Islamabad’s ambivalence towards Tehran
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NOW with the UN Security Council having imposed a second string of harsher sanctions on Iran late in March and the threat of American military action against it still looming large and the proposed agreement on Iran-Pakistan-India (IPI) gas pipeline becoming more vulnerable to US pressure, Islamabad has to define it position much clearly vis-à-vis the hostilities developing round Iran.

What if Iran is attacked, will Pakistan allow its air bases to be used by the US against our neighbouring country and what if it is pressured to abandon its participation in the Iran gas project and disallow the pipeline run through its territory, will Islamabad do so unhesitatingly?

A few weeks earlier, our foreign office spokesperson, when asked if Pakistan will allow the US to use its air bases, replied in the negative. But the president, the prime minister and the foreign minister have been maintaining a deafening silence over these most sensitive issues. Apparently, our government’s response would largely depend on the interpretation of the terms and conditions under which it has joined the US-led war on terror.

Islamabad did lend its air bases, a few of them, to Americans on the eve of their invasion of Afghanistan and while doing so President Musharraf has not taken the Pakistani people and the parliament into confidence. But it should not happen this time. And it is high time he should do so now.

The foreign office spokesperson says that the new sanctions do not cover petroleum and, hence, the proposed IPI (Iran-Pakistan-India) pipeline remains unaffected, adding whatever sanctions were to be imposed by the Security Council on Iran will, however, be binding on Pakistan as well.

On a closer scrutiny, it appears that all the materials that can be used in the assembling and construction of nuclear plants and weapons fall within the purview of the new sanction. There are hundreds of metals and materials that can be used in creating nuclear capability to be employed for both civilian and peaceful purposes as well as for assembling nuclear weapons – the most outstanding example being that of nuclear fuel and plants which can be used both for generating electricity and for making nuclear weapons.

Hence, a large number of internationally traded goods fall within the purview of this sanction. Accordingly, on the pretext of enforcing this sanction, the US can paralyse the imports of Iran by intercepting and searching ships on the high seas carrying Iranian goods including materials for the installation of the pipelines. Pakistan’s exports to Iran will also be consequently adversely affected.

As far as Iranian petroleum is concerned, which the Pakistan foreign office thinks is not covered by the sanctions, it is also vulnerable to the US machinations. It is the main foreign exchange earner as well as the single largest component of Iran’s national income. The US might insist on applying these sanctions on Iran’s export of oil and gas as a measure of choking the flow of its financial resources.

One of the US envoys has already expressed concern over India’s plan to procure gas from Iran on such a large scale through the proposed gas pipeline because what was disturbing for him was that it would bolster up the financial resources of Tehran which in turn would boost up its nuclear programme. The US is likely to use the same pretext to keep Pakistan from allowing the gas pipeline run through its territory.

Whether or not the sanction would be violated by the laying of the pipeline, there is nothing to prevent the US from pressuring Pakistan for one reason or another to abandon the proposed project. The most crucial question in that case would be: can Pakistan muster up enough courage and strength to resist the pressure and defy the diktat? But so far the incumbent regime has been running with the hare and hunting with the hounds. This dual approach and ambivalence is no longer going to work. Now that the battle line has almost been drawn, Islamabad has to decide which side of the divide he is going to throw himself in.

While addressing an international conference on UN peacekeeping at National Defence University on March 9, President Musharraf warned of serious consequences of a US attack on Iran as “it would plunge the whole region into a serious sectarian strife”.

It is difficult to appreciate his description of a major likely consequence of the expected war as “sectarian strife” for what would immediately follow would obviously be an unthinkable human disaster. And possibly, one may forget his sect for a while and be only concerned about one’s survival. One wonders if he was warning the US against attacking Iran or against something else that could lead to a situation in which the Sunnis and Shias would at once start flying at each other’s throat, paving the way for the US victory against Iran. One hopes the president did not mean it that way. The ground realities however, point to the very reverse of the forebodings.

Only a few weeks earlier in February, a poll in Egypt which has the largest Muslim population in the Arab world and almost the entire Muslim population is Sunni has described Hezbollah’s Hassan Nasrullah, Iranian President Ahmadinejad and the Hamas leader Khalid Mishal as the most popular figures in that country. So here it is, the vast majority of the people even in the so-called moderate Muslim states hate America and love Hasan Nasrullah and Ahmadinejad, the two prominent Shia leaders of the Islamic world.

So, it is not difficult to anticipate that in the event of a US attack on Iran the Islamic world as a whole, whether one happens to be a Shia or a Sunni, would rise like a rock against the US. It is for this reason that the US has been desperately trying to split up the Muslims into Shia and Sunni.

On the ideological front, James Kurth, an American professor of political science, in an article titled “Splitting Islam” recalls how successfully the United States divided the Sino-Soviet bloc and urges it to similarly split up the Muslims into Shias and Sunnis.

A few months ago, the Israeli strategists in their annual meeting had advised their country’s leadership to cooperate with the moderate Arab countries. Then, there were reports about secret contacts between Israel and the so-called moderate Arab countries like Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Egypt. It is stated that the meeting held on February 27 between the US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and the intelligence chiefs of Saudi Arabia, Egypt and the United Arab Emirates was aimed at preparing the ground for a US – Sunni alliance to attack Iran.

A section of the Arab media is of the opinion that the peace initiative launched by President Musharraf and other Muslim leaders “had little to do with Palestine and Iraq and that its real purpose was to establish a coalition of pro-western Sunni states to challenge Iran.” This impression is corroborated by the prompt endorsement it received from the Bush administration. This is further evident from the meeting of the like-minded foreign ministers of seven Muslim countries with no representations from Palestine and Syria who are so closely involved in the Israeli-Palestinian dispute in the Middle East.

Israel and the US have frequently been threatening Iran with military action and despite the fact that Iranian nuclear programme was on the agenda of the meeting of the Muslim foreign ministers none from Iran was invited while the foreign ministers of Malaysia and Indonesia who are not directly involved in the Palestinian issue were invited. It was quite natural, therefore, that the Iranian president while addressing the intellectuals during his visit to Sudan expressed his concern over this initiative. President Musharraf’s peace initiative is, therefore, a suspect venture.

There is, meanwhile, another development of significance. At the recent Arab League meeting held at Riyadh, to which some non-Arab Muslim countries including Iran were also invited, King Abdullah strongly condemned the US presence in Iraq which he called “an illegitimate occupation.” The meeting passed a resolution which indirectly supported Iran’s peaceful nuclear technology. This provides some silver lining in the gathering clouds of American-backed split among Muslims on the basis of Shia, Sunni sects.

The feared US attack on Iran, with or without Israel’s collaboration, seems to be quite imminent. Seymour Hersh, the US journalist known for important scoops, had reported in the recent past that the Bush administration had already asked the Pentagon to prepare for military action against Iran. The US Vice-President Dick Cheney, like Bush, has been reiterating that the option of the military action against Iran is already on the table. He has also declared that the oil fields cannot be allowed to be controlled by Islamic extremists. This means that even if Iran gives up its peaceful nuclear programme the threat of war against it would still loom large.
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