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            Turkiye’s ‘Safe Zone’ Policy and Syrian Refugees          	
            February 20, 2024          	
                      	
            Gayathri Pramod Panamoottil          	
            The outbreak of the Syrian Civil War in 2011 led to the  displacement of nearly 12 million people to neighbouring countries such as  Turkiye, Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt.1  Turkiye hosts approximately 3.6 million Syrian refugees, making it the country  with the largest refugee population from Syria.2  Turkiye  shares the longest land border with Syria amongst its neighbouring nations.  Initially, Turkiye adopted an 'open door' policy to admit victims of the Syrian  civil war into the country. However, as the situation in Syria continued to  deteriorate, Turkiye gradually adopted measures to protect its borders. 

During the Syrian civil war, the Kurds in Syria fought  against the Assad regime as well as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS).  The Kurds declared autonomy in Kurdish-majority north-eastern Syria and  established the Rojava autonomous region. This emerged as a security challenge  for Turkiye, which feared that the Turkish Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) would  be further strengthened by their Syrian compatriots, the People's Protection  Units (YPG). 

Syrian refugees in Turkiye and the rising threat from Kurds  in northern Syria pushed Ankara to take steps to enhance its border security.  Ankara decided to create a buffer zone in northern Syria along its borders  which it termed as ‘safe zones’.3  Its  objectives were primarily to contain the flow of Syrian refugees and to ensure  that the northern Syrian region is not used by the Kurds to launch attacks on  Turkiye. As the Syrian crisis continued to linger, Ankara decided to settle Syrian  refugees in the safe zone. Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu stated in  2015 that once ISIS was eliminated from northern Syria, the safe zones would  naturally emerge as havens for displaced Syrian refugees.4 

Turkiye took a series of measures to protect its border with  Syria. It built four-metre high concrete wall with barbed wire and employed  various security measures, including aerial and land surveillance systems,  active border patrol units, among other steps.5  Turkiye also  launched military operations to eradicate ISIS presence. It launched Operation  Euphrates Shield in August 2016 to eradicate ISIS presence from the Syrian  border area and prevent the establishment of a ‘terror corridor’.6  More  than 2,000 ISIS terrorists were neutralised in this operation. In January 2018,  Turkiye launched Operation Olive Branch to counter the Kurdish and ISIS threats  in Afrin. Turkiye claimed that it cleared an area of approximately 2,000 Sq kms  by March 2018. Again, in October 2019, Turkiye launched Operation Peace Spring to  liberate approximately 8,234 Sq kms of territory in northern Syria, extending  up to 30 kilometres from the border, which was previously controlled by various  terrorist factions.7  Similarly,  Operation Winter Eagle was conducted in February 2022 and Operation Claw-Sword  was carried out in November 2022 primarily against Kurdish militia groups. 

Turkiye justified its military interventions in Syria on  multiple grounds, including the prevention of potential waves of migration,  counterterrorism, and protection of its borders. Turkiye has been able to keep  the Kurdish militias away from the border and has created a buffer zone. This  has allowed Turkiye to build the infrastructure required for settling the  refugees in those areas. In 2023, Turkiye's Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu  stated that over 550,000 Syrian refugees have returned to Syria since the  creation of the safe zone.8  He  also stated that Turkiye is talking with the Syrian government and urged the UN  and the international community for support in this regard. 

Syrian Response

Following Turkiye’s military  interventions and creation of a safe zone in Northern Syria, the Syrian  Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates stated that Turkiye’s actions were  blatant violations of international law and the sovereignty, unity and  territorial integrity of Syria. Syria alleged that the Turkish behaviour  contradicted the understandings and outputs of the Astana process. Syrian  Foreign Minister Faisal stated that as per international law, the Turkish Armed  Forces must take all possible measures to avoid and minimise the loss of  civilian life, injuries to civilians and damage to civilian objects during  military operations. He also added that Turkiye should provide compensation for  civilian deaths and injuries as well.9  

As for the Astana process, it was initiated in 2017 by  Russia, Iran and Turkiye to help resolve the Syrian conflict. It focused on  de-escalation zones, ceasefire monitoring, and humanitarian aid delivery, with  initial meetings held in the Kazakh capital, Astana. The Astana process aimed to  create conditions for voluntary return of refugees by establishing stability  and security, but challenges such as ongoing violence and destruction caused by  the civil war hindered success. 

The 21st round of Astana process was held in  January 2024, where issues relating to the fight against terrorism, regional  developments, political process, the return of Syrians as well as matters of  humanitarian assistance were discussed. The Joint Statement released at the end  of the meeting called for 

‘continuation  of efforts for the restoration of relations between Türkiye and Syria on the  basis of mutual respect, goodwill and good-neighborly relations in order to  combat terrorism, create proper conditions for the safe, voluntary and  dignified return of Syrians with the involvement of United Nations High  Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), revitalize the political process and ensure  the unimpeded flow of humanitarian aid to all Syrians.’10  

Conclusion

Turkiye's establishment of safe zones in Northern Syria  served a dual purpose – to create a protective buffer area and facilitate the  relocation of Syrian refugees from Turkiye, while preventing the spill over of  terrorism into Turkish territory. However, the volatile nature of the region,  characterised by the presence of various armed groups and conflicting interests  of different states and non-state groups, have been the major challenges for  Turkiye. 

The conflict in Syria meanwhile has reached a stalemate,  presenting limited prospects for a prompt political resolution. While violence  has significantly decreased, sporadic skirmishes persist in both the northwest  and northeast regions of Syria. The Assad government exerts control over  approximately 70 per cent of Syrian territory. The Syrian government's efforts  to reclaim territories lost during the civil war adds another layer of  complexity to the situation. 

Five foreign powers (Russia, Iran, Turkey, Israel, and the  United States) have military presence in the region. Additionally, the remnants  of ISIS periodically launch attacks, further complicating the situation.  Consequently, the border region between Turkiye and Syria remains highly  unstable, posing a potential risk of armed conflict.

Views expressed are of the  author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Manohar Parrrikar IDSA  or of the Government of India. 

	1. “Syria Situation”, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.
	2. “Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Turkiye”, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.
	3. Lionel Beehner and Gustav Meibauer,  “The-Futility-of-Buffer-Zones”, Orbis,  Volume 60, Issue 2, 2016, pp. 248-265.
	4. Karen  DeYoung and Liz Sly, “U.S.-Turkey Deal Aims to Create De Facto ‘Safe Zone’ in Northwest  Syria”, The Washington Post, 26  June 2015.
	5. Ibid.
	6. Murat Yesilak, Merve Seren, Necdet Ozcelik, “Operation Euphrates Shield Implementation and Lessons  Learned”, Foundation for  Political and Economic Research, 2017.
	7. “Relations  between Türkiye–Syria: Turkiye’s Approach towards the Conflict in Syria”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Turkiye.
	8. “Turkiye: Cavusoglu Reveals Roadmap for Return of Syrian Refugees”, Middle  East Monitor, 22 May 2023.
	9. Chenar Chalak, “Syria Condemns Turkey’s ‘Hostile’ Action  in North of Country”, Rudaw, 5 June 2022.
	10. “Joint Statement by  Representatives of Iran, Russia and Türkiye on Outcomes of the 21st  International Meeting on Syria in the Astana Format, Astana, 24-25 January  2024”, Ministry  of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Turkiye, 25 January 2024.
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            Taliban’s Focus on Infrastructure Development          	
            February 19, 2024          	
                      	
            Shailendra Upadhyay          	
            The  Taliban  have advertised their efforts towards infrastructure development over the  last two years, since taking over power in August 2021. The Taliban Deputy  Minister of Economy Abdul Latif Nazari stated in August 2023 that “overall 3575  development projects of $1.9 billion have been launched in the field of  infrastructure, health, energy and transportation”.1  Taliban spokesperson Zabihullah Mujahid stated that funding for these  developmental projects in 2023 was more than the previous year.2  

Regional connectivity projects such as the Khaf–Herat Railway Project, a connectivity link  between Afghanistan and Iran, are touted to be ready for operation, as per the  spokesperson of Afghanistan Railway Authority in December 2023.3  The Ministry of Mines and Petroleum in March 2023 stated that they were  genuinely interested in the Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India  (TAPI) project as it will create direct or indirect employment and will help in  energy production. Spokesperson Mujahid noted that several meetings were held  with the countries involved in the project, to help take it forward.4  TAPI was on the agenda when the acting Foreign Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi along  with the Minister for Mines and Petroleum met Turkmenistan Foreign Minister  Rasit Meredow on 17 December 2023.5  

Another regional connectivity project, the Trans-Afghanistan  railway project, was signed in February 2021 between Uzbekistan, Afghanistan  and Pakistan, with the project expected to cost $5 billion, prior to the  Taliban taking over power. The Taliban government are now trying to secure  funding for the project from Qatar or the UAE.6  

As for major domestic projects, the 285-km long Qosh Tapa Canal Project aims to  convert 550,000 hectares of desert into farmland by diverting 20 per cent water  from the Amu Darya River. This project is being built in the Kaldar District of  northern Balkh Province. On 11 October 2023, Taliban Deputy Prime Minister for  Economic Affairs Abdul Ghani Baradar inaugurated the second phase of this  project. Officials of the Islamic Emirate have assured that they will address  concerns, if any, of regional countries such as Uzbekistan, who had expressed  apprehension about the project.7  The Deputy Minister of Water and Energy, Mujib Rahman  Akhundzada, stated that a plan to build a hydroelectric dam on the Kunar River  was not being implemented immediately though due to its high cost. It is  envisaged that the dam will irrigate one and a half lakh acres of agricultural  land and produce 45 megawatts of electricity.8  

Apart from these mega projects that are being constructed or  being planned, the Taliban regime has announced many road construction projects.9  As per the Taliban-run public works  ministry, 90 maintenance projects have already been completed in 2023 and it  plans to initiate 110 developmental projects, which include 30 bridge piers,  1500 check bridge piers, Kabul–Kandahar Highway, Afghan Ring Road and the  reconstruction of the Salang Highway.10  Afghanistan electricity company, Da  Afghanistan Breshna Sherkat  (DABS) has also developed a five-year strategic plan to develop 710 MW of  renewable energy, with funding from internal sources. On 26 July 2023, DABS  released annual report on major achievements in 2022 noting that electricity  line from Kajaki to Kandahar, which is 170-km long, has been completed.11  

Economic  Realities

The Taliban’s focus on infrastructure development though is  up against the hard realities of a difficult economic situation. After the  Taliban took over power in August 2021, the country witnessed a major decline  in its economy. The United States froze the Afghan Central Bank reserves of  about $7 billion and the European Union and the World Bank stopped disbursing  aid. Sanctions were also imposed. The World Bank notes that Afghanistan’s services sector, which contributes 45 per cent of the  country’s GDP, shrank by 6.5 per cent in 2022, following a 30 per cent drop in  2021. The agriculture sector which contributes 36 per cent of GDP declined by  6.6 per cent while the industrial sector also saw a contraction of 5.7 per cent  in 2022.12  

According to the Afghanistan Economic Monitor released by  the World Bank, Afghanistan government collected a total revenue of $2.3  billion for the initial ten months of 2023-2024.13  Such finances will not be sufficient, therefore, to implement the projects they  have planned and are in progress. The role of funding and expertise from  regional countries like China and India, therefore, assumes significance. 

Chinese Investments

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s surprise visit to  Afghanistan on 24 March 2022 and invitation extended to the Taliban to attend  the Third Foreign Ministers’ Meeting held on 30–31 March 2022 in Tunxi in East  China's Anhui Province was proof of China’s proactive stance in its engagement  with the Taliban. China had earlier made investments in the Aynak copper mine.  At the Fourth Pakistan–China Foreign Ministers’ Strategic Dialogue held in  Islamabad on 6 May 2023, it announced that it wanted to extend the China–Pakistan  Economic Corridor (CPEC) to Afghanistan. 


  The Taliban have shown interest in CPEC and the Belt and  Road Initiative (BRI) with the hope that it would strengthen the Afghan economy  and bring in investments. In October 2023, Taliban Commerce Minister Haji  Nooruddin Azizi said: “China, which invests all over the world, should also  invest in Afghanistan... we have everything they need, such as lithium, copper  and iron”.14  

In January 2023, China National Petroleum Corporation signed  an agreement with the Taliban to invest $150 million. In the coming three  years, it will invest $540 million dollars to extract oil from the Amu Darya  basin and develop an oil reserve in the country’s northern Sar-e Pul Province.15 

Despite China’s bid to extend CPEC to Afghanistan, the  Wakhan corridor continues to raise China’s angst given concerns about possible  entry of Uyghur terrorists through this route.16  In September 2023, the Taliban’s Ambassador to China, Mohammad Sadiq, mentioned  that he had detailed discussions with Chinese authorities regarding the  commencement of traffic through the Wakhan Corridor.17  Opening of this corridor would strengthen trade links between the two countries  if the Taliban manages to address the Chinese concerns.

India’s  Stakes

India is still  the largest regional donor for Afghanistan and fifth largest in the world with  an investment of $3.4 billion in Afghan reconstruction, development and  humanitarian efforts. On 14  August 2022, the Taliban requested India to complete its pending projects and  even requested to train their security personnel.18  This came close on the heels of India announcing its presence in Afghanistan  under Technical Mission in June 2022.19  

In  December 2022, Taliban’s Minister for Urban Development, Hamdullah Nomani,  interacted with members of the Indian technical team in Kabul where he talked  about renewal of Indian projects, invited investment in New Kabul Town, raised  visa issues and urged more scholarships for Afghan students. After this  interaction, many senior diplomats met with Taliban officials in West Asian  countries. 

Recently,  the Indian Embassy in UAE invited Afghan envoy Badruddin Haqqani for Republic  day celebrations at Abu Dhabi. Indian delegations have participated in  regional cooperation initiative meeting organised by Taliban in Kabul on 29  January 2024. The Ministry of External Affairs on 1 February 2024 reiterated India’s relation with  the Afghan people and acknowledged that Indian diplomats have been engaging the  Taliban in “various formats”.20  


  India’s efforts have also been acknowledged by the  Taliban. Hafiz Zia Ahmed, the Deputy spokesperson of Foreign Ministry, recently  shared the statement attributed to an Indian representative on social media  platform X which noted that:

“India actively  takes part in international and regional initiatives regarding Afghanistan, and  supports every effort leading to the stability and the development of  Afghanistan”21 

Conclusion

The Taliban are likely to make more efforts in the coming future  aimed at cultivating other countries for investments to boost the Afghan  economy. India should continue to calibrate its moves towards the Taliban  government to ensure that its humanitarian and possible developmental  re-engagement promote an environment of trust and understanding and help the  Afghan population benefit from its intervention.

