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lll-wind blows for a 'neutral' Afghanistan

By M K Bhadrakumar
7/23/24/2010

Maybe there is an air about the brooding Hindu Komfuntains that lends inscrutability
to politics and history. It touched Tuesday's Kaboternational conference on
Afghanistan, where the subtext was of far greatréest than the open agenda. In fact,
when it comes to the Afghan problem, it is almostvitably the case that the surreal
takes precedence over the real.

Thus it was surreal that the North Atlantic Tre@mxganization (NATO) is still not quite

done, after failing to win in Afghanistan, with itsst "real" war in its six decades of
history as a military alliance, and it is certaimgt contemplating a return to its natural
habitat. NATO seems to have fallen for the adrenalsh of the primeval tumult that
people of the Hindu Kush live with and seems tdHeahe dull prospect of returning to
the predictability of a settled life in Europe.

NATO's longing for adventure seems to have beeayaskibtext of the Kabul gathering
on Tuesday, which was attended by 60 countries. Qdigeplayers at the conference
danced around it, poking a finger or two at it éstthow real it is or could be in the
coming days and weeks in a setting like Afghanistéere nothing is quite certain until
it physically arrives.

The statements made by the foreign ministers ofd8eRussia and China at the Kabul
conference assume significance in this regard.
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Rasmussen's shot in the air

The stage for the shadow play was duly set by raher than the NATO secretary
general, Anders Fogh Rasmussen. In an extraordlicaryain-raiser" on the eve of the
conference, exuding a high degree of optimism alboetwar, Rasmussen wrote that
NATO was "finally taking the fight to the Taliba@limed at the "marginalization of the
Taliban as a political and military force ... [whjowill encourage many who joined the
Taliban to quit their ranks and engage in the rettiation effort.”

But tucked away more than halfway down in his hyghliblicized article was a curious
sub-text: BLOCKQUOTE> Starting the transition doest mean that the struggle for
Afghanistan's future as a stable country in a Vlelatgion will be over. Afghanistan will
need the continued support of the international mamity, including NATO. The
Afghan population needs to know that we will conénto stand by them as they chart
their own course into the future. To underline tbaanmitment, | believe that NATO
should develop a long-term cooperation agreemetht thve Afghan government.

Very little ingenuity is needed to estimate thasRassen would never venture into the
public airing of such a profound thought regardNiTO's future in the post-Afghan war
Central Asian region - the hidden agenda of thsu€¢witzean war all along - without
checking out in advance with Washington, nay, ek@dpthe bidding of the Barack
Obama administration

By a coincidence, Rasmussen's idea has appeart @ve of the expected award of a
contract by the US Defense Department to buildravgling US Special Forces base in
northern Afghanistan near Mazar-i-Sharif. The U8nsdertaking the project on a priority
footing at a cost of as much as US$100 million. Dlase, in the Amu Darya region
straddling Centralsia, will become operational by the end of 2011, othat latest by
early 2012.

According to available details, the 17-acre (6.8taee) site of the newmerican military
base is hardly 35 kilometers from the border of ékzftan and it seems set to become the
pendant of a "string of pearls" that the US is kiweg through Turkmenistan,
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan@the "soft underbelly" of Russia
and China'’s Xinjiang.

How would the countries in the region size up theteng prospect that the US and
NATO are possibly quitting the Afghan war by 20TItlgyet preparing to settle down for
a long stay in the Hindu Kush?

Moscow reacts
The only forthright reaction so far has come fronodgow. Russian Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov pointedly underlined in his statemamtthe Kabul conference the

importance of recognizing Afghanistan's future "ingustatus”, which would preclude
any sort of permanent foreign military presenceqtiote Lavrov:
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The restoration of the neutral status of Afghamistadesigned to become one of the key
factors of creating an atmosphere of good-neiglyberlations and cooperation in the
region. We expect that this idea will be suppotigdhe Afghan people. The presidents
of Russia and the US have already come out in fakir

Indeed, what is surprising is th@tbamanot merely seemed to favor the idea of a
"neutral” Afghanistan but explicitly referred todas a "commitment” as recently as last
month when he received Russian President Dmitryvdeelv in Washington. The US-
Russia Joint Statement of June 24 on Afghanistarfact, began with the following
opening statement:

The United States of America and the Russian Fé&daraonfirm our commitment to
Afghanistan becoming a peaceful, stable, democragutral and economically self-
sufficient state, free of terrorism and narcotiesgognizing that further significant
international support will be needed to achieve gual.

