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OPTIMAL LOCAL
GOVERNANCE FOR
PAKISTAN: IMPROVING
WHAT WE HAVE

The evolution of Pakistan’s local governance has been
hostage to a conflicted colonial legacy. Structurally,
urban and rural frameworks reflect two periods of
British governance that are outmoded and incompati-
ble with the other - as well as the needs of a rapidly
urbanising country.

Restricted local autonomy, a colonial legacy shared by
all former British colonies (among and within them),
turther complicates the challenge; as do the actions and
omissions of successive governments.

COLONIAL LEGACY: URBAN

Local systems of the former colonies reflect the era of
adoption. Pakistan's urban governance to some degree
most resembles features existing in the United States
(US). It has the weaknesses and none of the strengths.
Weaknesses include fragmented governance, sprawl
that causes decay (highlighted by Tom Bier and Charles
Marohn), state control that can include direct control
of local matters, mandates/unfunded mandates,
tunctional laundry list legislation.

Special service agencies (such as the Karachi Water and
Sewerage Board) are a common feature. However, in
the US, both state and local agencies issue municipal
bonds to finance capital improvements. Intrusive
provincial control is a feature that Pakistani cities share
with New York's cities.

Harvard Professor Gerald Frug, in ‘Empowering the
City: London / New York’ explained that “New York
State has denied it control over many of the most
important ingredients of urban life."” Putting this in
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perspective, New York City’s budget exceeds most state
budgets.” Despite the size of its budget and autonomy,
the nertia of the state’s development body caused the
city to support self—ﬁnancing Business Improvement
Districts (BIDs) in which local property owners and
merchants finance and provide supplemental services
to improve commercial areas. As per FY 19 report:
“BIDs can make quick decisions to shift their priorities
and resources to the most pressing matters in their
districts”.> The amount is not minor as the city’s
current 76 BIDs have spent an annual USD 187

million for local improvements according to the city*.

This Toronto innovation is now widely used in the US,
Canada and many countries. The BIDS transformed
commercial areas for the better.’

New York’s local governments overall have the most
local autonomy, according to a study by scholars at
George Washington Institute of Public Policy.” Never-
theless, as Columbia Professor Richard Briffault points
out, the autonomy is insufficient to “function as
efficient, effective, locally accountable governments.”7
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The dystunctionality inherit in this governance method
remains reflected in inequality of funding and attention, as
reflected in ignoring the transit needs of New York City’s
Bronx borough (which is a state responsibility)g. In doing so
the state contributed to disadvantaging the economic
prospects of its residents and the borough.” Further, by
making transit Manhattan-centric for too long, the State
held back the economic potential of the city.

The strengths of the US system were developed through
problem—solving,IO generaﬂy to avoid penalisation in the
rnunicipal bond market; and by the desire to develop. These
include among them dedicated laws (e.g. local government
finance law of North Carolina (NC) — outlining the
foundation for financial management), municipal bond
market, home rule (aﬂowing more autonomy), permitting
local annexation and mergers, capacity building (ex., role of
UNC SOG in NC - educating, informing and advising
state and local officials), programs to boost struggling
localities (eX‘, Pennsylvania’s rehabilitative Act 47 program),
financial crisis management methods (direct and indirect
supervisory methods), business improvement districts.

COLONIAL LEGACY: RURAL

The structure of Pakistan’s rural model, nonexistent in US,
reflects the Anglicised French model established at the
county, district and parish level in late I9th century
(1888-1894) to cope with urbanisation. At the time, over
60% lived in urban areas with population over 10,000 and
over 40% lived in urban areas with population over 50,000.
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Previously, numerous ad hoc Improvement Districts provid-
ing specialised services had been established to address the
needs of the urbanising country. This model has not
worked out well in South Asia that urbanised afterwards
and developed urbanising villages/ ruralopolises'? with a
“governance deficit”*

France did not experience this problem because, irrespective
of size, local governments have the same powers below the
county (department) level. In France, the arrondissement
(comparable to the district in UK and tehsil in Pakistan)
only has a functional role enabling more agency below the

department level.
|
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MODERNISING LOCAL GOVERNANCE
BY LEARNING FROM OTHERS

To accommodate the urban/rural systemic divide, consider
a joint authority to support urbanisation at the fringes of
urban and rural areas. Under the Punjab Local Government
Act 2022 local governments can establish joint authorities
opening up the potential for improvement in Punjab’s local
areas through collaboration.

