Slowdown in peace process
By Tanvir Ahmad Khan

TRAVELLING to Singapore for a Track Two India-Pakistan consultation during the last week of August, I felt that a reasonable expectation would be to pool information and insights into the tangled web of overt and covert negotiations. Neither side is at the moment in a position to launch a major initiative in the peace process.

While India and Pakistan are maintaining the agreed schedule of meetings under the rubric of their “composite dialogue”, contacts at the highest level are obviously getting delayed because internal power structures are susceptible to change.

Since March, informed opinion in India has counselled a wait-and-see policy. Manmohan Singh has on one occasion parried questions about his much-delayed visit to Pakistan by saying that he did not wish to add to President Musharraf’s problems. India too may be heading for a premature general election because of internal differences on major issues including the Indo-US nuclear deal.

A candid assessment of the bilateral dialogue, however, indicates that the slowdown in the negotiations had set in before the political turmoil in Pakistan. Rightly or wrongly, Pakistan had waited for Manmohan Singh to come in the summer of 2006 and use the alchemy of a summit to overcome the hurdles that are conveniently attributed in both the countries to the mindset of the foreign policy bureaucracies. The summit did not materialise either in 2006 or the early part of this year with different speculations in the two capitals about the causes of delay.

Some of the reasons for the slowdown being discussed in the two countries bear repetition. While the secret negotiations on Jammu and Kashmir had progressed, an integrated plan for the implementation of the new out-of-the-box thinking had not emerged. New Delhi wanted to harness the rivers in the disputed state for power-generation before accepting the restraints of a broad settlement with Pakistan. India was not getting very far in its separate dialogue with the Kashmiri leaders.

In New Delhi, some old concerns were getting mixed up with new “strategic considerations” to block the expected redeployment and disengagement of troops in Siachen. The Indians had found Pakistani interlocutors obstreperous on questions of trade and transit especially the overland route to Afghanistan. Finally, against the backdrop of its emerging US-backed major power status, New Delhi simply did not attach the same importance to a subcontinental rapprochement as Pakistan did.

Notwithstanding the above litany of factors that were presumed to have affected adversely the momentum of bilateral negotiations, the Singapore meeting of former diplomats, ex-generals, influential newspaper editors and scholars from India, Pakistan and both sides of the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir was, in the words of a respected Indian editor of a major newspaper, surprised by the “disclosure” of the formula that has reportedly brought the Kashmir dispute very close to resolution.

A leading Indian participant argued on the strength of his knowledge that talks between Ambassador Satinder Lamba of India and the Secretary of Pakistan’s National Security Council, Tariq Aziz had left sundry Track Two “travellers” far behind the achievements of secret diplomacy.

He cited five elements of a likely solution of the Jammu and Kashmir dispute. Another Indian participant has since formulated them as follows: no change in the territories; open borders in Jammu and Kashmir; autonomy for both sides of Kashmir; joint consultative commissions to be set up on both sides of the Line of Control; and reduction of forces on both sides of Jammu and Kashmir — a sort of demilitarisation.

It is claimed that only five persons in Pakistan are privy to the secret talks. But it is generally known that the “key ideas” mentioned above have been under discussion. What is believed in Pakistan is that the two sides have exchanged ‘non-papers’ but that these tentative proposals still need to be reconciled. Furthermore, the Pakistani government’s need for making the eventual reconciliation acceptable to the people of Pakistan and more importantly to the people of Kashmir has increased.

The Indian expectation that President Musharraf can impose any solution on them was never realistic; it would be less valid if he has to share power with some other political forces in the country. Pakistan, too, should have a larger democratic base for a settlement with India.

Regardless of the measure of agreement between Messrs Lambah and Tariq Aziz, which for Pakistanis remains a closely guarded secret, the situation on the ground makes for a mixed assessment. First, India is unable or unwilling to objectify the idea of autonomy. In Indian-held Kashmir, the valley on the one side and Jammu and Ladakh on the other have very different notions of autonomy. Even within the valley, the “azadi” lobby and the traditional pro-Indian political groups demand a much greater measure of self-governance than New Delhi is willing so far to concede.Further progress warrants undoing the great damage done to the Sheikh Abdullah-Nehru Pact and the Article 370 of the Indian constitution. Constitutional amendments that would restore the special status of Jammu and Kashmir are not easy to make in the fragmented polity of India.

Secondly, while it is conceivable that the regular Indian army gives way to various paramilitary forces in the major cities and withdraws to less visible cantonments, India is in no position to trust the people of Kashmir who remain deeply alienated from it and may be tempted to radically extend their autonomy. Demilitarisation continues to be a problematic area. If India is not willing to pull out on reciprocal grounds from the Siachen area, how would it make across-the-board demilitarisation a credible process?

Third, joint consultative mechanisms may be indispensable to the future of an otherwise divided Jammu and Kashmir but there is not much evidence that the two sides have an identical view of their role. In all possible forums, the Indian analysts and opinion-makers show a degree of impatience to use such higher bodies as a lever of some influence on the fortunes of Pakistan’s Northern Areas. This may well be where the Pakistani security establishment draws a red line.

Fourth, facilities for people-to-people contacts across the Line of Control have not exactly prospered. In fact, there may be limited incentive for them unless radical steps for trade become a reality.

In Singapore, Pakistani participants generally argued that the peace process was irreversible, that peace constituencies in the two countries were getting larger and larger and that any futuristic scenario of India-Pakistan cooperation in such vital fields as import of desperately needed energy from Central and West Asia relied heavily on a transformation of the bilateral relationship.

It was felt that that President Musharraf had played an important role in changing the culture of Indo-Pakistan negotiations but the apprehension that any erosion of his absolute power as a consequence of the current political tussle would impact negatively on the peace process was not valid.

The other main contenders for power including former prime ministers Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif have a track record of pursuing a genuine rapprochement with India. The Pakistani participants emphasised the need for India and Pakistan to work together and not at cross purposes in Afghanistan. In India, the BJP should not unravel a peace process that it helped launch once the dialectics of “mid-term” elections were out of the way.

The fact that realism about the hurdles ahead does not dampen the overall mood of optimism about future inter-state relation in South Asia is heartening. There is acceptance of domestic compulsions but a vast majority of people everywhere hope that their governments would earnestly work to restore momentum to the peace process when the internal political factors get resolved. The objective should be a historic compact, a grand reconciliation.
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