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Policing COVID-19 through procedural informality in Pakistan
Zoha Waseem

Institute for Global City Policing, University College London, London, UK

ABSTRACT
How do police officers respond to public emergencies in developing
countries where state institutions struggle to protect citizens and
officers alike? This paper investigates police response to the COVID-19
crisis in Pakistan and develops an analytical framework of ‘procedural
informality’, a condition whereby state policies are constructed and
conveyed to state officials with the tacit acceptance that these are likely
to be implemented through informal practice. Procedural informality,
therefore, is central to official state practice. It is argued that procedural
informality manifested itself in Pakistan during the COVID-19 pandemic
in three ways: (1) due to a lack of support from the government, it
enabled officers to rely on interpersonal connections within the private
sector; (2) intra-organisationally, it forced the police to make hasty
decisions due to contradictory policies that strained the workforce, but
also allowed it to creatively manage demand; and (3) it compelled the
police to respond to non-compliance with a heavy hand, whilst
equipping them to protect vulnerable communities and maintain
individual relationships. In this way, procedural informality enabled the
police to try to meet demand with flexibility, which was encouraged
and expected by those interacting with the police. Procedural
informality moves beyond the formal-informal dichotomy to show how
informality facilitates the implementation of formal policy goals, and
the operations of street-level bureaucrats, especially during a crisis. This
paper contributes to debates on informality within state institutions and
in state practice, while providing empirical insights on police response
to COVID-19 from a developing country.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 health crisis has created multi-dimensional challenges for police organisations world-
wide (Jones 2020). This has been especially true in countries where public trust in the police has been
fragile and where police action against non-compliance and lockdown violations has witnessed
clashes between citizens and state security forces, with scores being arrested in conflict-ridden
areas (Stone 2020). During the pandemic, these multi-dimensional challenges have included
conflicts between political actors (such as between state and federal governments) who may be at
odds over lockdown rules (Junaidi 2020), and in which the police may become involved; the manage-
ment of negative traits associated with police culture that result in discrimination and malpractice,
such as excessive use of force against non-compliance or those potentially infected (Nolan 2020);
and, dealing with material challenges and resource constraints that hinder the delivery of good
police work (Alcadipani et al. 2020). This is in addition to other effects the pandemic is likely to
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have on law enforcement agencies that are yet to be fully explored, such as intra-organisational pro-
blems with communication, negative impact on the mental health of police officers, and strained
police-community relations (Laufs and Waseem 2020).

This paper asks: How are public health emergencies policed in the global South, where some
states are unable to guarantee the short- and long-term wellbeing of their citizens? The onset of
the COVID-19 emergency and subsequent lockdowns around the world, have seen some of the
strictest enforcement measures, some of which have been condemned due to law enforcement
agencies violating civil liberties (Ratcliffe 2020, Swart 2020). While police abuse cannot be ignored
and in the context of public health emergencies it warrants even greater critical investigation, this
paper suggests that one way to understand police response to the COVID-19 crisis in parts of the
global South is through the analytical framework of ‘procedural informality’. To this end, this
paper investigates police response to the pandemic in Pakistan during the first four months of
the crisis (March-July 2020). Using qualitative methods, this paper shows how police response to
the public health crisis depended heavily on the institutionalisation of procedural informality.

Procedural informality can be defined as a condition in which policies (official and unofficial) are
constructed by state institutions and conveyed to state officials (e.g. police officers), with the recog-
nition that they will be implemented through informal practice. This framework captures both how
policies travel within and between institutions, as well as their street-level implementation. The focus
of this framework is not simply on what state officials do, but how and in what context they rely upon
informality and how such informality is enabled procedurally by state institutions, frequently
through formal practices such as policy notifications. Through this framework, I show how pro-
cedural informality is central to official state and bureaucratic practice, and develop this analytical
frame as one that can be extended and applied to capture a variety of police practice and procedure.

This paper demonstrates howprocedural informalitywas inmotion during the COVID-19 emergency
in the case of Pakistan, that witnessed nation-wide lockdowns from late-March, almost 6,500 corona-
virus-related deaths between March and September, an increase in arrests and detentions on the
part of the police and reactionary assaults on police officers themselves (International Crisis Group
2020). It is argued here that, in Pakistan, procedural informality manifested itself in three primary
ways: (1) it enabled police officers to rely on informal arrangements made with members of the
private sector, due to a lack of support provided by the provincial and federal governments; (2) intra-
institutionally, it led policemanagement tomakehasty decisions and interpret haphazardly drafted pol-
icies that strained internal communication and stretched the workforce, but also allowed it to creatively
meet expectations; and (3) it hadmixed effects onpolice-society relations, in that officers relied on infor-
mal practices to deal with non-compliance and internalmigration, which resulted in police heavy-hand-
edness and corruption in certain instances but also saw officers make strategic choices that benefited
and safe-guarded the interests of civilians. In this way, procedural informality enabled the police to
try and meet increasing and competing demands and the formal requirements of the state through
improvisation and circumventionof formalbarriers,whichwas encouragedandexpectedby those inter-
actingwith thepolice,whooverlooked the fairness of suchprocedures, as longas therewas aperception
that intended outcomes (in this case, compliance and containment of the virus) were produced.

The following sections elaborate upon the frameworkof procedural informality, afterwhich I explain
the methods adopted for this study. The subsequent sections demonstrate procedural informality in
motion, both within police departments and in the dynamics between the police and society, in the
context of the COVID-19 emergency. These sections show how procedural informality assists police
officers in their attempts to deliver on problematic policies during crises. Finally, this paper discusses
some of the risks associated with procedural informality and why it demands further exploration.

