
:Dr. Ali H asanain , A ssociate Professor o f  Econom ics 
at LUMS; Dr. A lta f U llah Khan, D ean o f  H um anities 
at FCC; Mr. Sulem an G hani, form er Federal Secretary; 
and  Dr. Saeed Shafqat, Professor and  Founding  Direc­
to r  CPPG, w ere invited  to speak  on “Elections 2024: 
Identify ing Key Policy Issues” on Decem ber 6, 2024 
in  co llaboration  w ith  the  Consortium  for D evelopm ent 
Policy Research (CDPR).

Shafqat in itia ted  the  discussion b y  h igh ligh ting  tha t 
the  y ear 2024 was going to  be an  election year in 
South A sia as India, Pakistan , and  B angladesh are 
going to have the ir elections in  the  upcom ing  year. He 
said tha t it was im portan t to understand  w hy  elections 
are pertinen t and  w hether elections b ring  changes in 
policies and  institu tions as w e foresee. He argued th a t 
elections p lay  a key role as they  inheren tly  confer 
legitim acy upon  governing bodies. However, in  the  
context o f Pakistan , there  was hard ly  an y  change 
in  the  political landscape as it followed a recurring  
pa tte rn  o f confron ta tional and  h igh ly  personalized 
dynam ics. D espite the  strengthen ing  o f  the  Election 
Com mission o f Pakistan  (ECP) since 2017, there are 
concerns regard ing  its credibility  especially in the 
p re-election  phases. M oreover, it is crucial to under­
stand  tha t even today, P akistan  is in  the  m ilieu o f 
“estab lishm entarian  dem ocracy”, a system  w here the 
m ilitary  influences the  dem ocratic processes and  p ro ­
cedures. Pakistan  is going to have elections bu t these 
elections w ill be u n der a m ilitary  hegem onic system . 
The so-called  longest phase o f dem ocracy since 2008 
has bu t a dem ocratic face w ith  the  m ilitary  p laying  a 
central role in constructing  dem ocracy and  m ain ta in ­
ing  its hegem ony.

On the  im portance o f p a rty  m anifestos in  the  electoral 
process, Shafqat s ta ted  tha t these hold  significance 
in  articu lating  the  key  ideology and  priorities o f  each 
political party . Political parties need to th ink  th rough  
the ir m anifestos and  develop them  in  light o f  key is­
sues prevalen t w ith in  the  country. Firstly, the  dem o­
graphic dividend as dem ography  has becom e a core 
n a tiona l issue for Pakistan. It w ill e ither be a dividend 
or a disaster, in terlinked w ith  popu lation  m anage­
m ent, u rban ization , and  skill developm ent. Secondly, 
parties should  define the ir stance on local governance. 
They m ust differentiate betw een provincial govern­
m ent, and  w hether th e y  w an t a com m issioner system  
or an  elected governm ent system . A com m issioner 
system  is one w here a governm ent-appoin ted  com ­
m issioner oversees local governance affairs w hereas 
in  the  elected governm ent system , local governance 
is adm inistered b y  elected representatives such as 
a m ayor or a council m em ber. Thirdly, they  should 
define the ir position  on terrorism . I f  one is m aking a 
case regard ing  terrorism , it m ust differentiate betw een 
counter-terrorism  and  counter-insurgency . Counter 
terrorism  refers to  stopping  terrorist attacks w hile 
coun ter-insu rgency  m eans com batting  insurgency  
m ovem ents aim ing to overthrow  established govern­
m ent authority . M anifestos m ust inform  p arty  posi­
tion  on w hether to involve the  m ilitary  or police in 
countering  terrorism . Fourthly , parties should  clarify  
the ir stance on the  18th A m endm ent as it is a key 
elem ent in  m anaging  the  in terven tion  o f m ilitary  in 
politics. Parties need to critically  outline the  degree o f 
p rovincial autonom y, bo th  fiscal and  adm inistrative 
th a t they  w ould  adhere to.

