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JUST as British Prime Minister Tony Blair was praising President Musharraf for his cooperation in the battle against terrorism and expressing optimism about the future of Pakistan-UK relations and that of Pakistan itself, the BBC was carrying stories about the new crackdown on illegal immigration to the UK.

It was perhaps incidental that the visual coverage of the story showed raids carried out on what appeared to be two South Asian restaurants and the arrest of two men who, despite the deliberate blurring of faces, were clearly South Asian — almost certainly Pakistani. This action is, of course, part of the campaign to curb illegal immigration to the UK where it is estimated that one in 19 workers is now a foreigner. It is not directed at immigrants from any one corner of the world.

It is, however, reasonable to assume that in implementing measures to arrest and deport illegal immigrants the officers involved will also take note of the MI5 assertion that there are 30 terror plots threatening the UK and that security service is keeping 1,600 individuals belonging to some 200 groups under surveillance. The MI5 chief added, “These plots often have linked back to Al Qaeda in Pakistan and through those links Al Qaeda gives guidance and training to its largely British foot soldiers here on an extensive and growing scale.”

Illegal migrants from Pakistan, who could be the conduits for such Al Qaeda “guidance”, are therefore bound to be priority targets in the newly intensified drive that Britain has launched. Illegal migration from Pakistan to the UK has been going on almost since Pakistan came into existence. This migration was driven entirely by economic considerations, and while there were frequent attempts to curb such migration, the British appeared to be ready to deal with it on a relatively humane basis, recognising that these migrants posed no security risks and could in many areas provide the low-wage workers that the British economy needed.

Now the UK’s policies are not only going to show zero tolerance for illegal migration from Pakistan but even the processing of papers of eligible family members of Pakistanis legally settled in the UK will take much longer than before as the MI5 ensures that they are not Al Qaeda adherents or sympathisers.

According to a news item, investigation by the US immigration and naturalisation service of fraud in visa applications by religious workers has led to 33 Pakistanis being apprehended in seven states this week on charges of entering the US posing as religious workers. Immigration officials confirmed that none of those arrested had any terrorist connections and were guilty only of visa fraud. But again, it is evident that the investigation of fraudulently obtained religious workers’ visas has focused on Muslims and particularly on Muslims from Pakistan.

In the United States too, it was known that every possible method — be it false papers or false degrees to obtain visas or the Mexican wetback route — was used by Pakistanis to get to the “land of opportunity” and that they were again driven by economic considerations. This illegal migration was again largely tolerated, because the US took pride in its “melting pot” philosophy and believed that those who were prepared to undertake such risks to get to the US would more likely than not become good productive citizens.

Much of the illegal traffic was from South and Central America but of the estimated two million illegal immigrants from other parts of the world Pakistanis were easily the largest or second largest. When an amnesty was declared in the late 1980s, if I recall correctly, no diplomatic office in Washington or New York was as busy as that of Pakistan in providing documents to the Pakistanis in the US who were seeking to avail themselves of the amnesty offer.

These Pakistanis were not doctors, engineers or otherwise qualified technocrats but rather villagers and small town dwellers who had sold their meagre assets to raise money for the human trafficker’s fee and had suffered innumerable hardships on finally getting to America and carving out for themselves a respectable life as taxi drivers, petrol pump operators or convenience store employees.

There were some heart-warming stories. I recall taking a taxi in New York and learning from the Pakistani driver speaking fluent English and Urdu that having landed in New York 10 years ago he had in the last three years accumulated enough to pay the $200,000 that a taxi medallion cost at that time in New York. His stay in the US had, in the meanwhile, been regularised, his immediate family had joined him and his son was now an aspirant for admission to an American medical college.

His point in telling me the story was that if his son did not get admission in an American medical college he wanted my assistance in getting him into a Pakistani medical college. This I promised but it was not needed. The son was brilliant and secured admission in one of the best medical colleges in a nearby state.

It is these Pakistanis who provide the bulk of the remittances that help to bridge the gap between our stagnating exports and our burgeoning imports. When I was in the US, it was to these Pakistanis and their children along with Pakistani doctors, engineers and IT experts that I looked to sustain the “Pakistan lobby”. It was to these Pakistanis that I appealed when we were looking for “overseas Pakistanis’” investment in Pakistan. Now it appears less and less likely that there will be a way for such people to get to America or to be allowed to stay if they do manage to get there.

