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THE jury is still out on whether or not President Barack Obama’s anti-terrorism strategy unveiled on March 27 represents a major shift in Washington’s approach. 

Former President Bush had articulated America’s goal as a “peaceful Afghanistan” where “reform and democracy” would serve as “the alternatives to fanaticism, resentment and terror”. Obama’s aim is to ensure that Afghanistan (and Pakistan), “cannot be used as a base to launch attacks against the United States”. Warning that Al Qaeda was “actively planning attacks on the US from its safe haven in Pakistan”, Obama vowed to “disrupt, dismantle and defeat” the network. 

Obama signalled closure on Iraq, a massive shift of resources to Afghanistan and the expansion of the theatre of operations to Pakistan. He also vowed to focus US military aid on the “tools, training and support that Pakistan needs”, and extended support for the Kerry-Lugar bill that envisions $1.5bn annually for Pakistan and the creation of reconstruction opportunity zones in the border regions. 

In a passing reference to the “regional approach”, Obama observed that “to lessen tensions between two nuclear-armed nations that too often teeter on the edge of escalation and confrontation, we must pursue constructive diplomacy with both India and Pakistan”. This echoes Obama’s earlier observation on the importance of Pakistan and India normalising ties and a resolution of the Kashmir issue for peace in South Asia. Pakistan now needs to ensure that the president’s vision is not deflected because of Indian pressure.Obama’s idea of a ‘contact group’ to bring Nato allies, other partners as well as the Central Asian states, the Gulf nations including Iran, Russia, China and India may appear attractive but is likely to be unworkable, given these countries’ diverse interests. Obama’s offer of reaching out to militants who took up arms “because of coercion or simply for a price” is a welcome departure from the earlier policy, but this initiative needs to be pursued with greater vigour and imagination. 

While it was gratifying to note Obama rule out, in an earlier interview, the possibility of sending US troops inside Pakistan, the flurry of allegations from US officials of army and ISI complicity in militancy is worrying. The public airing of such damaging charges is disappointing, because earlier the same officials were expressing confidence in these agencies. This has given rise to suspicions in some quarters that the ISI was being made a scapegoat for US and Nato failures in Afghanistan. 

In fact, Pakistan has rejected these charges and pointed out that it has lost more soldiers in the struggle against terrorists than all Nato forces combined. Still, US offers of assistance were accompanied by a gratuitous admonition that the administration could not “provide a blank cheque”, along with the warning that the US would insist on Pakistan’s compliance. The reality is that for the past seven years it is Pakistan that has extended to the US a virtual carte blanche to use its territory for its operations in Afghanistan. 

Understandably, Obama avoided any reference to an exit strategy, an idea hinted at in an earlier TV interview. Obama did, however, make it clear that he no longer supports his predecessor’s ambitious nation-building plans and would instead focus on the narrower goal of combating terrorists. But there is no denying that the US is deeply concerned with its inability to subdue terrorists and bring peace to Afghanistan. Instead, it has watched, to its horror, Taliban resurgence in Afghanistan and increasing terrorist attacks inside Pakistan. 

Obama’s strategy betrays growing frustration in Washington because the dilemmas facing it are not amenable to easy solutions. The Karzai regime has proved inefficient and corrupt, leading to efforts to look for alternatives. The current troop strength has proved inadequate but finding additional soldiers will be difficult, especially as Nato countries have no stomach for such burdens, though they did give their approval to Obama’s strategy. 

In any case, merely increasing troop strength may not be enough as Obama would know how the Johnson presidency was destroyed when the US failed to extricate itself from the Vietnam quagmire. This has led some US officials to both ‘solicit’ and ‘demand’ Pakistan’s cooperation. This explains the US ‘generosity’ as regards assistance as well as the harsh rhetoric. 

All this leads one to fear that Obama’s new strategy represents the beginning of a new and concerted effort to increase pressure on Pakistan. That is Holbrooke’s likely mission, for he has acknowledged: “Of all the dilemmas, problems and challenges we face, that is going to be the most daunting”. He has warned that US patience is wearing thin, but he should know that Pakistan is more important to the US than Afghanistan. 

As Vice President Biden has warned “it is hard to imagine a greater nightmare for America than the world’s second-largest Muslim nation becoming a failed state, in fundamentalist hands, with an arsenal of nuclear weapons and a population larger than Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan and North Korea combined”. 

There are no easy solutions for either the US or Pakistan. Both are paying the price of colossal errors and lapses. But the US can begin to build trust and earn respect by strengthening democratic institutions, providing the right kind of weapons, sharing timely intelligence and showing patience. 

It must also use its influence on Kabul to stop harbouring dissident Baloch leaders and not permit India to engage in efforts to destabilise Pakistan. And finally, it has to promote a just resolution of the Kashmir issue, which alone can give Pakistan the comfort to devote its energies to its western borders. Pakistan, too, has to decide whether it can afford to permit a handful of people to expose it to global opprobrium and isolation. 

