Trying to do better —Najmuddin A Shaikh
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Differences on approach will remain between the US and Pakistan, but perhaps we can now build on the fact that America’s national interest is tied to the stability of a Pakistan that is able to satisfy the basic needs of its people

President Zardari’s visit to Washington is far from over, but we have a good idea by now of the thrust of discussions with the Obama administration and what probably lies ahead in terms of the obligations and responsibilities the participants have agreed to assume.

Much of this will be informed speculation since so far no one has provided any detailed briefing on what exactly was decided.

Clearly, political and security-related goals are the ones that will have dominated discussions, but here I intend to focus on what we can see emerging in the economic sphere. In our current situation, it would appear that security-related cooperation, which will address the shortcomings in our counter-insurgency capabilities, is the priority but there is a clear realisation, as was apparent from President Obama’s remarks about the fragility of the present government in Pakistan, that the inability of governments in both countries to address the basic needs of the people and the growing disparity between the haves and have-nots lie at the root of the discontent that fuels insurgency. This problem needs to be addressed with the same urgency as the security situation.

Secretary Clinton emphasised the presence at the meeting of cabinet or sub-cabinet level officials from departments other than defence and state to convey the message that “promoting peace and stability” in Pakistan and Afghanistan “must be an all-government effort”.

It turned out, however, that the only such representative was the secretary of agriculture. He will see his principal task as devising ways and means by which alternate crops can be found for southern Afghanistan where opium is being grown, and to bring back to life the Karez irrigation system that had maintained the magnificent fruit orchards of Kandahar and Helmand. Clearly it has been recognised, albeit belatedly, that agriculture, the mainstay of the Afghan economy, must be developed to provide employment opportunities for the youth that otherwise find gainful employment only with the Taliban.

For Pakistan’s troubled areas, agriculture is also important, but the sad fact is that in the tribal areas, a population of some 3.5 million has so little arable land that each acre of cultivable land has to support 40 people and the paucity of water resources makes things even more difficult.

The surge in employment in this area will however depend on the generation of other economic activity and, equally importantly, the generation of employment opportunities in other parts of the country.

It was surprising in this context that the secretary of commerce and/or the United States trade representative was not present because it is one of these officials who would have primary responsibility in the US government to determinine which products produced in the proposed Reconstruction Opportunity Zones along the Pak-Afghan border would get duty-free entry into the US.

Similarly, the presence of the deputy secretary for resources and management of the State Department indicated that planning for the “civilian surge” in the provincial reconstruction teams in Afghanistan was moving forward. This would of course have little relevance for Pakistan. We can expect however a surge in USAID presence to monitor the disbursement of non-security assistance and the implementation of aid-funded projects.

What are the resources available? During this year from now to September 30, the State Department will have $495 million for economic assistance for Pakistan supplementing the $300 million that was provided in the normal foreign aid budget.

In addition to this $495 million, the government of Pakistan was, according to some reports, likely to receive the long awaited reimbursement from the Coalition Support Fund of around $1 billion that had been expended by the Pakistani armed forces on military operations and other support activities.

This is certainly not assistance in the strict sense of the word but it will provide the much needed shoring up of our foreign exchange reserves, help restore a measure of business confidence and perhaps even encourage fresh domestic and foreign investment.

Special Representative Holbrooke, in a recent testimony before Congress, took credit for the role the American delegation had played in ensuring that the Tokyo Conference resulted in international pledges of assistance for Pakistan amounting to $5.5 billion over a two-year period. While this represented, as such pledging conferences normally do, a certain sleight of hand (the Japanese, for instance, pledged $1 billion which is no more than the $500 million in assistance they have traditionally reserved for Pakistan, and the $1 billion pledged by the US was clearly to come from the $1.5 billion that they propose providing every year for five years) but it was nevertheless a substantial achievement in term of creating an ambience in which foreign and domestic investors will look more positively at investment opportunities in Pakistan.

Most important from the Pakistan perspective is the Kerry-Lugar bill that was presented in the Senate the day President Zardari arrived in Washington. While the text of the bill has not yet been published in the Congressional record, press reports indicate that it does not include the offensive conditions that were contained in the bill presented in the House by Representative Berman, chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee. It emphasises that the proposal is designed to underline a durable American commitment to helping Pakistan achieve economic stability.

For non-security assistance, the bill seems to call for no more than strict accounting for the monies expended and for a detailed evaluation of what the expenditure has achieved. This is a condition that has now become the norm for a Congress that has become increasingly wary of the free-spending ways of the Bush administration in Iraq and Afghanistan. Reports of the inspector general for Iraq and more recently the inspector general for Afghanistan have shown enormous amounts having been wasted not only by the local government but also by American officials and contractors. ‘No blank cheque’ applies in the view of Congress as much to the Americans as to the recipient government.

Where is this assistance to go? At the famous 100-day press conference from which note was taken only of Obama’s assessment of the Pakistani government as “fragile”, he had actually said that the government was fragile because it seemed to lack “the capacity to deliver basic services, schools, health care, you know, rule of law, a judicial system that works for the majority of people” and that “we need to help Pakistan help Pakistanis”. This, one can assume, is going to be what the assistance will be used for.

Have we developed the institutional capacity to do so? Our record with the implementation of the Social Action Programme is not one that inspires confidence. One hopes that this time the Pakistani delegation was able to present a more workable plan.

Differences on approach will remain between the US and Pakistan, but perhaps we can now build on the fact that America’s national interest is tied to the stability of a Pakistan that is able to satisfy the basic needs of its people. This is a good foundation to build on and the Zardari visit has from all indications done just this. Perhaps we will, as Secretary Clinton said, “...learn from each other...listen to each other, and then...do better — do better tomorrow”.

The writer is a former foreign secretary
