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REFORMING PAKISTAN’S CIVIL SERVICE  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Decades of mismanagement, political manipulation and 
corruption have rendered Pakistan’s civil service incapa-
ble of providing effective governance and basic public 
services. In public perceptions, the country’s 2.4 mil-
lion civil servants are widely seen as unresponsive and 
corrupt, and bureaucratic procedures cumbersome and 
exploitative. Bureaucratic dysfunction and low capacity 
undermine governance, providing opportunities to the 
military to subvert the democratic transition and to ex-
tremists to destabilise the state. The civilian government 
should prioritise reforms that transform this key institu-
tion into a leaner, more effective and accountable body. 

General Pervez Musharraf’s eight-year military rule left 
behind a demoralised and inefficient bureaucracy that 
was used to ensure regime survival. There was a dramatic 
rise in military encroachments as retired generals were 
appointed to key civil posts, such as the chairmanship 
of the Federal Public Service Commission, the premier 
agency for recruitment and promotions. The military 
regime’s poorly conceived devolution of power led to 
further administrative confusion and the breakdown of 
service delivery at the district level, the key administra-
tive unit of governance. The decision to vest revenue and 
law and order functions in nazims (mayors), elected in-
directly and on a non-party basis, led to greater collusion 
between unscrupulous district officials and corrupt police. 

The civil bureaucracy’s ills, however, predate military 
rule. Archaic rules and procedures and a rigid hierarchi-
cal authority structure have undermined its oversight of 
a public sector that has expanded considerably since the 
1970s. Low salaries, insecure tenure, and obsolete account-
ability mechanisms have spawned widespread corruption 
and impunity. Recruitments, postings and promotions are 
increasingly made on the basis of personal contacts and 
political affiliation, instead of on merit.  

The civil service’s falling standards impact mostly Paki-
stan’s poor, widening social and economic divisions be-
tween the privileged and underprivileged. With citizens 
increasingly affected by conflict and militancy, including 
millions displaced by fighting in the Northwest Frontier 
Province (NWFP) and the Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA), the government’s ability to ensure law 

and order and provide services such as education and health 
care will be vital to winning the hearts and minds of the 
public, and restoring links between the citizen and the 
state. 

Bureaucratic procedures and practices, formal or informal, 
play a key role in public perceptions of the government’s 
functioning. Both the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), 
which heads the coalition government at the centre, and 
its main opposition, the Pakistan Muslim League (Nawaz) 
(PML-N), have a stake in investing the patience, re-
sources and political capital needed to enhance the bureauc-
racy’s ability to execute government policies and respond 
to public grievances and needs. Both parties should resist 
the temptation to again use the bureaucracy for short-
term political ends, which undermined its functioning. 
The government’s inability to deliver basic services and 
good governance could provide an ambitious military 
leadership the opportunity to intervene.  

In the 1990s, the PPP and the PML-N each formed two 
elected governments but were prevented each time from 
completing a full term by the military – either through 
its civilian proxy, the president, or a direct coup in Oc-
tober 1999. The two parties share the blame for that 
flawed transition, by failing to deliver good governance 
and as well as a willingness to align with the military 
against each other. Unsurprisingly, each dismissal, includ-
ing the October coup, was justified on the grounds of bad 
governance and corruption. In this, another period of frag-
ile democratic transition, the two parties must realise that 
repeating past mistakes will again make them vulner-
able to military intervention. 

If the flaws of an unreformed bureaucracy are not ur-
gently addressed, the government risks losing public sup-
port. The recommendations of the National Commission 
on Government Reforms (NCGR), which was set up by 
the military regime in 2006 and presented a report to 
Prime Minister Yusuf Raza Gilani in May 2008, if 
properly implemented could help reform the civil service.  

The international community too can help improve gov-
ernance by supporting civil service reform, expanding 
training programs, and providing technological support 
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and expertise to modernise methods of administration. 
However, the U.S., EU and other donors should refrain, 
absent political reform, from supporting bureaucracies 
such as the FATA secretariat, where unchecked powers 
and the absence of financial oversight make corruption 
more likely. They must also condition aid on measures 
to institute greater accountability and transparency. In-
deed, with hundreds of millions more dollars committed 
for Pakistan’s development, for example through the 
U.S. Enduring Assistance and Cooperation Act 2009, 
comes increased risk of corruption and waste, par-
ticularly if the money is directly channelled to ineffi-
cient and unaccountable institutions. If international 
development funds yield few tangible results, under-
mining local expectations, the hearts and minds of the 
Pakistani public will likely be lost rather than won.  

RECOMMENDATIONS  

To the Government of Pakistan:  

1. Enhance civil service performance and revive a spirit 
of public service by: 

a) increasing salaries and pensions, particularly for 
those at the bottom of the hierarchy, providing 
better housing, transport and health insurance for 
all government employees, and subsidised school-
ing for their children; 

b) conducting regular training, including refresher 
courses, at all levels of the bureaucracy; 

c) improving standards of instruction at training in-
stitutions to inculcate professional skills as well 
as norms and practices that reward integrity and 
professional commitment; 

d) providing competitive compensation and benefits 
to attract qualified and motivated instructors; 

e) linking an officer’s performance during training 
programs with promotions, thus no longer using 
successful completion as the only yardstick;  

f) establishing and strictly abiding by new criteria 
for secretariat appointments to include professional 
expertise, diversity of experience, demonstrable 
leadership in public institutions, and ability to 
tackle challenging assignments;  

g) modifying Annual Confidential Reports (ACRs) 
to include tangible, performance-oriented criteria 
instead of subjective evaluations of officers’ 
characters;  

h) instituting a transparent and competitive selection 
process to encourage representation of all occu-
pational groups, and reserving positions in each 

basic pay scale for officers from each of those 
groups; and 

i) ensuring that specialists have the same access to 
training facilities as generalist officers in occu-
pational groups. 

2. Eliminate military interference by: 

a) ending the practice of hiring serving or retired 
military officers in the civil service and abolish-
ing the annual 10 per cent quota reserved for 
military officers; 

b) refraining from renewing contracts of retired mili-
tary officers presently occupying civil service 
positions;  

c) enacting laws barring serving or retired military 
personnel from heading any institution dealing 
with civil service training, recruitment or promo-
tions; and 

d) immediately ending the practice of having senior 
appointments subject to evaluation and clear-
ance by the military’s intelligence agencies. 

3. Enhance the functioning of federal and provincial 
secretariats by: 

a) reducing excessive centralisation of functions and 
devolving administrative and financial authority 
to lower tiers, with effective oversight; 

b) revising and simplifying existing rules and pro-
cedures to ensure that civil servants are informed 
of their rights and responsibilities; 

c) ending the systemic bias in favour of generalists 
by allowing the same opportunities for postings, 
promotions and career advancement to specialists; 
and  

d) reversing the quota for District Management 
Group (federal) appointees to provincial posts at 
the level of Basic Pay Scale (BPS) 21 so that 75 
per cent of these posts are reserved for provin-
cial civil servants, and the remainder for federal 
appointees.  

4. Institute effective accountability over the civil bu-
reaucracy by: 

a) implementing the recommendations of the Char-
ter of Democracy, signed between the PPP and 
PML-N, to set up an independent accountability 
commission, answerable to the National Assem-
bly’s Public Accounts Committee (PAC); this 
committee would investigate – in tandem with 
the Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) – alleged 
malpractice and financial and other corruption by 
government officials and take disciplinary actions 
against those found guilty; 
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b) empowering federal and provincial ombudsmen 
to redress public grievances against bureaucratic 
malpractice; and 

c) holding federal and provincial secretaries account-
able to parliament and provincial assemblies by 
mandating national and provincial parliamentary 
committees to hold regular hearings requiring 
these civil servants to account for efficient use 
of resources as well as the organisation, manage-
ment and staffing of their respective departments. 

5. Promote fairness and eliminate opportunities for po-
litical manipulation at all levels of the civil admini-
stration by: 

a) expanding the role of the Federal Public Service 
Commission (FPSC) from a recruiting agency 
to one that professionally oversees all aspects of 
the bureaucracy’s functioning; 

b) mandating parliamentary committees to vet and 
approve senior civil service appointments, pro-
posed by the FPSC, to ensure that they are made 
on merit rather than personal or political affilia-
tion, followed by a vote in parliament; 

c) withdrawing the discretionary power of the prime 
minister to promote officers to the highest grade 
in the bureaucracy and transferring it to the 
FPSC; 

d) guaranteeing security of tenure and providing civil 
servants legal protection against postings, trans-
fers and promotions that do not conform to due 
process; 

e) empowering the Federal Services Tribunal to 
monitor postings and transfers, and review civil 
servants’ complaints about arbitrary transfers; and 

f) replicating these measures in the provinces. 

6. Settle the status of the report by the National Com-
mission on Government Reforms (NCGR) by:  

a) constituting a bipartisan parliamentary commit-
tee on civil service reform, with half the mem-
bers nominated by the government and half by 
the opposition, co-chaired by the prime minister 
and the leader of the opposition, to assess the 
report, placing recommendations before the na-
tional and provincial assemblies for detailed 
debate and review;  

b) once approved, present a final bill on the floor 
of the National Assembly for a vote; and 

c) encourage the provincial assemblies to follow 
suit on reform of the provincial services.  

7. Improve land administration and local governance 
by: 

a) computerising land records;  

b) making certificates of possession and other land 
ownership-related documents available at infor-
mation kiosks in tehsils (towns) for a small fixed 
fee;  

c) establishing call centres in districts to report re-
quests for bribes, illegal commissions and other 
abuses, including by the patwari (village reve-
nue officer); and 

d) devolving authority to tehsil officials to issue cer-
tificates of domicile and related documents, rather 
than through district headquarters. 

8. Modernise civil service systems and processes and 
enhance inter-agency coordination through e-gov-
ernance technology by: 

a) making compliance with standards set by the E-
Government Directorate (EGD) mandatory for 
major federal government projects; 

b) instituting compulsory training in basic informa-
tion technology processes for all government 
employees in BPS-5 and above; and 

c) giving the EGD greater financial and organisa-
tional autonomy by converting it from a cell to an 
attached department of the ministry of informa-
tion technology. 

9. Improve police functioning by having the parliament 
review the Police Order (2002); setting up a parlia-
mentary subcommittee to deal exclusively with po-
licing; and empowering accountability and mana-
gerial bodies such as the public safety commissions 
and the National Police Management Board. 

10. Mainstream FATA’s bureaucracy by abolishing 
the FATA secretariat and the office of the political 
agent, and transferring their authority to the NWFP 
secretariat, relevant provincial line ministries and 
district departments. 

To the U.S. and the International Community: 

11. Condition FATA aid under the U.S. Enduring As-
sistance and Cooperation Act 2009 on reform of the 
region’s corrupt and dysfunctional bureaucracy, 
including the abolition of the FATA secretariat and 
the office of the political agent, with their powers 
transferred to the NWFP secretariat, relevant pro-
vincial line ministries and district departments. 
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12. Include technocrats, as well as cadre civil servants, 

in all public sector capacity building projects, in ad-
dition to training schemes at leading international 
universities and institutes. 

13. Build the capacity of civil service training institu-
tions by providing instructors and teaching materi-
als on best international practices of public policy, 
fiscal policy, financial management, infrastructure 
development, human resource management, energy 
and agriculture. 

14. Provide technical support for the expansion of E-
government technologies, particularly in areas such 
as land revenue administration, taxation and policing, 
and leverage aid to press line ministries, departments 
and agencies to incorporate E-governance processes 
within their domains.  

Islamabad/Brussels, 16 February 2010 
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REFORMING PAKISTAN’S CIVIL SERVICE 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Pakistan’s civil bureaucracy has too often colluded with 
the military to retard the growth of democratic institu-
tions and to gain or retain power even under elected 
civilian governments.1 At the same time, over-centrali-
sation, corruption and political interference in the civil 
service have undermined government capacity to deliver 
public services. Some 30 commissions have been con-
stituted since independence to reform the civil service, 
but very few recommendations have been accepted or 
implemented. While the civil service is resistant to 
radical change, there is genuine and widespread support 
within the civil bureaucracy for meaningful reforms, 
particularly those that would serve and promote indi-
vidual as well as institutional interests.2 The political 
leadership must demonstrate the will to reform the bu-
reaucracy to enhance the legitimacy of state institutions, 
build more effective, accountable government, and fill 
a vacuum presently exploited by the military and vio-
lent jihadi organisations. 

Pakistan’s bloated public sector is broadly perceived to 
exist “only to provide jobs to the unemployable”, in the 
words of a retired senior civil servant.3 There are pres-
ently around 2.4 million regular civil servants for a 
population of 170 million, or one civil servant for every 

 
 
1 For more on the bureaucracy’s role in Pakistani politics, see 
Crisis Group Asia Reports N°157, Reforming Pakistan’s Po-
lice, 14 July 2008; N°77, Devolution in Pakistan: Reform or 
Regression?, 22 March 2004; Nº40, Pakistan: Transition to 
Democracy, 3 October 2002; and Asia Briefing N°43, 
Pakistan’s Local Polls: Shoring Up Military Rule, 22 No-
vember 2005.  
2 Civil servants are barred from forming unions and therefore 
lack a forum to express collective demands and grievances. 
While most occupational groups have their own service asso-
ciations, these are merely social networks. While the bureauc-
racy, like others, is traditionally wary of reform, there is a 
growing consensus on reform measures such as merit-based 
appointments and protection from political interference. Cri-
sis Group interviews, civil servants, countrywide, October 
2009-January 2010. 
3 Crisis Group interview, former federal secretary, Islamabad, 
12 November 2009. 

67 citizens. In comparison, India has one civil servant for 
every 110 citizens.4 Corruption is widespread, and pub-
lic confidence in government agencies such as the police, 
the state-owned power sector and the revenue services 
is particularly low. Every regime change is invariably 
accompanied by broad transfers and postings of officials 
at the policy-making levels in the secretariats as well as 
at the operational level in the districts. This politicisa-
tion of the bureaucracy contributes to its dysfunction, 
with promotions increasingly dependent on officers’ prox-
imity to those in power. 

