Confidence building needs bold approach 
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Last month’s Pakistan-India dialogue on conventional and nuclear confidence building measures has gone largely unnoticed as attention in the country has been focused on the mounting internal turmoil.

The expert-level meeting in Islamabad on 26-27 December merits attention not only because these discussions resumed after a hiatus of four years. The last round was in October 2007 although CBMs figured last year in the foreign secretaries’ dialogue on ‘Peace and Security’. The recent talks are instructive because they indicate the difficulties of making progress on building confidence in the security area that is aimed at escalation avoidance and conflict prevention.

The fifth and sixth round of talks on conventional and nuclear CBMs respectively saw more discussion than decisions on how to move forward. Little if any headway was made even if discussions themselves are valuable in helping both sides better understand the other’s strategic thinking. The only concrete outcome was an agreement to recommend the renewal of the 2007 accord on ‘Reducing the Risk from Accidents Relating to Nuclear Weapons’. Due to lapse next month this will now be extended for another five years.

The Islamabad parleys took up a range of conventional CBM proposals, mostly picking up from where discussions were left off in the previous round and reviewing the implementation of existing CBMs. The menu included: prevention of incidents at sea (involving naval vessels), speedy return of inadvertent line-crossers, quarterly flag meetings between sector military commanders, bar on constructing new posts on the Line of Control, and implementation of border ground rules (as agreed in 1961) and the 1992 agreement on the advance notification of military exercises.

Also discussed was Pakistan’s proposal for the re-deployment of heavy weaponry at least 30 kilometres away from the LoC. For its part, the Indian delegation retabled the proposal for seminars and visits between the military institutions of the two countries – and exchange of military bands. Islamabad did not see these as substantive ways of building trust.

Fresh drafts were exchanged on some measures. The Prevention of Incidents at Sea seemed closer to becoming a formal agreement than other CBMs that were considered. On non-construction of new LoC posts there was no agreement on what constituted security structures to be covered by this CBM. On flag meetings the Pakistan side insisted on first operationalising the mechanism agreed in 2007 for quarterly meetings in four previously agreed sectors. The Indian side wanted to add a new sector. No consensus was reached.

Agreement to operationalise the speedy return of inadvertent line-crossers was also elusive. The Indians wanted this extended to the international border while the Pakistani view was to limit it to the LoC. There was also no reconciliation of differing positions on border ground rules implementation.

On notification of military exercises Pakistani officials described the bar as too high under the present mechanism. They called for its up gradation and further limits on the size of exercise deployments in the light of experience and new developments.

Talks on nuclear CBMs laid bare an even greater gap between the positions of the two sides. Pakistan’s proposal for information sharing on nuclear safety in the wake of Japan’s Fukushima nuclear disaster did not elicit a positive response. The Indians argued that the IAEA framework was already available for this.

Pakistan’s proposal for a declaration on the non-deployment of anti-ballistic missiles (ABMs) in the region as a way to preserve deterrence stability also got no traction. The Indian delegation declined to accept the linkage between ABM systems and strategic stability. Their emphasis was on discussion of nuclear doctrines as stipulated in the 1999 Lahore MOU. The Pakistani side argued that more important was to discuss Indian doctrines especially ‘cold start’ and the linkage between the nuclear threshold and the conventional military build-up. Little meeting ground emerged in these exchanges.

There was even less common ground in the conversation about issues on the multilateral nuclear disarmament agenda. The Indian side called for consultations in these forums while Pakistan saw little need to formalise what took place as a matter of course. The Indian side sought to ‘reassure’ Pakistan on the strategic effects on the region of a Fissile Material Cut off Treaty (FMCT) and the NSG waiver it had received. Pakistani officials reiterated that in its present form the FMCT was inherently discriminatory which obliged Pakistan not to join treaty negotiations. Accretions to India’s nuclear and conventional capability had fundamentally shaped Pakistan’s position on the FMCT.

It is clear from this and previous exchanges that the two countries have fundamentally different approaches to CBMs even if they have a mutual interest in stabilising their conventional military and nuclear relationship. While Pakistan sees CBMs as a way to achieve conventional and nuclear restraint and limit an open-ended build-up in capabilities, Delhi rejects such restraints. Instead it emphasises better communication and greater military contact between the two countries.

Despite these divergent approaches it is important to persist in the endeavour to achieve meaningful CBMs. This effort should be informed by the experience so far. This shows that military CBMs have been uneven and patchy in their operation. Some have been effectively implemented such as the agreement on the Prohibition of Attack against Nuclear Installations and Facilities. Under this, lists of nuclear sites have been regularly exchanged even at times of crisis. Another CBM to have worked is the 2003 ceasefire on the LoC. This has held despite periodic outbreaks of tensions.

On others the experience has been less than edifying. Three deficiencies characterise existing CBMs. One, they are modest and limited – insufficient to create confidence and reduce strategic uncertainty or miscalculation. Many that are agreed in principle take years to implement. Two, some have been observed in letter but not in spirit. This is true of the way advance notification of military exercises and ballistic missile tests have been implemented. Another example is the hotline between the director generals of military operations. This has been more of a chat line, rarely used when needed most – at times of tensions.

And three, CBMs are easily overtaken or rendered irrelevant by events that have snowballed into crises in the past. No mechanism is in place to prevent events from causing this regression.

This urges the need for a more ambitious approach to CBMs to stabilise the Pakistan-India relationship in a volatile regional environment. Incremental steps are all very well, but this approach has done little to alter the undefined and unstable nature of strategic ties between the two countries. This means more focused efforts to evolve CBMs that set out guidelines and standing operating procedures to avert escalation as a consequence of unforeseen events or to manage a crisis if one breaks out.

These efforts should also entail addressing the military postures, doctrines and deployments that lie at the heart of regional insecurity. The bulk of India’s land, air and sea forces continue to be deployed against Pakistan despite Delhi’s claim that this military build-up aims to address ‘multiple threats’. Serious conversations should take place on destabilising doctrines, which drive the need for greater operational readiness and higher military expenditure – a recipe for an unnecessary and unaffordable arms race.

The most purposeful agenda for future talks on CBMs should be one that aims for the renunciation of dangerous doctrines, limits forward deployment of offensive weapons, builds greater transparency, puts in place measures to avert unintended escalation and evolves a mechanism that provides a long fuse on a crisis if one becomes impossible to prevent. Without a more comprehensive approach the confidence building process will always come up short.

CBMs are meant to create a conducive environment for the resolution of disputes and differences between states that do not trust each other. But this cannot be done unless there is a real desire on both sides to move forward. The Pakistan-India dialogue process will show in the months ahead how strong that desire really is. 
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