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India’s Strategic Neighbourhood 

by 

Lt. Gen. Deependra Singh Hooda (Retd.) 

 

THREE YEARS OF TALIBAN RULE 

On August 14, the Taliban celebrated three years in power with a military parade 

at Bagram. At this former United States airbase, Chinese and Iranian diplomats 

were among hundreds who gathered for the parade and speeches on 

Wednesday.1 The speeches were aimed at the international audience, with 

Deputy Prime Minister Maulvi Abdul Kabir stating, "No one will be allowed to 

interfere in internal affairs, and Afghan soil will not be used against any 

country."2 There was no mention of the profound challenges facing the 

country. 

Humanitarian Crisis 

The humanitarian situation in Afghanistan is catastrophic. With the cessation 

of foreign aid—which previously comprised 75% of the national budget—the 

country is now mired in a humanitarian disaster. Over 23 million Afghans, 

more than half the population, are experiencing acute food insecurity, and 

millions are on the brink of starvation. About 6.5 million children in 

Afghanistan - or nearly three out of ten - face crisis or emergency levels of 

hunger.3 

Recurrent natural disasters have impacted Afghanistan, including droughts, 

floods, and earthquakes. In May and July of 2024, heavy flooding impacted 

areas in northeastern, northern and western regions of Afghanistan, brought 

on by unprecedented rainfall — leaving thousands of Afghans in urgent need 

of assistance. In June 2022, the worst earthquake to hit the country in the last 

twenty years struck Afghanistan, killing at least 1,000 people and injuring many 

more.4 

Afghan refugees are the third-largest displaced population in the world after 

Syrian and Ukrainian refugees. Iran and Pakistan host 4.5 million and 3.1 

million Afghan refugees respectively, while some 3.25 million people are 

internally displaced.5 Since September 2023, when Pakistan launched a 

deportation drive, 700,000 refugees have returned to Afghanistan, 

exacerbating the problem. A survey of families who returned to Afghanistan 

found that 99% did not have enough food for the next month, and two-thirds 
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of children were not enrolled in school, primarily due to a lack of identity 

documents.6 

Human Rights 

Under the Taliban, Afghanistan has become the world's only country where 

girls are banned from secondary education. This ban is part of a broader pattern 

of gender apartheid, where women are systematically excluded from public life. 

The Taliban have not only barred women from working in many sectors, 

including NGOs and government positions but have also prohibited them from 

appearing in public without a male guardian and from participating in most 

forms of social life. 

On August 21, the Ministry for the Propagation of Virtue and the Prevention of 

Vice released a 114-page, 35-article document laying down further restrictions. 

Article 13 of the ministry's new laws states that women must always veil their 

bodies in public, including wearing a face covering to avoid tempting men. The 

document further states that women are forbidden from singing or reading 

aloud in public, and they are not allowed to look at men unless they are related 

by blood or marriage. Females are also not permitted to travel alone.7 

Beyond gender-based oppression, the Taliban have cracked down on freedom 

of expression, targeting journalists, activists, and former government 

employees. Arbitrary arrests, torture, and extrajudicial killings have become 

common, creating an atmosphere of fear and repression. Ethnic minorities, 

particularly the Hazara community, have also faced persecution under Taliban 

rule, further exacerbating social divisions within the country. 

Economy 

The World Bank, in its latest Afghanistan Development Update, states that 

Afghanistan's economic outlook remains uncertain, with the threat of 

stagnation looming large until at least 2025.8  

The report states that Afghanistan's economy has been characterized by a 

tumultuous downturn over the past two years, underlined by a staggering 26% 

contraction in real GDP. The aftermath of the Taliban takeover has seen a stark 

decline in international aid, leaving the nation without any internal engines of 

growth, and the recent return of Afghan migrants and an earthquake in Herat 

have intensified these challenges. 

The ban on opium cultivation precipitated a $1.3 billion loss in farmers' 

incomes, equivalent to approximately 8 per cent of GDP. According to the 
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United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the opiate economy's 

value has contracted by 90 per cent, the area under cultivation declined by 95 

per cent and has cost Afghan 450,000 jobs at the farm level alone and doesn't 

include the high economic losses downstream. 

Da Afghanistan Bank (DAB) has reported a significant decrease in money 

supply due to sanctions, frozen assets, banking disruptions, domestic payment 

system issues, and a shift to Islamic banking, leading to a cash-dominant 

economy. The country's inability to mint new currency, compounded by 

sanctions that prevent replacing old banknotes, has further tightened the 

money supply. A reduced money supply has also led to an exchange rate 

appreciation, exacerbating the deflationary cycle. 

