Our pattern of budget-making


SUCCESSIVE governments in Pakistan have tended to use the annual budgets to gain political mileage rather than promote any particular economic plan or strategy. The present incumbent is no exception to this questionable practice. Year after year, governments have used budget documents to make grandiose promises, knowing very well that the country had neither the financial wherewithal nor the human resources to deliver on these promises. Take, for example, the present military-led government’s announcements from day one that it was allocating more resources to the power sector than before to narrow the widening gap between demand and supply. But in seven years it has succeeded in adding only about 10 per cent to the installed capacity that had existed in 2000 against the estimated annual average increase in demand of eight per cent. Similarly, it has been talking all these years about allocating billions to the drinking water sector. This claim has been partly belied by the current countrywide outbreak of gastroenteritis, a disease directly linked to the drinking of non-potable water. Despite tall claims year after year of a massive increase in the allocation for the social sectors, the state of the health and education sectors remains precarious. Indeed, the list of broken promises and distorted policies is very long, and the man in the street has stopped taking pre-budget promises seriously.

There are, of course, many reasons for the relegation of the budget-making exercise to the level of petty political games. But the utter lack of accountability of this exercise at the level of parliament is perhaps the most serious one. In many other countries, a special parliamentary committee starts interacting with various stakeholders immediately after the announcement of a new budget to find out what the people are thinking and what they want in their next budget. Then the ministries start sending their proposals to the finance ministry at least six months before the finalisation of the budget.

Parliament debates the measures for at least four months before putting its seal of approval on the budget. Strong and capable committees enable the legislature to develop its expertise and play an effective role in budget decision-making. Legislative budget deliberations last up to 75 days in India. In Germany, it takes four months, and in the US, even longer. The legislature and its committees have access to independent expertise for proper scrutiny. In India, for example, parliamentary committees are supported by secretarial functionaries; the US Congress benefits from the competent staff of the appropriation committees as well as the services of the congressional budget office, and is assisted by the general accounting office with audits and an information programme on compliance and performance. In Germany, the budget committee interacts with government departments through regular departmental briefings and expenditure reports. But in Pakistan, despite having no access to such expert help, our legislators are called upon to approve of the budget within two weeks with almost half a week wasted because of quorum problems. That being the extent of scrutiny of the budget documents by parliament, it is hardly surprising that the executive feels no qualms about using them to delude the teeming millions condemned to a life of subsistence.

