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Pursuing a Fallen Man

Ayaz Amir thinks the CE in Pakistan should concentrate on the country
rather than going after Nawaz Sharif

HY can't we do Lh.I.rgﬂ a

bit gracefully in Pak-

istan? Nawaz Sharif is
down and out. Use any cliché
you like: his own worst enemy,
took a step too far, hoisted on
his own petard. It makes no
difference. Through folly;
monumental and all of it his
own, he has lost his kingdom
and come crashing to the
ground.

Although in more civilised
climes this in itself might be
considered sufficient punish-
ment, he is yet being put
through a judicial wringer.
What great national purpose
this will achieve is uncertain
but one thing is for sure: it will
diminish Pakistan.

How many military strong-
men have been prosecuted for
the disasters they directly or

indirectly brought upon the
country? None. The dead
amongst them were buried with

full military honours. Those
living — Beg and Kakar — play
golf, ride horses and, in Beg's
case, regularly inflict press
statements on the nation. As
opposed to this benign record,

ree elected prime ministers in
recent memory alone have been
prosecuted for their real or
imagined crimes: Zulfikar Ali
Bhutto, Benazir Bhutto and now
Nawaz Sharif. And Junii;jn, re-
member, got the sack for the
trouble he took to stand up to
Zia. Probably all of them de-
served what ot but even to
the blind it would be obvious
that at work here is justice of a

selective kind.

Already Nawaz Sharif's
court a ces have become
a bit of a tamasha. Stalin's

show trial victims were not
brought to court in armoured
personnel carriers. Nor [ think
was Al Capone. Even in
Malaysia where powerful
Mahathir pursues a vicious
vendetta against Anwar
Ibrahim things are done better.
But the hamhanded security ar-
rangements in place for Nawaz
Sharif's mornings in court give
some idea of the sophistication
we hrlnghlu these enterprises.
And all this, mind you, in front
of the world's cameras. Then we
moan that Pakistan has an im-
age problem.

And, since the script with us
never varies, In and behold,
there is anotl.  high-profile
approver, Aminullah Chaudry,

ch nnlly roves that the tra-
dition o asood Mahmood
lives on. 1 feel sorry for

Chaudry. When | was in Punjab
as an MPA | sat in on several
meelings with him and my im-
pression of him was that he was

a forceful man and 2 cut ahove

the rest of his s. Now for
what remain of his days he will
have to live with the memory of
what cruel circumstances have

brought him to do.

In a country where politi-
cians are r rly reviled for a
variety of sins, it is noteworthy

that even when some of them
play the role of collaborators
they do so discreetly and with a
sense of | shame. Not so
sharp-eyed bureaucrats who in
fair weather take lu}ralgr and
subservience to extraordinary
lengths even when, as often
happens, they are called upon to
execute patently illegal orders,
The moment there is a reversal
of fortune, they are equally
adept and prompt in abandon-
Il;lf ship and scurrving for
salety.

In Zulfikar Ali Bhutto's time
Masood Mahmood, Saeed
Ahmed Khan and Vigar Ahmed
were terrors across the land.
When Bhutto fell and the mili-
tary took over (sounds familiar,
doesn’t it?) they proved to be
without shame or conscience.
Of ail of Bhutto's bureaucratic
high-flyers. Rao Rashid was
probably the sole exception: ar-
rogant (and a bit of a ladies'
man) in police uniform, arro-
gant in 1I-:-lil and adversity. Much
on the lines of Bhutto himself
who, if autocratic and heavy-
handed in
stiff-necked and unbending
right till his death. About Rao
Rashid I cannot help saying fur-
ther that in politics to which he
turned during the Zia years he
proved to be a total failure, a
sad eventuality for a colourful
and gifted man.

Aminullah Chaudry, a heart
patient, should have been con-
tent to remain as a secretary to
the Punjab government. But at
Nawaz Sharif's behest, for
whom the first conditions for
senior appointments was per-
sonal loyalty, he had to become
boss of civil aviation. Now he
has turned approver. The
higher one flies, the harder one
falls.

