Limitations of the friendship
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TWO important developments relating to Pakistan-US relations have once again brought home the limitations of the friendship between the two countries. The first one is the sustained and heightened pressure that Washington has been exerting on Pakistan during the past few weeks, asking it to do more in fighting Al Qaeda and the Taliban in its tribal and frontier areas where they allegedly have found a ‘safe haven.’ This pressure has been accompanied by threats of direct military action by the US against actionable targets inside Pakistan’s territory.

The second development is the passage of a counter-terrorism bill by the US Congress. The bill links US military assistance to Pakistan to efforts by Islamabad “to prevent the Taliban from operating in areas under its sovereign control, including in the cities of Quetta and Chaman and in the Northwest Frontier Province and the Federally Administered Tribal Areas.”

The calls from Washington asking Islamabad to ‘do more’ to control the Al Qaeda and Taliban elements in its frontier areas adjoining Afghanistan have been coming for some time. The latest phase in this campaign started with the release on July 17 of the US National Intelligence Estimate, which claimed that Al Qaeda had established a safe haven in Fata and was using it to plan attacks inside the United States. While releasing the NIE, Frances Townsend, the Homeland Security Adviser to President Bush, stated that the US had not ruled out the option of unilateral military action in hitting targets in Pakistan’s tribal areas. In later statements and comments, this position was maintained by US spokesmen representing the White House, the State Department and the Congress.Predictably, the government of Pakistan through the spokespersons of the Foreign Office and ISPR, rejected as “unacceptable” the declared US option of launching military strikes against the so-called actionable Al Qaeda targets in Pakistan. On the eve of his departure for a visit to the UAE and Saudi Arabia on July 27, President Musharraf again rejected the US allegation that Al Qaeda was regrouping in Pakistan’s tribal belt. He reiterated that the US forces would not be allowed to operate in the area as Pakistani forces were quite capable of performing this task.

But the president’s categorical statement did not put a stop to US allegations. The American campaign reached its crescendo with a television interview given by Nicholas Burns, the US Under-Secretary of State for Political Affairs, on August 2 alleging that Al Qaeda had built a safe haven in Pakistan’s tribal areas, that the Taliban leadership operated from bases in and around Quetta, and that Pakistani banks were involved in laundering money for Al Qaeda and other terrorist outfits.

He called upon the government of Pakistan to take strong military action against the Taliban and Al Qaeda elements in Pakistan while reserving the right to undertake unilateral military strikes against actionable Al Qaeda targets in Pakistan. He went to the extent of calling Pakistan as “ground zero in the fight against terror.” He also called upon Islamabad to take stronger measures to stop the alleged money laundering in support of terrorist groups.

What should one make of these ominous signals coming from the US? Are they part of the presidential election rhetoric or do they indicate a policy shift in Washington? What do they say about the nature of Pakistan-US relationship? And how should Pakistan respond to them? These are important questions which should engage the serious attention of Pakistan’s leadership and policymakers.

It would be a mistake to write off the recent statements and comments coming from virtually the whole spectrum of the US politics as mere election sloganeering although it may explain to some extent their intensity. The fact of the matter is that the National Intelligence Estimate is a serious document reflecting the collective assessment of the US intelligence community. One may disagree with it and it may be flawed or exaggerated in one respect or another. But until it is replaced by another assessment, it will continue to influence the opinions of the US policymakers in the Executive and the Congress as well as those of the US media and presidential candidates.

The result of the heightened US concern can be seen in the form of the US Counter-Terrorism Act linking future US military aid to Pakistan’s performance in fighting Al Qaeda and the Taliban. Through this Act the Americans now have got a stick with which to beat Pakistan at a time of their choice. It is significant that the provisions of this Act and the comments of the US Under-Secretary of State are similar as far as Pakistan is concerned.

The charge by the representatives of the government of Pakistan that the US assessment of the situation in the country’s tribal areas is flawed does not redound to its credit. After all, the government takes pride in claiming that it has established durable friendly relations and long-term strategic cooperation with the US. If it were so, why was the government not able to project our point of view to Washington on these issues of fundamental importance in time for the US National Intelligence Estimate to take it into account?

There can be only two plausible explanations: either it shows the incompetence of the government in its interaction with Washington or our own assessment of the situation in the tribal areas is flawed in some ways. The government, therefore, needs to do some soul searching to arrive at a correct answer and the nation needs to hear it.

The current state of Pakistan-US relations once again underscores the narrow basis and the fragile character of the friendship between the two countries contrary to the claims made by the government spokesmen. The genesis of the current phase of Pakistan-US friendship can be traced to the famous U-turn in our pro-Taliban policy and our decision to join the so-called war on terror in the aftermath of 9/11. While the US has rewarded the current Pakistani regime handsomely ($10 billion so far) for the services rendered by it in the course of that war, it has continued to view Pakistan as a problem as well as an asset in its efforts to defeat terrorism.

If there was any doubt about it, it was removed by the US Under-Secretary of State who recently stated that Pakistan was “ground zero in the fight against terror.”

Besides the issue of Al Qaeda and the Taliban, the recent US Counter-Terrorism Act enumerates the proliferation of nuclear technology and the promotion of democracy and rule of law as issues which can disrupt Pakistan-US relations. Unfortunately, on both counts our record leaves a lot to be desired. It is a pity that the name of Dr. A.Q.Khan has become associated with unauthorised proliferation of nuclear technology. As for democracy in Pakistan, the less said about it the better.

But above all, Pakistan is not part of the US grand design for Asia for the 21st century which focuses on countering the fast-growing power and influence of China. In India, Washington sees a partner whose growth and development will check the expansion of China’s influence on its southern periphery. Pakistan, which maintains close friendly relations with China, has neither the desire nor the capacity to play such a role. That explains why the US has pledged to make India a major world power in the 21st century, why it entered into a military pact with India in 2005 and why it has agreed to start cooperation in civilian nuclear technology with India which delivered a crushing blow to the international nuclear no-proliferation regime through its nuclear explosions of 1998.

Pakistan, on the other hand, has been denied cooperation in civilian nuclear technology. The grant of major non-NATO ally status, about which our government has been crowing so much, basically means that we have been given the privilege to serve the US strategic objectives for a pittance!

How should Pakistan respond to the growing US pressure on account of the alleged activities of Al Qaeda and the Taliban? It is unfortunate that the external pressures on Pakistan are building up at a time when it is suffering from internal turmoil and instability because of the desire of a military ruler to have another term as president and subjugate the various state institutions to his will. It is obvious that General Musharraf has not drawn the right lessons from his failed attempt to get rid of the Chief Justice of Pakistan. His plummeting popularity ratings and the growing opposition to his re-election should tell him that he has outlived whatever utility he had for this nation.

The need of the hour is the restoration of the Constitution as it stood on October 12, 1999, and the holding of free and fair elections with the participation of all the political parties and leaders, whether in the country or exiled abroad. The armed forces must desist from involvement in politics in accordance with their constitutional obligations.

There is no denying the fact that the country is faced with the serious problem of extremism and terrorism. But only a genuine democratic government will have the political strength and the moral courage to engage the extremists in the country and tackle them appropriately. Also only such a government will be able to evolve a coherent policy to deal with the growing US pressures relating to the activities of Al Qaeda and the Taliban inside Pakistan. Only such a government will have the political backbone to tell the Americans, on the basis of the consultations among the various institutions of state, what Pakistan can do in the fight against terrorism and the red line that it cannot cross, aid or no aid.Our past experience has shown that a military dictatorship at the head of government does not have the ingredients to take on these challenging internal and foreign policy tasks.
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