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INDIAN Foreign Secretary Nirupama Rao is a woman my father would have described as a “tough cookie”, an impressive and savvy professional who shines in a male-dominated world. 

Recently in Pakistan to prepare for ministerial talks between Pakistan and India, Ms Rao appeared intelligent, cool, dignified and gracious. Reading her comments and seeing pictures after her recent meeting in Islamabad with Pakistani Foreign Secretary Salman Bashir, I felt a sense of pride in the achievements of a successful South Asian woman, one who had not risen to the top on the coattails of a powerful family but through hard work and personal merit. 

As India and Pakistan prepare to hold talks between foreign ministers, it is reassuring that it’s Ms Rao who is charged with the tough preparatory work. I don’t know if Ms Rao and Mr Bashir can get the Herculean job done — after all they are civil servants, not politicians. But if the two governments are serious about normalising relations then at least the Indian foreign secretary has repeatedly demonstrated that she has the necessary qualifications to tackle the difficult task. 

Almost two years ago in Delhi, I participated in discussions Ms Rao held on foreign policy priorities with representatives of European think tanks. I remember thinking at the time that Ms Rao — like her majestic refurbished Raj surroundings — was almost too good to be true. 

She walked into the magnificent meeting room at the foreign office, sari swishing, giving us a warm, welcoming smile and a firm handshake. She told us somberly that there had been another attack on the Indian embassy in Kabul, so she may have to leave earlier than anticipated. But as we drank tea and ate biscuits, she talked us patiently through various aspects of India’s foreign policy. Throughout the discussion, Ms Rao was the epitome of grace under fire. 

She spoke at length about cross-border terrorism and the need for Pakistan to take effective action against “various groups that take sustenance from the environment”. Not once did she engage in anti-Pakistan rhetoric or attack Islamabad. Her focus, she said, was on beginning a counter-terrorism dialogue with Pakistan. 

Before the letters of protest come in and I am called naïve and ingenuous, let’s be clear: Ms Rao is certainly not soft on Pakistan and will defend Indian interests to the hilt. That’s her job and her role. Pakistani officials are paid to do the same. But Ms Rao is proof that sometimes tone and style are as important as substance. 

Rebuilding relations between India and Pakistan requires skilled diplomacy, patience and hard work. It means recognising the burden of history — but reconciling it with the imperatives of the future. Clearly, it will take years to tackle the trust deficit between the two countries, not to mention the time needed to resolve differences over Kashmir and other issues, including the dispute over water, that divides the two countries. 

There is no magic formula for peace in South Asia. Terrorism and extremism, US and Chinese involvement, as well as India-Pakistan rivalry in Afghanistan, make the toxic South Asian cocktail even more poisonous. Last week at the European Policy Centre in Brussels, I chaired a meeting on building a new South Asian security agenda, in the hope that as former Pakistani ambassador Khalid Mahmood put it, the “zero sum game” between India and Pakistan could be replaced by a more constructive approach. 

Mr Mahmood rightly insisted that it was in the common interest of both countries that the peace process should become irreversible and that acts of terrorism should not derail it. He said both countries should tackle terrorism by treating it as a common threat and cooperate in the management and conservation of water rather than on disputes. A framework should be created for resolving outstanding issues, based on work already done during the 2004-2007 period. 

These are important and constructive proposals that need to be addressed by both India and Pakistan. Other imperatives of the 21st century also need to be taken into account. India and Pakistan — and the rest of South Asia — must first and foremost focus on improving the lives of the millions of people who live in extreme poverty. Countries in the region should join ranks to try and achieve at least some of the poverty-slashing Millennium Development Goals. That should be a common agenda for South Asia. 

Second, the region must trade more with each other. Take a look at the passionate discussions on creating a “regional architecture” under way in Southeast Asia and it becomes clear that the new world order is about building ever stronger regional blocs, closer economic cooperation between neighbours and breaking down barriers, not the creation of new ones. 

If South Asian nations are to be taken seriously, they will have to put meat on the bones of Saarc, the South Asian regional organisation that is hostage to endless quarrels between its members. More significantly, they will have to sort out their endless bilateral disputes. Members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean) have shown that Asian countries can sidestep, and look beyond, longstanding conflicts to engage in building bridges and alliances. Despite their history of confrontation and war, the leaders of China, Japan and South Korea hold regular summits and are working on forging stronger economic ties. 

Historical wounds do not heal immediately, but economic tie-ups, common business interests and the need to play catch-up in a rapidly developing world should be as high on the India-Pakistan agenda as dealing with historically rooted disputes. It’s simple: India is certainly an important emerging nation but as Prime Minister Manmohan Singh said recently, it can only achieve its full potential if it is at peace with its neighbours. 

As their Asian neighbours rise to new economic heights, South Asian countries cannot afford to be left behind, embroiled in unresolved and seemingly intractable conflicts which burden their political and economic landscape. Clearly, South Asian politicians will have to forge a long-term strategy for growth and development that their counterparts in Southeast Asia have espoused with such success, energy and enthusiasm. 

Ms Rao and Mr Bashir may be accomplished bureaucrats used to dealing with ground realities. But ahead of the upcoming talks between their foreign ministers, they will also have to inject some much-needed vision into the mainly arid India-Pakistan relationship.

The writer is Dawn’s correspondent in Brussels. 