Next time a pundit utters
imprecations against the polit-
ical class let him remember
that compared to the kind of
bureaucrat who has flourished
in the last 15-20 years, the pro-
fessional politician, for all his
faults, looks like a pillar of
strength and lﬂﬁalty_ A reluc-
tant sense of objectivity com-
gels me to add that some mem-

ers of the journalistic tribe
could teach anyone a thing or
two about turncoatism. In fact,
keeping the history of military

. lakeovers before us it is jour-

nalists [obviuusly some and not

power, remained _

all) who change colour first, fol-
lowed by bureaucrats and then
politicians.

This has been a pretty long
digression. But to return to the
main theme, few people will be
under any illusion that the
wheels of higher prosecution in
Pakistan move of their own ac-
cord. They are set in motion by

atism and political expe-
diency with governments turn-
ing prosecutor in pursuit not of
ustice (an elusive bird in
akistan) but naked self-inter-
est. Zulfikar Ali Bhutto could
have been hanged twice over for
his sins but in reality to the gal-
lows for a different reason. His
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The noose tightens , . .
enemies would have known no

peace till his body was lowered
into the ground. As Zia himself

\famously put it (at a cabinet

meeting no less), "It's his neck
or mine."” Nawaz Sharif's case is
different. While in power his
Mughal ideas of rulership were
a threat to everything. If he had
succeeded in his design of
foisting Lt-Gen Khawaja
Ziauddin on the army God
alone knows where his dgallnpr
ing megalomania would have
come to rest. But unlike Bhutto
who remained a force to be
reckoned with even beyond the
grave - till Dutiful Daughter
came along and with her hus-
band buried his legacy forever -
Nawaz Sharif out of power is a
threat to no one, least of all the
military.

Perhaps in Bhutto's case the
Greek tragedy of his life had to
be played out fully. But Nawaz
Sharif, as even his friends
might agree, is no character
from Athenian history. All this
rise and fall stuff, of greatness
arriving at its doom through its
oWl excesses, sits inappropri-
ately on his shoulders. He was a

mediocre ﬂgure who rose to po-
litical stardom because of ex-
ceptional circumstances.
Starting with Zia-ul-Haq
Pakistan, as so often in its his-
tory, stumbled once again on
mediocre and tawdry times and
Nawaz Sharif more than any-
one else - more even than his
great rival for the medlncrit'[v
crown, Benazir Bhutto - e -
ied the spirit of the age.

In his rise therefore many of
this country's people were inti-
mately involved either as wit-
nesses or accomplices. With a
succession of military men,
from Gen Jilani to Hamid Gul,
helping nurture Nawaz Sharif's
political career the army least
of all can disclaim responsibil-
ity for his spectacular ride to
political glory. Even Benazir
Bhutto is guilty on this count,
as indeed on so many others. If
she had been less greedy and in-
competent Nawaz Sharif would
not have been the helmsman of
the heavy mandate.

Justice of course should be
done but it should be commen-
surate with the crime. The
Sharifs were perhaps the great-
est robber barons this country
has seen. For this they should
be called to account. If in the
process the Raiwind Estate be-
comes a nature preserve (which
[ am sure will not happen), it
will be all to the good. But there
is no call for the kind of small-
minded victimization with
which our recent history is re-
plete. Why, for instance, den
newspapers and other small
amenities to Nawaz Sharif, or
deny his family regular access
to him? These are petty slights
and smack of vindictiveness.

More important than re-
moving inter-Fmvincta]
disharmony, one of the points
in the Chief Executive's agenda,
is the need to heal the dishar-
mony of our souls. Pakistan
needs a fresh start, a period of
internal peace, so that there is
an end to the never-ending cycle
of warfare which has been the
bane of our political existence.
Whether the military can do
any lasting good is problematic,
What is certain is that it does
not have an infinity of time at
its disposal. Much better there-
fore to concentrate on essen-
tials and keep away from en-
ergy-draining peripheral is-
SLIECS.

And, please, no more mar-
tyrs. After Bhutto's experience
it should be clear that this is
one luxury Pakistan cannot af-
ford.

Courtesy: The Dawwn of
Pakistan.

