New tremors in Pak-US ties?
By Tariq Fatemi

ONE of the first pieces of legislation being considered by the Democrat-dominated Congress is a comprehensive bill whose focus is Pakistan – both in the context of its internal and external policies. The bill expresses concern with Islamabad’s current policies, demands revisions in them and lays down markers as to when, where and how it seeks these changes.

While it may appear that the issue of terrorism, especially in the context of Afghanistan is the main concern of the authors of the bill, other issues such as nuclear proliferation, democracy and human rights figure in it as well. Most astutely, the Democrats have pegged this legislation to the implementation of the 9/11 Commission Recommendations Act, 2007, aimed at strengthening US national security and foreign policy.

The proposed legislation acknowledges that “since September 11, 2001, Pakistan has been an important partner in helping the US remove the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and combating international terrorism in the frontier provinces”. Nevertheless, “there remain a number of critical issues that threaten to disrupt the relationship between the US and Pakistan, undermine international security and destabilise Pakistan”. The bill also recognises Pakistan’s importance in the war on terror and grants the US president the power to forge a “strategic partnership” with Pakistan.

But the sting is contained in the provision that places limitations on the US president’s authority to provide credit and favourable terms for purchase of military equipment and spares. It states that for fiscal years 2008 and 2009, US military assistance to Pakistan may not be provided, unless the president “determines and certifies” that Pakistan is taking necessary action against the Taliban. This provision would impact negatively on credit for military sales and purchases covered under the Foreign Assistance Act and the Arms Export Control Act.

The proposed legislation also pinpoints actions that amount to micro-managing critical aspects of Pakistan’s sensitive policies. These will not only have to “secure the borders of Pakistan to prevent the movement of militants and terrorists“ but the US president will have to certify that Islamabad is making all efforts to prevent the Taliban from operating in areas under its sovereign control before releasing any funds or approving licences for enhancing its military capability. This is a limitless agenda.

Other sections of the bill relate to the proliferation of nuclear weapons technology, making it a critical issue that needs Pakistan’s immediate attention. Coming as it does after the Bush administration expressed satisfaction with Pakistan’s comprehensive measures in terms of new legislation and institutional command, control and intelligence mechanisms, the bill’s aim is simply not understandable. Does it mean that Congress does not accept that Pakistan has done enough on this score? If true, Islamabad needs to prepare itself for new demands from the US, because as far as Congress is concerned, nuclear proliferation is still an open issue. This is corroborated by provisions in another bill under consideration, which speaks of the need for the US to get direct access to Dr A.Q. Khan.

Other sections of the bill refer to the need to build effective government institutions and promote democracy and the rule of law, particularly at the national level. Any assistance in promoting these objectives would normally be welcome, given Pakistan’s abysmal track record on this score. But such laudable objectives cannot be promoted by outside powers and certainly not through the vehicle of a controversial piece of legislation.

The bill then tries to offset the damage by offering incentives, known in diplomatic parlance, as the “carrot”. This is the recommendation “to dramatically increase funding for programmes of the US AID and the Department of State for Pakistan”. It also calls upon the US to “work with the international community to secure additional financial and political support to effectively implement the policy set forth in this bill”. Of interest to Pakistan is the provision that calls upon the administration to help resolve the dispute between Pakistan and India over Kashmir.

Given the history of Pakistan-US relations, the provisions of this bill have caused understandable concern in Pakistan. While US scholars may have a different view, most Pakistanis fear that the US may once again be demonstrating its proclivity for using and then abandoning friends who have promoted US interests sometimes at the cost of their own.

Pakistan was described as “the most allied ally of the US” in the 80s, when the country became a frontline state in the global confrontation against the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. It agreed to host more than three million Afghan refugees on its soil, a decision that continues to haunt it to this day. I recall how we in the Pakistan embassy in Washington were asked to escort Afghan Mujahideen leaders to the White House where President Ronald Reagan hailed them as the world’s true heroes and compared them with America’s founding fathers. The word “Muj” entered the American political lexicon, evoking the picture of brave freedom fighters who stood as the only barrier between godless Marxism and man’s quest for freedom.

All this seeming admiration for the “Muj” disappeared as soon as Moscow announced its intention to withdraw its troops from Afghanistan and the first signs of the chaos that was to lead to the breakup of the Soviet Union appeared. The then US president, the senior George Bush, had no hesitation in denying Pakistan the “certification” that was an essential requirement of American law, known as the “Pressler Amendment”, for US assistance to flow to Pakistan.

