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GEOGRAPHY gives a nation its neighbours. Terms such as ‘good neighbour’ and ‘neighbourly’ imply that geographic neighbours can exist in an environment of peace and harmony. 

But history is also replete with instances in which neighbours have fought. Pakistan and India are neighbours; yet they have been hostile to each other from the very beginning of their existence as independent states. 

There are men and women of goodwill in both countries who advocate friendly and cooperative relations between them; or at least a ‘normalisation’ of their relations. What does ‘normalisation’ mean? I would say the term denotes the absence of serious conflicts of interest, active disputes and unusual restrictions on trade and visits between the countries concerned. 

Atal Behari Vajpayee, the Indian prime minister at the time, met then Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif in Lahore in February 1999. They agreed, among other things, that representatives of the two countries should meet periodically and talk to sort out their differences. These talks would cover all issues, including Kashmir. Thus began an exercise that came to be known as the ‘composite dialogue’. 

It went through several rounds. The two delegations split into teams, each one of which discussed a set of related issues. But they did not even come close to settling any of the issues between them. The process suffered a severe jolt following the terrorist attacks on Mumbai in November 2008. India claimed that the attackers had come from Pakistan, where they had accomplices who planned attacks on its territory. It asked Pakistan to find, arrest and prosecute these conspirators. 

Pakistani authorities have arrested and interrogated a number of persons suspected of sponsoring terrorist violence in India. A few of them are actually being prosecuted, but since the courts must follow the ‘due process of law’ the cases are moving at a slow pace, which is to be expected. The Indian government is annoyed with the slowness of these proceedings and alleges that Pakistan is not acting with the requisite seriousness in this regard. Indian officials say they do not want to talk to Pakistan until the latter changes its attitude. The Indian foreign minister said the other day that terrorism and dialogue could not coexist. He implied that Pakistan was encouraging terrorists. 

This is a vicious statement for him to have made knowing, as he must, that Pakistan has suffered many more terrorist attacks during the last two years than India has, and that its army and other security forces have been battling terrorists for the past many months. 

Undaunted by India’s posture, Pakistan’s Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi and other officials continue to call for a resumption of the composite dialogue. The reasons behind their persistence are hard to understand. 

It has been generally known for more than 50 years that India has no intention of making any change in the status quo in Kashmir to suit Pakistan. It maintains that the part of Kashmir it controls is its territory, that if certain groups in the valley are dissatisfied with its control, it is a matter for its government to take up and settle with them, and that it is none of Pakistan’s business. It believes that talks between the two countries concerning Kashmir, even if they are held, will go nowhere and are therefore not of particular use. 

What is left in the agenda for a dialogue if Kashmir is taken out? There is the matter of whether the Pakistani and Indian military posts can be located a mile or two this way or that on top of the Siachen Glacier. There is then the issue of where exactly the middle point — and therefore the border — in the marshes of the Rann of Kutch is. Neither of these issues involves the vital national interests of Pakistan or India. They may not even be worth talking about. 

The flow of water in the Indus River and its tributaries is a matter of vital concern to Pakistan. They flow through Indian-held Kashmir and it may be possible for India to divert the water from these rivers before they enter Pakistan. It is building dams on the Indus but says they are for generating electricity and not for irrigation. Even so, it can interfere with the flow of water to Pakistan. International law protects the rights of the lower riparian of rivers that flow through two countries. The issue of India’s dams on the Indus was referred to an international arbitrator. 

The professed purpose of the composite dialogue was — and is — to improve India-Pakistan relations. This, to my mind, is a futile exercise, for neither country has any real interest in improving relations with the other. Pakistan is an overpopulated and poor country suffering shortages of basic necessities such as wheat flour, sugar, water, electricity and gas. There is nothing here for India to covet. 

India, in turn, may be ahead of Pakistan in many respects but poverty in that country is much more pervasive and intense than it is in Pakistan. Improved relations could bring greater trade between them. That would enable Indian exporters to flood Pakistani markets with cheaper consumer goods to the detriment of local manufacturers and merchants. 

Both India and Pakistan maintain stockpiles of nuclear weapons and delivery vehicles. War between them can therefore be ruled out. But it suits the powers that be in both countries to keep a degree of tension going between them. For instance, it suits the military establishment in each country to project the other side as a security threat. This assessment is used to justify its numbers and its share of the national budget.While war may be ruled out, it is open to each side to sponsor and foment sabotage in the other’s territory. In fact they have been doing it for quite a few years: India allegedly in Balochistan and Pakistan allegedly in the Indian side of Kashmir. An improvement in their relations could put an end to each side’s subversion of the other’s internal affairs. 

The call for improvement in India-Pakistan relations is a ritual which has become customary to invoke. Nothing is lost if these relations remain as they are.

