Parliament’s role in budget 

By Dr Pervez Tahir 
Saturday, 04 Jul, 2009 | 02:00 AM PST 




 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://65.175.69.196/styles/default/beta/images/fontsize.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET 
[image: image2.jpg]Font size





 HYPERLINK "javascript:void(0)" 
[image: image3.jpg]




 HYPERLINK "javascript:void(0)" 
[image: image4.jpg]¥ E-mail





 HYPERLINK "http://www.dawn.com/wps/wcm/connect/dawn-content-library/dawn/the-newspaper/editorial/?pagedesign=Dawn_FeedbackPage&siteArea=editorial&newsTitle=Parliament’s%20role%20in%20budget" 

[image: image5.png]




[image: image7.png]



PRIME Minister Gilani has announced the doubling of development funds allocated to members of parliament for projects identified by them in their constituencies. 

This hefty addition to development allocations made after the approval of the budget by parliament leaves no doubt where the control of the budget lies. 

Interestingly, a day later, the prime minister told ministries to hold monthly review meetings to avoid supplementary demands for grants. 

In general, the executive dominates the budgetary process in parliamentary democracies and the legislature in presidential systems. The argument is that there is an incomplete separation of powers in parliamentary democracies. 

The prime minister is the leader of the majority party and all cabinet members belong to parliament. While members holding executive positions are expected to take the political commitments of their party in view while making the budget, members of parliament are not expected to flout the party whip while voting on the budget. 

Even the president is part of parliament. Any opposition is brought in through constituency funds or by conceding to some popular demands, as was done by taking the carbon tax on CNG back or enhancing the pay of low-paid employees. 

Pakistan’s parliament has weak budgetary powers, as it follows many features of the Westminster system. The cabinet essentially decides the budget and parliament rubber-stamps it. In terms of Article 74, the federal government’s consent is required for all money bills. Article 77 states that taxes are to be levied by law only. 

With regard to expenditures, Article 79 enjoins custody of the federal consolidated fund and public account to be regulated by an act of parliament. According to Article 80, the annual budget statement must show separately the charged expenditure and other expenditure. Charged expenditures relate to the president, the Supreme Court, the National Assembly/Senate and debt charges, etc. 

Article 82 (1) lays down that charged expenditure may be discussed but not submitted for vote. Article 82 (2) states that other expenditure presented as ‘demands for grants’ can be assented to, or refused assent or assented to for a reduced amount. But, as per Article 82 (3), a demand for a grant can only be made on the recommendation of the federal government. 

Article 83 requires the schedule of authorised expenditure under Article 82 signed by the prime minister to be laid before the Assembly but not open to discussion or vote. Article 84 relates to supplementary and excess grants. 

Article 73(1) stipulates that money bills, including finance bills originate in the National Assembly, but the Senate can make non-binding recommendations within a week. Article 88 allows the finance committees of the National Assembly and Senate to formulate their own budgets. 

Parliamentary committees are weak, except for the public accounts committee, which has an auditing function to review money already spent and not budgetary planning. The executive is not obliged to present the budget on a particular date. Nor is it obliged to give the legislature full information on all aspects of the budget. The one-liner on defence in the past and a few liners now is a case in point. 

The situation is worse in the provinces. For instance, the Punjab Assembly passed the budget without ever achieving the quorum. The opposition made the interesting observation that it was pointless to discuss the supplementary budget if the normal budget itself remained half-spent. 

Explaining the reasons for the lack of interest of members in a matter as important as the budget, one member hit the nail on the head: “How can the house, which neither has any input nor any role in its making or monitoring, take interest in the budget?” 

The same member went on to say: “That is why the district of Bhakkar might not have a primary school, but huge amounts would be spent on refurbishing GOR-I residences.” 

An index of the legislature’s budgetary authority constructed by an IMF study some time ago yielded a score of 10 for the US and one for the UK. The score was based on answers to five aspects: a medium-term budgetary framework; amendment powers; time for scrutiny of budget; technical support to the legislature; and restrictions during execution. Pakistan’s score would be zero but for two important developments. 

The first was the appointment of the leader of the opposition as chair of the public accounts committee. Suddenly the committee is full of energy. Although it scrutinises past expenditures its observations provide useful guidance to future budget-making. 

Secondly, what has gone unnoticed is the publication of a document called Medium Term Budgetary Statement (MTBS), 2009/10–2011/12. While the MTBS has been prepared in pursuance of Sections 5 and 6 of the Fiscal Responsibility and Debt Limitation Act 2005, it has the potential to enlarge the role of parliament in budgetary matters. 

For the MTBS to become an instrument for greater and more meaningful involvement of parliament in the budgetary process, it should not just be confined to a broad macroeconomic framework. It must also contain 

a three-year policy framework, and should have included agricultural income tax, taxes on property and capital gains, and GST on services as future proposals. 

The MTBS process should also start with the budget call letter in October and a first draft should be finalised by December. This should be considered by parliamentary committees from January to March. The government can then make the budget in May, present it to parliament on June 1 so that it can be passed on June 30. 

The speaker may consider setting up a committee consisting of MNAs, senators, representatives of the finance ministry and the Planning Commission and independent professionals to work out a road map. 

