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M AL-AMIN

HERE are approximately 150 

Tnational liberation move-
ments going on in the world 

today. The aim of these movements 
is national self-determination for 
their peoples, who seek varying 
degrees of political autonomy 
within, or outright independence 
from the respective sovereign 
states. Many of them have matured 
into armed resistance. 

Elements of these types of 
movements are also present in 
South Asia. These are evident in 
India's northeastern states, in Sri 
Lanka's north, in Nepal, in 
Bangladesh's before CHT peace 
accord, MQM activities in Pakistan, 
Sindhi-Punjabi rivalry and Shia-
Sunni clashes in Pakistan's other 
parts. Thus most South Asian coun-
tries are plagued by some sort of 
secessionist movements and 
terrorism. These are indeed security 
problems in our region. According to 
analysts, these are not isolated 
events and close cooperation 
among South Asian states is a must 
to root out these activities and a 
holistic approach should be taken to 
solve these problems, politically.

Then again, there is another 
security threat to the region - envi-
ronment. Global warming resulting 
in sea level rise, adverse impact of 
green house gases, continuous 
deforestation and environmental 
degradation are the most imminent 
threat South Asian states are living 
with, though they are not responsi-
ble for the looming environmental 
catastrophe they have are exposed 
to. They are bearing the burnt of 
mostly industrialized and developed 
countries who are emitting most of 
the (80 per cent) green house 
gases. As a direct consequence of 
that the whole of the Maldives may 
go under sea water anytime in near 
future and more than 10 per cent of 
southwestern part of Bangladesh 
including the world's biggest man-

Security: for a regional approach

ARJIMAND HUSSAIN TALIB in Srinagar 

ALK to a common Kashmiri these days, you would find him 

T extremely confused. When Fidayeens (suicide attackers) storm a 
security camp, one would find offices, public places colleges, 

schools abuzz with discussions glorifying the attacks and attackers. 
However on the day when a bomb blast would kill some civilians, the mood 
would be different. 

The Kashmiri people, caught between the devil and the deep sea, are 
seen in a catastrophic dilemma. Their voice, on one hand, has been 
decimated amidst the deafening sounds of bullets and bombs and on the 
other by the Hindu nationalistic rhetoric and the pan-Islamic objective of 
unifying the Muslim Ummah. 

Entangled between the champions of the ongoing movement, the 
Kashmiris seem to be wavering between their secular nationalistic feelings 
and the Islamic sentiments against the Hindu India. When the momentary 
lull in the political resistance to the Indian rule in Kashmir was shattered by 
a handful of youth in the late-'80s with the sound of Kalashnikov gun, a new 
and bloody chapter marked the volatile Kashmir politics. The 
overwhelming public support to the armed resistance movement initiated 
by a few youth soon turned into a popular uprising. Kashmiri youth cutting 
across all social strata joined the armed struggle and crossed the line of 
control to get arms training in Pak-administered Kashmir in a dream of a 
free Kashmir. And with that, started the bloodiest phase of Kashmir's 
political history. 

Most people saw in that a violent reaction to the broken promises and 
the serious erosion of the autonomous status given to the State, under the 
1952 Delhi agreement. Unnerved by the high level of the public resistance, 
the government of India responded by what could be described as one of 
the stiffest military methods to quell the resistance. Even as more than a 
decade has passed, the conflict goes on with far greater intensity. 

Although the creation of the All Parties Hurriat Conference sought to 
give a political orientation to the movement in Kashmir and emerged as the 

genuine voice of the popular mood in the valley, this 23-party 
conglomerate, thanks to the overwhelming power of the armed groups - 
has little authority to determine the political course of the ongoing crisis in 
the State.  

The number of people, got killed in the last decade has now crossed 
over 70,000. Property worth hundreds of crores has been destroyed. 
Thousands have been rendered homeless and maimed. Scores of people 
continue languishing in jails. A majority of the Kashmiris, having been 
witness to the gory events, have developed severe kinds of psychological 
and psychiatric aliments. Public institutions have virtually collapsed. Every 
sphere of life in Kashmir is in a shambles. The entire society, struggling 
with the social odds having surfaced with the killing and disappearance of a 
large number of youth, is in total chaos. The average marriage age of girls 
has reached 32 years - thanks to the unavailability of 'suitable' boys. More 
than a decade down the line, there seems to be no end to the dark tunnel of 
death and destruction. 

