Assessing the Bush visit
By Shahid M. Amin

THE visit of President George W. Bush to Pakistan on March 3-4 has generally been appraised in a negative manner by analysts in the Pakistani news media. In fact, there has been some sort of competition among them to find fault with nearly every aspect of the visit — the tight security arrangements, the image of Bush, and the perception that whereas Bush’s visit to India was a great success, the visit to Pakistan was a mere stop-over which produced nothing worthwhile.

Behind this kind of hostile reaction to the Bush visit, there has been a growing feeling of resentment among many Pakistanis that the Muslim world is under some kind of a siege by the US and the West, particularly after 9/11, and that the world might be heading towards a clash of civilizations.

In the context of US-Pakistan relations, there has been an impression that over the last 50 years, it has merely been a one-way street and that the US has always used Pakistan for its selfish purposes. If this analysis about a one-sided relationship is correct, then there is a compelling case for reviewing our ties with Washington. However, policy decisions must be based on solid reasons and hard facts, and not on mere assumptions and predispositions.

Firstly, let us examine the argument that US-Pakistan relations have been a one-way street and Pakistan has got nothing worthwhile out of them over the years. The figures (as contained in the CRS issue brief for Congress updated till February 10, 2006) indicate that from 1947 to 2005, Pakistan received over $15 billion in US assistance, making Pakistan one of the largest recipients of US aid. During the period 1953-1961, the US extended two billion dollars in assistance, out of which one-fourth was in military aid. More recently, from 2002 to 2005, the US has given Pakistan $2.63 billion in direct assistance. In addition, in the period 2002-2004, $2.3 billion was given to Pakistan in coalition support payments (anti-terrorism fighting) while $1.22 billion was given in 2005.

In 2002, the US allowed a resumption of spare parts for Pakistan’s fleet of F-16 aircraft. In June 2004, President Bush designated Pakistan as a major non-Nato ally. In March 2005, the US agreed to resume the sale of F-16s after a 16-year hiatus. Reports indicate that up to 55 new and 25 used F-16s would be offered to Pakistan in 2006. US military grants and proposed sales to Pakistan since 2001 have included six C-130, six Aerostat surveillance radars, 12 radars and 40 Bell helicopters, military radio systems, eight P-3C aircraft, six Phalanx guns, as also the proposed sale of 2,000 TOW missiles, 300 Sidewinder air-to-air missiles, 60 Harpoon anti-ship missiles and 115 self-propelled howitzers. Military training of various kinds has also been resumed.

At present, the US is by far Pakistan’s leading export market, accounting for nearly one quarter of the total. During 2005, Pakistan’s exports to the US amounted to $3.26 billion and imports from the US stood at $1.175 billion, showing a favourable balance of trade.

The above-mentioned facts and figures speak for themselves. It is clear that Pakistan has secured massive US assistance over the years. Neither China nor any Islamic country has come anywhere near in providing this kind of aid to Pakistan.

Next, let us examine the contention that the US has been an unreliable friend and has deserted Pakistan in its hours of need, specifically in the two wars with India in 1965 and 1971. Any reading of the military pacts (Cento and Seato) signed by Pakistan in 1955 would show that such US help could come only if Pakistan had been attacked by a communist power (USSR or China). There was nothing in these pacts to expect American soldiers would be fighting India alongside Pakistan. It is a mystery as to how this kind of self-serving thinking arose in the first place, and as to why it persists in some circles in Pakistan even today.

The military aid received by Pakistan during the 1950s did make it a strong enough power to take on its much bigger neighbour India in the 1965 War. The US had extended this aid to enable Pakistan to resist communist aggression but Pakistan had all along planned to use this weaponry in the event of a clash with India. India also did likewise. It had received US military weapons to fight China, following the 1962 Sino-Indian war, but went on to use them against Pakistan. The US had provided weapons to Pakistan as well as India to fight against communist aggression and instead these were used by the two South Asian states to fight each other. It was the US that was taken for a ride by these two countries.

Then, there is the argument that the US had used Pakistan to fight the war against Soviet occupation of Afghanistan in the 1980s. The fact is that at that time, most strategists in Pakistan were convinced that the arrival of the Red Army at the Khyber Pass posed a mortal threat to Pakistan’s own security. The Soviet Union had been a relentless expansionist power and had dreams of bringing the whole world under its control. Moreover, Pakistan’s opposition to Soviet military presence in Afghanistan enjoyed the overwhelming support of the world community including some of Pakistan’s close allies and friends in the neighbourhood.