Military rule has also gravely undermined the civil ser-
vice’s capacity and professionalism. Co-opted during Gen-
eral Ayub Khan’s rule in the 1960s as a willing junior 
partner, the bureaucracy, led by the elite Civil Service 
of Pakistan (CSP) cadre, had dominated virtually all in-
stitutions of governance. General Zia-ul-Haq chose not 
so much to co-opt the bureaucracy but rather infiltrated 
it directly, instituting quotas in the civil service for mili-
tary officials, and using it to implement his Islamisation 
policies. General Pervez Musharraf significantly expanded 
the system of appointing serving and retired military 
personnel to civil service posts, violating rules and quo-
tas, and deepening the military’s control over the civil 
service. His devolution plan resulted in corrupt bureau-
crats joining hands with equally corrupt and unaccount-
able local officials. “Thanks to Musharraf, the bureauc-
racy is more demoralised, more politicised, and less effi-
cient than ever before”, said a senior civil servant.5 

Ironically, the military’s repeated interventions during 
the flawed democratic transition in the 1990s were jus-
tified on the grounds of redressing inept and corrupt 
civilian rule. Retaining control over foreign, security and 
economic policy, the high command impeded the perform-
ance of elected governments, appointing and dismissing 

 
 
4 “Report of the National Commission for Government Re-
forms on Reforming the Government in Pakistan”, Prime 
Minister’s Secretariat, Government of Pakistan, vol. 1, May 
2008, p. 201. 
5 Crisis Group interview, additional secretary, Islamabad, 5 
December 2009. 
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them at will either through a civilian proxy, the presi-
dent, or a direct coup in October 1999.6 

A professional, competent civil service will not only be 
more capable of delivering public services and curbing 
corruption, it will also fill a governance vacuum that is 
being exploited by violent extremists and an ambitious 
and interventionist military leadership. Both the Paki-
stan People’s Party (PPP), which leads a coalition gov-
ernment at the centre, and the main opposition party, 
the Pakistan Muslim League (Nawaz) (PML-N), have a 
stake in revitalising public service delivery if a fragile 
democratic transition is to stabilise. 

This report analyses the structure and functioning of Paki-
stan’s civil bureaucracy, identifying critical flaws as 
well as measures to make it more accountable and able 
to provide essential public services such as law and order, 
education and land revenue management. Such reforms 
are vital if the civil service is to be transformed into a 
tool of good governance, enhancing in turn the legiti-
macy of elected governments.  

 
 
6 Granted the power to dismiss government through General 
Zia-ul-Haq’s eighth constitutional amendment (article 58-2-
b), the president, acting at the military’s behest, repeatedly 
used this power during the 1990s. Benazir Bhutto’s first gov-
ernment was formed in December 1988 and dismissed by the 
president in August 1990; Nawaz Sharif’s first government, 
formed in November 1990, was sacked in April 1993. Bhutto’s 
second term as prime minister lasted from October 1993 until 
November 1996. Sharif’s second tenure began in 1997 and 
ended with Musharraf’s October 1999 coup. 

II. THE DEVELOPMENT OF  
THE BUREAUCRACY 

A. COLONIAL HERITAGE 

Pakistan’s civil bureaucracy has its origins in the Indian 
Civil Service (ICS), often described as the “steel frame” 
that enabled the British to rule their large and unwieldy 
Indian empire. The ICS was established on the recom-
mendations made by the Aitcheson Commission, which 
was set up in 1886 to create a scheme to reform the 
public service in imperial India. Until then public service 
employees were divided into those with regular con-
tracts, which specified the nature and terms of service, 
and those without such agreements. Contractual appoint-
ees (the Covenanted Civil Service), were exclusively 
British until growing demands for local participation led 
to the creation of a Statutory Civil Service, in which 
one sixth of the positions previously reserved for the 
Covenanted Civil Service were filled by Indians nomi-
nated by local governments and subsequently approved 
by the governor general. 7 

The commission’s recommendations were to have a far-
reaching impact on the development of India’s bureauc-
racy under the British Indian empire and on Pakistan’s 
administrative system after independence. Arguing that 
the terms “covenanted” and “un-covenanted” contradicted 
“the realities of the service structure”,8 the commission 
recommended the establishment of a new cadre, the 
Imperial Civil Service of India, subsequently renamed 
the Indian Civil Service.9  

The commission also called for the abolition of the Statu-
tory Civil Service and its replacement by the Provincial 
Civil Service (PCS) – the forerunner of Pakistan’s pro-

 
 
7 Until 1858, British authority was represented by the East 
India Company, which hired both covenanted and un-
covenanted employees but reserved higher posts exclusively 
for the former under the provisions of the East India Com-
pany Act of 1793. In practice, however, it proved impossible 
to find enough covenanted officers to fill the positions cre-
ated by the company’s constantly expanding range of func-
tions. Hence, un-covenanted officers frequently filled cove-
nanted positions. See Charles Kennedy, Bureaucracy in Paki-
stan (Karachi, 1987), pp. 19-20. 
8 Ibid, p. 21. The commission maintained that the Covenanted 
Civil Service and the Un-covenanted Civil Service had never 
been distinct and mutually exclusive entities, and that differ-
ences in responsibilities and status had become blurred, thus 
necessitating the creation of a new cadre. 
9 The name “Imperial Civil Service of India” was originally 
modified by the Government of India to “Civil Service of 
India” but the initials “ICS” persisted and the cadre became 
commonly referred to as the Indian Civil Service.  
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vincial bureaucracy – which would be manned primar-
ily by Indian officers and in which positions would be 
filled locally by provincial authorities. The Un-covenanted 
Civil Service, consisting of officers without formal con-
tracts, was divided into two groups: the PCS’s higher 
ranking positions; and junior appointments grouped into 
a separate cadre called the Subordinate Civil Service.  

The PCS’s creation introduced a centre-province distinc-
tion with ICS officers recruited by the central government 
primarily for provincial assignments countrywide and 
also serving at the centre; PCS officers worked only 
within their respective provinces. By 1935, only the 
members of two services, the ICS and the Indian Police 
Service (IPS), known as All-India Services, could be 
deputed anywhere in the country.  

Now at the public service structure’s apex, the elite ICS, 
drawn primarily from the ranks of the Covenanted Civil 
Service it had replaced, came to represent “the essence 
of British power in India”.10 Regarded as the most 
powerful officials in the British empire, never number-
ing more than 1,000 at a given time, ICS members directed 
all official activities for British India’s 300 million in-
habitants.11 At the service’s heart were officers known 
as the Collector, District Officer, District Magistrate (DM) 
or Deputy Commissioner (DC). Although describing the 
same individual, these various appellations enumerated 
his broad powers. Every district was administered by a 
single ICS official who “collected the revenue, allocated 
rights in land, relieved famines, improved agriculture, 
built public works, suppressed revolts, drafted laws, inves-
tigated crimes, judged lawsuits, inspected municipalities, 
schools, hospitals, cooperatives – the list is endless”.12  

The Aitcheson Commission thus laid the foundations for 
the cadre system that was later incorporated virtually 
wholesale into independent Pakistan. The ICS cadre 
became the Civil Service of Pakistan (CSP), with minor 
modifications; the Indian Police Service became the 
Police Service of Pakistan (PSP); and the External Affairs, 
Commonwealth Relations and Political Departments even-
tually became the Pakistan Foreign Service (PFS).13 
 
 
10 Ramesh Kumar Arora and Rajni Goyal, Indian Public Ad-
ministration: Institutions and Issues (New Delhi, 1996), p. 42. 
11 Clive Dewey, Anglo-Indian Attitudes: The Mind of the In-
dian Civil Service (London, 1993), p. 3. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Similarly, the Accounts Department of India became the 
Pakistan Audit and Accounts Service; the Customs and Cen-
tral Excise departments were merged into the Pakistan Cus-
toms and Excise Service; and the Income Tax Service of 
British India became the Pakistan Taxation Service. Other 
cadres included the Pakistan Military Lands and Cantonment 
Service, the Pakistan Postal Service, the Telegraph Engineer-
ing Service, the Central Engineering Service, the Information 

Similarly, the PCS gave way to Pakistan’s provincial 
civil services and other specialised services.14 The ICS 
was also the forerunner of the All-Pakistan Services, whose 
officers were recruited by the central government pri-
marily for provincial assignments but, like their ICS prede-
cessors, also served at the centre. The government desig-
nated the CSP and the PSP as the only All-Pakistan 
Services. The foreign service, audit and accounts, customs 
and excise, and taxation were all central services whose 
officers were assigned exclusively to federal positions.15 

B. CIVIL-MILITARY BUREAUCRATIC  
NEXUS (1947-1973) 

For the first decade after independence (1947-1958), 
Pakistan, while theoretically a parliamentary democracy, 
was ruled by a cabal of senior civil servants, with the mili-
tary as junior partner, albeit one with a steadily expand-
ing role in political affairs. General elections were repeat-
edly postponed. The governor-general, the all-powerful 
head of state and almost always a former civil servant, 
regularly dismissed prime ministers, their cabinets and 
the national and provincial legislatures.16  

The third governor-general, Ghulam Mohammad, a for-
mer bureaucrat, launched the first of many extra-consti-
tutional assaults on the legislature when, in 1953, he 
dismissed Prime Minister Khwaja Nazimuddin even as 
the latter enjoyed majority support in parliament. A year 
later he dismissed the Constituent Assembly when it tried 
to curb his powers. Ghulam Mohammad also formalised 
the entry of the army into politics by appointing General 
Ayub Khan, the army’s commander-in-chief, as defence 
minister. 

In 1956, Ghulam Muhammad’s successor, Iskander Mirza, 
promulgated Pakistan’s first constitution, which estab-
lished a federal parliamentary system but also gave the 
president, who now replaced the governor-general as 
head of state, the power to dismiss the prime minister. 
Mirza used this power liberally, dismissing four prime 
ministers between 1956 and 1958, with the support of 

 
 
Service of Pakistan, the Trade Service of Pakistan and the 
Central Secretariat Service. 
14 Pakistan is a federation comprising four provinces: Ba-
lochistan, the Northwest Frontier Province (NWFP), Punjab 
and Sindh. 
15 Kennedy, Bureaucracy in Pakistan, op. cit., pp. 31-36. 
16 From 1947 until 1956, when it became a republic, Pakistan 
was a dominion and the head of state, the governor-general, 
was the British monarch’s representative. Although a largely 
ceremonial position, the office of the governor-general was 
transformed by power-seeking civil bureaucrats into the prin-
cipal decision-making authority. Crisis Group Report, Paki-
stan: Transition to Democracy, op. cit., p. 5.  
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the civil bureaucracy and the military high command. 
In 1958, Ayub deposed Mirza and imposed martial law. 

Spearheaded by the elite CSP cadre, the bureaucracy 
now served as the military’s willing junior partner, en-
trenching patronage politics, marginalising opposition 
politicians, and helping implement Ayub’s domestic 
agenda. According to a political analyst and retired bu-
reaucrat, “it was the civil service that essentially ran the 
country during the Ayub era”.17 One of Ayub’s first 
measures was to ban political parties and disqualify 
hundreds of mainstream politicians from holding elected 
office through the Elective Bodies (Disqualification) 
Order (EBDO).18 Prohibiting “anyone from holding pub-
lic office who used his political position for personal 
advantage, or to the detriment of the state”, EBDO was 
selectively used against opposition politicians.19 Three 
tribunals, each presided over by a senior judge, but also 
comprising a civil servant and an army officer of the 
rank of lieutenant colonel, enforced the order.20  

To provide a democratic façade to his rule, Ayub de-
vised a local government system called “Basic Democ-
racy”, under which the country was divided into 80,000 
single-member constituencies, each electing a member 
on a non-party basis. Local councils were created at the 
district and sub-district levels, with roughly half their 
members nominated instead of elected. These councils 
received state funds to perform municipal and civic 
functions, but the district bureaucracy, dominated by 
CSP members who monopolised the powerful offices 
of chief secretary, commissioner, deputy commissioner 
and assistant commissioner, exercised complete author-
ity over the councils, including the power to overrule or 
suspend council decisions and orders.21  

Ostensibly meant to devolve power, the Basic Democ-
rats became Ayub’s political base and his electoral col-
lege. In 1960 they elected him president in a referen-
dum with 95.6 per cent of the vote, and re-elected him 
in 1965, albeit this time in a contested – but rigged – 
election.22 By extending the military’s control over local 
 
 
17 Crisis Group interview, Shafqat Mehmood, Lahore, 31 Oc-
tober 2009. 
18 Crisis Group Asia Report N°102, Authoritarianism and 
Political Party Reform in Pakistan, 28 September 2005, p. 3. 
19 Some 6,000 politicians were disqualified from running for 
public office before EBDO was repealed in December 1966. 
Philip E. Jones, The Pakistan Peoples Party: The Rise to 
Power (Oxford, 2003), p. 30.  
20 Hasan Askari Rizvi, The Military and Politics in Pakistan 
1947-1997 (Lahore, 2000), p. 89. 
21 Civil bureaucrats, almost always from the CSP cadre, headed 
all local councils at divisional, district and sub-district levels.  
22 Crisis Group Report, Pakistan: Transition to Democracy, 
op. cit., p. 5.  

government and establishing a new political base at the 
grassroots, Basic Democracy centralised control over the 
federating units. Controlling access to state resources, 
centrally-appointed district bureaucrats were able to domi-
nate local politics by dealing directly with the new elite, 
bypassing political parties and isolating them from the 
electorate.23  

Having abrogated the 1956 constitution, Ayub promul-
gated a new one in March 1962. Federal in principle, it 
established a unitary, presidential government. As presi-
dent, Ayub arrogated to himself unchecked executive 
powers, including the authority to dismiss the national 
and provincial legislatures, and retained the Basic De-
mocrats as the electoral college for both the presidency 
and the national and provincial legislatures.  

Domestic resistance to military rule grew in the 1960s, 
spearheaded by two political parties, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s 
Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) in West Pakistan and 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman’s Awami League in East Paki-
stan. In 1969, facing countrywide demonstrations, the 
military high command forced Ayub to resign, but re-
placed him with army chief General Yahya Khan who 
imposed martial law, abrogated the 1962 constitution 
and scrapped Basic Democracy. Mindful of public re-
sentment of the civil bureaucracy, particularly the CSP, 
for its role as the “bulwark”24 of Ayub’s regime, Yahya 
Khan suspended 303 senior civil servants on charges of 
corruption, misconduct or abuse of authority; tried them 
before specially constituted military tribunals; and then 
either dismissed them from service or forced their retire-
ment.25 Yahya also established a Services Reorganisation 
Committee to redress grievances against the bureaucracy.26 

The military regime held Pakistan’s first general elections 
in 1970 in the belief that no party would gain a parlia-
mentary majority. The Awami League, however, swept 
the polls in the Bengali-majority East wing, winning a 

 
 
23 See Crisis Group Report, Devolution in Pakistan: Reform 
or Regression?, op. cit.  
24 Kennedy, op. cit., p. 76. 
25 Hamid Yusuf, Pakistan: A Study of Political Developments 
1947-97 (Lahore, 1999), p. 116. 
26 In contrast to Ayub Khan, who had co-opted the civil bu-
reaucracy and made the CSP cadre in particular the recipient 
of extensive power and patronage, Yahya Khan preferred to 
rule through a clique of his most trusted military officials. 
While there was a noticeable shift in favour of the military in 
terms of decision-making at the national level, there was no 
change at the divisional, district and sub-district levels in the 
provinces, with the CSP cadre continuing to dominate local 
government. Nor was there any change in the structure of the 
civil bureaucracy itself, which, in spite of Yahya Khan’s 
purge of 1969, remained too entrenched to allow meaningful 
internal reform. See Rizvi, op. cit., p. 187. 
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majority of National Assembly seats and the mandate 
to form the first elected government.27 Refusing to cede 
power to their Bengali opponents, the high command 
launched a military operation in East Pakistan, trigger-
ing the civil war that culminated in Indian military in-
tervention and a military defeat that resulted in East 
Pakistan’s secession and the formation of Bangladesh 
in December 1971. 

