A national government?


MR Shahbaz Sharif’s meeting with one of President Musharraf’s aides would not have aroused much speculation if it had not coincided with talk of ‘a national government’. As expected, the PML-N spokesman and Mr Sharif himself denied that the meetings with the president’s aides, the Saudi ambassador and a retired FIA director had any political significance. However, far more important was the statement by Tariq Azeem, a former minister in the last cabinet, that the PML-Q had for some time been weighing the pros and cons of a national government. Declaring that the establishment of a national government would rule out the possibility of the election being manipulated, he said the idea however was not to delay the Feb 18 vote.

Some points deserve special consideration here. The caretakers have been a controversial lot from day one because they are robust PML-Q supporters and, in some cases, its members. To expect them not to take sides would be naive, more so because some of them are contesting the polls. The Election Commission is of course in theory an independent body but it must feel hamstrung by the caretakers’ interference. Even more alarming are reports that in Punjab the former chief minister appears to be enjoying the powers an incumbent would. Talk of a national government would seem to suggest some awareness on the president’s part of the opposition’s lack of confidence in the caretakers. But is a national government feasible?

The opposition parties, especially the PPP and PML-N, seem to have come closer to one another in the aftermath of Benazir Bhutto’s assassination, but it would be futile to expect that a new national government would be able to deliver as a team in the few weeks that remain before the general election. Also, it is very important for the government to reassure the nation that a move in such a direction would not be a prelude to another postponement of the polls. This will be an unmitigated disaster and could unleash new forces opposed to the democratic process. A more practical idea could be to sort out the caretakers, remove some of the confirmed PML-Q men and make the caretaker set-up truly neutral by appointing impartial personalities in their place. And it would create even more confidence among the electorate and the contestants if the Election Commission takes steps to establish its independence. One way would be to take action against partisan local bodies’ officials who are misusing state resources and their authority for the campaign of their favourite candidates belonging overwhelmingly to the PML-Q.

