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ADDRESSING a public meeting in Garhi Khuda Bakhsh on April 4, Asif Ali Zardari declared that the PPP government had devoted the first two years of its tenure to “straightening out” democracy and related institutions, and that it would spend the next three years solving the country’s problems. He added that it was now time to serve the people. 

Mr Zardari has confronted us with something like a “puzzle wrapped in an enigma.” It is not known in what way the PPP government has cleaned up or strengthened democracy and its institutions. The state of democracy appears to be the same as it was a day or two after the general elections of February 2008. 

People are politically aware, alert to the rights and wrongs of the government’s performance. Parliament does not do a whole lot of work, partly because the executive does not bring any significant number of legislative proposals for it to debate and adopt. But it does move when an issue of urgent public interest has to be settled. 

Normally the political party is the next most important democratic institution. Political parties in Pakistan do operate as a force for democracy in some ways. They issue manifestos that state their values and objectives. They nominate candidates for contesting elections and aid their campaigns. But their internal organisation and operational style are more authoritarian than democratic. Each of them tends to be a one-man show. The 14th Amendment to the constitution further strengthens the party leader’s authority to enforce conformity to the party line on the part of those who were elected to parliament as its nominees. 

Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani is present on the floor and participates in the debate whenever parliament is in session. That is good of him. But the PPP has not done anything that we know of to further energise the parliament or to democratise the internal governance of political parties in Pakistan. Thus, its first two years in office have been given not to “straightening out” democratic institutions but to other pursuits. One cannot then be optimistic that this government’s endeavours, if it makes any, to solve the country’s problems during the next three years will get anywhere. 

In any case, the more troublesome of these problems should be identified. The foremost of them is terrorism. There is terrorism being perpetrated by the Taliban and other militant groups associated with them. The Pakistan Army is fighting them and its campaign is going well. Many other individuals, sponsored by militant organisations, some of which remain anonymous, are frequently setting off bomb blasts in various part of the country that kill not only targeted government officials but also innocent bystanders. 

It is not clear how any government can eradicate this variety of terrorists. We cannot even be sure that they are all Islamic extremists. Some of them may simply want to show that the government is not capable of protecting the life and property of its citizens. 

Pervasive corruption is the next major problem. Barring short interludes, political and bureaucratic corruption has existed in all ages and societies, even the best of them, in varying degrees. It is the degree that makes the issue more or less serious. Transparency International has it that Pakistan is one of the most corrupt countries in the world. A particularly agonising fact is that much of the corruption today is the present government’s own creation. Some of its own principal agents are open to the temptation of graft, and they are tolerant of unlawful money-making on the part of others. It would then be unrealistic to think that Mr Gilani’s government would do anything to eradicate or even reduce the current levels of corruption in the public domain. 

Mounting unemployment and prices are making life for the ordinary citizen exceedingly difficult. Unemployment can be reduced by the creation of new jobs. Governments can have a limited role in this area. They can create new jobs by expanding their existing operations and by initiating public works programmes such as building of roads, bridges, dams and low-cost dwellings, among other things. 

It should be noted that while these measures may have a countrywide trickle-down effect, their impact will largely be limited to the areas where building projects are being undertaken. Jobs are created mostly by the expansion of manufacturing enterprises, which may be helped by factors such as political stability, a reassuring state of law and order, and public policies in the areas of economic development (including interest rates and money supply). Mr Gilani’s government did create some superfluous jobs to accommodate the more favoured PPP activists, but it has not been concerned with unemployment as a nationwide problem. 

Rising prices are a global problem, and I don’t know that any government which accepts globalisation and is committed to the maintenance of a free market economy can do very much to prevent price hikes. But consumers in Pakistan have had to contend with a very different problem. Producers of several essential commodities have joined hands to prevent the free market from working. 

Sugar mill owners, for instance, have hoarded huge supplies in their warehouses to create an artificial shortage and kick up the price. They release small quantities to the market to maintain the shortage and the enormously inflated price and their exorbitant profits. The government could conceivably move in to break up these cartels. But it doesn’t take any remedial measures because the mill owners include quite a few of the political elite, some of whom are high officials in Mr Gilani’s government. Needless to say, these gentlemen are also susceptible to pressure brought to bear upon them by lobbyists representing industrial and commercial interests. 

Before we take leave of Mr Gilani’s government and its disinclination to solve the country’s problems, we should refer to one of its most peculiar attitudes. It seems to be convinced that the choice of inaction is better than action. Both President Zardari and Prime Minister Gilani have become accustomed to postponing decisions, and therefore action, on issues even when they are vital. They will commend all courses of action that are praiseworthy but will do nothing to implement them. It follows that Mr Zardari’s assurance to the nation that his government will devote the next three years to solving its problems will turn out to be one of those promises that are made to be broken.

