
Pakistan: Tensions with India will simmer under Khan rather than boil over

Event: On August 18, Imran Khan was sworn in as prime minister of Pakistan.

Significance: Following the victory of his Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) in elections late last
month, Khan expressed a wish to improve relations with Pakistan's neighbour and traditional
enemy India, especially regarding the disputed Kashmir valley. Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, whose Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) hopes to retain power in elections
early next year, congratulated Khan on his success. However, India will lobby Washington to put
additional political and economic pressure on Pakistan to curb cross-border militancy in Kashmir.

Analysis: India and Pakistan dispute sovereignty of Kashmir, which for decades has been
divided by the Line of Control (LoC) into Indian- and Pakistani-administered regions. Khan said
that Pakistan will "take two steps" towards resolving the tensions created by the division if India
"takes one step".

India accuses Pakistan of leveraging militant proxies to launch cross-border attacks, which
Islamabad denies. Islamabad accuses India of supporting insurgency in restive parts of Pakistan,
which Delhi denies. Pakistan fears an increased role for India in Afghanistan, though it denies
suggestions that it leverages the Pakistan-based Afghan Taliban to pressure Kabul.

In recent years, there have been several occasions on which both armies have violated the 2003
ceasefire agreement.  In September 2016, India undertook 'surgical strikes' across the LoC in
response to an attack by four militants on an army base that killed 19 soldiers. Although a
routine tactic from a military perspective, the decision to conduct the strike public raised Modi's
approval ratings. Pakistan said the raids never took place and that India simply fired across the
LoC. However, it too undertook action across the LoC. 

The decision by both sides to continue low-level, localised fighting at the LoC indicates that the
political benefits of such action are seen as greater than the costs, and punitive actions against
the enemy is, for the two armies, an end in itself.  Neither country is much interested in a major
change to the status quo.

Despite Khan's denials, it is widely held that the military supported the PTI's campaign to oust
the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), the party of former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif.
Sharif's political moderation towards Delhi turned the military against him in recent years as the
military traditionally has a hawkish policy towards India.

In particular, Sharif sought to boost cross-border trade and investment ties. However, although
Pakistan's balance of payments crisis may increase the attractiveness of engaging with India
economically, this logic has never gained much traction in Islamabad.

Although Sharif now appears peripheral to Pakistani politics, what happens to him in the next
few weeks could be significant in determining Khan's exact approach towards India. Disqualified
from holding office on the grounds of dishonesty by the Supreme Court in July 2017, he was
convicted of corruption in absentia this July and imprisoned for ten years upon his return to
Pakistan. Further cases are pending.
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If Sharif ends up with more convictions and more time in jail, he could become a rallying point for
opposition to Khan and the military. The PML-N and the Pakistan Peoples Party may cooperate
more closely to portray him as persecuted by the military in an effort to turn popular opinion
against the 'establishment'.

In that scenario, Khan would remain reliant on the military and be unlikely to challenge its policy
towards India. He would continue to characterise Sharif as a subversive force, but focus his
energies on securing either loans from China, already a generous ally, or another bailout from
the IMF.

Alternatively, an agreement could be reached under which Sharif is exiled, potentially to Saudi
Arabia, where he spent a previous period in exile (2000-07) after being ousted from an earlier
period as prime minister by a military coup. If so, with Sharif absent, Khan may feel emboldened
to pursue policies, including towards India, that partially cut across military interests. He could
seek a more meaningful rapprochement with India by initiating dialogue on Kashmir, even
though this would irk the military. If so, he may choose to link this with an effort to reduce India's
engagement with Afghanistan, which would placate the military.

India's approach to Pakistan in the next few months will be shaped by the BJP's campaign
strategy ahead of the general election that is likely to take place in April or May next year. The
hostility in India to negotiations with Pakistan reduces the incentive for the government to enter
dialogue on anything but its own terms. Modi to some extent invested political capital in Sharif,
only to see the Pakistani military undermine his erstwhile counterpart. 
Most of the Indian public is either uninterested in or actively against talks with Islamabad. Delhi
has restricted person-to-person contact between the two countries; India issued only 34,445
visas for Pakistani citizens in 2017, down from 52,525 in 2016. By contrast, Pakistan increased
the number of visas issued to Indian nationals to 45,519 from 39,321 over the same period.

For the BJP, appealing to Hindu nationalism is an important electoral strategy. Critics of the
government are frequently branded anti-national or pro-Pakistan. Prior to the poll next year, Modi
will have to choose between emphasising economic development or religious sentiment for next
year’s election campaign. Adopting the latter course would likely entail taking a harder line on
Pakistan.

Most Western powers, including the US and EU, have tended to be indifferent to the South Asian
rivalry, but they are more frequently critical of Pakistan, and especially its handling of militancy
across the Afghan and Indian borders. Despite its growing proximity to Pakistan and regional
rivalry with India, China is wary of criticising Delhi. In recent months, though, India has found
itself under greater pressure. In June, a UN Human Rights Council report accused both India
and Pakistan of human rights abuses in the region but was especially critical of India.

After the Indian election, and assuming, as is likely, that the BJP retains power, the political
climate may be more favourable for Modi to consider dialogue with Khan over Kashmir.

Looking ahead: Low-level tensions in Kashmir will continue, although open conflict is unlikely. In
the short term, Khan is unlikely to pursue peace with India to the detriment of his country’s
powerful military, which is widely regarded as the guiding force behind the country's foreign
policy. From the Indian side, Modi is unlikely to alienate his core support by pursuing talks with
Pakistan ahead of the 2019 polls.

https://willisgroupservices.com/PROD2LZ/lz.aspx?p1=05234757S9749&CC=&w=6300&cID=0&cValue=1
https://willisgroupservices.com/PROD2LZ/lz.aspx?p1=05234757S9749&CC=&w=6303&cID=0&cValue=1
https://willisgroupservices.com/PROD2LZ/lz.aspx?p1=05234757S9749&CC=&w=6306&cID=0&cValue=1


https://willisgroupservices.com/PROD2LZ/lz.aspx?p1=05234757S9749&CC=&w=6249&cID=0&cValue=1
https://willisgroupservices.com/PROD2LZ/Preference.aspx?p1=05234757S9749&p=1
https://willisgroupservices.com/PROD2LZ/lz.aspx?p1=05234757S9749&CC=&w=6248&cID=0&cValue=1
https://willisgroupservices.com/PROD2LZ/lz.aspx?p1=05234757S9749&CC=&w=6247&cID=0&cValue=1



