Good news in bleak times

By Abbas Nasir | From the Newspaper 

(16 hours ago) Today
[image: image1.png]


[image: image2.png]


HOW even in the bleakest of times one can be pleasantly surprised was demonstrated by the `forced landing` and the quick release of an Indian army helicopter near Skardu earlier in the week. 
The military leadership, including the local commanders involved in the real time decision-making, must have quickly processed the August 1999 shooting down of a Pakistan Navy reconnaissance and anti-submarine Atlantique plane by the Indian Air Force fighter jets.

The wreckage of the plane was found just inside the Pakistan border. Delhi`s claim that the aircraft had strayed into its airspace and disobeyed instructions to accompany the interceptor jets to an Indian military airbase was hotly disputed by Islamabad.

All 16 crew members were killed. The incident had come when tensions between the two countries were on a hair-trigger due to the Kargil conflict, precipitated by a cavalier Gen Musharraf and a handful of his trusted yet ill-advised generals.

Soldiers are known to find it impossible to forget their fallen comrades especially if they feel the deaths were not the result of a `fair conflict` but were caused by disregard of the rules of engagement that trained, regular armies must follow.

The temptation to get even for the loss of the Atlantique must have been great indeed. So, it was gratifying that a sane decision was taken and the Indian helicopter, with its four-man crew, was allowed to return home. Hindu

One can be sure that the letter being reproduced below, which appeared in India`s newspaper a couple of days after the incident, may not necessarily be representative of the popular opinion in India but represents a significant voice all the same. I quote:

“This refers to the report that Pakistan allowed an Indian helicopter with four army personnel to return home five hours after the aircraft was forced to land in Skardu for violating Pakistani airspace (Oct 24). This action vindicates my long-held view that the Pakistan Army is a professional institution, not a rogue army as some sections of the media, service colleagues and politicians would like to suggest.

“Even if Pakistan had shot down the helicopter and shown it as a crash, thereby making us incur a loss of trained men and an expensive machine, we would not have been able to ascertain the truth, considering the sparsely populated terrain of Skardu.

“The terrain precludes the use of radars for monitoring and charting the flight path from our side of the border. The incident speaks volumes for the speed in decision-making, communications set-up and the maturity of the Pakistani army hierarchy.

“Maj Gen Jatinder Singh (retd), Chandigarh.”

If this gesture of goodwill contributes a little to the lifting of the cloud of mistrust that has come to mark Pakistan`s relations with India, then restraint will have won Pakistan a victory surely bigger than one represented by the downing of the Indian helicopter.

Coupled with positive statements from Pakistan on affording its eastern neighbour the Most Favoured Nation (MFN) status in trade, this development may create an environment conducive for the two countries, particularly India, to finally put the Mumbai carnage behind them and move on.

While I am in a `quoting` mode, let me also quote verbatim from the email of a revered former colleague. I worked with him for many years, have huge respect for his professional ethics and integrity but will also say that we have disagreed as often as we have agreed.

He writes: “The sarcasm in your column (Oct 22) served to dilute the brilliant success of Pakistani diplomacy. Under such tremendous pressure, Pakistan gave in on nothing. Briefly, Hillary went public with the following three issues:

“America did indeed talk to the Haqqanis (and Pakistan arranged the meeting); Pakistan was not involved in the attack on the US Kabul embassy (a good snub to Mullen); and action against Haqqanis doesn`t necessarily mean a military operation; it may also mean taking other measures and `squeezing` the Haqqanis.

“Personally I feel the military leadership, the Foreign Office and the political leadership have acquitted themselves very well in a gas-filled atmosphere. Those who in Kabul and New Delhi thought the talks would collapse at the expense of Islamabad must surely now be sulking.

“In one of your columns, I am sure you will not hesitate to acknowledge the truth of Pakistan`s commendable performance at the talks and the victory of its diplomacy.”

The sarcasm that creeps into this column isn`t really a default position or even a desired, preferred manner of expressing oneself. It is a mere a reflection of our times and the despair with which it fills many hearts and dominates many a thought process.

All I ever wish to point out is where we could be, given our potential, if afforded a little sanity. We have a raft of issues to tackle and tackle quickly. And we don`t even appear to have started. Where do we start?

Polio is again threatening to scar the lives of some of the poorest and most deprived sections of our society. Diarrhoea, malaria and hosts of other water- and air-borne diseases continue to take a toll of lives year in and year out.

The battle against the horrors of poverty and illiteracy is rendered so much more difficult by the horrors of horror: bigotry, intolerance and violence where the perpetrators believe they enjoy divine sanction. You may say these lines often represent undiluted cynicism.

But pray tell me who isn`t keen to reach a point where one can swap one`s scepticism for optimism, to rejoice, to celebrate, to have, and not just covet, normality? If you are honest you`ll also tell me we are far from any such milestone as we speak.
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