Once again, Pakistan plays a murky middle role
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If, as the old saying goes, you must set a thief to catch a thief, then America may have found the right partner for its new war on terror.

Since the 1970s, Pakistan has patronised Islamic fundamentalist groups with close links to Osama bin Laden's al Qaeda ("The Base") organisation, experts say. Ironically, it organised them at the behest of the same United States that now demands their elimination.

The 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan saw the CIA funnel some $US3 billion to

mujihadeen rebels … [file corrupted] (Saudi Arabia provided another $US3 billion.) 

Now US Vice President Dick Cheney has raised the prospect of the CIA again putting "some very unsavory characters" back on its payroll.

With his family background in the construction business, and inspired by the Islamic cause, Osama bin Laden helped build a system of tunnels near Khost used by the CIA funded Muslim rebels to fight the Russians.

By August, 1998, when the US tried to kill him with 70 cruise missiles for his alleged role in bombing US embassies in Africa, they had to target the self-same facilities.

In the 1980s, deciding where covert US funding for the Afghan rebels went was delegated to the Pakistan military government of General Mohammed Zia ul-Haq. The generals siphoned off millions to buy ranches in the US and other prizes.

When bin Laden associate Ramzi Yusuf was identified as a suspect in the first World Trade Centre bombing in 1993, he was snatched by Pakistani agents inside Afghanistan.

Now another Pakistani military ruler is being heavily leaned on to do Washington's

bidding, and the costs may surpass even those of the Afghan jihad (holy war).

Pakistan will want to see sanctions on its nuclear weapons program lifted and a decisive

American role in sorting out its Kashmir problem with India. Calls for restoring

democracy in Pakistan will become muffled.

The ironies continue when you remember that it was Pakistan that nurtured the radical

Taliban movement that controls most of Afghanistan and provides bin Laden with refuge. In the mid-1990s, American officials flirted with the mullahs in Kandahar, lured by the promise of a new order that could secure pipeline routes to tap

the rich oil and gas reserves of Central Asia.

As late as 1997 I met former CIA officials who had based themselves in Kandahar who

were engaged by US oil companies to grease the wheels of relations between the US

and the Taliban. In the end, they failed.

Now the US is demanding immediate retribution for the attacks on New York and

Washington, attacks almost certainly carried out by the very Muslim groups it used to

bring down the Soviet Union. The road leads back to Afghanistan. But it also leads to Kashmir, where extremist Islamic militias based in Pakistan have for

a decade been engaged in a bloody struggle to wrest the disputed territory from India.

Pakistan relies on a large and eclectic collection of Islamic militants to keep the pot

boiling in Kashmir.
