What if there isn’t ‘consensus’? 
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The writer is a former member of the Foreign Service

 

During an informal conversation with media personnel last Monday on board the plane taking him back home after attending the Boao Forum, Gilani said that Pakistan was in no hurry to reopen Nato supply routes to Afghanistan and that a decision would be taken only after evolution of a consensus in the Parliamentary Committee on National Security. But the prime minister did not say what the government would do if that consensus could not be achieved. A member of the Gilani’s delegation was more forthcoming. “If you ask me ...,” he said, “we are virtually caught between the devil and the deep blue sea.” The devil, he did not have to explain, is the mounting US pressure on Pakistan to open the supply lines without further delay; and political pressure and public sentiment at home against such a decision is the deep blue sea.

 

Finding a course which accommodates both the US demands and domestic political exigencies has not been easy. The government would clearly like to reopen the supply routes in return for a token apology from Washington for the Mohmand raid and a better financial return for Pakistan’s support to the US war in Afghanistan. But the government is afraid that any such deal could be exploited by the opposition parties and could prove costly at the next parliamentary elections. 

 

The problem is twofold. First, while Washington seems willing to pay more for Pakistan’s services, it is not quite prepared to forego its freedom to carry out drone strikes against targets of its choice in Pakistan. Second, the opposition parties would not like to share in the responsibility for giving parliamentary endorsement to an unpopular alliance with the US and so risk being branded as pro-America.

 

The result is a standoff. On March 20, the committee presented its report to parliament but debate in the house on the recommendations of the committee has been postponed repeatedly because a text that could be adopted by consensus has not been worked out yet. The PML-N and the JUI-F have declared their opposition to the key recommendation that NATO supply routes should be reopened. 

 

While Raza Rabbani, whose comprehension of national security issues is about as deep as his vaunted expertise in matters constitutional, wrestles with the task of evolving a consensus within the committee, progress is being made in talks at various levels between Pakistani and American officials, both civilian and military, in working out a framework agreement that would tax NATO convoys transiting to Afghanistan and resume payments to Pakistan under the Coalition Support Funds programme. 

 

While the Pakistan side has been reticent, American officials have been quite upbeat. Following the visit of James Mattis, head of the US Central Command, to Islamabad two weeks ago, Martin Dempsey, chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, expressed confidence that Pakistan would agree to reopen the supply routes before the Nato Summit in May. Deputy Secretary of State Thomas Nides was similarly upbeat on his visit to Islamabad last week, saying he had been heartened that the two sides were working through their differences “very constructively.”

 

The question of supply routes seems in fact to have been largely settled in the bilateral talks. This is Washington’s main concern. Although the US has been expanding the northern supply lines-the latest addition being the opening of an airfield at Ulyanovsk in the heart of European Russia as a hub for Nato’s air bridge to Afghanistan-the closure of the Pakistan route still hurts. Moreover, as US begins to withdraw the bulk of its forces in 2014, the transit routes including that through Pakistan would be needed also to get troops and equipment out of Afghanistan. The northern route is not only two-to-three times costlier, it also increases American dependence on Russia at a time when the two countries have differences over important issues like Syria and Washington’s plans for a Europe-based missile defence system. 

 

On the tricky question of drone strikes, the Americans are showing some flexibility, though not yet enough to make a deal that the Pakistani government could sell domestically. In January, Obama had publicly defended the use of drone attacks, saying a “pinpoint strike” was “less intrusive” on other countries’ sovereignty than other ways to target Al-Qaeda. Although Obama gave no indication at that time that the policy would change, Washington has offered to curtail these strikes to accommodate Pakistani concerns. 

 

Under the proposed new policy, US would reportedly give Pakistan advance notice of future strikes and limits the types of targets that would be hit. Such raids would continue against high-value targets and against mid-level Taliban leaders but no longer against all large groups of armed men as until recently. The question of drone strikes also came up in Gilani’s meeting with Obama in Seoul two weeks ago and discussions on the issue have continued since then between the two sides.

 

Although Pakistan-US talks on the resettlement of their ties are making headway, Washington is clearly getting frustrated at the slow pace of the parliamentary review which has to be completed before the new framework of bilateral relationship can be put in place. The US is keen that this process should be over before the NATO summit that Obama will be hosting in his hometown of Chicago on May 20-21. Leaders of more than 50 countries are expected to attend the conference and announce further steps for ending the war in Afghanistan. Washington would not like the event to be overshadowed by the question of supply routes.

 

The US announcement last week of a $10 million bounty on Hafiz Saeed for allegedly masterminding the terrorist attack in Bombay in November 2008 seems to have been made to win favour with India and to generate additional pressure on Pakistan to open the transit routes. There are several peculiarities in the announcement which make it suspect. 

 

First, the timing is odd. The carnage in Bombay took place more than three years ago. WikiLeaks cables from those days indicate that India did not have any solid evidence linking Saeed to that atrocity. US officials have said now that the decision to offer the reward had been in the works for months and was not related to Saeed’s recent public appearances. That may be true, but the claim that the timing was coincidental is difficult to accept. 

 

The bounty announcement is particularly disquieting, because it shows that Washington is preparing to target a Pakistani citizen who has not been indicted or convicted of any offence. In fact, his detention by the government after the carnage in Bombay was set aside by a Pakistani court for lack of evidence. Besides, Pakistani courts have also cleared Jamaat-ud-Dawah, the organisation that Hafiz Saeed heads. 

 

Second, the Indian government was informed beforehand of a decision affecting two Pakistani nationals, and the public announcement was made by Under-Secretary for Political Affairs Wendy Sherman in Delhi to an Indian audience, in a speech on strengthening the India-US partnership in the 21st century. It was only later that day that the reward offer was posted on the State Department website. Pakistan was not informed and learnt about it from the Indian media.

 

Third, as the deputy spokesman of the State Department has said, US authorities do not have any information that could be used in a court of law to convict Saeed. In the deputy spokesman’s words, they would like to see Hafiz Saeed behind bars but are still “looking for information to lead to his conviction in any US or foreign court of law.”

 

Fourth, since Pakistan and the US do not have any extradition treaty, the question arises what action Washington would take if it comes in possession of the information it is seeking. Would it then take unilateral action to seize Hafiz Saeed in Pakistani territory?
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