Obama signs aid bill into law
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WASHINGTON (October 16 2009): President Barack Obama Thursday signed $7.5 billion Kerry-Lugar-Berman Bill into a law, with the White House reaffirming strategic partnership with Pakistan, a day after Congress attached an explanatory statement to address the South Asian anti-terrorism ally's concerns over parts of the legislation.

"This law is the tangible manifestation of broad support for Pakistan in the US, as evidenced by its bipartisan, bicameral, unanimous passage in Congress," Press Secretary Robert Gibbs said in a statement. Under the legislation, Pakistan will receive $1.5 billion annually in economic assistance for five years from 2010 to 2014, which will be geared towards economic uplift of the Pakistani people, strengthening institutions of democratic governance and bolstering health, education and infrastructure facilities for the people.

Obama signed the bill as the explanatory statement and individual statements by the co-architects of the bill - Senator John Kerry and Congressman Howard Berman - as well as statements by top Obama Administration officials including Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and Secretary Defence Robert Gates became part of the Congressional Record on Thursday.

The congressional statement will have force of the law, according to Senator John Kerry, who chairs the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and is due to visit Pakistan this weekend to reassure the Pakistani nation on intents of the bill.

The White House statement issued Thursday after President Obama signed the bill into law, recalled the US leader's pledge to foster long-term and wide-ranging partnership with Pakistan. "As President Obama said on March 27, the United States wants to engage

Pakistan on the basis of a strategic partnership, "grounded in support for Pakistan's democratic institutions and the Pakistani people," the statement by Robert Gibbs said. The White House Press Secretary noted the Act "formalises that partnership, based on a shared commitment to improving the living conditions of the people of Pakistan through sustainable economic development, strengthening democracy and the rule of law, and combating the extremism that threatens Pakistan and the United States."

The bill, named as Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan Act of 2009, after US Congressional move to delineate intent of the legislation in the wake of concerns raised about certain provisions of the legislation which were seen as impacting sovereignty and national security by the Pakistani people.

Pakistan's Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi, who met senior Obama administration officials and Congressional leaders, expressed his satisfaction with the joint congressional explanatory statement Wednesday.

Before leaving for Pakistan, he voiced the hope that the statement of intent should answer misgivings expressed by the Pakistani people and the Parliament over parts that were interpreted by some as Washington's attempt to interfere in the national affairs.

"There is no intent to, and nothing in this Act in any way suggests that there should be, any US role in micromanaging internal Pakistani affairs, including the promotion of Pakistani military officers or the internal operations of the Pakistani military. "The reports envisioned in this Section are not binding on Pakistan, and require only the provision of information by the executive branch to the US Congress, in furtherance of the Act's stated purpose of strengthening civilian institutions and the democratically-elected Government of Pakistan," the joint explanatory statement, now a part of the Congressional record, says.

The statement also vows respect for Pakistan's sovereignty. "This Act fully recognises and respects the independence of Pakistan as a sovereign nation. The purpose of this Act is to forge a closer collaborative relationship between Pakistan and the United States, not to dictate the national policy or impinge on the sovereignty of Pakistan in any way. Any interpretation of this Act which suggests that the United States does not fully recognise and respect the sovereignty of Pakistan would be directly contrary to Congressional intent," he added, explaining the statement.

Meanwhile, the statements by Secretary Clinton and Secretary Gates described the Kerry-Lugar-Berman bill as manifestation of U.S. commitment to Pakistan and an essential tool in support of the US national security interests. Secretary Clinton said the measure "underscores a multifaceted, multi-year commitment between the peoples of the United States and Pakistan."
