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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The purpose of this strategic analysis report is to ascertain how geopolitical dynamics in 

and around Pakistan will evolve in the next few years.  

Pakistani relations with the US will become increasingly transactional after the US 

withdrawal from Afghanistan. As the US-India partnership strengthens to face China, the US 

will lose interest in Pakistan and their priorities will further diverge. In response, Beijing will 

remain Islamabad’s all-weather strategic partner despite claims that the debt-trap could become 

a hurdle. Trade relations with the EU will continue to expand and Brussels will not use trade 

leverage to obtain Human Rights concessions from Islamabad. Cooperation in other areas will 

stagnate, and the EU’s neutrality on the Kashmir issue will remain unchanged.  

In Central Asia, Islamabad will maintain positive relations with the Central Asian 

Republics, which will be based on increasing connectivity, trade and energy partnerships, 

although these may be endangered by instability in Afghanistan. Relations with Bangladesh will 

remain unpropitious. An American withdrawal from Afghanistan will most likely lead to an 

intensification of the conflict. Thanks to connections with the Taliban, Pakistan might become 

Afghanistan’s kingmaker. Even if regional powers like Russia and China may welcome the US 

withdrawal, they will be negatively affected by the subsequent security vacuum. Despite 

Pakistani efforts to maintain good ties with both Iran and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), 

if tensions escalate Islamabad will side with Riyadh. Pakistan’s weak non-proliferation 

credentials will be coupled with a risk of Pakistan sharing its nuclear arsenal with the Saudis.  
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A high degree of tensions will continue characterizing its relations with India, following 

the abrogation of Articles 370 and 35A of the Indian constitution. Water scarcity will be another 

source of problems in their shared borders, which will be exacerbated by New Delhi’s 

construction of reservoirs in its territory. Islamabad will continue calling for an 

internationalization of the Kashmir issue, in search of international support. They are likely to 

fight localized skirmishes, but there is a growing fear that the contentious issues mentioned above 

could eventually lead to an all-out nuclear war. PM Khan and Modi will be reluctant to establish 

channels of rapprochement, partly due to internal dynamics of both countries, be it Hindu 

nationalism or radical Islam.  

A glance inside Pakistan will show how terrorism will continue to be a significant threat 

for Pakistan. As a result of Pakistan’s lack of effective control in certain areas of its territory, the 

country has been used as a base of operations by terrorist and criminal groups for decades, to 

perpetrate all kinds of attacks and illegal activities, which will not change in the near future. 

Risks that should be followed closely include the power of anti-Western narratives wielded by 

radical Islamists, the lack of a proper educational system and an ambiguous counter-terrorism 

effort. In the midst of this hodgepodge, religion will continue to have a central role and will be 

undoubtedly used by non-state actors to justify their violent actions, although it is less likely that 

it will become an instrument for states to further their radical agendas.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The Islamic Republic of Pakistan is a young state, which has faced numerous vicissitudes 

during the last centuries. During the 16th and 17th centuries its territory belonged to the Mughal 

Empire. It then became part of Durrani Empire in the 18th century and of the Sikh Empire in the 

first half of the 19th century. It subsequently became part of the British India, during which some 

of its current borders began to be drafted. In particular, the controversial Durand Line was 

established as the international border between Afghanistan and the British India by Mortimer 

Durand, which today is still a disputed issue according to Kabul. Pakistan finally got its 

independence in 1947, after the partition of the British India, and it comprised the territories of 

West and East Pakistan, which were the Muslim-majority areas of the old British India. That 

partition created Pakistan’s modern borders, although East Pakistan eventually gained 

independence from Pakistan in 1971 and became the modern Bangladesh.  

Such partition led to the creation of Pakistan, a country with a unique geographical 

position. It is located in South Asia, and it borders with India in the East, China in the North-

East, Afghanistan in the North and West and Iran in the West. The Himalayas cover the northern 

part of the country and the Baluchistan Plateau occupies the southwestern region1. Its southern 

border faces the Arabian Sea and Oman. In the East, the Thar desert is located between Pakistan 

and India. The Indus River is Pakistan’s artery, which divides the country into two, and provides 

for the fertile lands of the Punjab, often described as Pakistan’s heartland region. Baluchistan, 

although territorially big, has little population and a tradition of insurgencies and independence 

movements. The Sindh, for its part, boasts of having Karachi, Pakistan’s most dynamic city, 

whose port is a vital trade hub. Lastly, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa is renowned for being a major 

theatre of terrorism and a porous and mountainous border between Pakistan and Afghanistan. 

Apart from the 4 provinces, Pakistan has 2 autonomous territories (Azad Jammu and Kashmir, 

and Gilgit-Baltistan) and its capital, Islamabad, which is considered a federal territory.  

Pakistan sits at the crossroads of Asia, linking the massively populated Indian 

subcontinent with the resource-rich Central Asia and Middle East, and China with the Arabian 

Sea. Surprisingly, its westernmost point is only 340 km away from the Arabian Peninsula. 

Pakistan’s foundational values make it the home of the Muslims in the subcontinent, being the 

second largest Muslim country in terms of population, with around 215 million inhabitants2. 

More than 95% of Pakistanis are Muslims, and the ethnic diversity is extremely rich: Punjabis, 

 
1 ‘Pakistan,’ Stratfor, n.d., https://www.stratfor.com/region/south-asia/pakistan. 

2 ‘South Asia: Pakistan,’ The World Factbook, n.d., https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/geos/pk.html. 
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Pashtuns, Sindhis, Balochis, Muhajirs conform some of Pakistan’s biggest ethnic groups. 

Pakistan’s economy ranks 42nd by nominal GDP and 24th by PPP. Although the per capita 

nominal GDP is low ($1,388), the Pakistani demographic pyramid presents a disproportionate 

amount of young population, which may give Pakistan the opportunity to climb to the middle-

income economies group in the medium term.  

Pakistan’s domestic and foreign policy is shaped by a major imperative: its enmity with 

India. The rivalry has existed since Pakistan was born, and has led to 4 wars, skirmishes, military 

stand-offs and both a conventional and nuclear arms race between New Delhi and Islamabad. 

Most of these conflicts have started due to cross-border terrorism and tensions related with the 

Kashmir issue, but there are other problems with a potential for future conflict, like the question 

of the Indus System of Rivers and the distribution of its waters, which is intimately linked with 

the Kashmir issue. Most efforts to achieve a lasting peace have been disrupted by internal 

dynamics of both countries: sometimes it’s ideologies like radical Islamism in Pakistan or Hindu 

nationalism in India, but one may also point to the disproportionate power exercised by 

Pakistan’s army in deciding its foreign policy and national security, which prevents the civil 

governments in Islamabad from pursuing a pragmatic agenda to achieve peace.  

Pakistan was born as an ideological state, something reaffirmed by President Zia ul-Haq 

in 1981 when he said ‘take Islam out of Pakistan and make it a secular state; it would collapse’3. 

As such, Islam informs the political, social, family and religious life. Its internal instability and 

the rivalry with India have also shaped Pakistan as a national security state, due to the continuous 

perceived threats to its territorial integrity, national identity and sovereignty. This allowed the 

military to become the dominant institution when it comes to making foreign and security policy. 

The war in Afghanistan has also been decisive in shaping Pakistan’s foreign policy. The 

2,430 km border has allowed the Taliban and other factions fighting in Afghanistan to take refuge 

in Pakistani soil. Simultaneously, Pakistan has a strong interest in preventing India from gaining 

influence in Afghanistan, which would be a strategically uncomfortable position to be in, for 

Islamabad. To do so, Pakistan has given refuge and even silently cooperated with the Taliban 

and other groups, because they are the ideologically closest and would serve best Pakistan’s 

interest in case of an eventual peace settlement. Its support for the Taliban, however, has entailed 

a rocky relationship with the United States (US), which honours its on-and-off relations dynamic 

that has been in place since Pakistan’s foundation. Being in such awkward position, Pakistan is 

 
3 Dawood Mohammadi, ‘Causes of General Zia Ul Haq’s Islamization Program,’ 2017, 

https://www.academia.edu/36807237/Causes_of_General_Zia_Ul_Haqs_Islamization_Program. 
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forced to collaborate with the US War on Terrorism aimed at the Taliban and al-Qaeda, while 

simultaneously preserving and nourishing them.  

When looking at the Middle East, Pakistan has made a huge effort in cultivating good 

ties with most countries of that region, due to ideological affinity and the acute need that Pakistan 

has for cheap energy and financial assistance, which is often provided by the Gulf states. But 

Pakistan’s greatest ally of all is the Middle Kingdom. Not only has China provided diplomatic 

assistance to Pakistan in its struggle against India, but it also has invested huge amounts of money 

to develop the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, a life-injection in Pakistan’s economy.  

The Pakistani economy is considered a lower-middle income one, with a PPP GDP per 

capita of $5,389 in 2019. Although originally, Pakistan used to be an agricultural country, the 

non-agricultural sectors have seen quick growth, especially in the apparel and textiles, which are 

all export sectors. Pakistan’s major imports include petroleum gas, palm oil and cars. Since its 

imports surpass by far its exports, Pakistan had a negative trade balance of $30.9 bn in 20174. 

The top trading partners are China, the EU, the US and energy-rich Gulf countries. Oil and gas 

are particularly important to provide power to Pakistan’s industries and households, because it 

lacks energy resources, although it does have a potential of hydro-electric power along the Indus 

basin. The most economically dynamic areas are located in the Punjab and Karachi, while the 

rest of the country is less developed. Thanks to millions of Pakistanis working abroad, the 

country receives a huge amount of remittances which reached $21.8 bn in 20195.  

Despite all this potential, Pakistan has an endemic problem with corruption, which has 

affected most of its public institutions since the country’s birth. Its unstable economy heavily 

relies on imports, and this has resulted in Pakistan requesting and receiving IMF loans on 22 

occasions6. The most recent loan was given in 2019, but this time the IMF has asked Pakistan to 

reform its economy, and now the country is engaged in a privatization process of government-

owned companies and economic liberalization, which will (in theory) decrease budget deficit 

and attract FDI. Despite the GDP growth dropped considerably after the implementation of the 

reforms, Pakistan is trying to stabilize itself macroeconomically, by decreasing its account 

deficit, reducing debt, increasing FDI, augmenting the reserves of the State Bank of Pakistan and 

improving its general image before rating agencies7.  

 
4 ‘Pakistan,’ OEC, n.d., https://oec.world/en/profile/country/pak/. 

5 Muzaffar Rizvi, ‘Pakistan Remittances Poised to Hit Record $23 Bn,’ Khaleej Times, 2019, 

https://www.khaleejtimes.com/business/global/pakistan-remittances-poised-to-hit-record-23b-1. 

6 Sabir Shah, ‘Pakistan Has Borrowed 21 Times from IMF since Dec 8, 1958,’ International The News, 2018, 

https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/384713-pakistan-has-borrowed-21-times-from-imf-since-dec-8-1958. 

7 Kunwar Khuldune Shahid, ‘Is Pakistan’s Economy Recovering?,’ The Diplomat, 2020, 

https://thediplomat.com/2020/02/is-pakistans-economy-recovering/. 
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1. RELATIONS WITH THE US, CHINA AND THE EU 

1.1. US-PAKISTAN RELATIONS 

1.1.1 Nature of the relations 

‘Transactional’ is the adjective that best describes the US-Pakistan relations throughout 

the recent decades. Both countries have collaborated repeatedly to fight the USSR expansion, its 

invasion of Afghanistan, and throughout the War on Terror. But at times, the US lost interest in 

Pakistan, which led to a rise of tensions and even introduction of sanctions on Islamabad, adding 

more instability to the relations. During the last couple of years, the key issue driving their 

relations has been the war in Afghanistan. The Trump administration’s willingness to withdraw 

from Afghanistan8, and the need to deliver a foreign policy victory for the 2020 elections have 

forced the US to ask for Pakistan’s help, again. 

To do that, the US severed its ties and accused Pakistan of doing nothing to prevent 

terrorists use Pakistani territory to launch attacks in Afghanistan and took several measures9: it 

restricted the movement of Pakistani diplomats in the US, suspended military aid, and it put 

forward a motion to put Pakistan on the terrorist financing watchlist, which eventually 

succeeded10. In response, Islamabad halted HUMINT sharing with Washington11. Once Pakistan 

was under pressure, the US asked PM Khan for help in resolving the Afghan conflict and 

facilitating the talks, by restraining the Taliban from attacking US forces12.  This was a sweet 

proposal for both transactional partners: the US would withdraw its troops from Afghanistan and 

conclude a peace deal. Pakistan would see aid and military programs restored, and most 

importantly, a weak neighbouring Afghanistan with the friendly Taliban in a strong position, 

which meant that Pakistan could influence the direction of the country13. 

Consequently, as Pakistan tacitly accepted, the US restored its military training programs 

and military aid14; Washington also used its influence in the FATF to prevent Pakistan from 

 
8 Madiha Afzal, ‘The Future of US-Pakistani Relations,’ Brookings Institution, 2018, 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/unpacked/2018/01/12/the-future-of-u-s-pakistani-relations/. 

9 Hizbullah Khan, ‘Are US-Pakistan Relations Improving?’ Columbia SIPA Journal of International Relations, 

2019, https://jia.sipa.columbia.edu/online-articles/are-us-pakistan-relations-improving. 

10 Sahar Khan, ‘Double Game: Why Pakistan Supports Militants and Resists US Pressure to Stop,’ Cato Institute, 

2018, https://www.cato.org/publications/policy-analysis/double-game-why-pakistan-supports-militants-resists-us-

pressure-stop. 

11 ‘Pakistan Halts Intelligence Sharing after US Cuts Aid,’ PBS, 2018, 

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/pakistan-halts-intelligence-sharing-after-u-s-cuts-aid. 

