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NOW that the elections are over the next step is to think about what the political parties will do next. There is a need for institutionalising politics and improving the overall health of state institutions so that they could support strengthening of democracy in the country.

Unfortunately, a major issue with all democracies in transition is that they get so bogged down in constitutional issues in the beginning and in getting rid of the mess of the past that they have little time to concentrate on real issues. The fate of the incoming government will be no different. They have two serious issues at hand. First, what to do with Pervez Musharraf who could be a source of instability?

The president has been godfather for so long that he might not be able to become a benign and considerate father figure to any incoming prime minister. He must go but the question which the new government will face is how to make his departure possible with minimum cost to political stability in the country. There are many a people who might feel angry if he is allowed to go easily. But then the priority is improving the system and not just punishing a dictator.

The second issue relates to the huge financial burden which the new regime will inherit from the Musharraf-Aziz government. Islamabad has a huge budgetary deficit which was created due to problematic policies of our previous Citibanker-premier. The required price adjustment will make life miserable for the common man, especially in the short to medium term. Not making the adjustment, of course, will also create greater problems such as inflation.

Let’s imagine that these problems have been solved and the new government has started to strategise about what to do next. What are the issues it must focus on?

Firstly, the political leadership has to focus on correcting the civil-military imbalance. In many respects, this is the mother of all issues. The fact that these elections were relatively free and fair was due to the impartiality of the army. Although the impartiality did not necessarily extend to Balochistan, the fact is that the armed forces did not interfere in the process in other federating units like it was done during the 2002 elections or earlier. The fact of the matter is that Pakistan has always had free and fair elections when ever the military has chosen not to interfere. The other two occasions when this was possible was 1971 and 1988. A corollary of this argument is that the military has stepped back from politics every time it was in a crisis. The situation was not favourable in 1971 and in 1988 it had lost the bulk of its senior management and did not enjoy a good reputation. In 2008 again, the defence forces suffered from a crisis of credibility.

The new army chief chose to remain impartial because of his interest in improving the much-tarnished image of the military. Gen Kayani has taken a few measures to improve the image. However, such short-term measures may not necessarily translate into a change in institutional behaviour, as is obvious from the past. The space left empty by the death of Gen Ziaul Haq was occupied by Gen Aslam Beg, who despite his political ambition, was forced by circumstances, to stay away from direct control of the state. He was followed by three professional generals: Asif Nawaz Janjua, Abdul Waheed Kakar and Jahangir Karamat.

Since the de-politicisation of the army was not institutionalised, the tables were finally turned by Gen Musharraf. The very fact that an elected prime minister had to indulge in a questionable act of not allowing a plane to land reflects the severe institutional imbalance. Having sacked the army chief, which he constitutionally and legally could, the prime minister was so unsure of his ability to do so that he engaged in extra legal measures to implement his decision.

Without getting into the past, the important question is to permanently negotiate a solution for the continued imbalance. Bangladesh is another case where the military’s withdrawal from politics has not been institutionalised. One of the important steps that the new government must take is to initiate a civil-military dialogue which might be kept away from public eye (certainly in the beginning) to be held between serving military officers and a group of civilians. Furthermore, a code of conduct must be adopted by all politicians in which they agree not to use the armed forces for activities that could also be done by civilians. Since all militaries help civilian authorities in natural disasters, such tasks are not included in the list.

There should also be a critical analysis of the military’s economic ventures. The Nawaz Sharif government installed in 1996 had analysed the various foundations and had recommended that at least two — Fauji Foundation and Army Welfare Trust — be merged together. The proposal must be reviewed again. The government must also look into the violations of the various foundations which have been pointed out in the several reports of the Auditor-General’s department.

A critical move will be to bring all these organisations under the net of public sector accountability. Moreover, the state must take control of its land and not allow a single institution to sell it or use it for commercial purpose. Such activities indicate indirect subsidies which are generally more costly than direct subsidies. The government could perhaps consider renegotiating direct subsidies with the officers and soldiers.

The political institutions will not be strengthened unless they take a lead in determining the grand strategic goals of the state. This means that all critical issues must be debated by the parliament. There is no evidence to suggest that Pakistani (including civilians) do not care for the country and so should stay away from strategic matters.

A second and related priority should be to strengthen other institutions such as the election commission, delimitation commission (organisation responsible for determining the size and area of a constituency), supreme audit institution, planning commission, finance commission and the judiciary.

One of the reasons that the condition of India’s democracy is better than ours is due to the autonomy of the aforementioned organisations. In India, the heads of these institutions might be inept but they have impeccable reputation which is essential for these bodies to become strong.

The health of the judiciary is an extremely important issue. Although the PPP and PML-N have talked about an impartial judiciary they need to consider the good reputation issue as well.

What the political parties and the civil and military bureaucracy, in fact, the entire Pakistani elite should realise is that institutional strength serves everyone’s purpose. The rule of law will not necessarily diminish the strength of the elite but will ensure that they enjoy the benefits for a longer-term. This is because justice, equality and fair play keeps the masses happy as well and ensures stability which is necessary for both the haves and have nots.
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