Strategic dialogue’s weakest link —Syed Talat Hussain
Even if Pakistan is able to prevent itself from being short-changed this time by insisting on concrete timelines for the fulfilment of every promise, a disastrous domestic situation shall remain the weakest link in negotiations with the US


Pakistan’s re-entry into the limelight of positive international attention is astounding. Not many months ago, the country was in the doghouse. It was constantly asked to “do more” by Washington on the terrorism front. It was dragged over burning coals for being insensitive to Delhi’s sensibilities on matters concerning the Mumbai attacks. British Foreign Secretary, David Miliband, came here and delivered verbose lectures on the urgent need to expedite the trial of the proscribed Lashkar-e-Tayyaba (LeT) leadership to placate Delhi. His US counterpart, Hillary Clinton, was rude even in her famous charm offensive in Pakistan on the issue of US aid to Pakistan under the contentious Kerry-Lugar-Berman Act. “Take it or leave it,” she said to the Pakistani nation in a tone that made Richard Holbrooke sound like a humming bird.

This situation encouraged the Indians to pile more pressure on Pakistan. They threatened war, surgical strikes and other retributive actions in case “another Mumbai-like incident happened”. For a while, a nuclear-armed state began to look like a cardboard country, diplomatically fragile in the extreme, and for which everyone had a slap to spare, and a fist to show.

Not any longer. As the details of the strategic dialogue in Washington show, Pakistan is negotiating from a position much better than before. Praise is rather frequent for its performance in FATA and Swat against terrorists. The sizzling rhetoric against the Quetta Shura has also gone down. Commentators wired to official circles are speaking of a “paradigm shift” in Pakistan’s policy towards the Afghan Taliban.

The Indians are a better gauge of Pakistan’s changed situation. At the beginning of this year, they were drawing vicarious pleasure out of Islamabad’s diplomatic travails. Now they are stunned and sullen. “Washington and London are both mollycoddling Islamabad at the expense of Delhi” was the screaming lament that rang throughout a two-day long seminar in London, where senior Indian analysts and former diplomats exchanged views with their Pakistani and British counterparts.

What is going on? For answers, look towards Afghanistan. In the West the realisation is sinking in fast that the entire project of creating a successful and stable state out of the Afghanistan mess is headed towards a definitive failure. The Obama administration is now exposed to the prospect of its military surge proving to be too little too late to bring the obstreperous resistance movement under control. Also, independent assessments in the aftermath of the Marjah Operation in Helmand suggest that stabilising nearly 80 districts (or ‘critical terrain’) in the next two years by the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) looks next to impossible. Dialogue with the various factions involved in fighting, therefore, is a strategic imperative to make headway in Afghanistan. If this headway is not made, NATO shall not be able to look itself in the mirror. The Republicans shall laugh the Democrats out of Congress and out of presidency in the next term. The Taliban will declare victory against another superpower. The Russians would throw a global celebration party. The Chinese will join them through special invitation. World power architecture, still Washington-centric, might take another form. This is where Pakistan, with its almost exclusive zone of access and influence in the south and east of Afghanistan, becomes critical to widening the window of opportunity to engage with the resistance groups: Taliban under Mullah Muhammad Omar; Haqqani network; and Hezb-e-Islami of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. If this engagement can lead to a modicum of stability in Afghanistan’s most troubled areas, the path to a graceful exit, saleable to the voters back home, and saving blushes to NATO and ISAF, can be carved. In this context, showering generous attention on Pakistan and bringing some sanity in the manner the country is diplomatically treated is part of the effort to make Islamabad happy.

This policy makeover provides Islamabad breathing space and a reasonable hope to get a better deal from Washington. Hence the rather long wish list of must-do things Pakistan has taken to the table of strategic dialogue. In all probability, Washington will not say no to them. Pakistan’s good offices are far too valuable at this point in time to be lost. If a yes can save the day, it shall be said, even if more important strategic allies like India find it nauseating.

But Washington’s changed mood, and its positive effect elsewhere, is a tactical adjustment desperately needed before Congress elections and review of the success of Obama’s surge policy become due. What Pakistan makes of this limited diplomatic break from a long and horrid spell of mistreatment depends on how hard it bargains on the table. One reason General Kayani has been so active in the current negotiations is to ensure that Pakistan makes the best of these circumstances. Pretensions aside, the GHQ is now completely in control of Pakistan’s defence and foreign policy. “We have about till the end of this year to turn this opportunity to our advantage,” General Kayani reportedly said in casual conversation at a dinner table a few weeks ago. These are the six months that the US needs Pakistan the most to make its Afghanistan campaign look like a success. Incidentally, six months is just about the time the general has before he retires from his present assignment.

But even if the Pakistan Army pulls its full weight to maximise the dividends of Pakistan’s new relevance to Washington, there is a big question mark over the possibility of the US actually delivering on its commitments in this span of time. US diplomats have spoken big words in the past without adequate follow-up. Cash and kindness both have been in short supply. Even now there is a quantum jump in the media hype over the strategic dialogue — witness the flurry of self-serving interviews of Hillary Clinton on Pakistani channels. If past practice is any guide, this is generally done to compensate for lack of substance or sincerity of purpose in diplomatic engagements. But even if Pakistan is able to prevent itself from being short-changed this time by insisting on concrete timelines for the fulfilment of every promise, a disastrous domestic situation shall remain the weakest link in negotiations with the US. It is like a sieve from which every chance of real turn around in the country’s fortunes is seeping away. The gains in Washington are already lost in Islamabad.