For more productive governance, France is an exemplary
source for guidance. The French can teach Pakistanis how
to manage fragmented governance and use local govern-
ment collaboration to boost local economies and reduce

regional inequality by pooling capabilities and actions.'*

The current interlocking system of local clusters in France
contains municipal governments (communes), county—level
governments (departments ), regional governments, collabo-
rative systems and decentralised cities.”> The British, who
have been foﬂowing France since the I9th century, lag
behind French local evolution and know it.'® France has a
strong bureaucracy that has kept up with the times and
facilitates development. France Services brings administra-
tive help all over the country. The government targets
improvements. Since 1963, a national agency (originaﬂy
DATAR and since 2009 CGET) is involved in urban
planning, regional development and facilitating it. It has
parallels with China’s NDRC. Its main focus is reducing
territorial inequalities, It analyses trends, adapts public
policies to the territories and monitors them. It develops
and implements new regional and city planning policies,
mobilising networks of local actors and citizens in the

process."”
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France provides more local autonomy than UK'® and
more local tax autonomy than US states.” This enables
even small cities to prosper and support regional
economic prosperity. An example is La Rochelle
(approx pop 75,000) that anchors a local collabora-
tive group and has been an innovator since the 1970s.°
La Rochelle established the first pedestrian zone
(1973) in France, self-service bike system (1970),
electric cars for city officials (since 1980), fleet of
electric cars and buses (1999)*' This small city and

area it anchors have a dynamic economy.

Boosting local finance and revenue collection, financial
management, specialisation and capability of the civil
service and elected representatives need to be a part of
overall modernisation.

Due to the paucity of revenues, shared-financing by
inhabitants of local areas can be a productive resource.
Tando Soomro’s villagers who co-finance provision of
education, health units, streets, playgrounds and
sewerage™®; and Sialkot’s exporters who co-financed an
airport, airline and other facilities have demonstrated
that such collective financing is possible locally.

However, in the absence of a supportive framework,
shared-financing has not become widespread. The
example set by Toronto® has demonstrated what is
needed to spread its use through supportive institution-
alisation.
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Shared-financing is espeaaﬂy useful for areas where
local ~ government capaaty and/or finances are
impaired as they are in Pakistan. Local businesses in
Toronto p1oneered co-financing of commercial area
improvements to improve them when the city was
unable to. Toronto is sub]ect to the restrictive laundry
list®® Ieg1slat1on type that s also the norm in Pakistan.
This impairs capacity to adjust/respond to changing

conditions.

IMPROVING LOCAL AREAS
WITH SHARED-FINANCING

France and China are world leaders in the use of local
government clustering. They have the most extensive
networked systems today. Both had economic motiva-
tions that are valid for all countries.

Among Western nations, France has the highest local
fragmentation. Clustering has been its strategy for
boosting local capabilities. The French focus has been
on reducing regional inequality, resulting in declining
rates from 1950s onwards.”” France now has half the
inequality of UK (mentioned in a speech by Andy
Haldane, former Chief Economist of the Bank of
England)*® Ttalys MSME clusters in industrial

districts are renowned.”’
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China developed speedily by using local government
and MSME dlustering (exemplified by Wenzhou™
and other developmental models). KCCI was connect-
ed to Yiwu which developed with the Wenzhou
Model. Alain Bertaud mentioned Chinese motivations
for clustering in an interview for City Lab.*'Chinese
cities include urban and rural areas. They are catego-
rised as provincial-level, sub-provincial, prefecture-lev-
el, and county-level cities with urban districts in provin-
cial-level, sub-provincial-level and prefectural-level
cities. Lower order local governments are under
jurisdiction of higher order governments.*

City Clusters are being added to horizontally integrate
the systems. China will, as a result, have an extensive
networked vertical and horizontal system of local
governments.* These City Clusters are trendsetters in
mega-urbanisation.**#° %
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Additionally, commercial areas of secondary cities
could be enhanced with mixed use development in
commercial areas, including in the South East Asian

“shophouse” format (to make life easier for migrant
shopkeepers). Further, improving commuting would
facilitate labour market density that boosts urban
areas.”” An illustrative example: British cities are less
productive than European cities because of sprawl*®
and weak transport.”

IFPRI research has revealed that rising heat is motivat-
ing migration even more than floods.* Provinces
should make urbanization productlve and help rural
residents boost non-farm income since they cannot
influence climate change. Relevant experiences of
other countries are useful resources.
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