Need to work together
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WASHINGTON and Islamabad are embroiled in a blame game yet again. This time they are fixated on the Haqqani network. Both are blaming the other for being unfair, and are denying they have undermined the other’s interest.

I remain bewildered as to why they are so reluctant to call a spade a spade; to own up to their policies; to acknowledge the fact that this is an environment marked by ‘duplicity for all’; to sit together and figure out how they could make the Afghan endgame work despite their self-perceived compulsions to continue on policy paths that are not in the best interest of the other. Why must they deny divergent policies?

Only by acknowledging ground realities will they be able to create an honest baseline and make a realistic assessment of where they stand and how they can (or cannot) move forward together. So here is an effort to lay out what I think the two capitals are up to with regard to the Haqqani network. I do not claim to have this right but having examined both perspectives closely, there is enough here to generate an informed debate.

Washington remains desperate to see the Haqqani network weaken over the next year. This will hold true even if one finds out that simultaneous efforts are being made to contact the insurgent group. The fight and talk mantra is real — and the order of preference is as listed.

There are two ways to achieve this objective (ideally both need to be employed): to focus wholeheartedly on the Haqqani network presence in eastern Afghanistan and launch a concerted effort to target it within Afghan territory; or to push Pakistan to wipe out the network’s sanctuaries on its soil.

The current International Security Assistance Force (Isaf) configuration in Afghanistan does not allow the first option to be exercised effectively. It is also risky since it will likely lead to a substantial rise in US and Nato casualty figures and strengthen calls from western publics for disengagement from the war. It may also reverse gains against the Taliban in the south.

The overbearing emphasis on Pakistan’s role in targeting the network in its Fata-based sanctuaries then is much more attractive. First, many in Washington believe that eliminating the sanctuaries is operationally more feasible and efficient if one presumes, as this view does, that this is the principal source of attacks on Isaf forces. Next, while it may be insensitive to Pakistan’s self-defined concerns, it passes on the principal responsibility to Rawalpindi.

And what about talking to the network?

While many influential quarters remain allergic to the idea, there is a virtual consensus that a purely military strategy is not workable. And therefore, talks — or at least attempts to talk — are likely to continue. The need to keep this window open presents a dilemma for Washington: Pakistan’s facilitation is necessary for this to happen and yet Washington (or for that matter any other stakeholder) does not desire to give Islamabad a central role in the talks.

From what I can gather, there is no real understanding yet on how best to strike this balance. Not to mention, Pakistan’s relevance to this calculus implies that the US cannot push it to act militarily against the Haqqani network beyond a point or for that matter, to take unilateral action that crosses Pakistan’s red lines. If it does, it would be a signal that the idea of talks has been given up altogether.

How about Islamabad? In a nutshell, Pakistani planners are set on continuing to resist US pressure for military action. They are convinced, rightly or wrongly, that obliging Washington would result in an internal backlash as the Haqqani network would seek to raise the costs of the Pakistani state. As some within the policy enclave have put it to me rather simplistically, it is seen as a trade-off between security of Pakistan’s heartland which is likely to see resurgence of violence and the security of the Isaf forces.

Not to mention, there is also the issue of leverage in the ‘endgame’. Pakistan’s Afghanistan policy has remained myopic for the longest period of time and the state feels it has few partners other than the Taliban to bank on to prevent an antagonistic Kabul from emerging. To be sure, this makes Pakistan’s stance extremely unpopular, but again popularity is hardly a consideration in Machiavellian politics.

In a nutshell then, the Pakistani state is much more interested in stressing the failures on the Afghan side and in underscoring the need for US forces to ‘do more’ within Afghanistan rather than focusing on the sanctuaries. Where does this leave us?

First, it highlights that this is an imperfect partnership where both sides consider the other’s preferences on the Haqqanis as antithetical to their own and are therefore unwilling to oblige beyond a certain point. This calls for lowered expectations on both sides.

Second, since neither side believes there is a military solution to the problem in Afghanistan, they need to work with each other. A total rupture would foreclose the reconciliation option. This constrains just how far they can go in testing the other’s red lines. Neither will want to allow uncontrolled escalation.

Third, it suggests that the present discussion where one side is fixated on the sanctuaries as the problem and the other considers it as mere scape-goating only detracts from what is a real and fundamental divergence in the respective stances on this issue.

A solution-oriented discussion requires the two sides to initiate a candid dialogue on how far they are willing to go in accommodating each other’s positions. A basic decision has to be made: is the Haqqani network to be ‘brought in’ or ‘left out’ of the reconciliation process. If the former, Washington, Islamabad, and Kabul (which remains the most important player) will have to initiate a structured and sincere reconciliation process with all the major Taliban factions, specifying the modalities of the effort, the roles each actor would play in this, and the incentives not to double-cross the other once the process is agreed upon.

If the latter, they would need to define and work towards creating the right conditions and environment for a coordinated military effort on both sides of the Durand Line.

The bottom line is that they must work together. A breakdown in ties will be followed by inevitable proxy conflicts among the interested regional actors — a perfect recipe to send Afghanistan into the abyss.
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