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Mr. Chairman, members of the Board of Governors, faculty of the Indus Valley School, graduating students, ladies and gentlemen!

I am honoured to speak at this sixth convocation of the Indus Valley School. This day becomes more poignant because it marks the completion of ten marvelous years of this centre of excellence. I thank you for according me this privilege.

Convocations are an occasion of joy and felicitation for the graduating students, their parents and faculty members. On this day the sheltered and carefree college life comes to an end and the students prepare themselves to face challenges of the real world. They expect some sermonizing and words of wisdom from the keynote speakers and the chief guests. Young people all over the world are full of idealism and have romantic notions about progress, development, social change and modernization. They do not come across the harsh realities of the life as long as they are in the college and lead a protected life. For example they do not know how the society is organized, what is its power structure, who are the real decision-makers, what role different stake-holders play, and how they interact with each other. They also have little knowledge about the process of planning and development at government level, its strengths and weaknesses. Unfortunately they also do not know that there are two nations living side by side, the rich having no knowledge how the other half lives.

These issues may appear mundane but this morning I’ll be focusing my attention on some of them, specially on community’s role in social development and why its participation in the whole planning and development process is necessary. But before we do that, let us have an overview of our achievements and problems.

Our country is an interesting case study for social anthropologists and political economists. Pakistan’s growth has been fastest in South Asia. On average, GNP has increased by about 6% a year during the last five decades. This is inspite of the fact that we have had a feudal system, and our rate of literacy was one of the lowest in the region. But this growth raises a puzzling question. Why is a major chunk of our people poor when the economy has made such rapid progress? More puzzling is the fact that in just five years (between 1990 and 1995) the number of absolute poor has risen from 24 million to 42 million. To quote late Dr. Mahbubul Haq, ‘Indices of poverty and deprivation are so wide spread and so stark that many sceptics have begun to doubt the reality of economic growth itself’. There are many others who do not see any evidence of this economic advance in the lives of ordinary people.

If you look back, Pakistan had all the potential and promise of reaching the take-off stage even at the time of partition. In order to have a clearer idea, let us see what was happening in China, South Korea, India and Bangladesh (then East Pakistan) in 1947. In contrast to Pakistan, China and South Korea were two completely ruined countries. Foreign invasion and civil war had destroyed much of the infrastructure they had. Administrative machinery had totally collapsed.  Warlordism was the bane of their lives. Poverty, hunger and disease were pervasive and it was difficult even to feed the teeming 

millions. East Pakistan, with a small area, huge population, and very few resources, recurring natural disasters to top it all, was treated as a basket case till 1971, when (after using their foreign exchange resources to the full) we pushed them out of the federation. India with its enormous population, inept and inefficient bureaucracy, rigid distinction of cast and creed was faced with grinding poverty.  Its socialist model didn't deliver and in a way stifled the rate of economic growth.

But West Pakistan in 1947, with manageable population, inherited sound administrative framework, a fine network of roads, railways and educational institutions. It had the best canal system of the world and was in possession of the state-of-the-art irrigation technology. Again, its railway network, backed by huge workshop at Lahore another at Jhelum, one of the best in Asia. In addition, there was ship repair workshop at Karachi. Besides, was there were a large number of engineers experienced in the design and construction of roads, railways, bridges, canals, dams and barrages. This technological expertise was ready to be employed for earning foreign exchange. In various towns of West Pakistan small and medium size engineering industry existed and could be expanded very easily.

In food-grains, it was not only self-sufficient but it was able to export surpluses to other parts of the subcontinent. West Punjab at that time was rightly called the granary of South Asia. Besides, milk, dairy products, hides and skin and leather could have kept Pakistani trade in good stead. Not only the country had no foreign debts to repay, it had inherited a respectable 'Sterling Balance'. Law and order was good and there was no unemployment.

The question is: What went wrong? How can we solve this enigma of under-development in Pakistan? Some would put the blame on feudalism. Others would say pervasive illiteracy was the main cause. But both these things were there when we showed promise of economic development. After having seen the performance of elected governments in the recent past, the argument of absence of democracy also seems to have lost its force.

Today Pakistan is in the midst of multi-dimensional crisis, most important being the macro-economic fiasco. At the same time, it is one of those unfortunate countries which are at the bottom of most social sector activities. This is in spite of the fact that we have a foreign debt of over 32 billion US dollars, in addition to a huge domestic loan. Most of you know what the state of our basic health care is; what the rate of infant mortality is; how dismal is our performance in primary education; what the rate of female literacy is; how many people have clean water to drink; and how many are unemployed both in urban and rural areas. I need not go into these details. These facts are very well known to every one. But we are very good in one respect i.e. producing more babies. Our population growth rate is the highest in the region.

If we analyze closely, we find atleast four major faultlines which have hampered our social development and made us a victim of dependency syndrome:

1.
In Pakistan there is an intellectual vacuum. Our rulers and the educated classes have no capacity to understand the nature of our crisis, nor do they understand the 

dynamics of social change. They are caught in a sort of a time warp. Then, they have the habit of focusing too much on peripheral issues ignoring the heart of the problem. Areas are some time seen clearly, but a larger perspective is missing. At the highest level, there is concentration on symptoms rather than the disease; full attention on a part, while leaving the sum of the parts out of focus and unattended. More often than not, there is emphasis on short-term, simplistic solutions for complex problems. There is no effort to find well-researched, long-term, sustainable models. The question is, if the problems are not understood properly, and if our diagnosis is not correct, how can we have correct prognoses and solutions.

