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INDIAN Prime Minister Manmohan Singh offered a treaty of peace, security and friendship to Pakistan at a public meeting in Amritsar on March 24. However, while referring to the Kashmir dispute, he said that it was a mistake to link it with the normalisation of relations between Pakistan and India.

No one should be surprised at Dr Manmohan Singh’s stance as it was consistent with the policy that has been followed by successive governments in India on this issue.

The Indian prime minister’s suggestion delinking the Kashmir dispute with the normalisation process between Pakistan and India gives the impression that he wants the Kashmir dispute to drag on indefinitely so that India may continue to keep the disputed territory under its illegal occupation. It may, however, be mentioned that since 1947 the Kashmir issue has remained at the heart of rivalry between Pakistan and India and they have fought two wars over it.

It is also at the root of the festering threat to peace and stability in the region with negative consequences. It would, therefore, be imprudent if the two countries diverted their attention away from the Kashmir dispute which, needless to say, is the key to good relations between them. No useful purpose would be served if the two countries remained engaged in a futile and endless round of peace talks without addressing this core issue.

It may be recalled that in August 1982, India had proposed a treaty of friendship and cooperation with Pakistan. No progress was, however, made as Pakistan rejected India’s proposal that all disputes between the two countries should be solved at a bilateral level, without recourse to international forums, including the United Nations. It may, however, be important to note that on one hand India was opposed to the involvement of the international community in the Kashmir dispute and on the other, it also subverted bilateralism for resolving it. As a result, this dispute has remained unresolved and more than five decades after it erupted, Pakistan and India are no closer to its resolution.

It may be pertinent to mention that Pakistan’s stand, all along, has been that a just and peaceful settlement of all the major outstanding problems between Pakistan and India would remove the causes of conflict and friction between the two countries. Dr Manmohan Singh’s ill- advised advocacy of delinking the Kashmir problem with the normalisation of relations between Pakistan and India, however, indicates that he has not appreciated the force of this agreement.

Dr Manmohan Singh’s proposed treaty of friendship with Pakistan, as indicated by him, is aimed at ending the animosities and misgivings of the past to enable the two countries to move together in their common pursuit of eradicating poverty, ignorance and disease. It does not apparently envisage evolving a mechanism to address the outstanding and future problems between Pakistan and India in a judicious manner. Needless to say, without a firm provision in it to remove the irritants that obstruct the establishment and growth of cordial relations between the two countries, the proposed treaty would be of no consequence and may not, therefore, carry conviction, especially in Pakistan.

Historically, Pakistan and India have not been able to maintain the best conditions for coexistence. It is, therefore, all the more important that the proposed treaty of friendship also evolves a mechanism to maintain peace between the two countries particularly during periods of adversial ties. This can, however, be possible only if both commit themselves to respect the sovereignty, territorial integrity and independence of the other and also pledge not to resort to the use of force, under any circumstances, nor adopt coercive means to bring pressure to bear against the other.

Being nuclear weapons states, they should also reaffirm their commitment that they will not be the first to use nuclear weapons and target strategic missiles at each other. All their differences must be resolved through peaceful means by adhering to the provisions of the UN charter and the principles and norms of universally recognized international laws.

It is not yet clear as to what really prompted Dr Manmohan Singh to offer a treaty of friendship to Pakistan at this particular juncture, and what political and strategic objectives he intends to achieve by doing so. Evidently, it cannot be a gesture of goodwill towards Pakistan as some of the political observers in and outside the country may wish us to believe. The only plausible explanation is that by proposing a treaty of friendship to Pakistan, in the wake of the Indo-US nuclear deal which has evoked a negative global reaction, the Indian prime minister, in order to limit the amount of damage that has already been caused by it, wants to convey a message to the international community that India is a peace-loving and responsible country that does not hesitate to seek friendship even with its adversaries.

It may also be pertinent to mention that the Indo-US nuclear deal, which has been criticized in the United States itself, is to be presented soon by the Bush administration to the US Congress for approval. India probably believes that the offer of a treaty of friendship to Pakistan may deflect the mounting criticism against the Indo-US agreement that may be helpful to its lobbyists in Washington to defend it effectively.

Pakistan and India have suffered the negative consequences of a strained relationship that needs to be improved along the lines of common interests and sovereign equality. The political differences and disputes between the two countries have prevented the emergence of a viable relationship between them. The prospects of a lasting friendship between Pakistan and India, remain bleak after Dr Manmohan Singh’s ill-advised advocacy of delinking the Kashmir dispute with the normalisation of relations between the two countries.

Dr Manmohan Singh’s assertion that Kashmir is an integral part of India is also highly contentious and cannot be accepted by Pakistan and the people of Kashmir. The Indian prime minister needs to understand that the Kashmir dispute has to be resolved in a manner that is acceptable to all the concerned parties, particularly the Kashmiris, who must decide their own destiny and hence their wishes about Kashmir’s future political dispensation are sacrosanct. For obvious reasons, India’s sentiments of national pride and ego cannot be allowed to stand in the way of a judicious and speedy settlement of the Kashmir dispute.

