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MEASURING the performance of a newly installed administration in the first 100 days has become a common practice. The tradition began in the first administration of President Franklin Roosevelt of the United States when he assumed office in early 1933.

At that time America was in the grip of a deep depression, unprecedented in the country’s economic history. Economic turbulence was not unknown in the US; it had marked much of its short history. But the depression of the 1930s was unique and brought a great deal of misery to the citizenry. It also engulfed the rest of the world. Unemployment soared, personal incomes plunged and untold number of people went hungry in most parts of the developed world.

Roosevelt had won the election of 1932 on the basis of promises to bring relief to a highly stressed population. He had convinced the electorate that the laissez-faire approach to economic management would not bring his country and other parts of the industrial world out of depression.

The state would have to intervene. He understood that his performance in office would be closely watched and analysed by those who had voted for him and also by his bitter opponents. Those who had opposed him were of the view that what America was experiencing was a part of the trade cycle, a part of the economic lives of industrialised and industrialising nations. No state intervention was required.

The new president told the American people in his inaugural address that he was determined to move quickly to bring relief to them. “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” he said famously and then went to work in Washington in the company of men and women who were not afraid to be imaginative and innovative. Roosevelt fully realised that what he managed to accomplish in the early days of his administration would not only determine the direction in which his troubled nation was likely to move, it would also have a profound impact on his political future.

Roosevelt chose that his performance should be measured by what he was able to accomplish or set in motion in the first hundred days of his tenure as America’s president. He recruited a great deal of talent to serve his administration and went about writing a copious amount of legislation aimed at creating a new economic and social order in the country.

The first hundred days turned out to be period of immense activity. It changed the nation’s mood from great despair to hope. It also laid the foundations of what came to be called the New Deal — a set of programmes that provided economic security to the people during periods of economic stress. Many of the innovations he brought to the way America was governed survive to this day. The most notable among these is the social security system that provides money to those who have worked and have reached the age of retirement.

Since Roosevelt’s time the performance of a new regime in the first 100 days has become a commonly used measure, a touchstone, of what is likely to happen during the span of its political life.The situation in Pakistan in the spring of 2008 is perhaps not as serious as the one faced by President Roosevelt in 1933. But it is serious enough to warrant attention to the three things the American president addressed 75 years ago. He took stock of the situation that confronted him and his new administration. He chose the areas in which he wished to move quickly, to increase the confidence of the people in the government and the people who led it.

He wished to give a clear message to the people that the government they had voted in office had the sagacity and the capacity to rescue them from the economic depression into which they had been plunged by the previous administration’s poor handling of the economy. And, third, he chose the instruments with which the government would bring about the needed change.

The new administrations taking shape in Islamabad and the four provinces would do well to follow the three-step approach adopted by President Roosevelt in America in 1933. They should quickly develop an understanding of what ails Pakistan in the area of economics. But economics affects all other aspects of life. The fact that suicide bombing has arrived in the country as a weapon of choice for many militants is partly because of the economic despair plaguing the communities from which they come.

That some misguided clerics and a few radical madressahs are able to brainwash young people to give their lives is too simple an explanation for this phenomenon. Economic deprivation and loss of economic hope plays an important part in motivating the youth to act so desperately.

The politicians now settling down in positions of authority in various capitals should have spent some time studying the economic situation the country faces today. As I wrote in this space last week, they didn’t do that. They spent most of the campaign period convincing their constituencies that the country needed a profound political transformation.

They were correct in focusing on the distortions that had been introduced by various administrations — not just the one headed by President Musharraf but also those that preceded him — in the Constitution of 1973. But they should have extended the area of their concern to include Pakistan’s precarious economic situation in 2007. Not having done this exercise in the period leading up to the elections gives this task even greater urgency at this time.

Having done a diagnosis of Pakistan’s economic weaknesses and strengths, the new administrations need to identify a few areas in which they must move with considerable dispatch. In choosing the areas of attention in the first hundred days, the new administrations should not attempt to be too comprehensive. They should be selective, picking only those areas for state intervention that can promise immediate relief to the population that is now under stress as well as those which would take longer than a hundred days to address but on which action can be started. Sometimes, initiating action can bring comfort. And, finally, the new administrations should clearly indicate how they plan to deal with the problems they have identified.

If they are able to do these three things — take stock of the situation, pick the areas needing immediate attention, and identify the instruments that would be deployed to deal with them — Pakistan’s new political masters can restore the confidence of the people in their own future and in the future of the country.

If they fail — and given the deep differences that still separate the various coalition partners, there is a good chance that may indeed happen — the country will be plunged into a deep crisis of confidence. This failure may be the first step towards becoming a failing state, joining the ranks of countries such as Afghanistan and Iraq. If that were to happen there will not only be serious consequences for the 165 million people of Pakistan. The impact of Pakistan’s failure will be felt in all parts of the world.

