"Crises looming"
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Five countries in five days is no ordinary trip. President Pervez Musharraf's whirlwind visit to five Arab countries - Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Syria, Egypt and the UAE - starting with a telephone conversation with President Mahmoud Ahmedinijad of Iran before takeoff, followed up by more phone conversations with Turkey's president and prime minister after his return and a visit to Malaysia in a few days to talk with Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi - all point to a trip taken to avert, in President Musharraf's words, "looming crises". What could those looming crises be? The immediate one is a possible attack on Iran, either jointly by the US and Israel, or by Israel fronting for the US, or by Israel unilaterally to force the US to join in and remain militarily embroiled in the Middle East because it thinks that this underwrites its security more than anything else. The primary crisis is Israel itself.
To be sure the trip was underlined by a sense of urgency, but by no means by desperation. Make no mistake about it: this was a purely Muslim initiative led by Pakistan at the request of some Muslim countries, perhaps because a non-Arab Muslim leader could be the best facilitator amongst them. It had to be Pakistan, a natural leader of the Muslim world because of the reasons of its birth, its geo-strategic location, its size, its nuclear and missile capability and because its leader is amongst the most respected in the world. The happy thing is that for once the Muslims are being proactive, trying to avert crises themselves and determining possible responses to possible eventualities and outcomes. Those who say that this exercise was taken on behalf of the US administration - talk to Syria and Iran, as recommended in the Hamilton-Baker 'Iraq Study Group' report - should ask themselves why America needs us to negotiate with these countries on their behalf? These same people also contend that America doesn't trust Pakistan, not really. If it doesn't (and one doesn't necessarily disagree with them), then to say in the next breath that it trusts us enough to negotiate on their behalf with two of its most dangerous and intractable foes is a contradiction. Such people are simplistic and suffer from low self-esteem, thinking that Pakistan (or Muslims, for that matter) is incapable of taking any initiatives or acting as a catalyst on its own.
There are many crises at hand, all spawned by the primary problem, but two are upon us. The first is the primary problem itself, which is always with us and is wrongly called the "Palestinian problem" by our leaders. The other is one of the many consequent problems that the primary problem has spawned, but which seems more urgent and immediate, namely Iran and the danger of an attack on it because of the "danger" it poses to Israel in the pursuit of its nuclear programme.
If you look at it candidly, Israel lies at the root of every problem in the Middle East and beyond, which is why I call it the "primary problem" and the ones it has spawned "consequent problems". There is group terrorism; the PLO finding a base in the 1980s which led to a horrific civil war and finally being driven out by Israel, which gave Syria a foothold there; the birth of Hezbollah during this period as (apart from its own national identity) an Iranian surrogate in Lebanon; Israel's lost war with Hezbollah and Lebanon's slide into another civil war and possible implosion; terrorism in Egypt and Saudi Arabia; the destruction of Iraq (it would not have been attacked if Israel didn't exist) and its possible fragmentation; Al Qaeda, an American child that continued to grow long after its utility to its makers had ceased leading to the further destruction of Afghanistan; 9/11 and its aftermath and so on and so forth. And then there is the legitimate freedom struggle of Palestine; it is pejorative to call it "terrorism". And beyond the Middle East, there is terrorism in Pakistan (not to be confused with the legitimate Kashmiri freedom struggle). There is terrorism from the shores of America to the islands of Indonesia and everywhere in between. Making matters worse is the poisonous icing of Muslim sectarianism on the cake decorated with countries at war with themselves - Hamas vs Al Fatah; Hezbollah Vs the Lebanese government; the Lebanese president against his prime minister. The Taliban have resurfaced in Afghanistan - they were never defeated. So has poppy cultivation. Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz spoke about the nexus between drugs and the Taliban in Davos. Obviously: the Taliban learned the lesson from America when they were celebrated as the 'Mujahideen'. America has historically financed a large part of its wars in Indo-China, Central America and against the Soviets in Afghanistan with drug money. If they can do it, why can't their students? With the snows about to melt, a massive Taliban offensive is expected. And in Israel, there is a weak prime minister discredited after his 'invincible' army was defeated by Hezbollah at odds with his president who, despite being accused of raping four girls refuses to resign and face the law while the 'real' prime minister lies in a coma since a year. To make matters even worse, the United States of America is also at odds with itself, to put it politely. It is led by the most unpopular president it has ever had in its history. He has lost Congress. He commissioned the Iraq Study Group report but has rejected its most important suggestion, that America should start a gradual withdrawal from Iraq. Instead, he has sent in 21,500 more troops in. And there is persistent talk of an attack on Iran, most possibly nuclear, between April and May. On January 7, 2007, Israel is supposed to have sent F-16s, one armed with a 20-kiloton nuclear bomb, to attack Iran, but US jets forced them to return. The fallout of this "looming crisis" materialising is too horrific to imagine. How do you avert crises in such conditions? But you have to try.
This is Pakistan's third peace initiative. The first was the initiation of the composite dialogue with India, which is still ongoing, though no progress has yet been made on the core issue, Kashmir. The second was President Musharraf's 'Strategy of Enlightened Moderation'. That has make little headway so far, primarily because America sees no need to act on its prong of the strategy, which was to ensure that injustices against Muslims are removed and they are given massive development funds, Marshall Plan like. For our part, we, along with Malaysia and Saudi Arabia, did try by forming the Eminent Persons Group, which gave eminently good suggestions. But the Mecca Declaration, though it sounds very good on paper, has been all but forgotten after their eminences circumambulated the Holy Ka'aba and went home. The reason for little progress so far of both prongs of Musharraf's Strategy of Enlightened Moderation is because it was perhaps a bit too early for both the US and the Muslims, particularly the Arab Muslims, to act on it seriously. But now, with "crises looming", the time might have come for them to act. One can only hope that sense does not return to its throne after the " crises looming" have materialised and left behind unprecedented death and destruction. Musharraf's recent initiative could be the harbinger of not only Muslim governments deciding to be proactive but also finally realising that they must forge a meaningful common platform from which to speak and act forcefully.
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