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Confidence Building

in South Asia:
Concept & Major Issues

Naushad Faiz*

Confidence Building Measures
(CBM) have emerged as an impor-
tant tool for fostering good relation-
ships among nations and for avoiding
wars and conflicts. The need for
CBM:s has been recognised and ac-
cepted worldwide. In South Asia,
where hostilities and tensions persist,
the need for CBMs acquires great sig-
nificance. Over the years, the coun-
tries of the region have pursued
CBMs, with mixed success, and they
nced to continue the exercise in or-
der to reduce tensions, lessen hos-
tilities and avoid the threat of war, es-
pecially nuclear war. This paper
briefly reviews the concept and ma-
jor issues of confidence building in
South Asia. It first explains the con-
cept of CBM, then examines the sta-
tus of confidence building in South
Asia, and finally reviews confidence
building between India and
Bangladesh.

Defining “Confidence Building Measures”

The purposes of confidence building
measures are to prevent wars, limit
hostilities in case wars do break out,
and terminate wars through dialogues
between adversaries. CBMs are meant
to introduce transparency and con-
tain crises that may lead to wars. These
measures tend to foster openness, re-
duce tensions, and improve the atmos-
phere for dialogues between antago-
nist states, They are aimed at remov-
ing distrust, apprehensions and
misperceptions by creating a climate
in which the adversaries can better un-

derstand on e another’s position and
build effective working relations be-
tween them. .

Confidence building measures have
been variously defined in the literature
(RCSS 1999). Broadly speaking, CBMs
can be defined as activities that generate
confidence amongst adversaries and fos-
ter an atmosphere that prevents the out-
break of hostilities. These activities are
directed at reducing tensions, lessening
hostilities and preventing the outbreak
of wars amongst adversaries. CBMs en-
compass a very wide variety of activities
ranging from arriving at simple under-
standings on contentious issues to the
signing of treaties between states. CBMs
are bilateral or multilateral acts that
build confidence avert crises that may
lead to wars, and encourage adversaries
to make contact for negotiations.

It should be borne in mind, however,
that CBMs are not thoroughgoing peace
treaties and as such cannot prevent wars
if states are determined to achieve ends
through military means. They are only a
reassurance that adversaries will not at-
tempt to launch surprise military attacks
on one another. CBMs are seen to be
investments in crisis and conflict man-
agement and they have the capability to
help in war termination if by chance
armed conlflicts do take place.

Categorles of Confidence Building Measures

CBM:s have been grouped in many cat-
egories like communications measures,
transparency measures, consultation
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measures, goodwill measures etc.
These are briefly discussed below.

Communication measures are aimed
at improving direct communication
amongst important political, military,
government, and non-governmental
personnel of adversary countries.
These measures involve the establish-
ment of “hotline” between the heads
of state, military commanders (army,
navy and air force) and high officials.
These CBMs also include direct
people to people contacts in the form
of Track II diplomacy and dialogues
amongst various non-governmental
groups of voluntary organisations,
professionals, academics, etc.

Transparency measures are directed
at dispelling mutual suspicions, dis-
trust and misperceptions of the mili-
capability of adversary states. Ex-
amples of these CBMs include invit-
ing observers to watch military exer-
cises, publishing annual defence re-
ports, public negotiations for arms
purchase, etc. This category also in-
cludes all notification measures and
successfully concluded agreements
between the countries in question.

Consultation measures are aimed at
holding regular discussions amongst
top-level officials on issues of mu-
tual interest (military, political, eco-
nomic, cultural, environmental, etc).
These involve setting up joint com-
missions to resolve outstanding and
contentious issues that may pose a
treat to the normal working relation-
ship between nations.

Goodwill measures aim at building
confidence by organising seminars and
exchange programmes in which sen-
ior military and civilian officials par-
ticipate and discuss issues of mutual
interest. These CBMs also include ex-
change of sports and cultural teams.

Confidence Building Measures can
also be categorised in terms of the type
of issues that they address. Thus,
CBMs can be declaratory, military,
political, economic, cultural, and en-
vironmental, etc.
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Confidence Building Measures in South
Asia

South Asia is one of the world’s most
dangerous flashpoints for escalatin,
conflicts due mainly to the bad and
deteriorating relationship between
India and Pakistan. Relations between
the two countries have traditionally
been bad and have been marked by
suspicion and mistrust of each oth-
er’s political and military designs.
Both the countries have routinely
blamed each other for trying to
destabilise the region. Kashmir has
been, and continues to be, the focal
point of contention. India blames Pa-
kistan for encouraging and helping the
secessionist forces in Kashmir, while
Pakistan considers India to be occu-
pying the province against the wishes
of its people. The Kargil conflict was
the latest in the long history of Indo-
Pakistan armed hostility. Relations
between the two countries have seri-
ously deteriorated in the post-Kargil
period, threatening the overall secu-
rity environment in the region. The
possession of nuclear weapons by In-
dia and Pakistan makes the situation
all the more dangerous.