12 Khan, ‘Are US-Pakistan Relations Improving?’ 

13 Mark Mazzetti and Ismail Khan, ‘From the Afghan Peace Deal, a Weak and Pliable Neighbor for Pakistan,’ The 

New York Times, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/05/world/asia/afghanistan-pakistan-peace.html. 
14 Jonathan Landay, ‘US to Resume Military Training Program for Pakistan: State Department,’ Reuters, 2019, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-US-pakistan/u-s-to-resume-military-training-program-for-pakistan-state-

department-idUSKBN1YO03S. 
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being blacklisted and nudged the IMF to give it a new loan15. Additionally, Trump offered its 

mediation in the Kashmir dispute. Pakistan, for his part, began designating and arresting 

terrorists to soothe the US demands16. The Afghan peace deal was finally signed on March 2020. 

The withdrawal of US troops from Afghanistan (the main goal of the US) has begun, and if 

successfully accomplished, it will lead to a different relationship with Pakistan. Within a 5-year 

frame, we could see several scenarios unravelling17:  

1. The US-Pakistan relations may strengthen: both will have stronger shared interests and 

Pakistan will stop supporting militants. China won’t be as influential, and democratic 

institutions in Pakistan will consolidate. Unfortunately, this is not a very likely scenario.  

2. The US may choose to antagonize Pakistan if its interests are adversely affected (e.g. 

terrorist attack on US citizens). A harsh response could mean diplomatically isolating 

Pakistan, declaring it as a major terrorist sponsor, revoking its major non-NATO ally 

status and imposing sanctions. This is not very likely, because Washington has reasons 

not to antagonize too much Islamabad. 

3. The most likely scenario is a US loss of interest in Pakistan, which will have divergent 

priorities: it will continue influencing terrorist groups, militants and it will grow closer 

to China. The US will try not to antagonize it, because Pakistan has nuclear weapons.  

In this third scenario, the US will retain some minor interests in Pakistan18: primarily, the 

prevention of terrorism financing and a nuclear policy under control. As such, the US will try to 

use any tools at its disposal to influence Islamabad. From an economic perspective, US-Pakistan 

bilateral trade has slowly increased during the past years up to $6.7 bn in 2018 (China’s bilateral 

trade in 2018 was $16.7 bn; see Annex 1), but the US FDI is on a decreasing trend19. Washington 

risks repeating its mistake of applying economic pressure to Islamabad on a non-shared priority 

policy. Unlike the Afghan peace deal, such moves rarely achieve its goals and have often 

backlashed and brought Pakistan closer to Beijing20. Given the circumstances, it seems that 

economic pressure won’t be useful because Pakistan no longer depends on the US for its trade 

and military equipment, which means that Washington doesn’t run the show anymore. The US 

 
15 Rahul Tripathi and Dipanjan Roy Chaudhury, ‘Pakistan to Remain in FATF Grey List, Black Listing Looks 

Unlikely,’ The Economic Times, 2020, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/pakistan-may-be-out-

of-fatf-grey-list-next-month/articleshow/73562010.cms. 

16 Jonah Blank et al., ‘Vector Check: Prospects for US and Pakistan Air Power Engagement’ (Santa Monica, CA, 

2018), https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR2107.html. 

17 Some of the ideas for this scenario construction have been extracted from Chapter 4 of this report: Ibid. 

18 Ibid. 

19 ‘Pakistan,’ Office of the US Trade Representative, 2019, https://ustr.gov/countries-regions/south-central-

asia/pakistan. 

20 Shubhangi Pandey, ‘No Title,’ Observer Research Foundation, no. 251 (2018), 

https://www.orfonline.org/research/42912-u-s-sanctions-on-pakistan-and-their-failure-as-strategic-deterrent/. 
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will likely establish some red lines that Pakistan shall not cross, at risk of receiving a punishment 

in the form of sanctions or blacklisting in the Financial Action Task Force. As long as the 

activities of Pakistani-supported militants do not affect US interests directly, the US will 

probably relent on its pressure about terrorism financing.  

The US general loss of interest in Pakistan is attributable to a bigger geopolitical puzzle: 

the strengthened US-India partnership to face a rising China. As partners in the Quadrilateral 

Security Dialogue, India will ask the US to pressure Pakistan and China. Due to the diminished 

US influence in Pakistan, Washington won’t be able to force Islamabad to reject its Chinese 

partner. Thus, the US may only pressure Pakistan if it is blatantly irritating New Delhi; which in 

turn will make Pakistan believe that the US is serving Indian interests21, especially after the 

recent $3 bn weapons sales to India22.  Such perception will lead to closer ties between Pakistan 

and China and a diminished US influence over Pakistan’s nuclear policy and militant support, 

which will in turn reinforce the India-US security partnership.  

1.1.2 Military relations 

Military relations between the US and Pakistan are likely to weaken. After several 

hiccups, Pakistan has realized the US is not a reliable ally and has begun looking for better 

alternatives. An example of this is the 2016 blockage by the US Senate of a $700 million sale of 

F-16 jets to Pakistan23. Another example is Trump’s cancellation in 2018 of several training 

programs for Pakistani officials24, which had traditionally been protected from political tensions. 

Although the Trump administration later restarted the military programs in December 2019 as 

part of his strategy to get Pakistan’s help for the Afghanistan negotiations25, the consequences 

of such suspension were far-reaching: Pakistan immediately signed a military training agreement 

with Russia26, which has further reduced the US influence in Pakistan. 

If we project to the future the trend of US weapons sales, the panorama looks bleak. Since 

2013, US sales27 have dropped by 76% and the trend will continue downwards. Another way to 

put it is the following: US arms sales have decreased from $1 bn in 2010 to $21 million in 2017, 

 
21 Sikander Ahmed Shah, ‘US – Pakistan Relations: A Marriage of Inconvenience,’ Just Security, 2018, 

https://www.justsecurity.org/55842/us-pakistan-relations-marriage-inconvenience/. 

22 ‘India to Purchase More than USD 3 Bn of Advanced American Military Equipment: Trump,’ The Economic 

Times, 2020, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/india-to-purchase-more-than-usd-3-bn-of-

advanced-american-military-equipment-trump/articleshow/74300263.cms. 
23 ‘US Senate Rejects Move to Block F-16 Sale to Pakistan,’ The Express Tribune, 2016, 

https://tribune.com.pk/story/1063807/bid-to-block-pakistan-f-16-sale-fails-in-us-senate/. 

24 Umair Jamal, ‘The Consequences of Shifting US-Pakistan Military Ties,’ The Diplomat, 2018, 

https://thediplomat.com/2018/08/the-consequences-of-shifting-us-pakistan-military-ties/. 

25 Landay, ‘US to Resume Military Training Program for Pakistan: State Department.’ 

26 Jamal, ‘The Consequences of Shifting US-Pakistan Military Ties.’ 

27 Nukhbat Malik and Muhammad Ishtiaq, ‘China Outpaces US in Arms Supply to Pakistan,’ VOA News, 2018, 

https://www.voanews.com/east-asia-pacific/china-outpaces-us-arms-supply-pakistan. 
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and in 2018 they accounted only for a 12% of the total, compared to China’s 70% of total supply 

to Pakistan28. This is a clear sign that technological dependence from the US is not being 

preserved. Pakistan has already looked at other suppliers including Russia, China and Turkey.  

Pakistan signed an agreement in 2014 with Russia that broke Moscow’s long-standing 

and Cold War-era policy of not selling weapons to Pakistan29. Following the deal, Pakistan 

purchased in 2015 four Mi-35M attack helicopters and some more Mi-171E helicopters. There 

are rumours that Pakistan will soon acquire the Russian Pantsir surface-to-air missile system and 

several T-90 tanks in a $9 bn deal, although there has not been any official confirmation. 

China surpassed the US as Pakistan’s main weapons supplier recently and the partnership 

will be strengthened in the coming years, both in terms of traditional arms and modern weapons 

systems 30 . Several factors have brought this change: one is the technological and quality 

improvements in Chinese indigenous equipment, which no longer relies on cheap copies of 

Soviet or American systems and can now compete with the West31. Secondly, unlike the US or 

the EU, China does not cut supplies over issues like democracy or human rights32. Thirdly, 

Chinese equipment tends to be more affordable33. This matters a lot to Islamabad, especially 

after the US withdrew its military financing and aid to support Pakistani purchases.  

As mentioned before, Chinese weapons sales have become more sophisticated. In terms 

of air power, Pakistan has bought 150 JF-17 Thunder fighters from China and both countries are 

now jointly developing the JF-1734. Pakistan also acquired 5 Wing Loong I drones in 2015 and 

has plans to acquire 48 more, due to the US reluctance to give armed drones to Islamabad35. 

Pakistan further purchased 4 ZDK03 early warning aircraft, 3 WZ10 helicopters and recently 

started using China’s Beidou Satellite Navigation system, a rival to the US GPS. In terms of 

naval power, Beijing sold 8 Chinese-built Yuan submarines in a $4 bn deal36 and is now building 

 
28 Ibid. 

29 Krzysztof Iwanek, ‘Russia’s Looming Arms Sale to Pakistan Sets Up a Dangerous Game,’ The Diplomat, 2019, 

https://thediplomat.com/2019/05/russias-looming-arms-sale-to-pakistan-sets-up-a-dangerous-game/. 
30 Manu Pubby, ‘China Backs ‘iron Brother’ Pakistan with Primary Weapons and Complex Exercises,’ The 

Economic Times, 2019, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/china-backs-iron-brother-pakistan-

with-primary-weapons-and-complex-exercises/articleshow/68418192.cms. 

31 Farsan Bokhari, ‘Closer Pakistan-China Military Ties Irk West,’ Financial Times, 2016, 

https://www.ft.com/content/17e67c58-93f3-11e5-bd82-c1fb87bef7af. 

32 Kiran Stacey, ‘Pakistan Shuns US for Chinese High-Tech Weapons,’ Financial Times, 2018, 

https://www.ft.com/content/8dbce0a0-3713-11e8-8b98-2f31af407cc8. 

33 Bokhari, ‘Closer Pakistan-China Military Ties Irk West.’ 

34 Pubby, ‘China Backs ‘iron Brother’ Pakistan with Primary Weapons and Complex Exercises.’ 

35 Ibid. 

36 Catherine Wong, ‘China-Pakistan Military Ties Set to Get Even Closer as ‘iron Brothers’ Eye New Alliance,’ 

South China Morning Post, 2018, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2127106/china-

pakistan-military-ties-set-get-even-closer-iron. 
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4 Type 054A Jiangkai frigates for Pakistan37, some of the most advanced warships developed by 

China. In terms of land power, Pakistan has bought VT-4 tanks, HQ-16 air defence missile 

systems and A-100 rocket launchers from China38. 

1.1.3 US drone attacks 

The Pakistani army and the ISI have traditionally played a double game: while they 

publicly rejected their support to terrorist groups, they collaborated with them behind the scenes. 

During the past years, this became a major point of friction between Washington and Islamabad, 

due to the US’ losses in Afghanistan and its willingness to extricate itself from the conflict.   

With the drawdown of American troops from Afghanistan, Washington’s concern with 

Pakistani support for radical groups will diminish except on the following cases: first, if US 

citizens or soil are directly affected by terrorist actions. Second, if India suffers big-scale terrorist 

attack that risks a war between India and Pakistan, thereby affecting US interests. Third, if the 

US eventually re-engages in the Afghan conflict. Fourth, if terrorist groups are close to acquiring 

Pakistani nuclear weapons. Assuming that the US will complete its withdrawal from 

Afghanistan, Washington will see its stakes diminished and will lose interest in the activities of 

those terrorist groups barring the aforementioned actions.  

 

 
37 Waseem Mushtaq, ‘Analysis: China’s Growing Military Ambition in Pakistan,’ 2019, 

https://monitoring.bbc.co.uk/product/c200nown. 

38 Stacey, ‘Pakistan Shuns US for Chinese High-Tech Weapons.’ 
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Source: elaborated by Albert Vidal, with ideas extracted from the case ‘Drones in Pakistan’, by 

the Model Diplomacy – Council on Foreign Relations. 

Drone attacks have long been used in both Afghan and Pakistani soil to target terrorists. 

Although some doubt it, we believe the US will continue its policy of drone attacks in Pakistani 

territory, albeit with lower intensity. All other policy options have too high of a price. Why drone 

attacks? Reliance in the Pakistani military has provoked huge military failures in the past and 

special operations are used only in exceptional occasions. The trend of drone attacks has been 

on the rise for more than a decade. Whereas Obama launched around 1,900 drone strikes during 

his 8-year administration, Trump has launched more than 2,200 during his first two years39. He 

also signed an executive order40 in 2019 making drone strikes less transparent by abolishing a 

rule that forced the Department of Defense to report the number of civilians killed. As such, the 

use of drones has been a bipartisan policy, recalling Obama’s drone war. Thus, the result of the 

2020 Presidential election will not change drone policy that much, as democrat candidates41 have 

hinted that they will use them.  

 

1.2. CHINA-PAKISTAN RELATIONS 

1.2.1 Nature of the relations  

Since the 1960s, Pakistan-China relations have come to be labelled as an all-weather 

strategic partnership. The strength of these relations arose from the union to oppose a shared 

enemy (India) but then evolved and gained depth. China has now become Pakistan’s main trading 

partner [Annex 1] and weapons supplier42, a trend that was strengthened after the 2007 Free 

Trade Agreement43 and the 2015 announcement of the CPEC, the flagship of the Belt and Road 

Initiative. The CPEC, which for Pakistan means an opportunity to strengthen its economy and 

solve structural problems, is a strategic corridor to reduce Chinese energetic dependency on the 

Malacca Strait and shorten the route to the Middle East. 

As of today, some argue that the Chinese-Pakistan relations may have passed its peak44, 

because Pakistan has already developed its nuclear arms program and China doesn’t need 

 
39 ‘Trump Revokes Obama Rule on Reporting Drone Strike Deaths,’ BBC News, 2019, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-47480207. 

40 Elise Swain and Jon Schwarz, ‘Merry Christmas, America! Let’s Remember the Children Who Live in Fear of 

Our Killer Drones.,’ The Intercept, 2019, https://theintercept.com/2019/12/25/merry-christmas-us-drone-strikes/. 
41 Swain and Scharz, ‘Merry Christmas, America! Let’s Remember the Children Who Live in Fear of Our Killer 

Drones’ 

42  Stacey, ‘Pakistan Shuns US for Chinese High-Tech Weapons.’ 

43 ‘China-Pakistan FTA,’ China FTA Network, n.d., http://fta.mofcom.gov.cn/topic/enpakistan.shtml. 