Views expressed are of the author and do not  necessarily reflect the views of the Manohar Parrrikar IDSA or of the  Government of India. 

	1.    Habib Rahman Qooyash “Ministry  of Economy: Over 3500 Projects Implemented in Last Year”, Tolo News, 19 August 2023.
	2. Ibid.
	3. Habib Rehman Qooyash, “Ara:  Khaf-Herat Railway to Carry Goods in Near Future”, Tolo News, 17 December 2023.
	4. “Government  Fully Prepared to Start Work on TAPI”,  The Afghanistan Official Voice, Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, 7 March 2023.
	5. “TAPI  Project to Begin Soon: Muttaqi”, Tolo News,  17 December 2023.
	6. “Infrastructure  Projects to Start in 2024: Islamic Emirate”, Tolo News, 6 January 2024.
	7. Zikrullah Yaazdani, “Work on Second Phase of Qosh Tepa Canal Starts”, Tolo News, 11  October 2023.
	8. Fidel Rahmati, “Afghanistan’s Kunar River Dam Proposal Sparks Controversy; Water  Management Dilemma for Pakistan and Taliban”, Khama Press News  Agency, 20 December 2023.
	9. Shabnam  Amini, “6  Road Projects in Capital to Begin: Kabul Municipality”, Tolo News, 11 January 2024.
	10.   Bibi  Amina Hakimi, “Over  110 Projects Launched in Current Solar Year: Public Works Ministry”, Tolo News, 13 January  2024.
	11. “Afghanistan Breshna Sherkat Develops Five Year Strategic  Plan for Renewable Energy”, Alemarah, 26 July 2023.
	12. “Afghanistan  Contracted Economy Faces Uncertainity, Afghan Families Are Struggling”,  The World Bank, 3 October 2023.
	13. “Afghanistan  Economic Monitor”, The World Bank, 21 January, 2024, p. 3.
	14. Joe Cash, “Taliban Says Plans to Formally Join China’s Belt and Road  Initiative”, Reuters,  19 October 2023.
	15.    Shanthie Mariet D’Souza, “China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the Taliban’s Economic  Dreams”, The Diplomat, 19 October  2023.
	16. Zhao Ziwen, “Why China is Wary of Opening up  Afghanistan’s New Road to Xinjiang”, South China Morning Post, 26 January 2024.
	17. “Wakhan  Corridor Officially Connects Afghanistan to China: Taliban”, Khaama Press, 16 January 2024.
	18. Nirupama Subramanian, “Taliban: Asked India to Complete its  Development Projects in Afghanistan”, The Indian Express, 16 August 2022.
	19. Murali  Krishnan, “India:  What Next After Afghan Embassy Closure?” DW, 12 October 2023.
	20. Kallol  Bhattacherjee, “India  Engaging The Taliban In ‘Various Formats’ Says MEA Spokesperson”,  The Hindu, 1 February 2024.
	21. Ranjit  Bhushan, “India-Taliban  Thaw on Afghanistan: What Really is Happening?” The Hindustan Times, 5 February 2024.

          	
            South Asia          	
            Taliban, Afghanistan          	
            system/files/thumb_image/2015/taliban-flag-t.jpg          
	
            The Dynamics of Central Asian Engagement with the Taliban Government          	
            February 19, 2024          	
                      	
            Jason Wahlang          	
            On 29 December 2023, Kazakhstan  announced the removal of the Taliban from its list of terror organisations.  This was the latest step taken by a Central Asian country in attempting to  accommodate the regime in the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. Apart from  Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan have engaged diplomatically  with the Taliban. The realignment in their approach marks a stark contrast to  their acrimonious attitude towards the first Taliban regime during the 1990s.  However, Tajikistan continues to take a hostile stance toward the Taliban  regime. Geopolitical and geo-economic considerations have ensured that these  nations, barring Tajikistan, maintain a multi-vector approach towards the  Afghan Taliban regime so as to create space for cooperation and collaboration. 

In the 1990s, the regional  countries, excluding Turkmenistan, had adopted a hostile approach towards the  Taliban, fearing spill over of radicalised Deobandi ideology spreading from a  destabilised Afghanistan. This was despite their shared socio-cultural connect.  Tajikistan, by then, served as a cautionary tale of the impact of  radicalisation, having experienced a civil war between the Islamists and the  first post-Soviet government under Emomali Rahmon. 

Post the collapse of the first  Taliban regime in the 2001, the major concern of the Central Asian states was  on the home-grown terror groups who were engaged in jihad in Afghanistan such  as the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and the Islamic Jihadi Union. These  groups had pledged allegiance to the Taliban for decades until the rise of  Islamic State in Khorasan Province (ISKP). 

Central Asian countries, though,  have refrained from bestowing official diplomatic recognition on the Taliban.  Nonetheless, frequent engagement between representatives at various levels has  been established since 2021 after Taliban took over Kabul. Turkmenistan, owing  to its neutrality policy, has maintained continuity in its approach towards the  regime as it did in the 1990s. Along with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and  Uzbekistan, it has also maintained trade relations with Afghanistan and  assisted in the reintegration of the Afghan economy into the regional economy.1  

One of the first countries to  establish direct talks with the Afghan regime was Uzbekistan. It has maintained  its ties with the Taliban for over two years to shield the country from attacks  launched from the bordering areas of Northern Afghanistan (Hairatan town in  Balkh Province) near Termez, Uzbekistan and also to safeguard its projects  within Afghanistan such as the Termez-Mazar-I-Sharif-Peshawar Railroad.2  With the Uzbeks following a more open foreign policy3  under the leadership of Shavkat Mirziyoyev, it suits them to interact with the  Islamic Emirate. Recently, a temporary new chief was appointed in the  Afghanistan embassy in Uzbekistan who belonged to the Taliban after Ahmed  Khalid Eli, appointed by the previous Afghan government completed his tenure.4 

The Kazakh government has taken  initiatives to stabilise Afghanistan and develop the country's infrastructure  to integrate Afghanistan into the regional economy. Kazakhstan participates in  cross border transport development projects, energy and agriculture.5  Furthermore, it has provided much-needed humanitarian aid (approximately $472  million)6  and has delivered 70 per cent of total flour exported to Afghanistan to  overcome food insecurity.7  During his visit to Kabul on 3 August 2023, the Kazakh Deputy Prime Minister  Serik Zhumangarin invited the Taliban to open a trade mission in Astana. The  economic ties have persevered even after the Taliban take over, with joint  trade totalling an approximate $ 987.9 million in 2022.8  

The lack of a contiguous border  has allowed the Kyrgyz government to adopt a more calculated approach. The  conveyance of caution about the security situation in Afghanistan at various  intervals has been accompanied by an extension of humanitarian aid and a  reiteration of the need to maintain trade ties. One such example was the visit  of the Taalatbek Masarykov, Kyrgyz President’s Special Representative to Kabul,  where he held discussion on avenues of cooperation and pledged to provide  assistance in various sectors.9  Bishkek recently provided 111 tons of aid to Afghanistan as part of its  humanitarian aid assistance.10  Another important diplomatic visit has been that of the Kyrgyz Minister of  Economy and Commerce to Kabul in January 2024 to discuss improving trade  relations and enhancing the import and export capacity.11 

The Turkmen government, retaining  its earlier stance (based on positive neutrality) on the Taliban, was one of  the first countries to establish communication with the new Afghan regime. The  Turkmenistan Afghanistan Pakistan India (TAPI) project is vital to their  relationship, and the Taliban has provided a security guarantee for the  pipeline.12  Moreover, there is also a delegation-level visit from Ashgabat to discuss the  Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, and Pakistan electricity project.13  

Despite being the first regional  country to welcome a Taliban envoy to the Afghan embassy in Ashgabat, the  Turkmen-Afghan relationship has experienced some tension recently. Clashes  between the border guards on both sides in the Khamab border in Jawzjan  province resulted in the alleged loss of lives of one Afghan civilian and four  Turkmen soldiers.14  However, their ties continue to have some space for negotiations, with projects  being prioritised. 

Tajikistan has emerged as the only  regional actor that has refused to parlay with the Taliban owing to historical  complexities and the latter’s treatment of ethnic Tajiks. Like other countries  of Central Asia, it has expressed concern regarding the spill over of terrorism  and security threats that could recreate the conflict-ridden situation that was  discernible during the civil war. 


  The presence of Tehrik-e Taliban  Tajikistan in the bordering areas (Kuf Ab, Khawan, Maimay, Nusay and Shekay in  the Northern Province of Badakhshan) has further hindered cooperation between  the two.15 

Tajikistan has historically been  the most vocal opponent of the Taliban regime. In the past, it had supported  the anti-Taliban resistance forces led by fellow Tajik Ahmed Shah Masood and  later the National Resistance Front led by Masood’s son. The Taliban  recruitment of Ismaili Shias from Gorno Badakhshan as part of its cohorts has  added to the animosity. The main reason for such inclusion has been the  conflict between the Gorno Badakhshan population and the Tajik government which  has seen major protests in the past year. 

Central Asian Concerns

As mentioned earlier, security  serves as a key driver behind Central Asian countries’ engagement with the  Taliban. Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, mainly, have suffered from terrorism  emanating from Afghanistan in the past. For example, groups like the Islamic  Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), Islamic Jihadi Union (IJU), and Tehrik-e- Taliban  Tajikistan (TTT) have sought support from groups based in Afghanistan. TTT’s  presence near the border in the hostile Gorno Badakhshan district of Tajikistan  is a significant security concern for the Emomali Rahmon government. 

For Uzbekistan, the strong  linkages between the ISKP and the IMU are greatly concerning. The IMU has  remained one of the primary security threats for the Uzbek nation since the  first Taliban period. Despite the group’s apparent weakened status, it has  received support from the ISKP, with the IMU shifting its allegiance from the  Taliban to the ISKP in 2015. This has also pitted IMU against the Taliban. The  ISKP also sees the Taliban as an organisation that has shifted from its  objective to create an Islamic State and has been interested to establish  network with the ‘Kafirs’(infields). The recent attacks on Uzbekistan  are seen as one important reason for engaging the Taliban with the hope that it  would neutralise threats to Uzbekistan’s aspirations in Afghanistan. The same  can be said for Turkmenistan, with threats of regime change being given by the  ISKP from the across the border. 

The expulsion of Afghan refugees  from Pakistan could contribute to escalating socio-economic instability in  Central Asia, a region undergoing challenges such as surging housing prices and  inflation due to the influx of Russians amid mobilisation drives. Earlier,  refugee movement from Afghanistan toward Central Asia after August 2021 was  restricted by the Central Asian leadership, fearing that it could lead to  instability in the region. 

Regardless of the assurances  extended by the Taliban’s Defence Ministry on the TAPI pipeline and projects  linked to the Belt and Road Initiative, ISKP challenge to these projects  remain. Currently, the ISKP has just used its media channels (Al-Azaim, Voice  of Khorasan, Movaraunnaha, Khurasan Wilayah News, Tor Bairghuna, Al-Millat  Media, and Khurasan Ghag Radio) to highlight the projects and has vowed to  destroy any foreign projects on Afghan soil.

Additionally, the discriminatory  treatment faced by Afghanistan’s ethnic minorities has been a concerning issue  even for those Central Asian regimes engaging the Taliban who recall how the  Tajik, Turkmen, and Uzbek minorities were mistreated and persecuted by Taliban  1.0. The equitable treatment of minorities remains one of the primary  conditions required to be fulfilled by the Afghan leaders to gain diplomatic  recognition from the international community, including the Central Asian  countries. 

Conclusion

Central Asian nations, barring  Tajikistan, have established a limited and calculated relationship with the  Taliban. The Central Asian nations have taken into consideration the crucial  dynamics of security and economy while accommodating the Taliban in the current  geopolitical complexities that are plaguing the region.

Views expressed are of the  author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Manohar Parrrikar IDSA  or of the Government of India. 

	1. Toghrul Ali, “Central Asia’s Careful Engagement  with the Taliban”, The Caspian Policy Centre, 2  May 2023.
	2. Soufan Centre, “Uzbekistan  Navigates Relations with Afghanistan”, 9 June 2022.
	3. Shavkat Mirziyoyev, in  an address to the Oily Majlis (Parliament), stressed that it would Uzbekistan's  primary goal is to “strengthened multi-faceted and mutually beneficial  cooperation with its neighbouring countries and strategic partners in the world  and international organizations.” See    Bahtiyar Abdulkerimov and Burc Eruygur, “Uzbekistan to strengthen  cooperation with neighbouring countries, strategic partners: President” Anadolu Agency, 20  December 2022.
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Protecting India’s interests in its extended neighbourhood and ensuring the safety of maritime traffic are the main goals of the Indian Navy’s active participation in anti-piracy operations and rescue missions..

Introduction

Following  the outbreak of the Israel-Palestine conflict triggered by the Hamas attack on  Israel on 7 October 2023, the Houthi rebels initiated a series of assaults on  merchant ships in the southern Red Sea region. Since these incidents, a  considerable portion of cargo ships engaged in international trade and  commerce, transiting through the Suez Canal and the Bab-El-Mandeb strait – a  critical chokepoint measuring 29 kilometres at its narrowest point – have been  affected by missile strikes and long-range drone attacks. Given the  significance of this trade route for Indian imports and exports, safeguarding  it has become a top priority for the Indian Navy. 

The  strategic significance of the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) has been steadily  increasing in recent times and the Indian Navy is working towards ensuring the  safety of merchant shipping and providing aid to mariners at sea, and  establishing itself as a ‘first responder’ in the region. Sea lines of  communication (SLOCs) are vulnerable to actions like blockades and sabotage,  posing a threat to trade disruptions that can extend for several days.  Recognising the potential long-term repercussions on the global economy, the  Indian Navy is actively safeguarding its interests in the Red Sea. 

Houthi Attacks and Global Impact

The  Houthis are a Shia-Islamist group from the Saada region of Yemen, who control  the north-western part of the country, including the capital Sanaa. They are  seen as part of the Iranian-led ‘axis of resistance’, which also includes  Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in the Gaza Strip. Merchant traffic like the Norwegian-owned  Strinda, enroute to Italy on 12 December 2023, and the Danish-owned A.P. Moller  Maersk’s Swan Atlantic have been targeted.

