Track Two: a South Asian joke —A G Noorani 

[image: image1.jpg]


It would be a betrayal were Track Two to shape its recipes to suit the tastes of the consumer. But it would be sterile if it did not address the concerns of the state and formulate solutions which try to meet them

There is no region in the world in which Track Two diplomacy is more needed, in which it can yield promising results, but in which it has been conducted in a perverted form as in South Asia. For all the time and money poured into the exercise by the Americans, and others and by Indians and Pakistanis, what has it shown by way of results? The truth is that few care to distinguish between the back channel and Track Two. The back channel is officially set up, bypassing the regular diplomatic channels, completely or in part.

Track Two is set up by persons outside the official sphere who have expertise in the field, are open-minded, ready not only to listen to the other side’s viewpoint but determined to seek a compromise which their governments and peoples can accept. Fanatics, missionaries and idealistic do-gooders are unsuited for the job. A Pakistani participant in the Neemrana exercise revealed that Indians and Pakistanis spoke no differently from official spokesmen. This has also been this writer’s experience.

The term “Track Two Diplomacy” (TTD) was coined in 1981 by Joseph V Montville, a former diplomat. The concept was expanded in an article in the journal Foreign Policy (Winter 1981), which he wrote jointly with William D Davidson, a psychologist. Its title suggests the theme: “Foreign Policy According to Freud” — how to instil mutual confidence in an atmosphere of deep distrust. Professional diplomats think of the worst-case scenario as, indeed, they ought to; though not obsessively. Track Two tries to build on the foundations of hope. It succeeds only if it combines grit with creativity; fails if it becomes detached from reality.

In the authors’ view: “Track Two diplomacy is unofficial, non-structured interaction. It is always open-minded, often altruistic, and...strategically optimistic based on best case analysis. Its underlying assumption is that actual or potential conflict can be resolved or eased by appealing to common human capabilities to respond to good will and reasonableness. Scientific and cultural exchanges are examples of track two diplomacy.”

They recognised the “interaction and interdependence” between the official and unofficial tracks. TTD must have two aims. Immediately, to promote dialogue and devise CBMs; but, in the long term, it must go the roots of the conflict. TTD must not forget that while it educates public opinion, the government is its consumer.

If the state has no use for such efforts, they must be directed at public opinion. It would be a betrayal were Track Two to shape its recipes to suit the tastes of the consumer. But it would be sterile if it did not address the concerns of the state and formulate solutions which try to meet them. It must be realistic as well as creative. It must go well beyond “improving the atmosphere” or “facilitating contacts” between peoples. It is serious business.

TTD reflects the quality and integrity of intellectual endeavour in the field of foreign policy. A government which is unready to learn, or unwilling or too weak to contemplate change or whose leaders and “professionals” imagine they have all the answers scorn “academic” exercises; unless they are able to control them. TTD is then left with three options — trim; bow out; or, meet the challenge with efforts of quality that make the scorn contemptible in public esteem.

In the sixties, Norman Cousins, editor of Saturday Review, initiated the Dartmouth conferences at which influential Americans and Soviets met for off-the-record discussions. They set the stage for accord on the limited Test Ban Treaty (1963), installation of the “Hot Line”, expansion of trade, and for direct flights between the two countries.

Consider the three major non-Kashmir issues — Siachen, Sir Creek and the Wular Barrage. An informed effort on Siachen could have suggested a schedule of withdrawals and demilitarisation in the area in a form which both sides could have accepted. The Wular Barrage issue turns on an interpretation of the Indus Waters Treaty. Is the Barrage essentially a project for the “control or use of water for navigation” or is it a “storage work” within the meaning of Article IV (2) of the Treaty? Is its “purpose” to “impound” the waters of the Jhelum or to “control” them for navigation?

Independent experts from both countries would have rendered a service by studying the issue objectively and recommending possible options for a settlement.

The Sir Creek issue lies in a far narrower compass. Before 1937 Sindh was a part of the Bombay Presidency. The dispute between the Bombay Government and the princely State of Kutch was resolved by a compromise over Kori Creek, which Bombay spelt out in its letter of September 20, 1913 and to which the Central Government accorded sanction on November 11, 1913. The dispute turns on an interpretation of these and related documents and maps in the conditions of today (How navigable is the Sir Creek today?) and the Law of the Sea. It is very near a solution; but no thanks are due to the professional Track Two performers of South Asia.

On Kashmir, the situation is worse. We trade charges about the past, advocate solutions which the other side cannot accept — have nice meals and disperse. Since the Simla Pact (1972) it was clear that no Indian Government can countenance Kashmir’s secession and survive and no Government in Pakistan can accept the LoC as a permanent divide. It was not beyond the wit of man to think of a via media. Our Track Two performers never did.

As for the back channel, it has existed since the dawn of diplomacy; Mohammed Heikal’s book Secret Channels describes their working no sooner than Israel was born. RK Mishra and Niaz A Naik were duly appointed by their respective PMs to conduct confidential talks after their Lahore summit. Niaz Naik went on a romantic cruise along the Chenab river which he suggested as a partition line for Kashmir. Possessed by his fantasies, on March 31, 1999, he took a map of the state from the tourist kiosk in the Imperial Hotel in New Delhi, to educate a amused and taciturn RK Mishra about its origin and course. It was a euphemism for partition along religious lines. A channel such as this was doomed to failure. Incidentally the meeting of the Muslim League’s Council which accepted the partition plan of June 3, 1947, was held at the Imperial on June 3, 1947.
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