New report attempts to make sense of Pakistan’s Afghan policy —By Fahd Husain
ISLAMABAD: The endgame in Afghanistan is upon us, but a well-considered and coherent policy based on projected national interests remains a mirage. We know what we wanted out of Afghanistan in the ‘80s, ‘90s and then the post-9/11 era. But what now? And what after 2014 when the Americans start to pack their bags?

This is a question which should be troubling our policymakers, lest they stay behind the curve as per habit. Today ask any policymaker – uniformed or otherwise – about what exactly our policy goals are for Afghanistan, and you are likely to get a cliché-ridden sermon, laced with fanciful aims and a concentrated dose of wishful thinking. 

Wishes however, are normally not a good substitute for policy.

Now comes a report – fresh off the printing press – which attempts to draw a broad parameter of what exactly Pakistan should want in Afghanistan. The report is a joint effort between the Jinnah Institute and the United States Institute of Peace, and goes by the long-winded title “Pakistan, the United States and the End Game in Afghanistan: Perceptions of Pakistan’s Foreign Policy Elite.” It is being formally launched today in Islamabad.

Luckily, the content is crisper that the report’s title. It is based on inputs from Pakistani experts, academics, journalists and former officials, all of whom have one way or the other, one time or the other, dipped their hands in the Afghan cookie-jar. Some have burnt fingers to show for their efforts, while others actually did get to nibble on the cookie. Now they have shared their thoughts with the authors Moeed Yusuf, Huma Yusuf and Salman Zaidi. Sherry Rehman, head of the Jinnah Institute, is the project director for the report.

That said, here’s a newsflash for those Rip Van Winkles who’ve woken up after decades: Pakistan has a mess on its hands in Afghanistan. The grandiose notions of ‘strategic depth’ lie buried in the Tora Bora rubble. The road to Kabul – supposedly paved with good intentions – is actually littered with the debris of Pakistan’s shattered dreams. Where we wanted an Afghan government doing our bidding, we now have an Afghan Establishment – and a sizeable population – baying for our blood. And here’s the final insult: instead of our boys in khaki using Afghan territory as strategic depth against an Indian enemy, the Afghan Taliban boys are using Pakistani territory against the American enemy, and occasionally against us too.

So far so bad. Now comes the new transition in Afghanistan, and possibly the dawn of new realities. The Yankee will finally be going home (at least most of them), and the Afghan chessboard will see the knights and the bishops move again. Will our policymakers pick up where they left off in the ‘90s, or has the institutional thought process – God forbid – evolved? 

This new report makes some interesting assessments. Take this, for instance: “Pakistani foreign policy elite are generally critical of their country’s security-centric approach to Afghanistan. The security establishment, which has dominated the country’s policy throughout, is seen as being overly concerned about an antagonistic Afghanistan. This fear has led it to interfere in sovereign Afghan affairs over the years. Its policy has therefore focused virtually entirely on the Pushtun political factions in Afghanistan.”

Whoa! Radical stuff. But there’s more. “Rather than seeking influence in Kabul through groups such as the Taliban alone, Pakistan ought to have pursued enhanced trade ties and joint venture investments for leverage...It was largely agreed among project participants that achieving the above-recommended course would require no less than a wholesale transformation of Pakistan’s traditional thinking vis-vis Afghanistan.”

Now if only our officials were saying this. That they’re not perhaps suggests two things: a) they’re not ready to make policy statements at a time when the situation is still in a flux and the goalposts are constantly being shifted by the Americans, or b) or they’re actually still fixated on goals which have already evaporated and turned into toxic moisture. Either way, the messy entanglement of interests in the wastelands of Afghanistan is not allowing a clear Pakistani perspective to emerge as yet. Where the officials are economising with words, non-officials are not. The authors of the report make it clear that the opinions contained in these pages are not unanimous in nature. But they do provide a certain direction and a basic framework for Pakistani policy in the coming years. Short on specifics they might be, but the broad guidelines do betray a tinge of much-needed realism. The two overriding objectives of what a Pakistani policy should be are stated as follows:

a. The “settlement” in Afghanistan should not lead to a negative spillover such that it contributes to further instability in Pakistan or causes resentment among Pakistani Pushtuns; and

b. The government in Kabul should not be antagonistic to Pakistan and should not allow its territory to be used against Pakistani state interests.

The report then goes to on explain that when translated into actionable policy, these objectives lead Pakistan to pursue three outcomes:

1. A degree of stability in Afghanistan.

2. An inclusive government in Kabul.

3. Limiting Indian presence to development activities.

The devil though loves to reside in the details. These are noble objectives, but attaining them through pursuit of very specific, and extremely well-debated and well-thought out series of steps is easier than it sounds. Traditionally Pakistani policymakers have floundered when it came to thinking things through. Remember Operation Grand slam in 1965? Or Kargil for that matter? Post-2014 we want a government in Kabul which, for the lack of a better term, doesn’t hate our guts. That pretty much rules out a Northern Alliance-dominated setup. But we don’t want all our eggs in the Taliban basket either, because who knows better than us what happened to those eggs last time around. So, who do we back? Do we push for an inclusive setup with Taliban dominant? Tempting though it is to say yes, but it is such temptations which book us a seat on the flight of fancy.

Then of course, there’s the US. In case you didn’t notice, they don’t like us much anymore. They think we’re playing them. They just stopped paying us for services already rendered. And they’ve got an election coming where they need a whipping boy. Guess who’s the prime candidate?

Well, we don’t like them either. So call it quits? Not that simple. The Pentagon is clearly driving US policy in Afghanistan, and the State Department is being treated like, well, like our GHQ treats the Foreign Office. The Pentagon and GHQ are sulking like jilted lovers, with Admiral Mike Mullen refusing to make a stopover in Pakistan on his farewell tour of the region. Pakistan says the relationship with the US will not even be “transactional” any more, but rather “formal and need-based.”

The foreign policy elite quoted in the report recognise these bitter realities, and see difficult times ahead for Pak-US ties. The US, they foresee, will pile pressure on Pakistan to do more, “with an eye on reducing reliance on Pakistan’s security establishment in the political reconciliation process.” In other words, the Americans want Pakistan to help bring Taliban to the negotiating table, but at that same time not remain the sole “handlers” for them.

In this respect, the report steps dangerously close to Pakistan’s official thinking. In itself, this is not a demerit, but what it does suggest is that in the short-term, Pakistan does not have too much space to manoeuvre in its Afghan policy. In the near term, Pakistan needs to extricate itself from the hole that it dug for itself the last two decades, preferably without loss of too much leverage – and loss of face. This means facing up to some realities: a) India is up to monkey business in Afghanistan, and Pakistan can ignore it at its peril b) the Durand Line is more porous than ever before, and the “reverse strategic depth” phenomenon is turning into a major security nightmare for Pakistan, c) Haqqani Network is entrenched in North Waziristan and assaulting it does not make sense at this stage d) TTP is drawing strength from the Afghan Taliban as well as geographic proximity of its base to Afghanistan, and e) closing our eyes to Afghanistan won’t make it go away.

The report tackles some of these realities and attempts to come up with realistic options. In many ways, it does succeed. But the actual Pakistani success in the Afghan endgame will depend on the thinking of those people whose names do not appear on the pages of this report.

