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The government can seek a dialogue with all political forces to cope with the growing internal disharmony and increased external pressure. This is impossible without the top military commanders stepping back to make room for political forces. This is going to be a difficult decision in view of their expanded interests in non-professional fields. However, the gravity of the situation calls for a courageous initiative

The government of President General Pervez Musharraf faces a difficult situation, internationally and domestically, because a host of developments have raised serious questions about its role in both domains. The president’s angry reaction to the growing doubts about his government’s democratic credentials and Afghanistan’s criticism of his government’s war on terrorism is understandable. 

He used to describe his government’s war against terrorism and the return to constitutional rule as his two major achievements. He was under the impression that the United States and other Western countries accepted his perspective on these issues. He got a rude shock when he learnt that it was not merely the Afghan authorities that criticised him; US President George Bush, who visited Pakistan earlier this month, shared their perspective that the roots of the Taliban-led violence in Afghanistan were located in Pakistan. He also expressed doubts about democracy in Pakistan during a joint press conference with President Musharraf. President Bush said that they had “spent a lot of time discussing democracy in Pakistan and I believe democracy is Pakistan’s future”. He also said that President Musharraf understood that the 2007 general elections needed to be “open and honest”. 

The military began its operations in the Tribal Areas in June-July 2003. It continues to face tough resistance because the government has relied entirely on the military option, giving little attention to a political solution. The history of insurgencies elsewhere suggests that authorities using the state apparatus to coerce the insurgents into submission cannot themselves evolve a political settlement. Pursuing the political option requires reputable politicians. 

The conflict in the Tribal Areas can persist indefinitely unless non-official civilian channels are used to improve the situation. The militarised approach does not take into account that a large section of the population and local authorities located near the Pak-Afghan border have strong ethnic and linguistic ties with the Taliban elements. The NWFP provincial government is opposed to the federal government’s military operation in the Tribal Areas and its counter-terrorism policies. In this situation, the militarised approach alone cannot solve the problem. 

There is an urgent need to defuse tensions between Pakistan and Afghanistan. The constant exchange of hard-hitting statements harms the interests of both countries. Chances of improving relations will remain slim if the Pakistan government continues to overemphasise the dominant role of the Northern Alliance in Kabul and India’s anti-Pakistan activities from Afghanistan. Even if these complaints are justified, public denunciation will not resolve the problem for Pakistan. 

The Pakistan government should use ‘track-two diplomacy’. There are a good number of non-MMA people in NWFP who enjoy the Afghans’ goodwill. Their good offices can be used to evolve ways and means to address current tensions.

Balochistan too needs the healing touch of political accommodation. The government should give precedence to political means. Grievances against the federal government policies in Balochistan are not limited to three tribal chiefs but are widely shared by those who do not associate with the tribal chiefs the government is targeting.

The federal government will have to demilitarise its approach towards Balochistan. No uniformed individual should be involved in the negotiations for defusing tensions. Politicians from Sindh or the Punjab who enjoy goodwill with Sardar Bugti and Sardar Mengal and the nationalist elements should be asked to contact them. 

Meanwhile, the government should implement the major recommendations of the parliamentary sub-committee headed by Senator Mushahid Hussain to establish its government’s sincerity. Further, the existing political arrangements in Balochistan should be reviewed to create a government under a chief minister who enjoys greater political clout. A respected civilian from the province should replace the governor from NWFP. As a gesture of goodwill the federal government should suspend the military operation. 

The long-term solution of these issues also calls for updating the political arrangements at the federal level. The movement against the cartoons has been transformed into an anti-Musharraf campaign. The MMA leadership is now openly calling for his removal. Other major political parties support the MMA movement to various degrees. 

The ARD has demanded that the next general elections should be held under credible arrangements — including a new election commission set up in consultation with the opposition and caretaker administration at the federal and provincial levels. All major political forces have thus turned against President Musharraf.

The government has four major options. First, it can refuse to accommodate the opposition groups and use the state apparatus, including intelligence agencies, to control their movement. This will force the opposition to confront the government in the streets. If their street agitation persists for four-to-six weeks and they resign from the parliament and the provincial assemblies, the government’s reputation will suffer irreparably. 

Such a confrontation against the backdrop of the government’s problems in Balochistan and the Tribal Areas as well as the troubled relations with Afghanistan, will further fragment the political process, and raise doubts about the political dispensation in Islamabad.

Second, the government can opt for political accommodation with the MMA. However, the MMA will not resolve its differences with the government without extracting tangible rewards like an end to the drive to register seminaries, a gradual end to the military operations in the Tribal Areas, and a review of the pro-US policies. Accepting such demands will jeopardise the government’s on-going efforts to control terrorism and extremism.

Third, it can cultivate the PPP for a coalition government. Efforts were made in 2005 but the two sides failed to reach an agreement. The major obstacles to any understanding between the PPP and the government are the government-initiated corruption cases against Benazir Bhutto and her husband and the issue of their return to Pakistan. As Pervez Musharraf’s problems have increased during the last three months the PPP may no longer be interested in the terms that were acceptable earlier. 

Fourth, the government can seek a dialogue with all political forces to cope with the growing internal disharmony and increased external pressure. This is impossible without the top military commanders stepping back to make room for political forces. This is going to be a difficult decision in view of their expanded interests in non-professional fields. 

However, the gravity of the situation calls for a courageous initiative. Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif should be allowed to return to lead their parties and the government should start negotiating with all the major political parties for evolving ways and means to hold fair and free elections by the end of the year. 

Accommodation and inclusion are needed for a genuine political partnership among different regions and political dispositions. This also requires that the major political parties evolve a code of conduct for managing mutual interaction. 
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