Who gains from the strategic dialogue? 
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THE Pakistan-US relationship has had a history of roller-coaster rides. There have been more ebbs than flows in it. The relationship has been more conspicuous by the absence of trust between the two sides, which otherwise claim to have known each other for nearly six decades. Political pundits were long resigned to the adage of long familiarity breeding contempt. Attempts from Washington to obviate this impression had been few and far between. 

That was the case until the much-ballyhooed latest dialogue in Washington that appears to have given the faltering relationship a hefty makeover. The old patron-saint of the Pakistani ruling establishment has apparently chosen to graduate the relationship to a level not seen before. Catering to the ebullient Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi’s irrepressible enthusiasm, Hillary Clinton has stepped in to pull all stops in the way of elevating it, in her words, to a resilient ‘strategic partnership’ between Islamabad and Washington. 

Qureshi’s body language at the press conference, where he shared the rostrum with Hillary at the end of the first day of the proceedings, proclaimed that he and his colleagues had hit the ‘jackpot.’ He has been long enough in the top diplomatic slot of Pakistan to know how to spin a phrase for optimum public consumption at home. 

But with Hillary Clinton giving not only her overly-enthusiastic interlocutor but the whole of the Pakistani nation a hefty ‘ego massage’ one shouldn’t mind being charitable to Mr Qureshi. Hillary, after all, has hailed Pakistan, in the dialogue’s aftermath as a ‘strategic priority’ for US. 

There’s little doubt that for the first time Washington has made an attempt to address issues that touch upon the hard core of Pakistan’s socio-economic malaise. Power shortage is a matter of concern and suffering to every Pakistani outside the circle of Pakistani elite. Washington agreeing to upgrade — not provide new plants — three ailing thermal power generation plants is a step in the right direction. This should provide relief to millions of Pakistanis. 

But it’s not a case of unlimited largesse. Washington’s commitment doesn’t stretch beyond125 million dollars for this urgent and vital undertaking. Energy experts are already saying this is too measly an amount to take care of even one ailing thermal power plant, not to mention three of them. The moral of the story is that Washington would want to keep Pakistan on a tight leash and pull the plug whenever there’s any effort to break loose. 

General Ashfaq Kayani, more than anybody else in the establishment, seemed alive to the challenge the energy monster poses to Pakistan. He told Senators Kerry and Lugar that he would be prepared to forgo the hi-tech weapons on his shopping. This list puts a luminous sheen on the importance the general attaches to this crying need of the nation. 

One would hope that our politicos that routinely paint themselves as the under-dogs, vis-à-vis the Pakistani establishment, should take heed of what separates them in the public eye and perception from the military. Why shouldn’t the people of Pakistan feel more obliged to the military brass than the incompetent politicians who seem to have no clue how to come to grips with this problem? 

The Obama administration is saddled with a double jeopardy: how to take the erstwhile ‘war against terror’ (re- christened as ‘the long war’) to a logical conclusion; and how to make a safe and ‘honourable’ exit from Afghanistan where the US has been badly entangled, notwithstanding the administration spokespersons’ claim that the battle-front is showing positive results and the Taliban are on the run from Helmand and Kandahar. Obama would ideally want to get out of Afghanistan — if not completely then at least the bulk of the current American military presence there — by the end of next year, before he gets into the maelstrom of the 2012 election. Obama, Hillary and the rest of the pack know, as clearly as they could see the day-light that this ‘home run’ cannot be hit without a major input from Pakistan. 

Pakistan’s military offensive in Swat and subsequently in South Waziristan has raised Pakistan’s stock in Washington several points higher than it was before it crossed the Rubicon. There would have been no strategic dialogue had Pakistan not proved its mettle in combating the menace of Taliban on its side with a grit and determination that’s so conspicuous by its absence in the American and Nato forces in Afghanistan. 

But that’s still not enough for Washington because it still doesn’t serve the purpose of giving the US military planners an absolutely safe and free hand to inflict a crushing blow on the Taliban in their allegedly last remaining stronghold in Kandahar. Pentagon’s strategists believe that the dreaded influx of insurgents from Pakistan must be totally dried up before the US military administers the proverbial coup de grace. That, in simple parlance, translates as compulsion on Pakistan to commence another military operation on its die of the border, this time in the other half of Waziristan in the north. 

