Reaching out to Russia
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IT was a most appropriate coincidence that on the very day that Russian Prime Minister Mikhail Fradkov was visiting Islamabad, the Russian stock exchange was registering one of its most successful performances. In fact, the former superpower that had literally fallen into the dustbin of history and was the victim of an economic meltdown has not only staged a remarkable recovery but is showing growth rates that would be the envy of any country.

It was, however, somewhat disappointing to note from the manner in which Fradkov’s visit was handled that as yet there appears to be a lack of planning and vision in Islamabad’s approach to relations with Moscow.

Not surprisingly, Fradkov’s visit occasioned fresh questions as to why Pakistan and the Soviet Union, though with no history of bilateral dispute or difference, were not able to establish the kind of cordial and cooperative relationship that both were desirous of. This has always intrigued political observers. The strange twists and turns of the Cold War and Pakistan’s alignment with the US in the 1950s and with China from the 1960s onwards, provide only a partial explanation.

In the aftermath of the Cold War and the breakup of the Soviet Union, hopes were raised that the two countries would be able to find common ground and cooperate on issues of mutual concern. However, Pakistan’s deep and insidious involvement in Afghanistan and in particular its support for the Taliban did not allow the kind of relations that would have benefited both countries.

Admittedly, there has been some improvement in relations between Moscow and Islamabad in the past five years. There is now hardly any area of contention between them. Moscow has acknowledged Pakistan’s contribution to fighting the war on terror. It also recognises that Pakistan is a major player in the politics of the region and that it needs to be carried along on important issues that have an impact on the region. This explains its support for Pakistan’s observer status in the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. Wisely, Pakistan has reciprocated by extending its support for Russia’s desire to gain observer status in the Organisation of Islamic Conference.

Given this background, there was great expectation in those quarters that want a healthy balance in our foreign policy that Fradkov’s visit would provide both sides an opportunity to hold in-depth exchanges on where they wished to take Pakistan-Russia relations in the coming decades. The two sides did sign three understandings relating to narcotics, culture and railways, but these understandings were not in the nature of major agreements, nor did they cover strategic areas.

There was no effort by Pakistan to explore how its exports to Russia could be enhanced, particularly as trade between the two countries currently totals a mere $520 million a year and that too in favour of Moscow. Nor was a serious offer made to entice the Russians to enter Pakistan’s power and energy sectors where the country’s need is the greatest and Russian expertise most pronounced.

The government should have gone further than merely discussing the prospects of joint collaboration in sectors such as oil and gas, coal, thermal and hydropower generation. Pakistan needed to show imagination and initiative to get the Russians here, by offering them special concessions and incentives as have been rightly offered to China and the Gulf countries.

Even the signing of two MOUs, one on automobile and the other on fertilisers, took place in the cramped premises of a local restaurant where arrangements left much to be desired, leaving the Russians clearly upset at the casual handling of the event. That we were not able to take advantage either of the presence of a large delegation from Russia’s energy giant, Gazprom, in Islamabad for nearly a week was disappointing as well.

On the Iran-Pakistan-India gas pipeline project, Moscow has taken the position that it should be seen as an economic project that could provide much needed energy to Pakistan and India and also help reinforce the peace process in South Asia. But both sides know that the IPI, though technically feasible and financially attractive, cannot take off until the US abandons its opposition to it.

During his call on the president, Fradkov told Gen Musharraf that Pakistan occupies an important place in Russia’s foreign policy and that his country appreciated Islamabad’s endeavour for peace and prosperity in the region. At the lunch hosted in honour of Fradkov, the president underlined the vast opportunity that existed for collaboration between the two countries in diverse sectors.

All this was most welcome, but the meagre results of Fradkov’s visit left many with the distinct impression that Islamabad does not as yet fully appreciate the tremendous advantages that could accrue if it were to make a sincere effort to court Moscow.

It would also be appropriate here to dwell briefly on what a confident Russia is doing to restore global balance and order. Washington is so confident of its military prowess and the superiority of its ideas that it has showed scant respect for the concerns of Russia. Nato was expanded right to the doorsteps of Moscow, thereby resurrecting for the Russians their historic fear of “encirclement”. That the Russians did not lash out at their neighbours’ rush to embrace the western military alliance was more a testimony to their misplaced belief that Washington would soon realise the folly of its policies than of its inability to react to these developments.