Pakistan had opposed the communist takeover in Afghanistan right from April 1978 whereas the US only took such a stance against the Kabul regime after December 1979. It was not a case of Pakistan following US orders, but rather a convergence of interests that had brought the two countries together in opposing Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. Incidentally, the Islamic parties in Pakistan, that now abuse the US day in and day out, had fully endorsed the US-Pakistan military collaboration against Soviet military presence in Afghanistan.

It is worth mentioning here that the collaboration with the US in the 1980s, in the context of Afghanistan, allowed Islamabad to continue developing its nuclear bomb. Even though the US was opposed to Pakistan’s nuclear programmes, it was obliged to turn a blind eye to it. Thus, Pakistan was able to acquire a nuclear capability by 1984. No doubt, after the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989, the US did impose sanctions on Pakistan, but it was too late to halt Pakistan’s nuclear progress.

Coming to more recent developments, many critics in Pakistan assail the U-turn made by Pakistan regarding the Taliban regime in Afghanistan as a result of US pressure. How did this happen? After the Al Qaeda launched the terrorist attacks of September 2001, it was clear that the US was determined to punish the Taliban regime for giving sanctuary to the Al Qaeda. Had Pakistan continued its support for the Taliban, it too could have been attacked by the US or, at any rate, brought under great pressure, including ostracisation and sanctions.

President Musharraf had to make a choice and he made the right decision to switch sides to protect Pakistan’s national interests. In any event, the Taliban regime was seen as obscurantist and oppressive by nearly everyone and was opposed even by its Muslim neighbours, including Iran. The ouster of the Taliban has been welcomed by the majority of Afghans, above all, by Afghan women who had been virtually put under house arrest by Mulla Omar. Any possibility of the revival of Taliban rule will be opposed not only by the US but also by most countries in the world, including Russia and China. We have also our own reasons for opposing Taliban control over Afghanistan as this could encourage similar religious extremism in Pakistan and take this country back to mediaeval times.

Anti-American feelings in Pakistan have also been stirred by the US invasion of Iraq on the pretext of the latter’s possession of WMDs, which were never found. This criticism is very valid and is shared world-wide. But the impression that the US is engaged in a bloody campaign to subjugate the Iraqi people, who are conducting a war of national resistance, is open to question. Several elections have been held in Iraq, which are regarded as generally free, and the elected Iraqi government (recognized by the UN, the OIC and the Arab League) has not made any such allegation, nor demanded the immediate withdrawal of US forces. The foregoing analysis suggests that the arguments being used to whip up anti-US emotions by the religious parties in Pakistan are not largely based on facts. Indeed, this kind of emotionalism has promoted extremism and even terrorism in Pakistan which is not only destabilizing our society but could also expose Pakistan to odium in the international community. All of this would, of course, work entirely to India’s advantage.

As for the impression that the visit to India by President Bush produced big results, the fact is that the nuclear agreement which has received so much attention had already been reached in principle when Prime Minister Manmohan Singh visited Washington last summer. It remains to be seen if the US Congress would be willing to endorse the revised deal with India. It would also be difficult to secure the approval of the 44-member Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) which has agreed not to deal with states interested in producing nuclear weapons.

In any event, we have to recognize that the world pays more attention to India than to Pakistan because it is a much larger country with bigger military and economic clout. With the exit of the Soviet Union, the geopolitical situation has changed. The US now sees India, the world’s largest democracy, as a natural strategic ally against China. The fact that President Bush spent two nights in India compared to one night in Pakistan is, therefore, hardly a matter of surprise.

Pakistan is a nuclear power and occupies a unique geostrategic position. It is a key country in the Muslim world and has a special relationship with Saudi Arabia and the oil-rich Gulf countries. There is little basis for the anxiety that the US interest in Pakistan is confined to the so-called war on terror. Even after this issue loses importance, which might not happen in a hurry, US interest in Pakistan should continue. The joint statement issued after the visit of President Bush noted that the two sides are launching a strategic dialogue under their strategic partnership. A strong relationship between the two countries is likely to continue, unless the obscurantist elements in Pakistan manage to destroy the basis of this relationship.
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