Fallout of post-9/11 turnaround
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THE events of 9/11 represented a critical threshold in Pakistan’s foreign policy. Gen Musharraf was among the first foreign leaders to have received a clarion call from Washington.

The Bush administration officials made it clear that they would “not be satisfied with condolences and boilerplate offers of help from Pakistan.” The choice was between being a target or partner. It was a moment of reckoning for Pakistan which because of its known links with Afghanistan’s Taliban regime was in the line of fire.

In Gen Musharraf’s own words, 9/11 “came as a thunderbolt” presenting acute challenges as well as opportunities. He was right in claiming that he had to “absorb external pressure and mould domestic opinion” in readjusting Pakistan’s policies to the new global environment. He chose, perhaps rightly, to avoid the “wrong side” of a “wounded” superpower, and made Pakistan a vital ally in the US-led anti-terrorism coalition.

Although the Musharraf government did not seem to have any other option, the quick and unconditional post-9/11 about-turn in Pakistan’s established policies surprised even the Americans. Within the course of a week, the military government took an about-turn to become a pivotal lynchpin in the US-led military operation against Afghanistan.

The former foreign minister, Abdul Sattar, in his book on Pakistan’s foreign policy, tries to create another myth by claiming that the “post-9/11 policy” was made in Chaklala at “a meeting of top-level officials” convened by Musharraf on September 12 before receiving US threats.

This claim needs closer scrutiny on two counts: one, Gen Musharraf does not talk of any Chaklala meeting in his book, In the Line of Fire, and two, he explains at length in his book how he had to take the fateful decision in the “best national interest” all alone after having “his own dispassionate, military style analysis” of options available to him.

According to Musharraf, “it is at times like these that a leader is (always) confronted by his acute loneliness. He may listen to any amount of advice he chooses, but at the end of the day, the decision has to be his alone. He realises then that the buck really stops with him.” And the buck really stopped with him, there and then.

Apparently, there was no amount of advice available to him at that time, because his advice-dispensing prime minister was still on probation. General Musharraf in his own authority and wisdom not only rolled back the controversial policy of support for the “oppressive and reactionary regime” in Afghanistan but also decided to become part of the evolving US strategic end-game in the region.

US Secretary of State Colin Powell telephoned him on September 12 (Musharraf says it was September 13) asking for Pakistan’s support and cooperation in fighting terrorism. In a sombre message “from one general to another,” he conveyed to General Musharraf that “the American people would not understand if Pakistan did not cooperate with the US in fighting terrorism.”

According to Musharraf, “Powell was quite candid” in making it clear that “you are either with us or against us.” He took this as a “blatant ultimatum” to which his spontaneous response was that “we were with the United States against terrorism and would fight along with his country against it.” Musharraf thus took no time in pledging the needed support and cooperation.

It is obvious that Pakistan’s post-9/11 “turnaround” was not the result of any considered institutional policy review. There was no parliament in place at that time. There were no consultations at any level, nor did the military government make any visible effort to build a political or quasi-political consensus on abandoning its policy which for more than two decades had constituted the mainstay of its strategic end-game in the region.

No matter how necessary or justified the policy turnaround was, it only showed the ad hoc and arbitrary nature of the decision-making process in Pakistan on national security and foreign policy issues during the days following 9/11. This was also reminiscent of many earlier policy decisions, including the one of “inventing” and then recognising and supporting the Taliban regime.

After a pro forma meeting of cabinet ministers and senior military officers to let them know of his decision, General Musharraf addressed the nation in the wee hours of September 19 in which he reiterated Pakistan’s unstinted support for the US in its war against terrorism. He spelt out the three main elements of support that the US expected from Pakistan: sharing of intelligence information, use of air space and logistical support.

In practical terms, however, Pakistan was required to do much more. On September 13, as a follow-up to Colin Powell’s conversation with Musharraf, US ambassador Wendy Chamberlain delivered to him a list of seven demands asking Pakistan to inter alia seal its border with Afghanistan, cut off fuel supplies to the Taliban, block any operations or movements of Al Qaeda members and provide “blanket over-flight and landing rights as well as access to Pakistan’s naval and airbases and borders.”