Confidence building measures pur-
sued over the years obviously have
not been very successful in stopping
hostilities. Since gaining independ-
ence in 1947, India and Pakistan have
signed a number of important agree-
ment to build confidence and reduce
tensions. Mention may be made of the
Liaquat-Nehru Pact (1951), Indus
Water Treaty (1960), Tashkent Agree-
ment (1966), Rann of Kutch Agree-
ment (1968), Simla Agreement
(1972), and Salal Dam Agreement
(1978). In some of these agreements,
mutual pledges of security were made.
For instance, in the Simla Agreement
both countries formally renounced
the use of force to settle outstanding
disputes. However, as the events in
Kargil demonstrated, this mutual se-
curity pledge was not honoured and
both sides in the conflict resorted to
the use of military force. Communi-
cation measures, such as hotline ex-
changes between the military com-

manders, and transparency measures,
designed to remove mutual suspicion,
apparently failed to prevent the armed
conflict. Kargil has also proved that the
nuclear capability of the countries did
not act as a deterrent to conventional
fighting. Given the present scenario,
there is an urgent need for increasing
and strengthening confidence-building

measures in the region.

South Asian Assoclation for Regional
Cooperation and Confidence Bullding

The South Asian Association for Re-
gional Cooperation (SAARC) is a major
institution for promoting peace, stabil-
ity and socio-economic development of
the region. It can be used for generating
confidence and reducing tensions
amongst member states. It is the only
regional forum where heads of state and
government of South Asian countries
can meet on a regular basis, discuss im-

leaders, which was to have been held
in November 1999 in Kathmandu,
was postponed at the insistence of
India after the military take over in
Pakistan. Political differences be-
tween the two countries have grown
sharply since Kargil and the confi-
dence generated by the Lahore Dec-
laration of February 1999 has been
lost. Summits have been postponed
in the past as well. In fact, since its
inception in 1985, there have been
only 10 summits, although the
SAARC charter calls for holding at
least one summit every year. Political
differences, especially between India
and Pakistan, have come in the way of
letting SAARC function smoothly.
This indicates the inability and unwill-
ingness of the political leadership to
realise the full potential of SAARC as
a regional grouping. By deliberately
choosing not to address bilateral and
contentious issues and try to resolve

 of security were made.
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portant issues affecting the region, and
take decisions that can contribute to the
relaxation of tension and hostilities. It
can play a major role in confidence
building between India and Pakistan,
provided there is the political will on
both sides.

How successful has SAARC been in
building confidence in the region? A
review of its performance shows that
its success in this field has been rather
limited (Lama 2001). One of the rea-
sons for this is the bad relations between
India and Pakistan, which have negatively
impacted on the functioning of SAARC.
For instance, the 11* Summit of SAARC

them within the framework of
SAARC, the leaders of these coun-
tries have missed out on the oppor-
tunities provided by this forum.

In recent years, SAARC has taken a
number of positive steps in fostering
economic cooperation among mem-

ber countries (Lama 2001). Such
steps will help in confidence build-

ing, For instance, SAARC adopted a
common position in relation to the
meeting of the World Trade Organi-’
sation (WTO) in Seattle in Decem-
ber 1999.The countries of the region
had worked closely in developing a
common strategy for addressing their
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common concerns and problems in
advance of the Seattle meeting.
SAARC has also signed Memoranda
of Understanding with a number of
international organisations for devel-
oping economic cooperation. These
organisations include the United Na-
tions Conference on Trade and De-
velopment (UNCTAD), United Na-
tions Development Programme
(UNDP), the European Commission,
Canadian International Development
Agency (CIDA), and others. SAARC
has also developed close ties with the
Assodiation of South East Asian Coun-
tries (ASEAN) and the European
Union. By interacting with these or-
ganisations SAARC will gain from
their experience of regional coopera-
tion and economic integration.

