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Introduction

A Kashmir Bridgebuilding meeting was conducted by officials of the International Center for Religion and Diplomacy November 10 – 15, 2005 in Kathmandu, Nepal.  Participants included 18 civil society leaders from the four regions of Azad Kashmir, Kashmir Valley, Jammu and Ladakh which represents both sides of the Line of Control between India and Pakistan.

Background
ICRD has been involved in Kashmir since September 2000 and can point to the following milestones:

· Conducted eight faith-based reconciliation seminars in Gulmarg, Jammu, Leh, Bhurban and Islamabad for over four hundred participants. 

 Established a network of young Kashmiri community leaders on both sides of the LOC to provide indigenous leadership for the effort.

 Established a number of cell groups to provide a “critical mass” for future expansion of the reconciling spirit.

· Conducted a series of civil society forums in Jammu, Srinagar, Leh, Bhurban and Islamabad to promote the concept of faith-based reconciliation among civil society leaders. 

 Secured support from (1) Islamic religious leaders and scholars in the Kashmir Valley, (2) senior-level officials in Delhi and Islamabad who are involved with Kashmir, (3) senior level officials in Azad Kashmir.

 Developed strong relationships with Kashmiri Pandits.

 Trained the Center’s indigenous associates in faith-based diplomacy and international peacemaking at the University of Note Dame’s Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies and the Pepperdine University School of Law.

 Published articles and opinion pieces on faith-based reconciliation in Kashmiri journals and newspapers.

 Developed grassroots support among Muslims for the return of Hindu Pandits to the Kashmir Valley.

These milestones comprise the foundation for this first bridgebuilding meeting.

Trip Objectives and Results
1. To bring a total of 18 Kashmiri civil society leaders who are graduates of the faith-based reconciliation seminars from both sides of the Line of Control between India and Pakistan to a neutral venue to engage in a faith-based learning conversation as a contribution to the present momentum for peace.

There were a total of 18 Kashmiri civil society leaders who took part in the Kashmir Bridgebuilding meeting.  These included:

Azad Kashmir:  Shah Ghulam Qadir, Sardar Amjad Yousaf, Sardar Usman Ali Khan, Chaudhary Mohammed Ilyas, Maria Iqbal Tarana, Sardar Azhar Hussain, Uzera Shah.

Kashmir Valley:  Professor Hamid Naseem Rafiabadi, A.R. Hanjura

Jammu:  Dr. K.L. Chowdhury, Vir Saraf, Dr. Dauood Iqbal, Iftikhar Bazmi, Rakesh Kar

Ladakh:  Mohammed Ramzan Khan, Tsering Tsomo

ICRD Facilitation Team:  Brian Cox, Tahir Aziz, Storm Harvey and Chander Khanna.

The participants represented Kashmiri Muslims from Azad Kashmir, Kashmir Valley and Jammu, Kashmiri Pandits from Jammu and Ladakhi Buddhists and Muslims.

The meeting was held November 11 – 14, 2005 at the Summit Hotel in Kathmandu, Nepal which served as a suitable neutral venue.

For the past five years ICRD officials have conducted a series of faith-based reconciliation seminars on both sides of the Line of Control as a means of fostering a reconciling spirit and a common lexicon of core values as a prelude to such a meeting.  Sixteen of the eighteen participants had been part of one or more seminars.  The results of this bridgebuilding meeting proved the wisdom of this approach.

The Kashmir Bridgebuilding meeting was structured as a faith-based Learning Conversation which consisted of three presentations and a series of discussion questions.  The three presentations included:

· The Faith-based Learning Conversation 

· Reconciliation As a Moral Vision 

· Political Forgiveness and Healing Historical Wounds 

The structure for the discussion questions came from the eight core values of faith-based reconciliation.  Over the course of two days of the bridgebuilding meeting participants were divided up into mixed working groups to tackle seven different projects.  At the conclusion of each working group period we reconvened in a plenary session and listened to presentations from each of the groups.  This formed the basis for construction of a joint statement as well as a list of consensus recommendations for advancing the cause of healing/reconciliation/peace in Kashmir.

The seven working group projects included:

· The Pluralism Project 

· The Inclusion Project 

· The Peacemaking Project 

· The Social Justice Project 

· The Historical Wounds Project 

· The Sovereignty Project 

2. To foster relationships of trust between members of conflicting identity groups in the four major regions of Kashmir.

We accomplished this objective in three ways.  First, we spent much of the first day building relationships by asking each participant to share his/her life journey (the ten minute version).  Second, we engaged in a plenary discussion focused on sharing their perceptions of the conflict.  For this exercise we used a method of dialogue wherein each person had an opportunity to share his/her perception of the conflict.  After each person shared, it was followed by a participant from the other side of the LOC “reflecting back” to them what they heard them saying.  This created a sense of “feeling heard” among the participants.  Third, we encouraged informal meetings and conversations during the breaks and free time.  More than once during our sessions the participants on the two sides of the LOC discovered that they had very different perceptions of history and present reality.

