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Introduction
The Bonn process laid the foundation of the modern State apparatus in Afghanistan,
even in the drafting of the constitution and establishing a new political system, however
such a structuring of the State was premised on the exclusion of the defeated party i.e.
the Taliban. Therefore, it is no surprise that the agreement signed in December 2001
faced inherent challenges. Years later, and rather ironically, the U.S.-Taliban agreement
of 29 February 2020 demonstrates similar shortcomings, chief being its exclusion of the
incumbent government in Kabul. Though Afghanistan has traversed a long journey from
the Bonn agreement of 2001 to the peace agreement of 2020, several undulations have
informed this transition with ramifications for the entire region.
Despite the initial euphoria about the U.S.-Taliban agreement as a harbinger of peace,
the agreement was largely seen as an externally mediated deal that had excluded Kabul
government’s involvement to an extent that it raised fundamental questions about
Afghan participation and ownership with regard to implementation of the terms of the
agreement. Worse still, it was seen as an American exit plan from the long war in
Afghanistan based on the American electoral calendar rather than being based on the
needs of the Afghan state. It was also perceived to be leaving the door open for the
return of the Taliban to Kabul, without eliciting a ceasefire or guarantees from them to
preserve the progress made in Afghanistan in the last two decades. Unless modified by
incentivizing the renunciation of violence, breaking away from international terrorist
groups and agreeing to a negotiated path for peace by the Taliban insurgents, this
agreement runs the inherent dangers of unveiling the spectre of a civil war once again
in the country. The impact of such an outcome can be catastrophic not only for
Afghanistan but for the entire region, plunging South Asia into an economic and military
impasse.
In view of the above, this paper attempts to provide a comprehensive analysis of
Afghanistan’s tryst with finding peace in the last two decades, including the present U.S.Taliban peace agreement and its possible implications on India and South Asia. The
paper argues that while an externally mediated peace process does have far-reaching
implications for peace and stability in Afghanistan and the South Asian region, divergent
goals pursued by India and Pakistan in Afghanistan may further complicate the quest for
peace in the war-torn country. Admittedly, unless both India and Pakistan develop a
shared vision for peace in Afghanistan, its search for stability will continue to remain
elusive.
Historical Background and Evaluation of the Afghan Peace Process
The Bonn Agreement and state building
The Taliban regime was toppled by the U.S. and its coalition partners through military
action named 'Operation Enduring Freedom' in October 2001 as a response to the
attacks on American soil on September 11, 2001. The Bonn Agreement, signed on 5
December 2001, detailed ‘an interim power sharing arrangement, the creation of a new
constitution,’i and conducting elections in 2004. The agreement initiated a ‘roadmap and
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timetable for establishing peace and security, reconstructing the country, reestablishing
some key institutions and protecting human rights.’ii While the agreement lead to the
founding of a new elected Afghan government and a constitution, peace and stability
remained a distant reality. This was principally because, first, the Taliban insurgents had
been excluded from the agreement, all the while seeking to commit the remaining groups
to a long-term and loosely-defined peace process. Second, the agreement, although by
no means a comprehensive peace agreement, did not include vital provisions such as
formal commitments by Afghanistan’s neighbours to end their support to different military
factions.iii
At that time, non-inclusion of the Taliban was a natural corollary to the sense of triumph
that the U.S. and its coalition partners possessed as well as the need for punitive action
that is required to break the nexus between the insurgents and the Al-Qaeda, which was
responsible for the 9/11 attacks in America. Despite repeated requests by the U.S., the
Taliban were unwilling to break away from the Al-Qaeda based on, ironically, their values
of hospitality and protection of guests enshrined in the Pashtunwali code. Western war
strategists believed that a massive military onslaught would lead to the swift
neutralization of the insurgents. They largely ignored the fact that the Taliban, who had
escaped to neighbouring Pakistan through the porous border, would regroup and
conduct attacks inside Afghanistan from their sanctuaries and safe havens in Pakistan.
Moreover, the shift in attention and the limited resources from the quick war in
Afghanistan to the war in Iraq in 2003 led the change in tide in Afghanistan, allowing
the re-emergence of the Taliban in 2005-06. Available data indicate that an incessant
violent campaign by the insurgents had resulted in 522 causalities among international
forces between 2001 and 2006 in Afghanistan. This included 358 American forces. In
comparison, the Iraq war had claimed many more lives: 3256 international troops,
including 3004 American soldiers between 2003 and 2006.iv
A key criticism of the Bonn Agreement in bringing about durable peace in Afghanistan
has been that it did not include a disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR)
programme, which could have provided an opportunity for the mid-level Taliban
commanders and foot soldiers to renounce violence and reintegrate into the society. It
was finally introduced in February 2003 and lasted till July 2006. However, the delay in
the design and initiation of a DDR process diminished its effectiveness drastically. This
delay and the international community’s lack of long-term commitment and resolve "to
leave only a light footprint in Afghanistan left armed Afghan actors to contend with the
type of security dilemma that has proven detrimental to other efforts to stabilize the
peace"v (USIP, 2011).
Afghan government’s efforts
The Afghan government under President Hamid Karzai made numerous efforts of
outreach to the Taliban through amnesty programmes and focused on persuading the
Taliban to renounce violence. The international community’s primary focus, on the other
hand, had been on DDRvi and disbandment of illegal armed groups (DIAG). Afghanistan’s
New Beginnings Programme (ANBP) was a project initiated by the United Nations
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Development Programme (UNDP) in April 2003 to assist the Afghanistan government in
implementing DDR which wound up in June 2006.vii The indigenous High Peace Council
(HPC) was established by President Karzai on 5 September 2010 to negotiate with the
Taliban. It followed the endorsement by tribal leaders through a jirgah in June of a plan
to engage militants in a reconciliation process.viii The HPC has been dissolved by
President Ghani in 2019 and the authorities of the HPC were transferred to the newlyestablished State Ministry of Peace Affairs.ix However, these indigenous Afghan efforts
without adequate support from the international community, who had initiated their own
unilateral and parallel peace processes, yielded little results for the Afghan government
and sent out mixed signals to the insurgents.
Similarly, efforts towards reintegration and reconciliation by the international community
were rendered unsuccessful. In the Afghan conflict situation, reintegration is the wartime effort to persuade rank-and-file insurgents to stop fighting in exchange for personal
safety, immunity, and employment. Reconciliation is diplomacy that seeks to engage
insurgency leaders in pursuit of a political settlement that will end the fighting. It was
hoped that the former can help to create favorable conditions for the latter.x
Reintegration through the Afghan Peace and Reintegration Programme (APRP) would
have been a useful method of drawing in mid-level Taliban commanders back into the
Afghan fold but it failed to materialize due to the lack of employment opportunities,
funding and protection of the surrendered commanders.xiSuch efforts do not merely
amount to offering amnesty to the dissidents or providing strategic opportunities to elites
and militia leaders to strike deals for control of territories and resources, they result in
engaging all sections of Afghan society to build national institutions that locals trust and
respect. Such a process would call for a peace and reconciliation process based on
‘inclusiveness’ involving local stakeholders and regional actors.xii The absence of
indigenous institutions to mediate in conflict or in conflict resolution has led to the
perpetuation of a viscous cycle of conflict in Afghanistan.
