SUPPORTING IRAN

The writer is a former ambassador.

It’s all so predictable. As soon as Pakistan makes a move to overcome its chronic oil and gas deficiency by agreeing belatedly to build a pipeline to Iran, the Americans go into an over drive to prevent it. Even as Washington threatens sanctions, it offers sweeteners, the latest being an offer to supply gas at a lower price than offered by Iran. (Dawn, Jan 27)

True, finding a reliable and affordable supplier of oil and gas for Pakistan should not be an American concern but that’s not the point. The Americans know full well the problems Pakistan has been facing due to its energy deficiency. Even a dunderhead would wonder why it didn’t occur to them to help us overcome the shortages before we eventually finalised the pipeline deal with Iran.

Actually, it would have never occurred to Washington had it not been for its current obsession to isolate Iran and inflict as much pain as possible on the mullahs in Tehran to force them to forego their nuclear programme. 

Nevertheless, by focusing attention on our policy in the fast escalating crisis between the US and Iran, Washington has, albeit, unintentionally done us a good turn.

In the past, when confronted with uncomfortable choices we pretended the problem did not exist; alternatively, we fudged, tried to please both sides and, when that failed, dissembled and lied. At best, we sat on the fence and dragged ourselves along it, taking care never to get off.

Today as we head for yet another ‘are you with us or against us’ moment in our relationship with the US, we no longer have that luxury. We had better be ready with our response although what that will be is a no brainer.

Weaned on the US sponsored IMF bailouts the chances are we will jump on to the American bandwagon with scarcely a pause for reflection. That way we also get to keep on the right side of the Saudis, another of our major benefactors. Anyway, considering how strapped we are for oil, weaponry and cash, we are in no position to resist the American or Saudi pressure. And, because the powerful Saudi-US combination has the backing of virtually all Arab governments it’s a safe bet we will say that it makes no sense for Pakistan to buck the trend because that’s the familiar response of a waterlogged brain.

That’s a pity, because the current American negotiating stance concerning Iran is absurd. What it basically says is that there will be no negotiations with Iran unless its nuclear programme is shut down. But, if Iran were to agree to shut it down, what would be there to negotiate about? It’s like the ‘any colour but only if it is black’ option that Henry Ford once offered customers wanting to purchase his cars.

It’s a further pity that Islamabad does not have the spunk to point out that it’s senseless for the US to demand that unless Iran agrees to a humiliating climb-down, no solution is possible only because the US is not prepared to make any changes in its negotiating stance. Besides, even if the Arab governments support the US that does not reflect what their people feel as none of these states are democracies. If anything, their people are aghast at the stance their rulers are taking. The Egyptian military rulers of yore, for example, have yet to live down the fact that they accepted Israel as a nuclear weapon state without so much as a squeak even as today they silently support an American assault on Iran for the very same reason.

The fact is that sanctions imposed on Iran, especially those denying Iran access to its traditional oil markets will, if implemented rigorously, choke Iran. And that will lead, in the opinion of one US expert, to ‘the kind of humanitarian catastrophe inflicted by the sanctions regime on Iraq from 1992 till the invasion.’ Rather than face such a calamity Iran will likely ‘escalate its provocations’ such as closing down the Straits of Hormuz. In other words, the current American policy is the best way to guarantee the very calamity the US claims it is trying to prevent. Fortunately, China, Russia and India are not willing to get roped into observing the US economic sanctions imposed on Iran. They intend to continue buying oil from Iran, although the Europeans will likely follow the US lead; and so will Japan buckle into US pressure eventually.

A US expert, Colin Kahl, was of the view that any war with Iran could well spark a regional war; solidify popular support for the regime in Tehran and transform ‘the Arab spring’s populist anti-regime narrative into a decidedly anti-American one’. Pakistan, of course, does not have to bother about anti-Americanism gaining traction here; we are already the most anti-American country in the world, according to polls.

What then can Pakistan do? To begin with Pakistan must make it clear we cannot participate in any American-led international boycott or a sanctions regime against Iran which does not have UNSC approval. This should mean, inter alia, we proceed with the I-P pipeline project and fulfil all our obligations under the contract. And, frankly, even in the unlikely event that the UNSC unites to allow an American attack on Iran, we should drag our feet in implementing any resolution which harms Iran.

But that’s not enough. Given the importance of Iran and the ‘fellow’ feeling we have for Iran, we need to go further and chart a policy that is entirely supportive of Iran in the international fora and especially the UN Security Council of which we are a member. We also need to declare that we will not permit our airspace, territorial waters or soil being used in any manner that is inimical to Iran, including US drones overflying Pakistan to spy on Iran.

We should also consider joining with Russia and China to guarantee the supply of fuel for Iran’s civilian nuclear reactors in return for any agreement Iran may conclude with the IAEA limiting enrichment capability or allowing IAEA personnel to monitor its facilities.

We could go further and engage with other regional states which possess nuclear weapons, including India, to provide Iran with a nuclear umbrella. Such a measure would not, of course, persuade Israel to forego nuclear weapons but it could inhibit Tel Aviv using, or threatening the use of tactical nuclear weapons against Iran. While these steps on their own won’t amount to much, because they will be stymied by the US, they would reflect the strong support within the country for Iran and its security.

Pakistan has the second largest shia population in the world and our 35 million shias are very conscious of their shia affiliations. Shia Iran, therefore, has a special place in their affections and any attack on Iran will enrage them. Such anger can take many forms. And within the country it will almost certainly accentuate the shia-wahabi divide, thereby complicating our security situation and adding greatly to the governance problems facing the regime. Abroad the shia-sunni rift could give rise to civil wars especially in Saudi Arabia where the sizeable shia segment of the population has been nursing grievances for decades.

It is prudent, therefore, not only to disassociate ourselves from the American policy towards Iran but also to take measures, short of warring with America, to assure Iran of our friendship and support in the event of a conflict imposed on Iran. The dispatch of a high level special envoy to Iran conveying this message seems an appropriate gesture in these testing times. I imagine that it will also be welcomed by Iran.
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