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PANDEMIC INCREASED VULNERABILITY TO HUMAN
TRAFFICKING: U.S. REPORT

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed & developing countries
on India's interests

The pandemic resulted in an increase in vulnerability to human trafficking and interrupted
existing anti-traffic efforts, according to the Trafficking in Persons report, an annual study
released by the U.S. State Department. The U.S. has determined that governments of twelve
countries, including China, had a policy of trafficking in the reporting period (year ending March
31). On India, the report says that while it did not meet the minimum standards to eliminate
trafficking, the government was making significant efforts, although these were inadequate,
especially when it came to bonded labour.

“The concurrence of the increased number of individuals at risk, traffickers’ ability to capitalise
on competing crises, and the diversion of resources to pandemic response efforts has resulted
in an ideal environment for human trafficking to flourish and evolve,” Kari Johnstone, the official
with oversight of the report wrote in it its introduction.

Twelve governments were determined, by the State Department, to have a “policy or pattern” of
human trafficking resulting in their countries being assigned a ‘Tier 3’ rating. Afghanistan,
Burma, China, Cuba, Eritrea, North Korea, Iran, Russia, South Sudan, Syria and Turkmenistan
were on this list.

The report said that the Chinese government engaged in “widespread forced labor, including
through the continued mass arbitrary detention of more than one million Uighurs, ethnic
Kazakhs, ethnic Kyrgyz, and other Muslims” in Xinjiang.

For India, the report said the government is not meeting the minimum standards to eliminate
trafficking “but is making significant efforts to do so.” The government had increased efforts in
the latest reporting period relative to the previous one, taking into account the impact of the
pandemic on anti-trafficking efforts, resulting in India retaining a Tier 2 classification. It said the
efforts included identifying more victims of trafficking and prosecuting more cases.

“Overall anti-trafficking efforts, especially against bonded labor, remained inadequate. The
government achieved fewer convictions, and the acquittal rate for traffickers remained high at 73
percent,” the report said.

On the chapter on the U.S., the report said that although the government met the minimum
standards for the elimination of trafficking, it had policies in place that limited immigration options
for trafficking victims, before repealing those policies. There is also a reference to
unaccompanied minors being expelled from the U.S.

While U.S. law “requires the government to screen unaccompanied children and follow certain
procedures to place the children in the least restrictive setting in the best interest of the child to
combat child trafficking, unaccompanied children were processed and expelled,” the report said.

Our code of editorial values
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UNJUST GREEN: THE HINDU EDITORIAL ON VACCINE
PASSPORTS

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Europe, European Union (EU) and India

The European Union’s decision to enforce a “Green Pass” to allow travel within the EU from July
1, and linked to specified vaccines, has set off a storm of protest from several quarters including
India. According to the European Medicines Agency (EMA) that sets the guidelines, the vaccines
given “conditional marketing authorisation” were Comirnaty (Pfizer/BioNTech), Vaccine Janssen
(Johnson & Johnson), Spikevax (Moderna) and Vaxzevria (AstraZeneca), which makes it clear
that neither of India’s vaccines, Covishield and Covaxin, as well as Russia’s and China’s, would
be eligible for the EU Digital COVID Certificate (EUDCC), as the Green Pass is formally called.
External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar took up the exclusion strongly with EU authorities this
week, particularly the case of Covishield, which is made under licensing and certification from
AstraZeneca, and  cleared by WHO. India has argued that the entire idea of “vaccine passports”
would leave developing nations and the global south at a disadvantage, as they have restricted
vaccine access. An unspoken but valid criticism is that there is a hint of racism in the action —
the EMA list only includes vaccines already used by Europe and North America. A letter of
protest on the EMA’s decision was also issued by the African Union and the Africa CDC this
week, which called Covishield the “backbone” of the COVAX alliance’s programme, that has
been administered in many African countries. The EMA list is not binding however, and
countries can choose to include others individually. After India’s vocal protests, and its subtle
threat to impose reciprocal measures, at least a third of the EU has said they would recognise
Covishield (Estonia has accepted Covishield and Covaxin).

While the news that Austria, Estonia, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, the Netherlands,
Slovenia, Spain and Switzerland (not an EU member) have accommodated India’s concerns is
welcome, there are still some hurdles before Indian travellers. Most of these countries are not at
present accepting Indian travellers at all, as no non-essential travel is allowed to EU countries,
and the spread of the Delta variant, first identified in India, has meant further travel restrictions.
In addition, Indians who have taken doses of Covaxin will need to wait even longer, until this
vaccine receives WHO clearance. Finally, as more nations complete their vaccine programmes,
they will seek to tighten their border controls with “vaccine passports” and longer quarantines in
order to curtail the spread of new variants. While it is necessary for the Government to keep up
with these actions worldwide, and battle discriminatory practices, the real imperative remains to
vaccinate as many Indians as possible, given that more than six months after the Indian
inoculation programme began, only 4.4% of those eligible have been fully vaccinated.

Our code of editorial values

From the abrogation of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir, to the landmark Ayodhya
verdict, 2019 proved to be an eventful year.
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INDIA JOINS OECD/G20 INCLUSIVE FRAMEWORK TAX
DEAL

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: OECD

Majority of the members OECD/G20 Inclusive Framework on Base Erosion and Profit
Shifting(including India)adoptedyesterday ahigh-level statement containing an outline of
a consensus solution to address the tax challenges arising from the digitalisation of the
economy.

The proposed solution consists of two components- Pillar One which is about reallocation of
additional share of profit to the market jurisdictions and Pillar Two consisting of minimum tax and
subject to tax rules.

Some significant issues including share of profit allocation and scope of subject to tax rules,
remain open and need to be addressed. Further, the technical details of the proposal will be
worked out in the coming months and a consensus agreement is expected by October.

The principles underlying the solution vindicates India’s stand for a greater share of profits for
the markets, consideration of demand side factors in profit allocation, the need to seriously
address the issue of cross border profit shifting and need for subject to tax rule to stop treaty
shopping.

India is in favour of a consensus solution which is simple to implement and simple to comply. At
the same time, the solution should result in allocation of meaningful and sustainable revenue to
market jurisdictions, particularly for developing and emerging economies. India will continue to
be constructively engaged for reaching a consensus based ready to implement solution with
Pillar one and Pillar two as a package by October and contribute positively for the advancement
of the international tax agenda.

*******

RM/MV/KMN

Majority of the members OECD/G20 Inclusive Framework on Base Erosion and Profit
Shifting(including India)adoptedyesterday ahigh-level statement containing an outline of
a consensus solution to address the tax challenges arising from the digitalisation of the
economy.

The proposed solution consists of two components- Pillar One which is about reallocation of
additional share of profit to the market jurisdictions and Pillar Two consisting of minimum tax and
subject to tax rules.

Some significant issues including share of profit allocation and scope of subject to tax rules,
remain open and need to be addressed. Further, the technical details of the proposal will be
worked out in the coming months and a consensus agreement is expected by October.

The principles underlying the solution vindicates India’s stand for a greater share of profits for
the markets, consideration of demand side factors in profit allocation, the need to seriously
address the issue of cross border profit shifting and need for subject to tax rule to stop treaty
shopping.
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India is in favour of a consensus solution which is simple to implement and simple to comply. At
the same time, the solution should result in allocation of meaningful and sustainable revenue to
market jurisdictions, particularly for developing and emerging economies. India will continue to
be constructively engaged for reaching a consensus based ready to implement solution with
Pillar one and Pillar two as a package by October and contribute positively for the advancement
of the international tax agenda.

*******

RM/MV/KMN
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CRAFTING A UNIQUE PARTNERSHIP WITH AFRICA
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Africa, African Union (AU) and India

“A historical solidarity is today a modern partnership,” tweeted External Affairs Minister S.
Jaishankar during his recent trip to Kenya. Critical to its foreign policy matrix, New Delhi’s
engagement with the African continent has been multifaceted, with projects implemented under
Indian lines of credit, capacity-building initiatives, and cooperation in a range of sectors. As an
importer of fruits, nuts, grains and pulses from the continent, Indian congruence with African
countries in the agriculture sector is expanding. With 65% of the world’s uncultivated arable
land, employing over 60% of the workforce, and accounting for almost 20% of Sub-Saharan
Africa’s GDP, agriculture is critical to Africa’s economy. The African Continental Free Trade Area
agreement is expected to improve cost competitiveness by removing tariffs. As this relationship
enters the post-pandemic world, it is vital to prioritise and channel resources into augmenting
partnership in agriculture. This is crucial given its unexplored potential, centrality to global food
security, business prospects and to provide credible alternatives to the increasing involvement of
Chinese stakeholders in the sector.

Over the past few years, I have led and worked with different teams of experts from various
African countries, conducting evidence-based studies at the grassroots level to demystify
Chinese engagement in the region. Evaluating the approaches that Chinese corporations, small
and medium-sized enterprises and entrepreneurs adopt has provided a layered perspective of
the sociopolitical, economic and environmental impact of Chinese engagement.

Today, China is among Africa’s largest trading partners. It is also Africa’s single biggest creditor.
Its corporations dominate the region’s infrastructure market and are now entering the agri-infra
sector. Increasingly critical to China’s global aspirations, its engagement in African agriculture is
taking on a strategic quality. Therefore, dismissing Beijing’s engagement in African agriculture
as inconsequential for New Delhi would be unwise.

While access to Africa’s natural resources, its untapped markets and support for ‘One China
Policy’ are primary drivers of Chinese engagement with the region, there are other factors at
play. Chinese-built industrial parks and economic zones in Africa are attracting low-cost, labour-
intensive manufacturing units that are relocating from China. Chinese engineers interviewed
spoke of how their operations in Africa are important to accumulate global experience in
management, risk and capital investments. Not only are they willing to overlook short-term
profits in order to build ‘brand China’, but they want to dominate the market in the long term,
which includes pushing Chinese standards in host countries. Chinese tech companies are laying
critical telecommunications infrastructure, venture capital funds are investing in African fintech
firms, while other smaller enterprises are expanding across the region.

While many Chinese entities have been active in Africa’s agricultural landscape for decades
now, the nature, form and actors involved have undergone substantial change. In Zambia,
Chinese firms are introducing agri-tech to combat traditional challenges, such as using drone
technology to control the fall armyworm infestation. They have set up over 20 Agricultural
Technology Demonstration Centers (ATDCS) in the continent where Chinese agronomists work
on developing new crop varieties and increasing crop yields. These ATDCs partner with local
universities, conduct workshops and classes for officials and provide training and lease
equipment to small holder farmers. Chinese companies with no prior experience in agriculture
are setting out to build futuristic ecological parks while others are purchasing large-scale
commercial farms. Furthermore, African agriculture experts, officials and farmers are provided
opportunities to augment skills and be trained in China.
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The exponential growth in the China-Africa economic ties and the emergence of Beijing as an
alternate to traditional western powers has motivated change in perceptions across groups.
Governments and heads of state are recalibrating approaches, media houses are investing
more resources for on-the-ground-reporting and artists like Michael Soi in Kenya are using
satirical paintings to start a dialogue. Simultaneously, Africa-China relations are becoming
complex with a growing, insular diaspora, lopsided trade, looming debt, competition with local
businesses and a negative perception accompanied by greater political and socioeconomic
interlinkages.

Examining Chinese interactions also provides cues on what not to do. The Chinese and African
experts working in ATDCs seemingly operate in silos. On occasion, there seems to be a gap
between skills transferred in China and the ground realities in Africa. In some cases, the
technology taught in China is not available locally and in others, there is inability to implement
lessons learnt due to the absence of supporting resources. Larger commercial farms run by
Mandarin-speaking managers and the presence of small-scale Chinese farmers in local markets
aggravates socio-cultural stresses.

India-Africa agricultural cooperation currently includes institutional and individual capacity-
building initiatives such as the India-Africa Institute of Agriculture and Rural development in
Malawi, extension of soft loans, supply of machinery, acquisition of farmlands and the presence
of Indian entrepreneurs in the African agricultural ecosystem. Indian farmers have purchased
over 6,00,000 hectares of land for commercial farming in Africa. Sub-national actors are
providing another model of cooperation in agriculture. Consider the case of the Kerala
government trying to meet its steep requirement for raw cashew nuts amounting to 8 lakh tonnes
a year with imports from countries in Africa to complement its production capacity currently
limited to 0.83 lakh tonnes. There are also proposals to create a jointly-owned brand of Africa-
Kollam cashews. Similar ideas could encourage State governments and civil society
organisations to identify opportunities and invest directly.

There is also promise in incentivising Indian industries to tap into African agri-business value
chains and connecting Indian technology firms and startups with partners in Africa. The
transformative power of innovative and disruptive technology has been evident in the African
agri-tech sector as the startup ecosystem in the continent enjoyed a 110% growth between 2016
and 2018. In the past year, despite the pandemic, the sector witnessed a record increase in
investments.

A thorough impact assessment needs to be conducted of the existing capacity-building initiatives
in agriculture for India to stand in good stead. This could include detailed surveys of participants
who have returned to their home countries. Country-specific and localised curriculum can be
drawn up, making skill development demand-led.

While India’s Africa strategy exists independently, it is important to be cognisant of China’s
increasing footprint in the region. Beijing’s model, if successful here, could be heralded as a
replica for the larger global south.

