After the minerals —Ihsanullah Tipu Mehsud
Pakistan has always relied on military means to pursue objectives in Afghanistan. Our long-sought ‘strategic depth’ theory might also be achieved through strong socio-economic ties. The projects that can help the people to flourish have always been brushed aside

The recent discovery of huge minerals deposits in Afghanistan’s eastern Ghazni province by a Pentagon-assigned team of the US Geological Survey (USGS) and USAID has given a new dimension to the Afghan war scenario. The estimated value of the reserves is around $ 1 trillion — enough to rebuild war-ravaged Afghanistan and reshape its economy. According to the team, some of the world’s most rare minerals like cobalt, lithium, gold, copper, iron as well as precious stones such as rubies and emeralds have been found in such quantity that they could potentially make Afghanistan the world’s leading mining country. 
Consequently, with the emergence of the report, the Afghan government hastily dispatched its minister for mines, Mr Wahidullah Shahrani, to the UK in order to get signed deals with European mining firms. The Afghan government is also considering bringing the Indians into the business. Just one day after the surfacing of the mineral revelation, Mr Shahrani visited India and had a detailed meeting with his Indian counterpart B K Handique. After the meeting, Mr Handique told reporters in New Delhi, “Everybody is now talking of the potential in Afghanistan. We are also equally keen to tap that opportunity. And India is a natural partner for them.”

On the other hand, despite all these developments, the fear persists in the common Afghan’s mind that in the prevailing circumstances, it would only feed the voracious appetite of the resource hungry west and its local cohorts. 

The question arises: will these lucrative discoveries be used for the socio-economic uplift of Afghan society? In the contemporary environment, the answer is simply “no”. Poor governance, rapidly escalating insurgency, rampant corruption and tribal favouritism are factors that have severely undermined the Karzai administration’s ability to bring stability, prosperity and development to the country in the past nine years. 

In this context, the Afghan mining ministry is no exception. Just last year, grave allegations surfaced against the then Afghan minister of mines, Mohammad Ibrahim Adel for receiving a $ 30 million bribe from a Chinese firm in Dubai for awarding the country’s largest copper extraction contract in Logar province. Answering a frequently asked question by the media during his UK visit, Mr Shahrani vowed, “In future, whatever contracts would be awarded, all the information will be published to make sure that we achieve high standards of transparency.” 

Further, the area where these deposits were discovered has been a centre of Afghan national resistance since the first Anglo-Afghan War (1838-1842). It is being controlled by the murderous Haqqani network and has been used as a launching pad for attacks in Kabul since 2005. Therefore, any attempt to extract these hidden treasures without local consent will certainly develop a perception in people’s minds about the plundering of their resources. Ghazni is a multi-ethnic province populated by a majority of Pashtuns with a fair number of Tajiks, Uzbeks and Hazaras. If not handled properly, it can possibly spark a new wave of resource-driven ethnic violence in the province. 

This stunning report emerged at a time when intense fighting was underway between Taliban rebels and coalition forces across the country. It is widely believed by leading Afghan affairs experts that this revelation might be aimed at inducing the shattered Afghan war alliance to stay on in Afghanistan and be rewarded through access to these riches.

The situation seems conducive for Pakistan as well. It can play a vital role in the extraction of these untapped resources by offering assistance in terms of skilled mining labour, telecommunications, roads, rail, ports and shipping facilities, mining town development, dams, mining fuel supplies and security. 

Neighbouring India and Iran would certainly attempt to exploit this opportunity. Both have been involved in developing mega infrastructure projects in the country since the toppling of the Taliban regime in 2001. Both have even carried out joint ventures including the 200 km long Delaram-Zaranj Highway, an $ 85 million project that extends from Zaranj on the Iranian border to the main road between the cities of Herat, Kandahar and Kabul.

Indian companies are working in various sectors including the construction of roads, dams, schools and hospitals, power transmission lines, tube-wells and even public toilets — basically everything encompassing urgent human needs. Recently, the Indian government awarded a $ 250 million contract for constructing the Afghan parliament building to two Indian companies and termed it a step towards strengthening democracy in war-ravaged Afghanistan. With all these projects, India has become the fifth-largest donor to Afghanistan. 

As far as Pakistan is concerned, the dilemma is that it has always relied on military means to pursue objectives in Afghanistan. Our long-sought ‘strategic depth’ theory might also be achieved through strong socio-economic ties. The projects that can help the people to flourish have always been brushed aside. For instance, the proposed Peshawar-Jalalabad railway track is of vital geo-economic interest for Pakistan but remains pending due to our bureaucratic sloth and mismanagement. The line could be extended to neighbouring Ghazni province, a future mining hotbed of the country. One thing is for sure: Afghanistan’s fortunes run through Pakistan.

The Taliban-led insurgency is another key reason that work could be hindered on the project. The insurgency, which was initially confined to the country’s southeast, is now making inroads into the relatively calm north and west. The Taliban, in their recent policy statement on June 27, warned foreign companies of dire consequences if they fail to refrain from entering into mineral mining contracts with the Karzai administration.

Afghanistan’s economy largely depends on poppy production and, according to the recent UN Office on Drugs and Crimes’ (UNODC’s) Afghan Opium Survey report, it accounts for 53 percent of the country’s GDP. The country has also been a top ranking illicit drug exporter since the toppling of the Taliban regime in 2001. The development of the mining industry would provide an alternative source of income to the impoverished Afghan society and would eventually lead to the eradication of poppy cultivation from Afghan soil.

Since the beginning of the great game, Afghanistan has been ruthlessly used as a proxy by both regional and global players for their geo-strategic and geo-political interests against their opponents. Today, the world is faced with the challenges of terrorism and drug trafficking, which is the ultimate outcome of the injustices committed against the Afghans in the past. 
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