Turbulent Pak-Afghan ties
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BUT for some unexpected strains injected into the sensitive Pakistan-Afghanistan relations by intemperate allegations and counter-allegations, there was perhaps not enough reason to return to the subject in this valuable space after a mere two weeks. The exchanges made at ministerial and higher level are a cause of apprehension because they indicate a loss of focus on the larger strategic purpose. Some of them, like the threat to fence and mine the common frontier, reveal a disregard for the imperatives of geography and dictates of ethnic and civilisational identity stretching back into millennia.

The occasion that has caused this unexpected exacerbation of negative sentiments should not be missed. If the visit of President Bush was at all designed to bring India, Pakistan and Afghanistan closer, the results were counterproductive, particularly at the popular level where the perception of what transpired was worse than reality. Either through nonchalance or deliberate policy, President Bush made explicit the substantial differences that, in recent years, had come to inform and shape his country’s policy objectives towards the states of this region. In so doing he dealt a deadly blow to the fiction of even-handed treatment that client states had kept up for their supposedly unsophisticated and credulous populace.

Perhaps Bush needed to subordinate Pakistani sensitivities and sentiments to the imperative of articulating a new doctrine for the region. Part of this articulation was reflected in carefully crafted references that encouraged India to assume a dominant role in Afghanistan in the name of the newly developed joint Indo-US enterprise to build democracy in this benighted part of the world. Another motif was the unabashed attempt to intensify pressures on President Musharraf to “do more” to consolidate the Karzai government and, in this context, came the gratuitously provocative public statement that President Bush on his visit to Pakistan would remind the Pakistani president of his promise to curb cross-border interference.

Talking of provocation, there was enough of it, as President Musharraf’s angry comments made only too clear, in the timing of the Afghan allegations that a growing insurgency in Afghanistan was receiving material and logistical assistance from the Pakistani soil despite Islamabad’s solemn commitment to stop it. The coincidence with the visit of US president was almost inflammatory. Given this fact, the exasperation was also understandable, at least up to a point.

What distressed independent observers, many of whom hold the cause of Pakistan-Afghan amity very close to their heart for historical reasons and for reasons of the future needs of the entire region was the lack of a credible bilateral initiative to eliminate mutual misperceptions. Instead, there was the unseemly sight of both sides acting as if all that was needed was to collect some more certificates from Centcom. Washington’s approval became a substitute for the gravitas warranted by good neighbourly relations.

The need of the hour is to understand the dynamics that fuel suspicion, and oblige one country to seek shelter in blaming the other for what is an undeniable internal crisis. I have in earlier articles tried to assess the successes and failures in the implementation of the new order envisaged in the Bonn agreement. There have been constitutional, political and economic shortfalls for reasons that are not difficult to discern. Some of the reasons lie beyond the capacity and resources of the fledgling Afghan state now being reconstructed from the debris of a quarter century of conflict; they depend on foreign powers fulfilling their promises and commitments.

There are others that highlight the intrinsic competence and capacity of Karzai’s government. Another set of explanations belongs to the perception in various regions of a sprawling and heterogeneous land of new institutions such as the Afghan National Army (ANA) and the Afghan National Police (ANP). The response varies dramatically. In some parts of the country these new instruments of state power are applauded; in another they are attacked as collaborators of a hated occupation army.

The overall situation in Afghanistan presents a mix of achievements and equally important failures. Even as the constitutional plan went through successive stages — with determined help from Pakistan, as President Musharraf chose to remind President Karzai publicly — some dark areas expanded and became murkier. Year-end reviews for 2005 affirmed the quantitative and qualitative stiffening of armed resistance. There was consensus that the “Taliban” threat, far from nearing its end, was showing resurgence.

The insurgency showed successful Taliban regrouping and the development of new tactics. These included a greater use of improvised explosive devices (IEDs). Similarly, there was a noticeable increase in suicide attacks which considerably reduced the casualties of the insurgents and made a greater psychological impact on the government and foreign forces. The death toll rose notably. Despite this worsening of the situation, or perhaps because of it, stage III of the Nato plan had to be accelerated. It will see the deployment of a considerable Nato force in the sensitive Helmand valley where it may well be increasingly drawn into combat situations, rather than a peace-keeping and supportive role for the provincial reconstruction teams.