Informality and governance

Informality has been broadly discussed in the literature on informal state practice (Benit-Gbaffou
2018, Pernegger 2020) and informal governance (Polese et al. 2016, Baez-Camargo and Ledeneva
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2017). This literature moves beyond economistic interpretations of informality that sees it as a
process outside the ambit of the state, that occurs due to state ineffectiveness. Instead, this literature
qualitatively suggests that informality can actually be central to the effectiveness of state and state
institutions. Research on governance and public administration shows that state and state officials
(including police officers and bureaucrats) intentionally utilise informality (Polese et al. 2016) and
accommodate it (Chiu 2013). Writing on development and urban governance, for example, Davis
(2017) explains how governance in certain urban spaces requires informality, as informalisation
can aid in the delivery of public services. This is echoed by other urbanists who show how informal
practices can help state actors deliver, improve the outcomes of certain policies, and strengthen
organisational legitimacy (Polese et al. 2016, Pernegger 2020). Other works on urban development
and governance have similarly explored links between informality and urbanisation, showing how
informal practices on the part of state officials fall within a ‘grey area’, a tension between formal
rules and norms, what is expected and what can be delivered (Benit-Gbaffou 2018).

Research that explores the connections between informality and governance has also studied
informal practices in the context of corruption (Baez-Camargo and Ledeneva 2017). Here too, the
authors recognise that informal practices cannot just be condemned for ensuring corruption, but
that they can also ‘promote positive change’ and create pathways to reform, depending upon the
functionality of informal practices. This is due to the ability of informality to influence human inter-
actions, which can complement formal, institutional, state-driven interventions (Polese 2015). In this
way, governance scholars and anthropologists have understood informality as a ‘governance tool’
that prompts both civilians and state officials to take certain initiatives (ibid) and rely on ‘practical
norms’, or ‘the various informal, de facto, tacit or latent norms that underlie the practices of
actors which diverge from the official norms’ (Sardan 2015).

This has also been briefly discussed in the context of policing, also primarily by anthropologists.
Kyed (2017), for example, explored ‘informalisation’ on the part of the police in urban Mozambique,
to show how certain informal police practices are actually attempts by the police to maintain and
better relations with the communities they serve. This is also observed in the work of Jauregui
and her exploration of the idea of ‘jugaad’ or improvisation (discussed below). In some jurisdictions,
therefore, informal police practices are expected, demanded, and required. This paper departs from a
similar logic, that informal practices can aid in the delivery of services and their functionality should
be investigated. As the literature on informal state practice cuts across disciplinary boundaries
(including governance, urban development, and anthropology), this paper accordingly contributes
to an expanding cross-disciplinary interest in informality. In doing so, it echoes the sentiments of
scholars who advocate against stigmatising informality and instead ask us to think about informality
as co-existing, co-producing or collaborating with formality (Davis 2017, Polese 2015).

The framework of procedural informality moves beyond the formal-informal dichotomy to further
investigate the ‘grey areas’ within which police officials operate, especially during a crisis. This paper
thus contributes to debates on informality within and in relation to state institutions and practice
(Davis 2017), adding to the emerging research on policing COVID-19 in developing countries such
as Brazil (Alcadipani et al. 2020), South Africa (Stiegler and Bouchard 2020), and India (Biswas and
Sultana 2020). Furthermore, by employing the framework of procedural informality, it shows how
police organisations negotiate for legitimacy, thus providing alternative ways to think about
police legitimacy (Bottoms and Tankebe 2012, Jauregui 2013a, Jauregui 2016, Kyed 2020).

Unpacking ‘procedural informality’

It is widely accepted that ‘informality’ is a complex and contested term (Rubin 2018). Broadly, it has
strengthened existing understandings of urban politics (Benit-Gbaddou 2018), development, and
economics, with a growing interest in seeing informality as enabling certain practices of street-
level bureaucrats (described as teachers, judges, police officers and others) (Lipsky 2010), thereby
connecting scholarly concepts to street-level practitioners. Some of the literature that engages
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with informal practices of state officials tends to focus on corruption and abuse of discretion (Alden
2015), that has arguably stigmatised informality and informal practices (Polese 2015). Nevertheless,
perspectives from the global South have advocated a move beyond the formal-informal dichotomy
that tends to see informality as a negative, with formality as the preferred choice, and instead see the
two as a ‘dualism’, as complementary practices and processes (Marlow et al. 2010), that can form
equal parts of state development and governance (Davis 2017, 2018). These perspectives ask us
to avoid seeing ‘informality’ as something negative in or about the developing world that needs
to be ‘fixed’. Indeed, this view has been criticised as a ‘double standard’ given that informality can
persist in ‘developed’ countries too (Polese 2015). Seeing it as a dualism instead of a dichotomy,
allows us to realise that informal practices are not just a product of vested interests or greed, but
in fact can be sustained by formal procedures, mechanisms and policies, and in return help
sustain the formal practices of the state, as the ‘cartilage that keeps solid bones together and
allows them to function together’ (Ibid).

As such, the framework of procedural informality offers a chance to view informal state practices
through a lens that takes into consideration not just the intra-institutional limitations creating the
need for informality, but also the factors and forces beyond the institution that allow, encourage,
and enable procedural informality to persist. In doing so, it provides a qualitative lens through
which to better grasp aspects of policing in the global South. Furthermore, it challenges whether
‘procedural fairness’ (Boateng 2019) can indeed generate greater legitimacy and public trust in
the police in violently divided, repressed societies and conflict zones, where formal procedures
and authoritarian laws may be designed to disadvantaged certain population groups, and where
the quantitative research (such as laboratory experiments) required to empirically investigate the
application of procedural justice may be restrictive and even problematic (Davis 2020). To borrow
from Kyed’s consideration, can informality generate better and more swift outcomes for commu-
nities that lack trust in formal legal mechanisms and judicial processes, and by extension, construct
greater legitimacy for the police (Kyed 2017)? Whilst I do not seek to answer this question entirely, I
hope to lay the groundwork for further critical evaluation of informal state and police practices.