Structural deficiencies in the private sector and waning international support 

for essential services are anticipated to impede any semblance of economic 

progress. The trajectory for 2023-2025 envisages a persistently stagnant 

economy, with real GDP growth projected to flatline, leaving economic activity 

by 2025 at par with 2022 levels as per capita income shrinks due to population 

growth. 

Terrorism 

The Taliban have strengthened control across Afghanistan as the group 

transitions from an insurgency to the de facto authorities. However, several 

terrorist groups continue to operate within Afghanistan. The biggest threat to 

Afghanistan's internal security comes from the Islamic State in Khorasan 

Province (ISKP). The Taliban has been engaged in a brutal conflict with ISKP 

and has been reasonably successful, but the terrorist group retains the ability to 

carry out selective strikes. 

The Taliban continues to have close ties with Al-Qaida and the Tehreek-e 

Taliban Pakistan (TTP). Al-Qaida has reduced its profile in Afghanistan to 

project the image of Taliban adherence to the provisions of the Doha 

Agreement to prevent the use of Afghan soil for terrorist purposes. However, it 

continues to disseminate propaganda to increase recruitment while working 

to rebuild its operational capability.9 

The TTP is less restrained and has become the largest terrorist group in 

Afghanistan, with an estimated strength of 6,000–6,500 fighters. TTP has 

intensified attacks against Pakistan, significantly increasing from 573 in 2021 

to 715 in 2022 and 1,210 in 2023, with the trend continuing into 2024. The 

largest TTP attack occurred on 9 September 2023, when more than 1,000 TTP 
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fighters launched a coordinated attack against two military posts in the north-

western Chitral district, Pakistan, to take and hold territory.10 

International Acceptance of Taliban 

There is a growing international acceptance of the Taliban government 

because of their consolidation of power in Afghanistan and the need to engage 

with them to prevent the spread of terrorism. Eighteen countries have 

reopened their embassies in Kabul following the Taliban takeover. In January 

2024, China became the first country to officially accept an ambassador 

appointed by the Taliban government. On August 22, the United Arab Emirates 

followed suit by accepting the credentials of a Taliban-appointed diplomat as 

the ambassador of Afghanistan.11 

Eighty countries have shown some level of engagement with Taliban 

authorities, and de facto recognition—acknowledging a new regime via 

noncommittal acts, without making it eligible for a seat at the United Nations—

has become an accepted reality.12 

Although official recognition of the Taliban government is unlikely in the near 

future due to its regressive human rights policies, there is much lesser isolation 

of the group compared to Taliban rule of the late 1990s.  

PAKISTAN 

Political Developments and the Army 

On August 12, former DG ISI Lt Gen Faiz Hameed (Retd) was taken into custody 

and a court martial proceeding was initiated against him on charges of 

corruption, misuse of authority and violating the Pakistan Army Act.13 The 

arrest has significant political ramifications as Gen Faiz was considered close 

to former prime minister Imran Khan, and his proximity to the Pakistan 

Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) leader was believed to have been one of the major 

reasons for the civil-military tussle at that time. Imran wanted to continue with 

Gen Faiz as the head of ISI, but then army chief Gen Qamar Javed Bajwa was 

adamant about replacing him and ultimately succeeded.14 

There are also allegations that Gen Faiz was involved in “political meddling” 

after his retirement and had backed the PTI. Pakistan Defence Minister Khawaja 

Asif has claimed the former spymaster “could have had a role in what happened 

on May 9,” referring to the nationwide riots that broke out last year on Imran 

Khan’s arrest.15 In turn, Imran Khan has stated that Gen Faiz was being forced 
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to become approver against him and hinted that the ex-spymaster might be 

asked to implicate him in the May 9 incidents.16 

Imran’s fears are not unfounded. Federal government spokesperson for legal 

affairs Barrister Aqeel Malik has alleged that the PTI founder orchestrated and 

“properly operated” the riots that took place last year. He said, “This was 

premeditated. This was preplanned. It is entirely possible that Imran Khan’s trial 

is held in a military court and the reason for that is because the Army Act will 

be applicable.”17 

The Faiz case has also brought the role of former army chief Gen Bajwa into 

focus. Nawaz Sharif has accused Gen Bajwa of orchestrating his removal 

through a combination of judicial and military manoeuvres, including his 

disqualification by the Supreme Court. Gen Bajwa has also been credited for 

installing Imran Khan in power through an engineered election in 2018. 

