2010: Military wanted special exemption from Pakistani passenger screening in US
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1. (C) Summary: Pakistan’s government and political opposition are publicly and privately criticizing our decision to subject Pakistani citizens travelling to the U.S. to enhanced airport security screening. Senior Pakistani officials raised the issue several times in recent meetings with visiting CODELS and SRAP Ambassador Holbrooke. They described the screening as “discriminatory” and “insulting” and asked that we reconsider our decision. The enhanced screening has also been criticized in Pakistan’s parliament, with some members calling on the government to retaliate by subjecting U.S. citizens travelling to Pakistan to similar procedures and by barring travel of official Pakistani delegations to the U.S. (Note: All travellers are already subject to full-body pat-downs at Pakistan’s airports. End Note.)

2. (C) Some Pakistani officials have already threatened to cancel planned travel to the U.S. unless we can assure them that they will not be subject to the screening. The Pakistan military’s Joint Staff informed the Embassy’s Office of the Defense Representative Pakistan (ODRP) on January 13 that Pakistan will not be represented at the January 24-26 Chiefs of Defense (CHODs) conference in Washington unless we confirm screening exemptions for their delegation in writing. Cancellation of such travel would be a major setback to the bilateral relationship. Post thus urges Washington to expand the range of dignitaries exempt from enhanced screening and to put clear procedures in place to facilitate our arranging such exemptions. End Summary.

GOVERNMENT, OPPOSITION CRITICIZE ENHANCED SCREENING
——————————————— ——

3. (C) Both the government and opposition have publicly and privately criticized the Transportation Security Administration’s decision, announced January 4, to include Pakistan among the “countries of interest” whose citizens travelling to the U.S. will be subject to enhanced airport security screening. In recent days, senior Pakistani officials — including President Zardari, Prime Minster Gilani, and Foreign Minister Qureshi — have raised the issue in meetings with visiting CODELs and SRAP Ambassador Holbrooke. In a January 8 meeting with CODEL McCain, Gilani described the decision to subject Pakistanis to enhanced screening as “insulting,” while Qureshi said it undermined positive steps to build bridges between Pakistan and the U.S. and urged that we reconsider the measure (Ref A). In a January 11 meeting with CODEL Levin, Ahsan Iqbal, spokesman for the opposition PML-N party, termed the screening procedures “yet another thorn in the side of U.S.-Pakistan relations” (Ref B).

4. (U) The enhanced screening has also been criticized in Pakistan’s parliament. On January 11, Senator Raza Rabbani (PPP) and Deputy Senate Chairman Mir Jan Muhammad Jamali (PML) moved a motion in the Senate calling for the Pakistani government to respond by implementing similar screening procedures for U.S. citizens travelling to Pakistan. During a January 14 National Assembly session, the PML-N’s Chaudhry Nisar Ali Khan, the Leader of Opposition in the National Assembly, described the screening procedures as discriminatory, and said that no official Pakistani delegations should visit the U.S. until Pakistan is removed from the list of “countries of concern.” Responding to Chaudhry Nisar, Prime Minister Gilani told the National Assembly that the government was raising the issue with high levels of the U.S. government and that Pakistan would seek a reversal of the decision to subject Pakistanis to the screening. At the same session, Member of the National Assembly Sherry Rehman (PPP) claimed that the screening procedures amounted to racial profiling and violated Article 2 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. She said the screening would deepen the divide between the Muslim and non-Muslim worlds.

5. (C) On January 12, the NWFP Provincial Assembly unanimously passed a resolution that demanded that the federal government call on the U.S. to cease the screening and that it subject U.S. citizens to similar procedures. (Note: All travelers are already subjected to full-body pat-downs at Pakistan’s airports. End Note.) NWFP assembly member (and former Consulate Peshawar FSN) Saqib Khan Chamkani (ANP), who was one of the cosponsors of the resolution, informed us that he had forged a compromise to soften language proposed by the JUI-F that called for a boycott of U.S. goods and for American citizens to be individually strip-searched by Pakistani screeners.

