An intriguing fallout 

By Iqbal Ahmad Khan 
Tuesday, 13 Oct, 2009 | 02:04 AM PST 

ONE is quite at a loss to comprehend the unexpected furore generated by the Kerry-Lugar bill. I for one was rather pleased to learn that the bill provided cash-strapped Pakistan with $1.5bn non-military assistance annually for the next five years. 

In the event Pakistan made satisfactory progress another $7.5bn was to be allocated for the 2015 to 2019 five-year period. 

The total amount is a grant and there are no conditions attached. For the first time in the history of Pakistan-US ties the quantum of economic aid from the United States will exceed the total amount of military assistance. The emphasis on welfare and people-centred programmes is reflective of a Democratic administration’s priorities. 

The policy stands in sharp contrast to bolstering and pampering the security establishment which has been the hallmark of Republican governments. 

Particularly welcome is the bill’s refrain of strengthening civilian rule, democratic institutions and the rule of law. The multi-year, multi-billion dollar funding for Pakistan’s economic and social uplift represents Washington’s long-term commitment to a broader and deeper relationship with Pakistan. It complements US support and by extension that of its European allies and Japan to Pakistan in multilateral forums such as the IMF, World Bank, Asian Development Bank and Friends of Democratic Pakistan. 

In the wake of the bill Pakistan’s stock exchange registered an impressive surge. The prospects for the much sought-after foreign investment coming into Pakistan looked promising. 

The unquestionable merits of the bill notwithstanding, the government finds itself in the line of fire. An on-fire leader of the opposition in the National Assembly lambasted the government. He accused it of prostrating itself before the Americans, compromising the nation’s dignity and sacrificing the country’s national interests. 

The three issues that ignited the opposition’s ire relate to the American disquiet on terrorism, proliferation and civil-military relations. It is these three curses that have brought Pakistan to the point of disaster. The policy of strategic depth led to the embrace of the Afghan Taliban and the creation of the Pakistan Taliban. The policy of coercive diplomacy spawned the jihadi outfits, the Lashkar-i-Taiba and the Jaish-i-Mohammad. 

Both the Taliban and the other jihadis joined hands to wreak death and destruction across the length and breadth of Pakistan. Their victims included arguably Pakistan’s most popular and committed leader Benazir Bhutto. They now threaten Quaid’s Pakistan, its system and values. It is in our supreme national interest to eliminate them. 

The former COAS and the president of Pakistan admitted that certain Pakistanis, albeit in their individual capacity, had been involved in proliferation. The principal architect of Pakistan’s nuclear programme also spoke in a similar vein. We reassured an extremely concerned international community that we had now in place a system which fully safeguarded our nuclear assets and had plugged all possible avenues of leakage. 

As for civilian control over the military, this is provided for in the constitution. We, including the military and the head of the leader of the opposition’s political party, have paid a heavy price for violations of the fundamental law of the land. 

In short, Pakistan is against terrorism in all its forms and manifestations, as it is against proliferation and overthrow of legitimately elected governments. So, if the Americans have echoed our concerns why should it bother us so much? Perhaps, provisions relating to these issues could have been couched in language which was diplomatic and hence unlikely to ruffle too many feathers. 

The anti-bill tirade of the leader of the opposition was, therefore, rather intriguing. That it came following a hush-hush meeting between him and the chief minister of the Punjab on the one hand and the COAS on the other has given rise to a lot of speculation. At this stage it would be pertinent to jog the collective memory of the political opposition by the following quote from the Charter of Democracy signed by Nawaz Sharif and Benazir Bhutto: 

“Noting the most devastating and traumatic experiences that our nation experienced under military dictatorships that played havoc with the nation’s destiny and created conditions disallowing the progress of our people and the flowering of democracy. Even after removal from office they undermined the people’s mandate and the sovereign will of the people.” 

The second salvo — the first one being that of the leader of the opposition — came surprisingly from within the establishment. Following a meeting of the corps commanders the army’s top brass expressed serious concern on the negative impact of the bill on the country’s national security. It also described its provisions as constituting a violation of the country’s sovereignty. A national response to the bill, it was stated, would be delivered after its consideration by parliament which represented the will of the people. 

The military’s decision to publicly voice its concerns was both impolitic and violative of established procedures. It ran counter to the civilian government’s declaration that the passage of the Kerry-Lugar bill represented a diplomatic victory. It further undermined the president’s directive that the bill should be projected as an accomplishment of the PPP government. 

Procedurally, the army should have channelled its input to the prime minister through the defence ministry and not aired it publicly. It is precisely such behaviour that conveys to outsiders the impression that there exist multiple centres of power in Pakistan. 

There is, at times, a Byzantine after-taste to the whole episode. The currents and cross-currents that scar the face of the Kerry-Lugar bill could be the surfacing of underlying disagreements among principal players on the problems facing Pakistan. It would be sad if the Kerry-Lugar bill, a good development for Pakistan, is consumed by parochial differences.

