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gone by the troops on both sides, environ-
mental devastation whose effects will only
be known once the troops pull out.”

Eventually, all this garbage and waste
will end up in the Nubra River, which
flows into the Shyok River, which flows
into the Indus, on whose waters millions
of people depend. The Himalaya is the
water tower of Asia; to put its environment
at risk is to gamble with the lives of mil-
lions (Figure 5).

Financial drain and military
stalemate
Apart from the heavy cost in lives and the
human suffering resulting from this situa-
tion, the financial drain is heavy. It costs
India an estimated US$ 1 million per day;
the cost to Pakistan is less but is neverthe-
less a heavy drain.

Over the years, both sides have dug in
and neither expects a military solution.

Much of the fighting is now restricted to
artillery fire, which presumably causes
some damage to enemy positions but defi-
nitely causes a great deal of damage to the
fragile mountain environment. Both coun-
tries would be happy to end this situation.
Between 1986 and 1998, there were 7
rounds of talks between the 2 countries in
search of a solution. At one time it
seemed as if agreement was near on rede-
ployment and the creation of a zone of
tranquility, but the political climate
changed and the moment was lost.
Recently, with the infiltration of armed
militants into Kashmir, the 13 December
2001 attack on the Indian Parliament, and
the 14 May 2002 killings in Jammu, hopes
for a solution have faded. As C. Raja
Mohan, Strategic Affairs Editor of The
Hindu, put it, “After 1991, the Siachen
talks became hostage to the Kashmir mili-
tancy program, and lately to the reluc-
tance of both armies to withdraw from a
line which has cost so many lives.”

A park for peace

There is one solution that could follow up
on the near agreement reached in 1989
and give it a positive dimension: turning
the entire area into a Transboundary
Peace Park. This would enable both
armies to withdraw under conditions of
honor and dignity; it would not prejudice
their positions on Kashmir as a whole; it
would stop further degradation of a mag-
nificent mountain area; it would save
thousands of lives and billions of rupees;
it would heal a running sore in the Kash-
mir imbroglio. Any agreement to with-
draw forces would, of course, have to be
backed by cast-iron assurances that there
would be no cheating. Ground-based and
air surveillance, such as is used along the
Mexico–US border, or was used in 1973 to
monitor the Sinai Desert Cease Fire, could
ensure this. The mountain terrain would
present special difficulties, but from
reports of recent discussions, it may be
assumed that these can be overcome.

Transboundary parks are not a new
idea. The first one, the Waterton-Glacier
International Peace Park between Canada
and the United States, was established 70
years ago. Several transboundary parks are
specifically designated as Peace Parks,

FIGURE 4 An army camp on the Siachen
Glacier, showing refuse after days of
camping. None of this garbage will be
evacuated. (Photo by  Harish Kapadia)

“… surveillance help
would also have to
include sophisticated
airborne radar scanners
and night-vision video
cameras, such as the
Lynx and Skyball 
systems developed for
the Predator unmanned
monitoring aircraft that
have proved so effective
in Afghanistan.” 
(Selig S. Harrison, in
“An American role is
crucial,” International
Herald Tribune, 
12 June 2002)
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intended to provide a peaceful solution to
a conflict or potential conflict or con-
tribute to the rehabilitation of an area
after a conflict. There has been a dramatic
increase in transboundary parks in recent
years—a demonstration of their viability
and usefulness: from 59 such parks in
1998, the number has increased to 169
today, involving 113 countries. Examples
include the Cordillera del Condor Peace
Transborder Reserve between Peru and
Ecuador, a long-disputed frontier; La
Amistad National Park between Costa Rica
and Nicaragua; and the Prespa Park
between Albania, Greece, and Macedonia.
A Peace Parks Foundation has been estab-
lished in South Africa, and 2 parks have
already been set up: the Kgalagadi Trans-
frontier Park between South Africa and
Botswana and a transfrontier park
between South Africa, Mozambique, and
Zimbabwe. Currently there are plans for 6
more transboundary parks.

In his excellent book on the Siachen,
General V. R. Raghavan makes some real-
istic, commonsense suggestions for ending
the Siachen conflict. Raghavan was the
Commanding General in the Siachen and
was on the Indian team in at least 4 of the
7 rounds of talks between India and Pak-
istan. He combines detailed knowledge of
the situation on the ground with a deep
appreciation of political considerations.
His words deserve attention. He suggests
that both sides recognize each other’s
claims, agree not to change the status quo
by force, and agree not to introduce irreg-
ulars. This would be followed by 3 steps: 
1. End the fighting without disengaging

or redeployment. Let Siachen recede
from the public mind; this phase might
last for 2–3 years.

2. Introduce technical means of monitor-
ing and surveillance, permitting mean-
ingful reductions of forces to be negoti-
ated.

3. Work out a complete demilitarization.
The concept of a Transboundary

Peace Park fits in completely with these
suggestions, giving a positive dimension to
the process. It would work not only toward
disengagement but also toward the cre-
ation of a park to protect the environ-
ment—to allow the ibex, the snow leop-
ard, and the wild roses to return. An infor-
mal group of the World Commission on

Protected Areas (WPCA) is promoting the
idea of such a park.

Last year, the area of the Aletsch, the
longest glacier in the European Alps, was
designated as a World Heritage Site. It
would be fitting if the Siachen, the longest
mountain glacier in the world, were to
take a step in that direction in the Inter-
national Year of Mountains. It is situated
close to the world’s most impressive clus-
ter of 8000-m peaks, in a majestic moun-
tain landscape redolent with the romance
of early exploration. It is said, on both
sides of the LOC, that to honor the blood
of brave soldiers that has been spilled, not
an inch of territory should be given up.
One could say with even more emphasis
that the sacrifice of brave men could best
be honored by protecting a spectacular
area consecrated with their blood.

At present, with a million armed men
facing each other across the Kashmir bor-
der, talk of ending the fighting and of
peace parks seems remote. But the dawn
always comes after the darkest period: per-
haps there will also be a dawn for the
Siachen.

FIGURE 5 A huge ice cave in the Siachen Glacier„a striking visible reminder of the impact
of global warming, another major anthropogenic source of risk. (Photo by Harish Kapadia)


