Importance of local governance —Fauzia Yazdani
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The vibrancy and buoyancy of local democracy faced its first major hurdle when federal and provincial governments started to be uncomfortable with them; the second obstacle was encountered through inadequate financial decentralisation and control; the third hindrance was faced in the form of a numeric cut in its strength; and this last problem brought local governments to a standstill

Listening to Asma Jehangir has always been inspiring. It bowled me over when she stated on the International Human Rights Day that truth is the first casualty of human rights yet we cannot stop striving for it; and engagements of human rights need to be depoliticised and sans prejudices for friends and foe. 

The ambit of human rights is vast and spreads across political dispensation, issues of governance and social-economic inequality. The state has the duty of provision of rights and the citizens are the rights’ holder.

The future of Pakistan is dependent on how we handle our crises, i.e. of militancy, energy, food insecurity, rising inflation and unemployment. We need to strengthen democracy and democratic institutions not by way of protecting a political party but through protection and continuation of systems and processes. 

Local governance is a window through which the right of self-determination is handed over to the people at the grassroots level in the real sense. This window has been dressed, redressed, closed and opened many a time in Pakistan. The Devolution of Power Plan 2000 led to the enacting of local governments in 2001, which created political space for approximately 144,233 persons and an access to the right of political decision-making. It gave an opportunity to plan, manage and settle local issues locally by the accessible local politicians living next door. Marginalised groups of our society — women, peasants, labour and minorities — could also get their due recognition in this set up. 

The vibrancy and buoyancy of local democracy faced its first major hurdle when federal and provincial governments started to be uncomfortable with them; the second obstacle was encountered through inadequate financial decentralisation and control; the third hindrance was faced in the form of a numeric cut in its strength; and this last problem brought local governments to a standstill. The federal government’s legal protection cover to local democracy under the 17th amendment will end on December 31, 2009. The provincial governments, the new custodians of local democracy/governments, prefer the rule of administrative bureaucracy over the rule of elected representatives; hence axing this political right of the people of Pakistan. 

Pakistan has had to face a new crisis in each of its last six decades and since 2000. The government yet again faces a credibility deficit, political uncertainty, transparency and strained civil-military relations resulting in a plethora of bad governance, social insecurity, deteriorating law and order, sluggish economy and dissatisfied populace. 

It makes me wonder why we have not been able to change this medley of discontent since 1947? My take on this is that we have been prejudiced towards personalities at the expense of principles, systems and processes. Bad governance and good initiatives have thus been a casualty of personalised political whims. The proposed roll back of the Local Government System (LGS) is a prime example. The existing system is not devoid of its crude corners and challenges, but the solution does not lie in scrapping the system but in customised adjustments as per respective provincial needs.

Our two largest issues demanding concerted efforts are arresting militancy and management of its human fallout, i.e. the IDPs and terror victims. The LGS is the best conduit to manage both. The rising security threat warrants citizens to keep an eye on their surroundings and neighbours and facilitate and liaise with the police. Had the LGS been actually used, it could have engaged the local residents at the Union Council level to immediately identify suspicious disposition and activities of the new entrants in their locality. 

Some mosques have been used to not only allure and brainwash innocent minds in the name of religion but have also provided sanctuaries to the perpetrators of violence in the name of religion, be it in the shape of honour killings or suicide attacks. Under the LGS, the Mohalla Committees could have helped to check the violently instigating sermons and calls for jihad. The collective will and commitment of the residents could have stopped this attitudinal pollution.

The humanitarian crisis of the IDPs of Malakand and South Waziristan Agency has crossed the mark of over 2.5 million persons. These people are either in makeshift, substandard and inadequately equipped camps or with host communities, thus creating immense pressure on social and infrastructural systems of the host localities and communities. The weak and insufficient camp management not only had difficulties in identifying genuine IDPs but rogue elements could also take refuge and slip away in the garb of IDPs. 

The Pakistan Army not only carried out a security operation but was also shouldered with the responsibilities of IDP management. Had the LGS been there, it could have been used as a lynchpin for coordination, validation and monitoring. The office of nazim, with the support of the DCO, could have been the archive of information on category-wise need and availability of funds, provision and services and subsequent coordination with other designated quarters. 

The elected representatives of a Union Council could have helped in: (a) identification of legitimate affectees; (b) camp organisation and management; (c) mapping of host communities and (d) monitoring of relief and rehabilitation work. Elected women councillors could reach out to affected women and children who are the largest in number. Moreover, it could have handled the related issues that arose due to linguistic barriers and lack of sensitisation to local norms and customs. 

The IDPs were/are not merely people but voters as well. Hence, the LGS could have institutionalised the need and understanding of having democratic institutions. The sense of being in reach to their representatives could have helped the IDPs in reducing their frustration level and used for social re-engineering to win the battle of ideology and induce attitudinal change. 

Denial and/or withholding of rights is also a form of violence. Local governance is a political right that has delivered and has the potential to contribute to effective governance paradigm by infusing transparency and accountability in the elected representatives and institutions. Effective governance needs continuation and sustenance of democratic institutions, system and processes. Do not let this system become a casualty at the altar of political egos and personal bias towards a military dictator. Let’s save our right to political decision making. 

