Nawaz Sharif’s US visit: the dusky areas

Nawaz Sharif wanted to foster amicable relations with India but he did not know which country, Pakistan or India, had violated first the sanctity of the Line of Control (LoC)
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Prime Minister (PM) Nawaz Sharif conducted his four-day official visit to the US from October 20 to October 23, both days included. During his visit, four dusky areas were identified. The first two areas cropped up when Nawaz Sharif was en route to the US but before he met US President Barack Obama.

First, on October 20, Foreign Secretary Aizaz Chaudhry held a press briefing in Islamabad and told the media that Pakistan had developed (short-range) low-yield tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs) to counter the Cold Start Doctrine (or pro-active strategy) of India. It was known that, on October 7, there appeared an op-ed (written by David Ignatius) in The Washington Post, mentioning that the discussion between Barack Obama and Nawaz Sharif would go along the lines of a “version of the civil nuclear deal” with Pakistan and, as a “diplomatic blockbuster”, Pakistan would be offered membership of the 48-nation Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) on certain conditions such as not deploying long range missiles carrying nuclear warheads (to restrict Pakistan’s focus to India only). This development was against the background that it was Pakistan that had been yearning for a nuclear energy deal with the US, like the one the US initiated with India in 2005 after helping India become a member of the NSG. In this regard, the question is: why was no press briefing on the matter held before the beginning of Nawaz Sharif’s journey?

On October 19, in London, on his way to the US, while speaking to the media, in response to questions about Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal, Nawaz Sharif said that Pakistan’s national interests would be protected. On the occasion, Nawaz Sharif did not dismiss the possibility of a talk on the nuclear matter. What Nawaz Sharif wanted to do or not would have been cleared by October 22; why was the press briefing held in Pakistan on October 20? The timing of the press briefing signifies that there must be present certain apprehensions amongst certain quarters about the intentions of Nawaz Sharif and these led to the briefing to forestall (and not facilitate) any such discussion or any such prospective deal in the US. With that, Pakistan lost the opportunity to broach discussion on the matter. Pakistan recognises the fact that not China but the US can make Pakistan a member of the NSG, offering Pakistan a sort of nuclear legitimacy in the world. However, if Pakistan has to enter into a nuclear energy deal with the US, Pakistan will have to pay certain costs. Similarly, Pakistan does not realise that the TNWs are not a substitute for countering the Cold Start Doctrine of India, which can neutralise any strategy by Pakistan by deploying its version of TNWs tested in 1998.

Second, before the arrival of Nawaz Sharif in the US, an op-ed (written by Saeed Shah in Islamabad and Adam Entous in Washington) in The Wall Street Journal seemed aimed at humbling the PM. It said that Pakistan’s Chief of Army Staff (COAS), General Raheel Sharif, had eclipsed Nawaz Sharif in Pakistan. The piece appeared on October 22, the day when the meeting of Nawaz Sharif with Barack Obama was due. Through the opinion piece, the self-serving identity of the COAS — soldier-statesman — was promoted to the loss of democratic interests of Pakistan. The piece was a shrewd combination of opinions gathered from various, select officials and analysts to be stacked against Nawaz Sharif. The piece seemed meant to embarrass Nawaz Sharif and enfeeble him psychologically before he met Barack Obama on the same day. Former military dictator General Pervez Musharraf also remained obsessed with a self-inflated view of a similar kind that was exploited by the US to give him sufficient media coverage in cajoling him into letting the Pakistan army act as a subscribed regiment of the US. General Musharraf served US purposes well and, under the delusion of his inevitability, continued his dictatorship for about a decade. That is how politics played in Washington jeopardise democracy in Pakistan. General Raheel Sharif will also be the victim of the US media’s glare when he visits the US in November this year. Washington does a great disservice to Pakistan. The overblown view of Pakistan’s army generals about themselves makes not only the army suffer but it also crumbles democracy in Pakistan. In that devastation, as history dictates, the US finds an opportunity to assume the role of either a rescuer or a benefactor.

The next two dusky areas were narrated by Nawaz Sharif himself at the press conference that he conducted immediately after his meeting with Barack Obama on October 22. First, Nawaz Sharif wanted to foster amicable relations with India but he did not know which country, Pakistan or India, had violated first the sanctity of the Line of Control (LoC) by resorting to firing when he was in Delhi for the swearing-in ceremony of PM of India, Narendra Modi, in May 2014. Second, Nawaz Sharif wanted to cultivate friendly relations between Pakistan with Afghanistan. To do that, he facilitated dialogue between the government of Afghan President Ashraf Ghani and the Afghan Taliban but he did not know who broke the news of the death of Mullah Umar — he died in April 2013 — just two days before the next round of dialogue in July this year was due to be held in Pakistan. The dialogue was stalled consequently.

These four dusky areas speak volumes about the state of affairs prevailing in the background of the PM’s third term. First, it seems that an effort on the part of the Pakistan army exists to dictate its terms to Nawaz Sharif. Second, it also seems that, in the civilian half of Pakistan, there are present certain players who eulogise the role of General Raheel Sharif at the expense of Nawaz Sharif. Third, the US tries to thrive on the resulting contours of civil-military relations in Pakistan.
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