Fifthly, the  parties should  talk  about the  sta tus o f 
m inorities and  vulnerable com m unities including e th ­
nic, religious, and  gender m inorities. Lastly, Shafqat 
discussed the  im plications o f  elections on geopolitical 
linkages: foreign po licy  and  the  security  dim ension.
Is there  a possib ility  o f security  sector reform s or not? 
He argued th a t although  w e are going to  have elec­
tions u n der a m ilitary  hegem onic system  w ith  its in ­
bu ilt constrain ts, still there  are p len ty  o f  opportunities 
as well, bu t on ly  if  political parties band  together and  
develop a p a rty  system  th a t is based on som e degree 
o f  consensus and  faith  in  dem ocracy.
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C ontinuing the  discourse, H asanain  delved into  Paki­
s ta n ’s econom ic tra jectory  post-M usharraf, rem arking 
th a t since then  w e have show n no progress, the  cu r­
ren t econom ic s ituation  is in dire straits, particu larly  
in  term s o f  bu rgeoning  debt obligations. Pakistan  has 
to re tu rn  90 billion dollars in the  com ing th ree  years. 
Partly , the  challenge is due to an  acute shortage o f 
foreign exchange reserves and  the  lack o f skills in 
generating  foreign currency  earnings. M ostly, it has 
been  due to artific ial hand ling  o f  the  dollar b y  the 
previous governm ents. H asanain  argued th a t the  ap ­
p roach  o f  short-te rm  subsidies and  artificial m anage­
m ent o f the  dollar has affected P ak istan ’s econom y in 
the  longer-run, and  has led to the  curren t econom ic 
state.

set the  dollar price above the  m arket equilibrium , for 
exam ple, tak ing  it to alm ost PKR 500. In  doing so, it 
w ill seem  difficult at first for the  m asses bu t it will 
help in stabiliz ing  P ak istan ’s currency  in  the  longer 
run. Q uoting C hina’s exam ple, China kept Renm inbi 
(RNB) undervalued  against the  US dollar. This step 
aided in lim iting  the  flow o f  foreign currency  w ith in  
the  m arket and  allow ed the  coun try  to keep foreign 
exchange reserves. A dditionally , Pakistan  should 
keep the  dollar reserved ra ther than  spending  it in 
the  m arket. The accum ulation  o f  foreign exchange 
reserves acts as a buffer against currency  fluctuations, 
p rov id ing  stability  to  the  n a tiona l currency. It can 
also be used  for bu ild ing  the  coun try ’s credibility  w ith  
creditors.

In countering  this, H asanain  said th a t w e need to 
develop a contextualized  approach to the  current 
econom ic crisis. E xplain ing different approaches, he 
said th a t on  one side, the  experts advocate for closing 
im ports w hile w aiting  for every th ing  to fall in  place. 
W hile on  the  o ther side, th e y  advocate for b ring ing  in 
investm ents to overcom e the  default scenario. Instead, 
H asanain  proposed a three-fo ld  solution. First, he sug­
gested th a t to overcom e the  debt problem , Pakistan  
has to go for a structured  default. There are two kinds 
o f  defaults: p lanned  and  unplanned . P akistan  needs to 
go for a p lanned  and  structured  default w hich requires 
engagem ent w ith  creditors to nego tiate  term s, thereby  
buying  tim e to im plem ent substan tive  reform s and 
restructuring  institu tions. W hile being  burdensom e, it 
can  reap long-term  benefits.

Furtherm ore, H asanain  proposed th a t Pakistan  should

In further addressing the  debt burden, he proposed 
th a t there  is a need for the  developm ent o f  a com pre­
hensive stra tegy  to revitalize exports, w hich have w it­
nessed a sign ifican t decline in  recent years. P ak istan ’s 
exports as percen tage o f GDP has decreased b y  h a lf  
from  13% to  7% in the  past 5 years. Exports have also 
suffered as the  business com m unity  relies on  im port- 
based products. This has increased the  im port b ill and 
has enhanced  trade deficit. Lastly, com m enting on 
the  presence o f a hybrid  governm ent, he argued th a t 
there  is no benefit o f  this system  as it creates uncer­
ta in ty  for business owners and  investors. The hybrid 
system  is a b lend  o f au thoritarian  and  dem ocratic 
forces w here rapid  changes in  policies and  legislative 
fram ew orks d isrupt the  w orkings o f businesses.

W ith a career spen t in  public m anagem ent, G hani 
argued th a t p a rty  m anifestos m ust no t be solely  m ade 
for w inn ing  votes and  elections bu t m ust include 
key policies, w hich are then  debated and  critically  
evaluated  b y  the  public, and  revised b y  incorporating  
the ir feedback. M oreover, these policies should  have 
clear im plem entation  m echanism s backed b y  proper 
legislation  and  institu tional strengthening , for lasting  
im pact. He stressed the  need for align ing  policies w ith 
appropria te  pathw ays and  m onitoring  the ir effective­
ness w hile also addressing cross-departm ental issues. 
He further called for public service delivery reform s 
b y  setting  defined perform ance standards and  targets 
w hile stric tly  enforcing w orking tim elines th rough
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penalties for delays, and  m inim um  service standards 
for federal, provincial, and  local governm ents.

