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	Reforming the executive
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By Ishrat Husain 

	
Good governance is found to be closely linked with sustainable and equitable development of a country.  Howsoever good policies may be they will have very little positive effect unless the institutions implementing those policies are governed well.
Governance structure of any country consists of a Judiciary, Legislature and Executive.  The current efforts in Pakistan to assert the supremacy of the Parliament and to establish the independence of judiciary are the steps in the right direction.  Once accomplished, these measures will contribute towards the improvement of the governance.  But for an ordinary citizen it is the Executive branch that is most germane for his day-to-day life.  An effective set of institutions with capable and competent Civil Servants, streamlined and simplified process, that are fully accountable to the Parliament for results would make a lot of difference whether a citizen suffers misery and grief or obtains redress and relief at the hands of these institutions.

The National Commission of Government Reform (NCGR) consisting of seven eminent persons drawn from various walks of life and three Federal Secretaries has submitted its report to the Prime Minister of Pakistan for reforming the institutions of the Government so that they can serve the Citizens well.  Unlike the reports of the various Commissions and Committees set up in the past, the distinctive feature of the NCGR Report is that it is comprehensive in nature, addresses the structural deficiencies and weaknesses at all three tiers of the Government, i.e. Federal, Provincial and District, examines the full spectrum of Civil Services of Pakistan, i.e. Superior, Cadre, ex-Cadre, subordinate services and the human resources policies associated with these services and reviews the processes, procedures, rules and regulations under which various government departments operate.  As the reforms pertaining to the structure, policies and processes would be implemented in a medium to long term time frame, the Commission has made recommendations for immediate improvement in the governance of education, health, police and land administration – the areas where an ordinary citizen faces most difficulties.

The Commission’s recommendations are posted at its website www.ncgr.gov.pk and can be easily accessed.  This article, presents only the main recommendations that are summarized below:

The Federal Government has acquired too much powers and taken over too many functions over time either by design or by default.  Given the peculiar ethnic and regional composition of the country and the growing needs of an expanding population, this trend needs to be reversed.  To begin with, the Federal Government should transfer the subjects of Education (except Higher Education and Curriculum), Health, Agriculture, Labour, Social Welfare, Population Welfare, Local Government, Environment to the Provincial Governments.  The Federal Ministries dealing with these subjects should be abolished and National Council of Ministers, consisting of the Federal and Provincial Ministers working under the aegis of the Council for Common Interests (CCI) should formulate the national policies for these transferred subjects.  The Federal Government would maintain the responsibilities for international relations and inter-provincial coordination in these subjects.  Consequently, the number of Federal Ministries have to be cut from 41 to 23 and the number of Divisions from 46 to 37.  In view of the new challenges that are facing the country, some new ministries are proposed within the revised structure.  Ministries for Energy, Technology Development, Regulatory Affairs, Human Resource Development, Social Protection, Infrastructure Development, Special and Underdeveloped areas, would be set up by merging some of the existing ministries and replacing others.  The existing 411 autonomous bodies and attached departments, corporations, companies, councils, institutes, subordinate offices at the Federal Government should be regrouped into 177 autonomous bodies and 70 Executive departments under the Federal Government.  All other bodies would be merged, privatized, wound up, liquidated or transferred to the Provincial Governments.

One of the lingering legacies of the past that has contributed to sub-optimal utilization of civil servants and demoralization of the majority among them has to do with the existence of superior and non-superior services.  The concept of the Superior Services should be replaced by equality of all services at all Pakistan, Federal and Provincial levels.  Terms and conditions of all the services in matters of recruitment, promotion, career progression, compensation, would be similar.  The specialists and professionals working in ex-cadre positions would be brought at par with the Cadre services in terms of promotion and career advancement.  To provide equality of opportunity to all deserving civil servants, National Executive Service (NES) and Provincial Executive Services (PES) ought to be constituted to man all the Federal and Provincial Secretarial positions.  Any officer serving the Government at the Federal or Provincial level or autonomous body in Grade 19 or equivalent and other professionals meeting the eligibility criteria can appear at a competitive examination held by the Federal or Provincial Public Service Commission.  Those qualifying at this examination will be selected to the NES.  To redress the grievances of the smaller provinces for lack of representation at higher decision making level, provincial and regional quotas will be introduced for entry into NES.  The NES will have two streams – General and Economic, thus promoting some limited specialization among our civil servants.