It is important to note, however, that prominent African voices have emphasised that their own
agency is often overlooked in global discourse on the subject. In that sense India has
consistently chosen well to underline the development partnership to be in line with African
priorities. It is pertinent, therefore, that we collectively craft a unique modern partnership with
Africa.

Veda Vaidyanathan is a Visiting Associate Fellow at the Institute of Chinese Studies in New
Delhi and is currently based in New York
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To reassure Indian Muslims, the PM needs to state that the govt. will not conduct an exercise
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ASIA INDUSTRY GROUP WARNS PRIVACY LAW
CHANGES MAY FORCE TECH FIRMS TO QUIT HONG
KONG

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed & developing countries
on India's interests

A view of the central financial district in Hong Kong.   | Photo Credit: Reuters

An Asian industry group that includes Google, Facebook and Twitter has warned that tech
companies could stop offering their services in Hong Kong if the Chinese territory proceeds with
plans to change privacy laws.

(Subscribe to our Today's Cache newsletter for a quick snapshot of top 5 tech stories. Click here
to subscribe for free.)

The warning came in a letter sent by the Asia Internet Coalition, of which all three companies, in
addition to Apple Inc, LinkedIn and others, are members.

Proposed amendments to privacy laws in Hong Kong could see individuals hit with "severe
sanctions", said the June 25 letter to the territory's privacy commissioner for personal data, Ada
Chung Lai-ling, without specifying what the sanctions would be.

"Introducing sanctions aimed at individuals is not aligned with global norms and trends," added
the letter, whose contents were first reported by the Wall Street Journal.

"The only way to avoid these sanctions for technology companies would be to refrain from
investing and offering their services in Hong Kong, thereby depriving Hong Kong businesses
and consumers, whilst also creating new barriers to trade."

Also Read | Didi says app takedown may hit revenue, other U.S.-listed Chinese firms probed

In the six-page letter, AIC managing director Jeff Paine acknowledged the proposed
amendments focus on the safety and personal data privacy of individuals. "However, we wish to
stress that doxxing is a matter of serious concern," he wrote.

During anti-government protests in Hong Kong in 2019, doxxing - or publicly releasing private or
identifying information about an individual or organisation - came under scrutiny when police
were targeted after their details were released online.

The details of some officers' home addresses and children's schools were also exposed by anti-
government protesters, some of who threatened them and their families online.

"We ... believe that any anti-doxxing legislation, which can have the effect of curtailing free
expression, must be built upon principles of necessity and proportionality," the AIC said.

Also Read | Facing pressure at home, Chinese tech giants expand in Singapore

Facebook did not immediately respond to a Reuters request for comment, while Twitter referred
questions to the AIC.

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/Reuters/
https://www.thehindu.com/newsletter-subscription/article31890941.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/technology/didi-says-app-takedown-may-hit-revenue-other-us-listed-chinese-firms-probed/article35149620.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/technology/internet/chinese-tech-giants-expand-in-singapore/article34244819.ece
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Google declined to comment.

The former British colony of Hong Kong returned to Chinese rule in 1997 with the guarantee of
continued freedoms. Pro-democracy activists say those freedoms are being whittled away by
Beijing, especially with a national security law introduced last year cracking down on dissent.
China denies the charge.

Our code of editorial values

At the heart of the dispute between Twitter and the Union government is who gets to decide
what goes on the platform, and both parties are claiming to be defenders of free speech.

Will they become law? How will the move impact India?
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Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2021-07-08

THE SURGE
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - Afghanistan

The rapid territorial gains made by the Taliban over the last two months should worry both the
Afghan government and the regional powers who are invested in the country’s long-term
stability. The Taliban started their latest offensive on May 1, the day the remaining U.S. troops
started withdrawing as part of President Joe Biden’s plan. With 90% of U.S. withdrawal
complete, the Taliban have taken control of 195 of Afghanistan’s 407 districts, and are
contesting 129 others. Most of their recent victories are in the northern provinces of Badakhshan
and Takhar, which had resisted Taliban rule in the 1990s. In several northern districts, Afghan
troops have either surrendered or retreated. If the north, home to Afghanistan’s elite power
brokers and leaders, is lost, the risk of a total collapse of the government in Kabul would
increase. The government still controls most of the provincial capitals and cities but are
practically surrounded by the Taliban. Given the pace of the Taliban’s advancement in the
countryside, it is possible they could launch an offensive to take the population centres once the
foreign troops are out.

The Taliban’s strategy is still not clear. Their political office in Doha, which started peace talks
with Afghan government representatives in September 2020, continues to say they are
committed to the dialogue. But on the battlefield in Afghanistan, they continue a relentless
campaign aimed at capturing more territories. Part of the problem was the total abdication of
leadership and responsibility by the U.S., which invaded Afghanistan 20 years ago. When direct
talks between the U.S. and the Taliban began, the U.S.’s focus was not on finding a peaceful
settlement to the crisis that it partly created, but on exiting the war. Therefore, instead of putting
pressure on the Taliban to extract concessions, the U.S. struck a deal with them, completely
ignoring the concerns of Kabul. Now, the Taliban are much more powerful on the ground and
even if the peace process is revived after American pullout, they would negotiate from a position
of strength. But that should not stop Kabul and regional powers China, Russia, Iran, Pakistan
and India from seeking a political settlement. A violent takeover of the country by the Taliban,
like in 1996, would not serve anybody’s interests. The Taliban would also not find international
legitimacy if they capture Kabul through bloodshed. Afghan’s past experiences suggest that one-
party regimes — the communist regime, Mujahideen or the Taliban — failed to stabilise the
country or sustain themselves in the long term. Now that the invading troops are exiting
Afghanistan, the warring parties’ focus should shift towards settlement and building lasting
structures of power. Else, Afghanistan would fall into another cycle of violence.

Our code of editorial values

From the abrogation of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir, to the landmark Ayodhya
verdict, 2019 proved to be an eventful year.
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TROUBLING PROSPECTS IN AFGHANISTAN
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed & developing countries

on India's interests

Last week, on Friday, the United States handed over the Bagram airbase to the Afghan
authorities, marking a symbolic end to its military presence, as U.S. forces complete their
withdrawal well ahead of the September 11 deadline, announced by American President Joe
Biden on April 14. A familiar air of uncertainty surrounds Kabul as the Afghans ponder over the
future of their land, ravaged by conflict for nearly 50 years. Afghanistan’s immediate neighbours
are now faced with a new challenge — how to persuade the Taliban against overplaying their
military hand?

Could anyone have predicted when the U.S. commenced its military intervention in Afghanistan
in October 2001 that it would get embroiled in an endless war for 20 years and to exit safely, it
would have to negotiate with the Taliban, the same entity that it went in to punish?

Editorial: The surge

It has been a costly lesson. The war effort has cost $980 billion, over 2,400 U.S. soldiers (plus
1,144 allied troops) and 388 private military contractors have lost their lives. It also spent $143
billion on reconstruction; about $90 billion went for the Afghan army, police and other security
forces, $36 billion for governance and economic development activities (the rest of the
international community contributed an equivalent amount) and the balance on counter-narcotics
and humanitarian relief works.

Yet, the real price has been paid by the Afghans. The 20-year war has claimed the lives of
nearly 50,000 Afghan civilians and nearly 70,000 Afghan security forces (a majority during the
last seven years); add to it another 60,000 Afghan Taliban, and the scale of the Afghan human
loss becomes evident.

Also read: Johnson confirms most British troops have left Afghanistan

There have been gains too. In 2001, there were 9,00,000 boys in school. Today, eight million
children attend school and a third are girls. Literacy is up from 12% in 2002 to 35%; life
expectancy from 40 to 63 years. Urbanisation is 26% and 70% of the population watch TV. From
320 miles of paved roads in 2002, today, tarred roads cover 10,000 miles. Infant mortality rates
are down from 20% by over half. With a median age of 18.5 years, a majority of Afghans have
grown up in a post-Taliban era. Today, they bear the brunt of 130 daily Taliban/IS Khorasan (IS-
K) attacks, the highest since the U.S. ended combat operations in end-2014. Tomorrow, even
these limited gains are at risk.

For U.S. President Bush, the objective was “to build a stable, strong, effectively governed
Afghanistan that won’t degenerate into chaos”. As the U.S. shifted from counter-terrorism to
counter-insurgency, shades of Vietnam began to emerge. To Hamid Karzai’s credit, he saw the
writing on the wall when he protested about the night-raids and warned the Americans “to either
take the fight to the safe havens and sanctuaries across the Durand Line or make peace with
the Taliban” but it only soured his relations with the U.S.

Eventually, U.S. President Barack Obama diluted the objective to “preventing Afghanistan from
becoming a safe haven for global terrorism”. He oversaw a successful operation to eliminate
Osama bin Laden in 2011, implemented an unsuccessful military surge concluding with an end

https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/what-lies-ahead-for-afghanistan-after-us-exit/article35125897.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/what-lies-ahead-for-afghanistan-after-us-exit/article35125897.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/podcast/afghanistans-future-and-indias-options-in-focus-podcast/article35189341.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/podcast/afghanistans-future-and-indias-options-in-focus-podcast/article35189341.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/editorial/the-surge/article35201946.ece
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to combat operations in end-2014 and Taliban opened the Doha office in 2013.

U.S. President Donald Trump saw himself as a deal-maker and in 2018, initiated direct
negotiations with the Taliban. Ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad (U.S. Special Representative for
Afghanistan Reconciliation) began by setting out four elements — a ceasefire, cutting ties with al
Qaeda and other terrorist groups, intra-Afghan peace talks, and, a withdrawal of all foreign
military forces, declaring that “nothing is agreed till everything is agreed”. Within months, the
Taliban had whittled down the U.S. demands till it got what it wanted — a withdrawal timeline not
linked to the other factors. In addition, the Taliban managed to get the U.S. to push the Kabul
government to release over 5,000 Taliban cadres in custody. In short, the U.S. ended up
legitimising the Taliban at the expense of the government in Kabul that they had worked to
create and support.

Also read: As Taliban makes gains, India keenly watches security at Kandahar, Mazar missions

U.S. President Joe Biden was no stranger to the Afghan dossier. He was convinced that the
U.S. had to exit from its quagmire of “forever wars”. The U.S. may have decided that it had no
military options but the Taliban are still pushing ahead militarily.

From less than a fifth, today, over a third of Afghanistan’s over 400 districts are under Taliban
control. The day after the exit from Bagram, 13 districts, in Badakhshan, Takhar, Paktia and
Kandahar fell to the Taliban, adding to the 50 that have fallen since May. In many cases, the
locals manning the security posts and checkpoints have just surrendered. From villages and
towns, there is already a move towards the cities. Intra-Afghan talks in Doha have been in limbo
for months.

Gen. Austin S. Miller, the U.S. commander in Afghanistan, indicated in a recent press
conference, “Civil war is certainly a path that can be visualised if it continues on this
trajectory.”Dr. Abdullah Abdullah, Chairman of the High Council for National Reconciliation,
warned on June 30, “The truth is, today the survival, security and unity of Afghanistan is in
danger....”

Ironically, the most vocal critics of the U.S. overstaying in Afghanistan and hinting that the U.S.
would never leave are the ones now blaming the U.S. for a hasty and irresponsible withdrawal.

In coming months, as uncertainties mount, there will be increasing Taliban presence in the
countryside as the Kabul government concentrates on ensuring security in urban areas and of
the road networks. The Taliban military strategy has been to target districts that enable them to
surround provincial capitals. The clutch in the northeast including Badakhshan, Takhar, Kunduz
and Baghlan enable them to control the Afghanistan–Tajikistan border and the Wakhan corridor
that links to China. In the east, they exert control in Ghazni, Zabul and Paktia while the Haqqani
network is active in Khost and Paktika, and the IS-K in Nangarhar, Kunar and Laghman. Further
south, the Taliban control large parts of Kandahar, Helmand and Farah (bordering Iran).

As the reality of the U.S. withdrawal takes hold, how events unfold by end-2021 depends on
three factors. First, have the Taliban changed their ideological colours? The U.S. in recent
years, and Pakistan for much longer, have been pushing this line but the Taliban leadership
have given no clues about it. Related to this is the question of Taliban unity. Distances have
grown between the Quetta shura, the Doha negotiators and the fighters who want to guard their
individual preserves. This works as long as everyone is pursuing the military option, but when it
comes to power sharing, who calls the shots? Or, does it lead to no power sharing?

Second, can the Kabul regime present a unified front? If the leaders in Kabul and the

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/as-taliban-makes-gains-india-keenly-watches-security-at-kandahar-mazar-missions/article35177480.ece
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government continue sniping at each other, it will adversely impact the integrity of the chain of
command of the Afghan security forces. If opportunistic leaders are tempted to strike their own
deals with the Taliban, it will only hasten the collapse, and even western funding will dry up.

Finally, is Pakistan still seeking strategic depth in Afghanistan or has it realised that a Taliban-
dominated Kabul will be a magnet for its own home-grown extremists as well as those from the
neighbourhood? Can it persuade the Taliban that its legitimacy will be at risk unless it shares
power? Pakistan’s influence will weaken once the Rehbari Shura decides to move back from
Quetta to Afghanistan.

History tells us that in Afghanistan, there have only been winners and losers, seldom any lasting
compromises.

