Need for single authority
By Kunwar Idris

WHENEVER the streets get congested with traffic, which is often, or flooded by rains, which is once in a while, two thoughts arise instantly: one, all civic services should be placed under one civil authority, now the nazim; and, two, traffic control should be taken away from the police.

The idea, or the demand, to bring vehicular traffic, amenities like land, water, sewerage, and resources like taxes on property, professions and goods all under one authority is as old as Pakistan itself. It reasserts itself more forcefully during an emergency. The actual trend, however, is to the contrary. New organisations are created every now and then in the name of ‘specialisation’ to take over functions that were traditionally, and perhaps more economically, performed by the district or municipal administration.

In the current rain disaster, Karachi’s embattled nazim has demanded that all authority should vest in him. Influenced by the dominant military parlance, he has asked for the unity of command — the nazim being the symbol and focus of that unity. The chances of his demand being conceded are next to nil, notwithstanding the president’s personal stake in the success of the nazims and his expectation that they, along with thousands of councillors, would be his cohorts in dealing with the old established political forces opposed to him.

The unity of command, which implies the concentration of all powers in one man, is alien to our traditional administrative system, even though the National Reconstruction Bureau considers the latter to be “rooted in feudal imperialism”. In this system, now on the wane, every department or autonomous body — provincial or federal — does its own job. The commissioner, deputy commissioner and assistant commissioner only facilitate or coordinate their activities at the division, district and sub-division (taluka or tehsil) levels. This responsibility at all three levels has now devolved on the nazim.

The coordination role is neither defined nor codified anywhere. It is performed through skill, experience and, as the colonial administrators expected, by the demonstrable superiority of the coordinator. The central feature of ‘command’ is obedience, that of ‘coordination’ collective exertion.

The Karachi nazim, despite the support of the president to his office, should not expect that the control of defence and port lands will ever be handed to him. Nor is there the remotest possibility of the cantonments one day becoming a part of the local government set-up. The NRB chairman shilly-shallied during the discussions on devolution preceding the introduction of the new system when he was asked why the cantonments were being left out of it. What is sauce for the goose of the civil administration should also be the sauce for the gander of the military. He put the proposition off to the next round of elections. Then it was altogether shelved. The issue is no longer open to debate in public or in the legislature.

The exclusion of the cantonments and other privileged or special areas from the district governments should not give the nazims a peg on which to hang the blame for their own failings. The fact of the matter is that the devolution plan was conceived to break the hold of bureaucracy and to weaken the provinces in order to buttress the new power structure and thus to block hostile political forces — chiefly the parties led by Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif — from public life for a generation.

The district governments have been created to serve a purpose and not to represent an ideal — which is why their powers are being whittled down as political parties, despondent to begin with, gain ascendancy. The district governments, contrary to the scheme of things, are also acting politically giving up all pretence of neutrality and have become, in fact, an extension of the federal authority in the provinces.

While complaining about the cantonments, ports, industrial and housing estates and even the steel mill as islands of authority outside Karachi’s municipal system, the nazim should have also acknowledged that the 18 towns into which the city is divided are equally defiant of his authority, especially where the town nazim happens to belong to the opposing party.

To be able to help the people in crises and to provide essential services in normal times, the district governments and the lower councils must view themselves as humble civic bodies and not as the power base of a political pyramid. The nazims should concern themselves with the sweeping of streets, lifting of garbage, flood drainage, water supply, primary education, health and similar activities and not indulge in dreaming of women universities, cardiac centres, monorails and skyscrapers as Niamatullah Khan did for four years and as his successor is doing now. The city government neither has the calibre nor the resources to embark on such ventures.

The basic civic functions should be all performed by the towns, talukas and unions. The district government itself should take care only of the common services like bulk water supply, flood drains, trunk sewers, public buses, environment and building control. The cantonment boards and other authorities surely would not object to such an arrangement so long as their lands are not coveted by the district government and the management of internal services is also left to them.

The essential requirement is that the district governments should behave and act like non-political civic bodies and not as party governments in which Mustafa Kamal of the MQM lays the blame for choked drains at the door of his predecessor, JI’s Niamatullah Khan, who in turn complains that every good that his party had done for the city has been undermined by the MQM.

The other point raised was about the transfer of traffic control from the police to the district government. It is correct that the fundamental duty of the police is to maintain order and to prevent and investigate crime. Traffic planning and management is an altogether different discipline. Being posted to the traffic branch is considered a reward for tired or favourite policemen. The transfer to district government, however, is unlikely to change this attitude.

The remedy lies in organising an urban traffic police on the lines of the motorway police where the offenders are punished by well-paid patrolling officials on the spot and, amazingly, no one is spared. Road discipline has, indeed, completely broken down, and of all places in Karachi. Vehicles drive through the red lights, the most bizarre and dangerous of all traffic offences, while a clutch of traffic men stand and squirm.

The agony and loss that the people have undergone for more than a week by wading through inundated roads coupled with traffic snarls should persuade the government to reorganise the municipal system and all the urban services. Look at the deterioration over the years: in August this year it rained one-fourth as much as it did in August 1967, but the misery and disruption has been four times greater.