C. BHUTTO’S ADMINISTRATIVE REFORMS  

Forced to resign, Yahya Khan was replaced as presi-
dent and chief martial law administrator by Zulfikar Ali 
Bhutto, whose PPP had won a majority of the seats in 
West Pakistan in the 1970 polls. In 1973 Bhutto adopted 
a consensus constitution that established a parliamen-
tary government and placed the military under civilian 
control. He assumed the office of prime minister.  

Seeking to curb the civil bureaucracy’s power, Bhutto 
dismissed 1,300 civil servants on the grounds of cor-
ruption and incompetence, and instituted reforms to 
curb the civil service’s autonomy and place it under the 
political executive’s control.28 More significantly, Bhutto 
removed constitutionally guaranteed protections of em-
ployment that had previously shielded the bureaucracy 
from political interference. As a result, the executive 
could now dismiss even the most senior civil servants 
merely by issuing a “show-cause notice”. According to 
a retired senior bureaucrat, the withdrawal of these pro-
tections “destroyed the civil service by opening the 
floodgates of political interference”.29 Instead of estab-
lishing political control and oversight over the bureauc-
racy, this measure institutionalised manipulation by the 
political executive.30 

Bhutto’s administrative reforms also fundamentally changed 
the bureaucracy’s structure. The elite CSP cadre, which 
dominated civil service positions at all levels of the 
administration – federal, provincial and district – was 

 
 
27 Until 1971, Pakistan consisted of four geographically con-
tiguous western provinces (West Pakistan) and the most 
populous province of Bengal (East Pakistan), the two wings 
divided by a thousand miles of Indian territory. 
28 Crisis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Police, op. cit., 
p. 4. While some analysts have argued that many officers 
were penalised on flimsy grounds, others believe that the 
elected government was well within its rights to reprimand a 
power-hungry bureaucracy that had colluded with the mili-
tary since the country’s independence. See Anwar H. Syed, 
The Discourse and Politics of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto (London, 
1992), p. 135; and Yusuf, op. cit., p. 146. 
29 Crisis Group interview, former federal secretary, Karachi, 
20 October 2009. 
30 See Crisis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Police, op. cit. 

abolished; service distinctions were terminated; and all 
civil service cadres were labelled “occupational groups”. 
The reforms also ended the practice of reserving posi-
tions for members of elite services, hitting members of 
the now defunct CSP cadre the hardest since they had 
generally monopolised such “listed posts”.31 The rank 
hierarchy that divided civil servants into four classes – 
ranging from officer-level Class I to menial positions in 
Class IV – was replaced by a system of 22 national pay 
grades known as Basic Pay Scales (BPS), covering: 
workers performing unskilled tasks under BPS-1-4; vari-
ous categories of clerical personnel under BPS-5-15; 
superintendents under BPS-16; and officers under BPS-
17-22.32 

The CSP cadre was bifurcated into a District Manage-
ment Group (DMG) and Tribal Areas Group (TAG). 
While the DMG ran administration in all settled districts, 
the TAG dealt exclusively with the partially incorporated 
areas of Balochistan, the Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA) adjoining the Northwest Frontier Province 
(NWFP), and the Northern Areas.33 The All-Pakistan 
services, which previously comprised only the CSP and 
PSP cadres, now comprised the DMG, TAG, the Police 
Group and a new Secretariat Group, whose membership 
was open to all officers of the federal services after they 
attained a level of seniority. The All-Pakistan services 
were renamed the All-Pakistan Unified Group while 
other federal services, previously known as Central Ser-
vices, were designated the Federal Unified Group.34  

 
 
31 Pakistan had retained the British practice of designating 
certain positions in the All-Pakistan Services as “listed posts”, 
reserved for members of the CSP and PSP. These posts were, 
however, monopolised by CSP officers, who occupied the 
most important positions in almost every ministry and divi-
sion of the federal and provincial governments. Kennedy, op. 
cit., p. 78. 
32 Ibid, p. 10. 
33 For details on FATA and the Northern Areas’ ambiguous 
constitutional status, see Crisis Group Asia Reports N°178, 
Pakistan: Countering Militancy in FATA, 21 October 2009; 
N°131, Discord in Pakistan’s Northern Areas, 2 April 2007; 
and N°125, Pakistan’s Tribal Areas: Appeasing the Militants, 
11 December 2006. See also Asia Briefing N°69, Pakistan: 
The Forgotten Conflict in Balochistan, 22 October 2007; and 
Asia Report N°119, Pakistan: The Worsening Conflict in Ba-
lochistan, 14 September 2006.  
34 After the elimination of service distinctions, the names of 
the services in the Federal Unified Group were also altered. 
Thus, the Pakistan Foreign Service became the Foreign Af-
fairs Group, Pakistan Customs and Excise Service the Cus-
toms and Excise Group, the Pakistan Taxation Service the 
Income Tax Group, Pakistan Postal Service the Postal Group 
and the Information Service of Pakistan the Information 
Group. The Pakistan Audit and Accounts Service was trans-
formed into the Audit and Accounts Group after merger with 
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In a bid to “draw fresh blood”35 into government, Bhutto 
introduced a scheme known as “Lateral Entry” through 
which around 5,000 officials of various ranks and grades 
were directly recruited into the civil bureaucracy. By-
passing the Federal Public Service Commission (FPSC)’s 
selection process, the cabinet secretary and a Special 
Selection Board (comprising cabinet members and re-
porting directly to the prime minister) vetted applicants 
for posts of additional secretary in the federal secretariat, 
the second-highest rank in the civil bureaucracy. Un-
surprisingly, many “lateral entrants” were recruited more 
on political grounds than merit.36 

Bhutto’s reforms failed to diminish the bureaucracy’s 
power. Although its organisational structure underwent 
considerable change, most notably through the CSP’s 
abolition, the elite cadre continued to enjoy wide-ranging 
powers. If anything, their authority actually increased as 
the Bhutto government nationalised some 30 private 
sector industries, an unprecedented expansion of the 
public sector that provided the bureaucracy new oppor-
tunities for corruption. “Previously the bureaucracy had 
been confined to its own domain but its members sud-
denly became heads of banks, industries and other cor-
porations, and discovered how lucrative such positions 
could be”, said a former federal secretary.37 Ironically, 
the main beneficiaries of many of Bhutto’s ostensibly 
populist policies, such as nationalisation, land reforms 
and labour programs, became “the very civil bureaucrats 
whom the regime was supposed to be giving a much 
needed dressing down”.38 

D. THE CIVIL SERVICE UNDER ZIA-UL-HAQ 

In July 1977, Bhutto was ousted in a military coup by 
army chief Zia-ul-Haq, and executed in 1979. The mili-
tary regime, which lasted until Zia’s death in 1988, 
forcibly suppressed political opposition and launched 
a far-reaching Islamisation drive to achieve domestic 
legitimacy with support from the religious right.39 A tradi-

 
 
the Pakistan Military Accounts Service and the Pakistan Rail-
way Accounts Service. Over the last three decades, however, 
a number of services have reassumed their old names, most 
prominently the Police Group which is presently known as 
the Police Service of Pakistan (PSP), and the Foreign Affairs 
Group, now known as the Foreign Service of Pakistan (FSP). 
35 Ayesha Jalal, Democracy and Authoritarianism in South 
Asia: A Comparative and Historical Perspective (Lahore, 
1995), p. 82. 
36 Crisis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Police, op. cit. 
37 Crisis Group interview, Karachi, 20 October 2009. 
38 Jalal, op. cit., p. 82. 
39 For more on Zia’s Islamisation, see Crisis Group Asia Re-
ports N°36, Pakistan: Madrasas, Extremism and the Military, 
29 July 2002; N°49, Pakistan: The Mullahs and the Military, 

tionally secular civil bureaucracy was now compelled to 
reframe “the ideological orientation of the civil servant” 
through measures such as a uniform dress code and en-
forced prayer breaks during office hours. There was a 
“minimal emphasis on professional work ethics” so long 
as officials were deemed “good” Muslims.40 

Zia established a commission on civil service reforms, 
which proposed a number of radical departures from 
Bhutto’s system such as abolishing all occupational 
groups; creating several technical services to accommo-
date specialists in fields such as agriculture, education, 
engineering and medicine; revamping district administra-
tion; and creating numerous in-service training institu-
tions.41 However, aside from ending lateral recruitment 
and merging the TAG into the DMG, Zia largely retained 
the federal bureaucratic structure.  

Zia institutionalised military induction into the civil ser-
vice, a practice that had been conducted on an ad hoc 
basis by earlier regimes, permanently entrenching the 
military’s presence in the bureaucracy. In 1962, Ayub 
Khan had introduced a 50 per cent reservation for ex-
servicemen in some posts in the bureaucracy and appointed 
eight army captains to the elite CSP.42 Bhutto’s lateral 
entry scheme had resulted in as many as 83 military offi-
cers appointed to senior public service positions.43 While 
Zia initially only re-employed retired military officers 
on a contract basis, in 1980, he decreed that 10 per cent 
of vacancies in the federal bureaucracy at BPS-17 and 
18 would be reserved for retired or released military 
officers. These officers would not be selected by the 
FPSC but by a High Powered Selection Committee 
headed by Zia himself.  

The committee would also fill 10 per cent of senior 
vacancies (BPS-19 and above) in the Secretariat Group, 
Foreign Affairs Group, Accounts Group and Information 
Group. Former military officers would also be employed 
on three- to five-year contracts. Many officers of the 
rank of brigadier and above were thus inducted as fed-
eral and provincial secretaries. In 1982, eighteen out of 
42 ambassadors were retired military officers. In 1985, 
a serving major general was chosen to head the Intelli-
gence Bureau, the country’s main civilian intelligence 

 
 
20 March 2003; and N°95, The State of Sectarianism in Paki-
stan, 18 April 2005. 
40 Saeed Shafqat and Saeed Wahla, “Experimenting with De-
mocratic Governance: The Impact of the 2001 Local Govern-
ment Ordinance on Pakistan’s Bureaucracy”, in Charles H. 
Kennedy and Cynthia Botterton (eds.), Pakistan 2005 (Kara-
chi, 2006), p. 206. 
41 Kennedy, op. cit., p. 101. 
42 Ibid, p. 122. 
43 Ibid. 
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outfit, for the first time.44 By 1985, 98 former military 
officers were permanently inducted in BPS-17 and 18 
posts, while 111 held senior appointments on contract.45 
The bureaucracy was thus “reduced to a wholly subor-
dinate role by the regime’s policy of grafting military 
officers to key jobs in the central and provincial admini-
strations, public sector industries as well as other semi-
government and autonomous organisations”.46 

Like Ayub, Zia also used local bodies to cloak a highly 
centralised, authoritarian system of government under 
the garb of decentralisation, establishing three tiers of 
local government in the rural areas – union (village), 
tehsil (town) and zila (district) – and three tiers in urban 
areas – town committees, municipal committees and 
municipal corporations.47 Non-party elections to union 
councils/town committees were held in 1979, 1983 and 
1987. These elected councillors served as the electoral 
college for zila and tehsil council chairmen. While the 
local council’s main responsibilities were the manage-
ment of small-scale public welfare and development 
activities, civil bureaucrats (commissioners and deputy 
commissioners), who served as ex-officio, non-voting 
members of the zila councils, retained control over gen-
eral administration and law and order. 

Spawning a new local political elite that owed its alle-
giance to the military regime, Zia’s local government 
scheme systematically eroded bureaucratic neutrality at 
the lower levels of administration.48 “It was during Zia’s 
period that officers from the DMG and the PSP, in par-
ticular, became the power base for local politicians at 
the district level”, said a former bureaucrat who had served 
as deputy commissioner in Punjab during the 1980s.49 

E. THE BUREAUCRACY UNDER  
CIVILIAN RULE 

The democratic interlude of the 1990s saw Benazir 
Bhutto’s PPP and Nawaz Sharif’s PML-N each forming 
governments twice, but prevented each time from com-
pleting a full term by the military through its civilian 
proxy, the president, and in the case of Sharif’s second 
government, through Musharraf’s October 1999 coup. 
Bent on undermining each other, the PPP and the PML-
 
 
44 Rizvi, op. cit., p. 182. 
45 Kennedy, op. cit., pp. 122-123. 
46 Jalal, op. cit., pp. 104-105. 
47 Crisis Group Report, Devolution in Pakistan: Reform or 
Regression?, op. cit., p. 4. 
48 For more on Zia’s local government system, see Crisis Group 
report, Devolution in Pakistan: Reform or Regression?, op. 
cit. 
49 Crisis Group interview, Shafqat Mehmood, Lahore, 31 Oc-
tober 2009. 

N did little to bolster parliamentary democracy, instead 
entering into untenable alliances with the military to gain 
power. They also further eroded bureaucratic neutrality 
through large-scale postings and transfers of civil offi-
cials, at both the district and policy-making levels in the 
federal and provincial secretariats, with each change of 
government.  

“Bhutto and Sharif both had their own ‘team’ of civil 
servants who were patronised and promoted not on merit 
but on their perceived loyalty to their respective political 
masters”, said a retired bureaucrat, who had served as 
federal secretary during the 1990s.50 Appointing senior 
officers known for their political affiliation rather than 
their professionalism, Bhutto and Sharif created “an 
atmosphere where the corrupt could get away with their 
schemes – be they politicians, tax-evading businessmen, 
or self-serving civil servants”.51 The military exploited 
this perception of rampant corruption to justify its politi-
cal interventions, masking the actual goal, to retain con-
trol over foreign and domestic policy.52 

The democratic transition also saw Zia’s local government 
scheme gradually decompose: local bodies were dissolved 
in the NWFP in 1991, in Sindh in 1992, and in Punjab 
in 1993. The primary motivations were political, rather 
than the desire to improve governance and curb corrup-
tion. Wary of the electoral influence of local officials, 
who had served as willing clients of a military regime, 
elected governments opted to appoint administrators – 
regular federal and/or provincially appointed civil servants 
– to run local councils.53  

 
 
50 Crisis Group interview, Islamabad, 6 November 2009. 
51 Shafqat and Wahla, op. cit., p. 208.  
52 For example, the October 1999 coup was primarily the re-
sult of Musharraf’s Kargil misadventure, when military op-
erations across the Line of Control dividing Indian and Paki-
stan-administered Kashmir brought the two nuclear-armed 
adversaries to the brink of all-out war, forcing the U.S. to in-
tervene diplomatically. Prime Minister Sharif blamed army 
chief Musharraf and attempted to dismiss him. Musharraf 
retaliated by ousting the Sharif government and seizing 
power. See Crisis Group Asia Report N°35, Kashmir: Con-
frontation and Miscalculation, 11 July 2003. 
53 See Crisis Group Report, Devolution in Pakistan: Reform 
or Regression?, op. cit.  
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III. MILITARY RULE AND CIVIL 

SERVICE REFORM 

A. RESTRUCTURING DISTRICT 
ADMINISTRATION 

Musharraf, like Ayub and Zia, seized on the idea of using 
local government to achieve legitimacy and consolidate 
military rule. In 2001, the newly created National Re-
construction Bureau, headed by a retired lieutenant gen-
eral, devised a Devolution of Power Plan that established 
three tiers of local government at the district, tehsil 
(sub-district) and union levels. Musharraf’s devolution 
plan differed considerably from Zia’s local government 
system since administrative and developmental powers 
were delegated to locally elected officials.54  

The plan subordinated district officials to the indirectly 
elected district nazim (mayor). The posts of deputy com-
missioner/district magistrate and assistant commissioner/ 
sub-divisional magistrate, who had traditionally controlled 
executive, judicial and revenue functions in the district, 
were abolished and replaced by an administrative struc-
ture headed by a district coordination officer (DCO) di-
rectly responsible to the nazim. Magisterial powers were 
transferred to district and sessions judges,55 and revenue 
and police oversight powers to the district nazim.  

