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The Bill and its language in certain clauses are a manifest failure of Pakistani institutions to protect their vital interests. What the foreign minister and the Pakistani Embassy in Washington seem to be doing now should have been done over the last six months

At a recent US-Pakistan dialogue, the Kerry-Lugar Bill surfaced with all its contentions. While the Pakistanis expounded on the various negative implications — of which there are a few, and disturbing ones at that — the Americans were equally sensitive to the colour that the Bill took on with Pakistan’s reaction to what they believe was a genuine American effort to assuage Pakistan’s on-going plight in all spheres, economic, social and security related.

What takes centre stage in this ongoing debate within Pakistan is a repeated referral to clauses of the Bill that have to do with the nuclear dimension of Pakistan’s capabilities. How much of it is a lack of understanding on the part of the Pakistanis and what falls in the category of political grandstanding has befuddled Pakistanis’ sensibilities. 

The clause on access to Pakistan’s nuclear proliferation agents is an old one, and Pakistan has responded to it in no uncertain way already. Non-proliferation is sacrosanct, and Pakistan’s strategic institutions have come down very hard to obviate any intended or unintended consequences. To be fair, the clause is not binding at all; it in fact is an either-or statement that seeks direct or indirect information if ever a further inquiry is required of the main players — read AQ Khan. Pakistan has defended against any related insinuation with poise and educated and informed responses, not through emotive sensationalism. Some political actors need to be better educated on this count. 

We need to keep in mind that Pakistan has already in the past few years solicited answers from AQ Khan and handed those over to the IAEA as part of their inquiry into any past efforts of his network. Non-proliferation is in Pakistan’s interest, as it does not wish to see the capability expanding beyond its current ownership, only to complicate the regional and global security environment. A key to resolving the existing security dilemma plaguing this entire region is to keep the security dynamics contained within their current domains and not cause further complication through an unintended display of defiance against this global sensitivity even if it is proffered as a symbol of national pride and dignity. 

Nuclear nations are expected to be stable in their conduct and environment, and exhibit a greater sense of responsibility in owning nuclear prowess. The days of flaunting the nuclear bomb as the biggest weapon in the arsenal of a hooligan are long over. When you have power you need to also carry the demeanour and poise to manage it sensibly, else one can be trashed as an upshot settling old scores. 

What, however, should be of greater concern in this regard are any restrictive clauses that may impinge on Pakistan’s ability to develop her programme further in line with her evolutionary phases. That is where the information that any international agency may seek of Pakistan on suppliers of nuclear materials may become intrusive to Pakistan’s nuclear programme. While the captioned Nuclear Suppliers Group is bound by various instruments, any violation of the treaty, or an implicit definition of a dual-use capability can seriously limit Pakistan’s options. This is not so explicitly stated in the Bill, but through extension of the implied manifestations becomes a spanner of sorts in the works. If at all, that is what Pakistan needs to be most worried about and must take up in earnest with the US to amplify further the latent implications.

The answer to the above likely impasse is for the US to offer Pakistan a similar treaty as with India, ensuring an accountable mechanism of support through verifiable usage of nuclear related supplies. This is what parliamentarians should be most concerned with, not the generic ‘lethality’ that they tend to flag around.

There is another interesting clause too on the nuclear side that perhaps is too loosely worded. The US Secretary of State is required to certify in her routine reports that US assistance to Pakistan does not aid in the expansion of the Pakistani programme, and that Pakistan is not diverting resources off its own budgetary allocations to the programme from those non-nuclear activities that will be resourced through US assistance in the Bill. While there clearly is no threat of the former, the latter will have many finance experts scratching their heads for a long time. American interlocutors at the dialogue were at a loss to explain the intended process of verification.

Many analysts, following the furore in Pakistan, have wondered about the sagacity and the relevance of the language used in the Bill. Certainly Pakistan cannot be expected to open her budget ledgers to American auditors to certify allocations from within Pakistan’s own budgetary resources. The Americans understand that well. What they intended to achieve by inserting this clause, then, is anyone’s guess; perhaps a palliative to some legislators’ acute sensibilities? Or, importantly, another noose to tighten at an opportune moment and strangle Pakistan; or yet again, another exit instrument a la 1990, when all is done in pursuit of America’s own interests in the region? We will be better served to seek some clarifications on the looseness of the language used, enabling unhindered flexibility of interpretation to the US.

I, for one, do not subscribe to the notion that Pakistan can be defanged. It is a popular emotion, but hardly anchored in reality. If, and ever, Pakistan was to be dispossessed of her nuclear capability, it would only be possible with Pakistan’s own clear, free will. Once having achieved nuclear status, it is now beyond any nation to even remotely contemplate the possibility of physical neutralisation or control of this capability; Blackwater or any water not-withstanding. This notion too has the Americans at a loss, given our national proclivity to consider an American takeover of our nuclear arsenal as imminent. Sometimes, the force of emotion is too strong to be thwarted by logic and reason. 

Yes, the Bill and its language in certain clauses are a manifest failure of Pakistani institutions to protect their vital interests. What the foreign minister and the Pakistani Embassy in Washington seem to be doing now should have been done over the last six months. But, true to our track record, we were gung-ho about the $1.5 billion without sparing a moment for what the detailed clauses might entail.

Representative Howard Berman, the originator of some of the harshest language in the Bill, roamed our lands a few months ago, seeking input and responses on the proposed clauses; we, again true to our unblemished record, never considered him important enough to be given a hearing. He finally got to meet with Mushahid Hussain of the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee, the chief of the army staff, ending with a courtesy call on the prime minister. The foreign secretary could not spare time to meet him, perhaps delegating the responsibility of an audience to his additional secretary; the Foreign Minister was away and was not available to listen to Howard Berman on what the American legislator would ultimately include in the Bill. The Senate is less of a problem, it is the House where lobbying and influence and caucuses tend to have their impact. And, that is where Pakistan may find her biggest obstacles to a more conciliatory language.

The Mission in Washington is another story. In the plight of Pakistan, our veritable Foreign Office finds yet another opportunity to bring home the point that political appointees as envoys tend to be unmitigated failures. Nothing is farther from truth, but there is a deliberate defiance within the Foreign Office that comes into play by severing its linkage with any political appointee and becoming a bystander on any issue of even the greatest consequence.

Without institutional support or guidance, the ambassador, bereft of any significant support from within the mission itself, is left to pursue a personal effort in line with what may be expected of him. If he is known to carry personal proclivities of thought and belief, those get reflected in the end-state. This is what seems to have happened in the case of the Kerry-Lugar Bill. The weaknesses in the mission’s efforts stand exposed; this the Foreign Office applauds with a hope that the ambassadorship may finally revert to their next man in line.

It is learnt, very reliably, though with some apparent generalisation, that every third employee in US State Department is an Indian-American; most of them along with their native colleagues are enjoined the task to draft these Bills. Any surprise, then, on what we get as an end product? Perhaps the only question left to ask is: are the Pakistanis too encouraged or tracked to make their mark in US institutions? That can be done at the Mission without institutional support. 

And then, we wonder, what ails this land.

