Why an accord on Siachen remains elusive
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THE kind of confidence the foreign ministers of India and Pakistan had shown in the likelihood of a final settlement of the Siachen Glacier issue just before the beginning of their composite dialogue in New Delhi this month was amazing and had raised high hopes in the two countries about an ultimate break in the abominable status quo. But nothing of the sort happened. The end-result of their talks shows how deceptive can be the statements by the either side about the progress of the peace process which in itself has become too unpredictable. If foreign minister Mehmood Kasuri was too hopeful in his remarks, prior to the meeting, made on an Indian TV channel about an agreement on the Siachen dispute, his Indian counterpart Pranab Mukherjee was quoted as saying that for the two countries it may take only hours, not days to solve the dispute.

One wonders why the 76 kilometer long glacier continues to remain a bone of contention between India and Pakistan for the last 22 years. What are the factors which sustain the standoff on the world’s highest conflict zone?

This month’s India-Pakistan foreign secretaries talks ended with a mere expression of a determination to continue with the process of negotiations over the Siachen dispute. In spite of the fact that New Delhi and Islamabad are bearing a huge financial burden to maintain their forces on the glacier, both sides appear unwilling to reach an agreement which can transform that conflict zone into, what has often been stated, a ‘mountain of peace’ or ‘Siachen Science Center.’

As far as the dynamics of the conflict are concerned, one needs to consider the fact that the non-demarcation of the glacier at the ceasefire line of 1949 and not clarifying the position of line of control as envisaged in the Simla pact of July 1972 beyond N J 9842 prompted India in April 1984 through its mobile operation code-named ‘Meghdoot’ to capture two of the three passes, Sia La and Bilford La.

The third pass, Gyong La, remained under the Pakistan control. The Indian army controls Siachen’s heights, thus holding a tactical advantage of high ground. Pakistani forces occupy smaller portions of the glacier and its road head is 20 km away from the farthest part. Indian troops are stationed about 80 kms away from the road head and have to be maintained entirely by air. At 5,472 meters above sea level, the Siachen glacier is located in the Karakorum region, which has some of the world’s highest peaks.

Thus, India controls about two-thirds of the glacier and commanding two of the three passes. Its access to the Siachen glacier is from the Leh district in Ladakh and makes its military presence in that glacier quite costly.

In 1989, India and Pakistan were quite close to an agreement on the Siachen issue but the national security apparatus in New Delhi, along with the top brass of the Indian army, opposed demilitarisation of the disputed glacier because according to them whoever owns it controls the Shyok and Nubra valleys as well as the region bordering China. India also insists on keeping the control over this glacier because its northern mountains divide the Central Asia and the South Asian subcontinent.

If the Siachen is demilitarised or the Indian army withdraws prior to the position of April 13, 1984, New Delhi fears that Pakistan may easily regain its control over the glacier thus endangering the security of Ladakh and the state of Jammu and Kashmir. Pakistan rejects Indian position and says that it is the unilateral occupation of the glacier by the Indian forces in April 1984 which is the cause of the dispute. Moreover, Pakistan draws a straight line in a northeasterly direction from NJ 9842 up to the Korakorum pass on its boundary with China. Whereas, India draws a northwest line from NJ 9842 along the watershed line of the Saltoro range, a southern offshoot the Karakorum range.

At the just-held defense and foreign secretaries talks, Pakistan had proposed first withdrawing and then delineating an extension of the line of control beyond NJ 9842. Pakistan also proposed a negotiated withdrawal of forces from the disputed region to the 1980 position, while New Delhi expressed its keenness to get the whole region demilitarised before vacating its occupation. Pakistan has also suggested that Siachen glacier be opened for sports and mountaineering. Contrary to the Pakistan’s position, New Delhi suggests that Islamabad must accept the actual ground position line (AGPL) before pulling back its forces that have been deployed on the glacier since 1984. For Pakistan, accepting the AGPL would mean recognising the Indian territorial control over the glacier.

The Indo-Pak standoff over the Siachen dispute also means sustaining a high cost of conflict at the expense of their taxpayers. According to the findings of Mumbai-based Strategic Foresight Group published in February 2004, the Siachen conflict would cost India Rs72,000 millions and Pakistan Rs18,000 millions over the next five years. Together, they will lose around 1,500 soldiers in the same period in Siachen without fighting a war.

The cost of maintaining three battalions there for Pakistan is Rs15 million a day, which comes to Rs450 million a month and Rs5.4 billion a year. Whereas, the cost of deployment of seven battalions for India at the glacier is Rs50 million a day, Rs1.5 billion a month and Rs18 billion a year. If the total cost of maintaining the Indian and Pakistani forces at the Siachen glacier is c calculated since 1984, when the conflict broke out, it comes to around Rs514 billion.

I. S. Gill, a retired lieutenant-general who was director of military operations during the 1971 war with Pakistan has stated that “the amounts of money wasted by both sides is very large indeed. There is nowhere that either side can go in this terrain. We cannot build roads on glacier, which are moving rivers of ice. We have no strategic tactical advantage in this area and nor Pakistan has. Ask any officer who has been on the glacier what Pakistan will do if we pull out, and he will tell you at once that Pakistan will do the same. We must withdraw immediately and unilaterally and save wastage of money which we cannot afford, estimated at Rs300,000 million since 1985.”

Had that amount been utilised by India and Pakistan for human development and for meeting the basic needs of their impoverished people, it would have substantially improved the quality of life of about 1.2 billion people in the subcontinent. Even after 22 years of affording such a huge cost of keeping their troops at the glacier, New Delhi and Islamabad are unable to prevent such a colossal waste of their resources and are unmindful of the high material costs along with physical casualties from inclement weather.

In November 2003, Pakistan announced a unilateral ceasefire along the Line of Control, including Siachen. India reciprocated to Pakistan’s announcement and since then guns are silent in the world’s highest-located battlefield. But the two sides are reluctant to withdraw their forces from this strange conflict zone.

The Indian army is considered to be a major hurdle in any solution of the Siachen dispute. The chief of Indian army staff General J. J. Singh, corps commander of that region, as well as brigade commander of Siachen insist on joint mapping of the glacier and defining the line of control before any dialogue on the demilitarisation of the region begins. The Indian army chief has been trying to persuade the political leadership of his country – and quite successfully — not to reach any accord on Siachen with Pakistan without authenticating the existing positions on the glacier.

It is strange to notice that the army chief in India, considered to be the world’s largest democracy, is able to influence the political leadership on an issue which requires solution through dialogue. In 1989 also, the Indian army had `vetoed’ the possible agreement on Siachen with Pakistan by raising security issues with the then regime of Rajiv Gandhi and arguing that there should be no asymmetrical redeployment of troops. Along with the Indian army, it is also the BJP which is against redeployment of forces or demilitarising Siachen glacier without authenticating the existing position on the Saltoro range beyond NJ 9842.

It means that as long as the top brass of Indian armed forces remains against an agreement on Siachen glacier, the Indian government would not go ahead for an amicable settlement.

The writer teaches international relations at the University of Karachi
