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GOVERNANCE IN PAKISTAN IN THE CHANGING 
CONTEMPORARY SCENARIO 

What is governance? At the most elementary level it may be defined as the role 

of government to protect life and property of its citizens, ensure rule of law and 

initiate steps for the well being of people. In order to perform these functions it 

is required to put in place state institutions. 

The state instruments available to this end are the Legislature, the Executive and 

the Judiciary. The Legislature is mandated to frame rules and regulations for the 

management of the affairs of the state. The Executive, so guided by a 

framework of rules and regulations, and equipped with necessary where-withal, 

is responsible for the day to day management of the affairs of the state and its 

interaction with people. The judiciary is supposed to interpret laws when there is 

ambiguity, ensure that the Executive does not overstep its jurisdiction and 

adjudicate in civil and criminal litigation for upholding „rule of law‟. 

Seen in this perspective, one might say that if there is peace and order in 

society, if people feel that their lives and property are secure, if courts are 

dispensing justice, and if there is a general perception that government is 

conscious of the basic social needs of he populace, like health, education and 

civic services, one would term it as “good governance”.  

However, in the contemporary global context, governance is, in reality, much 

more complex. The interaction of global forces is so complicated that external 

factors increasingly impact domestic governance. For instance, international 

trade, and various regimes regulating it like GATT, WTO, ISO, fluctuations in 

production and prices of commodities and ever increasing intrusive impact of 

giant multi-national corporations on the domestic economies, have a direct 

correlation with domestic governance. Similarly, geo-strategic developments like 

the present day threat perception from terrorism, and the resultant strategic and 

security implications, tend to have an over-bearing influence on governance. To 

cite yet an other instance, recent recession in the developed economies and its 

fall out on the under-developed countries like Pakistan, have tended to produce 



2 
 

severe strains on the domestic governance because anything that affects 

citizens, influences public policy.  

Rather than dilating on theoretic framework of governance, I would briefly 

discuss some of the important aspects of governance in Pakistan and attempt to 

correlate these with governability in the country per se. To my mind the 

following are the most important factors: 

i. Pakistan‟s Governance Experience since 1947 

ii. Federation – Provinces Interface 

iii. Political – Bureaucratic Interface 

iv. The Devolved System of Governance 

v. Accountability of Civil Servants 

vi. Characteristics of Pakistan‟s Bureaucracy  

vii. Governance in Pakistan in the Changing Contemporary Scenario 

 

 

i. Pakistan’s Governance Experience since 1947 

The governance structures we inherited are generally considered a legacy of the 

British colonialism. It has, in fact, become a cliché to call it so. The primary 

objectives of the administrative system, so set up, are perceived as perpetuation 

of colonial rule and exploitation of domestic resources. This, no doubt, is correct 

to a great extent. Yet it cannot be denied that this system of governance, 

designed professionally and implemented meticulously in letter and spirit, was, 

indeed, very efficient. It provided peace and security to the citizens, ensured rule 

of law, and brought stability and prosperity to the rural peasantry after the chaos 

created by the lingering fall of Mughal Empire and the interregnum of Sikh rule. 

One may say that this mode of governance continued till 1970.  

One hallmark of the period between 1947 to 1970 was the unquestioned 

ascendency of the executive over legislature. This ascendency accentuated 

during the decade of Field Marshal Ayub Khan‟s rule from 1958-1969. The quality 

of governance was generally good during this period. There was a perceptible 
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feeling of security and stability. The concept of planned economy by the state 

was introduced by way of a series of five year plans. Significant strides were 

made both in agriculture and industrial sectors. It was this period that saw the 

unprecedented green revolution in the agriculture sector, and capital formation 

in the industrial sector. The economy quickly catapulted to the stage of “take 

off”. However, this period retarded the growth of parliamentary form of 

government as enshrined in the 1956 Constitution. 

