The game of prediction
By Shahid Javed Burki

PAKISTAN is about to open a new chapter in its torrid political history. After one of the major political assassinations in the country’s history and the postponement of the elections by a month and a half, the nation is set to go to the polls on Feb 18.

In an emotional meeting with the foreign press in Islamabad on Jan 3, President Pervez Musharraf said that it was his strong belief that the elections will produce a government that would be able to address the many problems the country faces at this point. He said that in addition to the promise that the elections will be fair, free and transparent he was also making another pledge: they will be held in a peaceful environment.

The results will show how free and fair the elections were since there is enough information available about the political opinions of the Pakistani public against which to test the results. To begin with, people are very unhappy with the way the government in Islamabad conducted itself in 2007. There is great revulsion at the way the Supreme Court was handled; great anger at the imposition of a state of emergency in Nov 2007; considerable unhappiness at the changes in the constitutional structure; lingering frustration with the way Islamabad is towing the American line on what Washington calls the ‘war on terror’; and lack of satisfaction with the way income and wealth have been spread following the recent surge in the economy.

In addition to all these negatives, there is also unease about the way the government initially handled the investigation into the death of Benazir Bhutto.

All this should affect the performance of the Pakistan Muslim League-Q. The people will react if the party does extraordinarily well in the polls. What we saw in 1977 may be repeated in 2008. That said there is not much fondness among large segments of the population for the leaders of the two of the mass parties. It is unlikely that in a free and fair election, any of these three political parties — the PML-Q, the PPP, and the PML-N — will have a commanding presence in the National Assembly. One of them could, however, win a majority in the provincial assemblies of the Punjab and Sindh if the contest is free and fair.

The religious parties that were able coalesce in 2002 and win a sizable presence in the National Assembly — the MMA won 11 per cent of the votes and one-fifth of the total seats in the national legislature — are likely to do considerably less well this time around. With different positions taken by the Jamiat Ulema-i-Islam and the Jamaat-i-Islami with respect to the elections, the MMA is effectively split.

Some rather precise predictions were made for the results of the elections if they were held on Jan 8. It was said that the current structure of government, with power still resting with the old order in the caretaker administration and with the nazims able to exert considerable authority, the PML-Q will win 115 seats out of a total of 342.

The PPP will be the second largest party with 90 seats. The MQM will win 20 seats in Karachi and Hyderabad. The three, working together, will have 225 seats in the new National Assembly, which would be a comfortable majority of 66 per cent. The new administration in Islamabad would, therefore, be a coalition of three parties led by the PML-Q.

Such precise numbers remind me of the discussion in the Council of Defence and National Security (CDNS) established by the then President Farooq Leghari. The CDNS was a part of the interim set-up that saw the transition from the Benazir Bhutto-led government that ruled from 1993-96 to the government led by Nawaz Sharif that governed from 1997 to 1999. As the finance chief in the caretaker government, I was a member of that ten-person body. In a meeting held in late January, the head of ISI made a prediction that no party will gain an absolute majority in the National Assembly.

A few days later, Nawaz Sharif and his party swept the polls with large enough majorities at the centre and in the Punjab to totally dominate all other political parties. Sharif had a presence large enough in the National Assembly to amend the constitution twice. These amendments helped him to consolidate his power by reducing those of the president and the members of the national and provincial assemblies.

The purpose for recalling this history is to remind ourselves that in politically underdevopled societies such as Pakistan, elections are very hard to predict even if there is no government interference. This has been demonstrated once again by the recent elections in the Indian state of Gujarat where the exit-polls predicted a razor thin majority for the BJP led by Narendra Modi. Instead the results produced a commanding majority for his party. I don’t believe that the caretaker administration that oversaw the polls in Feb 1997 used its power to influence that year’s elections. However, the ISI did keep a close watch on what was going on in the country and yet its calculations were way off the mark.

However, even if predictions are hard to make they can have a profound influence on the post-election period. If the outcome is widely off the mark from the one generally expected by the citizenry it creates political currents that may be hard to control by the government in power.

This is precisely what happened in 1977 but not in 1970 and 1997. On these three occasions the elections produced highly unexpected results: a victory in 1970 for the PPP in what was then West Pakistan and a total sweep by the Awami League in the then province of East Pakistan.

In 1977, the opposition coalition was expected to do much better than it actually did against the ruling PPP. In 1997, the election did not produce a hung parliament as was predicted by the intelligence agencies but a total victory for one of the two mainstream parties. The only time people did not accept the official results was in 1977 when they came out in large numbers to protest against the outcome. The result of that agitation was the imposition of martial law a few months later.

This time around, there is a general expectation of no clear victory for any of the main parties, least of all for PML-Q. A recent poll conducted by the Washington-based International Institute has concluded that 70 per cent of the citizenry thinks that the government headed by President Pervez Musharraf does not deserve re-election.

A result that goes totally against these kinds of expectations could prove to be extremely disruptive for the already disturbed political situation. This is reason enough for those in power today to keep their hands clean and stay away from manipulating the results.

If the impression is created that whatever results are announced by the Election Commission don’t really reflect the popular opinion, Pakistan will enter yet another period of political uncertainty. This the country can not afford.