44 Jonah Blank, ‘Pakistan and China’s Almost Alliance,’ Rand Corporation, 2015, 

https://www.rand.org/blog/2015/10/pakistan-and-chinas-almost-alliance.html. 
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Pakistan to smuggle Western technology anymore. But that view misses key aspects of the 

evolution of relations, namely the massive increase in bilateral trade figures and Chinese FDI in 

Pakistan, from $12.4 bn in 2014 to $16.7 bn in 2019 [Annex 1]. Moreover, in 2019, the China-

Pakistan FTA entered its Phase-II, removing additional tariffs and widening market access for 

both economies45. CPEC has had an enormous impact in the Pakistani economy: after all the 

money invested, the set-up of 9 new Special Economic Zones46, and the beginning of the CPEC 

2nd and 3rd phases, China will become more involved than ever. Furthermore, China is not just 

building power plants; it has begun investing in agriculture, healthcare, education and vocational 

training47, which will deepen China’s involvement in Pakistan, because these are long-term 

projects that require not just money but also human capital investment.  

There are other factors that may bring Islamabad closer to Beijing: a potential EU 

suspension of Pakistan’s GSP+ benefits would invite China to fill in the gap. And in the likely 

scenario that the US starts distancing itself from Pakistan, that gap will also be filled by the 

Chinese.  

1.2.2 Debt-trap 

Despite all the benefits that the CPEC is supposed to bring, some have pointed to the 

danger of an incipient debt-trap, as it happened in Tonga and Sri Lanka. The issue of the debt-

trap has two different narratives, that use their own sources and data to justify their claims, so it 

is difficult to ascertain whose claims are right. The secretary of the Economic Affairs Division 

of Pakistan said, after several accusations to the CPEC being a debt-trap, that out of Pakistan’s 

total foreign debt ($106 bn), Chinese loans account only for 10% of the total48. The remaining 

90% belongs to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the Paris Club and other Western 

organizations. In line with this, a statement of the Chinese embassy in Pakistan reaffirmed49 it 

and added that Chinese loans tend to have a much lower interest rate, sometimes interest-free 

and with a long repayment period. Additionally, more than 80% of CPEC projects’ funding 

comes from Chinese FDI or free aid, and less than 20% from loans50. 

 
45 Dorcas Wong, ‘China-Pakistan FTA Phase-II: Reduced Tariffs, New Safeguard Measures,’ China Briefing, 

2020, https://www.china-briefing.com/news/china-pakistan-fta-phase-2-reduced-tariffs-safeguard-measures-

introduced/. 
46 ‘CPEC Special Economic Zones (SEZs),’ Obortunity, n.d., https://obortunity.org/cpec-news/cpec-special-

economic-zones-sezs/. 

47 ‘Pakistan and China Diplomatic Relations,’ Ministry of Foreign Affairs Government of Pakistan, n.d., 

http://mofa.gov.pk/pakistan-and-china-diplomatic-relations/. 

48 Misbah Saba Malik, ‘News Analysis: CPEC Not ‘Debt-Trap’ but Development Schema for Pakistan,’ 

XinhuaNet, 2019, http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-05/26/c_138090449.htm. 

49 Zahid Khan, ‘The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor,’ China Quarterly of International Studies 5, no. 2 

(2019): 249–65, https://www.worldscientific.com/doi/pdf/10.1142/S2377740019500131. 

50 Tang Mengsheng and Li Jingfeng, ‘CPEC: Progress and Prospects,’ CPEC, 2019, http://cpecinfo.com/cpec-

progress-and-prospects/. 
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But there is a flipside to this story, one that is widespread in Western media: although 

there is no clear estimation, most economists believe51 that around $19 bn out of a total $90 bn 

of Pak’s foreign debt is owed to China, which is about 1/5 of it. IMF estimated52 in 2019 that 

Pakistan owed China $22 bn out of a total debt of $87 bn. It is now clear how both narratives 

instrumentalize the data to back their arguments. In any case, official sources like the IMF tend 

to offer more reliable data.  

The potential debt-trap and Islamabad’s close relations with Beijing inevitably 

constraints the ability to conduct a sovereign foreign policy, due to the fear of alienating its all-

weather friend. This claim is backed by 3 examples that set the direction of future behaviour: 

first, Imran Khan’s inability to denounce China’s repression of the Uighur minority despite 

presenting itself as the advocate of Muslims around the world53. Second, Pakistan recently 

cracked down on pro-American elements in its army, in what seemed a People’s Liberation Army 

(PLA) led purge54. Third, although not directly related to China, Pakistan’s dependence on Saudi 

oil and economic aid stood clear when in December 2019 some Pakistani officials admitted that 

Khan had pulled out of the Malaysia summit due to Saudi pressure55. In short, Pakistan won’t 

have an independent foreign policy unless it becomes economically independent, it stops being 

controlled by special interest groups like the military and the ISI, it ends its institutional clash, 

and it eliminates the irrational side of its Islamic identity which often prevents it from having a 

sound foreign policy56.  

1.2.3 Military relations 

In line with their strengthened relations, military ties seem to be on an upward trend. This 

is palpable after seeing the evolution in the areas of weapons sales, exercises and diplomacy. For 

more than 65 years, China has been Pakistan’s largest supplier of weapons, traditionally with 

low-tech equipment. Some recent developments show how China is moving into the high-tech 

realm: Islamabad is working with Beijing on the joint development of the JF-17 fighter jet, with 

 
51 Abdul Khaliq, ‘Is Pakistan Falling into CHina’s Debt Trap?,’ Committee for the Abolition of Ilegitimate Debt, 

2018, http://www.cadtm.org/Is-Pakistan-falling-into-China-s. 
52 International Monetary Fund, Middle East and Central Asia Dept, ‘Pakistan: First Review Under the Extended 

Arrangement under the Extended Fund Facility and Request for Modification of Performance Criteria’, IMF, 

2019, https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2019/12/20/Pakistan-First-Review-Under-the-Extended-

Arrangement-Under-the-Extended-Fund-Facility-and-48899 

53 Michael Rubin, ‘How China Is Humiliating Pakistan,’ The National Interest, 2020, 

https://nationalinterest.org/feature/how-china-humiliating-pakistan-126101. 

54 Michael Rubin, ‘China’s Chump: Why America Can’t Trust Pakistan,’ The National Interest, 2019, 

https://nationalinterest.org/feature/chinas-chump-why-america-cant-trust-pakistan-68462. 

55 Joseph Sipalan and Stephen Kalin, ‘Saudi Arabia, Pakistan Snub Malaysia’s Muslim Summit,’ Reuters, 2019, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-malaysia-muslimalliance/saudi-arabia-pakistan-snub-malaysias-muslim-

summit-idUSKBN1YM0G3. 

56 Umair Jamal, ‘Can Pakistan Pursue an Independent Foreign Policy?,’ The Diplomat, 2017, 

https://thediplomat.com/2017/12/can-pakistan-pursue-an-independent-foreign-policy/. 
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the aim of eventually replacing US F-16s57. As mentioned in the US chapter, China is building 

advanced warships and attack submarines for Pakistan, and it regularly works to re-engineer US 

technology provided by Pakistan.   

Not only is China Pakistan’s main weapons supplier, but is also its preferred training 

partner, which is key to develop military interoperability. The PLA Air Force has conducted 

yearly joint exercises with the Pakistani Air Force since 2011, in an event known as Shaheen58. 

This is remarkable, because the PLA Air Force has few partnerships with other nation’s air 

forces. On the ground, they partake in counter-terrorism (CT) exercises, such as the 6th edition 

of the Warrior exercise in 201859. Their navies have also held 6 naval exercises60, with Sea 

Guardians-2020 being the most recent one. Other multinational naval drills hosted by Pakistan 

have also included the PLA Navy, such as the Aman 19 exercise61.  

In regards to diplomatic moves, Pakistan’s participation in the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization should not be ignored. Besides, in 2018, Pakistan and Afghanistan signed a 

trilateral MoU to improve trilateral coordination on CT62. Also in 2018, General Bajwa (chief of 

the Pakistani army) met China’s top paramilitary force leader to enhance cooperation63. In 2019, 

Islamabad and Beijing signed an MoU to improve defence cooperation and capacity building of 

the Pakistani Army64. In short, it is highly likely that military relations will continue growing 

closer.  

1.2.4 Impacts for India 

Pakistan’s close relations with China have some clear upsides in Pakistan’s confrontation 

with India. Noticeably, China has continuously provided Pakistan with conventional weapons, 

and has helped it develop its ballistic missile and nuclear weapons programs65. In diplomatic 

terms, China has been a loyal supporter of Pakistan in all international forums, with the most 

recent example being China’s approaching to the UN Security Council to address India’s 

 
57 Wong, ‘China-Pakistan Military Ties Set to Get Even Closer as ‘iron Brothers’ Eye New Alliance,’ 

58 APP, ‘Chinese, Pakistani Air Forces Wrap up Shaheen-VIII Joint Exercises,’ The Nation, 2019, 

https://nation.com.pk/10-Sep-2019/chinese-pakistani-air-forces-wrap-up-shaheen-viii-joint-exercises. 

59 Ankit Panda, ‘China, Pakistan Conclude Bilateral Counterterrorism Exercises,’ The Diplomat, 2019, 

https://thediplomat.com/2019/01/china-pakistan-conclude-bilateral-counterterrorism-exercises/. 

60 Rajeswari Pillai Rajagopalan, ‘China-Pakistan Naval Drills: More Than Just Symbolism,’ The Diplomat, 2020, 

https://thediplomat.com/2020/01/china-pakistan-naval-drills-more-than-just-symbolism/. 

61 Martin Choi, ‘Pakistan and China Build Friendship Ties at Aman-19 Multinational Naval Exercise but No 

Room for India on the Guest List,’ South China Morning Post, 2019, 

https://www.scmp.com/news/china/military/article/2186181/pakistan-and-china-build-friendship-ties-aman-19-

multinational. 

62 Panda, ‘China, Pakistan Conclude Bilateral Counterterrorism Exercises.’ 

63 Ibid. 

64 Fawad Maqsood, ‘Pakistan, China Sign MoU to Further Defence Ties,’ Business Recorder, 2019, 

https://www.brecorder.com/2019/08/27/519899/pakistan-china-sign-mou-to-further-defence-ties/. 

65 Blank, ‘Pakistan and China’s Almost Alliance.’ 
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revocation of J&K’s special status66. Islamabad is also grateful with China’s continued support 

in the Kashmir issue. Additionally, China’s growing military prowess has forced India to devote 

scarce military resources to its common border away from Pakistan. The CPEC is a key driver 

for Pakistan’s economic development, which will give Islamabad more chances to stay strong in 

its rivalry with India. 

Despite the advantages in its rivalry with India, it is argued that Islamabad’s close ties 

with Beijing are isolating Pakistan in the international community and are alienating potentially 

needed assistance from the US in case of conflict67.  

Another consequence of the Beijing-Islamabad friendly relations is the potential dual-use 

of the port of Gwadar, the flagship of the CPEC. This deep-sea commercial port is operated by 

China Overseas Port Holding Company on a 40-year lease given by the Pakistani government68. 

Due to its strategic location, many Indian and Western analysts believe that it will soon become 

a Chinese military base. It could serve as a launching pad for operations near the Strait of 

Hormuz, as well as counterbalancing India’s rise, and it will be helpful in providing intel and 

combat support for the PLA Navy. Indian strategist Mahadevan says69 that Beijing is hiding its 

intentions under an economic rationale, and the Financial Times listed it as a dual-use port, 

pointing to the inherent duality in its facilities and the ease with which they can be upgraded to 

support military undertakings70. Although a Pakistani task force is protecting the port, Chinese 

warships may begin contributing to its security, but this has not been confirmed by the Chinese 

spokesman71. 

There is another side to the story: Pakistan’s minister Ahsan Iqbal said that there is not 

and there would not be Chinese military presence in Gwadar 72 . For its part, the Chinese 

government has never admitted that Gwadar will become a naval base73. The geography of 

Gwadar may show why it is overvalued by many74: the port lacks strategic depth to defend from 

air raids or attacks from the sea, as it is located on a peninsula. Further, the port is faced by the 

Arabian Sea (with an average depth of 3,000 meters), which allows foreign enemy submarines 

 
66 Margaret Besheer, ‘UN Security Council Discusses Kashmir Escalation,’ VOA News, 2019, 

https://www.voanews.com/south-central-asia/un-security-council-discusses-kashmir-escalation. 

67 Wali Aslam and Bradley A. Thayer, ‘Why Pakistan Should End Its Alliance with China,’ The National Interest, 

2019, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/why-pakistan-should-end-its-alliance-china-68062. 

68 ‘Pakistan Gives China a 40-Year Lease for Gwadar Port,’ The Maritime Executive, April 27, 2017, 

https://www.maritime-executive.com/article/pakistan-gives-china-a-40-year-lease-for-gwadar-port. 

69 Mike Chia-Yu Huang, ‘A New Game Started? China’s ‘Overseas Strategic Pivots’ in the Indian Ocean Region,’ 

China Report 54, no. 3 (2018): 267–84, https://doi.org/10.1177/0009445518779164. 

70 James Kynge et al., ‘How China Rules the Waves,’ Financial Times, 2017, https://ig.ft.com/sites/china-ports/. 

71 ‘Pakistan and China Boost Security at Gwadar Port,’ The Maritime Executive, 2016, https://www.maritime-
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72 Kynge et al., ‘How China Rules the Waves.’ 

73 Chia-Yu Huang, ‘A New Game Started? China’s ‘Overseas Strategic Pivots’ in the Indian Ocean Region.’ 
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to operate comfortably. That is why it is not likely that Gwadar becomes a PLA Navy combat 

station in the short to medium term; instead, it may be used as a supply station for Chinese 

vessels, as are the ports of Karachi and Bin Qassim75. Despite the low likelihood, India has begun 

operating and investing in the Chabahar76 port in southern Iran, which is key to develop the 

International North-South Transport Corridor, as it will strengthen its trade links with Iran, 

Russia and northern Europe without needing to go through Pakistan. 

