South Asia-

Chandrika's Risky
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Gambit

M Abdul Hafiz explains why Sri Lankan President has sacrificed one year of
her presidency for six more years in office

HANDRIKA
Kumaratunga s six-vear
presidential term well

entitles her to preside over the
nation's historic transition to
next millennium — a distinc-
tion any one would like to
savour. Although she very
much wanted to rule the coun-
try at the dawn of twenty-first
cen — and is still willing to
do so — an embattled Chandrika
has opted for an uncertain
course by calling for a snap
residential election in Decem-
almost a year before it was
due. The gambit is rife with her
ambitions to be around both
during the millennium celebra-
tion and well after it.

Obviously President Chan-
drika has sacrificed one year of
her presidency for six more
years in office. But her plan is
fraught with grave risks mak-
ing it almost a gamble. In 1994
she and her coalition, the Peo-
ples Alliance (PA) was accorded
a popular mandate to brin
peace to the war-torn islan
country. After five years of her
presidency the peace is nowhere
in sight. With the ethnic war
still raging in full fury there is
hardly any prospect even for
another round of peace talk or
ceasefire. Except the military
victory achieved in 1996 when
the government forces wrested
control of Jaffna Peninsula, the
LTTE stronghold persistently
dominated the battlefield. Par-
ticularly after the setback suf-
lered in operation Ranagosha
Five, the Army has gone on the
defensive and advised caution

to the
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e

gad.nta for past year. The in-
ation was at 14 per
cent even when President
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But it is not only the difficul-
ties on military and economic
front which handicap the pres-
ident. To make things worse,
her party has only a one-seat
majority in the parliament.
The main opposition, the
United Nationalist Party (UNP)
has consistently blocked her
major reforms includinﬁ the
devolution packages by refusing

to coopeérate in the parliament
and giving her the two-thirds
majority needed to push them
through. Her party could not
muster a two-thirds majority
despite securing 80 per cent of
the votes in 1994 election. Even
the recent provincial council
elections in seven Sinhala-
majority provinces show that
the PA enjoys nnlg a thin-edge
majority over
Chandrika's predicament
increases with the re ce
of once-annihilated ultra leftist
arty the JVP (Janatha
imukhti Perunama) which
has been fast making inroad
into the PA's votebase. With the
government's total showdown
with the LTTE, the Tamil voters
are also t the PA.
Chandrika's relations with the
moderate Tamils have suffered

“setback with the LTTE's assas-
sination of Dr Neelan Tiruchel- _

vam, the president's closest po-
litical irierd amon the
Tamils. While this have
reconfinrned her belief in the
impusaihlliﬂ; of a ce settle-
ment with the 1. the Tamils
in %neral see some hope in the
UNP's advocacy of peace talks
with the Tigers.

Consequently the president
is left only with her twin track
policy of 'war for peace’ which
ailms at seeking a consensus on
devolution to isolate the LTTE
politically while at the same
time conducting a war to
weaken the for their ac-
ceptance of tical settiement.
But none of the objectives have

so far been achieved.
Under these circumstances,
Chandrika was approaching a
int where she would have to
ose whatever little edge she
still enjoys over her opponents.
The longer the political impasse
and economic stagnation
continues — let alone the bat-
tlefield reverses — the less will
be her electoral prospects in
2000. For her own political sur-
vival, Chandrika was fast run-
ning out of her options. Every-
day her support base had been
inexorably eroding. Before the
entire electorate was disen-
chanted with the government
Chandrika had to pre-empt her
total fall. And she has done ex-
actly that hoping for a solid
mandate to end the prevailing
litical impasse and shore up
er peace mission. Considering
her limited options President
Chandrika's gambit for a snap
election is both bold and prag-

matic,

from Chandrika's own
political arithmetic, the ob-
servers feel, that the PA will be
able to make it because of the
popularity enjoyed by the
charismatic Kumaratunga over
her chief adver Ranil Wick-
remasinghe of the UNP. Al-
though bqfh belong to the well-
known political families of Sri
Lanka, Chandrika is consid-
ered taller in stature. After all,
her five-year presidency is not
all blank. She has been com-
mendably courageous iIn
adopting an approach to the po-
litical solution of the country's
ethnic conflict for the first

time. She earned applause both
at home and abroad by openly
proposing politically risky de-
volution package which appar-
ently cost her the sugpurt of
Sinhalese hardliners. Even on
economic front, she could keep
the inflation under tight least
reducing it to 8 per cent. Despite
heavy increase in war ndi-
ture the budget deficit too was
kept under 10 per cent.