As  a response, numerous commercial shipping companies are altering their routes,  redirecting their container ships from the Red Sea to the Cape of Good Hope  route in the southern part of Africa.1  On  15 December 2023, Maersk and Hapag-Lloyd announced their decision to reroute  ships.2  Yang Ming of China, MSC of Switzerland, and CMA CGM of France have also  expressed their intention to adopt a similar course of action. Notably, Maersk,  MSC, and Hapag-Lloyd together represent approximately 40 percent of ocean  shipping.

While  the Suez Canal alone accounted for 12 percent of global trade area and 30 per  cent of container shipping, the shift to rerouting around the Cape of Good Hope  entails an additional 3,000-3,500 nautical miles (6,000km) for journeys  connecting Europe with Asia, thereby extending the trip duration by around 10  days.3  The prolonged turn-around time at European ports for container ships has led to  a surge in container and shipping rates as well as insurance fees. This route  holds particular significance for delivering LPG and oil in tankers to Europe,  and it plays a crucial role in transporting gas to replace the once-vital  Russian pipeline gas.4 

In  the case of India, the main items travelling through the particular route  constitute steel, engineering products, textiles, chemicals, vehicles, and  agricultural products, which are shipped from India to Europe and Western  destinations through the Red Sea route.5  The increase in cost has also affected the demand for long-grain Basmati rice  and tea from India to West Asia, Europe and the Americas. Likewise, the movement  of fertilisers, sunflower oil, machinery components, and electronic goods into  India experienced delays, translating into a potential increase in costs for  consumers.6  The Ministry of Commerce requested the Export Credit Guarantee Corporation  (ECGC) to refrain from raising the premium on credit insurance and associated  services. The Indian government established an Inter-ministerial Services  Improvement Group (SIG) anchored with the Commerce ministry to oversee the  crisis and its impact on the EXIM trade of India.7 

According  to a study conducted by the Research and Information System for Developing  Countries (RIS) in 2023 

‘As the threats  to cargo vessels on the Red Sea spikes after recent incidents, India can  potentially see a drop in exports by around $30 billion, as exporters hold back  on shipments due to rising fears.’8 


Consequently,  the ambitious India Middle East Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC), which was  announced earlier during the 2023 G20 summit in Delhi, has been affected. The  IMEC aimed to reduce both freight costs and transit time between India and  Europe. The rail freight corridors were intended to connect to two IMEC ports  on the Indian coast, namely Mundra and the Jawaharlal Nehru Port Trust (JNPT).9  However, IMEC faces a significant bottleneck, as Haifa cannot serve as India’s  primary gateway to the West due to its current container traffic being severely  limited because of the conflict in the region. 

Fig. 1:  Alternate Shipping Routes and Major Sea Ports 



Global Responses  

The  incessant attacks by drones and missiles on military and commercial vessels in  the choke point have been met by military operations by Western navies in a bid  to protect the mercantile shipping transversing in the area. The US Navy  deployed two aircraft-carrier task groups to the region. The US, along with the  United Kingdom, Bahrain,  Canada, France, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Seychelles, and Spain, established  Operation Prosperity Guardian (OPG).  

US Defence Secretary Lloyd Austin III  stated on 18 December 2023 that the multinational naval force’s goal is to  protect the freedom of commerce and navigation to facilitate international  trade, and support regional security and prosperity by escorting merchant ships  and oil tankers through the Red Sea.10  India is a member of Combined Task Force (CTF)-153, one of the five task forces  under the Combined Maritime Forces (CMF), established in April 2022 to combat  piracy in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. Nevertheless, India has approached  the invitation from the United States to join Operation Prosperity Guardian  with caution. Similar to France and Italy, India opted for an independent naval  presence in the region rather than aligning with the  U.S.-led maritime coalition specifically aimed  at countering Houthi attacks.11 

Vice  Admiral Brad Cooper, the Commander of the US Fifth Fleet, stated that five  warships from the US, France, and the UK were actively patrolling the waterways  of the western Gulf of Aden and the southern Red Sea. Cooper highlighted that the alliance collaborates  closely with the shipping sector to coordinate security measures and maintains  regular communication with commercial ships, providing guidance on ‘manoeuvring  and best practices to avoid potential attacks. As a result of this operation,  on 25 December 2023, Maersk announced its decision to resume shipping through  the Strait.12 

Indian Navy Interventions

The Indian Navy’s four major  roles are military, diplomatic, constabulary and benign.13  The then Raksha Rajya Mantri Subhash  Bhamre in the Rajya Sabha on 2 January 2018 noted that the Indian Navy actively  oversees Maritime Areas of Interest (MAI) and consistently dispatches ships for  Presence and Surveillance Missions (PSM) around crucial chokepoints and sea  lanes in the IOR. Since August 2017, the Indian Navy’s deployments in the IOR  have been more systematically organised under the Mission Based Deployment  (MBD) concept.14 

The  Red Sea is an area that falls under India’s primary maritime interest. An incident  of unauthorised boarding on the Malta-flagged vessel Merchant Vessel (MV) Ruen  was reported on the UK Maritime Trade Operations (UKMTO) portal on 14 December  2023, 700 nautical miles from the Indian coast.15  The  Indian Navy’s Maritime Patrol Aircraft and INS Kochi on an anti-piracy patrol  in the Gulf of Aden were dispatched to provide emergency medical attention for  an injured crew member.16  

In  the following days, the Liberian-flagged MV Chem Pluto suffered a drone attack  on 23 December 2023 outside the Indian Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), some 217 nautical  miles from Porbandar in Gujarat, on its way to the Mangalore port.17  The Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) team of the Indian Navy conducted an  initial inspection upon her arrival. Similarly, the Indian-manned,  Gabon-flagged ship MV Sai Baba, also reported a drone strike in the Southern  Red Sea on 24 December 2023.18  

On  26 December 2023, Raksha Mantri Rajnath Singh during the commissioning of the  INS Imphal, a Project 15B stealth guided missile destroyer, addressed the  unrest in the Red Sea and stated the Government of India is monitoring the  issue seriously, and noted that the Indian Navy has increased its surveillance  in the region.19   In an effort to maintain a deterrent  posture and reinforce its commitment to maritime security in the wake of the  recent attacks, the Indian Navy stationed its guided missile destroyers, INS  Mormugao, INS Kochi, INS Kolkata, INS Chennai and INS Vishakhapatnam in the  Arabian Sea region. According to media reports, ‘while INS Kolkata is on the  mouth of Red Sea, INS Kochi is south of Yemen Socotra Island, INS Mormugao is  in west Arabian sea with Chennai in Central Arabian Sea […] INS Visakhapatnam  was tasked to patrol the north Arabian sea’.20  On  4 January 2024, the Indian Navy deployed a maritime patrol aircraft and  redirected INS Chennai in response to an attempted hijacking on a  Liberia-flagged bulk carrier named MV Lila Norfolk. The ship had alerted the  UKMTO portal about the presence of unidentified armed individuals attempting to  board.21  

Amidst  the ongoing crisis in the Red Sea, the Indian Navy has intensified its efforts  in anti-piracy operations. The offshore patrol ship INS Sumitra successfully  thwarted a piracy attempt on the FV Iman on 29 January 2024.22  Furthermore, it conducted another effective anti-piracy operation off the East  Coast of Somalia, rescuing the Fishing Vessel Al Naeemi and its crew  (consisting of 19 Pakistani Nationals) from 11 Somali Pirates on 28-29 January  2024. INS Sumitra, an  indigenous Offshore Patrol Vessel of the Indian Navy, had been strategically  deployed for Anti-Piracy and Maritime Security Operations in the East of  Somalia and the Gulf of Aden. 

On 18 January 2024, INS Vishakhapatnam,  while on an anti-piracy patrol in the Gulf of Aden, responded to a distress  call by Marshall Island flagged and US-owned bulk carrier MV Genco Picardy  after the latter suffered a drone attack.23  Likewise, Indian guided-missile destroyer, along with the navies of France, and  the US, came together to provide assistance to the British oil tanker MV Marlin  Luanda, with 22 Indian and one Bangladeshi crew, when it came under fire from anti-ship ballistic missiles  from Houthi-controlled areas of Yemen, on 26 January 2024.24  

As of 18 January  2024, Randhir Jaiswal, the spokesperson for the Ministry of External Affairs, stated  that the Indian Navy is actively engaged in efforts to safeguard shipping  routes, emphasising the importance of ensuring safety and unhindered commerce  and navigation in the region.25  Admiral Hari Kumar, Chief of the Naval Staff (CNS), further highlighted  collaborative initiatives with partner nations to foster a free, open, and  secure Indo-Pacific environment. The Indian Navy aims to uphold a rules-based  order in the region through these cooperative endeavours.26  

Table 1: Incidents  at Sea and Indian Navy Response 
	

Date 	
Vessel Name

	
Indian Navy Response Team


	
15 December 2023

	
Merchant Vessel Ruen 

	
Indian Navy’s Maritime Patrol Aircraft (MPA), and INS Kochi 


	
23 December 2023

	
MV Chem Pluto

	
INS Mormugao, INS    Kochi and INS 


      Kolkata (Guided    Missile Destroyers) 


	
24 December 2023

	
MV Sai baba

	
- do - 


	
4 January 2024

	
MV Lila Norfolk

	
MPA and INS Chennai


	
28 January 2024

	
FV Iman

	
INS Sumitra 


	
29 January 2024

	
FV Al Naeemi

	
INS Sumitra


	
18 January 2024

	
MV Genco Picardy 

	
INS Vishakhapatnam


	
26 January 2024

	
MV Marlin Launda

	
INS Vishakhapatnam



Source: Media reports 


INS  Sumedha and INS Tarakash participated in the Indian Navy’s deployment to  the anti-piracy patrol in the Gulf of Guinea (GoG), with the INS Tarkash having  participated in the first GoG patrol in October 2022.27  INS Sumedha has previously carried out a number of fleet support operations,  communication drills, tactical manoeuvres, flying operations, maritime  surveillance, offshore and coastal patrolling, and Humanitarian Assistance and  Disaster Relief HADR missions.28  Most  recently, it carried out Operation Kaveri, which was designed to evacuate  Indian diaspora members from war-torn Sudan in April 2023.29  

Likewise,  INS Sunayana participated in the multinational initiative known as Operation  Southern Readiness 2023, organised by the Combined Maritime Forces (CMF). This  collaborative effort was designed to enhance maritime security and counter  piracy, ensuring the continued safety and freedom of navigation in the region. India  presently has two frontline warships stationed in the Gulf of Aden and at least  10 warships in the northern and western Arabian Sea, accompanied by  surveillance aircraft.30  

The  Indian Naval Task Groups deployed in the region have conducted investigations  on over 250 vessels and small boats in the last two months, boarding more than  40.31  Indian naval maritime patrol aircraft and RPAs (Remotely Piloted Aircraft) are  persistently conducting surveillance over the designated area. The Indian  Maritime Analysis Centre (IMAC) and IFC-IOR are closely overseeing white  shipping activities, with a particular focus on Indian Flagged Merchant Vessels  operating in the region. Additionally, the Indian Navy is collaborating with  the Coast Guard to ensure enhanced surveillance within the Exclusive Economic  Zone (EEZ).32 

Maritime  security was a priority issue on the agenda during the recent visit of Foreign  Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar to Iran. In his meeting with Iran’s Foreign  Minister Amir-Abdollahian, the EAM noted that the ‘threats to the safety of  maritime commercial traffic … is a matter of great concern to the international  community’ and stated that it has a ‘direct bearing on India's energy and  economic interests’.33 

The  Indian government and the Navy specifically, have, therefore, taken various  steps to address maritime security challenges in its extended neighbourhood, including  diplomatic outreach, enhanced Coordinated Patrols (CORPATs), maintaining a  consistent presence, conducting anti-piracy operations, and promptly responding  to distress calls from impacted vessels. 

Views expressed are of the  author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Manohar Parrrikar IDSA  or of the Government of India. 
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There is the recognition  that Europe needs to invest more resources to proactively prevent attacks such  on those related to the Nord Streams in 2022 and Balticconnector in 2023. The  European Union and individual EU countries are investing in new military  measures as well as enacting new regulations aimed at protecting critical  infrastructure.

The vulnerability of  Europe’s critical infrastructure was highlighted when the Balticconnector  pipeline, a subsea gas pipeline connecting Finland and Estonia under the Baltic  Sea, was allegedly attacked on the night of 7/8 October 2023. The gas pipeline was damaged in  Finland's economic waters, and a related communications cable disruption took  place in Estonia's exclusive economic zone.  This was the second major attack on Europe’s critical infrastructure after the  infamous attacks on Nord Streams in September 2022. Reports note that the pipeline is not going to be  operational until April 2024.1  Investigations  by Finnish authorities did not conclusively establish the motive of the attack  against either a state or a non-state actor. 

Immediately after the accident, there was a surge in  European wholesale natural gas prices, with the benchmark Dutch TTF  recording a 15–20 per cent surge in prices.2  The damage to Balticconnector  though did not bring a dramatic impact on either Finland or Estonia’s gas  supply. After Russia launched its Special Military Operation in Ukraine in  February 2022, Finland had  stopped importing pipeline gas from Russia with the focus turning to import  destinations such as the US.3  After the damage to the  Balticconnector, Finland now imports liquefied natural gas (LNG) from new  terminals at Inkoo and Hamina.4  

Estonia, on the other hand, can receive gas via Latvia, which is  connected to the wider European gas pipeline system and home to the region's  gas storage site Incukalns, which is currently 95 per cent full, storing 21.48  terawatt hours (TWh). Estonia also has access to LNG via the floating Klaipeda  terminal in Lithuania.5  The  majority of LNG cargoes arriving at Klaipeda and Inkoo come from the United  States, with Norway being the second largest source.6  Both  Gasgrid and Elering confirmed that gas supplies from other sources would be  able to cover demand over the winter of 2023–2024.7  Even if the  Balticconnector pipeline is not repaired through the winter,  it would not impact either Finland or Estonia. 

