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Activists shout slogans against the US Kerry-Lugar Bill, during a protest in Karachi on October 2, 2009.  

Few foreign policy issues in Pakistan have been debated with greater intensity than the recently enacted US legislation, the Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan Act of 2009, popularly referred to as the Kerry-Lugar bill.
The act seeks to achieve the US goal of a ‘balanced, integrated, countrywide strategy for Pakistan’, described as a ‘critical friend and ally’.

To this end, it provides for $1.5bn in annual economic assistance for five years and renewable for another five. This is meant to ‘support the people of Pakistan and their democratic government in their efforts to consolidate democracy….’

The reaction in Pakistan, however, has been hostile. Many Pakistanis believe that the US is a fair-weather friend and has shown scant regard for our sensitivities, even less for our interests. Some acknowledge that since the US has misgivings regarding many of our policies, these have to be inserted into any framework of long-term duration.

But our anger is directed less at the Americans and more at our government. Even if we attribute some of the act’s provisions to insensitivity, there is no denying that had there been a concerted effort by us, a less offensive piece of legislation would have resulted.

Notwithstanding our massive failures, the US is not giving us charity out of altruistic motives. There is no such thing as a free lunch, certainly not in the US. Any lasting relationship has to have a measure of mutual respect and common interest, as well as an understanding of each other’s history, culture and ethos. This is where the US has failed, not only in Pakistan, but in other places as well.

The government is, however, surprised at the objections raised. Its defenders are at a loss to understand why anyone would object to receiving this money, meant for ‘the people of Pakistan’, even if nearly half is likely to go back to the US in the form of consultancy fees and administrative costs.

While the Kerry-Lugar bill was under consideration, the government made no effort to brief its coalition partners, or take into confidence the other institutions, not even parliament. Its entire focus was on getting assistance, with little regard to the language or provisions of the bill. It hailed the bill’s passage as a great diplomatic triumph.

No effort was made to respond intelligently to the concerns of critics. Had this been done, at least its coalition partners would not have distanced themselves from what they recognised as a disaster in the making.The army’s public statement that some of the provisions raised national security concerns was even more unfortunate. This unleashed all kinds of speculation.

Again, the government focused on the public nature of the statement, which was uncalled for, rather than on the fact that given our turbulent history of civil-military relations, it should have ensured that the armed forces were on board. It could have warded off the embarrassment it later faced.

Moreover, in its dealings with the US administration and Congress, the government appeared to lack an overall strategy, failing to recognise that earlier aid packages had been finalised during dictatorships, when our negotiating hands were weak, lacking as we did in both legitimacy and credibility. And yet, we had been fairly successful in resisting offensive and demeaning provisions. This time we should have done better, using the democracy card with greater skill.

Since aid was being given to a democratic government, we should have impressed upon the US that with a sovereign parliament, an independent media and an assertive civil society, it would not be possible for an elected government to accept the kind of offensive and intrusive provisions that authoritarian regimes had no hesitation in embracing. This was apparently not done.

Admittedly, the explanatory statement issued by Senator Kerry and Congressman Berman is a welcome initiative to ‘facilitate accurate interpretation’ of the act and to ensure the ‘faithful implementation of its provisions’. Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi hailed it as a ‘historic document’, but it may prove to be a case of ‘too little, too late’.

In fact, for those of us who favour close ties with the US and who were encouraged by President Obama’s policy of dialogue and engagement, the fallout has not only been most unfortunate but may continue to haunt us for years.

On the external front, far from building trust and confidence between Pakistan and the US, as desired by both sides, the act’s many conditions, especially those viewed as accusatory and intrusive, have given rise to fresh doubts and misgivings among Pakistanis. Instead of being viewed as a friend and benefactor, the US, through its apparent intentions and motives, has triggered an acrimonious debate in the country.

Even more unfortunate is that the act has earned the government no kudos, with many Pakistanis convinced that it conducted itself with little appreciation or understanding of national interests. The way it castigated the critics demonstrated a lack of commitment to the parliamentary system. But the biggest and most worrying fallout may be the impression that it failed to take into confidence the armed forces and this may turn out to be a serious error.

One hopes that the US Congress will craft suitable legislation, and not be content with issuing a mere statement, to meet our doubts and misgivings. This is neither simple nor easy, but it can be done.

