February 10, 2008

Joint Chiefs Chairman and Musharraf Discuss Terror Threat 

By JANE PERLEZ
ISLAMABAD, Pakistan — The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Adm. Mike Mullen, speaking after meeting top military officials here on Saturday, said Pakistan faced an escalating terrorist threat that could affect the United States, but he also underscored the limitations of what Washington could do about it. 

The latest in a string of senior American military and intelligence officials to visit Pakistan in the past month, Admiral Mullen said he had explored “new ways” to work with the Pakistanis “to improve the fight against terrorism.” 

The admiral, who met with the new army chief, Gen. Ashfaq Parvez Kayani, and President Pervez Musharraf, said he had concentrated on offering the Pakistanis increased training assistance but “only as requested by Pakistan.” 

The director of national intelligence, Mike McConnell, and the Central Intelligence Agency director, Gen. Michael V. Hayden, had offered American combat troops for joint operations against Al Qaeda and other militants while on a secret visit last month that was later made public, but they were rebuffed, according to accounts of the meetings by American and Pakistani officials.

The frequency and the seniority of the American official visits here suggested increasing frustration in Washington with the deteriorating security situation in Pakistan. 

Admiral Mullen made clear at a news conference here Saturday that American combat troops were out of the question for fighting Al Qaeda and the Pakistani Taliban, who have increased their hold on Pakistan’s mountainous tribal areas, which they use as a base for striking into Afghanistan and, increasingly, into the rest of Pakistan. 

In a written assessment to Congress last week, Admiral Mullen said he believed the next terrorist attack on the United States would probably be started by Qaeda terrorists operating from the Pakistani tribal areas. On Saturday, he referred to the “mutual” interest of the United States and Pakistan in quashing the “upsurge in violence” from “an enemy that will not cease.” 

In recent months, the power of Al Qaeda and the Taliban has been felt beyond the tribal areas as the militants have dispatched suicide bombers to attack military and law enforcement personnel and politicians in major Pakistani cities with the aim of destabilizing the government. 

United States Special Operations forces are training Pakistan’s elite Special Service Group at a site near Peshawar, the capital of North-West Frontier Province, which abuts the tribal areas.

In an indication of how politically delicate a visible American presence is in Pakistan, fewer than 100 Americans were involved in that training, according to Mike Vickers, the assistant secretary of defense for special operations. The goal was to double the size of the Special Service Group to about 5,000.

Admiral Mullen was scheduled Sunday to visit the Pakistani regional military headquarters in Peshawar, which oversees the Special Service Group. 

His visit coincided with reports in the Pakistani news media that the government had negotiated a cease-fire with the Pakistani Taliban leader Baitullah Mehsud. 

After several weeks of serious fighting by the Pakistani Army against the forces of Mr. Mehsud, who is accused by the government of masterminding the assassination of former Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto, the operations suddenly stopped four or five days ago, the reports said. 

Government officials said publicly that the lull in fighting was caused by bad weather in South Waziristan, where Mr. Mehsud operates. 

But other officials said a truce had been negotiated, apparently to allow parliamentary elections scheduled for Feb. 18 to proceed. The Pakistani government negotiated a truce with the militants in 2005 that is considered by Washington to have allowed Al Qaeda and the Taliban to strengthen their forces. 

Asked about the reports, Admiral Mullen said the “near-term” problem was how to address the terrorist threat more directly. Such tools as negotiations and development aid had a role in the longer term, he said. 

Just as Admiral Mullen ended his news conference, news arrived that 16 people attending an election rally had been killed, apparently by a suicide bomber, in Charsadda, bordering the tribal area. 
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