Change in US policy?
By Najmuddin A. Shaikh

THE media focus on the political crisis created by the reference against Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry has minimised the coverage of important developments in US-Pakistan relations during the last few days. Focus on this issue has been restricted to the US view of the crisis and whether the Americans are going to start thinking in terms of a Pakistan without Musharraf with whom they must perforce maintain ties as part of their global and regional war on terrorism.

The official American reaction to the current political crisis has been muted. At the daily press briefings, the State Department spokesperson, even while advocating restraint and emphasising the importance of the right of peaceful protest and the freedom of the press, had praise for President Musharraf. “President Musharraf,” he said, “is a good friend and ally in the war on terror.” “He has a vision for Pakistan”… “President Musharraf is acting in the best interest of Pakistan and the Pakistani people.”

As regards the charges that President Musharraf was being seen as a puppet of the US, the spokesman said “he clearly believes that working closely with the US as well as others in the war on terror is important, because those terrorists that threaten the US as well as other countries around the world pose as great a threat to Pakistan’s future as anything else. They have twice tried to assassinate President Musharraf.” He stated that the president’s suspension of the chief justice was “allowed within the confines of Pakistani law”.

Talk of life after Musharraf figured, however, in the media coverage with the New York Times recently publishing what seemed to be an authoritative article entitled ‘One Bullet Away From What?’ Based on interviews with administration officials this article reiterated the familiar charges of ISI assistance for the Taliban, along with the assertion that Musharraf was accommodating the religious parties as a way of offsetting the growing popularity of the mainstream parties.

The article was, however, quite clear that from the perspective of the administration working with Musharraf may be frustrating but that, “this is one equation we don’t want to touch.”

This reassuring conclusion from President Musharraf’s point of view was only part of why the article was important. Equally significant was the research done by the reporter on what would happen in the event of the president’s departure.There was absolute certainty that even though Musharraf had indicated well that he was all that stood in the way of an extremist takeover in Pakistan the system in place was such that an orderly transition to the chairman of the Senate as president and the vice-chief of army staff as the new COAS could be expected. The article also argued based on the results of the 2002 general election and the 2005 local body elections that the religious parties had no hope of an electoral victory.

It is, of course, an open secret that the Americans have repeatedly urged the president to seek a political accommodation and a power-sharing arrangement with the PPP. Former Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto had an article published by The Washington Post. There are unsubstantiated reports of meetings between her and US officials and her somewhat muted reaction to the judicial crisis is said to be an indication that at Washington’s behest she is keeping the door to negotiations with Musharraf open.

Let me return to what I think are the important developments in US-Pakistan relations. The Cheney visit and the warning he is said to have delivered caused a furore in Pakistan. Musharraf’s position, our ambassador in Washington said, was weakened by such actions. This seems to have had some effect in Washington which has, it seems, made a policy decision that henceforth in public statements Taliban activity on Pakistan soil would be acknowledged but attributed to Pakistan’s lack of capacity rather than that of will.

Defence Secretary Robert Gates, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen Peter Pace and the outgoing US ambassador to Pakistan Ryan Crocker have all, in their recent statements, spoken of what the Americans would call the “same page”, echoing in part President Bush’s remarks about the Pak-Afghan border area resembling the uncontrolled “Wild West”.

Afghan officials have also stopped or at least reduced the stridency of their anti-Pakistan statements. This, it appears, is the one result that flowed from the meeting of the jirga commissions of the two countries. There has been increasing emphasis in Afghan statements on keeping the door open for such Taliban as want to return to normal life. American statements have spoken of using options other than military ones to cope with the insurgency, although it is not clear as to whether this would also mean granting the Taliban amnesty and a share in power.

The more important developments, however, relate to the announcement by Assistant Secretary of State Richard Boucher made during his recent visit to Pakistan. He pledged a sum of $750 million over the next five years for the social sector infrastructure and other development projects in the tribal areas. I am told that this annual grant amounting to nine billion rupees will be matched by a similar commitment from the Pakistan exchequer.

