Uneasy ties with Iran
By Muhammad Ali Siddiqi

NOTWITHSTANDING the fund of goodwill that exists among the people, the relationship between Pakistan and Iran is far from ideal and is in fact characterised by an inexplicable coldness. A talk with a cross-section of Iran’s top leadership leaves no one in doubt that Iran is very keen to strike an understanding with Pakistan on regional issues, especially Afghanistan, but all of them complain — or perhaps confess — that something stands between the two countries and things do not move.

Diplomats like Foreign Minister Manoucheher Muttaki and nuclear negotiator Ali Larijani soft-pedalled the issue and merely emphasised the need for closer ties, implying the absence of the degree to which they wished to see the relations between the two countries. But others like former president Hashmi Rafsanjani and A.N.S. Khamoushi, chief of the Iranian Chamber of Commerce, Industry and Mines, were less reticent.

Whatever the topic of discussion — the nuclear issue, Iraq, the ticking bomb that is Lebanon or American policies in the Middle East — Iranians would ultimately focus on Afghanistan when it comes to relations with Pakistan. In brief, the Iranians are upset, if not hurt, by our Afghan policy, past and present. They emphasise that a common Pakistani and Iranian approach to the Afghan issue will help all the three countries; conversely, the absence of an Iranian-Pakistani understanding on Afghanistan has created immense problems for the region. They think the key to stability in the south-west Asian region is an understanding between Tehran and Islamabad.

An indication of Iran’s keenness to improve relations with Pakistan and project its views to the Pakistani people through the mass media was to be seen in the interviews arranged for the seven-man media team from Pakistan that visited Iran towards the end of last month. Normally, it would not be possible for men like Mutakki, Larijani and Rafsanjani to meet visiting newsmen from any country on a short notice, but in our case the meetings had been planned well in advance and the smallest of details taken care of.

So were the meetings with Mr Mohammad Hossein Saffar Harandi, Information Minister (Wazir-i-Farhang wa Irshsad-i-Islami), and the chiefs of Iran’s leading newspaper groups, including Hossein Shariatmadari, Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei’s representative and president of the Kayhan Group, besides editors of Aitemad-i-Milli, Persian daily Iran, English Iran Daily and Arabic daily al-Wafaq, and we knew how desperately the concerned officials, led by Mohammad Khudadi, Iran’s out-going consul general in Lahore, tried for a meeting with President Mahmoud Ahmedinejad, who unfortunately had a hectic schedule because elections to the Guardian Council were approaching.

Muttaki and Larijani refrained from criticising Pakistan, but Rafsanjani minced no words, and even though the official transcript of his talk with us omitted much of his criticism of Islamabad’s policies, what he actually told us was a true barometer of the Iranian leadership’s feelings towards Pakistan. He did not attach much importance to 9/11 in the context of Pakistan-Iran relations and said the slide in their relationship had begun before the terrorists destroyed the WTC. He also said Iran was concerned over the situation “in Quetta”, by which he obviously meant Balochistan.

The shockingly low volume of trade ($400 million) and the virtual absence of meaningful economic cooperation between the two countries testify to the absence of political warmth between the two countries. Few Pakistanis know that PIA does not fly to Tehran. One reason is that Iranian authorities insist that PIA must treat Tehran as a terminus. This makes a Karachi-Tehran-Karachi run uneconomical. On the contrary, Iranian airlines Mahan is making money by carrying Pakistani expats to Britain because Islamabad has allowed it to fly from Lahore to Britain.

In terms of the truth about Iran’s economy and the state of economic relations between the two countries, the most fruitful meeting turned out to be that with Khamoushi, whose name means silence but who turned out to be highly articulate. Iran is an oil-exporting country, but according to non-Iranian sources, its refining capacity is low and the country imports 50 per cent of its POL requirement. The oil and gas industry needs heavy investment, because most machinery is old, but according to Khamoushi “not too much” foreign investment has taken place, even though Tehran has over the last two years liberalised investment laws.

At least 40 per cent of the people live below the poverty line, and the government must create 750,000 jobs a year if the unemployment rate (11 per cent) is to be brought down, but at present less than 300,000 jobs are being created annually in a country where 75 per cent of the people are young.

