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The government has caused the defection of a large number of parliamentarians belonging to the PPPP and the PML-N during the last four years. This spoiled the government-opposition relations. If Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif are not allowed to return, the credibility of the electoral process will become questionable

The political fault lines are now clear. President General Pervez Musharraf wants to continue with the current military-dominated political order at least for another five years. The ARD and its sympathisers want to dislodge him. The MMA, especially the JUI-F, is expected to keep its options open until the ARD or the government offers a credible deal for protecting its political interests, mainly in NWFP. It is difficult to suggest that general elections will defuse the polarised situation because the government cannot afford to lose the elections and the opposition does not have the resources to win them. 

Recently President Pervez Musharraf held meetings with PML parliamentarians, two chief ministers, senior party leaders and district nazims to defuse internal disharmony in the PML. His intervention has stalled the intra-party drift without addressing the root causes. Though Musharraf has endorsed the leadership of the Chaudhrys in the PML, the latter will soon face a new challenge from leading PML personalities like Zafarullah Jamali, Manzoor Wattoo, Hamid Nasir Chattha, Ijazul Haq, Syed Kabir Wasti and Farooq Leghari. They will once again take exception to the clan-like management of the PML by the Chaudhrys who often disregard the concerns and sensitivities of other party leaders.

Musharraf’s continued involvement with party affairs may ensure a ceasefire among the party stalwarts but it drags him into day-to-day politics. This has several negative ramifications. First, his active involvement in day-to-day politics within and outside the ruling party exposes the office of army chief to political controversies. The political forces will criticise him as well as the army because he uses the latter’s political clout to advance his political agenda. The political circles already criticise the military in general and the army in particular for dominating civilian institutions and processes. Any additional political role that Musharraf plays further undermines the army’s reputation. 

Second, Pervez Musharraf has already expanded his powers beyond the provisions of the constitution. He is the real power centre, overshadowing the prime minister and the parliament. The federal cabinet held only four meetings during January1-May 13, 2006. Key policy decisions were made in high-level meetings presided over by the president which were held more frequently during the same period. 

Musharraf is also the army chief. When he engages in party affairs with greater frequency, there is too much concentration of power in one person.

Almost four years after the 2002 general elections, the political system still does not stand on its feet. Its dependence on Pervez Musharraf has increased. If the political system becomes too dependent on one person it does not generally outlive him. If the distinction between the leader and the political system is obliterated, his opponents also reject the political institutions and processes. Pakistan has reached a stage where the opposition will not be content with removing Musharraf. They would also like to thoroughly change the existing political arrangements. 

Pervez Musharraf appears to have three major options to deal with the current political impasse. First, strengthen the PML under the Chaudhrys and give a free hand to the chief ministers of the Punjab and Sindh to win the elections, virtually eliminating the PPP and the PML-N from the Punjab and reducing the PPP to a few seats in rural Sindh. 

Second, further fragment the ARD so that it is routed in the Punjab and Sindh. This is possible when its members know that Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif cannot return to Pakistan. In this situation, many political aspirants are expected to cross over to get the ticket for contesting elections from the ruling party. The PPP and the PML-N should be put under such pressure so that they do not get credible candidates for the elections.

A working relationship can then be established with the MMA or the JUI-F by assuring them that the federal government will not be averse to their electoral victory in NWFP. Such an offer will dilute their anti-federal government disposition and they will not support the ARD.

Third, The presidency can arrange electoral accommodation between the PPP led by Benazir Bhutto and a section of the ruling PML. The recent meetings between Pervez Musharraf and the PML leaders have shown that a good number of them would be willing to discard the Chaudhrys if Musharraf gave a green signal. These leaders would support a political settlement with Benazir Bhutto.

All these options have their hazards. If the Punjab and Sindh chief ministers are given a free hand to ensure a resounding electoral victory for the PML, the elections will not enjoy much credibility. If the credibility of the general elections is widely questioned the Musharraf government is likely to face serious problems, coping with domestic and foreign critics.

The government has caused the defection of a large number of parliamentarians belonging to the PPPP and the PML-N during the last four years. This spoiled the government-opposition relations to such an extent that they could not work harmoniously in the parliament and often engaged in bitter and personal exchanges. If Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif are not allowed to return, the credibility of the electoral process will become questionable. 

Fair and free elections must provide equal opportunity to all the players. If the principal opponents are excluded by legal and judicial manipulation the elections will not resolve the on-going political crisis. Rather, the elections will polarise the situation and undermine stability.

The arrangement between the PPP and the presidency may not mature because the two sides will find it difficult to evolve mutually acceptable terms on issues like the president’s uniform, the return of Benazir Bhutto and Asif Ali Zardari and the cases against them, fair and free elections under a neutral caretaker government and a reduced role for Musharraf in the future political dispensation. 

The Nawaz Sharif factor cannot be ignored either. Will the PPP discard the PML-N or will it not come to an agreement with Pervez Musharraf unless Nawaz Sharif is also accommodated? Currently, Musharraf appears to manifest personal antipathy towards Nawaz Sharif and wants to keep him out of Pakistan until 2010 against the backdrop of some “confidential arrangement” involving Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and Nawaz Sharif.

The easiest option is to continue with the present PML leadership. It does not cause any major dislocation in the existing power arrangements. Pervez Musharraf will continue to preside over the political system and he will hold on to the army command. The PML already supports his dual role. Musharraf may also like to continue with this arrangement to keep the political initiative in his hands.

However, a political system cannot ensure stability and continuity if its arrangements are designed to serve one powerful group, constitutional and legal means for political change are made irrelevant and the opposition is pushed to the wall. A viable political system is based on the consensus of a large section of the politically relevant population and evokes voluntary loyalty. Pakistan’s current political system lacks these qualities and its long-term prospects are dubious.
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