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Who could have thought that a frail old man, crouched in a wheelchair would bring the house down on the ruing generals, regretful politicians and a few journalists thrown in for good measure. When Yunus Habib was wheeled into the Supreme Court on Thursday, he was expected to merely dilate upon the Rs180 million sleaze fund created by Gen (r) Asad Durani-led ISI under the watchful eye of his boss Gen Aslam Beg, who wants us to believe that he was acting purely on the behest of late president Ghulam Ishaq Khan.

Having deposed, the headline-making banker of the 90’s was supposed to make a quick exit and go back to his near-invisible existence. But clearly old habits die hard.

After almost two decades, Habib had his headline moment once again. Why talk about a mere Rs180m gravy train when the real amount is a massive Rs1.48 billion? Habib told the court, and the world, that almost Rs400 million were ploughed into the sordid ISI-IJI affair. And that it was done through Gen Durrani and his crew, and of course one mystery man called Advocate Yusuf.

All these years, Yusuf’s identity had remained an enigma, but as it transpires the gentleman had started his career as a simple typist at the MQM markaz and later earned his legal spurs. It was during this period that he developed an acquaintance with Habib, which was to prove immensely profitable in his later years. To date, we were also led to believe that Gen Beg had contacted Yunus Habib on the orders of president Ishaq Khan but here too an equally interesting revelation is in order.

Yunus Habib was not introduced to Gen Beg by Ishaq Khan; on the contrary it was Gen Beg who had known Yunus Habib for years and it was he who had taken him to Ishaq Khan. According to Yunus Habib’s recollection, he had become friends with Gen Beg when he was a brigadier in 1978. How and why, he no longer remembers. But over the years the two developed extremely close “family terms”. It was also obvious that the army chief had more than a passing interest in the Machiavellian ploy and was demonstrably doing a lot more that was imposed upon him by his skewed concept of ‘call of duty’. 

Clearly, the dirty plan of creating a holy political alliance was not necessarily hatched exclusively inside the presidency. While Yunus Habib cannot remember the exact date, he does remember that his first meeting with president Ishaq had taken place on a balmy May evening at Islamabad’s Balochistan House. 

“Why didn’t you meet him at the presidency?” I asked, to which Habib replied, “I don’t know. It was Gen Beg who had organised the meeting so he would know why we met there”. In all, according to him, he met the late president three times during this conspiracy and each time in the company of Gen Beg.

Habib remembers telling the president in their very first meeting that he could not take out such huge amounts from the bank in a legal manner and that would have to maneuver things around — to which the president responded: “Do it whichever way you want, but this must be done in national interest (sic).” 

Habib may not have taken the oath to uphold the Constitution and the law but the two other gentlemen in that room surely had. What a moment for the country and rule of law.

To this day, Habib appears convinced that he did it all in the national interest but today has only these words for others, “It was a mistake, we should not have done it and hopefully no other banker ever will. That’s is why I have thrown myself at the mercy of the court.”

But memories aren’t without bitterness either, like that of the biggest beneficiary of this dirty game, Mian Nawaz Sharif, punishing him (Habib) after his own falling out with his erstwhile benefactor, Gen Beg. When the then prime minister Nawaz Sharif had a tiff with Gen Beg over their divergent views on the Iraq war, Habib recalls, the prime minister removed him from Habib Bank’s top job just to make a point with Beg.

Coming back to the present, in his affidavit before the Supreme Court, former COAS, Gen Beg has indicated that he had been acting purely on the orders of President Ishaq Khan and while Yunus Habib’s statement does not absolve the late president of being an integral part of a despicable constitutional violation it also reveals that the roles played by the Begs and Durranis of this world were way larger than what is being claimed by them.

In his latest submission before the apex court, the other key player and former spymaster Gen (r) Durrani has described his actions as being purely of his own accord with the ISI having nothing to do with all that had happened. 

Whether the ‘valiant’ soldier is offering his head to protect the name of his former agency or this candour is being sired by something that the agency knows and we don’t, is also something we don’t know, and probably never will. But the joke isn’t over yet.

While Gen Durrani insisted that he had acted in his “personal capacity”, he totally forgot about the affidavit of his former boss Gen Beg who had insisted that he (Durrani) had been following lawful orders. So if Gen Durrani was acting on his own while heading the ISI while the ISI had nothing to do with this entire affair, then which lawful orders had Gen Beg been referring to, one wonders.

Every time an army dictator is eventually sent packing, we the people are told that we must learnt to differentiate between the individual and the institution. That all the wrongs he committed were his own doing and must not be attributed to the institution. We are now hearing the same with Gen Durrani himself saying he had acted in his personal capacity and thus the ISI or the army must not be incriminated either in the court of public opinion and of law. 

If only reality were so simple. Musharraf remained in power that was never his, only because the army was. Similarly, Gen Durrani was in the thick of things not because of his own personal magic but for the majesty of his office. Whatever he did then was and could be in only one capacity: official.

A chief of the army staff too cannot claim immunity after violating the Constitution with criminal impunity. Generals Beg and Durrani have confessed to their acts of violating the Constitution, their professed ‘national interest’ motive notwithstanding. It is time that legal examples are made of those who have soiled the proud uniforms in pursuit of illegal objectives. 

The national interest will only be served if rule of law is not made colour-blind. It’s time for recrimination for individuals and reform for the institutions. The erring generals may have paid millions to dirty politicians but its time for them to pay for their own actions. 
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