This restructuring had less to do with improving gov-
ernance than extending the regime’s reach to the local 
level, sidelining mainstream political parties and by-
passing the provincial legislatures. Critics also charged 
the military regime of colluding with officials in occu-
pational groups such as the police and the income tax group 
to cut the powerful DMG down to size. “By abolishing 
the office of the deputy commissioner ostensibly in the 
name of ‘grassroots democracy’, the military actually 
intended to eliminate a potential institutional competi-
tor and thereby ensure unimpeded control over the dis-
tricts through the new institution of the nazim”, said a 
former Sindh chief secretary.56 

Under the DCO, in order of seniority, were a number of 
executive district officers (EDO), district officers (DO) 
and deputy district officers (DDO). Each tehsil admini-
stration was headed by a tehsil/town nazim assisted by 
a tehsil/town municipal officer (TMO), the senior-most 
administrative officer at the tehsil level. The lowest tier 

 
 
54 Ibid. 
55 For details on Pakistan’s judicial structure, see Asia Report 
N°86, Building Judicial Independence in Pakistan, 9 Novem-
ber 2004.  
56 Crisis Group interview, Kunwar Idris, Karachi, 24 October 
2009. 

of local government, the union council, was headed by 
a union nazim assisted by up to three union secretaries 
who coordinated community development and service 
delivery. Since all three tiers operated independently of 
each other, the resultant administrative confusion and con-
flicts over jurisdictional rights undermined service deliv-
ery. “The DCO and TMO are seldom on the same page, 
leading to painfully slow progress on developmental 
projects. If the district and tehsil nazims are political 
rivals, it can even lead to administrative paralysis”, said 
a district officer in Sukkur, Sindh.57 

As many as eleven provincial departments were devolved 
to the districts, with an EDO heading each department. 
The DCO coordinated the activities of all district depart-
ments and exercised general supervision over all projects 
and service delivery mechanisms.58 Provincial adminis-
trators also still exercised considerable influence on dis-
trict functioning through an extensive network of depart-
mental linkages. As a result, district officials were forced 
to “balance the demands of the nazim with the often 
conflicting orders of their provincial bosses”.59  

Given the absence of accountability of the district nazim, 
opportunities for corruption also increased. While the 
provincial Local Government Commission could con-
duct special audits and inspections of district govern-
ment, these were at best sporadic and no substitute for 
permanent, institutionalised checks and balances.60 More-
over, the DCO, now the district’s principal accounting 
officer as well as head of the district development com-
mittee that approved development schemes, was not 
accountable to either the provincial legislature or the 
district council. “In financial and administrative matters, 
the office of the DCO is more powerful now than its 
predecessor, the deputy commissioner, before devolution”, 
said a district officer in Sindh. “Therefore, if the nazim 
and DCO decide to make common cause, there is virtu-
ally no limit to the corruption that they can commit”.61  

Most civil servants interviewed for this report argued 
that Musharraf’s devolution plan undermined adminis-
trative efficiency, compromised bureaucratic neutrality 
and eroded civil service morale. They insisted that the 
previous system, while certainly flawed, was not as 
 
 
57 Crisis Group interview, district officer, Sukkur, 23 October 
2009. 
58 These local government departments were: Coordination; 
Agriculture; Community development; Education; Finance and 
Planning; Health; Information Technology; Law; Literacy; 
Revenue; and Works and Services. 
59 Crisis Group interview, district officer, Lahore, 1 November 
2009. 
60 Crisis Group Report, Devolution in Pakistan: Reform or 
Regression?, op. cit., p. 16. 
61 Crisis Group interview, Sukkur, 23 October 2009. 
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dysfunctional as a non-party based order, rooted in the 
politics of patronage, ethnicity and caste.62 Most civil 
servants also argued that responsibility for law and order 
and revenue should not belong to nazims but to non-
partisan administrators who would not be swayed by 
personal or political considerations. “All developmental 
functions must remain in the hands of elected officials”, 
said a former deputy commissioner of Karachi, “but 
control over revenue and the police must be placed in 
the hands of a neutral administrator who should, at the 
same time, be subject to ruthless accountability. Only 
then can public confidence in the institutions of the state 
be restored”.63 Another added: “I was a supporter of 
devolution to start off with but am now convinced by 
its disastrous implementation that the deputy commis-
sioner must be restored as the nucleus of administrative 
authority in the district”.64 

Although the constitution designates local bodies a pro-
vincial subject, Musharraf had placed his devolution 
plan under the Sixth Schedule of the constitution, re-
quiring presidential approval for amendment. That 
requirement lapsed on 31 December 2009, allowing 
provincial assemblies to legislate on the local bodies in 
their provinces. Provincial governments in Punjab, NWFP 
and Balochistan, critical of Musharraf’s devolution scheme, 
appear inclined to restore the executive magistracy, 
granting a district’s deputy commissioner magisterial 
powers. In January 2010, the Balochistan provincial 
assembly unanimously passed a bill to dissolve local 
bodies, dismiss all nazims and replace them with admin-
istrators until fresh local elections were held within a 
year.65 The Awami National Party (ANP)-led government 
in the NWFP has produced a draft Local Government 
Act that proposes significant reductions in the powers 
of nazims and other elected officials and a correspond-
ing increase in the district bureaucracy’s authority.66  

The PML-N-led Punjab government has restored the 
office of commissioner while “incrementally reviving the 
magisterial functions of the DCO”.67 It has also introduced 
legislation to appoint administrators to replace nazims 
until the devolution scheme is revised, and local polls held 
on a party basis. The proposed Punjab Local Govern-
 
 
62 Crisis Group interviews, civil servants, Karachi, Gujran-
wala, Lahore and Sukkur, October-November 2009. 
63 Crisis Group interview, Kunwar Idris, Karachi, 24 October 
2009. 
64 Crisis Group interview, Shafqat Mehmood, Lahore, 31 Oc-
tober 2009. 
65 Saleem Shahid, “Nazims’ reign ends in Balochistan”, Dawn, 
10 January 2010. 
66 Mohammed Ali Khan, “NWFP prefers Zia over Musharraf”, 
Dawn, 13 August 2009. 
67 Crisis Group interview, district officer, Gujranwala, 14 
November 2009. 

ment Act 2010 envisages a return to Zia’s Local Govern-
ment Ordinance of 1979, also restoring the rural-urban 
divide (discussed above) abolished by Musharraf’s 
devolution scheme.68 The Muttahida Qaumi Movement 
(MQM), the PPP’s coalition partner in the Sindh govern-
ment, a major beneficiary of Musharraf’s devolution 
scheme, particularly in urban Sindh, wants to retain the 
nazim system.69 

While there is indeed pressing need for the devolution 
of political, administrative and economic power, any new 
scheme must avoid past pitfalls by taking into account 
the legitimate concerns of elected politicians and pro-
vincial governments. Party-based, direct elections for 
local government positions are crucial to ensure electoral 
accountability of local officials and curtail the divisive 
impact of non-partisan elections. Yet any reforms to 
district government will have little chance of success 
absent broader civil service reform that addresses the 
inherent problems of weak capacity, over-centralisation 
and widespread corruption. 

B. MILITARISING THE CIVIL SERVICES 

Musharraf’s nine-year rule also saw a dramatic rise in 
military interference in the civil bureaucracy. Shortly 
after assuming power, Musharraf appointed army moni-
toring teams to supervise civil administration at all lev-
els – from the sub-division and district to federal and 
provincial departments. “In what was perhaps the most 
humiliating exercise that the civil bureaucracy was ever 
subjected to in Pakistan’s history, junior military officers 
of the rank of major and even captain supervised and 
evaluated the performance of senior civil servants”, 
said a former federal secretary, adding that, “as a result, 
morale in the bureaucracy plummeted”.70 The appoint-
ment of 3,500 serving and retired military personnel to 
these monitoring teams, ostensibly in the name of reduc-

 
 
68 Jawad R. Awan, “PML-N to reintroduce LG system in 
Punjab”, The Nation, 3 January 2010. Under Zia’s local bod-
ies system, rural and urban areas were distinct political enti-
ties, divided into union and district councils for rural dis-
tricts, and town committees, municipal and metropolitan cor-
porations for urban ones. With the ostensible aim of mitigat-
ing this rural-urban divide, Musharraf’s devolution system 
decreed that tehsils would include both rural as well as urban 
union councils. See Crisis Group Report, Devolution in Paki-
stan: Reform or Regression?, op. cit., p. 8. 
69 Imtiaz Ali, “Neutral caretaker set-up necessary to ensure 
transparency in LB elections”, The News, 7 January 2010. 
70 Crisis Group interview, Islamabad, 19 November 2009. 
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ing corruption, increasing accountability and monitoring 
governance, instead led to a blatant abuse of authority.71 

Military officials were also appointed to key civilian posts, 
including the chairmanship of the Federal Public Service 
Commission (FPSC), which is responsible for recruit-
ment of the federal bureaucracy. Military officers, some 
serving but mostly retired, were appointed heads of a 
large number of civilian organisations, many of which 
required technical expertise, such as the chief executive 
of the Alternative Energy Development Board; chair-
man of Pakistan Steel Mill; and chairman of the Paki-
stan Telecommunication Authority. 

Virtually every aspect of the civil bureaucracy’s func-
tioning, from recruitment and early, mid-career and sen-
ior-level training to postings and promotions, was placed 
in the hands of military personnel. In 2002, the Pakistan 
Administrative Staff College, the country’s main train-
ing institution for senior civil servants, was transformed 
into the National School of Public Policy (NSPP), and 
headed by a retired lieutenant general. In 2006, a retired 
major general was appointed director-general of the Civil 
Services Academy, which trains fresh recruits to Paki-
stan’s premier civil services. While the present govern-
ment has replaced the major general with a civilian bu-
reaucrat as director general of the Civil Services Acad-
emy, it has retained Musharraf’s appointee as head of 
the NSPP.  

“There can be no justification whatsoever for placing 
military officers in charge of civil service training insti-
tutions”, said a recently recruited civil servant. “If it is 
unthinkable for a civilian to be entrusted the task of 
running the Pakistan Military Academy or the National 
Defence University, then it should be similarly incon-
ceivable for military men to be made responsible for 
framing this country’s public policy or for training its 
civil bureaucracy”.72 Added a former chief secretary: 
“Why should a retired general, with no experience of civil 
administration, be allowed not only to recruit civil ser-
vants but also to decide whether they are to be promoted 
or not? Can you imagine the army ever agreeing to federal 
secretaries presiding over its own promotion boards?”73  

 
 
71 See Crisis Group Report, Devolution in Pakistan: Reform 
or Regression?, op. cit., p. 8. 
72 Crisis Group interview, district officer, Lahore, 28 Novem-
ber 2009. 
73 Crisis Group interview, Karachi, 21 October 2009. 

C. REFORM ATTEMPTS 

In 2006, the National Commission on Government Re-
forms (NCGR) was set up to recommend reforms that 
would enable “the government, its institutions and in-
frastructure” to better “meet the social, economic and 
political challenges that Pakistan faces in the 21st cen-
tury”.74 Headed by Ishrat Hussain, a retired civil servant 
and former State Bank governor, the NCGR produced a 
report after two years of consultations with provincial 
and district governments, serving and retired civil servants, 
and civil society members. The commission submitted the 
report in May 2008 to Prime Minister Yusuf Raza Gilani, 
who pledged to consult provincial governments and 
other stakeholders on the report’s recommendations as 
well as to debate them in the National Assembly. He 
has yet to do so.75 Hussain’s successor as chairman of 
the NCGR, Chaudhry Abdul Ghafoor, a PPP parlia-
mentarian, intends to revisit the recommendations and 
produce a new report.76 

The NCGR report recommends administrative restruc-
turing, human resource management, simplification of 
existing rules and procedures and improvements in ser-
vice delivery. Discarding the original report in favour 
of a new one may unnecessarily divert resources and 
delay implementation. The government should instead 
present the existing recommendations for review and 
approval by a special parliamentary committee on gov-
ernment reform, on which half the members are nomi-
nated by the government, half by the opposition, and co-
chaired by the prime minister and leader of the opposi-
tion. Once approved, a final bill should be presented for 
a vote in the National Assembly and, if passed, imple-
mented without delay. 

The military government established another reform-
related body, the Civil Service Reforms Unit (CSRU), 
headed by a retired major general, to “catalyse and 
oversee” the implementation of civil service reforms. 
According to a World Bank assessment, it failed to make 
any significant progress in civil service restructuring.77 
Indeed, by the time the elected government took office 
in 2008, the military’s adverse impact on civil services, 
 
 
74  “Report of the National Commission for Government Re-
forms on Reforming the Government in Pakistan”, op. cit., p. 5. 
75  “Recommendations of NCGR to be debated in National 
Assembly: Prime Minister”, Pakistan Press International (PPI), 
9 May 2008, www.highbeam.com/doc/1G1-178881909.html. 
76  “NCGR for Reforms in LG System”, Daily Times, 11 
January 2009. 
77  “Governance in Pakistan”, World Bank Country Page, 
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRI
ES/SOUTHASIAEXT/EXTSAREGTOPPRISECDEV/0,cont
entMDK:20584876~menuPK:496677~pagePK:34004173~pi
PK:34003707~theSitePK:496671,00.html. 
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once the preferred option for the best and brightest of 
Pakistan’s youth, could be gauged by the fact that very 
few were willing to join it. In the CSS examination of 
2007, only 190 of 290 vacancies were filled, leaving the 
remainder to be filled after the next exam.78  

 
 
78 “Civil Services facing unprecedented downfall”, The News, 
25 April 2008. 

