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Voters in Pakistan have generally been giving a mature verdict in general elections and the outcome of the 2013 polls is no different. 

 

It is a sign of maturity that they have voted for a single party to form the federal government and rule Punjab after having been disappointed with the PPP-led coalition government for the last five years. President Asif Ali Zardari had dubbed it a government of national reconciliation due to the share given to the MQM, the ANP, the JUI-F, the PML-F, the BNP-Awami, etc, but it didn’t offer anything to the people for resolving their problems. Rather, the government was meant to cater to the needs and demands of the coalition partners to keep them happy. 

 

In the May 11 election, the PML-N has been voted to power as the single largest party in the centre and in its base, Punjab. The party will be able to form the federal and Punjab governments on its own. Absolved of the need to form a coalition government, which are known to be invariably weak and dependent on the goodwill of smaller parties and independents and vulnerable to blackmail as was the case generally in the PPP-led coalition government during 2008-2013, the PML-N won’t be able to offer any valid excuse in case it is unable to deliver. The message sent by most voters is loud and clear: they want a stable government now – one that could take up the difficult task of solving some of the serious problems facing the country.

 

A day before the polls, PML-N leader Nawaz Sharif had urged the nation to give a clear majority to one political party in the election to be better able to address the challenges confronting Pakistan. The voters responded positively and gave the PML-N the clear mandate that its leader wanted. It isn’t a ‘heavy mandate’ like the one Nawaz Sharif won in 1997, but it exceeds expectations as most politicians and analysts were predicting a split mandate and a hung parliament. 

 

More evidence of the maturity of the Pakistani voters could be seen by the fact that they weren’t influenced by the ‘expert’ opinion of many politicians and analysts and instead decided to prove them all wrong by voting for a single party to form government in the centre. Better still, they voted the same party into power in Punjab, Pakistan’s biggest province in terms of population, as confrontation between Islamabad and Lahore would have paralyzed the working of both the federal and Punjab governments. With the memory of the tussle between the PPP-headed federal coalition government and the PML-N’s Punjab government fresh in the minds of the people, they would not have liked repetition of the situation.

 

The performance of the heavily-mandated Nawaz Sharif government that came to power in 1997 wasn’t good and it is generally agreed that the prime minister and his party were fast losing popularity when it was dismissed. However, the manner of its dismissal by General Pervez Musharraf in a military coup in October 1999 was unacceptable. The electorate would have made it accountable in the election that would have followed had it completed its five-year term – much the same way in which the PPP and the ANP have been punished in these elections due to their dismal performance. 

 

Nawaz Sharif’s poor performance following the 1997 polls cannot inspire hope that the PML-N government due to take over the reins of power in the near future would perform better. It is, however, reassuring to hear from Nawaz Sharif’s family members and political aides that he is now a different man and far more mature. One would hope that he has learnt from his past mistakes and will ensure that there is no clash of interest while handling issues concerning national and personal interests. 

 

Unlike the lacklustre performance of past PML-N governments, the one that recently completed its five-year term in Punjab won widespread praise. In fact, one major reason for the recent PML-N electoral victory, primarily in Punjab, is believed to be the better performance of the Shahbaz Sharif government. Chief Minister Shahbaz Sharif wasn’t perceived as corrupt and his administrative skills and certain highly visible projects won appreciation even if these were grandiose and costly. By voting the PML-N to power again in Punjab, the electorate wanted him and the PML-N to continue the good work. 

 

Shahbaz Sharif also stood out because the performance of the other three provincial governments and chief ministers in Sindh, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan left much to be desired. He was certainly better than the rest and faced no serious allegations of corruption. He may not have done everything right and there are accusations galore that he wasted huge amounts of money on wasteful showpiece projects or that he was arrogant and dictatorial in his dealings. To Shahbaz Sharif’s credit though, he has earned the reputation of someone capable of delivering.

 

Unintentionally, the voters also voted different parties into positions of power in the three smaller provinces, thereby ensuring that the PML-N’s federal and Punjab governments won’t have a free hand and would have to build a working relationship with rival political parties ruling Sindh, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan. It will also be fascinating to follow the performance of the PPP government in Sindh, the likely PTI-led coalition government in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and the usually unwieldy coalition of several parties in Balochistan and compare it with that of the ruling PML-N at the centre and in Punjab. 

 

In particular, it will be interesting to watch how the PTI fares as a ruling party keeping in view its lofty ideals and long list of promises. As someone said, for the moment at least, the electorate wanted the PTI and Imran Khan to test its theories of good governance and pro-people policies in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. If the PTI is able to make a difference in one province, it could inspire voters in the other three provinces and seek their support in the next general election.

 

The PML-N too would get an opportunity to do well at the centre and in Punjab to attract more voters in the three smaller provinces where its electoral performance, despite making seat-adjustments with other political parties. It hasn’t been able to effectively extend its support base beyond the Hazara division in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa or in urban and rural Sindh. Its appeal to the voters in Balochistan has improved in 2013 compared to the 2008 general election, but it is still limited to certain areas and personalities. This should be a golden opportunity for the PML-N to overcome its image as primarily a party rooted and popular in Punjab. 

 

While the voters did their duty by turning out in large numbers despite security concerns and delivering a mature verdict in the election, it is now the turn of the winning politicians to come up to the expectations of the people. The ruling political parties have often disappointed the people, but they have to perform better this time as the voters have also showed in the 2013 election that they are capable of punishing those parties and candidates that fail to deliver. 
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