Islamic Iran does not allow any foreign banks to operate, but Pakistan allowed an Iranian bank to open a branch in Karachi, but there has been no progress because the Iranian side wants the minimum requirement for paid-up capital to be reduced. Also, as Khamoushi informed us, Pakistani and Iranian companies cannot open letters of credit in each other’s banks, and it must be done via London or some third country capital. According to Khamoushi, the two countries have trade ties with over 100 countries, but nowhere do they come across such a difficulty. Khamoushi wondered why the two central banks cannot get together to sort this problem out.

Iran produces 1.2 million cars a year, but Pakistan does not allow their import. The result is that imports into Pakistan are confined to carpets, dry fruit and LPG cylinders. Iran produces excellent grapes, apples and bananas, but its citrus fruit is of a poor quality, and there is certainly a demand for Pakistani kinos. But there is very little trade by land, and most Pakistani exports go to Iran via Dubai, thus increasing the cost. Besides, during the season when Pakistan produces the best quality kinos, Iran increases tariff.

Similarly, during the last three years, Iran has increased import duties on items traditionally exported by Pakistan — rice 150 per cent, citrus fruits 45 per cent, sports goods 65 per cent and garments 50 to 150 per cent. The tariff on Pakistani rice is high and significantly lower for Indian rice. A Pakistan diplomat who did not wish to be identified said that in matters of trade Iran gives concessions to India. Iran has been supplying 30mw of electricity to neighbouring areas in Pakistan since 2002 under a three-year agreement, and it has now been extended by another three years. An agreement is likely to be signed for the supply of 100 mw of Iranian electricity to Gwadar.

Khamoushi was critical of the two governments, and perhaps out of politeness refrained from holding Pakistan alone responsible for the lack of worthwhile economic ties, but what the chamber chief did not tell us was that his office had frustrated every attempt by Pakistan’s ambassador during the last nine months to meet him (and the chief of the Iranian radio and TV organisation). He was right perhaps when he said that it was the absence of political warmth between them that stood in the way of a meaningful economic relationship. “Somehow”, he said, “we cannot work together, even though the potential for trade is very high.”

Perhaps nothing better illustrates the state of Pakistan-Iran relations than the fate of Pakistan’s Zahidan consulate. Spread over a huge area since the British days, the consulate has been in danger of collapse because Iranian authorities have not allowed repairs to be carried out to a building that is more than 60 years old. Over the years, the Iranians have been nibbling on the land and want Pakistan to move the consulate to a new site. If it is not clear why the Iranian authorities want the consulate to move away and why they wouldn’t let repairs to be carried out, it is equally inexplicable why Pakistani authorities do not choose to move to a new site and remove a source of friction.

A frustrating experience during our visit was lack of an opportunity to meet and mix with common Iranians. All persons we met during what turned out to be a tiring 9am-to-10pm schedule were government functionaries and newspapermen belonging to the government-controlled media. A possible visit to the Danishgah (university) did not materialise, and the only non-official Iranians we talked to in Tehran and Meshhed were hotel receptionists and waiters.

The print media shows the Iranian establishment’s division between conservatives and reformists. Newspapers and journals belonging to the latter category are persecuted by the judiciary dominated by hard-line conservatives. In September, pro-Khatami daily Sharq was banned for publishing “blasphemous and anti-Islam articles”, though its real provocation was a cartoon deemed insulting to the president, and its successor, Rozegar, was banned after six days of publication. Twenty editors and 35 other journalists were prosecuted this summer, and the papers banned included the government-controlled Iran Daily for publishing an anti-Azeri cartoon, and it restarted publication a few months later with a new team of journalists.

Kayhyan is among the most influential conservative dailies, and it considers it its Islamic duty to report on freedom struggles by Muslims in bondage. For that reason, it gives ample coverage to happenings in Indian-occupied Kashmir.

Aitemad-i-Milli is an important reformist daily, loyal to Mehdi Karrubi, Majlis Speaker. Over a chillo kebab lunch, its editor told us less about his paper and more about the injustices to Karrubi and the alleged rigging of last year’s presidential election when Karrubi was ousted in the first round.

On the whole Iranian newspapers do not print anti-Pakistan material, though they do produce statements by Pakistani opposition leaders. The exception was an attack last month on Pakistan’s Afghan policy by English daily Iran News, though it printed the Pakistani Press Counsellor’s response promptly.

There are five TV channels, all government-owned; satellite dishes remain illegal and the only foreign channel available is the BBC, which is shown 15 to 30 minutes late after being vetted. Internet sites run by Iranian dissidents abroad are carefully monitored and blacked out, and a special court has been set up to try “Internet crimes”.

The writer visited Iran recently as a member of a seven-man media delegation.