Geopolitical Dimensions and Energy Diversification

As long as Finland was a  neutral country, the region of the Baltic Sea was relatively stable. After  Finland officially joined the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in  April 2023, tensions have arisen in the region. The Gulf of Finland has  specially become vulnerable to escalated tensions between NATO and Russia as it  stretches eastwards into Russian waters and ends at the port of St. Petersburg,  the Headquarters of Russia’s Baltic Sea fleet. Military leaders from NATO and  the Heads of the state of the front line states have been warning that an  attack by Russia on NATO territory is no longer unthinkable.8  In this context, the  rising vulnerability of critical infrastructure has become a significant matter  of concern in the regional geo-political dynamics.

The Baltic countries meanwhile have been seeking  energy independence from Russia for two decades. In this regard, their quest  predates mainland Europe’s energy diversification that became a top priority  agenda only after Russia launched its 2022 Special Military Operation in  Ukraine.9  The plan  to link the natural gas grids of Finland and the Baltic states was first  floated in 2013 when the Finnish gas concern Gasum, together with Estonian gas  distribution grid EG Vorguteenus, planned to build the Balticconnector gas  pipeline. 

The final construction agreement was finalised between  Elering, Estonia and Gasgrid, Finland in 2016 at a cost of about Euros 300  million.The same year it was included in trans-European energy networks  (TEN-E) to help the EU fund part of the priority project.10  The pipeline opened in  December 2019 to enhance integration of gas markets of Finland with the Baltic  states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania and bring more flexibility in supply by  providing Finland with access to the Inčukalns underground gas  storage facility in Latvia.

The China Angle

Although the Finnish Prime Minister termed the Balticconnector as caused  by an ‘external attack’, the investigation by the Finnish and Estonian  authorities have not ended conclusively. Finnish authorities have been cautious  in not naming anyone, although tacitly implying Russia could be behind the  attacks as its nuclear-fuelled cargo ship, Sevmorput, was in close vicinity of  the damage. President Vladimir Putin has, however, dismissed such claims.11 

However, what merits attention is the China–Russia angle in the  Balticconnector incident that came to surface over the course of investigation  regarding a Chinese cargo ship, Newnew Polar Bear. The damage to the gas  pipeline and two data cables (between Finland and Estonia and between Sweden  and Estonia) coincided with the ship’s voyage, merely within few hours of each  other.12  The Finnish Navy also  found a severed six tonne anchor from near the site of the damage.13 

Finnish analysts have opined that China would have no rational motive  for sabotaging the gas pipeline and the two data cables.14  Moreover, it remains  unconvincing for any private enterprise to engage in such acts of sabotage  either. For the record, China has never interfered militarily in European  affairs. Chinese interference in damaging the pipeline would be an  “extraordinary historical turn”15  which would indicate that  China is willing to risk its economic relations with Europe, a far-fetched  proposition. By all markers, China has sought to improve its relations with  Europe lately.

Despite disagreement on the motives, there is evidence that the damage  to the Balticconnector pipelines and the two cables has indeed been caused by  the Newnew Polar Bear with Russian crew onboard, which is most likely not  accidental.16  However, what has been confirmed by the remarks of the Finnish Police is the  lack of motive, not the action per se.17 

What also remains strange from Europe’s perspective is that port  authorities in St Petersburg allowed the Chinese ship to embark on its return  journey without its other anchor. Furthermore, it remains a mystery why the  Newnew Polar Bear’s crew failed to inform authorities immediately about the  severed anchor and its location on the seabed, given that it could pose a  danger to undersea infrastructure. The chain of these events indicate an  unprecedented link between Russia and China in the northern European energy  infrastructure theater. 

Critical Infrastructure Protection

Since 2016, NATO has publicly stated that a hybrid attack could trigger  the mutual defence clause in Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty. Following  the Balticconnector attack, NATO has increased its patrols in the concerned  waters. In September 2022, Commission President Ursula von der Leyen had stated  that “any deliberate disruption of active European energy infrastructure is  unacceptable and will lead to the strongest possible response.18  However, as the Balticconnector case shows, there is little preparation that  exists across Western platforms to tackle this even when protection of critical  infrastructure has been high on Europe’s priorities and has been termed as the  new frontier of warfare.

In the January 2023 EU–NATO Joint Declaration, the protection of  critical infrastructure was identified as a core area for increased  cooperation.19  It underscored the value of reaching tangible results in countering hybrid and  cyber threats through operational cooperation and capacity building of  partners. On 16 March 2023, the new NATO–EU Task Force on Resilience of  Critical Infrastructure was launched which seeks to facilitate cooperation  between their staff to share best practice, improve situational awareness and  increase resilience.20  

According to its final assessment report published in June 2023, energy,  transport, digital infrastructure and space were identified as focus areas. The  report also identified targeted recommendations to strengthen the resilience of  critical infrastructure. In the case of energy, it was acknowledged that while  challenges to secure energy infrastructure have intensified in the current  geopolitical environment, military activities alone would not be able to tackle  the challenge. The report stated in unambiguous terms that military activities  in the context of protecting critical infrastructure significantly rely on civilian  energy networks and supplies. 

Therefore, this report has made recommendations for not only increased  engagement but also synergistically linking military and civilian efforts.  According to the report, this may be done by promoting best practices and assessments  and enhancing monitoring for security implication and cooperation between  civilian and military actors. The notable fact is that civilian actors can  often furnish realistic assessments of threats to critical infrastructure. The  report makes a strong case for synergising such parallel and coordinated  assessments for a holistic picture through structured dialogue on resilience.21 

It also mentions the critical role that scenario-based discussions can  play with the support and expertise of European Centre of Excellence for  Countering Hybrid Threats (Hybrid CoE) at Helsinki. The Hybrid CoE is a  specialised platform countering hybrid threats where NATO and the EU have been  cooperating and coordinating efforts since 2017.22 Although the Hybrid CoE is an autonomous  network-based organisation, both the EU and NATO are members, and its  activities are open to all EU and NATO countries. 

The central aim of the Hybrid CoE is to help prevent and counter hybrid  threats by producing relevant research, providing expertise and hosting  exercises for countering hybrid threats. 


  Its strength lies in fusing the information and assessment generated by civilian  and official sources that the military can then optimally utilise. It is also  unique because it is the only actor where both EU and NATO work and conduct  exercises together. 


  However, the damage done to Baltic Connector and the inconclusive evidence behind  its motive once again highlights that the existing efforts need to be  reinforced by closing gaps in a holistic approach that coalesces parallel  assessments. 

Protection of energy infrastructure remains one of the most crucial  areas of concern for individual EU and NATO countries. The vulnerability of  global energy infrastructure has been repeatedly highlighted by country-specific  experts. For instance, post the Nord Stream attacks, Norwegian oil and gas  installations have become particularly vulnerable and Oslo has deployed  military capabilities to protect them better. Denmark and Netherlands have also  increased security around energy infrastructure. France, which is particularly  vulnerable to sub-sea cable security, has plans to invest Euros 3.1 million in  ocean floor defence to improve the protection of natural resources and undersea  infrastructure like cables. It has also invested Euros 11 million in purchasing  two unmanned underwater vehicles to further protect its infrastructure.23  President Emmanuel Macron  has announced that the government would invest in a fleet of drones and robots  to be deployed by 2025.24  

Although not a part of the EU anymore, the United Kingdom has announced  that the first of its two multi-role ocean surveillance ships shall be tasked  with safeguarding underwater telecommunications cables as well as oil and gas  pipelines.25  Germany released a strategy paper that discusses new regulations aimed at  protecting critical infrastructure.26   As a follow-up, the Scholz cabinet has  updated the plan with newer measures for ensuring resilience.27  The updated plan was  introduced for consultation to other ministries in July 2023 and it will be  finalised towards the end of 2024. It is expected to come up with cross-sector  stringent measures for plugging Germany’s infrastructural vulnerability. Italy  too has improved the surveillance of submarine energy and telecommunications  cables.28 

Europe on the whole has been ramping up security of the European  communications infrastructure that is not only crucial for the functioning of  the global economy and digital services, but also important for national  security, as military and intelligence operations heavily depend on them.  According to the EU’s own assessment, the protection and resilience of its sub-sea  cable network is insufficient and should be improved. The latest guideline to  have emerged from the bloc is the new digital networks act likely to be  released in 2024.29 

 In view of increasing use of drones for carrying out malicious  activities, the EU commission has set out an EU counter-drone policy to address  the potential threat posed by their illegal, irregular and malicious use in  2023.30  This policy highlights a  five-phase31  approach  for counter-drone stakeholders that can provide guidance to protect critical  infrastructure. However, most of these measures are relatively new and will  have to operate in real-time situations to prove their efficacy. 

Conclusion

Attribution is always challenging in hybrid attacks. There is the  recognition that Europe needs to invest more resources to proactively prevent  attacks such on those related to the Nord Streams in 2022 and Balticconector in  2023. Both the incidents have shown that it is virtually impossible to take  decisive action in the fog of mis-information and geo-political risks. The best  strategy remains to have a proactive approach that can prevent such attacks by  increased monitoring of the region.

Views expressed are of the  author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Manohar Parrrikar IDSA  or of the Government of India.
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            The Prime Minister's Development  Initiative for North Eastern Region (PM-DevINE) scheme was initiated by the Government  of India in 2022 with an expenditure outlay of Rs 6,600 crore for a four-year  period (2022–23 to 2025–26), as a major developmental omnibus scheme for the  North East Region (NER) of the country. The PM-DevINE is quite holistic and  covers infrastructure, social development, enhancing of livelihood activities  for youth and women as well as filling up of developmental gaps in various  sectors. 

While this major initiative is not  substantially different from the schemes and projects of the North Eastern  Council (NEC), the administrative process for conceiving the schemes and  projects, sanctioning and funding them as well as monitoring have only been  made different under PM-DevINE with direct involvement and control of the  Department for Development of North Eastern Region (DONER).

For the holistic development of NER, the  NEC already exists. The mandate of the NEC as derived from the letter of former  Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, addressed to the then Union Home, Defence,  Finance and Planning Ministers on 16 August 1973 under intimation to the  Cabinet Secretary, the NEC Act of  1971 and subsequent Amendments to it, and the plans and schemes of this body  formulated over the years since the setting up of this statutory body, already  encompass the functional areas which are presently within the ambit of PM-DevINE. 

However, the procedure for working out  an NEC scheme is different and more within the domain of this statutory body  and less protracted as compared to that of PM-DevINE, though the administrative  and financial powers of Secretary, NEC to execute an NEC scheme or project is  only Rs 15 crores with approval of the Ministry (DONER) at present. Now, Secretary,  DONER will be primarily responsible for administering, sanctioning and funding  the schematic and project-wise components under the overall PM-DevINE scheme. 

Secretary, NEC and his financial and  planning advisers will only be a part of the Empowered Inter-Ministerial  Committee (EIMC), which will however include representatives at senior level  from Union Home and External Affairs Ministries, Department for Promotion of  Industry and Internal Trade, Senior Economic Adviser of DONER concerned with  PM-DevINE and NITI Aayog to consider, approve, review, etc., this mega scheme  in a collegiate manner.

When DONER was set up in September 2001,  it was neither a ministry nor a department of the Union with responsibility to decide  on policies or execute and sanction schemes and projects in subject areas  within the ambit of List-I and List-II of the Constitution, i.e., on subjects  within the purview of the Union exclusively or jointly with the States of the  NER. Though a Union ministry, DONER was conceived basically as a facilitator  for implementation of NER schemes and projects.

As against the above-stated position of  DONER, the scope and responsibility for NER schemes and projects of inter-state  benefit or of economic importance to more than one north eastern state, had been  entrusted to the NEC since 1971, as per the NEC Statute of 1971 (Act No. 8 of  1971). At the inception, all the NER states willingly became constituents of  the NEC in 1971 with their Chief Ministers and Governors as part of its apex  board approving NEC’s five-year Plan outlays as well as the inclusion of schemes  thereunder. 

Therefore, there was a case for the NEC  to be empowered and placed in a role similar to that recently bestowed to DONER vis-à-vis PM-DevINE, with Secretary, NEC heading the empowered committee  (EIMC) for conceiving, sanctioning, funding and monitoring PM-DevINE, with the  NEC’s planning and financial advisers as members (the posts of Secretary, Planning  Adviser and Financial Advisers are statutory—mentioned in the Statute of 1971) and  part of the said committee or institution. 

There are certain conditionalities  attached with the PM-DevINE scheme. The scheme should be within the overall  spirit and harmonious with the ‘Gatishakti’ (the overarching Rs 1 lakh crore  mega Central infrastructural scheme of the Union government), the individual  schemes or projects under PM-DevINE should not be less than Rs 20 crores and  not exceeding Rs 200 crores in financial outlay, be accommodated within the  overall outlay of Rs 6,600 crore for the years (2022–23 to 2025–26), approved  by the expenditure finance committee (as per statutory rules of delegation)  under the aegis of the Union finance ministry as required, and accommodated  within the funds provided in the budget. 

These controls are essential for proper  financial evaluation, management and discipline. However, DONER will find it  difficult to operate the control measures in respect of schemes and projects  initiated by the NER States which are to be implemented within these States’  purview. A top-down oversight thrust from DONER may invite criticism from the  implementing States also. Oversight and accommodation within the domain of NEC,  would have been more expedient. Associating the DONER as a facilitator would  have still been feasible. 

Another pertinent factor which perforce  has to be factored in the development of the NER is the ameliorating of the  socio-economic and ethnic tensions within the region and the security  imperatives. To ensure positive outcomes in regard to these aspects,  involvement of the Ministry of Home Affairs of the Union, is essential. The  functioning of the PM-DevINE under the NEC—whose apex board, i.e., of the  Council, is headed by the Union Home Minister, is relevant in this respect. It  is of essence that such a linkage with the Union Home Ministry be maintained.  The schemes and programmes which cater to manifest development needs of the NER  States and also ensure appropriate internal security outcomes, should be  suitably factored in the PM-DevINE schemes and projects in specific consultation  with the NER State governments.

A phenomenon observed in regard to the NEC  schemes and projects over the years since the Fourth Plan period (i.e., 1976–1981  when NEC came into existence), is that, the capital projects such as roads and  bridges and manpower developing institutions, etc., were not being maintained  properly by many of the NER state governments after they were set up by NEC and  transferred to them. The apparent reason was paucity of funds with these state  governments. To overcome this fund crunch problem with the NER States, the  Centre had established a Non-Lapsable Pool of funds from unspent resources of  Central ministries within the threshold of 10 per cent which they were mandated  to spend on the NER. 