Best of Nepal’s

anhood

Gurkhas of Nepzﬂ fought with distinction in almost every confliet inﬁolving
India or Britain over past 150 years. M Abdul Hafiz writes

HE world's most feared

mercenary force — the

Gurkhas — is. in fact, the
cream of Himalayan manhood
extracted through an intense
churning of thousands of
aspirants to enter the charmed
world of overseas soldiering. If
they are in great demand in
some foreign countries for their
proverbial courage and loyalty
no less is also their own urge to

serve in the foreign land for
defending foreign flag. This is
easily explainable in the

country of their belonging
which cannot provide them a
{;:rb worth their qualities. They

ave certain aura surrounding
them for their reputation for
bravery which is encapsulated
in their motto — it is better to
die than to live a coward
Besides, they are recognised all
over the world as excellent
soldiers, physically tough and
fearless and yet relaxed, calm
and trustworthy. It is not
surprising that they have a
g]:nwing market abroad for
their qualities.

After many years of fighting
at the margins of the empire the
Gurkhas have now become a
central part of 113,500-member
British Army. They also help
fill gaps caused by shortfall of
domestic soldiers in Britain
that totals 6000 a year now.
Britain's 3700-man Gurkha
Brigade is entirely a Gurkha
show — a source of pride for
both Britain and the Gurkhas.
Apart from these th enjoy the
exclusive honour o changing
Euards at the Buckingham

alace. In recognition of their

contribution to victory in Falk-
land war the Royal Nepal air-
lines was given a special land-
ing right in Hong Kong.

That's not all about the
Gurkhas' projection abroad.
Gurkha units are also an inte-
gral part of India's 1-million
strong Army and stationed all
along its border. Indian Arm
has an estimated 10.00
Gurkhas in its ranks. Else-
where in Asia. one of the two
baltalions of Gurkhas is sta-
tioned permanently in Brunei
at the request of its Sultan.
Those who are lower in the lad-
der of selection standard
maintained by British Gurkha
Recruiting centre in Nepal's
Pokhara are chosen for select
unit of Singapore police.

Gurkhas fought with distine-

tion in almost eveliy conflict
involving Britain or India over
past 150 years. They saw mili-

tary actions in Afghanistan,
Mesopotamia, Persia, Pales-
tine, Tibet. China, Egypt, North
Africa, Malaya. Burma, Rornio,
the Falkland Islands. Iraq and
SO on.

Their dpeacekeeping role
within and outside the United
Nations took them to Vietnam,
Congo, Rwanda and Lebanon.
This year they have served in
Kosovo, Kargil and East Timor.
An Indian Gurkha battalion is
standby to join the UN forces in
Sierra ne.

With this high profile of the
Gurkhas both in war and peace
they are now increasingly con-
scious of the services rendered
by them to the foreign govern-

ments and the discriminations
they are meted with. It is true
that they earn handsome
amount abroad and never
dreamt of earning even a frac-
tion of it in an impoverished
Nepal. Yet they cannot but be
pained at an uneven treatment
they suffer in the hands of their
employer. The debate was
sparked off recently after a
Gurkha sergeant was killed in a
bomb explosion in Kosovo.

The death in June last of Sgt
Balaram Rai of British Gurkha
Engineers while clearing unex-
ploded bomb focussed attention
on a disparity in pay and pen-
sion between British soldiers
and their Gurkha counterparts.
It comes to a sharp focus be-
cause of the strictly similar
standards both are supposed to
POssess in service,

Rai's widow was given lump
sum of 831,000 and a pension of
$1500 a year falling to $1300 af-
ter five years. The widow of a
British soldier of the same rank
would have received much
higher amount — a lump sum of
$90,000 and a further $16.000
six months later, In addition
she would also get a pension of
$25.000 a year till her death.
The increasingly conscious
Gurkha soldiers abroad fail to
ﬁet a convincing reason for the

iscrﬂ)anc}? when the risk in-
volved and undertaken are
same. The recruitment standard
and entry tests for the Gurkhas
in British Army are indeed
tough — much more gruelling
than for any other recruits in
the British Army.

