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THE fourth round in an ongoing ‘strategic dialogue’ between Pakistan and America recently took place. More such meetings will presumably be held in the months ahead. The Pakistani foreign minister has handed over to his American counterpart a 56-page document listing his government’s concerns. 

Special envoy Richard Holbrooke recently observed that beyond strategic concerns, the United States wanted to enable Pakistan to strengthen democratic institutions, improve its system of education, alleviate poverty, overcome water and energy crises and eradicate terrorism. We may assume that these matters also received attention. 

Let us see what the strategic part of the dialogue may have included. America wants to eradicate the Taliban in Afghanistan and it is helping Pakistan to do the same in its northwestern tribal regions. The protracted conflict has tired it out and it now wants to leave the country to President Hamid Karzai to manage as best as he can. President Barack Obama would like to begin withdrawing American forces from next year. He will continue to help Pakistan to keep up its fight against the Taliban on its side of the border. There are indications that he may want the Pakistan Army to take a hand in fighting the Taliban in Afghanistan after the American forces have left that country. 

Also, it may be mentioned that Pakistan would like to have nuclear power plants and a deal, like the one the United States made with India some time ago, whereby the United States will share with Pakistan nuclear technology for civilian uses. 

It is understood that Pakistan wants a dominant role in Afghanistan, and that to the exclusion of Indian influence in that country. This objective is problematic. The government in Kabul has demonstrated its rejection of the idea of Pakistani dominance and regards friendly relations with India as a counter to Pakistani pressure. The United States, on its part, has no interest in excluding Indian influence from Afghanistan. In fact it envisages an important role for India in maintaining peace and good order in the region. 

Some other facets of Pakistan’s transactions with the United States should be noted. The head of the American CIA has recently stated that a degree of mistrust plagues relations between the two countries. Numerous other American as well as Pakistani spokesmen say the same thing. What kind of mistrust are they talking about? Pakistanis feel that America has been treating their country as an instrument for attaining its own objectives in this region, and that it is not much concerned with Pakistan’s vital interests. American interest in Pakistan is thought to be transient, which will virtually disappear when its goals have been achieved or given up. 

American officials and other commentators suspect that the government is not entirely firm in its fight against Islamic extremists and militants, and that certain elements in its intelligence and security agencies are actually sympathetic to their cause. The Americans suspect also that the funds which Pakistani officials receive for fighting the militants are partly misappropriated or diverted to other uses. 

It is my understanding that Pakistan is getting reimbursed for some of the expenses it incurs in fighting the Taliban. It is being said in certain quarters that Pakistan should also receive compensation for the missed opportunities and losses that businessmen in the tribal areas have suffered as a result of the war. This takes us to the question of whose war it is that Pakistan has been fighting. 

Pro-Taliban elements alleged that it was America’s, but government spokesmen and many other observers contended that, no, it was Pakistan’s own war in as much as the Taliban had declared war against Pakistan and it was fighting back. If it is Pakistan’s own war, it must bear the costs and sustain the losses that go with war. In that case it cannot claim compensation from the United States. Pakistan will receive some American assistance to mitigate its economic hardship but not as compensation that is owed. 

In the civilian sector, American assistance can help improve the delivery of education and healthcare and in meeting the energy crisis. Assistance can take the form of cash subsidies placed in the hands of Pakistani officials. This option is open to misuse as mentioned above. This danger can be avoided if assistance is given for specific projects and administered by America’s own functionaries or designees. The problem with this procedure is that a substantial part of the allocated funds will go to pay the compensation of these agents. 

It seems to me that there is not much that America can do by way of strengthening democratic institutions in Pakistan. Parliament and political parties are the foremost among them, and they can be as strong as the relevant stakeholders want them to be. Political commentators often say that parliament should do this or that. They misunderstand the way parliaments work. Parliament considers and settles the business that is brought to it, and the agency that brings it is mostly the government of the day. 

Constant insistence on the parliament’s supremacy notwithstanding, the executive in Pakistan has traditionally ignored it as much as possible. Instead of regulating societal interaction by laws, it often prefers to govern with the aid of presidential ordinances. The opposition parties in parliament can play a corrective role in this connection. They should insist that the government bring issues to the floor for discussion and resolution. Parliament in Pakistan will be strengthened only if its members take themselves and their function seriously.