On the other hand, Wickre-
masinghe might have aflaycd
his role well in taking fall con-
trol of the party, but at national
level he lacks the popular ap-
peal of his predecessors in the
Fart%. In any election to be
ought among the Sinhalese
candidates, the Tamil votes are
crucial indeed. By supporting a
common cause of a negotiated
settlement with the L the
UNP has at long last made a
dent in1 Tamil vni;e base, but it
will be long way for the party to
be able tng win it over. Chan-
drika's foreign minister, Laks-
man Kadirgamar, himself an
ethnic Tamil has substantial

influence on Tamil community

to thwart an UNP effort to di-
vide Tamil votes.

All said and done, however,
it 1s not for nothing that Chan-
drika Kumaratunga has chosen
to take a plunge at this time. If
her calculations go right, she
may re-emerge as the country's
stronger president next month
to chart the nation's course for
the next millennium.

The author is a retired
Brigadier of Bangladesh Army.

' Now What?

What really is waiting for Pakistan's deposed prime

[ o

FTER worsting the Sri

lLankan troops in a hlitz

in the northern Wanni
region, the separatist
Liberativn Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE) has propelled
itsell to the centrestage of the
December 21 presidential
election.

Opposition leader Ranil
Wickremesinghe, President
Chandrika Kumaratunga's
main rival in the poll. started
his campaign today with a
promise to talk to the LTTE and
arrive at a national consensus
to resolve island’'s drawn out
ethnic conflict,

“I'll settle the issue by re-
moving the genuine grievances
of the Tamil people,”™ Wick-
remesinghe promised while ad-
dressing a rally of his United
National Party [UNP). He said
he would reach an agreement
with the purerrttlas to resolve
the condlic!

“I'll offer to absorh eligible
LTTE cadres in “the armed
forces.” he declared, adding it
was essential to deploy Tamil-
speaking security force persorni-

nel in the Tamil majority areas

[or the maintenance of law and
order.

* Wickremeésinghe ha

After the Blitz. ..

...Tamil guerrillas may play a crucial role in December pres-
idential election. Sugeeswara Senadhira writes from

The LTTE had overrun a se-
ries of army camps in the north
last week in the worst debacle
suffered by the government
forces in the 16-year-old con-
flict. Hundreds of soldiers were
killed and wounded in the of-
lensive,

Tamils parties have long
demanded the creation of a
Tamil regiment in the army, a
move staunchly opposed by the
hardliners of the Sinhala ma-
jority.

edia Minister Mangala
Samaraweera accused Wick-
remesinghe of plotting to enlist
the ﬁl.lﬁpﬂr! of the L to in-
stall himself as president.
Speaking in Parliament,
Samaraweera alleged that
sent an
editor of a weekly newspaper
close to the UNP to the north to
discuss the natter with the
LTTE leadership.

He also accused the UNP
leader of plotting a plan to force

Colombo

the postponement of the presi-
dential election and become
president with the LTTE’s sup-
port.
Wickremesinghe dismissed
the charge as ridiculous and
sald it was aimed at discredit-
ing him as the government was
nervous because he was forging
ahead in the election campaign.
Kumaratunga had earlier
urged the ple to Flw: her a
clear mandate to implement the
proposed devolution package
aimed at solving the ethnic
problem. She said she decided
to call elections one year ahead
of schedule to enable the people

to endorse her governimneni's-.

performance. in the last five
years and ﬁ the necessary
mandate to implement the de-
volution package in order to
end the ethnic conflict.

"As we promised (in the 1994

electicns) all pledges except the
ending of the war have been ful-
filled and we need the people’s

i

mandate to fulfil the last
promise because the opposition
is blocking all our moves to
solve the vexed issue,” Ku-
maratunga told a public rally.
Political analysts are of the
opinion that although Ku-
maratunga is likely to stay
ahead of Wickremesinghe. she
ma¥ have to depend on second
reference votes to get elected
or a second term. are of
the opinion that uF to fg- 15 per
cent of votes would go to minor
party candidates.
"Kumaratunga poliled a
record 62 per cent in 1994, but it
had gradually reduced to 30 to
40 per cent in all ial- and
local government polls held
thereafter,” pointed out Victor
Ivan, editor of Sinhala“daily
‘Ravaya’., "Kumaratungs and
Wickremesinghe will end up
etting 38 to 45 per cent each,
ut wiil riot be able to get 50 per
cent required for an outright
viciory. Kumaratunga will have

- eleet]

to depend on second preference
votes to get elected,” he said.

