Governance first, poverty later
By Zulfiquar Y Rao


PAKISTAN spent about 1330 billion rupees i.e. $22 billion during 2001-2006 on poverty reduction and social sectors as part of its pro-poor poverty reduction strategy programme (PRSP), according to official figures. This is quite an amount that must have brought significant improvement in the lives of people stuck on the lower ladder of socio-economic wellbeing. Intriguing it surely is, but the fact is that the state of income inequality doesn’t show any decline. Besides, access to and quality of basic amenities still remains a far cry.

Both history and modern experience tell us that highly unequal societies also tend to be highly corrupt as the state machinery and laws there virtually serve the interests of ruling elites. Pakistan, being one such society, has suffered far less from poverty in absolute terms and much more from failures in governance to equitably safeguard the interests of masses in general.

This precisely also explains why billions of dollars’ development programmes could not improve the living standards of people. It is the crisis of governance which is far bigger than the crisis of poverty. So, improving the standard of governance, or adopting good governance, will surely help a great deal in areas beyond poverty and inequality.Over the last ten years, it has been a scandalously consistent pattern that between November and February we come to know that flour (Atta) supply has disappeared. This happens despite proud claims that the country has enough wheat production to meet consumption needs, but none of the governments has felt any sense of remorse to effectively punish those responsible for the crisis. More often, the perpetrators are found to be part of the incumbent governments.

Consequently, while a limited minority multiplied their riches, a whooping majority found it extremely difficult to make both ends meet. Besides, the country loses precious foreign exchange to re-import wheat to overcome the crisis. This culpable mismanagement is in no way restricted to one commodity; it is the same situation, be it sugar, ghee, cooking oil, and utilities like gas and electricity.

Similarly, power shortages and breakdowns are permanent features of our summers. Those of us who had a chance to live in other developing countries such as India, Sri Lanka, Thailand or Kenya, may confirm that nowhere, especially in their big cities, power breakdowns are as often, sudden and prolonged as in our urban centres.

Years after years we have been informed that the country has enough generation of power and that the real problem lies in its distribution –– in the form of line losses that once reportedly touched the staggering 42 per cent of the total distributed power. Pilferages of this scale can hardly be imagined without collusion of those from within the system. Such is the toll of the mismanagement that Wapda, the electricity department, has virtually become financially non-viable. In 2007-08 Wapda needs to borrow 75 billion rupees from open market.

Granted that power demand has increased manifold than its supply over the years, and that an important Kalabagh dam project is pending for over 20 years, yet successive governments could have proactively explored power generation alternatives and made arrangement to buy power from neighbouring countries. Sometimes, one feels as if those in the governments deliberately just condoned the crippling state of affairs, so that the people’s survival remains at bare minimum and that they do not think of political action and rights. Be for a genuine shortage of power or pilferages, which are still at 21 per cent, it has much more to do with political will and good governance than anything else.

The oppressed people have been told by successive governments that the rule of law and efficient governance will be ensured at all costs. However, government departments and corporations have gone to the abyss of dysfunction and corruption. Leave aside others, the PIA used to be quite a profitable venture but now for many years it lies in a shambles, courtesy mismanagement and political interferences. Last year its losses increased to 35 billion rupees despite significant fare raise.

Eventually, a convenient mantra of privatisation will be considered which is often more profitable for those running the show than for the country. The privatisation bid for Pakistan Steel is a case in point. Except for a few, all of our governments knew how to make people and institutions of this country ‘behave’ for their own audacious self aggrandisement. Attack on Supreme Court, cases of missing persons, imposition of emergency on November 3 last year are just a tip of the iceberg.

Misappropriations and kickbacks at the expense of quality and services have marred the benefits of any development scheme or project in public sector. The case of Rs3.2 billion Tawana Pakistan project evidently shows that little do they care about development objectives, law or accountability. A probe discloses that millions of rupees have gone into the personal kitties of those managing it and the money meant for the poor students has even been used on furniture, fixtures, equipment, etc. A handsome amount was spent on provision of mineral water to the then relevant federal minister.

As if we really needed something to substantiate how clumsily we lack any sense of good governance, comes Transparency International’s report only to divulge that on the scale of 1-5 (1 being not corrupt and 5 being extremely corrupt) police and tax department exceeded 4 while political parties missed just by a fraction being on 3.9. Even those generally assumed to be relatively clean like mass media, judiciary and NGOs scored just under 4; the military services, projected as holier than thou, shared the same recklessness towards the rule of law.

In our case, it seems to matters little whether we are under democracy or military dictatorship. The plight of people in general has only aggravated over the years, especially in the last two and a half decades. So we need not have any illusion of improvement in things merely by change of regime, be it transition to a popular government as is expected now, unless it comes with certain fundamental changes to safeguard and promote the rule of law in letter and spirit.

This requires keeping judiciary, Election Commission and Accountability Board autonomous, away from any influence of the government of the day or any other institution no matter how ‘sacred’ it may be considered. It should not be very difficult now that a government of consensus is going to be formed. Once blessed with this, it will ensure having a positive impact on other aspects of life in public and private sectors thereby safeguarding rule of law and promoting good governance. At least this is what history and experience has taught us from across the globe.

For 2007-08 the government allocated Rs520 billion i.e. $8.5 billion for development; the next year’s allocation will be higher. Should the people of Pakistan expect that our political leaders will be able to lay a foundation for strict observance of the rule of law and good governance as they assume power? This may enable the people to have, at last, a sigh of relief from chronic misery and unjustified poverty?
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