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WHAT is ailing Pakistan? If you ask any political analyst he would say “lack of social development, political instability, growth without equity and extremism.” This may be a fair assessment but what people tend to ignore is that Pakistan is beset with another major problem which we can call the “cult of incompetence”.

Some people may consider this inconsequential while others may wonder what is so important about incompetence. Let’s see how it matters at the national level when there are more important issues to focus on. Two recent examples stand out — the judicial crisis and Lal Masjid fiasco — that highlight the magnitude of this problem.

Let’s take the judicial crisis first. For a moment, let’s forget about its legal and moral aspects and see how matters were handled. In Pakistan, from the mid-fifties, governors-general, presidents, prime ministers and their nominees at the provincial level have indulged in arbitrary dismissals of elected governments, even dissolving the Constituent Assembly and passing reviled bills like the one relating to the formation of One Unit through sheer force. But everything was done methodically, thus avoiding major pitfalls.

The judges of the then Federal Court and provincial high courts must have been put under tremendous pressure by the all-powerful bureaucrats backed by the army. But it was all done avoiding a public display of arrogance.

Now let’s view Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry’s case. The army’s top brass decided to get rid of him. Right, but what preparations were made to accomplish this and how was it done?

Let alone the question of whether he was called to the Army House or had gone there of his own volition. Was the president absolutely sure that he would resign? If there was a one per cent chance that he would not, what were the contingency plans? Was the reference against him ready? Were all the procedural formalities completed in time to call the Supreme Judicial Council’s meeting?

Was it clear what would be his status during the pendency of the reference? Would he be a “non-functional” Chief Justice, a Chief Justice on forced leave or a suspended one?

Every one knows what happened. Was it not the height of incompetence that without deciding on the status of the Chief Justice, an acting Chief Justice was sworn in, the Supreme Judicial Council met in a hurry and orders were passed for sending Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry on forced leave?

Meanwhile, government functionaries and ministers were not briefed on how to defend the situation and continued to declare on private TV channels that he had been made non-functional. It was much later that they changed it to “forced leave”.

Coming to the reference, it was expected that the government’s top advisors would examine every aspect of the case and include only such allegations in the reference that had substance. Instead, it was prepared in a slipshod manner, and the government had to withdraw it as soon as it was presented before the full bench of the Supreme Court. Later, no one accepted the responsibility of having prepared it. Sharifuddin Pirzada said he did not know about it. The attorney-general pleaded his innocence. The law secretary said he had simply forwarded the material which was given to him.

Even Justice (Retd) Qayyum (who has been amply rewarded for his failure) had to admit that he had not read the material before it was submitted to the Supreme Court. Can anyone beat this level of carelessness? And this was not an ordinary case. It appears that instead of legal brains, the case was prepared by the intelligence agencies. Let’s see how competent they are.

The names of the top agencies — ISI, MI and IB — are awe-inspiring for ordinary people who have been the victims of their whimsical exercise of power. Ordinary Pakistanis think that they must be manned by very intelligent, highly trained and capable people, who not only collect information which is not easily available but also have the capacity to analyse it, carefully helping their bosses take intelligent decisions.

But those who watched them closely know that they are manned by the most unintelligent people, sorely lacking in commonsense. Some of their officers may be doing their job right, but the rank and file gathering information are semi-literate and use methods which are obsolete. How can one expect them to provide material for a reference against the Chief Justice of Pakistan?

However, the lowest point was reached by those who examined the material. They messed it up. No one had the courage of conviction, which is concomitant to a certain level of competence, to point out the flaws in the case and the consequences that would follow from pursuing it.

Now let us see the question of competence at another level. While the attorneys defending the Chief Justice were working as a team and devising their strategy very carefully after long hours of discussion, what was the level of competence of the lawyers representing the federation and the president of Pakistan?

There was no strategy or coherence. The attorney-general spoke in the last hearing and did not respond to many queries made by the judges of the Supreme Court. Mr Sharifuddin Pirzada, who is known as a wizard in government circles, spoke only for a few hours, mostly citing Islamic traditions about qazis not in any way relevant to the case.

The reference against the Chief Justice and the manner in which it was dealt with shows how incompetent our decision-makers can get and how reckless they become when they reach the greasy top. They survive because there is no accountability. Can we ignore the fact that we lost half our country in 1971, but that no heads rolled?

Let us come to Lal Masjid. There can be different opinions about the role of the state in allowing mullahs to turn Lal Masjid into a fortress and turning a blind eye to their activities for a long time. One can also say that the illegal occupation of state land for use as a madressah should not have been tolerated from day one.

But here we are simply discussing how this crisis was dealt with. When the action started, the initial reaction of the general public, even the prominent mullahs, was positive. There was comic relief when Maulana Abdul Aziz was captured trying to flee in a burqa. But things started going wrong just after that mainly because of the incompetence of those dealing with the crisis.

Maulana Abdul Aziz’s capture put enough pressure on Abdul Rashid Ghazi to surrender. The majority of the students started surrendering. The question is who decided that Maulana Abdul Aziz should be shown on PTV again and again, clad in a burqa and being subjected to a supposedly voluntary interview while his brother and other family members were holed up in the mosque?

PTV professionals plead helplessness. Some reportedly opposed the very idea to humiliate the maulana. People thought it in bad taste. Overnight, he became an underdog deserving sympathy. Who is to blame for all this? Obviously, the intelligence agencies. This interview resulted in a backlash and things started going against the government.

Another important point is that when Abdul Rashid Ghazi offered to surrender, provided he was given safe exit, why was the offer not accepted? Could he not be arrested afterwards? After all, he was not in a foreign country.

The incompetence of the people handling this case was evident from the fact that they did not even collect the data on the students holed up in the mosque and the madressah. Can anyone believe that for six months before the eventual battle, preparations were going on to launch an operation, but that when it did take place, the intelligence agencies and the police had no clue about the exact number of students?

‘Operation Silence’ came to an end on July 9. The mosque and the madressah came into the possession of the government on the same day. What was the first priority? To clear the place of all the remnants that could ignite public protests.But look at what the government did. The mosque was repaired and renovated and opened for juma prayers on July 27 but the “competent” people sitting in the Pakistani capital did not consider removing the rubble of the Hafsa madressah which still contained the school bags, clothes, burqas, books, even body parts of the hapless students who were killed by their own armed forces.

What would you call it? Sheer negligence, callousness or the height of incompetence or a combination of all these?

One can ask why we are touching such heights of incompetence. Why do we see deterioration all round? Why are we going downhill with a snowballing effect? The main reason is institutional decay. Instead of strengthening our institutions, we have weakened them to the extent that they refuse to work. Political instability resulting from frequent military interventions is largely responsible for the situation we find ourselves in today.

The second, and natural corollary to the reason stated above, is the over-centralisation of power. It is the person of the president from where all power emanates. There is no consultation even at the cabinet level. From parliament and the cabinet, policymaking has shifted to the intelligence agencies. We would have accepted the fait accompli with some satisfaction if the intelligence agencies were competent and the military governments had solved some of our problems.The third reason is that we ignore merit and do not put the right person in the right place, thanks to the all-pervasive culture of cronyism, ‘sifarish’ and sycophancy. When it comes to decision-making even those who are hand-picked are not given a free hand. Decisions are dictated from above.

Previously, a law and order situation which could be effectively dealt with by a district magistrate is now being handled by the interior minister, the inspector-general police and a corps commander. We saw what happened in Lal Masjid’s case and we continue to witness what is happening in South and North Waziristan.