The pre-entry tests fer them
include, among others, a 1.6km
run in less than 9 minutes, a 4
km mountain race carrying 35
kg of stones in'a backpack and
up 400 meter slopes within 35
minutes. Obviously, a measure
of bitterness grows among the
British Gurkhas who now de-
mand equal treatment with
British soldiers. But the agree-
ment by which they enter the
British service ties their
salaries and pension to Indian
level.

However, the death of
Balaram Rai has opened up
ways for the Gurkhas' well-be-
ing. A British media campaign
backed by actress Joanna Lum-
ltf:ﬁ{1 whose father was a Gurkha
officer has forced the govern-
ment to review Balaram's com-
pensation. Recently the British
Prime Minister has announced
that the payment to the widows
and families of Gurkha soldiers
killed in action would match
those of their British counter-
parts and be backdated to cover
the case of Balaram Rai.

This is not the first time that
the British authority has
shown such gesture to the
Gurkha soldiers. When the
British Gurkha quit Hong Kong
and were relocated to Britain,
they were given allowances to
bring their take-home pay on
the same level with British sol-
diers. This was the first tangi-
ble recognition of equality. Now
with the revision of Balaram
Rai's compensation and pen-
sion the cream of Himalayan
manhood will simply flow out
of its traditional abode.
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- After the Offensive

Tamil leaders in Sri Lanka are cautious about LTTE’s talks offer.

RI Lanka’'s minorit
Tamil leaders see little
rospect of peace talks
tween the government
and the separatist Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)
despite rebel leader Velupillai
Prabhakaran’s offer of negotia-
tions.

Commenting on
Prabhakaran's offer to hold
talks under third-party media-
tion, the leaders said there was
no commen ground for dialogue
as the guerrilla leader had made
it clear in his martyrs’ day
message that he would not give
up the demand for a separate
Eelam state.

R. Sambandan, of the mod-
erate Tamil United Liberation
Front (TULF), and leaders of
two former rebel groups,
Douglas Devananda of the
Eelam People's Democratic
Party (EPDP) and Suresh
Premachandran of the Eelam
People's Revolutionary
Liberation Front (EPRLF), said
the government was unlikely to

Senadhira writes from Colombo

agree to Prabhakaran's condi-
tions.

Prabhakaran said the LTTE
was ready to talk with the gov-
ernment without giving up the
demand for a separate state.
However, he said the peace talks
could only be held under condi-
tions of normaley, in other
words that the government
must stop all military opera-
tions against his grouE.

“(President) Chandrika
(Kumaratunga) conveyed to us a
message through third party
sources that she was prepared to
hold secret talks with certain

conditions while continuing

the war efforts,” Prabhakaran
said in his speech, broadcast
over the clandestine Voice of
Tigers radio.

“"We rejected her. It is absurd
and practically impossible to
hold peace talks on one side
while cn%agin in a bloody war
on the other,” he said.

K. Varadaraja Perumal,
former Chief Minister of the
North-Eastern Province and

EPRLF leader, said
Prabhakaran would not give up
his demand for a separate state.
"He has not clarified his pre-
conditions. In any event, the
Fuvcrnmcm is unlikely to agree
or talks under his conditions."
he said.

Premachandran said the
government should first talk to

democratic Tamil parties be-
fore initiating negotiations
with the LTTE.

EPDP leader Devananda to-
tally rejected the LTTE offer.
“There is nothing new in his
statement as he makes this
statement every November,~”
said Devananda who supports
Kumaratunga's re-election bid.
He said the government could
never agree to LTTE's pre-con-
ditions. such as a withdrawal of
troops to the pre-1995 positions
and the lifting of an economic
embargo on LTTE-controlled
areas.

The English language daily
The Island said in an editorial
that the LTTE had made impos-

Sugeeswara

sible demands becanse
"Prabhakaran’'s not keen to
talk".

Although the TULF was cau-
tious about the LTTE's offer, it
urged the government to lore
the possibility of talks with the
rebels. "It is essential that any

given opportunity is properly
Erplorccl &:auae of the need for
?{Jace." Sambandan said. “The

LF, however, believes that
third party mediation is neces-
sary for peace talks,” he added.