The next phase started in 1971 after the upheaval of General Yahya‟s brief but 

eventful military rule that saw the break up of the country. The pattern of 

governance during Mr. Bhutto‟s rule from 1971 to 1977 underwent a radical 

change. Mr. Bhutto‟s massive nationalization of industry, financial institutions, 

banking and insurance, state trading of rice and cotton, massive land reforms 

and politicization of bureaucracy by way of half baked administrative reforms had 

a direct bearing on the pattern of governance.  

Acute polarization among cross sections of society put new strains on heretofore 

traditionally conservative relationship between the employer and the employee, 

landlord and the tenant and the industrialists and the labour force. Resultantly, 

governance assumed new dimensions. Nationalization resulted in bloating the 

size of bureaucracy. Non-professional personnel were inducted on political 

considerations to manage nationalized industrial and financial institutions. A 

system of lateral entry was introduced which, though aimed at inducting 

professionals from private sector into public sector, virtually degenerated into a 

“spoils system” and was used a means of political patronage.  Nationalization of 

trading of cotton and rice also increased governmental control in what should 

have been private sector activity. Thus, bureaucratic interface with the people, 

and government‟s regulatory control increased. This was not an encouraging 

development in the context of good governance and there was a general decline 

in the quality of administration.  

General Zia‟s rule from 1977-1988 put further strains on administration. The 

fallout of Afghan war brought in its wake drugs and drug money, weapons, 

fundamentalism and sectarian violence, posing new governance problems. It was 
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followed by serious security problems in the wake of international terrorism 

during General Musharraf‟s rule lasting from 1999 to 2008. Both these periods, 

particularly, the latter, also saw unprecedented subservience of state institutions 

to the armed forces and their resultant decline. At one stage of General 

Musharraf‟s rule over one thousand senior and mid-career civil posts were 

manned by army personnel including over one hundred positions occupied by 

serving or retired army officers of the rank of major generals and above. The 

federal and provincial bureaucracies were virtually marginalized in decision 

making and public policy. Significantly enough, the period between the military 

regimes of General Zia and General Musharraf i.e. 1988-1999 tended to politicize 

the bureaucracy because of the politics of confrontation between the leadership 

of two major political parties that alternately headed the governments.                   

ii. Federation – Provinces Interface 

An important aspect of governance in Pakistan is the federation – provinces 

relationship. The history of the federal – provincial interface has unfortunately 

remained chequered. This relationship may not be seen as being enforced in the 

spirit of relevant constitutional provisions and was dominated by ad-hocism. In 

the absence of a clearly observed demarcation of responsibility, friction is bound 

to arise between the constitutional organs and the federating units. The federal 

government invariably dominated the provinces. This trend of over centralization 

got institutionally structured in 1956 when the four provinces in the west wing of 

the country and the princely state of Bahawalpur were dissolved and the 

province of West Pakistan created, ostensibly for introducing the concept of 

parity between East Pakistan and West Pakistan. In the context of West 

Pakistan, it was de facto introduction of unitary form of government. No 

simultaneous effort was made to decentralize administration. This was soon 

followed by Ayub Khan‟s Martial law regime, and Islamabad became the 

fountainhead of all administrative authority and seat of policy formulation. 

Though the four provinces were restored to their original status through legal 

framework order of Yahya Khan, the authoritarian mind-set of governance in 

Islamabad did not change and there was excessive dictation by the federal 
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government in administrative spheres which were essentially the domain of the 

provinces.  

From 1977 to 1985 the administrative control of the Federal Government over 

the provinces remained firm because of the powerful military governors 

appointed by General Zia ul Haq. After 1985, during successive Muslim League 

and Peoples Party governments, comparatively greater political and 

administrative autonomy was available to the provincial governments, although 

in the allocation of financial resources, budgeting and developmental activities 

the leech of the federation was not loosened.  

Another factor which has sustained the federal hegemony in governance is the 

appointment of Senior Bureaucrats from the federal cadres in the provinces. 