IV. CIVIL SERVICE STRUCTURE  
AND ORGANISATION 

A. CONSTITUTIONAL PROVISIONS AND 
REGULATORY MECHANISMS 

Under Article 240 of the constitution, civil service ap-
pointments and their terms and conditions are determined 
by an act of parliament: in this case the Civil Servants 
Act of 1973. According to Article 240, all provincial 
civil service posts are determined by acts passed by pro-
vincial assemblies. The acts promulgated by the four 
federal units, which regulate the appointment and terms 
of service of provincial civil servants are essentially 
replicas of the federal Civil Servants Act of 1973.79 A 
number of other legal instruments also regulate the func-
tioning of the civil bureaucracy, within the rubric of 
these federal and provincial acts. The Civil Establish-
ment Code (ESTACODE) especially, a vast compendium 
of laws, operating procedures, and rules and regulations, 
governs every aspect of the civil service. Of particular 
importance to civil servants are laws and rules pertain-
ing to: 

 terms and conditions of service: Articles 240 and 241 
of the constitution and the Civil Servants Act of 1973; 

 appointment/recruitment, seniority and promotions: 
Civil Servants (Appointment, Promotion and Transfer) 
Rules, 1973; 

 conduct and discipline: Government Servants (Con-
duct) Rules, 1964; and Government Servants (Effi-
ciency and Discipline) Rules, 1973;  

 postings and transfers: Section 10 of the Civil Ser-
vants Act of 1973; and 

 appeals, petitions and representations: Section 22 of 
the Civil Servants Act of 1973 and the Civil Servants 
(Appeal) Rules, 1977. 

The FPSC, a constitutionally mandated body headed by 
a chairman and eleven members – all presidential ap-
pointees – is responsible for direct recruitment to officer-
level positions in the federal bureaucracy.80 The FPSC 
conducts tests and examinations to all federal posts of 
and above a specified level of seniority.81 Each of the 
 
 
79 These are the Sindh Civil Servants Act of 1973, the NWFP 
Civil Servants Act of 1973, the Balochistan Civil Servants 
Act of 1973 and the Punjab Civil Servants Act of 1974. 
80 Article 242, constitution and Section 3 of the Federal Pub-
lic Service Commission (Composition and Condition of Ser-
vice) Regulations, 1978. 
81 Section 3, Federal Public Service Commission (Functions) 
Rules, 1978. 
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provinces has its own public service commission, con-
stituted along similar lines to the FPSC and responsible 
for recruitment to the provincial civil service. 

Article 212 of the constitution mandates the creation of 
special administrative bodies known as service tribu-
nals to exercise exclusive jurisdiction over issues relating 
to the terms and conditions of service of civil servants, 
including disciplinary matters. Thus, the Federal Services 
Tribunal, consisting of a chairman and no fewer than 
three members,82 hears appeals made by a civil servant 
against any order by a departmental authority regarding 
his or her terms and conditions of service.83 Upon such 
an appeal, the tribunal may confirm, set aside or modify 
the order.84 Each of the four provinces has a similarly 
constituted provincial services tribunal, with equivalent 
functions. 

Another important regulatory body is the office of the 
Wafaqi Mohtasib, or federal ombudsman, authorised 
under the Wafaqi Mohtasib (Ombudsman) Order 1983 
to “diagnose, investigate, redress and rectify”85 any in-
justice done to any person through “maladministration” 
by any governmental agency.86 Thus, while the Federal 
Services Tribunal adjudicates cases of alleged injustice 
by departmental authorities against civil servants, the of-
fice of the federal ombudsman investigates complaints 
by citizens against governmental agencies.87 The federal 
ombudsman may summon officials, compel them to pro-

 
 
82 Section 3, Service Tribunals Act of 1973. The chairman of 
the tribunal, appointed by the president, must be a serving or 
retired judge of a provincial high court, or a person qualified 
to be one. 
83 Section 4(1), Service Tribunals Act of 1973. 
84 Section 5(1), Services Tribunals Act of 1973. 
85 Preamble, Wafaqi Mohtasib (Ombudsman) Order of 1983. 
86 Under Section 2 (2) of the Wafaqi Mohtasib (Ombudsman) 
Order of 1983, “maladministration” includes a “decision, 
process, recommendation, or act of commission or omission 
which is contrary to law, rules or regulations or is a departure 
from established practice or procedure; is perverse, arbitrary 
or unreasonable, unjust, biased, oppressive or discriminatory; 
is based on irrelevant grounds; or involves the exercise of 
powers or the failure or refusal to do so for corrupt or im-
proper motives, such as bribery, jobbery, favouritism, nepo-
tism and administrative excesses”. It also includes “neglect, 
inattention, delay, incompetence, inefficiency and ineptitude 
in the administration and discharge of duties and responsi-
bilities”. 
87 Under Section 2 (1) of the Wafaqi Mohtasib (Ombudsman) 
Order of 1983, an “agency” refers to a “Ministry, Division, 
Department, Commission or office of the Federal Govern-
ment or a statutory body, corporation or other institution es-
tablished or controlled by the Federal Government but does 
not include the Supreme Court, the Supreme Judicial Coun-
cil, the Federal Shariat Court or a High Court”. 

duce documents, receive evidence on affidavits88 and 
recommend the concerned agency to initiate disciplinary 
proceedings against an official found guilty of malad-
ministration.89 These recommendations are non-binding. 
Each of the four provinces also has a provincial ombuds-
man to hear complaints against provincial governmen-
tal agencies. 

B. FEDERAL AND PROVINCIAL SECRETARIATS 

Secretariats form the nucleus of civil administration at 
the centre and provinces, with federal and provincial 
ministries maintaining their own. Every ministry is divided 
into one or more administrative divisions.90 While an 
elected parliamentarian heads each ministry, a senior civil 
servant with the rank of secretary heads each of the 
ministry’s divisions. Immediately below the secretary in 
order of seniority are additional secretaries, joint secre-
taries and deputy secretaries. In the provinces, the highest 
ranking member of the civil administration is the chief 
secretary, who supervises the administrative function-
ing of all provincial ministries and acts as the primary 
link between the provincial political executive – the 
chief minister – and the province’s civil administration.  

Each administrative division in the centre and in the 
provinces consists of a central secretariat, attached de-
partments and subordinate offices, and affiliated autono-
mous and/or semi-autonomous organisations. While there 
is no fixed rule determining the relationship between 
attached departments or autonomous organisations with 
their parent secretariats, autonomous organisations gen-
erally tend, as their name suggests, to be under less di-
rect control of, and encounter comparatively limited in-
terference by, their respective central secretariats.91 
There are currently 411 such entities under the control 
of federal government ministries, ranging from consti-
tutional and regulatory bodies to commercial, financial, 
developmental and educational institutions.92  

 
 
88 Section 14 (1), Wafaqi Mohtasib (Ombudsman) Order of 
1983. 
89 Section 11 (1) (d), Wafaqi Mohtasib (Ombudsman) Order 
of 1983. 
90 There are currently 44 federal ministries, each headed by a 
federal minister. Most ministries also have a state minister, a 
member of parliament, to share the federal minister’s work-
load. Smaller ministries tend to have only one division unlike 
larger and more powerful ones. The finance and revenue 
ministry, the largest in the federal government, has two divi-
sions, namely the finance division and the revenue division. 
Similarly, the cabinet secretariat has the cabinet division and 
the establishment division. 
91 Kennedy, op. cit., p. 6. 
92 “Report of the National Commission for Government Re-
forms on Reforming the Government in Pakistan”, op. cit., p. 
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This secretariat system distinguishes between staff offi-
cers (those working in the secretariats) and line officers 
(in attached departments/autonomous organisations). Staff 
officers, such as secretaries, set the policy direction for 
programs, are responsible for staffing and training of 
officers, and serve as the link between administrative in-
stitutions. Line officers only implement projects. Thus, 
secretariat officers, who are primarily generalists, are 
ranked higher than line officers, who are specialists or 
technocrats. The career progression of secretariat officers 
is also much more clearly defined, with most progress-
ing from deputy secretary to joint secretary within five 
to seven years, subject to the availability of posts. 
Meanwhile, technocrats can take anywhere from ten to 
fifteen years to attain an equivalent status. There is also a 
significantly greater degree of inter-institutional mobil-
ity for secretariat officers, while specialists are gener-
ally confined to their parent departments for their entire 
careers. 

Because of this systemic bias almost all senior federal 
and provincial positions are reserved for generalists from 
one of the federal or provincial occupational groups.93 
Although they make up 80-90 per cent of officer-level 
positions in the federal government,94 technocrats have 
extremely slow promotions and limited career prospects, 
leading to “lack of initiative, erosion of morale, and a 
greater inclination towards corruption”, according to a 
provincial civil servant.95 

While Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto’s administrative reforms made 
the bureaucracy more egalitarian by breaking the hold 
of the CSP cadre over all top positions and mandating 
equal pay scales for all services, they failed to provide 
mechanisms for career advancement and promotions uni-
formly for all groups. The DMG cadre continues to domi-
nate policy-making positions, federally and provincially, 

 
 
129. The total number of organisational entities includes six 
constitutional bodies, 29 regulatory bodies, 22 courts/ 
tribunals, 84 commercial/semi-commercial/manufacturing con-
cerns, 42 public utilities/service providers, 24 promotion bod-
ies, fifteen financial institutions, 30 training institutions, 29 
research/data/documentation organisations, 27 educational 
institutions, six quality assurance bodies, six development 
authorities, nineteen councils/commissions/committees, fif-
teen trusts/foundations, 42 executive agencies, thirteen secu-
rity/law enforcement agencies and two others. 
93 Generalists are inducted through a Central Superior Ser-
vices (CSS) examination while specialists are recruited pri-
marily through advertisements placed by individual depart-
ments and ministries. 
94 “Report of the National Commission for Government Re-
forms on Reforming the Government in Pakistan”, op. cit., p. 
77. 
95 Crisis Group interview, Chaudhry Riaz, former additional 
secretary, Punjab government, Lahore, 27 October 2009. 

although secretariat positions at the deputy secretary 
level and above are open to officers from all occupa-
tional groups. The federal secretariat, in particular, has 
become “an arena of competition and rivalry among ser-
vices – because control over the secretariat means con-
trol over policy-making and the federal government”.96  

Civil servants argue that inter-service rivalry and jeal-
ousy not only distracts from policymaking but also un-
dermines the federal secretariat’s capacity. Many also 
believe that a transparent selection process, including 
reserving seats for occupational groups in each basic 
pay scale, could significantly reduce the acrimony that 
currently exists.97 Selection to secretariat posts should 
be based on “professional expertise, diversity of experi-
ence, demonstrable leadership performance in public 
institutions, and a capacity to innovate and accept chal-
lenging assignments”.98 

Provincial secretariats are similarly hampered by turf 
battles between federally recruited civil servants and their 
provincially recruited counterparts. The federal bureauc-
racy controls key provincial posts, favouring its own 
while sidelining provincial civil service officers. Senior 
provincial posts such as chief secretary, departmental 
secretary, commissioner and district coordination officer 
are generally monopolised by bureaucrats appointed by 
Islamabad, particularly from the DMG. A part of the 
All-Pakistan service, DMG officers can be appointed to 
positions at all three levels of bureaucratic administra-
tion – federal, provincial and local. According to a for-
mer provincial bureaucrat, “There is only marginal dif-
ference in the ability and output of DMG and PCS offi-
cers to start off with but that difference is exacerbated 
over time since the latter are not provided the opportu-
nities or training to grow in their profession”.99 

75 per cent of provincial posts at the junior officer level 
(BPS-17) are reserved for PCS officers and the remain-
der for DMG officers. As the level of seniority increases, 
so too does the quota for federal bureaucrats, with 75 
per cent of BPS-21 posts reserved for the DMG. “It is 
almost impossible for PCS officers to become chief 
secretaries or even secretaries under the existing dispen-
sation”, said a PCS officer in Punjab. “Due to inade-
quate postings and slow promotions, there is precious 
little incentive for PCS officers to be diligent in their 

 
 
96 Saeed Shafqat, “Pakistani Bureaucracy: Crisis of Govern-
ance and Prospects of Reform”, The Pakistan Development 
Review, 38(4), Part II (Winter 1999), p. 1012. 
97 Crisis Group interviews, civil servants, countrywide, Octo-
ber 2009-January 2010. 
98 Shafqat, op. cit., p. 1012. 
99 Crisis Group interview, Chaudhry Riaz, Lahore, 27 Octo-
ber 2009. 
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duties”.100 Provincial civil servants complain that they 
lack the DMG and other federal service’s clearly defined 
paths of promotion and career development, demoralis-
ing provincial officials and making them more inclined 
towards corruption.101  

The powerful FATA bureaucracy falls outside this sys-
tem. Under FATA’s administrative and legal framework, 
codified in the Frontier Crimes Regulations (FCR) 1901, 
a federally appointed political agent (PA) is the senior-
most civil servant in an agency, and exercises extensive 
executive, judicial and revenue powers.102 The PA is 
also FATA’s chief development agent and planner, and 
selectively distributes funds to local elites through a pa-
tronage system. While the federal ministry of states and 
frontier regions is responsible for the overall admini-
stration and political control of FATA, in reality it has 
little if any influence in devising or implementing FATA 
policy. The PA is not accountable to NWFP’s provincial 
assembly since FATA has no representation in the pro-
vincial legislature and only elects representatives to the 
National Assembly, the federal parliament, which only 
has limited authority to legislate on the tribal areas.103 

Apart from the PA, the other main bureaucratic institu-
tion is the FATA secretariat, set up by the military re-
gime in 2006 ostensibly to remove bottlenecks created 
by multiple administrative tiers. Like the PA, the FATA 
secretariat is not accountable to the FATA public or 
their elected representatives. It is headed by a centrally-
appointed additional chief secretary. Reliance on infor-
mal mechanisms and forums like tribal jirgas, or councils, 
rather than courts and elected bodies favours the tribal 
male elite, patronised by the civil administration in re-
turn for loyalty. There is no auditing of the money the 
PA receives and spends, and the FATA secretariat’s 
rules of business provide for very limited internal and 
external accountability.  

Militants, warlords and other criminal networks have 
exploited FATA’s tenuous governance, paralysing life 
in most, if not all, tribal agencies. Indeed if militancy in 
FATA is to be effectively countered, Islamabad must 
institute proper governance by abolishing the FATA 
 
 
100 Crisis Group interview, Lahore, 29 December 2009. 
101 “It takes a doctor or engineer in the provincial service cadre 
fifteen years to move from BPS-17 to BPS-18 as compared 
to five years for federally recruited officers”, said a PCS of-
ficer. Crisis Group interview, Lahore, 29 December 2009. 
102 For more on the PA’s powers, see Crisis Group Reports, 
Pakistan: Countering Militancy in FATA and Pakistan’s Tribal 
Areas: Appeasing the Militants, both op. cit. FATA com-
prises seven agencies: South Waziristan, North Waziristan, 
Khyber, Kurram, Orakzai, Mohmand and Bajaur.  
103 Crisis Group Report, Pakistan: Countering Militancy in 
FATA, op. cit. 

secretariat and the office of the PA, transferring their 
powers and functions to the NWFP secretariat, relevant 
provincial line ministries and district departments.104  

C. RECRUITMENT 

There are four channels of recruitment to Pakistan’s 
federal bureaucracy:  

 Direct recruitment: Candidates can enter the bureauc-
racy through the Central Superior Services (CSS) ex-
amination, an annual nationwide competition conducted 
by the FPSC. Successful candidates are assigned to 
their respective occupational groups based on a com-
bination of their overall position and regional/ 
provincial quotas calculated on the basis of popula-
tion. While 7.5 per cent of the positions in each ex-
amination are decided on merit regardless of regional 
or provincial affiliations, 50 per cent of the remain-
der are allocated to Punjab, 19 per cent to Sindh (of 
which urban Sindh gets 40 per cent and rural Sindh 
gets 60 per cent), 11.5 per cent to NWFP, 6 per cent 
to Balochistan, 4 per cent to FATA and Gilgit-
Baltistan (formerly called the Federally Adminis-
tered Northern Areas), and 2 per cent to Azad Jammu 
and Kashmir. Since 2007 a 10 per cent quota has 
been allocated for women from the share of each of 
the provinces and regions.105 

 Direct induction of military officers: Since the Zia 
regime in the 1980s, there has been an annual 10 per 
cent induction of military officers, generally at the 
rank of captain and equivalent ranks from the navy 
and air force. Military inductees do not have to take 
the CSS examination or any other entry test, and are 
instead simply nominated by their respective military 
hierarchies and then subject to an interview by the 
FPSC. According to a former member of the FPSC, 
this “an exercise, in almost all cases, is a formality”.106 
They are then assigned to one of the three most cov-
eted services: the police, the district management 
cadre and the foreign service. 