 

1.3. EU-PAKISTAN RELATIONS 

1.3.1 Nature of the relations 

Most EU countries have had bilateral relations with Pakistan since its independence in 

1947, although the European Commission started its cooperation with Pakistan in 197677. The 

current relations are based on the Cooperation Agreement from 2004 and the 2019 EU-Pakistan 

Strategic Engagement Plan (SEP). Bilateral trade has been growing steadily [see Annex 1], and 

the EU has played a key role in providing development aid and technical expertise for Pakistan’s 

development. Despite the strong economic relations, the EU does not have a record of meddling 

into Pakistan’s domestic problems or its conflict with India78.   

1.3.2 Trade, leverage and concessions 

As a normative power, the EU has a strong interest in promoting democratic governance, 

gender equality, and numerous freedoms and human rights abroad. In the case of Pakistan, the 

EU has the ability to use trade as a leverage to obtain concessions from Islamabad, but it does 

not have the will to do so. Why so? The EU could use trade leverage because it is one of 

Islamabad’s most important trading partner, accounting for 12.8% of Pakistan’s total trade and 

absorbing 23.7% of Pakistan’s total exports. On the contrary, Pakistan is the EU’s 41st trading 

partner and it accounts for 0.3% of EU trade79. This means that, theoretically, the EU could cut 
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its trade with Pakistan without suffering too much, whereas that same act would have disastrous 

consequences for Pakistan. But the EU does not have the will to do it. It is true that in previous 

occasions, the EU has used the conditionality levers of GSP+, such as in the case of Sri Lanka, 

where its GSP+ benefit was suspended. But with respect to the EU, trade officials at the 

Commission gave three reasons for not suspending Pakistan’s GSP benefits 80 : first, any 

suspension of GSP+ would leave the EU with no leverage in Pakistan. Second, the EU is worried 

that a diminished EU presence may lead to an even stronger Chinese influence in Pakistan. Third, 

the EU believes there is a risk that Pakistani workers will join radical and terrorist groups if they 

lose their jobs81. Despite having its own strong reasons, maintaining the GSP+ trade benefits 

with a state accused of serious Human Rights violations threatens the EU’s credibility as a global 

exemplary power.  

1.3.3 2019 SEP 

The relations between Pakistan and the EU has been strengthening during the past decade, 

but not uniformly. In the same way, the 2019 EU-Pakistan Strategic Engagement Plan is a broad 

partnership that may lead to strengthened relations in one area and contractions or stagnation in 

other areas. Economic relations will continue to expand under the GSP+ following the trend of 

the last 5 years: between 2014-2018, EU imports from Pakistan have grown at an average annual 

rate of 5.7% and exports at a rate of 8.4%82. In the field of peace and security, relations will 

continue stagnant. Due to its conflict with India, Pakistan has no interest in disarmament83. Also, 

the insufficient Pakistani efforts to address terrorism financing have brought Pakistan to the Grey 

List of the Financial Action Task Force in 201984, with the vote of several EU countries. In the 

field of Human Rights, democracy and good governance, there is still a lot to be done. Pakistan’s 

domestic violence seems to be an endemic social problem that will take many years to witness 

tangible improvements. Simultaneously, the EU is facing a growing number of internal and 

external crises (in the MENA region) that may result in a stagnant engagement with Pakistan in 

most areas except for trade.  
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1.3.4 EU in Jammu and Kashmir 

There are differing views on the role taken by the EU in regards to J&K. On the one hand, 

Pakistani media have accused the EU of supporting India because the European Parliament called 

for a bilateral solution while Pakistan repeatedly tried to internationalize the issue85. On the other 

hand, some say the EU is trying to make India uncomfortable through the call for a future vote 

of an EU resolution on the Citizenship Amendment Act, which has references to Kashmir86. Such 

resolution seeks to remind New Delhi of its duties under the 1992 UN Declaration on the Rights 

of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities87.  

Despite efforts by New Delhi and Islamabad to persuade the EU toward their position as 

regards the stand-off in J&K, the most likely course of action for the EU is to maintain its long-

standing position of supporting a bilateral solution between India and Pakistan over Kashmir that 

respects the interests of the Kashmiri on both sides of the LoC88. The EU will continue calling 

to avoid tensions and emphasising the importance of protecting the rights of the Kashmiri89.  In 

short, the EU will not seek a role as a mediator on the issue of Kashmir and will try to maintain 

its neutrality. The absence of involvement is reaffirmed in the lack of references to Kashmir in 

the 2019 EU-Pakistan SEP or in the EU-India Strategic Partnership.  

That being said, if the EU were to choose sides, India would be more likely to receive its 

backing. Why so? The market logic dictates a neutral policy for the EU or, alternatively, a pro-

India policy. The EU may release statements condemning some Indian activities in Kashmir and 

its discrimination of Muslim citizens, but that should not be confused with a pro-Pakistani policy. 

The likelihood that the EU ends up leaning toward India is higher, simply because India is the 

EU’s 9th largest trading partner, accounting for $92 bn worth of trade in goods in 2018, compared 

with Pakistan’s $12 bn worth of bilateral trade90. Plus, India is the biggest democracy in the 

world, which gives the EU a strong incentive to partner with New Delhi. 

 
85 Fatih Hafiz Mehmet, ‘EU Supports India Calling for India & Pakistan to Resolve Kashmir Issue,’ Muslim News, 

2019, http://muslimnews.co.uk/news/south-asia/eu-supports-india-calling-india-pakistan-resolve-kashmir-issue/. 

86 Geeta Mohan, ‘EU Ambassador Likely to Be Part of Second Batch of Foreign Envoys Going to Kashmir,’ India 

Today, 2020, https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/eu-ambassador-likely-to-be-part-of-second-batch-of-foreign-

envoys-going-to-kashmir-1645120-2020-02-10. 

87 Staff, ‘European Parliament to Debate, Vote on Anti-CAA Resolution, Kashmir; Claims ‘dangerous Shift’ in 

India’s Citizenship Regime,’ Firstpost, 2020, https://www.firstpost.com/india/european-parliament-to-debate-

vote-on-anti-caa-resolution-kashmir-notes-dangerous-shift-in-indias-citizenship-regime-7960251.html. 

88 ‘High Representative Vice-President Federica Mogherini Speaks to the Minister of External Affairs of India 

Subrahmanyam Jaishankar and the Minister for Foreign Affairs of Pakistan Shah Mahmood Qureshi.’ 

89 ‘High Representative/Vice-President Federica Mogherini Met with Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, Indian Minister 

for External Affairs,’ EEAS, 2019, https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/66825/high-

representativevice-president-federica-mogherini-met-subrahmanyam-jaishankar-indian_en. 

90 Directorate-General for Trade, ‘European Union, Trade in Goods with Pakistan’; Directorate-General for Trade, 

‘European Union, Trade in Goods with India’ 



                                                                                                      STRATEGIC ANALYSIS REPORT: PAKISTAN 

 
 

17 

2. CONFLICT WITH INDIA 

2.1. KASHMIR ISSUE 

2.1.1 Consequences of repealing Article 370 

The biggest source of tension between Indian and Pakistani relations is the Kashmir 

conflict. Kashmir is a region administered by 3 countries: Pakistan, India and China. It is 

composed of the areas of Kashmir valley, Jammu, Ladakh (controlled by India), Azad Kashmir, 

Gilgit-Baltistan (controlled by Pakistan) and Aksai Chin (controlled by China)91. Despite the 

conflicts taking place in Kashmir, it has remained an autonomous state with some functions, like 

defence, administered by India, Pakistan and China. However, on August 5, 2019, the Indian 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi, from the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), annulled Articles 370 

and 35A of the Indian Constitution, removing the special status enjoyed by the Jammu and 

Kashmir (J&K) valley regions92.  

On the one hand, under Article 370 the J&K valley had the power to make its own 

constitution, have its own anthem, flag and state symbol. In addition, under this article J&K did 

not follow all laws that were formulated by the Indian Parliament. The Indian Constitution and 

many other Indian regulations were also not fully applicable in J&K and many other laws, 

including basic human rights, were also not applied at the same level in the state93. 

On the other hand, section 35A, authorized the J&K legislature to determine who was a 

permanent resident and to establish laws restricting the purchase of land, the ownership of 

property, the ability to vote and the capability to provide education and health services to such 

permanent residents. Therefore, with its annulment, the regions of Jammu, Kashmir Valley and 

Ladakh would become a new state of India called Jammu and Kashmir, and its population would 

follow the same laws than the rest of the Indian population94. 

This measure, according to the Indian government, would benefit the Kashmiri 

population. There would be an increase of Indian private investment in the tourism sector, that 

would create new infrastructure and hotels, as well as in the healthcare field, improving its 

quality and creating more jobs. In addition, equality among the citizens would improve as the 
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system of caste would be better regulated and the Kashmiri women would have the same rights 

as the other Indian women95.  

Furthermore, the articles had various loopholes and led to unfair privileges that affected 

the well-being of Kashmiris and Indians. The Article 370 led to a Constitutional ambiguity and 

set Kashmir apart from the rest of India, providing external actors the possibility for the 

internationalization of an internal dispute. In addition, if a Kashmiri woman got married with a 

Pakistani, he would acquire the Kashmiri and Indian citizenship, becoming a risk for Indian 

security in case he was a terrorist96. Finally, due to article 35A, Indians were not able to buy land 

in Kashmir, but the Kashmiri could buy land in India, because the people who were not 

permanent residents of J&K didn’t have the same rights97.  

As a result, the people of J&K have lost their faith in the Indian administrative system. 

In order to repeal those articles permanently, according to the original law, the Indian 

government would have to pass the resolution in the Assembly of J&K98. However, the Central 

Government has requested the Parliament to repeal Article 370 through the Governor of J&K, 

who does not represent the people of the constituent state, making this decision unconstitutional. 

This could be dangerous for the federal system of India. If the Central Government can alter the 

territory of any constituent state without the consent of that state, in the future there may be a 

dispute between a constituent state and the Central Government99. 

Moreover, since August 5, 2019, J&K is in a communications blackout. The lack of 

internet access and the miscommunication with external sources has raised concerns regarding 

press freedom and the accuracy of reporting emanating from the Valley and stoking anger among 

its citizens. Besides, with the entry of Indian citizens to the J&K labour market, it is unclear 

whether local Kashmiris would be able to compete with applicants from the rest of the country 

for the highly sought-after jobs in the civil service. Previously, under Article 370, non-locals had 

been barred from these positions100. 

From the standpoint of Pakistan, this action has deteriorated their relations, because this 

action has been considered a violation of the Shimla Agreement. By virtue of this agreement, the 
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issue was supposed to be solved through bilateral negotiations, not allowing any third party to 

participate in the discussion. Nevertheless, this unilateral decision made by the Indian 

government has given Pakistan the opportunity to blame India for breaking the agreement101. 

Pakistan could choose to internationalize the dispute, further raising the tensions between them.  

2.1.2 Is an arrangement possible? 

Considering the existing treaties between Pakistan and India between 1947 and 2017, it 

is likely that a possible arrangement when it comes to Kashmir, will be partial and will not 

involve security issues. Even if cooperation to eliminate terrorist groups would be ideal, given 

their long-standing rivalry and the lack of trust, confidence-building measures should be sought 

first, such as trade, telecommunications, technology or transport102. 

In addition, diplomatic relations between Modi and Khan are very tense. The best way to 

improve them would be through negotiations with a third-party mediation, which has been a 

great success in previous occasions, such as the Indus Water Treaty in 1960 or the role played 

by the US in diluting tensions after the attack on the Indian parliament in 2002103. 

However, as previously mentioned, PM Modi is not in favour of internationalizing this 

conflict. Therefore, even if the US has close relations with India, its mediation is not very likely 

as of today. The role played by China in the Kashmir issue should also be highlighted, although 

not precisely because of its role as a mediator. The three main reasons for China's involvement 

in this conflict are: the development and implementation of CPEC; the longstanding cooperative 

relation between China and Pakistan; and its rivalry with India. 

Since April 2015, the development of CPEC is the result of the close relations between 

China and Pakistan. This corridor will bring economic benefits both to China, which would find 

a shorter alternative to the Malacca Strait, and to Pakistan, which will use it to stabilize its 

economy104. It should be noted that the corridor passes through the Gilgit Baltistan and Azad 

Kashmir regions105, both administered by Pakistan. However, on February 2020, the Indian 
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Minister of Foreign Affairs declared before the Indian Parliament that the CPEC was a violation 

of India's sovereignty and territorial integrity, because the corridor passes through territories that 

are illegally occupied by Pakistan. The Indian government claimed that such initiatives should 

be based on universal standards, and that the principles of economic development and 

transparency should always be used with respect for the national sovereignty106. 

In response to China’s address in the UNSC to tackle India’s revocation of J&K special 

status, the Indian government issued a statement calling on China to stop turning an internal 

matter to India into an international conflict.  After observing China's interaction with the actors 

involved in the Kashmir issue, it can be deduced that Beijing positions itself in favour of 

Pakistan. If one of the possible scenarios for resolving the conflict had to be through a third-

party mediation, we do not believe that India would allow the third party to be China. 

2.1.3 Effects of Hindu nationalism 

Hindu nationalism has already had strong effects on the reality of the Kashmiris, although 

this may still be a reversible situation. Since Modi’s appointment as president in 2014 until today, 

Hindu nationalism has been taking a more prominent role, not only in Indian society but also in 

politics107. In its early days, the BJP ruled on issues of corruption, caste and Hindu nationalism. 

It encouraged state institutions to represent the will of the Hindu community, and speeches by 

BJP candidates hailed ‘those who did not vote for Modi should seek exile in Muslim-majority 

Pakistan’108. In 2019 the BJP issued a manifesto with zero tolerance against extremism and 

terrorism.  

