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AS the new democratically elected government assumes the reins of power, it is an appropriate time to review our foreign policy, covering both its making and its execution. Some pointers in this regard may help the government at this stage. Foreign policy is essentially aimed at the promotion of national interest, in contradistinction to all areas of domestic policy, which are aimed at furthering, or even creating matters of national interest.

Thus foreign policy is largely projection, while domestic policy creates or improves the product or the substance that foreign policy promotes. Often we tend to apply the wrong purpose to one and the other, with the result that neither foreign policy nor domestic policy then deliver. But that is another matter for discussion.

Over the years, some serious problems have developed, particularly with regard to the making of foreign policy.

First, we do not have a supreme body for making or approving foreign policy directions or decisions. For example, there exists the Economic Committee of the Cabinet (ECC) for coordination, decision-making and approval of all economic matters at the national level, but there is no such committee for foreign policy. Much of our foreign policy is thus uncoordinated and often works at cross-purposes.

Second, all government functionaries, whether ministers, governors, senior officials or members of Parliament and all sundry find it fit to pronounce on various issues relating to foreign policy. They express their opinion about other countries as if they are talking about problems of local administration of a town. This attitude is not only confusing for outsiders but also damaging to our foreign policy.

Third, we do not make effort to provide in-depth and off-the-record briefing, on an on-going basis, to the media, with the unhappy result that our press and electronic media tend to harm, often inadvertently, our foreign policy objectives, for lack of understanding and information. Of course, we now have a system of a designated Foreign Office spokesman, but he/she does not do more than read out official handouts or merely elaborate upon them.

The practice of intimate interaction with media leaders at a senior level is prevalent in many functional democracies and can be usefully developed in Pakistan. It does wonders in regard to correct media coverage of foreign policy issues and questions. The new government thus needs to take steps to develop properly structured foreign policy, create national level coordination of foreign policy and introduce a degree of discipline in public discussion.

In the substantive making of foreign policy, we have to keep in mind our broad objectives. Foreign policy seeks to promote national interest in a whole range of political, economic, cultural and social spheres. In the political context, we want to promote better relations with our neighbours, close and substantive interaction with the Muslim countries, bilaterally and through the OIC, active cooperation with the western countries to enable us achieve political support on our issues and concerns and on-going contacts with the developing countries, through the NAM as well as in bilateral dealings, for better understanding and cooperation.

In the economic field, we aim to promote trade, seek investment and joint ventures with all interested partners and also look for development assistance. Cultural and social objectives are basically aimed at projection of Pakistan for creating goodwill and better understanding abroad.

A review of foreign policy should examine how far we have succeeded or failed in achieving the objectives that we have before us. The problems that we have encountered in the political context are well-known. Our difficulties in developing and maintaining good relations with our neighbours are part of our history. With India we have to labour under the weight of the baggage of mutual distrust, occasional hostility and a mindset of doubts and suspicions. The negative perception of one another that India and Pakistan suffer from is a major impediment to good relations.

There now seems to be emerging a trend in both countries to try and extricate ourselves from the heavy baggage of the past and move towards a mature and more realistic relationship. This trend needs to be encouraged and promoted. There looms of course over the entire India-Pakistan equation the question of Kashmir. Pakistan can however move towards more interaction with India without prejudice to its principled stand on Kashmir and work towards its eventual resolution through the composite dialogue process. Perhaps we can achieve better results in a congenial rather than a hostile bilateral climate.

This approach can also enable us to pursue better bilateral relations with other countries without badgering them with a demand to support us on the Kashmir issue. This approach had reduced our foreign policy to a one item agenda, which got precious little support. Even in a sympathetic forum like the OIC, we have always had to go through a painful process of persuading and pressing our Muslim friends to adopt even mere resolutions on the Kashmir issue. If an assessment is made of the time and resources spent on such efforts, it would be apparent how futile this exercise has been.

Then there is Afghanistan. Here, we have spent our resources far too long in establishing our “influence” over that unfortunate country, which has suffered civil war conditions for decades. Our policy in this case should be what we have always declared, but never acted upon, i.e. respect for the independence and sovereignty of Afghanistan.

Our relationship with China represents the one positive segment in the spectrum of our neighbourhood relations. However, even here, we have to be mindful of Chinese sensitivities on certain irritations that can jeopardise the enormous fund of goodwill that we have developed over long years of friendship and cooperation. Finally Iran needs equal if not more focused attention, and the generally good relations can be adversely affected by minor spats and differences.

Similarly our relations with the Muslim world, the West and the rest of the world would need necessary appraisals and assessments and appropriate adjustments and fine-tuning.

This exercise is always undertaken by the Foreign Office. Here the structural and organisational framework needs correction. Our Foreign Office is almost entirely geared to execution rather than making of foreign policy. While it has numerous area desks, it has a small, inadequate and often forgotten Policy Planning Wing. In fact this marginalised unit is so weak and so badly manned that it usually does useless things like preparing draft speeches for senior officials or the minister rather than address itself to policy planning matters.

The policy planning wing of the Foreign Office should not only be strengthened but even expanded. The government should create a veritable think tank within the Foreign Office, to do research, analysis and assessment and make policy recommendations with regard to all international affairs having a bearing on Pakistan’s foreign policy. It should provide policy inputs to the Minster/Foreign Secretary, solicit and collate inputs from universities, research institutes and even government agencies. Once foreign policy decisions have been thus processed, they should be examined, discussed and finalised in a cabinet committee that I have proposed. This would make an enormous difference to our policy making.

As regards the execution of foreign policy, certain pointers are called for. We should examine how best our interaction with the outside world should be packaged and delivered. Often our efforts fail to achieve the desired results because of our inability to win the sympathy and understanding of our interlocutors. Our diplomatic representatives must be credible and knowledgeable. They must first create a good reputation amongst their peers and colleagues, and only then espouse our causes and position on issues.

This necessitates the hard work of making the necessary effort to win the confidence of the people they want to persuade, their counterparts in the Foreign Office and other ministries, the public representatives, the media and the enlightened elements of society at large, not to forget their diplomatic colleagues. It is a tall order and many of our diplomatic representatives are unable or even unwilling to make such a concerted effort.

Secondly, if foreign policy efforts are to succeed and achieve results, our diplomats have to adopt a softer and gentler approach. Acts of bravado and loud declarations and pronouncements have the contrary effect from what is desired. We love to talk, but are loath to listen. The story is told of Mr Zulfikar Ali Bhutto when he was foreign minister, he was reading a telegram from one of our senior ambassadors, in which the latter had narrated all that he had told his interlocutor. Mr Bhutto wrote on the margin “And what did the other man say?” The telegram had apparently not mentioned the response of the man to whom the ambassador had conveyed his thoughts.

Our foreign policy, as always, faces considerable challenges. We live in a rough neighbourhood, and we are often obliged to deal with developments not of our own making. We also live in a competitive world, which has become even more competitive with globalisation and the revolution in communications. We need to develop our trade and secure external investment for achieving sufficient economic progress. We also need to correct the perception that we are a violence-prone, terrorism-ridden society, which lacks the sophistication and virtues of a civilised culture.

It is the responsibility of the democratic government to try to deal with these challenges. The review of foreign policy should take into account both the substantive questions and issues as well as the manner and style of conducting foreign policy. The result should be the establishment of a well-structured and properly disciplined foreign policy making and foreign policy execution apparatus that delivers, and thus promotes our national interest in a serious and meaningful way.