As mentioned above, procedural informality can be defined as a condition that captures and
describes how state policies are communicated, interpreted and converted into action as informal
practices by state officials, to realise the state’s procedural goals (in this case, the enforcement of
lockdown restrictions resulting from the COVID-19 outbreak). More precisely, procedural informality
refers to the state in which policies permitting departure from formal rules, regulations and pro-
cedures, are conveyed to and translated by state officials, and implemented on the ground as infor-
mal practices – partly due to the level of discretion already afforded to these figures of authority, and
partly due to the impracticality of the policies constructed. Discretion, or the freedom street-level
bureaucrats including police officers have to interpret formal rules and procedures through ‘short-
cuts’ (Lipsky 2010), can thus be construed as a component of procedural informality that is used
instrumentally and strategically in the implementation of policies (or lack thereof) through informal
practices. Procedural informality, taken as a condition that allows the persistence of informal prac-
tices, should be seen as bureaucratic efforts to implement policies that necessitate the ‘bending
of rules’ or departure from established procedure, and that can potentially create new institutional
norms and practices for actors confronted with the dilemma of what is expected of them and what
can be delivered.

In emergency situations, such as public health crises, bureaucratic rules can inevitably become
frustrated and policy goals may require implementation through procedural informality. Procedural
informality can thus be viewed as an organic component of a system of governance wherein policies
are realised and implemented in ways that would not be possible through rigid and formal rules and
regulations alone. In a system of governance, formal and informal procedures can thus intersect and
complement each other. In other words, procedural informality supplements formal procedures and
practices, and by enabling authorities to operate outside the law, helps subvert procedural delays
and hindrances created by formal rules (Roy 2009, Rubin 2018). Procedural informality may be
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thus become operationalised during a crisis, particularly in the face of institutional pressures and
challenges such as resource constraints, increased demand, and a lack of support from other
agencies (particularly when other agencies do not have good working relations with the police).
Thus, rather than viewing procedural informality as a by-product of institutional weakness or
failure, we can perhaps think of procedural informality as a critical component of state practice
and governance that allows institutions to proactively, efficiently, and even effectively, get things
done. This, of course, can have adverse consequences for individuals perpetuating informality and
those on the receiving end of informal practices, as discussed ahead.

This exploratory framework allows us to understand how informality operates on multiple levels:
that of the street-level bureaucrats implementing policies (or choosing not to) (what Rubin (2018)
calls ‘micro-level practices’), that of the management receiving the policies (through written notifi-
cations or verbal commands), and that of the administration or government creating policies. In this
way, this framework expands our perceptions about institutions and officials operationalising
informality.

Connecting ‘akhpal bandobast’ and ‘jugaad’

To further demonstrate this framework in ways applicable to the case study under consideration, I
employ two terms colloquially used in South Asia that embody the informal policy decisions and
the informal practices that combine to create the conditions of procedural informality. Together,
they help develop the framework proposed.

The first, akhpal bandobast, is derived from conversations with police officers interviewed for this
research, who referred to it as ‘how policing is done in our areas’. A Pashto term, akhpal bandobast
refers to a direction, order, or advice, that loosely translates to ‘make your own arrangements’, be
‘self-sufficient’ or ‘self-reliant’. As a direction or advice in this context, it is used by the civil adminis-
tration and police leadership to implicitly or explicitly direct junior officers to use the means necess-
ary to ensure that certain orders are implemented, despite the lack of means necessary to meet these
expectations. The direction travels down to the rank-and-file, with a similar expectation and verbal
encouragements by the command to ‘just do it, shabash! [well done]’ – a praise that accompanies
the request before the latter is complied with, in a fashion that makes the request a socially
binding commitment for those on its receiving end. In this manner, akhpal bandobast captures
how the creation of policies or instructions that cannot be adequately or legally implemented is
translated, communicated, and internalised by police officers responsible for putting it into effect.
The slightly impatient command to ‘just do it’ implies a recognition on the part of police manage-
ment and policymakers that certain orders cannot be met through formal procedure and practice by
the rank-and-file, but also hints at a lack of interest on the part of police management on how these
policies will be implemented. In this way, it creates a symbolic distance between senior officers, who
may not want to be associated with informal practices carried out by juniors should they generate
controversy, and the rank-and-file, with the latter being encouraged by the praise ‘shabash’ that
gives them the acknowledgement and security they need to know they will be protected after cir-
cumventing formal rules and regulations. Akhpal bandobast thus sets the stage for the informal prac-
tices that will be carried out through the second concept employed here – jugaad – in the
manifestation of procedural informality.

Jugaad (a Hindi word increasingly adopted in the Urdu language) has intrigued scholars working
on contemporary South Asia (Jauregui 2013a, Prabhu and Jain 2015, Bhushan et al. 2016). Here, I
draw upon Jauregui’s conceptualisation of jugaad, or the routine improvisations, ‘hacks’ or short-
cuts, adopted by the Indian police (the subject of Jauregui’s research) to achieve certain outcomes
through timeliness, efficiency and effectiveness (Jauregui 2013a). Jugaad is similar to other concep-
tualisations of informal police practices and encapsulates a range of behaviours and interactions
between police officers and their audiences, beyond bribe-taking and other forms of police corrup-
tion (see Vigneswaran and Hornberger 2009, Kyed 2017). It can be distinguished from akhpal

POLICING AND SOCIETY 587



bandobast in that the former ( jugaad) is an activity, practice, or technique (or sets of these), that
requires an action, whereas the latter is an unofficial policy guidance given to state actors that
can potentially result in the activation of jugaad. I argue that in the event that akhpal bandobast
(the guidance) translates into jugaad (the action), procedural informality takes effect.

These two concepts akhpal bandobast (unofficial directions) and jugaad (improvisations) are
central components of the persisting condition of procedural informality. In this paper, I show
how both ideas were at work during the COVID-19 emergency in Pakistan. The following sections
demonstrate how procedural informality can be observed at three different points: (1) in the relation-
ship between the police and other public and private institutions, (2) in the dynamics within the
police itself, and (3), in the relationship between police and society.

