Time to move forward for peace 

 

 

Najam Sethi
Friday, December 07, 2012  

 
 

Taking issue

 

The writer is Jang Group/Geo adviser on political affairs and host of Aapas Ki Baat on Geo TV

 

Pakistan has taken two extraordinary steps in 2012 to normalise relations with India. It has all but formally granted most favoured nation (MFN) status to its neighbour by allowing imports of over 6,000 items from India; and it is signing a visa liberalisation agreement next week in New Delhi. Both measures are in response to long-standing Indian demands for concrete “confidence building measures” before simmering disputes over Kashmir and Siachen can be settled. 

 

These are extraordinary for two reasons. First, these are unilateral steps by Pakistan and not part of the historical sum-zero game in which one country’s “gain” could not be counted as the other’s “loss”. Each “concession” from one had to be offset with an equal concession from the other so that there were no “losers”. But in the current case, trade liberalisation will benefit India more than it does Pakistan because Indian exports to Pakistan will soar many times more than Pakistan’s exports to India. Thus the new visa regime will promote such trade to India’s benefit more than to Pakistan’s.

 

Second, the strategy of dispute resolution practiced by Pakistan since 1965 has been unilaterally reversed. Until now, Pakistan had put trade and visa liberalisation at the end of the spectrum of dispute resolution. It’s view was that the “core” issue of Kashmir should be settled first according to the UN resolutions for a ‘yes or no plebiscite’ to join Pakistan before tackling the other issues in which give and take was required. India had taken the opposite position, going so far as to insist that Kashmir was a “problem” to be sorted out (related to Pakistan’s “interference” in Kashmir) but not a dispute (according to the UN) to be settled, and had added the issue of “Pakistan-sponsored terrorism” as a “counter-core” issue for it in Agra in 2001. 

 

Indeed, since 1997 when Nawaz Sharif agreed to IK Gujral’s proposal of a “composite” dialogue of eight issues in place of a “core Kashmir issue” approach, Pakistan has taken a series of steps in the opposite direction. In the 1999 Lahore summit between Nawaz Sharif and Atal Bihari Vajpayee, Pakistan confirmed the composite dialogue approach and cemented it with back channel diplomacy on Kashmir. General Pervez Musharraf went two steps further in 2004 when he unilaterally stopped Pakistani-sponsored jihad in Kashmir and revived the “back channel” with India via “out of the box” solutions for Kashmir without immediate or direct reference to the UN Resolution on Plebiscite. 

 

Unfortunately, India has not reciprocated in any significant manner. In fact, the back channel on Kashmir has been frozen since 2007 and the dialogue even on “low-hanging fruits” ripe for the plucking like Sir Creek and Siachen (in which an agreement was all but inked in 1989 and 1992) has withered on the vine. India’s contention is that Kargil in 1999 and then the Mumbai attacks (26/11) destroyed Pakistan’s credibility and hurt the process of normalisation. India remains unhappy over the lack of progress in Pakistan on bringing the non-state actors who attacked Mumbai to book. Indeed, on the eve of signing the visa liberalisation regime, with the Pakistani home minister going to Delhi, India’s home minister has put out a statement accusing Pakistan of turning a blind eye to “42 training camps of anti-India terrorists” where over 2500 militants are allegedly getting military training for sneaking into Kashmir across the LoC and stirring up trouble there. India claims there have been nearly 250 attempts by such militants in 2012. This is bound to provoke a riposte from Pakistan accusing India of fomenting insurgency in Balochistan from India-supported training camps in Afghanistan and abetting sectarian and Taliban terrorism in Karachi and Fata.

 

Worse, India is now saying that Sir Creek and Siachen are not low-hanging fruits ripe for plucking. It has injected a new strategic dimension into the equation for Siachen that makes its occupation of the glacier permanent for all practical reasons. Until now, it was mutually agreed that both militaries would withdraw to pre-1984 positions that had been mutually demarcated and vacate the glacier. The only hitch related to the legal position of the current posts, with India insisting on some form of locus standi on paper before vacation. Now, in addition, New Delhi is insisting on a delineation of the LoC beyond NJ9842 on the glacier that would give it control of the area to the North-East of NJ9842 through to the border with China. So it has now linked Siachen not just to a final settlement over the LoC but also to its strategic security concerns with China!

 

This doesn’t auger well for Indo-Pak relations. The irony is that for the first time there is a national consensus in Pakistan to build the blocks of peace with India. All parties – the PPP, PML-N, MQM, ANP and even JUI – are pro-peace. Polls show over 65 percent of all Pakistanis want an end to warring with their neighbour. Even the army chief has given a nod to trade and visa liberalisation and said that the real enemy of Pakistan is within and not without, a reference to rampant sectarian and Taliban terrorism. Across the border, young people in India, without the historical memory of enmity, are more interested in getting on with their lives and experiencing Pakistan first hand than in perpetuating old rivalries and opening old wounds. 

 

Inevitably, electoral politics, an aggressive nationalist media, and a rigid bureaucratic establishment, are standing in the way of Aman ki Asha in India. Dr Manmohan Singh took the credit in the last general elections for paving the way for normalisation. He planned a state visit to Pakistan when he could announce a “breakthrough” in resolving either Sir Creek or Siachen or both. But his plans were sabotaged by the media and by opposition parties after he conceded a mention of terrorism in Balochistan in a statement following a meeting with Yousuf Raza Gilani at the Saarc summit in Bhutan in 2011. Now, with 18 months to go before the next general elections, he is besieged by credible corruption charges that have laid his Congress government low. Under these circumstances, the last thing he wants is to be accused of making any “concession” to Pakistan, which is what any change in the status quo on Siachen at least would imply. 

 

It is in this context that a recent conference on conflict resolution in New Delhi organised by the Jang Group and Times of India may be relevant. The Indian and Pakistani participants adopted an “incremental” rather than “breakthrough” approach on both Sir Creek and Siachen. It was jointly argued that Sir Creek may be made a “free zone” for navigation under joint supervision with mechanisms to facilitate fishing by both sides, while the long-drawn out process of a final settlement on the maritime border may continue in the background. Similarly, it was proposed that negotiations on delineation of the LoC beyond NJ9842 may continue while step by step demilitarisation and environmental protection of the glacier may be jointly undertaken by both countries. 

 

These are sound proposals. Pakistan has taken unprecedented steps to demonstrate a willingness to change the enemy-state paradigm. It is also grappling with terrorism-related issues. When will the Indian establishment stop clutching at Kargil and Mumbai to dampen the popular groundswell for peace in both countries? When will the Indian media become part of the solution rather than remain part of the problem?

 

 

