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Press Briefing of

Professor Abdul Ghani Bhat, 

Chairman, All Parties Hurriyat Conference (APHC)
Press Conference held at the APHC office at Rajbagh in Srinagar – February 12, 2002.

Ladies and Gentleman,

APHC seeks a seat on the peace table for talks to resolve the Kashmir Dispute in the interests of a better world and a brighter future. Not a seat of Chief Minister or at a desk in the assembly to do nothing and achieve nothing.

Jammu & Kashmir is internationally recognized as a disputed territory - even Pakistanis and Indians accept this as a fact.

Where a territory be in dispute and the people's future belonging to it in question, the authority to decide the future of that territory, in accordance with the principles of international law, rests with the people.

The APHC representing as it does the political will of the people and symbolizing as it does the political unity of the people, has in exercise of the people's authority decided to constitute the Jammu & Kashmir People’s Election Commission which will help organize and hold elections in the entire state of Jammu & Kashmir in a free, fair, and impartial manner to determine the representative character of the people who have chosen to represent them at the talks in accordance with democratic culture and the people's aspirations for peace with a view to dispelling 

· clouds of confusion;

· proving democratically to be the people's true representatives; and 

· walking not the beaten track but rising above to work for lasting peace by resolving the dispute on Jammu & Kashmir through negotiations peacefully across the table.

We have therefore decided to nominate the members of the commission representing not only India and Pakistan but also each region in Jammu & Kashmir.

The Election Commission has been setup with two Co-Chairmen, one each from the civil society of India and Pakistan, respectively: Tapan K. Bose and Chief Justice (retd.) Sajjad Ali Shah. These two people are internationally recognized for their integrity, honesty, capability, and dedication to justice.     

The Election Commission members consist of upstanding, honest, and highly respected citizens of Jammu & Kashmir. These include: Ved Bhasin, Dr. Zaffar Mehdi, Dr. Siddiq Wahid, and Chief Justice (retd.) Raja Kursheed of Azad Kashmir.

The full profiles of the two Co-Chairmen and the members of the J&K People’s Election Commission will be distributed.

All of these people are part of civil society; none currently has an official duty or affiliation. These are very capable and sincere people and we are completely confident that they will be able to carry out their task of holding an impartial people’s election to elect the representatives of the people of Jammu & Kashmir.

We consider politics consists in reconciliating, balancing, interpreting forces of opinion as well as recognizing the stark political realities on the ground. While choosing the members of the Commission the APHC considered each element with a view to managing the spectrum of sentiments of the people involved in the dispute. 

Prime Minister of India is on record to have said, and I quote in his musings on his New Year’s Day address of 2001 that "India is willing and ready to seek a lasting solution to the Kashmir problem.” For this lasting solution, Vajpayee said he would not traverse on the “beaten track of the past” and he declared, “We shall be bold and innovative designers of a future architecture."

We appeal to the Prime Minister of India to throw himself whole-heartedly on to the path that leads to lasting peace and resolve the dispute on Kashmir.

We also appeal to the President of Pakistan to demonstrate his wisdom and work hand in hand with all the parties involved for finding a durable solution to this problem.

We appeal to the whole international leadership to throw their weight behind us with a view to enabling us to move ahead with our political process that is democratic in form as well as in content. We are aiming for a real and genuine peace process.

Let us prefer to be human, and together abandon the path of violence.

Thank You.

The APHC Announcement on January 28, 2002

On the 28th of January, after a full day meeting, the APHC unanimously reached a decision to launch a major initiative. The APHC deliberated over recent developments in Kashmir in the context of the changed world scenario after the tragedy of September 11th. The APHC concluded the world perceptions have changed and that there is a clear international perception that issues and disputes cannot be resolved by force. The APHC assessed that this is completely in line with the perceptions and wishes of the people of Jammu & Kashmir on how to resolve the Kashmir Dispute since the people of Jammu & Kashmir have been seeking a resolution to this dispute for the last 54 years through peaceful means. 

The APHC strengthened its resolve on its stand: 

· There are three parties to the Kashmir Dispute. 