However, what signalled the departure from government of India's 
insistence that talks would be only held within the constitution of India, was 
the Premier Vajpayee's historical bus-ride to Pakistan. Thus as the 
Kashmir issue seemed to be heading to a compromised solution, guns 
began to boom on the Kargil hills. 

Torn apart by the various dynamics of the political tempest, people 
today look for a way out. But they insist that a way out will have to restore 
their dignity and honour. They yearn for peace but at the same time are not 
ready for the restoration of the pre-'90s status. The November 28, 2000 
unilateral ceasefire announced by the government of India has remained 
confined to papers. The situation on the ground has remained unchanged. 
Combat operations continue; selective killings of the people associated 
with the resistance movement, militarily or politically, continue unabated. 
Search and destroy operations go on. Where the ceasefire has made a 
difference is on the ceasefire line, where both the sides are exercising what 
is called 'restraint'.

The expectations of a meaningful outcome from the ceasefire initiative 

have since died down. The government of India is being widely seen in 
Kashmir to have failed to follow up the ceasefire announcement with 
concrete measures. The recent step of appointing Mr. K. C. Pant as the 
sole negotiator is being widely seen as wastage of time. As the government 
of India was expected to allow the APHC team to visit Pakistan, so that they 
could prevail upon the militant leadership there to announce a ceasefire, 
and initiate talks with the relevant political players in the State, the govern-
ment of India invited what APHC calls a 'crowd, whose voice has no rele-
vance in the present circumstances'. 

As these lines are being written, the APHC is all set to reject the talks 
offer. The general viewpoint held in the recent general council meeting has 
been that the government of India actually does not want any solution to 
the Kashmir problem. People see in the latest initiative a ploy to undermine 
the representative character of the APHC.  But how long would the 
stalemate continue? For an independent observer of the political events in 
Kashmir, there is hardly any hope for peace. 

Kashmir has, sadly, become a battle ground for various civilisational 
clashes. The pro-independence groups have lost their military might. 
Although a vast majority of the Kashmiris favours Kashmir's 
independence, the pro-independence groups have lost considerable 
ground to the pan-Islamic militant groups. Although they would like a 
gradual process of political change leading to Kashmir's unification and 
independence, but the military might of the pro-Pakistani forces is too big 
to allow any headway on that. Not only the forces, the government of 
Pakistan does not see Kashmir's independence as the actual solution to 
the issue. That has been proved by the Kargil operation.

The radical Islamic groups spearheading the present armed campaign 
seem to be in high spirits. Contrary to popular belief of their defeat at Kargil, 
they boast of a big victory. Citing the high human and material costs that 
India is bearing to man that inhospitable territory, they term the operation a 
success of their long-term 'bleed India policy'. The Jehadi groups are 
determined to fight till India leaves Kashmir.

Their increasing strength and the fledging trans-national influence 

seem to have insulated them from any possible Pakistan government 
action to contain their activities.  At the same time, with some successful 
suicide operations, they seem to have rendered a severe blow on the 
security of the Indian military establishments in the State. Although Indian 
troops control the Srinagar city, militants continue with their operations at 
ease. The countryside is virtually in the control of the militants. Although 
some individuals within the Hurriat Conference were inclined for a talk with 
Mr. Pant, the overwhelming voice of the hardliners has finally prevailed. 
The so-called peace talks are going to be a non-starter.

Afterall, talking to the Ladakh Buddhist Association or Kargil Shia 
Association or any other pro-India group cannot help restore peace in any 
way in the State, many argue. Meanwhile, the rise of the Hindu 
fundamentalist forces in India and their campaigns are seeing the 
emergence of reactionary campaigns in Kashmir too.  Amidst this battle of 
wits, Kashmir continues to bleed. The daily statistical account of the 
number of people killed and injured has assumed a mere statistical 
importance for the media in both India and Pakistan. As Kashmir is 
increasingly being made an issue of survival for the millions of people of 
the subcontinent, Kashmir continues to burn.

The intelligentsia of both India and Pakistan, though initiated the track-II 
mode of peace diplomacy, the religious and political rhetoric in both the 
countries seems to be too great to allow such fringe activities to flounder. 
Perhaps, it would be a mad fight till the human existence would be wiped 
out from the entire South Asia. The neutrons in action of our nuclear bombs 
and the situation on ground in Kashmir suggest the same.

Arjimand Hussain Talib is a columnist with Srinagar-based daily 
'Greater Kashmir'. This piece first appeared in   a www.peacemonger.com
South Asia-based online magazine dedicated for peace in the region. 