 Advertisements against listed vacancies in minis-
tries and departments. 

 Ad hoc recruitment by departments or ministries for 
temporary vacancies. 

The four provincial public service commissions (PPSC) 
function identically to the FPSC, directly recruiting of-
 
 
104 Ibid. 
105 “Rules for Competitive Examination 2009”, FPSC website, 
www.fpsc.gov.pk/icms/admin/webpages/docs/Rules%20&%
20Syllabus%20CSS-2009.pdf. 
106 Crisis Group interview, Islamabad, 28 November 2009. 
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ficers to the provincial bureaucracy. These recruits are 
selected after taking a test similar to the CSS examina-
tion and serve exclusively in their respective provinces. 
While provincial recruitment occurs through parallel 
channels to the federal services, there is one notable 
exception: the absence of a quota for military inductees. 

V. REFORMING THE BUREAUCRACY 

A.  TACKLING OVER-CENTRALISATION 

Over-centralisation of powers and functions has consis-
tently undermined any serious attempts at civil service 
reform. Combined with cumbersome rules and proce-
dures and a rigidly defined hierarchical structure, cen-
tralisation prevents the bureaucracy from effectively 
managing a public sector that has expanded considera-
bly since the 1970s. Even the recruitment or transfer of 
clerks and other low-level support staff cannot take place 
without the approval of the secretary or at times even 
the minister, distracting senior officials from more vital 
tasks of implementing government policy.107 While cen-
tralisation is said to reduce costs and improve service 
delivery, it has made the bureaucracy less responsive to 
public concerns and priorities. In fact, rigid centralised 
procedures undermine service delivery, contributing to 
“a corresponding increase in public dissatisfaction with 
the bureaucracy”.108  

Ministries have virtually taken over the functions of at-
tached departments and subordinate offices. The lower 
and middle tiers of multi-tiered ministries are often 
uninformed or unclear about their role because of the 
absence of an effective framework for delegating au-
thority. Standard operating procedures for most minis-
tries have not been revised for years, leading to further 
confusion among staff about their powers, functions 
and responsibilities.109  

Despite ostensibly rigid rules and regulations, “there 
are neither adequate control mechanisms nor effective 
supervisory structures to ensure bureaucratic efficiency 
and accountability”, according to a former federal sec-
retary.110 Officers complain that while countless reports 
are commissioned, prepared and filed, very few are ever 
properly reviewed. “There is always a tendency to 
avoid responsibility and pass the buck on to others”, a 
secretariat officer said. “Even where clearly defined 
powers to handle a given situation exist, most concerned 
officers will be reluctant to exercise them, preferring in-
stead to transfer responsibility upwards or sideways”.111  

Excessive centralisation, particularly in granting ap-
proval for projects, leads to inordinate delays in service 
 
 
107 Crisis Group interview, former cabinet secretary, Islamabad, 
6 January 2010. 
108 Crisis Group interview, federal secretariat official, Islamabad, 
12 December 2009. 
109 Crisis Group interviews, secretariat officials, Islamabad 
and Lahore, October-December 2009. 
110 Crisis Group interview, Islamabad, 25 November 2009. 
111 Crisis Group interview, Islamabad, 18 December 2009. 
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delivery. An $800-million hydroelectric power project 
in Azad Jammu and Kashmir provides a glaring exam-
ple of how bureaucratic centralisation impedes develop-
ment. The Korean investors have been unable to start 
construction despite support from the federal government 
as well as the Azad Kashmir authorities. This is report-
edly due to a senior federal bureaucrat blocking the dam’s 
construction until the project is transferred to the state 
public sector, allowing him to become its director.112  

A development proposal originating in one ministry must 
be approved not only by its senior officials, but also by 
other relevant ministries, especially the ministry of fi-
nance and revenue. “Files keep being shunted from one 
ministry to the other and precious time and resources 
are frittered away simply because approval and budget-
ing functions are over-centralised and the decision-
making processes in each ministry differs”, said an 
official in the finance ministry.113 According to a former 
federal finance secretary, “while the system provides 
for a plethora of pre-and post-investment appraisal and 
monitoring processes ostensibly in the interests of greater 
transparency, the end result is generally inordinate delays 
and excessive costs, eroding public confidence in the 
government’s developmental agenda and increasing 
public scepticism of the government’s ability to provide 
services”.114  

Rules and procedures should be revised to reduce hier-
archical rigidity and encourage delegation. Some prece-
dents exist. For instance, in June 2008, Zubair Bhatti, 
then DCO of Punjab’s Jhang district, delegated powers 
to tehsil officials to issue certificates of domicile. Pre-
viously, residents had to travel from their tehsils to dis-
trict headquarters, often a distance of over 100 miles, to 
obtain these and other documents. “For those who were 
poor, this was a particularly painful waste of time and 
resources”, said Bhatti. “Such delegation of authority 
must be instituted in large and unwieldy districts in par-
ticular in order to reduce unnecessary costs and delays 
in service delivery”.115 

 
 
112 Khaleeq Kiani, “Bureaucracy stalls $800m hydel project”, 
Dawn, 21 December 2009. 
113 Crisis Group interview, Islamabad, 21 November 2009. 
114 Crisis Group interview, Islamabad, 10 December 2009. 
115 Crisis Group interview, Islamabad, 7 January 2010. 

B. COMBATING CORRUPTION AND 
INCREASING ACCOUNTABILITY 

Bureaucratic corruption takes several forms, including 
abuse of discretionary power, misuse of regulatory au-
thority, as well as institutionalised and participative prac-
tices described below. “Rules granting discretionary 
power to officials were designed by the British to pro-
tect their colonial interests”, said a former police official. 
“Since then, they have rarely been revised or even re-
viewed”.116 Where changes have been made, they have 
increased rather than reduced discretionary powers since 
“the rules are framed by the regulatory bodies who have 
a vested interest in retaining the status quo”.117 Although 
government contracts, for example, are awarded through 
open tenders and other ostensibly open processes, the 
lack of transparency in executive authority and decisions 
make these procedures easier to manipulate. “With the 
growth of the economy and the increasing complexity 
in procurement issues and government contracts, the 
incentive to misuse authority as well as the ability to do 
so have both increased”, said an official in the Federal 
Investigation Agency (FIA), which investigates official 
corruption.118 

Unlike institutionalised corruption, whereby a govern-
ment organisation provides cover to its own corrupt 
officials, participative corruption involves collusion be-
tween the bureaucracy and the private sector. The latter 
is particularly prevalent in Pakistan’s tax administra-
tion, where the complexity of taxation laws, excessive 
taxation rates, lack of proper documentation in the pri-
vate sector and widespread tax evasion make the in-
come tax and customs and excise departments among 
the most corrupt in the country. 

Low salaries and pensions and inadequate welfare pro-
grams for civil servants have also encouraged widespread 
corruption, while at the same time lowering morale and 
increasing inefficiency. Many capable officials opt to 
join the private sector. Unlike military personnel who 
benefit from their institution’s substantial network of 
welfare organisations, health facilities for civil servants 
are poor and housing and transportation inadequate. 
Despite low salaries and soaring inflation, there is no 
subsidised schooling for civil servants’ children.  

If low salaries and benefits are a major cause of bu-
reaucratic corruption, the deterioration in both internal 
and external accountability mechanisms is an equally, 
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if not more, significant contributing factor. In theory, a 
civil servant is answerable to his immediate supervisor 
and upwards to the secretary who, in his capacity as 
principal accounting officer, is accountable to the min-
ister and to parliament. Several factors undercut this 
chain of accountability, including inadequate training; 
the absence of merit in appointments and promotions; 
and poor practices and norms. Other problems include 
weak regulatory mechanisms, unchecked discretionary 
powers, weak standard management systems and pro-
cedures, and the failure to regularly upgrade rules and 
provide easily accessible information on service deliv-
ery.119 A 1998 World Bank report highlighted the civil 
service’s failing accountability mechanisms, including 
lack of follow-through in areas like time-keeping and 
tour reports. “Over ten years have passed since the pub-
lication of that report but many of the defects it identified 
in terms of a lack of bureaucratic accountability remain 
in place”, said a recently retired federal secretary.120  

Many bureaucrats argue that values and norms have de-
teriorated significantly over the last three decades, which 
saw two military regimes and a dysfunctional democratic 
transition in the 1990s. “There was a time when corrupt 
bureaucrats were exceptions to the rule and were 
shunned both by their peers as well as by society at 
large”, said a former federal secretary who joined service 
in the 1960s. “Today, there is a far greater acceptance 
of corruption and abuse of authority not only within the 
bureaucracy itself but also in society in general”.121  

Moreover, the system of evaluation through annual con-
fidential reports (ACRs) seldom, if ever, records criti-
cisms and is, in any case, ill-suited to developing a per-
formance-oriented ethos since it emphasises personal 
qualities over the achievement of specified goals. Higher-
level accountability mechanisms, such as quarterly and 
annual reports submitted by the secretary about the per-
formance of his or her division, are mere formalities. The 
dysfunction of successive parliamentary public accounts 
committees also resulted in public hearings into alleged 
official malpractices often occurring after the officials 
had been transferred or retired.122  

There are some encouraging signs of change. Currently, 
the leader of the opposition in the National Assembly, 
the PML-N’s Chaudhry Nisar Ali Khan, chairs the Public 
Accounts Committee (PAC), as stipulated by the Char-
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ter of Democracy (CoD) signed by former prime minis-
ters Nawaz Sharif and Benazir Bhutto in 2006. “Previ-
ous PACs, being headed by chairmen from the ruling 
party, were always unwilling to ruffle feathers”, said the 
PML-N’s Zahid Hamid, a PAC member. “This PAC, 
however, has been extremely proactive, and the main 
reason for that is its chairmanship being allocated to the 
opposition”.123  

The PAC was indeed the most active of all National 
Assembly committees during the first year of the cur-
rent parliament, with regular hearings and investiga-
tions into bureaucratic corruption and inefficiency. The 
committee thus demonstrated its potential of becoming 
an important check on bureaucratic malfunctioning. 
Federal secretaries, the principal accounting officers of 
their respective divisions, “now make much more of an 
effort to acquaint themselves with audit objections against 
them before they are due to appear before the PAC, 
since they know they are in for a grilling”, said a PAC 
member.124  

The PPP and PML-N should implement the Charter of 
Democracy’s recommendation for “an independent ac-
countability commission, whose chairman shall be nomi-
nated by the prime minister in consultation with the leader 
of opposition and confirmed by a joint parliamentary 
committee with 50 per cent of members from treasury 
benches and remaining 50 per cent from opposition 
parties”.125 With overall responsibility for accountabil-
ity, the commission could play a vital role, in tandem 
with the FIA, in curbing financial and other corruption 
by government officials, provided it is answerable to 
the National Assembly’s PAC. Granted complete 
autonomy and provided his rulings are properly imple-
mented, the federal ombudsman could also act as an 
effective check on the bureaucracy. 

C. RECRUITMENT AND TRAINING 

1. Recruitment 

The recruitment functions of the federal and provincial 
public service commissions are limited to officer-level 
positions in BPS-16 and above, leaving lower level re-
cruitment to departmental selection committees headed 
by the department’s secretary. Recruitment to Pakistan’s 
civil services is rarely based on detailed job descriptions 
and qualifications for particular posts. The annual CSS 
exam involves written tests in compulsory and elective 
subjects, followed by a psychological aptitude test and 
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an interview. Candidates with academic backgrounds in 
high-scoring subjects such as botany, biology or mathe-
matics have an advantage over those with liberal arts 
backgrounds. Moreover, a selected candidate’s academic 
or professional background is not taken into considera-
tion in assignments to one of the federal occupational 
groups. As a result, doctors and engineers can, and often 
do, end up in services like the police, district manage-
ment or the foreign service. Candidates’ selection to 
occupational groups should be based on their educational 
and professional backgrounds so as to provide ministries 
with the right recruits.  

The 2008 NCGR report proposes replacing the present 
exam with an initial screening test for all cadre and ex-
cadre positions that would include multiple choice ques-
tions that test logical reasoning and language skills. This 
would be followed by compulsory tests in English, 
Pakistan studies, general knowledge and current affairs. 
Tests would also be held to gauge candidates’ knowl-
edge or skill for their chosen groups. Thus, candidates 
opting for Income Tax, Customs and Excise, and Audit 
and Accounts would have to pass examinations in finan-
cial accounting, financial management and international 
standards of audit. Similarly, candidates opting for the 
DMG would have to show proficiency in economics, 
human resource management and financial management. 
Those opting for the foreign service would be tested on 
international relations, international law and international 
political economy; those interested in the police would 
be tested in law-related subjects.126 

2. Training 

The first step for civil servants recruited through the CSS 
examination is a common pre-service training program, 
followed by specialised training conducted by each of 
the central superior services. During in-service training, 
federal and provincial officials at the level of deputy 
secretary take courses in administration and develop-
ment at the National Management Institute; successful 
completion is mandatory for promotion. The National 
Management College conducts training of senior officers 
in BPS-20, successful completion again a prerequisite 
for promotion to BPS-21. 

Generally, individual ministries or divisions arrange train-
ings in foreign universities and institutes. Under the World 
Bank-financed Public Sector Capacity Building (2004-
2009), BPS-17-19 grade officers were sent abroad to 
attain master’s degrees in relevant disciplines, while BPS-
20-21 grade officers attended Harvard University’s Ken-
nedy School of Government under the Executive Devel-
 
 
126 “Report of the National Commission for Government Re-
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opment Program. Such programs are useful but should be 
expanded to include both cadre officers and specialists.  

There are no such extensive training opportunities for 
specialists, although roughly 700 are recruited annually 
by the FPSC, compared to 150 to 200 CSS-qualified 
officers.127 “Technocrats constitute the overwhelming ma-
jority of officer-level positions in the federal and pro-
vincial bureaucracies but hardly a handful ever undergo 
any state-sponsored training to improve their skills”, 
said a specialist engineer working in an autonomous 
government organisation.128 This gap seriously under-
mines the government’s ability to formulate and imple-
ment projects that require specialised input. The NCGR 
report recommends that engineers, accountants, econo-
mists, doctors, teachers and other specialists who form 
the bulk of the officers’ grades in the federal and pro-
vincial governments be provided in-service training along 
the same lines as officers in the central superior services.  

