For a stable Afghanistan
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WHAT are Pakistan’s interests in Pakistan? One of the principal concerns of Pakistan’s leadership in the early years of independence was the irredentist claim that the then Afghan regime laid to large swathes of Pakistani territory. This was on the ground that the establishment of the Durand Line as the border between Afghanistan and British India had been imposed by the British in an unequal treaty.

At that time, there was also a movement in Pakistan’s NWFP province and parts of Balochistan for the creation of Pakhtunistan. Does this continue to be a matter of substantive concern?Certainly, the noises made in Afghanistan would suggest that they are anxious to maintain their claim, despite the strain this puts on relations with Pakistan, the country on which they are most dependent for their trade, which continues to host the largest number of Afghan refugees and which is theoretically the lynchpin in the global alliance to fight terrorism emanating from Afghanistan.

But can this go beyond bellicose statements? It is not clear as to whether Pakhtunistan would be part of Afghanistan or an independent state encompassing the NWFP and parts of Pakistani Balochistan and the Pashtun majority areas of Afghanistan.

If it is the former, this would mean not only the disintegration of Pakistan but also that of Afghanistan. Afghanistan’s disintegration would mean that west Afghanistan would probably become part of Iran, realising in part the vision of Khorasan. The northern part would then be divided between Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and perhaps Turkmenistan.

This is manifestly absurd.In Pakistan, the Pashtuns may rail against what they see as the injustice done to their province by the federation and will continue to do so along with the other smaller provinces.

But they have no desire to be part of Afghanistan, realising full well that they have a much brighter economic future within Pakistan than in Afghanistan or in a so-called independent Pakhtunistan.

In Afghanistan itself, the one bright spot in the years of internecine warfare that followed the Soviet withdrawal was the fact that Afghan nationalism was never called into question. This, despite the fact that the Taliban massacred the Hazaras in Bamiyan and around Kabul on sectarian grounds and Uzbeks in Mazar-i-Sharif on ethnic grounds. This, despite the fact that after the collapse of the Taliban regime more than a million Pashtuns were either killed or displaced in the north (where they had been settled for two generations or more) by the Uzbeks and Tajiks. Even today, the Karzai regime has not been able to ensure their return to their homes.

It might be worthwhile to recall that it was not only the misguided Pashtuns from Pakistan sent to Mazar-i-Sharif by the Sufi from Malakand under the banner of the Tehrik-Nifaz-Sharia-i-Malakand who died in the containers in which Dostum packed them. Many Pashtuns from the north suffered the same fate.

The Afghan regimes, whether the Taliban, the Karzai government or even the Northern Alliance, will all raise the issue of the Durand Line and Pakhtunistan from time to time and will, at least outwardly, refuse to take any cooperative measures that suggest a recognition of the Durand Line. For them, it is a symbol that cannot be publicly abandoned.

This does not mean, however, that the Afghans will ever seek to confront us militarily. This is an impossibility in the foreseeable future. The raising of this issue by the Afghans should not, therefore, be seen by us as more than a minor irritant and should not be given a high priority in determining our interests in Afghanistan.

The other interest that was pushed for some time as the driver of the Afghan policy was our quest for “strategic depth”. This absurd notion has now been dropped. Even its most ardent supporters are now prepared to concede that in today’s world the last thing that Afghanistan can provide is the sort of strategic depth that we sought in Iran during the 1965 war.

An added concern, however, is the use of Afghan territory by inimical forces to destabilise Pakistan. We have taken umbrage at the fact that Afghanistan has permitted India to set up consulates in the Afghan provinces close to Pakistan’s border and have pointed out repeatedly that anti-state elements in Pakistan are being offered financial and material support through these consulates.

While there may be more than a grain of truth in these allegations, it does seem that India has other less obvious means of assisting anti-state elements in Pakistan and that if such Indian activity is to be stopped better communication with the Indians may be the best way of resolving this issue.