Now, under  PM-DevINE, it has been stipulated that the cost estimates of a scheme or  project should include the operation and maintenance cost for four years. The  authority proposing a scheme or project under PM-DevINE has perforce to  indicate as to how the same will be maintained beyond the initial four years of  its completion. Thus, the same situation may arise pertaining to inadequate  financial resources for maintenance, which had been a constraint before the State  governments vis-à-vis NEC schemes and projects. 

The problem  could have been overcome to a major extent by the Centre assuming the  responsibility for transferring funds to the NER state governments through the NEC,  for maintenance of the PM-DevINE scheme and projects on a life-cycle basis. The  proximity and familiarity of the NEC with the region and its overall  development scenario should help in ensuring maintenance fund-flow on a  realistic and timely basis. 

The NER states  may also consider submitting to the just-constituted Sixteenth Finance  Commission (SFC) demanding such transfers as an additionality over and above  their dues from the divisible pool of Central resources as assessed by the SFC  based on normative parameters to be decided by the latter. Channelising such  maintenance funds by the Centre to the NER State governments through the NEC,  where the NER states would have a larger say, would also be a positive measure  in the spirit of cooperative federalism.  

The  author has held senior appointments in the Government of India concerned with  NE development and internal security and also served the State Governments of  Nagaland and Arunachal Pradesh. The views are personal.
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Summary

The interim  budget estimates for the Ministry of Defence are largely in line with the broad  trends of the past decade in terms of the revenue and capital allocations. The  government’s focus on improving land and maritime border infrastructure and  security has continued in the budget estimates as well. The combined budget  heads for modernisation under the Capital Outlay on Defence Services do  indicate a focus on integrated defence planning process from the budgetary  perspective as well, if the trend continues going forward.

Finance Minister  Nirmala Sitharaman presented the interim budget on 1 February 2024. The budget  estimates for the Ministry of Defence (MoD) for 2024-25 are Rs 621,540.85  crore, constituting 13.04 percent of the total Union Budget.1  The allocations  to the MoD in BE 2024-25 are an increase of 4.71 per cent from the 2023-24  budget estimates of Rs 593,537.64 crores. As a percentage of Central Government  Expenditure (CGE), the average annual percentage of the defence budget since  2014-15 has been 15.6 per cent. The highest it has been in the past decade was  in 2016-17, when the defence budget was 17.8 per cent of the CGE. 

The following  sections give the key highlights of the budget estimates for the Ministry of  Defence (MoD) for 2024-25. It then highlights the budget trends relating to  some of the major policy focus areas of the government relating to  modernisation, defence indigenisation and research and development.  

Key Highlights

The  budget estimates for the MoD are provided under four demands. Demand No. 19  (Ministry of Defence Civil), Demand No. 20 (Defence Services Revenue), Demand  No. 21 (Capital Outlay on Defence Services) and Demand No. 22 (Defence  Pensions). Table 1 gives the key budget estimates for the MoD in 2024-25 and in  2023-24.

Table 1: Key  Allocations (in Crores)
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Demand No. 19

	
MoD (Civil)

	
22,612.5

	
25,563.18

	
13.04


	
Demand No. 20

	
Defence    Services Revenue

	
270,120.14

	
282,772.67 

	
4.68


	
Demand No. 21

	
Capital Outlay    on Defence Services

	
162,600

	
172,000

	
5.78


	
Demand No. 22

	
Defence    Pensions

	
138,205

	
141,205

	
2.17


	
 

	
Total Defence    Budget

	
593,537.64

	
621,540.85

	
4.71



Source: Union Budget, Ministry of Finance, Government of India, Various Years. 



Demand  No. 19 (Ministry of Defence Civil), caters to the revenue and capital  establishment expenditure of the Border Roads Development Board (BRDB), Coast  Guard, Defence Estates Organisation, Jammu and Kashmir Light Infantry, housing  expenditure, Canteen Stores Department (CSD), investments in public  enterprises, among others. In the Interim budget, Demand No. 19 saw an increase  of 13.04 per cent from Rs 22,612.5 crores to Rs 25,563.18 crores. Of the four  demands that make up the allocations to the MoD, the biggest percentage  increase in BE 2024-25 from BE 2023-24 is seen in MoD (Civil). 

The  government’s focus on improving land and maritime border infrastructure and  security has continued in this year’s budget estimates as well, with Rs 6,500  crores allocated for works under the BRDB, 44 per cent higher than the actual  expenditure in 2022-23 and 30 per cent higher than BE 2023-24. This enhanced  allocation will cater for the development of strategic infrastructural  development in the border areas. Some of the key border infrastructure projects  envisaged during FY 24-25 include the development of Nyoma Air field in Ladakh,  roads and bridges Andaman and Nicobar island, Shinku La tunnel in Himachal  Pradesh and Nechiphu tunnel in Arunachal Pradesh.2  

The  Coast Guard has been allocated Rs 7,651.8 crores in BE 2024-25, which is 6.3  per cent higher than the amounts allocated in BE 2023-24. Revenue allocations  amount to over 54 per cent of the total allocations. The cumulative annual  growth rate (CAGR) of the Coast Guard’s budget since 2015 has been 9.6 per cent  while the average annual growth has been 12.8 per cent. The actual expenditure  on the Coast Guard saw a jump of nearly 75 per cent from Rs 2,428.86 crores in  2014-15 to Rs 4,242.22 crores in 2016-17 and another 67 per cent increase to Rs  7,085.69 crores in 2022-23.   

Demand  No. 20 (Defence Services Revenue) saw an increase of 4.68 per cent from Rs  270,120.14 crores to Rs 282,772.7 crores. This demand caters to the Pay and  Allowances to the three services, Stores budget which relates to repair and  maintenance of equipment, allocations to the Ex-Servicemen Contributory Health  Scheme (ECHS) and the revenue component of budget estimates for the National  Cadet Corps, Rashtriya Rifles, the Agnipath scheme, among others. 

For  BE 2024-25, the total revenue allocations (inclusive of MoD Civil Revenue,  Defence Services Revenue and Defence Pensions) account for 70.6 per cent of the  total defence budget while capital allocations (inclusive of MoD Civil Capital  and Capital Outlay on Defence Services) are at 29.32 per cent. The respective  share in 2023-24 BE was 71.1 per cent and 28.8 per cent. 

The  Army accounts for the bulk of the Defence Service Revenue share, at 68.1 per  cent, followed by the Air Force at 16.3 and the Navy at 11.6 per cent, broadly  in line with the average annual share for the past decade. As against BE  2023-24, the revenue budget allocated to the Army, Navy and Air Force has seen  an increase of 5.5, 1.5 and 4.2 per cent respectively. 

In  BE 2024-25, Pay and Allowances to the three services (uniformed personnel)  accounted for 53.7 per cent of the total revenue budget. In BE 2023-24, it was  almost the same at 53.4 per cent. The Pay and Allowances to the civilian  employees of the three services is estimated at an additional 4.9 per cent of  their revenue budget in BE 2024-25. Nearly 59 per cent of the revenue budget of  the three services therefore goes towards Pay and Allowances. 

The  allocations to the ECHS in BE 2024-25 are estimated at Rs 6,968 crores, as  against BE 2023-24 estimates of Rs 5,431.56 crores. This 28 per cent increase  is the second highest increase in allocations relating to a MoD budget head in  BE 2024-25 from BE 2023-24 after the 30 per cent increase seen in budget  estimates for BRDB. In RE 2023-24 also, the ECHS allocations were revised by  nearly 70 per cent to Rs 9,221.5 crores, while the actual expenditure in  2022-23 was Rs 6,900.43 crores. The ECHS allocations in BE 2024-25 have  registered a CAGR of nearly 12 per cent from 2014-15 expenditure of Rs 1,980.9  crores.  

As  for the Agnipath scheme, in BE 2024-25, the Army’s allocations are estimated at  Rs 5,207.28 crores, an increase of 37 per cent from the BE 2023-24 allocations  of Rs 3,800 crores. The Navy and the Air Force allocations under the scheme in  BE 2024-25 are Rs 352 and Rs 420 crores, an increase of 17.3 and 152 per cent  respectively. Rs 208.08 crores were the actual allocations to the scheme across  the three services in 2022-23. 

Demand  No. 21 (Capital Outlay on Defence Services) saw an increase of 5.78 per cent  from Rs 162,600 crores to Rs 172,000 crores. Allocated amount under this demand  caters to the capital expenditure towards modernisation requirements of the  three services. The structure of capital budget allocation has been transformed  in this budget. In order to foster jointness and an integrated capability  planning process, capital demands of three services have been consolidated into  similar items of expenditure such as Land, Aircraft and Aeroengines, Heavy and  Medium Vehicles etc. Thus, total capital budget allocation is under a single  head of ‘Defence Services’ in place of earlier practice of allocation under  separate heads of ‘Army’, ‘Navy’ and ‘Air Force’. 

As  a part of broader defence reforms, there are ongoing efforts towards an  integrated perspective planning that would change the 15-year planned period of  the Long Term Integrated Perspective Plan (LTIPP) with a 10-year Integrated  Capability Development Plan (ICDP). The ICDP aims to move away from the  individual service approach and instead focus on a holistic military approach to  prioritise inter-service and intra-service procurements and capability  building. The ICDP would “intricately link” military capability to budgets,  attempting to ensure budgetary commitment to plans.3  This interim budget appears to provide the first glimpse of this key reform in  the capability planning process at MoD. 

If  this trend continues in the future, it indicates that the budget process is  being adjusted to meet the long-term planning and futuristic requirements of  the armed forces as a whole, rather than only considering the needs of  individual services. This integrated approach to budget planning could lead to  better optimisation of financial resources.

The  MoD notes that the BE allocations under Demand No. 21 is more than 20 per cent  higher than the actual expenditure in 2022-23 which stood at Rs 142.940.01  crores.4  The capital outlay budget has seen a CAGR of 9.8 per cent since 2014-15, while  the DSE (Revenue) budget has seen a CAGR of 7.9 per cent. The capital outlay  expenditure therefore has seen a greater growth than revenue expenditure during  this time period. From 2014-24 RE, the average share of the capital outlay to  the Army, Navy and Air Force have been 25.5, 27.9 and 39 per cent respectively. 

Demand  No. 22 (Defence Pensions) saw an increase of 2.17 per cent from Rs 138,205  crores to Rs 141,205 crores.5  This demand relates to the pension and retirement benefits of the Army, Navy  and Air Force. As against BE 2023-24, defence pensions have seen a modest  increase of 2.1 per cent. The MoD pension budget in 2024-25 (BE) is 22.7 per  cent of the total defence budget and 3.09 per cent of the Central Government  Expenditure (CGE). In 2014-15, the pension budget had seen an increase of over  32 per cent due to One Rank One pension (OROP) implementation. In 2016-17, defence  pensions rose by 45.8 per cent while a 31 per cent increase was seen in 2022-23  due to transfer of ‘arear component’ of OROP.6 

Interim Budget: Key Focus  Areas and Trends

Modernisation

The  MoD notes that the interim budget of FY 24-25 has maintained an upward trend in  the capital outlay allocations to fill the critical capability gaps through the  modernisation of the Armed Forces. In the past 10 years, the modernisation  budget and the capital outlay on defence services have grown consistently. 

In  BE 2024-25, an amount of Rs 141,160.9 crores has been allocated under the  modernisation heads.7  This represents an increase of 5.52 per cent over the BE 2023-24 allocations  under the same heads, which stood at Rs 133,871.26 crores. Graph 1 shows the  modernisation budget for the three services (combined) from 2015-16 to 2024-25  BE and the capital outlay on defence services. The heads constituting the  modernisation budget have accounted for 83 per cent of the total capital outlay  during 2015-25 BE and have seen an average annual increase of 8.4 per cent and  a CAGR of 8.4 per cent also during this time period. The BE 2024-25  modernisation budget is an increase of over 124 per cent from the actual  allocations of Rs 62,870.04 crores in 2015-16. 

The  Air Force has accounted for nearly 45 per cent of the total modernisation  budget during 2013-23, while the Navy and the Army accounted for 32 and 23 per  cent respectively. However, 


  the  Army’s modernisation budget saw an average annual increase of 13.6 per cent  during this time period, while the Navy and Air Force saw an increase of 11 and  4 per cent respectively. The Army’s modernisation budget specifically saw a  massive 57 per cent increase in 2022-23 from 2021-22, rising from Rs 20,202.21  crores to Rs 31,715.03 crores 

It  is to be noted that budgetary allocations do not provide a clear picture of the  actual financial outlay assigned towards the capability enhancement programme  during the financial year. The Capital Outlay on Defence Services includes the  modernisation budget for the three services which caters to the budget for  Committed Liabilities (CL) as well as equipment purchases under New Schemes  (NS), among others. To ascertain a clear picture of investment towards NS  during a financial year, the Standing Committee of Defence (SCOD) has been  raising the necessity of disaggregated data of capital investment in CL and NS  in the defence budget. 

Graph 1: Capital  Outlay on Defence Services and Modernisation Budget 2015-25 (Army, Navy, Air  Force Combined) (In Crore)
 

Source: “Union Budget”, Ministry of Finance, Government of India, Various  Years.



Defence Indigenisation

The  government’s Atmanirbhar Bharat initiative has also focused on India’s defence  sector, which aims to promote indigenous production and reduce the country’s  dependence on imports. The government is focusing on the defence industry as a  key area to achieve self-reliance. The government has taken several policy  initiatives in the past few years under 'Make in India' programme and brought  in reforms to encourage indigenous design, development and manufacture of  defence equipment in the country, including design and development. During the  last three financial years (2020-21 to 2022-23), for instance, 122 contracts  have been signed for capital procurement of defence equipment by the MoD. Out  of these, 100 contracts accounting for 87 per cent of total contracts value  have been signed with Indian vendors for capital procurement of defence  equipment.8 

The  Ministry of Defence in March 2023 provided data on capital expenditure on  indigenous procurement of the three services for specific time periods before  the SCOD.9  The Army spent Rs 89,945.5 crores on indigenous procurement from 2017-18 till  2021-22. During the same time period, the actual modernisation allocations were  Rs 109,651 crores (for the heads taken as constituting modernisation budget for  purposes of this Brief). The Army, therefore, spent 82 per cent of its  modernisation budget on indigenous procurement.

