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stunted the growth of politics, decaying its substance
and turning it stagnant and odious — a[% at the cost of
politics itself and its inherent strength as an essential
pillar of state and governance. There are two other
aspects which are structural in nature and have crept up
with time Eorging on the purpose and fposition of
politics as the prime executant in matters of state. Both
are institutional and constitutional in nature and need
reformative focus, which is rarely available to the political
establishment, so caught in its mcapacity/ incompetence

to deal with challenges.

It is now a nightmare for bigger parties to contrive a
majority at the centre without a coalition. PMLN,
despite its unchallenged position in the run-up to the
forthcoming national elections, must still go looking

for alliances and partners in the most unlikely spots in
the country. Sindh’s MQM, and more likely the GDA
and the JUIF come to mind. As is of course the case of
BAP and other political entities of Balochistan. This
largely emerges from the fact that the PMLN does not,
of itself, have any notable presence in provinces outside
Punjab. PTT faced the exact same diremma five years
back. Such arrangements compromise the abilitfz of any
government to deliver on its promises and implement a
vision without succumbing to the whimsical and unethi-
cal demands of their coalition partners. This is always at
the cost of probity, degrading a government’s perfor-
mance and credibility. PEP too is d%sperate to break out
of Sindh but has been reduced to an exclusively regional
presence.

This is a result of two flaws in how the constitution and
its amendments structure politics. The federation is
composed of provinces as its constituting units under a
power and responsibility distribution shared through a
concurrent list. This ensured equal weight of the centre
and the provinces. A political &)ﬂosopﬁ that has tradi-
tionaﬂy abhorred a strong centre was sold to the Parlia-
ment m 2010 under PPP in the shape of the 18th
Amendment which over time has hingeg major political
parties to their regional roots. While it gave them exclu-
sive control over resource and distribution in their
respective provinces, it turned those political parties into
wholesale overlords trumping democratic ethos and
obligations.

Political parties turned into closet autocracies in
tunction. Devolution to local government levels never
materialised. Local governments were denied, delayed
and weakened through legislation in patronised provin-
cial legislatures. The 18th Amendment abolished the
concurrent list and enumerated revised shares in the
National Finance Commission (NFC) to levels far
higher than what was earlier distributed between the
rovinces. Consequently, the centre is far weaker -
}f?unctionaﬂy and financially - but carries the weight of

major policy articulation impacting the economy,
finance and foreign affairs whilst also shouldering the
Weight of accumulated debt, taxation and national
security.

These are huge responsibilities for the government at the
centre when the fe(}ileration is far weaker because of dom-
inant  provincial entities. If a federal government
dissolves to hold early elections, it does not impose any
such constraint on the provinces: the party in power
decides if it must follow suit or simply hold off. This
trumps the central tenet of the notion that elections to
all assemblies must be held together on the same day.
Provinces have become far stronger and remain the
primary focus of predominant political players as sine
qua non for their politics at the cost of the centre.

This system has prevailed since 2010 when the 18th
Amendment was first passed. Governance under all
dispensations, democratic and quasi—democratic, since
then has only deteriorated. The quality and the function
of democracy stands fully compromised while account-
ability at any level, fiscal or electoral, has stood vacated
and helpless. The results are obvious in the way that
economy, society and polity have all suffered the ignomi-
ny of incompetence and negligence. Without major
remedies to the constitutional statute affected by the
I8th Amendment, there is little chance of any improve-
ment in either the quality of democracy and its inclusive-
ness or its delivery and accountability.

Two options remain available to reform governance. The
first is to keep the system with only minor modifications
to the distn%ution and delegation of authority and
responsibility, resurrecting the concurrent list, and
forging collective efforts to resolve Pakistan’s ailments:
which will need the policies, ingenuity and resources of
both the centre and the provinces. Impacts from climate
change, finance and economy are the clarion issues
begging concerted response from all hands. The quality
and delivery can be realised with an empowered and
wholehearted commitment to the local government
system which should be strengthened with uniformly
powerful legislation across the country. Power and
authority to plan and prioritise services and development
suitable at the level of local governments will need to be
delineated and delegated to fiat level. Given our political
culture which rare%y parts with central control and
authority and is mostly ersonality driven, the likelihood
is minimal that the needed integrity in such reformation
will ever find requisite support of the powertul political

entities.

The second option is to restructure the composition of
the federation on administrative basis. Each of the 39
administrative divisions of the country be made into a
state in an ultimate form of delegation of authority and
responsibility, bringing delivery many times closer to the



@5) DISCOURSE 2023

people as opposed to keeping it centred around elites
who live in provincial capitals and major towns. It forces
a delegated and devolved political structure where not
only t%e quality of democracy, but its purpose, gets
served many times better. High Court branches can be
clumped for some states to refuce the burden of expense
and local economies strengthened to raise revenue that
can be utilised for the people. The US or the Indian
models should be studied for these reform and restruc-
turing efforts so as to enable a far more democratic
system of governance. Dynastic and tribal politics can be
sufficiently trumped through this mechanism in the
interest ofy inclusive and devolved governance. It will help
restore the faith in the political system so essential for
stabilising internal dynamics for any society and an econ-
omy. A stable internal composition renders a federation
much stronger and reassured.

Our problems of governance are essentially structural,
needing structural remedies. It is time we thought
beyond rhetoric.

The author is a political, security and defence
analyst. He can be found on Twitter as

@shazchy09 and reached via email at shhzdch-
dhry@yahoo.com.




	Why is Pakistani Politics Stuck in a Groove?

