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Eventually the Supreme Court of Pakistan has ordered the provincial governments to release schedules for holding the much-delayed local government elections. The decision by the highest court of the country could ultimately lead to the revival of the local governments system in the country. The present system, which was put in place by Gen Pervez Musharraf in 2001 completed two four-year terms in 2009. After that the provincial governments, which received powers to legislate for the local bodies in their respective jurisdictions, have failed to hold fresh elections on one pretext or another.

 

Whatever the motive behind it, the delay in the holding of local government elections in Pakistan has inflicted colossal damage on the process of good governance. It also retarded the evolution of a participatory political system and a democratic culture.

 

Local self-government stands for the rights and ability of local authorities to regulate and manage a substantial share of public affairs under their own responsibility and in the interest of the local population. This right is exercised by councils or assemblies composed of members elected by secret ballot on the basis of direct, universal adult franchise.

 

Existence of the local government system is critical for self-governance at local tiers. In the absence of such institutions people are unable to manage affairs that affect their daily lives. Local governments are basic units of a democratic polity. The construct of democracy consisting of various concepts cannot be imagined without the presence of self-governing local institutions.

 

The Pakistani political class has been reluctant to give up its powers to people, which is their right, especially in a country with claims to democracy. One essential way of delegating powers to the people could be to establish, and then truly enable, the local government system, so that people’s participation in the system could be ensured and their ability for self-governance enhanced. There is unwillingness among traditional Pakistani politicians to let people get empowerment and to allow a democratic culture to thrive. 

 

This is due to the reason that most decision-makers of Pakistan have belonged to the feudal or feudal-turned-industrial classes. For these classes surrendering power to people so that they could govern themselves is akin to depriving the political elite of its traditional hold on power. That is why the political elite opted to keep intact the colonial administrative and governance structure which, instead of serving people, has reinforced the status quo. Continuation of the status quo denies any space for development and progress.

 

Occupation by colonial powers in Asia left legacies of centralised administrative rule more suited to command, maintenance of law and order and revenue extraction, rather than governance and popular participation at the local level. Colonial models of administration were imposed on local communities with disregard for their historical systems of governance. The Pakistani political elite always wanted to pursue the modus operandi of colonial rulers without realising that the country and its people were no more colonies of imperial powers.

 

So by delaying elections for local governments for almost three years the federal and provincial governments and the political elite heading them attempted to reverse the process of political change which was set in motion by the installation of the local government institutions back in 2001. 

 

Pervez Musharraf did not have any love for democratic culture in the country and his regime’s installation of the system was politically-motivated. However, it is the inherent characteristic of such a system to empower people and democratise the political landscape. Pakistan has always been in dire need of a democratic culture but such a culture could not take root and flourish. During the times of extreme institutional breakdown the need for taking strides towards evolution of a democratic-political culture was never needed as direly as it is now. The rapidly deteriorating situation is itself proof of this. 

 

Local government institutions have a great advantage as they are instrumental in preventing a political vacuum in society. They fill that vacuum by reaching sections of the population at the most rudimentary levels and bringing people into the governmental loop, and delivering to them benefits and services which a citizen of any civilised should receive. 

 

In the absence of a functioning local government system, Pakistan is a state which has a huge political vacuum. This vacuum is creating a number of social and political problems and is pushing the state into crisis. The two successive local government elections had somewhat stabilised the political system at its core and it was expected that with two or three further elections anomalies in the local government system would be removed.

 

Local government institutions also have a definite and significant role in enabling people to participate in politics and public affairs, which results in public good. In particular, local government institutions provide a range of forums to the marginalised sections of society, including workers and peasants, and to women. In view of the large number of benefits of the local government system, it is hoped that the provincial governments will work with all sincerity to revive the local bodies.

 

 

The writer is a sociologist based in Peshawar. Email: nailaqazi@hotmail.com

 