Methodology

Design

During the COVID-19 pandemic, policing and enforcement generated substantial interest in Pakistan
and beyond (Waseem and Rafiq 2020). This paper draws on qualitative data gathered remotely
through telephonic interviews and an online survey conducted in Pakistan in June and July 2020,
while the country was witnessing its first wave of the pandemic. The survey data is used to sup-
plement the data and themes derived from interviews. The purpose behind this mixed-methods
approach was to analyse police response to the public health crisis, as well as the impact of the
crisis on police officers. This can strengthen our understanding of the policing and public health
interface in countries like Pakistan.

Interviews

A total of 28 semi-structured interviews were conducted with serving police officers posted across
Pakistan. Police officers were selected based on their role in drafting policies relevant to police
work during the pandemic, their posting in a command capacity to oversee the implementation
of said policies, or their deployment in the field for the enforcement of public health measures (at
police stations, for example). A snowballing technique was used to identify relevant officers and
oral consent was taken prior to each interview. Of the officers interviewed, 18 were senior
officers, and 5 from the ‘rank-and-file’. All officers were asked about the personal and professional
challenges they faced during the first wave of the pandemic, the policies that they had to implement,
and their relationship with state and civilian actors, as well as their own colleagues, during this
period. Interviews were also conducted with journalists and members of the civil society to
gather insights into community perceptions of the police during the pandemic and verify some
of the information provided by police officers. Interviews lasted between 15 min to 75 min, depend-
ing on the availability of participants. All interviews were translated, transcribed, anonymised1 and
thematically coded by the author. The themes emerging from these interviews, and the patterns
they established, helped construct the framework of ‘procedural informality’.

Survey

Recruitment
An online survey was also conducted with police officers serving between late-March to late-June,
during the peak of the first wave, in one city.2 The survey was distributed between June and July
to 400 police officers after buy-in from senior officers who were requested to circulate the survey
link across a police unit operational during the crisis. The survey recruited active-duty police
officers only and participation was voluntary. It was designed using a software that allowed the
survey to be completed in Urdu, anonymously. Because police officers do not have regular access
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to emails, but a majority use smartphones and WhatsApp for regular correspondence, the link to this
survey was distributed via WhatsApp. In the survey, respondents were asked about their access to
personal protective equipment (PPE), their stress levels, their communication their peers and super-
visors, and their levels of satisfaction with institutional responses to COVID-19.

Response
Of the 400 participants who received the survey, a total of 288 entered it, 117 responded, and 110
completed the survey (completion rate: 38.2%), resulting in a response rate of 27.5%. The low
response rate can be attributed to a number of factors: (1) this was the first digital survey distributed
across this particular unit, (2) the rank-and-file are unfamiliar with and untrained in digital surveys, (3)
there was no incentive or cost attached to completing the survey, and (4) the survey was conducted
when the department was under unprecedented pressure due to the public health crisis.

Participants
All responses were generated anonymously, with the rank and gender being the only identity
markers collected. The participants consisted mainly of rank-and-file officers (90.66%), including
police constables (34.58%), sub-inspectors (50.47%) and inspectors (5.61%). The remainder consisted
of superintendents of police (7.48%), senior superintendents of police (0.93%) and deputy inspectors
general of police (0.93%). Majority of these participants were male (88.07%), although the number of
female respondents was higher than the gender representation typically found in police depart-
ments in Pakistan, where female representation remains below two percent (Dawn 2017).

Limitations

This research is largely a product of self-reported perceptions and experiences. Because access to the
field was not possible due to lockdown restrictions, all interviews were conducted remotely for the
safety of the researcher and participants. Access to police officers was sought through telephonic
and digital platforms, obstructing the inclusion of observational findings from fieldwork. To
address these limitations, open sources such as newspaper reports and webinars produced during
the pandemic, as well as data provided by police departments, have also been consulted.

Policing COVID-19 in Pakistan

Police response to COVID-19 in Pakistan makes for an interesting site upon which procedural inform-
ality can be observed. In Pakistan, one of the first cases of COVID-19 was reported in February 2020.
The first province-wide lockdown was imposed in Sindh on 23rd March 2020, with subsequent pro-
vinces following suit. To complement state-mandated lockdowns, provincial governments applied a
range of legal frameworks to contain the virus. The frameworks crucial for enforcing lockdown
restrictions and policing and punishing violations included Section 144 of the Criminal Procedure
Code, a colonial-era legislation that prohibits public assembly of more than four people in a given
area during emergencies, and Section 188 of the Pakistan Penal Code (1860) that prohibits disobe-
dience to orders promulgated by public servants. Together, these two provisions empowered law
enforcement agencies to arrest and fine individuals violating lockdowns (Hasan 2020). However, a
common complaint among all officers was the government’s negligence in consulting police
officers prior to imposing lockdown restrictions.

When the lockdown started, very little input was taken from the police by the government and civil administra-
tors. No one asked what sort of challenges we would face. They went ahead and issued orders. Ministers and
bureaucrats discussed it between themselves. (PO-19)

Therefore, one of the primarily challenges confronting police officers during the outbreak was inter-
preting official policies and notifications regarding public health restrictions and strategizing their
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implementation. In this section, I explore how a lack of support and adequate guidance provided by
provincial and federal governments strained the police. The following sections will discuss how these
dynamics compelled officers to improvise.

According to one officer interviewed, ‘It was complete chaos! My unit received 20–25 contradic-
tory notifications from provincial and federal governments in the first four weeks [of lockdown]. We
felt that administration services were really absent from our areas. We were never consulted by them
or anyone else for policymaking’ (PO-24). Other officers lamented the lack of clarity within these
notifications and their own inability to communicate policy changes to the rank-and-file. ‘The notifi-
cations were predominantly in English. They should have been in [local languages] for our rank-and-
file who cannot read English. The terminology was difficult to translate’ (PO-05).

