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PAKISTAN and Afghanistan have agreed, in principle, to amend the Pak-Afghan transit trade treaty. The amendment, to be formalised after bureaucratic and legal formalities are completed, will provide Afghan goods overland access to India. 

The announcement has seen a lukewarm reception in Pakistan. A large section of the media and noted commentators have portrayed the agreement as a victory for India — and by implication a loss for Pakistan. The government is also being accused of caving in to American pressure. 

The tenor of the debate is unfortunate. It has largely been conducted within the zero sum framework traditionally applied to Pakistan-India relations. The concerns vis-à-vis India (and US) have preoccupied the discussion; the many positive aspects for Pakistan itself have been overlooked. 

Let us examine the contours of the debate. The worries first — and there are three major ones. 

First, critics argue that the deal could lead to India-Afghanistan interdependence over time and ultimately increase the Indian clout in Kabul. Seen from this lens, it is absurd that Pakistan would be lending a helping hand to the development. 

Second, there is concern that Indian goods will inevitably be smuggled back into Afghanistan in trucks returning from Wagah. Clandestine trade would therefore increase; much of this, the worry is, would be destined for Central Asia. 

Third, the manner in which the decision was made, i.e. after having rejected the deal, the go-ahead was timed to coincide with US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s visit to Pakistan, has irked many and has reinforced the perception that the Pakistani government makes such decisions at America’s behest. 

Let us tackle each one of these. 

In terms of India’s clout in Afghanistan, the argument would hold if the volume of trade flowing from Afghanistan was expected to be substantial and if export revenues from this trade were likely to be critical to Kabul’s economy. 

Neither holds here. Back of the envelope estimates suggest that the trade flows are likely to remain symbolic at best. The lack of Indian enthusiasm about this unidirectional deal should be seen in this light. Consider that what India is really after is the opposite, i.e. Indian overland exports to Afghanistan, and unsaid but very pertinent to the Indian cause, onwards to Central Asia. Till that materialises — unlikely to say the least — not much will come out of the initiative for India. 

Also important to note is the fact that the overland route, while the cheapest and most convenient, is not the only one available to the Indians. Pakistan itself has long provided an Afghan Transit Trade facility through Karachi. The volume of trade on the overland route is going to remain well shy of the traditional flows — and, thus, so should Pakistani fears. Moreover, India has already invested in the Iranian Chabahar port and road infrastructure in Afghanistan in order to bypass Pakistan when accessing Afghanistan and Central Asia. If anything then, the overland route renders part of that effort redundant. 

Next, the concern about clandestine trade is an interesting one. On the one hand, if one were to look at the trend in the region, the obvious conclusion to draw is that the new route through Wagah will be the latest addition — the least circuitous one — to the number of existing routes already being utilised for informal trade. However, two factors make this case somewhat less worrisome. 

For one, past research on informal trade suggests that the volume of smuggling in the region is inversely correlated to the policing capacity along the route. The bulk of the informal trade takes place through circuitous routes spanning large ungoverned spaces. The Wagah border is perhaps the most well-manned and organised South Asian border in terms of Customs’ and Rangers’ presence. While deliberate collusion will inevitably cause some leakage, systemic smuggling of substantial magnitudes is out of the question. 

More importantly, sceptics in Pakistan must pay attention to the fact that despite the above, their worry nonetheless stems from the anticipated policing failure within their own territory. The answer therefore may lie in pressing the state to ensure more efficient policing rather than suggesting that such transit arrangements be scrapped altogether. 

The issue is relevant to all transit agreements Pakistan becomes part of; following through on the concern of the sceptics would amount to Pakistan refusing all transit agreements that involve India, essentially undermining any hope of regional integration in South Asia in the process. 

Finally, the objection to the timing and manner of the announcement is fully justified. Here, the Pakistani government, not the sceptics, are to blame. 

One is hard pressed to find a rational explanation for the timing of the announcement other than political point scoring. For a country rife with negative perceptions about America and where visibility of American officials is synonymous with interference in Pakistani affairs — this hurts both the Pakistani government and the US — the government’s decision to have Clinton on the occasion and equally, her willingness to oblige, are unexplainable. All it has done for now is to successfully divert attention from the substantive question, i.e. is the agreement ultimately in Pakistan’s interest, to criticism on how Washington must have forced Pakistan to agree to the development. 

Let me end by highlighting what is perhaps the most telling aspect of the Pakistani reaction to this treaty. 

The very calculus applied to the debate centred on external actors throughout, not Pakistan. The debate has been about how much India gains and what America’s pressure suggests about Washington’s leanings towards New Delhi. This is the old paradigm, one that virtually all who spend time analysing Pakistan’s (and indeed South Asia’s) long-term prosperity seek revision of (the same applies to Indian thinking on Pakistan). 

The discussion would have been much more constructive had it been geared towards carrying out an objective cost-benefit analysis from Pakistan’s perspective. The gains in terms of Pakistan’s access to Central Asia, the fact that Afghan gains from this deal may, over time, reverse Pakistan’s lack of popularity in the country, the possibility of legitimate exports denting the illegal Afghan economy, even if marginally, and even from the sceptics’ point of view, the fact that Pakistan gains somewhat greater hold over Afghan-India trade (as opposed to being completely bypassed) should have been given due weightage.

