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THE WEDNESDAY INTERVIEW | SHYAM SARAN

Tndia really needs to enhance its counterterrorism capabilities’

The former Foreign Secretary on isolating Pakistan diplomatically, the world’s responses to the Pulwama attack, and New Delhi’s Kashmir policy

VARGHESE K. GEORGE

Shyam Saran, senior fellow at the Centre for Policy Research,
is a former Foreign Secretary. He served as the Prime Minis-
ter’s Special Envoy for Nuclear Affairs and Climate Change
and was also chairman of the National Security Advisory
Board. Against the backdrop of post-Pulwama India-Pakistan
tensions, Mr. Saran explains the important components of In-
dia’s counterterrorism strategy, says no one has the right to
hand out nationalism and patriotism certificates, and calls
the coverage on television of terrorism “reprehensible”.

Excerpts:

Considering where we are,
what do you think is the
future course of India-
Pakistan relations?

m I cannot see much happen-
ing until the elections in In-
dia are over. The nature of
the political dispensation
that emerges from the elec-
tions will decide the direc-
tion of bilateral ties later.

Pakistan evokes very
strident public opinion in
India. Do you think that
might continue after the
elections also, forcing the
government’s hand?

m Over the years, Indians are
getting more and more angry
with the continuing support
for terrorism by Pakistan,
and the stridency can be ex-
plained by this fact. One
should not be very surprised
that there is a very negative
perception about Pakistan in
India. Having said that, we
have to think of how we can
find a way out of this. You
have to have a strategy that
convinces decision makers in
Islamabad that continuing
with this policy will impose a
high cost on Pakistan and it
will not be in its interests.
That cannot be achieved by
angry rhetoric.

India tried to do that with
the deep strikes in Pakistan.
That was a message to
Pakistan’s decision makers.
How are they taking this
message?

m If you look at the situation

objectively, whatever mes-
sage we may have tried to
convey to the Pakistani side,
we have not been able to
claim significant damage and
casualties through evidence
that is credible both domesti-
cally and internationally.
There is also a report — I
don’t know how credible
that is — that our aircraft nev-
er crossed the LoC, let alone
flew into sovereign Pakistani
territory. We have to wait
and see what the govern-
ment has to say on this par-
ticular aspect. If that is true,
then the deep penetration
was through precision-guid-
ed missiles and not with air-
craft. But still, one could ar-
gue that a target deep inside
Pakistani territory has been
hit and India has lowered the
threshold for response. Has
it changed the strategic cal-
culus of Pakistan? I don’t
think so.

So, in the unfortunate event
of another terror strike,
India will have to better the
last response. Are we now
bound to an escalation
ladder?

m That is based on the as-
sumption that we really have
no leverage beyond reacting
militarily. I think the coun-
terterrorism strategy of In-
dia, which has military res-
ponse as a component, also
has other important compo-
nents. For example, we real-
ly need to enhance our own
counterterrorism capabili-
ties — in terms of intelli-
gence, neutralising targets,
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It is an encouraging sign that
Sudanese protesters are rising above
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better SOPs for security forc-
es, better technology. Also,
to do more efficiently what
we are doing currently, to
isolate Pakistan diplomati-
cally. Already, its reputation
is at its lowest. It is significant
that despite tensions bet-
ween the two countries, the
OIC [Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation] still went
ahead with the invitation to
[External Affairs Minister]
Sushma Swaraj-ji. So Pakis-
tan is facing international
pressure. Therefore, instead
of merely looking at the mili-
tary options, we need to
have a much more compre-
hensive view on what our
counterterrorism  strategy
should be. Efforts should be
made to ensure that such an
act of terrorism does not oc-
cur again.

There were a lot of
initiatives following the
2008 Mumbiai terror attack,
to develop counterterrorism
capabilities, such as the idea
of a National Counter
Terrorism Centre. Is the
progress of these initiatives
disappointing for you?

m I think a lot of new me-

You cannot have a
solution to the
Kashmir issue which
is entirely
dependent on
security measures.
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chanisms came into place.
For example, the National In-
vestigation Agency. Our tech-
nical capabilities have also
increased. It should be ap-
preciated that for a hundred
successes that you have in
preventing terrorist inci-
dents from taking place,
there is always the possibility
of one failure. That is the na-
ture of the whole phenome-
non of terrorism. This fact
needs to be appreciated,
while we do all we can to
make it more and more diffi-
cult for a terrorist to plan and
carry out an attack. This is al-
so the reason why we must
focus on the vulnerabilities
on our side. For example, if
we are not completely suc-
cessful in stopping drug-
smuggling across the India-
Pakistan border, it should
come as no surprise that a
terrorist could also slip in.
Here, counterterrorism is
not merely military opera-

tions, but also of governance.

Talking of international
response, how do you assess
the responses of the U.S.,
China and Russia to the
incident? They appear to be
conscious of Pakistan’s
strategic value.

m Well, this is a challenge you
will have to deal with your-
self. Every country, including
India, works according to its
national interests. Currently,
China has a higher — in fact,
unprecedented — level of
commitment to Pakistan
than before because of the
critical role the latter is play-
ing in the Belt and Road In-
itiative [BRI]. They say that
the CPEC [China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor] is the
flagship project for the BRI.
The current U.S. administra-
tion has taken some mea-
sures against Pakistan, but it
also has compulsions con-
nected to its plans for Af-
ghanistan. It has come to the
conclusion, wrongly in my
opinion, that Pakistan has an
important role to play in
that. Even when countries
are sympathetic to India,
have good counterterrorism

cooperation with India, they
have other considerations
too, and there may be limits
beyond which they may not
be ready to go in targeting
Pakistan.