Every few days, the government was revising notifications and communication with government officials was
confusing. Some notifications were about exemptions but these exemptions were also confusing. For us, this
lack of clarity was a signal to be self-reliant. The health department failed us; they were not testing officers prop-
erly, even though we were transporting sick patients. (PO-24)

Thus, a lack of consultation between policymakers and police officers regarding the enforceability of
lockdown measures on the part of officers on the streets reflects the ‘gap’ between what is expected
and what can be delivered, a gap that puts procedural informality into motion and is interpreted by
the police as an indirect guidance to ‘be self-reliant’ (akhpal bandobast). The following sections
explore how the need to be self-reliant encouraged officers to turn to the private sector, and how
procedural informality affected dynamics within the police, and police-society relations more
broadly.

‘Make your own arrangements’

The formal policies constructed beyond of the institution of the police, paved the way for pro-
cedural informality, making senior police officers ‘middle-men’ in the path between formal
policy and informal practice. To compensate for the gap between state expectations and what
the police could deliver (in the absence of a strong working relationship with the public
health sector), the officers relied upon ‘gifts’ and ‘personal contacts’ to meet exceeding expec-
tations, and essentially ‘made their own arrangements’ by getting assistance from ‘contacts
within the upper class’ (PO-24).

In some cases, this meant turning away from the public sector and relying upon interpersonal
relations within the private sector. Some even admitted to turning to NGOs and retired police
officers for ‘gifts’ and ‘donations’ to procure food and PPE (PO-23). Others relied upon existing
departmental resources and procuring PPE from their own salaries, even though the cost of such
equipment increased due to price gouging (PO-24).

Funds had to be repurposed from other departments and we had to procure PPE ourselves. Individual officers
used their networks to get masks and soaps, because these supplies were limited due to looting and hoarding.
The government did not give adequate support. (PO-08)

This informal reliance upon private organisations and elites outside of the official state apparatus,
however, created resentments within the police cadre towards the federal and provincial govern-
ments designing policies that created unrealistic expectations for police officers. This resentment
is indicated in survey responses (Figure 1). When asked about their level of satisfaction with respect-
ive authorities in their city, only 46% responded as being satisfied with the provincial government’s
response to COVID-19 in their given area, and just 31.78% said they were satisfied by the federal gov-
ernment’s response. However, almost 70% indicated satisfaction with their own institution’s
response to COVID-19, suggesting that reliance upon informal practices (e.g. turning towards the
private sector for help or repurposing funds) did, to an extent, provide relief to officers during the
crisis, as it enabled the police to successfully food and PPE in the absence of financial assistance pro-
vided by governments.
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Furthermore, senior officers attributed procedural informality as a condition partly created by
these dynamics, in which the role of the police was discounted. The lack of consultation with the
police on the part of policymakers, coupled with resource constraints, encouraged officers to
engage in additional informal practices (in other words, ‘do jugaad’), including petty corruption (dis-
cussed below). Police officers, attributed such informal practices to being left ‘to their own devices’,
which fuelled resentment between police and other bureaucrats and public administration services
due to unequal allocation of emergency funds.

The thing about funds is that even if provincial and federal governments release [emergency funds], they
won’t necessarily come down to the police. They go to the administration services. There is a lack of
defined criteria on where the money goes but, overall, it is for SOPs, quarantine facilities, etcetera. But
the governments and administration services do not keep the police in mind. So, the police don’t adequate
money through this process. When funds are released to the administration services, they should be given
directly to the police as well. They don’t. That’s why the police have to repurpose existing funds or make
their own arrangements. (PO-08)

In this way, by excluding the police from official policy-making, neglecting to provide themwith ade-
quate resources necessary during crises, and providing contradictory, confusing and vaguely termed
notifications, institutions that should be supporting the police during a public health emergency,
facilitate dependency upon procedural informality. Thus, in addition to its formal practices, the
state is actually requiring procedural informality to implement the necessary policies that can
enable the delivery of public services (in this case, police response).

However, although procedural informality allows the police to try and deliver in the presence of
weak state and bureaucratic support, it complicates the relationship between the police and other
public institutions partnering with them during a crisis. Nevertheless, it allows the police to bypass
formal agencies and their protocols and find other sectors – in this case, the private sector – to work
with, thus blurring the ‘public’ and the ‘private’ in certain circumstances whilst highlighting a
mutually beneficial relationship between the two. As explained by another interviewee, the informal
provision of PPE to the police during the crisis allowed industrialists and businesses to develop stron-
ger interpersonal connections with individual police officers, thus enabling dependency upon the
latter in case the favour needs to be returned (PO-30).

The following section explores how procedural informality manifested itself within the institution
of the police.

Figure 1. Officers’ levels of satisfaction with the response of the police, provincial government and federal government.
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‘Just manage somehow’

A lack of clarity in policy notifications symbolises problematic communication between the civil
administration and the police, due to which confusion within the police resulted in reliance upon
informal practices. In producing confusing notifications, policymakers were indirectly relying upon
a pre-existing recognition that police officers traditionally rely upon informal practices in the face
of resource constraints. ‘The biggest hurdle was the influx of information being communicated to
us’, noted one officer.

This really affected us and our junior officers who were getting confused during the first few weeks about what
they were being told. And communication suffered between supervisors and the rank-and-file. We had to con-
vince them to just manage somehow. So, for instance, individual officers used their existing connections to get
PPE. (PO-08)

as discussed above. This section considers the internal impacts that procedural informality had on
police officers and their work during the crisis and what it meant to be told that officers needed
to ‘manage somehow’.

Resource constraints meant that the police had less equipment to rely upon, such as vehicles. This
affected officers in two ways. First, several reported using public transport to work, even though the
use of public transportation was suspended during the peak of the outbreak (Figure 2). Survey
responses suggest that less than 30% of survey participants had access to official transport,
whereas over 62% relied on private vehicles (e.g. motorcycles), indicating that a majority of
officers had to get to work on their own accord.