Caught between the devil and the deep sea

Kashmir

ZAGLUL AHMED CHOWDHURY

HIS is the election year for 

T Bangladesh and the polls 
are not far away constitution-

ally, if not round the corner. After a 
long acrimonious duel over the 
holding of the elections between the 
government and the mainstream 
opposition, the contending parties 
now seem to have settled for the 
voting which look probable in 
October this year. However, the 
timing can be advanced or also 
delayed depending on the circum-
stances; but as of now October 
appears to be the month for ballot-
ing and preparations are continuing 
in that direction. 

PM Sheikh Hasina, the chief of 
the ruling Awami League govern-
ment, is now seeking votes for her 
party highlighting the need for a 
second term. Main opposition 
leader Begum Khaleda Zia, the 
chairperson of the Bangladesh 
Nationalist Party (BNP), has also 
thrown her hat into the ring of elec-
tioneering. She sought votes for 
during a rally at the Sylhet the other 
day. The political forces including 
three factions of the Jatiya Party 
(Ershad), JP (Mizan-Manju) and JP 
(Matin-Najiur) are also in the elec-
tion fray and trying to evolve their 
strategy in the form of tying alliances 
or whether to go alone in the coming 
polls. But it is somewhat little early to 
reach a final strategy to find allies 
since these factions are still con-
fused about their positions and 
consequently, polarisation is 
expected in the coming days. 

The 11-party Left alliance is 
clamouring for freeing the elections 
from the influence of black money, 
illegal arms and muscle power while 
they are also slowing taking prepa-
rations for the voting. The Jamaat-e-
Islami and other Islamic parties are 
also busy, looking for nominees in 
the polls, as they are mostly 
grouped in the four-party opposition 
a l l i a n c e  l e d  b y  t h e  B N P.  
Undoubtedly, the road to election 
will only be hectic and enlivened 
when the dates for the polls are 
announced but all the signs are 

The road to polls
there. In a democracy, importance 
of people's mandate is of supreme 
significance because the 'right to 
good governance' stems from the 
outcome of the balloting. 

But is there still any question 
mark on holding of the polls?  
Frankly, some quarters are 
sceptical even at this stage on 
elections taking place on scheduled 
time. They have different reasons 
and analyses, but these interpreta-
tions notwithstanding, most people 
are inclined to believe that there is 
no option but polls in the coming 
months. Barring totally unforeseen 
developments, polls are to take 
place as per provisions of the consti-
tution and rightly, the nation is 
eagerly looking forward to the big 
event. 

Basically, next elections will 
throw up certain major issues like 
whether the ruling party will be able 
to retain power or the opposition 
succeeds in capturing the right to 
rule the country and if so, in what 
form - by an alliance? What could be 
the post-election scenario is also a 
matter of concern of the people. 
There are a lot of speculations on 
the duty and obligations of the 
caretaker government which is 
supposed to take over the reins for a 
period of three months with the 
objective of conducting free and fair 
polls after the present government 
relinquishes power at the end of its 
term. The incumbent authority's 
tenure expires on July 13 this year, 
although the government was 
formed on June 23 which marks five 
years in power by the present gov-

ernment. Technically, the govern-
ment can remain in power till the first 
day of the meeting of the new parlia-
ment which is July 13, 2001. 

Although several government 
party leaders have made it clear that 
they would remain in power till the 
last day provided by the constitu-
tion, there is also an impression that 
the PM may quit on or just after June 
23. She had had announced this 
during her Hajj this year that she 
would quit anytime after April 17 so 
that the polls could be held by June 
12. The opposition charges that the 
PM was not at all sincere about her 
"Medina declaration".  The govern-
ment time and again said that the 
constitutionally formed legal author-
ity cannot be browbeaten and 
removed from power by sheer 
agitations on the streets. The gov-
ernment has a strong point here 
because it should not be pulled 
down by unconstitutional methods. 
As such, it is no wonder that the 
opposition finally seems to have 
abandoned the idea of forcing the 
government out of power and have 
now turned to the elections. This is 
good for all and it is time that every-
one strove for a free and fair voting 
which, however, remains somewhat 
uncertain. An impartial election is 
the need of the hour for the sake of 
democracy. A litmus test lies ahead 
in this regard for the caretaker 
government and the Election 
Commission. They have an onerous 
responsibility.

Zaglul is senior special correspondent, BSS. 

Bangladesh 

grove forest, the Sundarbans, are 
also facing the same threat. 

