On the sidelines of Saarc


THE action on the sidelines of Saarc summits is often more interesting than what happens within the parameters of the regional forum. The 15th summit held in Colombo last weekend was no different. With explosive accusations being traded between India, Pakistan and Afghanistan — three of the eight member countries — there was little hope for progress on the central theme of Saarc: trade. The agreement on the South Asia Free Trade Area (Safta) that was signed in Islamabad in 2004 set a 2012 deadline for zero customs duty on the trade of a majority of products between India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Tariffs for the whole eight-member bloc were meant to be eliminated for all practical purposes by 2016. Yet Safta has languished as India and Pakistan have squabbled over non-tariff barriers and the agreement has yet to be ratified by either country. The 15th summit was never going to be the place where trade was going to receive a boost.

The main focus was on terrorism and security. Indian allegations of Pakistani cross-LoC violations in Kashmir and involvement in attacks on Indian interests in Afghanistan, especially the Kabul embassy suicide bombing last month, had soured the atmosphere in the run-up to the summit. For good measure President Karzai delivered yet another one of his rebukes to Pakistan at the summit itself, accusing Pakistan of nurturing “terrorism and terrorist sanctuaries”. Prime Minister Gilani’s separate meetings with Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and President Karzai, prompted reportedly by the American assistant secretary of state who was in Colombo as an observer, could do little to paper over the cracks. Relations are set to remain strained as the ISI stays in the global spotlight.

Indeed, the Pakistani prime minister has been dragged into yet another controversy over the ISI, the alleged masterminds of the Kabul embassy attack. Indian Foreign Secretary Shiv Shankar Menon told reporters that Mr Gilani had promised to “conduct an independent investigation” into the attack, no doubt triggering alarm bells within Pakistan that the government is yet again stirring the pot of confrontation in haste. What has the prime minister given his consent to? Why are pledges being made to the Indian prime minister without taking the Pakistani nation into confidence first? The global scrutiny of the ISI at this moment is already drawing questions, with some observers wondering about the timing of the allegations as much as the allegations themselves. President Musharraf has mused about conspiracies being hatched to undermine the ISI. If there is proof of wrongdoing on the ISI’s part, India, Afghanistan and the US must present it to Pakistan and the government must act swiftly to punish those responsible. Short of that, the prime minister is only destabilising his own government by making unilateral promises to ‘enemy’ nations.