Second, officers reported that suspected individuals (both those violating lockdowns and poten-
tial criminals) had to be transported in the same police vehicles available, thus exposing the police
and suspected criminals to potentially infected persons and limiting the possibility of physical dis-
tancing, particularly due to the lack of testing equipment (such as thermometers) available across
police departments.

The rank-and-file also have to transport the accused at this time, in police pick-ups, with fuel constraints, and
sometimes officers use their own private vehicles. The accused and the police need to sit together in these
vehicles. The police don’t know who is COVID-positive and who isn’t. (PO-21)

Such constraints meant that aside from purchasing PPE from their own money, through interperso-
nal connections or repurposed funds, and using limited material equipment to transport individuals,
police officers internalised the fact that they were encouraged to engage in informal practices. As

Figure 2. Getting to work during lockdowns.
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discussed above, this was interpreted by some officers as an indication to ‘make your own arrange-
ments’ (PO-23) or be ‘self-reliant’ and ‘self-sufficient’, and do jugaad, even if that meant engaging in
petty corruption, such as bribe-taking.

The government does not think and makes new legislation. It puts more duties on the police. It does not ask:
‘How will the police perform these duties?’. It doesn’t give the police enough money for additional duties.
That’s why the police resort to informal practices – like asking drivers of pick-up trucks to transport violators
and their motorcycles to police stations – because the police do not have enough resources to do so themselves.
Then, the police have to make arrests, transport individuals [to the police station or courts], and also provide
food for people in lock-ups…with no extra resources. So, it is assumed that the police will continue with
this informal way of policing. It’s almost as if to enable such practices, we are encouraged to engage in corrup-
tion. Now, if the police engage in corruption to meet state demand, why should they not engage in corruption to
feed their own children? (PO-17)

The quote above highlights how the state enables and relies upon procedural informality and how
the haphazard allocation of duties on police officers with the knowledge that the police will ‘con-
tinue with this informal way of policing’ is essentially an application of akhpal bandobast (a direction
to be creative and improvise), the result of it being the engagement in corruption to meet demand
and improvise (Jauregui 2013a). In addition to the risk of allowing greater corruption on the part of
police officers, however, procedural informality also takes advantage of the socio-economic divide
between rank-and-file officers. In other words, it takes for granted that rank-and-file officers will
engage in informal practices to obey commands and directions.

Yes, we have resource shortages. But I also don’t see police command and leadership giving material support to
junior officers. It’s very much an akhpal bandobast type scene. Continuous provision of PPE isn’t possible. But
officers don’t ask the rank-and-file about their needs either. It’s understood, that the juniors will make their
own arrangements. The rank-and-file are not prioritised. Senior cops, management, need to ask about the
well-being of juniors. (PO-10)

This suggests that although procedural informality can enable police officers – especially the rank-
and-file, to meet demand and follow orders travelling down the hierarchy, it can potentially strain
junior officers in ways that adversely affects their perceptions of the institution to which they
belong and the management to whom they report, or their ‘self-legitimacy’ (Bradford and
Quinton 2014, Tankebe 2019), in addition to their mental health. Research shows increased pressure
on police officers can result in acute stress, depression, anxiety (Laufs and Waseem 2020, Stogner
et al. 2020, Kokane et al. 2020). Similarly, survey results indicated that 41% of the workforce felt
their work-related stress had increased during the pandemic and subsequent lockdowns (Figure
3). Only 35% of the respondents felt no difference.

Furthermore, the survey also found that the prevalence of akhpal bandobast (or the direction to
‘just do it, shabash!’) strained channels of communication between senior officers giving the
command and junior officers who were expected to implement orders. As Figure 4 shows, while
68% of respondents were able to talk about their problems with their peers, only 58% felt they
could speak with their supervisors during the pandemic, indicating a potentially adverse effect of
procedural informality on rank-and-file officers in terms of their relationship with junior and
senior officers, in addition to the overarching occupational culture that creates a divide between
rank-and-file officer and upper management.

Therefore, intra-organisationally, procedural informality creates both possibilities and strains for
officers. The following section looks at how procedural informality affected interactions between
police officers and civilians more broadly.

‘Business was good!’

Previous sections explored how a lack of consultation by provincial and federal governments,
resource constraints, and a general confusion over how to implement lockdowns, encouraged
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officers to engage in additional informal practices. This section looks at how procedural informality
affected police-citizen interactions.

Some of these informal practices were indeed controversial and problematic, such as corporal
punishment, and the use of stun-guns against violators in one city (even though it was not deployed
elsewhere and there was no official notification authorising its use) (Mubarak 2020).3 Other informal
practices, however, such as ‘petty corruption’ that were intended to meet conflicting demand (Baez-
Camargo and Ledeneva 2017), did not arguably benefit the police alone but also local businesses
that were suffering economically during lockdowns. Procedural informality enabled officers to exer-
cise greater discretion when dealing with violators, especially market vendors who needed to stay
open to maintain their livelihood.

As one officer explained, ‘When the burden on the police increased, officers… found ways to
make money during this period, by taking bribes for letting people go for violating lockdowns’.
(PO-05). Others, took money from shopkeepers in exchange for keeping shops open. ‘So, business
was good!’ (PO-05).

Figure 3. Officers’ work-related stress since outbreak of COVID-19.

Figure 4. Communication with peers and supervisors.
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People started coming up with loopholes when restrictions were in place. They would keep the [shop] shutters
down when they knew the police were patrolling. When the police left, the shopkeepers put their shutters up
again. Some kept their side-entrances open which officers chose to ignore. (PO-27)

This ‘performance’ carried out by shopkeepers pretending to comply and officers looking the other
way resonates with the performance created by informal night market vendors and police officers in
Taipei (Chiu 2013). In a study on informality and the interactions between vendors and officers, Chiu
found that a mutually beneficial relationship exists between the vendors feigning compliance with
formal rules and the police looking the other way, or ‘tolerating’ this non-compliance (also see:
Polese et al. 2016). Similarly, shopkeepers in Pakistani cities were able to create loopholes
because police officers in certain areas allowed vendors to keep their doors partially open, often
in exchange for money. Businesses that did not have such ‘arrangements’ with police officers,
however, suffered.