· India and Pakistan are parties to the dispute and the people of Jammu & Kashmir are the principal party to the dispute. 

· The Kashmir Dispute should be resolved through tripartite talks and the solution should be based on the wishes and aspirations of the people of Jammu & Kashmir. 

· The APHC represents the genuine aspirations of the people of Jammu & Kashmir.

The APHC recognized that there are certain sections that have raised doubts about the representative character of the APHC and observed that it has become a debate across the globe. Particularly, it was noted that there are people asking questions about the representation of the ethnic identities by the APHC.

To resolve this question once and for all, the APHC decided to conduct a genuine poll process in Jammu & Kashmir. An impartial and independent Election Commission would conduct this poll process and the people who will be involved in the election commission will be honest, credible, impartial, and popular across the globe. This election would be held in three phases: first in the Valley, then Jammu & Ladakh, and then Azad Kashmir.

The APHC made an appeal to all democracy lovers across the globe to help the people of Jammu & Kashmir in this process. The APHC specifically appealed to the Pakistani President Parvez Musharaf and the Indian Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee to help the people of Jammu & Kashmir in this process and to not create any kinds of problems.

Finally, the APHC said it is ready for a true democratic test and said that whosoever will be elected in this process will represent the people of Kashmir in tripartite talks to resolve the Kashmir Dispute, once and for all.

The entire APHC General Council later unanimously ratified this decision and the APHC is pleased by the response and support this decision has already received from the people of Jammu & Kashmir living on both sides of the LOC. We are also pleased by the encouragement we have received from democracy lovers around the world.
Today’s Announcement

There have been deliberate attempts to confuse the world about what the APHC has proposed on January 28, 2002. And for this reason is important to set to rest any doubts and make things perfectly clear in greater detail.

Let there be no doubt, by announcing the Jammu & Kashmir People’s Election Commission the APHC is not seeking to participate in any process that will take anyone to the seat of power – we are seeking a seat on behalf of the people of Jammu & Kashmir at the tripartite peace table with India and Pakistan which would resolve the Kashmir Dispute. 

It is time that all the parties to the Kashmir Dispute engage in a serious dialogue to seek a peaceful solution, this means that India, Pakistan and the representatives of the people of Jammu & Kashmir must be at the table.

The APHC would like to remind the Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee when he said in his New Year’s Day address of 2001 that "India is willing and ready to seek a lasting solution to the Kashmir problem." 

For this lasting solution, Vajpayee said he would not traverse on the “beaten track of the past” and he declared, “We shall be bold and innovative designers of a future architecture."

We would like to tell Vajpayee that for a lasting solution to the Kashmir Dispute there is no alternative to a real peace process. Assembly Elections are an over-beaten path in Kashmir.

We would like to tell the world that by going through a neutral elections process to be conducted by a neutral Jammu & Kashmir People’s Election Commission, the people of Jammu & Kashmir have stepped off the beaten path and we are walking this path along side the Indian and Pakistani peace constituencies and defenders of justice – who are represented in the commission. 

We appeal to Prime Minister Vajpayee and President Musharaf to join us on this creative people’s path to a lasting and peaceful solution to the Kashmir Dispute – one which will bring a bright future to all the peoples of South Asia.
No one should have any doubts about what exactly we are doing.

This is a serious plan adopted unanimously by the APHC to initiate a genuine tripartite peace process on Kashmir in which India, Pakistan, and the representatives of the people of Jammu & Kashmir will engage in productive and unconditional talks to resolve the Kashmir Dispute. The APHC stands ready to prove its representative character.

This is not a plebiscite nor is it a legal challenge to either India or Pakistan.  The election will be free and fair and will be designed and carried out under the strict supervision of an impartial Jammu & Kashmir People’s Election Commission. 

The initiative is completely democratic in essence - it seeks to democratically ascertain who will represent the people of Jammu & Kashmir in peace talks - it is not to determine who will hold power either in Srinagar or Muzafarabad. This is an initiative of Kashmiris to start a peace process by first testing who should represent the people of Jammu & Kashmir in tripartite peace talks. The APHC is ready to submit itself to this democratic test.

