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THERE are growing fears that a new factor is insidiously creeping into the India-Pakistan peace process which may impact negatively on its substance if not the form. The present political turmoil in Pakistan is producing a climate of opinion in India against pursuing the dialogue earnestly.

The Indian government has been notably careful that it is not seen as making things difficult for President Musharraf. This is as much indicative of the Indian appreciation of the so-called unilateral “concessions” made by him on the more intractable issues between the two states as of a new maturity in bilateral relations. Despite this restraint, the Indian approach to the negotiations may be conditioned by the larger perspective in which India considers the Pakistani scene.

First, there is the view that even if it is imprudent for India to demonstrate support for Pakistan’s quest for greater democracy, it should not strengthen President Musharraf’s hands in his bid to win another presidential term while continuing as the chief of army staff. India, it is argued, should not permit tangible progress in the negotiations that Musharraf can exploit politically.

Proponents of this view would want Prime Minister Manmohan Singh to defer his visit to Pakistan for some time. This postponement is construed as a significant step as Pakistan had, rightly or wrongly, calculated that the visit would energise the peace process and help lift it above the plateau into which it has settled down after the initial spurt of confidence-building measures.

There were, indeed, some clouds of uncertainty over the composite dialogue even before trouble erupted in Pakistan but Islamabad had apparently hoped that Manmohan Singh would come this spring or summer and blow them away.

Secondly, there is the argument that India should, in its long term interest, simply wait to see if there is a significant change in the decision-making structure of Pakistan. This caution can translate into months of inactivity as the constitutional and legal processes of resolving Pakistan’s current political dilemma, possibly by federal and provincial elections, would stretch into the next year.

In India, as in Pakistan, observers have not ruled out the possibility that the beleaguered president of Pakistan may opt for a marked hardening of his regime and not for a more inclusive democratic dispensation. If Musharraf re-emerges as an unassailable strong man, India would need a different negotiating posture than in the case of a new power sharing arrangement featuring any of the mainstream political parties.

Third, the Pakistani crisis is also reviving the influence of the Indian lobby that wants to use it as an opportunity to damage Pakistan. Given a free hand, this lobby would pursue a multi-pronged campaign the most striking aspects of which are not difficult to read. It would make a compromise on Siachen impossible and intensify efforts to erode Pakistan’s position in the Northern Areas. It may seek Indian interference in Balochistan and in the tribal belt of Afghanistan.

The Indian comments at the Asia-Europe moot in Hamburg about the growing instability on both sides of the Durand Line would tempt this lobby to pressurise Manmohan Singh to adopt a harder posture towards Pakistan.

Fourth, India may intensify the propaganda that Pakistan’s nuclear capability can fall into irresponsible hands. India has shown considerable skill in focusing the concerns of the non-proliferation lobby on Pakistan.

Its success in getting its own ambitious nuclear programme differentiated from that of Pakistan has once again been underscored by the most recent observations of the US Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs Nicholas Burns. Arguing forcefully against India’s continued isolation in the nuclear field, he has emphasised the need for “a more integrated world, where India is working with the rest of the international community for civilian nuclear power”. The forthcoming G-8 summit is often mentioned as the milestone for India’s arrival in that integrated world.

In India too, the coalition government has to watch the BJP and its more strident communalist allies with concern as its position has weakened in recent provincial elections. When Mr Vajpayee travelled by bus to Lahore for talks with Mr Nawaz Sharif, he had the support of BJP in his desire to claim a place in history as the principal architect of an epoch-making settlement with Pakistan. His programme in Lahore was rich in symbolism: the followers of Hindutva were prepared to bury their historical opposition to the partition of India.