It was no pleasure to be summoned to receive the president’s letter informing us that since he could no longer certify that Pakistan was not “in possession of a nuclear explosive device”, all US economic aid and military sales would cease with effect from October 1 1990. The implementation of this decision was so bizarre that not only was the delivery of the F-16s, for which Pakistan had already made a down payment, withheld, even those aircraft and ships sent for repair and maintenance were not returned. Happily, the situation today is not as dismal. The Bush administration has tried to allay Pakistan’s fears by assuring it that it will use its influence to either have the bill rejected when it goes to the “conference” stage, or to at least have its punitive measures diluted. John Gastright, deputy assistant secretary of state for South Asia, who was recently in Islamabad, said that the administration’s “efforts are underway to make sure that certain Pakistan-specific provisions in the 9/11 legislation are not made part of the law”. He was also confident that Congress would not pass any law that would jeopardise the three-billion-dollar military sales and aid package to Pakistan. But he admitted that once the new bill became law, “it would bind the US president to certify that Pakistan was taking necessary measures against Al Qaeda, Taliban and other terrorists”.

Gastright also had the obligatory words of praise for President Musharraf, who according to him had done “superb work for establishing a framework for holding free and fair elections” and who was America’s “valued partner in the fight against terrorism”. While the establishment was still savouring these laudatory remarks, it was learnt that the House had passed another bill, which if enacted, could see Pakistan surrendering Dr A.Q. Khan to US authorities for investigation.

It would also require the US president to sign a report on the extent to which “a country is fully cooperating with the US in its efforts to eliminate the nuclear proliferation network or in stopping proliferation activities”. One of the ways in which this would be determined would be the degree to which the US had “been granted direct investigating access to key persons involved in the nuclear proliferation network or activities”.

The House has passed both bills. These now go to the Senate for approval. Whatever efforts are to be made by the administration and Pakistan must be undertaken now. Pakistan’s fears that the House action may be a repeat of the Pressler affair may be exaggerated but are not unfounded. One of the reasons why there is a sudden spurt of Pakistan-related bills is that the US licence for military assistance and arms sales to Pakistan expires this year. Congressman Frank Pallone, founder of the congressional Caucus on India, and other committed friends of India are active on this front.

It may be that the Democrats in Congress have the Bush administration in their gunsights, given the perceived vulnerability of the president on account of the administration’s failure in Iraq and other equally disastrous mistakes elsewhere. There is also great merit in the Democrat laundry list of this administration’s failures. Not surprisingly, former national policy advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski has expressed the fear that thanks to the Bush administration’s follies, America’s influence in the Middle East may be at the lowest point ever since the Second World War.

However, in such a situation where the US faces problems on all fronts, the Democrats may be reluctant to punish Pakistan, not because they are enamoured of Musharraf, but because they recognise that America will not find another ally as committed to promoting the US agenda as the Pakistani leader. At the same time, politics being the game that it is, the Democrats will continue to target Pakistan, especially on issues such as terrorism, proliferation and democracy, because these are areas of vulnerability and embarrassing the administration is always good politics for the opposition.

There is also evidence to the effect that notwithstanding regular complaints from senior administration officials alleging Islamabad’s lack of commitment to the war on terror, President Bush, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and others appreciate the invaluable services rendered by President Musharraf without whose personal involvement the security and intelligence agencies of Pakistan would not have been as forthcoming as they have been in the war on terror.

It is also rumoured in Washington that not only is the administration giving serious consideration to an armed strike in Iran in the near future, but that it has already broached this subject with its allies in the Middle East. Pakistan may also have been taken into confidence. There is no evidence as yet to corroborate any of this, but Arab capitals are full of speculation that the president’s tour of the Middle East was arranged hurriedly, at the behest of Washington, for this very purpose. The Iranians have been watching these developments with increasing anxiety. Moreover, the growing presence of Nato in Pakistan and the likelihood of an early conclusion of an institutionalised framework of cooperation between Pakistan and Nato is going to add to their concerns. Difficult times lie ahead for Pakistan and it will take all Islamabad’s skill and acumen to navigate the ship of state safely through these choppy waters.
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