India Today 

July 26, 1999 
 
Kashmir: War by Proxy 

BYLINE: Harinder Baweja 

HIGHLIGHT: 
Stung by the defeat in Kargil, Pakistan is back to stoking militancy in Kashmir 

BODY: 
Even before the intruders could withdraw from the heights in Kargil, Pakistan-backed militants made their presence felt elsewhere in Kashmir. In a daring, early-morning attempt, a suicide squad of the foreign mercenary-dominated Al Badr group made its first appearance in the Valley. On July 13, three militants stormed a high security BSF complex in Bandipore, barely 60 km from Srinagar, killed a DIG and three others, and took 12 hostages, including four women and five children. All the 12 hostages were rescued by National Security Guard commandos who stormed the building where the militants were holed up. 

But the critical issue that emerged once again was the total failure of the intelligence. The act was unprecedented -- this was the first time that a suicide squad had surfaced -- but the authorities had no whiff of it. Well, almost. An increase in activity had been predicted -- intercepts indicated that militant groups would try to take advantage of the security gaps created after army battalions involved in internal security duties were diverted to Kargil. But the intelligence agencies failed to read into the intercepts. Or even in the reports saying that Pakistan was intensifying its efforts at stoking the embers of the waning insurgency in Kashmir. Instead, the Government's reaction was only what it has always been: a fire fighting operation. And the same shibboleths mouthed. "Defeated in Kargil, Pakistan is now trying to step up its proxy war in Kashmir," Home Minister L.K. Advani said in Delhi. "Pakistan has no intention of ending its dirty game," chimed in Lt-General Avtar Singh, security adviser to Chief Minister Farooq Abdullah and in charge of internal security. 

This is not the first time that the security agencies have been caught off guard. The Kargil incursions were discovered when the enemy had fortified itself well inside the loc. The Bandipore incident just showed how seriously the security agencies took reports of at least 800 foreign militants having crossed into the state even as the Kargil battle was on. 

It is also indicative of what happens when different wings of authority do not get along well. The security apparatus in the state was recently changed. Lt-General Krishan Pal, security adviser to Farooq, was given charge of the border and Lt-General Avtar Singh, director-general of Rashtriya Rifles, was given charge of internal security. However, Farooq was miffed that the Centre did not consult the state Government on the reshuffle. He was also angry that an attempt was made to keep him out of the army briefing when Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee had visited Srinagar on his return from Kargil. Avtar Singh bore the brunt of Farooq's anger. The chief minister refused to confirm his appointment for almost a fortnight. 

But with the Amarnath Yatra and an election round the corner, the Unified Command -- comprising the army, the paramilitary forces, intelligence agencies and the local police -- will have to put their heads together and deal with the fresh reports that are pouring in. Of the ISI's plans to stoke communal passions in the Jammu sub-division which has already been put on an alert after 30 killings in five days. Of Pakistan's plans to avenge its humiliation in Kargil through more Bandipore-like incidents. A new phase of intensification may only have just begun. 

Meanwhile, the army is hunkering down for a long winter and the strain is already beginning to show. "Kargil is a lesson in offensive operations on high altitudes. The army has never committed so many troops and fought something so extensive and intensive. We now have to secure the heights along the LoC to prevent a repeat," says Colonel A.S. Chhabewal of 8 Mountain Division. 

Preventing a repeat is the priority for the army as it goes through the lessons of a war it has fought for 74 days. A war necessitated because it had left large parts of the LoC unmanned, unpatrolled. Now, as the army brass strategises for the winter months, one thing is clear -- it can no longer treat the heights as unheld areas. 

In effect, the incursions -- which were spread over 150 km -- have led to the Siachenisation of Kargil. "There is no going back for the troops who are here," says a colonel involved in the exercise to flush out the intruders. This means monumental preparations for the army. It will now have to stock essential rations (dal, atta, ghee, rice and dried vegetables and milk) for five brigades instead of only one like last year. One battalion alone needs 240 tonnes of ration for the eight months that the highway is closed to traffic. Right now there are two army divisions, one looking after Kargil and the other in charge of the Drass and Mashkoh sectors. 

What seems like a simple task is a mindboggling exercise, one that must be completed by September-end. Bringing in the rations is only the first step. The army has to worry about treating posts on the heights which can be "air maintained" for it would be difficult to despatch supplies through a terrain covered with up to 20 ft of snow. In addition, snow bunkers will have to be constructed since arctic tents would be of no use on these heights. Also, the bunkers which have been vacated by the Pakistani infiltrators in Tololing, for instance, will have to be re-designed because they are currently facing the Indian side. 

Right now, army engineers are working overtime to clear the mines laid by the retreating intruders. Once this task is accomplished, they will have to lay fresh mines in areas through which the intruders came in so that they can't repeat the misadventure. Before troops start moving in to winter positions, they have to set up posts and construct storage facilities for ammunition. Mule tracks will also have to be prepared. 

With the help of the local administration, the army is conducting a census in the area as a check against infiltration. The battle to evict the intruders may have ended but now begins the important task of ensuring the sanctity of the loc. A battle that will have to be fought throughout the year. 

The Indian government is firm that unless Pakistan ends cross-border terrorism and respects the entire LoC there is no way the dialogue process can go on. Nor will the army pull back its divisions from forward positions. The international community, especially the US, realises that until the general elections are held it cannot put pressure on India to revive the spirit of the Lahore Declaration. But one thing is clear. Pakistan is sore over its defeat in the Kargil heights and is certain to step up its bid to set the Valley on fire. For the country there is no room for complacency. 

TROUBLES AHEAD 

Intelligence lapse on bids to revive militancy in J&K. 

Kargil turning into another Siachen will be a strain on the Indian Army. 

The Amarnath yatra and the polls will be a test for security agencies. 


