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Decentralisation may increase local resource generation, improve planning and, most importantly, speed up accountability of government officials. Or it may contribute to more corruption and increased regional disparities. 
The proponents of devolution have long argued that the exercise is a grassroots revolution that has substantially improved service delivery. Therefore, they say, provincial government plans to modify the 2001 devolution design after the return of legislative jurisdiction over local governments to the provinces on Jan 1, 2010, are reactionary. 

It is thus important to critically survey the impact of this re-organisation. Water supply, sanitation, sewerage and farm-to-market roads were traditional local government functions. But did the much-contested devolution of other functions like health and education and related administrative changes bear fruit? 

An objective assessment has to measure the results against the desired goals of the effort. As seen from international examples, devolution has three main purposes: one, a political need to accommodate the demands for greater autonomy by sub-provincial forces; two, a process to mobilise more citizens for greater participation in governance; three, an administrative need to improve the delivery of social services. 

In our case, the appeasement of local forces was not a declared objective — unless accommodating the MQM’s interests in parts of Sindh was. If it was, then devolution was a spectacular success, as evidenced by the party’s staunch support among all major political forces. 

The objective of increased participation was a success. Some 85,000 councillors, almost one-third of them women, were elected across the country to participate in the management of unprecedented devolved pelf, personnel and power. 

But while the increased participation of women was indeed laudable, it does not vindicate the administrative design. After all, the purpose could have been achieved in different, simpler ways, for example, by adding more women’s seats to the 1979 local bodies system. 

So, how then did this devolution experiment impact on service delivery, clearly the most important yardstick in the absence of a clear political objective? Anecdotal evidence abounds but serious scientific evidence is scarce. 

The then National Reconstruction Bureau (NRB) chairman and current leading light of the pro-devolution camp, Mr Daniyal Aziz, relied on three strands of evidence, oft-repeated because of the absence of any new literature, before the Pakistan Development Forum, Islamabad, in May 2005, to bolster his case. 

One, local governments were raising more revenues, he argued. Self-generated revenues, of a sample of eight tehsil/town revenues, had jumped substantially. Two, substantial positive changes were seen in the last few years in key social indicators as documented by the Federal Bureau of Statistics and the Pakistan Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper. The gains in social indicators accelerated after devolution, he said. 

Three, Mr Aziz presented the results of a large-scale national survey commissioned by the NRB and conducted by an international organisation. This survey, much liked by the pro-devolution camp and cited regularly in its seminar literature, found positive changes in citizen satisfaction with government roads, water, sanitation, sewerage and health services. 

But these claims do not seem to be borne out on closer scrutiny. Punjab tehsils/towns, usually richer compared to many other parts of the country, do not represent the weight of local government in the country. Also, the self-generated revenues of Punjab district governments, the most important and largest tier of local government, remained stagnant, according to the records of the Punjab finance department. 

Development funds — and massive funding was provided — channelled through local governments were always going to improve roads and sanitation, as was the case with past local bodies. The impact on education and health service, the most challenging areas, was the real test. But these sectors saw no improvement — especially when the five per cent margin of error is taken into account. 

More important is the question of causality. Surveying the NRB claims of improvements in service delivery, Dr Shahrukh Khan and others in their 2007 OUP book Initiating Devolution stated that that “for the most part, the government’s claims of significant improvements in service delivery following devolution are dubious at best. The data sources quoted by the NRB do not rigorously isolate the impact of devolution on service delivery”. 

They explain that the “pick-up in the economic growth rate and remittances between 2002 and 2005 could have been responsible for improved social sector indicators. Thus, much of the improvement could have occurred because prosperity enabled greater individual effort, as has been the trend over the past decade”. 

The Social Policy Development Centre, a Karachi-based, well-known independent think tank, in its 2007 report on the impact of devolution concluded that while education indicators showed some progress, the lack of “significant change to date in the trend of health indicators, gender equality and regional disparities limits the potential impact of local governments on poverty in the post-devolution period”. 

This verdict of marginal or negligible impact is not surprising. The World Bank’s World Development Report 2005 stated that the record of decentralisation is mixed with some successes and some reversals: “Decentralisation is not magic. Allocating more responsibilities to sub-national governments does not itself transform service delivery.” In short, decentralisation may increase local resource generation, improve planning and, most importantly, speed up accountability of government officials. Or it may contribute to more corruption and increased regional disparities. It all depends upon local circumstances and the devolution design. 

The bottom line: the push was substantial but could have been achieved in a number of different scenarios. The political objective, which was dubious in this case, was achieved. The impact on the delivery of education and health services — a critical feature — was, contrary to popular hyperbole, negligible. Given the billions of rupees of government and donor funds and the unprecedented investment of political capital, this failure strikes one, even if we ignore criticism of political illegitimacy, increased corruption, a weakened state and increased regional disparities. 

Does this mean that local governments have no future in Pakistan? No, local governance, like democracy, is as much about processes as it is about results. But it does mean that provincial governments should not hesitate to revise the 2001 design — what is devolved, how it is devolved and to whom. That they are currently doing. Not a reaction, but a correction. 

