Hundred-day spring cleaning
By Razi U. Ahmed

PAKISTAN is enveloped in a pernicious vortex of suicidal terrorists juggernauting their mind-boggling, heart-rending and body-blowing agenda, and a global economic downturn from which our economy is not immune. Suicide bombings and a growing sense of panic exacerbate Pakistan’s economic plight to the advantage of terrorists.

They enervate our stretched counter-terrorism capabilities and doom our resolve to shackle terrorism as we look temptingly, and wrongly, to the path of least resistance: negotiations with avowed terrorists.

First and foremost amongst the priorities of the new coalition government ought to and must be a fiercer resolve than the previous government’s in ridding the country of Al Qaeda, Taliban and their local sympathisers. This is a tall order. Their tentacles now extend to the heartland, striking once-pristine and terror-free Lahore four times in a matter of months. The pall of fear, paranoia and despair cast over the country, periodically made darker by the terrorists, must be countered and dispelled by the new government through coherent, sincere and dedicated efforts to asphyxiate the sources of terrorism. Fearless and firm follow-up will, surely, reap the results we have long sought since we officially abandoned the Taliban on Sept 12, 2001.

The experience of India in containing urban suicide bombings may be well worth studying. Mumbai has not been struck since the heinous railway attacks of summer 2006, and Delhi since the assault on parliament in 2002. While India has been battling insurgents on the margins, the spillover effects of this battle haven’t derailed its engines of economic growth or tarnished its symbols of military might. Terrorist attacks in India are an exception; in Pakistan they are the rule.

Secondly, compassionate and people-centric economic policies, economic opportunities and the assurance of upward social mobility — not merely fiscal lip service and the touting of macroeconomic indicators that have little relevance in the street — will help asphyxiate terrorism. At a time when CPI food inflation can hit 18.25 per cent (the figure for January), there is a clear and present danger of worsening economic conditions playing into the politics of fear and terror. The security of the citizenry and state will remain elusive if the meat-and-potato issues continue to fester.

Laissez-faire thinkers seeking to link local prices with international markets audaciously mask the reality that developing and developed countries alike have highly protected agrarian sectors shielding their exposure to regional and global volatility in commodities. Not even the US or India has caved into WTO pressures for agriculture-based free trade. And, of course, transatlantic agrarian feuds are notorious. These blithe ivory-tower assertions fail to appreciate the Pakistani consumer’s inability to purchase food commodities at international prices. Instead, the government should seek to nimbly reduce and stabilise prices of food staples by encouraging production through modernisation and expert management of our resources.

Yet another potential source dampening the people’s resolve in counter-terrorism, although arguably not directly contributing to it, is the dire market gap in the power sector. Images of Karachi residents rioting in the summer of 2006 illustrated the gross mismanagement of a crucial backbone of the country’s economy. Pursuing alternate sources for power generation — hydel, coal, nuclear and wind — is the way forward. The utilisation of Pakistan’s extensive coal reserves in Thar and Lakhra is critical for cheap power, as is the successful implementation of power projects in the wind corridors of lower Sindh. The case for Pakistan’s de jure entry into the nuclear club must be made in order to pursue cheap nuclear power.

Valuable state resources must also be wrested back from the alphabet soup of recently midwifed institutions that have become impediments to progress as it will come at a high opportunity cost. Take the National Accountability Bureau, a byword for political victimisation. Its high-minded raison d’être ceased when, in 2002, this organisation employed coercive tactics to tame political opponents and herd them to the military-guided political order of the day. Its credibility and independence have been so dubious that its dissolution announced by Prime Minister Gilani will not be questioned.

Similarly, the National Reconstruction Bureau dispensed with the tried and tested municipal system and introduced in 2001 the local government system which, however noble in theory, resulted in duplication of responsibilities and strains on the budget while providing little or none of the grassroots democracy that it promised.

The Bureau’s signature enterprise added little or no value to good governance and only reinforced the buck-passing in local and provincial politics. And what exactly does the National Commission for Human Development do?

A cost-benefit analysis of such organisations is essential to ascertain their pros and cons. But this must be undertaken dispassionately, devoid of personal angles and agendas, to the greatest possible extent. A precedent must be set for once to show that Pakistani politicians have either ingrained or acquired greatness in them; that the politics of recrimination and revenge can be forsaken in the larger mission of reconciliation in the country.

It is in this spirit that the new parliament can become the ultimate arbiter of the people’s will. Through a systematic, institutional process, a la Westminster, a great number of wrongs can, arguably, be righted within the first 100 days of the incoming government of national unity.

Hope springs eternal from Feb 18. We will be turning a new page in our blighted history if the new government does not rock an already rickety boat by spurring confrontation with the president or the judiciary, and instead renews efforts, intentions and capabilities in the ongoing operations against the militants who have seized our land.

This is de rigueur in the hope of pre-empting overt US hot pursuits inside Pakistani territory. Internally, this struggle can gain much-needed popular support once economic hardships are alleviated through rigorous, austerity and economic growth programmes which do not inhibit new investments and private businesses. It is only then that the ‘balkanisation of Pakistan’ theorists can be contested.

