Brownie points and policymaking —Ejaz Haider
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Every policy must have a monitoring mechanism so it can be calibrated quickly when the need arises. But it makes no sense to oppose a running policy simply on political grounds and despite knowing that an alternative may not mean changing the very course — and drastically

Mr Nawaz Sharif says the running policy on counterterrorism was the brainchild of a dictator and has redounded to Pakistan’s disadvantage. He was speaking to the media after his meeting Tuesday with the visiting deputy secretary of state John Negroponte and assistant secretary of state for South Asia Richard Boucher.

Mr Sharif told the media that all policy decisions on counterterrorism will now be taken by a parliamentary committee which will consider a broad range of factors and interests before deciding on a course of action.

Was Mr Sharif simply trying to earn political points given his and his party’s centrist and right-of-centre leanings or is there some merit in what he says? Consider.

It is no coincidence that while commentators in the media chided everyone else (including the new prime minister and the PPP co-chair) for having met with the Americans, Mr Sharif came out of his meeting with the state department officials smelling like a rose. Why? Because he told them off.

To that extent, yes, Mr Sharif has scored his political points. But scoring points is one thing, fighting terrorism another. Is there some beef here?

Parliamentary committee? Does the new prime minister and his party boss know about any such policy move? It doesn’t see so because the PPP, while arguing for re-evaluating the policy, has never minced words about the threat as it exists and the need to counter it. Nor has the PPP mentioned setting up a committee for this purpose.

There was another aspect of Mr Sharif’s statement to the media which is worth flagging. He apparently told the visiting American officials that the US and Europe cannot win peace at the cost of Pakistan. “We want peace everywhere but we also want it here, in Pakistan. We have to stop the bloodshed here.”

Here’s the fine-print: the war on terrorism is your war; what is happening is a reaction to your actions; what is happening in Pakistan (bomb blasts, suicide attacks and a full-blown insurgency in the tribal areas) is owed to Pakistan’s policy to ally itself with your objectives. Corollary: we have to, if necessary, de-link ourselves from your problem to save our backs.

On the surface this is perfect. Scratch it a little and it doesn’t look all that good, brownie points aside. Here’s why.

First, it is a misconception, if not outright disinformation, to call the current policy a one-man show. Policies are not determined by one person, no matter how powerful. Multiple factors go into the making of a policy, though biases do creep in depending on who is in the driver’s seat.

Even so, the policy to ditch the Taliban and join the world effort to fight terrorism was a policy informed by United Nations Security Council resolutions rather than the US diktat. In his enthusiasm to present himself as the saviour of Pakistan both to the domestic audience and international interlocutors, Mr Musharraf misrepresented the facts of the case. That has not helped Pakistan fight the terrorism menace.

Now Mr Sharif wants a new approach. Although, just to keep the record straight, he was prepared to go along with the Americans when they wanted to take out Osama bin Laden in a Rambo-style operation. Regardless, what could the new approach be if one were to go beyond the rhetoric; essentially, how would it be different from the current policy qualitatively?

Clearly, the question goes beyond the simple requirement of setting up a parliamentary committee because the committee, after its deliberations, could well stay the course.

We hear people’s participation/involvement as a pre-requisite for fighting terrorism. To the extent that the terrorist needs to be made irrelevant and also that the people must realise that this is their war rather than America’s or Musharraf’s, the point is well-taken. People’s support to a policy makes it legitimate and it is easier for any government to absorb its negative fallout if people had bought into the policy.

Beyond this, however, there is not much the people can do. Counterterrorism would still require taking decisions at the politico-military level and also putting up with counter-violence — including bomb attacks against soft targets etc.

Another refrain has to do with the use of force, the requirement of pulling the troops back and holding a political dialogue with the militants etc. The argument is that so far the government (read: Mr Musharraf) has only used force, diluted the special status of the tribal areas and made no efforts to resolve the issue through any means other than the use of force.

This is only partially correct. There is no such thing as special status for any area; modern states cannot afford political anachronisms showcased in some kind of museum. Troops were deployed to the area because militants were crossing over into Afghanistan. The choice was between manning the area ourselves and letting foreign troops operate in Pakistani territory.

Also, troops were deployed through negotiations with the tribes. But the old traditions and structures have crumbled in the face of new ground realities. Tribal guarantees now mean much less than what they used to. The Taliban and Al Qaeda militants believe in achieving their objectives regardless of any norms. The quietude of the tribal areas was the product of certain norms followed by both the tribes and the government(s). That situation obtains no more.

The previous government (and the army) made many attempts to negotiate with the militants; it tried its best to involve the tribal elders, getting most of them killed in the process; it has tried development work and various other incentives — all of this is presumably what we want to do now but it has been tried before.

The situation has reached a point where even to implement a socioeconomic uplift plan the government will have to show its muscle. Right now, no one is prepared to end up dead and anyone seen siding with the government must arrange a hearse for himself. The talk sounds good but someone must walk it also.

There are other factors too. The war has given rise to a parallel economy and created vested interests. There are drug barons involved; there is the Russian hand and western intelligence agencies know about that. So there are also ex-Pakistan factors and no amount of democracy and people’s will can deal with those factors.

The thrust of my argument is not to ignore the need for a policy review. Far from it. Indeed, every policy must have a monitoring mechanism so it can be calibrated quickly when the need arises. The point simply is that it makes no sense to oppose a running policy simply on political grounds and despite knowing that an alternative may not mean changing the very course — and drastically.

Finally, given the nature of the threat, political parties will be better advised not to treat the issue cavalierly and for scoring political points. In any case, we are fairly close to witnessing the emergence of a magic wand, if one exists, which, as we are told, will make this threat vanish. Who knows; that may just happen.
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