Traditionally, the chief secretaries and the Inspectors general of police are the 

nominees of the federal government. Senior positions in the provincial 

secretariats and field offices are held by officers of federal cadres like the District 

Management group and the Police Service of Pakistan. This, coupled with the 

fact that the governors of the provinces are appointed by the President in his 

discretion, gives immense weightage to federation. The Devolution plan imposed 

by General Musharraf is yet another example of the federal government 

encroaching upon the provincial turf and bypassing the provincial governments, 

in violation of the constitutional provisions.  

The erosion of provincial administrative autonomy was further compounded by 

frequent interruptions of constitutional rule. This distorted and transformed basic 

constitutional design into a unitary form of government, particularly under 

military rules, or when the same political party came to power at the center and 

in the provinces. As a direct consequence, most of the so called constitutional 

organs have witnessed phased erosion in their working and loss of public faith in 

the quality of their service as contemplated by the book. The observed system of 

governance during military rules has, therefore, been closer to a unitary-

executive presidency as compared to federal parliamentary democracy enshrined 

in the unanimously approved constitution.  
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The abolition of the concurrent list, in the wake of 18th amendment, and transfer 

of large-scale functions to the provinces is likely to have massive impact on 

public policy and governance. But unless systematic and sustained efforts are 

made to develop human resource in provinces, the quality of governance may 

deteriorate further. 

iii. Political – Bureaucratic Interface  

Political – bureaucratic interface has also been an important aspect of 

governance in Pakistan. Historically, there has always been unhampered 

interaction between the parliamentarians and the civil servants. Soon after the 

creation of Pakistan, the bureaucracy assumed unchallenged leadership in the 

country. Only a professionally trained civil service could cope with the new 

challenges of an emerging state. Further, till 1956, the country was run under 

the government of India Act 1935 which placed a great reliance on the civil 

servants. 

Till 1971 the parliamentarian seldom questioned the supremacy of bureaucracy. 

However, the equation underwent a dramatic change and the politicians started 

asserting their authority in their interaction with the civil servants. This trend was 

encouraged by Mr. Bhutto when he sacked over 1700 civil servants mainly on 

political grounds and hearsay reports of corruption. During the long stint of Gen. 

Zia-ul-Haq, the balance again titled in favour of civil bureaucracy. But from 1988 

to 1999, during the successive governments of Muslims League and the peoples 

Party, the politicization of civil servants gained a new momentum. In this process 

civil servants were as much to be blamed as their political bosses. 

Very often friction does arise between the politicians and the bureaucrats. While 

politicians feel that being elected representatives of people they have a 

legitimate right to intervene in administration, the civil servants have a 

conventional stance that since they have to discharge their functions within the 

framework of rules and regulations, any political interference is uncalled for. To 

be specific, postings and transfers are purely an administrative exercise, and 

rules of business designate officers at different tiers to discharge this function. 
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However, the Minister in-charge of a Division or Department feels that being the 

boss, he should have a say in such matters. The problem has been traditionally 

more manifest in the provinces where the Parliamentarian would like to have a 

greater say in such matters. If the civil servant does not oblige them, they will 

not hesitate to go to the Chief Minister, paint the civil servant as corrupt and 

non-cooperative, and get directive from him even on trifling issues. 

iv. The Devolved System of Governance 

An important change in the governance paradigm came in the wake of 

devolution plan in 2000. General Musharraf introduced the ambitious Devolution 

Plan in 2000, which was implemented in 2000-2001 through the promulgation of 

local government ordinances (LGOs) in all the four provinces. Devolution reforms 

provided a three-tier local government (LG) system consisting of District 

Government (DG). Tehsil/Town Municipal Administration (TMA) and Union 

Administration (UA). Working under the direction and control of elected councils 

and Nazims, this system attempted to create institutions and mechanisms for 

public participation in design, management, monitoring and control of social 

service delivery, and development activities. Many of the functions previously 

performed by the local offices of provincial government departments were 

devolved to the district governments and Tehsil Municipal Administration with 

management control and functional responsibility.  