The confidence building measures
applied in South Asia have mainly con-
centrated on political and military is-
sues. These have not been very suc-
cessful, as attested by the state of
Indo-Pakistan relations. There is a
need for strengthening non-military
CBMs, especially CBMs in the fields
of business and economics. Business
and economic cooperation among the
countries of the region will help in
fostering peace and prosperity: The
adoption of the SAARC Preferential
Trading Arrangement (SAPTA) is a
step in the right direction. The pro-
posed SAARC Free Trade Area
(SAFTA) is designed to establish an
intra-regional free trade regime in
South Asia. Both these initiatives will
contribute positively to confidence

building in the region.

Non-governmentat Initiatives in Confidence
Bullding in South Asia

There have been a lot of initiatives in
confidence building from civil socie-
ties in South Asian countries. Non-
governmental organisations, academ-
ics, professionals, and others have
been very actively pursuing Track II
diplomacy. A number of regional or-
ganisations, which are involved in
promoting South Asian cooperation
in various fields, have been estab-
lished. Mention can be made of the

Coalition for Action on South Asian
Cooperation (CASAC) and the South
Asia Centre for Policy Studies
(SACEPS). These organisations have
brought together eminent persons, spe-
cialised groups and research institutions
from the region and have organised
workshops and studies on issues of re-
gional importance. A number of national
non-governmental institutions have
been active in discussing and studying
regional issues relating to water, energy,
infrastructure, economy, trade, etc. busi-
ness people and national and regional
chambers of commerce and industries
have been actively pursuing Track III
activities. In short, non-governmental
initiatives at confidence building have
increased at a time when official SAARC
activities have registered a sharp decline.

Confidence Building between India and
Bangladesh

Generally speaking, Bangladesh enjoys
good relations with all of its SAARC
neighbours. However, from time to time
there have been security problems with
India, with which Bangladesh has a long
and porous border. These problems have
been amicably settled in the past through
negotiations and dialogue. There are
outstanding issues that are being, or will
be, negotiated. In this section, we briefly
review the main elements of 'Indo-Ba.ng-
ladesh relations and the confidence
building measures that have been em-
ployed to avoid conflicts and hostilities.

Indo-Bangladesh relations started on a
friendly footing in 1971 when Bangla-
desh won its independence from Paki-
stan with the support of India. How-
ever, after the military coup in Bangla-
desh in August 1975 relations deterio-
rated as the military rulers took an anti-
Indian and pro-Chinese position, largely
to gain support of the religious right and
the Maoist left.

The commissioning of the Farakka Bar-
rage on the river Ganges and the unilat-
eral withdrawal of water by India re-
sulted in an ecological crisis and was
perceived to be a major threat to the
economic viability of Bangladesh. A joint
Rivers Commission (JRC) was set up

by the two states to study, discuss and
resolve the problem of sharing the
water of Ganges and other rivers. Af-
ter prolonged negotiations, the Gan-
ges Water Treaty was signed in 1996
brining to an end a major irritant in
Indo-Bangladesh relations.

Another contentious issue, from
Bangladesh’s viewpoint, was the al-
leged Indian support for the insur-
gency in the Chittagong Hill Tracts
(CHT). With the signing of the CHT
Peace Accord in 1998 and return of
Chakma refugees, this irritant was also
removed and Indo-Bangladesh bilat-
eral relationship was back on an even

keel.

A number of outstanding issues be-
tween India and Bangladesh remain
to be resolved. The most important
of these are: territorial isues; border
management issues, and water shar-
ing issues. These issues have security
implications but have not reached a
level that could leads to the use or
threat of use of the armed forces of
either country (Khan 2001). These
issues are briefly discussed below:

Territorial issues

Bangladesh is surrounded by India on
three sides and their common bor-
der extends to 4,095 kilometers.
Myanmar is the only other country
that Bangladesh has a border with. The
entire length of the Indo-Bangladesh
border has been demarcated, except
for 42 kilometers, which run through
the following sectors: Mizoram-
Chittagong Hill Tracts sector; Tripura-
Sylhet sector; Bhagalpur Railway line;
Shibpur-Gaurangala sector; Muhuri
river (Belonia) sector; Remaining
portion of the Tripura Noakhali/
Comilla sector; Feni river; Rest of the
Tripura-Chittagong Hill Tracts sector;
Beanibazar-Karimganj sector; Hakar
Khal; Baikari Khal; Hilli sector; and
Lathitilla Dumbari sector. In many of
these sectors, there have been regu-
lar incidents of violence, border skir-
mishes, exchange of fire by the bor-
der security forces, abductions and
killings. In order to resolve these
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problems, several flag meetings have
been held over the years, culminat-
ing in a high-level conference of the
Bangladesh Rifles (BDR) and the In-
dian Border Security Force (BSF) in
July 2000. The conference agreed to
resolve such incidents in the future
only through peaceful means. In De-
cember 2000, the Foreign Secretar-
ies of the two countries agreed to re-
solve outstanding issues, including
demarcation of the remaining sectors,