Talking to the enemy
Attempts to open a channel of communication with the Taliban in order to explore
opportunities to end violence and establish peace in Afghanistan were initiated as early
as 2006 by President Hamid Karzai. Karzai’s offer of peace talks with the Taliban was
rejected by the group citing the presence of foreign troops on Afghan soil. After being
reelected in2009, President Karzai renewed his attempts to engage with the Taliban as
well as other militants who were not part of the Al-Qaeda network. Media reports
indicate that at least one of Karzai's brothers held talks with Mullah Baradar, Taliban's
chief military commander, in early 2010, weeks before he was arrested by Pakistan
intelligence officers in February 2010xiii (Nation, 2010). The arrest sabotaged prospects
for any negotiation. Karzai’s repeated appeals to Pakistan for access to Mullah Baradar
to start negotiations also went unheeded.
Meanwhile, the intervening period had witnessed a change in the international
community's approach, especially U.S. President Barack Obama's announcement of
troop surge along with timeline for exit in the Af-Pak strategy. The change in approach
was born of the intention to withdraw American forces from the unending Afghan war
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by 2014. In 2013, the first signs that the U.S. was considering finding a solution to the
Afghan problem by ‘talking to the Taliban’ became evident. To facilitate this process, the
group opened its office in Doha that year, with the purported objective to ‘meet
Afghans.’xiv However, unfurling of the Taliban flag at the location was not acceptable to
the Afghan government under President Karzai, who perceived it to be conferring
legitimacy to the group. Following this, President Karzai called off the process and also
suspended talks with the U.S. on a long-term strategic agreement to provide for a post2014 security relationship between America and Afghanistan. Criticizing Karzai’s move,
former Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) official Bruce Reidel wrote, “(Karzai) misjudges
just how badly many Americans simply want to get out of the war and abandon the
Afghans to their fate.”xv
A flawed peace agreement
In September 2018, President Donald Trump appointed Zalmay Khalilzad, former U.S.
ambassador to Afghanistan and Iraq, as the President’s special adviser to Afghanistan
to “be full-time focused on developing opportunities to get Afghans and the Taliban to
come to a reconciliation.”xvi Like his predecessor, Trump’s focus was to exit the Afghan
war by demonstrating progress in the peace process and pulling out troops from
Afghanistan for his re-election bid. In October 2018, Khalilzad and six Taliban
representatives launched negotiations in Doha. However, in September 2019, Trump
called off the year-long dialogue following a string of attacks in Kabul that killed an
American soldier.
Negotiations between Khalilzad and the Taliban representatives resumed in November
2019 and both sides concluded a peace agreement on 29 February 2020. Touted as a
path-breaking agreement that would politically settle the Afghan conflict (the secret
annexes of which remain unknown), the deal demanded the Taliban to sever ties with the
Al-Qaeda and other terrorist groups, and prevent them from using Afghan soil to against
the U.S. and its partners interests. It also got the Afghan government to agree to the
release of 5000 imprisoned Taliban militants. The Taliban promised to release 1000
Afghan soldiers from captivity in return. The U.S. also promised to eventually withdraw
all U.S. and foreign troops from Afghanistan within 14 months if the Taliban upheld the
terms of the agreement. In fact, the Trump administration in its last days reduced the
number of U.S. soldiers in Afghanistan to 2500, which the acting defence secretary
Christopher Miller declared brought Washington “closer than ever to ending nearly two
decades of war.”xvii
The agreement, however, did not conditionally require the Taliban to declare a universal
ceasefire and negotiate in good faith with the Afghan government and other concerned
Afghan parties for a lasting political settlement. The non-involvement of the Afghan
government in the negotiations made the deal appear rather like an externally mediated
deal being imposed on the government headed by President Ashraf Ghani. President
Ghani, to begin with, was reluctant to release the battle-hardened Taliban militants, but
was ultimately compelled to do so by the U.S. Some of the released insurgents reportedly
rejoined the Taliban fighting arm. Even as the intra-Afghan dialogue to forge a
consensus was finally initiated by the government in Kabul, the Taliban continued its
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campaign of violence as an instrument to pressurize the Ghani government. Additional
violence by the Khorasan Province of the Islamic State (IS-KP) intensified the brutality of
the situation.
Peace talks between the Taliban representatives and the Afghans, under the leadership
of Dr Abdullah Abdullah, Chairman, High Council for National Reconciliation,
Afghanistan, who had been appointed as the lead negotiator, ostensibly began on
September 12, 2020 in Doha. Before discussions could commence, both sides had to
overcome procedural hurdles, such as the form of Islamic law that should govern disputes
between negotiators.xviii In December 2020, both sides reportedly agreed on “a threepage agreement [codifying] rules and procedures for their negotiations on a political
roadmap and a comprehensive ceasefire"xix (NPR, 2020). Despite this, negotiations
between both sides continue without any substantive outcome. Apprehension that the
new American presidency under Joe Biden may change the policy has been put to rest
by its decision to review the ongoing peace deal and endorse the continuation of Zalmay
Khalilzad as special representative.
Role of Taliban and Terrorism in the Current Context
Not a monolithic organization
International military and peacemaking efforts against the Taliban over the years have
attempted to exploit the supposed divisions within the organization. The organization is
assumed to be fragmented, no longer unified and monolithic—an image from the 1990s
that it continues to portray to the world in its peacemaking effort. The Taliban-led
insurgency encompasses a symbiotic relationship between Taliban guerrillas, followers
of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s radical group Hizb-i-Islami, the Haqqani network, Al-Qaeda
and its affiliates, narcotic traffickers, anti-government elements and tribal fighters in the
Pakistan-Afghanistan border region. Though these groups do not envision the same
political goals as the Taliban, they are united in seeking to prevent or limit the writ of
state authority.xx The Taliban shares operational nexus with the Al-Qaeda and may also
have played the role of an umbrella organization for a host of South Asian as well as
Central Asian militant formations, yet remains a cohesive organization.xxi
This is, however, not to underestimate either the contestations that may have existed
within the organisation for leadership, area domination, and control over resources or
linkages that many of the militant factions share with countries in the region, such as
Pakistan, Iran and Saudi Arabia. Understandably then, the death of the Taliban’s supreme
leader Mullah Omar in 2013 was kept a secret till 2015 to prevent an internal power
struggle. Leadership has changed twice since then with Mullah Hibatullah Akhundzada
being the current supreme leader of the group since 2016 and Sirajuddin Haqqani as his
deputy. The presence of IS-KP and its use of violence has further complicated the
situation. Not only has it increased the levels of violence and civilian fatalities, it has also
opened a second front of war for the beleaguered ANDSF and has made the Taliban
more acceptable for talks and negotiations to the international community.