The election is to cover the whole of Jammu & Kashmir on both sides of the LOC- it will be open to any citizen of Jammu & Kashmir regardless of political persuasion to contest, regardless of caste, creed, gender, or religion.

The Jammu & Kashmir People’s Election Commission:
Our announcement on the 28th of January to announce a Jammu & Kashmir People’s Election Commission was a serious proposal and we are now pleased that we are able to take the next step by announcing the distinguished members of the J&K People’s Election Commission.

The Election Commission has been setup with two Co-Chairmen, one each from the civil society of India and Pakistan, respectively: Tapan K. Bose and Chief Justice (retd.) Sajjad Ali Shah. These two people are internationally recognized for their integrity, honesty, capability, and dedication to justice. 

The Election Commission members consist of upstanding, honest, and highly respected citizens of Jammu & Kashmir. These include: Ved Bhasin, Dr. Zaffar Mehdi, Dr. Siddiq Wahid, and Chief Justice (retd.) Raja Kursheed of Azad Kashmir.

The full profiles of the two Co-Chairmen and the members of the J&K People’s Election Commission will be distributed.

These are very capable and sincere people and we are completely confident that they will be able to carry out their task of holding an impartial people’s election to elect the representatives of the people of Jammu & Kashmir.

The Co-chairs and members of the Election Commission have agreed to accept this challenging and important task with full sincerity and honesty.

The Election Commission will now develop the mechanism and details of the election on the basis that it should be free and fair and its results should be credible, verifiable, and clear. 

The Election Commission will be a completely impartial body and we have full faith in its ability to develop the details and architecture of the neutral elections process it will develop and carry out so that the people of Jammu & Kashmir can choose their representatives for tripartite peace talks.

The Election Commission has the APHC’s pledge of support and cooperation. The APHC will make serious efforts to work for the circumstances and requirements necessary for the Election Commission to develop and carry out this creative process. We are confident that all the people of Jammu & Kashmir will do the very same. 

We also expect that all defenders of justice and peace around the world will give every kind of support to this Election Commission.

Finally, we would like to make an appeal to Prime Minister Vajpayee and President Musharaf that they too should help this process succeed .

Jammu & Kashmir People’s Election Commission
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Tapan Kumar Bose, Co-Chairman

Tapan Bose is an acclaimed documentary filmmaker, a prolific writer, and a fearless Human Rights and Peace Activist from India. He is the Secretary General of the South Asia Forum for Human Rights based in Kathmandu, Nepal. His internationally acclaimed films include  "An Indian Story", "Beyond Genocide: Bhopal Gas Tragedy", "Behind the Barricades- Punjab", "The Vulnerable Road User" and "Jharkhand". Among his publications are - "Scenario of the 7 Percent - The Indigenous Peoples of India, vol 1 & vol 2",  "India's Kashmir war", "A Land Ruled by the Gun", "Kashmir War: Proxy War"," State Citizens and Outsiders: The Uprooted Peoples of South Asia" and "Protection of Refugees in South Asia - Need for a legal framework". He contributes regularly to leading journals and news magazines of India, Nepal and Pakistan. He is the Convenor of the Committee for Initiative on Kashmir that was set up in 1990. He is the founder General Secretary of the Pakistan India Peoples Forum for Peace and Democracy (1994) and Chairperson of The Other Media, an NGO dedicated to providing media support to peoples' movements for democracy and human rights in India. He is also the Chairperson of Mahanirvan Calcutta Research Group which works on refugee and migration issues in northeastern India, eastern India and Bangladesh. He is also a Member of the Council of Forum for Early Warning and Early Response (FEWER) London, UK. Bose currently resides in Kathmandu.         
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Chief Justice (retd.) Sajjad Ali Shah, Co-Chairman 