Provincial governments have thus far paid scant atten-
tion to the training of either generalists or specialists. 
Since the vast majority of provincial and district civil 
servants work in education, health, police, agriculture, 
revenue, agriculture, engineering and municipal services, 
professional training should be made mandatory, in-
cluding for promotions.129 

The shortage of qualified and motivated instructors in 
government training programs should also be addressed. 
Most instructors are serving officers who regard these 
postings as punishments. According to an administra-
tion official at a training institute in Lahore, “the gen-
eral perception within the bureaucracy is that only officers 
who are to be sidelined are deputed as instructors”.130 To 
attract the best possible instructors, all should receive the 
same compensation, facilities and other incentives as 
employees of constituent units of the National School 
of Public Policy (NSPP), the foremost training institu-
tion for senior civil servants.131 Moreover, the standards 
of instruction, testing and certification at all training 
institutions should be brought in line with those prescribed 
by the NSPP.  
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D. POSTINGS, PROMOTIONS AND 

PERFORMANCE EVALUATION 

Postings and transfers have become increasingly arbi-
trary. Absent greater transparency in career planning by 
the establishment division and other departments, an 
officer’s progress remains uncertain, thus weakening his 
or her professional commitment. In February 2009, for 
instance, President Asif Ali Zardari briefly imposed 
governor’s rule in Punjab after the Supreme Court up-
held the judiciary’s politically motivated disqualifica-
tion of the province’s chief minister, PML-N’s Shahbaz 
Sharif, from electoral politics. Governor Salmaan Taseer 
subsequently ordered numerous transfers and postings 
of civil servants, including the province’s chief secretary 
and inspector-general of police. Once restored to office 
in April 2009, Sharif reinstated his team of civil ser-
vants, dismissing Taseer’s appointees. Such disruptions 
distract the federal and provincial governments from the 
business of governing and, in the words of one promi-
nent analyst, “can quickly convince weaker minds in 
the services of the possibility of advancement through 
currying favour with political satraps instead of relying 
on merit”.132 

Officers in All-Pakistan services like the police and the 
DMG are also often reluctant to serve outside their 
home province for extended periods, particularly in re-
mote or under-developed areas, since there are few career 
advancement incentives associated with such “hardship” 
postings. “The net effect of officers refusing to serve 
outside their home provinces or at times spending their 
entire careers in Islamabad is to make a mockery of the 
underlying purpose of having All-Pakistan services, 
which is to strengthen the unity of the federation”, a 
former federal secretary argued.133 

While acknowledging the difficulties of implementing 
a uniform policy across the public sector, the NCGR re-
port suggests some broad guidelines that could signifi-
cantly reduce arbitrary and political nature of postings 
and transfers. These include security of tenure for three 
years and legal protection to civil servants against post-
ings and transfers that do not conform to due process, 
including before the end of their terms.134 The govern-
ment should empower the Federal Services Tribunal 
and provincial tribunals to monitor postings and transfers, 
and review civil servants’ complaints about arbitrary trans-
fers. Statutory legislation should be introduced which 
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would require the federal and provincial political ex-
ecutive to provide reasons in writing for prematurely 
transferring officials. 

The existing promotion policy is seldom transparent or 
consistent, leading civil servants to periodically file pe-
titions in the courts. In September 2009, for instance, 
Prime Minister Gilani promoted 51 officers from BPS-
21 to 22 over many senior officers. Officers bypassed for 
promotion have filed a petition in the Supreme Court 
claiming that Gilani’s decision was based on nepotism.135 
“It is commonplace for officers with political or military 
connections to get most of the prized postings on offer, 
leaving those without similar clout dispirited and de-
moralised”, said a senior civil servant.136  

Under the Civil Servants (Appointment, Promotion and 
Transfer) Rules of 1973, promotions in the bureaucracy 
are based on a combination of seniority and merit. The 
Central Selection Board makes promotions to “selection 
posts” – BPS-19 posts and above – on the twin criteria 
of excellence and merit, determined by the board’s 
members. Promotions to BPS-22, the highest grade, are 
decided by the prime minister. Departmental promotion 
committees headed by the secretary are responsible for 
promotions in BPS-17-18. These promotions are gener-
ally based on four criteria: minimum length of active 
service; an unblemished disciplinary record; the required 
threshold in performance evaluation reports (PERs); and 
successful completion of the mandatory training course.  

The FPSC chairman previously headed the Central Se-
lection Board. The current government has made the sec-
retary of the establishment division the board’s chair-
man, eliminating the FPSC chairman’s role,137 a move 
many bureaucrats argue will further undermine merit-
based promotions in the senior bureaucracy.138 Indeed, 
civil servants interviewed for this report advocated enlarg-
ing the FPSC’s role from a recruiting agency to one 
that oversees the bureaucracy’s functioning, including 
postings, transfers, promotions and career progression. 

While there is no formal requirement of favourable re-
ports by the military’s intelligence agencies as a criterion 
for promotion, in practice, these reports are also often 
decisive in senior officers’ promotions. An officer denied 
promotion because of a negative report is never informed 
of the intelligence agencies’ allegations and therefore 
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denied a chance to defend his or her case.139 The Mushar-
raf regime introduced the practice of linking such arbi-
trary intelligence reports to promotions of senior bureau-
crats as “yet another way of subordinating the civil bu-
reaucracy to military rule”, said a senior civil servant.140 

Although training courses are mandatory for promotions, 
successful completion is the only requirement. Perform-
ance has no bearing on their promotion prospects, thus 
offering no incentive to improve. Diversity of experi-
ence does play a role in promotion but there are no clear 
guidelines. These should be framed and incorporated in 
promotion policies. Diversity should be rewarded and 
the civil service career framework should encourage 
officers to broaden their experience and credentials. 

Favourable performance evaluation reports (Annual Con-
fidential Reports) are also a major criterion for advance-
ment. These reports, however, “rarely contain adverse 
remarks since there are doubts about their confidentiality”, 
according to a former cabinet secretary. “Moreover, 
they are very general and simplistic and completely 
devoid of performance-related targets”.141 The NCGR 
report, moreover, found the system of performance evalua-
tion reports to be “highly subjective” and “a stick used 
by some immediate superiors to force obedience and 
obsequiousness among their subordinates”.142 

Mechanisms must be put in place to ensure that promo-
tions take place solely on merit and in accordance with 
rules and regulations. Promotions policy should be re-
framed to include measures such as objective, perform-
ance-related criteria, linking promotions to management 
and leadership potential demonstrated during training 
programs; and integrating diversity of experience into 
career advancement frameworks. To preclude allega-
tions of favouritism, the prime minister’s sole authority 
over promotions to BPS-22 should be transferred to an 
independent body like the FPSC.  

The political executive has often misused its power to 
designate civil servants “officers on special duty” (OSD). 
Officially OSD status is meant for clearly defined rea-
sons, including enabling government officials to draw 
their salaries while waiting for new postings; to per-
form duties or complete training abroad; and to perform 
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special assignments such as examining or implement-
ing a particular commission’s report.143  

While civil servants should be shielded from unwar-
ranted political interference, they must be subject to 
greater parliamentary oversight. Relevant parliamentary 
committees could, for instance, be given the authority to 
vet key civil service appointments along the lines of U.S. 
Senate committees.144 Military personnel, serving or 
retired, should be excluded from the FPSC, and mem-
bership expanded beyond retired civil servants. The chair-
man and other members should be appointed by the prime 
minister, subject to approval by a sub-committee of the 
PAC, followed by a vote in the National Assembly.  

The federal ombudsman and the chairman and members 
of the Federal Services Tribunal should also be vetted 
and approved by the standing committee of cabinet, 
before a full parliamentary vote. Other parliamentary 
committees should also be mandated to vet and approve 
key civil service appointments that fall within their area 
of responsibility. For example, the PAC should vet and 
approve candidates for auditor general. Provincial gov-
ernments should set up parallel mechanisms. 
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VI. IMPROVING SERVICE DELIVERY  

IN KEY AREAS 

A. LAND MANAGEMENT 

While Pakistan remains a predominantly agrarian coun-
try, its system of maintaining land records and assessing 
and collecting land revenue remains “one of the most 
antiquated and obsolete in the world”, according to a 
former member of the Punjab Board of Revenue.145 At 
the centre of this system lies the colonial-era office of 
the patwari (village revenue officer), responsible for 
assessing and collecting agricultural revenue, recording 
the inheritance, sale and transfer of land, and maintain-
ing all land records in its area of jurisdiction. All informa-
tion is noted manually by the patwari in several volu-
minous registers.146 “It is shameful that, in the present 
technology-driven age, we still have this ramshackle 
system that gives arbitrary control to a solitary individ-
ual over both land holdings as well as revenue assess-
ment and collection”, a provincial civil servant said.147 

The most commonly required but generally elusive land-
related document is a certificate of possession called 
the fard, which can only be granted by the patwari, 
thereby giving a BPS-5 revenue officer disproportion-
ate power. The fard serves a range of purposes, including 
as a guarantee for furnishing bail in court cases; proof 
of permanent residence in order to obtain a domicile 
certificate as well as loans from financial institutions; 
proof of changed ownership through inheritance; and as 
recording the ownership of land through sale, purchase, 
mortgage, lease or gift.148 Unsurprisingly, people seek-
ing a fard are vulnerable to extortion by the patwari.149  

Bribes paid to the patwari vary according to the indi-
vidual’s finances as well as the nature of the transaction 
for which the document is required. According a district 
officer in Lahore, “cases involving mutation of land or 
the granting of bail can sometimes fetch a patwari sev-
eral hundred thousand rupees”.150 There are no effective 
checks on the patwari, and the provincial revenue de-
partment generally lacks both the will and the resources 
 
 
145 Crisis Group interview, Lahore, 1 November 2009. 
146 Registers are maintained not only for current details of 
land ownership, but also for the kinds of crops grown and the 
outbreak of disease affecting yields.  
147 Crisis Group interview, Gujranwala, 14 November 2009. 
148 Muhammad Usman Qazi, “Computerisation of Land Re-
cords in Pakistan: A Comparative Analysis of Two Projects 
from a Human Security Perspective”, LEAD International, 
April 2006, p. 7. 
149 Crisis Group interview, revenue officer, Gujranwala, 14 
November 2009. 
150 Crisis Group interview, Lahore, 14 November 2009. 

to hold patwaris accountable. “The revenue departments 
themselves are corrupt to the core”, said a provincial 
civil servant in Punjab. “There can be no improvement 
in the system of land revenue until and unless the pro-
vincial revenue departments themselves are cleansed 
from top to bottom”.151 

Many within and outside the bureaucracy advocate com-
puterising all land records, which would eliminate two 
of the patwari’s most frequently abused powers: the 
maintenance of land records and the assessment of 
revenue. Two World Bank-assisted pilot projects in 
Punjab and Balochistan have already instituted computer-
ised records, but are faltering primarily due to resistance 
from patwaris. “There are major vested interests at 
work in preserving the existing system of land man-
agement”, argued a revenue officer. “The landed elite, 
many of whom are also politicians sitting in national 
and provincial legislatures or operating as nazims, are 
in collusion with the patwaris, who grant them prefer-
ential access to land and other privileges in exchange 
for bribes and protection from prosecution”.152 A dis-
trict officer in Sukkur claimed “the moment you sus-
pend or remove a patwari, you receive calls from pro-
vincial and even federal ministers ordering him to be 
restored. With such powerful patrons behind them, it is 
no wonder that the patwaris have become virtually a 
law unto themselves”.153 

Computerising all land records would significantly re-
duce opportunities for corruption and malpractice. One 
model for this is the “Bhoomi” project in the Indian 
state of Karnataka in 2001, which computerised 20 mil-
lion land records in the state, covering seven million 
farmers and 35 million beneficiaries in 27,000 villages. 
Where farmers before had to wait for months and pay 
bribes for rights of tenancy, they can now simply visit 
information kiosks to obtain a computerised copy of 
their records for a nominal service fee.154 The transfor-
mation of land administration through similar comput-
erisation in Pakistan would generate public goodwill 
towards the government, especially among of the coun-
try’s largely rural population, the primary victims of 
corrupt land revenue officials. 

In June 2008, the then-DCO in Punjab’s Jhang district, 
Zubair Bhatti, ordered all clerks who handled land trans-
fers to provide a daily list of transactions, including the 
amount paid and the cellphone numbers of both buyer 
and seller, who were then contacted randomly to verify 
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if any bribes or commissions had been paid. “After I had 
proceeded against one official who had been reported as 
taking bribes, the others realised I meant business and 
fell into line”, said Bhatti. He claimed that this resulted 
in a dramatic reduction in corruption, improved public 
confidence in government, and can “easily be institution-
alised in every district through special call-centres”.155  

B. EDUCATION 

Pakistan’s failing public education system has radical-
ised many young people by failing to furnish them with 
the skills necessary for a modern economy, instead 
pushing them towards crime and militancy.156 As with 
other departments, the education sector is over-centralised 
– from curriculum policy, the responsibility of the fed-
eral ministry’s curriculum wing, to provincial textbook 
boards’ control over the production and content of text-
books for a province’s public schools. Delays in produc-
tion, for example, resulting from bureaucratic infighting 
and inefficiency, have occasionally deprived teachers and 
students of learning material. In 2004, differences 
within the Sindh provincial government between the 
ministry of finance and the Sindh Textbook Board (STB) 
delayed publication of the province’s textbooks, leaving 
three million public school students without textbooks 
until almost four months into the academic year.  

Public school teachers are tenured civil servants and many 
are attracted less by an interest in imparting education 
than by the job security provided by state as opposed to 
private schools. Moreover, with limited federal and pro-
vincial oversight, state-run schools and the federal and 
provincial education ministries offer many more oppor-
tunities for corruption than in the private school system. 
One symptom of this is the alarming mushrooming of 
“ghost” schools that either do not exist or are dysfunc-
tional, but that are allocated precious resources by the 
education ministry. Local officials, usually with strong 
political or bureaucratic connections, obtain government 
funds to run schools that exist only on paper, while some 
administrators even sub-let school premises to private 
interests.157 

While the constitution designates education a provincial 
subject, Musharraf’s local government scheme devolved 
education from the province to the district. Thus, district 
governments decided on the location of new schools 
and arranged funding for their construction. Addition-
ally, district governments monitored schools and carried 
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out evaluations of teachers. The Executive District Of-
ficer (Education), the senior district bureaucrat, assisted 
by a host of subordinate officers such as District Offi-
cers, Deputy District Officers, and Assistant District 
Officers, oversaw the education department, allocating 
all education-related resources. 