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Link to global terrorist organizations
The Taliban remains a transnational armed group sustaining linkages with other terror
groups in the region. Groups like the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), the Lashkar-eTaiba (LeT), the Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM) have pursued diverse endgames while
benefiting from their operational linkages with the Taliban. At the same time, however,
unending violence against Afghan security forces, civilians and foreign supporters of the
Afghan government have contributed in keeping these factions united against a common
adversary. 2117 civilians were killed and 3822 were injured in Afghanistan up till
September 2020. The Taliban was responsible for nearly half of the casualties.xxii While
the U.S.-Taliban peace deal has led to a decrease in the number of attacks on American
and allied forces, it has remained silent regarding their continued operations against
Afghan government forces, civilians and strategic targets. Abductions and targeted
assassinations of judges, religious personalities, journalists, civil activists and minority
population have continued with a sense of impunity even while the group continues with
peace talks in Doha.
The Taliban’s linkages with the Al-Qaeda in the pre-9/11 events leading to the launch of
Operation Enduring Freedom, which toppled the former’s regime in Afghanistan, has
been extensively documented. Periodic killings of Al-Qaeda leaders and cadres in the
Afghanistan-Pakistan border region, where the bulk of the Talban cadres and leaders
are based, point to the continuing camaraderie. The Taliban not only condemned the
killing of Al-Qaeda chief Osama bin Laden in May 2011 in Abbotabad, Pakistan, it also
chose to side with the Ayman al Zawahiri-led Al-Qaeda over the Islamic State. A UN
official in charge of monitoring activities of the Taliban, Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State
said in October 2020 that the Al-Qaeda “are heavily embedded with the Taliban” with
whom “they do a good deal of military action and training action.”xxiii The February 2020
agreement that obligated the Taliban to cut ties with the Al-Qaeda has not resulted in
any substantive change in their symbiotic relationship.
The Taliban are understood to have fought several fratricidal clashes with the IS-KP in
Afghanistan. Although the latter’s capacities have been weakened by a series of
successful operations by the Afghan forces that led to the arrest of some of its top
leaders, attacks carried out intermittently by the group even in recent years underline its
potency. Their unabated presence will pose a challenge to the Taliban. The February
2020 U.S.-Taliban agreement obligates the Taliban to control the activities of groups
like the IS-KP. However, on the ground, the Taliban lacks sufficient territorial control to
prevent IS-KP’s activities. Expertsxxiv believe that since the Taliban derives divergent
benefits from activities of such groups as well as other narcotics producers and
traffickers, it is highly unlikely to honour the relevant clauses of the agreement.
India and Pakistan’s aspirations in Afghanistan
Strategic stability versus strategic depth
Rivalry between India and Pakistan has been said to have spilled over into Afghanistan.
Representing two divergent end states in the war-torn country, both India and Pakistan
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have pursued policies that seek to further their national interests in Afghanistan. This
pursuit has frequently been criticized by western analysts as a factor that complicates
the process of finding a lasting solution to the Afghan conflict. While India has sought
strategic stability, Pakistan has pursued its quest of finding strategic depth in
Afghanistan vis a vis India.
India's apprehensions are partly rooted in the anti-India policies pursued by the Taliban
regime, the IC-814 hijacking episode, attacks carried out by the Taliban on its embassy,
consulates, personnel and facilities in Afghanistan (allegedly by Haqqani network with
linkages to the Pakistan’s military establishment), and the nexus that the Taliban have
with anti-India groups like the LeT and JeM. Over the years, Indian personnel, embassy
and consulates have remained a target of choice for the Taliban. This is often understood
in New Delhi as a repercussion for India’s support for the Afghan government and also
as an outcome of the Talban’s nexus with the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI)
directorate, which enables the latter to use the group as an extension of its anti-Indian
policies. While the Taliban had facilitated the escape of the Pakistani hijackers of the
Indian airlines flight IC 814 in Kabul in 1999, in the post-2001 period, the Indian embassy
in Kabul, its consulates, and Indian nationals engaged in various projects were repeatedly
targeted by the Taliban. Nexus with the latter allowed the anti-India Pakistani terror
groups like the LeT and JeM to set up bases and training camps in Afghanistan. Indian
intelligence agencies believe that this may have been a strategy by Pakistan to maintain
deniability and also to maintain a "stronger hold on Taliban by assisting them to continue
with violence against the Afghan security forces and to keep the Taliban under the close
watch of its trusted outfits."xxv
The return of the Taliban to power in Afghanistan will potentially endanger India’s security
and strategic interests. This necessitates a stable and pro-India government in Kabul and
maintaining a pro-India constituency among the Afghan elite, both of which will assure
strategic stability to India. New Delhi has largely been successful in both its objectives so
far, which is evidenced in its pledged development assistance of more than US$3 billion
accruing tremendous goodwill among the Afghans. Pakistan, on the other hand,
continues to be perceived as a difficult neighbour vis-a-vis security and trade issues. This
is evident from the periodic statements by Afghan authorities who blame Pakistan for the
unending war with the insurgents.
Pakistan has borne the brunt of the Afghan conflict to quite a large extent. While Pakistan
has bestowed hospitality on the Taliban, it also happens to be home to thousands of
Afghan refugees. While the latter is a natural fallout of its geographical contiguity, the
former owes itself to Islamabad’s long-standing pursuit of finding strategic depth in
Afghanistan. As a military doctrine, strategic depth envisions a weak government in Kabul
which allows Pakistan to exploit Afghan territory against India. Pakistan’s vulnerability
with regard to the Durand Line, which separates both the countries, also contributes to
the distrust between the two countries. While Pakistan wants to recognize and legalize
the Durand Line, the Afghans do not accept the border as for the Pushtuns living on either
side, it is an artificial and arbitrary construct. To them, the border divides the largest
ethnic group in Afghanistan, the Pushtuns, and prevents the formation of Pushtunistan,
which constitutes a direct threat to Pakistan’s territorial integrity. While harbouring
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Taliban on its territory, Islamabad is also cognizant of the fact that a strong Taliban-led
regime in Afghanistan might not accept the legitimacy of the Durand Line. Hence, a weak
coalition of forces checkmating one another and the resultant weak political
dispensation in Afghanistan is an ideal state for Pakistan, which will also relieve its
apprehensions.
Trade and transit opportunities
New Delhi’s aspiration in Afghanistan extends beyond its notions of security. It’s post
liberalization foreign policy has a significant economic component which includes
bilateral trade with Afghanistan, investment in the country’s mineral resource sector and,
most importantly, utilizing Afghanistan as a land bridge for trade with Central Asia as
part of its larger ‘Connect Central Asia’ policy. However, almost all these propositions
have been hampered by Pakistan’s non-cooperation in terms of trade and transit.
Pakistan mostly allows Afghan goods-laden trucks to reach the Wagah border between
India and Pakistan, but does not allow Indian goods to be transported back. This oneway trade is unviable for Afghan traders. As a result, India has invested in opening an air
corridor in June 2017 for trade with Afghanistan, although due to the costs involved it has
been sparingly used. Since 2017,xxvi Afghanistan and India have sought to use the long,
circuitous Chabahar port in Iran for trade. The sea route provides an alternative route for
access to Afghanistan, bypassing Pakistan, and at the same time reduces Afghanistan’s
dependence on Pakistan for access to the sea. Similarly, Pakistan’s unenthusiastic
attitude has prevented mutually beneficial regional energy pipeline projects like
Turkmenistan Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) from taking off.