6. (U) Appearing on a January 12 talk-show on GEO TV together with the DCM — who detailed the reasons we implemented the enhanced screening for travelers from and transiting Pakistan — PML General Secretary Mushahid Hussein (PML-Q) called the screening “draconian” and said that Pakistan should deal with it both bilaterally and through the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), since all the countries whose citizens are subject to the screening are Muslim-majority, except Cuba. He said the Pakistani government should bar parliamentarians from visiting the U.S. and U.S. CODELs from visiting Pakistan “until Washington reviews this discriminatory and shameful law.” On the same show, PML-N spokesman Ahsan Iqbal argued that the screening rule must have been made in “knee-jerk mode” because “it is in sharp contrast with President Obama’s stated policy to win the hearts and minds in the Muslim world.”

THREATS TO CANCEL U.S. TRAVEL
—————————–

7. (C) On January 13, the Chief of the Embassy’s Office of the Defense Representative Pakistan (ODRP) received a letter from the Pakistan military’s Joint Staff describing the enhanced security procedures as “contradictory” to the role played by Pakistan in the fight against terrorism. According to the letter, the enhanced screening “puts to serious questioning” Pakistan’s status as a major non-NATO ally and “impinge(s) adversely upon the enhanced cooperation between the U.S. and Pakistan.” The letter requests that Pakistan be removed from the list of “countries of concern,” and that, in the interim, the U.S. provide an exemption from the screening to the Chairman of Pakistan’s Joint Chiefs of Staff, Pakistan’s Service Chiefs, and all Pakistani military delegations and holders of diplomatic passports. In the absence of assurances in writing of these exemptions, the letter claimed that Pakistan would not be represented at the January 24-26 Chiefs of Defense (CHODs) conference in Washington. (Note: ODRP has taken steps to ensure that Pakistan’s CHOD party will be escorted through U.S. customs upon arrival, but this would not affect the group’s passenger screening treatment overseas. End Note.)

8. (C) Deputy National Assembly Speaker Faisal Kundi (PPP) told Poloff on January 14 that if he is subject to the enhanced security procedures when he travels to the U.S. as an International Leadership Visitor Program (IVLP) participant in late April, he will “turn back around from the airport.” He said that Members of the National Assembly (MNAs) are not “ordinary Pakistanis” and thus he did not feel that they should be subject to such screening.

9. (C) On January 15, an official with the military’s Strategic Plans Division (SPD) — which oversees Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal — informed us that the enhanced screening may lead an SPD delegation to defer meetings in Washington scheduled for early February.

10. (C) Comment: Pakistani criticism of the enhanced screening, albeit measured in comparison with ongoing criticism of drone strikes and the criticism the Kerry-Lugar legislation has received, nevertheless features gross exaggeration of the facts of the U.S. decision and a degree of hysteria. That said, as Pakistanis return from U.S. trips, the criticism may intensify as the procedure becomes fleshed out with real experiences. Of course, the screening issue may ultimately lack broad public resonance because the overwhelming majority of Pakistanis will never travel to the U.S. But the screening has already touched a raw nerve among those Pakistanis who matter most: the elites, including government officials, who do travel to the U.S. and whose opinions about U.S. policy we must change for the better in order for us to succeed here.

11. (C) Comment Continued: We have made clear to the Pakistanis that the enhanced screening reflects the fact that planning, preparation, and training for terrorist acts against the U.S. are taking place in Pakistan, and that it applies to all individuals travelling to the U.S. from or through Pakistan, including U.S citizens and even U.S. diplomats. We do believe that some Pakistani officials and prominent personalities, including senior military officers, will cancel U.S. travel if we can not assure them they will be exempt from the screening. Well-known columnist Ejaz Haider told the DCM on a radio show on January 22 that he had declined an invitation to a CENTCOM conference in Tampa because of the new procedure. Cancellation of such travel would be a major setback to the bilateral relationship. To mitigate the possible damage, Post urges Washington to expand the range of foreign dignitaries exempt from enhanced screening, and put clear procedures in place that we can follow to arrange such exemptions.
PATTERSON

