05/ 05/ 1999

Tackl i ng bureaucratic del ays

BY now, the full inplication of the civil service's crucial role in aiding
econom ¢ recovery should be realised by all, particularly the civil
servants thensel ves. But 10 nonths after the Federal Government's firm
directive that bureaucratic red tape be reduced to the barest mninmm it
is clear that critical inpedinments to the inplenentation machinery renain.

I ndi sputably, the situation is serious. It was at an appropriate forum
the national district officers' conference on Monday, that the country's
top | eaders furnished the facts and expressed grave concern over the
failure to fully disburse the allocations for projects. Sanguinely, the
gravity of the shortfall in spending which will affect the Governnent's
plan to revive the econony, has been driven hone.

The i nportance of the public sector's role in increasing the aggregate
demand in a downturn cannot be overenphasi sed. | ndeed, the present
unsati sfactory situation cannot be allowed to go on. The pronounced
shortfalls in devel opnent expenditure cannot be taken lightly for they
affect the country's productivity, revenue flow and soci al objectives. For
i nstance, housing, especially |lowcost units, is a pressing issue. This,
as the NEAC has pointed out, needs greater attention not only to inprove
the housing facilities for the | ower incone groups but also to accelerate
growt h

In the Iight of the recormendations at the conference, the Chief
Secretary to the Governnment Tan Sri Abdul HalimAli has to take them up
with alacrity. He has to imediately set up a task force to tackle this
perenni al problemonce and for all. A holistic and co-ordi nated approach
isinorder. Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhamad and First
Fi nance M ni ster Tun Dai m Zai nuddi n made valid points. Daimhit the nai
on the head in asserting that the tinme has come to re-look at existing
approaches which nmay not be suitable during tinmes of crisis. A review of
the present financial adm nistration systemas suggested by Dr Mahathir is
pertinent to expedite funds and reduce red tape.

The time for exhortations is over. Ironically, bureaucratic red tape
does not only frustrate nmenbers of the public but al so nenbers of the
bureaucracy thensel ves. Cuepacs has recently bl amed hi gh-ranki ng
officials, such as secretaries-general and departnent heads, for being the
cause of the delays. Halim s co-ordination teamshould investigate such
allegation as it may throw sone |ight on this problem

The NEAC s renedi al actions, including the setting up of a devel opnent
action conmittee by all mnistries, hold pronise. That it is chaired by
the respective Mnisters to nmonitor the i nplenentation of devel opnent
projects and is required to neet once every fortnight, should provide the
vital feedback. The questions whi ch need answers include: are the senior
civil servants, that is heads of mnistries and departnents responsible
for disbursing allocated expenditure for projects, really the prinma
donnas? Do they encounter problens thensel ves? What about sinplifying the
present tine-consum ng procedures, such as the need for the controlling
of ficers to seek approval for expenditure above certain limts from
central agencies, notably the Treasury, the Econom c Planning Unit and the
| mpl enent ati on and Co-ordination Unit in the Prine Mnister's Departnent?
Are they too many |ines of command, directives and gui delines?
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