And now what?
By Anwar Syed

THE PIA flight carrying Mr Nawaz Sharif and his companions, among others, arrived at the Islamabad airport on the morning of Sept 10. All passengers except him disembarked and went their way. Some four hours later government agents escorted him first to a lounge and then to another airplane, which took him to Jeddah (Saudi Arabia).

This was done because he had allegedly violated an undertaking he had given in December 2000 to the effect that he would stay away from the soil and the politics of Pakistan for a period of 10 years. He had returned three years sooner, and he was sent away to complete the full term of his exile.

Official spokesmen have been claiming that the undertaking in question was in the nature of a covenant (“muahida”) that Mr Sharif made with the governments of Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. Not true. A covenant is a statement of obligations and rights which two or more contracting parties have assumed and given one another.

The government of Pakistan submitted a document supposedly embodying this covenant to the Supreme Court last month. It turned out to be a typewritten statement on plain paper that made no reference to the party to whom Mr Sharif’s “undertaking” might have been addressed and owed. It was merely a unilateral declaration of a resolve being made. No wonder then that the court dismissed it as having no legal import. It confirmed Mr Sharif’s “inalienable” right as a citizen of Pakistan to return and remain in the country. It also instructed all government agencies not to obstruct his exercise of this right.

I don’t know for sure how this undertaking came about, but commonsense would suggest the following chain of events. Mr Sharif had substantial business interests and close personal relations with highly placed persons in Saudi Arabia, including some in the royal family.

Consider also that governments in Pakistan have all along been deferential and beholden to the Saudi ruling authorities. Putting these two facts together, the Sharif family asked their Saudi friends to intercede on their behalf and get Nawaz Sharif out of prison.

When approached, and after assurances of mutual affection and eternal friendship had been exchanged, General Musharraf agreed to let Nawaz Sharif go if the Saudis would get him out of his hair and keep him away from the country for the foreseeable future. The Saudis conveyed Musharraf’s terms to Nawaz Sharif and he accepted them.

The transaction thus made did not constitute an agreement between two governments. The general had no authority under the law to make a deal with a foreign government for the purpose of expelling a citizen from his country. The Saudis asked a favour which Musharraf agreed to do. Pakistan did not, as a result, become in any way indebted to Saudi Arabia. It was, instead, the Saudi dignitaries who had reason to feel indebted to Pakistan.

Nawaz Sharif asked his Saudi friends to do him a favour. They agreed and got him out of jail. They also took him and his family to their own country and extended lavish hospitality to all of them.

It follows that he had every reason in the world to be indebted to his hosts. It was his moral obligation to abide by the understanding he had given them, assuming that they were really interested in its fulfilment for 10 whole years, so much so that they would have objected to his making a “deal” with the government of Pakistan that opened the way for his return home sooner.

The claim of Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain and others that the government sent him back to Saudi Arabia under the compulsion of a moral imperative doesn’t make sense. The moral crisis, if there was any, involved Mr Sharif and the Saudis, not the government of Pakistan.

Did the Saudis really care whether or not Mr Sharif stayed away from Pakistan for the entire 10-year period stipulated in his undertaking? I don’t think so. They could not possibly have been unaware that since his arrival in London Mr Sharif had been declaring his resolve to return to Pakistan at his convenience. They could have conveyed their firm opposition to his plans if they had been so inclined.

I heard a couple of years ago that Mr Sharif was setting up a huge steel mill in Saudi Arabia, and that he had other business interests in that country. The Saudis could have threatened to confiscate his assets in case he went back on his undertaking. But they are not known to have done any of this. Mr Shahbaz Sharif who had signed the same kind of undertaking did actually arrive in Lahore a couple of years ago and was sent back to Saudi Arabia from the airport.

The Saudis are not known to have scolded him for this violation of the undertaking he had given them at the same time that his brother did. I do not rule out the possibility that he made this attempt to return to Pakistan with their knowledge and concurrence.

One may then wonder how and why the Saudis became actively involved in this affair: sent emissaries to talk with Nawaz Sharif in London and then to speak with Pakistani officials in Islamabad a week or so before his announced date of return. It is possible that General Musharraf and other officials, who went to Saudi Arabia (professedly to perform umrah ), met the Saudi king and other high officials, explained to them that Mr Sharif’s return was liable to destabilise Pakistani politics and cause a terrible nuisance for the present government, and that they should do what they could to prevent his return.

They might, for instance, make it known that they took Mr Sharif’s undertaking of December 2000 seriously, and that they would be greatly embarrassed if it were violated. Such a declaration on their part would give the government of Pakistan a reason to deport Mr Sharif back to Saudi Arabia as a gesture of respect for the sensibilities of a “brotherly” country and those of the custodians of Islam’s holiest places (“haramayn-i-sharifayn”).

The Saudis honoured Musharraf’s request, and his government thought it now had got a good justification for throwing Mr Sharif out of the country and denying him the elevating popular welcome he had been hoping to receive on the GT Road all the way to Lahore.

A couple of days before Mr Sharif’s return, Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain claimed to have advised General Musharraf to let the former prime minister return, for the PML-Q was capable of doing battle with him and his party (PML-N) at the polls and defeating them. This was mere bragging.

A number of PML-Q legislators were reportedly itching to defect to PML-N following the Supreme Court’s ruling that Mr Sharif could not be stopped from returning home and waging politics.

The Chaudhrys are in fact opposed to the return of both the Sharifs and Benazir Bhutto because the return of either of them is deemed potentially disastrous for PML-Q’s integrity and its electoral fortunes. That, and not any moral crisis, prompted the present government to send Mr Sharif away.

Mr Shaukat Aziz had repeatedly declared that upon his arrival in Pakistan Mr Sharif would be treated according to law. In expelling him his government has defied the Supreme Court’s verdict and directive and acted lawlessly.

If this is any indication of how it respects the law, one may have good reason to suspect that it will use all means within its reach, fair and foul, to remain in power for the foreseeable future.
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