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A NUMBER of stories in the Dawn issue of July 17 provide an interesting insight into the state of play in India-Pakistan relations. Two stories on discussions between the foreign ministers of the two countries suggest that Pakistan’s expectation of progress, following the statement issued at Thimpu that played host to the Saarc summit earlier this year was not realised.

Instead of taking two steps forward and perhaps one backward, that is frequently the case in a dialogue between two parties with a long history of animosity, the Islamabad talks only served to push back the relationship. The optimists saw some hope in the declaration that Pakistani Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi had accepted the invitation issued by his counterpart to visit New Delhi at some future date. That was practically laid to rest by the Pakistani foreign minister’s meeting with the press a day after he concluded the discussions with the Indians.

The foreign minister indicated with a palpable show of irritation that he would not go to India unless there was indication that Pakistan’s neighbour was prepared to discuss the substantive issues that remain to be resolved. His assertion that the Indian foreign minister had arrived in Islamabad with a highly restricted mandate from which telephone calls from New Delhi, while the meeting was in progress, ensured he did not depart caused considerable displeasure in India. There is now considerable bad blood between the two sides. This is where the United States enters the picture.

Another Dawn story provided some background to Pakistan’s preparation for the second round of the strategic dialogue between Islamabad and Washington begun a few months ago in the American capital. It was revealed that the Pakistani side planned to focus on two issues in their talks with their counterparts from Washington. They wanted the Americans to pressure India not to compromise Pakistan’s situation with respect to the availability of water. 

A World Bank study issued a couple of years ago had suggested that Pakistan was fast approaching the situation in which countries are classified as ‘water-stressed’. This threshold is placed at 1,000 cubic metres per head of the population. Availability in Pakistan has already declined to 1,500 from as much as 5,000 cubic metres in the early 1950s. 

Increase in the size of the population is only one reason that this decline has occurred. Pakistanis believe that some actions by India in the upper reaches of the rivers that were allotted to the country by the treaty signed in 1960 is also a cause. Stopping India from pursuing that line was regarded as sufficiently important for Islamabad to seek American help but Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in her two-day trip to Islamabad recently refused to allow America to get involved.

Another story was about the discovery of a large gas field in Kohat which would, when developed, deal with energy shortages that Pakistan has to contend with — this one pertaining to the availability of natural gas, a fuel on which Pakistan is heavily dependent for meeting its growing energy needs. At the second session of the Pakistan-US strategic dialogue and also at the Friends of Pakistan meeting that preceded it, Pakistan asked for help in developing the energy sector.

Putting together these stories creates a picture that Pakistan should observe carefully in order to tackle a difficult diplomatic and economic situation. India is able to adopt what Pakistan sees as a hard line in its relations with its neighbour in part because of its economic strength. For the last quarter century the Indian economic growth has been twice that of Pakistan’s. When we factor in Pakistan’s higher rate of population increase, the income gap between the two countries has widened considerably.

In the mid-1980s when India began to reform its economy, per capita income in Pakistan was higher than that of its neighbour. Now the Indian income is 20 per cent greater. Pakistan is dependent on the largesse of its foreign friends to keep its economy from falling into a deep abyss. It is appealing to the Americans and the Chinese for greater help than the two countries are prepared to provide. India, on the other hand, with $250bn of accumulated foreign exchange reserves — the fifth highest in the world — is in a very comfortable position. Given these economic disparities it is not surprising that the Indians are reading from a script that calls for a hard line towards what it views as a troublesome neighbour. 

This was not always the case. There was a time when Pakistan was held out as the model of development which other countries could follow. It had managed to build a strong economy by having the public and private sectors work for the common good. India, on the other hand, by putting the state on the commanding heights of the economy, was managing to grow at what its own economists called the Hindu rate of GDP increase. 

There are no permanent trends in the way countries move forward; Pakistan should be able to reverse the trend. It needs to do that in order to be treated with some respect by the international community, in particular its neighbours.

I have suggested in this space before that one way of dealing with the Indian conundrum is to change the basis of the dialogue. It might be time to put history on the back burner and let economics take centre stage. Some problems are too intractable to be resolved through dialogue. 

The best way to deal with them is to change the circumstances that surround them. That is exactly what the Chinese did regarding their claim over Taiwan. Once a senior Chinese leader told me that time was on their side. He was not measuring time in months or years but decades. In the meantime they were going to change the nature of the relationship with the island, to have it develop a strong economic vested interest in the mainland. We could try the same approach with India. 

