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On 9 January 2023, during the 118th Congress (2023-24), Republican congressman
Andy Bigg introduced in the House of Representatives a bill (H.R.80, referred to
the Committee on Foreign Affairs) entitled ‘To terminate the designation of the
Islamic Republic of Pakistan as a major non-NATO ally, and for other purposes’.
If the bill passes, Pakistan loses a status granting the country the eligibility to
receive various benefits such as access to U.S. defence supplies and participation
in cooperative defence research and development projects. As was the case with an
earlier attempt by this Congressmen, this legislative move drew little attention from
U.S. or other western media attention; however, it did trigger headlines in South
Asia, especially in India, a country facing military and diplomatic aggressions from
Pakistan since the country came into existence. Since Bigg is not a member of the
Foreign Affairs Committee, it is not expected that this legislation has much
momentum. Nevertheless, one needs to highlight that the bill comes at a time of
uncertainties, even contradictions, within the Biden administration’s approach
towards Pakistan. In the last few years, ties between the US and Pakistan have not
only undergone severe stress but even reached a historical rock bottom as it became
obvious that Pakistan sheltered Washington’s most wanted international terrorist,
Osama bin Laden. Mullah Omar, founder and spiritual leader of the Afghan
Taliban, was able to hide in Pakistan as well; this too soured bilateral relations. As
such, numerous experts and lawmakers in the U.S. have been wondering for quite
some time how far Pakistan is a friend or foe? While Washington ‘has spent tens of

billions in taxpayer dollars in the form of aid to Pakistan since 9/11° (all in the hope
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that Pakistan would become a credible and trustworthy partner in the fight against
terrorism), Islamabad’s ‘military and intelligence services are still linked to terrorist
groups’. It’s quite astonishing that Washington continues to provide large-scale
military aid (such as the recent F-16 fighter jet upgrade package) and other financial
assistance to Pakistan, ignoring reports of Islamabad’s support for the hostile
Afghan Taliban and other Jihadist groups. A plausible explanation for this
‘irrationality’ is Pakistan’s effective diplomatic engagement with its American
counterparts, as well as deeply entrenched pro-Pakistani lobby mechanisms within
academia, think tanks, media, and political decision-making circles. Here, the most
effective strategy applied by Islamabad’s interlocutors with the U.S. consists in
floating distorted narratives. Another Pakistani strategy is to offer certain favours
to please Washington, but at the same time reducing potential positive outcomes
perceived as not conducive to its own interests. A noteworthy, recent example is
the delivery of a substantial amount of ammunition to Ukraine, while at the same
time boosting cooperation in energy (oil and gas), trade, economic, scientific and

technical cooperation with Russia.

Pakistan has a long record of pushing the image of falling victim to terrorism —
despite being one of the largest sponsors of cross-border terrorism. It is -or was- the
main sponsor of the Afghan Taliban during their staged insurgency against the
various governments of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan and their US and
NATO allies during the last two decades. It is also well-known that terrorist groups
(for example Lashkar-e-Taiba or Jaish-e-Mohammed) conducting attacks inside the
borders of India enjoy the patronage of Pakistan’s security agencies.

Today, Islamabad makes considerable efforts to describe itself as a target of the
Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (or Pakistan Taliban, TTP). Here, Pakistan’s stresses
that combatting the TTP is an interest shared with Washington, thus benefitting the
entire international community. The underlying objectives are clear — distracting
US authorities from the fact that Pakistan undermined their efforts to bring peace
and stability to Afghanistan and to camouflage the country’s essential contribution
to the strengthening of Jihadism in that country. Another goal is to nurture aid
inflows, especially military assistance, for the Pakistan Army. These seem indeed
threatened since the US withdrew its troops and the Afghan Taliban took over
Kabul. The US seems to have internalised that Pakistan was neither a friend, nor an
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ally of the West. Besides a cooling-down in bilateral relations, significant cuts in
financial support succeeded this late and bitter cognition.

Nevertheless, it appears that the memory of politicians in Washington seems either
extremely short-lived, or does fails to be transmitted into actual decision-making.
This is remarkable, since Pakistan is yet to send a signal that it is willing to end its
support for cross-border terrorism vis-a-vis India, or end the appeasement of radical
Islamist elements on its own soil.

Pakistan instead seems keen on pursuing a containment policy meant to keep the
TTP (and like-minded organisations ) inside Afghanistan — or at least push the
group beyond its western border. Pakistan’s military and intelligence are aware of
their limitations [limited success of former military operations] when it comes to
waging war against the TTP. For obvious reasons, Pakistan’s “homemade short-
comings” in fighting the TTP is not reflected in its narrative, transmitted to

Washington, of building-up the TTP as an international threat .

The most urgent questions to be addressed by the US within its ‘Pakistan as Friend
or Foe bewilderment” is why it should one continue to provide massive military and
financial aid to Pakistan to fight the TTP despite Islamabad’s obvious and persistent
undermining of the US’ national interests? In other words, is it worth to connive
“Pakistan’s wrongdoings” and keep the cash flowing for the sake of maintaining
the traditional, minimal-collaborative relationship combined with the hope for a
mutual-beneficial twist in the tale? Or does supporting Pakistan’s means repeating

earlier mistakes?

Here, it might be useful to consider that the Pakistani state, despite its current
multiple economic and financial crisis, has the necessary resources for a military
solution to the TTP challenge. The reasons why this did not happen yet are
following:

To begin with, adequate counter-insurgency (CI) and counter-terrorism (CT)
strategies are lacking. Besides this, one should mention that Pakistan has an
adequate military budget to deal with homegrown terrorist groups. The country
must thus reassess its defence and security priorities and restructure its (defence)

budget allocations. Concretely, instead of delegating its main resources into the
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build-up of territorial defence capacities based on a perceived Indian threat,
Islamabad should focus its spending on Cl and CT capabilities. Additionally, if
Pakistan ends its support for armed groups conducting terrorist attacks on Indian
soil, a window of opportunity to normalise its relations with New Delhi could open.
One of the most significant defence-related ramifications would be, that the
country’s armed forces are able to relocate the bulk of its best combat troops from
its eastern towards the western frontier to keep any security challenge in check. Last
but not least, Pakistan’s military absorbs an extraordinary, disproportionate share
of the national wealth that could be used for other purposes (social welfare,
retirement fonds, leisure, and other social-economic benefits for active and retired
armed forces personnel) — funds which are lacking for equipment and training

enabling the rank and file to fulfil adequately their duties .

Finally, the relations between the TTP, the Afghan Taliban, and other terrorist
groups such as between the Islamic State-Khorasan (I1S-K) and Al-Qaeda, are too
interwoven and complex. One should not expect Pakistan’s military to conduct a
comprehensive campaign targeting the complete elimination of any of these
organisations. Pakistan would then risk provoking all of them; this could lead to
Pakistan being identified as a primary target by all these Jihadist elements.
Moreover, it would also disturb ties with anti-Indian terrorist groups enjoying the
patronage of Islamabad. In consequence, there are hardly any shared security
interests between Washington and Islamabad.
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