Opposition leader Ramil
Wickremesinghe, who is con-
testing against Kumaratunga in
the December 21 presidential
election, has said he would start
talks with the LTTE if he gets
elected.

The LTTE released seven Sri
Lankan soldiers taken captive
to mark martyrs' day. ich
commemorates the war dead.
The rebels termed it as a good-
will gesture, but did not say if it
"was linked to the offer of talks.

~India Abroad News Service

T'he Chief in West Bengal

Jyoti Basu seems close, close to lose his position that he has been holding for so
long. Mansoor Mamoon writes

an eye on the state
elections in the year
2001 and keeping in

mind the BJP- Trinomul
Congress alliance's all out
offensive, the left front in West
Bengal has persuaded Chief
Minister Jyoti Basu to revert his
decision to retire on health
ground. The octogenarian
charismatic Chief Minister, who
is in frail health, was talking
about his possible retirement
after the October hustings.

But the outcome of the gen-
eral elections, in which the BJP-
Trinomul alliance made inroads
into what so long used to be re-

arded as the impregnable
astion of Marxist sway (alon

.with the states of Kerala an

Tripura), the left front naturally
gﬂt greatly alarmed. Will its long
2-year sway over the state fi-
nally come to an end as has so
vociferously been vowed by the
alliance leaders? Without Jyoti
Basu, can the front hope to get
‘a fresh lease of five-year
tenure?
Apparently the Left Front
look tﬁe threat of BJP-Trinomul
alliance with all seriousness and
cecided to retain Jyoti Basu as
its leader till the next state elec-
tions. It could well realise that
"minus Basu its chances of
winning the polls and continually

Loclinging, fo power might be in

jeopardy’. Obvipusly he has
jprmred %nr EEE the dependable
vote-catcher and right at this
moment there is no competent
compromise candidate to re-
place. In other words, Basu has
no alternative in the left front. A
front-ranking CPIM leader has
thus quipped: “Jyoti Basu is
not a product of any factory but
of continuous struggle and
movement for more than half a
century.”

Since 1946 he was elected in
all the elections. The only inter-
ruption was in 1972 when his
party decided to stay away
Irom the polls because of the
highhandedness of Indira-led
Congress. But in 1977 Basu's
left front swept the polls and

the winning spree has continued
till now. Basu, a dedicated
Marxist, withstood two splits in
the Communist party, charted
a course independent of both
the Soviet am? Chinese influ-
ences and led it to a resounding
victory.

Coalition governments usu-
ally do not survive for long in
India. But Basu has the singu-
lar credit of keeping in tact the
front that his party formed with
the Forward Block, RSP and
CPI during all these years. He
also survived many encroach-
ments by anti-left front ele-
ments both at the centre and in

the state. There were countless -

fusillades of vile propaganda

against him and his govern-
ment. But so far nothing has
worked. His strategy proved to
be so pragmatic that nothing
could detach him from his
masses. The record that he as
an elected Marxist leader has
set will be difficult to be broken
in the foreseeable future. He
stood like a ram-rod when at
times anment& in the centre
as well as in other states fell
like nine pins,

Basu is said to be the only
Marxist leader in India with a
national stature and was once
tipped
his pa

riuni en it beckoned him.

Is time, also, he has placed
the party-interest 4bove him.

The concern of the left front
is easily understood. During the
Loksabha polls CPIM (and the
Front) lost four seats to the
BJP-Trinomul Alliance though
the percentage of its votes did
not diminish much (only 0.08).
In Tripura, the Front remained
unscathed while in Kerala it
could imlprmre its position. The
Trinomul Congress leader Mo-
mota Banerjee claimed the
trend of the voting showed that
her party would bag more than
155 seats in the Bidhan Sabha
(State Assembly). BJP, which
also improved its standing,
hopes to secure quite a sizeable
number of seats. BJP-Trinomul
alliance feels greatly encouraged

as prime minister. But
rtyienicd him that op-~
by w

and hopes to unseat the left
front in the next state elections.
As many as three ministers
from West Bengal have been
inducted in the jumbo cabinet of
Vajpayee and all are working in
cohorts to win over the elec-
torates through accelerated de-
velopment activities sponsored

by the central government in
Delhi.

