What are the ground realities?
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THE government has rejected the January 2 report of Brussels-based International Crisis Group (ICG) entitled “After Bhutto’s Murder: A Way Forward for Pakistan” saying it was “patently biased and reflects a complete lack of understanding of ground realities in Pakistan.”

What irked the government was the ICG’s suggestion to President Pervez Musharraf to step down because after Benazir Bhutto’s assassination “the battle lines have been drawn even more clearly between Musharraf’s military-backed regime and Pakistan’s moderate majority which is unlikely to settle for anything less than genuine parliamentary democracy.”

But the ICG is not alone in advancing such an unconventional opinion. Leading newspapers and magazines like The New York Times, Washington Post, The Guardian, The Economist, Newsweek, and Time have been publishing reports highly critical of what is going on in Pakistan these days and have been unhesitant in calling for a ‘regime change.’ The ICG report, however, exceeds limits of fair comment when it says that “stability in Pakistan and its contribution to wider anti-terror efforts now require rapid transition to legitimate civilian government. This must involve the departure of Musharraf, whose continued efforts to retain power at all costs are incompatible with national reconciliation.”

Under a sub-heading, “A New President” the report states that, “Musharraf’s western backers, particularly the US must realise that he is no longer, if he ever was, a factor for stability because he lacks domestic legitimacy.” Perhaps, the more objectionable part of the report, which the Government of Pakistan has described as “seditious” is its pleading that, “if Musharraf refuses to resign voluntarily, it is in the interest of the military establishment, his sole bastion of support, to distance itself from its former chief lest it, instead of him, become the target of public hostility. Particularly, the US, which maintains close ties with it, should encourage military leadership under General Ashfaq Kiani’s command to protect its ability to continue to serve Pakistan by persuading Musharraf to resign in the interest of national reconciliation.”

It is for the first time that a foreign media organisation engaged in publishing situationers and policy studies about countries facing domestic crisis has openly called for resignation of President Musharraf by suggesting a methodology under which the military establishment and the United States are to play a vital role.

One reason for such suggestions that border interference in internal affairs of Pakistan is gradual erosion of its sovereignty after it chose to offer its ‘mercenary services’ to the United States for a certain price. As a result, many of the decisions affecting Pakistan’s integrity, stability and future are being made not in Islamabad but in Washington. The western media and campaign groups are equally aware of how vulnerable Pakistan is to external or West’s pressures. So, what are the ground realities which the Musharraf regime is talking about? It needs a fresh look.

Never before in the history of Pakistan, the country appeared so weak in dealing with crises which are primarily the outcome of domestic policies. Pakistan faced periodic foreign bashing and was, in fact, cursed for having failed to eliminate what the West and the United States called the ‘safe havens’ of Al Qaeda and Taliban in the tribal areas; for not preventing scores of suicide attacks; not dealing with judicial crisis in a civilised manner and last but not the least, failing to control a huge wave of violence and terrorism in the wake of Benazir Bhutto’s assassination on December 27.

The apologists for the Musharraf regime contend that demand for the president’s resignation lacks popular support. About 70 per cent of the population live in rural areas and they are not interested in regime change, and 57 per cent members of parliament only recently voted to elect Musharraf as president last year. This, they claim, is a major ground reality. Besides, they argue that today’s Pakistan cannot afford another spell of instability and chaos as it will wash off the progress made in Musharraf’s eight year rule.

The fact remains that steps like the suspension of the Chief Justice, curbs on media, November 3 measures, imposition of emergency, suspension of constitution, ban on certain TV channels and house arrest of the deposed judges have failed to prompt any re-thinking in Islamabad after having witnessed that their policies were causing unprecedented political turmoil in the country. The assassination of Benazir Bhutto and the large-scale violence that followed also failed to convince President Musharraf and his minions that something was wrong with their kind of governance. Unprecedented price-hike, energy crisis and breakdown of law and order are simply out of their control and an indicator of the fact that the ground realities in Pakistan were not what they had so far viewed them to be.

The ‘real’ ground realities which plague Pakistan today are that the country is a ‘failed state’, a ‘poorly governed state’ and a country where the overwhelming majority of people have marginal access to the basic necessities of life. It is not on account of Newsweek’s cover story entitled, “Pakistan, the most dangerous nation” or The Economist’s cover story “The world’s most dangerous place” but because the overall situation in Pakistan which is fast deteriorating politically and economically is a great source of concern and alarm for the neighbouring countries and the world.

For the first time in recent history, there are reports of migration from Pakistan to Afghanistan of the families living near the Pak-Afghan border because of breakdown of law and order. They are moving to the west of the Durand line. The Afghan authorities are rejoicing over this development and are proudly claiming to have provided help to Pakistani refugees in Afghanistan, a reversal of what was happening in the past decades. This is a ground reality.

Then, another ground reality is that three provinces of Pakistan are in turmoil. Balochistan was already facing insurgency following the tragic events of Sui in January 2005 and assassination of tribal chief Akbar Bugti in August 2006. Tribal areas of the NWFP and the district of Swat are experiencing military operation and growing casualties of law enforcement agencies and civilian population.

The province of Sindh, where ethnic harmony was restored following large-scale ethnic clashes between Sindhis and non-Sindhis during 1970s, 1980s and 1990s is again in turmoil. The unity of Sindh and Punjab is also at stake. The law and order situation in Punjab is worsening whereas the northern areas of Pakistan are still coping with sectarian strife.
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