Nato at our doorstep
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A DRAMATIC upsurge in fighting in neighbouring Afghanistan is frequently linked to the deployment of Nato troops this summer in the southern regions of the country. General David Richards, the commander of Nato’s International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan has described his mission as “a combat operation thousands of miles from Nato’s traditional territory” which makes his men a “truly expeditionary force”.

The transition from a military alliance put together to establish American leadership in ensuring European security and head off a perceived threat from the Stalinist USSR to a much enlarged alliance with a virtual global mission is nothing short of historic.

The end of the Cold War with the disintegration of the Soviet Union triggered off a lively debate if the greatest military alliance of human history was still needed. Amongst the several arguments advanced to justify not only its existence but also its enlargement was its unique ability to contain and eliminate risks in reshaping the world: the traditional threat from the East had been replaced by an array of new factors that could imperil security, democracy, economic liberalism and globalisation. The world, it was argued, could not conceivably dispense with a concert of major military powers led by the United States.

Some advocates of Nato’s enlargement found its increased relevance in a conjunction of shared values of its members with the historically unprecedented power of the United States to deploy its forces rapidly and effectively all over the world. This view was by no means confined to the original Nato partners. Some of its extreme versions were to be found in the countries of central and eastern Europe that had experienced Soviet hegemony since 1945.

Two scholars from that region came up with the thesis that the United Nations had played a strong deterrent role after the Second World War and conserved a balance of forces until the end of the Cold War but that its role was substantially reduced by post-Cold War realities. Lack of an effective machinery for enforcement of Security Council resolutions, in their opinion, had eroded the UN’s authority while Nato had upheld democracy with an “iron will and firm hand”. Their conclusion was that the UN would have to inevitably devolve to Nato the functions of a world trouble-shooter and that the general tendency for the coming two decades was for the UN “to pass the baton into Nato’s hands and to retire from the race”. Washington’s unilateralism has, indeed, been a retirement plan for the United Nations.

I have abstracted the above-mentioned view from a western-funded study made available to me by an indignant Russian friend who thought that it was an attempt at proclaiming American hegemony over the Balkans. If unchecked, Nato would push towards Russia by exploiting vulnerabilities in the Baltic states and even Ukraine. Even in his alarmist view, which I found to be widely shared by the Russian strategic community, there was perhaps no room for a scenario in which Nato troops would be battling insurgents in Helmand and Uruzgan.

It can, perhaps, be conceded that Balkans’ stabilisation depends considerably on Nato’s demonstrated threat to intervene. Consider the bloody fragmentation of Yugoslavia. It is still an unfinished business. Kosovo which saw a forceful intervention by Nato is still negotiating its qualified independence but Montenegro has already broken away from Serbia. There are other territories, such as Vojvodina, which may also cut the umbilical cord. According to some estimates, the eventual Serbia would be no more than one fifth of Tito’s Yugoslavia. Notably, all the successor states have joined the queue for Nato’s membership to become at least viable protectorates of Nato.

Enlargement of Nato has also been accompanied by partnership for peace. Gradually, a defensive alliance, the continued existence of which was questioned in the 1990s, has been transformed into a major pillar of a world order dominated by the United States. It is often described, occasionally pejoratively, as the strong arm of the empire that the United States has become. As it has always happened in human history, this role is feared and also resisted.

There are signs that under President Vladimir Putin the Russian reservations are hardening into a proactive policy of counter-balancing Nato’s influence. This is different from the earlier Russian efforts to moderate Nato’s thrust by creating joint consultative forums. Together with China, Russia has a particular focus on the perimeter of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. Fierce competition for energy resources is just one manifestation of this resolve.