The matter of exchanging enclaves is
an important territorial issue. In 1974
the Bangladesh-India Border Agree-
ment was signed. Among other things,
it provided for the speedy exchange
of enclaves between the two coun-
tries. Currently, there are 110 Indian
enclaves, consisting of 10,000 acres,
in Bangladesh, and 51 Bangladeshi
enclaves measuring 7,000 acres that
remain in India. Discussions are
underway for completing the ex-
change of the enclaves, which has
proved to be a complex and legally
complicated process (Khan 2001).

The issue of demarcation of river and
maritime borders has not been re-
solved. Negotiations have taken place
between the two sides on how to draw
a firm and permanent line on border
rivers that shift their courses but firm
decisions have not been taken. Mari-
time demarcation has not been agreed
upon and there are differences in the
approach proposed by the two coun-
tries in this matter. There is a need and
scope for cooperation between India
and Bangladesh in areas such as train-
ing of rivers, protection of river ero-
sion, management of coastal zone,
protection of coasts from pollution,
saving bio-diversity, etc.

Border management issues

Failure to properly manage move-
ments across the long and porous
Indo-Bangladesh border has raised a
number of contentious issues. There
are grievances on both sides. India, for
example, believes that insurgents
from its north-eastern states are re-
ceiving sanctuary in Bangladesh and

N

arms are being transited through the
latter's territory. It also claims that alarge
number of Bangladeshis have illegally
migrated to different parts of India and
the process is still going on. In an at-
tempt to stop the inflow of illegal mi-
grants, India has decided to put up fences
along the common border. Bangladesh
denies these charges. For its part,

Bangladesh is concerned about the
steady inflow of small arms and drugs
from across the border. It is also wor-
ried about the trafficking in women and
children, who are lured into India and
Pakistan by gangs of organised crimi-
nals. There is a huge volume of illegal
trade between the two countries. Among
the goods smuggled are arms and drugs.
These issues need to be addressed
through dialogues and the two coun-
tries need to cooperate to effectively
manage cross-border movements of

people and goods.
Water sharing issues

As mentioned above, sharing of Ganges
water was a contentious issue in the
past. Although that issue has been ami-
cably resolved, new agreements have to
be reached for sharing the water of 53
other rivers. The Joint River Commis-
sion in its latest meeting in the begin-
ning of this year addressed a number of
important issues including sharing of
the Teesta water, flood control and fore-
casting, mitigating the arsenic problem,
involving Indian expertise for the pro-
posed Ganges Barrage, etc. The JRC
meeting arrived at a consensus on some
points. To expedite the resolution of
outstanding water issues it was decided
that JRC should meet twice a year. It
was also decided to find an interim
agreement for sharing water of the Teesta
River, pending the completion of a sci-
entific study. Regular meetings of JRC
will help in managing and sharing water
amicably and efficiently.

It may be mentioned that Track II activ-
ists have played a significant role in ad-
dressing the issue of water sharing be-
tween India and Bangladesh. Think tanks
like the Centre for Policy Dialogue,
Bangladesh Unnayan Parishad and the
Centre for Policy Research have com-

Bl

missioned studies and orgamsed dia-
logues and workshops in which the
problems related to water sharing and
water management have been dis-
cussed in great detail. These activities
have raised public awareness of the
relevant issues and dispelled many
misconceptions and misperceptions,
which had created misunderstandings
in the past.

Conclusion

Confidence building in South Asa is
largely influenced by the state of
Indo-Pakistani relationship. The
events of Kargil and its aftermath have
shown that the military and political
confidence building measures under-
taken by these countries have not
been successful in avoiding armed
conflicts, mutual suspicions and dis-
trust. SAARC has not been able to
instill in their relationship a spirit of
cooperation and goodwill that one
would have expected it to do. There
clearly is an urgent need for strength-
ening CBMs, especially economic
CBMs, which have a good track
record of fostering cooperation
among nations. In view of the dimin-
ished role of SAARC in confidence
building in the region, Track I and
Track III activities acquire great sig-
nificance. Fortunately, these are be-
ing pursued actively. While encour-
aging people-to-people contact, civil
societies in the region should per-
suade the governments of India and
Pakistan to renounce the use of force
and have serious and meaningful dia-
logues between themselves in order
to resolve their differences peacefully.
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