2.
Based on a clear vision, politicians, planners, economic managers, bureaucrats and professional classes have to develop policy options and devise strategies which take into account the ground situation together with the comparative advantage of the country and experience of other nations. If our ruling elite had adopted pragmatic policies and followed the logical sequence of development, the country would have become another Japan or Singapore within three decades of its life span as an independent nation. But what they gave us were: (a) industrial development without adequate agricultural development; (b) large-scale industry without the prior development of small scale industry; (c) urbanization outpacing industrialization; (d) services growing faster than the productive base of agriculture and industry; and (e) population growth racing ahead of employment growth. With this illogical approach, a number of imbalances and distortions crept into our economy and the results are obvious.

3.
Whenever any discussion about the decay of our cities and absence of basic services takes place, most people naively believe or argue that our main problem is lack of money. Yes, it can be one of the reasons in some cases, but the real problem NOW is that there are no structures on ground which can deliver the services. There is an institutional bankruptcy - a systemic failure. In many cases it is simply lack of management. This is directly related to the fact that our structure of the state is lop-sided. It is almost an inverted pyramid. At the top is the federal government with all the resources, powers and capacity. At the second tier is the provincial government with huge stuff, small resource base but no real autonomy. Most surprisingly, local government hardly finds any mention in our constitution although 90% problems are local. As a result it is weak, fragile, and consequently dysfunctional.

4.
Our  current mode of planning and development which excludes people from the entire process of decision-making is another major reason for our poor performance in the social sectors. In Pakistan not the would-be users but technical experts or bureaucrats identify projects, determine priorities, propose solutions, design mechanisms, manage resources and implement and monitor development programmes. There are pre-determined benefits and fixed rules and procedures by a distant agency. A nexus between consultants, engineers and contractors has developed in Pakistan which has hijacked the entire process of development. They in turn are supported and protected by an over-centralized bureaucracy and inept politicians. Kickbacks bind them together.  

Apart from excluding the people from decision–making, other major weaknesses of this blue-print approach are: a) it is quantity oriented: emphasis is on achieving the targets which are mostly in the shape of brick and mortar; b) there is no transparency and accountability; c) maintenance is not in-built in the system. Consequently most of the projects are not sustainable in the long run.

One can see that there is a missing link in the organization of the development in our country. This missing link is the potential link between communities and higher-order institutions, and between sustainable development  and mere availability of the resources from the outside sources. Traditional institutions both at the rural and urban level have become weak. Specially in the big cities conventional bonds have almost disappeared. Government has been unable to create an effective and equitable management system for the city environment. New, broad-based community institutions are needed to manage common assets and services on a productive and sustainable basis.

Another major problem is that our ivory tower engineers, town planners, architects and economists neither have fresh ideas nor learn from their past mistakes. They are also not at fault as they are taught the First World approaches to deal with Third World problems. The text books of our engineering and architecture schools are dominated by concepts  which in most cases, are inappropriate in local conditions and are very costly to implement. Similarly, our bureaucrats and administrators are not trained to experiment and innovate. They can at best administer things.

Let us now briefly talk about an alternative approach which takes care of most of these problems. It is people-centered or participatory approach, where communities not the government play the key role. They establish their own institutions, identify and organize their resources, prioritize their needs, manage their development agenda, and forge the necessary links for technical assistance and social guidance by outside agencies. The supporting organizations provide needed help, but they do not infringe upon the sovereignty of the community organization. This model was initially developed by late Dr. Akhtar Hameed Khan at Comilla and has been successfully replicated by OPP, AKRSP and SKAA. Khuda-Ki-Basti has also its roots in this participatory approach.    

Now let us see the rationale for community participation at planning, implementation and maintenance stages. Viewed from the point of view of planning, it is readily apparent that local development programmes cannot be effective if identified and directed by a distant planning process. Community organization naturally has to be the basis of micro-level planning, starting with the identification of local projects.

In terms of the implementation of development programmes, government has no delivery mechanism at the local or neighborhood level. It cannot reach a large number of city dwellers on an individual basis, given existing managerial and financial constraints. Community participation provides an effective and cost-efficient mechanism for government agencies to reach small farmers and other under-privileged members of society.

Centralized agencies, concerned with the supply of goods and services are usually evaluated by quantitative measures. Individuals demanding, and receiving these goods and services are concerned with both quantity and quality. Clearly the monitoring and evaluation of development activities cannot be effective without the input of intended beneficiaries. Participatory approach is the only mechanism through which beneficiaries can demand and monitor quality.

Government resources are scarce relative to the human and financial investment that is needed for sustainable development. Government needs to accept local communities as partners in development. Effective community organization is a mechanism for mobilizing resources on a continuing basis.

There is also a compelling social argument in favour of supporting a participatory approach to development. In a society (such as Pakistan) that is subject to powerful forces of social fragmentation and political polarization, there is a desperate need to replace divisiveness with consensus and compromise. The participatory approach is the only way to create and enlarge social consensus on development issues.

Ladies and gentlemen! I am not saying that government can be replaced by NGOs or community organizations, or it should have no role in planning and development. Of course, it is the government's mandate and responsibility to provide basic services, specially to the deprived classes, but what we should clearly understand is that now conventional approaches in Pakistani context are becoming increasingly irrelevant. The government should accept the weakness of the current system and adopt new strategies to reach the target groups. It should have trust in the people, and instead of overawing them, try to earn from them. They know their problems, and in most cases the solutions too. At the same time, our professionals have also to indigenise their approach. In the process, they may have to unlearn some of the theories they have learnt at elite schools.

I will end my speech on a Chinese saying which is very close to my heart. It reads like this:

"Go to the people,

Live with them,

Learn from them,

Love them,

Start what they know,

Build with what they have.

But with the best leaders,

When the work is done,

the task accomplished,

the people will say

"We have done this ourselves"

I wish you all success in your future life.
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