During the anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan, Pakistani officials had many discussions with the Americans about identifying the common interests that would sustain Pakistan-US relations once the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan had been achieved. It was recognised that apart from Afghanistan there were from the American perspective no strategic or economic interests that could form the basis for ties where Pakistan would be seeking assurances of American support for the preservation of its territorial integrity and economic development. There were, in fact, differences on Pakistan’s pursuit of the nuclear weapons option, and less importantly, on the nature of its internal polity.

Pakistan tried to push the idea and secured some measure of American assent that with its intimate connections with the Gulf countries, it could be a secure “bastion” that would “irradiate stability” to this area which was of vital economic interest to the West and in which signs of turbulence were beginning to appear following the Iranian revolution and the Iran-Iraq war.

Ironically, it was Pakistan where these events had the most effect as it was converted, with help from well-financed local extremists and a conniving state apparatus, into the secondary Iran-Arab battlefield. Today it would not be an exaggeration to say that the rulers of the Gulf states expect an “irradiation of instability and extremism” from Pakistan and have placed severe restrictions on the import of labour from Pakistan.

Today in the drawing rooms of Islamabad, Karachi and Lahore the talk is of the difficulty in getting visas for Europe, UK and the US and consternation at the fact that even “friendly” Muslim and Third World countries now look askance at Pakistani visa applications. Their concerns are genuine and significant but what is more important from Pakistan’s overall perspective is the limitations that Pakistani workers face in getting work visas or in arranging illegal immigration.

We make much of the fact that our human resource is our greatest asset and that we will increase our spending on education and health to ensure that this asset is well-prepared. But this will require far greater access to the sources of knowledge in the West than will be available to us if our image continues to be that of an extremist people intent on spreading a destructive ideology.

Also 45 per cent of Pakistan’s population is under the age of 15 and, therefore, almost three million to 3.2 million among the Pakistani youth turn 16 and enter the job market every year. Even if we exclude a large number of females and take retirement into account it would appear that Pakistan needs to generate some 1.5 million to two million jobs a year. This is well beyond the capacity of the Pakistan economy in which much of the current growth is coming from the capital intensive or knowledge intensive sectors. These generate high paying jobs but far too few of them. Employment abroad, even though it represents a lamentable drain of brain and brawn, is an inescapable need if a modicum of stability is to be maintained in a society where disaffected youth are an easy prey for all kinds of nefarious activities.

One can partly agree with President Musharraf’s contention that the Taliban problem is an Afghan one and that “its solution lies in what we do in Afghanistan and not in Pakistan. The war has to be won on the Afghan side.” But the fight against the elements who support the Taliban in Pakistan has to be waged more vigorously, not for the sake of Afghan stability but for Pakistan’s own well-being, perhaps even survival. President Musharraf may be right in claiming that we are the only country that is fighting this battle on all fronts “military action, reconstruction, political settlements, etc”. He may also be right in claiming that one can wage this battle successfully only if one’s strategy takes the environment into account.

The problem is that there are yawning gaps in this strategy particularly along the border with Afghanistan in Balochistan. We can dismiss as unfounded and even scurrilous the charges by President Karzai and anonymous British commanders in Afghanistan that the Taliban headquarters and training camps are in Quetta. But surely we must acknowledge that the refugee camps along this border and the daily crossing of 30,000 to 40,000 persons from Chaman into Afghanistan and the virtually untrammelled smuggling along this border provide ample opportunity for the Taliban to use Pakistani soil as a base for their activities in Afghanistan.

Can we not, for the sake of a moderate and tolerant Pakistani polity and for assuaging Baloch nationalist concerns, take steps in cooperation with the international community to shift these refugee camps across the border? (Baloch nationalists claim that not only do the refugees take away scarce jobs from the locals, they also upset the Baloch-Pukhtun demographic balance). This plus a stricter check on border crossings at the regular border posts at Chaman and elsewhere should be made part of our strategy in the sure knowledge that this is fully in accord with what the environment requires.

The writer is a former foreign secretary.
