Facing up to the Indian challenge
By Anwar Kemal

COPING with the challenge of India on several fronts — strategic, economic, cultural, psychological and more recently technological — has been Pakistan’s principal concern since independence in 1947. Evidence that India is becoming the ascendant power in South Asia, that the gap between the two neighbours is widening, does not alter the fact that India remains for us a vital pace-setter.

Pakistan’s quest for parity with India has generated beneficial as well as detrimental outcomes. The downside of the Pakistan-India rivalry has been that for many decades Pakistan’s economy has borne a chronic burden while the body politic has endured unending stress.

Pakistan had to fight three major wars and several smaller wars with its neighbour. True to the classical theory of challenge and response, the post-1971 phase of the India-Pakistan drama saw Pakistan recouping its military strength and international standing after the debacle in East Pakistan. Dr A.Q. Khan’s return to Pakistan at Bhutto’s behest opened the door to de facto membership of the nuclear club within a decade. Nuclear capability partly offset India’s conventional military superiority, freeing Pakistan to pursue a more forward policy in Kashmir during the 1990s. That, however, proved to be a mixed blessing for Pakistan and the Kashmiri people.

Five decades after independence, the notional parity between India and Pakistan finally unravelled. Jawaharlal Nehru’s far-sighted commitment to higher education began to pay dividends when, after the fall of the Berlin Wall, India distanced itself from his socialistic legacy and became part of the globalisation process. India’s growth rate averaged around six per cent per annum over 15 years and increased to seven to eight per cent recently. Backed by an army of engineers and software programmers, Indian entrepreneurs have made their country a work-engine for the American economy.

India’s brisk entry into the hi-tech arena has strengthened its credentials as a potential great power. President George Bush’s recent visit to South Asia put a stamp on the new power equation in which India is put in a different league from Pakistan.

President Pervez Musharraf now needs to find out what is so special about India that the United States, leading EU members and Russia are eager to boost its status to that of a world power in the 21st century.

Apart from its sheer size, India’s growing eligibility for great power status owes in part to its success in practising parliamentary democracy for 59 years, in contrast to Pakistan’s lacklustre performance. Over decades, the Indian judiciary served as a bulwark against autocracy while in Pakistan the so-called doctrine of necessity superceded democratic norms. Pakistan’s image in the West has suffered as a result.

Unlike India, Pakistan could not break the shackles of feudalism. Subjected repeatedly to military rule, from 1980s onwards Pakistan drifted to jihadi culture. For much of our history, it is not the knowledge that one can impart but the harm that can be inflicted that has determined a person’s value in society.

As during the Mughal period, the person held in highest esteem has been the soldier, the gendarme and the tax collector. Such a scale of values is at variance with current global trends.

Across the Wagah border the same values prevailed in 1947, but the Indian government intervened to dismantle its feudal system. India’s viable educational system produced hundreds of thousands of scientists, engineers and technical people, apart from captains of industry.

The Indian economic revolution has been powered by knowledge, a self-renewing resource. As India’s growing army of qualified technical graduates flocked to the wealth-generating professions at home and abroad, India became a mainstay of the global economy.

In 2005-2006, India’s IT exports of around $23 billion exceeded Pakistan’s total exports. Even if Pakistan’s estimated IT exports reflect under-reporting, the ratio between the two countries is at least 1: 20.

The strategic implications of this widening gap are enormous. India’s galloping hi-tech IT capability could enhance its offensive military capability exponentially, by enabling it to build anti-missile batteries, new generation jetfighters, space rockets, thermonuclear weapons, overwhelming ECM capability, AWACS and nuclear submarines.

Pakistan’s decision makers, therefore, need to take prompt and effective measures to bridge the hi-tech gap with India, not only to safeguard national security, but also to provide a decent life for our people.

Pakistan requires its leadership to show the combined vision of a defence strategist, the president of a cutting-edge university, a captain of industry and a progressive farmer all rolled into one.

The United States is providing Pakistan substantial economic and military assistance as part of the global war on terror. But under the proposed nuclear deal with India the United States will be transferring to that country nuclear technology, equipment and fuel that could have adverse strategic implications for Pakistan. Very rightly, Pakistan has protested against the discriminatory treatment, although the chances of a favourable American response may be slim for now. Another source of concern is the growing India-Israel axis.

The new security environment that is emerging after Bush’s visit to South Asia requires Pakistan to mobilise its internal resources and forge closer relations with our traditional friends, especially our time-tested neighbour the People’s Republic of China. This makes sense as the proposed US-India nuclear deal is predicated on building up India as a counterweight to China.

We need to tap into China’s remarkable progress in the field of nuclear technology for peaceful purposes, including recent advances in reactor design. By 2020 China is expected to have 30 nuclear plants compared to nine at present.

Like India and China, Pakistan could benefit greatly from the removal of trade barriers between nations. But globalisation could promote extreme inequality, destroy traditional agriculture and spread rural and urban poverty unless timely steps are taken in advance to safeguard the livelihood of the people.

Access to adequate supplies of food, clothing and other essentials at affordable prices are essential for political stability. Building on our traditional strengths in agriculture, horticulture, livestock breeding, food processing, textiles, and light industry must be made an integral part of globalisation.

The chronic water shortage requires a shift away from water intensive crops such as sugarcane and Irri-rice. Crop yields should be computed in terms of cubic metres of water consumed rather than simple acreage.

It is a well kept secret that Pakistan has some of the most wholesome agricultural produce in the world. Wealthy Arabs frequently carry home gift hampers of our organic mutton. Indian traders market our long grain basmati rice under their brand names. Our tangerines, navel oranges, honey melons, mangoes, persimmons, grapes, raisins, plums and apricots are simply world class. US help with tissue culture technology, disease and pest control, scientific grading, modern packing and refrigeration technology, and in forging linkages with the world’s supermarkets chains could be most rewarding.

In the field of IT, the Pakistan Software Export Board is promoting appropriate strategies to enable our decision makers and entrepreneurs to make up for lost time. PSEB is addressing four major requirements to ensure the rapid development of the IT industry: marketing and PR, human resource development, provision of office space, and sufficient Telecom bandwidth. In addition the government needs to take appropriate measures in the field of public policy, finance, certifications and facilitation.

According to the PSEB, Pakistan’s IT industry will require a quality workforce of around 250,000 within four years. At present, only 90,000 IT personnel are working in the country with around 20,000 being added annually. The key challenge is to make up the quality deficit, not just the quantity deficit. This is because the number of engineers, computer scientists and information technology specialists graduating from recognised institutions who are fit for jobs in the global outsourcing arena number only 3000 annually, but in India, according to a Duke University study the number is estimated at close to 35,000, out of a graduating class of around 112,000 in 2004.

The PSEB has referred to marketing and public-relations as one of the core requirements for a successful IT industry. But marketing and public relations work only if conditions within the country are conducive to attracting foreign direct investment. Domestic and foreign investors will remain shy of investing in Pakistan without adequate infrastructure, good governance, law and order and security, and most important, political stability.

No doubt, the forthcoming national parliamentary and presidential elections in 2007 will be crucial. We all realise that the elections must be entirely fair and transparent. Opposition challenges apart, it is vital the Pakistani public and the international community should accept the next government’s legitimacy. Otherwise, the ensuing turmoil and uncertainty would make it all the more difficult to meet the challenge of India.
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