The drift continues —Abbas Rashid 
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Pakistan will have to demonstrate that it has the will and the ability to ensure that its territory is not used as a launching pad for attacks on another county. Otherwise, in the given international setting Pakistan is likely to become increasingly isolated, and vulnerable

It is hard to recall a time in Pakistan when a crisis situation as we have now was accompanied by such a sense of drift. There is the food shortage driving large numbers to despair, the energy cuts and the galloping inflation. Distinct from all this and perhaps graver still is the situation in our tribal areas that is impacting our major cities: the recent bomb blasts in Karachi and Islamabad are testimony to that.

On both counts there is an imperative to act with the greatest urgency and, in order also to provide some confidence and hope, to be seen to be doing so. Unfortunately, this does not seem to be the case. What we seem to be getting in place of good governance appears more akin to a travelling circus. Most of the leadership is out of the country. From a meeting in Kuala Lumpur, the PPP contingent including the prime minister flew to Dubai for a meeting convened by the PPP leader Asif Zardari and a Zardari-Nawaz meeting is also billed for London.

It is generally understood that this will be yet another attempt at resolving the differences within the coalition over the restoration of judges. The interminable back and forth over this issue has shown up once again the inadequacy of our ruling elite in terms of problem solving as well as crisis management. Surely, almost four months is more than enough time for the two main coalition partners to have resolved the judges’ issue and moved on to focus fully on the crises at hand.

Seldom has so much good will been frittered away in such a cavalier manner. The euphoria that accompanied the elections was not entirely unjustified. Contrary to the expectations of many, the elections were largely free and fair. The two leading political parties were in a position to form the government on the basis of a secular mandate and, in a show of much-needed good sense they did so, rather than revive old rivalries. And in NWFP, the vote for the PPP and the ANP made clear the people’s preferences that did not favour a narrow and doctrinaire view of Islam.

The agencies’ role was kept in check and the military for a number of reasons was more inclined to have the political leadership take charge. Despite the shock and tragedy of Benazir Bhutto’s assassination, therefore, expectations were relatively high. And unrealistic, it seems, in retrospect.

Other issues aside, the growing strength of the militants on our western borders threatens to embroil us in a devastating conflict. Increasingly, the international media and policymakers are emphasising that Pakistan’s territory is being used by militants to launch attacks into Afghanistan, and therefore, against NATO forces. Repeatedly the media reminds us that militants killed more US and NATO forces in Afghanistan than in Iraq last month. And, bombing raids along the border areas, on our side, are becoming almost a routine matter. Recently, three US Congressmen after visiting the region let it be known that the US would not be averse to conducting ‘hot pursuit’ raids across the border into Pakistan if attacks from the tribal areas on NATO forces did not cease.

Pakistan now has to consider its options very carefully. Clearly, the rhetoric of defiance alone is not enough to deal with this precarious situation. We have an unenviable record of believing in the efficacy of such rhetoric as a substitute for credible policy and effective action. The term `strategic depth’ was all the rage when Zia-ul Haq, so adept at using Islam for his own advancement, was happy to keep the US in a close embrace in the fond hope that Afghanistan, in a complete divorce from history, will become Pakistan’s backyard and strategic complement.

In part, it is the consequence of those policies and a sustained indifference to the lack of development in the tribal areas that we are now confronted with such a serious threat.

One of the things that the new government should have been able to do in these months is to clarify for its support base the nature of the war on our borders. We can agree that it is primarily the ill-conceived and worse implemented policies of the Bush administration that have brought us to this sorry pass. We can also perhaps agree that the US will not win the war.

But a combination of this war and our short-sighted and inconsistent policies pertaining to the tribal areas has come to mean that the country most threatened by the war is Pakistan: both in terms of a de facto loss of writ over territory formally within its borders as well as posing a risk of broader destabilisation that threatens state and society.

The US cannot win this war but as in Iraq where in the process of not winning it has managed to reduce the country to a chaotic mess, so also Pakistan is at great risk regardless of the outcome.

It is imperative that the US be made to desist from its increasing use of airpower against the militants. More than commandos on the ground it is this, with its targeting of a large number of innocent civilians by way of `collateral damage’, that threatens to swell the ranks of the militants.

But for this to happen Pakistan will have to demonstrate that it has the will and the ability to ensure that its territory is not used as a launching pad for attacks on another county. Otherwise, in the given international setting Pakistan is likely to become increasingly isolated, and vulnerable. 
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