriented towards joint facilitation of local developments.

Some analysts have argued that increasing the mandates and funds of selected candidates, backed by local influentials, merely reinforces the tendency towards spatial and social inequality of provision between villages and social groups within given union councils, which are the most basic of electoral and planning units under the devolution plan. The union as it is currently structured, as a multi-village electoral ward, is not considered to give enough representation to all villages within the council, nor enough weight to them in the planning processes, due to which the existing domain of factional patron-client politics continues to prevail. In the absence of genuine representation, local elections have perhaps exacerbated local clan and ethnic rivalries. 

Regional and political disaffections have continued to fester unabated as well. The grave rifts between political forces in the country, heightened by unexpected events such as the tragic assassination of Benazir Bhutto, and the lingering threat of boycott of the results of the coming general elections are posing major risks of increasing tensions between and within different tiers of governance. If the opposition parties somehow manage to gain a majority in the parliament, the very existence of the prevailing local government system could become jeopardised. 

Even if devolution is not suspected to provide a guise for political engineering, there are many other interpretations which have come to provide contending, albeit equally harmful, interpretations concerning the impact of devolution. 

Thomas Friedman’s book ‘Capitalism and Freedom’, for example, advocates the need for free market economics with minimal governance as a means of creating political and social freedom. But what happened in a country like Russia should be enough to illustrate that decreasing the power of over-developed central governments does not necessarily lead to political freedom. This attempt can instead increase inequalities, which lead to the rise of oligarchs an in the case of Russia, or further elite capture of resources, as is feared to be the case in Pakistan. 

Unfortunately, under imperfect conditions of governance in countries like our own, it proves difficult for lower government tiers to resist the urge of being co-opted for allegedly more nefarious designs such as political manipulation or patronage of a limited number of local influentials. Local governments still provide considerable scope for undue political interference, nepotism and personalisation of governmental administration and finances.

Given this situation, simultaneous public sector reforms may provide a more conducive route to promote development and even democracy, instead of trying to focus exclusively on local governments, which currently lack the credentials to challenge the status quo. At least donors and other supporters of the devolutionary attempt in Pakistan should remember these issues when they get back to working on governance after the next general elections.
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