Subsequently, the Khan-Bajwa partnership fell apart, clearing the way for the 

return of the PML-N-led government.18 

Khawaja Asif has claimed that Gen Bajwa preferred either an extension of his 

tenure or the appointment of Gen Faiz as his successor. He also made a startling 

allegation that Gen Bajwa had threatened to impose martial law in the country 

as he sought an extension in his term for the second time in November 2022.19 

Faiz’s arrest underscores the complex and contentious relationship between 

Pakistan’s military and its civilian leadership, where the military has historically 

played a significant role in determining the country’s political direction. 

Deteriorating Internal Security 

The killing spree by theorists across Pakistan continued in August. Four 

Frontier Corps personnel were killed and 27 injured in an attack on their 

checkpoint in the Upper South Waziristan district on August 12.20 The same 

day, the Panjgur Deputy Commissioner was killed when his vehicle was fired 

upon while travelling to Quetta.21 Fifteen policemen were killed when the 

riverine dacoits ambushed two police mobile vans in Rahim Yar Khan on 

August 20.22  

The deadliest attack of the year came on August 26, when terrorists from the 

Baloch Liberation Army (BLA) went on a rampage across Balochistan province 

in which at least 73 people were killed, including 21 BLA terrorists. The BLA said 

800 of its fighters participated in the attacks, which were part of an operation 

called "Haruf", which roughly translates to "Dark Windy Storm."23 



 

India Strategic Review | Vol. V, Issue 8  |     6 
 

India Strategic Review | August 2024 

At least 23 people were killed in the Musakhail district when armed men forcibly 

removed passengers from trucks and buses and shot them after verifying their 

identities. Those killed were all from Punjab. In Khadkocha, a group of terrorists 

stormed the local police station and took Levies officials hostage for several 

hours. In Kalat, terrorists attacked a Levies station, two hotels, and the residence 

of a tribal elder, besides setting alight a toll plaza on the national highway. 

In Lasbela, the terrorists stormed a camp of the Frontier Corps after ramming 

an explosive-laden vehicle into the main gate and entered the premises under 

the cover of heavy gunfire. Highways in Mastung, Kalat, Bela, Turbat, and 

Panjgur were blocked, and a railway bridge near Kolpur was blown off, cutting 

Quetta off from the rest of the country.24 

Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif stated that these attacks aim to disrupt China-

Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) development projects and drive a wedge 

between Islamabad and Beijing.25 While China has reiterated its commitment 

to backing Pakistan in its counter-terrorism operations, there will undoubtedly 

be unease in Beijing on the repeated attacks in Balochistan targeting CPEC 

projects.  

STANDOFF AT THE INDIA-CHINA LINE OF ACTUAL CONTROL 

(LAC) 

Situation at the LAC 

The 31st meeting of the Working Mechanism for Consultation & Coordination 

on India-China Border Affairs (WMCC) was held on 29th August 2024 in 

Beijing. As has been noticed in the last few meetings, the two sides issue their 

own handouts, emphasising their respective positions. 

Both readouts talk about narrowing the differences to find an early resolution 

to outstanding issues and jointly uphold peace and tranquillity in the border 

areas in accordance with bilateral agreements. The Indian statement reiterates 

the stance “that restoration of peace and tranquility, and respect for LAC are the 

essential basis for restoration of normalcy in bilateral relations.” China takes a 

narrower view of the standoff at the LAC, attempting to delink it from the 

overall state of ties between the two nations. Its statement talks about taking 

“care of each other's reasonable concerns and reach a solution acceptable to 

both sides as soon as possible.”26 

In the last two months, there have been two meetings between the foreign 

ministers of India and China, Dr S Jaishankar and Wang Yi. In addition, two 

WMCC interactions have also taken place. However, there are no indications 
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yet of an impending breakthrough in the situation at the LAC, which is 

approaching its fifth winter. 

BANGLADESH 

Sheikh Hasina’s Ouster 

Student protests over the quota system in Bangladesh, which appeared to be 

calming down towards the end of July, saw a dramatic escalation in early 

August. At least 93 people, including 14 police officials, were killed across 

Bangladesh on August 4 as student protesters clashed with the police and 

activists from Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s ruling Awami League. The 

