Governance by propaganda
By Kunwar Idris

IN THE midst of heated arguments in the Supreme Court, continuous debates on TV channels and gossip in the drawing rooms marked by concern and sometimes banter, a thought must be given to the question that why, at the end of the day, the fate of every regime in Pakistan, be it military or civil or a blend of both as it is now, has to be decided in the courts or on the streets and not at the ballot box.

Without getting entangled in the age-old argument about democracy being alien to the antecedents of our governance and incompatible with our faith and ideology, one must look at the common strands of failure that have run through all governments since independence — leave out, if you will, the first decade of the founding fathers.

Most persistent and conspicuous has been the tradition to project individuals rather than institutions as the fountainhead of all power and the good or evil that flows from it.

Then comes the urge to earn applause by holding out hopes that cannot be fulfilled and staging spectacles rather than serving the community quietly as a matter of duty.

The third, and most lethal, for the image of every government has been the increasingly extravagant lifestyle of ministers, bureaucrats and party leaders at public expense.

The tendency to glorify individuals and belittle institutions, grandstanding instead of humility, and reckless spending have been growing all along to reach a vulgar, intolerable limit.

The cumulative burden of maladministration over half a century has pushed Pakistan to the very bottom of world rankings in human development, security, corruption, individual liberty and freedom of conscience.

In a political risk survey of emerging markets published recently in The Economist, Pakistan is the last among the 24 countries surveyed. Yet another survey has found Karachi to be the dirtiest city of the world.

All such findings point to the fact that the stability and success of the political and economic order of a country is determined by the strength of its institutions and not the power of individuals.

Political doctrines like the balance of power among the president, the prime minister and the parliament, and the role of the armed forces and judiciary in governance arouse the interest of people but hardly touch their daily grind.

The same is true, to a lesser extent though, of economic indices and statistics.

In any case the claims of every government to development and prosperity in its time are doubted by the people and called into question by independent economists. The claims of the present government are being questioned even by the World Bank, the UNDP and Islamabad’s Mahbubul Haq Centre.

The government contends that per head income in Pakistan is now the highest in the region, and absolute poverty in its time has decreased by 10 per cent.

The publications of three organisations show that per head income is higher in India and much higher in Sri Lanka and absolute poverty in Pakistan has come down by five, and not 10, per cent.

Leaving aside the methods of calculating incomes and poverty levels, what matters to a family is whether its income is staying ahead of the prices. A housewife who prepares Ramazan gift packages for the rural poor reports that the package that last year cost her Rs500, the commodities and their quantities remaining the same, has cost Rs675 this time.

Official statisticians would be hard put to proving that the earnings of an average family have increased by that much, i.e. 35 per cent, in the intervening period.

As far as memory serves, no government in the past 50 years has advertised its plans and achievements more brazenly and expensively than this one. To the understandable annoyance of the people, reality does not bear out the propaganda. The government keeps emphasising distant plans and mega projects while hardships aggravate. A few instances may be recounted in support.

The talk for almost eight years now has been about building mega power projects but not even a mini one has come up. The railways minister dreams of trains running to China and Saudi Arabia and air-conditioned bullet trains within the country.

But a local train for Karachi that he made the president inaugurate in a much-publicised event more than a year ago has yet to be seen. Such is the yawning gap between rhetoric and reality.

Karachi in particular has been the butt of propaganda for political gain. Its former nazim signed 30 MOUs and visited as many countries but ended his four-year term by giving new names to old roads and bridges.

The passion of his much younger and more ambitious successor is for “mega projects”, skyscrapers and call centres which lie beyond the scope and resources of the district government while the basic civic services suffer from neglect.

He plans to build an elevated expressway and many mass transit corridors while the city’s bus service continues to deteriorate.

Karachi must be the only city in the world where commuters travel sitting on the roofs of rickety buses or hanging on to their back ladders.

For the poor and deteriorating civic services, the city administration seeks an alibi in the absence of a master plan, the continued influx of people from the outside and cantonment boards and port trusts not being amenable to his control. He is wrong on all three counts.

Karachi has always had a master plan. It was painstakingly reviewed in the 1970s by Abbas Hussain Shah assisted by experts from international agencies.

He is no longer alive but the nazim could learn a great deal about the plan from Ilahi Bukhsh Soomro who was director-general before him and Z.A. Nizami who followed him. Both are still around and active.

Migration to Karachi is of the same magnitude as in the other large cities. According to Mehtab Karim, professor of demography at the Aga Khan University, Karachi’s population is growing at around three per cent, the same as in Lahore, and not at six per cent as Karachi’s naib nazima Nasreen Jalil made her audience believe in a DawnNews show the other day.

The nazim doesn’t say in what way the cantonment boards or port authorities hinder or impair the management of the city. If he can coordinate matters with 18 autonomous town administrations surely he can with these organisations as well.

The truth of the matter is that the bosses at the three tiers of government wish to wield total power and dispense patronage to advance the cause of their parties and to glorify themselves.

That is how they expect to stay in power and regain it too without worrying about the ballot or accountability. This mindset can change only through repeated elections and not military coups or court orders

