Cost of combating terrorism
By Mushfiq Murshed

IN the 1980s, Pakistan boasted about being a frontline state in the fight against Soviet expansion. When Russian troops were forced to withdraw from Afghanistan, the empty rhetoric emanating from the Foreign Office was that the last battle of the Cold War had been fought and won on the frontiers of Pakistan.

This was repeated ad nauseam by the leadership of the country in the 1990s. What happened afterwards is all too well known and today Pakistan is again in the same unenviable position of being a frontline state; only this time the enemy is amorphous and the fight is against global terror.

Soaring casualties in this war have become a statistical nightmare. No province in Pakistan has been spared the merciless and unremitting chain of terrorist violence. Statistics, however, are impersonal and can never portray the anguish of an entire nation yearning for peace and stability.

In his recent article in the Los Angeles Times, titled, ‘Target: Bin Laden’, Steve Coll, the author of the Pulitzer Prize-winning book Ghost Wars, has predicted that the capture of Osama Bin Laden is near. He bases his assumption on ground realities within Pakistan as opposed to any ingenious counter-terrorist strategy emanating from Islamabad or Washington.

International opinion polls cited in the article indicate that Bin Laden’s popularity rating had fallen by half to 24 per cent in Pakistan because of the unprecedented level of terrorist violence in the country over the last several months.

Even more astounding is the finding that his support among locals has plummeted to single-digit percentages in areas where he is presumed to be hiding, i.e. the NWFP and the tribal belt bordering Afghanistan. Bin Laden is no longer considered the folk hero who took on the US and the West to advance the cause of the Islamic world.

Coll is of the opinion that the Bush administration’s myopic reliance on President Pervez Musharraf and the Pakistan army in its efforts to defeat terrorism created ‘perverse incentives’, i.e. the exploitation by vested interests of the Al Qaeda threat to keep the aid pipeline, estimated at $10bn since 9/11, flowing.

With the rapid erosion of Bin Laden’s local support, Coll believes that the new civilian dispensation in Islamabad, unlike its military-dominated predecessor, can reap rich political dividends if the Al Qaeda leader is either killed or brought to justice. Should this happen, massive economic assistance would also be forthcoming from the US-led West, and democracy would be strengthened in the country.

It is interesting that the silhouette of a tactical shift in the US assistance policy to Pakistan is slowly emerging. Emphasis on support for the democratic civilian leadership, as opposed to the military, is gradually taking shape. There is a realisation that broad-based support from civil society is indispensable to the fight against terror.

Senator Joe Biden, a Democrat from Delaware, has proposed a seven-billion-dollar aid package for Pakistan and a democracy ‘dividend’ of one billion dollars. If the proposal is approved, the level of civilian assistance will rise to $1.5bn per annum. The unspoken bottom line is that the new civilian leadership must intensify its efforts to defeat Al Qaeda and the Taliban.

Prime Minister Yusuf Raza Gilani has committed his government in this war against terrorism by claiming it to be Pakistan’s war. The country has not only been the foremost player in the fight against terror but has also been a major victim of extremist violence. The commitment is there; however, there is a dearth of resources to pursue this conflict indefinitely.

The trade deficit stands at a staggering $20bn as against a projected oil import bill of $11bn which can only be paid by completely depleting the country’s foreign exchange reserves. The trend is unlikely to be reversed. The price of oil five years ago was a mere $25 per barrel, today it has reached $120 and is set to rise further.

Currently, the government is said to be providing subsidies of up to Rs17-18 per litre. It can no longer afford this and has raised fuel prices from Rs53.70 to Rs66.03 over a span of six weeks. This trend is likely to continue.

Inflation, as a result, is reaching pandemic proportions. Food inflation in the country already hovers around 20 per cent and is set to rise further. This is a global phenomenon; however, its impact is particularly grave in developing countries where it is estimated that 70 per cent of the meagre income earned by an individual is consumed on the purchase of food. The number of ‘food insecure’ people in Pakistan is said to have risen to 77 million.

These statistics belie the overly optimistic assessment propounded by Steve Coll. Bin Laden’s popularity may be diminishing; however, a mix of bad administration and socio-economic realities has resulted in the frictionless and constantly accelerating momentum of militancy which has reached such proportions that it has even made Bin Laden irrelevant and inconsequential. The movement will continue, with or without him, so long as there is widespread poverty.

Despite these daunting challenges, the civilian leadership has done nothing more than bicker about power-sharing arrangements at the centre and the provinces. A well-thought-out economic and social programme is yet to be articulated.
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