Interior Ministry declared an indefinite nationwide curfew in the first such 

move since the protests started.27 

On August 5, Hasina resigned after the army refused to open fire on civilians to 

enforce the curfew.28 She immediately fled the country in a Bangladesh Air 

Force aircraft, landing at Hindon Airbase near New Delhi. In a national address, 

Bangladesh's army chief, Gen. Waker-uz-Zaman, stated that the military would 

form an interim government. Bangladesh President Mohammed Shahabuddin 

dissolved the parliament and announced the release of opposition leader and 

former Prime Minister Khaleda Zia, who had been in jail since 2018.29 

Indian External Affairs Minister Dr S Jaishankar made a statement in the 

parliament on August 6 on the situation in Bangladesh, acknowledging the 

significant tensions, deep divides, and increasing polarisation in the country's 

politics since the January 2024 election.30 During a briefing at an all-party 

meeting in Parliament, Dr Jaishankar did not rule out the possibility of “external 

forces” playing a role in the events that led to the removal of Bangladesh Prime 

Minister Sheikh Hasina. He also stated that the Indian government will allow 

her sufficient time to determine the next steps.31 

Several Indian media outlets published what is purportedly a speech that 

Bangladesh's former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina planned to make – but 

which she could not deliver before hastily leaving the country on August 5. In 

the undelivered speech, she made significant accusations against the United 

States, claiming it orchestrated the plan to remove her from power.32 The 

United States has denied any involvement in the ouster of Hasina, but it is well 

known that there were persistent tensions between the two countries over 

issues of human rights and the holding of free and fair polls. 
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On August 8, Nobel Peace Prize-winning economist Muhammad Yunus was 

sworn in as the head of Bangladesh’s interim government. The government 

comprises 17 advisors, many of whom are notable critics of Hasina's regime.33 

Targeted violence has been reported across Bangladesh against Awami League 

members and the minority Hindu community. Several Awami League leaders, 

including former ministers, have been arrested.34 In the days following the 

ouster of Hasina, at least two Hindu organisations in Bangladesh and members 

of the minority community faced at least 205 attacks across 52 districts.35 On 

August 10, massive rallies of Hindus were seen in Dhaka and Chittagong, 

demanding protection amid widespread vandalism and attacks on Hindu 

temples, homes and businesses.36  

On August 16, Prime Minister Narendra Modi held a telephone conversation 

with Mohammad Yunus, the head of the Interim Government of Bangladesh. 

During the call, the Prime Minister reaffirmed India's support for a democratic, 

stable, peaceful and progressive Bangladesh and underlined the importance of 

ensuring the safety and protection of Hindus and all other minority 

communities in Bangladesh.37 

 Younis has reached out to the Hindu community and vowed to promote 

interfaith harmony as he hosted a reception for them coinciding with the 

Janmashtami festival.38 However, fears will remain until the law-and-order 

situation is brought under control. On August 25, at least 50 people were injured 

in Dhaka when students clashed with hundreds of paramilitary personnel 

during a protest for job regularisation.39 

Impact on India-Bangladesh Ties 

Sheikh Hasina's exit has injected uncertainties in India-Bangladesh ties. 

Hasina's government was seen as sympathetic to India's sensitivities, had 

clamped down on anti-India Islamist groups, and built a strong economic and 

regional connectivity partnership. India has also unequivocally backed Hasina, 

and many protesters viewed India's support as enabling Hasina's autocratic 

rule.40 

Khaleda Zia, the leader of the main opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party 

(BNP), who served as prime minister from 1991 to 1996 and from 2001 to 2006, 

had a rocky relationship with India. BNP secretary general Mirza Fakhrul Islam 

Alamgir has asked India to extradite Hasina to face trial in murder and other 

cases registered against her.41 The BNP has also asked the interim government 

to cancel all agreements signed with India during the 15-year tenure of former 

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, labelling them as "secret" and "unjust."42 
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On August 28, the government lifted the ban on the Jamaat-e-Islami (JI) party 

and its student wing, Islami Chhatra Shibir, less than a month after Sheikh 

Hasina banned it for allegedly having links to terror activities. The JI was 

banned from contesting polls in 2013 after high court judges ruled its charter 

violated the secular constitution of Bangladesh. The party was then also barred 

from participating in elections in 2014 and 2018, and again in January of this 

year.43 

JI chief Shafiqur Rahman has said that his party seeks harmonious and stable 

ties with India, but New Delhi needs to reconsider its foreign policy regarding 

the neighbourhood. Rahman also said the Jamaat supports close India-

Bangladesh relations but also wants Bangladesh to have strong and balanced 

ties with Pakistan, China and the US.44 

Growing anti-India sentiment is also evident. Massive floods that struck 

Eastern Bangladesh in the last week of August were blamed on India. Nahid 

Islam, one of the two student representatives in Bangladesh’s interim 

government, said that “India displayed inhumanity” by opening the Dumbur 

dam located in neighbouring Tripura “without warning.”45 

The Indian Ministry of External Affairs released a statement stating, "The 

flooding is due to waters from the catchment downstream from the dam, which 

is located over 120 kilometres upstream from the Bangladesh border." The 

statement also said that due to heavy rain since August 21, "automatic releases 

have been observed." Much of the misinformation blaming India is from 

several social media posts that have been sharing old pictures, falsely claiming 

they are from the recent floods in Bangladesh.46 

While there are some signs of a shift in Bangladesh's approach to India under 

the interim government, it is not yet clear if this will translate into a long-term 

