Whither strategic depth?
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Describing India as a “global power” in his Friday’s speech in New Delhi, President Bush recounted what he thought India had done for democracy in Afghanistan and assigned it the task of building the new system in that country. This to many would amount to handing over the management of Afghanistan to its newly appointed regional gendarme in the days to come. There was no mention of the services rendered by Islamabad in the removal of the Taliban or what it had done to ensure that both Presidential and Parliamentary elections were held peacefully, or the stationing of 80 thousand troops to guard the Durand Line and conducting operations in Waziristan for nearly three years that have led to hundreds of casualties among the tribesmen and troops. 
The new arrangement in the region underlines the debacle of the ill-conceived Afghan policy formulated by the military establishment of Pakistan which was dictated to all our civilian governments from 1988 to 1999 and which continued till September 11, 2001. The policy centered around seeking strategic depth in Afghanistan to which the military could withdraw its assets whenever needed in case of a war with India. As this required setting up a client regime in Kabul, attempts in the direction were initiated soon after the end of the Soviet occupation. One of the reasons behind the differences between Muhammad Khan Junejo and Zia was that the former wanted to end interference in Afghanistan while the later, on advice of the ISI, was bent upon continuing it till a government favoured by the agency was in power in the neighbouring country.
Pakistan has paid a heavy price over the decades for this policy, both internally, and in terms of external relations. The Afghan jihad brought millions of refugees which continued to pour in for more than a decade even after the end of the Soviet occupation, thanks to Islamabad continuing to fan the civil war to obtain strategic depth. Lethal weapons presently being used in Waziristan and Balochistan came from Afghanistan where they were supplied through the ISI. We are getting back now what we had gifted to the Afghans. 
Political and material assistance provided to the Taliban to capture Kabul and the hectic attempts subsequently made to seek for them international recognition estranged both potential friends and traditional allies. Newly independent Central Asian states which were being destabilized by militant groups operating from Afghanistan accused Pakistan of backing terrorists, and China, which had once sympathised with the Kashmiris’ freedom struggle, developed second thoughts. 
This was the point when China began to treat the Kashmiri struggle as a secessionist movement similar to the one in Sinkiang which was using the Taliban ruled Afghanistan as a spring board. Misunderstandings created with Tehran under Zia were turned into fierce rivalry on account of the backing provided by Islamabad to the openly anti-Iran religious militias. The policy thus isolated Pakistan in the entire region. The establishment continued to dictate the policy till it was forced to take an about-turn after Nine Eleven. 
The policy has, naturally, not endeared Pakistan to the Afghan people who saw Islamabad’s involvement in every violent change in Kabul and the subsequent devastation, from the fall of Najibullah to the removal of Mullah Umer. The policy to treat Afghanistan as a backyard has continued even after take over by the Karzai government. 
While Al-Qaeda men were hunted all over the country, many Taliban leaders found safe havens in Balochistan and NWFP. This was meant as a ploy to keep the new government under pressure. With insurgency getting a fresh boost in Afghanistan leading to increase in Afghan and allied casualties, the Americans were bound to react strongly. The policy has backfired. The government has been told to rein in the militants or the Americans would repeat what they did in Bajaur on January 14. 
As far as Waziristan is concerned, the establishment is reaping what it had sown there for two decades. It had aided in the spread of extremism, encouraged the madrassas to propagate jihad, provided arms and ammunition to those it now terms terrorists and sheltered hordes of foreign militants, some of whom married and permanently settled in the tribal agencies where none from the adjoining settled areas of NWFP and the rest of Pakistan can enter without obtaining special permission from the Agency authorities. 
While the establishment followed first the policy of letting loose the jihadis and then of containing them, the entire country had to pay the price. The Taliban dominated Afghanistan became a training ground for terrorist organizations which also indulged in sectarian killings throughout Pakistan. Close interaction with other militant groups sheltered by the religious militia provided them access to the tribal areas. That explains the spurt in sectarian violence in the tribal belt which continues unabated. 
Some of those graduating from the Taliban’s training camps killed foreigners including Iranians, Chinese, French, and Americans. So if there are travel advisories that discourage investors and hit national economy, the credit goes to those who formulated the Afghan policy. When policies are devised not by elected institutions which take an overall view but by those trained in the warfare alone, debacles of this sort are bound to happen.
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