The debate on new provinces

From the Newspaper | Opinion | By Abrar Kazi & Zulfiqar Halepoto 

(10 hours ago) Today
[image: image1.png]


THE debate on the creation of new provinces in Pakistan has caught the imagination of political parties and the media. With the general elections approaching, the intensity of the debate is gathering momentum.
The question before the people is whether the debate is a serious attempt at resolving a contentious issue or an exercise in point-scoring and obtaining political mileage.

The following has transpired so far: the MQM has presented the draft of the `20th constitutional amendment bill` in the National Assembly for making Hazara a separate province and carving out a Seraiki province from Punjab; the PPP has called for a Seraiki subah; the PML-N has warned that the move would lead to the administrative division of Sindh; and the ANP has objected to a Hazara province.

The perception formed is that political parties have been caught up in an exercise to gain votes. The danger is that the exercise couldlead to unwanted consequences.

Especially dangerous is the implication of the PML-N stance. When the PPP declared its intent of creating a Seraiki province, the PML-N raised the spectre of Karachi as a separate province. It is here that the discussion enters a minefield.

From a historical perspective, the creation of provinceson an ethnic, linguistic or administrative basis is an old phenomenon in the subcontinent. Lord Curzon divided Bengal into the Muslim east and Hindu west in 1901.

Punjab was divided and united again. Sindh was put under the administrative control of the Bombay presidency and given the status of a province in 1935. The erstwhile NWFP was given the status of a province in 1901.

However, the basis of the creation of Pakistan was the Pakistan resolution of 1940, in which the All India Muslim League spelt out the contract under which Pakistan was to become a federation of the five majority Muslim provinces of India having sovereign status as `states`. These majority provinces were fullfledged provinces in British India and were inhabited by culturally and linguistically distinct peoples.

At the time of Partition, Karachi was the capital of Sindh. It was considered essentially a Sindhi city with approximately 1,400 schools whose medium of instruction was Sindhi.

Then started the conversion of a Sindhi city into what is now termed as a `miniPakistan`. A large number of migrants from India, helped by settlement policies found their way to the city and made it their home. Other nationalities also gravitated towards Karachi because of its financial and industrial vibrancy.

The residents of Sindh with whom the ownership of Karachi rests never consented. This backdrop is not con-ducive in any way to the formation of a legitimate separate province.

On the other hand, the demand of a separate Seraiki province has merit on three counts. Seraikis are linguistically different from Punjabis.

They have inhabited their area for thousands of years, and administratively Punjab`s division makes sense because the province`s population is more than that of the remaining three federating units combined, and Punjab exercises inordinate influence in decision-making forums.

The stranglehold of the bureaucracy belonging to Punjab on the affairs of the country is in fact the biggest complaint of the federating units.

Without going into the `ifs and buts` of the whole debate, or delving into the historical and technical perspectives, the solution should be sought on the basis of common sense.

This would imply that all nationalities including Baloch, Pakhtuns, Punjabis, Sindhis, Seraiki and other ethnic or linguistic groups sit together and thrash out the problem for as long as it takes for a consensus solution to emerge.

Imposing solutions or decisions as the civil and military establishment of Pakistan has been doing leads to frayed patience and tolerance in society to such an extent that we either grab the throat of those who disagree with our views or take non-serious actions such as the MQM by attempting to introduce a `20th amendment bilP in parliament.There is apprehension on the part of many Sindhis that the MQM`s move could be the precursor of an attempt to separate Karachi or a portion of southern Sindh for a separate province. Although the MQM leadership keeps declaring that Mohajirs are an integral part of Sindh and are Sindhis, or new Sindhis, suddenly coming up with the bill, without any prior, intensive debate renders the whole exercise suspect in the eyes of many Sindhis, especially when their previous bill on land reforms is gathering dust.

At present, Pakistan is going through a period of transition and democratisation where civilian rule is striving to take control of the country`s affairs in a bid to supersede the security establishment. It is now that all progressive and democratic forces should join hands to bury forever questions of who will determine the so-called national interest and ideology of Pakistan. Until now this had been the prerogative of the security establishment with extremely disastrous consequences, including a number of military interventions.

The people of the country, to whichever province or culture or religion they belong, and regardless of their mother tongue, must be the final arbiters of their own destiny as well as the decision-makers in the running of the federation`s affairs.
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