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MEDIA GALLERY 

Pakistan drawn out 



THAT Pakistan is a poorly administered country is widely accepted. Cynics call Pakistan a ‘failed state’. Others prefer ‘ungovernable’. 

Although optimists treat our problems as the pangs of transition, scourges such as militancy, insecurity, corruption, and the deteriorating standards of basic services would compel even the most balanced to call our system a “functioning anarchy”. 

This article attempts to answer the question of how much malgovernance is costing us. Misrule is a multifaceted menace, and every facet costs money. It is difficult to shortlist its various aspects, but we can say that its major components are: incompetence, inefficiency, corruption and lack of decision-making. Further, incompetence results in flawed planning, or no planning at all, jeopardising our future. 

In this high-tech age, developed countries are quick to compute the cost of most events/decisions. Then there is constant research, appraisal and evaluation of public policies and their implementation, which helps in better planning and informed decision-making. Unfortunately we never carry out such exercises and, therefore, the cost of misrule is difficult to calculate. But we can make an intelligent guess by using the 2010-2011 budgetary figures to try and quantify the losses which occur, or are likely to occur due to malgovernance. 

Let’s begin with income. The budget shows that in 2009-10 our total tax collection was Rs1,396bn. If we focus only on income from direct taxes, we see that we collected Rs522bn under this head. But most analysts agree that if we control inefficiency and corruption, this amount can easily be doubled — which means our tax collectors, in collusion with taxpayers, siphon off more than Rs5bn every year. 

That is not the end of the story. In Pakistan, out of a population of 170 million, we have less than two million income taxpayers (most of them salaried persons). We can increase our income manifold if we tax all incomes irrespective of source, and streamline the collection system. 

On the expenditure side, major heads which consume most of our income are debt-servicing, defence, subsidies for loss-making public-sector entities, the civil administration and intelligence services. For infrastructure development we borrow money from international finance institutions. Let us focus on two major items: subsidy to loss-making corporations and the Public Sector Development Programme (PSDP). Take the subsidies first. Rs300bn have been allocated for PIA, Pakistan Steel Mills, the Railways, the Pakistan Electric Power Company, etc due to the losses being incurred by these state-owned enterprises. 

Until recently these organisations generated handsome profits. But within a span of a few years they are in the red and incurring huge losses. The only reason is nepotism, corruption, political interference and ineffective management. For example, at PIA the average number of staff per airplane averages 700 whereas the international average is 200. Most of these organisations can easily post profits but are forced to seek support because of malgovernance. 

The PPP claims the allocation of Rs660bn for the PSDP as a big achievement, but it is an admitted fact that at the end of the year over one-third of this amount will remain unspent because of lack of institutional capacity. Of the remaining amount, 40 per cent will line the pockets of government functionaries, while 20 to 30 per cent will go to the contractors as profit. Pakistanis should consider themselves lucky if they get the benefit of 20 per cent of the money. The same goes for provincial annual development programmes. 

None can deny that in all so-called nation-building departments, corruption has been institutionalised and there is a nexus between consultants, contractors, engineers and their bosses (bureaucrats or politicians) to hijack development funds to the tune of 80 per cent. What happens in the departments of irrigation, communication and works, agriculture and livestock is well known. Huge funds are allocated, but hardly any benefit accrues to potential beneficiaries. This story is repeated every year. 

The cost of malgovernance by analysing the annual budget is just the tip of the iceberg. The actual cost can only be determined if we factor in the cost of lack of planning, poor decisions, not making the right decisions at the right time and the cost incurred by the masses in not getting services. 

The current power shortage is an example of the absence of planning and decision-making. During Gen Musharraf’s tenure everyone was ecstatic at the high growth rate and the expansion of consumer financing, but policymakers lacked the capacity to understand that this expansion required commensurate growth of the infrastructure, with electricity on top. Maybe they lacked the courage to take bold policy decisions at the proper time. 

If there was no consensus on Kalabagh, they could have started work elsewhere. They could have taken a quick decision on Thar coal or the installation of small hydro projects. The delay in decision-making has caused tremendous losses to trade, industry and agriculture. Even if a computer wizard could come up with actual costs, how can one compute the cost of hardship ordinary citizens have faced? 

It is difficult to assess the extent of damage and compute its costs in social sectors. For example there are hundreds of thousands of incomplete and unutilised projects across Pakistan apart from ‘ghost schools’ and dysfunctional health centres. How can we assess the cost of ‘education not provided’ or maternal deaths that could have been prevented had health facilities worked properly? 

Space constraints limit elaboration, but everyone knows how citizens are fleeced, harassed and insulted in the lower courts, police stations, patwar khanas and other government offices. Nothing gets going without illegal gratification. 

The annual turnover of corruption in these places is anybody’s guess. But if we take organisations like the Trading Corporation of Pakistan, the FIA, EOBI and the steel mills and the kickbacks from mega projects and defence purchases, the figures would be astronomical. 

Pakistan could have been a Malaysia or South Korea had we not disrupted the process of development in the mid-1960s, and fallen prey to malgovernance. Are we ready to learn from our mistakes or will we be condemned to repeat them? 
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