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Caged Lion of Punjab: The fall 
of Pakistan former PM Sharif

ISLAMABAD: Three times he has ruled Pakistan,
and three times he has been deposed. Now
Nawaz Sharif, the “Lion of Punjab”, is being
forced to watch the triumph of his great rival
Imran Khan from behind bars. Sharif, imprisoned
since mid-July, is starting one of the last chapters
of his long career from a cell, where the 68-year-
old is serving a 10-year sentence for corruption.
His daughter and political heir Maryam is similar-
ly imprisoned, while his wife Kulsoom is fighting
cancer thousands of miles away in London. Sharif
himself is also in frail health. And the great gam-
ble he took in returning to Pakistan days ahead of
the July 25 election has failed to galvanize sup-
port. Instead, Khan is set to take the oath as
prime minister and usher in a “New Pakistan” on
August 18.

“Now is the time to see how history remem-
bers him,” says Muhammad Zubair, a senior
member of Sharif’s eponymous Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N). Such a scenario
seemed unthinkable a year ago when Sharif, then
a popular prime minister hailed for his infrastruc-
ture projects, seemed to be moving towards easy
re-election. The Supreme Court shattered his
momentum on July 28, 2017, controversially
deposing him following a corruption investiga-
tion. He was banned from politics, and finally
jailed just two weeks before the vote.

The “Lion of Punjab”, named for the wealthy
province which is his family stronghold, has
insisted that the powerful Pakistani army-assisted

by the judiciary-orchestrated his fall. Khan, who
captained Pakistan to World Cup cricket victory
in 1992, has dismissed the claims, as have the
generals. But Sharif is not alone: observers have
described the campaign as the “dirtiest” in
Pakistan’s history because of widespread allega-
tions of military interference. The opposition is
protesting against alleged electoral fraud.

Supporters say Pakistanis will remember that
Sharif and daughter Maryam were in London
with his ailing wife when their jail sentences were
handed down. They chose to return to Pakistan,
where they were arrested as soon as they landed.
But the hoped-for surge of support for his party-
led into the campaign by his less charismatic
brother, Shahbaz-has not materialized. Once
ubiquitous in the media, Sharif has issued no
public statement in weeks. “They wanted to sell
this politically. But the gamble didn’t pay off,”
analyst Fahd Husain said.

Political legacy
Sharif is “being punished only for one reason,

and that reason is that he is not bowing his head”
to the military, Mushahidullah Khan, a former
PML-N minister said. Imran Khan, who first
instigated the corruption charges against Sharif,
has told AFP the PML-N’s claims are “conspira-
cy theories” and a “smokescreen”. The court
decision ousting Sharif may have been contro-
versial, but repeated accusations over decades
mean he is widely perceived as corrupt. Critics

dismiss him as a leader who stole billions from
Pakistan, giving Khan’s vow to end graft an extra
edge. But Sharif’s supporters staunchly frame his
ouster as part of the long battle between the
civilian and military leadership for power in
Pakistan, whose history is punctuated by coups
and assassinations.

“(Sharif) is fighting for civilian supremacy. If
he is going to jail, it is worth giving that sacrifice,”
says the PML-N’s Zubair. Sharif has been down
and out before. Expelled from power in 1993 on
suspicion of corruption, he won the 1997 election,
only to be ousted and exiled after a military coup
in 1999. He returned in 2007, and took power
once more in 2013. Zubair said he will not fight for
a fourth term. Now, it is his political legacy at
stake. Saving that might not be up to him. “If
(Imran Khan’s party) does well, Nawaz Sharif’s
narrative will be diluted,” said the analyst Husain.