In the latest testimony to the Senate Armed Forces Committee, General Maples, director of the US defence intelligence agency, spoke of the insurgency as “capable and resilient”. At least one provincial governor, Ghulam Dastigir of Nimroz claimed an increasing influx of foreign fighters, especially from Iraq, who were making a visible impact on the tactics of insurgents, a phenomenon occasionally described as the “Iraqization” of Afghan resistance. The coalition commanders now increasingly speak of virtually an endless military commitment to Afghanistan.

There are other aspects of the situation that should cause no less concern. Nato’s supreme commander, General James Jones, has very recently said that the narcotics trade posed a greater threat to Afghanistan than a rekindled insurgency by Taliban and Al Qaeda fighters. It is common knowledge that some of the warlords, otherwise aligned to the Karzai administration, “are believed to have profited immensely from the opium trade”. One of the few successes of the Taliban era was the destruction of poppy cultivation but now in an ironic twist of the tale, the Taliban are reported to be coercing the rural population to grow more poppy as they find it a relatively convenient way of financing their prolonged war of attrition against foreign forces and the reconstituted national army and police.

It was against this backdrop that President Karzai visited Pakistan in February. His was an unenviable task. He was known to be unhappy with the persistent insensitivity of US soldiers towards his countrymen but had few options in dealing with them. In Pakistan, he sought help from ‘brothers’. In an important forum, he tried to come to terms with a controversial past by rejecting the concept of Pakistan’s strategic depth but by endorsing new ideas of common space for mutually beneficial economic cooperation. Pakistan was courteous and understanding and the media was full of the Afghan potential of providing a land bridge between South Asia and Central Asia.

But then came that part of his mission where he is most vulnerable. Despite some reshuffling, he is still surrounded by the stalwarts of the erstwhile Northern Alliance who have yet to shed the habit of mind to conflate their Taliban adversaries with the Pakistan army or the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI). The love-hatred that characterized Pakistan’s relations with late Ahmad Shah Massoud is for them still a living reality.

President Karzai has no apparatus to fine-tune the difference between information and hard intelligence fed into the system by these influential elements, a shortcoming for which President Musharraf chided him. Similarly, leaking the so-called intelligence dossier provided to Pakistan by President Karzai is a process that the Afghan president could not have singly controlled. Blaming Pakistan for heightened insurgency was a joint project of elements in the United States and in the Karzai government. One obvious objective was to increase pressure on Musharraf, who is routinely described by American experts as reliable only under pressure. If this is a gross misperception, which every patriotic Pakistani hopes it is, it can be removed only by the Pakistani president himself.

Meanwhile, it is imperative to step back from the present destructive blame game. It is not in Pakistan’s interest to weaken the Karzai government. Expedients, or transient irritants, should not also obscure the larger geo-strategic and geo-economic design which would hardly be advanced by fencing or mining the border. Pakistan has a serious deficit of experts on Afghanistan. For many long years, it had no diplomats in Kabul and it looked at it through the prism of intelligence officers. There are also freelance experts with a self-serving agenda of their own. The epistemological situation in Pakistan is only marginally better than in the Northern Alliance — dominated set-up in Kabul.

It is also important to step aside from the obsession with the United States and, even under conditions of occupation which constrain the Afghan government, initiate a continuous bilateral dialogue with it. Pakistan should, in the confidence of this dialogue, spell out the limits of what Pakistan can do. Even if President Musharraf can persuade the Americans to bank roll an indefinite deployment of 80, 000 troops — clearly in harm’s way — there are other unintended consequences which can snowball and become highly deleterious to the interests of the people of Pakistan.

Just as Pakistan defines the parameters of its military commitment to the consolidation of the Kabul government, it should speak directly to Karzai about reciprocal expectations. The present phase of attributing our difficulties in the tribal belt and in Balochistan to Indian interference through conduits provided by the Afghan ministry of defence can only impact negatively on regional inter-relationships.

That it is being done publicly reflects poorly on the status of the India-Pakistan composite dialogue as well as the state of Pakistan-Afghanistan relations. Afghans have made many mistakes since 1945 in their approach to Pakistan but the list of Pakistani mistakes vis-a-vis Afghanistan is not small either. It is necessary to assign them all to the judgment of history and craft future policies with a full knowledge of the causes of past failures. Reinforcing failures is not the best policy.
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