As for Kashmir, it stated the following: ‘We have made all necessary efforts to ensure 

peace in J&K through decisive actions and a firm policy [...]. We are committed to annulling 

Article 35A of the Constitution of India as the provision is discriminatory against non-permanent 

residents and women of J&K’109. As previously explained, these articles were annulled, and their 

political and administrative consequences took place. Hindu nationalism has been growing, and 

with it, not only have policies consistent with this ideology been applied, but they have also 
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given rise to feelings of hatred and rejection against Muslim citizens, including those located in 

Kashmir. These feelings, along with the terrorist attacks, have been reflected in a sense of threat 

to Indian society. In social networks, Muslims are degraded and stereotyped as sexual predators. 

Meanwhile, PM Modi never condemned hate attacks on Muslims publicly, despite the murder 

of 36 Muslims across 12 Indian states from 2015 to 2018110. 

Furthermore, in Kashmir the internet connection has been cut off, mobile networks closed 

and landlines disconnected. The public assembly is suspended, and citizens are subject to a 

curfew. In addition, soldiers now stand by the homes of Kashmiris and hospitals are overcrowded 

with wounded demonstrators111. This illustrates that Hindu nationalism is gradually increasing, 

and with it the severity of the measures applied. However, it would be unfair not to mention that 

the Kashmiris have also suffered HR violations as victims of terrorism. The reporting on HR 

violations in Kashmir, so far, has been restricted to the alleged excesses involved in 

administrative actions against terrorism, ignoring the plight of the victims of the continued 

terrorist violence112. 

 

2.2 NUCLEAR RIVALRY 

2.2.1 Nuclear capabilities of Pakistan & India 

Since the emergence of India and Pakistan, armed conflicts have been recurrent between 

them. In February 2019, Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM) carried out a car bombing in the Pulwama 

area of Indian-governed Kashmir. This attack resulted in the death of 40 Indian paramilitary 

Central Reserve Police Force, becoming one of the bloodiest attacks of the decade113.  India 

responded with an air strike that killed 300 Pakistani militants114. Modi added that he ‘will return 

the damage done by terrorists with interest’115. This is one of many examples of the seriousness 

of the strife between Islamabad and India. Will they be able to resolve their differences without 

going into nuclear conflict? To answer this question, it is necessary to address other issues of a 

factual nature, which will help us to lay the foundations. 
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The first question is whether both countries have the necessary weapons to conduct a 

nuclear war. Nuclear warheads are not enough, if they are not loaded on missiles or planes 

capable of delivering them. On one hand Pakistan has several plutonium production reactors and 

uranium enrichment facilities. It is thus estimated that Islamabad has around 130-140 

warheads116. To launch the warheads, Pakistan has ground based tactical systems like the Hatf I, 

a short-range rocket, and the Nasr Hatf IX, which can be loaded on mobile quad-launchers. They 

also count with long range systems like the Shaheen II that can reach up to 2500 km117.  

In addition, they possess nuclear-capable aircraft (F-16A/B and Mirage III/V) with a 

range of 2100 km118, and in cooperation with China they have produced the JF-17 fighters, 

capable of carrying the domestically produced Ra’ad nuclear Air-Launched Cruise Missile 

(ALCM), with a range of 350 kilometres119. Pakistan also has anti-missile systems such as the 

LY-80 (HQ-16) surface-to-air missile units and the IBIS-150 surveillance radar batteries. These 

models have been developed by China120. 

Nevertheless, according to the Communication of February 2020 received from the 

Permanent Mission of Pakistan concerning Pakistan's Nuclear Security Regime: ‘Pakistan’s 

nuclear security regime is consistent with and guided by the Convention on the Physical 

Protection of Nuclear Material and its 2005 amendment […] Pakistan will continue to benefit 

from, and contribute to, IAEA’s work in the field of nuclear security’121. 

On the other hand, India has between 120 and 130 nuclear warheads; however, New 

Delhi recently acquired land, sea and air ballistic equipment. They also developed their own 

nuclear submarine, the INS Arihant, capable of firing a dozen K-15 Sagarika submarine-

launched ballistic missiles, although their maximum range is 750 km, not being able to reach the 

main cities in the inland Pakistan122. India also counts with nuclear-capable aircraft, including 

the Mirage 2000H and the Jaguar IS/IB, with ranges up to 1850 km. It has thirty-six nuclear-

capable 4th generation Rafale fighters from France with ranges up to 5200 km. The range of 
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these missiles allows India to reach all of Pakistan, as well as all of China123. On January 2020, 

thanks to the cooperation between the Indian Air Force and the Defence Research and 

Development Organization, New Delhi developed its own ballistic missile defence system124. 

2.2.2 Strategy towards war 

Having confirmed that both countries have the necessary equipment to begin a nuclear 

war, the next question would be whether they are willing to start it. Pakistan refused to follow 

the policy of ‘No First Use’, which means that Islamabad can be the first to use nuclear weapons 

if it so considers, unlike India, which decided to subscribe to this policy125. Because of the 

superiority of New Delhi's conventional weaponry, Pakistan uses the threat of a nuclear attack 

as a deterrent to Indian military responses126. 

Furthermore, despite the relationship between the ISI and the terrorist groups JeM and 

Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), Islamabad has at times proven incapable of controlling the actions of 

both groups. Therefore, there is a high likelihood of terrorist attacks taking place in Indian 

territory by these groups, against Pakistan’s will, as the 2001 attack on the Indian Parliament or 

in 2009 in the city of Mumbai. This poses a great risk of a counterattack by India127. 

Although India subscribes to the ‘No First Use’ policy, it tends to make quick and 

accurate counterattacks128. The main objective of this response is to dissuade Pakistan from using 

armed tactics; but the main risk of nuclear conflict lies in the possible escalation of these 

reactions. Therefore, the main question for New Delhi is to find out what action would be the 

most effective to motivate the Pakistani authorities to develop CT measures and to avoid 

escalation in response to India's action129. 

As experience has shown, India’s quick response has little effect in changing Pakistan’s 

mindset of hosting terrorists on its territory. Despite the deaths of terrorist members from Indian 

attacks, the casualties are assimilated as cost of this business. Indian strategists are calling for 

major attacks to avoid future retaliations, increasing the risk of escalation of the conflict130. This 
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potential risk leaves non-violent response as a possible option. New Delhi could use its leverage 

gained as a new emerging power, and call for action by other international actors for Pakistan's 

failure to comply with UNSC Resolution 1373 (2001)131, by which Pakistan must ‘refrain from 

providing any form of support to entities or persons involved in terrorist acts [...] and deny safe 

haven to those who finance, plan, support, or commit terrorist acts’132. Nevertheless, turning to 

non-violent strategies is not likely to occur with Modi's government, as seen in his manifesto and 

in the election campaigns, where Modi presents the Indian situation as ‘helpless against the face 

of barbaric terror’133.  

2.2.3 IR theories applied 

In short, both countries, especially Pakistan, have the means and the context seems to be 

in favour of the nuclear conflict if it becomes necessary. Will they be able to resolve their 

differences without going into nuclear conflict? The answer may vary depending on the 

international relations theories applied as a lens to analyse the conflict.  

According to neorealism, Pakistani policies towards India have always been based on its 

feeling of insecurity towards New Delhi. This mistrust arises because of a conflict of interests 

with Pakistan, and because of India's military and power superiority and its emergence as a new 

world power134.  

To close this gap, Pakistan has devoted a large part of its economic resources to military 

development, ‘6% of its GDP during the 1990s’135, which was not enough when India achieved 

nuclear weapons. Therefore, leaders in Islamabad sought help from other actors such as the US 

and China to face Indian superiority, even if this costed them part of their sovereignty. The use 

of non-state actors and nuclear deterrence measures to balance the power distribution in the 

region is noteworthy136. Even so, despite the current state of mutual assured destruction, it has 

not been possible to establish a channel of understanding and rapprochement between the two 

countries. For this reason, the proponents of this theory forecast a near future of continuation of 

conflicts and not of cooperation137. 
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According to neoliberalism, the fact that India is a democratic state allowed a peaceful 

end to the Indo-Pakistani wars of 1965 and 1971138. A proof of this is that Pakistan, as a country 

struggling to achieve democracy, did not count on popular pressure to stop the conflicts, but 

rather encouraged it due to the political pressure of the terrorist groups that are lodged in the 

country139. Moreover, the economic liberalization policies of both countries in the 90s140 has 

allowed for the improvement of relations since they both share the most favoured nation status. 

They are also members of the World Trade Organization and the South Asia Free Trade 

Agreement, increasing the economic dependence of both countries and laying the foundation for 

greater cooperative security141. 

Finally, the success of the Indus Water Treaty and the subsequent settlement of the 

conflicts of Salal Dam (1970s) and Baglihar Dam (2007) happened thanks to the intervention of 

third parties, showing that multilateralism is key in deterring tension. Therefore, liberal thinkers 

agree that in those periods when there has been greater structural integration of actors, tensions 

have been lower142. Considering that PM Modi is not in favour of promoting agreements between 

India and Pakistan, according to the liberal theory, the coming years won’t see cooperation 

happening between both countries. 

 Scenario-building: India – Pakistan 

The following scenarios, based on the relations between India and Pakistan, have been 

developed over a five-year period assuming a 2025 horizon. 

The first scenario is a nuclear conflict between both countries. The first step would be a 

terrorist attack in Indian soil because of the harsh measures applied by Modi in J&K based on 

Hindu nationalism143. India finds out that the terrorist attack was partially supported by Pakistan, 

as it has happened previously144, and they would response with a severe counterattack in Pakistan 

soil thanks to their superiority in conventional weapons145.  Due to the devastating effects of the 

response, Pakistan, in line with its military strategy, decides to carry out a nuclear attack on 
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Indian territory146. After its nuclear attack, the Modi government decides to respond with 

weapons of the same magnitude. This scenario is not likely to happen because a nuclear 

intervention by Pakistan would be an unprecedented event. 

The second scenario would be the continuation of the tension among both countries. 

According to this scenario, the Indian military in J&K would remain, and the measures 

established in this region would continue to be effective147. Pakistan and the terrorist groups like 

JeM and LeT, would keep encouraging revolts by Muslim citizens148. At the same time, terrorist 

attacks and their respective counterattacks by New Delhi continue to take place from time to 

time. International actors such as the US try to intermediate to reduce tensions, but Modi rejects 

any external intervention, arguing that this is an internal matter149. This scenario is very likely as 

it is based on an extension of the history of relations between the two countries. Pakistan 

encourages the action of Muslim groups in the region through the means it considers necessary, 

nuclear armament continues to be effective as a deterrent and Modi continues with its unilateral 

policy of action. 

The third scenario would be the improvement of the relations. On the one hand, progress 

in the development of the CPEC would lead to improvements in the economic stability of 

Pakistan150, which would seek to further enhance this situation through economic agreements. 

On the other hand, Modi seeking political stability, would take this opportunity to establish 

agreements on exchange and trade; communications and investment151. Although, this would not 

mean that the Kashmir issue would be solved, it would entail an improvement of relations. This 

would consequently bring the positions of India and China closer. This scenario is moderately 

likely to happen because 5 years might not be enough to appreciate the economic benefits of 

CPEC, and because it doesn’t seem that Khan and Modi will improve their relationship. 

The last scenario is based on an unintended Indian attack on CPEC infrastructure. The 

first steps of this scenario would be the same as those of the nuclear conflict, but the Indian 

counterattack, attempting to knock down terrorist bases, would intentionally damage CPEC 

infrastructure and kill several Chinese workers and diplomatic personalities. In response to the 

Indian attack, Pakistan with the support of China, would begin an offensive from its administered 

territory in Kashmir. This scenario is slightly likely because India, aware of the great 
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disadvantage that this situation would present, both in terms of military and economic Chinese 

superiority, would avoid at all costs any potential action that would trigger a direct intervention 

by China. 

 

Drivers  

A 

Nuclear 

conflict 

B 

Continuation  

of tensions  

(Most likely) 

C 

Improved 

relations 

D 

Unintended Indian  

attack on CPEC-

Chinese infrastructure  
 

1.Escalation of terrorist 

attacks in India 
++ + -- ++ 

2.Increased economic 

stability in Pak 
- - + +/- 

3.Increase in hindu 

nationalist politics 
+ + - + 

4. Escalation of conflict 

between Pakistan and 

India 

++ + -- + 

5. Increased tensions 

between China and India  
+ + - ++ 

6. US consolidation as a 

mediator  
- -- ++ +/- 

7. Ethnic and religious 

polarization  
++ + -- +/- 

Legend: 

++ → Very positive impact on the plausibility of the scenario 

+ → Positive impact on the plausibility of the scenario 

- → Negative impact on the plausibility of the scenario 

-- → Very negative impact on the plausibility of the scenario 

*Scale of likelihood used:  Not at all likely → Slightly likely → Moderately likely → Very likely → 

Completely likely 

 

 

2.3. PUNJAB & INDUS WATER TREATY 

2.3.1 Punjab: possibility of independence? 

After the Indian Independence Act of 1947 (IIA), the territory of Kashmir was not the 

only one affected by the formation of Pakistan and India: the division of Punjab was also 

controversial. During the British colonial period, the province of Punjab was inhabited by 
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Muslim, Hindu and Sikh citizens152. In 1947, with the IIA, Punjab was divided along religious 

lines, into eastern Punjab under Indian administration153, and western Punjab under Pakistani 

administration. This forced many Muslim citizens who were in the eastern part of Punjab to 

migrate to Pakistan, and Hindus who lived in the western part had to migrate to India. These 

migratory flows generated conflicts and riots154. Since then, Punjabis in both countries have 

sought the recognition and independence of the Punjabi nation, but these movements have never 

been a main issue in the political agenda of both countries, especially for Islamabad.  

In India, the Khalistan movement is one of the most famous currents of Punjabi 

independence, by which the Sikh people seek to create their own state in an independent Indian 

Punjab. This movement is represented by the Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD) political party, the 

largest Sikh representative in the world155. But the Punjabi independence movements lost their 

strength long ago. Since the 75th anniversary of the party in 1996, the political priorities of the 

SAD shifted towards more peaceful activities and cut the connection with its radical branch156. 

In fact, in the 2019 elections, the SAD abandoned the idea of federalism and started a long-term 

alliance with BJP157. 

