The strategic dialogue and US interests

From the Newspaper 
October 31, 2010 (2 days ago)
By Karamatullah K. Ghori 

IF cosmetics were birds the just-concluded Pakistan-US Strategic dialogue in Washington could be taking Islamabad’s relations with ‘the capital of the world’ to soaring new heights. But cosmetics aren’t birds and wishful thinking is no substitute for hard realities.

The dialogue had the Pakistan side bubbling with enthusiasm of an unusual kind. But that wasn’t surprising, given the dwindling fortunes of the Zardari regime. A powwow with the bigwigs of the Obama administration must have been Manna to the leaders of a government in distress in Islamabad and an ideal escape chute. No surprise that the Pak delegation was studded with half a dozen ministers, mostly favourites of Mr Zardari.

Washington didn’t disappoint them on the cosmetics. For once, the red carpet was rolled out in earnest for these visitors, a welcome change from the typical, post-9/11, treatment meted out to the high-powered military delegation that was in Washington for sensitive discussions less than two months ago. Give credit to the hosts that there were no protocol glitches or diplomatic faux pas this time around.

The Obama people have, at long last, learned at some cost in embarrassment, how to pamper functionaries from vassal states, and played out their role to near perfection.

Cosmetics there were aplenty, starting with President Obama himself giving an ego massage to the visitors by receiving them in the White House. Hillary Clinton chipped in with a glittering press conference at the State Department to put the icing on the cake. Earlier, Defence Secretary Robert Gates had done his bit by receiving Defence Minister Ahmed Mukhtar on the steps of the Pentagon in full glare of television cameras.

There was no dearth of all the right sound bites either. From Obama down, every one that mattered to the Pakistanis waxed eloquent on the great importance of relations with Pakistan, hailing and eulogising a ‘partner’ of ‘great strategic significance and importance.’ To the ears of Zardari loyalists used to searing and scathing jibes of the media at home such tributes from the Washington movers-and-shakers must have sounded like music of a Viennese symphony.

That these carefully calibrated sound bites touched the right chords among their listeners and literally swept them off their feet was clear in the Pakistan side’s effusive praise that the discussions were ‘frank’ in the extreme and that their interlocutors hung on to every syllable uttered by them. Fine; that might well be the case.

However, the question is what did this frank and intense dialogue garner for the Pakistani side at the end of the day? After all the success of any dialogue, strategic or not, is its bottom line.

The Washington conclave, like others between two unequal partners — notwithstanding protestations from the Pakistanis that they talked with their hosts on a footing of strict equality — in the past, was as short on substance as it may have been tall — unusually tall — on window-dressing and cosmetic rhetoric.

Kashmir — the unfinished agenda of Pakistan’s creation according to our national claim — got the short shrift that it has consistently since Washington catapulted its relations with India to the heights of a real and long-term strategic partnership, in marked contrast to the hollow bombastic that Islamabad is also a long term strategic ally. Yes, Kashmir may be burning. Yes, Washington feels pained at persistent human rights violations in the Valley (not naming, however, the brutal Indian occupation for being responsible for it). Yes, Pakistan’s attention is being distracted by whatever is going on in Kashmir and fractures its focus that should otherwise be riveted on the war against terror in Afghanistan.

But despite all this, Washington doesn’t want to get involved in Kashmir on the side of Pakistan or the oppressed Kashmiris for that matter. Pakistan and India should solve it at their own level was the hackneyed American mantra repeated in response to fervent Pakistani pleas for Washington’s intercession. But if India doesn’t want to play ball with Pakistan so be it; US wouldn’t lean on India, not one bit. End of the dialogue on Pakistan’s bleeding wound.

Yes, Pakistan has a huge energy problem and Washington’s heart bleeds on this deficit. But it doesn’t bleed enough to give cognition to Pakistan imploring to be treated at par with India in the transfer of civil nuclear technology. No, Washington wouldn’t hear of Pakistan seeking parity with India on the nuclear deal. A client state can’t be elevated to the status of a real strategic partner. No way. Pakistani ministers may dance on Pennsylvania Avenue that they were listened to with rapt attention but that didn’t melt any hearts in the White House.

Yes, Pakistan’s economy is reeling because of the recent biblical floods and may keel over if not helped massively. And yet Washington showed no enthusiasm at the dialogue to make any extra room for the recovery of this front-line ally’s crippled economy. No enhanced quotas for Pakistan, despite all protestations of empathy. Cosmetics remained cosmetics.

Even cosmetics seemed to have run short in the end, especially when it came to the sensitive (to Pakistan) issue of Obama’s visit to India next month.

