Positive trend in Pakistan-Afghan ties
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ISLAMABAD: Going merely by media reports one may think that Pakistan’s relations with Afghanistan are on the rocks. However, a look at the facts of bilateral cooperation will show several promising aspects. Despite the obvious security-related irritants, there is much going on between the two neighbouring countries, and there are clear signs of a positive, upward trend.

As one senior diplomat remarked, “if all were so bleak on the Pakistan-Afghanistan front, we would not have a tenth high-level visit taking place between the two countries in a span of just four years”. His reference was to President Hamid Karzai’s scheduled visit to Pakistan tomorrow, Feb 15. This will be Mr Karzai’s first after the inauguration of the new phase of his government following completion of the Bonn process.

Islamabad is particularly careful when it comes to dealing with Afghanistan. Mindful of the fact that the country has been at war for over 30 years, the government here has exercised exceptional restraint even when stinging accusatory statements emanate from across the western border. It has largely avoided responding to any hostile rhetoric through the media, as it usually does in case of India. There is a tacit policy decision not to react publicly to every negative statement that is made by members of the Karzai government.

There have been several occasions in the recent past when the Afghan ambassador in Islamabad has been called in by the Foreign Office to express concern over such allegations and hostile statements. However, the FO has been careful not to go to the press with it because it genuinely wants to mend fences with Afghanistan. Added to this is the fact that there has been direct and regular communication between the top leadership of the two countries. On several occasions when things have not looked too good, President Musharraf has himself picked up the phone and called President Karzai to take up the issue head-on without the press or, at times, even the FO getting wind of it.

One view of the Afghan finger-pointing towards Pakistan sees it as an attempt by the Karzai government to externalize its numerous internal problems, that it is at times directed at a particular domestic audience, rather than meant to malign Pakistan. “We understand the context and we don’t want to take these statements too seriously and be discouraged by them” is how one Pakistani diplomat puts it.

Notably, even the Afghan government remained quiet on the Balochistan governor’s recent pointed statement that the deteriorating security situation in his province was partly a spillover from Afghanistan due to the weakness of President Karzai’s government. Kabul must have realized that the statement was made in response to the Kandahar governor accusing Pakistan of fuelling unrest in his province.

The thinking in Pakistan foreign policy circles is that the intermittent outbursts from Afghanistan should not be allowed to undermine the marked improvement in bilateral relations. The two countries have come a long way in narrowing the trust deficit that existed courtesy the Taliban factor.

Till last year the only major accord inked between the two countries was the 1965 Afghan Transit Trade Agreement. Last year during Mr Karzai’s visit here in March the two countries signed five agreements in key areas.

The most significant in the context of strengthening bilateral relations was a protocol on political consultations at the level of foreign ministers and foreign secretaries. Other agreements related to cooperation in the fields of transportation, tourism, bus services and culture. In all today there are 13 bilateral agreements. A comprehensive mechanism is also in place for security cooperation in the border region under the Tripartite Commission.

However, the deteriorating security situation on both sides remains a serious concern for Afghanistan as well as Pakistan and this issue will be on top of the agenda during Mr. Karzai’s visit which coincides with the Tripartite Commission’s meeting in Afghanistan where the issue will also figure prominently.

During the visit, Islamabad is likely to raise the issue of warlords and drug barons pushing arms into Pakistan, while Kabul is expected to draw attention to the alleged crossing over of militants from Pakistan. The word around is that in the wake of the Bajaur incident the emphasis from both sides will be on better coordination and on improving intelligence-sharing.

No agreements are on the cards during this visit which is being seen more as an opportunity to iron out the irritants and clear the air recently sullied by a string of hostile statements.

Interestingly, a recent study conducted by researchers for a UN agency reveals that while security remains a key factor, it is not the most compelling for Afghan refugees opting to stay back in Pakistan. For most of them it is the lack of shelter in Afghanistan. Of the total surveyed, 76 per cent cited shelter as the main reason and 16 per cent put security as a key concern.

Pakistan has therefore been urging the international community to help increase the absorptive capacity in Afghanistan to pave the way for repatriation of Afghan refugees who could prove to be a valuable asset for their own country. According to the latest census conducted in 2005, there are still 2.6 million refugees in Pakistan.

There is a tendency in certain quarters here to blow out of proportion the Indian factor in Pakistan-Afghanistan relations.

Privately, Pakistani diplomats acknowledge that Afghans remain sensitive to Pakistan’s concerns about the Indian presence in Afghanistan. While Pakistan closely watches the implications of this, it does not seem too alarmed by it. India has been pursuing a proactive Afghan policy and has invested heavily in Afghanistan. Compared to Pakistan’s pledge of $250 million, India has pledged $600 million for Afghanistan’s reconstruction.

However, the fact is that today two-way Pakistan-Afghanistan trade stands at $1.2 billion compared to India’s $300 million.

Pakistan’s strategic location, geographic proximity and common bonds of history, religion, and culture with Afghanistan will always give it an edge over India — not to mention the tremendous goodwill for Pakistan, particularly among the Pukhtuns in Afghanistan. More than 50,000 Pakistanis are working in Afghanistan, mostly in the construction industry.

Among the major Pakistan-sponsored projects under way in Afghanistan are the Torkham-Jalalabad road, the Rehman Baba High School in Kabul and the Allama Iqbal Block in Kabul University.

Also in the pipeline are the Chaman-Spin Boldak rail project, a 50-bed Jinnah Hospital in Kabul and a kidney centre in Jalalabad. Pakistan has already gifted 100 buses and 45 ambulances to the Afghan government and plans to give a TV transmitter for Kandahar. Also, Pakistan has helped Afghanistan in capacity building and so far trained 200 Afghan officials from the police, judiciary, the foreign service, agriculture and medicine.

Afghanistan despite its constraints gave Pakistan $1 million in cash assistance and medicines and food items in the aftermath of the devastating October 8 earthquake. It also sent four helicopters for relief and rescue operations.

