What is wrong with Pakistan sports? (V) 
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By Zakir Hussain Syed

While discussing the national sports federations, I had deliberately left the Pakistan Olympic Association (POA) for a separate review. Factually speaking, the POA is a coordinating body of the national sports federations on behalf of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and no more because the IOC has a separate full fledged representative for Pakistan by the name of Syed Shahid Ali Shah, son of former POA president Syed Wajid Ali Shah. 

The sanctity of IOC charter and its observation in Pakistan is essentially his responsibility. The Olympic associations all over the world fully cooperate with their governments. The boycott of Moscow Olympics in 1980 by the USA Olympic Committee in line with the wishes of its government is one small example as to how even the most independent national Olympic committees follow their governments when it comes to national interests. And mind you, the US Olympic Committee is one of the strongest such associations in the world. I could quote example of dozens of other countries all over the world where Olympic bodies never interfere in the running of their national sports affairs simply because in most countries, a bulk of the finances for sports are provided by the governments concerned as is the case in Pakistan.

Since independence, the POA on the whole has been quite cooperative with the Pakistan Sports Board (PSB) and federal sports ministry though there were occasions when they differed. In early seventies, when we tried to put some discipline into the affairs of the national sports federations, there was opposition. Abdul Hafeez Pirzada, the then sports minister, called Sheikh Zafar Ali, the POA general secretary, to Islamabad and politely told him that the government did not want any confrontation and it would be appropriate if he resigned. Zafar Ali came to my office, wrote down his resignation and left. We never used that resignation but things went smoothly after that.

The same problem has arisen again during the last few years, which is becoming an inhibiting factor in our sports system. The POA sometimes gives the impression as if it owes its loyalty to the IOC and not Pakistan. Some of its office bearers have gone to the extent of even threatening the PSB and sports ministry of taking their grievances to the IOC because the two organisations were trying to streamline things. 

I personally feel that for once the sports ministry should allow them to take whatever step they wish to take. The IOC representative in Pakistan will never support them and the government should then use its legal and constitutional mandate to debar them and blacklist them forever. It is the financial assistance from the government, which enables sports federations to run their normal activities, foreign participation and even training camps. The POA itself cannot stage even the national games without government assistance though the POA is supposed to organise these games itself. So what sort of autonomy are we talking about!

It is time for POA officials to climb down from their high pedestal and get out of this artificial shell. It is ironical that the POA that threatens to take the case of government interference is itself guilty of breech of this code because the present POA president himself was appointed by former Pakistan President General Pervez Musharraf.

It is also time that the PSB linked release of financial assistance to the national sports federations with the condition that they will automatically follow the constitutional provisions of the PSB. Without such prior undertaking, affiliation with the PSB and recognition by them should not be granted. This issue needs to be resolved once for all because it creates problems for no reason at all.

Sports activities in schools, colleges and universities have touched an all time low because of diminishing sports fields, poor systems and lack of interest in sports by young generation that have many other options to keep them occupied. But perhaps the worst aspect of this development is that educational administrators no longer feel that sports are an integral part of all decent educational systems. Some even think it is a waste of time. 

Sometimes back, I heard a representative of Higher Education Commission (HEC) during a sports journalist workshop and was shocked at his ignorance about the importance of sports in advanced educational development systems of the world. This is one of the main reasons why student representation in our national sports teams is becoming negligible compared to the past when most of our national teams, especially hockey and cricket thrived on student and university representation. This particular flaw in our educational system is one of the major causes of intolerance in our society.

To be continued 