Has Obama backtracked? The point is, Secretarytaté FHillary Clinton uttered not a
word about a "neutral” Afghanistan in all of heteirvention in the Kabul conference on
Tuesday, whereas she seemed to deliberately arolend Rasmussen's thought process,
preferring to dilate on issues such as the impogansf upholding women's rights in a
future Afghanistan.

Interestingly, Chinese Foreign Minister Yang Jiechose to visit the idea of a "neutral”
Afghanistan, but somewhat tangentially. He said nesday:

The international community must give continueckrdibn to Afghanistan and follow
through on the commitments made in London [confegein January] and the previous
international conferences on Afghanist&de should respect Afghanistan's sovereignty
and work together towards the early realizatiorAdghanistan run by the Afghans'. We
want to see a peaceful, stable amtkpendent Afghanistan [Emphasis added.]

US holding breath

At the end of the day what really mattersdbnton's silence. It needs to be carefully
weighed.

It indicates the US seems to be wary of a rebuiinfthe region and is gingerly going
about with the unveiling of the idea of setting pprmanent US/NATO bases in
Afghanistan? Of course, it has been fairly well wndfor quite a while among regional
observers that the Pentagon has been feverishiinbegp the US military bases in
Afghanistan, including construction of some newsyrag the cost of hundreds of millions
of dollars and equipping them with facilities tletable the American troops to maintain
a familiar lifestyle far away from home, which is@urse conducive to the presence of
long-staying Gls into a distant future among pedpl®ous for their hostility toward
foreign occupation.

This was exactly what the US has done in Iraq, ttespite the end of the "combat
mission” as such by September.

The US diplomats have been gently persuading dapitathe region in recent months
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that, contrary to what Afghan history might suggés¢ idea of a "neutral” Afghanistan
isn't all that good for regional security and dibin a milieu where violent Islamist
radicals are at large. Washington hopes to capétan the visceral fears in those capitals
of a radical Islamist avalanche once the Talibacaspted in the power structure in
Kabul.

New Delhi, for instance, has explicitly used theméneutral® Afghanistan in its past
policy pronouncements, but the Indian minister SKXNkhna used a noticeably milder
variant in his statement on Tuesday - and thatretber as a barb aimed at Pakistan than
as a well-thought out stance regarding Afghanistaautral status - by merely observing
that "India is committed to the unity, integrity darindependence of Afghanistan
underpinned by democracy and cohesive pluralismfig®from external interference.”

The idea of concluding a Status of Forces Agreemeétit President Hamid Karzai's
governmentwhich the US officials have been considering whité active encouragement
from London, now seems doable. Compared with tis¢ year or two, the Afghan leader
nowadays gets on fairly well with his Western patroAnd he may even find physical
advantages in having the US and NATO provide hinthwa security umbrella to

safeguard against any nasty surprises that thest@akintelligence may spring on him in
the downstream of the "reconciliation” with theibah.

The fact of the matter is that despite exuding ictemice regarding a future beyond 2014,
by when he wanted the foreign troops to end thebadmmission and withdraw, in his
heart of hearts Karzai cannot be having the soreqtiisite faith in the performance of
the Afghan Army - indeed, whether the army wouldretold together as an entity in the
foreseeable future - if there is a determined, welfted putsch by the Taliban with the
able backing from its Pakistani mentors once Wasterces withdraw from the battle
field in 2014.

Significantly, Lavrov appealed to the "Afghan pe®pl and not to Karzai's government,

which hosted the Kabul conference - to voice theal®d for the neutrality of their
country and the rejection of long term foreign taily presence.
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