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	VIEW: Who should provide basic services? —Syed Mohammad Ali
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Poverty is not an inevitable state of being. It is a man-made phenomenon and can be overcome by well thought-out actions. Despite the complex world order and its mired sense of priorities, the least a state can do for its people is to ensure them access to basic social services

We are all familiar with the way the long standing public demand for access to basic services was turned into the campaign promise ‘roti, kapra aur makan’ in Pakistan. Desmond Tutu went further and insisted that the objective of democracy and freedom is to ensure that the people are provided clean water, live in decent homes, have access to healthcare and the opportunity to get a good job. Otherwise, he said, the right to vote had no real meaning. 

It does seem ludicrous in the 21st century that a human being should be denied access even to the most rudimentary services. Yet statistics collated through varied sources reveal that a very large number of children are being killed by diarrhoea and women are dying avoidable deaths in pregnancy or childbirth. We live in a world where millions of school-age children, most of them girls, are still not going to school. Given the dismal human development ranking of our own country, and our population size, a substantial proportion of the children and women mentioned in these oft-quoted statistics is to be found in Pakistan. 

Oxfam has devised an Essential Services Index to assess the performance of developing country governments. This index takes into account child survival rate, schooling, access to safe water and access to sanitation and compares the performance of developing countries and their per capita national income. The resulting comparison shows that some governments — like Sri Lanka and Malaysia — have done consistently done more than expected of them. As a result these countries have made impressive advances in the health and education sector during the last few decades. While more than a third of Sri Lanka’s population is still below the poverty line, its maternal mortality rates are among the lowest in the world. In Pakistan, however, maternal mortality rates still remain among the highest in the world. Then there are poorer countries where millions of people cannot afford the fee to see a doctor and their daughters have never been to school and their homes have neither running water nor toilets. 

For a majority of the poor in developing countries public services are either unavailable, or so expensive that they remain beyond their reach. Children still have to pay to go to school in 89 out of 103 developing countries surveyed by Oxfam, indicating that many poor children are still being forced to drop out of school due to fees. Most of these dropouts are seen to be girls. 

Across the developing world, it is women who are more likely than men to fall ill and less likely to receive medical care even though they have the added responsibility of looking after children and caring for other sick family members. Such discrimination can only be removed from societies by simultaneously working with women’s groups, changing laws, and challenging harmful biases. Rights groups want their governments to be held accountable for providing universally available essential services that work. This requires building long-term public capacity to deliver services and extending services to rural areas. After all, classrooms need teachers; clinics need nurses and doctors; and water supply requires investment in infrastructure development and maintenance. Housing is another major issue — especially for women teachers and healthcare workers in rural areas. Pay on its own does not always increase motivation, but it is the first priority where earnings are currently too low. 

World leaders have agreed on an international set of targets known as the Millennium Development Goals. Oxfam calculates that meeting the MDG targets on health, education, water and sanitation would require an extra $47 billion a year. Compared to annual global military spending of $1 trillion — or the $40 billion the world spends every year on pet food — this amount should not really be a problem. 

Only governments can work on the scale necessary to provide universal access to services that are free or adequately subsidised for the poor — including women and minorities. Civil society organisations and private companies can make important contributions but they must be properly regulated and integrated into strong public systems and not seen as substitutes for them. Moreover, experience indicates that regulating private providers, especially powerful multinational companies, can be more difficult for weak states than directly providing the services. These are facts multilateral lending agencies like the World Bank must reconcile with rather than pushing private sector solutions for social services delivery problems that do not benefit the poor.

Even in Pakistan, there is growing emphasis on turning towards the private sector for social service delivery. Yet, private providers are notoriously hard to regulate and such services are prone to big inequalities and high costs and often exclude the poorest, who cannot afford to pay for them. Market-led solutions have often undermined the provision of essential services and have had a negative impact on the poorest and most vulnerable communities. Water privatisation is the most notorious example, but under-regulated private sector involvement in healthcare in developing countries is also spreading rapidly. 

We should learn from the experience of privatising social services in China. When China phased out free public healthcare in favour of profit-making hospitals and health insurance, household health costs rose 40-fold and progress on tackling infant mortality slowed down significantly. Services that were once free were now paid for through health insurance, which covered only one in five people in rural China, now that the government had abandoned its responsibility for providing this essential service.

Poverty is not an inevitable state of being. It is a man-made phenomenon and can be overcome by well thought-out actions. Despite the complex world order and its mired sense of priorities, the least a state can do for its people is to ensure them access to basic social services. It would not be unreasonable to assert that the provision of public services is the foremost imperative for the very existence of states themselves. 
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