Foreign policy expediencies
By Naeem ul Haque

SINCE we turned our backs on a friendly Afghan government out of fear of annoying a threatening superpower, our foreign policy has become completely devoid of any moral basis. In our effort to please Washington we have reduced ourselves from a country aspiring to become the leader of the Muslim world to being a geo-political errand boy of the United States.

Our nuclear capability notwithstanding, the fear of the United States seems to have become the most dominant feature of our foreign policy. Principles, if any, have been cast aside. Take the example of Palestine. It is difficult to find a statement by President Musharraf or Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz or even Foreign Minister Khurshid Kasuri condemning the continued Israeli occupation of Palestinian territories or the killings and suppression of innocent Arabs.

On the contrary the Musharraf regime broke its “principled” stand on Palestine when it established contacts with the Israeli government of Ariel Sharon. While Israeli forces were busy killing innocent Palestinians, Mr Kasuri was posing for his longest handshake ever with the Israeli foreign minister in Istanbul. The Musharraf regime was hoping to achieve two objectives: first, to have wider access to American markets with Jewish support and second to become a player in Middle Eastern politics. Another reason, according to some observers, was Musharraf’s desire to strengthen his credentials for a second term by seeking larger American support. None of these objectives have been achieved.

America is reluctant to allow Pakistan wider access to its markets and has stalled the much awaited mutual investment treaty. In any case, the Musharraf regime has failed to evolve an attractive investment regime for foreign investors. A survey of the region puts Pakistan virtually at the bottom of the table of investor-friendly countries and only just above Afghanistan and Nepal. Musharraf’s decision to become a frontline state to wage America’s war on terrorism has obviously backfired.

The seriousness of our desire to play a role in the Middle East has always been in doubt. Its emptiness was exposed when Hamas won the elections and President Musharraf, Shaukat Aziz and Khurshid Kasuri shied away from welcoming the development, assigning this role to junior foreign ministry officials. Rather than seizing this opportunity to play a role by asking the Israelis to talk to the Hamas government the Musharraf government restricted itself to minor utterances to avoid the wrath of the Bush administration.

As the US and the European Union stopped financial assistance to the Palestinian Authority, the Pakistani government did not step in to offer financial aid. Today the Musharraf regime’s credibility with the new Palestinian government is virtually nil and we seem to have abandoned our dream of being a player in the Middle East.

Meanwhile, although Musharraf continues to profess complete commitment to Washington’s war on terror, the resurgence of the Taliban has sowed the seeds of doubt in the minds of US policymakers, who have become suspicious of Musharraf’s intentions and are convinced that Pakistan is secretly playing a role in the Taliban’s revival. A morally strong government could have played a role here by calling for a dialogue between the Taliban, the US and the Afghan government and supported the Taliban’s inclusion in mainstream Afghan politics.This would have contributed to the avoidance of bloodshed in the region. After all, even the Karzai government is trying to make a deal with some Taliban supporters. But, thanks to our waywardness, these parties do not repose much confidence in our abilities. This has enabled India to replace Pakistan as Afghanistan’s main partner in economic development.

Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz’s pronouncement in the Oval Office that “Mr President, the people of Pakistan are waiting to welcome you with open arms” made even the Americans laugh for Bush remains the most hated man in Pakistan. His arrival and departure in complete darkness belied the emptiness of Mr Aziz’s remarks. As American planners look beyond Musharraf, they need not worry much. Pakistan’s main political parties, the PML(N), PML(Q), PPP and the MQM seem committed to the “Washington route” to power. None of these parties have come out openly against the American occupation of Iraq and Afghanistan and the countless atrocities committed by the American troops.

Contrary to our leaders’ belief that Pakistan enjoys high international prestige, we find ourselves without any influence anywhere in the world. Our relations with our neighbours Iran and Afghanistan remain strained as we struggle to develop an equation with them. This is the reason why the neither Americans nor the Europeans consider it necessary to consult Pakistan while dealing with these countries. Although President Ahmedinejad was elected more than six months ago the Pakistani leadership has failed to meet him for fear of annoying the Americans.

Our reluctance to face reality has prevented us from playing a role in the Iranian nuclear issue. Although Khurshid Kasuri has made some politically correct statements on the issue, a guilt complex emanating from the A. Q. Khan affair seems to persist. This may be the reason why our leadership is avoiding any direct interaction with Ahmedinejad. But this neglect of Iran’s new government will not lead to an easing of regional tensions. After all, Russia and China are actively engaged with Iran on the political and economic levels. Under severe pressure from the United States we also seem to have slowed down on the Iran gas pipeline project and have now started talking about the much more difficult and expensive alternatives.

As the fire from the Musharraf regime’s ill-conceived fight against terror spreads into the NWFP, Balochistan and Sindh, there is no clearly defined strategy to stop it. Neither the United States nor its allies know how or when the war on terror will end. This uncertainty has exposed Pakistan to the endless perils of the strife along the Pak-Afghan border and the tribal areas.

As Nato and the US forces dig in for a long stay the intensity of opposition to their presence and to the puppet Karzai regime continues to increase. President Musharraf continues to warn of the “dangers” of extremism and terrorism but has done little to attack the root causes. He and Shaukat Aziz have made countless statements about the need to resolve the political issues being faced by Muslims but have shied away from going any further in order not to annoy America.

The popular Pakistani sentiment on these issues has not found expression in the policies of the Musharraf government. Musharraf is aware of this and is trying to tackle this issue through a three-pronged approach. A pattern seems to have been evolved by the planners in Islamabad to keep the masses distracted. First, Musharraf and Shaukat Aziz regularly make meaningless trips abroad, usually ending with insignificant MoUs being signed.

The obvious purpose is to bolster the image of the leadership. Second, every few months Pakistan fires a new missile obviously with a view to impress the masses about our military capability. And third, more and more foreign dignitaries are being invited to visit Pakistan so that a respectable image of the country can be created.

But most Pakistanis, including those who sit in parliament, remain deprived of a chance to express their views on critical foreign policy matters. There is no national debate and a small coterie quietly decides the direction that this country of 150 million is to take. This is a dangerous trend which must be changed.

