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Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and Pakistani Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani. 

The peace process which the prime ministers of India and Pakistan, Dr Manmohan Singh and Mr Yousuf Raza Gilani, renewed at Thimpu on April 29, has enormous potential provided that the parties realistically reckon with the hurdles and proceed unitedly with understanding and determination. 

Much depends on how they proceed between now and next September when the prime ministers are expected to meet in New York. India’s Home Minister P. Chidambaram is due to visit Islamabad next month, while meetings between the foreign ministers and foreign secretaries are mandated by the prime ministers themselves. They wisely discarded the traditional joint statement in traditional turgid prose. A careful reading of the statements by Pakistan’s Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi in Islamabad on April 30 and India’s Foreign Secretary Nirupama Rao in Thimpu on April 29, reveals an encouraging accord on the aims of the peace process and on the tacit assumptions underlying it. 

First, as Mr Qureshi said, “there has been a trust deficit and we have to bridge it”, adding significantly “it can be done through confidence-building measures. It will not happen in a day. It is a process”. Presumably the foreign ministers and the foreign secretaries will devise the confidence-building measures. Ms Rao said “dialogue is the only way … [to] restore trust and confidence”. She revealed that the prime ministers “focused on the renewal of dialogue and to understand the factors that have resulted in the current state of affairs”. However, “the searchlight is on the future and not on the past”. She was accurately reflecting the policy towards Pakistan which Dr Manmohan Singh has resolutely pursued ever since he became prime minister in May 2004. 

The distrust has two dimensions; recent and latent. Causes of the first are easy to identify (26/11). There is reason to believe that there is greater understanding now of the need to tackle them through judicial and investigative processes. Time and diplomacy have peeled away most layers of the latent distrust which had piled up since partition; but some survived. They are the ones to be tackled now. 

There was on Pakistan’s part a legitimate impression that India was avoiding negotiations on Kashmir and stalling on the ones on other issues. I.K. Gujral’s wreckage of the charter of the composite dialogue in the joint statement in Islamabad on June 23, 1997 strengthened the impression. Militancy in Kashmir was by no means the only factor which led India to believe that Pakistan was not in earnest regarding conciliation. Both sides continued to fight on battlefields of old, unmindful of a promising change in the situation.If to many Pakistanis a ‘composite dialogue’ was a litmus test of India’s sincerity in putting 26/11 behind us, to many Indians, fed on the media’s blasts every day, its resumption meant surrender. In truth the charter had long run its course. Foreign secretaries can only do the ground work; they surely cannot resolve Kashmir, ‘peace and security’, Siachen, Wullar barrage, Sir Creek and ‘terrorism and drug-trafficking’ — the topics listed in para 4 of the charter. 

The remaining two fall within the remit of the Indo-Pak joint commission set up in 1983 and revived recently. They are: economic and commercial cooperation and promotion of friendly exchanges in various fields. Even before the charter, foreign secretaries did discuss these issues, to wit, on Oct 20, 1990, April 7 and Oct 21, 1991, Aug 19, 1992 and Jan 3, 1994. Defence secretaries tackled Siachen. In 1994 non-papers were exchanged. 



Kashmir remained an outcast but it was brought inside and properly treated; for which no thanks are due to the ‘composite dialogue’. Meanwhile differences on Siachen, Sir Creek and the Wullar lake have narrowed. All we need is a political resolve by the leaders to settle them. 

Mr Qureshi rightly said, “If all issues are to be discussed, whether you call it comprehensive dialogue ... or whatever you want, that is not important.” He specifically listed all “the major issues” and said “we will discuss every issue in the dialogue which is going to be resumed shortly”. Ms Rao made the same point: “We are not getting stuck on nomenclature. The process is aimed at building more trust.” They will build on the ground already covered. “Why should we go back to Class I?” Mr Qureshi asked. 

As they move ahead from this point, both governments would do well not only to restore some of the links snapped after 26/11 but establish new ones. Democracies both, they cannot control the media, especially that unruly, unbridled horse, the TV. But briefings can be arranged at home and Indo-Pak exchanges between media persons, publicists, academics and former diplomats and soldiers, can be encouraged actively. It is surely time that the obscene visa curbs were relaxed. Unless civil society is encouraged to promote the peace process, it will not go far. 

Men in the security and intelligence agencies can meet quietly. Two suggestions made by Lt Gen Asad Durrrani, former ISI chief, merit attention: 26/11 showed how infirm leaders can be in the face of public anger. He suggests appointment by both sides of “peace strategists”; that is persons “acting away from the public glare keeping the relations from going over the brink” in times of crisis. They are best kept unnamed from the public. Imagine the good they could have done after 26/11 if one of them had rushed to speak to the other quietly to ensure that the dialogue was not snapped. 

The foreign ministers will chart a course on all these and more for the foreign secretaries to fill in the details. As the dialogue is put back on the rails, Siachen, Sir Creek and Wullar barrage must be settled by the political leadership. They must then 

move on to resolving Kashmir, which is ripe for solution since progress has been considerable. On all these ‘technical’ solutions are agreed; the top leaders alone can give them a viable political framework. History will not forgive a generation which fails at this hour. 

Given the will and statesmanship, this subcontinent, which emerged from foreign rule only to find itself torn by strife, can yet see a new dawn. For, Kashmir, Siachen, Sir Creek and Wullar can all be settled now.