District governments were responsible for primary, sec-
ondary and higher secondary education but could recruit 
primary and secondary school teachers only up to BPS-
16. All powers of hiring, firing and transferring senior 
positions (BPS-17 and above) remained with the pro-
vincial government, which also exercised control over 
inter-district transfers, budgets and textbook produc-
tion. “No EDO in his right mind would defy his provin-
cial bosses for fear of being transferred”, said a district 
education officer.158 

Genuine devolution of education to the districts will re-
quire new initiatives and mechanisms to reduce bureau-
cratic control. Each public school should have its own 
board of governors elected by parents as well as teachers, 
and comprising both elected members of the district 
government as well as parents and respected members 
of the community. The boards should be empowered to 
hire and fire public school teachers and administrators 
based on performance. Instead of teachers and adminis-
trators functioning as full-time civil servants, they should 
be hired on short-term, institution-specific contracts that 
are renewable, based on performance to be reviewed 
annually by the board of governors.159  

C. LAW AND ORDER 

The government must prioritise reform of a dysfunc-
tional police force that after six decades of misuse and 
neglect has become incapable of combating crime, up-
holding the law and protecting citizens and the state 
against militant violence.160 While Musharraf had prom-
ulgated the Police Order of 2002 ostensibly to trans-
form the police into an efficient, apolitical and service-
oriented force, his subsequent decision to amend the 
order to increase his own control and that of his politi-
cal allies over the police has ensured that the force re-
mains inefficient, heavy-handed and corrupt. 

Absent effective monitoring and accountability mecha-
nisms, political manipulation of the police continues, as 
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160 For earlier analysis on the capacity of civilian law en-
forcement agencies to tackle extremism, see Crisis Group 
Asia Report N°164, Pakistan: The Militant Jihadi Challenge, 
13 March 2009; and Crisis Group Report, Reforming Paki-
stan’s Police, op. cit. 
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does nepotism.161 “Establishing law and order is a critical 
component of good governance”, said a former inspector-
general of the Sindh police. “But as long as recruit-
ments, postings and transfers in the police continue to 
be made on political grounds, effective enforcement of 
law and order will continue to elude both the govern-
ment and the public”.162 

Since the police is the first contact point between the 
citizen and the state, a corrupt and brutal force strains 
that bond and undermines state legitimacy. With the pub-
lic demanding basic security from their elected govern-
ment, amid increasing militancy in urban centres as well 
as rural and tribal areas, the government should urgently 
devise and implement measures to improve police func-
tioning. It should redress public grievances against 
police excesses and insulate operations from political 
manipulation.  

While the government has taken some important steps, 
including raising police salaries, and allocating funds for 
better weapons, vehicles and other facilities, Islamabad 
has yet to take many of the crucial decisions that would 
transform the police into a disciplined, efficient and 
modern institution that serves and protects citizens. The 
federal cabinet should without further delay place the 
Police Order 2002 before parliament for debate and re-
view. The National Assembly’s standing committee on 
interior should constitute a sub-committee exclusively 
dealing with policing; and the government should em-
power accountability and managerial bodies like the 
national, provincial and district public safety commis-
sions and the National Police Management Board.163 

D. E-GOVERNANCE 

Enhancing information and communication technolo-
gies to support government processes and provision of 
public services may ensure greater transparency in bu-
reaucratic decision-making, increased accountability of 
civil servants, and more effective service delivery. E-
governance technology would also broaden citizens’ par-
ticipation in the government’s policy and decision-
making processes.  

 
 
161 For example, in April 2009 a number of close relatives of 
influential members in the Sindh government were report-
edly either inducted into the Sindh police as deputy superin-
tendents of police, or seconded to the police from other pro-
vincial departments. See “Out-of-turn inductions in Sindh 
police”, The News, 12 April 2009. 
162 Crisis Group interview, Karachi, 21 October 2009. 
163 For recommendations on broader police reforms, see Cri-
sis Group Report, Reforming Pakistan’s Police, op. cit. 

While there is an E-Government Directorate (EGD) cell 
within the information technology ministry, its work has 
been severely hampered by bureaucratic obstruction and 
lack of autonomy. The ministry itself has been with-
out a full-time minister for two years, with Prime Min-
ister Gilani holding the portfolio himself. If accepted, 
the EGD’s recommendation that it become at least an 
attached department of the information technology 
ministry would give it greater financial and operational 
autonomy. At present, it remains a ministerial cell.164 

In May 2005, the EGD produced a five-year plan to en-
hance e-governance within federal ministries to improve 
inter-ministerial coordination and communication. While 
ministries have been provided basic hardware such as 
personal computers, there is still no federal government 
data centre, an essential requirement to connect all gov-
ernment agencies and preserve their data in a single se-
cure location. According to officials in the information 
technology ministry, the military’s intelligence agencies 
have objected to the creation of such a system on secu-
rity grounds. They believe, however, that the military 
mainly opposes the scheme because it wants to place the 
system under an organisation with significant military 
presence, such as the National Telecommunication 
Organisation, headed by a retired brigadier, or the 
National Database and Registration Authority, which 
has a number of retired army officers in senior manage-
ment positions.165 

In 2004, the military regime established the National 
Electronic Government Council, under the chairmanship 
of the prime minister, to review progress in adopting 
e-governance standards and to suggest changes in legis-
lation, rules and regulations. Mandated to meet on a 
quarterly basis, the council has met just once since its 
creation. Ministries were supposed to adopt e-governance 
programs with the EGD’s support, but have not done so 
due to bureaucratic resistance.166  

The government should increase the use of e-governance 
in ministries, departments and other public agencies along 
the lines outlined by the EGD’s five-year plan. It should 
make compliance with the EGD’s standards mandatory 
 
 
164 “E-Government Strategy and 5-Year Plan for the Federal 
Government”, Electronic Government Directorate, Ministry 
of Information Technology, Government of Pakistan, May 2005. 
165 Crisis Group interviews, officials in the information tech-
nology ministry, Islamabad, 12 January 2010. The chief pro-
jects officer, chief operating officer, chief commercial officer 
and chief administrative officer of the National Database and 
Registration Authority are all retired army officers. See the 
organisation’s website at www.nadra.gov.pk/index.php? 
option=com_content&view=article&id=2&Itemid=4.  
166 Crisis Group interview, government official, information 
technology ministry, January 2010.  
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for all large information technology (IT) federal govern-
ment projects, as well as provide basic IT training for 
all government employees of BPS-5 and above. The 
EGD should also be given organisational and financial 
autonomy by converting it from a cell to an attached 
department of the ministry of information technology. 

E. THE INTERNATIONAL ROLE 

The international community, particularly the U.S., must 
demonstrate its commitment to strengthening democracy 
by making public sector development a major priority. 
The U.S. Congress’s Pakistan Enduring Assistance and 
Cooperation Enhancement Act, commonly referred to 
as the Kerry-Lugar-Berman bill, signed into law by 
President Barack Obama in October 2009, calls for the 
provision of $1.5 billion in non-military assistance an-
nually over the next five years. Key target areas include 
democratic institutions, judiciary, health and education, 
agriculture and rural development programs, and law 
enforcement.167 While a welcome step, this assistance is 
unlikely to achieve the desired results without compre-
hensive civil service reform. Absent such reform, U.S. 
assistance will merely increase opportunities for corrup-
tion, with little to show in terms of delivery as a corrupt 
and dysfunctional bureaucracy siphons off development 
funds. 

This is a particular concern in FATA, where an unac-
countable bureaucracy continues to dominate almost all 
aspects of governance.168 Without fundamental structural 
and political reforms, including merging the FATA se-
cretariat into its NWFP counterpart, which is account-
able to the NWFP assembly, militancy in the tribal 
agencies will continue to flourish. Extremists exploit the 
political and economic void created by the state’s failure 
to provide basic services, security and good governance. 

The Obama administration is under pressure to channel 
FATA development aid directly to the Pakistan govern-
ment.169 In December 2009, the U.S. government an-
nounced $55 million for infrastructure, rehabilitation 
and power projects in South Waziristan Agency, where 
the Pakistani military has been conducting operations 
against the Hakimullah Mehsud-led Pakistani Taliban 
network since October 2009. The money will report-
edly go directly to the FATA secretariat, which will in 
turn allocate it, among other government entities, to 
 
 
167 For text of the “Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan Act 
2009”, S. 1707, passed by both chambers of Congress, see 
Congressional Record – Senate S9813, 24 September 2009; 
and Congressional Record – House H10108, 30 September 2009. 
168 See Crisis Group Report, Pakistan: Countering Militancy 
in FATA, op. cit. 
169 Ibid., p. 21. 

military-controlled agencies such as the Frontier Works 
Organisation.170 This continued reliance on a civil and 
military bureaucracy would, however, alienate rather 
than win the hearts and minds of FATA’s public. Instead, 
the U.S. should make the direct delivery of assistance 
contingent on the reform of FATA’s dysfunctional and 
unaccountable institutions, including greater transpar-
ency and accountability to representative institutions.  

This applies to Pakistan’s bureaucracy in general. With 
more money coming in, the chances of corruption, mis-
use and waste will only increase if service delivery 
mechanisms remain dysfunctional. For example, building 
police capacity has been rightly identified as a key area 
in the Pakistan Enduring Assistance and Cooperation 
Enhancement Act. Donor support for law enforcement 
could go to waste unless police reforms ensure opera-
tional autonomy and empower oversight bodies such as 
the national, provincial and district public safety com-
missions, and the National Police Management Board.  

The international community, particularly the U.S. and 
the European Union, could also play a significant role 
in strengthening the EGD through technical assistance 
and training. If the EGD is provided and helped to de-
velop more advanced applications, these could then be 
provided to line ministries to ensure more effective and 
transparent service delivery. Donors should, in fact, 
leverage aid to encourage line ministries, departments 
and agencies to adopt e-governance, computerisation of 
records, and other modern methods of administration. 

Donors, including the U.S. government, should also 
support civil service training initiatives such as the es-
tablishment of specialised training institutions for civil 
service recruits, as recommended by the NCGR. In par-
ticular, training institutes should be prioritised for: po-
licing; fiscal policy and financial management; energy; 
human development; infrastructure development; trade 
and industry; and agriculture and the environment. 
These bodies would be particularly useful for techno-
crats who occupy the overwhelming majority of offi-
cer-level positions in the civil bureaucracy but are de-
nied the training and career advancement available to 
their generalist counterparts. Any foreign-funded train-
ing should, furthermore, target young and mid-career 
officers rather than senior officials nearing retirement, 
as training has tended to do in the past.  

 
 
170 See “U.S. to give $55 million for Waziristan: Patterson”, 
Dawn, 31 December 2009.  
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VII. CONCLUSION 

Pakistan’s deteriorating civil service is in urgent need 
of repair. Decades of mismanagement have left it ill-
equipped to meet formidable governance needs, including 
security and basic provisions at a time when the elected 
government is facing major political, security and eco-
nomic challenges. The future of the current democratic 
transition will depend not just on political reconcilia-
tion between the ruling party and its opposition, and 
constitutional amendments to restore parliamentary rule, 
but also on restoring links between citizen and state, 
including at the grassroots. These links have become 
more tenuous, especially in FATA and NWFP, where 
millions have been affected and displaced by conflict. 
The state’s ability to deliver good governance and ser-
vices to all citizens will be as vital to containing the 
spread of radicalism countrywide as the use of force 
against militant groups. 

Reforming a bloated, corrupt, and heavily politicised 
bureaucracy will not be easy. While the bureaucracy 
must accept its share of responsibility for historically 
siding with the military to stunt democratic development, 
political parties, particularly the PPP and PML-N, must 
also acknowledge that their attempts to curb the ex-
cesses of the bureaucracy have more often eroded its 
neutrality and efficiency, and pressured civil servants to 

act more as personal retainers than as impartial public 
servants. Internal reforms will only be effective if the 
bureaucracy is shielded from political manipulation. 

While the accountability of officials must be effective, 
impartial and transparent, higher salaries and benefits, 
and better conditions of employment, could significantly 
reduce incentives for corruption. The civilian government 
should also focus on transforming the civil service into 
a more flexible and responsive institution. Reform should 
therefore include drastic changes to a rigid and over-
centralised authority structure that has been unable to 
address local fiscal needs and underdevelopment, by 
delegating important administrative and financial func-
tions to lower tiers.  

Bureaucratic rules, procedures and structures should be 
modernised and training programs geared towards not 
just producing a class of capable civil servants, but re-
storing a spirit of public service. If such reforms are not 
urgently undertaken, and the quality of bureaucratic gov-
ernance continues to deteriorate, public disillusionment 
and resentment towards the government could grow and 
could well be used by the military to justify yet another 
spell of authoritarian rule, whether direct or through ci-
vilian proxies.  

Islamabad/Brussels, 16 February 2010 
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APPENDIX B 
 

GLOSSARY 
 

 

ANP Awami National Party, the main secular Pashtun nationalist party in the NWFP, which currently heads  
the provincial NWFP government, in coalition with the PPP. 

BPS Basic Pay Scales, signifying the civil service’s salary structure arranged according to seniority. 

CSP Civil Service of Pakistan, a defunct cadre that dominated Pakistan’s bureaucracy during the 1950s and 
1960s, until its abolition in 1973. 

DCO District Coordination Officer, the senior-most civil servant in a district. 

DMG District Management Group, which dominates civil service appointments in the federal and provincial  
secretariats as well as in the districts. 

EGD E-Governance Directorate 

ESTACODE The Civil Establishment Code, a compendium of laws, operating procedures, and rules and regulations 
governing the civil service. 

Fard A certificate of land possession  

FATA Federally Administered Tribal Areas, comprising seven administrative districts or agencies, and six  
Frontier Regions bordering on south-eastern Afghanistan. 

FIA  Federal Investigation Agency 

FPSC  Federal Public Service Commission, the agency responsible for civil service recruitment at the  
federal level. 

ICS The Indian Civil Service, the bureaucratic bulwark of British colonial rule in India and the forerunner of 
the Civil Service of Pakistan. 

MQM  Muttahida Qaumi Movement (United National Movement), the PPP’s coalition partner in Sindh. 

Nazim Mayor 

NCGR National Commission on Government Reforms 

NSPP National School of Public Policy 

NWFP North-West Frontier Province 

PA Political agent, a centrally appointed bureaucrat who is the top official in a tribal agency, exercising  
extensive executive, judicial and financial powers. 

PAC Public Accounts Committee 

Patwari Village revenue officer 

PCS Provincial Civil Service, whose officers serve exclusively in each of Pakistan’s four provinces. 

PML Pakistan Muslim League, the founding party of Pakistan, originally called the All India Muslim League. 
Many politicians claim to be leaders of the “real” Muslim League in Pakistan and have their own factions. 
Former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif heads the Muslim League’s largest grouping, known as PML-N,  
currently running the government in Pakistan’s largest province, Punjab, in coalition with the PPP. 

PPP The Pakistan People’s Party, founded by Zulfikar Ali Bhutto in 1967 with a socialist, egalitarian agenda. 
Since Benazir Bhutto’s assassination in 2007, the party is headed by her widower, President Asif Ali 
Zardari, and currently heads the coalition government in the centre. 

PSP Police Service of Pakistan 

Tehsil Town 

Wafaqi Mohtasib Federal Ombudsman 

Zila District 
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