Additionally, the US administration is trying to push, in the face of domestic opposition from the textile lobby, for substantial concessions for imports from the Reconstruction Opportunity Zones to be set up in the tribal areas and the adjacent provinces of Afghanistan. This is important from the government’s point of view since it not only provides the sorely needed funds but could be interpreted as representing an endorsement of sorts of the government’s policy of concluding peace deals with the tribal leaders.

There now seems to be some success for the American effort to have more Nato and US troops deployment in Afghanistan. The American Congress is in accord with the administration on whatever it wants to do in Afghanistan and has signalled that it will provide whatever funding the president wants for that sector.

In Europe, despite poll results that show the German people wanting a total withdrawal from Afghanistan, the German government has won parliamentary approval for the deployment of Tornado aircraft to Afghanistan to support military operations in the south and southeast of the country. The Italian prime minister has rejected parliamentary pressure and is maintaining Italian troops in Afghanistan.

There seems to be some reflection on the ground of President Bush’s boast that this will be the year of the Nato offensive against the Taliban. Operation Achilles launched on March 6 has not yet been able to clear the area around the Kajaki dam in Helmand province but some progress appears to have been made. If the dam is successfully rebuilt and does manage to start producing enough electricity to provide power to two million Afghans the effect on the ground situation could be quite electric.

Perhaps the most important development has been the latest US Senate action on the bill for the implementation of the recommendations of the 9/11 Commission. The house in its version of the bill had required the president to certify that Pakistan was making every effort to curb Taliban activity as a condition for the continued flow of American aid to Pakistan.

In the Senate version of the bill, there is no mention of Pakistan. The Senate has, however, passed a non-binding resolution on the subject of assistance to Pakistan and this goes no further than asking that there be demonstrable progress on Pakistan’s part to curb Taliban activity and to promote democracy. It can be anticipated that when the reconciliation conference is held between the House and Senate nominees to arrive at a common text the most the House will be able to get from the Senate negotiators is some reflection on the non-binding resolution in the bill. This would mean that there would be no certification by the president required for the aid to continue.

It was, by my reckoning, never the intention of either the House or the Senate to block aid to Pakistan. Pakistan, despite its ambivalence, is far too important a partner in the war against terror and even more importantly from the American perspective far too vulnerable to becoming a terrorist haven.

The House bill, passed perhaps with an administration nod, was meant to convey a signal to Pakistan and, as one Congressman put it, it certainly got Pakistan’s attention. Now the Congress is hoping that with the additional funding as the carrot and the threat of a cut-off as the stick Pakistan will respond appropriately.

Some people in the corridors of power may well feel that the Americans having explored alternatives have now come to the conclusion that they have no option but to continue to offer Musharraf their unstinting support.

This is partly true. But there should be no doubt that the Americans are looking at alternatives — none very pleasant or easily implemented, but they will not continue down this path indefinitely if American and Nato soldiers continue to die in Afghanistan and if the Taliban continue to enjoy sanctuary in Pakistan. The consequences of a change in US policy may be grim not only for the regime but also for the country.

Look in this context at what American assistance means for Pakistan. We talk a lot about the economic progress that has been made in the last five years and that is undeniable. But we should also acknowledge that much of this has been made possible not only because of wise policies, an essential ingredient, but because of the massive injection of aid.

By one calculation, the US has provided Pakistan some $10 billion in aid much of it in hard cash as payment for the facilities Pakistan has provided for the war in Afghanistan. While our economy has grown, I hate to think of what would happen to many of our ongoing projects if the cut-off of American assistance made it necessary to divert funds currently allocated to these projects.

Perhaps the time has come for a genuine advance towards providing political space to the parties that can reinforce the effort to fight extremism, thereby reducing the level of support that the Taliban appear to enjoy.

The writer is a former foreign secretary.
