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IT has been less than six months since President Obama unveiled his much-trumpeted strategy on Afghanistan, vowing “to dismantle and defeat” Al Qaeda and make Afghanistan safe from terrorists. Much of that excitement and expectation has, however, turned into despair and recrimination. 

True, a lot is expected from Gen McChrystal’s strategic assessment which has not been made public. McChrystal believes that while Afghanistan cannot be transformed into a Jeffersonian democracy, it can be made “nearly normal”, with greater use of “the kinder and gentler tools of counterinsurgency”. But even his immediate superiors are not so sure. 

Only last week, Adm Mike Mullen, chairman of the US joint chiefs of staff, conceded that the situation in Afghanistan was getting worse as the Taliban “had gotten better, more sophisticated”. 

Politicians and even former intelligence officers are admitting that Afghanistan requires more than reviews and reappraisals, while publicly speaking out against sending more troops. In fact, a majority is now opposed to continued US presence in Afghanistan. This highlights another concern for Obama: the mid-term congressional elections due in just over a year. Liberals are abandoning him and Republicans alleging lack of commitment on Afghanistan. 

This has prompted people like Senator Russell Feingold to call for a “flexible timetable” for troop withdrawal, while rejecting claims that a US withdrawal would enable the Taliban to again seize Afghanistan. He also cautioned that “even if we invest billions of more dollars annually for the next 10 years and sacrifice hundreds of more American lives, we are unlikely to get a credible government capable of governing all Afghan territory”. 

The Republicans remain hawkish on Afghanistan, though Senator McCain admitted that he had no policy advice for Obama, nor could he fault the administration for its conduct of the war. He, nevertheless, warned that there was only about an 18-month window, during which progress had to be made, adding “you need to see a reversal of this alarming trend. We cannot allow Afghanistan to return to a base for terrorist attacks on the US and its allies”. 

The irony has not been lost that with Obama’s standing declining among liberals he may have to depend on his opponents to maintain his Afghan policy. 

In the meanwhile, the administration’s effort to entice Nato allies to contribute more forces has not met with much success either, even though Obama personally enjoys a better image in Europe than his predecessor. The Dutch are scheduled to leave next year while Canada has announced a pullout of its troops in 2011. 

As if the US did not have enough on its hands, it has seen its plans for the Afghan presidential elections also go wrong. Having signalled its displeasure with President Karzai on multiple counts, the administration began to look beyond him after the elections. But Karzai has proven far wilier, especially in garnering support of the tribal chiefs and warlords, irrespective of American reservations with this policy. It was, therefore, amusing to see Washington being critical of its handpicked leader’s shenanigans. 

All this means that notwithstanding Obama’s assertion that the Afghan war is one of “necessity”, as compared to the Iraq adventure described as the “war of choice”, voices of dissent are going to grow louder, with more people demanding that the US needs to lower its sights, reduce its commitments and cut its losses.Even conservative analysts and scholars, though calling for increased troop deployment, are admitting that this is unlikely to change much in the 12 to 18 months available. From them, one also hears the refrain that “there is no alternative to victory”, but this is eerily similar to claims made in Korea in 1951 and in Vietnam in 1973. 

The failure of the recent US-British operation in Helmand, notwithstanding the two countries’ superiority in terms of numbers and weaponry, have set alarm bells ringing in the Pentagon. 

If the national mood in the US has soured with many people calling it a “make-or-break moment for the president” while insisting that the administration should be given no more than 18 months to achieve its goals, where does it leave Pakistan? 

For one, we can expect fresh calls for more vigorous and expanded operations against the militants, notwithstanding the current praise for the Swat mission. Others’ initiatives to ratchet up pressure, including allegations of Pakistan’s tampering with US-supplied weapons are likely to become more frequent. 

Secondly, there will be greater demand for transparency and accountability as regards aid for Pakistan. Some evidence of this can already be gleaned from the many conditions being attached to aid for Pakistan. The pending 2010 defence spending bill includes reporting requirements for the administration, while the White House is also preparing its “strategic implementation plan”. 

Moreover, the administration has announced that most of its assistance to Pakistan would be spent on projects to be handled by US agencies. This will greatly circumscribe the freedom with which US aid money has been used in the past by authoritarian regimes. 

All this means that it is incumbent on our leadership to begin an urgent review of our national policies, based on the assumption that the countdown for US disengagement in Afghanistan has begun, notwithstanding the administration’s protestations to the contrary. 

Obama is a student of history and devoid of sentimental attachment to issues when it comes to taking critical decisions. If he were to reach the conclusion that McCrystal’s ideas are not producing the desired results, he would have little hesitation in deciding to cut his losses. Should this come about in 18 months or so, it will have a massive impact on Pakistan and result in a major realignment of forces in the region. Pakistan will need to re-examine all its options afresh. That will be our biggest challenge. 