Could there be a more eloquent cold shoulder — if not an outright slap — to the Pakistani sensibilities vis-à-vis India when the participants of the strategic dialogue were told that Obama will not be including Pakistan in his forthcoming trip to Asia, in which the jewel in the crown will be his visit to India? Drums are already beating in Delhi for the leader of the second-largest democracy in the world paying court to the largest. Pakistanis may, however, take comfort that it will be a much-deflated Obama to visit India, given the almost certain drubbing of the Democrats at the mid-term election on November 2.

But the Americans know how gullible the ‘leaders’ of the current dispensation in Islamabad are, and how superficial is their understanding of the power game in the region around Pakistan. So they didn’t have to do anything more than letting their puffed-up guests feast on assurances that Obama would be visiting Pakistan, all by itself, next year.

Obama himself has joined the party to convince the Pakistanis that they are special to him. The media highlight in Pakistan accorded to his telephone call to Zardari, on the heels of the Washington conclave, proves the point that the Americans have a perfect reading of the Pakistani psyche. They know the Pakistanis relish their staple diet of empty promises and effete slogans, and that’s exactly what they are dishing out to Pakistan.

Not only that, but the Americans’ sense of the Pakistani leaders’ penchant to embark on a safari to Washington at half a nod from there is equally well honed. No big deal, therefore, that Obama has asked Zardari to visit Washington as his guest to sweeten the pot. No need to say that Mr Zardari may already have started preparing for the journey to Washington.

The only substance that could be called as such at the end of the three-day dialogue came in the American announcement of a $2 billion package of military assistance for Pakistan to partly offset the huge drain of our military assets in fighting America’s war on the Pakistani soil against rogues, militants and terrorists. Many a pundit might detect a clever stratagem of the policy gurus in Washington to treat the civil and military components of the state of Pakistan differently, if not seeking to drive a wedge between them.

Washington has been clearly insensitive, if not categorically unsympathetic, to pleas of help on Kashmir and moribund Pakistani economy. But it’s being munificent to the Pakistani military and its justifiable need for a larger dollop of assistance.

Shorn of all sophistry and polemics, treating the military establishment of Pakistan on a different level from the one reserved for the civilian vassals, is a loud and ringing reiteration of the real US interest in Pakistan. It’s focused solely on Pakistan’s role of a helper and facilitator in the war against terrorism, fought on the soil of Pakistan itself as well as in Afghanistan. Remember how Pakistan’s military establishment had brought the mighty Americans and their Nato allies to their banded knees only last month by closing the Torkham border crossing for ten days. It didn’t take long to dawn on Washington where the buck stops in Pakistan.

More than any other player in his administration, Obama himself made it crystal clear to all and sundry as to what is Pakistan’s specific utility to the US in his much-publicised phone call to President Zardari. He reduced all the towering claims of Pakistan being a long-term or permanent ally — given so much air at the Washington dialogue — to just one-item agenda. It’s, in his own words, “helping Pakistan in helping us in Afghanistan.”

So that’s it. Pakistan’s importance is Afghan-related, Afghan-specific and tethered, in terms of time and longevity, to American presence in Afghanistan.

But Obama is committed to start drawing down the American presence in Afghanistan, come next July. In other words, Pakistan shouldn’t delude itself by taking to its heart — as the ministers joining the safari to Washington did — that the Americans mean what they say when they articulate that Pakistan is a long-term strategic ally. Every move is tactical to Afghanistan and time-related to American boots on the Afghan soil.

Obama has no doubt thrown a lifeline to a beleaguered Zardari by complimenting his role in the context of democracy in Pakistan. But for the Pakistani people, blighted under the baneful regime he presides over, there was scant comfort in Obama pampering and propping up a corrupt cabal.

The people of Pakistan should, in fact, be wary of the two-item agenda Obama has suggested to Zardari to uplift the ailing Pakistani economy: improve tax collection and do away with subsidies on energy. From their experience the people know that the robber barons of Islamabad are incapable of obliging Obama on tax collection but will be more than happy to do his bidding on cutting down the subsidies on electricity.

Bob Woodward, in his Obama’s Wars has dilated at length on how Mr. Zardari assured CIA’s Leon Panetta, in New York two years ago, that collateral damage because of Drone attacks didn’t hurt him at all. So why should he feel any pangs of remorse for the poor people of Pakistan burdened with ever stiffer tariffs on power or any other need of life. But he will always be ready to do whatever is expected of him in Washington. Rest assured, President Obama, your word is Mr. Zardari’s command. The people of Pakistan may run for cover.
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