Rakesh Sood is a former diplomat and presently, Distinguished Fellow at the Observer
Research Foundation
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IN DEFENCE OF INDIA’S NOISY DEMOCRACY
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - China

China’s developmental pathway over the last century has been spectacular. No country in
history has ever grown faster and more dynamically. Not only have hundreds of millions been
lifted out of poverty, but social indicators have improved dramatically. India’s developmental
record has been much more mixed. Since the 1990s, the Indian economy has grown
impressively, but it remains far behind China in its global competitiveness. Poverty has come
down, but employment prospects for the majority remain limited to low-wage informal sector jobs
that are, by definition, precarious. Maybe, most startling of all, improvements in basic social
development indicators have lagged, so much so that as Jean Drèze and Amartya Sen have
pointed out, India has actually fallen behind Bangladesh and Pakistan.

Comparing these track records, some commentators, including voices in the Government, have
drawn a facile lesson. India’s problem is that it is just too democratic. Unlike China, making and
implementing key decisions about public investment and various reforms is impossible in the din
of multiple and contradictory democratic voices. What is needed are firmer and more
independent forms of decision-making that are insulated from this cacophony.

This line of thinking has at various times been embraced by sections of the Left (Leninism) and
multi-lateral technocrats and bankers, but, increasingly, has become the animating fantasy of
right-wing leaders and movements, ranging from elected autocrats such as Donald Trump,
Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro and Narendra Modi. The strangeness of these bedfellows alone should
be cause for alarm. But in the current moment, it is especially important to be clear why
comparisons with China are not only specious, but very dangerous.

The claim that less democracy is good for development does not stand up to comparative,
theoretical and ethical scrutiny. Contrary to those who believe economic management cannot be
left to the whims of democratic forces, the comparative evidence clearly shows that democratic
regimes have on balance performed better than non-democratic regimes.

China, with a history of state-building going back two millennia, and an exceptionally well-
organised, disciplined and brutal form of authoritarianism, has done especially well in
transforming its economy. Africa and West Asia, where authoritarian governments of every
stripe have dominated, remain world economic laggards. The Latin American military
dictatorships of the 1960s and 1970s had a terrible economic and social record, and it was with
the return of democracy and the “pink wave” of Left populist parties that prosperity and social
progress were ushered in. Taiwan and South Korea are also instructive. Their economic take-
offs happened under military regimes and relied on labour repression. Their transitions to
democracy saw their economies move up to the next level and become much more inclusive.

Most pointedly though, one only has to look within India to understand how development and
democracy can thrive together. By just about any measure, Kerala and Tamil Nadu have done
more to improve the lives of all their citizens across castes and classes than any other States in
India and it is no coincidence that both have also had the longest and most sustained popular
democratic movements and intense party competition in the country. In contrast, in Gujarat,
where single party Bharatiya Janata Party rule has been in place for nearly a quarter century,
growth has been solid but accompanied by increased social exclusion and stagnation in
educational achievement and poverty reduction. The comparative record leaves little doubt that
on balance, democracies are better at promoting inclusive growth.
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The theory behind the authoritarian fantasy also does not hold up. First, the assumption that
authoritarianism supports forms of decision-making that can rise above the hubbub of
democratic demand-making to get things done presumes that those in command will serve the
general interest rather than catering to the powerful and that when they enjoy such autonomy,
they actually know what to do with it. This is just hubris. On both these points, democracies are
in fact more likely to meet the necessary conditions for successful decision making. Elected
representatives, no matter how venal, have to win re-election, which means answering to a
broad swath of the electorate.

The conflicts and noise that democracy generates may complicate things, but in the end, having
to respond to a broad spectrum of interests and identities not only protects against catastrophic
decisions, but actually allows for forms of negotiation and compromise that can bridge across
interests and even balance otherwise conflicting imperatives for growth, justice, sustainability
and social inclusion. The remarkable progress the United Progressive Alliance governments
made in building a welfare state (National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, the Right To
Information, the right to food and other programmes) is a testament to how a democracy can
master even the most complex policy goals. As democratic theorists have long argued, the
common good cannot and should not be determined by science, profits, technocrats or
autocratic fiat. What it is and how we get there can only emerge out of sustained societal
deliberation.

India’s tryst with democracy was born not only of its liberation movement but also of its affinity
with what makes democracy ethically unique: it promotes equality by endowing all citizens with
the same civic, political and social rights even as it protects and nurtures individuality and
difference. And this is where the China-India comparison is so problematic, indeed
unconscionable.

However one might like to measure or evaluate China’s development successes, there is no
way to discount the human cost of the party-made great famine that took some 35 million lives, a
cultural revolution that made enemies out of neighbours, a one child policy that devastated
families and erased a generation or the violent, systematic repression of the Uyghur Muslim and
Tibetan minorities. These were not unfortunate excesses or the inevitable costs of development.
These were and are the irredeemable instincts and predations of an authoritarian state, one
which now denounces as “historical nihilism” any interpretations of the past that challenge the
party’s official history. Conversely, while India’s democracy has been quarrelsome, cumbersome
and often dominated by elites, it has also opened social and political spaces for subordinate
groups and has built a sense of shared identity and belonging in the world’s largest and most
diverse society. It has preserved individual liberties, group identities and religious and thought
freedoms, all the things that confer recognition on human beings. To even pose the question of
a trade-off between these freedoms and the role they have played in building a pluralistic nation
and some cold, utilitarian calculus of “development” not only does violence to the very idea of
human agency and dignity but completely abstracts from the very different social and historical
realities of India and China.

Beyond these comparative arguments for democracy, one need look no further than the object
lesson the BJP government has provided to dismiss the authoritarian fantasy. The democratic
backsliding has been clear. The Government has not only sought to centralise, insulate and
personalise decision-making but has also aggressively undermined the independence of
democratic institutions and silenced and imprisoned Opposition voices, all in the name of
nationalism and promoting development. Yet, the development track is dismal at best. While
corporate business interests and the billionaire class have flourished, the overall economy has
sputtered and since COVID-19 has experienced the worst contraction of any sizeable economy
in the world. Demonetisation and the disastrous response to the second COVID-19 wave were
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not just instances of utter policy incoherence fuelled by the sycophancy and myopia that comes
with an inwardly focused government, but exposed a degree of callousness and arrogance
rarely seen in a democracy. On the social front, the pursuit of Hindutva — a prototypical variant
of authoritarian ethnic nationalism — has shaken India’s democratic norms and institutional
foundations and weaponised a politics of polarisation and demonisation that threaten to unravel
the social fabric of the nation.

Rather than look to China, it is time to defend the noise of Indian democracy.

Patrick Heller is Professor of International Affairs and Sociology, Brown University, U.S.
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SHAPING A TRILATERAL AS ROME LOOKS TO THE
INDO-PACIFIC

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed & developing countries
on India's interests

One of the signs of India’s growing centrality in the Indo-Pacific strategic architecture is its
burgeoning engagement with key western nations. Even countries which have been
lackadaisical in their regional outreach so far have begun to approach the Indo-Pacific with a
new seriousness and have been reaching out to New Delhi.

The growth of India’s weight in Indo-Pacific affairs comes at a time when it is becoming clearer
that complex regional geopolitical problems cannot be addressed adequately by rigid and
structured traditional alliance frameworks. This aspect is even more evident in the context of the
Indo-Pacific, where the geographical vastness of the area and the criticality of the challenges
posed by China’s assertive initiatives clash with a region lacking multilateral organisations
capable of solving problems effectively.

Biden Admin welcomes India’s emergence as a leading global power, its role in Indo-Pacific
region

But as a new pushback against China takes shape and as Indian foreign policy becomes
strategically clearer, there is a new momentum to initiatives such as the Quad. Countries that
share similar values and face similar challenges are coming together to create purpose-oriented
partnerships. In doing so, they are making it possible for participating nations to address specific
common challenges, from maritime security to a coordinated pandemic response, including
consolidating and further developing strong reciprocal trade relationships, without compromising
the political autonomy of each participant.

Recently, Italy has also begun to signal its intention to enter the Indo-Pacific geography. It has
done so by seeking to join India and Japan in a trilateral partnership. This initiative comes after
years of Rome’s relative absence from the geopolitical affairs of the region as it sought to
concentrate more on the Atlantic and European dimensions while maintaining good, albeit well
below potential, bilateral relations with India.

The Italian government headed by Prime Minister Mario Draghi has started to pay attention
outside its immediate neighbourhood again. At the same time, Italy has become more vocal on
the risks emanating from China’s strategic competitive initiatives. Recently, Mr. Draghi described
Chinese competitive practices as “unfair” and invited the European Union (EU) to be franker and
more courageous in confronting Beijing on its violations of human rights, reiterating that with
respect to China “the reciprocal visions of the world are very different”.

Also read | Indo-Pacific: ‘Italy can lend support to India-centric E.U. strategy’

On the Indian side, there is great interest in forging new partnerships with like-minded countries
interested in preserving peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific. During a recent India-Italy-Japan
trilateral, organised by the Italian embassies in India and Japan, Riva Ganguly Das, Secretary
(East) of the Ministry of External Affairs, reiterated that the responsibility of keeping the Indo-
Pacific free and open, and working for the welfare of its inhabitants falls on like-minded countries
within and beyond the region.

https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/indo-pacific-concept-a-rejection-of-spheres-of-influence-jaishankar/article33142054.ece
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First Quad Summit | Quad leaders for ‘open, free’ Indo-Pacific

With the expression of interest on the Italian side, the first step towards this trilateral has been
taken, yet it needs to evolve into something more significant. The Italian government must
formulate a clear Indo-Pacific strategy that must indicate its objectives and, above all, the means
and initiatives it is willing to implement on its own and in cooperation with its partners. Italy’s
tendency to privilege diplomatic action through the mechanisms of the EU can be a resource for
consolidating the EU-India strategic relationship. But Rome must go beyond that in defining and
implementing, at the margins of the EU’s common initiatives, its own policy with respect to the
Indo-Pacific.

The India, Italy and Japan trilateral initiative can, and should, be a forum to foster and
consolidate a strategic relationship between these three countries, and specifically expand India-
Italy bilateral relations. As it stands, relations between Rome and Tokyo are historically strong,
and those between New Delhi and Tokyo are a strategic pillar of the free and open Indo-Pacific.
A trilateral cooperation can be the right forum for India and Italy to learn more from each other’s
practices and interests and consolidate a strategic dialogue that should include the economic,
the security and the political dimensions. The next G20 leaders’ summit in Rome, in October,
before the presidency handover to India in 2023, should be the right opportunity for further
trilateral coordination on economic and political issues at an institutional level. To consolidate
the trilateral cooperation in this field, the three countries need to define a common economic and
strategic agenda.

The rising sun in India-Japan relations

A strategic trilateral between India, Italy and Japan has, in the medium to long term, a lot of
potential. Their compatible economic systems can create a virtuous and mutually beneficial
contribution to the reorganisation of the global supply chains that is now being reviewed by
many players as a natural result of the Chinese mismanagement of the COVID-19 pandemic. At
the security level, the well-defined India-Japan Indo-Pacific partnership can easily be
complemented by Italy, already present in the western Indian Ocean where it is engaged in anti-
piracy operations off the coast of Somalia. At the multilateral level, the three countries share the
same values and the same rules-based world view. Despite these fundamental convergences,
the risk inherent in missing this opportunity also exists. For this reason, a clear political will is
needed from all sides, and Italy, in particular, should recognise its interests in playing a larger
role towards the maintenance of a free and open Indo-Pacific. Robust India-Italy strategic ties
can be the first step towards the realisation of this goal.

Harsh V. Pant is Director of Research at the Observer Research Foundation, New Delhi and
Professor of International Relations at King’s College London. Mauro Bonavita is a PhD
candidate at King’s College London
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21ST SESSION OF INDIA-ITALY JOINT COMMISSION
FOR ECONOMIC COOPERATION

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Europe, European Union (EU) and India

21st Session of India-Italy Joint Commission for Economic Cooperation (JCEC) was held on 09th

July 2021 virtually. Mr. Piyush Goyal, Commerce & Industry Minister and Mr. Luigi Di Maio,
Minister of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation of Italy co-chaired the Session.

Both sides held extensive discussions on bilateral trade and Investment and economic
cooperation in the areas of Food Processing, Textiles, Leather, Railways, Start-ups and
promotion of SMEs which play crucial role in economic growth and employment generation. The
bilateral market access issues and non-tariff barriers were also discussed to facilitate trade and
investment. The progress on the outcomes of India-EU leaders Summit in Porto, Portugal was
also reviewed.

Indian side also raised the issues of Mutual recognition of COWIN Vaccine Certificate and
opening up of Travel restrictions, longer duration of Business Visas and Portability of social
security benefits of Indians working in Italy.

Following the India-Italy JCEC G2G Meeting, a G2B Session focusing on Energy partnership
was held virtually in the presence of the two Ministers. During the meeting, 3 Indian companies
(Indian Oil Corporation, Adani Solar, ReNew Power) and 3 Italian companies (Enel Green
Power, Snam, Maire Tecnimont) made presentations focusing on the areas of green economy,
clean technology and promotion of use of renewable energy for grid-based multi-energy
systems. During the Session, both the Ministers reiterated the vision laid down by the Prime
Ministers of India and Italy, under the Plan of Action adopted on 6th November 2020, to promote
energy transition, leveraging technology and climate partnerships. They underscored the
pioneering role played by India and Italy at the multi-lateral fora as early adopters of ambitious
clean energy targets and invited the private and public sectors of both countries to explore
synergies to further enhance mutual energy capacities.