"In these circumstances,

Tamil votes are very crucial,”

said Dr Jayadeva Uyangoda of

Colombo University. e two
main candidates are likely to

canvass heavily in areas under L

government control in north

_and east.” he said.

Analysts feel Kumaratunga
is likely to get a bulk of moder-
ate Tamil and Muslim votes.
Kumaratunga has a clear edge
over the UNP as two of the main
minority parties, Ceylon Work-
ers Congress (CWCJ of Indian
origin Tamils and the Sri
Lanka Muslim Congress
(SLMC], have already pledged
their support to her. %:fureg}ua
death last month, CWC leader
Saumiamurthy Thondaman
had urged his pecple to support
Kumaratunga.

Meanwhile, UNP and radical

——lanata Vimukthi Peramnuna

(JVP) have called for interna-
tgnal observers (o oversee the
8, saying they teared the
government would indulge in
malpractices and use the gov-
ernment machinery to help
Rumaratunga win the election.

-~India Abroad News Service

minister? Mansoor Mamoon

possible analysis

HE Chief Executive in
Pakistan has at last ]aid
his plan bare — no election

before the trial of the dismissed
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif.
Certain other apparently pop-
ulist preconditions have also
been set like weeding out cor-
ruption from the bodypolitick
of Pakistan, realisation of
thousand of dollars of loan de-

faulters, establishing true
democracy, ensuring account-
ability of the politicians etc.

Whether the new redoubtable
military ruler would succeed in
the mission spelt out by his
administration is debatable. It,
however, appears that Nawaz
Sharif's fate is almost sealed. If
the past history of Pakistan
any a guide, it can be safely de-
duced that Nawaz is likely to be
dealt with in the manner in
which ZA Bhutto was taken
care of by General Ziaul Hag.
the predecessor of Genera
Pervez Musharraf.

In fact, there are a lot of
similarities between Sharif and
Bhutto. The two were equally
haughty, arrogant and auto-
cratic in their manner of run-
ning the country. Both of them
stood isolated from the masses
and angered the armed forces,
the judiciary and the Punjabi
feudal power base as well as the
opposition political parties.
While Bhutto infuriated the
powerful armed forces by layin
on them the entire blame {ﬁ
Pakistan's debacle in its 1971
War with India (reference the
Justice Hamidur Rahman
Commission's report on the
events of 1971 which however
did not see the light of the day)
resulting in the loss of erstwhile
East Pakistan and its
emergence as independent and
sovereign Bangladesh, Nawaz
Sharif in an identical fashion
tried to malign the army for
Pakistan's ignominious retreat
from Kargil earlier this vear.
Nawaz went a step further and
made an aborted bid to divide
the army. His strategy tragi-
cally backfired and proved to be
suicidal.

Nawaz has already been
charged with treason. He has
also been accused of conspiring
to kill the country's mllilltar}r
ruler as well as for what has
been stated as kidnapping and
attempting to hijacking the
plane which was carryin
General Musharraf and 19
other passengers in its journ
from Colombo to Karachi. el}t"
E:uved true, the charges would

 enough to send Nawaz com-
fﬂrtahlly to the noose.

Will Nawaz be pushed to the

gallows, as was done in the case
of ZA Bhutto? Nawaz has al-
ready been shifted to Karachi
and is being put to the dock. He

will tried in the anti-terrorism
court in the port city. Though

General Pervez has assured that

the former Pakistani prime
minister would receive a fair
trial, it is a fnre:%nne conclusion
as to what could be the likely
verdict of a court with the
country under military rule in
the garb of the proclamation of
the state of emergency with all
fundamental rights being kept

in limbo.
Albeit the fact that Nawaz's
Pakistan Muslim

arty —
Ijnaﬁue — is preparing for a |
battle, it is unlikely that it %ﬂai

succeed in saving him from the
vendetta and vengeance of the
army which is, by and large,
taking advantage of the sacked
premiers un&pularlt}r with the
masses and power base.

The milita administra-
tion is reported to be moving
swiftly in the trial of Nawaz be-
cause of external pressure for a
definite timeframe for
Pakistan's return to civilian
rule. With its fragile economy,
Pakistan will not able to leng
remain isolated from the in-
ternational community, par-
ticularly the western donor
countries and agencies.
However hard General Pervez
may try to have the backing of
the pathetic Middle Eastern
and Persian Gulf states it will
be r_Fiust his bargaining clout
with the United States and its
allies in the West, all of whom
are gradually taking a some-
what softer attitude towards
him citing mass sn:lppnrt behind
his takeover (largely because of
the Islamic card the General is
currently g]a_',ring].

