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IT is scarcely surprising that when they met at Yekaterinburg on June 16, President Asif Ali Zardari and Prime Minister Manmohan Singh agreed to direct their respective foreign secretaries to meet before the NAM summit in Sharm-el-Sheikh in Egypt on July 15. 

The results of the foreign secretaries’ deliberations and progress in the investigations in Pakistan into the Mumbai blasts and in Ajmal Kasab’s trial will then be reviewed. 

The limited remit of the foreign secretaries does not minimise the significance of this promising step. In a sense, it picks up the threads that were allowed to drop last November. Pakistan could not send the DG of the ISI but there was no follow-up by arranging swiftly a visit to New Delhi by any other senior official. Even after Kargil, Mr Sartaj Aziz, the foreign minister, came to Delhi. It is necessary to resolve the crisis of confidence so that the limited remit of the foreign secretaries is widened by the top leaders and a substantive dialogue is resumed. 

Briefing the media on June 16 Mr Shiv Shankar Menon said that the “foreign secretaries will discuss the primary issue of terrorism and what Pakistan has done … to end terrorism directed against India”. Pakistan has taken substantial steps towards that goal. What is sought by India are more steps which ensure an end to the menace which affects Pakistan as well. 

Both sides welcomed the outcome: “We must try again to make peace with Pakistan” the prime minister said on June 17. Let us hope all goes well in the foreign secretaries’ talks. It would seem natural for them to revive what has come to be known as the “composite dialogue”. A week before the Yekaterinburg meeting there was a suggestion that India should not go back to that process. It was made out of frustration. But is it not time we reflected in a positive spirit on the continuance of a fatuous format of dialogue initiated over a decade ago? Surely the structure of a dialogue is less important than its content. 

Like the course of true love, the course of the much-vaunted composite dialogue has never run smooth, as the record shows. Prime Ministers Nawaz Sharif and Inder Gujral agreed at Male on May 12, 1997 to set up a working group on Kashmir. Gujral developed second thoughts in view of the BJPs’ opposition. 

On June 23, 1997 at Islamabad, the foreign secretaries agreed “to set up a mechanism including working groups at appropriate levels” to address eight specified issues “in an integrated manner”. Peace and security and Kashmir were to be dealt with by the foreign secretaries. The rest, comprising Siachen, Sir Creek, Wullar Barrage, etc, were to be dealt with by others. Even this watered-down accord of June 23 was not worked out. At Lahore on Feb 21, 1999, Prime Ministers Atal Behari Vajpayee and Nawaz Sharif issued a declaration and a joint statement on CBMs while pledging themselves to resolve Kashmir. 

Meanwhile in 1998 the BJP government had resiled from the fundamental agreed since 1989 that both sides would disengage in Siachen. The composite dialogue held in 1998 collapsed. The Lahore Declaration was overtaken by Kargil. 

The aborted Agra Declaration (2001) envisaged a different format. There would be “a sustained dialogue at the political level” on Kashmir, security, CBMs, terrorism and drug trafficking. At “the appropriate level of officials” five other matters would be addressed; Siachen, Wullar Bar

rage, Sir Creek, economic and commercial cooperation and the promotion of friendly exchanges in various fields. 

After a long hiatus, following the attack on Parliament House in New Delhi in December 2001, the leaders of both countries agreed in Islamabad on Jan 6, 2004 “to commence the process of the composite dialogue in February 2004”. In the five years since a good few of the items on the agenda of the composite dialogue deserve to be removed and transferred to where they properly belong — the agenda of a well-prepared and well-timed summit. 

Begin with Kashmir. Considerable progress has been made in the back channel. On May 2, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh confirmed the former President Gen (retd) Pervez Musharraf’s version: “In fact Gen Musharraf and I had nearly reached an agreement (on Kashmir), a non-territorial solution to all problems but then Gen Musharraf got into many difficulties with the chief justice and on other fronts and therefore the whole process came to a half.” 

Only at a summit can the loose ends be tied up. The same goes for Siachen where political resolve is required. The prime minister faced obstruction from quarters more than one. He is in a much stronger position today. The Wullar Barrage and Sir Creek are also ripe for a political solution at the highest level. 

Meanwhile, both countries revived the Pakistan-India joint commission in a joint statement after the New Delhi summit on April 18, 2005. This body was set up in March 1983 at the level of foreign ministers for promoting bilateral cooperation in the economic field, trade, information, cultural and consular fields. It had four sub-commissions for economic matters, trade, information, education, culture and sports and for travel and tourism. Eight working groups have been set up, besides. 

The commission and its sub-commissions first met in June 1983, next in July 1985 and finally in July 1989. Revived, it met in October 2005 and in February 2007. It is the relationship which infuses life into mechanisms. No mechanism can make estranged parties kiss and make up. 

Matters which belong to the commission should be left to it and its sub-commissions to tackle. Problems ripe for a summit should be tackled at that level. Foreign secretaries should tackle the problem of terrorism, consider how and why the mechanism devised at Havana in September 2006 failed and devise a new process. It could be meetings between heads of the intelligence services followed by talks at the political level. 

Only if confidence is restored can a summit succeed in resolving disputes that should have been resolved long ago.
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