****

YB/SS

21st Session of India-Italy Joint Commission for Economic Cooperation (JCEC) was held on 09th

July 2021 virtually. Mr. Piyush Goyal, Commerce & Industry Minister and Mr. Luigi Di Maio,
Minister of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation of Italy co-chaired the Session.

Both sides held extensive discussions on bilateral trade and Investment and economic
cooperation in the areas of Food Processing, Textiles, Leather, Railways, Start-ups and
promotion of SMEs which play crucial role in economic growth and employment generation. The
bilateral market access issues and non-tariff barriers were also discussed to facilitate trade and
investment. The progress on the outcomes of India-EU leaders Summit in Porto, Portugal was
also reviewed.

Indian side also raised the issues of Mutual recognition of COWIN Vaccine Certificate and
opening up of Travel restrictions, longer duration of Business Visas and Portability of social
security benefits of Indians working in Italy.
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Following the India-Italy JCEC G2G Meeting, a G2B Session focusing on Energy partnership
was held virtually in the presence of the two Ministers. During the meeting, 3 Indian companies
(Indian Oil Corporation, Adani Solar, ReNew Power) and 3 Italian companies (Enel Green
Power, Snam, Maire Tecnimont) made presentations focusing on the areas of green economy,
clean technology and promotion of use of renewable energy for grid-based multi-energy
systems. During the Session, both the Ministers reiterated the vision laid down by the Prime
Ministers of India and Italy, under the Plan of Action adopted on 6th November 2020, to promote
energy transition, leveraging technology and climate partnerships. They underscored the
pioneering role played by India and Italy at the multi-lateral fora as early adopters of ambitious
clean energy targets and invited the private and public sectors of both countries to explore
synergies to further enhance mutual energy capacities.
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TRACING THE DECLINE OF U.S. POWER
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed & developing countries

on India's interests

In A New Cold War: Henry Kissinger and the Rise of China, edited by Sanjaya Baru and Rahul
Sharma, academic and diplomat Kishore Mahbubani explains America’s place in the world in his
essay ‘Evil Liberalism versus Moral Pragmatism’. He asserts that by abandoning Kissinger’s
realist pragmatism, the U.S. has become “severely weakened both domestically and externally”.
An excerpt:

The year 2021 marks the 50th anniversary of Henry Kissinger’s famous visit to China in July
1971. It also marks, more or less, the 30th anniversary of the end of the Cold War. With some
risk of being accused of over-simplification, one can say in the 20 years after Kissinger’s visit to
China, U.S. foreign policy was guided by the philosophy of realist pragmatism. By contrast, in
the 30 years after the end of the Cold War, it was guided by the philosophy of liberal idealism.
The results are clear. Realist pragmatism delivered the greatest victory of American foreign
policy: a victory over the mighty Soviet Union without the U.S. firing a shot at Soviet armed
forces. By contrast, the past 30 years have generated a lot of evil.

Between 2004 and 2019, the U.S. Air Force dropped 175,842 bombs on several countries,
according to the U.S. Air Forces Central Command. Bombs dropped from the air are often not
accurate. Hence, many innocent people were killed. The Brown University Watsons Institute’s
Cost of War Project estimates the total casualties from all post-9/11 wars at 770,000 to 801,000
casualties. The results are clear: when ethical do-gooders take over the U.S. foreign policy, evil
is generated: $5.1 trillion wasted; almost 800,000 lives lost.

Yet, the biggest damage done by the abandonment of Kissingerian realist pragmatism is that the
U.S. has become severely weakened both domestically and externally. Internally, the 30-year
period of liberal-idealist domination of the U.S. foreign policy has coincided with a 30-year period
of stagnation of working class incomes. Externally, the U.S. literally fell asleep at the wheel while
China rose dramatically. In 1980, in purchasing power parity (PPP) terms, China’s gross national
product (GNP) was 10% of that of the U.S. By 2014, it had become bigger. Now there is no
doubt that the biggest foreign policy challenge the U.S. faces in the next three decades is China.

So, how should the U.S. manage China? The main argument of this essay is that the U.S. needs
to engage in deep reflection on what went drastically wrong. The U.S. made a major mistake in
abandoning realist pragmatism and switching to liberal idealism. A return to Kissingerian realist
pragmatism would be the best way to manage a rising China.

Kissinger’s celebrated ‘secret’ visit to Beijing in July 1971 is widely and justifiably regarded as a
major move that swung the ‘correlation of forces’ in America’s favour and led to the ultimate
victory over the Soviet Union. What was remarkable about the widespread applause that this
visit received, including from The New York Times and The Washington Post, is that so few
Americans mentioned that the U.S. was embracing a regime in China led by Mao Zedong, which
had only recently created havoc in the country, leading to enormous human pain and suffering
through the disastrous policies of the Great Leap Forward (1958-61) and the Cultural Revolution
(1966-76).

In short, human rights were a secondary consideration when realist pragmatism reigned. Indeed,
at the International Conference on Kampuchea of July 13-17,1981, the U.S. delegation, led by
Alexander Haig, actually supported China against the ASEAN countries, when China said that

https://harpercollins.co.in/a-new-cold-war-announcement/
https://harpercollins.co.in/a-new-cold-war-announcement/
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the Khmer Rouge should be allowed to return to power in Phnom Penh after the Vietnamese
withdrawal. I was personally present and shocked when this happened. Yet the same Reagan
administration, in a more ‘liberal’ move, supported the removal of the dictator [Ferdinand]
Marcos from the Philippines. In short, even in the realist-pragmatic era, there were liberal
elements.

Kissinger wasn’t the only major figure advocating realist pragmatism. Other major thinkers of
that era did so, including George Kennan and Zbigniew Brzezinski. While Kennan is often
associated with the harsh policy of ‘containment’ of the Soviet Union, John Mearsheimer
reminds us that Kennan was a shrewd and sophisticated thinker. Firstly, he emphasised that the
outcome of the Cold War would not be determined by the size of their respective armed forces.
Instead, it would depend on the ‘spiritual vitality’ of their domestic societies. This is what he had
said: ‘It is rather a question of the degree to which the U.S. can create among the peoples of the
world generally the impression of a country which knows what it wants, which is coping
successfully with the problems of its internal life and with the responsibilities of a World Power,
and which has a spiritual vitality capable of holding its own among the major ideological currents
of the time.’ He also called for ‘greater humility in our national outlook.’ According to
Mearsheimer, his call for humility was in response to a strong claim made by then Secretary of
State Madeleine Albright in February 1998, when she had said, ‘If we have to use force, it is
because we are America; we are the indispensable nation. We stand tall and we see further
than other countries into the future, and we see the danger here to all of us.’

Kennan lived to the ripe old age of 101 and died in 2005. Hence, he lived through the first 15
years of the post-Cold War era. Significantly, he also disapproved of the many key moves when
the U.S. switched from realist pragmatism to liberal idealism. He disapproved of the expansion
of NATO into the former Soviet bloc. Kennan also disapproved of the invasion of Iraq.

Dick Cheney confidently asserted that U.S. troops would be welcomed in Iraq. He said, ‘I really
do believe that we will be greeted as liberators.’ Mearsheimer observes that in contrast to such
beliefs that the U.S. was morally superior, Kennan did not believe that the U.S. was more
virtuous in any meaningful way. Indeed, Kennan observed that Americans were suffering from
‘delusions of superiority’. Kennan strongly argued against the U.S. taking a ‘paternalistic
responsibility to anyone, be it even in the form of military occupation’.

Many of the points raised here will be disputed. Yet, there is no doubt that the policies of
restraint and pragmatism, advocated by people like Kissinger and Kennan in the Cold War era,
contrast significantly with the liberal idealism of the post-Cold War era, as demonstrated by the
statement of Democrats like Albright and Republicans like George W. Bush. These contrasting
approaches also explain American success of the Cold War era and the failures of the post-Cold
War era.

Excerpted with permission from HarperCollins
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SHOWING THE WAY OUT: ON K.P. OLI’S OUSTER, YET
AGAIN

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - Nepal

In what must be a déjà vu moment for outgoing Prime Minister K.P. Oli and President Bidya Devi
Bhandari, the Supreme Court of Nepal set aside their dissolution, in May, of the House of
Representatives. The apex court had in February overruled Mr. Oli’s decision to dissolve the
House in December 2020 as well. But this time, the ruling was more than just a rap on his
knuckles. The judgment also paved the way for Sher Bahadur Deuba of the Nepali Congress to
be appointed as Prime Minister after recognising his claim based on signatures of 149
lawmakers across different parties affirming their support. The five-member Constitutional Bench
also provided the way out of the unending political deadlock in the House by allowing individual
lawmakers to ignore their party whips during a trust vote that is a must win for Mr. Deuba. The
inability of Mr. Oli and Mr. Deuba to win trust votes, prior to the dissolution decision by Ms.
Bhandari, was because the support for them in the 275-member House divided both the ruling
Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist) (UML) and the Opposition Janata
Samajwadi Party (JSP) as rebel lawmakers risked suspension. The court’s decision earlier in the
year to de-recognise the merged Nepal Communist Party was another factor too. Mr. Oli had
minority support within the merged NCP, but his faction retained the endorsement of the bulk of
the legislators in the de-merged UML. The rebels, led by Madhav Nepal and Jhala Nath Khanal,
were limited to a smaller faction. The other component of the NCP, the Communist Party of
Nepal (Maoist-Centre), meanwhile endorsed Mr. Deuba’s candidacy, while the JSP was split
vertically, with the Mahantha Thakur-Rajendra Mahato-led faction supporting Mr. Oli as opposed
to the Baburam Bhattarai-Upendra Yadav-led faction.

It remains to be seen whether the lawmakers will now vote based on their individual agency with
the fear of suspension gone. There is no guarantee that Mr. Deuba will win a trust vote as he
must secure the support of the rebel factions within the UML and the JSP. The Madhav Nepal-
led faction, which has not endorsed Mr. Oli and welcomed the judgment, has also been a
mercurial force undecided on joining hands with the Opposition in this new situation.
Nevertheless, this is a blow to Mr. Oli whose brinkmanship and authoritarian tendencies have
come at a difficult time for Nepalis reeling from the COVID-19 outbreak. It is also a stinging
rebuke to Ms. Bhandari whose actions as President rubber stamping her former party colleague
Mr. Oli’s decisions have called into question her role as a constitutional functionary. Mr. Deuba
has his task cut out, but a firm message of unity and consultative governance can bring about
political stability, something that has long eluded Nepal during both its constitutional monarchy
and its republican periods.
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FIVE YEARS LATER, BREXIT CONTINUES TO DIVIDE
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed & developing countries

on India's interests

The British referendum five years ago was supposed to settle the United Kingdom’s historical
love-hate relationship with Europe, but while the full consequences of Brexit will not be analysed
for decades, the U.K. remains as divided as ever, and the way people voted in 2016 forms a
large part of their identity. The referendum dominates British politics as the most significant
event since the Second World War, resulting in two general elections, ousting two premiers and
threatening the political geography of the U.K.

British Prime Minister Boris Johnson needed a rapid departure from the European Union (EU),
and the Withdrawal and Trade and Cooperation Agreements of December 2020 were rushed
through. Problems were soon apparent. The U.K. imports 70% of the fish it consumes; the
industry only contributes 0.12% of GDP and employs 0.1% of the workforce, but has political
traction. In May, after 60 French fishing boats massed to blockade Jersey over fishing rights,
naval units from both Britain and France deployed off Jersey, a farcical reminder of the loose
ends of Britain’s exit from the EU.

The quagmire that is Brexit

Northern Ireland, part of the U.K. but in the EU’s single market, and therefore obliged to follow
EU rules, is another case in point. The EU’s external border would be in the Irish Sea between
Britain and Northern Ireland, and goods for Northern Ireland would need to be inspected there,
which is politically untenable for the U.K. The alternative would be that the EU would itself
impose inspections to protect its single market and structure a border either on the island of
Ireland or between Ireland and the EU, which are both equally unfeasible.

Tensions predictably arose between Britain and the EU over the import of chilled meat products
from Britain to Northern Ireland, with Britain seeking an extension of the transition arrangements
from June 30 by three months. No one believes that this can be a lasting solution. It seems
Britain is questioning Brexit agreements rather than following them, while boasting about its
COVID-19immunisation compared to the EU and the success of the City of London in
maintaining its status against hostile EU legislation and incentives for banks to move to
European capitals. To supporters of Brexit, it looked as if the EU wanted to punish Britain for
leaving, if only to discourage its other members from doing the same. Thus, after membership of
the EU for almost 50 years, mutual trust is lacking, and two versions of a rules-based order are
colliding. This was apparent during the G-7 summit, when bilateral meetings between Mr.
Johnson and EU leaders lacked warmth. The EU conceded the Northern Ireland postponement
and persuaded its member States, especially France and Germany that are losing patience with
Britain, to avoid a trade war over British sausages. Such recriminations may become a
permanent feature of U.K.-EU relations as a small nation plays a poor hand against the world’s
largest trading bloc while seeking trade deals with distant countries, which even official forecasts
suggest will produce negligible benefits.