This prompted Jyoti Basu to
meet Prime Minister Atal Behi-
ray Vajpayee in November with
a list of thirty-five demands,
twenty-four ot which concern
the state of West Bengal. The
demands included protection of
the erosion by the Ganges, a
regional passport office in the
northern zone , a separate
television channel, streamlining
the public sector and reopening
and BMRE of the closed indus-
tries. After the meeting Jyoti
Basu held a much-publicised
press conference, his first in
many years. His intention was
to show to his people that all the
developments being drawn up
by the centre are not entirely
credit of the three cabinet
members of the BJP-Trinomul
alliance from West Bengal but
that he has definite contribution
in formulating and spearhead-

ing th o i p—
€ g% Slitburo propésed
to lessen’ the Chiel” Minister's,
workload and to appoint a
Deputy Chief Minister to assist
him in his day to day routine
work. The choice fell on state
Equliﬂt, Information and Culture
inister Budhadev Bhat-
tachargee. But the latter's
nomination to the newly-created
position of Deputy Chief Minister
was not easy and smooth.
Bhattachargee had enemies
both inside his own party the
CPIM as well as in the left
front. Sensing this, Basu had to
request the left front to accept
the nomination of the CPIM
Politburo without any debate. In
fact , Basu proposed Bhat-
tachargee’'s name and at his
behest a badly-needed unani-
mous decision could be secured

‘to a large _ .
S1l Apart from' this. a Hostile

The left front, in a counter
move, demanded the formation
of a core committee to oversee
and monitor the work of the
cabinet ministers. It was tar-
geted at Bhattacharjee. Basu
said he would consider the pro-
posal and assured his partners
in the government that Bhat-
tacharjee’'s nomination is only
ad hoc and provisional. CPIM
and the Front would take the
final decision as to when will
lead the party and appointed as
his heir after state elections.
Insiders and analysts equally
maintain that veteran Marxist
leader Somnath Chatterjee
might be the ultimate choice
when Basu ultimately retires.

Basu has already called for
self-criticism and introspection
by the left front about its out-
come in the Lok Sabha and to
get ready for the upcoming
state elections with a new strat-
egy to face the all out offensive
by the BJP- Trinomul Alliance.
A large segment middle-class
people has lar%c]y become dis-
enchanted with the left front.
Communalism has also raised
its head in the state fanned by
the alliance. Yet another issue is
the so-called intrusion by the
Bangladeshis, These tendencies
are likely to favour the alliance
extent. 3

government 1n''the centre will

''put all its weight for ridding the

state of the reds. After twenty-
two years rule by the same
faces there might in likelihood
be a feeling among some people
for a change. So for Basu the
election is going to a litmus test.
His personal popularity, there-
fore, will be a determining test
as well as it will largely hinge on
the success of the front in the
polls when he finally calls it a
day and gives farewell to active
politics.

The writer, a SAARC Gold
Medalist, is a former Research
Fellow of the Institute of South-
east Asian Studies, Singapore

and the Commomivealth inda-

tion for Broadcasting Develop-

ment.

44 S Bhutan responds to
A the changing times,

the judicial system

aspires for a process that is

faster, more efficient and more

sensitive to the needs of the

I::enple." said the Chief Justice,
0

the Joint Seminar on the

November 22, in Thimphu.

Over a% udicial officials
includin officers from
around the country will be
mectallr_ﬁlfur ten days to discuss
the Procedure Code deal-
ing with the Civil and Criminal
Court Procedure of Bhutan.

The Procedure Code is not
entirely new but rather a more
comprehensive version of the
Thrimzhung which had very
general principals in compari-
son

The draft Procedure Code
covers every aspect of the legal
3’!1&1‘[ from the ind:pend:r%c:

the jud » Structure of the
courts, juri on, powers, ar-
rest by private persons, search
warrants, search of mail and

npo Sonam Tobgye during
Judicial System of Bhutan on"

Bhutan’s Efficient Judiciary
Palden Tshering writes from Thimpu

wiretapping to sentencing,

The Chief Justice explained
to Kuensel, that the seminar
was a relentless pursuit to make
the judicial system more effec-
tive and professional.

