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In South Asia, the seven member countries met in Dhaka in November 2005 for
the 13th South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) Summit.
Three major agreements were signed during the summit. They were on double
taxation avoidance, liberalisation of visa regimes for member countries and the
creation of a SAARC Arbitration Council. Equally importantly, Afghanistan was
recognised as a member of SAARC while Japan and China were given observer
status. An assessment of the SAARC Summit is presented in this newsletter.

A month later, the inaugural East Asia Summit (EAS) was held in Kuala Lumpur
and brought together members of the Association of South East Asian Nations
(ASEAN), China, India, Japan, South Korea, Australia and New Zealand. The
goal of the EAS is to create a powerful international forum with its own free
trade agreement (FTA), which according to India's Prime Minister Dr Manmohan
Singh, has the potential to rival the European Union. A FTA pact was signed
between ASEAN and South Korea. ASEAN is also negotiating FTAs with Japan
and India.

In the South Asian region, another significant event was the election of a new
President in Sri Lanka. Mr Mahinda Rajapaksa became the island nation's 5th
president in November 2005. An analysis of the Sri Lankan elections and its
implications on the ethnic conflict is presented in this newsletter.

The Institute of South Asian Studies achieved a milestone in November 2005
when it launched its first book, Growth Opportunities in Indian States: Issues
of Governance and Economic Development, less than six months after engaging
its first researcher. Written by Dr S. Narayan, Visiting Senior Research Fellow
at the Institute, and Former Economic Advisor to the Prime Minister of India,
the book studies the relationship between economic development, governance
and business climate in the different states of India. The Institute has also continued
to produce its regular series of working papers and background briefs.

In addition to the SAARC Summit and the Sri Lankan elections, this issue contains
articles on India's foreign policy orientation in view of the Iranian nuclear ‘issue’,
the East Asian Summit and the impact of the South Asian earthquake on Indo-
Pakistan relations. It also has snippets on recent happenings in Bhutan, Maldives
and Nepal as well as key programmes and events organised by the Institute.

We hope that you enjoy the coverage of the recent developments in South Asia
in this issue of the Institute's newsletter.

Assoc Prof Tan Tai Yong
Acting Director
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The South Asian
Earthquake and the

Kashmir Conundrum

The earthquake that hit Pakistan and Indian administered Kashmir
on 8 October 2005 was a transnational phenomenon, even though
it affected Pakistan-administered Kashmir and the northwestern
areas of Pakistan to a much greater extent. According to one estimate,
86,000 people died in Pakistan. An eminent Pakistani economist
estimated that the US$6 billion that was pledged to Pakistan by
international donors would be inadequate to meet the challenge
posed by this disaster. Pakistan was ill-equipped to meet the
immediate needs of disaster management, which included evacuating
the injured from the rubbles, using helicopters to bring down the
victims from the upper reaches of the Himalayas, immediate
resettlement in tents and the provisioning of medical and food
supplies for the needy. Given the dire nature of the crisis, India's
proximity and capacity for disaster management evident in the
tsunami relief effort, this human tragedy became a test for Indo-
Pakistan relations. Could India and Pakistan mount a joint effort
to reduce the suffering of the victims, transcending their
differences?

The irony of this earthquake was that Kashmir is the major issue
contributing to the conflict-ridden relations between India and
Pakistan since independence in 1947. The India-Pakistan conflict
is essentially a conflict between two competing views of nationalism.
India sought to construct a nation on the basis of a notion of
secularism that sought, however imperfectly, to allow every religion

to flourish. Pakistan, on the other hand, viewed
India's Hindu majority as a source of insecurity
for Muslims in the subcontinent. It sought to
secure the Muslim majority areas within its
territory. Pakistan and India fought two major
wars over Kashmir in 1948 and 1965 and
were engulfed in a low-intensity conflict in
1999. Both countries have maintained military
positions in the higher reaches of the
Himalayas, causing valuable peacetime
casualties. More significantly, Bangladesh's
dissociation from Pakistan in 1971 was a
victory for Bengali nationalism over a
conception of nationalism based on Islam.
This setback notwithstanding, if Islam were
to define Pakistani nationalism, then Pakistan
needed to wrest Indian-administered Kashmir
with a majority of Muslims from India.
Pakistan wished to revise the Indian notion
of the border with Pakistan in Kashmir. In

the recent Summit of the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation in the aftermath of the earthquake, Pakistan's Prime
Minister Shaukat Aziz talked about a "trust deficit" between the
two countries, and linked free trade with India to the resolution of
the Kashmir dispute.