Pakistan too has economic interests in trading with Central Asia through Afghanistan.
Although it is strategically located to carry out such trade, violence in Afghanistan and
the turbulent Afghanistan-Pakistan bilateral relations have prevented expansion of such
economic activities. In spite of the Afghanistan-Pakistan Transit Trade Agreement signed
in 2010, Pakistan’s trade with Afghanistan, once worth US$5 billion, was a meagre US$1
billion in 2020.xxvii Consequently, Islamabad has been considering establishing markets
along its international border with Afghanistan and Iran.xxviii
Pakistan as fulcrum: Tilting the geopolitical balance
For the Afghan war, Pakistan remains a key strategic ally of the U.S. and a lynchpin of its
Afghan policy. American forces were ferried into Afghanistan using the Karachi port and
land route through Pakistan. The U.S. had provided aid to Pakistan since 2002 with the
aim to "reimburse Pakistan for its ongoing efforts to defeat militant groups, and it forms
part of the US$33 billion in total help that the U.S. has given Pakistan over the same time
period."xxix This only allowed Pakistan to wield considerable influence over American
strategy and exploit it to the effect of deriving tremendous monetary and military
assistance for their support. On occasions, Islamabad even stopped the movement of
logistics, forcing the U.S. to renegotiate the terms of Pakistan’s cooperation and adjust
its policies to its demands. It was only in 2018 though, President Trump's administration
started withholding military aid to Pakistan.
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Although on far better terms with Beijing, Islamabad has also exploited China’s fears of
a radical Islamist revival in Uyghur. Pakistan occupies a key place in China’s Afghan policy
and may even have given Beijing some degree of direct access to the Taliban. In return,
it continues to receive a generous amount of military aid and supplies from China. Not
surprisingly, China’s investments in Afghanistan remain free from any threat from the
insurgents. As the subsequent sections will establish, Pakistan has attempted to use its
strategic position to prevent New Delhi’s direct intervention in any attempt to
meaningfully resolve the Afghan conflict.
Pakistan’s role vis-a-vis India in the Afghan Peace Process
Facilitator and key player
Pakistan chooses to remain a key facilitator of the Afghan peace process as long as it is
directed at fulfilling its own ends in that country. To that extent it is not hesitant in
exercising the enormous leverage it wields over the Taliban, whose important wings
(commissions) such as the Quetta Shura (political wing) and Peshawar Shura (military
commission) are based within and run their operations from the cities of the country.
Afghan expert Barnet Rubin, who served as a senior advisor on Afghanistan and Pakistan
to the Barack Obama administration, sums aptly, “Pakistan has a lot of leverage, short of
military options, including allowing and restricting the Taliban’s mobility.”xxx In the past,
Pakistan has acted to derail peace processes that did not accommodate it. The arrest
of the Taliban co-founder Mullah Baradar, mentioned previously, is an instance. Pakistan
maintained the position that Baradar was senile and had lost his utility. Baradar, however,
was not released until 2018, when the Trump administration sought to start a peace
process with the Taliban.xxxi He now has assumed significant position in the peace
process. Islamabad thus continues to remain a key player in the ongoing peace process
and maintains close contact with the Taliban negotiators, both in Islamabad and in Doha.
Peace minus India
Islamabad has positioned itself as a key player in the Afghan peace process, born of its
geographical proximity to Afghanistan and its long-held policy of seeking a compliant
regime in that country, to minimize India’s role and influence in that country. In spite of
New Delhi’s significant involvement in the reconstruction of Afghanistan and its proximity
to the government in Kabul, several crucial conferences and meetings regarding the
peace process in Afghanistan have been held without New Delhi’s formal participation.
Islamabad essentially envisions India’s involvement as a possible undermining of its own
end goal in Afghanistan. Furthermore, the Trump administration’s peace initiatives to
some extent sought to involve China, Russia and Pakistan, but left out India. India’s own
reluctance to be part of a process that will eventually restore power to the Taliban and
undermine the present government and the U.S. trying to placate Pakistan by keeping
India away could be additional reasons for New Delhi’s exclusion.
U.S. troop withdrawal
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One of the key reasons behind the Taliban consenting to be a part of the U.S. led peace
process was the assurance of withdrawal of all its forces by the Trump administration.
Moreover, Pakistan senses an opportunity to influence the outcome of the peace process
more effectively in the absence of U.S. forces, who provide some degree of resistance
to the continuing violence and area domination by the insurgents. Not surprisingly,
Islamabad has periodically demanded the withdrawal of U.S. forces saying that “it will
set the tone for peace and stability in Afghanistan.”xxxii
After the Trump administration shrunk the U.S. troop numbers to 2500, the Pakistan
foreign minister reiterated the demand for withdrawal of the remaining forces by the
Biden administration.xxxiii Former head of the National Directorate of Security in
Afghanistan, Rahmatullah Nabil mentions, “For the past 20 years, Pakistan has skillfully
played both sides in the war on terror, during both Republican and Democratic
administrations. It is in Pakistan's interest to maintain forward progress for the U.S.Taliban deal in Doha, despite the flaws of the deal.”xxxiv It is largely believed by analysts
that Pakistan essentially directs Taliban violence in Afghanistan as part of a deliberate
strategy of fighting while talking peace to negotiate from a position of strength. The
absence of international forces would not only make the Afghan National Defence and
Security Forces (ANDSF) a far weaker opposition to be dealt with by the Taliban, it would
also make India, which has benefited from the security umbrella provided by the U.S., far
more vulnerable.
Outreach to Northern Alliance
Evidence is available to indicate Pakistan's outreach to a large number of Afghan groups
including the former Northern Alliance,xxxv which traditionally shared a close relationship
with New Delhi. While the extent to which such contacts have been established or the
outcome of such association is not known, these links are directed at three objectives.
First, it will portray Pakistan as a supporter of an intra-Afghan dialogue rather than a
fundamentalist Islamist government in Kabul led by the Taliban. Second, it will help
Islamabad acquire the much-needed image of a genuine peace seeker and broad base
support in Afghanistan. It will also provide it leverage in the intra- Afghan negotiations.
And lastly, it may be able to reduce the influence of India over groups such as the NA,
which have traditionally shared a close relationship with New Delhi.
India’s role in the peace negotiations and future prospects
Afghan-led, Afghan-owned & Afghan-controlled
Being opposed to the return of the obscurantist Taliban and concerns that an anti-India
regime in Afghanistan would lead to the reversal of its sustained engagement with Kabul,
New Delhi has unconditionally extended its support to the Afghan government, and to a
peace and reconciliation process that is essentially Afghan-led and Afghan-owned.