Sajjad Ali Shah is a retired Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Pakistan. While on the bench, Justice Sajjad Ali Shah established a name that has become synonymous with integrity, justice and fair play. Oxford University Press has recently published his autobiography “Law Courts in a Glass House” (August 2001). The jacket of the book aptly states: “No less important than the disclosures is the insight into what happens to a man of firm principles and integrity who has the audacity to resist the gales of venality and greed sweeping the country.” Sajjad Ali Shah has been an active participant in civil society conferences and forums in South Asia promoting people to people understanding, justice and the rule of law. Shah currently resides in Karachi.
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Ved Bhasin, Commission Member

Ved Bhasin is the founder of the Daily Kashmir Times and was its editor from 1964 to 2000. As a youth, Ved Bhasin took a very keen interest in the political sphere of Jammu & Kashmir. He was the President of the Jammu & Kashmir Students Union from 1945 to 1949, the President of the J&K Youth National Conference from 1950 to 1953, member of the National Conference General Council from 1949 to 1953. Early on, Ved Bhasin left active involvement in politics and turned his attention to social, intellectual, and cultural matters of Jammu & Kashmir. Ved Bhasin has founded and chaired a number of social and cultural forums of J&K, including the Cultural Forum Jammu, Dogri Sanstha, and Bazm-e-Urdu, Group of Artists. He has been the Chairman of the Jammu Consumers Council and has been a patron of AWARE, a rural development body. Ved Bhasin is an accomplished journalist and editor. He has been the President of the J&K Association of Journalists. He has been the editor of Naya Samaj (1952-1954), Daily Sandesh (1956 to 1958), Kashmir Post (1958 to 1963), and a number of other journals. Bhasin has been a passionate advocate of justice, peace, and human rights and has been an active participant in local, regional, and international conferences on Kashmir. Bhasin was a participant in the “Dialogue on Kashmir” in Washington, D.C. sponsored by the United States Institute of Peace in 1994. Bhasin currently resides in Jammu.
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Dr. Siddiq Wahid, Commission Member
Dr. Siddiq Wahid is an independent scholar from Ladakh.  He holds a PhD (1981) from Harvard University in Inner Asian and Altaic Studies and a Masters in Education (1975), also from Harvard University.  His B.A. in Political Philosophy (1974) is from Gustavus Adolphus College.  He has taught in his field and written on various aspects of it and a book on Ladakh.  Dr. Wahid is a member of several international and regional forums and in the last decade has been an activist for a peaceful solution to the Jammu & Kashmir dispute. He is currently researching a monograph on the formation of the State of Jammu & Kashmir and completing an English translation of the Tibetan epic of Ling Kesar.  Dr. Wahid has worked in senior corporate positions in India and the United States of America. Dr. Wahid currently resides in Changspa in Leh, Ladakh.                                                           
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Dr. Zafar Mehdi, Commission Member

Dr. Zafar Mehdi is one of the most respected and skilled physicians of Jammu & Kashmir. He has trained extensively abroad and then returned to Kashmir to teach and practice medicine. Dr. Mehdi is a medical specialist and he is a member of the esteemed Royal College of Physicians (MRCP). Dr. Mehdi has been a distinguished Professor of Medicine in Government Medical College, Srinagar. He has a reputation as a compassionate doctor and is known for his honesty and sincerity. Though Dr. Mehdi retired earlier this year, he continues to run a private clinic. Dr. Mehdi currently resides in Srinagar. 
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Chief Justice (retd.) Raja Kursheed, Commission Member
Justice (retd.) Raja Kursheed was born in District Kotli, Azad Kashmir. He has been a highly regarded and accomplished jurist: by 1970 he was a three times District Judge of Azad Kashmir; in 1972 he became Advocate General of Azad Kashmir; in 1975 he became High Court Judge Azad Kashmir; in 1977 he became a Judge of the Supreme Court of Pakistan; and in 1987 he became Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Pakistan. In 1990, Justice (retd.) Raja Kursheed finally retired from the bench. Raja Kursheed has been Chairman of the Law Reforms Commission and he served as “Muhtisib-e-Ala” (Chief of Accountability Bureau) for Azad Kashmir from 1990 to 1997. Kursheed is currently retired and resides in Islamabad. He is near completion of a book entitled “Fundamental Rights and the Supremacy of Law & Justice.” 