In Scotland, the National Party, which seeks an exit from the U.K., has grown in popularity since
the Brexit vote. Scots voted in the referendum by 62% against 38% to remain in the EU, but
were dragged out by the overall result. For many Scots, leaving the U.K. is the clearest path
back to the EU, and anticipate that among other benefits, the EU will grant Scotland least
developed status and subventions on the scale enjoyed by the Irish Republic. This is as much
an anti-Westminster stance as an effort to join the EU since the chances of an independent
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Scotland jumping the queue of EU applicants and of all member States approving Scottish
membership are not great. Nevertheless, the prospect of a break-up of the United Kingdom is of
grave concern to London. Meanwhile, a vote on reunification in Ireland seems more probable
now than at any time since the Good Friday Agreement of 1998 which brought an uneasy peace
to fratricidal factions in the North.

The Hindu Explains | What is in store for Britain and the European Union after the Brexit deal?

The International Monetary Fund warned that the British economy faced a 10% GDP decline in
2020 In first quarter 2021, food and drink exports to the EU declined by nearly 50% and export
of services also shrank. At least 500 British companies have relocated to Europe. The Brexiteers
who forecast a clean break with the EU either underestimated or ignored the practical
inconveniences of leaving, including the vast paperwork involved in exporting and importing with
the EU, but the success of British COVID-19 vaccination compared with the EU’s bungled efforts
has enabled Brexiteers to claw back some ground.

In sum, most people have accepted Brexit though few are satisfied with the divorce settlement.
No version of Brexit will satisfy everyone, and it has left the United Kingdom less united.

Krishnan Srinivasan is a former Foreign Secretary. Julius Fein is a British historian
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ENDING THE IMPASSE: THE HINDU EDITORIAL ON
INDIA-CHINA TIES

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - China

India’s relations with China have been in deep freeze for over a year. The crisis on the LAC
remains unresolved, and tens of thousands of soldiers from both sides still remain deployed in
forward areas. Against this backdrop, Wednesday’s meeting between External Affairs Minister
S. Jaishankar and his Chinese counterpart Wang Yi in Dushanbe assumes significance. Their
last meeting in Moscow, in September 2020, took place in the aftermath of the Galwan Valley
clash and at a time of a tinderbox-like situation south of Pangong Lake, with troops and artillery
dangerously close to each other on the heights of the Kailash Range. A political agreement then
paved the way for both sides to disengage in February, but the agreements in Galwan and
Pangong Lake, where both sides have put in place no-patrolling zones, have not been followed
at other disputed sites, in Depsang, Demchok, Gogra and Hot Springs.

Will the Dushanbe meeting similarly break the impasse? The initial readouts from both sides do
not inspire confidence. Mr. Jaishankar said the unresolved situation was “visibly impacting the
relationship in a negative manner” and “assessing the overall relationship”, it was peace on the
border that provided “the foundation for the development of ties since 1988” when the post-1962
freeze ended. Mr. Wang did not appear to view the boundary dispute with the same
seriousness, instead calling for it to be kept “in an appropriate place” while “expanding the
positive momentum of bilateral cooperation”. Where both sides did agree is in their assessment,
as Mr. Jaishankar put it, that “a prolongation of the existing situation was not in the interest of
either side”. The difference from Moscow to Dushanbe is that China, which last year was equally
concerned after India’s counter-deployments to take the heights of the Kailash Range where
even shots were fired in warning — the first firing since 1975 — now appears to be in no hurry to
restore the status quo elsewhere. India, having declared that normalcy cannot be possible
without disengagement and de-escalation and signalled its intent with measures including
scrutiny on Chinese investments — bilateral trade, however, is still booming beyond pre-
pandemic levels thanks to huge imports of medical supplies — will now have to stay the course
to underline its resolve on restoring the status quo. Mr. Wang also said that Beijing’s “strategic
judgment on China-India relations remains unchanged”. Whether China’s PLA, which has been
dragging its feet on negotiations to restore the LAC status quo since February, shares that
judgement remains to be seen. The only way for Beijing to demonstrate that is indeed the case
will be to resume negotiations on the LAC at the earliest. Unless a full restoration of peace and a
de-escalation on the borders happen, the relations in all other spheres will remain cloaked in
distrust.
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TALIBAN LEADER SEEKS ‘POLITICAL SETTLEMENT’
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed & developing countries

on India's interests

Eyes on target:Afghan militia keeping a watch at an outpost against Taliban insurgents at
Charkint in Balkh Province.AFPFARSHAD USYAN  

The Taliban’s supreme leader Hibatullah Akhundzada on Sunday said he “strenuously favours”
a political settlement to the conflict in Afghanistan, even as the hardline Islamist movement
pursues a sweeping offensive across the nation.

The announcement came as representatives of the Afghan government and Taliban insurgents
sat down for a new round of talks in Doha over the weekend, stirring hopes that the long-stalled
peace talks were being resuscitated.

“In spite of the military gains and advances, the Islamic Emirate strenuously favours a political
settlement in the country,” Akhundzada said in a message released ahead of next week’s Id-ul-
Adah holiday.

“Every opportunity for the establishment of an Islamic system, peace and security that presents
itself will be made use of by the Islamic Emirate,” he added.

“We fully assure neighbouring, regional and world countries that Afghanistan will not permit
anyone to pose a security threat to any other country using our soil.”

Doha talks

For months, the two sides have been meeting on and off in the Qatari capital, but have achieved
little if any notable success, with the discussions appearing to have lost momentum as the
militants made enormous gains on the battlefield.

The two sides were due to talk again on Sunday.

The Taliban leader said his group remained committed to forging a solution to end the war, but
slammed “the opposition parties” for “wasting time”.

“Our message remains that instead of relying on foreigners, let us resolve our issues among
ourselves and rescue our homeland from the prevailing crisis,” he added.

The insurgents capitalised on the withdrawal of U.S. and other foreign troops from Afghanistan
to launch a series of offensives across the country.

The group is now believed to control roughly half of the nation’s 400 districts, several border
crossings, and has laid siege to a string of vital provincial capitals.

A spokesman for the Afghan security forces said that pro-government fighters had conducted
244 operations, killing 967 “enemy” fighters — including key commanders.

“We have recaptured 24 districts so far, our goal is to retake all the territories... We are ready to
defend our country,” Ajmal Omar Shinwari told reporters.
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Questions remain over how firm a hand the Taliban’s leaders have with commanders on the
ground, and whether they will be able to convince them to abide by a potential agreement if
signed. The leader’s statement notably made no mention of a formal ceasefire call for the Id
holidays.
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LEAVING THE PAST BEHIND: THE HINDU EDITORIAL
ON AFGHANISTAN

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed & developing countries
on India's interests

Two events in Central Asia last week, which India attended, saw Afghanistan’s neighbours
seeking solutions to the conflict there. The first was a meeting in Dushanbe, of the Contact
group on Afghanistan of SCO Foreign Ministers, and the second, a Central and South Asia
connectivity conference in Tashkent. The meetings also took on a special salience due to their
timing. Just days after the U.S. and NATO completed their pullout from the Bagram air base,
and most other key locations, it is clear that the Taliban are making advances to return to power,
by force if necessary. Of particular concern are the Taliban’s attacks on border posts,
particularly the border with Central Asian countries, and the Spin Boldak-Chaman border with
Pakistan, which are for territorial control and to cut off crucial supply chains to the government in
Kabul. At such a time for the SCO Ministers’ grouping that includes Russia and China, India and
Pakistan, and four Central Asian countries to have issued a joint statement, albeit without
naming the Taliban directly, that decried the violence by terrorist groups, was significant. At
Tashkent, the host, Uzbek President Shavkat Mirziyoyev, also gave Afghanistan President
Ashraf Ghani the opportunity to confront Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan for Pakistan’s
failure to keep its promises on stopping the Taliban from crossing over and ensuring the Taliban
conduct peace negotiations in earnest. Despite Mr. Khan’s protests, the message is that the
region, and global players, will not support the Taliban to enforce its brutal regime in Afghanistan
through violent means. For India and the Central Asian States, the worries are about the
violence at the frontiers and the resultant refugee influx, extremism, and support to transnational
groups such as al Qaeda, LeT, JeM, ETIM and IMU, as it happened earlier under Taliban rule.

As External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar said, Afghanistan’s past cannot be its future, and in an
interview to The Hindu, Mr. Ghani made it clear that the Afghan forces will not simply crumble
this time. The emergence of the regional consensus to shun any attempt to take power by force
will also give the Taliban and its backers in Pakistan reason to pause, and the high-level intra-
Afghan talks in Doha over the weekend, and the Taliban’s Eid announcement that they will
pursue a political solution “seriously” and to assure neighbours they will not allow Afghan
territory to be “used against any other country” may be evidence that the message has been
received. As the future of Afghanistan is decided in the weeks ahead, it is necessary for the
neighbourhood’s voice, Central and South Asia included, to emerge more united and determined
to protect the gains the nation has made over two decades.
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U.S., AFGHANISTAN, PAKISTAN AND UZBEKISTAN TO
FORM QUAD GROUP

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed & developing countries
on India's interests

New equations:Joe Biden speaking about the situation in Afghanistan in Washington, in this file
photo.AFPSAUL LOEB  

The U.S., Afghanistan, Pakistan and Uzbekistan have agreed in principle to establish a new
quadrilateral diplomatic platform focused on enhancing regional connectivity, the Biden
administration has said.

“The parties consider long-term peace and stability in Afghanistan critical to regional connectivity
and agree that peace and regional connectivity are mutually reinforcing,” the State Department
said on Friday.

Recognising the historic opportunity to open flourishing interregional trade routes, the parties
intend to cooperate to expand trade, build transit links, and strengthen business-to-business
ties, it said.

“The parties agreed to meet in the coming months to determine the modalities of this
cooperation with mutual consensus,” said the State Department.

Strategic location

Afghanistan’s strategic location has for a long time been touted as a competitive advantage for
the country. Afghanistan is bordered by Pakistan to the east and south, Iran to the west,
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan to the north, and China to the northeast.

Located at the heart of the historic Silk Road, Afghanistan was long the crossroads of commerce
between Asian countries connecting them to Europe, and enhancing religious, cultural, and
commercial contacts.

The formation of the new quad group is important amid China’s desire to extend its Belt Road
Initiative (BRI) to Afghanistan.

The BRI, a multi-billion-dollar initiative launched by Chinese President Xi Jinping when he came
to power in 2013, aims to link Southeast Asia, Central Asia, the Gulf region, Africa and Europe
with a network of land and sea routes.

By virtue of its location, Afghanistan can provide China with a base to spread its influence
across the world.

Since the announcement of the withdrawal of U.S. forces by August 31, violence has been rising
and efforts to broker a peace settlement between the Afghan government and insurgent Taliban
have slowed.
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INDIA MUST DIRECTLY ENGAGE WITH TALIBAN 2.0
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - Afghanistan

With the withdrawal of the United States from Afghanistan in process, New Delhi has decided to
ramp down its civilian presence in the war-torn country, bracing for a full-blown civil war. India
has ‘temporarily’ closed its consulate in Kandahar and evacuated its diplomats and Indo-Tibetan
Border Police (ITBP) personnel stationed there. This follows the decision to suspend operations
in the Indian consulates in Jalalabad and Herat. As a result, India today is left with its Embassy
in Kabul and the consulate in Mazar-e-Sharif.

These developments indicate two things: New Delhi’s decision to partially “withdraw” from
Afghanistan shows that betting only on the government in Kabul was a big mistake, and that
New Delhi realises the threat Taliban poses to Indian assets and presence in Afghanistan. Either
way, India’s Afghan policy is at a major crossroads; to safeguard its civilian assets there as well
as to stay relevant in the unfolding ‘great game’ in and around Afghanistan, New Delhi must
fundamentally reset its Afghanistan policy.

Future of Afghanistan cannot be its past: Jaishankar

India must, in its own national interest, begin ‘open talks’ with the Taliban before it is too late.
The time for hesitant, half-embarrassed backchannel parleys is over. However, when I say it is
time to ‘openly’ talk to the Taliban, I do not mean according recognition to the Taliban. In any
case, what is there to ‘recognise’ at this point as far as the Taliban is concerned? It is only one
of the parties in Afghanistan — it is neither the Afghan government, nor a part of it. Not yet. But
with over a third of Afghanistan’s more than 400 districts under Taliban control, the talk-to-the-
Taliban-option is indeed the best of the many less than perfect options available to India.

To be fair, New Delhi has been steadily abandoning its puritanical policy towards the Taliban
over the past few years. In late 2018, when Moscow organised a conference which had the
Taliban, members of the Afghan High Peace Council, and other countries from the region in
attendance, India sent a ‘non-official delegation’ of two retired diplomats to Moscow. Thereafter,
in September last year, India’s External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar joined the inaugural
session of the intra-Afghan negotiations in Doha. Last month, reports indicated that India has
started reaching out to the Taliban which was indirectly confirmed by the Ministry of External
Affairs when it said “we are in touch with various stakeholders in pursuance of our long-term
commitment towards development and reconstruction in Afghanistan”.

However, such half-hearted, half-embarrassed, ideologically-hesitant meandering outreach to
the Taliban is hardly sufficient to safeguard Indian interests in a rapidly shifting Afghan
geopolitical landscape. Open dialogue with the Taliban should no longer be a taboo; it is a
strategic necessity. Therefore, our outreach must now be direct and unambiguous. But before I
explain why I say so, let me briefly analyse New Delhi’s rationale for the indirect approach to the
Taliban.

