We need reconciliation, not confrontation
By Asif Haroon


THE two extreme flanks of Pakistan, where the security forces and the militants are locked in a bloody battle, are in a grave turmoil. Not a day passes without incidents of fierce duels, rocket attacks, bombs and landmines blasts causing fatal casualties. While Balochistan has suffered from waves of upheaval in the past, it is for the first time that Fata is up in flames. The army has used selective but at times excessive force to combat the militants in the two restive agencies of Fata to smother the flames of terrorism.

Unfortunately, the flames, far from getting extinguished or contained, have spread to other parts and even beyond its confines and the heat is felt right up to Bannu. Besides human and material losses, large-scale displacement of people had also taken place. Trouble is brewing in some settled areas of the NWFP where religious fervour is on the rise and so are anti-American sentiments. This in turn has heightened the sense of insecurity of the people of the province.

In Balochistan, the insurgency in Dera Bugti, Sui, Kahan and Kohlu has also affected other areas including Quetta and local nationalist political parties have united to lend support to the dissident Sardars. The tribesmen in Balochistan are laced with deadly weapons of all sorts and are adept in the use of landmines and remote-control IEDs. Not only they have huge stocks of munitions stored in safe places, they are regularly getting fresh supplies from external sources. Despite having pushed Nawab Bugti and his followers to the mountains and several Farari camps demolished and supply routes brought under surveillance, sabotage activities continue unabated. It appears as if the whole thing has been well-planned in advance. The authorities keep talking of nabbing the masterminds but ignore the hard fact that the real masterminds are sitting elsewhere with strings in their hands.

At the moment, a corps plus force is entangled in the northwest with little hope of extrication in the near future. Rising disturbances in the settled areas of the NWFP appear to be a sort of strategy to deflect the attention of the forces from tribal areas to rear areas and also to cause dilution of effort. At the same time, the hardcore fighting element in the tribal area that could act as a reserve force to the army in case of an emergency is no more available.

Another corps down south is watching the deteriorating security situation in Balochistan with concern and keeping its fingers crossed as to when things might go out of hands of Frontier Constabulary and it is asked to join the fray. It will therefore find it difficult to disengage itself for its employment elsewhere. About a corps size force is committed in relief and rehabilitation works in earthquake affected areas since October last. All these are unproductive energy sapping exercises and at the cost of operational preparedness.

In 1971, the armed forces in former East Pakistan kept chasing the rebels for nine months and when India mounted a full-fledged offensive in November they were completely exhausted. With more than two corps having got contained on two extreme flanks, our conventional options in core areas will run short of infantry resources in particular if the balloon goes up.

Externally, our western border is in a state of flux with unfriendly Afghanistan that has leaned towards India. On one hand, India has engaged Pakistan in fruitless peace talks and lulled our senses, on the other it is busy hatching conspiracies to destabilise it. The Indo-US alliance based on strategic consensus, when viewed in the context of Indo-Israeli alignment, has impinged upon the interests of Pakistan, the ramifications of which will have drastic impact on Pakistan’s security.

The US will keep Pakistan on board as a tactical partner as long as it is relevant and use the stick to keep it on the given track. The day it becomes irrelevant, it will be unceremoniously dumped. As such, it is unlikely that America will take any step favouring Pakistan at the cost of annoying India. Any facilitation on Kashmir will be entirely on Indian terms.

The US had not come to our rescue in 1971 when India was a strategic partner of the ex-USSR and we had played a crucial role in bringing a rapprochement between it and China. Russia, being another strategic ally of India will remain inclined towards it. In its bid to regain a foothold in Afghanistan, Russia may also be helping the ruling Northern Alliance elements in anti-Pakistan activities. The EU is also favourably disposed towards India.

China being our close friend has its own compulsions. Having adopted a wholly commercial approach, it will never fight our war particularly after it has settled its differences with India. The ineffectiveness of the Muslim world is well known. It can at best provide limited material, moral and diplomatic support, which will be of little value. Iran is itself under immense pressure of the West and will not like to upset India with which it has close cooperation in numerous fields. Sensing the jingoism of the US and Israel, we should pray that our backyard does not turn volatile.

Notwithstanding the fact that our nuclear capability has minimised the chances of war with India and the development of cruise missiles has enhanced our strike capability, we cannot afford to shut our eyes to India’s continuously increasing defence budget, acquisition of latest weapon systems, becoming a part of US BMD system and a recognised nuclear power. These, when seen in the context of Pakistan-specific Cold Start Doctrine, are bound to erode our nuclear deterrence value.

Another vulnerability that we will have to contend with is our dependence on the US and European satellites for strategic communication and imagery. Once the grand alignment takes place, the possibility of jamming our electronic communication system at a crucial time during war and also providing intimate information about our strategic forces and installations to our adversary cannot be ruled out. We should also remain wary of the water dams that are being built by India giving it the ability to stop water or flood our rivers.

In case such a scenario takes a practical shape sometimes in the future, do we have contingency plans to meet this kind of threat? We have already gone through a very painful experience in 1971 when the Indian army operated 59 training camps along our eastern front to train the rebels. Neither the US nor UN took any notice of it. None came to our rescue when Indian forces aided by the USSR dealt a devastating blow to Pakistan.

In the recent past, two sovereign states have been trampled and the world has accepted the illegal occupations without raising an eye brow. The projected scenario may not be altogether hypothetical when seen in the context of Indo-US strategic goals in the Afro-Asian region and India still seeing Pakistan as the only stumbling block in its way to achieve its hegemonic ambitions. It should be clear that India will harm Pakistan whenever an opportunity comes its way.

Under the given circumstances, the coming days are full of challenges. Pakistan will have to rely on its own capabilities to face the emerging dangers. We should not expect anyone else to come to our rescue. At the same time, our foreign policy needs a reappraisal to cope with the fast changing geopolitical realities in the region. Without being US-centric, we should work towards guarding our national interests and at the same time avoid ruffling a few feathers of America. New avenues, which promise mutually beneficial relationship and cooperation, should be explored. Dialogue with India must now focus on the solution of contentious issues including Kashmir.

As long as Karzai remains under the influence of the US and the Northern Alliance, Pakistan should not expect anything good from that side. Still, efforts should be made to remove the misperceptions of the ruling elite with the help of other Muslim countries and in case we succeed in taking them in confidence, we must try to break the Indo-Afghan alignment. While endearing to forge long-term strategic relationship with China and Iran, we should upgrade our defensive capability and also take steps to keep our nuclear deterrence potent. We need to revive our warrior spirit; the size and strength of the adversary must not overawe us for never in history the Muslims had a numerical or material edge over the enemy.

Internally, the bottlenecks that obstruct national integration must be identified and removed; full-scale reconciliation among the dissenting sections of the population that keep us polarised should be achieved. Our hatred and antagonism should be directed towards our common enemy, not towards own people. The government effectively counter the Indo-Afghan-western propaganda campaign. Currently, such efforts are geared towards scoring points against the opposition parties and futile US war on terror.
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