Hazards and manoeuvres
By Kunwar Idris

THE polls on Feb 18 are declared to have been peaceful though a score of people died and many more were injured. The voter turnout was also a percentage point or two more than in 2002 though in quite a few constituencies it was less than 25 per cent – the lowest being 12.

The polls have also been held to be fair generally. The rigging wherever it occurred was by the candidates or by the party bosses and not under a central direction with the election commission conniving at it. The most common allegation of bogus balloting cannot be denied at places where, as in Karachi, the turnout in one constituency was 30 per cent and in another twice as much. In the desert constituency from which Sindh’s former chief minister contested and won, it exceeded 70 per cent.

President Musharraf did not after all rig the actual poll as was widely apprehended but, surely, he and his ally party rigged the electoral process by large-scale transfers of officials and recruiting thousands of new ones who were to conduct the poll and hector the voters. Then the president himself went round opening projects, like Karachi’s Lyari expressway, that were no where near completion.

On the role of nazims in pre-poll rigging one can do no better than quote from The Economist. “The PML-Q candidates,” says this authentic journal, “commandeered government vehicles to ferry campaign workers and voters. The agent of these abuses was often a district mayor, or nazim, an office established by Mr Musharraf. Having rigged two rounds of local government elections, Mr Musharraf’s supporters have bagged most of these posts. In Punjab’s 33 out of 35 districts, the mayors are PML-Q supporters. Many openly campaigned for the King’s candidate – who was often also a family member. With fat development budgets at their disposal, Punjab’s mayors illegally disbursed millions of dollars in electoral patronage.”

It seems the PML-Q owes its popular vote in excess of PML-N by eight percentage points (31 against 23) to the exertions of the nazims and officials but its fewer seats (41 against PML-N’s 67) to the bad image of party leaders and the candidates they fielded.

Musharraf’s devolution scheme thus had neither empowered the people at the grassroots nor underpinned his presidency. The nazims mostly come from the same families or clans as the parliamentarians and have emerged as tools of rigging for them. And so will they certainly behave in future elections as well unless the local government system is reformed to confine their role to civic affairs.

The looming danger now however is that the gains unexpectedly made at the polls defying gloomy forecasts may be squandered in post-poll manoeuvres by the winning parties and the soundly beaten Q-League. The sole purpose in holding democratic elections is to discuss and resolve all contentious issues in the parliament and not on the streets or in the barracks. Threats or legal wrangles even before the parliament has met tend to negate not this purpose alone but also the parliamentary tradition. The failure of the politicians in the past to abide by this basic rule and, instead, all of them vying to get into power invited military intervention or presidential dismissal. The cause of democracy is best served by debate in the parliament and not by conciliation or conspiracy out of it.

The politics of Pakistan has been and still remains an embodiment of a strange paradox. We wish to be a parliamentary democracy but the parliament has never been the centre of power nor, it appears, the one now elected will be. The leaders of the two main parties – the PPP and PML-N – who are making an alliance will continue to dictate the policies that their legislators must follow though they themselves wouldn’t be in the parliament for some months or longer if their eligibility to contest by-elections were to be called into question.

A parliament cannot be the centre of power if its members do not have the right to speak or to vote freely. Nawaz Sharif’s 14th Amendment (enacted in July 1997) has effectively deprived them of this right. A member who goes against the direction of the party boss must lose his seat and the jurisdiction of the courts too is barred.

Parliament in our system seldom makes the laws which is its main function and the bedrock of its supremacy over other organs of the state. It only ratifies ordinances, without adding or deleting a word, promulgated by the president on the advice of the prime minister who hardly ever attends the parliament.

The prime minister’s question hour which provides some of the most exciting moments in other parliaments, especially in the mother of them all – Westminster – is all but unknown to Pakistan’s parliament.

The decisions that the victorious party bosses are now making in caucuses are best left to be made in the parliament if they want the parliament and not the ‘establishment’ or America to sustain their government. Now the military commanders and the presidents (as long as 58-2(b) lasts) dissolve the National Assembly when they intend to do no more than to get rid of the prime minister. A strong and respected Assembly could resist the military or presidential intervention which a lone prime minister cannot. In the worst eventuality the parliamentarian could bargain to change the leader rather than let the system go by the board.

The grand alliances now being forged are bound to throw up large cabinets. The larger a cabinet, the more ineffective it is as was Shaukat Aziz’s of 70 or so ministers. Important and confidential matters of state cannot be taken to a cabinet which can be reached only through a public address system. Every prime minister thus is compelled to have a kitchen cabinet. Now is the time for the coalition bosses to resolve that the cabinet at the centre will have no more than 20 ministers and in the provinces half of that number.

The first and immediate test of the new government would lie in putting an end to terror. It should therefore make no pact or pass no law which gives comfort to the ideologists or sponsors of terror.

Religious extremism that has bloomed into terrorism has drawn strength from state policies starting with Liaquat Ali Khan’s Objectives Resolution and onward to the war Gen Yahya waged on his own people, Z.A. Bhutto making legislature an arbiter of religious belief, Ziaul Haq’s jihad in Afghanistan, Nawaz Sharif’s Shariat bill and Musharraf’s pacts with the religious parties.

In fighting the terrorists and isolating the extremists the parliamentary government shall have to lean heavily on the armed forces. In the flush of victory the new leaders, there fore, must take care that in confronting Musharraf they don’t lose the goodwill of the commanders. This is an advice to heed even for more familiar and recurring eventuality. Who ever said we have seen the last of the coups.
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