Those of us who had seen the Bagram and Shindand air bases knew that the invasion of Afghanistan was not simply a case of reprisals against the Taliban for having provided a base to the Al Qaeda. It was the beginning of a military campaign to reorganise the world after a new gospel of power. Since the United States had to move on to a more valuable target in Iraq, Nato was the organisation of choice to stabilise Afghanistan and oversee its political and economic reconstruction. Many Afghans expected the European element in Nato to moderate the overkill tendency in the US army when resisted. A sense of awe at the destructive power of the United States was clearly modulated by an almost nostalgic memory of happier interaction with continental Europe.

Things are, however, going horribly wrong in Afghanistan. The resilience of resistance to the occupation has surprised all observers. Initially, it sprang from the alchemy that fused the Pushtun perception of dispossession by the ethnic groups used as the foot soldiers of the American invasion with the residual jihadist passion of the Taliban and some erstwhile Mujahideen groups. But now it seems to draw additional strength from other factors as well.

First, Karzai’s great distrust of political parties, probably shared by his American mentors, has prevented the bicameral parliament that was elected with almost 80,000 Pakistani troops sealing the international border from playing any significant role in promoting national reconciliation. Its potential is further hobbled by the influence of powerful figures of the past.

Secondly, reconstruction has been more of a mirage than reality. International assistance fell well short of the promise. Substantial percentages of what became available went into the pockets of the powerful and brought little relief to the people. Pervasive disillusionment is evidently facilitating the reinvigoration of the resistance. If nothing else, it provides logistical support to the insurgents.

Third, as the economy faltered, poppy cultivation and the international trade linked with it began to account for a hugely disproportionate share of it. The wealth generated by drugs is needed as much by the warlords as by the resistance fighters, and the Taliban, who once uprooted poppy, now encourage its cultivation. In many areas, there is a tacit alliance between the Taliban and the nominally pro-Karzai warlords to share the spoils.

Nato’s deployment is being heralded by a general intensification of the conflict. The nature of this conflict is materially different from what the military alliance faced in Europe. The insurgents will paint its intrusion into new areas as the arrival of the surrogates of the original invaders unless it can act fast to project a different image.

But can Nato craft a different image in the present circumstances when Afghanistan is once again being “lost”? Its commander says that many national caveats constrained Nato’s earlier operations in Afghanistan and that in the new combat operation, “commanders at every level cannot be constrained by the kinds of caveats you might just get away with in a peacekeeping operation”. Is this the drum roll of a military alliance being shifted from protecting reconstruction teams to the task of reconquering districts that keep slipping out of Kabul’s control? If so, its forces should expect a bitter battle, fluctuating in time and space, with 12,000 or more of the insurgents.

Whether or not Nato can make the dirty war in Afghanistan a trifle cleaner will not make much difference to the fallout on Pakistan. Notwithstanding the press release issued by the British High Commission in Islamabad, which a government minister thought important enough to wave on state television, the allegations of Pakistan’s complicity are widespread in the Nato community. Ominously enough, a recent article in the International Herald Tribune, recommended the need to renegotiate the Durand Line — as if Pakistan’s national borders can be realigned to fulfil the requirement of any counter-insurgency operation on the other side.

Pakistan should take a full measure of the global role acquired by Nato particularly in the context of the ingrained, almost theological, compulsion of the United States to rely on the use of force. The next meeting of the trilateral commission will have Nato as a direct interlocutor. It is time to overcome an apologetic approach to these discussions and insist, as a sovereign state must, on a candid and comprehensive exchange of views on the full picture. Pakistan should ask for the adoption of sustainable policies in Afghanistan. It is not interference; only the right to know what foreign occupiers of a neighbouring land propose to do about an insurgency that keeps being blamed on Pakistan.

For Nato also, it is the moment of truth. Afghan tribes have humbled two mighty empires — British and Russian — in the past; they can grievously hurt Nato’s new global role if not performed with wisdom, restraint and statesmanship. If President Musharraf has long-term regional interest at heart and the political will to defend these, he can help Nato move towards these requisites of the Afghan situation. He can tell Nato that the Soviet Union had a mightier killing machine and yet it failed.

The writer is a former foreign secretary who has served in Afghanistan.
