Public protest and official reaction
By Kunwar Idris

FOR more than two weeks now the country has been steeped in chaos and melancholy. Predictions for the days ahead are getting grimmer. The conflict between the executive and judicial organs of the state is seemingly headed towards a long wrangle in the courts and violent protests on the streets.

The thrashing that our cricketers, once world champions, received at the hands of the Irish kids has added grief to the prevailing political tension where people are looking for a glimmer of light. The intelligentsia at home and the world at large may find it hard to believe but to the man in the street the defeat at Kingston has been a greater calamity than the suspension of the chief justice. Our people have learnt to live with injustice but not with insult.

When things go wrong, terribly wrong as indeed they have in Islamabad and Kingston, some heads must roll straightway to assuage the public anger even before blame is apportioned, just as in a decent, democratic society the railway minister resigns, or at least offers to do so, when there is a train accident. The rationale is that if the man in charge gets bouquets when the going is good he must face brickbats when it is not. Pakistani ministers and officials, however, generally refuse to subscribe to this well-established principle of public accountability.

Nevertheless, the chairman of the cricket board, a physician who came from America to develop our human resources but went on to boss the cricketers has tendered his resignation, albeit reluctantly, hoping that being a favourite of the chief patron he would be persuaded to stay on. The selectors, too, have followed suit.

No minister or adviser, however, has resigned on the shoddy handling of the reference against the chief justice though the pain and problem it has caused will have much wider and longer lasting repercussions. Mr Wasi Zafar, the law minister, should have been fired for his obscene innuendos if not for his bad advice.

Interior minister Aftab Sherpao should have resigned to show his remorse over police vandalism at Geo TV where the information minister was a helpless witness and even President Musharraf was compelled to apologise publicly — perhaps for the first time in his seven and a half years in power.

President Musharraf insists that if Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry was harassed or insulted it was because of the flaws and negligence at, what he calls, “the tactical level”. The men in charge at that level were Mr Sherpao and Chaudhry Pervaiz Elahi.

Surely, the reference against the chief justice wouldn’t have provoked the lawyers to stage the kind of protest they did if he were not confined to his house, held incommunicado and not hustled on the way to the Supreme Court to appear before the Supreme Judicial Council. Or if the police had not trespassed their limits on the premises of the Lahore High Court. Strangely enough, even the thought of owning up and quitting doesn’t seem to have crossed their minds.Every disaster points to a lesson to prevent its recurrence.

If Musharraf has come to believe that the cricket board should be headed not by a crony but by a former cricketer who is also respected for his leadership, there would be some amends made for the humiliation suffered. Imran Khan eminently fits the bill. He, too, should welcome such a position for in politics he has been alternately cavorting with the clerics or flirting with the liberals — but is still ploughing his lonely furrow. It took Mr Nasim Ashraf less than six months to undo whatever little his predecessor Shaharyar Khan was able to do in three years.

The best for cricket, however, would be if all the surviving test cricketers were to form an electoral college for electing a chairman of the board and thus save the game from cronyism for all times. Abroad Pakistan is now known only for its cricket and extremists. Another Kingston-like debacle and extremism may become our only identification. At home, the street cricketers from among whom arose players like Javed Miandad have vanished as if in protest or in mourning.

In filing charges against the chief justice the essential requirement was objectivity at the policy level and professional competence in handling the adverse fallout. These qualities were in short supply at both levels. While the legality and propriety of the president’s action on the advice of the prime minister (more precisely the law minister and the constitutional adviser) now have to be determined by the council, administrative incompetence in dealing with the public reaction is patently obvious and was there for all to see on the TV screen.

Going by standards witnessed in the past, the current agitation is small and mild, in fact only a little more than a fracas. The agitators in Islamabad or Lahore carried or used no arms and only hurled stones to fight tear-gas shells and police batons. But everywhere and all along it remained a confrontation between two adversaries — the police on one side and the lawyers on the other — with no one around to intervene and cool passions.

That used to be the role of the magistrates who, during disturbances, accompanied every police contingent while the district magistrate and the superintendent of police together coordinated the operation, striking a balance between the use of force and conciliatory measures.

In Lahore when the policemen barged into the high court compound chasing, as it was later explained, the stone-pelting lawyers or when a sub-inspector with some constables attacked the Geo offices in Islamabad, there was no magistrate around to stop or reprimand them or to counsel restraint.

As it happened the police paid no heed even to a screaming information minister for he had no place in the scheme of law enforcement. An hour or so later when the district magistrate (Islamabad federal territory still has one though in the provinces the district magistrate, with all the magistrates subordinate to him, has long ceased to exist) rang up the ravaged studios, compere Kamran Khan described him as an “ahalkar” (errand boy) of the Islamabad administration.

The maintenance of law and order under Musharraf’s reforms is now the responsibility of the nazim. But on the ground it is of the police alone — be it Lahore or Dera Bugti or Kohlu. The nazim was to be seen nowhere in Lahore as he wasn’t ever in Dera Bugti.

The lone district magistrate in Islamabad and the political agents in the tribal territory have become objects of ridicule for there is no organised cadre to back them.

Devolution means the transfer or delegation of power to a lower level especially from the central to regional or local authority. Devolution in another sense also means degeneration to a worse state. When it comes to law and order or fighting crime, Musharraf’s devolution has made matters worse.

In the year ahead — before, during and after the general elections — the district administration everywhere is bound to be called upon to face bigger challenges to law and order than is posed by the current agitation.

The district governments may be able to implement “mega projects” (as long as money keeps coming from the centre) but are not at all capable of maintaining law and order.

Making the field administration effective, professional and neutral should, therefore, be the first task of the Commission on Government Reforms which seems to be proceeding at a leisurely pace.

There is not much time left and the law and order situation will only worsen if elections are postponed.