3. To impart a vision of faith-based reconciliation to key civil society leaders in these regions so that they will become change agents in their society.

On the second day of the meeting a presentation was given on the eight core values of faith- based reconciliation:  pluralism, inclusion, peacemaking, social justice, forgiveness, healing wounds, sovereignty and atonement.  These eight core values formed the framework that guided the discussion and recommendations of the working groups.  In a sense, it was teaching civil society leaders to approach the resolution of the conflict through a paradigm of faith-based reconciliation.

4. To translate the benefits of reconciliation efforts on the civil society level to Track One negotiations.

There was a clear recognition by the participants of two realities:

· Without reconciliation on the civil society and grass roots levels the official peace negotiations may lack the proper larger context in which they can be successful. 

· Effecting reconciliation on the civil society and grass roots levels may actually change the “facts on the ground” and create new possibilities in the peace negotiations. 

Toward this end the working groups discussed ways that civil society could contribute to the peace process and how to mobilize civil society toward that end.  There was also considerable discussion about how a unified Kashmiri voice could be developed so as to articulate the legitimate aspirations of the Kashmiri people in a manner that they might be heard, understood and respected in the peace negotiations.  In a sense, our very meeting was a microcosm or model of how to create a unified Kashmiri voice.  The recommendations of the working groups represent a consensus of civil society leaders from all four regions and both sides of the Line of Control.

5. To test the viability of a faith-based humanitarian approach as a supplement to official negotiations.

Because religion plays a major role in defining communal identity in Kashmir, this bridgebuilding meeting served as a microcosm or model of how the principles, practices and sacred texts of the various religious traditions could form the theoretical framework and practical basis for effecting reconciliation in intractable identity-based conflicts that exceed the grasp of traditional diplomacy.

An essential ingredient in ICRD’s methodology of faith-based diplomacy is the prayer and fasting team.  In the various religious traditions, prayer and fasting is a tangible way of demonstrating reliance on divine intervention in conflict situations.  The presence of the prayer and fasting team also demonstrated to the participants that ICRD actually practices what it advocates.

6. To train the participants to duplicate the model back home in the conflict situation.

On the final morning of the meeting, a session was conducted with the participants on how to take this model back with them and utilize it as a basis for sustained group discussion within their own spheres of influence.  Most of the participants indicated that they had already been influencing their colleagues and associates at the grass-roots level with the principles that they had learned in the earlier seminars.  Clearly, these principles, which represent a new way of thinking in Kashmir, are beginning to spread, particularly among young adults and youth.  They, in turn, are influencing the senior levels of leadership.  To enhance this process, we taught them to use the approach in our bridgebuilding seminar as a basis for future small group discussions over the coming months.

7. To test the possibility of creating a unified Kashmiri voice as a means of empowering the Kashmiri community in its aspirations.

On a micro level, the above is what we actually accomplished in Kathmandu.  Utilizing a paradigm of faith-based reconciliation, we took eighteen people from four regions and both sides of the Line of Control and produced a joint statement and list of consensus recommendations for the peace process.  This was a model for developing a unified Kashmiri voice which now needs to be employed at the macro level.

Conclusion
Based on the results of the Kashmir Bridgebuilding meeting in Kathmandu and future resources permitting, senior officials of the Kashmir Institute and ICRD believe that we are entering a critical window of opportunity in South Asia over the next twelve to eighteen months and that now is the time to move boldly.  In this regard, we suggest the following:

· Arranging meetings with President Musharaff and Prime Minister Singh to create awareness and support for the concept of faith-based reconciliation at the civil society and grass-roots level. 

· To conduct a second bridge-building meeting in Islamabad in the Summer of 2006 for 70 civil society leaders from Azad Kashmir, Gilgit, Baltestan, Kashmir Valley, Poonch, Jammu and Ladakh.  The theme for such a bridgebuilding meeting would be “Restoring Kashmiriyat” 

· Procuring apologies from British leaders for the role of the British in various historical wounds that continue to burden Kashmir’s history and complicate today’s attempts to resolve the problems of status and governance 

· Procuring apologies from American leaders for the role of the U.S. in introducing the gun culture into Kashmir as an outgrowth of arming and training the mujahaddin in Afghanistan during the 1980’s 

· To conduct a final faith-based reconciliation seminar in Kargill in the Summer of 2006 

· To organize civil society forums beginning in Baramulla in 2006 

On the last morning, the participants engaged in a prophetic and symbolic action of hope for Kashmir.  The Kashmiris from the Indian side lined up on one side of the room.  The Kashmiris from the Pakistani side lined up on the other side of the room.  They were then asked to visualize the Line of Control across the center of the room and to move slowly and deliberately toward one another until they met in the center.  As they embraced, the tears began to flow and they then formed a “family circle”, joined hands and sang “We Shall Overcome” in Urdu.  Let us hope that one day we shall see the outward political and social manifestation of what transpired in the conference room of the Summit Hotel in Kathmandu. 