The outcome of proposed negotiations on Kashmir was uncertain but there were indications of a relatively imaginative Indian approach to the issue. The evidence for it was not confined to the weak and rather romantic narrative popularised by Ambassador Niaz Naik. The Kargil war left India with a wound that has not healed and a powerful lobby insists that any settlement with Pakistan should take place on much stiffer Indian terms.The next general election in India is not that far away and campaigning in state elections already carries its overtones. Manmohan Singh may not wish to expose his flank by appearing to be too conciliatory to Pakistan at this point of time when Pakistan’s bargaining power is weakening.

In March this year, the mood in the Pakistan foreign office on the dialogue with India was upbeat. Foreign Minister Khurshid Kasuri’s legendary optimism which partly reflects the political needs of the Pakistani regime had touched an all time high even as his Indian counterpart reacted with a notable tightening of semantics.

Foreign Secretary Riaz Mohammad is wary with words but even he thought that 2007 could be a watershed in transforming the bilateral relationship. Both of them could have reflected their honest assessment of the parleys as well as their hope that India too would share the desire to make the 60th anniversary of independence a real turning point in regional history.

The objective situation between the two countries is, however, mixed. On the positive side, the two sides have reached an accord on nuclear risk reduction that may conceivably be a humble beginning for a more comprehensive strategic restraint regime in the fullness of time.

The 60-year old dispute on the delimitation of frontier in Sir Creek has moved a little closer to settlement with the completion of a joint survey of the area. So far arguments were based on competing interpretations of old maps dating back to early 20th century.

The joint survey provides useful data for exploring a mutually satisfactory solution though it is highly unlikely that India would accept the traditional Pakistani view of the frontier being at the eastern edge of the Creek. It may, however, remain constructively engaged in talks as an indefinite deferment of the determination of the maritime border does not serve Indian interests either.

On the negative side, the Indian position on the expected demilitarisation of the dizzy heights of the Siachen glacier has perceptibly hardened. It has become one of those rare cases where the Indian military has asserted itself and virtually pre-empted the political inclination to bring about disengagement of troops unless Pakistan signed on the dotted line.

On Kashmir, Musharraf has scaled down Pakistan’s expectations to an extent that no elected political leader could ever have done. His government has been inching towards a settlement on terms that India would accept as not too far from its own bottom line. A noticeable hurdle has been the slow progress in New Delhi’s efforts to reach an understanding with various Kashmiri groups even within the Indian-held Kashmir.

As many as four working groups headed by eminent Indians have been busy identifying measures that can enable the Kashmiri militants to shift from an armed struggle to an autonomy-based political solution. But autonomy itself has resisted definition and the working group led by former Supreme Court judge, Saghir Ahmad, has made little headway in formulating constitutional provisions that would satisfy even the political factions that accept Indian sovereignty over the state.

The Hindu communal forces in Jammu are able to orchestrate fears about the long term consequences of what Musharraf calls “self-rule”. It must be admitted that on the Pakistani side too, some people are apprehensive of a so-called “sell-out” on Kashmir. They are beginning to hope that the present turmoil would leave Musharraf much too weak to make a precipitate agreement on Kashmir that future generations would regret. India would carefully measure Musharraf’s ability to deliver on Kashmir.

March was also the month when Pakistan drifted into an avoidable period of unrest because of a controversial move to remove the Chief Justice of Pakistan. India has found General Musharraf amenable to making substantial concessions on contentious issues like Kashmir and, therefore, has nothing to gain from his loss of power, partially or completely. But the two factors taken together — the Pakistani turmoil and Manmohan Singh’s domestic problems — may simply lead to a loss of momentum in the India-Pakistan peace process. The schedule of meetings approved by their foreign ministers not very long ago may be observed with even less and less serious business being transacted.

Neither India nor Pakistan can attain their full potential without taking their current peace process to a logical and happy conclusion. But there is a serious danger that this process may slow down. India does not have a sense of urgency about it anyway. Now the Pakistani side faces a more difficult task of carrying conviction with its own people because of the sharpening of internal contradictions. Men of goodwill in both the countries should work together to achieve an honourable and equitable settlement that is immune to domestic political stresses.
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