Meanwhile, in response to the events in J&K and as part of its military doctrine of 

‘bleeding India with a thousand cuts’158, Pakistan is encouraging the gathering of Sikhs and 

mobilizing the radical sector in the diaspora of its Punjabis, to promote the independence of an 

Indian Punjab159. At the same time, the US-based group Sikhs for Justice (SFJ), whose aim is to 

seek secession from Indian Punjab, has encouraged the holding of a Sikh referendum by 2020160. 

Nonetheless, and insisting on the above argument, the Punjabi independence movement is not a 

problem at present for the governments of both countries, nor does the existence of an 
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independent Punjab in the long term seem feasible. In India, the BJP and the SAD they are now 

political allies. Despite the Sikh population in Indian Punjab, they do not have a strong political 

representative of the secessionist movement supported by 44% of the Sikh population161. In 

Pakistan, the previously mentioned actions were not successful162, and ‘Sikh activists in Pakistan 

estimate that their community's numbers have shrunk drastically from 40,000 in 2002 to just 

8,000 by 2018’163. 

2.3.2 The future of the Indus Water Treaty   

It should not be forgotten that there have been some examples of cooperation between 

India and Pakistan. The two countries, along with the World Bank, were parties to one of the 

world's best-known treaties of environmental diplomacy164: the 1960 Indus Water Treaty (IWT). 

Through this agreement, Pakistan and India sought to govern the regulation and use of the three 

‘Eastern rivers’ (administered by India): the Beas, the Ravi and the Sutlej; and the ‘Western 

rivers’ (administered by Pakistan), the Indus, the Chenab and the Jhelum165. 

There was no bloodshed in the creation of the IWT, and it survived the 3 wars between 

India and Pakistan; but this doesn’t mean that it has not been at risk of being broken since then166. 

After the terrorist attack in Pulwama in 2019, the Indian Water Resources Minister, Gadkari, 

declared that measures would be taken to divert the water flow of the Eastern Rivers, which 

would stop flowing into Pakistan and be redirected to the people of Punjab and J&K167. 

In 2019, India finished constructing Kishanganga Dam on the Jhelum River while the 

Ratle Dam was being constructed on Chenab River, both in India’s Kashmir. Following Pakistani 

accusations of a potential act of war, India reiterated that the construction of the dams would not 

violate the IWT as it didn’t directly affect any of the Western rivers168. Facing the passivity of 

New Delhi, Pakistan submitted a complaint to the WB, asking the institution to mediate169.   
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The point is that both Pakistan and India are at risk from water shortages ‘as per capita 

availability of water has dropped by roughly 60%’170. Climate change is playing a decisive role 

in the validity of the IWT, since the environmental conditions in which the treaty was signed are 

not the same as the current ones171. The potential dissolution of the IWT would be very risky 

considering the nuclear capacity of both countries. The growing demand for water and 

diminishing resources would only lead to increased hunger and starvation in an unprecedented 

scale, making the possibility of nuclear war more feasible. Although Pakistan's usual response 

when the access to water is curtailed from the outside has been to resort to the WB; the tensions 

that a diminishing supply of water resources could spark might mean that the intervention of the 

international community will be necessary to prevent a possible nuclear war172. 
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3. REGIONAL DYNAMICS 

3.1. AFGHANISTAN  

3.1.1 Outcomes after US withdrawal 

Since 2001 and the beginning of the War on Terror, the US has been present in 

Afghanistan173 . Some negotiations have been frustrated because the political commitments 

established as a pre-condition to departure weren’t met. The changing circumstances have often 

forced Washington to recalibrate its position and interests in the country. 

The departure of US forces from Afghanistan could either lead to a sort of political 

settlement or to an intensification of the conflict between the Taliban and the interim 

Government. There’s uncertainty regarding the outcomes of the withdrawal: throughout the past 

decade, there have been episodes full of hope, such as the peace deal and the fragile elections, 

but terrorism and violence have continued unabated.174 A US withdrawal may create a vacuum 

and attract other regional powers that will try to further their interests.175 In any case, there are 

different views on the  potential political settlement in Afghanistan:  

On the one hand, some think that a political settlement between the Taliban and the 

National Unity Government (NUG) is possible. The rationale behind it is that the US departure 

itself won’t lead to a settlement. In order to achieve an effective political settlement, peace-

building (understood in terms of building strong institutions that pursue to prevent conflict) is 

the key element. If the departure of the US is done under a formal cessation of hostilities between 

conflicting parties through negotiations, the political settlement won´t be reached.176  For this, 

local legitimacy is needed. Moreover, the US withdrawal will put an end to the occupation, which 

is a key motivational factor for the Taliban to attack. In turn, the Taliban’s social support comes 

from their standing against foreign occupation, from which they build their ideological 

narrative.177 
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On the other hand, the most plausible forecast is a complete US withdrawal followed by 

a military defeat of the Afghan government and the restoration of the Taliban to power.178 This 

could happen due to the future vacuum created by the withdrawal, of which ISIS and Al-Qaeda 

could take advantage of.179 Thus, US forces may need to return if conditions exacerbate a 

terrorist hazard in Afghanistan.180  

The Afghan government may see its legitimacy increasingly contested when the US 

completes its withdrawal: elections could easily provoke a renewed conflict and, due to the 

increased violence, the Taliban may disrupt the presidential elections. In fact, they have declared 

their intentions to postpone them if a deal with the US is reached.181  In this sense, the assistance 

by international actors to parties involved in the conflict in a hypothetical post-election dispute, 

will be more difficult to achieve.182 Another potential source of instability is the economy. The 

political uncertainties and the withdrawal of the international coalition will adversely affect the 

economy because of the reduction of public investment and consumption. 183  The Afghan 

National Army (ANA) is also suffering both from the withdrawal of foreign advisers at the unit 

level, and from a weakening in equipment and logistics.184 

The outcomes of a possible US withdrawal are converged in the following scenarios. To 

proceed with the scenario building we have estimated a 5 years prospection, that is, we assume 

a 2025 horizon for the scenarios to take place. These are the four plausible scenarios:  

First, a civil war as a consequence of US withdrawal. In this scenario, where there is lack 

of government legitimacy, the Taliban, ISIS and other groups including the interim government 

will start to fight to take control of the country. For it to happen ‘the Taliban would have to 

broaden their support to mobilise sections of the population’185, continuing their campaign 
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against Western intervention. The Taliban consider the Afghan President Hamid Karzai to be an 

American puppet,186 and even if they change their narrative, they will still target any trace of US 

presence. If the US completes its withdrawal, this is a very likely scenario that ‘could result from 

an unsuccessful Taliban bid for power after the security transition’.187 

Second, a political agreement after a US withdrawal. If this happens, it is likely that 

international actors will intervene. China and Russia could be those international actors given 

their calculations in the conflict. Following the current trends, they will enter the conflict as 

mediators, since both powers have opted for a low political profile implication. Pakistan will be 

a key regional force too. The Taliban will choose to negotiate if they have prospects of victory, 

and if Pakistan continues persuading them of their inability to continue the fight.188 These three 

actors have the capacity to influence the Taliban and the Afghan Government to reach a political 

agreement. The likelihood of this scenario relies on how far are the parties willing to get involved 

and sustain the agreement. As a consequence, this scenario is slightly likely since history has 

proven that the parties are neither committed to carry out negotiations, nor to stick to them.  

Third, the continuation of US fight against terrorism (the current status quo) is a 

natural scenario with US troops present in Afghan territory.  In this situation the conflict 

continues and occasional terrorist attacks on US take place. Trump is not a predictable actor so 

even if he wins the elections, he may decide to stay in Afghanistan.  The key variable here is the 

‘the availability of US funding for the security forces.’189 The maintenance of the status quo is a 

moderately likely scenario as peace agreement negotiations are taking place these days. 

Moreover, the fight against terrorism will continue inasmuch as the Taliban and ISIS expand 

their power.  

Fourth, a Taliban restoration. With a US withdrawal, the Taliban will very likely launch 

attacks (counting on Pakistan’ support) and defeat the National Unity Government. A US 

withdrawal will enhance Taliban’s capacity to gain power in parts or throughout Afghanistan. 

This scenario assumes that the existing tribal groups are not able to face the Taliban. This 

situation could lead to more stability, but the history has shown that ‘the Taliban may lack the 

capacity to scale up their fight’.190 It is difficult to make predictions taking these volatile actors 

into account, but this scenario is slightly likely to occur.  
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Drivers 

A.  

Civil war  

(most likely) 

B. 

Political 

agreement  

C. 

Continuation of US 

fight against terrorism 

D.  

Taliban restoration 

1.Consolidation of government 

legitimacy 
-- + - -- 

2.Success of US withdrawal ++ ++ -- ++ 

3.Increase of Chinese investment  +/- + +/- +/- 

4.Pakistani support to Taliban  + - + ++ 

5.Increasing power of ISIS ++ - ++ - 

6.Expansion of the Taliban  ++ - ++ ++ 

7.Understanding between the 

Taliban and the Afghan gov  
-- ++ - - 

Legend: 

++ → Very positive impact on the plausibility of the scenario 

+ → Positive impact on the plausibility of the scenario 

- → Negative impact on the plausibility of the scenario 

-- → Very negative impact on the plausibility of the scenario 

*Scale of likelihood used:  Not at all likely → Slightly likely → Moderately likely → Very likely 

→ Completely likely  

 

3.1.2 The Role of the Pakistani Armed Forces and the ISI 

The aforementioned circumstances will enhance the role of Pakistan in managing the 

outcomes after the US withdrawal from Afghanistan. At the basis of the Pakistan-Taliban 

relations are the cultural and linguistic affinities, which lead to a further understanding between 

the Taliban and Pakistan.191 Pakistan’s role will be critical given the proximity they have with 

the Taliban. The past tells us that a civil war or a great amount of violence is more likely than 

any other scenario; as a consequence, Mr. Haqqani, a former Pakistani ambassador to the US, 

said that Pakistan’s strategy considers the contentment of the Taliban by having them as 

proxies.192  It is in the interest of Pakistan to head the negotiations to guarantee less Indian 

presence in Afghanistan and to influence the course of action.193 Another aspect to consider is 
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Pakistan’s capacity to intervene in Afghanistan, given their military superiority in respect to the 

Afghan army, as well as its geographical proximity.  

There are two reasons why Pakistan will benefit from having more presence in 

Afghanistan. First, it will help keep the Taliban as their proxy against Indian influence.194 

Second, Pakistani leaders realised the importance of putting the Islamist violence to an end in 

Pakistan, especially the one coming from Taliban groups residing in Afghanistan.195  

A glance at the past reveals that the relation between the Pakistani Armed Forces and the 

ISI with the Taliban will probably evolve positively, by gradually engaging in cooperation, 

because their interests will become better aligned. The ISI has a past of cooperation with the 

Taliban to guarantee Pakistan’s geopolitical interests in Kashmir and the Federally Administered 

Tribal Areas (FATA). This relationship does not only imply a sharing of military means between 

the Taliban and Pakistan’s security forces. Instead, simply letting the Taliban stay in Pakistani 

territory is a way of supporting the Taliban’s cause. Other ways are instrumentalizing the Taliban 

to shape the outcome of the Afghan conflict.196  

The fact that the Taliban are partly established in Pakistan makes them susceptible to 

Pakistan’s will. 197  This enhances Pakistan’s role in potential peace talks with the Taliban, 

because the Taliban’s diplomatic and negotiating skills have proven to be not so smooth, so 

Pakistan will be pivotal in future talks. However, due to the lack of a consistent governmental 

policy regarding counterterrorism (CT), execution and management of CT is in the hands of the 

army.198 

3.1.3 Chinese and Russian interests in Afghanistan  

China’s main interests in the Afghan conflict fall within three categories: the CPEC, their 

unease with Afghanistan’s proximity to the Xinjiang province, and the role they have assumed 

in the conflict.   

An unstable Afghanistan will negatively affect Pakistan’s CPEC development and the 

infrastructure China has in the country. Interestingly, Afghanistan may be included in the CPEC's 

plans in the future as well, which may grant China with another passage to Iran and the Indian 
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Ocean.199 Afghanistan is part of the South Asian geopolitical scene and China, as its neighbour, 

plays a relevant role in shaping the future of the country.200 However, China is not necessarily 

interested in Afghanistan itself, but in the larger geopolitical and economic context; China’s 

calculations in the Afghan conflict have to do with preventing possible security spill-overs into 

the CPEC and its own border. That is why China is getting involved in it with a low political 

profile to avoid being entangled in an unwanted conflict if the situation takes a complete 

turnaround.201 

China, in its willingness to establish talks between Pakistan and Afghanistan, has adopted 

a role of facilitator.202 China aims to present itself as a thoughtful neighbour toward the Afghan 

population by setting in motion inter-connectivity initiatives.203 China has also attempted to 

drive negotiations between Afghanistan and Pakistan when a summit was orchestrated in 2017 

in Beijing. 204  Other Chinese initiatives revolve around promoting regional cooperation by 

engaging key international actors that have a say in the region, such as Russia, India and Iran.205 

Attending to China’s new neighbourhood diplomacy, there are three interests that drive its policy 

in Afghanistan: first, the longing to preserve its strategic partnership with Afghanistan; second, 

the need to contain the spread of radicalism which threatens Xinjiang province; and third, the 

need to restrain the stream of drugs from Afghanistan to China. 206  In economic terms, 

Afghanistan serves as a trade and energy hallway from Pakistan to Iran.207 Finally, if Pakistan 

becomes a decisive actor in the negotiations, having good relations with Pakistan will provide 

China an opportunity to expand its new model of international development. 208  

China’s calculation in the Afghan conflict stems from fears of an expansion of Islamic 

extremism to the region of Xinjiang.209 In fact, the Taliban’s rise to power and the subsequent 
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signs of insecurity were the main reasons that brought China to Afghanistan in the 1990s.210  In 

other words, instability in Afghanistan due to terrorist activity could seriously affect Xinjiang’s 

stability.211 Another issue that worries Beijing  is that drugs and narcotics are trafficked to China 

mainly through Afghanistan.212  

Russia can also benefit from the Afghan conflict, as it wants to position itself as a 

mediator between the Taliban-US talks and the ensuing implementation of the deal.213 For that 

reason, Russia invited in September 2019 Taliban leaders to Moscow to talk about the peace 

negotiations frustrated by President Trump. The underlying cause of the visit was to ask for 

regional support to force the US out of Afghan soil. 214 Russia is concerned about the stability in 

Central Asia once the US withdraws from Afghanistan, especially because of the security 

vacuum that might arise. Russia’s main goal is to safeguard regional trade and exercise a greater 

influence in Central Asia.215 

Russia seeks to strengthen cooperation with Central Asian countries, and they have even 

tried to mingle Afghanistan with regional frameworks to prevent further insecurity spill-overs.216 

Nevertheless, Russia’s strategic interests are not focused on the achievement of bilateral relations 

but on concerns about foreign military presence. In a way, these are contradictory interests, 

because they advocate for a US withdrawal (seeing Western presence as interference) but at the 

same time, the American presence that tries to stabilize Afghanistan gives Russia an opportunity 

to focus on other problems. 