The Navy spent Rs 96,446.67crores  on indigenous procurement from 2017-18 till 2021-22, which is 64.2 per cent of  its total modernisation capital allocations of Rs 150,066.77 crores. The Air  Force spent Rs 88,659.71 crores on indigenous procurement from 2018-19 to  2021-22, 48 per cent of its total capital allocations under modernisation  heads. It is pertinent to note that the Air Force spend on indigenous  procurement rose from 16 per cent of its modernisation budget in 2018-19 to 60  per cent in 2021-22 – from Rs 5,648.66 crores to Rs 29,911.37 crores. It was nearly  65 per cent in 2020-21, at Rs 36,638.14 crores. 

The  government in FY 2020-21 had bifurcated the capital procurement budget for the  MoD between domestic and foreign capital procurement.10  It  had allocated Rs 52,000 crores for domestic capital procurement in 2020-21,  which was 40 per cent of the total capital procurement budget. The portion of  the capital acquisition budget for domestic procurement has increased in  subsequent years, to 58 per cent (Rs 78,334.8 crores) in 2021-22, 68 per cent  (Rs 84,598 crores) in 2022-23 and 75 per cent (Rs 99,223 crores) in 2023-24.11  The  outgo on domestic procurement by the three services as provided to the SCOD for  2020-22 stands at Rs. 152,158.2 crores, while the capital budget allocated for  domestic procurement during these two financial years was Rs. 130,334.8 crores.  The MoD, therefore, spent more on domestic procurement than what was envisaged  to be spent during these two years.12     

Research and Development

While  there has been a 2.8 per cent rise in capital allocation for research and  development from BE 2023-24, revenue allocations have also seen a similar rise  of 2.2 per cent. The average annual capital allocations during 2015-25 BE have  been at 53.12 per cent while the revenue allocations have been at 46.8 per  cent. The SCOD in its December 2023 report on the working of the DRDO was  informed that out of the total allocation of Rs 23,263.89 crores in BE 2023-24,  35 per cent (Rs 8,120.25 crores) was for strategic systems while the remaining  65 per cent of the allocations amounting to Rs 15,143.64 crores was for  tactical systems.13  The SCOD was also informed that the actual R&D budget was only Rs 5,000  crores, which is 21.5 per cent of the total DRDO budget estimates. Moreover, 25  per cent of this amount or Rs 1,300 crores was earmarked for the private  sector.14  

Finance  Minister in her budget speech noted that a new scheme will be launched with a  corpus of Rs 100,000 crores with a 50 year interest free loan to ‘provide  long-term financing or refinancing with long tenors and low or nil interest  rates. This will encourage the private sector to scale up research and  innovation significantly in sunrise domains’.15  She further added that a ‘new scheme will be launched for strengthening  Deep-tech technologies for defence purposes and expediting ‘atmanirbharta’.16 



Source: Union Budget, Ministry of Finance, Government of India

The Ministry of Defence in its  press release on the budget noted that the Rs 100,000 crore corpus for ‘Deep  Tech for long term loan to tech-savvy youth/companies and the tax advantage to  the start-ups will give further impetus to innovation in the defence sector’.17  The continuing focus on defence innovation, in the context of the recent report  submitted by the High Powered Committee on DRDO reforms, is indeed noteworthy.  The nodal ministry/department to operate this corpus needs to ensure that the  Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) for implementation of the mechanism of this  corpus needs to be target-oriented and crafted keeping in view the primary  objective of ease of doing business for the industry. 

Conclusion 

The  interim budget estimates for the Ministry of Defence are largely in line with  the broad trends of the past decade in terms of the revenue and capital  allocations. The government’s focus on research and development is evident in  the announcement of the new Rs 100,000 crore corpus while the combined budget  heads for modernisation under the Capital Outlay on Defence Services do  indicate a focus on integrated defence planning process from the budgetary  perspective as well, if the trend continues going forward. The announcement of  a new scheme to strengthen deep technologies (deep-tech) for defense purposes would  further aim to expedite ‘atmanirbharta’ (self-reliance). While the interim  budget provides a preview of India’s ongoing defence priorities and showcases a  consistent approach in implementing policy initiatives towards the  modernisation of the armed forces and to promote a domestic ecosystem for  defence manufacturing, the final budgetary picture will be provided by the full  budget of FY 24-25 expected in June-July 2024.

Views expressed are of the  author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Manohar Parrrikar IDSA  or of the Government of India.
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Summary

Acceptance  of misogynistic violence as a form of violent extremism (VE) is central to  understanding VE groups. Misogyny can be deemed a point of intersection between  right wing extremism, Islamic extremism and racism. Gender and cultural  sensitivities are an essential element of successful counter-terror measures.

Introduction 

Across the political spectrum, violent  extremists (VE) have demonstrated a reluctance to afford women bodily autonomy  and equality. These attitudes stem from gender-based violence (GBV), a  precursor to VE, occurring in various communities. Girls exposed to gendered  violence are more likely to become victims of domestic abuse, and boys are more  likely to become perpetrators. As a result, violence against women has an  intergenerational impact whereby it ‘trickles down’.1  At the same time, the  normalisation of violence against women desensitises men to violence as a  language for any perceived threat to society and their  masculinity. Therefore, misogynistic violence acts as a stepping stone for  other forms of extremism. 

Notably, intergenerational violence trickles  down and spreads horizontally, normalising its occurrence throughout society.2  This desensitises individuals to aggression’s consequences and reinforces the  idea that power and control are established through force. Consequently,  societies marked by widespread domestic violence are more susceptible to  engaging in intra-state violence against minority groups. They may resort to  interstate violence when confronted with perceived external threats.3  Therefore, the behaviour of a state ‘can be strongly gendered’, and its  propensity for violence can best be indicated by the treatment of women. 

Islamic extremists and right-wing extremists  (RWE) each share in their ‘heroic masculine world views’4  in which they are saving  their societies from falling prey to the other, and both are equally as  dependent on the women in their society for the completion of their  socio-political goals. When applying a Foucauldian analytical lens to the ideology  of Islamic extremists and RWEs, the two appear highly similar in their overlap  of the use of women’s childbearing ‘as a bio-political instrument to regulate  the populace’ in accordance with their specific conception of what the perfect  society ought to be.5  Therefore, misogyny can be deemed a point of intersection between RWE, Islamic  extremism, racism and the ‘opposition narrative’.6 

Despite the growth of Women, Peace and Security,  and counter-terrorism research, male violence is analysed from the position of  ‘aggrieved masculinity’ as opposed to misogyny.7  Studies have focused on,  for example, sexual violence against women in refugee camps as a result of men  struggling to cope with their setting. Consequently, gender-based violence is  contextualised as being the outcome of socioeconomic and political issues and  not entrenched misogyny. This creates a misinformed framework.8 

Weaponisation of Gender by VE Groups 

Although gender is not explicitly stated as a  factor that influences the actions of VE groups, the eventual suppression ‘of women and girls [which  follows] is central to both [their] ideology and tactics’.9  As gender remains central  to many power dynamics,10  the pervasiveness of attitude and treatment of women in a state is likely  destined to determine ‘the broad societal forces in a state such as their  national identity and ideology’.11  Enloe acknowledges how ‘the indivisible link between gender and statehood’ is  elucidated in the manifestation of extreme nationalist movements that are  ‘predicated upon the relationship between men and women’.12  

ISIS

VE groups exploit the disenfranchisement of men  in their recruitment, linked to their inability to fulfil their gender role.13  According to Wegner, the phenomenon of ‘militarised masculinities’14  often weaponised by VE groups is a manipulation of violence, gender, and a  ‘saviour complex’.15  This is prevalent in the use of ISIS recruitment under which the glorification  of violence in the pursuit of a utopian state was coupled with the advertisement of sex slaves for  the fighters as ‘spoils of war’.16  Yet, through the misuse of women and children as victims of foreign threats in  their propaganda, it fed a narrative that their survival remains subject to  saving by the fighters.17  

This seeming contradiction in extremist  propaganda taps into a uniquely misogynistic mindset under which male  disenfranchisement is radicalised through their feeling of innate entitlement  over women. The representation of culturally stigmatised girls (Yazidi) as sex  slaves for the fighters alongside the ethnically accepted women and children as  those suffering demonstrates the nexus between sexism, racism, and the  normalised language of violence. Lastly, the role of women that are not turned  into sex slaves hinges upon their adherence to ‘the gendered division of women  as mothers, nurturers and those that need protection by men’.18 

Boko Haram 

Boko Haram’s VE is particularly relevant due to  its targeted GBV against Christian Nigerian women. The intersection between  greater hostility towards minority groups and misogyny is demonstrated in Boko  Haram’s Salafi-Jihadism. This combined jihad-sanctioned  violence and Salafi conservatism in producing their ideology that promoted the rejection of anything deemed ‘Western’ and  perceived women as ‘lesser beings that require male guardianship’.19  Therefore, although all women were deemed  inferior, Christian women were put at greater risk by being the ‘weakest  members of an infidel outcast’.20  

Women in North-East Africa have confronted  rampant GBV before, during, and after the disintegration of Boko Haram.  Nevertheless, during their active presence, Christian communities were mainly  targeted with tactics such as kidnapping, rape, and forced marriage to an older  Muslim man; forced conversion to Islam; deprivation from schooling for girls;  and heightened domestic abuse if the Islamic convert exercised any ‘non-Islamic’  practices.21 

Women and girls have previously addressed in  interviews that domestic abuse and marital rape was either ‘directly committed  by Boko Haram members or indirectly due to their ideology that had been  propagated’.22  The inherent patriarchal society existed prior to the rise of Boko Haram. After  the terrorist organisation’s emergence, GBV became more prevalent in the  Nigerian society. Women interviewed further expressed concerns regarding the  village government’s complicity in Boko Haram’s aims of expelling all Christians and a genuine fear of speaking  too freely during the interview process. This demonstrated the fundamental  depth of the issue. 

Collectively, this demonstrates how a particular  society breeds VE and how it is one that first must cater to gender inequality,  GBV, and sexist practices. Although, in this case, there may have been direct  involvement by members of the state, that level of involvement is not  necessary. The failure to prioritise female bodily autonomy and safety for women  and girls through cultural norms and the law is sufficient in breeding the  likes of Boko Haram. Quoting one of the victims, her phrase ‘listen to what is  not said’23  is reflective of the potential clandestine support by the village governments  that hindered the very data collection and records on the rampant GBV. 

Right-Wing Extremism 

Although RWE groups have existed prior to the last decade, their  recent growth in popularity in the US, sporadically throughout Europe,  Australia and other former colonies can be attributed to the surge in immigrant  populations and intake of refugees by states. A common belief held by RWE is in  the Great Replacement Theory that fears the eventual decline of the superior  Caucasian populace due to increased feminism in their society and subsequent  lower birth rates, contrasted with growing non-White citizens and an eventual  ‘replacement’.24  

Whilst political, RWE beliefs also place women at the centre of  their ideology, for example, positing that the success or failure of the Great  Replacement Theory hinges upon the role of women in their society. The pressure is placed on women to not succumb to the  ‘growing feminist notion of working women’ and to have more children instead of  consolidating most of their population’s numbers. Kimmel and Ferber further  expand on the ideology of RWEs by exploring how men in these societies no  longer believe they are the perpetrators.25  When faced with greater  female involvement in the workforce and the rejection of childbearing as their  sole goal in life, women have now become the ones holding the privilege of  ‘making men the victims of state feminism’.26  

Despite active attempts to assert themselves as legitimate VE  actors, such as through attempted violence at abortion centers, storming the US  Capitol Building, and shooting 50 people in a mosque in Christchurch, New  Zealand, RWEs are addressed to a lesser extent than Islamic VEs in  counter-terrorism strategies globally. Whilst States such as Canada and the UK  have begun to recognise violence by RWE as domestic terrorism, the full scope  of RWE ideology, in terms of its political agenda that includes racism, sexism,  anti-Semitism, etc., remains under-appreciated. 

The Incel Movement 

Incel, short for involuntary celibate, is a  movement that has led to the creation of an expansive, transnational online  network of young men and boys who blame women for their lack of sexual  experience. Their ideology is deeply rooted in male victimhood and is relevant  to the discussion of VE since members of the movement have engaged in mass  shootings, especially in the US and in Canada, and have even released  manifestos to try and influence vulnerable males. Furthermore, the movement’s  growth has demonstrated how misogyny often plays a central role in the  occurrence of extremist acts. Additionally, misogyny and male victimhood are  common denominators for ‘hyper-nationalist alt-right directives’ that have ‘an  undeniable crossover with incel culture’.27  Misogyny is relevant in  Islamic extremism, too, suggesting that it has a primary role in many forms of  VE. Unfortunately, for over a decade now, incel crimes have been viewed in  isolation from any other forms of extremism. 

Andrew Anglin, an American citizen, a  self-proclaimed Neo-Nazi, and the creator of the ‘Daily Stormer’, wrote in one  of his articles that ‘women are the Jews of gender’.28  Furthermore, he  propagated a false narrative under which the White race was under threat and  must prepare for a battle against ‘Jews, Blacks, Muslims, Hispanics, Women,  Liberals and Journalists’.29  Anglin has also, among other things, stated that ‘women crave being assaulted  and locked in cages’.30  This demonstrates how misogyny is a form of extremism that is inextricably  intertwined with other forms of extremism, including racism, homophobia and  bigotry. 

Marc Lepine, who shot 14 women in Montreal and  left a letter blaming feminists for his decline, and Elliot Rodger, an English  American boy who went on a killing spree in California and is praised in incel  forums as ‘Saint Rodger’, both equally share their status as incels. However,  it is vital to point out that Lepine's obsession with ‘racial purity’ in Canada and Rodger’s  deeply rooted racism in which he deemed himself superior to all ‘dark-skinned  Mexicans and black-filth’, point towards hostility towards women and  racial minorities.31  Whilst it is crucial to look at incel extremism as an  offshoot of misogyny, it is equally important to analyse misogyny’s prevalence  in various VE groups’ ideologies, tactics and acts. 

Incel forums also desensitise men to violence  against women so that violence for a political cause is normalised. For  example, to specifically target and recruit Muslim boys and men on incel  forums, ISIS propagandists offered that if they were to join ISIS or another  violent Jihadist group, they would be rewarded with girls for sexual relations.  It is, therefore, not surprising that a man recently arrested for  terrorism-involvement charges in the UK was also found to be an active member  of Incel chatrooms on Reddit.32 

Reforming Counter-Terrorism 

Increased attention to the gender dynamics at play in VE and  terrorism is crucial to comprehensive counter-terrorism responses. A series of  interviews with women from 30 countries in South Asia, North Africa, and the  Middle East by the Institute for Inclusive Security found that women in  communities where VE was rising were found as being the most aware and  resistant to its growth. This was because they were often ‘the first target of  fundamentalism that restricted their rights and led to an increase in domestic  violence before it translated into open armed conflict’.33  Women are well aware in communities with low gender equality that it is their  security that will primarily bear the brunt of VE. Thus, they have a vested  interest in countering radicalism and VE—the interest being their physical and  other forms of security. 