Now what will possibly be

Heading East

, looking back, has a

the fate of Nawaz? The answer
is not difficult to find. The
Constitution of Pakistan pro-
vides for mandatory death sen-
tence for any extra-constitu-
tional attempt to topple an
elected government. Naturally,
General Pervez would not ris
his own neck in allowing
Nawaz to go scot-free. So the
dilemma is either Pervez or
Nawaz. The two can no longer
co-exist.

Nawaz has both wealth and
organisation like Bhutto to
stage a comeback. Hence
General Pervez is not likely to
take any chances. Against this
backdrop physical or political
liguidation of Nawaz will have
to be ensured first for a safe bail
out of the military ruler from
Pakistan's cockpit of :

Can possible international
pressure help Nawaz escape the
wrath of the army ruler? The
US has already appealed for the
safety of its old ally. But that
did not cut much ice with the
General who is not likely to
take any risk on his own safety
however heavy such pressure
might be.

There is yet another striking
similarity between ZA Bhutto
and Nawaz Sharif. Both were
the products of the army
(Bhutto was handpicked by
Ayub Khan while Nawaz Sharif
was groomed by Ziaul Ha%Oas
his possible successor) and both
subsequently appeared in the
roles of Frankenstein. Hence
they only had to blame their
nemesis.

The Writer, a SAARC Gold
Medalist, is the former
Research Fellow of the Institute
of South East Asian Studies,
Singapore and the
Commonwealth Foundation for
Broadcasting Development.
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Demand makes West Bengal mull more buses to Dhaka.
Krittivas Mukherjee reports from Calcutta

We?t Bengal government has suggested that three
to four buses could be run du the day and
identical number could ply alrtilrilght. . il
Sources said the proposal made business
sense as the service was very popular among the
middle class of both countries. A roun -trip
costs about $22 in fare, besides documentation

posed raising to 15 the number of buses
plying the Calcutta-Dhaka international
route to meet the growing demand for the service.
It has also suggested developing an alternative
route to avoid traffic snarls.
Santanu Goswamy, managing director of the

THE West Bengal state government has pro-

A Change in Foreign Policy?

There are good reasons for India to be wary of the military ruler in Pakistan. K. K. Katyal writes

FTER A long suspense in-
duced by the e]lectlun:;.
New Delhi's stand on
major foreign policy issues has

been articulated through an
institution which symbolises

alone can best guarantee peace,
understanding and cooperation
among nations. We are watch-
ing the situation.with careful
altention."

The next step? "We had ini-

restoring the trust, rudely
shaken by the Pakistani intru-
sion. The modalities for re-
sumption of substantive discus-
sions were not clear though

there were vague hopes that the

were impressed with his noises
on clean public life. In this
mood, they would want India to
engage itself with the new
regime — in fact, such sugges-
tions have already been made

India dealt with both - the Gen-
erals, Zia-ul-Haq, Ayub Khan
and Yahya Khan, and the civil-
ian Prime Ministers, Ms. Be-
nazir Bhutto and Mr. Nawaz

West Bengal Surface Trans

consider increasing the fr

vice as there isa “ market”.

At present four buses ply the route each day.
India runs its two buses on Mond
and Friday, which return on Tue

rt Corpo
which runs the service on behalf of India, said
the state government had written to New Delhi to
uency of the bus ser-

332 Wednesday

ration, charges

State Transpo
Indian government was likely
matter with Bangladesh during
scheduled meeting
two countries. New Delhi and Dhaka have agreed

to sit every three months to d*~cuss any prob-
lems in the service. 4

rt department sources said the
to take up the
this month's
between the officials of the
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armed forces. This was fol-
lowed by a miilitary takeover in

tion and had not taken kindly
to the civilian government'’s de-

a comprehensive dialogue.

thus, going to be tougher than

before. This emphasises the

The state government has su

ested that the

hour. The present route is congested, passing

of concern — relations with  Pakistan. India. tod et PL Hic Reeining copl- t tri
. _ S is cision to agree to the with- lidati fh : ; ‘ WO countries could run a total of 15 buses daily though markets and as many as Sj ]
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and the menace of terrorism —  jstan and is prepared to engage dian side of tth ‘ e In ation is yet to stabilise. How it  national consensus which, de- y larg P e ekt RS NS Bovice

had to be updated because of
fresh developments. All these
added a substantive new dimen-

in peaceful discussions wi
Pakistan, once the atmosphere
of trust destroyed by armed in-

After the initial shock over
the coup, the western powers
came out with proforma state-

finally settles down will there-
fore have to be watched.

