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ECHOES from the Sharm El Sheikh summit continue to reverberate in both New Delhi and Islamabad. While the Pakistani leadership touts it as a diplomatic success, the Indians remain engulfed in a controversy that has exposed schisms within the Congress party. 

Having pressed the ‘pause’ button on the dialogue process in the wake of last year’s Mumbai attacks, the Manmohan Singh government had declared that there could be no return to negotiations till the “infrastructure of terrorism” based in Pakistan had been destroyed. In fact, India appeared to harden its stand when Singh publicly snubbed President Zardari at the SCO summit in Yekaterinburg. What then explains the ‘shift’? 

Outraged by the Mumbai attacks, the major powers too, had mounted strong pressure on Pakistan to “do something” to assuage India’s anger. Partly on its own volition and partly to satisfy the concern of friendly states, Pakistan took a number of initiatives, most importantly, a massive military operation in Swat. These helped to refurbish Pakistan’s image as serious in its commitment to confronting militancy. Instead of appreciating Islamabad’s gestures and responding to calls to resume negotiations, New Delhi remained intransigent, insisting that it wanted to focus on only one issue, namely terrorism, to the exclusion of other agenda items of the composite dialogue. 

India thereby failed to appreciate that the world wanted it to move on. The Obama administration signalled its impatience with New Delhi, especially after it had acceded to India’s request to restrict special envoy Richard Holbrooke’s mandate to Afghanistan and Pakistan, leaving Kashmir out of it. 

There is also some evidence of rethinking in India, primarily on account of the recognition that its ambition to be a global player could not become a reality until it was able to resolve its differences with Pakistan. India’s expanding economy necessitates secure sources of energy, primarily from Central Asia, which can only transit through Afghanistan and Pakistan. The region is also viewed as a natural market for Indian goods. 

This is only a partial explanation of why Singh agreed to the Sharm El Sheikh statement — admittedly ambiguous, but nevertheless indicating a ‘delinking’ of the dialogue process and the terrorism issue, while conveying the impression that the process stood resumed. But the mere mention of Pakistan’s claim that it had “some information on threats in Balochistan and other areas”, deeply upset the Indian intelligence and security agencies that viewed it as tacit acknowledgment of activities that had been denied. 

Not having anticipated the storm of protest raised by the opposition or the murmurings within the Congress, Singh was left to engage in confused attempts at damage control. These included his assertion in parliament that “the starting point of any meaningful dialogue with Pakistan is a fulfilment of their commitment not to allow their territory to be used in any manner for terrorist activities against India”. 

Foreign Secretary Shiv Shankar Menon, muddied the waters further when he claimed that the statement was “badly drafted”, thereby hinting at Singh’s incompetence. But the most hilarious was State Minister Shashi Tharoor’s comment that the statement was not an agreement and therefore not worth worrying about. 

The unexpected furore appears to have caught the Obama’s administration by surprise, as evident from Secretary Clinton’s interview to Dawn earlier on when she declared that the Singh-Gilani meeting had reignited the hope of a resumption of dialogue between India and Pakistan. Kashmir, she affirmed, should also be on the agenda of discussion between India and Pakistan. Later, she urged India to help Pakistan fight terrorism as such assistance would enhance India’s stature as a global power. While speaking at Delhi University recently, she said that she had seen real will on the part of Pakistan to tackle terrorism. 

Hillary Clinton’s India visit was aimed at reinforcing the strategic ties crafted by the Bush administration. A tangible manifestation of this was the finalisation of a defence deal that would permit the sale of highly sophisticated weapons systems to India and agreement on the two nuclear parks where US manufacturers would be able to build nuclear reactors. 

More importantly, under a veil of secrecy, rules began to be fleshed out for Indian reprocessing of spent US fuel. With India’s civilian and military atomic sectors not adequately separated, the US fuel could allow India to use more of its limited indigenous supplies for its bomb programme. These agreements are likely to qualitatively enhance India’s military strength that could disturb the rough strategic balance that has so far existed between India and Pakistan. 

That the Indian establishment should have reacted so negatively to a fairly innocuous reference in Sharm El Sheikh to Balochistan, even though Pakistan had agreed to leave out specific mention of Kashmir, is deeply regrettable. It indicates that Prime Minister Singh has yet to come into his own when it comes to relations with Pakistan. It also means that New Delhi still believes that foreign urgings to resume the composite dialogue are manageable, while it hopes that its intransigence will result in Pakistan accepting a major change in the format of the dialogue process, which may push Kashmir further away from the negotiating table. 

This is somewhat ironic because India’s current stand appears to mirror Pakistan’s in early years, when it would insist on progress on all issues, including Kashmir, for the dialogue process to begin. Now it is India which refuses to talk of other issues, without visible progress on the issue of terrorism. One can only hope that Prime Minister Singh will not resile from the Sharm El Sheikh understanding, because it is only through comprehensive and sustained negotiations on all issues, including Kashmir and terrorism, that the two governments can expect to achieve progress on their core differences. But this will not happen without the major powers nudging both countries in the direction of meaningful negotiations. 