Devolution reforms, as originally conceived and articulated, also envisaged large-

scale fiscal decentralization to follow administrative and political decentralization. 

This, however, was not to happen. While a fiscal relationship was forged 

between the provinces and the districts, an extensive reorganization of resources 

did not taken place and the vertical financial imbalance stayed in place. 

An important assumption in the devolution paradigm was that it will bring 

decision making closer to grassroots communities through effective electoral 

institutions, by creating new alignments at the local level, by catalysing the 

process of democracy via vibrant civil society, by creating locally accountable and 
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efficient bureaucracy, and by adopting local accountability mechanisms to fight 

corruption. 

Many studies have been conducted on decentralization experience in Pakistan. 

These studies have attempted to identify merits and demerits of decentralization. 

Many writers emphasized the gains to be made from a decentralized system, 

particularly in terms of allocative efficiency and participation of the people at 

grassroots, while others had doubts on some of these gains, and raised concerns 

about possible negative consequences, particularly in relation to macroeconomic 

policy and lack of qualified and trained human resource in the district 

governments. Concerns were also raised about the potential dangers of 

decentralization (e.g. elite capture) in a socially stratified society such as 

Pakistan. Widespread corruption in the devolved dispensation has also been an 

important area of concern in these studies. There was strong political will but 

equally fierce resistance to these changes. One of the major flaw in the new 

dispensation of administration was that a prototype system of governance was 

imposed on all the four provinces ignoring their respective peculiar environment, 

lack of adequate human resource in the districts and political manipulation of 

electoral process.    

This devolved system of governance has virtually been scrapped by all the 

provincial governments that came into power in 2008. As the local governments 

had completed their mandated term, these were dissolved earlier this year and 

administrators appointed in place of the nazims. The four provinces are presently 

in the process of drafting new laws to replace the 2001 enactments. The radical 

reforms had uprooted the existing structures, processes and administrative 

relationships. Their scrapping has created an administrative and political void. It 

will not be wrong to say that the governance in Pakistan is facing double 

jeopardy. While the devolution plan demolished the traditional and time tested 

administrative machinery in the field, outright scrapping of this system has at 

least for the present, put the local governments in back burner.  What will be the 

new pattern of local governments and district administration is not yet clear. 
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v. Accountability of Civil Servants 

Accountability of civil servants has a direct bearing on governance. In this brief 

paper it may not be possible to undertake any comprehensive overview of this 

important subject. Briefly, it may be stated that various attempts in the past to 

purge the administration from corruption have not produced the desired results. 

Besides the institutionalized exercise, periodic quasi-legal Surgical Operation 

have been tried. Large scale dismissal of officers by different regimes shook the 

bureaucracy from time to time. The latest was an attempt to focus on corrupt 

officers through the National Accountability Bureau. But no sooner than it was 

established it lost its credibility as it was used for political objectives. And the last 

nail was put in its coffin by the infamous NRO. Such institution like the FIA, 

Prime Minister‟s Inspection commission, Anti-Corruption Departments, mandated 

to take to task corrupt officials never really produced the desired results. No 

quick-fix remedy is thus available. A well-conceived and comprehensive policy 

initiative in this behalf is the need of the day.  

vi. Characteristics of Pakistan’s Bureaucracy 

The following are some of the salient Characteristics of Pakistan‟s Bureaucracy. 

 

 An over-centralized organizational structure as well as rigid, often 

irrelevant and unevenly enforced rules and management. 

 An inappropriate skill mix. 

 Seriously eroded internal accountability and lack of accountability to the 

public. 

 Politicizing of Civil Service decision making. 

 Tension and inadequate cooperation between different compartmentalized 

civil service cadres. 

 Widespread corruption. 