The police really troubled us. They were taking money to allow shops to stay open, or re-open. They were
making ‘settings’ with some shop-keepers. Stores and bakeries were paying money to keep their businesses
open. (C-08)

Procedural informality also allowed officers to exercise greater discretion when it came to arrests and
detentions. As discussed above, although equipped to arrest individuals violating lockdown restric-
tions, most officers chose to abandon this practice a few weeks into the lockdown, not just because
of the negative impact on police legitimacy but also due to the impracticality of such official lock-
down guidance. In fact, the concept of procedural informality is born out of interviews with
police officers regarding the application of these legal provisions. It was revealed that a majority
of the individuals detained under these provisions, were released shortly thereafter without being
charged. Although police officers were ordered by law to arrest violators, officers and government
officials recognised the inability of the police to hold individuals in cramped spaces within police
stations, given the sheer numbers of violations taking place. It was further acknowledged that
these individuals would be released by judges should the matter be taken to court. Interviewees
additionally explained that prison officials had privately requested police officers not to formally
arrest a large number of violators due to their own space constraints, not to mention the collective
fear of contracting COVID-19 on the part of both prison and police officials.

A few weeks into the lockdown, the police did not like arresting people. Those who come into custody, might
need to be tested. This creates addition strain on the police. The jail and prisons officials also do not want more
prisoners. So, we started making less arrests. Because if we arrest them, where will we take them? (PO-27)

As such, the police temporarily detained violators where required, but by and large released them or
mete out corporal punishment publicly (Waseem 2020), creating a spectacle to deter future viola-
tions. Although such police response was criticised for violating human rights (Qureshi 2020), it
became a way for the police to bypass the laws in place. The policymakers, on their part, were
aware of these practices, and although they continued to publicly stand by problematic policies,
there were no consequences for police officers violating command and subverting formal procedure
(by releasing violators without charge). Furthermore, some informal practices were preferred by vio-
lators themselves, who benefitted from temporary detentions instead of formally registered First
Information Reports and a criminal record. This bypassing of formal procedure to suit the needs
of officers, as well as citizens and policymakers, resonates with Jauregui’s work on the informal prac-
tices of the Indian police (Jauregui 2013a, 2016) and broader works on the ‘flexibility’, ‘creativity’ and
‘discretion’ required by street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky 2010). Investigating how police responded to
the COVID-19 crisis in Pakistan (and indeed, elsewhere), and were affected by it, thus allows us to
further explore what procedural fairness might mean in contexts and circumstances where formal
rules become counterproductive for the legitimacy of the police and the wellbeing of citizens.

Perhaps the most obvious intersection, however, upon which procedural informality can be
observed is the relationship between street-level officers and communities at risk of infection,
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including religious groups that refused to abide by lockdown restrictions that prohibited congrega-
tions for Friday prayers at mosques and other religious activities. The lack of compliance on the part
of selected groups also led to sporadic assaults on officers in some cities (The News 2020). Police
officers complained that non-cooperation by religious groups, including those in quarantine, gave
officers ‘trouble’. ‘There were more than 600 members of [one congregation] quarantined in our
area, out of which maybe 50 or 60 tested positive for COVID-19’, explained one officer in charge
of monitoring religious gatherings. ‘They gave us a lot of trouble when they were in quarantine.
They were constantly complaining and wanting to leave’ (PO-31). Similar sentiments were expressed
by journalists covering state response to COVID-19, who noted that by directing the police to enforce
restrictions on religious groups instead of communicating with religious leaders directly, govern-
ments risked the lives of police officers, including one officer who was stabbed while preventing
a member of a religious organisation from escaping quarantine (Naya Daur 2020).

The religious groups were not compliant. Frankly, the police should not have been forced to stop religious
groups from congregating. The governments should have engaged local representatives of mosques and reli-
gious committees and other local leaders and told them about the new rules, not just leave the enforcement to
the police. By asking the police to enforce, they are creating problems for police-community relations. (C-01)

By not consulting police officers and leaving them to monitor and contain hard-line religious groups,
governments designing the relevant policies relied upon the existence of procedural informality,
knowing that the police would employ informal practices to contain the outbreak, despite the
risks posed to police officers.

Beyond routine congregations, the groupmost at risk of contracting and spreading COVID-19 was
the Zaireen (religious pilgrims) returning from Iran who needed to be quarantined in the province of
Balochistan and then escorted home to other provinces.

Zaireen posed a challenge for us as we had to quarantine them in different provinces. But the police were not
properly trained, and the Zaireen were getting tired. We were worried that it would create a volatile situation
because some of them kept running away from quarantine facilities and it was difficult to ensure compliance.
Some of them had to be transferred to [the provinces of] Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Gilgit Baltistan from Punjab
and Balochistan. This transportation had to be arranged by the police, paramilitary and the civil administration.
We had to make arrangements for them – sometimes, using our own money. (PO-16)

Other officers admitted that conditions at quarantine facilities for the Zaireen were inhumanely poor
and that the doctors were not prepared to treat a large number of people quickly. Additionally, due
to inadequate provision of resources on the part of the civil administration, police officers had to
partially rely upon their own vehicles to transport potentially infected Zaireen, thus exposing
officers to the virus who needed to quarantine following transportation. ‘We could not promise any-
thing, we could not give hope – neither to the people, nor to our own workforce’ (PO-27).