 

3.2. IRAN AND SAUDI ARABIA 

3.2.1 Which is the ally to choose? 

As a Muslim country, Pakistan has tried to maintain good relations with its Middle 

Eastern neighbours. Iran and Pakistan have historically cooperated, despite some hiccups due to 

sectarian tensions. In contrast, Pakistan has been called ‘Saudi Arabia’s closest Muslim ally’217, 
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which is reflected in its strong economic, military and political relations. In fact, since 1970, 

Pakistani soldiers have been protecting the Kingdom and training its army218. Islamabad’s 

precarious position in the Middle East may not be sustainable in the near future. Its intention of 

mediating between Tehran and Riyadh has not succeeded and Pakistan might soon have to 

choose sides, which may adversely affect Pakistan’s interests. 

What if Pakistan supports Iran? Having a reliable ally in the Western border would be attractive 

because it allows Pakistan to concentrate its forces in the border with India. But the costs of 

deteriorated relations with the KSA would be disastrous: billions of USD of investments in energy and 

infrastructure could be withdrawn from Pakistan, its preferential oil sales would be lost and the 

economy would suffer a major hit. Pakistan would no longer be allied with a country that is widely 

recognized as the leader of the Sunni world, which gives its actions some moral legitimacy. 

What if Pakistan supports the KSA? As a more likely scenario, Islamabad would secure and 

probably attract further investment from the KSA, in addition to Riyadh’s current aid and investment 

package which totals $20 bn219, becoming an indispensable piece of Pakistan’s economic survival. 

The needed preferential oil sales would continue and Pakistan would maintain good ties with the leader 

of the Sunni world and the Custodian of the two Holy Mosques220. There is a downside to this: Iran’s 

enmity could lead to a stronger India-Iran partnership, which increases the possibility of a conflict on 

two fronts and Pakistan’s need to divide its forces between the Eastern and Western borders. Although 

in economic terms, worsened relations with Iran wouldn’t be too problematic (in 2019, less than $300 

million in bilateral trade221), there is a security issue which cannot be ignored: between 15-20% of 

Pakistanis are Shia, and some of them could prove more loyal to Tehran than Islamabad itself.  

In short, Pakistan may prefer having good ties with both Iran and the KSA. If the tensions 

escalate, Pakistan may choose to side with the KSA and, despite the benefits brought by the 

Saudi investments, Pakistan may have to face an increasingly hostile Western neighbour.  

3.2.2 Would Pakistan help Saudi Arabia develop nuclear weapons? 

Although both Pakistani and Saudi officials have repeatedly denied any nuclear deal, 

many experts point to it. In particular, a 2003 article222 in Global Security reported that Islamabad 
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and Riyadh had concluded a secret agreement on nuclear cooperation that would give the Saudis 

nuclear-weapons technology (in case of a threat by a 3rd party) in exchange for cheap oil.  

In any case, several factors point to a scenario where Pakistan would help Riyadh develop 

nuclear weapons, or even hand them in case of extreme necessity223. During the last decades, the 

KSA has been a close ally of Pakistan, and both have cooperated extensively, in the security, 

economic and diplomatic domains. Consequently, there is a chance that an agreement in which 

Pakistan would give nuclear weapons to the KSA exists. Some unverified reports224 say that the 

Royal Saudi Air Force has aircrafts in Pakistan ready to bring the bomb to the KSA in case it is 

requested. Such scenario becomes increasingly conceivable after the 2019 announcement of 

Saudi investments worth $20 bn in Pakistan225. Also, if the relations between the US and Pakistan 

deteriorate further, Pakistan would have even fewer reasons to respect the non-proliferation 

norms. 

3.2.3 Pakistan’s weak non-proliferation credentials 

If we look to the past, it is obvious how weak Pakistan’s non-proliferation credentials 

are, and this has earned Pakistan the reputation of being the world’s nuclear Wal-Mart. The 

Pakistani scientist Abdul Qadeer Khan226 is said to have contributed to the nuclear programs of 

several countries, by selling components, know-how and disclosing the Chinese nuclear weapon 

design227. It is extremely difficult for a single man to share such secrets, and that’s why most 

western intelligence agencies blame Pakistan and not just Abdul Qadeer. Although Pakistani 

officials deny any involvement in North Korea’s nuclear program, it seems Pakistan participated 

indirectly by transferring centrifuge technology to Pyongyang. Similarly, Abdul Qadeer assisted 

Iran in enriching uranium through centrifuges between the 80s and mid-90s. Likewise, he helped 

Libya by transferring nuclear weapons blueprints, low-enriched uranium, components and 

centrifuges228.   
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Furthermore, Pakistani officials have stated that Pakistan will not sign the Non-

Proliferation Treaty (NPT) because, as the former Foreign Secretary Chaudhry said229, it 

considers it discriminatory. Despite such discouraging statements, Islamabad has taken some 

steps to improve its non-proliferation credentials. In December 2019, the IAEA’s head of 

Nuclear Security Division applauded the measures taken by Pakistan to improve nuclear security, 

which were in line with the IAEA’s recommendations230. Also, in February 2020 the Foreign 

Ministry published a booklet called ‘Pakistan’s Nuclear Security Regime’231, in an effort to 

increase transparency and to prove that the program is being managed attentively. It said that 

‘the regime is based on an extensive legislative and regulatory framework governing the security 

of nuclear materials, radioactive substances, associated facilities and activities.’232 Although 

these achievements do not signal a paradigm shift, the international community should take 

advantage of the momentum and try building on it by further encouraging Pakistan to improve 

its transparency.  

 

3.3. CENTRAL ASIA 

3.3.1 Pakistan & the CARs: a gateway of opportunities 

Central Asia consists of the States of Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan 

and Tajikistan. The Central Asia Republics (CARs) are rich in resources, particularly energy, 

and have traditionally acted as a link to Europe and South Asia. Thanks to the cultural ties 

between the CARs and Pakistan, as well as the latter's early diplomatic recognition of the former 

Soviet republics, there is a great potential for cooperation233. 

From a geostrategic point of view, Pakistan is of great interest to the CARs as, due to 

their landlocked location, they need Pakistan and its ports: Karachi and Gwadar. Pakistan has 

big economic interests in the CARs. The main one is the CAR’s energy resources. As Pakistan 

has no major energy sources, it is dependent on third countries for supplies, and the CARs have 

cheap electricity and gas234. 
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As a proof of this, in May 2016 the Central Asia-South Asia Electricity Transmission and 

Trade (CASA-1000) was signed. This project, with the financial help of the World Bank, would 

enable sustainable electricity trade between Afghanistan, the Kyrgyz Republic, Pakistan and 

Tajikistan235. It will transfer the surplus of electricity coming from the hydroelectric plants from 

Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, to supply Afghanistan and Pakistan236. 

On February 2020, the Afghan president announced the beginning of the constructions 

to create its section of the CASA-1000. In addition, importing energy, one of the main 

motivations for this project is for Afghanistan to become an energy hub. As such, it will charge 

fees for the transit of energy through its territory237. If the project were to go ahead as planned, 

5.5 bn KWH of electricity would be exported to Kabul238. However, there are three major risks 

to the CASA-1000. First, there are political conflicts between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan that 

could destabilize the project. The main source of electrical energy for the CASA-1000 is the 

Rogun dam located in Tajikistan. However, the Uzbek president fears that this dam could lead 

to water shortages during the summer, or flooding in the winter, as happened previously with 

Syr Darya river239. Secondly, in addition to the usual security and scope problems, Afghanistan 

is currently very unstable. The government's lack of control and its quarrels with Iran, the US 

and the Taliban, among other terrorist groups, could make it difficult to implement the project240. 

Finally, another risk could be the reduction of Pakistan's energy demand to the CARs. As 

a way of strengthening CPEC, and for the benefit of Punjab’s administration of energy, the 

Punjab Chief Minister met with several Chinese officials, who agreed to export 3.2 GW of 

electricity to Pakistan241. 
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When it comes to gas, there is another project aimed at transporting gas from 

Turkmenistan to India via Afghanistan and Pakistan, known as the TAPI pipeline242. The project, 

which officially began in December 2015, planned to begin the construction in December 2018 

in Pakistan, but had not yet begun in Afghanistan243. In February 2018, representatives from 

India, Turkmenistan and Pakistan met in Afghanistan to celebrate the beginning of work on the 

project244. However, in January 2020 the project is still being postponed. According to the 

Afghanistan Minister of Mines and Petroleum, this time it is due to the lack of legal 

documentation for the acquisition of the land. He said: ‘MPs are busy in (discussing) former 

decrees by the president. I think it will take six months to pass this phase’245. 

In addition, the Afghan – Pakistan border is dealing with two problems that will affect 

the construction of the TAPI pipeline: first, the Afghan government does not want to recognize 

the de facto border of both countries, known as the Durand Line. Second, there are tribes on this 

border, which have indigenous land rights and nomadic routes. That means that Pakistan’s 

construction might be delayed even more246. 

For their part, India, Pakistan and the CARs are very interested in the creation of both 

energy conduits. This would allow the CARs to export more and diversify its consumers, instead 

of relying only on Russia and China. Both India and Pakistan are dependent on the Gulf for their 

energy supply, so these projects might be very useful in bringing the governments of Islamabad 

and New Delhi closer together247. 

However, this mutual interest between CARs and Pakistan should not be misinterpreted 

as an obstacle to both actors' relations with China. On the one hand, China remains the largest 

importer of gas from Turkmenistan. In the first half of 2019, Turkmenistan received $5 bn in 

exports, of which $4.4 bn belonged to Chinese gas imports, giving the Asian giant a great 

leverage248. At the same time, as already mentioned, TAPI is still in the process of being built. 

On the other hand, as explained in the chapter on relations between China and Pakistan, power 
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remains in China's hands thanks to the huge FDI in Pakistan of $16.7 bn in 2019 and the large 

investment made in the CPEC249. 

In terms of Chinese investment in Pakistan, it is worth mentioning the recently opened 

and operational Gwadar seaport250. This port, created by both financial and human capital 

investment from China, offers a much shorter route for the transport of goods to Afghanistan. 

This new access that allows Afghanistan to engage in the CPEC is the closest point to Western 

China shipping and is key to the success of the BRI251. Of all these projects, those in which China 

has been actively involved have been successful. This suggests that Pakistan does not have 

sufficient resources or capacity to carry out big infrastructure projects on its own. As a proof of 

this, Pakistan had a budget of $42 bn for the year 2019-2020, but its debt amounts to $97 bn252. 

If one adds corruption to the picture, the reason behind such inability becomes even clearer. 

3.3.2 Pakistan & Bangladesh: possible rapprochement? 

Another regional actor worth mentioning is Bangladesh, who is currently led by the PM 

Sheikh Hasina and its Awami Muslim League political party, which has a pro-India stance. Due 

to its pro-liberation ideology, and the Indian support for its independence in 1971, the 

government in Dhakka is growing closer to India253. 

Nevertheless, much of the population does not share the pro-Indian vision of their 

government. In December 2019, the Indian Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) was passed in 

India, creating a pathway to citizenship for those illegal immigrants who were Hindu, Sikh, 

Buddhist, Jain, Parsee, and Christian and who had arrived from Pakistan, Bangladesh and 

Afghanistan for reasons of persecution before December 2014, but it excluded the Muslims254. 

To justify the CAA, the BJP made a series of accusations and said that in Bangladesh, 

there was systematic torture of Hindus, who were forced to take refuge in India. In addition to 

this, there are Indian Muslim migrants from the state of Assam in India who have migrated to 

Bangladesh because of persecution. This act has revealed the pro-Indian position of the 
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Bangladeshi PM, who has been forced to ask for evidence of the complaints issued by India and 

to postpone her scheduled visit to India255. 

Another example of the contradiction in positions between the Bangladeshi government 

and its citizens was the event that should have taken place on March 2020. The 100th anniversary 

of the founding father of Bangladesh took place and PM Modi was invited to attend. In response 

to this invitation, many Bangladeshis began protesting. Finally, due to the outbreak of the 

coronavirus pandemic, the event was cancelled256. At the same time, Pakistan’s relations with 

Bangladesh remain unstable. As mentioned above, Sheikh Hasina’s administration remains 

favourable to India, leaving Islamabad aside. Moreover, many Pakistanis have vivid memories 

of the events of the 1971 War, and PM Khan continues to demand an apology for the persecution 

of the Bihari Muslim minority in Bangladesh257. 

In a near future, a rapprochement between Pakistan and Bangladesh seems unlikely. Both 

must make an effort to forget the past quarrels and cooperate to face today’s challenges. It seems 

that sport might be a field where they can begin taking steps towards reconciliation, as the 

Bangladesh cricket team has recently played in Pakistan for its first test match in the country 

since 2003258. 
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4. TERRORISM, THE JIGSAW PUZZLE OF NATIONAL SECURITY  

4.1. JIHADISM 

4.1.1 Pakistan as base of operations. Risks associated. 

Pakistani territory has long been used as a safe haven by terrorist groups. The probability 

that this situation continues in the short and medium-term is subject to several risks. 