India, on the other hand, has consistently opposed Pakistan's quest
for Kashmir. Its alternative view of nationhood needed to ensure
the efflorescence of an Indian identity that could not be based
exclusively on religion. Moreover, India is a large and diverse
country whose nation-building project is premised on the
accommodation of diversity. If it failed to keep one Muslim majority
area, this might affect the management of other conflicts within
the Indian union. The Indian state's response to conflict management
has been through granting greater autonomy within the Indian
union. Aspirations that sought their resolution outside the Indian
union were generally obstructed by a mighty national
security state.

Indo-Pakistan cooperation during the course of the earthquake
must be seen in the light of the sensitive Kashmir issue facing the
two wary neighbours. The earthquake created some major
opportunities which could only be accepted by either side in the
context of their national security interests. India's Prime Minister
Dr Manmohan Singh did not lose much time in assuring Pakistan's

Dr Rahul Mukherji
Visiting Research Fellow, ISAS
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President General Musharraf that India would do all
that it could in the hour of crisis. This gesture was
appreciated and India was allowed to airlift 25 tons of
relief materials to the disaster sites, aided by an Indian
Air Force transport airplane. This was the first airlift
to Pakistan since the 1971 war. Subsequently, relief
materials were sent via the Samjhauta Express but could
not be directly sent to Kashmir. There were rumors about
cooperation between the Indian and Pakistani armies,
a fact that was promptly denied by Pakistan.

There were some genuine gestures from the Indian side,
which did not go unappreciated. The Indian government
allowed Pakistan to fly adjacent to the line of control
on a case-by-case basis, in order to aid the relief efforts.
A kilometre on each side of the line of control, which
was a designated no-fly zone, was to be monitored the
Director General of Military Operations. The Indian
government allowed Kashmiris in the Indian- administered areas
to call their relatives in Pakistan free of cost for 15 days. And India
pledged US$25 million to the relief efforts at the donor's conference.
This was in addition to the relief materials that were sent
to Pakistan.

Competing national security concerns driven by divergent views
of nationalism allowed for a minimalist approach to the peace
process. Pakistan could accept neither Indian helicopters nor relief
material directly from the Indian side. This was at a time when the
loss of lives due to inadequate infrastructure within Pakistan and
delays in getting international assistance were taking a heavy toll.

Second, it took a long time to concretise General Musharraf's proposal
to open up the border along the line of control. This finally led to
an agreement on opening up of five points along the line of control.
Opening the border for the aggrieved people on both sides, it was
opined by both the governments, would aid the peace process. Had
this process continued and become more spontaneous, it could have
been a glimmer of hope aiding the normalisation of Indo-Pakistan
relations.

Indo-Pakistan rapprochement would not augur well for terrorist
organisations such as Lashkar-e-Toiba and Jaish-e-Mohammed,
whose operations in Kashmir were significant. These organisations
needed the Indo-Pakistan rivalry for their sustenance. They had been
hit by the crackdown on militant outfits after the September 11
attacks in the United States. There are credible reports that the
earthquake had taken a toll on both their human resource and training
centres around places like Muzaffarabad and Manshera. The
earthquake-driven losses had inspired the Jihad Council to call
a temporary truce immediately after the earthquake.

The Delhi bomb blasts in late October 2005, on the eve of Diwali
and Eid, killed about 70 innocent civilians, most of whom had gone
out shopping. It was a setback to the peace process. This act of
violence had been preceded by sustained militant activity in Kashmir.
India restrained from customary Pakistan bashing and General
Musharraf promised help. Even though General Musharraf condemned
the act and pledged all support to help find the perpetrators, there
seemed little possibility of collaboration. In a BBC interview, General
Musharraf demanded proof from the Indian side before he could
provide any help and alluded to the fact that terrorism in India was
related to the problem in Kashmir.

The earthquake has had a marginal impact on Kashmir conundrum.
The peace process had begun before the earthquake and was nourished
by greater people-to-people contact across the line of control. India
is not keen to take on Pakistan's suggestion to demilitarise Kashmir
on the grounds of the terrorist threat. It wishes to keep Kashmir,
albeit by improving the quality of democracy and autonomy, within
the framework of the Indian constitution. The unresolved questions
that remain despite the earthquake are will this satisfy Pakistan? and
most pertinently, what will the Kashmiris settle for?




























