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“Indo-Pakistan Visa Hassles” by S L Rao

The grounds outside the Pakistan High Commission in Delhi have been sleeping for days out  in the open. They are Indian citizens waiting in queue to get a visa to Pakistan. They have to go and visit old or sick relatives, attend or participate in a ceremony of marriage, birth or death. Some are going to join new spouses, and others to find them. They need to go. The Pakistan High Commission warns you that they need around three months from application before they can issue a visa. The application is in quadruplicate. It requires a copy of a letter of invitation from someone in Pakistan who guarantees to be responsible for the visiting Indian in financial and other ways. The application is addressed by the sponsor to the Pakistan Interior Ministry who send their intelligence inspectors (from the ISI) to check on the genuineness of the sponsor. The Interior Ministry takes up to three months to screen and pass the applicant and inform the High Commission who issue the visa within hours of the clearance. The application can be made only in Delhi. The processing is slow because the High Commission is short-staffed and the two countries are unable to agree on increasing the numbers. The applicant’s passport has to be valid for a year from the date of the visa application or it is rejected. 

The visa is issued for specific cities or parts of it (for example, “Karachi excluding Cantonment Areas”). The visitor has to report to the police station and register himself. Personal reporting might be exempted if the police officer is amenable to temptation. The visitor has to safely keep various visa papers in addition to the visa as stamped on the passport. He has to show them to the Pakistan airlines staff so that he can get his ticket reconfirmed. It truly is a nightmare if one has to go to Pakistan,

It is not as if the Indian procedures for Pakistanis wanting to visit India are any more visitor-friendly. In recent months there have been some helpful innovations unilaterally introduced by the High Commission or the ministry. These include the waiver of a personal submission of papers which can be sent by courier; exemption to above 65 and below 12 year olds from the complex procedures. There is a desire to waive the town restrictions and allow movement anywhere in India but presumably this idea is hostage to the “step-by-step confidence building measures” that the two governments are negotiating. 

A visitor to India can exit only from the city in which he enters. So if he lands in Delhi and has permission to visit Bombay he has to waste time and money to return to Delhi instead of flying out of Bombay. If his visa stipulates reporting to the police he has to do so at police stations in every city he goes to. At the entry point when he goes to the police station there are cumbersome forms to be filled and six passport photographs to be filed. Even where there is computerization there is a mania for paper in both India and Pakistan.         

The two countries, at the level of their bureaucrats, are very averse to visits by ordinary people. The procedure is tailor made for harassment by petty officials who have the power to refuse visas or make them extremely restrictive. They can also make them flexible. Presumably the fear is that people to people contacts might undermine the required levels of hostility between the two countries for sustaining military and bureaucratic power. Another genuine reason could be the fear of espionage. India decided that this fear is less with the old and the young and has relaxed its restrictions on their entry and movement in India. 

But surely India, in the forefront of information technology, can simplify procedures considerably? Magnetic strips that cannot be removed except by the authorities, attached to visiting Pakistanis and Indians in Pakistan, that will broadcast their location at all times, cell phones that can do the same, and other technologies can do away with frequent reporting to the police? And online filing of applications, also cleared electronically, could do with the time-consuming and cumbersome paperwork away? Of course civil libertarians will scream about the invasion of privacy, but this would allow many more visas to be issued. The protest would be better directed at reducing the fear of espionage.

There is enormous interest  among people on both sides of the border to visit each other. There are friends and relatives to be met, places to be seen of which they have heard tales from old family members from the partition era, goods to be bought or consumed, places of religious significance to be worshipped, different foods to be eaten. There is no question that the mutual experience of the warmth and hospitality of ordinary people will change preconceptions of each other. Inevitably that will result in a relaxation of mutual tensions.

The Army rulers in Pakistan may want hostility to India to continue and if so it is not in their interest to allow such contacts. The bureaucracy in India might see in this a diminution of power. As a democracy India is perhaps in a better position to relax these restraints.

