Ghosts and ghouls in our midst 
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The writer is a freelance columnist and former newspaper editor’

 

From the faded pages of our history, the Mehrangate scam has been pulled into the present age once again. Ghosts most of us had long forgotten have begun to reappear in the picture, as the hidden secrets they took away with them re-emerge.

 

The presence of ghosts and ghouls in our midst is usually not a pleasant event; it is something most of us would wish to avoid. 

 

But in this case, their reappearance means we may just get to learn a little more about events in the past and vanquish the ghosts who played a part in them.

 

Perhaps for the first time in our history, we are hearing more and more about the role of the nebulous agencies which so often play a key role in national events.

 

Thanks largely to the courts, we have heard about their role in Balochistan, their action in the taking away of 11 prisoners from Adiala Jail in 2010 and the subsequent treatment of these men and of their audacious intervention in political events with open efforts made to alter the events which shape the national political scene according to plans worked out in closed offices.

 

We have learnt already, as hearings continue before the Supreme Court, that many or most of the allegations put before us in the petition filed by Air Marshal Asghar Khan in his 1996 petition may indeed be entirely accurate.

 

The then president and owner of Mehran Bank, Younis Habib, appearing in public for almost the first time in 20 years, has confirmed that some 140 million rupees were disbursed into the accounts of politicians in 1990, primarily to bolster them against the PPP and keep it out of power.

 

Habib has said direct orders for this came from then army chief Mirza Aslam Beg and then president Ghulam Ishaq Khan. Asad Durrani, the ISI chief at the time, has largely confirmed the story – saying a number of military officials were involved. 

 

The twisting of the story from Beg, who says the funds handed over to Mehran Bank came from the business community and not the ISI is unlikely to persuade many.

 

The sordid Mehran Bank affair first came to light in 1994, as then interior minister Naseerullah Babar presented the accusations. Asghar Khan’s petition remained dormant for 16 years. 

 

But through this time new suspicions arose including ones concerning the possible ‘fixing’ of the elections which brought the PML-N back to power in 1997.

 

The massive inflation of votes – with the ballots cast going beyond the number of registered voters in some constituencies has never been adequately explained. 

 

Even more mysterious was the fact that so many more ballots were cast for the National Assembly seats than provincial ones, despite voting on the same day.

 

What did people do with the white provincial slips that never landed in the steel ballot boxes and why? There were also accusations of attempted manipulation in favour of the PML-Q on some, selected seats in 2008 – though the unexpected mass swing away from the party backed by General Pervez Musharraf made this eventually rather ineffective.

 

Today, the Mehrangate affair, as it continues, with the court seeking key documents which are classified but could throw much light on the matter, threatens also to create greater political ugliness and tension.

 

In the Punjab Assembly, the PML-N leaders have been asked to reveal what they received in 1990. The information minister, not quite known for her subtlety, has in rather shrill tones made the same demands. 

 

The case has certainly created waves, although even now there is a threat that it will eventually just fizzle out, with nothing proven and contrasting stories told.

 

We of course do not know what papers will be produced or what they will reveal. There are many things powerful players may want to keep hidden.

 

New questions also arise. Questions continue to be asked about the role the ISI plays today. The most complex of these as far as politics goes perhaps concerns the alleged role of the agency in bolstering the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf. 

 

Imran Khan has denied this and as a politician, he is still among the very few who can claim credibility. This of course is the key reason for the support he draws. 

 

But just the fact that the query has been put is an indication of just how strongly the ISI’s role is rooted in the minds and based upon knowledge that stems from affairs such as the Mehrangate scam.

 

And of course the agencies with their many years of experience are capable of acting in manners that are difficult to detect and perhaps unseen even by those close to the place of action. This is something to guard against and to keep a constant watch for.

 

In the final run, it is essential the agencies be pushed away from any role in politics and brought under the direct control of the government. The court’s attempts to tame them have established a new tradition. 

 

But we do not yet know how far it will succeed in achieving its purpose of making the agencies accountable and ensuring they cannot play a role in the fall or rise of political parties and governments.

 

It will take time for habit and tradition to change. But it is encouraging to see a step has been taken in this direction and the role of agencies exposed in many places. 

 

The revelations that have come forward so far are to say the least shocking. This is true of Balochistan and elsewhere. The Mehran Bank case merely adds to our knowledge of what has been happening in our country.

 

The challenge ahead is to find a way to end such intervention and to keep the agencies pinned to what should be their primary role of tracking down terrorist networks and subversive elements. 

 

The use of the term ‘national interest’, which is flaunted far too often, cannot justify the security agencies picking and choosing political entities and individuals. This must be the role of the people alone. In a democracy it can belong to no other force.
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