Nonetheless, even when included in counter-terrorism or  counter-radicalism responses, women’s role continues to be reduced to the  private sphere. Although their presence is crucial to grassroots efforts,  reflected in Pakistani mothers’ deradicalisation of their sons within their  homes,34  the absence of women at the top can only facilitate groundwork efforts so much.  The under-representation of women in international security further stifles the  efforts of NGOs and academics, whose research and effort can only go so far as  the top supports it. The deconstruction of patriarchal practices and power  dynamics from a bottom-up approach is obsolete if misogynistic practices and  attitudes persist at the decision-making levels globally. 

Conclusion

The omnipresence of misogyny, patriarchal  practices and GBV in various political violent extremist groups suggests that  the acceptance of misogynistic violence as a form of VE is central to  understanding VE groups. While it is justified for states to view cases of  VE-linked to terrorist organisations as threats to their security,  counter-terrorism tactics need to tackle the conditions which foster the rise  of VE. States must recognise acts of violence against women in their countries  as acts of ‘everyday terrorism, intimate terrorism and eventually a form of VE  used to exert power’35  that are inextricably linked with other forms of extremism. Tackling GBV and VE  require transparency for support from the top—only then can true change be  enacted. Furthermore, counter-terror measures must be accompanied by gender and  cultural sensitivities to be deemed successful.

While incel culture and Islamic and right-wing  extremism are all viewed as being on different ends of extremist beliefs, their  similarity of deeming women as inferior and subsequently treating them as much  should be viewed as a stark reminder that misogyny never exists in isolation.  If not for the fundamental promotion of female safety for the sake of women, it  is crucial that countries recognise misogyny as a stepping stone for extremism,  likely to provide them with a national or international security threat. Whilst  it is beginning to be perceived by some states, such as Canada and the UK, as a  form of domestic terrorism, the term ‘terrorism’ largely remains politicised  and reserved for Islamic extremism. The proliferation of incel and especially  misogyny-driven crimes points towards the need for a more expansive framework  to tackle both the growing online presence of incels as well as their VE. 

Views expressed are of the author and do not  necessarily reflect the views of the Manohar Parrrikar IDSA or of the  Government of India. 
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Summary

Turkiye and Pakistan are deepening their robust defence  partnership, marked by defence trade, collaborative research, co-production,  technology transfer, institutional engagements, joint exercises, training, and  a focus on security and counter-terrorism. 

Introduction

Turkiye and  Pakistan share a longstanding and robust defence relationship that has deepened  over decades. Historically, Pakistan and Turkiye were a part of the US-led Baghdad  Pact, and its subsequent avatar, the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO). Both  Turkiye and Pakistan have faced arms embargoes and restrictions from Western  suppliers like the US and Europe for various reasons. This has driven the two  countries to forge closer strategic ties and increase indigenous production  capabilities to reduce dependence on external suppliers. From joint ventures in  defence tech and co-production of equipment to joint training and exercises,  Turkiye and Pakistan aim to support each other in developing self-sufficiency  in arms manufacturing.

Defence Trade Partnership

F-16 Modernisation Programme

The  Pakistan Air Force (PAF) received delivery of the final four upgraded F-16  Fighting Falcon jets in September 2014 from Turkish Aerospace Industries (TAI)  in Ankara, marking the completion of Pakistan’s F-16 modernisation programme.1  As  per the contract awarded by Pakistan’s Ministry of Defence in October 2009  worth US$ 75 million,2  TAI carried out avionics and structural upgrades on a total of 41 PAF F-16s to  extend their operational life and enhance capabilities. The contract also  included pilot training on the upgraded aircraft.3  

Electronic Warfare Test and Training Range

The PAF  inducted the Electronic Warfare Test and Training Range (EWT&TR) in January  2011. The over US$ 20 million contract was awarded to Turkish defence company  HAVELSAN to design and establish the EW range for the PAF.4 

Pakistan Navy Fleet Tanker Project

As prime  contractor, the Turkish firm STM signed a contract worth US$ 80 million with  Pakistan Navy in January 2013 to design and build a fleet tanker. STM provided  the ship design, equipment, systems and material to construct the ship at the  Karachi Shipyard. The logistics vessel, launched in 2016 and named PNS MOAWIN,  was delivered to the Pakistan Navy in 2018 after sea trials.5  Pakistan Navy commissioned the 17,000-tonne fleet tanker “capable of performing  a variety of maritime operations including the provision of logistic support to  other ships at sea by transferring fuel and other important military cargo”.6  

Upgrading of Agosta 90-B Submarines

A  Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was signed in 2016 worth US$ 350 million for the  mid-life upgrade of three Agosta 90-B submarines of the Pakistan Navy. The task  of upgrading these submarines was undertaken by the Turkish firm STM.7  STM  delivered the first submarine PNS/M HAMZA (S-139) to the Pakistan Naval Forces  Command in April 2021 and the second submarine PNS/M KHALID (S-137) in January  2023.8  According to STM, the modernisation programme for the submarines has involved  comprehensive upgrades to critical systems including sonar, periscopes, command  and control, data distribution, steering control, cooling and radar. The  upgrades utilised advanced technologies developed domestically by Turkish  companies such as ASELSAN and HAVELSAN and certain systems have also been  exported as part of the project.9 

ASELPOD Electro-Optical Targeting System

Turkish  firm ASELSAN signed an initial contract worth US$ 25 million with Pakistan in  June 2016 to supply 16 ASELPOD targeting pods. In May 2017, ASELSAN signed a second  contract worth US$ 24.9 million with Pakistan for 16 more pods. ASELSAN  provided technical support to enable successful integration and firing tests of  the pods on Pakistan Air Force’s JF-17 combat aircraft in 2017.10 

Super Mushshak Aircraft

In October  2022, the Turkish Ministry of Defence confirmed receiving the delivery of three  Super Mushshak aircraft from Pakistan, marking their inclusion in the inventory  of the Air Force Command at Yalova Airport Command. The project, initiated  under the Initial Trainer Aircraft Project, was formalised through an agreement  in 2017. Delay in delivery ensued due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic,  leading to the current plan of delivering a total of 52 aircraft to the Turkish  Air Force over a two-year period.11  

MILGEM corvettes 

President  Recep Tayyip Erdogan in January 2022 boasted that Turkiye was among the ten  countries globally possessing the indigenous capabilities to design, build and  maintain warships.12  In July 2018, the Pakistan Navy formalised an agreement worth US$ 1.5 billion13   to procure four MILGEM corvettes from the  Turkish state-owned defence contractor Military Factory and Shipyard Management  Corporation (ASFAT).14  The contract involves the construction of two corvettes in Turkiye and an additional  two at Karachi Shipyard & Engineering Works (KS&EW). 

Notably,  the agreement includes provisions for the transfer of design rights and  construction know-how from Turkiye to Pakistan,15  emphasising a collaborative effort in naval capabilities. According to the  official spokesperson of the Pakistan Navy, the proposed ships will serve as  technologically most advanced platforms for the Pakistan Navy and will  “contribute in maintaining peace and balance of power in Indian Ocean Region”.16  

On 23 September  2023, ASFAT formally delivered the inaugural Babur-class  corvette (PN MILGEM), PNS Babur (280), to the Pakistan Navy at the Istanbul  Naval Shipyard. Turkiye’s Defence Minister Yaşar Güler highlighted the historic  significance of the Turkish defence industry by emphasising the simultaneous  construction of four corvettes for Pakistan under the Turkish national warship  initiative—MİLGEM. Signifying the strengthening of relations between Turkiye  and Pakistan, Guler stated that “our defense industry projects are one of the  most important pillars of our cooperation”.17  With regard to Pakistan’s participation in MILGEM, he also highlighted that 

“with this project, which demonstrates the superior  level reached by the Turkish defense industry, the strategic cooperation  between our countries has become even stronger, and the successful completion  of the project will lead to new business opportunities.”18  

T129 ATAK Helicopters

In July  2018, Turkiye and Pakistan concluded a defence agreement involving the sale of  30 Turkish T129 Tactical Reconnaissance and Attack Helicopters (ATAK) to be  made by Turkish Aerospace Industries (TAI), with an estimated value of around US$  1.5 billion, a significant milestone in their defence collaboration. The  helicopters were supposed to be delivered over a span of five years.19  However, the United States has hindered the export clearance for the LHTEC  engines, preventing the delivery of the ATAK T-129 helicopters. Turkiye’s  then-presidential spokesman, Ibrahim Kalin, stated that the blockage might lead  Islamabad to seek helicopters from China instead. The US restrictions are  linked to broader sanctions imposed on Turkiye for its procurement of S-400  missiles from Russia.20 

Bayraktar TB-2 Armed UAV

According  to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI)’s Trade  Register, Pakistan ordered three Bayraktar TB-2 armed UAV from Turkiye in 2021  and received them in 2022.21  While  there is limited information available in the public domain about the specifics  of Turkiye’s drone sales to Pakistan,  few media reports have confirmed the drone  sale.22  

UAV Upgradation

Turkish  Aerospace Industries (TUSAS) and Pakistan’s National Engineering and Science  Commission (NESCOM) signed an agreement for the production of components  integral to an extended-endurance drone developed by Ankara. The agreement was  formalised during the International Defence Industry Fair in Istanbul in August  2021 and will focus on advancing the capabilities of the Anka unmanned aerial  vehicle (UAV). Developed by TUSAS, the Anka drone is designed for surveillance  and attack missions, with the capacity to carry up to 200 kg of sensors or  weaponry, including lightweight air-to-surface missiles.23  

R&D in Drone Technology

Pakistan’s  National Aerospace Science and Technology Park (NASTP), inaugurated in August  2023, has entered into a collaboration agreement with the Turkish drone  manufacturer Baykar for research and development (R&D). The agreement has  paved the way for Baykar to conduct R&D studies within NASTP, laying the  foundation for extensive future cooperation. Baykar aims to deepen its  collaboration with Pakistan in strategic areas through this partnership. The  agreement was formalised at the opening ceremony attended by Baykar Chairman of  the Board, Selçuk Bayraktar, and Pakistani Prime Minister Shahbaz Sharif.24 

KAAN National Combat Aircraft Programme

In August  2023, Turkiye’s Minister of National Defence Yaşar Güler stated that the  agreement for Pakistan’s involvement in the KAAN National Combat Aircraft  Programme is on the verge of being signed. In response to the denial of access  of the F-35 under Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act  (CAATSA) to Turkiye, Güler emphasised that this setback motivated Turkiye to  pursue the development of its own aircraft, specifically the KAAN. He  acknowledged the supportive efforts from friendly and brotherly countries, including  Azerbaijan, which has already signed an agreement and Pakistan’s participation  was also being finalised.25  

As per  SIPRI, Turkiye’s arms exports increased 69 per cent from 2018 to 2022 compared  to 2013–2017.26  Turkiye’s share of global arms exports rose 0.5 per cent to 1.1 per cent in  this period, indicating an upward trajectory in its defence trade. Qatar, the  UAE and Oman accounted for 50 per cent of Turkiye’s exports.27  Pakistan remains a strategic defence ally for Turkiye, but does not rank among  the top three leading importers of Turkish armaments till 2022. 

Institutional Mechanisms

High Level Strategic Cooperation  Council 

Turkiye and  Pakistan established an institutionalised mechanism known as High Level  Cooperation Council in 2009, which has been upgraded to the High Level  Strategic Cooperation Council (HLSCC).28  The sixth meeting of the HLSCC took place in Islamabad during the visit of  President Erdoğan to Pakistan in February 2020. It culminated in the signing of  13 documents, including the Strategic Economic Framework and HLSCC Joint  Declaration.29 

As per the  HLSCC Joint Declaration, both States have agreed to intensify and expand  security and defence collaboration. It includes mutually sourcing defence  purchases to the maximum feasible extent, with a priority on collaborative  research, development and production initiatives. Furthermore, the enhancement  of collaboration among law enforcement institutions was also envisioned,  encompassing training activities and the exchange of best practices,  information, experiences and expertise. Moreover, cooperative endeavours  through relevant counter-terrorism institutions were proposed to formulate  effective methods and avenues of collaboration, particularly addressing the  evolving threats in cyber-terrorism and cybercrime. It was also decided to establish  a Joint Working Group on Defence Industry.30  

High-Level Military Dialogue Group 

The  military cooperation forum between Turkiye and Pakistan originated post-9/11  during NATO intervention in Afghanistan. Turkiye’s mediation efforts, resulting  in the Ankara Declaration, solidified the collaboration, with a shared focus on  regional stability and the fight against terrorism.31  In 1988, a collaborative Military Consultative Group (MCG) was formed.32  Over  time, this entity transitioned into a more advanced High-Level Military  Dialogue Group (HLMDG) in 2003. HLMDG serves as the highest level of  institutional mechanism between Pakistan and Turkiye, with the mandate to  formulate policies and action plans aimed at enhancing collaboration,  specifically in the defence sector.33  

In a  historic move, Pakistan and Turkiye signed a defence cooperation agreement in  October 2015 during the 11th meeting of the HLMDG in Ankara, wherein  Turkiye committed to providing Pakistan with 34 T-37 fighter-cum-trainer  aircraft and their spare parts on a gratis basis.34  The 15th round of HLMDG took place in Turkiye in December 2020,  where both countries agreed to enhance defence cooperation, mainly focusing on  aspects of security and counter-terrorism. Pakistan delegation visited various  Turkish defence firms, including Baykar (UAV OEM), ASELSAN, HAVELSAN and  Turkish Aerospace Industries (TAI).35   

The 16th  round of the Pakistan–Turkiye HLMDG was held in the Ministry of Defence in  Rawalpindi, Pakistan, from 4 to 7 January 2022. Both sides discussed various  common areas of interest, including security, counter-terrorism and the  handling of the regional environment. The meetings delved into defence  cooperation aspects such as training, exchange visits and the co-production of  defence equipment.36 

Military Exercises

ATATURK/JINNAH

Joint  military exercise Ataturk/Jinnah began in 1998, with each country organising  the exercise on their home territory in alternate years.37  The ATATURK-XII 2023 joint military exercise, spanning two weeks, concluded in  February 2023 at Tarbela in the Swabi district of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province  of Pakistan.38  Turkish Special Forces and Pakistan’s Special Service Group (SSG) participated  in it. The presence of high-ranking officials from Pakistan and Turkiye  underscored the significance and mutual commitment to enhance military  cooperation and counter-terrorism efforts between the two nations. 