As most of the interaction between an ordinary citizen takes place at the District level and the present level of functionaries consists of ill-trained, poorly paid, unhelpful, discourteous individuals enjoying arbitrary powers, a new set up is required at the District level.  District Service should be constituted for each District Government.  All employees serving in Grades 1-16 will become part of the District Service and serve in the districts of their choice throughout their career.  Direct recruitment to Grades 11 and above will be made on merit through the Provincial Public Service Commission.  The District Service will consist of two cadres – generalist and technical.  This will minimize the political pressures for transfers and postings as 1.2 million out of 1.8 million employees working in the provinces will remain in their respective District Governments.  Training in technical and soft skills will be made mandatory for all members of the District services.  The District Government has to be strengthened by establishing administrative linkages between the Union Councils, Town Committees / Tehsil Councils and District Governments.  Executive magistrates will be revived.  Law and Order, Disaster Management and Land Record Management will be taken away from the purview of the District Nazim.  The office of District Coordination Officer will be transformed into District Chief Operating Officer with enlarged scope of duties.  The present system of devolution of development activities projects, programmes and departments is working satisfactorily and should remain intact and made more effective.

All Pakistan Services will consist of the National Executive Service, the Pakistan Administrative Service (the present District Management Group), and Police Service of Pakistan.  The Federal Services will comprise the Pakistan Foreign Service, Pakistan Audit and Accounts Service and Pakistan Taxation Service.  Direct recruitment to other existing services through the Central Superior Services examination will be discontinued in a phased manner.  The Provincial Services will include the Provincial Executive Service, Provincial Management Service, Provincial Technical Services and Provincial Judicial Service.  All direct recruitment to positions in Grade 17 and above will be merit based with due representation to the regional and women quotas.  Recruitment in all cases will be made only by the Federal and Provincial Public Service Commissions through open, transparent, competitive examination and interview process.

One of the main weaknesses of the present system is that once you have entered the Civil Service at a young age, there is no compulsion to upgrade your skills or knowledge.  Career advancement is divorced from skill and knowledge acquisition and application.  Promotion and Placement policy should be aimed at rewarding those who perform well and demonstrate potential for shouldering higher responsibilities.  Promotion policy should lay down the criteria including the weight given to PER, Training and Skills acquisition, rotation of assignments, diversity of experience, complexity of jobs, etc. for each level.  Training of all Civil Servants at all levels – Cadre or ex-Cadre should be mandatory and linked explicitly to promotion to the next grade.  For this purpose, the existing training institutes will be made autonomous and provided the requisite human and professional training for engineers, scientists, accountants, health experts, educators, economists, etc., will be introduced and new institutes established to fill in the gaps.

A fair and equitable compensation system can not work well unless it is accompanied by an objective performance appraisal system.  The current system of Annual Confidential Report (ACR) has outlived its utility and should be replaced with an Open Performance Evaluation Report (PER) system in which the goals and targets are agreed at the beginning of the year, key performance indicators to measure the achievements are established and an open discussion is held between the appraisee and the supervisor on the identification of development needs to carry out the work.  Mid-year review is held to assess progress and provide feedback and the annual evaluation is held jointly through a discussion between the appraisee and the supervisor.  The appraisee can then sign the report or appeal to the next in line supervisor against the findings of his immediate supervisor.  This way the PER will be used mostly as a tool for the development of the individual to meet the needs of the organization.  Poor or underperformers should be particularly focused upon to facilitate them to achieve better performance outcomes.