Therefore, South Asia seems to 
be a region tied with not just same 
bond of heritage, culture and his-
toric affinity but also same sort of 
environmental hazards and prob-
lems. The countries, especially the 
smaller ones, also share some 
common rivers and an India. India is 
the aspirant superpower which has 
triggered the most dangerous 
environmental catastrophe by trying 
to control the flow of common rivers 
by erecting dams and barrages. As 
a result, most of the region faces 
desertification, arsenic contamina-
tion, unabated erosion of rivers and 
its subsequent migration and refu-
gee problems and the worst 
affected parts are in Bangladesh, 
Nepal, and India itself.  No country 
can save itself alone from these 
problem but a regional approach a 
must to mitigate the adverse effect 
of these problems.

The problems in South Asia do 
not end here. Erosion of moral 
values, waning charisma and qual-
ity among the South Asian leader-
ship and increased corruption by 
present breed of politicians have 
turned this region a land of unhappi-
ness.  The pol i t ic ians have 
criminalised the whole political 
system in the region for their own 
petty interest.

In the Cold War era the Afghan 
conflict has produced a dangerous 
phenomenon of widespread prolif-
eration of small weapons in South 
Asia region. During the Afghan 
conflict, billions of dollars worth 
weapons poured into that country. 
These included Kalashnikov assault 
rifles, powerful machine guns, 
rocket launchers, grenades and 
explosives, surface-to-air missiles 
(SAMs), and millions of land mines 
drastically altered the security 
environment in the whole of South 
and Central Asia. In the post-Cold 
War era, these weapons have now 
reached the hands of non-state 
actors like criminals, terrorists and 

separatists in the region. It is esti-
mated that over 500 million small 
weapons are out of government 
control in the region and the 
"Kalashnikov Culture" has already 
threatened and brought in armed 
conflicts in the civil society. 

In fact, terrorist training camps 
and arms available in the open 
market are destabilising the 
regional security, for these weapons 
are being used for trans-border 
terrorism and also in the intra-state 
conflicts. Small arms and light 
weapons were used in all troubled 
spots in Bangladesh, India, 
Pakistan, Nepal and Sri Lanka. The 
equipment was either procured 
locally or transferred from other 
countries. The availability of weap-
ons had a major role in making even 
minor conflicts violent.

To fight these sense of growing 
insecurity, a holistic  approach must 
be taken and a candid dialogue 
between national leaders must be 
held, covering areas of cooperative, 
comprehensive, non-traditional and 
consensual security and principles 
that should govern relations among 
neighbours need to be elaborated. 
Agreement should be reached on 
matters such as convention on the 
prevention of trafficking in light 
arms, social charter for the region, 
harmonization of drug trafficking 
laws, illegal migrants and concerted 
steps to tackle challenges of non-
traditional security threats among 
the South Asian small states and 
also with its two arch-rivals - India 
and Pakistan - as well.

Al-Amin is a Daily Star staffer.

ALI AHMED

T is a fact recognised the world 

I over that South Asia comprising 
roughly the countries of the 

SAARC region is an area of the 
globe, stricken by poverty of a 
magnitude comparable only to that 
of sub-Saharan Africa. But the great 
difference is that in the former a 
vastly larger number of people are 
trapped in poverty than in the latter. 

While history provides a lot of 
parallels in the course of its other-
wise unforeseeable traverse in time, 
it also sometimes throws up quite a 
few twists and turns very unique in 
themselves, challenging human 
ingenuity, often to its farthest limits, 
to adept to those situations. The 
history of South Asia, especially that 
of the sub-continent proper, threw 
up one such turn in its path challeng-
ing generations after generations of 
its inhabitants to live with it.

Paganism in Europe beat quite a 
fast retreat, never to return again, 
before the advancing waves of 
Christianity, although the continent 
later witnessed a split in the religion 
with horrendous barbarity in its 
name on both sides of the divide. 
The American and many other parts 
of the globe saw the victory of 
Christianity as the Middle-East 
witnessed the rise of Islam sup-
planting Paganism, Christianity and 
Judaism. India, with its very old and 
rich civilization, later to be termed as 
Hinduism, witnessed a brief histori-
cal period of a sway of Buddhism, 
only to be swamped back by 
Hinduism again, thus averting once 
and for all possible future conflicts 
between these two great religions. 
Similar has been the fate of Islam in 
the Iberian Peninsula, where Islam 
as a religion was virtually wiped off 
allowing the region to be a uni-
religious swath of the globe. But the 
history of the sub-continent took a 
different turn with the coming in of 
Islam in the 8th century. Although in 
its first flash Islam swept away all 
other religions in the Middle East 
and a very large chunk of Africa, and 
even its far later and comparatively 
weakened waves swept far-away 
countries l ike Malaysia and 
Indonesia, it could not conquer the 
Indian sub-continent. Nor could it be 
swamped back by Hinduism as the 
latter did to Buddhism and, as stated 
earlier, Christianity did to Islam on 
the Iberian Peninsula. It is true that 
Islam in the sub-continent remains a 
minority religion, but even this 
minority is so vast that they feel 
strong enough to challenge the 
majority almost in all fields. And the 
vast majority of Hindus with a very 
rich cultural tradition are not 
expected to budge to 'outsiders' on 
their home ground. And in this lies 
the root of almost all the problems of 
the modern-day South Asia.