So the onus of pleasing its mentors in Washington is on the Pakistan side as much now as it has ever been in the years since the US entered Afghanistan with the intent to clean up the mess there; never mind the Augean Stables they have kicked up in the process. 

The star billing given to General Kayani and his other military colleagues from ISI and MI in this hyped-up dialogue was unmistakable evidence that the real business was to be transacted with them, and that the parleys with the civilian constellation under Qureshi was only a side-show. Kayani was the man-on-the-spot and the hero who, in his own modesty, kept himself away from the kind of media lights that Qureshi seemed to enjoy with great relish and élan. 

Did Kayani’s interlocutors in Washington and at the Central Command’s headquarters in Florida — where he spent some time before joining the party in Washington — succeed in convincing him that the remaining trust deficit between the two sides would best be eliminated by Pakistan throwing its Taliban off-balance in North Waziristan remains to be seen. But the proof of the pudding served to him there may not be long in coming. 

President Obama’s unannounced dash to Kabul, on the heels of the strategic dialogue in Washington suggests that the chickens should be coming home to roost on this theme sooner than later. 

That the military strategists in Pakistan may come to appreciate the logic and sense of earning Washington’s goodwill on this sensitive point isn’t something entirely apocryphal. The Cassandras in Pakistan seem to have concluded that its military elite is already convinced of this strategy; some believe the military incursion into North Waziristan has already begun and would be markedly expanded on the heels of the Washington session of the dialogue. 

There is enough reason to believe that Gen Kayani and his team have sufficiently convinced the Obama administration to accommodate Pakistan’s urgent requirements of tools to break the back of the Taliban’s nettlesome presence on the Pakistani side. Pakistan has burnt its fingers badly in the process of pulling the American chestnut out of the Afghan fire and has all the reason to insist on a handsome recompense. 

For once, Qureshi may have been right in calling for Washington to ‘do more’ on its part for Pakistan. The army, sticking its neck out in the remaining half of Waziristan deserves to be given the hi-tech weapons to perform up to the level expected of it. 

However, after all the good words said with near-perfect body-language symmetry during the two days of the conclave, Pakistan didn’t get its way on what was, clearly, the top shopping item on the list tucked under Mr. Qureshi’s belt, i.e. to be treated at par with India on the supply of nuclear technology for civilian purposes. Washington wasn’t moved at all by Qureshi’s theatrical antics to show the world that he and Hillary were on the same page on everything on their mutual agenda. 

That Islamabad was shoved off on the nuclear parity with India was no surprise at all to those who have always believed — and rightly so on the basis of ground realities — that despite all the hoopla in Washington and Islamabad, the relationship between the two is still that of a client and master and not of two equals. 

The harsh reality is that Washington’s sole long-term strategic partner in the region is India, and that’s something the power barons in Islamabad just can’t wish away. 

Yes, for entirely tactical reasons, Washington is constrained to give primacy and precedence to Islamabad to make its life easier in Afghanistan. It’s common sense and conventional wisdom in Washington that without Pakistan on board the plan to gain an upper hand against the Taliban — no matter how ephemeral or short-lived — can’t be brought to fruition. 

But Washington’s long-term strategy on Afghanistan is also focused on keeping India in the loop as well, despite Pakistan’s strong reservations. The best Pakistan should hope for is that the Indian role is kept to the minimum and not allowed to become a major power broker as the puffed-up Indian elite in Delhi has long been angling for. 

Little wonder that Manmohan Singh scampered to Riyadh last February to beseech King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia to lean on Pakistan to not insist on dealing India out of the Afghan loop entirely. 

But the million-dollar question, not answered at the end of the Washington dialogue with as much clarity as garnished other issues, is what happened to the guarantees Islamabad was supposed to seek on its status as a nuclear-weapons state? Is the jury in Washington still out on this demand of primordial importance to Pakistan? If so, how long must we wait before all the fog was lifted?