About 100 key public sector institutions in the country such as PIA, WAPDA, PSO, OGDC, Pakistan Railways, etc. have a critical impact on the economic and social outcomes.   There have been serious questions about the appointments of Chief Executives of these organizations.  Even when competent individuals were appointed, their detractors or other aspirants who lost out, carried out malicious media campaigns and virtually paralyzed the Chief Executive from making effective decisions.  To overcome this tendency, the governance structure has to be made more transparent and merit-based so that the right man is chosen as the Chief Executive of the organization through a well laid down process.  A special Selection Board will screen, interview the candidates and prepare a short list for consideration by the Prime Minister.  This process will minimize arbitrary discretionary powers in appointments, attract capable candidates for these key jobs and discourage the trend of hurling frivolous charges against the selected candidates. 

Corruption among the majority of Civil Servants cannot be curbed by moral persuasion but providing them adequate compensation package.  The present compensation structure whereby the officers are grossly underpaid in relation to their comparators and do not earn a decent living wage has given rise to poor morale, a sense of indifference in work, and an attitude of apathy.  None of the reforms proposed in the Report can succeed unless the compensation package offered to the officer cadre is substantially upgraded.  To keep the wage bill of the Government within the limits of fiscal deficit, it is proposed that a freeze should be imposed on fresh recruitment to lower grades except for teachers, health workers and police.  Although this is a politically difficult decision, but it should also be remembered that high fiscal deficits results in high rates of inflation that undermine popular support for the political party in power.  After all, Government employment accounts for less than 6% of total employment in the country and makeshift employment in the public sector cannot satisfy the voters.

The world is moving swiftly towards Information and Communication Technology, that is bringing benefits to the lives of the common citizens.  E-Government tools and development in digital technology offer promising prospects for improving the efficiency of government, reducing the costs of transactions, conveniencing the ordinary citizens, introducing transparency and reducing discretionary powers and corruption and tracking the performance and output.  Despite such potentially powerful impact of E-Government the resistance, reluctance and contrived delay in its adoption are fierce.  A modest beginning has been made in an ad hoc manner but a concerted effort steered and guided by the top leadership at the Federal and Provincial governments is lacking.  Unless serious attention is given by the country’s leadership the pace will remain uneven, the impact will be marginal and the opportunities foregone will be tremendous.  The report stresses equally upon training and adaptation by those already working in the government to make the transition from a paper-based environment to electronic filing, messaging, sharing and exchanging of documents, retrieving, reporting and archiving, smooth.  Transparency achieved through E-Government will also help in curbing corruption and exercise of arbitrary discretionary powers by Government functionaries.  

Another source of grief to the citizens is caused by uneven and discriminatory application of the government rules, regulations and instructions.  As these rules are not known to anyone except some limited number of lower functionaries, they exploit their power of hoarding this knowledge for their benefits.  Multiple rules exist on the same subject as there has been no systematic weeding out exercise undertaken.  The Commission has undertaken such an exercise and weeded out and purged the multiple rules, regulations, instructions and circulars existing in the manuals, updated them and compiled a concise and accurate manual.  The Establishment Manual has already been completed while the Finance Manual would be ready by December 2008.  These manuals will then be uploaded on the websites of the Government of Pakistan so that they are accessible to the public at large.

One of the reasons for inefficiency in the disposal of government business is too much concentration of powers in the hands of the Ministries of Finance, Law, Establishment Division and Planning Commission.  The Ministry of Finance has agreed to replace the outdated concept of Financial Advisor organization by the Chief Financial and Accounts officer in each Ministry working under the direct control of the Principal Accounting Officer (PAO), who is the Secretary of the Division.  The full powers for reappropriation within the approved budget will be delegated to the Secretary of the Division.  The Secretary can further delegate some of the financial powers to the Head of Executive departments or other officers in the Ministry.  The Ministries / Divisions will bear the full responsibility and accountability for their actions, achievements and failure and will thus enjoy the powers to deploy the financial and human resources in the most effective manner.  The Commission has recommended full empowerment of the line ministries with internal controls and audit being done and the support ministries ensuing that the rules and procedures are being complied with.