The seminar besides review-
ing Bhutan's System and Court
Management, " the Procedure
Code will be thoroughly debated

and discussed during the semi-
nar.

“This will enable the High

*Court to decimate information

regarding the court procedure
create a greater awareness
amongst the law enforcement
agencies and the people at
I .~ the Chief Justice said.
dent Coordinator of the
Liason Office of Denmark, Dr.
Michael Vinding addressing the
seminar spoke of Denmark's
continuing support to the
Bhutanese judiciary system,
“Fair trial and updating leg-
islation to make the judiciary
more efficient are very essen-
tial.” he said.
Courtesy: The Kuensel of
Bhutan.

A New Dilemma in Thimpu
Increase 1n sex trade worries Bhutanese

HE somnolent and
I tranquil mountain
kingdom of Bhutan,
which has common borders
with China and India, is now
awakening to the dangers that
could be caused if a large num-
ber of sex workers are allowed
to function in the country.
Bhutan's official newspaper
Kuensel has in a recent edito-
rial expressed anguish about
the “world's oldest profession”
which is creatln% "a new
dilemma to the Bhutanese
community”, especially in the
border town of Phuentsholing.
The paper said that a large
number of sex workers had en-
tered the border town from
Sikkim, Darjeeling and other
nearby Indian towns. Even
tho police raids on sex dens
could be a deterrent. it could
also make the problem worse as
the sex workers and others
connected with the trade would

g0 underground and carry on
their Lrafe.

The paper suggested that the
licensing of the sex trade could
€ it easier for health —ork-

ers to monitor the trade but “the
religious and soci»! inhibitions
carry loo heavy a cost., Most

communities around the world

cannot bear the stigma of al-
lowing sex trade as an open and
licensed trade.”

The editorial also issued a
warning against the danger of
HIV virus spreading in the
cuuntri,; of 600,000 people since
India has around 3.5 million
people suspected to be HIV posi-
tive,

The only known successful
way of keeping a watch on the
trade was to employ former sex
workers to monitor the trade
and also to take women away
from the profession, the paper
said. Distribution of condoms
must also be a priority.

Certain initiatives have al-
ready been taken by authorities
in Phuentsholling. A 10-mem-
ber AIDS committee informs
owners of hotels and bars about
the dangers involved. Coun-
selling and medical care is also
provided for commercial sex
workers.

--India Abroad News Service

How Now, Cash Cow?

Irfgn Husain in Pakistan is convinced that had the people who masquerade as
businessmen not plundered the banking system, the country would not be in its
current precarious situation

LTHOUGH bank default-

ers have not exactly

rushed to repay their
loans, there has been a small
trickle of cash that has made its
way back to the financial insti-
tutions that had handed it out
with such generosity.

But even if all 240 billion
rupees in non-performing loans
are returned by the sharks who
have pocketed much of this
loot, it is doubtful that our eco-
nomic woes will be reduced.
Most Pakistanis feel — and I in-
clude here the intelligentsia —
that once the defaulted billions
are returned, rivers of milk and
honey will start flowin
the parched Land of the Pure.
Looking for a quick fix, most of
us have neither the patience nor
the stamina to accept that
progress takes sustained effort
and consistency. We are con-
vinced that had the crooks who
masquerade as businessmen
not plundered the banking sys-
tem, we would not be in our cur-
rent precarious situation.

Very few of us have stop
to consider what will happen if
and when the bulk of the de-
faulted loans is returned. As it
is, Pakistani banks are not
short of liquidity. The recent
schemes launched to attract de-
posits have been very successful
as people looked for opportuni-
ties to park their savings in an
environment where the stock
market continues its etrratic
behaviour and the real estate
market has virtually collapsed.

