Meeting of minds in Kabul


COMMONALITY of interests and a shared threat perception are reason enough for Islamabad and Kabul to bury the hatchet and start afresh. Hopefully, the events of the last few days, both public and behind the scenes, are an indicator of what the future may hold for bilateral relations between the two neighbours. President Musharraf’s first visit to Afghanistan in four years appears to have produced more than just rhetoric and the customary expressions of goodwill associated with ceremonial meetings between heads of state. The indications are that both countries have taken a tentative but sincere first step down the road to rapprochement, and it is imperative that the opportunity thus created for developing genuine trust is not squandered through imprudent statements or actions. Peace and stability in both Pakistan and Afghanistan are dependent in large measure on tackling the militancy of the Taliban and the terrorism of Al Qaeda, forces that complement each other and are active on either side of the Durand Line. This ground reality was readily accepted by Mr Musharraf while speaking in Kabul. He also stressed that while some militants were “certainly” entering Afghanistan from Pakistan, neither the government in Islamabad nor the ISI were sponsoring such activities. He also dispelled the view that renegade elements within the military’s intelligence set-up could be acting on their own and assisting the Taliban. The blame game, he said, must end.

For this to happen, both sides will have to demonstrate maturity and honesty of purpose. Until now, it has been routine for Kabul to reflexively blame Islamabad for every Taliban attack in Afghanistan. If militants are crossing the Durand Line from Pakistan, it must be realised by the Afghan president that there is similar traffic in the opposite direction, involving not just battle-hardened extremists but also arms and ammunition as well as huge quantities of narcotics. If Pakistan has failed, despite the posting of some 80,000 troops, to monitor its 1,400-mile porous border with Afghanistan, authorities on the other side are equally culpable. Only a coordinated military and intelligence effort can help stem this tide. Instead of giving the media a list of Taliban fighters and their purported addresses in Pakistan, as Mr Karzai did in February this year, any such information must be immediately forwarded to Islamabad so that its veracity can be ascertained and action taken. Pakistan, for its part, must ensure that militants in North Waziristan honour the recent accord which bars infiltration into Afghanistan. With peace holding in the tribal areas, the country’s armed forces should be in a stronger position to keep a better watch on cross-border movement. Here again close cooperation between the two sides is essential.

Both countries stand to gain by overcoming long-standing misgivings and an accrued deficit of trust. As pointed out in the joint statement issued at the end of President Musharraf’s visit, extremism and Talibanisation is a common threat to societal harmony and a collective campaign is needed to help rid the two countries of this scourge. On the economic front, stability in Afghanistan and Pakistan’s tribal areas can lead to new opportunities for direct trade, besides opening up the region as a transit route for Central Asian and Chinese trade. Real progress may also finally be made on projects such as the gas pipeline from Turkmenistan. But for any of this to happen, peace and stability must be restored in both countries. Without this, there can be no way forward.

