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The problem with the US is that it wants Pakistan’s unstinting involvement in the war against terror more or less on its own terms. It does not seem to concede that Pakistan too could have interests in Afghanistan that might be divergent from those of the US

The Pressler Amendment that we thought we had interred forever, like the Valhalla character in the Norse mythology, refuses to die. 

This is evident from the anti-terrorist law which links American assistance to Pakistan, among others, with performance against Al Qaeda and the Taliban. It does not stop the assistance in the pipeline but may affect military assistance for fiscal years 2008 and 2009, if the American president fails to certify that Pakistan is doing enough to prevent terrorists from operating in areas under its sovereign control. 

The president, as under the Pressler Amendment, is authorised to waive the limitation on assistance if he deems it necessary in the US national security interest. Why has the Bush Administration introduced the Pressler Amendment like law? Will it achieve the objective for which it has been put on the statute book?

The US adopted the Pressler Amendment as an instrument to stop Pakistan from pursuing the nuclear programme which it suspected the latter was surreptitiously doing. The original bill moved in the Senate Foreign Relations Committee required the US president to certify that Pakistan neither possessed a nuclear device nor was developing one or acquiring goods to that end to make it qualify for American aid. The Reagan Administration, however, got the language toned down and the law that was finally adopted, called the Pressler Amendment, authorised the US president to merely certify that Pakistan did not possess a nuclear device. 

As for the new law on Pakistan, the circumstances under which it has been adopted are not much different from those that led to the Pressler Amendment. There is thus a sneaking suspicion in the US that the Musharraf regime is not fully committed to fight Al Qaeda and the Taliban that reportedly operate in Afghanistan from their sanctuaries in Pakistan. Besides, the US believes that Al Qaeda may launch attacks on the mainland US from their “safe havens” in the tribal areas. 

The Bush Administration has for sometime been threatening to strike against these hideouts with or without Pakistan’s consent. The purpose seems to be to force the Musharraf regime to abandon the peace deals it concluded with militants for a military option. The new law seeks to supplement that pressure through the threat of stopping military assistance. The Bush Administration officials are reportedly uncomfortable with the new law but claim helplessness in the matter because of its linkage with the 9/11 Commission Report. 

The foregoing shows that the Pressler Amendment and the new law have identical roots. However, Pakistanis have reacted differently to the two. For example, it is common knowledge that the latter initially welcomed the Pressler amendment as a means to avert more damaging legislation and not as a device for cutting off the American assistance. Dennis Kux in his highly informed book “The US and Pakistan 1947-2000: Disenchanted Allies” contends that Pakistanis regarded the Pressler Amendment, “as an internal US affair, part of the executive branch’s management of its nuclear problem with Congress, rather than something that Pakistan should be concerned about.” Consequently, he believes that the hullabaloo about the Pressler Amendment being discriminatory was an after-thought that arose following the imposition of sanctions in 1990.

As opposed to the Pressler Amendment, Pakistanis have from the start reacted adversely to the new law. For example, President Musharraf has publicly expressed his disappointment at its adoption. The National Assembly Standing Committee on Defence much before the adoption of the law threatened the US with Pakistan’s non-cooperation in the war against terror in case the law was enacted. 

Similarly, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee has roundly denounced it. Finally, some former diplomats in the course of television talk shows have advised the Pakistan government to terminate the ongoing cooperation with the US in the war against terror. 

The Pressler Amendment and the new law also differ in other respects. The Pressler Amendment was related to an issue (Pakistan’s nuclear programme) that was secondary to the central issue of the US-Pakistan cooperation (to throw the Soviets out of Afghanistan). As opposed to this, the new law principally relates to an issue (the war on terror) that is also the main focus of the US-Pakistan cooperation. Furthermore, whereas the Pressler Amendment relied on the “stick” of stoppage of assistance, the new law relies not only on that “stick” but also the “carrot” to “dramatically” increase the financial assistance. 

Next, dealing with the question whether the Bush Administration will be able to achieve its objective through the new law, the working of the Pressler Amendment may be instructive in this regard. 

Despite its adoption in 1985, the Pressler Amendment did not deter the Pakistan government from relentlessly pursuing its nuclear programme. This is evidenced from the fact that Dr AQ Khan confirmed in 1987 the CIA assessment that Pakistan possessed the bomb. The Reagan Administration, however, did not take any punitive action against the latter. Senator Glenn revealed that even though out of 50 nuclear-related events three-quarters took place after the adoption of the Pressler Amendment, the Reagan and the Bush Administrations neither invoked the Pressler Amendment nor the nuclear non-proliferation-related laws. In fact, during all these years the US continued to certify Pakistan’s non-nuclear status. It decided to withhold it only when the Soviets had already left Afghanistan. 

Even now it is highly unlikely that the Administration would invoke the new law to stop Pakistan’s military assistance so long as it is bogged down in Afghanistan. The US knows that it cannot win what many Western strategic thinkers have called the decisive battle of the 21st century without the active help of Pakistan. Nor can it afford to treat Pakistan the way it treated Cambodia during the Vietnam War because of the horrendous fallout the devastation of nuclear Pakistan would entail for everybody concerned. The new law is therefore likely to be a Damocles’ sword to pressurise Pakistan to “do more” that the latter will possibly agree to comply with but without going the whole hog. 

So, is the law advisable? It proceeds on the presumption that Pakistan is not fully committed to the war against terror in Afghanistan and that it needs to be coerced into it through a carrot and stick policy. There is a huge trust deficit between the two allies in this war against terror, which signifies that the relationship between them is built on highly shaky foundations. It goes without saying that no abiding and dependable relationship can ever be forged between parties without a heavy dose of trust and confidence between them. 

The problem with the US is that it wants Pakistan’s unstinting involvement in the war against terror more or less on its own terms. It does not seem to concede that Pakistan too could have interests in Afghanistan that might be divergent from those of the US and that they need to be reconciled. 

Incidentally, these interests may range from containing the growing Indian influence in Kabul to safeguarding vital national interests in the aftermath of the American departure from Afghanistan to the prosecution of the war on terror through the traditional jirgas rather than brute force. The US approach to bludgeon Pakistan into submission may be ultimately counterproductive.
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