At the same time, New Delhi
could not keep rejecting the

spite official professions, have
not been undertaken seriously.

As regards terrorism, New
Delhi could have the satisfac-

posal also included operating night services. The

sion. glving a new — and lrusions has been
restored,.
daunting — look to the chal- If ul progress is to

lenges confronting the foreign be achieved in the lalogue, it
policy establishment, would, however, be essential for

The military coup in Pak- cross-border terrorism to
Istan confronted New Delhi cease.” The challenge posed by
with a totally new situation. As the Kargil eplsacﬁ:o was
noted in the President's Par- formidable enough, and the
llament address, “the recent coup made jt dnuhlylsm Before

takeover in Pakistan is a mat- ‘the coup, New Dcllﬂ wa ainl
ter of grave concern. Democracy cnnccrgéd with the nfe?;d t?r::i"-r

ments expre dismay over
the demise of emocracy in
Pakistan but, thereafter, were
quick to give certificates of
good conduct to Gen. Mushar-
raf. They seized on his smart
Phrases about his intent to
usher in "true" de and,
even though he carefully
avoided set a deadline for
the end of the military rule,

idea of talks with the army-
ruled Pakistan beyond a limit.
How long could it stretch the
argument that there can be no
dialogue unless the democratic
step-up is restored or the
timetable for it {s announced?
Whether they are to be ruled by
the army or the civilian demo-
“cratic Government is the busi-

tion of a greater realisation in
the world of the dangers of its
International brand but there
is no case for a facile assump-
tion that others would join in-
dia against Pakistan's export of
terrorism. New Delhi's job in
this and in the two other cases
may, if anything, be tougher.
By arrangement with The
Hindu of India.

Hope for Nepal

Nepal hopes to cash in on UAE ban on Indian and Pakistani
labour, reports Deepak Gajurel from Kathmandu

EPAL. which suffers from a high rate of Of the country’s 23 million population, more
unemployment, is hoping to cash in on the than 14 per cent are unemployed, according to
ness of the people of Pakistan, - N recent ban by the United Arab Emirates the National Planning Commission. Around
(UAE) on visas for unskilled labourers from half of the total population is believed to be un-
India and Pakistan. deremployed as 82 per cent of the people are in-
Employment of Nepali workers in the UAE volved in agriculture which does not provide
was one of the key issues that figured in talks year-round employment.
between the Nepali Minister for Labour. Bal . To facilitate easy movement of workers,
Bahadur KC, his UAE counterpart, Humed Al Nepal has requested the Saudi government to

The matter wrong in Paki 1S instituti 1 l : o
g akistan 1S institutional brﬁakdl]wn, sSays Ay az Amir “Minister Tayar informed me that the UAE c“”ﬁlﬁgﬁg his recent visit to Saudi Arabia. Bal |
T he service chiefs. begin-
ning with General Pervez

had suspended a large number of working visas Bahadur requested Saudi Minister for Labour
from some countries of South Asia which were and Social Affairs Ali Ibrahim to establish a
e 2ty bne :ﬂgadl,:mg fo:“]w ;,‘:-rkfrfs ‘in order to maintain residential dil?llnmatic mission in Nepal in order
f bt dﬂaﬂi % num of foreign workers in the to facilitate the employment process for Nepali
the properties they and their
tmmediate families hold. Whiie

service. What he inherited were
four acres (repeat four acres) of
barani land in Rawalpindi and
5ix acres in Multan. The air
chief has six plots and the in-

Lhuuld be* surprised if disillu-

slonment sets in early. Espe-
cially among the dm{rmllﬂ):d

sections of the middle class who

istan is institutional break-
down. Nothing, apart perhaps
from the post office, works the
_ way it should: not the provin-
are always more concerned  cial secretariats, not the district

ticeship. Who will defray the

nses of this exercise in
learning? Obviously the nation
which over the last 52 years has

country,’ he said. “We can capitalise on the situ- labour.

ation.” he said, as Nepal has not been included

Currently, N -
in the list, ntly, Nepali labourers

seeking foreign
employment in Saudi Arabia

have to go to

. evitable two squa 7 had more than its fill of seeing
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