G hani h igh ligh ted  th a t m anifestos m ust incorporate 
pathw ays for overcom ing pow er issues w ith in  struc­
tures. As w ith  governm ent structures, pow er struggles 
arise betw een different b ranches i.e. legislative, 
executive and  jud ic ia l or even am ong political parties 
vy ing  for control. Thus, there  m ust be a consensus on 
core values for safeguarding b o th  constitu tiona l and 
institu tional in teg rity  am ong all parties. He further 
argued for the  crucial role o f  provinces in  m a in ta in ­
ing  the  federal structure o f  the  state, w hich m ust be 
w ho le-hearted ly  respected. Sim ilarly, local govern­
m ents m ust also be em pow ered w ith  resources and 
decision-m aking au tho rity  to im prove efficiency. In 
closing, he em phasized the  form ation o f  an  in te r­
n a tio n a lly  com petitive dom estic m arket as a w ay  to 
solve our econom ic issues.

As the  last speaker, K han h igh lighted  the  v ita l role 
o f  m edia during elections from  m ere reporting  to 
creating  a p la tform  for generating  public discourse 
th a t analyzes m anifestos and  evaluates candidates. 
Further, m edia perform s tw o m ain  functions during 
elections: one, in terest aggregation  th rough  w hich 
it gathers and  represents diverse interests, concerns, 
v iew points, and  preferences o f the  public; and  two, 
in terest p rojection  w hich is an  act o f conveying public 
needs, w ants, concerns, and  dem ands to the  po liti­
cians and  the  general public. However, the  current 
h igh ly  polarized m edia landscape has instead p ro ­
duced polarized  ra ther th a n  inform ed audiences. On 
the  contrary, responsible reporting  w ould  involve a 
com prehensive coverage o f constituencies beyond 
reg ional and  p arty  biases, including  the ir histories, 
problem s, and  current issues. The objective should  
be to go beyond  a particu lar region such as Punjab 
w hich holds cen trality  in  the  parliam en tary  structure 
to p rov id ing  a holistic profile o f  the  entire coun try  
w hile being  inclusive o f m arg inal voices.

These initia l com m ents b y  speakers, was followed by  
a v ib ran t question  and  answ er session. A nsw ering 
a question  regard ing  the  evolving m edia landscape, 
K han sta ted  th a t b y  m edia, he was referring  to all

form s: p rin t, electronic, and  social m edia, as i t ’s be­
com ing increasing ly  difficult to restrict it to trad itio n ­
al boundaries. Each m edia p la tform  presents its own 
set o f challenges and  dynam ics. W hile social m edia 
has em erged as a po ten t force, it is often charac ter­
ized b y  aggressive and  em otionally  charged content 
as it operates in a m ore decentralized and  unregulated  
m anner. A lthough w e canno t ignore its influence, it’s 
im perative to d istinguish  betw een m isinform ation  and  
credible sources. Thus, despite the  pressures to cater 
to popu lar sen tim ent on social m edia, m ainstream  
m edia m ust upho ld  tru th  and  in teg rity  in  its reporting, 
even if  it m eans sacrificing popu larity  for accuracy. 
M ainstream  jou rna lism  has the  added responsib ility  to 
adhere to principles o f  fact-checking and  authenticity .

A nsw ering a question  regard ing  the  devolution  o f 
health  and  social service delivery responsibilities to 
the  provinces after the  18 th  am endm ent and  its chal­
lenges, G hani accepted tha t this has indeed expanded 
the  scope o f the  p rim ary  health  sector. However, it 
also m eans tha t provinces bear greater accountab ility  
for ensuring  effective service delivery  at the  grass­
roots level. He argued th a t com m unity  involvem ent 
w as p ivo tal in this context as local governance s truc­
tures can help in  a m ore efficient healthcare system . 
Further, capacity  building, resource allocation, and  
developing linkages w ith  the  priva te  sector are crucial 
aspects to consider.

Lastly, responding to  a question  regard ing  leadership 
crises and  the  pro liferation  o f  vested interests tha t 
h inder progress, G hani articulated  tw o approaches to 
solve the  leadership crisis: one, generate public de­
m and  for tran sparen t and  accountab le leadership tha t 
p rioritizes the  com m on good over personal agendas; 
tw o, no t confine leadership to a singular figure bu t 
decentralize it across various levels o f  society  so as 
to nourish  an  inclusive, responsive, and  com m itted 
leadership culture. He argued th a t all institu tions p lay  
a v ita l role in shap ing  leadership dynam ics, and  in 
producing  effective leadership allow ing na tio n a l level 
leadership to em erge o rganically  from  w ith in  the  n a ­
tion.
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