However, as the Trump administration launched the peace initiative with the Taliban in
2018, New Delhi’s official statements that year and thereafter have referred to a modified
expression, i.e., support for ‘Afghan-led, Afghan-owned and Afghan-controlled’ peace
and reconciliation process. The expression assumed relevance particularly in light of little
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involvement of the Afghan government in the U.S.-Taliban agreement of 2020. India has
also argued that in the process there must be “involvement of all sections of the political
spectrum in Afghanistan to work together to meet the aspirations of all people in that
country including those from the minority community.”xxxvi New Delhi hopes that such an
arrangement would prevent the U.S. and the Taliban to dictate terms to Kabul and would
serve as a hedge against a possible Taliban takeover.
Wait and watch
New Delhi, for long, has mostly pursued a ‘wait and watch’ policy that essentially believes
that internal contradictions within the Taliban and inside Afghanistan would lead to a
breakdown of the peace process. It thus mostly kept its distance from the external peace
efforts, only periodically reiterating its support for the Afghan government’s initiatives. It
neither made too much effort to support the indigenous High Peace Council, nor did it
attempt to participate in the initial stages of the peace process as the tedious intraAfghan dialogue unfolded. This sense of detachment generated curiosity at some level,
given India’s stakes in Afghanistan. Concomitantly though, New Delhi appears to have
reconciled to the fact that any support to the externally initiated peace deal may weaken
the government in Kabul, in which it has invested enormously. Thus, despite overtures by
the members of the Taliban, New Delhi has refrained from publicly acknowledging any
prospects of talking to the Taliban.
Joining the Peace bandwagon
As multiple negotiations for peace processes with the Taliban gained momentum with
many countries joining the bandwagon, a sense of exclusion appeared to have prevailed
upon policy makers in New Delhi. Two retired senior Indian diplomats—a former
ambassador to Afghanistan and another to Pakistan—unofficially attended talks on the
Afghan peace process held between high-level delegation from the Taliban in Moscow
in November 2018.xxxvii While it demonstrated a marginal shift in New Delhi’s approach, it
also underlined the challenges for New Delhi if it were to change tracks—especially with
regard to the dangers of undermining the Afghan government and reversal of its
achievements in Afghanistan. New Delhi's decision to stay aloof had been termed unwise
earlier by some former Indian diplomats, who suggested that India’s role must be
expanded to "bring together all nationalist Afghan leaders so that they can speak
unitedly."xxxviii Even the Taliban leadership had appreciated India’s role in Afghanistan on
a few occasions and expressed its willingness to engage with New Delhi on matters of
Afghanistan’s future. The Taliban spokesperson in May 2020 sought to assuage India’s
security concerns by terming Kashmir as India’s internal matter.xxxix
A significant shift in India’s approach to the Afghan peace process, however, took place
in September 2020 when India formally participated in the inaugural session of the intraAfghan negotiations held in Doha. While the External Affairs Minister participated via a
video teleconference, a senior official delegation led by a Joint Secretary in the Ministry
of External Affairs physically participated in the inaugural ceremony. Even as the Minister
reiterated India’s ‘consistent’ policyxl in his address, India's participation represented its
awakening to the probable change that stood before Afghanistan’s body politic and the
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gradual consensus among Afghan elites to accept the Taliban as a stakeholder in the
country’s attainment of peace and stability. New Delhi however continues to maintain its
position of supporting an Afghan-led, Afghan-owned and Afghan controlled peace
process in the hope the achievements of the last two decades made at enormous costs
be preserved and not frittered away for the sake of arriving at a hurried peace.
Reverting to old alliances or building new alliances
Continuous prodding by the U.S. seeking New Delhi’s expanded role in the Afghan peace
process appears to have played a crucial role in shaping the latter’s policy. However, to
construe this as India consenting to the return of the Taliban to Kabul’s power center in
any form could be a bit premature. While accepting the inevitability of the Taliban’s
homecoming, New Delhi seeks to transform itself from a detached outsider to a
stakeholder in and an influencer to the outcome of the peace process. Following the exit
of Trump, who had brought U.S.-Iranian relations to a standstill during his tenure, New
Delhi could be renewing its diplomacy with Tehran under the Biden presidency in order
to forge a common outlook on the Afghan peace process.xli
In the coming days, a more pro-active role by New Delhi in forging a regional outlook on
the peace process could be in the offing. This will not only make the outcome of the
peace process more acceptable to a vast majority of Afghans and a host of stakeholders,
but would also keep Pakistan’s strategic aspirations at bay. A power sharing agreement
in Afghanistan could still be acceptable to New Delhi as long as the Taliban respects the
Afghan constitution, commits to the protection of rights of women, children and
minorities, and prevents the country from becoming a safe haven for terrorism, which
may pose a direct threat to India’s security.
Will Afghanistan become a breeding ground for India-Pakistan rivalry?
Military assistance
Compared to Pakistan, India has greater military prowess. In 2018 for instance, Indian
defence budget was US$58 billion compared to Pakistan’s US$11 billion. Indian has 1.4
million active troops compared to Pakistan’s 653,800, according to the International
Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS).xlii Pakistan, however, has unparalleled strategic
advantages in Afghanistan in terms of its location and linkages with the insurgents. This
strategic imbalance between the two and their mutually exclusive objectives are bound
to continue to figure in their respective policies towards Afghanistan. As has been
detailed in the earlier sections, Pakistan’s end objective of ensuring Taliban’s return to
Kabul will not only preserve its interests, but will also curtail New Delhi’s influence in the
region. To counter this, New Delhi has the option of strengthening Afghan security forces
by providing them military hardware, training and airpower. These, in fact, have been the
long-standing demands of the Afghans. Supplies by India, however, have been sluggish
and bare minimum. With drastic reduction in the number international troops, Kabul has
struggled to maintain fighting capacity among its forces. Any amount of expansion of
Indian assistance may thus come in handy. Furthermore, such supplies without a direct
military role may partially address India’s concerns of growing insecurity in Afghanistan.
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While New Delhi has tried not to raise the ante for Pakistan by providing military supplies
as requested by the Afghans, Afghanistan, in all likelihood, will remain a theatre for
intense rivalry between India and Pakistan, with minimal prospects of convergence in
their objectives.
War by other means
Achieving unity of purpose among India and Pakistan with regard to the future of
Afghanistan is a subject of both academic and policy interest. Intense enmity and
mistrust between the two nations rooted in history, Pakistan’s promotion of terrorism
against India, and Pakistan’s alleged claims over Kashmir are likely to play out in many
theatres including Afghanistan in the coming months. Pakistan’s inability to garner global
support against New Delhi’s decision to abrogate the special status of Jammu & Kashmir
in August 2019 may shape its policies of providing further support to anti-India terrorist
groups in Afghanistan. As in the past, India’s assets, personnel and interests may come
under increasing attacks as a result. Such incidents may push New Delhi to adopt a
retributive policy. In April 2020, India temporarily closed two of its consulates in Herat
and Jalalabad citing growing security threats and the spread of coronavirus, and
evacuated 56 employees using an Indian Air Force aircraft.xliii Islamabad, however, has
accused India of using its embassy and consulates in Afghanistan to promote Baloch
separatism and terrorism within Pakistan.xliv While New Delhi suggests such claims are
unsubstantiated and denies them, it is likely to retaliate against any major attack on its
presence in Afghanistan, for it may put into motion a chain of events involving multiple
actors and spiral into a major crisis, thereby further complicating the Afghan peace
process.
