Pakistan’s foreign policy mess —Zafar Hilaly 

Even the US, which knows the lay of the political landscape in Pakistan better than most, started off believing that the present civilian government, in the shape of a strong coalition of all the major parties, would call the shots, but has ended up parlaying with the military on all key issues

Our foreign minister has a 
fascinating smile; it snaps back as soon as it has been used. What he has to say is far less intriguing. He has the most impressive and expressive way of conveying well, err, nothing. And if you strip his words of the manner of their delivery, you will find more of err, err, nothing (worth recalling).

Mr Qureshi told his Washington audience the other day that talk of setting the date for the withdrawal of US forces from Afghanistan sends a wrong signal and is “music to the ears of the militants”. As it happens, it is also music to the ears of the majority of Americans who are against US involvement in an unwinnable war.

In any case, the Americans have already decided to begin withdrawing from Afghanistan come June 2011. And no plea by our foreign minister, however well delivered, quivering eyebrows et al, is going to make Obama change his mind and commit electoral suicide. And if he believes, as he told his Washington audience, that even if the US troops pull out, the “US cannot afford to walk away from the region”, he must be living in cloud-cuckoo-land. Actually the Americans can; they did so in the past and could do so again, if it suits their interests. Actually, it is we, not the US that cannot afford the US walking away from the region. A reflection of just how great is our dependency on the US.

Fond hopes and yearnings of Mr Qureshi are hardly the stuff on which policy should be based. A better way would have been to use his two years in office to forge a coalition of states with common goals bordering Afghanistan. Even if he did not succeed, it would have been a ‘glorious’ failure. But Qureshi is no adventurous Sardar Aseff, and, at the risk of sounding blasphemous, Asif Ali Zardari is no Benazir Bhutto.

Nearly two years ago, one had suggested that the Foreign Office appoint special envoys to each of Afghanistan’s neighbours with precisely such a purpose in mind, so that mutual fears, apprehensions and reservations about our respective perspectives and policies would be better understood and, where possible, removed as a result of the interaction that visits of the special envoys would generate.

One felt that such a need existed because contacts of a mundane nature between our embassies and local foreign offices have little value when it comes to reconciling strategic perceptions. Often, all too often, ambassadors are not au courant with their own government’s evolving perceptions. And, if they happen to be non-professional ambassadors, fairly clueless about their jobs, having been appointed more as a reward for shenanigans as party hacks, or, alternatively, for being boon companions of the leader of the party in power, in other words, for every reason except professional competence, all the more so. Such specimens are in key posts today. Theirs is a subsidised holiday on the taxpayers’ account.

But proposals of this nature gain very little traction. They get shot down because special envoys/special representatives usually report directly to the prime minister. And their ‘take’ on events can be very different from that of the Foreign Office. Moreover, a foreign minister who jealously guards his parish bristles at what he considers their intrusion into his domain. Nor does the military, which no longer considers foreign policy an exclusively civilian preserve, welcome such suggestions. They prefer a free hand untroubled by dissent from any quarter.

Much of this was evident in the mid-1990s when the attitude of the military and that of the civilian government towards Iran were antithetical. Of course, the military view prevailed, causing in that case permanent damage to our relations with Iran. So much so that even today Iran’s posture towards impending changes in Afghanistan is far closer to that of India than ours, and unless steps are taken to engage purposefully with Iran on Afghanistan, proxy wars will recommence once the Americans depart.

Hybrid policymaking is confusing, so much so that when interacting with us, countries are often clueless as to who really counts. One recalls the Iranians feigning interest in what Benazir was saying regarding policy on Afghanistan, having being told the opposite by their envoy in Pakistan who had tapped his sources for the military’s viewpoint a day earlier.

Even the US, which knows the lay of the political landscape in Pakistan better than most, started off believing that the present civilian government, in the shape of a strong coalition of all the major parties, would call the shots, but has ended up parlaying with the military on all key issues. In fact, had the military not rounded on the Kerry-Lugar Act as an insufferably arrogant piece of legislation, the government was about to welcome it as the next best thing to happen to Pakistan since the declaration of independence in 1947.

Such confusion and the feeling among the civilians that, in the final analysis, their view counts for little when opposed by the military has gradually diminished the incentive to develop their own capacities. Regular training schemes for mid-level or senior diplomats hardly exist. Sabbaticals for improving expertise on subjects of national concern at foreign universities arouse scant interest. Even a stint at the prestigious National Defence College is considered a punishment for a Pakistani diplomat. Civilian experts of international relations are ignored when it comes to policy formulation.

Inevitably, careerists among our diplomats have sidled up to the military. Their reports contained less what they felt or thought and more what they believed would go down well with the military. And they were well rewarded for their loyalty. Their promotions and postings were facilitated and their jobs secured.

But why blame others? When asked which of the two, politicians or generals, were more to blame, a venerable former foreign secretary looked at the list of his former colleagues and remarked “neither”, adding, “Not till these blighters are still in service.” To his consternation, one of them thereafter became a foreign secretary.

Alas, there are none amongst us who can so improve a service or a state that when they leave they can genuinely claim, as the Emperor Augustus could of Rome, “I found it brick and left it marble.”