Indian delegation met Taliban in Doha, says Qatari official

There are at least five possible reasons why New Delhi appears to want to keep the Taliban
engagement slow and behind closed doors. For one, if New Delhi chooses to engage the
Taliban directly, it could make Afghanistan President Ashraf Ghani, thus far India’s trusted
partner, uneasy. This could potentially nudge him to look towards China and the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO) for national security and personal political survival. So, in New
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Delhi’s calculation, a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. Two, decision makers in New
Delhi are also faced with the dilemma of who to talk to within the Taliban given that it is hardly a
monolith. New Delhi may have little access to the members of the Quetta Shura or the fighters
on the ground in Afghanistan. So, the only option might be the Doha-based Taliban negotiators
or leaders such as Abdul Salam Zaeef whose beef with Pakistan is well known. Third, given the
global opprobrium that Taliban faced in its earlier avatar and the lack of evidence about whether
the outfit is a changed lot today, New Delhi might not want to court the Taliban so soon. More
so, there is little clarity about what the Taliban’s real intentions are going forward and what they
would do after ascending to power in Kabul. Finally, it would not be totally unreasonable to
consider the possibility of Pakistan acting out against India in Kashmir if India were to establish
deeper links with the Taliban.

New Delhi’s rationale is not entirely erroneous. And yet, there are more compelling reasons why
India should engage with the Taliban more proactively and openly. For one, whether we like it or
not, the Taliban, one way or another, is going to be part of the political scheme of things in
Afghanistan, and unlike in 1996, a large number of players in the international community are
going to recognise/negotiate/do business with the Taliban. So, basic statecraft requires that we
follow that route as well. Making peace with the fait accompli is not always a bad thing especially
in the absence of better alternatives.

Taliban has won battles, we will win the war: Afghan President Ghani

Two, the Taliban today is looking for regional and global partners for recognition and legitimacy
especially in the neighbourhood. So the less proactive the Indian engagement with the Taliban,
the stronger Pakistan-Taliban relations would become. Put differently, and bluntly, letting the
Pakistani deep state exclusively deal with the Taliban is an inherently bad idea.

Third, even though the Taliban is widely considered to be propped up by Pakistan, it would be a
mistake to think that the Taliban will continue to be Pakistan’s servile followers upon gaining
power in Kabul. A worldly-wise and internationally-exposed Taliban 2.0 would develop its own
agency and sovereign claims including perhaps calling into question the legitimacy of the
Durand Line separating Pakistan and Afghanistan, something Pakistan was always concerned
about. More so, contrary to what many analysts assume, a Taliban-dominated Afghanistan, next
door to its Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan-infested tribal areas, may not really end up becoming a
happy space for Pakistan. In other words, the Taliban would want to hedge their bets on how far
to listen to Pakistan. That is precisely when New Delhi should engage the Taliban.

India's presence in Afghanistan perhaps 'larger than it ought to be', says Pakistan

Four, India needs to court all parties in Afghanistan, including the Taliban, if it wants to ensure
its security of its civilian assets there. It makes neither strategic nor economic sense to withdraw
from Afghanistan after spending over $3 billion, something the Government seems to be
prepared to do. Withdrawing from Afghanistan now because the Taliban is on the rise (and we
do not want to have relations with them) will go on to highlight how weak our strategic resolve is.

Five, India’s outreach to the Taliban should have started years ago before the Taliban had many
suitors as they do today. So, if India is not proactive in Afghanistan at least now, late as it is,
Russia, Iran, Pakistan and China will emerge as the shapers of Afghanistan’s political and
geopolitical destiny, which for sure will be detrimental to Indian interests there.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, opening up the congested north-western frontier is key to
bringing India’s continental grand strategy on an even keel, a process New Delhi has already
started. Backchannel talks with Pakistan and a consequent ceasefire on the Line of Control,
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political dialogue with the mainstream Kashmiri leadership, secret parleys with Taliban all
indicate that New Delhi is opening up its congested north-western frontier. Proactive
engagement of the Taliban will provide this effort with more strategic heft.

Consider this. Except for the strategic foray into the Indo-Pacific, India today is strategically
boxed in the region and it must break out of it. Afghanistan could provide, if not immediately,
India with such a way out.

In the end, India’s engagement with the Taliban may or may not achieve much, but non-
engagement will definitely hurt Indian interests. In an ideal world, the Taliban, given its bloody
past, should not have been anywhere near governing Afghanistan, but it is neither an ideal
situation nor is the Taliban stoppable from gaining power in Kabul. So New Delhi must exorcise
the demons of IC-814 (the December 1999 hijacking) from its collective memory and engage
with the Taliban 2.0 — there is no need to be secretive or embarrassed about it. And yet, open
engagement of the Taliban is neither tolerating nor accepting the condemnable atrocities
committed by the Taliban.

Happymon Jacob teaches at the Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi and is the founder of
the Council for Strategic and Defense Research
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A COMPROMISE AMID UNCERTAINTY
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: OECD

A 3D printed oil pump jack is seen in front of displayed OPEC logo in this illustration picture.   |
Photo Credit: REUTERS

For now, the risk has receded that the United Arab Emirates (UAE), said to hold the world’s
largest untapped crude reserves, might quit the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC). The end to the UAE’s weeks-long impasse with Saudi Arabia, one of the
world’s biggest crude exporters, and Russia, a non-OPEC state, was brought about by Sunday’s
deal. Under its terms, the UAE’s demand for an increase in its oil output quotas, in recognition of
its higher production capacity, has been conceded. The baselines have also been raised for
Saudi Arabia, Russia, Iraq and Kuwait.

The bloc will now step up crude production by 400,000 barrels a day starting in August. The deal
will extend until the end of 2022. The output boost is in response to rising oil prices in the wake
of the rebound in economic activity following the easing of lockdown restrictions and increased
COVID-19 vaccinations in different parts of the world. Sunday’s deal has also extended until the
end of next year the broad terms of the unprecedented production cuts the bloc enforced in April
2020. The cartel cut oil production by 9.7 million barrels a day (mbd) as oil demand fell from 100
mbd to 91.1 mbd and prices plummeted from $70 in January 2020 to around $20 in April. The
bloc has since gradually rolled back these steep cuts and hopes to return production to pre-
pandemic levels by the end of 2022.

The UAE has played hard ball during the bloc’s attempts to deal with the pandemic-induced
price volatility. In December, when OPEC+ tried to ease production cuts, the UAE insisted that
members who diluted the original output reductions should compensate through even steeper
cuts, following its own example. Thus, while the internal rift has been resolved for now, the
danger cannot be ruled out of an increasingly economically and politically assertive UAE flexing
its muscle. Any potential break with the bloc would undoubtedly prove far more consequential for
the OPEC than the 2019 exit of Qatar.

Bilateral relations between the traditional allies, Saudi Arabia and the UAE, have been especially
strained since the UAE established diplomatic ties with Israel last year and withdrew troops from
the Saudi-spearheaded war in Yemen the year before. A more recent arena of tension is the
tariffs Riyadh has imposed on imports from the six-nation Gulf Cooperation Council. Saudi
Arabia will now exclude from the GCC tariff agreement goods made by companies with a
workforce of less than 25% of locals and industrial products with less than 40% of added value
after their transformation process. Home to a predominantly migrant population, the move could
hit the UAE especially hard.

The latest OPEC compromise echoes growing recognition of the delicate balance between
competing domestic and global priorities. Foremost is their eagerness to maximise the returns
on their substantial hydrocarbon resources, amid growing speculation of a peak in oil demand
within sight. The OPEC, echoing other assessments, forecast in 2016 that a strict
implementation of the Paris climate accord could see the demand for oil peak by 2030, owing to
the proliferation of alternative fuels and electric cars. Conversely, its report last year pins hopes
on population growth and expansion of the middle class for continued increase in oil demand.
The International Energy Agency (IEA), which in 2016 forecast a continued rise in oil
consumption until the 2040s, has more recently hinted at about 5% rise or fall relative to the
demand before the pandemic within a decade. The OPEC’s other concerns are the stabilisation

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/REUTERS/
https://www.thehindu.com/business/Industry/top-oil-producers-agree-on-modest-output-boost-from-august/article35392318.ece


Page 38

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

of world oil prices without jeopardising national expenditure programmes, and the diversification
of economies in anticipation of the unfolding global energy transition. Unity would be of the
essence amid this uncertainty.

Garimella Subramaniam is Director - Strategic Initiatives, AgnoShin Tecchnologies Pvt Ltd
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INDIA COMMITTED TO WORK WITH G20 COUNTRIES IN
MOUNTING AN EFFECTIVE RESPONSE TO SECURE
THE HEALTH OF THE PLANET AND ITS PEOPLE: SHRI
BHUPENDER YADAV

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: G20

Minister for Environment, Forest and Climate Change, Shri Bhupender Yadav today said that
India is committed to work with the G20 countries for a better world leaving no one behind, and
stands together in solidarity with the global community in mounting a strong and effective
response that secures the health of the planet and its people.

Leading the Indian delegation at the G20 Environment Ministerial the Environment Minister
underscored the need for a collective global action to tide over the ongoing Covid-19 crisis, and
that the Developing Countries need every possible support more than ever before. The G20
Environment Ministerial Meeting held today at, Naples, Italy was attended virtually by the Indian
delegation led by Shri Bhupender Yadav.

On ‘Nature Based Solutions’ (NBS) and Sustainable Finance, the Indian Environment Minister
said that the contexts and perspectives should be guided by the stage of economic
development, national circumstances and priorities, and must not come at the cost of developing
countries’ competitiveness, equity and development.

For tackling marine litter, Shri Yadav emphasized that India have been taking voluntary
regulatory measures on plastic waste management, and also recalled that in the 4thUnited
Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA) in 2019, India had separately piloted a resolution No.
4/9 in the 4th UNEA on “Addressing single- use plastic products pollution”.

The Minister also mentioned about the initiatives taken by India on Resource Efficiency (RE) &
Circular Economy (CE), and that the G20 Resource Efficiency Dialogue should also strengthen
exchange of ideas, knowledge and best practices on RE & CE and support the transition to
sustainable and equitable resource use for a better future

During the course of the daylong Meeting, India welcomed global initiatives like UNESCO’s
International Environmental Experts Network; protecting at least 30% of global land area and
oceans by 2030; Land Degradation Neutrality by 2030; Third Report on the G20 Implementation
Framework for actions on Marine Plastic Litter; etc.

India also welcomed the G20 Dialogue on Water but reiterated taking into account national
circumstances and priorities, and underlined the need for effective and implementable post 2020
biodiversity framework.

***

VRRK/GK

Minister for Environment, Forest and Climate Change, Shri Bhupender Yadav today said that
India is committed to work with the G20 countries for a better world leaving no one behind, and
stands together in solidarity with the global community in mounting a strong and effective
response that secures the health of the planet and its people.
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Leading the Indian delegation at the G20 Environment Ministerial the Environment Minister
underscored the need for a collective global action to tide over the ongoing Covid-19 crisis, and
that the Developing Countries need every possible support more than ever before. The G20
Environment Ministerial Meeting held today at, Naples, Italy was attended virtually by the Indian
delegation led by Shri Bhupender Yadav.

On ‘Nature Based Solutions’ (NBS) and Sustainable Finance, the Indian Environment Minister
said that the contexts and perspectives should be guided by the stage of economic
development, national circumstances and priorities, and must not come at the cost of developing
countries’ competitiveness, equity and development.

For tackling marine litter, Shri Yadav emphasized that India have been taking voluntary
regulatory measures on plastic waste management, and also recalled that in the 4thUnited
Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA) in 2019, India had separately piloted a resolution No.
4/9 in the 4th UNEA on “Addressing single- use plastic products pollution”.

The Minister also mentioned about the initiatives taken by India on Resource Efficiency (RE) &
Circular Economy (CE), and that the G20 Resource Efficiency Dialogue should also strengthen
exchange of ideas, knowledge and best practices on RE & CE and support the transition to
sustainable and equitable resource use for a better future

During the course of the daylong Meeting, India welcomed global initiatives like UNESCO’s
International Environmental Experts Network; protecting at least 30% of global land area and
oceans by 2030; Land Degradation Neutrality by 2030; Third Report on the G20 Implementation
Framework for actions on Marine Plastic Litter; etc.

India also welcomed the G20 Dialogue on Water but reiterated taking into account national
circumstances and priorities, and underlined the need for effective and implementable post 2020
biodiversity framework.

***
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DEAL ON GOGRA, HOT SPRINGS LIKELY SOON
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - China

India and China are set to hold the 12th round of Corps Commander-level talks aimed at
resolving the stand-off in eastern Ladakh soon, and an agreement for disengagement at Gogra
and Hot Springs is likely to be reached.

China had suggested July 26 as a possible date for the talks, but the Indian side conveyed that
the day being Kargil Vijay Diwas, it would not be convenient. Fresh dates are expected to be
agreed upon soon.

“The situation on the ground is stable. There have been no attempts to reoccupy the peaks
vacated. The sense is they (China) are ready to disengage from all places. We got positive
inputs and it will happen,” a senior defence official said. “We continue to talk at all levels.”

The two sides are also looking at a Major General-level talks to be held after the 12th round of
talks, a second official said. Since the stand-off began, the two sides have held 10 Major
General-level talks, 55 Brigadier-level talks and around 1,450 calls over the two hotlines. India
and China have two hotlines for communication at Chushul and Daulat Beg Oldi.

Friction points

While disengagement was completed on both banks of Pangong Tso in February, the other
friction points that remain to be resolved are Gogra and Hot Springs, Demchok and Depsang.
The buffer zones established in some places as part of earlier talks remain in place. “Buffer zone
varies from place to place,” the first official said.

