How long can the government rule?
By Kunwar Idris

GOVERNMENTS, like human beings and organic matter, have a natural lifespan of their own. At its longest it could be eight years. Beyond that, governments do last but more because of constraints than by consent.

This is an axiomatic truth for all governments whether democratic, autocratic or a blend of both — as is Pakistan’s now and has been in the past, barring the first few years after independence. By this yardstick, President Musharraf’s government has less than a year to go.

The element of constraint in Pakistan comes into play much earlier than a period of eight years. The elected governments of the first decade of independence and in the period 1988 to 1999 fell, or were dismissed, when they lost the people’s sympathy. They could not manipulate power to stay on. Ayub Khan and Ziaul Haq, using their coercive power, stretched their terms beyond eight years only to meet a sad end.

It was not for nothing that the Americans amended their constitution, which they rarely do, to limit their president to two terms, each one comprising four years, even if the people were inclined to elect an incumbent president for the third.

The hazards of a long stay in office are not confined to self-perpetuating individuals or governments. Elected leaders, too, suffer them as George Bush is now doing. He will trundle on in his remaining two years in office only because his term is protected by the constitution. Tony Blair, who led the Labour to three successive victories (which no one had before him) and is rated as one of the best prime ministers Britain ever had, is now hanging on to office waiting for an opportune moment to quit.

General Musharraf would be hitting the crucial eight-year outer limit of power in October next year just about the time elections to the national and provincial assemblies are due. It is obvious by now that he would be seeking another five-year term from the electoral college (comprising members of the Senate, the National Assembly and four provincial assemblies) unless he succumbs earlier to a determined Qazi Hussain Ahmed’s threatened long march and siege of Islamabad.

Tempting but destructive suggestions are already being made to Musharraf to get himself elected by the current assemblies in which he commands a majority. His election would thus be assured and may also be held legal by a helpful judiciary; but being devoid of representative or moral character it would make him an ineffective head of state for as long as he lasts.

If President Musharraf must transgress the eight-year limit ignoring lessons from the past, general elections should be held before his current term expires. If elected by the new parliament and provincial assemblies, he would have credibility — yet the fatigue caused by time would be evident and the people’s irrepressible urge for change will dog his footsteps.

The real point to ponder, however, is not the exit or continuation of Musharraf as president but the survival of Pakistan’s honour and security which is gravely threatened.

Such a calamity can be averted only through free and fair elections. Viewing the political forces as they are arraigned behind or against Musharraf, there is little likelihood of his getting overall majority in parliament or the provincial assemblies. Hence the apprehension that the elections will not be fair.

In the 2002 elections, the PML-Q, which is the mainstay of Musharraf’s government, polled 26.63 per cent of the votes cast to win 118 seats in the National Assembly. Among the other parties supporting him, the MQM polled 3.55 per cent votes and won 17 seats, Sherpao’s PPP polled less than half a per cent votes but got two seats. The Muslim League’s J and F factions combined to poll 2.16 per cent of the votes to secure eight seats.

Among the opposing parties, Benazir Bhutto’s PPP polled two per cent more votes than the Q League but got only 80 seats against Q League’s 118. It was the MMA that showed true electoral skill by bagging 59 seats though it polled only 12.28 per cent of the votes. To the contrary, Nawaz Sharif’s Muslim League polled more votes than the MMA did but got only 18 seats.

Even if the polling pattern of 2002 is repeated in the elections of 2007 (which is unlikely because the party in power tends to lose popularity irrespective of its performance), the coalition backing Musharraf shall have to enlist the support of some other parties to form a majority in the National Assembly. With the Jamaat-i-Islami already set on a course of confrontation, the MMA is unlikely to stay together or vote for Musharraf even if it does.

Putting aside the issue of personal rancour and legality, the PPP and PML(N) apparently have no ideological reservations in going along with Musharraf’s domestic and foreign policies which the MMA always had, and that have now culminated in bitter hostility. The MMA supported Musharraf primarily to save its own government in the NWFP and to get the position of the leader of the opposition in the National Assembly which in fairness should have gone to the PPP being the largest party. Musharraf’s alliance with the MMA was thus based on mutual self-interest; with the PPP/PML(N) it would be based on the identity of views.

The voting pattern of the 2002 elections has been recalled only to emphasise the point that if General Musharraf must put himself up as a candidate for the presidency (which it seems he will, notwithstanding the lessons of domestic and world politics) he must arrive at an electoral adjustment, or as is more common now to say, strike a deal with Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif. The ruling coalition should draw no satisfaction from past defections and the results of by-elections held since 2002. The elections of 2007 will have their own dynamics.

General Musharraf should not let himself be persuaded by the Q League leaders to rely on them alone for procuring a majority for him. It wouldn’t be possible without massive rigging. Pakistan’s hope for survival and stability lies neither in long marches nor in ballot rigging but in the alignment of like-minded parties to contest elections that are fairly conducted by an impartial authority.