Comeback? 
The PML-N has criticized the conditions of

Sharif’s detention. Sharif, who suffers from high
blood pressure, was briefly hospitalized in late
July. “He looks far better than the first time,”
Zubair, who visits Sharif regularly, told AFP. The
ex-prime minister is “not in the worst possible
cell”, and even has a television with three chan-
nels-state-run PTV, a weather channel and a
sports channel. But he is in solitary confinement.
“He is not even allowed to meet Maryam, other
than on Sundays,” Zubair said. His fate has divid-

ed once-fervent supporters. “Many PML-N
leaders told him not to speak against the army
and judiciary, but he didn’t listen,” said Naja
Nisar, an estate agent in Rawalpindi. Kashan
Arshid, a former party youth leader in

Rawalpindi, is unwilling to write Sharif off. “It’s
the third time he’s suffered. Each time ... people
say he is finished,” Arshid said. “But every time
he comes back, stronger. The lion will roar
again.” — AFP 

ISLAMABAD: Supporters of Pakistani opposition parties carry placards
with the picture of ousted Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif outside
the election commission office against the alleged election rigging in
Islamabad. — AFP 
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US envoy urges 
Britain to ditch 
Iran nuke deal
LONDON: The United States urged Britain yes-
terday to ditch its support for a 2015 nuclear deal
with Iran and instead join forces with Washington
to counter the global threat it says Tehran poses.
Despite opposition from European allies, US
President Trump in May pulled the United States
out of a deal between world powers and Tehran
under which international sanctions were lifted in
return for curbs on Iran’s nuclear program. Since
then, Britain, France and Germany have sought to

keep the deal alive, while Trump has prepared
new sanctions, saying a broader and more bal-
anced deal is needed. Iran has denounced the
sanctions as “US unilateralism”.

US Ambassador to Britain Woody Johnson
criticized Tehran for funding “proxy wars and
malign activities” instead of investing in its econ-
omy. He said Iran needed to make tangible and
sustained changes to behave like a normal coun-
try. “Until then, America is turning up the pres-
sure and we want the UK by our side,” Johnson
wrote in the Sunday Telegraph newspaper. “It is
time to move on from the flawed 2015 deal. We
are asking global Britain to use its considerable
diplomatic power and influence and join us as we
lead a concerted global effort towards a genuine-
ly comprehensive agreement.”

Asked about Johnson’s article, the British for-
eign office pointed to comments from Middle

East minister Alistair Burt, who last week ruled
out Britain going along with the United States.
Burt said the deal was an important part of
regional security and that, with the European
Union, the government was trying to protect
British companies from the US sanctions when
dealing with Iran. Britain remained open to talks
with the United States on how to address con-
cerns about Iran.

Iranian President Hassan Rouhani said last
week that Trump’s repudiation of the nuclear deal
was illegal and Iran would not yield to
Washington’s renewed campaign to strangle
Iran’s vital oil exports. But protests have broken
out in Iran as its currency has collapsed in value
and inflation has soared. The protests have often
begun with slogans against the high cost of living
and alleged financial corruption, but quickly
turned into anti-government rallies. — Reuters

Netanyahu
demands ‘total’
Gaza ceasefire
JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu yesterday demanded a “total”
ceasefire from Gaza’s Hamas rulers in his first
public comments on another deadly flare-up
between the two sides. There have been
efforts by UN officials and Egypt to secure a
long-term truce between Israel and Hamas,
though Israeli officials have not commented
on them. Since July, there have been three
major flare-ups of violence. “We are in the
midst of a campaign against terror in Gaza,”

Netanyahu said at the start of a cabinet meet-
ing. “It will not end with one blow. “Our
demand is clear: a total ceasefire. We shall not
be satisfied with less than that,” he added.
“Until now we have destroyed hundreds of
Hamas military targets and with every round
of attacks the Israel Defense Forces exact
another heavy price from Hamas.”

Netanyahu has come under political pres-
sure to act more strongly against Hamas,
though both sides are reluctant to start a
fourth war between them since 2008. Israel
has also sought an end to kites and balloons
carrying firebombs over the Gaza border
fence to burn Israeli farmland. An informal
truce reached on Thursday night has largely
held despite the deaths of three Palestinians
since then from Israeli army fire during border
protests and clashes. — AFP