In eastern Ladakh, India and China have two mutually agreed disputed areas — Trig Heights
and Demchok — and 10 areas of differing perception. Officials said since the stand-off last year,
additional five friction points have emerged. These are Km 120 in the Galwan area, Patrolling
Points 15 and 17, and Rechin La and Rezang La on the south Bank of the Pangong Tso, the
second official said.

“China wants de-escalation first and disengagement later which is not acceptable to India as
they can bring back troops and equipment much faster then we can do,” the second official said.
Some of the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA) peace locations are located as far as 3,000 km
from the LAC, but they can mobilise much faster, the official said.

Access issues

For India, the area is cut off for several months a year which is not the case with China. Both the
Zoji La and Rohtang passes were kept open longer than usual last year due to the stand-off and
are available for seven or eight months. Construction work on several tunnels is under way on a
priority basis, including at Baralacha La and Tanglang La, among others, the officials said.

Stating that they have a clear picture of what the PLA is doing and they have vacated and gone
back in some places, the official said China has not increased its troop levels since the stand-off
began but has rotated its troops. The PLA, too, is closely watching the movements of the Indian
military. “We have about 1,000 vehicles going up and down the Rohtang axis everyday,” the
official added.
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However, at least two officials said the Line of Actual Control (LAC) will not become like the Line
of Control (LoC) with Pakistan with very close deployments by both sides. “The LAC will not
become like the LoC. But the force levels have gone up as the trust is lost. All agreements are
broken,” the first official stated. New protocols have to be worked out, another official stated
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CHINA, PAK. OUTLINE ‘JOINT ACTION’ TO ALIGN
AFGHANISTAN STRATEGIES

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed & developing countries
on India's interests

Common ground:Shah Mahmood Qureshi with Wang Yi, right, in Beijing, in this file
photo.APANDREA VERDELLI  

China and Pakistan on Saturday said they would more closely cooperate and work together in
Afghanistan amid the changing situation in the country, as their Foreign Ministers proposed
building theChina Pakistan Economic Corridor(CPEC) into “a hub of regional connectivity”.

Meeting in the Chinese city of Chengdu at the third strategic dialogue, China’s Foreign Minister
Wang Yi and his counterpart Shah Mahmood Qureshi outlined a five-point joint plan on working
in Afghanistan, the Chinese Foreign Ministry said in a statement.

Mr. Wang described the current situation as arriving “at an important juncture” as he criticised
“thehasty U.S. withdrawal of troops” for having “neither fulfilled the purpose of fighting terrorism
nor brought peace to Afghanistan but created a new security black hole,” the statement said.

He said “both China and Pakistan are most directly affected by the situation in Afghanistan” as
its neighbours and it was “necessary for both sides to strengthen cooperation to cope with the
change”, which he described as one of the focuses of the dialogue.

Mr. Wang outlined “joint actions” in five areas, starting with “the immediate priority of avoiding
the expansion of war and preventing Afghanistan from falling into a full-scale civil war.” The
second focus would be to promote the intra-Afghan negotiations between Kabul and the Taliban
and establish “a broad and inclusive political structure”.

He said the third joint action would be “to resolutely combat terrorist forces”. Mr. Wang only
named the East Turkestan Islamic Movement, which China has blamed for attacks in its western
Xinjiang region, underlining China’s concern that instability in Afghanistan could spill over into
Xinjiang.

There do, however, appear to be stark differences in how both countries appear to view the
terror issue and the role of other outfits in Afghanistan. Earlier this month, Mr. Wang said in a
meeting with his Afghan counterpart Mohammed Haneef Atmar in Dushanbe that the “Taliban
should stand clear of any and all terrorist forces.” At the same summit on connectivity, Afghan
President Ashraf Ghani publicly slammed Pakistan for failing to take actions to stop foreign
terrorists from entering the country amid “an influx of over 10,000 jihadi fighters”.

The fourth joint action would be to “promote cooperation among Afghanistan’s neighbours” and
“explore the construction of a platform for cooperation among them”. Both would also more
closely work on international fora on the Afghan issue, Mr. Wang said.

Terror attack in Pakistan

Both sides, in a “joint press release” issued after the talks that was put out by Pakistan’s Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, “reaffirmed their commitment to facilitate and support ‘Afghan-led and Afghan-
owned’ peace and reconciliation process” and “their support for the peaceful reconstruction of
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Afghanistan”.

Both also “vehemently condemned” therecent terrorist attack in Pakistanin which nine Chinese
engineers working on the Dasu hydropower plant were killed, along with four Pakistani nationals.
Both sides “expressed their firm resolve to expose the culprits and their reprehensible designs
through the ongoing joint investigation, give exemplary punishment to the perpetrators, ensure
comprehensive safety and security of the Chinese projects, nationals and institutions, and
prevent recurrence of such incidents”, the statement said.

The joint release also carried the now customary reference to Kashmir, saying the Pakistani side
“briefed the Chinese side on the deteriorating situation in Jammu & Kashmir” while China
“reiterated” its stand that it “opposes any unilateral actions that complicate the situation”, a
position it has repeated in the wake of India’s 2019 reorganisation.

The Chinese side “reiterated its firm support to Pakistan in safeguarding its territorial integrity,
sovereignty and independence” and “striving for a better external security environment,” the joint
release said, adding that both sides had agreed to push forward the CPEC “with the aim to
continuously unleash the great potential of CPEC to make it a hub of regional connectivity.”

On CPEC

China’s Foreign Ministry said in May both countries had been in communication with
Afghanistan over extending the corridor. “Afghanistan has imported and exported related goods
through the Gwadar Port and Karachi Port. China, Pakistan and Afghanistan are discussing
issues related to extending roads and expressways in Pakistan to Afghanistan,” spokesperson
Zhao Lijian said, adding that “the CPEC is an economic initiative that is not aimed at third
parties, and has nothing to do with territorial sovereignty disputes… and won’t affect our
principled position on the Kashmir issue.”

India has opposed the CPEC, which passes through Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, although
China has pushed ahead with projects and stepped up its investments in PoK.
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EVALUATING INDIA’S OPTIONS IN AFGHANISTAN
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - Afghanistan

It is not a coincidence that the United States is exiting Afghanistan at the same time that the
focus of its foreign policy is shifting to East Asia. There is growing consensus in Washington DC
that the U.S., instead of staying engaged in the lost wars, which adds little value to American
power, should now urgently prepare itself for the unfolding geopolitical contest with China.
America’s strategic response to China’s rise is its Indo-Pacific strategy, which seeks to build a
bloc of Indian and Pacific Ocean democracies aimed at containing China’s rise and challenging
its high-functioning single party dictatorship. The U.S. wants India to play a key role in this bloc,
which along with Australia and Japan, make up the so-called Quad grouping.

But there is one problem. India, unlike the other members, is the only continental Asian power in
the Quad, which shares a contested land border with China and is vulnerable to the geopolitical
changes in the Eurasian landmass. The U.S. may have retreated from Afghanistan as part of a
grand strategy to take on China in maritime Asia, in which it needs India’s involvement, and
India might find it tempting to join the ranks, especially after China’s aggression on the Line of
Actual Control last year. But the irony is that the American withdrawal and the vacuum it leaves
in Afghanistan and continental Asia in general — which is being filled by China and Russia — is
reinforcing India’s identity as a continental Asian power.

Also read: India must directly engage with Taliban 2.0

 

Barring a brief interregnum in the 1990s, India has historically enjoyed good ties with
Afghanistan, which go back to the 1950 Treaty of Friendship. Indian interests and influence
suffered when the Taliban, backed by Pakistan, captured Kabul in 1996. But India was back in
action as soon as the Taliban were ousted from power after the U.S. invasion in 2001. It has
made huge investments and commitments ever since, which run into over $3 billion, and
cultivated strong economic and defence ties with the Afghan government. Now, it is again
staring at uncertainty with the U.S. pullback having effectively changed the balance of power in
Afghanistan and the Taliban making rapid territorial gains.

Future of Afghanistan cannot be its past: Jaishankar

The U.S.’s strategic objectives in Afghanistan were limited, as U.S. President Joe Biden himself
pointed out earlier this month — killing Osama bin Laden and disrupting al-Qaeda networks.
Defeating the Taliban and nation-building were part of the neoconservative ideological project,
which has evidently failed. This means, the U.S., having met its realist objectives, can abandon
the Afghan government and exit the theatre — which is what Mr. Biden is doing. But India
cannot. It has to protect its investments, prevent Afghanistan from becoming another safe haven
for anti-India terrorist groups, and also check Pakistan deepening its influence in Kabul.

So what should India do? One option, as many commentators have already pointed out, is to
hold talks with the Taliban. India has already established contacts with the Taliban in Doha.
Talking to them would allow New Delhi to seek security guarantees from the insurgents in return
for continued development assistance or other pledges (in the 1990s, India had backed the anti-
Taliban Northern Alliance) as well as explore the possibility of the Taliban’s autonomy from
Pakistan. At this point, talking to the Taliban looks inevitable. But India should not overlook the
deep ties between Pakistan’s security establishment and the Haqqani Network, a major faction

https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/us-military-mission-in-afghanistan-to-end-august-31-says-joe-biden/article35225247.ece
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within the Taliban that’s driving the successful campaigns on the battlefield. The U.S. overlooked
it while fighting the Taliban along with Pakistan, and it paid a heavy price for it. There is no
guarantee that India’s quest for engagement with the Taliban would produce a desirable
outcome. So India should broad-base its options. While talking to the Taliban to protect its
interests, New Delhi should also enhance aid to Afghanistan’s legitimate government and
security forces and work with other regional powers for long-term stability in the country.

True, the Taliban now control or contest most of Afghanistan’s countryside. But still, it is not a
foregone conclusion that they could take Kabul easily. The Afghan military has some 200,000
battle-hardened soldiers, including the highly trained special forces. In the cities, which saw
relative freedoms and rights compared to the dark period of the Taliban regime, the government,
despite its infighting, corruption and incompetence, still commands support. There is no
Northern Alliance this time. The Taliban have already taken northern districts, including
Badakhshan and Takhar. The only force that is standing up to the Taliban is the Afghan National
Defense and Security Forces. India should urgently step up training Afghan forces and provide
military hardware, intelligence and logistical and financial support so that Kabul can continue to
defend the cities. New Delhi should also coordinate with other regional powers to support the
Afghan government because if the government forces crumble before the Taliban, the prospects
for a political settlement would be narrowed. Why should a winning Taliban make concessions?

There is a convergence of interests between India and three key regional players — China,
Russia and Iran — in seeing a political settlement in Afghanistan. These three countries have
already opened public, direct talks with the Taliban. But these contacts are largely tactical in
nature. For China, whose restive Xinjiang province shares a border with Afghanistan, a jihadist-
oriented Taliban regime would not serve its internal interests. Russia, which fears that instability
would spill over into the former Soviet Republics, has already moved to secure its Central Asian
perimeter. For the Shia theocratic Iran, a Sunni Deobandi Taliban with which it had almost gone
to war in 1998, will continue to remain an ideological, sectarian and strategic challenge. None of
these countries would like to see the Taliban taking over Kabul militarily, which means there
would be an isolated Sunni Islamist regime in a country with fractured ethnic equations. There
would neither be legitimacy for a Taliban regime nor peace in Afghanistan.

Indian delegation met Taliban in Doha, says Qatari official

India, to break this impasse, should take a layered approach. Its immediate goal should be the
safety and security of its personnel and investments. The long-term goal should be finding a
political solution to the crisis. And if a political solution is not achieved, it should seek non-
conventional methods, like what it did in the 1990s, to offer support to its allies within
Afghanistan and retain some influence. None of this can be achieved unless it works together
with the regional powers.

Russia has cultivated links with the Taliban in recent years. India would need Russia’s support in
any form of direct engagement with the Taliban. When it comes to Afghanistan, Iran is an
irreplaceable country. It shares a long border with Afghanistan and has built contacts through
several stakeholders in the country, especially the ethnic minorities. The original objective of
India’s Chabahar project in Iran was to create a direct access to Afghanistan, bypassing
Pakistan. This direct access is critical for India in all different scenarios — move supplies to
Kabul in larger quantities, retain its presence in the event of a civil war or carry out covert
operations if the Taliban take power by force. But India, under pressure from the U.S., slowed
down on the Chabahar connectivity projects, which finally prompted Iran to drop India and go
ahead. Building strategic ties with Iran, irrespective of the U.S.’s policy towards the Islamic
Republic, is essential for India’s Afghan bets. Finally, India should talk with China, with the
objective of finding a political settlement and lasting stability in Afghanistan.
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Ministry of External Affairs hints at talks with Taliban

Central to this approach is India striking the right balance between its continental realities and
the U.S.’s pivot to maritime Asia. The U.S., and the West in general, are done with Afghanistan.
India, as one of the countries that would be impacted by the consequences of American
withdrawal, has to work with Eurasian powers to protect its interests and stabilise Afghanistan.

stanly.johny@thehindu.co.in
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NEEDED, A MORE UNIFIED ASIAN VOICE FOR
AFGHANISTAN

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - Afghanistan

As the United States and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) end their presence in
Afghanistan and set off a churn in the neighbourhood, Central Asia is emerging as a key player
that the global Troika of the United States, Russia and China are turning to. Three meetings this
month, of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) contact group on Afghanistan and
SCO Defence Ministers in Tajikistan, and the Central and South Asia conference on regional
connectivity in Uzbekistan, are turning the spotlight on the region’s role in dealing with the
situation in Afghanistan, and how India could build on that.

