Was it real progress?

By Syed Rifaat Hussain | From the Newspaper 

Yesterday
[image: image1.png]


[image: image2.png]


MEETINGS between Indian and Pakistani foreign ministers are a sedate affair which seldom cause a media stir. The one held in New Delhi earlier in the week was an exception for all the wrong reasons. 
Instead of focusing on the grim state of affairs between the two nuclear-armed adversaries, the Indian media zeroed in on the “stunning” and “petite” looks of Ms Hina Rabbani Khar, Pakistan’s new 34-year old female foreign minister. Betraying their sexist proclivities, The Times of India and Navbharat Times respectively called her Pakistan’s “best face” and “model like minister”.

In the same vein, The Male Today tabloid highlighted Ms Khar’s “tasteful accessories” — Roberto Cavalli sunglasses, oversized Hermès Birkin bag and her “pearl jewellery” that lent a touch of glamour to her looks. Drawing a comparison between the visiting Pakistani foreign minister and her much older Indian counterpart, S.M. Krishna, The Telegraph newspaper observed that in the unkind world of adjectives, the odds are stacked against the latter since Ms Khar outshines him with her stunning appearance.

Did Ms Khar outshine and outperform her Indian host? Not really, at least not in terms of the substance of what was agreed on between the two sides in the joint statement issued at the end of their meeting. For example, the 21-point joint statement accorded much greater salience to counterterrorism efforts including progress on the Mumbai trial as compared to the issue of Kashmir. Counterterrorism is mentioned thrice in the joint statement while Kashmir only once and that too vaguely as an issue that requires “finding a peaceful solution by narrowing divergences and building convergences”.

In contrast to Kashmir, terrorism is recognised as a “continuing threat to peace and security” whose elimination requires a “firm and undiluted commitment” by both sides including “cooperation among relevant departments as well as agencies to bring those responsible for terror crimes to justice”. On all other outstanding issues including Siachen, Sir Creek, Wullar barrage/Tulbul navigation project, the joint statement only commits both sides to seek an early and amicable resolution.

Despite this asymmetric articulation of Indian and Pakistani core concerns in the joint statement, Ms Khar described her visit as marking a “new era of cooperation between the two countries”. Her unwarranted positive spin was gleefully endorsed by Mr Krishna who said that relations between the two countries were on the “right track”. What justifies this starry-eyed optimism?

One is the fact that no real negotiations were conducted on a long and growing list of outstanding issues between the two countries. Most of the spadework for the meeting was done by the two foreign secretaries, who, unlike their superiors, were painfully aware of the limited extent to which real progress had been made. Indian Foreign Secretary Nirupama Rao characterised the discussion as one of “hope” tempered with “cautious optimism”.

Second, both countries saw losing very little by portraying their renewed peace engagement as a fundamental “reset” of their troubled ties. The joint statement reflected this posturing for peace well: “The ministers affirmed the importance of carrying forward the dialogue process with a view to resolving peacefully all outstanding issues through constructive and result-oriented engagement, and to establish friendly, cooperative and good neighbourly relations between Pakistan and India.”

Third, the overly optimistic note struck by the foreign ministers’ meeting stemmed from their shared desire to placate restive peace constituencies at home and abroad. Responding to the widely shared public sentiment that in order for it to be sustainable, India-Pakistan peacemaking had to be nested in the people’s support, the joint statement said that the “people of the two countries are at the heart of the relationship and that issues of people-to-people contacts and humanitarian issues should be accorded priority and treated with sensitivity”.

It noted “with satisfaction the progress made towards the finalisation of a revised visa agreement which would help liberalise the visa regime and facilitate people-to-people, business-to-business and sports contacts”. Track two peace initiatives like the Ottawa Dialogue have been calling upon the two governments ad nauseam to facilitate people-to-people contacts as a way of waging real peace between the two countries.

How would the current India-Pakistan peace engagement pan out in the near future? Three factors will be critical.

First, the ability of both sides to isolate the peace spoilers from their current endeavours to take the process forward. That both sides did not let the recent terror attacks in Mumbai affect the foreign ministers’ meeting is a reassuring sign of their political maturity and a clear signal to outfits like the Lashkar-e-Taiba that they will not be allowed to hijack the peace process to promote their violent agenda.

Two, the Indian willingness to allow the voices of Kashmiri moderates to be heard in the intra-Kashmir dialogue as part of the larger process of the grand bargain to settle the Kashmir dispute. That Ms Khar was able to meet the top Hurriyet leaders including Syed Ali Shah Geelani and Mirwaiz Umar Farooq at the Pakistan High Commission in New Delhi without inviting a public rebuke from Indian officialdom indicates a more positive and less paranoid approach by India towards Kashmiri resistance leaders and their links with Pakistan. By giving more political space to the Kashmiri opposition in the India-Pakistan dialogue on Kashmir, New Delhi can mitigate the rising Kashmiri alienation caused by its flawed governance in India-administered Kashmir.

Third, India and Pakistan must embed their peace dialogue in a shared vision of regional peace, security and development which is inclusive in nature and premised on a cooperative security framework. For the past 65 years, India and Pakistan have allowed the dynamics of their debilitating rivalry to be exploited by extra-regional powers like the US to the latter’s advantage. It is high time that India and Pakistan came together and worked on evolving a regional architecture for peace and development that primarily addresses the needs and aspirations of their people.

A good starting place would be an India-Pakistan conversation on stabilising Afghanistan. As a result of three decades of continuous warfare, Afghanistan has become a regional bleeding wound which must be treated. Pakistan as a contiguous neighbour of that war-torn country and India as a regional influential have a lot to gain from a stable, peaceful Afghanistan and everything to lose from Afghanistan’s descent into violent anarchy.

Let us hope when Prime Minister Manmohan Singh makes his long-awaited visit to Pakistan India and Pakistan will find time to focus on Afghanistan as a common security challenge.
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