Demands and intentions
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PAKISTAN is teetering on the brink. As the centrist political parties spar, the extremists within their ranks and the larger number in the religious groups on the periphery are making solid gains.
Is it any wonder, then, that while the men of law (who only recently left their legal chambers to campaign for the rule of law and independent courts) showered rose petals on the self-confessed killer of Punjab governor Salman Taseer, the liberal intelligentsia — whose most daring spokesman the late governor was — could gather hardly any activists together.
Mr Taseer`s friends or opponents in public life, President Zardari and Nawaz Sharif amongst them, did not find the time or manage to muster up the courage to attend his funeral. Meanwhile, crowds led by a variety of clerics paid tribute to the killer. The conflicting attitudes on the offence of blasphemy are unlikely to be reconciled unless it is treated as an issue of the Muslim world and not of Pakistan alone, where the mainstream leadership and moderates dither while fundamentalists dictate terms.

The show of strength that the religious parties put up during this tragic episode makes it hard to believe that in the national polls, all of them put together have never attracted more than seven per cent of the votes cast — in the last elections they got just five per cent. It is even harder to believe that the parties that dominate at the polls are so intimidated in the field.

It is with this depressing background that the PPP and its allies must respond to the PML-N`s 45-day, 10-point reform agenda. Trying to gain political mileage would be short-sighted. It is a question of their survival against extremism and militarism. The reform agenda must be implemented if democracy is not to give way once again to theocracy or martial law.

The reversal on petroleum products pricing shows the government`s willingness to act quickly when its survival is at stake. For once, action on some other points raised by the PML-N need not take longer than 45 days, such as a reduction in the size of the central and provincial cabinets. What size is reasonable can be argued. That presently it is preposterously large is beyond argument. Just 20 ministers at the centre, 15 in Punjab, 12 in Sindh, 9 in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and 5 in Balochistan should be enough.

Pakistan`s first cabinet had seven ministers and One-Unit`s had 13. The question for the politicians to contemplate is whether the country needs a minister for tourism and a minister of state as well. The same can be said about many other portfolios. The size of the cabinet would come down to a proper level if it were to be considered in conjunction with another point on the agenda, which calls for the expulsion of ministers who are reputed to be corrupt. Then, having even 20 ministers would seem a tall order.

Action to end corruption and terminate the services of corrupt officials are related questions. Proving corruption is difficult. However, experience has shown that those who are appointed in violation of the rule of merit are also more corrupt than career civil servants. Their number runs into the thousands. Terminating their services should not cause any qualms. Inquiry tribunals can be appointed to screen the rest. The same principle can be followed in dealing, more summarily, with the executives of state corporations who plundered and then decamped.

Corruption in politics and public services, as in every other walk of life, will not come down, far less end (it hasn`t even in Denmark), unless the holders of all public offices are required to declare and account for their incomes and assets. Scrutiny has to begin at the top.

The independence of the election authority and the accountability commission will be assured if their chairmen and members are selected through a process similar to that laid down recently for the judges of superior courts. The selection, however, should not be confined to judges or generals. India`s experience has shown that administrators perform better.

No executive or legislative measure is necessary for compliance with judicial decisions. The courts should punish culprits for contempt — repeatedly, if necessary — to make them comply or quit.

The PML-N`s agenda omits the privatisation of state enterprises. I suspect the omission is deliberate as when in power this party, like any other, would not wish to lose control on jobs and contracts in enterprises such as Pakistan Steel, PIA or the railways. Restructuring is a mere ruse. Pakistan Steel has been restructured a number of times, only to incur bigger losses. Yet the privatisation of trade, industry and services would take care of the country`s fiscal deficit and most of its corruption.

Lastly, it must be said that during its own time in power, the party now serving the `integrity agenda` instituted or tolerated the very evils that it is calling upon its rival to eradicate. (The PPP would be a clear winner, though, in the matter of arbitrary appointments.) The time-tested safeguard against corruption — politicians should run the affairs of the state as advised by career civil servants — needs to be restored. Governance cannot be arbitrary and just at the same time.

Here I feel persuaded to remind the author of the agenda that when he was twice the prime minister during the 1990s, I was made officer on special duty (OSD) when I had been Secretary Production (Pakistan Steel) for only six months and again as Secretary Petroleum (prices) when I had six months to retire. On both occasions, no reason was given; hopefully, it was not corruption. The hope for the future should be that the PML-N has learnt its lesson in the intervening years of exile and persecution.
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