Disempowering the presidency


IN theory, the democratic project in Pakistan will be successful when the rules of the system are determined without regard to particular individuals who may occupy a particular office at a particular moment in time. In reality, to be successful the democratic project must necessarily be steered by politicians, who will often be tempted to place personal and party interests above the wider, public interest. This fact may yet again become apparent in the weeks ahead when parliament elects a new president. The PPP Central Executive Committee has unanimously proposed the party’s co-chairman, Asif Ali Zardari, as its candidate for president, albeit leaving it up to Mr Zardari to nominate someone else of his choosing. What the party has not clarified is whether it will continue to demand that the presidency be stripped of its enormous powers, which include, inter alia, the power to directly dissolve parliament; indirectly dissolve provincial assemblies; appoint service chiefs; and appoint chief justices of the Supreme Court and the high courts.

As long as Gen (retd) Musharraf held these powers, the PPP opposed them — and rightly so. Now that the PPP’s own chief or his handpicked nominee looks set to assume these powers, the party’s opposition to the president’s powers must not become muted. The presidential powers to interfere in the political process and select individuals for key constitutional posts is not compatible with a parliamentary system of democracy, which all political players accept is the only workable solution for Pakistan’s polity. It would be wrong were the PPP to argue that such powers will not be abused by a PPP president because the party is a custodian of democracy and, more practically, its co-chairman or his handpicked nominee will not undermine a situation in which the PPP is on the treasury benches in Islamabad and the four provinces.

Most worryingly, under an unamended constitution, President Zardari — or whoever he selects for the position — will have the power to approve a decision by Punjab Governor Salman Taseer to dissolve the Punjab Assembly or to declare an emergency and impose governor’s rule in the province. A future PPP president, if that is what the country is to have, may of course not resort to any such tactic. However, the mere constitutional existence of such a possibility will have grave effects on political stability, the very reason the PPP, the PML-N and other democratic forces have long opposed such powers of the president. The success or failure of the transition to democracy will be affected by the precedents the politicians set. If the next president is to be from the PPP, the party will set a unique, positive precedent by stripping its own president of powers the party has long opposed.