The first risk factor is the historical presence of terrorist groups. They have been operating 

since the 1980’s, which has led to interactions between Pakistani institutions and these terrorist 

groups. To mention a few of them: the Mujahideen, the Pakistani Taliban and the Haqqani 

network.259 According to the CIA260 there are 9 terrorist groups based in Pakistan but none of 

them are the Islamic State. Among them we can find those created in the late 90s such as Lashkar-

e-Taiba or Jaish-e-Muhammad or Harakat-ul-Mujahidin (HUM) and Harakat-ul-Jihad Islam, 

founded in the context of the Kashmir conflict.261 Nowadays the prominent focus of the Pakistani 

CT campaign is Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), which is a coalition group formed by Pakistani 

Taliban, linked to Afghan Taliban which are spread out throughout Pakistani soil. They may 

work together with other sectarian groups, such as Lashkar-e-Jhangvi.262 There are also foreign 

terrorist groups operating in Pakistan such as Al-Qaeda and the Afghan Taliban [Annex 2].  

A second risk associated with the previous one is the ideology and narratives used by the 

terrorist groups to support their cause. In theory, the ideology of jihad is useful to combat India 

(Kashmir) but it can backlash against Pakistan, as terrorist attacks have also taken place in 

Pakistani soil.263 These groups have two reasons to fight: first, to show, through intimidation, an 

effective social control in those areas where the Taliban have overshadowed the state authority. 

Second, as a strategy to dissuade Pakistani authorities to engage in CT campaigns.264 The notion 

that terrorism is ruining the Pakistani society265 is widely extended, and its citizens expect CT 

measures to be effective. The 2015 National Action Plan (NAP) was established due to the 
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ineffectiveness of Pakistani CT efforts, but leaves two issues unaddressed: the freedom of 

militant activities and the influence of Madrassas.266 

         The third risk is related to economic and educational progress.  Unemployment is one of 

the factors that contributes to creating conditions where terrorism may arise easily, and it 

facilitates the recruitment of terrorists. An investigation on the determinants of terrorism 

concluded that per capita GDP, inflation and poverty are paving the way to terrorism in the 

medium-term.267 On the side of education, the investigation contemplates Islam as an identity 

glue for uniting society, resulting in a radicalization of educational syllabus.268 Terrorism has 

also made education hard, if not impossible, in tribal areas.269 We may not forget that US aid has 

conditioned Pakistan’s foreign policy and its performance against terrorism for decades; which 

had stirred up instability in the country by polarizing the political elites.270 The lack of proper 

urbanization and housing facilities and the poor living conditions thereby generated have been 

the root of a growing sectarianism and terrorist groups expansion.271 The last risk that must be 

addressed by the government is the lack of resources oriented to reconstruction and development 

programs demonstrated by the lack of a holistic approach. The living conditions of the local 

population are often ignored, when in reality, they are a key conditioner. To tackle this risk, the 

government should launch educational and de-radicalization programs.272 

Finally, terrorist groups such as the Afghan Taliban, landed in Pakistan pushed by 

cultural affinity and geographical proximity. In fact, the existing Pashtunwali law foresees 

asylum and the procurement of refuge to any incoming migrant. Geography, especially the 

mountainous and less populated areas, procure shelter for terrorist groups and anti-US 

militants.273 In short, terrorism is a hot topic that negatively affects Pakistan’s security but that 

is part of Pakistan’s DNA. In other words, even if the already mentioned risks diminish, Pakistani 

territory won’t be released from controversial practices as hosting terrorist groups until an 

effective CT policy is implemented.  
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4.1.2 Connections between the ISI and radical groups 

         The relationship between the ISI and radical groups can be traced back in time. 

Cooperation and links, notably the flow of money and equipment among these actors, took place 

openly until the 9/11. After the beginning of the War on Terror, the US forced Pakistan to take 

sides and those connections became increasingly secret.  

One caveat is that radical groups in Pakistan 

are formed by very different types of actors. 

Since there are many groups hosted in 

Pakistan, it is argued that they are given 

some kind of beneficial treatment by the ISI 

or Pakistani authorities.274 The Pakistani 

military, which also plays a key role in CT 

efforts, has a strong interest in maintaining 

their links with the Afghan Taliban, as they 

will be key in influencing Afghanistan’s 

path away from India.275As a result, a deep 

reform of the relations between the ISI and 

the Pakistani government and society is 

needed.276 The following graph illustrates 

the map of actors in Pakistan, in the context of terrorism.  

4.1.3 Migration to Saudi Arabia and the contagion of extremism 

 The KSA has historically exercised soft power in Pakistan through the funding of 

Madrassas, to expand its influence in its confrontation with Iran. The KSA and Pakistan boast of 

long-standing relations, which have been recently bolstered by a new aid and investment package 

provided by Riyadh.277 The KSA has also exercised soft power through educational institutions, 

like the International Islamic University in Pakistan, which hosts many Saudi students and 

regularly collaborates with Saudi institutions, thereby shaping the thought of Pakistani clerics, 

which are in turn engaged in the promotion of Islamic values.278 Their relations are no longer 

 
274 Feyyaz, ‘Why Pakistan Does Not Have a Counterterrorism Narrative’ 
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likely to be a possible avenue of radicalization, because the KSA is abandoning its radical 

interpretation of Islam279, and is now evolving toward a more moderate version, thanks to 

Mohammad bin Salman. In other words, in the unlikely scenario that migration to the KSA 

ceases, Saudi religious influence will continue given the mutual support between these two Sunni 

countries, as well as the KSA’s position as the leader of Sunni Islam.  

 Saudi influence is accepted within Pakistan institutions with little resistance. Moreover, 

Islamic scholarship in Pakistan is not violent in nature, but contemplates aspects that concern the 

expansion of the global diaspora, such as religious, cultural and ethnic features.280 Thus, although 

migration is one of the possible causes of radicalization, it is no longer the major one.281 

 

4.2. ROLE OF RELIGION AND ORGANIZED CRIME 

Religion in Pakistan permeates most spheres of Pakistani society and politics, and is key 

in understanding why things are done the way they are. From its inception, Pakistan, and 

especially its laws, have favoured Islam and the Muslims. The privileges given to Islam create 

inequalities and promote an unfavourable treatment of other religious minorities. The most 

powerful religious institutions are the Madrassas, which were established in Pakistan during the 

Soviet War in Afghanistan to support the Mujahideen cause. This poses a threat to national 

security because inductees from these religious institutions ended up in the Taliban, particularly 

the younger ones.282  From a national security perspective, organized crime and illicit trafficking 

deserve to be mentioned, especially because they are carried out with unusual impunity. The 

underlying question is whether Islamabad will address such problems in the near future. 

         To venture if Pakistan will undertake reforms to reduce money laundering activities, 

some issues need an initial clarification.  One of the main reasons why these illegal activities 

thrive is that Pakistani security policies are centered in India, often forgetting about its own 

Western borders, which are generally unsafe and are therefore used by criminal organizations.283  
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Crime groups exist, partly because of the lack of a strong government control in cities 

like Karachi284, which is possible because the government is over-extended and cannot 

effectively rule the vast extension of Pakistan’s territory. Karachi is a city where organized crime 

has become the new normal; its major port attracts illicit trade, and the mingling of criminal 

groups with the city’s political administrators make this problem even more complex.285  

However, since Pakistan was included in the grey list of the FATF, it has pushed different 

action plans to address organized crime. Ambassador Maleeha Lodhi declared to the UN that 

Pakistan was working on assuring governmental control of those areas in which drug was being 

produced, to then implement alternative livelihoods through development policies; and asked the 

UN to take a role in the process.286 Pakistan will slowly undertake economic reforms aimed at 

reducing organized crime and illicit trade as long as international aid and leverage continue. 

There is a high likelihood in Pakistan remaining a hub for illicit trafficking because the 

government itself helps illicit actors in an attempt to control the city resources287 and is often 

guilty of supporting this shady transactions and criminal activities. These chances are also 

increased due to the closeness to Afghanistan. In particular, Karachi has become internationally 

relevant thanks to its port and the numerous drug trading routes that cross its territory.288 To 

conclude, the key elements that sustain these groups and that Pakistan a haven for illicit 

trafficking are its financing possibilities, the recruitment of vulnerable youth and the absence of 

government control in the areas in which they operate.289  
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This strategic analysis report has examined Pakistan’s regional foreign policy and its 

relations with key world powers, as well as its conflict with India and its own internal struggle 

with terrorism and organized crime. Through the predictions that have been made, we hope to 

provide a useful guide to decision-makers. In the following paragraphs, the central points of each 

section, as well as some recommendations, will be put forward. 

Pakistan’s relations with the US will become increasingly transactional, as recent events 

have shown. The US was struggling to extricate itself from Afghanistan and severed its ties with 

Islamabad to force its collaboration. In this case, Pakistan agreed to help the US achieve a peace 

deal because it served its own interests. But the American withdrawal will most likely lead to a 

US loss of interest and loss of influence in Pakistan, due to increasingly divergent priorities. The 

bigger geopolitical puzzle will dictate the rules of the game: the US-India partnership will 

continue to strengthen to face a rising China, while US-Pakistan ties will weaken. As a result, 

Pakistan will grow closer to its all-weather strategic partner, consolidating its position as the 

number one trading partner and weapons supplier. The CPEC’s first phase success will further 

entrench China in Pakistan, despite claims that the debt-trap poses an obstacle to their relations.  

Trade relations with the EU will continue to expand and, despite having the ability to use 

trade leverage to obtain HR concessions from Islamabad, Brussels will not do so because of 

potential negative externalities. Cooperation in other fields will stagnate due to Pakistani 

indifference and the increasing number of crises that the EU is facing. The EU’s position in the 

Kashmir issue will remain unchanged; it will continue to support a bilateral solution between 

India and Pakistan over Kashmir that respects the interests of the Kashmiri, while calling to avoid 

an escalation of tensions. The EU will not seek a role as a mediator and, in the medium to long-

term, the EU is likely to take a pro-India stance, due to commercial interests.  

In Central Asia, Islamabad will maintain positive relations with the CARs, which will be 

based on increasing connectivity, trade and energy partnerships, although these may be 

endangered by instability in Afghanistan. The relations between Pakistan and Bangladesh will 

continue to be unpropitious, as Sheikh Hasina’s administration remains favourable to India. In 

Afghanistan, an American withdrawal will most likely lead to an intensification of the conflict. 

Thanks to the connections of some sectors of the ISI, the Pakistani military and the government 

with the Taliban, Pakistan will have a disproportionate influence in determining the future of 

Afghanistan. Islamabad will continue seeing the Taliban as the most desirable leadership for 

Afghanistan, in an effort to counter any attempt of Indian influence. Even if regional powers like 

Russia and China may welcome the US withdrawal, they will be negatively affected by the 
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subsequent security vacuum. Pakistan has attempted to maintain good ties with both Iran and the 

KSA, but if tensions escalate Islamabad will side with Riyadh. Despite official denials, there is 

a high likelihood that the KSA may have access to Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal in case of necessity. 

Islamabad’s historically weak non-proliferation credentials, have been temporarily appeased by 

its recent positive steps in making its program more secure and transparent. 

Pakistan’s tensions with India will remain high. Following the abrogation of Articles 370 

and 35A of the Indian constitution, Islamabad will continue trying to internationalize the 

Kashmir conflict in search of international support. Water scarcity will be another source of 

problems in their shared borders, and the construction of reservoirs by New Delhi will 

undeniably exacerbate Pakistan’s shortages. India and Pakistan will probably engage again in 

localized skirmishes, but there is a growing fear that if such skirmishes are combined with the 

contentious issues mentioned above, it could eventually lead to nuclear war. This possibility, 

although improbable, would be for the rest of the world. PMs Khan and Modi will be reluctant 

to establish channels of rapprochement, making it harder to deescalate tensions, partly due to 

internal dynamics of both countries, be it Hindu nationalism or radical Islam. 

Lastly, terrorism will continue to be a threat to the country’s stability, due to Pakistan’s 

lack of effective control in certain areas of its territory. The country has been used as a base of 

operations by terrorist and criminal groups for decades, which is not likely to change in the short 

term.  Several risk factors will determine the gravity of future terrorist threats: the power of anti-

Western narratives wielded by radical Islamists, the lack of a proper educational system and an 

ambiguous and somewhat ineffective Pakistani CT effort. Religion will continue to have a 

central role, as non-state actors will use it to justify their violent actions, although it is less likely 

that it will become an instrument for states to further their radical agendas in the region.   

 

Recommendations 

1. Unless Pakistan and India are willing to cooperate, it is useless to propose fully-fledged 

solutions. They should aim for a rapprochement through confidence-building measures 

like increased trade, people-to-people exchanges and joint educational programs. 

2. Pakistan should rightfully benefit from the CPEC projects, but seeking an equilibrium 

with other institutions, to avoid falling into a Chinese debt-trap, is recommended.  

3. Pakistan should seize the opportunity presented by the rise of a more moderate 

interpretation of Islam in the KSA and the UAE, two of its key partners, to de-radicalize 

its own institutions, especially in the educational sphere. This would bring long-term 

benefits in Pakistan’s fight against radicalism and terrorist groups.  
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Annexes 

 

ANNEX 1: Bilateral trade with the US, China, the EU and the world. 

 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Trade US-

PK 

$5.44 bn $5.57 bn $5.43 bn $6.4 bn $6.74 bn 

Trade 

CHI-PK 

$12.49 bn $13.32 bn $15.69 bn $17.17 bn $16.71 bn 

Trade EU-

PK 

$9.6 bn $10.53 bn $11.6 bn $12.8 bn $12.6 bn 

Trade PK-

world 

$72.26 bn $66.07 bn $67.53 bn $79.31 bn $83.79 bn 

Source290 

 

 

ANNEX 2: Map of terrorist actors facing the US and India 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: elaborated by Naiara Goñi. 

Legend: Blue: International terrorist groups / Purple: Local Terrorist groups / Black: 

Pakistan national actors. 

 

 
290 Directorate-General for Trade, ‘European Union, Trade in Goods with Pakistan’; ‘UN Comtrade,’ n.d., 

https://comtrade.un.org/data/. 
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