Security vacuum
Though not completely putting an end to it, the presence of international troops in a way
had minimized the intensity of Indo-Pakistan rivalry in Afghanistan. Although the U.S.
administration had once termed the Haqqani Network, the Taliban’s ally, as a "veritable
arm of the ISI,"xlv it has worked closely with both countries and had pushed them to
engage in a dialogue under the Obama administration.xlviImproved bilateral relations
between India and Pakistan had not only led to a reduction in violence in Kashmir
between 2012 and 2014, but had also shrunk the prospects of confrontation between
the two countries in Afghanistan. The subsequent Trump administration played almost no
arbitrating role whatsoever. It merely focused on developing strategic relations with India
and initiating punitive measures against Pakistan for its inadequate participation in the
war against terror. This, combined with some of the major terror attacks carried out by
Pakistani terrorists in India, pushed Indo-Pak bilateral relations to an all-time low.
In this context, the Afghanistan peace process presents itself as yet another occasion for
the intensification of rivalry between India and Pakistan. If the Biden administration
continues with the Trump administration’s plan of withdrawal from Afghanistan without
establishing a stable government and durable security structure, the competition
between India and Pakistan will escalate as both will seek to protect their national
interests. More importantly, it would lead to a security vacuum that will embolden not
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only international terrorist groups to find base again but also lead to regional power
competition through the use of proxies.
India’s isolation
India’s sense of isolation is likely to be heightened by the emergence of new regional
alignments that in essence gravitate towards Pakistan. Due to India’s strengthening ties
with the U.S., traditional Indian allies like Russia and Iran appear to be reaching out to
Pakistan and engaging the Taliban towards a solution to the Afghan conflict.xlvii Both
Russia and Iran seem to be preparing themselves for a scenario of America-less
Afghanistan and reformulating their ties with Pakistan. Islamabad’s strong position is
further buttressed by the support it receives from China, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and some
of the Central Asian countries. In addition, the U.S., on its way out and eager to conclude
the peace process, has only marginally engaged New Delhi. This effectively isolates New
Delhi in the region. The only two ways it can hope to emerge from this state of isolation
is either to effect a radical policy shift by supporting the peace process and trying to
shape it to its own interest, or by trying to throw its entire weight behind the Ashraf Ghani
government and to delay the inevitable. The foreseeable outcome of both these policy
options appears to be an intensification of Indo-Pak rivalry.
Implications for the region on account of withdrawal of the U.S. and China’s
aspirations
A civil war
The previous Trump administration appears to have given little thought to a durable
peace process. Negotiated end to insurgencies and conflicts require time. ‘Ripeness for
negotiation generally flows from a military stalemate’—a situation in which neither side
is closer to victory and both sides suffer from a 'hurting stalemate.'xlviii In Afghanistan,
because insurgency is still gaining strength, Afghanistan may not have yet reached the
stage of the hurting stalemate. Given the fact that the insurgents have not acceded to
the demand of a ceasefire, talks would be accompanied by continuous violence and,
often, major attacks, which could derail the process. The Taliban would not only use
violence as an instrument to negotiate from a ‘position of strength,' but would actually
seek to bring more territories under its control.
Withdrawal of the U.S. forces before the peace process is concluded and the Afghan
government is strengthened is bound to result in a steady development of disunity among
Afghan elites, which may have a clear impact on the continuation of the peace process.
Talks of establishing an ‘interim government’ have set such fissiparous tendencies in
motion. Ethnic warlords and power brokers controlling large militias would then break
away from the process and indulge in actions to protect their interests and territory. The
ANDSF, whose existence is marked by some of the most remarkable counter-terrorism
operations and also a steady stream of desertions, will find it difficult to carry on with
the twin task of fighting insurgents and establishing order in the country. Afghanistan
would then be pushed into a civil war like situation of the 1990s, resulting in an outflow
of refugees into neighbouring countries, closure of operations by international aid
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agencies and gradual collapse of the economyxlix making it, once again, a hub of
terrorism.
Hotbed of terrorism
The U.S.-Taliban agreement makes it obligatory on the latter to prevent the territory of
Afghanistan from being used by global jihadist organisations for activities against the
U.S. and its allies. As pointed out before, this agreement considers neither the actual
capacity of the insurgents nor their intention in being able to achieve this objective. In
the absence of the U.S. forces, the Afghan territory is bound to transmute into a safe
haven for not just the Al-Qaeda, with which the Taliban continues to maintain linkages,
but also groups like the IS-KP. Area domination objectives of rival groups or factions
within the same groups may result in internecine clashes and increase in levels of
violence. Some terrorists currently living elsewhere in the Islamic world and in the West
might gravitate towards ungoverned spaces in Afghanistan for training and
indoctrination.l The Taliban, in its bid to prevail in the civil war, may use their services.
Further, as long as the Taliban maintains its linkages with Pakistan, it will be unable to
disallow outfits like the LeT and JeM to use Afghan territory. The cumulative impact of all
this will be a throwback to the pre-9/11 years, when groups like the Al-Qaeda used their
safe haven in Afghanistan to plan terror attacks worldwide. The beleaguered Afghan
government and the ANDSF would be unable to prevent this.
Strategic imbalance
Although no international unanimity exists on the most effective approach to end the
Afghan conflict, the presence of the U.S. and the NATO forces have kept the power-play
by countries in the region under check. Russia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, China, Pakistan, Turkey,
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and the Central Asian states did try to leverage their
influence either by setting up contacts with different power centres in Afghanistan or by
forming groups to propose parallel peace processes. Any precipitous withdrawal of U.S.
troops would lead to a swift collapse of this strategic balance. In order to occupy the
vacuum, regional countries would step up their power play and use their proxies to seek
influence. While Iran may favour the Tajiks and Hazaras,li Turkey would support the
Uzbeks.lii Pakistan, Russia, Saudi Arabia and the UAE would support the Taliban. Absence
of any unity in their approaches and unhindered jockeying for influence would add new
complexities to the search for peace and stability in Afghanistan.
Economic contraction
The international community and aid agencies will find it challenging to execute projects
and deliver aid in Afghanistan. In the event of either the gradual shrinkage of influence
of the central government or its complete collapse, the percentage of people benefiting
from such aid would rapidly decrease. Economic activity in the country and formal trade
would come to a halt. In turn, informal trade and increase in the production of and trade
in narcotics would increase, affecting countries in the region. Unemployment, poverty
and consequent impoverishment would lead to a sweeping refugee crisis, with the youth
flocking the militias, the Taliban and other terrorist groups.
