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DURING a recent visit to the US, I had the occasion to revive the contacts built up during my five years tenure as political counsellor in our embassy in Washington in the 1980s. Most now occupy senior and influential positions in the administration and on Capitol Hill. What struck me was an all-pervasive feeling of unease about Pakistan being a “nursery” and “sanctuary” for terrorists and a sense of apprehension about “nuclear” Pakistan’s uncertain and dark future.

By contrast India was hailed as a reliable and responsible friend, a factor of stability in the region and an emerging superpower worthy of Washington’s friendship and strategic cooperation. That may explain the background of the recent coercive moves in Congress to compel Pakistan to toe the line.

The resolution by the US Congress providing for linkage between US military assistance to Pakistan and “demonstrable progress” by Pakistan in “achieving certain objectives related to counter-terrorism and democratic reforms” and application of restrictions on US assistance in the event of Pakistan’s failure to meet these goals has caused deep disappointment in Islamabad.

The sequence of events, however, suggests that such a shift in policy was in the making. Pakistan’s designation as a strategic partner was primarily a marriage of convenience. The military leader in Islamabad wanted support from the US and the West. The US objective was to find a pliant leader to do its bidding in the aftermath of 9/11. They both needed each other. For both, the motivation was to tide over a critical period.

Strain was inherent in their relationship as the agenda and policies of the two did not have much in common. The effusive expressions of “long, durable and enduring friendship” and the “robust” quality of bilateral relations were based on a single factor and hence the tension and crisis.

While the US administration and Bush have publicly appreciated Musharraf’s efforts in the war on terror in the face of heavy odds, the US media, think-tanks and Congress have serious reservations about Pakistan’s capacity and sincerity to deliver and have raised questions about Musharraf’s commitment to eliminate the sources of terror.

The editorial comments of influential papers like The New York Times, Washington Post and Los Angeles Times have frequently expressed exasperation with Musharraf. The New York Times has accused him of being a “frustratingly selective” and “intermittent collaborator in the fight against international terrorism rather than a fully committed ally.” The LA Times in a recent comment urged Musharraf to make sure that “Pakistan is known for exports other than terrorism”. In another comment, it said: “The US may well be destined for a long marriage of convenience with Pakistan. But its spouse need not necessarily be named Musharraf.”

These comments reflect a trust deficit and hence the demands for Pakistan to “do more”. John Negroponte, now deputy secretary of state, laid it out bluntly in his annual report submitted to Congress in January. According to him, “the Taliban and Al Qaeda maintain(ed) critical sanctuaries” and while Pakistan was America’s partner in the war against terror, it was “also a major source of Islamic extremism.”

Secretary of Defence Robert Gates and General Peter Pace, chairman of the joint chiefs of staff, have also echoed these apprehensions and accused the Taliban and Al Qaeda of using “wild areas” on the Pakistani side of the border as “havens”. Earlier General Karl Eikenberry, former US commander in Afghanistan, echoed similar feelings, saying that Al Qaeda and Taliban had “training camps and recruiting grounds in Pakistan’s tribal areas” and that these were used for launching attacks in Afghanistan. He called for “steady and direct” attacks on Taliban sanctuaries in Pakistan.

A resolution by Congress provides for blocking military assistance to Pakistan, if it does not succeed in halting the resurgence of the Taliban inside its territory. This is the natural culmination of the trust deficit and unease at Pakistan’s insufficient efforts in its war against terror. This is part of the implementation of the 9/11 Commission recommendations to address post 9/11 challenges. “Critical issues that need immediate action” include the curbing of the proliferation of nuclear technology, combating poverty and corruption, building effective institutions, promoting democracy and the rule of law.

Of late, there have been several reports citing unnamed intelligence sources about an alarming increase in Taliban activities that is expected to lead to a “spring offensive” launched by 20,000 Taliban inside Afghanistan. The statements by President Karzai regarding Pakistan’s involvement in and encouraging of the insurgency in Afghanistan have made the US media and intelligence reports focus on the “resurgent” Taliban in Quetta and Chaman, where they allegedly have training camps.

Nato Secretary General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer has endorsed the allegations and urged Pakistan to crack down on militants crossing its border into southern Afghanistan. It is clear, he said, that “Pakistan has to do a lot to prevent further incursions across the border.” The Conservative Heritage Foundation in a recent report has asked that “Washington should make the issue of denying terrorist safe haven in border areas a focal point of its partnership with Islamabad.” The think-tank also accused Musharraf of taking “little concrete action to make the country inhospitable for individuals and groups seeking to destabilise Afghanistan or India and plotting international acts of terrorism.”

Noted South Asian scholar Selig Harrison known for his pro-Indian tilt in a scathing attack on Musharraf discredited the premise that he is “a bulwark against the Islamic radicals. The Islamic parties are flourishing under the protective umbrella of military intelligence agencies,” he maintained.

Harrison has also questioned the wisdom of US largesse to Pakistan and urged that Pentagon subsidies be included in a ban on military assistance. According to Harrison, “since 9/11 the cost of Musharraf’s cooperation has reached a staggering $27.5 billion. Economic and military aid has totalled $4.5 billion. In addition, the US is providing five billion dollars in credit for the purchase of 62 F-16 fighters planes and has orchestrated the postponement of debt repayment of donor countries totalling another $13.5 billion. The subsidies to the armed forces amount to $4.5 billion and are set to reach $7.5 billion in 2008.”

Republican Senator Jeff Sessions of Alabama told the Armed Services Committee that if international law allowed the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, the same can be invoked for action against Al Qaeda and Taliban sanctuaries inside Pakistan. Evan Bayh, Democrat Senator from Indiana, said that Pakistan leaders needs “to contemplate which is harder for them – acting to do something about this or us (America) acting to do something about this.” Most senators hold the view that the ISI continues to collaborate with the Taliban and other insurgent groups operating out of its border regions.

It is being said that the resolution only conveys the sense of the House and is not binding. However, the postponement of the second round of the Pak-US strategic dialogue, the failure to conclude an investment treaty promised during Bush’s visit and the delay in the supply of F-16 reveals a certain degree of coolness in bilateral relations. A Democratic administration could build up on the current congressional moves to Pakistan’s detriment.

Difficult days lie ahead. Our diplomacy and statesmanship will be put to a critical test. The bottom line is that there is no safety in yielding and no partnership between unequals. Based on its experience of the past six years, the US has continually changed the goal post, with the confidence that Pakistan would yield.

A couple of years ago, this writer had concluded that “a strategy of reliance on indigenous resources both material and human alone would enable us to offset any adverse fallout of a sudden change in US policy which as our experience shows has been unrealistic, even unfriendly at a most critical juncture in our national life. Prudence demands that we reshape our foreign policy with greater realism and refrain from taking US support as a constant factor in our future planning.”

After almost two years, I find this conclusion still valid and perhaps more relevant than before.

The writer is a former ambassador.