But despite ample liquidity,
very few businessmen are ap-
Ei{ing for loans. Partly this is

ause of the prevailing reces-
sionary conditions when no
new investments are being
made, Indeed, the last three
years have witnessed only three
new listed companies being
added to the stock exchange.
Then there are the crushingly

ACross

high interest rates that con-
tinue to stifle investment de-
spite the presence of sufficient
liquidity. Although the State
Bank cut prime rate slightly
earlier this year, an en-
trepreneur still has to pay in-
terest at the rate of around 18
r cent annually. If he goes to a
easing company, the rate can
be around 2&22 per cent. Add to
this a normal profit margin of
at least 12 per cent, and we are
talking about an annual return
of about 33 per cent. Very few
investments earn this kind of
profit, especially in an economy
as depressed as Pakistan's.
Pakistan’s fiscal managers
have traditionally kept interest

rates high to keep prices low,
but this anti-inflationary
monetary policy has been at the
cost of growth and investments.
When the economy was doing
well, industrialists borrowed to
expand capacity and build new
plants, often reducing personal
risk by over-invoicing mas-
sively on imported machinery.
But when the textile boorn went
bust in he early nineties and po-
litical uncertainty began sti-
fling growth, many mills shut
down and industrial moguls
were unable to service the loans
they had acquired at very high
interest rates. This is not to
suggest that their indebtedness
affected their lifestyle in any
way: their offspring still went
abroad to study; they summered
in Europe and maintained their
flats in London; and they par-
tied as hard as ever.

While the present govern-
ment is trying to crack down on
the worst of these defaulters,
they haven't yet turned their at-
tention to the bankers who
dished out these unsecured
loans as though they were from
their personal coffers. The most
illustrious of the tribe. Younus

Habib, was imprisoned for ten
years by the Benazir Bhutto
government, but was granted
severdal remissions durin
Nawaz Sharif's last tenure, an
is now out of jail.

The fact is that loans simply
cannot be granted without the
active connivance of a number
of bankers. The whole process
of evaluating a proposal is a
lengthy one in which a number
of people are involved.
Unfortunately, those manning
the development financial in-
stitutions (DFIs) and the na-
tionalized banks have served as
personal bankers to politicians
and their sycophants ever since
these organizations were
brought under government
control in the early seventies by
Bhutto. The only qualifica-
tions needed to head these insti-
tutions were a compliant nature
and an easy conscience,
Pakistan is fortunate in having
more than its fair share of such
men.

As the balance sheets of
these banks became awash in
red ink, the return they offered
on savings became embarrass-
Ing even to them. Currently,
most nationalized banks give
around 8 per cent on savings ac-
counts, out of which the gov-:
ernment takes another bite in
the shape of zakat. Considering
that the same banks lend
money at around 18 per cent,

this gives them a spread of 10
per cent, a figure unheard of in
respectable bamking circles.
Nevertheless, their profits are
virtually non-existent because
of their huge overheads and
their bulging portfolios of non-
performing loans which, in-
stead of being written off, are
shown as “receivables.” This
accounting sleight of hand al-
lows them to show paper profits
where none exist,

In the process, it is the aver-
age account holder who gets
shafted. When all this talk of
accountability reverberates
across the land, nobody says
“let's get the bloody bankers.”
Many of these worthies have
enriched themselves by grant-
ing loans which a private bank
would not touch with a harge

ole, They have colluded with
Eusinessmen who have happily
given them bribes in the shape
of cash or share in their com-

anies. While these bankers

ave usually cited political in-
terference as an excuse, the fact
is that the majority of bad
loans were sanctioned entirely
by misusing their authority for
personal gain or professional
advancement.

The State Bank of Pakistan
which is enjoined and empow-
ered to oversee the working of
nationalized and private

banks, did little to stop this
lunder. Not once in public
nowledge has it step in to

protect the interests of the state
or individual account -holders.
As far as | know, it has never
held top bankers accountable
for their miserable perfor-
mance, demanding to know
why they were giving such low
returns to savers when private
banks, usually foreign, were do-
ing so much better.

Ever since privatization be-
came the official mantra a
decade ago. we have been hear-
1n§I that nationalized banks
will be returned to the private
sector. Apart from MCB, we are
still waiting for the country's
two biggest banks, Habib and
United, to be sold. The problem
is that their executives, the bu-
reaucracy and politicians all
want their cash cows to be teth-
ered where they can be milked

at will.
Courtesy: The Dawn of
Pakistan



