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UNTIL recently the PML-N had been taking the position that it would maintain a friendly and cooperative presence vis-à-vis the government in the National Assembly, for it did not want to rock the boat, so to speak. Nawaz Sharif, the party chief, says that would no longer be the case. 

According to him, his party will henceforth act as a watchful and vigorous opposition. His party may applaud the government in the unlikely event that it does something right, but for the most part the PML-N will expose and criticise its failings. This is the way it should be in a parliamentary democracy. There is, however, a catch here. The area in which the government’s failings are the most glaring is that of law and order, which falls in the provincial jurisdiction. 

There has been an alarming increase in violence in Punjab, particularly in Lahore, where the PML-N is the ruling party and Shahbaz Sharif is the chief minister and as such in charge of maintaining law and order. Many killers are at work. The militants are ready to kill all those who do not practise their version of religion. There are also enemies of the state who kill to demonstrate that the state cannot protect the lives and property of its own citizens. 

There have been many incidents where numerous persons have been killed either by a suicide bomber or by someone who sprays bullets on them. The blasts at the shrine of Data Ganj Bakhsh in Lahore killed more than 40 persons and wounded several others. What does, or can, Shahbaz Sharif do in situations like this? 

He transferred certain high-ranking police officers out of Lahore. This was to create the appearance of disciplinary action against officers who had presumably neglected their duty. It was, in my view, wrongly assumed that they should have been present at the shrine to prevent the incident instead of minding their normal business. In other less dramatic cases the chief minister would instruct the police officers concerned to investigate the event, apprehend the culprits and submit a report to him within a day or two. Hardly ever are the guilty arrested or the reports — if they are submitted — made public. 

It is not easy to kill oneself. The suicide bombers are mostly young men who have been convinced by their instructors that they will go straight to paradise after they have blasted themselves and wreaked death and destruction at designated places. Their instructors are mainly responsible for the carnage they have perpetrated. They are the semi-literate fanatics who pose as providers of religious education in mosques and madressahs. If young minds are to be taken out of their pernicious control, they must be put out of business. 

This is a huge task and one that would likely be controversial and expensive. One cannot be sure that the present government in Punjab has the will or the ability to undertake it. It has been said often enough in sections of the media that the Sharif brothers have never wanted to be stern with militant groups such as the Taliban and Lashkar-i-Jhangvi. One hopes this is not true. For if it is, the Punjab government cannot be expected to do the needful. 

There are thousands of madressahs in the country, the majority of them in Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. It would not do merely to include a bit of math and science in their curriculum. They must be converted into regular primary and middle schools under the provincial education department’s supervision and taken out of the mullahs’ management and control. This change will require the recruitment and training of several thousand teachers, improvement of infrastructure and hence a great deal of money. The money must be found even if some other programmes have to be scrapped and if a modicum of peace and civility is to be restored to Punjab. 

One may not have to go far to find the money. It is sitting in the budgets of the provincial and local authorities to pay the cost of maintaining school buildings and paying teachers’ salaries. Money is disbursed and taken, but neither the buildings nor the teachers are to be found anywhere. They don’t exist. Officials at various levels in the education hierarchy are simply embezzling the money. Stop this vile practice and piles of money will surface. 

Corruption is a crime. The PML-N can denounce it in the National Assembly insofar as it involves federal agencies and personnel. But there is plenty of corruption in the provincial governments. Nawaz Sharif cannot blame the federal government for malfeasance on the part of provincial and local authorities. 

Notwithstanding the limitations noted above, Nawaz Sharif’s decision that his party will henceforth act as a watchful and vigorous opposition in the National Assembly is sensible. Parliamentary government assumes the presence of two sides on the floor of the house: the treasury and the opposition. 

An opposition which is not vigorous in exposing and criticising the government’s failings is neglecting its duty. The present government is believed to be lacking in both integrity and competence. If the opposition leaders keep their eyes open, they will see many acts of omission and commission that need to be exposed and rectified.
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