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FOLLOWING the failure of centralised systems of economic delivery and the collapse of state-managed economic administrative mechanisms, development theory and practice — core aspect of what was then known as socialism — have been drastically redefined over the last few decades. 

A key component of the neoliberal thinking in development theory has now become the emphasis on deconcentration, decentralisation, deregulation and devolution, or any combination or form of these in administrative, political and, in particular, financial arrangements. Different manifestations of such arrangements have been successfully applied not only in unabashedly pro-market economies, but also in controlled economies such as China and India, where decentralisation has been regarded by scholars as ‘the major institutional arrangement’ for the huge economic growth that has taken place over the last three decades. In many other countries, the fiscal crisis of the capitalist state forced a reluctant decentralisation and devolution of fiscal responsibilities to its constituting units. 

The logic of the centralised state has been replaced with the logic of devolution and decentralisation as key instruments in promoting a range of benefits, including more equitable economic growth, better and more efficient public services delivery, and more effective political participation. 

Devolution is one of the main forms of decentralisation, and devolution of financial power and the ability to make political decisions are perhaps the most significant forms of decentralisation, in contrast to a very weak form of decentralisation where a mere delegation of functions, an unbundling, from the central government to lower tiers takes place. The nature of decentralisation or devolution can vary, ranging from complete political and financial autonomy to a more controlled sharing of functions between different tiers of the political and administrative arrangements and structures. Fiscal decentralisation must rank at the top of any comparative scale of decentralisation. 

However, one central problem with the implementation and practice of decentralisation and devolution is the assumption that different levels of government — federal, provincial and local — have similar levels of technical and administrative capacity. Clearly this is not the case where higher tiers of government and administration have better qualified and skilled personnel. Hence the premise is flawed that if the federal government was able to implement some policy or make some intervention in a certain way the provincial government ought to at least do as well. Provincial governments do not necessarily have the technical capacity, administrative structures or even practices to adequately deal with further devolved responsibilities. 

Provincial autonomy in Pakistan has received a great fillip in recent months following the ninth National Finance Commission award which allows the smaller provinces more financial resources, and through the 18th Amendment to the Constitution which will pass on numerous federal government functions (many of which were provincial functions in the first place) more formally to the provinces. The provinces will have far greater fiscal resources but will also have far greater responsibility in terms of deliverability. The provinces now will be expected to provide more and better public services to their constituents. Clearly, provincial devolution and greater autonomy for provinces to act and prioritise their needs ought to be something to celebrate. Yet, the provinces seem to be struggling with this success. 

Provinces feel overwhelmed in some cases, such as Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, or short-changed over the distribution of resources, such as Sindh, under the new, evolving arrangements. Clearly, all provinces are not the same. Moreover, even within provinces there are stark differences both in need and capability. Central Punjab differs substantially from northern and southern Punjab in the quality of life, of infrastructure and quality of service delivery, differences that may also be manifest in the ability of provincial and local staff to deliver. While the provinces are grateful for their hard-earned new financial packages, they are unable to translate those resources into substantial deliverables. 

While most scholars and practitioners believe that provincial autonomy is a good thing, and that provinces should be able to raise and utilise their own resources in a federation with the centre handling fewer responsibilities, the ability and willingness of the federating units to act responsibly is often overlooked. Agricultural income tax, a provincial subject, is one particular area which reveals the fallacy, and hypocrisy, in the arguments for greater provincial autonomy. Provinces, certainly Punjab and Sindh, do not need to depend on federal government largesse because they can impose a substantive income tax on agricultural incomes. But they do not, and are always complaining at being short-changed by the centre. They are merely passing the buck, not taking full responsibility for being given greater power as federating units with far greater autonomy. 

Hence, while provinces cry foul whenever it suits them and whenever they are unwilling to bell the resource-generating cat, much responsibility for the failure of provinces to raise revenues rests with the provinces themselves. While historically the provincial services have been neglected and underdeveloped, now with greater responsibility and expectations being passed on to them they will need to develop a provincial governance system equal to the new tasks at hand. Far greater responsibility will need to be taken by the provinces if provincial autonomy is to be justified. 

Moreover, a critical test in the ability of the provinces to deal with greater autonomy will be the provinces’ commitment to themselves devolve and decentralise further, in the form of setting up effective elected local governments. Blaming the federal government won’t do any longer. 
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