The same day, President Bush, while appreciating Pakistan’s readiness to cooperate, spoke of giving it a “chance to participate” in “hunting down the people who committed the acts of terrorism.” According to a senior US official, Pakistan was told that “it ain’t what you say, it’s what you do.”

It was clear that Pakistan was under tremendous pressure to comply with US demands to sever relations with the Taliban and to assist in apprehending Osama bin Laden. Through UN resolutions, Washington had already built an international legitimacy on combating terrorism which Pakistan could not ignore. Given the prevailing mood in Washington, any reservation or reluctance on Pakistan’s part would have been seen as defiance that could lead to unwanted consequences including economic sanctions and military reprisal.

For a military government, defiance is the last thing it can afford. Pakistan’s post-9/11 quick policy turnaround made it a pivotal player in the US-led global war on terror, and gave it prominence in the international community that helped the military regime in its quest for legitimacy. It started receiving special attention in Washington and European capitals.In a US effort to shore up the Musharraf government, sanctions relating to Pakistan’s 1998 nuclear tests and 1999 military coup were quickly waived. In October 2001, large amounts of US aid began flowing into Pakistan.

In the spring of 2002, US military and law enforcement personnel began engaging in direct, low-profile efforts to assist Pakistani security forces in tracking and apprehending fugitive Al Qaeda and Taliban fighters on Pakistani territory. Since then, Pakistan claims to have captured or killed several hundred Al Qaeda members. A large number of them were handed over to the US in return for prize money worth millions of dollars. Who was the beneficiary remains a question mark.

Pakistan, however, did receive in 2003, a three billion-dollar aid package payable in five annual instalments of $600 million each commencing from FY 2005 to be split evenly between military and economic aid. Besides extending grants to Pakistan totalling a billion dollars during the first three years after 9/11, the US also wrote off an equal amount in debt.

In June 2004, President Bush designated Pakistan as a major non-Nato ally of the US, a move that was more symbolic than practical. In March 2005, President Bush authorised the sale of F-16 fighter jets to Pakistan. The US also reinstated a military-training programme for Pakistani officers in US institutions.

The US departments of state and defence publicly acknowledged Pakistan’s role and “unprecedented” levels of cooperation in terms of allowing the US military “access to its air space and bases, helping to identify and detain extremists, and tightening the border between Pakistan and Afghanistan.” Top US officials regularly praised Pakistan’s anti-terrorism efforts. General Musharraf was credited with “great courage” and for making “one of the bravest decisions” in completely reversing Pakistan’s policy towards the Taliban.”

There were others in Washington who had a different view. Some analysts in the US continued to call Musharraf’s efforts “cosmetic, ineffective, and the result of international pressure rather than a genuine recognition of the threat posed.” He is being accused of “double game” and not doing enough to crush the Taliban. The Bush administration itself has been voicing concern that Musharraf was not doing enough and telling him that he ought to do more.

President Musharraf now walks a fine line. On the one hand, he remains under pressure from the US, India and Afghanistan to deliver on their terrorism-related agenda and on the other, he is involved on multiple domestic fronts ranging from military operations in Balochistan and Waziristan to the judicial crisis and the Jamia Hafsa stand-off.

Musharraf should realise the enormity of Pakistan’s ailments and challenges. He should not be looking for shortcuts or easy diversions. Politically-motivated deals will only divide the nation and will be counter-productive. Musharraf’s re-election through the present assemblies will be yet another constitutional disaster and an ethical misdemeanour.

Those who tell him that he is the global superman are either sycophants or have an axe of their own to grind. By doing everything for others, and not for his own people, he is carving a niche for himself in historic ignominy. His foremost challenge in today’s world is not what Pakistan is required to do for others; it is what it should do to serve its own national interests and to safeguard its national sovereignty.

Unfortunately, in Pakistan, on all vital issues, policy-formulation and management has always remained the exclusive concern of those who wield military power in the country. In many cases, non-institutional processes bypassing elected leaders and bodies were instrumental in laying down policies that did not stand the test of time, and had to be re-adjusted or reversed altogether. History alone will judge why and how we adopted those policies.
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