Negroponte comes visiting
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SPEAKING to reporters in Bomako, Mali, before arriving in Islamabad, US Deputy Secretary of State John Negroponte described the political process in Pakistan as having been derailed.

He had gone on to say, “Our message is that we want to work with the government and people of Pakistan and the political actors in Pakistan to put the political process back on track as soon as possible.”

In the televised coverage one noted that Negroponte paused before saying the word ‘government’ creating the impression that he chose this word rather than the word ‘President’ after careful deliberation. I thought this deliberate pause and careful choice of words was meant to reinforce the message already delivered by some of Secretary Condoleezza Rice’s recent pronouncements that Musharraf was no longer to be heralded as the ‘indispensable ally’ and that the US was prepared to look at other intermediaries in their effort to work with the people of Pakistan to achieve the goal of retaining Pakistan as a partner in the ‘war against terrorism’ and in eliminating the growing threat of extremism in Pakistan itself.

This, however, was not the message that came across from Negroponte’s statement before his departure from Pakistan after a hectic night and day of activity in Islamabad. He spoke instead of the valued partnership with the government of Pakistan ‘under the leadership of President Musharraf’.

He criticised the continuance of the emergency and the detention of political and civil society activists but the key recommendation to the politicians was to seek ‘engagement and dialogue, not brinksmanship and confrontation’. In other words President Musharraf was still the leader that the USA wanted to work with in Pakistan and while the US advocated the development of a ‘moderate political centre’ as the best way to counter violent extremism, this had to be done by seeking reconciliation with Musharraf and on his terms.

How and why did this happen?

The Americans were aware that President Musharraf’s popularity had been on a downward trend since March and as the IRI poll in September has shown only 17 per cent of Pakistanis believed that President Musharraf was the best leader to tackle Pakistan’s problems. They would also have noted that Nawaz Sharif’s popularity shot up from 21 per cent in June to 32 per cent in September when the only quality of leadership he had shown was his defiance of President Musharraf and that Bhutto’s popularity had gone down from 32 per cent to 28 per cent presumably because she was making a deal with Musharraf.

But alongside this they also would have noted that by and large the masses were not prepared to stage massive demonstrations of support for political leaders. If a political party could muster all its resources to get a sizable crowd out on the streets the present climate allowed for disruption, as the Oct 18 tragedy showed, by elements labelled as extremists. The impact of the tremendous effort mounted by the courageous lawyers in support of the former CJ and the ongoing boycott of courts and small daily demonstrations to protest the imposition of the emergency and the PCO was diluted in the American assessment by the fact that even the urban Pakistanis, as one Washington Post correspondent noted, stood around and watched but did not join the demonstrations mounted by the lawyers.

The apathy of the masses notwithstanding, American analysts share the conventional wisdom of Pakistani analysts that if free and fair elections were to be held the mainstream political parties rather than the ‘king’s party’ or the religious parties would win the overwhelming majority of the votes. Free and fair elections would however hardly be possible even in the presence of a large corps of foreign observers if the caretaker government was, with the exception of a couple of technocrats, composed of loyalists of President Musharraf and the ruling party.

Fair polls would hardly be possible if the continuance of the emergency enabled the government to inhibit Pakistan style political campaigning and to muzzle the media. If the independence of the judiciary and of the election commission was in question, the electoral exercise would lose its credibility.

These were the facts that were known to Negroponte when he arrived in Pakistan. He knew that the mainstream political forces, largely divided by astute government manoeuvring, could not overthrow the president. The legal route had been effectively closed. The United States could threaten to cut aid but that would jeopardise Musharraf’s effort, no matter how limited, to fight extremism and to support the war on terrorism and probably have no decisive influence on the course of events.

The assessment he had to make after his meetings was whether the army felt that it was time for President Musharraf to go. I believe that in the meetings that Negroponte had in Islamabad it was brought home to him that this institution was, at least at this time, firmly in Musharraf’s corner and that even if there were misgivings in their ranks about the continued involvement of the army in politics these were being kept firmly under control.

I think he also discovered that even the threat that the American Congress would cut aid did not cut much ice with the Musharraf loyalists. The principal focus then of his discussions with army officials became the measures that could be taken with American assistance to increase the capacity of the military and paramilitary forces now doing battle with the extremists in Swat and the Tribal Agencies.

On the political plane, Negroponte had no choice but to revert to the original game plan of brokering an agreement between Musharraf and Bhutto while acknowledging at least for the time being Musharraf’s primacy in any such deal. While most believe that Negroponte got no concessions from Musharraf on the issues that need to be addressed to make such a deal possible I am of the view that Musharraf has promised that he will shed his uniform and will lift the emergency as soon as the Supreme Court validates his election and permits the notification of the election. Immediately thereafter will be the release of the arrested activists and a lifting of some if not all of the restrictions on the media.

The question is whether the mainstream political parties will be prepared to accept this as sufficient to participate in elections when the odds will still be so heavily stacked against them. It seems unlikely. The question then is will they be able to unite and mount the sort of mass protest that could force Musharraf to reconstitute the interim government and to dissolve, as the PPP has demanded the local bodies which will have a key role to play in the elections. I have no doubt that such an effort will be mounted. I doubt that it will succeed.

Turbulent times lie ahead. For the Americans, in this period of instability, the fate of the war on terror will vie in terrifying importance with the horrific prospect of ‘loose nukes’ — a prospect that for many nervous Americans has not been obviated by the $100mn they have spent in helping Pakistan devise fool proof security for its nuclear weapons and material.