In addition to these medium and long term reforms in the structure, processes and policies, the Commission has made short term recommendations in four areas that affect our daily lives – Education, Health, Police and Land Administration.

Governance reforms in education are badly needed to uplift the literacy in the country.  These reforms should begin with a clear division of responsibilities between the Federal, Provincial and District Governments in the delivery of services.  While the Federal Government will focus on higher education financing, regulations and standards and curriculum, the Provincial Governments will be responsible for College Education, Technical and Vocational Education.  The District Governments will have the exclusive powers to manage and operate primary and secondary education upto matric.  Examination reforms will be carried out to bring the standards of various boards at par.  Management and teaching cadres should b e separated and the career paths for the two cadres would not discriminate against the teachers.

To bring about coordination and ensure uniformity in standards of public, private and not for private schools, a District Education Board should be established in each district.  The Board will consist of eminent persons enjoying a good reputation in their communities and will have the District Education officer as the Secretary to the Board.  The Board will be assisted by the School Management Committees which will be empowered to oversee the school’s functioning.  Head Teachers will enjoy more administrative authority in running the schools and disciplining the teachers and arrange inspection of schools periodically.  Management and teaching cadres should be separated and the career paths for the two cadres would not discriminate against the teachers.  To provide financing for talented students to pursue studies at top institutions in the country, Endowments funds should be established by the Provincial Governments. Students vouchers or stipends should be given to meritorious children from the poor families to attend private schools of their choice.  Private-public partnerships in the form of “Adopt a School” programmes should be encouraged and given incentives.  To promote increased female enrollment at primary schools, only female teachers be employed whenever possible.

Most of the problems in health care delivery arise not from financial constraints but due to poor management practices.  Health management cadre should therefore, be separated from teaching and service providers in each province and the Federal Government.  Only those having the aptitude should be recruited as health managers and trained at the National and Provincial health academies. The District, teaching and other specialized hospital should have their own autonomous Board of Directors and should be given autonomy in administrative, financial, legal and human resource matters.  Health manpower development, particularly in the nursing and paramedical professions, require urgent attention for quality and volume increase.  Health Regulatory framework should be made more effective and decentralized from the Federal Health Ministry to the Provincial Directors of Health.

There is almost a consensus that the law and order and security problems that have worsened in the recent years have arisen due to inefficiency, corruption and politicization of the Police force.  The original Police order 2002 has been compromised by amendments that have weakened the functioning as well as the accountability of the Police.  Legislative amendments and revised disciplinary rules are needed to allow Police officers to perform their duties in accordance with the Police order and to remove the discretionary powers of the Police.  Police force should not fall under the purview of the Civil Servants Act (except those belonging to the Police Service of Pakistan) as it impedes internal accountability.  Disciplinary rules should be framed under the Police Order.  The Provincial Police office should be organized along functional lines and the powers should be delegated according to the Police Order.  Police stations should be merged, upgraded and headed by a directly recruited officer in Grade 17 with full responsibility for Watch and Ward, Investigation and Operations.  Training, allowances, mobility, logistics support, lodging and boarding, medical facilities and welfare of the Police Force fall short of their requirements and create demoralization, too.  These should be reviewed and strengthened.  Traffic Police in all large cities should be organized and operated on the lines of Motorway Police.

Land records as maintained by the Patwari are the single largest source of disputes and litigation in the country.  The attempts to create a digital database of land records have remained half hearted.  The Commission believes that headway in computerization is the way out of the present precarious situation.

Land revenue assessment and collection, adjudication and dispute resolution should remain under the District Government but the maintenance and update of land records should be taken away from the District Government and placed directly under the Board of Revenue.  Patwari should be replaced by Revenue Assistant in BS 11 and above and recruited through Provincial Public Service Commission.  Colonization of Government Lands Act 1912 should be revised for better and transparent allocation and utilization of state land.

The above set of recommendations, if implemented earnestly, will generate much needed sense of confidence among the ordinary citizens of the country, relieve undue pressure on our politicians for chasing the officers of various departments and bring dividends to the political parties in power at the Federal and the Provincial Government.
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