In any case, there are also other anti-Pakistan elements in Afghanistan, most notably the Taliban who are using Afghan territory to work against us. The answer lies in ensuring that the Pak-Afghan border is made less porous and that the free flow of men and material is placed under greater control.

There is no gainsaying the fact that when we in Pakistan talk of the advantages flowing from our geo-strategic location such advantages as are supposed to flow from this location depend in large measure on the restoration of peace and stability in Afghanistan and the creation in that country of the communications network that would facilitate the flow of trade between Central Asia and South Asia.

In 1991, when the Central Asian states became independent, Pakistani ports via Afghanistan were seen as the most economical routes for Central Asian exports of their energy reserves to South Asia and the rest of the world. They — Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan. Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan — all made it clear that they wanted to end their dependence on Russia for outlets to the sea and that they would much rather have a route to the sea or to the South Asian market through Afghanistan and Pakistan than through Iran.

Today, it has become obvious that even if Afghanistan is stabilised in the near future (and this seems unlikely), the expected trade boom will not take place. Turkmenistan gas reserves are plentiful but all reports suggest that these have been tied up in long term contracts that Turkmenistan has concluded or is in the process of concluding with Russia and China. The former needs Central Asian gas to fulfil its commitments to the Europeans and the latter to satisfy its own burgeoning domestic demand.

Central Asia’s other products, such as long staple cotton, may flow into Pakistan through Afghanistan but that is not going to be of enormous consequence. Central Asia may become an exploitable market for our exports but again the impact will be relatively limited.

Our principal interest in Afghanistan are not the positive ones of what trade benefits we can derive or the “strategic depth” we can get or the communications routes it can provide to connect Central Asia to our ports. They are largely the negative ones of protecting ourselves from the pernicious ideology that has taken root — with some assistance from us — in south and southeast Afghanistan, the dramatically increased flow of drugs into our cities from the ever-increasing poppy cultivation in Afghanistan and from the smuggling into Pakistan of some five billion dollars worth of goods that undercut our efforts to develop our own industrial production.

Today, many in the country talk about the enormous growth in Pakistan’s trade with Afghanistan. It is true that official figures show that trade, particularly in construction material, has shown a steep upward trend. But our customs officials worry about how much of this is genuine trade and how much of it is merely an effort to avoid the payment of sales tax and excise duty on materials that are exported only on paper.

Today, our customs officials grimly concede that the Afghan Transit Agreement shows imports into Afghanistan of quantities of electronic goods, tyres and industrial raw materials that are clearly well beyond Afghanistan’s capacity to absorb and which eventually become contraband material sold in Pakistan under the table at prices that undercut legitimate importers.

Above all, our interest is in securing the return to Afghanistan of the 2.5 million acknowledged refugees that continue to be in Pakistan. These refugees are a considerable drain on our economy. They make a substantial contribution to weapons proliferation in Pakistan. They exacerbate sectarian differences within the country and are in many ways the shock troops for religious parties in the country.

What we need is peace and stability within an Afghanistan that is united and has overcome fissiparous tendencies. Such peace and stability would mean that the influence of the Taliban or Al Qaeda be curbed. It would mean that with the cooperation of the international community the drug menace be reduced if not eliminated. It would mean we have normal trade relations with Afghanistan and continue to be the principal route for Afghanistan’s trade with the outside world.

It would also mean that we tackle together the problems of endemic poverty and unemployment in the inhospitable terrain of the tribal areas that lie on both sides of our border. This could entail seeking and securing special benefits from the world community for the products of uneconomic industries that we set up to generate economic activity and employment in that region.

We would naturally prefer that the government in Kabul is friendly towards us. Whether the government in Kabul is friendly or hostile is not, however, of cardinal interest. Whatever the complexion of the government, it will be in its interest, given the role Pakistan plays as Afghanistan’s window to the outside world, to maintain correct if not cordial relations with Islamabad.

This is what we need from Afghanistan. How we help to achieve stability and thereby contribute to our own stability is the question that I will try and tackle next.
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