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Since Musharraf is one of the principal beneficiaries of Brig Imtiaz’s strike, as it shifted the focus of political discourse from his trial to Sharif’s sleazy political past, it cannot be ruled out that he alone or in tandem with others was behind the “revelations”

The other day, Brigadier Imtiaz Ahmed, a.k.a. Billa, created quite a stir in the country when he made “revelations” about the Nawaz Sharif government’s role in the 1992 military operation against the MQM. In its wake, others talked about the slush money that Nawaz Sharif, among others, received from the ISI to stop the Benazir Bhutto-led PPP government from coming to power. The PPP information secretary called upon the Supreme Court to take up Asghar Khan’s petition that he had filed in 1996 in this regard.

These developments unnerved the PMLN so much that its information secretary, pointing accusing fingers towards the Presidency, issued an ultimatum of 48 hours to the latter to stop the “smear campaign” against Nawaz Sharif, failing which he threatened a befitting reply.

Defying the PMLN threat, the presidential spokesperson showed readiness to face any challenge. Better sense however prevailed and the political temperature came down following the telephone call by the prime minister to Shahbaz Sharif and withdrawal of the ultimatum by the PMLN chief.

Who is behind Brig Imtiaz’s ‘revelations’; and why?

Brig Imtiaz swears that he did not make the “revelations” at anybody’s behest and that they were the call of his conscience. This hardly looks convincing because the gentleman has a murky past; he was found guilty of corruption for which he served several years’ in prison. Besides, it is amazing that his conscience took seventeen years to awaken and that too at a time when his statements could make a critical difference to Pakistan’s politics.

Some analysts claim that Pakistan’s establishment, which has often been involved in subverting the democratic process, was behind these “revelations”. Though generally true, the assertion does not seem to stick in the present case because the army, which is the principal component of the establishment, appears least inclined towards such shenanigans at present as it is busy with the Swat and FATA insurgencies in addition to being occupied with the task of refurbishing its image, tarnished by eight years of Musharraf’s misrule. Besides, these “revelations” have hurt it as much as politicians. 

If it wasn’t the establishment, then who was behind these “revelations”?

The first suspect is Pervez Musharraf. There is certainly no direct evidence in this regard, only circumstantial. Musharraf has been Nawaz Sharif’s target because he had deprived the latter of power through a coup d’etat. Though it is an open secret now that Musharraf had left the Presidency as a result of a deal that gave him immunity from (impeachment and) trial in a court of law, it was clear that Nawaz Sharif would not let him rest in peace.

Apprehending this, Musharraf was always looking for ways and means to thwart the latter’s attempts to get him. Since Musharraf is one of the principal beneficiaries of Brig Imtiaz’s strike, as it shifted the focus of political discourse from his trial to Sharif’s sleazy political past, it cannot be ruled out that he alone or in tandem with others was behind the “revelations”. 

The second suspect behind these “revelations” is the Presidency. Veteran journalist Shaheen Sehbai et al published an investigative story in The News (September 4) that supports this suspicion. According to it, President Zardari used the NADRA chairman, Ali Arshad Hakeem (who has reportedly close family terms with his sister, Faryal Talpur, and who owes his job to him), for the purpose.

The story goes like this. Ali Arshad Hakeem knows Brig Imtiaz because he was very close to his deceased father Maj-Gen Arshad Hakeem (retd). When the former asked the latter for help he agreed to oblige possibly because the PMLN government in Punjab did not offer him anything after coming to power, even though he had previously loyally served Nawaz Sharif. The authors claim that this was how the NADRA chairman succeeded in setting the “cat” (Billa) among the PMLN pigeons.

One cannot vouch for the veracity of the story. However, since Zardari, like Musharraf, is a principal beneficiary of these “revelations”, it looks plausible. On the basis of the foregoing, it appears as if Brig Imtiaz’ strike was a joint Zardari-Musharraf operation.

If so, what did they seek to achieve through these “revelations”?

The explanation for this is the commonality of interests between the two. Zardari was apparently concerned that Nawaz Sharif’s popularity graph was rising and his own sagging. Then there was talk of the minus-one formula that must be causing sleepless nights at the Presidency. Zardari was also concerned about the relentless campaign that the PMLN had mounted to force his government to try Musharraf for high treason and to clip the president’s wings by getting the 17th amendment scrapped. The best way to deal with the situation was to bring Nawaz Sharif down to earth by pricking his bubble of popularity.

As far as Musharraf was concerned, his interest also centred on getting Nawaz Sharif’s popularity deflated because it could prove to be a hurdle to his ambition to re-enter Pakistan’s politics. He was particularly trying to sabotage the PMLN media campaign to get him tried for high treason. 

Did the alleged Zardari-Musharraf combine achieve its objective? On balance, they appear to have done so. Nawaz Sharif who was flying very high before the Brig Imtiaz episode has come down crashing. This is attested to symbolically by the withdrawal of the 48-hour ultimatum that the PMLN information secretary threw at the Presidency; and in substance by the low key that the party has adopted after the Brig Imtiaz episode.

Zardari is the clear winner of this round. However, that does not mean that all is hunky dory for him from now onwards. Nawaz Sharif’s threat to upstage the Presidency will persist, particularly with regard to the enormous economic issues that confront the country. Honestly speaking, the latter should consider itself lucky that Nawaz Sharif hasn’t decided to champion the people’s issues in earnest so far, though there are many who are egging him on to jettison the politics of “friendly opposition” and play the role of a genuine opposition. 

As to the incubus of the minus-one formula (if there was ever one), the threat seems to have receded but not disappeared. There are two reasons for that. First, given the mudslinging that the establishment received as a result of the disclosures of Brig Imtiaz and others (that too at a time when the army was busy refurbishing its badly battered image), it may be more than ever convinced of the need for a minus-one formula. If so, it may look for an opportune moment to strike.

Secondly, Zardari, who has been a disappointment both internationally and domestically as president, has shown no propensity to change and is not likely to do so. (It has been reported that he is ready to play the Sindh card if the need arises). In this backdrop, will we witness another round of Pakistan’s Byzantine politics? Only time will tell.