Put plainly, events of the past few years, and the decisions of the Troika have kept India out of a
leading role in Afghanistan. Since 2019, the Troika has met with Pakistan (Troika plus) in order
to discuss Afghanistan’s future, one in which the Taliban — with which New Delhi has had no
ties — gains an important if not controlling role in Kabul. The same powers that invaded
Afghanistan post 9/11, and declared the Taliban leadership as United Nations Security Council-
designated terrorists, are now not only advocating talks with the Taliban, entreating their
Pakistani hosts of the past two decades to help, but actively paving the way for the Taliban’s
return to power.

Evaluating India’s options in Afghanistan

India’s efforts to build on trade with Afghanistan, shore up development projects and increase
educational and training opportunities for Afghan youth have been appreciated, but these cannot
grow bigger due to a number of factors. New Delhi’s original hesitation in opening talks with the
Taliban, which even Afghanistan President Ashraf Ghani had suggested, has cut India out of the
current reconciliation process. The end of any formal dialogue between India and Pakistan since
2016 and trade since 2019, have resulted in Pakistan blocking India’s over-land access to
Afghanistan. India’s alternative route through Chabahar, though operational, cannot be viable or
cost-effective also long as U.S. sanctions on Iran are in place. India’s boycott of the Chinese
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2017, and now tensions at the Line of Actual Control after the
Chinese aggression in 2020, make another route to Afghanistan off-limits.

Meanwhile, the U.S. has announced a new, surprise formation of a “Quad” on regional
connectivity — U.S.-Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan that does not include India, and the
United States Agency for International Development (USAID) is conducting trial runs of truck
convoys from Tashkent to Karachi and back. With so many doors slamming shut, the hope is
that the Central Asian window, with the “Stans” (as the five Central Asian republics of
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan are sometimes referred to)
will open new possibilities, but here too, there are some caveats.

To begin with, it is clear that Tashkent (Uzbekistan) sees the rise of the Taliban in a different
light from New Delhi. After a whirlwind round of negotiations in his own region since coming to
power in 2016, where he mended relations and ended border disputes with each of the other
Central Asian States, and outreaches to the U.S. and China to shift the traditional tilt towards
Moscow, Uzbekistan President Shavkat Mirziyoyev has made purposeful moves on Afghanistan.
In 2018, his government became one of the first countries to publicly invite a Taliban delegation
from Doha, Qatar to visit, while at the same time he has promoted a number of ambitious trade
and connectivity initiatives with the Ashraf Ghani government.
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Multi-track strategy: India ‘engages Taliban’, but questions Pakistan’s support to militant group

Speaking at the Central and South Asia conference in July, Mr. Mirziyoyev spelt out his plans for
a modern version of the “the ancient northern trade route known as the Uttara Patha, connecting
the Indo-Ganges Plain with the southern territories of the Eurasian continent through the
historical cities of Takshila, Gandhara and Termez.” He spoke of the old Silk Routes that once
bound Central and South Asia together, and called Afghanistan the key link in “practical
connectivity” for them. Significantly, while he mentioned the salience of the Termez-Mazar-i-
Sharif-Kabul-Peshawar railroad, the Trans-Afghan railroad to connect to China’s BRI, and the
International North South Transport Corridor (INSTC) via the Iranian port of Bandar Abbas as
key elements of the “architecture of connectivity”, he did not mention the Chabahar route that
India has espoused. The Uzbekistan-Pakistan memorandum of understanding on Transit Trade
— or the Agreement between Uzbekistan and Pakistan on Transit Trade (AUPTT) — was also
signed the same day, which would give Uzbekistan access to the Pakistani seaports of Gwadar
and Karachi, rather than Iranian ports.

Uzbekistan’s calculations, and by extension, those of its other Central Asian neighbours, are
three-fold: the first is that prosperity for these land-locked countries can only flow from access
through Afghanistan to the closest ocean, i.e. the Indian Ocean. Second, that all transit through
Afghanistan depends on guarantees of safe passage from the Taliban, backed by the group’s
mentors in Pakistan. Third, each of the “Stans” are now a part of China’s BRI, and tying their
connectivity initiatives with Beijing’s will bring the double promise of investment and some
modicum of control over Pakistan.

India must directly engage with Taliban 2.0

Given the odds, New Delhi’s room for manoeuvre with these five countries on Afghanistan
appears limited but not without hope. To begin with, India and the Central Asian States share
common concerns about an Afghanistan overrun by the Taliban and under Pakistan’s thumb:
the worries of battles at their borders, safe havens for jihadist terror groups inside Afghanistan
and the spill-over of radicalism into their own countries.

It is necessary for India to work with them, and other neighbours to shore up finances for the
government in Kabul, particularly to ensure that the government structure does not collapse. It is
only a matter of time before the COVID-19-weary international economies tire of funding
Afghanistan, as the last donors conference in Geneva (November 2020) showed.

No present threat of Taliban entering Kashmir: officials

As part of the SCO’s Regional Anti-Terrorist Structure (RATS), India must also step up its
engagement with the Central Asian countries on fighting terror. While the Narendra Modi
government has made it clear it will not send Indian boots to the ground in Afghanistan, it can
support the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces (ANDSF) where it needs it most: in
terms of air power. India’s previous gift of a few helicopters is far from adequate, given
commitments made as Afghanistan’s first Strategic Partner 10 years ago, and there must be
more that New Delhi can support, especially in conjunction with other countries that depend on
Soviet-made arms, including helicopters and planes, weaponry, ammunition and spare parts.

Finally, South Asia must learn from Central Asia’s recent example in knitting together this region
more tightly, a task that can only be completed with better ties between India and Pakistan. New
Delhi’s furtive discussions with the Taliban leadership in Doha make little sense unless a less
tactical and more strategic engagement with Pakistan is also envisaged.
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Most importantly, countries of Central Asia and South Asia need to find a more unified voice, as
they have in recent weeks. Afghanistan’s future will affect both regions much more than it will
the distant global powers that currently dominate the debate.

Travelling to Kazakhstan in 2015, Prime Minister Modi spoke of why the Silk Road that
connected the two regions faded away. “The end of the Silk Road did not just come about from
the rise of sea-based trade of the new European powers,” he said, “It also happened because
Central Asia was no longer a bridge between regions, but the new fault line between great
empires to the east, west and south.” Ensuring a similar rupture is not wrought in Afghanistan is
essential, which today has the potential to become that bridge or the biggest boulder between
Central and South Asia.

suhasini.h@thehindu.co.in
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Open Embrace: India-US Ties in a Divided World, Varghese K. George, Penguin Random
House, 399  

The COVID-19 pandemic has sharpened divisions within and among countries. Nationalism
continues to stir India, with the re-election of Narendra Modi in 2019, and the U.S., despite the
defeat of Donald Trump in 2020. The pandemic and the expansionism of China have led India
and the U.S. to put their relationship in the spotlight, writes the author in a revised edition of
Open Embrace: India-US Ties in a Divided World. An excerpt:

While the pandemic turned out to be yet another occasion for China to claim superiority of its
economic and political model, it also exposed the weaknesses of the American political and
economic system. COVID-19 triggered a fresh round of debate on liberalism. As for India, 2020
was a year of reckoning in its relations with China. In a first in 45 years, both sides lost soldiers
in a border clash. At least 20 Indian soldiers and an unknown number of Chinese died in Ladakh
in June 2020 leading to massive mobilisation of forces by both sides.

The aftermath of the pandemic fuelled more nationalism in politics in many parts of the world,
certainly in China, India and the U.S. Even in his defeat, Donald Trump so sharply put the
spotlight on China as the key challenger of the U.S. in the 21st century that Joe Biden and the
Democrats have agreed to broadly follow that line. The Chinese action of occupying disputed
territories so damaged the bilateral relationship that it is now at its ‘most difficult phase’ in the
last 34 years, according to S. Jaishankar, India’s External Affairs Minister.

The Chinese action remained inexplicable. China gave India ‘five differing explanations’ and
‘literally brought tens of thousands of soldiers in full military preparation mode right to the LAC in
Ladakh’. Ashley Tellis has linked the Chinese action to India’s decision in August 2019 to carve
out Ladakh as a federally administered territory, along with the ending of the special
constitutional status of the State of Jammu and Kashmir.

In the last seven decades of America’s strategy in South Asia, there has been one constant, and
that is Pakistan and its military — as a partner in propping up jihadis, then fighting them and now
being found out as playing both sides. Also noteworthy is the fact that the U.S.’s entanglement
with Pakistan and China is inseparable from one another. Pakistan had aided U.S.-China ties in
the 1970s; and today, Pakistan does not fight shy of its loyalty and admiration for China. In
January 2021, Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan said the Chinese model of development was
something that his country would want to emulate. ‘I think Pakistan is going to help us out to
extricate ourselves (from Afghanistan),’ Trump said in July 2019. In January 2018, he had said,
‘They have given us nothing but lies & deceit, thinking of our leaders as fools.’ Trump’s
contradictory, strident remarks are unusual for a president, but these are instructive. General
Lloyd Austin, appointed Defense Secretary by Biden, said during his confirmation hearing that
Pakistan had taken ‘constructive steps’ in the Afghanistan peace process. For all the strategic
clarity that the U.S. is supposed to possess, it cannot decide for sure whether Pakistan is an ally
or an enemy. Much in the same manner as ties with China, the U.S. relationship with Pakistan
remains an unsettled question.

Pakistan’s constant refrain has been that the route to ‘peace in Afghanistan is through Kashmir’,
the argument being that unless America forces India to make concessions in Kashmir, no
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progress was possible in Afghanistan — making both Kashmir and Afghanistan part of the same
continuum of transnational Islamist politics. American presidents until Barack Obama were
sympathetic to this position, though nobody stated it in obvious terms. India’s resistance to the
American view of seeing Kashmir and Afghanistan as components of the same puzzle predates
Modi’s Hindutva doctrine. While opposing any link between Kashmir and Afghanistan, the Prime
Ministers before Modi were willing to separately engage with Kashmiri separatists and Pakistan
on the issue. Since 2014, the country’s position has become more strident and combative.

The BJP and the PDP had a common minimum programme that left negotiations with the
separatists solely with the PDP and in Srinagar, and the Central government showed little
interest in addressing insurgency in the State other than by military force. In late 2017, the Modi
government appointed Dineshwar Sharma as interlocutor for Kashmir, whose failure was
foretold. In June 2018, the BJP ended its alliance with the PDP, and in August 2019, the special
constitutional status of Jammu and Kashmir was rescinded.

While Pakistan has been pleading with America to be more interventionist in Kashmir, India has
resisted all such moves.

Excerpted with permission from Penguin Random House India
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SHARED VALUES: THE HINDU EDITORIAL ON INDIA-
U.S. TIES AFTER SECRETARY OF STATE ANTONY
BLINKEN’S VISIT

Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - USA

U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken’s day-visit to Delhi this week was heavy on discussions
and understandably light on deliverables. The visit, the third by a senior U.S. official of the Biden
administration, was meant to prepare the way for more substantive meetings in Washington later
this year, including the U.S.-India “2+2” of Foreign and Defence Ministers, the Quad summit of
its leaders, and a bilateral meeting between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and U.S. President
Joseph Biden. Public statements by Mr. Blinken and External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar, and
readouts, indicate that most of their conversations are focused on Quad cooperation in the Indo-
Pacific, Afghanistan, and in discussing the state of democracy and rights. On the Quad, they
showed full convergence. On Afghanistan, Mr. Jaishankar said that there were “more
convergences than divergences” on the common positions that there is no military solution to
conflict, and that neither country would recognise a Taliban regime that takes Kabul by force.
However, the divergences are more troubling for India, given that the fallout of the U.S.
withdrawal will mean a less secure region. The U.S. continues to engage the Taliban in talks for
a power-sharing arrangement, despite the Taliban leadership’s refusal to enforce a ceasefire,
and stop attacks against civilians in areas they take over. The militia is also trying to squeeze
trade and financial supply chains to the Afghanistan government. Perhaps the greatest worry for
India is the U.S.’s refusal to hold Pakistan to account for having given shelter to the Taliban, as
this will only embolden Islamabad if the Taliban advance in Afghanistan. New Delhi tiptoed
around the U.S.’s announcement of a new “Quad” with Uzbekistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan on
connectivity, but this is another cause for worry.

On the subject of democratic freedoms, both sides maintained there were “shared values”.
However, Mr. Blinken began his meetings with a “civil society roundtable” wherein internal Indian
issues such as minority rights, religious freedoms and curbs on the media and dissent were
discussed, making it clear that these were important areas for the Democrat administration. In
his rebuttal to a question about the “backslide” in India’s democracy, Mr. Jaishankar had a three-
pronged response, reiterating that the same standards apply for the U.S. and India, that policies
that have come in for international criticism such as the Citizenship (Amendment) Act, the Article
370 amendment, and anti-conversion laws were part of the Modi government’s attempt to “right
historical wrongs”, and that freedoms cannot be equated with “lack of governance”. Despite the
attempt from both sides to paper over the cracks, this is an issue that they will grapple with in
the future even as they build upon the strong “Comprehensive Global Strategic Partnership” that
the world’s oldest and most populous democracies continue to share.
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