Is NRO a case of morals?

By Rana Qaisar

ISLAMABAD: The cat is out of the bag: the names of the National Reconciliation Ordinance (NRO) beneficiaries have been officially revealed. This has triggered a heated debate on legal and moral grounds. 

As far as the legality of the benefits availed under the NRO is concerned, this will be decided by the Supreme Court, which is already considering the matter. However, moral pressure is certainly mounting on the numerically weak government of the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) – led by President Asif Ali Zardari as co-chairman of the major party in the present political dispensation in the country. The constitution provides immunity to the president whose name conspicuously appears in the list of the beneficiaries. But this immunity will not be available to him once he is out of the Presidency on the “expiry” of his constitutional tenure. The political pundits had been predicting for quite sometime that Zardari’s tenure would end pre-maturely due to the inability of the PPP-led government to resolve the crises the country is beset with. The release of the list of the NRO beneficiaries seems to have put the government, particularly the PPP, in the dock with the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM) taking a strong position on corruption cases. 

Though the MQM is a top beneficiary of the NRO, as thousands of criminal cases against its members had been wrapped up under former president General (r) Pervez Musharraf’s so-called efforts for national reconciliation, it had earlier left the PPP in the lurch by opting not to vote for the NRO that sought to whitewash the era of alleged corruption in Pakistan, besides burying the alleged crimes committed by the MQM. Not only that the MQM has throughout been taking a position against corruption, it has also been publicly expressing concern over the reports of corruption and bad governance of the current regime of which, ironically, it is a partner. The MQM appears to have been agitated by the insertion of the names of its chief, Altaf Hussain, and his top aides in the list of NRO beneficiaries. The party seems to have taken it as a conspiratorial reaction to its refusal to vote for the NRO. Obviously, the criminal cases against the MQM are of serious nature and the corruption cases against the PPP men and others are equally of the same nature. But it’s for the courts to decide. 

The widening gulf between the PPP and the MQM is, however, not in the interest of the political system, which is already charged. The Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz has also come up with a demand that all those who have benefited from the NRO must resign from the public offices they are holding and face the courts. Legally, there is no bar on a person to hold a public office until the charges are proved. But when the charges are proved, the road leads to prison and not to parliament or ministerial offices. To take a high moral ground and set an example, the PML-N sought resignation from former bureaucrat Saeed Mehdi, who was serving as an adviser to the Punjab chief minister, and demanded that all such beneficiaries follow suit, leaving it to the president to decide on his future in light of the corruption charges against him. It was understandably a move to score political points in the garb of morality.

The country may land in a political crisis in case the MQM asks its ministers to resign to drive the PPP into a blind alley with no option but to seek resignations from its ministers. The PPP ministers are not ready to quit as they “believe” that they did not benefit from the NRO -- clearly making the list of the NRO beneficiaries controversial. 

At the same time, some in the PPP circles are also saying that party members who benefited from the NRO must make a decision. This is understandably a message to them to voluntarily resign and give the party moral and political strength at a time when its popularity is suffering. But purported beneficiaries have chosen to resign only if it is proved that they benefited from the NRO. 

Some believe that the PPP ministers have chosen not to resign because they think that the status of the cases against them is the same as that of the cases against the president. While the president enjoys constitutional immunity, cases against ministers can be reopened and they can be tried once the court is moved. 

Prime Minister Yousaf Raza Gilani has announced he would resign if it is proven that his wife had benefited from the NRO: the announcement was probably a prelude to the NRO episode. It also contains a message for the ministers as well. But again it has to be proved that they are the beneficiaries, as the list has already been rubbished. 

The Law Ministry needs to clarify its position as the ministers’ reaction to the list of the NRO beneficiaries is giving rise to another controversy. If the Law Ministry had not crosschecked the facts before releasing the list, the prime minister needs to move in and put the record straight the way he had done in the case of his wife. Political observers believe that a confrontation between the PPP and the MQM is expected to intensify because of issues related to the NRO in the coming days. The acrimony between the PPP and the PML-N is also predicted to amplify. And some are also preparing to jump on the bandwagon in case maturity is not shown on the issue of the NRO. The mood in the joint session of parliament today will set the tone of future course of politics in the country.