policy. Bangladesh relies heavily on India for essential imports and for access 

to global markets through Indian infrastructure. Any deterioration in relations 

could disrupt these economic ties, potentially leading to inflation, 

unemployment, and a slowdown in Bangladesh's economic growth.47 

India would be closely looking at how Dhaka addresses its security concerns, 

particularly regarding terrorism and cross-border migration. How Younis 

tackles these issues will be critical in the future state of bilateral relations.  
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NEPAL 

India-Nepal Ties 

Foreign Secretary of India, Vikram Misri, paid an official visit to Nepal on 

August 11-12, during which he held bilateral meetings with the Foreign 

Secretary of Nepal, Sewa Lamsal and reviewed the progress made in various 

bilateral initiatives and developmental projects.48 Misri also called on President 

Ramchandra Paudel and Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli.  Nepal Foreign Minister 

Dr Arzu Rana Deuba, in discussion with Misri, raised issues related to air 

connectivity, border trade and the finalisation of the Pancheshwar 

Multipurpose Project.49  

Misri’s visit was followed by Dr Rana Deuba’s visit to New Delhi from August 18 

to 22. The Foreign Ministers held bilateral talks with Dr Jaishankar, in which 

they reviewed “the progress made in various bilateral initiatives and 

developmental projects and also discussed opportunities for further 

collaboration in the existing and new areas of mutually beneficial cooperation.” 

50 Both Foreign Ministers noted the unprecedented opportunities in the power 

sector cooperation that would be available through implementing the Long-

Term Power Trade Agreement. Meanwhile, India has approved an additional 

251 MW of electricity exports from Nepal, bringing the total to 1,000 MW.51 

Minister Deuba also met Prime Minister Narendra Modi, during which she 

handed over an invitation from Nepal's Prime Minister for PM Modi to visit 

Nepal.52 

The visit had ignited hopes that the issue of stalled recruitment of Nepali 

Gorkhas into the Indian Army could be resolved.53 However, there was no 

mention of this in the official handouts. 

MALDIVES 

Visit of Minister of External Affairs of India  

The External Affairs Minister of India, Dr S Jaishankar visited Maldives from 

August 9-11.54 The first high-level visit from New Delhi since Maldivian 

President Mohamed Muizzu took office, focused on deepening cooperation 

across various sectors including development, security, trade, and digital 

innovation. During the visit, Dr Jaishankar called on President Mohamed 

Muizzu, and they jointly inaugurated India's Line of Credit (LoC)-assisted 

project. President Muizzu appreciated India's continued developmental 

assistance to Maldives and reaffirmed his commitment to further deepen the 

India-Maldives relationship.  
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Dr Jaishankar inaugurated several key projects, including mental health 

facilities, street lighting, children's speech therapy units, and special education 

centres. These projects underscore India's commitment to enhancing the 

quality of life in the Maldives. A notable achievement was the signing of an 

MoU between the National Payments Corporation of India and the Maldivian 

Ministry of Economic Development, introducing India's Unified Payments 

Interface (UPI) to the Maldives. This initiative is expected to boost financial 

inclusion and tourism in the Maldives. 

Dr. Jaishankar met with the Minister for Defence, wherein, both sides 

reaffirmed their commitment to deepen the India-Maldives defence and 

security partnership. Issues discussed included India-Maldives defence and 

security cooperation, joint initiatives for maritime security and the shared 

interest in maintaining peace and stability in the region.55 

Dr Jaishankar oversaw the progress of the flagship Greater Malé Connectivity 

Project, which will enhance connectivity between several key islands in the 

Maldives. This project is crucial for the development of the Maldives' 

infrastructure. Symbolizing a commitment to sustainability, Dr Jaishankar 

participated in a tree-planting event as part of a broader initiative to enhance 

environmental cooperation between the two nations. 

Since President Muizzu took office, there have been tensions in ties, 

particularly concerning the presence of Indian military personnel. Dr 

Jaishankar’s visit marked a step forward in resetting and strengthening ties 

under the new Maldivian administration. 

***  
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