The situation has, however, undergone a fundamental change. As Sergei Lavrov, the Russian foreign minister stated recently, “Russia’s consolidation has become a catalyst for positive change. Now it is capable of taking part in the development and implementation of the global agenda on a par with other countries.” More importantly, Lavrov warned “no international problem can be resolved without Russia or against its interests.”

This remark was occasioned by the debate on Russia’s role in global affairs since the collapse of the Soviet Union which ended the concept of balance of power. It was only the disappearance of the Soviet Union that permitted President George Bush to proclaim the ‘New World Order’ and encouraged the neo-con philosophers to proclaim that America’s “victory” in the Cold War meant an “end to history”. But America’s unbridled ambitions shattered mankind’s expectation that this would usher in a period of global peace and prosperity.

In this context, Putin’s speech at Munich earlier this year was a landmark event. He blasted the Bush administration for its “almost uncontained hyper-use of force.” Yet his tone was one of resentment, rather than of belligerence when he appealed to the West that Russia should not be taken for granted.

Russians tell me that the country feels unloved and unappreciated and this has generated tremendous frustration among the Russian elites and it is their anger that Putin is now giving expression to. A Russian official did not mince words when he told me in Moscow that “Russia will never accept the US as the world’s sole superpower.”

It is, therefore, not surprising that the Russians have been calling for the restoration of a balance of power in international affairs. At Munich, Putin asserted that “global security” was ensured by the “strategic potential of the two superpowers.” At the same time, Putin is aware that Moscow lacks the economic, military and even demographic means to challenge the US as it did during the Soviet days. It, therefore, advocates coalitions of countries with similar views and orientations.

This explains why Moscow has been assiduously courting China while wanting to retain its historic ties to India, why it wants to preserve its nuclear cooperation with Iran and even insist on its right to supply arms to Syria.

Does all this mean that Putin favours a return to the superpower rivalry of the Cold War days? This may be the West’s fear, but available evidence would refute such a conclusion. Putin is much too smart not to know that he has neither an ideology nor an economic theory to offer as an alternative to the US. Nor does he believe in an existentialist clash with the United States.

But he does believe that the emergence of a single superpower and, therefore, the destruction of the historic balance of power has encouraged Washington to pursue policies of unilateralism. This means that in the past years the US has been able to do pretty much as it pleases. This is dangerous and in Putin’s words “not only unacceptable, but…also impossible in today’s world.”

The Russian president has appealed to the global community to ponder over the fact that “we have reached that decisive moment when we must seriously think about the architecture of global security. We must proceed by searching for a reasonable balance between the interests of all participants in the international dialogue.”

The US has reacted negatively to Putin’s call, accusing the Russian leader of wanting to return to the Cold War. But such an attitude would be regrettable, for it would defeat the very purpose of this appeal, which is to understand the underlying reason for the growing frustration and anger at the US.

Vladimir Putin’s call should be understood for what it is — a call for a healthier, fairer, more equitable international system, based on a balance of power and underpinned by adherence to the Charter of the United Nations as the only legitimate instrument for the resolution of inter-state differences.

This is not something that only a few, such as Iran and Syria, will welcome because Moscow has opposed the US desire to bring about a regime change in them. Others, including many of Washington’s friends, are so exasperated by its arrogance and disdain for the views of others that they too will welcome this approach.

While Pakistan cannot afford to damage ties with the US, the government needs to monitor closely the increasing opposition to Washington’s unilateralist policies and the growing support for the establishment of a new architecture of international relations, based on a multipolar world. It should, therefore, initiate a gradual but sustained effort to bring Moscow into the economic plans of the country as a first step towards the eventual goal of forging strong political linkages with that country.

This would give greater balance to Pakistan’s foreign policy and provide its leadership with more room for manoeuvre. It would also bring foreign policy more in tune with the wishes and aspirations of the people of this country than has been the case so far.

Moscow is aware of the important contribution made by Pakistan in the global war on terror. Without Pakistan’s participation, it would have been extremely difficult to dislodge the Taliban regime from Kabul without major losses for the coalition forces, and the Taliban would have found it easier to resurrect themselves but for the steps taken by Pakistan.

The writer is a former ambassador.