The peace-loving people in the 
countries of the SAARC region with 
the welfare of their people in mind 
must act now, and act in right ear-

nest, if they do not want to see 
before their very eyes the rich 
potential of socio-economic devel-
opment of their people fritter away 
into nothingness. It is understand-
able that the perceived historical 
enmity and the conflict of religions 
among the major groups and coun-
tries of the region cannot be wished 
away overnight. But a beginning, 
however tremulous may it be to start 
with, has to be made to fight the evil 
forces of obscurantism and milita-
rism, and present before the people 
the alternative to this in the form of 
peace and prosperity for all of them.

As stated earlier, cooperation, 
and not confrontation, can really 
bring about welfare of all. But with 
centuries-old misunderstanding 

and deep suspicion prevailing 
among at least some of the coun-
tries of the region, cooperation in 
economic and other sensitive fields 
may at best be very tenuous, 
despite tall promises of completely 
pulling down tariff barriers among 
the countries of the region, although 
that has ultimately to come about if 
we want to reap the full benefits of 
cooperation. But with deep histori-
cal misunderstanding and different 
levels of economic development 
among the countries and, especially 
the gigantic size of one, viz India, 
perceived, rightly or wrongly, to 
threaten the existence, even if only 
economic, of the other smaller 
countries, close economic coopera-
tion comparable to the level of the 

European Union or even of ASEAN, 
may take quite some time in coming. 
But that should not make us throw 
up our arms in frustration and stop 
doing anything. We should rather 
explore the apparently more innocu-
ous ways of cooperation ultimately 
to pave the way for deeper involve-
ment in the field.

Although culture has a vast 
connotation and means many 
things to many persons, some of its 
generally accepted facets like fine 
arts, such as, music, painting, 
dances, dramas, etc and literature 
may very well be those innocuous 
areas where deeper and deeper 
cooperation among the countries 
will ultimately help lift the black veil 

of misunderstanding and distrust, 
providing a happy glimpse of the 
inner self of the 'other' fostering 
friendship and understanding. But if 
this cooperation dwindles into a 
one-way traffic from the most pow-
erful to the weaker states, the coop-
eration would in no time be inter-
preted as a domination, and would 
therefore be counter-productive. A 
careful and meticulous planning 
must therefore precede the contem-
plated cultural cooperation among 
the countries of the region if we want 
it to be truly productive and benefi-
cial.

Although cultural exchanges 
among the countries of the region in 
the form of music, dances and 
painting can greatly foster apprecia-
tion one another's heritage, a true 
understanding of the people can be 
brought about through the study and 
understanding of each other's 
l i terature and visual media. 
Arrangements may therefore be 
made for a wide variety of 
exchanges in those fields with 
translations and sub-titles, where 
necessary. But it needs re-
emphasising that this must be multi-
track and multi-directional transac-
tion among these countries, or else 
the whole efforts will be interpreted 
as a cultural domination engender-
ing resistance. The results will 
simply be counterproductive.

The SAARC writers' conference 
may provide the nucleus of such a 
mutual and cooperative exchange 
in the field. The SAARC Secretariat 
with its already existing institutional 
framework may easily expand its 
activities in the area of cultural 
cooperation among its member 
countries encouraging fostering and 
even funding cultural exchanges 
among members. A translation 
bureau may also be established 
within the Secretariat framework to 
undertake inter-lingual translation of 
renowned works in the fields of 
literature of its member countries. 
This, we hope, will pave the way for 
a new era of cooperation leading 
ultimately to enhancement in gen-
eral welfare of all the people of the 
region. 

Ali Ahmed is a Commissioner of 
Customs, Excise & VAT, Govt of 
Bangladesh. This piece is based on 
his paper presented in the SAARC 
Writers' Conference held in Dhaka 
from March 23-24, 2001.

Cultural cooperation can go a long way
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