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IT WOULD be recalled that in January the president had suddenly embarked on a hurriedly arranged air dash to a number of Arab capitals, on the grounds that internecine clashes among Palestinian factions and the growing threat of civil war in Iraq called for an Islamic initiative to be launched urgently. This action had been initially well-received in Pakistan.

This reaction was in keeping with the profound interest that the Muslims of the subcontinent have always taken in developments in the Middle East. The Palestinian cause, in particular, has always occupied centre-stage for the people of this country. In fact, this predates the establishment of Pakistan, for while still struggling for the establishment of a homeland for themselves, the Muslims of the subcontinent did not forget the plight of the people of Palestine.

But it is not the Palestinian issue alone that causes us concern. The Islamic world faces not one but multiple challenges of such magnitude that it would be no exaggeration to state that there is an all-pervading sense of gloom and doom afflicting Muslim societies.

This has led some scholars to advocate an abject surrender to western values and practices. Others, however, have come to believe that only a harsh and uncompromising rejection of all that is western is essential, for they view the West as primarily responsible for the ills afflicting the Muslim world.

The result of all this is that the world of Islam is riven by political differences, sectarian rivalries, ideological tensions, and most importantly, by a near absence of credible governance. To add to their woes, most Muslim countries are governed by unrepresentative, authoritarian regimes, which draw sustenance and legitimacy not from the freely expressed will of their people, but from brute force or dogmatic religious beliefs, or even from foreign powers.

As if the occupation of Palestine and turmoil in other places were not enough, the US invasion and occupation of Iraq was a mortal blow not only to the concept of state sovereignty as recognised for past centuries, but also as a manifestation of defiance of international public opinion and contempt for the principles of inter-state relations.

Given all these factors, the initiative by the Pakistani president to hold in-depth exchanges with the leadership of important Muslim states, was appropriate and timely, and initially evoked favourable comments in Pakistan and abroad. Pakistanis recognised that the challenges facing the Muslim world were so grave and urgent that any initiative, however remote its chances of success, deserved to be welcomed.

As a result of the president’s meetings held in these capitals, it was decided to call a meeting of the foreign ministers of major Muslim powers in Islamabad this week, to prepare for a summit meeting in Makkah. The purpose was to explore new approaches and ideas for ending the turmoil in the Middle East, renew the call for ensuring the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Iraq and oppose the use of force to resolve the stand-off over the Iranian nuclear programme.

The foreign ministers, who met in Islamabad on February 25, along with the secretary-general of the OIC issued a joint statement describing the Palestinian question as the core problem in the Middle East and called for its resolution on the basis of the UN resolutions. They expressed concern over continuing Israeli occupation and illegal actions. At the same time, they stressed the importance of unity amongst the Palestinians and welcomed the establishment of the Palestinian national government, following the Makkah agreement.

They demanded the withdrawal of Israeli forces from the occupied territories in Syria and Lebanon and viewed with concern the increase in tensions over the Iranian nuclear programme and stressed that all issues must be resolved through diplomacy and that there should be no use of force. They reiterated their strong commitment to fight all forms of terrorism and extremism, while expressing deep concern over campaigns to malign Islam.

While Pakistan’s initiative was commendable, it did nevertheless raise certain questions. These related to the impression that the meeting was arranged much too hurriedly and was not preceded by the kind of consultation necessary to ensure success.

The decision to omit Iran in the first group of countries consulted by us also created misgivings. It also coincided with reports from Washington to the effect that it had been undertaken at the behest of Saudi Arabia and with the encouragement of the US. The Arab media claimed that the initiative had little to do with either Palestine or Iraq, and that its real purpose was to establish a coalition of pro-western Sunni states to challenge Iran. This impression was strengthened by the immediate endorsement of the initiative by the Bush administration.

Given daily reports of American military build-up in the Gulf and Israeli threats of unilateral action against Iran, this was a time to calm frayed nerves in Tehran and not to add to their doubts and misgivings. Iran’s concerns are so strong that even mainstream Iranian papers were led to believe that Pakistan was undertaking this mission at the urging of the Arab states.