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The China factor
China’s role remains one of the most understudied and lesser known aspects of the
Afghan conflict. Although it shares a mere 76-kilometre long border with Afghanistan,
Beijing has an abiding interest in the country’s affairs due to multiple reasons. These
primarily include security concerns about Uyghur Muslims training with global jihadists
along the Af-Pak border, investment opportunities in natural resources and mineral sector
in Afghanistan, establishing linkages with West Asia and the future of Afghanistan bereft
of international troop presence. Beijing, for obvious reasons, views American troops in
the country as a serious strategic threat and voices its opinion in favour of an expanded
role for the UN in Afghanistan. At the same time, however, Beijing believes that it has
benefited from the U.S. security umbrella, which has curtailed the growth and spread of
anti-China terrorist groups.liii
Pakistan, China’s all-weather ally, remains the lynchpin of Beijing’s policy towards
Taliban. While offering training to Afghan security forces and bureaucrats, on some
occasions, it has hosted Taliban representatives for discussions on the peace prospects
in the country,liv although its attempt to play a host to a meeting between the Afghan
government and the Taliban had to be put off in November 2019.lv Such contacts with
the insurgents presumably have protected the Chinese nationals working in Afghanistan
from terror attacks or kidnappings. Beijing has also been a participant in most major
conferences on Afghanistan. Along with Pakistan, it is also a part of several formal as
well as informal trilateral forums on Afghanistan with Turkey, Russia and Malaysia.
Beijing’s economic interests in Afghanistan span across its investments in Afghan copper
mines in Mes Aynak and trade with the latter using the rail route. Prevailing insecurity,
environmental concerns and Kabul’s lack of ability to support these projects, however,
have played a spoiler. The Ashraf Ghani led government, nevertheless, is keen on
becoming a part of China’s Belt Road Initiative (BRI) and has urged it to play a more
active role in Afghanistan’s economic development.
It remains to be seen what role Beijing will play in Afghanistan when the U.S. withdraws.
Given its strategic dependence on Pakistan and level of engagement with the Taliban,
Beijing’s vision for Afghanistan would mostly mirror that of Islamabad. It is unlikely to step
in with a military role to fill the vacuum, but would go to great lengths to protect its own
interests.
Prospects for New Delhi engaging the Taliban
Revamping India’s Afghan policy
Not negotiating with terrorists has been a principled policy followed by New Delhi in
Afghanistan. While the rest of the international community made a distinction between
the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ Taliban in their pursuit of negotiating with the insurgents, India
steered clear of any such distinctions. As discussed in the previous sections, several
factors have shaped this policy since India reopened its embassy and four consulates in
Afghanistan in 2001. While New Delhi has supported the Afghan government’s
First published July 2021
© 2021 Council for Strategic and Defense Research

16

reintegration overtures aimed at mid-level Taliban commanders, it has steered clear of
any unilateral attempts to talk to the Taliban without Afghan government's initiative and
participation.
When President Hamid Karzai launched such a move towards reaching out to the Taliban
India’s then Foreign Secretary Nirupama Rao, while addressing an international seminar
on Afghanistan in October 2009, declared that India would support the process of
reintegrating individuals into the national mainstream.lvi In effect, India would back a
dialogue with the moderate Taliban who agree to renounce violence. This change in
stance, however, came with a caveat. Pakistan, which has provided shelter to Taliban
leaders in Quetta, would need to cease such assistance. The concerns of New Delhi
stem from the fact that the Pakistan’s continued support to the Afghan Taliban
leadership, as a strategic asset, would make any meaningful reconciliation with the latter
an exercise in futility.
However, New Delhi continued to oppose any attempt to bring back the insurgents to
Kabul through a power sharing agreement. For instance, Nirupama Rao in January 2010
extracted an assurance from Richard Holbrooke, the U.S. Special Representative for
Afghanistan and Pakistan, that the "U.S. would not be a party to any such arrangement
given, first, the Taliban's links to the Al-Qaeda and, secondly, the social programmes of
the Taliban, which were “unpalatable.”"lvii Faced with the ominous future of a reduced
military footprint following President Barack Obama’s announcement of drawdown and
exit, and multiple attempts by several actors to initiate their own peace processes with
the Taliban, New Delhi held on to its policy of supporting an ‘Afghan-led and Afghanowned’ (later expanding it to ‘Afghan controlled’) peace process.
India sidelined
At one level, it can be argued that negotiations between India and Taliban haven’t
occurred because the latter do not consider New Delhi a primary stakeholder in the
Afghan conflict. Being an avid supporter of the Afghan government, whom the insurgents
describe as a puppet and a stooge of the U.S., India too is an untouchable entity for the
Taliban. An odd appreciative statement of India’s role by Taliban leaders
notwithstanding, the insurgents were mostly guided by the larger objective of freeing
Afghan soil of foreign troops. New Delhi did not particularly figure in their imagination of
being a key player in this project.
This, coupled with New Delhi’s one-track policy of working through the Afghan
government and yet not strengthening it enough to curtail the insurgent onslaught and
enhance its credibility, impinged on India's image as a regional player. The fear that
‘bringing in’ India would upset Pakistan could have been a consideration for the U.S. too
in not supporting India’s inclusion in the process. While this may have allowed India to
commit itself to supporting the government in Kabul and carry on its aid diplomacy, the
isolation had significant negative implications. New Delhi remained a mere bystander,
pursuing a wait and watch policy, even as the dangers of a complete reversal of its gains
loomed large.
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Break from the past
The prospect of New Delhi losing its relevance and influence in Afghanistan has led to a
series of prescriptions for resetting India’s Afghan policy to find a place on the high table
of peace negotiations and engage with the Taliban. Opinions expressed by experts and
analysts range from re-establishing connections with the Northern Alliance to opening a
direct line of communication with the Taliban.lviiiAffiliation with the former Northern
Alliance may add to India’s bargaining power in case of a civil war situation in
Afghanistan, but may not be sufficient to protect its core national interests in that country
as the Alliance has significantly transformed. At the same time, a direct line of
communication would give legitimacy to the Taliban, which may turn out to be
catastrophic in terms of policy in case the current peace process fails. However, some
analysts feel that direct access to the Taliban may be effective in extracting more
concessions from the present government in Kabul, who has not really ensured India’s
inclusion at key forums. Experts have also opined that, ‘it was essential for India to have
maintained its strong links with the Afghan government, built and supported its traditional
Afghan allies but also establish open lines of communication with the Taliban.’lix
The dilemma of whether to break away from the past is not unique to Indian policy
makers. It is a natural corollary of the core objective of New Delhi’s past policies, i.e.,
strengthening central government in Kabul and extending its reach and legitimacy. The
decision-making process is even more complex given the lack of clarity on the progress
and outcome of the peace process and the internal contradictions within Afghanistan
and the region. Not being dragged into a scenario where it becomes a party to the
conflict, while simultaneously protecting its unique image in the eyes of the government
in Kabul, the Afghan people and other countries in the region would remain among New
Delhi's primary objectives. In these circumstances, it is highly unlikely that New Delhi will
significantly change the contours of its Afghan policy. It will, in all probability, persist with
its default official position of supporting an Afghan-led, owned and controlled peace
process, while hoping that the U.S., under the presidency of Joe Biden, would desist from
an arbitrary withdrawal of its forces.
