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The revival of the local governance debate is a welcome development. Notwithstanding the compelling constitutional or legal elements to it, pursuit of a decentralisation agenda in itself is a noble cause. Issues and themes appearing insignificant in the face of complex matters of national importance are actually what forms the very basis of life for the masses. 

 

The last time there was a flurry of activity on this theme was during 2009 as democratic governments took office in the provinces. With unanimous resolve to revisit the-then prevailing system of devolved governance (for whatever it was worth), discussions started amongst diverse stakeholders. But, surprisingly enough, what followed was inconclusive debates and unfinished rhetoric and stopgap arrangements. The expiry of the constitutional protection period assigned to LGO 2001 led to the appointment of civil servants as local government administrators – a disappointing climax to the whole drama. 

 

In terms of hindsight, any further deliberations on questions about the future of local governance would be better off if policy underpinnings or the basic principles are settled beforehand. Unlike 2001 or 2008 when the debates on decentralisation were almost entirely hijacked by peripheral questions of DC/SP and executive magistracy, there is an urgent need to prioritise and clarify the basics before taking up the implementation of a future system. While technicalities and allied questions will also need answers, agreeing (or disagreeing) on underlying themes of local governance needs to be assigned priority.

 

Foremost in this regard would be an agreement on the level of governance which can be considered as most efficient for performing bulk of service delivery functions in any future setup. It is pertinent to remember that the major difference between LGO 1979 and LGO 2001 lay in the latter’s devolving many provincial government functions to the local level in addition to traditional municipal functions. The whole edifice of district governments was accordingly built for the provision of a unified platform for performing additional functions devolved from provincial governments. Devolving provincial government functions (health, education, etc.) under a system based on LGO 1979 with its plethora of independent municipal entities (Zila Council, Municipal Committees, and Union Councils) may well be a non-starter. 

 

If the future system intends to retain devolved portfolio, the mechanism of district government will be nearly inevitable. The only possible option for reverting to LGO 1979 would be through establishment of district authorities with representation from all local councils for joint handling of selected subjects (health, education, etc.) across the district. 

 

The other policy agreement would need to be made around the desirability or otherwise of handling the urban-rural divide in the future setup. Unlike Municipal/Town Committees and Zila Councils under LGO 1979 (with distinct urban and rural characteristics), the notion of TMA was coined through LGO 2001 for amalgamating the urban and rural areas. 

 

The peculiar arrangement was motivated by the consideration that existence of the urban-rural divide leads to discriminatory treatment for under-developed areas, and that problem was sought to be addressed by clubbing all urban and rural areas within a single TMA. Unfortunately, the implementation of the idea led to many distortions as resource allocation was largely decided by whether the Nazims were from urban or from rural areas. The inherent dichotomy of reconciling huge resource requirements for maintaining urban infrastructure with high development costs needed for scattered rural development continued to haunt the TMAs. 

 

The decision of future policymakers would therefore be critical – whether to ensure equity through urban-rural integration in accordance with LGO 2001 or address peculiar development needs of urban and rural areas separately on the lines of LGO 1979?

 

Yet another vital policy choice would be linked with the overall balancing of powers amongst the local and provincial political offices. To what extent, the authority of the elected Nazim or mayor would be circumscribed by the provincial centre of power would be the final arbiter of the strength of local institutions. Whether to give the elected heads a free hand (on the pattern of Zila Nazim under LGO 2001) or to restrict them to essentially local development roles would need to be deliberated for avoiding future dissentions. Equally important would be the tricky question of ascendancy of locally elected political offices over district officialdom. The two extremes ranging from total subjugation to elected Nazims (LGO 2001) to the notion of controlling authorities under LGO 1979 would have to be reviewed. We have already seen the potentially destabilising impact of unresolved political context which has nearly jeopardised the very scheme of LGO 2001 in recent years.

 

Once these policy decisions have been made, moving ahead with a future system of local governance would be less of a challenge. A decision in principle to revert to an LGO 1979-based system would require reverse engineering to reassign devolved functions to their former provincial sources. It would also mean doing away with formula-based fiscal transfers which were basically meant for the provision of resources to local government tiers, distinct form provincially resourced mandates. A lot of tweaking with schedules of establishment abolishing many district offices and recreating provincial nodes would also be needed. On the other hand, retaining LGO 2001 with possible rationalisation of offices of the EDOs, curtailed powers of the TMAs, especially in areas of building regulation and stronger accountability systems, could be simpler solution.

 

The coming months could be vital in the country’s history as steps are expected to be taken for restoration of dysfunctional local governance systems. The best one can expect would be a process which tackles key policy issues in advance before the finalisation of the details of the new system. 
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