When The Worm Turns

Even the most skeptical of Pakistani policy analysts agree that cooperation to investigate leads in Pakistan is a must. 
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Watching the citizens of Mumbai call for a no-tax movement in protest at the government’s failure to prevent these latest terrorist attacks – despite repeated intelligence warnings – my first sentiment was one of relief and recognition. Distressing as it might be for our administration and legislature to hear the despair with which they are regarded, it is their collective pusillanimity that has created a situation in which almost every group in this country feels insecure. Thus far, however, our people have vented their grief and rage in rhetorical statements rather than realistic calls for action. This call, however, suggests practical steps to pressure government into long overdue security reforms. 
Yet it is also true that this time the government has taken speedy action, for both short and long-term security upgrading. Home Minister Shivraj Patil, Maharashtra Chief Minister Vilasrao Deshmukh and Deputy Chief Minister RR Patil have all resigned. The Home Ministry, which has been in patent need of reform since its rot during the Emergency 33 years ago, is now in the hands of Mr. Chidambaran, who turned the Finance Ministry into a performer. Government has pledged to set up a federal investigative authority, double the National Security Guards and strengthen air and maritime security, including with technology and equipment. 
But weaknesses in these plans are already beginning to surface. Instead of being an overall preventive and coordinating body, the federal authority is to be purely an investigative body. What will they investigate? RAW’s intercepts of terrorist conversations? Whether they were passed on to the law enforcement agencies? Who the terrorists are after they succeed in their attacks?
There is little doubt that these are important tasks, but they ought to be routinely performed by the national security agencies. Unless the federal agency acts as the apex coordinating body for intelligence, planning and implementation of measures to prevent terrorist attacks and/or to have a rapid response that will minimize deaths, there is little point in it. Indeed it runs the risk of adding another layer of confusion and lack of accountability to those that are already present and which resulted in the sorry mess that we are currently in.
Ironically, when the then BJP government created the office of the National Security Advisor around a decade ago, the idea was to have an apex body that could analyze the existing security shortfalls, recommend improvements and provide a roadmap for their implementation. Since the days of Brajesh Mishra, our first and most powerful NSA, however, the office has focused on external-internal rather than structural threats. While successive NSAs have helped initiate peace processes with Pakistan and Bangladesh, few have focused on improving the capabilities of our security agencies to prevent, minimize or respond rapidly to terrorist attacks (each and/or all of which would have, incidentally, put some ballast into what have remained, in their absence, essentially volatile peace processes which any terrorist can hold hostage). 
The only response that our policy analysts and some of our policymakers have publicly discussed is a military one. This time around no-one is talking massing troops on the border as happened following the 2001 Parliament attack – but the news channels have been rife with talk of cross-border strikes against Laskhar e Ta’iba and Jaish e Mohammad bases in Pakistan. While this is one response, which should be considered coolly rather than in its current hotheaded way, the government has responded far more maturely, asking that the Pakistani government cooperate to make the Joint Counter Terrorism Mechanism a substantive rather than a paper body, as it has been since it was set up in 2006. 
Unfortunately, this approach has already begun to show cracks. The first response from the Pakistan government was very promising, with President Zardari offering to send the ISI Director-General to India to cooperate in the investigation. A few hours later, however, a midnight meeting with army chief General Kayani forced President Zardari to claim that he had only offered to send a director level ISI operative. This in turn pushed India to up the ante with demands for the handover of 20 most wanted terrorism suspects. The majority of these have been listed for the past ten years – in fact they were first demanded of President Musharraf at the Agra Summit in 2000. Many of them could certainly help unravel how the Mumbai attacks happened; but it is highly unlikely that Pakistan will meet these demands. They did not do so for the US – while foreign Al Qa’eda militants were handed over, very few of their allies in the Taliban leadership were. 
Ironically, over the past few years Pakistani public sentiment towards India had veered to goodwill. Not only was there little or no Pakistani public support for terrorist attacks on India, whether to avenge Kashmir, Gujarat or anything else, until the Mumbai attacks occurred there was far more goodwill towards India than there was for the US. This goodwill was strongest on the street and in civil society, but it had percolated upwards, with the present government being more positively inclined towards India than any previous Pakistani government has been. If the Pakistan army and the ISI remained glued to their old paradigm of hatred for India, their government and people had not. 
Today, however, Pakistanis appear to be gripped by the conviction that there will be war with India. Pakistani papers are full of stories and columns attacking Indian “jingoism” and “knee jerk reaction”; most seem to believe that the Indian leads, based on what the sole arrested terrorist says as well as telephone intercepts, are fake. For an Indian this disbelief is incredible, akin to denial, and of course it stokes anger. 
Are we going back to the hostilities of summer 2002-3 – not a hot but a cold war situation? That slide began earlier, with the attack on the Kabul embassy, and was arrested only by the Indian government pushing its Pakistani counterparts to agree to investigate the attack. Little action was taken, however, as far as investigation was concerned.
This time the Pakistani government and even the most skeptical of Pakistani policy analysts agree that cooperation to investigate leads in Pakistan is a must. The government’s backslide on its earlier offer to send the ISI Director General is widely seen as a consequence of the Indian media headline that he had been “summoned”. My own interpretation is more skeptical – the Pakistan army has been warning for some months now that tensions with India could lead it to pull troops from the western to the Indian border – but whichever interpretation one chooses, the fact is that there appears to be a consensus amongst Pakistani policy analysts that cooperation is a must to punish the guilty for the Mumbai attacks. 
In other words, the offer is still on the table. If our government does accept it, it can only be through a two-pronged approach. Opening a back or under the radar channel to check how serious the cooperation will be; and sifting the evidence to make sure they have identified the perpetrators. Enlisting the expertise of other countries, such the US and UK, to piece together the facts, as our government has done, will help this second approach enormously.
In the meantime, it looks as if we might not need a no-tax movement. But we do need our civil society to remain active in pushing for security reforms – and we need Pakistani civil society to monitor the cooperation that their government and army is offering. The latter is not in our hands, but the former is. The next six months will show whether our worm has really turned.
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