Harvests of a bad system
By Anwer Mooraj

DURING the last week one must have seen the president at least half a dozen times, hogging the limelight on the glass bucket whilst appearing simultaneously on different television channels.

Though he didn’t really come up with anything new, and was reproducing the same pastiche that viewers have become accustomed to, there was a marked difference from previous broadcasts. This time one noticed a certain anxiety, a certain note of desperation in his address. It was almost as if he was aware of the fact that members of the ruling party had failed to come up to expectations, and instead of lending political support to him, were now leaning on him to bail them out.

It doesn’t really matter which way one looks at the issue. The peculiar system under which we live and which was ushered in by President Musharraf a number of years ago is leaking through all its faucets. In fact, there isn’t a single department of government that one can hold up to the light and say, “Here is a shining example of efficiency and professionalism which should be followed in letter and spirit by others in the Third World.”

The record is simply littered with a succession of disasters. To start with, there are the financial scams, one of which rocked the very foundations of the Karachi Stock Exchange in March 2005, in which investors lost the equivalent of 13 billion dollars. A former head of the SECP informed the standing committee on finance and revenue in the National Assembly, that influential stock market operators with meaningful contacts in the corridors of power were responsible for the debacle.

Then there is the inept handling of the privatisation process where national assets were sold for a fraction of their real value, eventually resulting in the Supreme Court stepping in to save a national treasure. This naturally led to the widespread conviction that the Privatisation Commission did not conduct its affairs in a transparent manner and was allegedly aiding one or another industrial shogun. The flak from the sale of PTCL and KESC is still fouling the political atmosphere, and the auction of the latter is being seen as the financial fiasco of the decade. It isn’t just the denizen who has suffered — the damage caused to industrial production has been colossal.

There is also the government’s inability to establish its writ in parts of the western and northwestern parts of the country and the growing belief that the establishment is more interested in placating its allies and keeping them in harness than in implementing the rule of law. A case in point is the total breakdown of law enforcement in Karachi. A glance at the newspapers will show that there has been a regular, almost relentless and methodical drive to snatch mobile phones and to grab or filch cars and motorcycles.

A conscientious citizen, Naeem Sadiq, writing in to the Helpline website, has suggested a simple method for handling the former, and one wonders why the police in Karachi haven’t thought of it. This is the gist of his proposal.

The CPLC, or some other body, should establish on a national basis a mobile phone crime unit. This unit could act as a co-coordinator between citizens, the telecom industry, the police and other law enforcement agencies. Its task would be to gather, develop and disseminate intelligence on groups and individuals who snatch, steal, sell or export stolen mobile phones. The unit could also provide expert advice on mobile phone crime, facilitate contact between the telecom industry and law enforcement agencies, and initiate public awareness. It could also maintain a national database of all mobile phones, including those that are reported lost or stolen within Pakistan.

Once the above infrastructure has been set up and there is an agreement between the key responders, it would prove to be an invaluable asset. The system would be based on a unique 15 digit code used to identify an individual GSM mobile telephone to a GSM network — rather like reporting the chassis number of a vehicle. This code could be referred to as an international mobile equipment identity, and would be the unique feature of every mobile phone.

The writer then suggested a series of complicated steps — beginning with the insertion of a couple of digits on the keypad and ending with the advice that all customers intent on acquiring mobile phones should check and note the mobile equipment identity at the time of purchase. The upshot of it all is — the tainted phone would ultimately be rendered completely ineffective.

And last, but not least, there has been the gross overspending by the government with little to show for its efforts, which necessitated an embarrassing post facto approval by the assemblies. Democracy, even an ineffective one, has a price, and one is never quite sure if the colossal expenditure on the national and provincial assemblies and the Senate is really worth it, when no significant or meaningful improvements have been witnessed in the country.

A number of emails have been floating around the Internet which give grossly exaggerated figures for the amount spent on each member of the national and provincial assemblies and the Senate. According to reliable sources the salary of an MNA after taxes is around Rs 41,500 a month, which comes to Rs 498,000 a year. To this figure one must add a daily allowance of Rs 3,750 for the days the parliamentarian attends the Assembly. The same allowance is also admissible for the number of days the parliamentarian attends meetings of various committees.

Members of the National Assembly and the Senate have to meet for at least 120 and 100 days respectively in a year. If one adds to this another 30 days for travel, a member of parliament receives an additional Rs 562,000 under the head of daily allowance. This brings the total package to around Rs 1,060,500 — which is roughly what a parliamentarian in India and Bangladesh get, and what a middle management executive in a Karachi pharmaceutical company receives. The difference is the executive is not obliged to maintain two homes or establishments, entertain constituents, write speeches, pay for an electoral campaign and keep a secretary.

However, all is not well with the system in this country, and if democracy is to develop strong roots, a number of reforms will have to be carried out before the next elections. Otherwise the educated middle class will be permanently kept out of the race. Under the current arrangement, with the notable exception of the MQM — where supporters vote for a cause rather than the local candidate — political parties invariably give tickets to candidates who can afford the election expenses, irrespective of their political leanings or ideology — if they have one. Though the pattern was set much earlier this was particularly so in the 1970 election which was won by the Pakistan Peoples’ Party.

This writer remembers being asked by a visiting American journalist, who was a seasoned Pakistan watcher, what the philosophy was behind the PPP. It was pointed out that the PPP purported to be a socialist party and that its leader had won the election on his promise to give the masses bread, clothing and shelter.

The journalist looked wistfully at the list of successful candidates, took off his pince-nez and asked me why there were so many feudal elements and just one left-winger in the party. One has learned from experience that when it comes to Pakistani politics certain questions are better left unanswered. After all, wasn’t Friedrich Engels, the intellectual behind Karl Marx, a capitalist?

