COMMENT: Tricky trickle —Abbas Rashid 
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Our expenditure on education and health continues, to our shame, to be among the lowest in the world as a percentage of GDP. But, what is no less a travesty is that a substantial part of even this meagre expenditure is not put to good use

In a recent programme on an independent TV channel President Pervez Musharraf entertained questions from young people, including students and professionals, on his regime’s policies and Pakistan’s future. As one might expect, he saw Pakistan’s economic performance as the high point of what his regime had been able to achieve over the last few years. There is little doubt that in terms of macroeconomic indicators the figures are impressive and whether his economic managers have been smart or merely lucky the president is entitled to take credit for what has happened under his watch. The problem arises, however, when he reads more into his regime’s record than is warranted by the evidence. 

During the programme when a young man who had recently come back to the country suggested to the president that disparity between the rich and the poor had increased in Pakistan and that there was no trickle-down effect of prosperity at the top Musharraf strongly disagreed. Just for starters he said the number of those living below the poverty line had decreased from 34 to 24 percent. This is a much-contested figure, in any case. But, equally alarming was the president’s conviction that the trickle-down effect was very much in evidence. He referred to the sharp rise in the number of motorbikes being purchased and the shops everywhere full of produce. This was happening, he argued, because there was general prosperity and people had the money to purchase goods.

People buying more motorbikes is a good sign though a good public transport system would be considered a better and more efficient transport solution for the many. And as for the shops full of goods, we many need to remind ourselves that as the terrible Bengal famine of 1943 unfolded, claiming the lives of around of 5 million people, the shops of Calcutta were fairly full and those with money continued to buy the goods that were on offer. 

More recently, in the 60s we have the example of a development bubble under another military ruler General Ayub Khan whose regime presided over growth rates that went as high as 7 percent. The strategy was to enrich and empower a small elite that would then use its surplus to develop and industrialise the country. But this concentration of wealth and assets among the much talked about 22 families failed to generate the anticipated trickle-down effect.

The strategy exacerbated differences not only among the rich and the poor but also regionally. The Ayub decade saw a sharp rise in disparity between West Pakistan and East Pakistan and this became a key contributory factor in the latter eventually going its own way despite having to pay a high price for it. In other words, growth does not automatically, or inevitably, lead to development in the sense of proving beneficial for society or state as a whole. 

If the situation of people were genuinely changing, as President Musharraf appears to suggest, there ought to have been significant improvement in relation to at least two indicators: education and health. The president spoke at some length about improvements in education in terms of computerisation of school records in one or two of the provinces and about how health problems were now being addressed at the local level of Basic Health Units and so on. However, the level at which a problem is addressed and the methodology adopted and the computers engaged do no not necessarily add up to actual improvement in the situation on the ground.

Despite all the rhetoric the public expenditure on education still hovers around 2 percent of GDP. The recent Education for All (EFA) Global Monitoring Report painted a dismal picture of the literacy situation in Pakistan. Because of the persisting poor quality of education even the relatively higher enrolment rates at the primary level have not had the anticipated effect, as the dropout rates too continue to be high. As for the realm of higher education, the bricks-and-mortar approach may have added a large number of universities in recent years but try thinking of the number of decent academic journals coming out of Pakistan in any discipline and it does not take long to get a sense of where we stand even in the regional context.

Similarly, working with Basic Health Units (BHUs) remains a good idea but the fact of the matter is that according to the recent Pakistan Economic Survey public expenditure on health is as little as 0.6 percent of GDP. Even the survey language seems apologetic about this level of expenditure: “In Pakistan the expenditure in health sector has been low as compared to other countries of the region due to macroeconomic difficulties....” 

And here we thought that the macroeconomic indicators were, in fact, looking good! The Survey provides a social indicators table of eleven Asian countries including India, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka with Pakistan at the top for having the highest infant mortality rate, according to the World Development Report 2005.

It is in such areas of essential concern to the people that real improvement must manifest itself. And for that both policies as well as the resources become critical. Our expenditure on education and health continues, to our shame, to be among the lowest in the world as a percentage of GDP. But, what is no less a travesty is that a substantial part of even this meagre expenditure is not put to good use. As often as not, we have flawed policies and programmes supported by inadequate resources culminating in bad implementation.

All of this will have to change for a sustained process to improve peoples’ lives. It is time, in other words, to stop waiting for the trickle-down effect.
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