Sifting facts from fiction
By Javed Hasan Aly

A FULL page advertisement by the Ministry of Information on Nov 15 celebrated the completion of the constitutional tenure of Pakistan’s parliament — the first in our history. It highlights the economic stability achieved in the past five years.

Since then accolades have been heaped on the government of Mr. Shaukat Aziz (2004-2007), for his ‘landmark successes’ in economic development and his ‘unflinching pursuit’ of good governance. However, newspaper reports, on Nov 16, speak of wide gaps between the manifesto of the PML-Q and its performance.

It is time to look back, sift facts from fiction and attempt an objective appreciation of governance and development between 2004 and 2007.

First take a look at the longest serving National Assembly in Pakistan’s chequered legislative history. This parliament, perhaps, survived this passage of time due to the docility and personal aggrandisement of most of the members. One newspaper report reveals a healthy percentage increase in the personal wealth of legislators. It rarely rose above the level of a second rate debating society of half-baked intellectuals vying for photo-ops, from top to bottom.

This full term assembly adopted some 48 Acts of parliament, as against almost double this number of ordinances promulgated, precluding parliamentary debates. Public policy continued to be the handmaiden of the executive.

Not one major public policy articulation — health, education, welfare, environment or national security — was made through legislation. Suffice to say, the autonomous wisdom of the executive remain unperturbed by the counsel of the people’s representatives.

Good governance was the favourite mantra of the government. But not one of the governance measures initiated — whether resource management, right sizing, restructuring, devolution or police reform — is the product of parliamentary consideration.

The parliament endeared itself well to the establishment — hence its full shelf life. The majority in government always, and some of His Majesty’s loyal opposition when needed, nodded in the affirmative to the commands of the choreographer.

But the performance still did not commend itself sufficiently to receive a regular State of the Nation address from the President.

Mr. Shaukat Aziz is being applauded for his success as the economic manager of the country, having ushered in unprecedented development. The suave Mr. Aziz with a disarming charm is a corporate guru. He is a firm believer and practitioner of a banker’s corporate governance culture — ruthless with the weak and acquiescent to the strong.

For him development was digits without regard to substance. Profits were more important than the moral ground and the upfront influx of foreign exchange had more propaganda value than efficient preservation of the family silver. Increase in stock exchange indices is trumpeted as the greatest indicator of development. But is development really all about these figures?

Modern day economists, perhaps as competent and well known as Mr. Shaukat Aziz and Dr. Salman Shah, the finance adviser — Amartya Sen, Joseph Stiglitz, Dani Roderic, Daron Acemoglu, et al — tell us that real development is manifested in and caused by strengthening and preserving freedom, ecology and institutions — and even happiness. And on these counts, should the just departed government be congratulating itself?

Development can be recognised only when the social benefits of economic progress reach the least fortunate. Some fact-sheets released now inform us that in recent years, unemployment has gone up, inflation is continually on the rise and the poor are poorer. Are these indicators of unprecedented development?

The quality of public school education has eroded unabated. The constitutional guarantee of free and compulsory education up to the secondary level notwithstanding, more than 30 per cent of school education is in private hands for profit. While the vast majority of public schools are not provided with basic infrastructure and teaching environment, expensive public land has been allotted, in Islamabad, to private schools for a pittance.

These private schools serve only the most privileged — one of them charges a four year-old Rs.95, 000 for admission and Rs.7, 500 per month as tuition fee. Do such institutions deserve state largesse and is this development (higher fees helping GDP growth) of any benefit to the masses? This is while ghost schools in Sindh continue to haunt and there may be no reachable schools in Balochistan for the scattered poor population.

Indeed this is development of the few at the cost of many.

To recall freedom, ecology and institutions, where do we stand today as compared to 2004? The less said about freedom the better. The last weeks of the last government saw the cabinet appreciating and approving (?) the state of emergency and suspension of the constitution and the fundamental rights. The fourth estate, particularly the electronic media, given unspecified space first, has since been put in place – or put out altogether, in an equal and opposite reaction much to the chagrin of the people. Development indeed!

Preservation of environment did not even get the lip service it deserved from the government of Mr. Shaukat Aziz. Major projects were allowed to proceed beyond planning, even without cosmetic environmental impact assessments. The residents of Choa Saidan Shah cried in vain, but could not prevent the powerful business houses from establishing cement plants, endangering a history rich environment. These plants could easily have been located on the other side of the salt range.

New Murree project will hurt an already stressed environment, further denuding the forest cover and causing irretrievable loss to soil strength and will thus affect the social life of the poor common people. In the case of the Margalla National Park, law is violated with disdain by people with good government connections. Such projects reflect neither corporate social responsibility (a mere buzz word really) nor any far-sighted government commitment to sustainable development.

To cap its successes the crème de la crème government destroyed, by design, institutions that support the longevity of social benefits. The judiciary is suffering from understandable withdrawal symptoms due to relentless intrusion into its functioning. Politicised and made pliant, the civil service is merely dancing attendance to the personal whims of the political bosses. The rule of law is applied selectively; the elites have unlimited political and economic power; and only a fraction of citizens have access to quality education, credit and production opportunities. State institutions have withered more than grown in the last three years.

The just departed government practised governance like private banking; totally personalised rather than institutional; whimsical rather than principled; autocratic rather than consultative; and, covert rather than transparent. Shall we play a requiem to it, with the prayer, that the future governments will not emulate this governance culture?

