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For Pakistan it was a routine one-day cricket match against an insignificant team. Rather it was a warm-up game before taking on mighty England. For Afghanistan though, the recent contest at Sharjah in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) was historic.

It was the first-ever One-Day International for the war-ravaged country, a milestone achieved in a fairly short time considering the fact that Afghanistan knew nothing about cricket until the Afghan refugees started returning home from cricket-crazy Pakistan in different phases in the 1990s and 2000s.

The Afghans brought good and also bad memories from Pakistan while living in refugees’ camps and in city slums. They also took home the love of cricket and the skills that they had picked up while playing the game in tough conditions in Pakistan.

Here is a chance to employ cricket diplomacy, this time between the two uneasy and often unfriendly neighbours, Afghanistan and Pakistan, to make their relationship friendlier. Pakistan has helped Afghanistan to move ahead in cricket and it could do more to make it a Test-playing nation. Their verbal sparring and accusations against each other due to cross-border intrusions across the long and porous Durand Line might not stop, for the time being at least, but cooperation on the cricket field and more people-to-people initiatives coupled with greater trade and cultural ties could help overcome some of the misgivings and bring the Afghans and Pakistanis closer to each other.

Right now, reasonably good teams from Afghanistan and Pakistan are playing a three-match cricket peace series in Peshawar and providing entertainment to friendly crowds of Afghan refugees and Pakistanis.

Late military dictator General Ziaul Haq was a foremost proponent of cricket diplomacy to improve relations with India and the results were mixed. Another military ruler General Pervez Musharraf also tried for a while to follow in his footsteps, but his Kargil misadventure spoiled everything and India was no longer ready to trust him. The PPP-led democratic coalition government also tried cricket diplomacy when Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani visited Mohali to watch Pakistan lose the World Cup match to India and also talk to Prime Minister Manmohan Singh.

Indo-Pakistan relations are slowly improving even though the distrust caused by the November 2008 carnage in Mumbai continues to be a major hurdle in putting their troubled relationship back on track.

History was made in Sharjah when Afghanistan’s cricketers after a string of praiseworthy performances in lesser tournaments were considered good enough to play against a top team like Pakistan. To Afghanistan’s bad luck, the Pakistanis were charged up and in top form after beating quality teams such as Sri Lanka and England. Afghanistan predictably lost the one-dayer by seven wickets with Shahid Afridi tormenting the inexperienced Afghan batsmen and picking up five wickets, though not before putting up a brave fight in keeping with the plucky Afghan spirit.

However, the outcome of the Sharjah match was inconsequential. Afghanistan’s amateur cricketers are learning and improving with every match. It won’t be surprising if before long their team is allowed to play Test cricket. Afghanistan had won One Day International (ODI) status in 2009 and even defeated a second string Pakistan team in 2010 in the Twenty20 semi-final at the Asian Games in Guangzhou in China before collecting the silver medal.

More important in Islamabad’s context is the fact that Pakistan guided Afghanistan onto the big stage of international cricket. It was befitting because the Afghans had learnt their cricket from Pakistan and honed their skills from Pakistani coaches such as Kabir Khan, who briefly played Test cricket as a fast bowler, and Rashid Latif, the former captain and celebrated wicket-keeper.

In fact, the Pashto-speaking Kabir Khan belonging to Khyber Pakhtunkhwa is expected to return as Afghanistan’s head coach soon to prepare the team for the World Cup Twenty20 qualifiers starting next month in the UAE.

Afghanistan tried to repay the favour by becoming the first foreign cricket team to visit Pakistan after the 2009 terrorist attack on the visiting Sri Lankans in Lahore. They came to Pakistan when no other cricket team was willing to come and thus showed that playing here was safe. Though the Afghanistan team was white-washed 3-0 in the one-day series in Pakistan, the visit sent a positive message to the cricket playing countries because the Afghans could have been a big target for the militants who consider it legitimate to attack anything connected with the Afghan government.

The cricket team is managed by the Afghanistan Cricket Board, whose president is the Afghan Finance Minister Dr Hazrat Omar Zakhilwal, a highly educated and sophisticated Afghan with a traditional Pakhtun name.

Dr Omar Zakhilwal, who was at hand to watch the historic Sharjah contest, was right when he remarked that the cricket match had contributed to improvement in bilateral ties between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Besides, he argued that the landmark match had united the Afghan people as all Afghans, including the Taliban, supported the Afghanistan team.

The Taliban through their spokesman, Zabihullah Mujahid, sent a message of support to the Afghan team as he watched the match on television from his hideout. And so did President Hamid Karzai, who according to Dr Omar Zakhilwal, was glued to the television set in his imposing palace, Arg, in Kabul. In his view, the match did wonders for Afghanistan’s unity and morale as nothing had ever brought the nation together like this. The country came to a standstill watching the Sharjah contest on television and the Taliban praying for the success of the Afghan team.

The Taliban’s prayers weren’t answered, but they knew it won’t help their cause if they went against the national mood. In fact, the Taliban didn’t oppose cricket when they were in power from 1996-2001 even though they banned some games such as kite-flying and didn’t allow football players to play wearing shorts. They wanted the sportsmen to cover up. As for the sportswomen, well they couldn’t play any sports and even stepping outside the home for women without a male escort was disallowed.

Taliban knew cricket was popular among the Afghans and banning it would have cost them some support. Students of madrassas playing cricket with basic equipment was and is still a common sight outside seminaries in both Afghanistan and Pakistan. Taliban adopted cricket instead of opposing it and are now cheering for the Afghan team in a bid to reinforce their patriotism and also love for the game.

Cricket is here to stay as it enjoys grassroots support. There is ownership of the game by the people and the huge crowd of Afghan migrant workers, along with the Pakistanis, who turned up at the stadium in Sharjah on February 10 to watch the Af-Pak match was testimony to the popular support for such friendly cricketing rivalry between the two countries. Cricket and all other sports bind communities and nations and, if played with sportsman’s spirit, promote healthy competitions and friendly relations.

Late King Amanullah Khan, the modernist ruler of Afghanistan, tried to form an Afghan cricket team in the 1920s, but it didn’t work as the game was alien to his people at the time. In fact, he also tried other reforms and prevailed upon his queen, Surayya, to lift her veil and give up purdah as a mark of giving rights to the Afghan women. However, his efforts backfired as he was forcing reforms prematurely and without homework and was ousted from power through a rebellion fuelled by clerics.

President Sardar Mohammad Daoud, the communist Khalqi and Parchami rulers and Hamid Karzai also introduced reforms that didn’t have ownership of the people and had little chance of success. Afghan cricket, however, would survive the conflict that has plagued Afghanistan for 34 years because it has become the war-ravaged country’s top sports and has a huge following across the ethnic and political divide.
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