Policy recommendations for the next decade of India's role in Afghanistan
As Afghanistan stands at critical crossroads, a complex set of challenges confront India’s
policy-making apparatus. While its core interests remain unchanged, the variables that
facilitated New Delhi’s successful engagement with Kabul in the last two decades are on
the verge of being recast. The U.S.-Taliban peace agreement and the pull-out of the
U.S. forces are among decisive game changers in Afghanistan. It is almost certain that
notwithstanding the success or failure of the peace process, the security and political
dynamics in Kabul are rapidly changing. In the coming months, Afghanistan will have to
brace itself for more violence and uncertainty. Insecurity would rise and, consequently,
conducting aid diplomacy would increasingly come under strain. For obvious reasons, the
policy adopted by India, which had some relevance in the past, will need to be recast in
the light of these new realities. Following are some of the recommendationslx that policy
makers in New Delhi could consider in order to protect India’s long-term interests in
Afghanistan for the next decade.
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(i) Declaration of ceasefire for peace talks: Any fruitful dialogue can only be conducted
in an atmosphere bereft of violence. Continuing violence by the Taliban and the
international community’s failure to enforce a ceasefire bestows advantage on the
insurgents and weakens the negotiating power of the Afghans. This entails the danger
of the Taliban being able to extract concessions from the latter. New Delhi must attempt
to work with like-minded countries like U.S., Germany, Norway, Japan and Australia to
make the declaration of ceasefire between both the parties the primary requirement.
(ii) Role of the United Nations: While pulling out of Afghanistan would be the sole choice
for the U.S. administration constrained by its domestic political considerations, India must
make a case for intervention by the UN for conflict mediation and resolution. Such a step
would also reinforce India’s support for multilateral cooperation and greater role in the
U.N.
(iii) Declaration of neutrality and non-interference: Peace and stability in Afghanistan
would remain a distant dream as long as regional powers set up their proxies and engage
in zero-sum games to influence politics in Afghanistan. India must take lead in the U.N.
to work towards a declaration of neutrality and non-interference by regional powers in
Afghanistan. The recent initiative to propose a conference of regional powers including
the U.S., China, Pakistan, Russia, Iran and India under the auspices of the U.N. would help
in consensus building about the end state in Afghanistan and will prevent regional
competition and power brokering.
(iv) Engaging with the Taliban: India can engage with the Taliban, particularly with those
who have made such overtures and are open to reintegration with the Afghan
government, and keep the channels of communication open. If the Taliban returns to
Kabul either through power sharing agreement, or as part of an interim government, New
Delhi can avoid a situation where it is seen as an adversary to the new dispensation.
(v) Adherence to red lines and consensus building: While India has indicated support for
the Afghan-led, Afghan-owned, Afghan-controlled peace process, adherence to red
lines including respect for the Afghan constitution, human and women rights would be
crucial to prevent subversion from within and reversal of the gains of the last two
decades. India can play an important role in building an intra-Afghan consensus given
the broad-based support it has with the major ethnic groups on the issue of negotiating
with the Taliban to preserve the gains.
(vi) Security sector development: India can expand its role in training Afghan national
security forces and helping develop air power potential. India has supplied Afghanistan
with helicopters but will need to step up assistance, especially if the U.S. withdraws
troops completely by May 2021. Similarly, as the peace process gains momentum, India’s
experience in reintegration of surrendered insurgents in its conflict theatres could have
some important lessons for security sector development.
(vii) Political sector and electoral reforms: Afghanistan's political sector is in need of
reform to make it inclusive, representative and responsive. The past presidential and
parliamentary elections in Afghanistan have brought to the fore problems of a highly
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centralized presidential system. India’s democratic experience of the parliamentary
system, federal polity and state-center relations can provide some useful lessons for
political sector in Afghanistan. India can also help in the conduct of free and fair
elections to avoid political contestation and polarization of contested electoral results
of previous years further weakening the strength and credibility of the Afghan
government.
(viii) Improving sub-national governance: India could play a critical role in developing
decentralized structures of governance based on its own Panchayati Raj system.
Strengthening indigenous institutions like the shuras and linking them to the modern state
institutions through a hybrid model would help improve subnational governance and
service delivery.
(ix) Aid effectiveness and diversification: While India has provided aid and assistance
through various large and small development projects, improving the effectiveness of its
aid and development assistance would remain a critical goal. Towards this end, the
identifying, prioritizing, and ownership of Indian aid projects by the Afghans themselves
would remain crucial. Diversification and shift from large scale projects to small
development projects would help Afghans in income generation.
(x) Economic opportunities and revenue generation: To wean young unemployed youth
from joining the insurgency as foot soldiers, there is a need to provide them with
economic and employment opportunities. Saffron cultivation in poppy growing areas
could be useful alternate livelihood project. Reviving the agricultural base is critical for
revenue generation and self-sufficiency to move away from the present state of aid
dependency. In this regard, assistance on lines of the green revolution in India and
provision of cold storage and cold chain facilities in various Afghan provinces would be
a useful contribution.
(xi) Revival of indigenous industries: Due to its very low tax regime, Afghanistan is
swamped by foreign goods mainly from Pakistan, China and Iran. This has consistently
inhibited the growth of local indigenous industrial base, of which the carpet and
handicrafts industry have the potential to engage the youth in opportunities which might
eventually uplift Afghan economy to a certain extent. lxiIndia could help establish these
small-scale industries to bring artisans, weavers and craftsmen into the fold of
indigenous industrial growth, to eventually align it with the national development strategy
of the Afghan government.
(xii) Education & health sector: While India’s scholarship programme for Afghan students
has been widely appreciated, it is imperative that the fulfillment of scholarship
opportunities to deserving and meritorious students is closely monitored. Establishing a
link between scholarship and skill-building is also essential for building capacity inside
Afghanistan. In addition to providing medical tourism to India, New Delhi needs to train
doctors and nurses to meet the health needs of Afghans and build on the health sector
inside the country. The vaccine diplomacy initiated by India during the present pandemic
is a useful opportunity to expand its outreach in insecure provinces.
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(xiii) Improving regional connectivity projects: Benefits of regional connectivity projects
like TAPI would reduce competition and increase cooperation between conflicting
countries. Likewise, trade and transit opportunities would not only provide revenue and
employment opportunities for Afghans, it would also enhance cooperation with
neighbouring countries and minimize conflict.
The peace process and shifting dynamics in Afghanistan and the region pose the
greatest challenge for policy makers in New Delhi. The task of India, being outside the
ambit of military operations, is even more arduous. While the present policy of providing
unconditional aid and develop assistance has served in India’s strategic interests, but
continued uncertainties around the evolving peace process and future political
dispensation in Kabul with the return of the Taliban in some form has highlighted the
shortcomings of such policy. It would make the pursuance of such a policy unsustainable.
Thus, a lone policy of providing aid needs to be revised along the lines of comprehensively
expanding into newer arenas within the next 1-2 years. As developments in Afghanistan
will impinge on India’s security and economic interests, New Delhi will have to strengthen
its position as a serious stake-holder in the long-term stabilization of Afghanistan.
Commensurate with its rising power aspirations, India will need to move beyond its stated
policy and take on a larger role to prevent Afghanistan sliding into violence and chaos.
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