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When I visited the Pakistani district of Swat last year, hundreds of thousands of its inhabitants were pouring back into it on grossly overloaded buses, lorries and carts, after having been displaced by the Pakistani army’s ferocious but successful offensive against the Pakistani Taleban. Now they are pouring out again, displaced by the floods which have swamped their valley and gone on to ravage much of the rest of the country. They risk inflicting immense long-term damage on an already fragile country.

The Pakistani army’s offensive was determined and ruthless. I had ample evidence of that in the lists of Taleban commanders killed (sometimes shot after capture), villages destroyed, and Pakistani soldiers lying wounded in the military hospitals. Moreover, the campaign against the Pakistani Taleban enjoyed widespread (though not universal or unambiguous) support in the population. 

Equally, it was absolutely clear that the overwhelming majority both of the population and army had some sympathy for the Afghan Taleban, whom they viewed in much the same way as the Afghan Mujahedin fighting the Soviets in the 1980s: not necessarily good people let alone ones who should govern Pakistan, but nonetheless waging a legitimate resistance against an alien occupation of their country. No arguments on my part could shake this conviction.


Where does this leave Britain when it comes to the help Pakistan now needs more desperately than ever? On the immediate issue of humanitarian aid there is no question. Whoever else is responsible for the growth of the Taleban, it is not the wretched children we have seen fleeing their flooded homes over the past week. Britain can and should take the lead in giving and mobilizing help. For the future, to answer this question requires carefully unpicking permanent British vital interests from the short-term interests and emotions generated by the US-led campaign in Afghanistan over the next few years.

Quite apart from humanitarian duty, both sentiment and interest dictate British help to Pakistan. These come down in the end largely to the same thing: the large and growing Pakistani diaspora in Britain and its close links to Pakistan. This community has every right to insist that this organic link between Britain and Pakistan make Pakistan a priority for British assistance. After all, this is a demand that many other large diasporas have successfully made of Western governments on behalf of their countries of origin.

By the same token, aid to Pakistan is clearly a vital British security interest. The Islamist terrorist threat in Britain does not of course stem exclusively from people of Pakistani origin, but it would be idle to deny that they have been especially prominent, and that would-be terrorists have been inspired and trained by Pakistan-based groups. 
Here, the floods are both a threat and an opportunity. The threat is demonstrated by the aftermath of the Kashmir earthquake of 2005. Despite significant Western assistance, the clear winners in political terms were Islamist charities led by Jamaat-ut-Dawa, the public face of the banned terrorist group Lashkar-e-Taiba, which carried out the November 2008 attacks on Mumbai. Their honesty, dedication and effectiveness were praised to me by Pakistani aid workers and medical staff who were strongly opposed to their ideology. Their prestige in Pakistan went up accordingly, and gained them more recruits and an even more entrenched position in Pakistani society.
If British aid to Pakistan is to have any influence on Pakistani attitudes it needs to be generous, effective and visibly British. This is where leading members of the Pakistani diaspora in Britain, and especially British MPs, can play a very important role. Security fears and the so-called “duty of care” mean that officials from DIFID and the Foreign Office are not permitted to visit large areas of Pakistan, or to stay for long in those areas they do visit. It might be hoped that at a time when British soldiers are dying by the hundred in neighbouring Afghanistan, these institutions might reconsider their attitude to risk, but there seems no early prospect of this happening. 
Instead, the government should try to associate British Pakistani politicians as closely and publicly as possible with the aid effort. If they benefit from this politically, so much the better when it comes to the struggle with the militants. It will demonstrate to Pakistanis in both Britain and Pakistan that playing by the rules and joining the British establishment is not some kind of communal treachery, but brings real gains for Pakistan and the regions from which Britain’s Pakistanis are drawn.

But will aid to Pakistan simply be stolen or wasted? The briefest visit to Pakistan shows that it is obviously not a failed or failing state like Afghanistan, let alone Somalia. The Pakistani army and civil service are capable of distributing aid with reasonable effectiveness, though as in every South Asian country, donors will have to be prepared to lose what Kipling called “the immemorial commission of the East” – in other words, a high proportion lost to corruption.
British national interests dictate such aid. Whatever their role in Afghanistan, the Pakistani intelligence services have given Britain essential help in combating terrorism against Britain. As long as they continue to do so and to resist radicalisation at home, we will have to help to strengthen Pakistan against extremist revolution against Pakistan. On Afghanistan, we will have to agree to differ. 

If this seems unduly realpolitisch, consider these facts, which are a matter not of sentiment but of arithmetic: With almost 200 million people Pakistan has six times Afghanistan’s population and as many as most Arab countries put together. Pakistan possesses nuclear weapons and armed forces of more than 500,000 men. If Pakistan collapses or parts of its army are driven to mutiny, the threat from terrorism would increase by orders of magnitude.

The loyalty and discipline of these men, like the populations they come from, has been placed under intense strain by the belief that they have been dragged into a US war against fellow Muslims that is doing terrible damage to Pakistan while bringing no visible benefits to ordinary Pakistanis. Only a reasonably strong Pakistani state and army can keep these feelings in check. As long as they help prevent terrorism on the streets of Britain, we will have a motive to keep that state and army strong, and show ordinary Pakistanis that the alliance with the West does help their own lives. 
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