The truth about the Kargil episode
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WE now have two clearly delineated and mutually dismissive versions of the Kargil episode — a controversial as well as painful saga of our history. Any attempt to jump into the fray would only distract the focus of history on this issue and also aggravate the controversy and further compound the “mystery.” But after President Musharraf’s book, ‘In the Line of Fire’, the Kargil episode is no longer a mystery.

Earlier, in his biography: “Ghaddaar Kaun?”, the former prime minister, Nawaz Sharif, had given his version of the Kargil crisis reiterating his contention that the army leadership did not take him into confidence in planning the operation and he was kept in the dark until the situation got out of hand. According to him, the army then pleaded with him to seek American intervention to obtain a Kargil ceasefire.

Nawaz Sharif then did go to Washington and had a meeting with President Clinton on July 4, 1999, which resulted in Paksitan’s withdrawal from the Kargil heights. It still remains a mystery how that visit came about, but those who have read the Kargil excerpts in General Anthony Zinni’s book “Battle Ready” look upon the general’s visit to Islamabad on June 24-25 as a “watershed” event in the closing moments of the crisis. This event somehow figures nowhere in Musharraf’s book.

But in his book, President Musharraf has gone at length to give his side of the story on various aspects of the Kargil crisis. He admits that preparations for the operation had indeed started several months earlier in response to what he alleges “activities on the Indian side” and that a plan of the “defensive manoeuvre” aimed at “plugging the gaps between our positions in the Northern Areas” was formally presented and approved (by whom?) towards the middle of January, 1999.

Both versions have been publicly stated, refuted and restated before in the electronic as well as print media in the form of interviews and statements. There is thus nothing new in Musharraf’s story of Kargil. He has revealed no secrets. He has only reinforced his detractors’ viewpoint.

The world has known all along that the Kargil conflict was the result of a large-scale infiltration of “Kashmiri militants” and Pakistani soldiers into high-altitude positions on the Indian side of the Line of Control, which has served as a de facto border in Kashmir between the two countries. Pakistan’s position during the crisis was that only the mujahideen groups were involved in the taking over of the forward Kargil posts. But no one believed it.

President Musharraf has now confirmed this general perception. He acknowledges the involvement of Pakistan army in preparation of what he claims a “preemptive” and “defensive” operation from October 1998, the month of his appointment as COAS.

On page 93 of his book, he describes the Kargil operations as a “landmark” in the history of the Pakistan army as its only five battalions were able to “compel the Indians to employ more than four divisions” with the bulk of their artillery coming from their strike formations in the southern plains. According to Musharraf’s colleague-in-arm and self-proclaimed nemesis, Ali Kuli Khan, there could not have been “a worst military debacle” in Pakistan’s history.

Interestingly, Musharraf tells out his real mind when he claims (Pages 95-96) that “there was no deliberate offensive operation planned, and moving to the unoccupied gaps along the Line of Control was not a violation of any agreement, and was well within the purview of the local commander.” He is perhaps right.

The operation might indeed have been planned by the army purely as a “tactical and defensive move” with a limited objective of temporarily occupying some of the high altitude posts in the Dras-Kargil sector which the Indians had been vacating every year for the winter. But once launched without political blessing and with extremely limited strategic interaction within the army, the operation soon got out of hand.

The move was not without a precedent. India had made similar “tactical intrusions” across the Line of Control on several occasions in the past in clear violation of the solemnly agreed Line of Control, and had occupied huge territories on our side. But it got away with those violations. In fact, the lost grounds are still with India, including a large chunk of Pakistan’s territory in Chorbat La sector which we lost in 1972, Siachin lost in 1984 (which is now one of the major outstanding issues between India and Pakistan), and several posts lost in Qamar sector in 1988.

Surprisingly, for unknown but not unimaginable reasons, these territorial losses to India were never made public although they now figure prominently in our official or officially-sponsored publications in the context of India’s violations of the Line of Control.

The limited objective of our operation, in military terms, surely must have been to secure a strategically commanding position at the heights overlooking the Dras-Kargil road which would have given us an edge in preventing any likely “offensive” from the other side and also interdicting the Indians in response to what President Musharraf claims their “continuous artillery shelling” at the Neelam Valley Road on our side of the Line of Control.

Even some of our independent military analysts, who have researched and written extensively on the subject, are of the view that the “operation was never intended to reach the scale that it finally did”, and once we found ourselves occupying more than a hundred posts of various sizes, we could not militarily handle the situation. The operation also misjudged the Indian ability and the will to fight back and had assumed that India would never retaliate with an all-out offensive against Pakistan. In other words, it was not prepared for what Musharraf describes (Page 97) “the unreasonably escalated Indian response.”

The biggest flaw of the plan was that it had not catered for the global ‘environment.’ Indeed, it was an aberration to the global environment, and the international reaction soon left no doubt about it. In the given situation, no political leadership or diplomatic strategy could have changed the global perception of the crisis or reversed the deteriorating situation on the ground.

The government did its utmost on the political and diplomatic fronts to counter the adverse reaction from the world community. But the world saw it as a Pakistan-sponsored deliberate act of intrusion of the internationally acknowledged line of control. The major powers, with all the latest satellite monitoring means, blamed us for the “intrusion” and were getting restless over the prospect of a wider conflict in a nuclearised region.

With this ominous global dimension, it was no longer an India-Pakistan affair. The major powers were worried and asked us to back off. Even our friends publicly urged the need for de-escalation of the crisis and prevention of a wider war.

By any standard of world diplomacy, it was a very difficult and unusual diplomatic war in which we tried to convince the world that there would be eruption of more Kargils if the Kashmir dispute was not urgently addressed through a just and fair settlement. Whatever we may say, the world remained more sympathetic to India’s position. In the ultimate analysis, the political leadership did play an appropriate role in defusing the situation and averting the risk of a larger conflict.

The perception that the “military victory” was turned into a “political surrender” will never be sustained by history. Did we achieve anything from Kargil? This question would also be best answered by history. In whatever way one looks at the Kargil events, the episode did mark a “watershed” in India-Pakistan relations.

In his book, President Musharraf also speaks of the various “myths and faulty perceptions” in an attempt to present what he claims to be the “truth.” He answers each one of them and presents his defence and justification of his “handling” of the conflict. But to world’s perception of the Kargil “debacle” and the manner in which this unpleasant chapter had to be wrapped up is different as chronicled worldwide.

He questions the claim that the operation was launched without taking the political leadership into confidence, and also without informing the military hierarchy or senior army leaders. He insists (Page 97) that all parties, including the civilian authority, were on board. According to him, even within the military hierarchy “information was shared on need-to-know basis.” Musharraf denies that the military situation on the ground ever became precarious enough for him to request the prime minister to go to the US to get the army out of it.

Musharraf also disputes the assertion that Pakistan came to the brink of a nuclear war or that there was a nuclear deployment on our side. But he didn’t have to give the explanation that he gives in his book (top of Page 98). In my view, it was only an American hoax to bring Pakistan under pressure for withdrawal.

Interestingly, while dealing with the “myth” about the number of Paksitan’s casualties, Musharraf does not give any figure while he does mention that by their own admission, the Indians had suffered “over 600 killed and over 1,500 wounded.” According to him, our information suggests that the real numbers were at least twice what India had publicly admitted. Since our side does not recall any number of our casualties, may be we could halve the Indian-claimed figures of our casualties to determine an approximate though not credible figure of our losses.

(To be continued)
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