 Increasing public sector wage cost. 
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vii. Governance in Pakistan in the Changing Contemporary 
Scenario 

 

In contemporary Pakistan three major developments have placed for reaching 

demands on governance and governability. Charles H. Kennedy in his book 

Bureaucracy in Pakistan (Oxford University Press 1987) has made following 

observation about Pakistan's Civilian Bureaucracy. "The civilian bureaucracy of 

Pakistan is embedded in the political history, culture, and institutions of the 

state... Three significant challenges have beset Pakistan's first four decades of 

statehood, namely: (a) the problem of reconciling the demand for an Islamic 

polity with the equally compelling demand for the formation of a secular polity; 

(b) the problem of integrating competing regional demands within the context of 

the nation-state; and (c) the problems associated with unequal levels of 

institutional and political development.. The civilian bureaucracy has played a 

crucial role in the formulation of governmental policy to meet each of these 

challenges...  

The following three aspects appear to be very relevant if one keeps in view the 

re-emerging social structures, the legitimate expectations of the people and the 

collapse of state institutions. Firstly, while Pakistan‟s achievements in economic 

management and structural policies in the recent years are widely recognized 

both domestically and internationally, almost all comparative country rankings, 

whether originating from the World Bank or Global Competitiveness Report of 

the World Economic Forum or other think tanks, consistently rate Pakistan quite 

low in Public Sector Management, Institutional capacity and Governance. Along 

with weak Human Development Indicators, this low ranking of institutional 

dimensions makes tasks of poverty reduction, egalitarian income redistribution, 

social security and delivery of public services very difficult.  

As already pointed out, the role of the government has expanded a great deal 

since 1971. In the wake of massive nationalization in 1970s the size of 

bureaucracy became rather unmanageable, and its lack of professionalism to 
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cope with new challenges became too evident. Its wage bill, too, has become an 

enormous burden on state exchequer. Financial indiscipline and corruption have 

also increased. Unsystematic and rather arbitrary sacking of civil servants, their 

postings and promotions on political grounds, induction of military personnel at 

senior levels, and doing away with the constitutional protection has led to 

instability, insecurity and demoralization. (The constitutional protection available 

to the civil servants was done away with in the constitution of 1973.) 

Superfluous tiers in the administrative hierarchy must be curtailed. Bureaucracy 

is not well-trained and badly lacks professionalism to face the challenge of 

contemporary governance. It is necessary that it is professionally trained to 

handle modern day intricacies of governance, particularly in fiscal, monetary and 

security related matters. It should be exposed to more efficient corporate work 

culture. Professionalism and specialization must be encouraged through more 

meaningful induction, better training and career-planning. It is equally important 

that the remuneration of the civil servants is made commensurate with cost of 

living by introducing system of indexation. Simultaneously, government must 

undertake a process of deregulation and privatization. Mismanagement, 

corruption and resultant financial burden created by state owned enterprises is 

putting heavy strain on the public exchequer besides bringing bad name to the 

government. 

Secondly, gradual deterioration of state institutions, exhibiting almost collapse 

symptoms, has created an enormous credibility gap in the minds of people about 

state‟s capacity to ensure security to the citizens, dispense justice and provide 

them with basic needs and social security. The alleged extra judicial killings of 

criminals involved in heinous crime in police encounters is symbolic of the failure 

of the state organs including Executive and Judiciary to take the criminals to 

task. While such quick-fix remedies may discourage hardened criminals as a 

short term measure, these have, nonetheless, enormous social cost. Moreover, 

incidents like the recent killings of two young brothers in Sialkot publicly in a 

gruesome manner points to the collapse of civilized societal order which is a sine 

qua non for any state to function in an orderly manner.  
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Lastly, Post 9/11 developments have added new dimension to law and order and 

security related matters. The insurgency like situation in parts of Pakistan in the 

wake of its fight against international terrorism, and its spill over effects in other 

parts of the country have also put serious strains on governance. These recent 

developments are, indeed, breading existentialist threat to the very fiber of the 

state. Well conceived short tem and long term policy objectives need to be 

defined keeping in view the prevailing geo-political compulsions, and 

administrative structures properly fashioned to achieve these objectives.  

 


