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The new high treason
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coountability in Pakistan is not

a new endeavour, Successive

governments, whether demo-

ratic or military, have initi-

ated accountability programmes, osten-

sibly to fight cormption and promote
Iransparcncy.

However, time and again, these ef-
forts have been allowed to lose their fa-
cade of impariality, rapidly degrading
into a blatant series of political ma-
noeuvrings and vendetta.

This ongoing cycle, like a dangerous
game of musical chairs, has inflicted ir-
reparable damage upon state institu-
tions, rendering governance virtually
impossible. Consequently, Pakistan’s
standing has now plummeted to the
lowest levels in almost all intermational
indices of governance and socioeco-
nomic indicators, placing it among
states that are on the verge of collapse.

Durng each attempt at accountahil-
ity, it quic kly became apparent that po-
litical opponents or those who did not
fall in line with those in power could
get incarcerated for even the mildest in-
fractions. There have been a few high-
profile cases where it was clear that the
crime was fabricated to victimize the
opponents. On the other hand, muner-
ous examples emerged of favoured in-
dividuals escaping punishment for seri-
ous, and even heinous, acts of
cormption and other crimes.

These repeated failures in impartial-
ity have led to a process that loses mo-
mentum almost immediately. Often this
has ocourred becanse the very individu-
als leading the accountability effort
were themselves tainted by allegations
of cormuption, abuse of power and
other forms of bad governance,

This gravely unprincipled attitude
towards accountability has weakened
institutions and eroded public trust. Be-
canse the process was 50 rigged, it
biurred the distinction between guilty
and innocent. Consequently, the princi-
ple of ‘the benefit of the doubt’ has
largely been exploited by genunine,
hardened offenders, and some serious
culprits have escaped justice. This has
further undermined governance - mak-
ing incidences of violation of merit
more intense, It has infused the sense
in society that acts of favouritism and
nepotism are a normal phenomenon.
Corruption and bad governance, thus,

have become ingrained in the system.

Successive generations of politi-
cians and officers have embraced the
notion that self-enrichment and crony-
ism are the order of the day, and every-
thing goes unpunished in this country.
As a result, the collapse of institutions
accelerated. A critical look at almost
every institution in Pakistan reveals se-
riouns issues.

Addressing this crisis requires an
immediate overhaul of the comrent ac-
countability paradigm. Across-the-
board, multi-level accountability, free
from political bias, is essential, Impar-
tial accountability institutions must be
established at both the federal and
provincial levels, ensuring that justice
is served without padisan prejudice.

These new or reformed accountabil-
ity institutions should have built-in
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mechanisms for internal transparency
and procedures to automatically weed
out corrupt people from their ranks.
These institutions should be equipped
with highly undisputed processes of in-
vestigation and prosecution. Only then
will they be able to impartially hold
wrongdoers accountable, ensuring that
no one is above the law.

Another important thing is that this
time the process should be made com-
prehensive by reforming and redesign-
ing the provinecial anti-cormruption estal-
lishments as well. These institutions
should be put in strong coordination
with the central government's account-
ability apparatus. The colonial era pro-
cedures for provincial anti-comuption
authorities to seek permission from
government before proceeding against
cormupt officials should be done away
with, as this power has almost always
been abused.

Generally, the alleged misuse of the
federal government’s accountability ap-

paratus receives much more limelight
than the similar, and often more ser-
os, manipulations of the anti-cormp-
tion establishments in the provinces by
successive provincial govermments.

The consequences of continued in-
action are nothing short of cata-
strophic. A country plagued by institu-
tional decay cannot function
effectively, especially in a highly inter-
connected world that demands trans-
parency. Inthe face of systemic comup-
tion, social unrest and disint egration
become increasingly likely.

The stakes are so high that what
ONCe WAS Seen as mere incompetence
now borders on high treason. The
choice is clear: either institutions re-
form themselves or the nation risks an
‘implosion’.

Policymakers will have to work
extra hard to pick the bits to restore
them into working institutions. The im-
mediate job is to hali the country's in-
stitutional decline and then reverse the
course and put the country on the path
to recovery. Bul as the decline was
slow = even though it accelerated in the
last decade or 5o - the reversal will be
much slower and will require immense
patience and consistency.

Corrective steps taken at the institu-
tional level now will begin to have their
effect felt at minimum after a couple of
years. But immediate targeted changes,
like removing cormpt officials — many
of them were appointed under dubious
circumstances without due process -
from their positions, will quickly yield
positive effects.

The path to progress requires col-
lective commitment to fairness, trans-
parency, and the supremacy of law, By
moving beyond political vendettas,
Pakistan can march towards a fulure
where corruption is not tolerated, in-
stitutions are robust, and justice pre-
vails,

In an era of next-generation war-
fare, where battles without flames are
waged on geostrategic and economic
frontlines, “bad governance” can be jus-
tifiably called the ‘new high treason’.
The choice is ours, and the stakes are
high, but the path is ¢lear for those
driven by patriotism.
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