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US Deputy Secretary of State John Negroponte, who undertook a crucial visit to Islamabad last week, has apparently failed to come up with a way out of the prevailing political crisis in Pakistan if this was the only purpose of his visit. But as is often the case, his agenda may not have been restricted to that.

The demands that he made in an unconventional manner for lifting of emergency, holding of free and fair elections and doing away with restrictions imposed on the media were ignored by General Musharraf. To make these demands one need not come to Pakistan for these can be made in Washington or communicated through official channels. However, whatever the reasons for his visit, Musharraf remains unmoved and, despite strong condemnation of his November 3 actions by the West as a whole, continue to stick to his own agenda.

Paradoxically, the United States is facing a difficult situation as far as Pakistan is concerned. It wants the return of democratic governance in the country as well as Musharraf to stay in the backdrop of his successes in conducting the ‘war on terror’ which has, of late, taken an ugly turn. While John Negroponte did stress the need for democratic order in Pakistan, he also expressed his country’s confidence in the leadership of General Musharraf as far as dealing with extremism is concerned.

To make matters worse for the United States, Ms Benazir Bhutto, PPP chairperson and a US-favoured partner of the general in a likely ‘moderates alliance’ has abandoned the reconciliation process. Her strongly-worded statements since November 3 asking Musharraf to step down and her efforts to unite opposition parties on a single-point agenda of complete restoration of democracy seem to have further upset Washington which considers the developing situation a ‘doomsday scenario’ in which a chaotic and violent Pakistan will provide an opportunity to hardline Islamic groups to have access to the country’s nuclear arsenal.

General Musharraf, during his meetings with Negroponte, and also other US officials in the recent past, has made it clear that his exit from power will strengthen extremist forces and which may threaten the safety of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal, thus linking his stay in power with the safety of nuclear assets?

A recent report in The New York Times, also quoted in the local press, has revealed that in the post-9/11 period the Bush administration provided around 100 million dollars to Pakistan under a classified programme to help it ensure security of its nuclear weapons (away from the reach of Al Qaeda). Under this programme, Washington paid for the training of Pakistani personnel in the field of nuclear security and helped construct a nuclear security-training centre in Pakistan. The report has been contradicted by the Foreign Office but cooperation between Pakistan and the United States on the safety of nuclear weapons has not been denied.

How far this programme has achieved its objectives remains to be seen although it runs counter to the official policy of Islamabad under which the country is to have an indigenous infrastructure for a nuclear control and command set-up. After all, since 1998 onwards, the question of protecting Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal is more a source of liability than a pride because each time there occurs a crisis in the country or there is an international event with a regional fallout, concerns are raised in the US and the West about the feared falling of nuclear weapons in the hands of Islamic extremist groups.

In the last couple of months, a lot of discussion has taken place in the United States about the safety of Pakistan’s nuclear assets, especially in the post-Musharraf era. Now, with the New York Times report which has been published with the connivance of the White House, one can have an idea of the degree of anxiety that exists in Washington about the reliability of mechanisms employed by Pakistan. For the US, an ideal situation would be direct access to the mechanism which controls the country’s ‘strategic assets.’

The Red Mosque affair and the rise of militancy in the tribal areas of Waziristan, Swat and parts of the NWFP have no doubt weakened the writ of the Pakistani state as the militant groups, who for long have cherished the dream of taking control of world’s second largest Muslim state, have actually been occupying the territories and running their administration. The US predicament is not restricted to its apprehensions of Islamic extremists laying hands on the nukes, but goes beyond that. It can become a serious threat for the United States, Israel and the West.

General Musharraf knows how to exploit the situation. So, he is sending messages to the Commonwealth, European Union and other world organizations that they need to support him stay in power if they desired the safety of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons. At least, the US sent a clear signal to President Musharraf when the State Department spokesman Sean McCormack said on November 19 that, “we have an investment in the relationship with Pakistan and the Pakistani people.”

There is a view that if the current democracy movement becomes violent and the situation gets out of control, the real beneficiary may be Al Qaeda. But how far this fear is real lacks evidence. The worst fear is the possible hijacking of the movement by the clergy as it happened in case of anti-Shah movement in Iran during 1978-79.

The problem with the United States is that in the last seven years, it has invested so much in the Musharraf regime politically, financially and militarily that a sudden withdrawal of support to the General may prove to be counter-productive. Already, there is much talk in Washington about not ‘keeping all the eggs in one basket’ and not giving too much space to General Musharraf at the expense of democracy and human rights.

Questions are also being raised about billions of dollars of assistance, which Washington provided to the Musharraf regime since 9/11 in fight against terror. Options ranging from stopping supply of sophisticated weapons to Pakistan; reducing economic assistance, encouraging different countries to withdraw their investments from Pakistan and put visa curbs on individuals representing the military establishment are being examined in different US centres of power.

Perhaps, what has upset Washington most is the loss of enormous effort which the Bush administration has put in to forge a coalition of ‘moderate forces’ to be led by Benazir Bhutto, General Musharraf and other partners in the ruling coalition. Benazir can help the United States in preventing Pakistan from becoming a hub of religious extremism. Without adequate support from Pakistan’s military, it is highly difficult for Washington to go ahead with its perceived plan of replacing General Musharraf with his successor and moving in the direction of reversing the steps of November 3.

Negroponte’s meetings with the Vice-Chief of Army Staff General Kiani and the Director-General of ISI, Lt-Gen Nadim Taj during his just-ended visit may have helped him to know how the post-Musharraf era would be like but as things stand it may not happen so soon. The utmost source of concern for the White House is the recent assertion of General Musharraf about his indispensability as far as the safety and security of Pakistan’s nuclear assets are concerned.

Earlier, the general used to argue about his indispensability vis-à-vis his role in the US led war on terror. After his meeting with Negroponte, he made it clear that for him protecting Pakistan from a catastrophe was more important than lifting emergency, restoring constitution or turning to democracy. Certainly, events unfolding in post November 3 days in Pakistan have drawn a clear line between the priorities mentioned by General Musharraf and the demands put forward by opposition parties and various civil society groups.
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