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AS Pakistan tries to cope with its worst natural disaster, there are fears in Pakistan and outside that the administration’s perceived failings in coping with the calamity will trigger a fresh wave of sympathy for militant groups that have wreaked havoc in the country. 

This need not be because of the assistance that some of these groups under various names are providing to the flood victims, So far there is little evidence to suggest that the assistance they are providing forms a substantial part of the overall aid effort. However, the overall aid effort falls far short of the requirement and they can make the case that were they in charge or were the system they advocated in place they would have done much better than the government. They will also argue that this is God’s wrath descending upon a nation that has chosen an inept government and tolerated a venal and incompetent administration. 

In what is perhaps a unique example of concern the New York Times on Aug 17 published two editorials on Pakistan. The first demands that the US as “the richest donor with the greatest strategic interest in Pakistan, could do a lot more right now”. It warns that “in some areas, radical Islamic charities have provided shelter and hot meals well before the beleaguered authorities could bring in supplies. This is a battle for hearts and minds. It is one that Pakistan’s government, and the United States, must not lose”. 

The second editorial argues that Congress must adopt legislation that allows free access for Pakistani textiles of all varieties to the American market and not only those produced in the border areas and in which Pakistan has less competitive advantage. 

I have no doubt that these editorials reflect the thinking in the broader foreign policy community in the US and it is this thinking that has prompted the increase of American aid to $150m, the convening of the special UN session for securing greater international assistance and the announcements from the World Bank ($1bn reassigned for flood relief) and the Asian Development Bank ($2bn in low-cost loans). 

This, however, has not translated into the level of popular support for assistance that is essential not only for the individual contributions that could have been expected but for sustaining at high levels governmental support. According to figures on the Foreign Policy website “after the Haiti earthquake, about 3.1 million Americans using mobile phones donated $10 each to the Red Cross, raising about $31m. A similar campaign to raise contributions for Pakistan produced only about $10,000. The amount of funding donated per person affected by the 2004 tsunami was $1249.80, and for the 2010 Haiti earthquake $1087.33. Even for the Pakistan earthquake of 2005, funding per affected person was $388.33. Thus far, for those affected by the 2010 floods, it is $16.36 per person.” 

What accounts for this seeming indifference to the plight of millions of hapless Pakistanis? To my mind a comment on an article published again on the Foreign Policy website (which advocated greater assistance for Pakistan) best sums up the reaction in the western world. It said, “We’ve given them piles upon piles of cash aid, had creditors walk away from their loans. In return, they continue to sponsor our enemies on their side of the border. Their population hate us ‘despite’ all the riches that have been poured there. The oldest trick in the book is to use donations and aid to sponsor ‘freedom fighters’.” 

These remarks clearly show that there is no appreciation for the losses that Pakistan itself has suffered in the military battle against terrorism or the toll on lives and property extracted by suicide and other terrorist attacks in Pakistan’s cities. What is equally clear, however, is that no matter how much Pakistan seeks to publicise its own travails the impression will continue to prevail that Pakistan’s battle against terrorism is selective and that it continues to support or turn a blind eye towards the activities of Pakistan-based groups that are fighting Nato forces in Afghanistan. 

It is in this context that particular significance is being attached to a report in the Wall Street Journal, which said that in a recent threat assessment the ISI “allocates a two-thirds likelihood of a major threat to the state coming from militants rather than from India or elsewhere”. 

The article claims that this is the first time that the ISI has downgraded the threat from India but this is not true. For many years President Musharraf maintained that the principal threat to Pakistan was internal but the actions of his administration including the alleged rigging of the 2002 elections to give the Muttahida Majlis-i-Amal power in the then NWFP and Balochistan and much else exposed a great gap between declaratory and operational policy. The 

WSJ does not say when this review was carried out nor does it indicate how it laid its hands on the report. It would be safe to conjecture that the report was written before the present calamity and that it has been deliberately leaked to the WSJ. It is, however, noteworthy that Foreign Minister Qureshi in an ABC interview endorsed this threat assessment suggesting that the government accepts it and hopefully that it will frame policies accordingly. 

Does this mean that the ISI has also decided that there can be no distinction between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ organisations and all extremists are part of the threat to Pakistan? One can only hope that it does and in that case the government will need to have a fresh look at its Afghan policy and address meaningfully President Hamid Karzai’s allegation reiterated in conversations with Senator John Kerry in Kabul about sanctuaries that the Taliban enjoy outside Afghanistan. 

Given the preoccupation with the flood situation not much can be done immediately but a direction can be set. This will be discerned and reported helping to change the principal element in the ‘image’ problem that is inhibiting the flow of assistance. Even more importantly it will take us off the dangerous path that could lead to the Talibanisation of Pakistan despite the revulsion with which such a prospect is viewed by the overwhelming majority of Pakistanis. 