This was all the more disturbing as both the American and Arab media have been claiming that the generally perceived expansion of Iranian influence in the region, coupled with allegations of Iran’s inexorable march towards the acquisition of nuclear weapons, have sent tremors in the Middle East and the Gulf. Saudi Arabia, Egypt and others have already indicated that either individually, or collectively as members of the Gulf Cooperation Council, they may be constrained to undertake their own nuclear programme, should the Iranians not be persuaded to abandon theirs.

The situation became all the more alarming when pro-government newspapers in Iran expressed the fear that one of the results of Islamabad’s initiative would be the “marginalisation of Iran and Syria”, which constrained our spokesperson to emphasise that the purpose of the meeting of the seven “like-minded” Muslim countries was not “against anyone and not at the behest of anyone.”

Even the Turkish prime minister felt the need to stress that these meetings “are not designed to isolate any country”.It was, however, only natural for such fears to find credence, given the fact that even mainstream US and European newspapers are now alleging that the US has redoubled its efforts, both diplomatically as well as on the ground, to create major problems for Iran.

Britain’s Sunday Telegraph reported earlier this week that America was secretly funding militant ethnic separatist groups in Iran to pile up pressure on Tehran. It quoted intelligence sources to the effect that in the past year, there had been a wave of unrest in ethnic minority border areas of Iran, with bombing and assassination campaigns against soldiers and government officials. These efforts have been carried out by the Kurds in the west, the Azeris in the northwest, the Ahwazi Arabs in the southwest and the Baloch in the southeast.

Fred Burton, a former US state department counter-terrorism expert, confirmed that the latest attacks inside Iran were in line with US efforts to supply and train Iran’s ethnic minorities to destabilise the regime. That Washington should be extending critical support to these extremist groups is both disappointing and even dangerous, because most of them represent extremist views that could cause problems for Washington at some later stage.

Only last week, the BBC carried reports of US contingency plans for air strikes on Iran that extend beyond nuclear sites and include most of the country’s military infrastructure. The network also reported diplomatic sources as saying that senior officials at the US Central Command in Florida, had already selected their targets in Iran and that Washington may have decided to use any major terrorist attack in Iraq as an excuse to initiate a bombing campaign against Iran.

There are, however, other diplomatic observers, who believe that the US is not likely to undertake military action against Iran. They argue, with merit, that US forces are fully committed to managing a deteriorating situation in Iraq, on top of which the Taliban are showing signs of resurgence in Afghanistan. There is also growing opposition within the US to any new adventures. These are certainly convincing arguments against a war, especially to people who take decisions on rational grounds.

But the Bush administration is composed of hard-line ideologues, who may not necessarily be swayed by rational reasoning, because their ideological motivations are faith-based and logic plays only a minimal role.

This may also explain why the US has been claiming that opposition to the Islamic regime is now so strong and widespread that all it needs is for a massive surgical strike to bring down the whole edifice. European observers, however, are of the view that Washington may be misreading news reports that there has been a backlash in Iran against President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s policies pointing to the setback suffered by the president’s supporters in the December 2006 municipal elections.

But the Bush administration appears to be misreading the signals. The backlash is against Ahmadinejad’s provocative rhetoric and ineffective economic policies; there is no difference of opinion on the nuclear programme. If anything, the US-approved nuclear deal with North Korea would have convinced the Iranian leadership of the strong negotiating position that the possession of nuclear weapons would give them.

All these developments are extremely worrying not only for the region, but for the people of Pakistan as well. Given our “strategic ties” with Washington and growing collaboration with Nato, there is concern as to what exactly our understanding, if any, is with the US on this issue. What happens if Washington were to raise with us the possibility of using our air corridor to fly B-2 Stealth bombers on bombing missions to Iran? There are even reports to the effect that the US may wish to use air bases in Balochistan for operations against Iran. This would, of course, be a folly of monumental proportions.

It is, therefore, absolutely essential that Pakistan make it clear, at this stage, that there is no way that it can permit its land, water or air space to be used by the US against Iran, a friend and tested ally. Any collaboration with the US would not only create major domestic problems, but also destroy a historic relationship and create an unprecedented situation, wherein we will be in a state of confrontation with three out of four of our neighbours — a nightmare scenario that must be prevented.
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