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AS public policies affect all segments of national life and also influence individuals, the work of parliament is varied, complex and time-consuming. 

In an elected dispensation, a deeper commitment is required by parliamentarians to ensure that democratic values are adhered to and that the planned agenda is accomplished in accordance with the wishes of the people and within the shortest possible time. 

In order to achieve this target, the democratic world has a large and powerful system of parliamentary committees that originated some centuries ago in Britain which saw the constitution of committees on religion, ‘evils’ and privileges during the 16th and 17th centuries. 

Dozens of committees have come into being in Pakistan since 1973 while parliamentary committees in India have been there for some 90 years. 

In the US, congressional committees are considered watchdogs overseeing the performance of state functionaries. Comprehensive rules of procedure for committees in the US Senate have been reinforced wherein their powers, jurisdiction and schedule are well defined. As these committees are funded by taxpayers, the ultimate outcome of their meetings, agendas and proceedings are closely monitored not only through stringent rules but also by citizens’ forums, the media and other powerful lobbies. As such, no committee, howsoever powerful, can afford any delay in accomplishing its agenda or preparing its report. 

Although the same spirit is supposed to regulate the rules of procedures of committees in Pakistan, India, the UK and the US, glaring dissimilarities characterise the performance of democratic bodies in individual countries. For example, there are some 80 committees in Pakistan, 30 in the UK, 20 in the US and 17 in India. Committees in India have the shortest life. They are swiftly reconstituted without any rupture caused to their continuity. 

With the exception of Pakistan, all over the democratic world committees enjoy unchallenged recognition of their power and authority when it comes to the holding of meetings, the formulation of their respective agendas, the publication of reports, the investigation of appointments, expenditures, promotions, contracts and the day-to-day business of government departments. They can call on any person or institution to record statements or give evidence, and can even probe classified documents. The American Congress even authorises a congressional committee to amend its rules of procedures for its convenience. 

Contrary to this authority, no committee in Pakistan can hold a meeting without consulting the minister concerned while no report prepared by it can be made public without the prior permission of the speaker. Although Senate committees exercise more powers regarding the publication of reports, there is little difference between the two houses of parliament when it comes to the extent to which decisions are implemented, or advice and recommendations followed — which is practically nil. 

The chief reason for the failure of the committee system is the disoriented growth of democratic institutions — in this case the National Assembly and Senate secretariats — which are constitutionally responsible for ensuring a better performance and sustainable productivity by parliament. Both secretariats appear to be controlled by non-professional and incompetent elements who consider committees to be little beyond bodies making recommendations. Because of this, parliamentarians face a lot of resistance from within the secretariats. State functionaries evidently fail to translate their ideas into action. 

Although approximately Rs400m have been allocated in the current budget to sustain these, a well-conceived support system to make the meeting of such committees result-oriented is totally non-existent. With the chairmen and members of the committees left to scrutinise complex, technical and professional matters in just three to four hours, how can results be possible? In fact, such kind of expertise and professional skill is not expected from public representatives even in advanced democracies, including the US, the UK and India. 

Parliamentarians are not researchers, investigators, auditors, draftsmen or solicitors. They just represent the people and have only raw information or vague ideas on how to tackle the problems that their constituents must contend with. In order to access and understand the reality so that they can make sound recommendations, they require the help of competent researchers, subject specialists and advisors. The services of the latter are not available to them in the country. Ultimately, a committee’s meeting cannot go beyond photo-sessions, remunerations and the issuance of general observations on tricky issues. 

This picture is bleak when compared to the one in truly democratic countries where a comprehensive support system for committees has been developed. Here one can see hundreds of permanent staff members of the superior services, advisors and subject specialists of eminence working in close coordination with committee heads to effectively deliver on an agenda. 

There are also adequate preparations to ensure that the report of a committee is made available to the public as soon as possible. For instance, a report could be made available the morning after it has been approved. In order to curtail expenditures, committees are bound to hold meetings at a time when the house is in session; on the other hand, committees have to strictly follow a pre-set schedule, meeting for four days in a week in the UK. 

In order to catch with the high proficiency of the democratic world, we have to make first conceptual, then procedural, and finally administrative changes to support committees purely for them to retain a professional spirit, otherwise the outcome of their performance will remain the same as it has been in Pakistan over the last six decades.
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