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ADEBATE on the provincial autonomy is once again raging in the press and on TV channels. This issue has remained a major controversy ever since Pakistan’s existence and has continued to raise its head periodically in different forms. This time the thrust is on the “Concurrent List.”

The issue needs to be analysed from two perspectives. First, what quantum of autonomy is the need of the hour and would meet the aspirations of the people of the federating units? Second, what is the role of the two political parties – the ruling PML and the PPP – vis-à-vis the issue of autonomy?

The question of provincial autonomy in a federation was trivialised soon after the country’s birth when Karachi was separated from Sindh and elected governments of Sindh and the NWFP were dismissed. The first major agitation, on this count, took place when the people of former East Pakistan protested against central government’s refusal to make Bengali a national language along with Urdu. This protest assumed alarming proportions when in 1952 the police opened fire on demonstrating students at Dhaka University campus killing some of them. This, as later events showed, sowed the seeds of a process that culminated in the independence of the country’s eastern wing.

The provinces suffered a rude shock in 1955 in the shape of One Unit when their very existence as federating units was done away with. This gave rise to a protracted and vigorous movement by Sindhi, Baloch, Pakhtoon and Seraiki people for restoration of their identity.

The `new’ Pakistan emerging out of the debacle of 1971 proved to be no different from the `old’ one as far as the grant of autonomy to the provinces was concerned. The assemblies resulting from the first (and the last) free and fair use of adult franchise in 1970 and the governments formed therefrom were completely dominated by the centre. Language bill passed by the Sindh Assembly in July 1972 with 80 per cent majority was overruled by Islamabad through an ordinance. Balochistan government was dismissed, and the assembly suspended, followed by a military operation in February 1973 when that government tried to act on its pledge, made to the electorate, of giving them their due share in development and services.

These are a few glimpses of a long and tortuous journey along the road of autonomy, not to mention about its fiscal and economic aspects including the National Finance Commission whose composition and award-giving mechanism is totally subservient to the whims of the centre.

Then came the much-trumpeted 1973 unanimously passed Constitution. Here, by the way, a much-publicised illusion needs to be cleared that “Z.A. Bhutto gave the country a consensus constitution.” The facts are contrary to that. It was made unanimous (though not quite unanimous as two MNAs from Balochistan didn’t sign it) by the will and effort of the leaders of the NAP, the then majority party of Balochistan and the NWFP, which were championing the cause of provincial autonomy. This was unanimous not because it was the best but because of compromises these nationalist leaders made in order to put this hapless country on the track of democracy. It is another matter that Mr Bhutto gave a new lease of life to the military when with its help he destroyed the civil / political institutions. This strategy ultimately led to his own downfall.

The 1973 Constitution placed the subjects of business of the state in two lists; Federal List and Concurrent List. Federal list, in two parts, contains 67 subjects while the concurrent list 47. Apart from defence, foreign affairs and currency, a vast range of subjects, from as important as migration from or into, or settlement in, a province or the federal capital and minerals, oil and natural gas, to highways, and state lotteries and weights and measures come under the purview of federal list. Over the subjects of concurrent list, the centre and the provinces both have powers to legislate but in case of a difference of opinion the `Act of Parliament shall prevail.’

A provincial assembly has `exclusive’ powers only on the matters not mentioned in either of the two lists. So as a matter of fact nothing of substance is left for the provinces. If anything was left, it has been taken away through its devolution plan by the present government, some of which were transferred to district governments which are also controlled by the

centre.

Being aware of their inability to solve the important issue of provincial autonomy, the framers had agreed to review and revise the 1973 Constitution after 10 years in order to enhance the quantum of autonomy by transferring the subjects of the concurrent list to the provinces. But that did not happen even after 33 years. Instead things have continuously moved in the opposite direction and the mode of governance has become more centralised. And every ruler has played his/her part in disrespecting the will of the people and disfiguring the Constitution’s “unanimous” title.

To begin with, Mr Bhutto, who imposed emergency within 24 hours of passing of the 1973 Constitution, continued to amend (7 amendments) and use and abuse it at his whims. Then Gen Ziaul Haq, through 8th amendment, totally changed the complexion of the Constitution and Gen Pervez Musharraf has put the last nail in its coffin. In the name of devolution and decentralisation he made it highly centralised to the extent that even local bodies have been grabbed by Islamabad.

This process of encroachment over provincial autonomy has led the people of the federating units, particularly Sindh and Balochistan, to feel that they are not equal partners in the federation. Just one example will suffice. When the majority of the Sindhis, including their assembly, had declared that Kalabagh dam is an anti-Sindh project and it should be scrapped, Gen. Musharraf ridiculed them by saying that Sindhis were illiterate and devoid of knowledge, hence don’t know their good and bad which he knew and that Kalabagh dam shall be constructed.

All this has brought a fundamental change in the thinking and attitude of the Sindhis and the Balochs towards the question of autonomy. `National’ autonomy, not provincial autonomy, is now their slogan. They are now struggling to seek a complete control over their land, natural resources and financial tools. They want restoration of their right to rule over their destiny.

At this juncture, any talk about autonomy in the context of the concurrent list sounds too little too late. Time is always an important factor. To achieve positive results, one needs to make right decisions at right time. In the early years, Bengalis had sought a national status for their language and a due share in governance and economic resources but all this was denied. Later, Bengali was recognised as national language. During the 1960s, they expressed their aspirations in terms of six-points formula which was, in fact, a programme of national autonomy. Again the centre rejected this. The nationalist movement moved ahead and the result was the emergence of Bangladesh. It was after a quarter of century that the rulers at Islamabad realised the mistake.

Similarly for the Balochs in early 70s, the issue was giving local jobs to local people and a due share in the mineral wealth of the province. Instead they received bullets and their leaders were treated as traitors. In 2006, the scenario has changed. Now their struggle is heading towards complete control over their resources as Nawab Akbar Bugti, in his last interview to BBC had said that the point of contention (with Islamabad) was “our sea, our resources and our right to rule.” After Nawab Bugti’s killing, the situation has gone further to the point of invoking 1948 treaty between the government of Pakistan and the ex-state of Kalat.

A similar situation prevails in Sindh where decades of broken promises, usurpation, exploitation and humiliation have led the people to a point where they are talking about restoration and re-activation of sovereignty which they shared to create the country but have since been denied and deprived of. The fact remains that the abolition of the concurrent list within the stipulated period of 10 years may have made some difference. Now it may not because not only internal but international situation has undergone a sea change after the end of the Cold War. Besides, even if talks are held between the centre and the provinces on the matter, it is quite likely that the whole concurrent list will not be abolished and again promises would be made for transfer of subjects in instalments as has been the case with NFC Award.

The question arises as to why the PML and the PPP are now giving an extraordinary importance to the issue of the abolition of the concurrent list. For those who know the role and character of these two parties, the answer is simple.

Their effort is aimed at not solving the problem but prolonging and postponing it. Needless to say that the establishment always tries to bury the crucial issues by turning to rhetorics, the PML has always been part of the establishment while PPP, at critical junctures, has helped the establishment. During the 1970-71 period, it played this role effectively and later in 70s, while in power, it performed this role faithfully by destroying democratic institutions and in 1988, after two vigorous rounds of the MRD movement, it again aligned itself with the anti-people forces.

Now when the situation vis-à-vis autonomy is becoming clearer and the people of the federating units are demanding `national’ automony as per letter and spirit of 1940 resolution, these two parties are joining hands to thwart any real solution of the autonomy issue. In fact they are trying to maintain status quo in the name of change.