Is there is a new equilibrium
between India and Pakistan
after this round of conflict?

m I don’t accept the sugges-
tion of any equilibrium bet-
ween India and Pakistan. In-
dia is a much bigger
economic and military pow-
er. If you look at the trajecto-
ry of these two countries in
recent years, the gap bet-
ween them is only growing.
India’s growth story, its
march towards the status of a
great power, has not been
impacted even remotely by
Pakistan’s activities against
it. Pakistan’s efforts to ‘bleed
India through a thousand
cuts’ and derail India’s eco-
nomic success have continu-
ously failed. We should re-
flect on this fact in our sober
moments. On the other
hand, by pursuing such a
policy against India, Pakistan
has ended up with a radical-
ised society and a vulnerable
economy. It has also earned
the reputation of being the
breeding ground of global
terrorism. Pakistan is hurt-
ing itself, and today its per
capita income is less than
that of Bangladesh. So, there
is no balance between India
and Pakistan to speak of. In-
dia should focus more on
achieving some approximate
balance with China, which is
its real challenge. Pakistan,
even with its use of cross-bor-
der terrorism as an instru-
ment of state policy, is a dis-
traction from dealing with
the real issues confronting
India in its march towards
great power status.

That takes us to the question
of the responses within
India to terrorism. There is
mass hysteria being sought
on most mainstream
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television channels. How
does this impact national
security?

m Well, what is happening on
Indian television these days
is reprehensible. At mo-
ments like these, we need to
have a reasoned debate. We
cannot have a situation
where anyone who raises a
question, or who has a diffe-
rent point of view, is imme-
diately branded as an anti-
national and non-patriotic.
Who gave the right to an an-
chor or a political leader to
give certificates to others on
nationalism and patriotism?
That is not acceptable to me
as an ordinary citizen of this
country.

High officials in the
government, including the
Prime Minister, have made
such statements.

m Wherever it comes from, it
is not justifiable. Yes, we are
in the midst of an election
season. Even elections
should be an occasion to
have polite and civil conver-
sations. Democracy is so-
mething that we take pride
in. If that is going to be erod-
ed, all of us will suffer.

In the last five years, the
Government of India has
discontinued engagement
with Pakistan and
separatists on the question
of Kashmir and has
continuously sought to
undermine the regional
political parties. How wise is
that policy?

m First of all, we have an is-
sue with Pakistan to resolve
on Kashmir, which is the re-
turn of Pakistan-occupied
Kashmir [PoK]. It is illegal oc-
cupation. Therefore, Jammu
and Kashmir has to be part of
the agenda of India-Pakistan
engagement. Secondly, while
cross-border terrorism conti-
nues, there have been pe-
riods of relative peace that

the security forces have
achieved in the Valley which
should have been utilised by
the political class in order to
resolve the political issues
that are internal. There have
been repeated failures on the
part of the political leader-
ship on this question. In-
stead of using the periods of
peace to reach out to people
and seek political solutions,
the political class slips into
complacency. Any policy
that pushes more and more
political constituencies away
in Jammu and Kashmir, by
saying they are anti-nation-
als, unpatriotic, separatists —
who are you then going to
end up talking to? You can-
not have a solution to the
Kashmir issue which is en-
tirely dependent on security
measures. This is what our
Army officials and paramili-
tary leadership will tell you:
we can create some relative
peace, but we are not the
answer to the political issue.

The approach of former
Prime Ministers Atal Bihari
Vajpayee and Manmohan
Singh went beyond merely
seeking the return of PoK.
They both sought to involve
Pakistan in a resolution to
the Kashmir conflict, right?

m Yes. What Dr. Singh said
about Kashmir is this: ‘I do
not have the mandate to
change the border of India.
But I do have the mandate to
make the borders as open as
possible to exchange goods
and the movement of peo-
ple. That is not the final solu-
tion. While that final solution
is still awaiting us, these are
the things we can do to make
life better for people on both
sides of the LoC. That does
not in any way compromise
our claim over the whole of
Jammu and Kashmir.

Broadly speaking, that was
Vajpayee’s policy too, right?

Yes.
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Astronauts crawl into lunar module

The U.S. astronauts to-day [March 5] completed their first
transfer from one space vehicle to another. This further vital

ethnic and religious divisions
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step to an eventual American manned moon shot came ho-
wever well behind the schedule set for the Apollo 9 spaceman
trio now in their third day of orbit. Astronauts Russell
Schweickart and James McDivitt edged one after another
through the narrow passageway connecting the mother craft
to the linked Lunar Module (LEM). Their transfer came after
the two, with fellow astronaut David Scott, had battled to over-
come problems with their navigational equipment. Snags hit
both the sextant and the telescope which was blocked at 75 de-
grees. It was deemed advisable to try to solve these problems
before the ship switch was started.

Since December, Omar Hassan al-
Bashir, Sudan’s embattled President,
has stared down the deepening resis-
tance against his 30-year rule with bru-
tal repression. Protests sparked by a
price hike have morphed into the ‘just
fall that’s all’ movement, leaving many
dead and several others detained, in-
cluding opposition figures and journal-
ists. The dissolution of the federal and provincial govern-
ments, declaration of a year-long national emergency, and
installation of military officials in key positions are desper-
ate acts of a dictator who seized power in a 1989 coup.

Mr. Bashir was indicted in 2009 by the International Cri-
minal Court for war crimes and crimes against humanity in
Sudan’s Darfur region, the first instance of a sitting head of
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Rice Situation in Calicut.

Yesterday (March 4, Tuesday) at about 3 P.M. the big bazaar
was started by the news of a great looting at the rice market
near the southern pier. Crowds gathered and several shops
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