Resetting Pak-US ties 
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The writer is a former member of the Pakistan Foreign Service

Getting the Americans to vacate Shamsi was the easy part. There are two reasons why Washington complied, more or less quietly, with the Pakistani demand to return the base. First, it is not the only location that the US has been using for its drone strikes against targets in Pakistan. These strikes can continue from bases in Afghanistan. Second, by handing it over within the specified time, Washington made a conciliatory gesture to Pakistan and gave the government a “victory” with which to pacify public opinion.

Of greater concern to the United States than the closure of Shamsi was Pakistan’s boycott of the Bonn Conference on Afghanistan. Pakistan did well to stand by its decision despite sustained but gentle pressure from Washington, including two telephone calls from Clinton and a belated one from Obama. The conference had been planned for a long time to get the endorsement of the international community for the US strategy in Afghanistan, which comprises the projected drawdown of Nato forces from Afghanistan, reconciliation with the “moderate” Taliban and a “regional approach” to give India a greater say in the future of Afghanistan and Central Asia. 

Without the representation of the Taliban and without Pakistan’s participation, the conference became just another international meeting on Afghanistan in a long series, rather than the landmark event it had been planned to be. Pakistan’s boycott had its intended political impact by underscoring that Islamabad would not submit to any future cross-border raids by US and Nato forces and that Pakistan’s role and interests cannot be ignored in any eventual settlement. By staying away from Bonn, Pakistan neither isolated itself, as some of our politicians and experts had feared, nor did it rule itself out of future talks on Afghanistan.

Even more important for the US than Pakistan’s boycott of the Bonn Conference are two other issues: Pakistan’s closure of the border crossings through which Nato ships its supplies to Afghanistan; and Pakistan’s decision to review the terms of engagement with the US. In addition, Pakistan could also close its airspace to US military aircraft flying to Afghanistan. In an interview with the BBC last week, Gilani refused to rule out this option. Washington’s concern is that unlike token measures taken by the government to appease public opinion following previous outrages, Pakistan might this time be serious about a “reset” of relations with the US. 

One reason for Washington’s concern is that Zardari, who has always been highly amenable to “advice” from the US, has lost a lot of his previous political clout because of the Memogate scandal and his recent ill health. Obama himself learned about it at first hand in his telephone call on Dec 4 in which Zardari is reported to have been “incoherent.”

To calm down Pakistani public opinion, the US has put drone strikes on hold and scaled down the level of rhetoric against Pakistan. One exception is Panetta, the US defence secretary, who lived up to his reputation as a professional Pakistan-basher by demanding in a speech last week not far from the Pakistan-Afghan border that “the Pakistanis better damn well secure their country” by taking action against the Haqqani network. 

Our defence minister, Chaudhry Ahmad Mukhtar, said two weeks ago that if the US apologises, the border crossings would be reopened for Nato supplies. Nawaz Sharif has also suggested that the supply line should be reopened if an apology is forthcoming. That would be ill-advised. What is needed after the Salala raid is that there should be complete clarity on the terms of cooperation between Pakistan and Nato. This matter should not be allowed to turn on the US willingness to offer a formal apology. It is therefore to be welcomed that the spokesman of the foreign ministry last week emphasised that a review of the terms of engagement is far more important than a verbal apology. 

The fact is that Pakistan has been extremely generous in extending logistical and intelligence support to the US and Nato military operations in Afghanistan, some of it at the cost of jeopardising its own security, and has got little of permanent value in return. The much-touted military and economic aid is far below the expenditure incurred or losses suffered by Pakistan in human and material terms. The terms given by Musharraf, who pretty much gave American soldiers and spies the run of the whole country, should have been renegotiated long ago. In any case, the review should not be delayed any further and it should be comprehensive. This is what Gilani promised when he told the National Assembly last week that the government would revisit all cooperative arrangements with the US. It is to be hoped that this is a promise that he will keep.

A high priority in the review of terms of engagement must be the dismantling of the US spy network in Pakistan which has been set up under cover of the concessions granted to the US by Pakistan as an “ally” in the “war against terror.” The job of these agents is supposedly to monitor Al-Qaeda presence in Pakistan. But in addition they are here to gather intelligence on Pakistan’s nuclear programme. Not only has the government liberally been issuing visas to US spies, they have also been allowed to set up safe houses bristling with technical eavesdropping and other equipment. Pakistan must be one of the few countries of the world in which the US intelligence services are free to recruit local agents, including those from among former personnel of the armed forces. When one of these agents was caught for running a fake polio vaccination campaign in order to get the DNA of Osama bin Laden’s family members, Washington demanded the agent’s release. But the US has very different standards for itself. A Kashmiri leader, who allegedly received money from the Pakistani government to lobby for the rights of the Kashmiris, is now facing a prison sentence.

In working out the new terms of engagement, Pakistan enjoys a strong negotiating position. There are three reasons.

First, nearly one-third of the non-lethal supplies for coalition troops in Afghanistan and most of the fuel are shipped over the land route through Pakistan. If the blockage of supplies by Pakistan continues, the fuel shortage would be felt before long. Although the northern supply route provides an alternative, it is more expensive and more time-consuming. It is also dependent on Russian goodwill. 

Second, Pakistan could prohibit US aircraft from flying through Pakistani air space, which provides the only air link between Afghanistan and US bases and aircraft-carriers in the Indian Ocean. Most of the lethal war supplies needed by US forces in Afghanistan are airlifted through the Pakistani air corridor. There is no northern air corridor that could substitute for it. If Pakistan decides to block its airspace, US transport planes could still fly with fighter escorts. But that would be a breach of international law and the UN Charter and would be politically costly for the US.

Third, because of its links with the Afghan Taliban and the Haqqani group dating back to the Afghan jihad against Soviet occupation, Pakistan could play a helpful role in the initiation of talks on reconciliation in Afghanistan, which the US has been striving for.

All these factors give Pakistan very considerable leverage, which it should be using not only to renegotiate the terms of engagement over Afghanistan but also to demand access to civilian nuclear technology. The Parliamentary Committee on National Security will be meeting shortly to consider the recommendations of the Envoys’ Conference on redefining our relationship with the US. The committee should make use of this opportunity to debate also what action the government needs to take to get a waiver from the current ban of the Nuclear Suppliers Group on the export of peaceful nuclear technology to Pakistan.
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