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Kashmir has the unfortunate distinction of hosting the largest occupation force in the world: 600,000 Indian troops – one-sixth of the entire Indian Army – crammed into an area half the size of Belgium. As the Indian Government struggles to maintain its authority in the face of continued calls for self-determination, troop levels have risen to one Indian soldier for every three Kashmiris.

When elements of the Kashmiri cause began to adopt militant methods the Indian Army initiated ‘Operation Tiger’, dubbed ‘Catch and Kill’ by the resistance. The Army and the Border Security Force have been arresting up to 150 people every day. Many are held without trial, some for as long as four years. Cases documented by the Jammu & Kashmir Basic Rights Committee include numerous instances of rape, torture, custodial killings and disappearances.

In one of Srinagar’s main hospitals 23-year-old Nazir Ahmed Shah told us how he was arrested in January, held for one month and eight days and tortured during the entire period. His body was covered in scars, apparently the result of electric shocks. Both his legs had been amputated as a consequence of torture; so had his fingers, after being attached to a battery for long periods. 

In the next bed Saleema, aged nine, and Shaheena, aged five, had both received 40-per-cent burns after the Army set their house ablaze to intimidate their family into giving the names of suspected militants. Both have little chance of survival.

Despite a unilateral cease-fire announced last year by the JKLF (Jammu & Kashmir Liberation Front) the compromise talked of by the Indian Government has so far failed to materialize. Kashmiri leaders are pessimistic. According to Azam Inqilabi, leader of Mahaz-e-Azadi – one of the main Kashmiri political parties – the younger generation will not have the patience of the older political leaders.

There are some 85 million Muslims in India. Any spread of Muslim separatism from Kashmir to the rest of the country is a daunting prospect for the Indian Government. The official view from New Delhi is that UN resolutions on the right to self determin-ation for the people of Jammu and Kashmir, passed in 1949, are outdated; the area is, and will always remain, a part of India. Accordingly the solution must lie within the framework of the Indian Constitution, not the UN. 

As India seeks a more prominent international role and a permanent seat on the UN Security Council this view may have to change. But in the meantime the prospect of talks between India, Pakistan and the representatives of the Kashmiri people seems as remote as ever.