In other interviews, officers admitted to receiving instructions that advised them to practice
informality when dealing with citizens. Post-lockdown, pockets of Pakistan’s major cities saw
smart lockdowns imposed to curb infection rates. Some of these measures required officers to
rely on practices traditionally used to monitor traffic and control crowds in the face of security
threats and resource-constraints.

The civil administration was issuing orders without consulting us. We were doing what they asked. When the
policies changed to enforce smart lockdowns, the police were expected to seal certain localities. Basically, we
were told to seal them by bringing in water tankers and large containers, and placing them at strategic junctures
to seal roads and inhibit the movement and traffic of people. (PO-19)

In this way, officers were expected to use informal practices such as placing large objects around
urban areas to comply by the instructions to enforce smart lockdowns. As this quote suggests, pro-
cedural informality was thus relied upon by both the civil administration instructing the police to
engage in informal tactics, and the upper management of the police who had to then command
the rank-and-file to meet state demand.
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This section thus demonstrates that procedural informality allowed police officers to employ
informal practices to deliver on a range of demands, from transporting pilgrims and preventing con-
gregations, to punishing violators, preventing movement and ensuring that shopkeepers abided by
lockdown regulations. However, procedural informality also allowed police officers to employ
greater flexibility and ignore the ‘short-cuts’ being taken by those violating lockdowns. The
effects of procedural informality on police-civilian interactions, however, were mixed: the police
resorted to heavy-handedness in some areas; elsewhere procedural informality allowed officers to
maintain individual relations with prominent members of the Pakistani elite. As one officer
explained,

When the lockdowns were eased, parlours and salons had to remain shut. But one of the biggest salon owners
called me repeatedly and said, ‘You are ignoring the parlours that are open in other neighbourhoods, but your
officers are not allowing me to open mine’. I explained to her that those areas did not fall within my jurisdiction.
Nevertheless, I had tomaintain relations, so I asked my officers to stop pestering the employees at her salon. (PO-
19)

To ensure that personal relationships were maintained regardless of state regulations, the police
counted on the flexibility and discretion afforded to them, knowing the consequences of bending
rules would be overlooked by the necessity of state institutions to count on procedural informality.
In this way, to some extent, procedural informality helped police work around the official policies
that could potentially hurt inter-personal relations between police officers, regular citizens, and
‘big men’ (Jauregui 2013b, Rubin 2018). Elsewhere, however, police-civilian interactions remained
strained, indicating that reliance upon procedural informality in the delivery of formal state practices
should be done with caution, as discussed ahead.

Conclusion

This paper argued that in some countries in order to police a crisis such as COVID-19, police officers
need to rely on procedural informality, a condition facilitated by state-driven policies that, when
communicated officers tasked with implementing these policies, result in dependency upon infor-
mal practices. Not only is this process known to state institutions enabling procedural informality,
it is allowed for successfully implementing formal procedures. In this way, state institutions and
officials collectively create the dualism between formality and informality, facilitating informal gov-
ernance. In the case of policing the COVID-19 pandemic in Pakistan, it was argued that state
response to the crisis, and the subsequent enforcement of public health measures, were channelled
through procedural informality, resulting in informal practices adopted by police officers, which had
mixed impact on inter- and intra-institutional dynamics and on officer-civilian interactions.

Furthermore, the discussion above demonstrated that reliance upon procedural informality
created opportunities for better interactions with civilians, to an extent, improved police effective-
ness at implementing lockdown restrictions, and ensured compliance in the absence of clear policies
and resource constraints. In this way, I suggest that procedural informality – if channelled correctly –
may improve police legitimacy in certain contexts, and thus as a conceptual framework it warrants
greater ethnographic exploration. Further research on informal police practices can help explain the
causes and effects of procedural informality, which can create evidence for better policies applicable
to policing in the global South. Accounting for informal police practices in police reform efforts in
developing countries may produce localised policies that are socially and culturally better suited
for certain contexts. In countries such as Pakistan where fair treatment by the police is unrealisable
due to socio-political factors and class divides that negate the possibility of equal provision of public
services, procedural informality helps the police have better interactions with civilians – especially
those more marginalised (such as vendors), and those with lesser social capital who need the
police to ‘look the other way’, perhaps in exchange for monetary compensation. In the absence
of conditions that can facilitate an equal and indiscriminate provision of public services, therefore,
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procedural informality can, to an extent, allow the police to deliver, meet competing expectations,
and fight to maintain their legitimacy.

However, procedural informality also carries the risk of straining relations. Although it allows
officers to avoid implementing problematic policies that can hurt public trust in the police, pro-
cedural informality can similarly be abused by elites, or other state institutions, to capture the
police for political or economic gains. This risks the manifestation of procedural informality in
ways that can compromise the citizenship of marginalised groups and minority residents, especially
those likely to be discriminated against by police officers, as shown in a study on the policing of the
transgender community in Pakistan (Nisar and Masood 2019). This, too, warrants further research.
Nevertheless, as a condition procedural informality can be channelled and optimised in ways that
foster relations between officers and civilians, particularly civilians who benefit more from bypassing
the formal rules and procedures. The idea here is not to advocate for a blanket application of inform-
ality, nor to stigmatise it or propose reforms that deny officers from relying on procedural informality
when necessary. Rather, it is to show its application and functionality, proposing that informality be
channelled appropriately rather than eradicated or exploited, along the lines of Polese (2015) who
recommends its management and direction so that it ‘complements’ formal procedure. Conceptually
and empirically, however, procedural informality and its effects on police legitimacy should be
explored further in policy-driven research on policing and informal governance in the global South.

Notes

1. A random coding of a letter and a number has been assigned to each interview. So, ‘PO’ represents an interview
with a police officer, and ‘C’ an interview with a civilian (e.g. PO-08 represents an interview conducted with a
police officer).

2. Location details have been withheld to protect the anonymity of survey participants.
3. This ‘stun gun therapy’ was subsequently discontinued after public outcry and appeals by Amnesty

International.
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