Air Force Exercise ‘Anatolian Eagle’

Anatolian  Eagle is the air force exercise conducted and hosted by the Turkish Air Force  inspired by the US Red Flag and Maple Flag Series. The first Anatolian Eagle  Exercise was conducted in 2001 in Turkiye and has continued with increasing  participation from many countries. The table below specifies exercises where  Pakistan participated along with Turkiye.


	
Training Exercise

	
Timeline

	
Participants


	
AE-04/3

	
27 September–08 October 2004

	
Turkiye, USA, Israel, Germany,    Netherlands, Italy, Pakistan


	
AE-06/2

	
12–22 June 2006

	
Turkiye, USA, Pakistan, France,    NATO


	
AE-07/2

	
11–22 June 2007

	
Turkiye, USA, Jordan, Pakistan,    NATO, UK


	
AE-08/4

	
03–14 November 2008

	
Turkiye, Pakistan


	
AE-09/4

	
02–13 November 2009

	
Turkiye, Pakistan


	
AE-11/2

	
13–24 June 2011

	
Turkiye, USA, UAE, Jordan,    Pakistan, NATO, Italy, Spain, Saudi Arabia


	
AE-12/2

	
11–22 June 2012

	
Turkiye, UAE, Jordan, Pakistan,    Italy, Saudi Arabia


	
TUSAP

	
01–12 September 2014

	
Turkiye, Pakistan, NATO


	
AE-15/1

	
08–19 June 2015

	
Turkiye, USA, Pakistan, NATO,    Germany, England, Spain,


	
AE-16/1

	
30 May–10 June 2016

	
Turkiye, Pakistan, NATO, Italy,    Saudi Arabia, Netherlands


	
AE-19/2

	
17–28 June 2019

	
Turkiye, USA, Jordan, Pakistan,    NATO, Italy, Qatar


	
AE-21/2

	
21 June–02 July 2021

	
Azerbaijan, Pakistan, Qatar, NATO


	
AE-22/2

	
20 June–01 July 2022

	
Pakistan, Jordan, Azerbaijan, UK,    NATO





Source: Adapted from  Anatolian Eagle Official Website.   

In the 2022  edition of the exercise held from 20 June to 1 July, several nations  participated, showcasing a collaborative effort in Composite Air Operations  (COMAOs). The participating countries included Pakistan, Azerbaijan, the UK,  Jordan and NATO. The exercise involved  48 aircraft and 1,335 personnel, who conducted  a total of 274 sorties.39  Such exercises not only demonstrate the interoperability of diverse air forces  but also showcases a collaborative approach to addressing a spectrum of  operational challenges in contemporary air warfare.

Naval Exercise TURGUTREIS

Exercise  Turgutreis holds a unique distinction as the sole joint naval exercise between  Pakistan and Turkiye conducted in two distinct oceans, namely the Indian Ocean  (specifically the North Arabian Sea) and the Atlantic Ocean (specifically the  Mediterranean Sea).40  The  first edition of the exercise was held in April 2018 in the North Arabian Sea. In  the most recent engagement, Turkish Navy ship TCG BURGAZADA visited Karachi on  29 December 2022, engaging in the bilateral Exercise TURGUTREIS-VII with the  Pakistan Navy. The bilateral exercise aimed at enhancing interoperability  featured joint patrolling in the North Arabian Sea, encompassing defence  against asymmetric attacks, Visit Board Search & Seizure (VBSS), Air  Defence Exercises and Joint Coordinated Patrol.41  

Besides  this, Turkiye also regularly participates in the Pakistan-led AMAN exercise.  The 8th edition of the AMAN series, AMAN 2023, took place at the  Pakistan Navy Dockyard in Karachi in February 2023. It was attended by senior  military officials from 51 participating navies, foreign diplomats and Pakistan  Navy personnel.42 

Trilateral Defence Collaboration 

Turkiye,  Pakistan and Saudi Arabia commenced Trilateral Defence Collaboration, holding  engagements in Riyadh in August 2023 and Rawalpindi in January 2024. The  trio aims to synergise defence technologies through joint R&D and pooling  intellectual, technical, financial and human resources. They emphasised  augmenting cooperation to achieve self-sufficiency in defence and accelerate  efforts towards shared goals. The next meeting has been proposed to be held  during the World Defence Show in Saudi Arabia in February 2024.43  The engagement demonstrates strategic alignment among the three countries to  boost indigenous defence capabilities. 

Counter-Terrorism  Cooperation

Since the  signing of a bilateral agreement in March 2001, 1,494 Pakistani military  personnel have received education in Turkiye till 2017.44  Notably, 116 attended the Turkish Armed Forces Partnership for Peace Training  Center, 138 studied at the Centre of Excellence for Defence Against Terrorism  (COE-DAT) in Ankara, and three were enrolled at the Turkish War Colleges  Command. In reciprocal exchanges, 51 Pakistani personnel served in Turkiye,  while 125 Turkish military personnel participated in educational programmes in  Pakistan.45 

Pakistan  strongly condemned the 2016 attempted coup in Turkiye and expressed steadfast  support for the elected government. In 2018, Pakistan’s Supreme Court directed  the government to designate Fetullah Terrorist Organization (FETO), implicated  in the coup attempt, as a terrorist organisation and close schools affiliated to  that organisation. The Court also ordered FETO assets be transferred to Turkish  Maarif Foundation. 

Ankara  accuses FETO, led by Fetullah Gulen, of infiltrating institutions to overthrow  the state.46  In 2019, Pakistan's Supreme Court rejected a final appeal by FETO against the  2018 ruling. Pakistan revoked permissions for FETO-linked Pak-Turk schools and  handed over 28 institutions to Maarif Foundation.47  The  actions demonstrate Pakistan's commitment to counter terror groups threatening  Turkiye’s stability. Pakistan’s firm stance against FETO reinforces  counterterrorism cooperation and the strategic partnership between the two  countries.

Conclusion

The defence  partnership between Turkiye and Pakistan has deepened in recent years through  institutional mechanisms like the HLSCC and HLMDG and increasing joint  exercises. Major defence deals with technology transfer provisions have  bolstered Pakistan’s capabilities. Trilateral cooperation involving Saudi  Arabia further expands engagement in defence industries. On counterterrorism,  Pakistan’s stance against FETO after the 2016 coup attempt shows solidarity  with Turkiye. Going forward, while respective national challenges necessitate  closer defence ties, economic constraints in both countries could pose  challenges. Shared security interests and Turkiye’s growing indigenous  capabilities however will likely see their strategic defence cooperation  persist on an upward trajectory.

Views expressed are of the author and do not necessarily  reflect the views of the Manohar Parrrikar IDSA or of the Government of India. 
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            Introduction 

Alternative  für Deutschland (AfD) organised a covert meeting in November 2023 in Potsdam which  featured the leader of the far-right Identitarian Movement,1  Martin Sellner. This  meeting has sparked outrage over the AfD’s remigration agenda, referred to as a  ‘masterplan’.2  This meeting was attended by three key figures within AfD—Ulrich Siegmund  (Parliamentry Group Leader for Saxony-Anhalt), Tim Krause (Chair of the  District Party in Potsdam and AfD Spokesperson) and Roland Hartwig (former aid  to Alice Weidel, co-leader of AfD). They debated on ways to remigrate or  forcefully deport those individuals to an unnamed country in Africa, who in  their opinion failed to assimilate, had non-German lineage or demonstrated  support for asylum seekers. 

The  attendees are adherents of a conspiracy theory commonly known as the Great  Replacement, as per which there is a deliberate attempt to replace the White  European population with migrants of colour, thereby altering the racial  demography for good. While Remigration, a sociological term, refers to a  voluntary migration of people back to their homelands, the far-right  extremists, White supremacists, and conspiracy theorists have promoted a  pejorative understanding of the subject. They have manipulated the term and  endorsed it as a forced migration or deportation of non-members—migrants,  asylum seekers, and their families.3  Remigration, a term  considered anti-Islam and xenophobic by the Office for the Protection of the  Constitution, has been integral to AfD’s political agenda on social media  platforms and in public speeches, where it has previously spoken about ‘a  national and a supranational remigration agenda’.4  

AfD’s Response 

After the  discussions at the meeting were exposed by a non-profit newsroom, they have  been termed as a ‘smear campaign’ by the Left and reminiscent of the tactics  adopted by the Stasi.5  Nevertheless, AfD’s  extremist rhetoric and support for mass expulsion within parliamentary halls,6  while having polled second  nationally in an opinion poll conducted by YouGov (a global public opinion and  data company),7  indicates that should Germany take a hard tilt towards the far-right like  Italy, Hungary, and Sweden, the party would use all means, including  constitutional, to undermine the Basic Law enshrined in the constitution which prohibits  discrimination against Germans regardless of their race, nationality or  religion. It was instituted in May 1949 following the racially discriminative  policies that defined Adolf Hitler’s reign throughout the Third Reich and  culminated in the Second World War. 

While  deciding not to expel individuals like Tim Krause, an AfD spokesperson and an  attendee at the Potsdam meeting, lawmakers such as Hans-Christopher Berndt  (leader of AfD’s Parliamentary Group in the Brandenburg State Parliament) have  gone as far as to argue that ‘Remigration is not a secret plan, but a promise.’8  

Notably,  those in attendance were required to donate a minimum of Euros 5,000 to advance  the broader far-right cause across Europe. The organisers, the Düsseldorf Forum  explained that funds were being solicited for a primary cause ‘We (Düsseldorf  Forum) need patriots who are ready to act and individuals who will support  their activities financially.’9  

The Remigration Debate 

This  meeting and the ideas circulated among those present cannot be looked at in  isolation. AfD has consistently advocated through its policies and actions to  impose a ban on migrants and asylum seekers. Furthermore, its chapters in the  states of Thuringia, Saxony, and Saxony-Anhalt10  and its youth wing—Junge  Alternative or Young Alternatives11 —have been classified by  the German Domestic Intelligence Services as extreme right-wing organisations  and its leaders have been placed under surveillance over the past year. 

In 2020,  protestors decrying COVID-19 restrictions broke into the Bundestag (German  Parliament) using badges procured by AfD lawmakers.12  In addition, a large  group of alt-right extremists who are adherents of the Reichsbürger  movement (which denies the legitimacy of the post-Third Reich Germany),13  including Birgit Malscak-Winklemann (she served as one of AfD’s parliamentary  representatives between 2017 and 2021), were arrested in December 2022 for  attempting to carry out a coup violently. 

Malsack-Winklemann  had access to confidential proceedings and documents during her tenure.14  As part of this group’s agenda, upon the coup’s realisation and overthrow of  the democratic order in Germany, she was intended to be placed as the Justice  Minister. This highlights that AfD’s support for an extremist agenda and  undermining of German democracy has been in the works for years. 

Germany,  among all the European Union member states, has pledged to accommodate the  largest number of refugees approved by the United Nations, totalling 13,000 in  2024 and 2025.15  At the  moment, at least 23.8 million (10 million of whom have German passports)16  trace their lineage to migrants who settled down in Germany.17  Furthermore, there is growing frustration about Germany’s immigration and  asylum policies among the public. As of September 2023, only 19 per cent of  Germans have demonstrated support for the government’s handling of the refugee  influx, marking a significant decrease from 43 per cent in 2018.18  Additionally, political leaders such as Markus Söder of the Christian Social  Union in Bavaria or CSU have called for more restrictive immigration policies.  As public opinion turns against immigrants and refugees, AfD will continue  consolidating its strength and political influence. This has undoubtedly  fuelled AfD’s ambition to oust as many individuals who fail to meet their  litmus test of what it means to be a German.

Fallout of Correctiv’s Findings 

Horrified  by the revelations, at least a million people19  across Germany have taken  to the streets chanting anti-AfD and anti-Nazi slogans, which have spilled over  into neighbouring Austria, where at least three such rallies have also been  held. Moreover, in a closely watched district administrative election in  Saale-Orla (Thuringia) in January 2024, AfD narrowly lost to the Christian  Democrats.20  This defeat has jolted AfD’s continued propulsion towards regional dominance in  areas considered to be its strongholds. 

Leaders  from across party lines have called for Germans to rally against AfD’s attempts  at eroding German democracy. Katharina Dröge (Parliamentary leader of the  Greens Party) has asserted that 

‘We’re  all called on now, in our private lives, in the workplace, at sport, when  shopping, to clearly state that voting for the AfD is to vote for right-wing  extremists, who pose a threat to democracy.’21    


Interestingly,  even some of the most well-known far-right political leaders, such as Marine Le  Pen (National Front), have balked at AfD’s proposal, indicating that it does  not bode well for their continued alliance—the Identity and Democracy (ID)  group—in the European Parliament and it could not be, at least for those  holding citizenship, be implemented in France.22  

It has  also renewed nationwide discussions on whether legal avenues must be adopted to  thwart the German far-right extremists’ further consolidation of electoral  power. Questions have been raised about taking the issue of banning AfD to  Germany’s Federal Constitutional Court, which is the deciding authority  regarding such matters. 

A Potential Ban on AfD:  Possibilities and Challenges 

Per the  requirements laid out by the Federal Constitutional Court, the imposition of a  ban on a political party needs to meet two primary conditions: 

‘The  mere dissemination of anti-constitutional ideas is not sufficient. To be  declared unconstitutional, a party must also take an actively belligerent,  aggressive stance vis-à-vis the free democratic basic order and must seek to  abolish it. In addition, specific indications are required which suggest that  it is at least possible that the party will achieve its anti-constitutional  aims.’23  


There are  precedents for banning a political party.   The Communist Party of Germany (KPD) and Socialist Reich Party (SPR) in  the post-World World War II era in 1950 were banned for their ‘anti-democratic  behaviour’.24  The ideological opposition to communism that had swept through Western Europe  and among those fleeing East Germany facilitated and legitimised the crackdown  on communist parties by declaring them as elements that posed a significant  risk of undermining the post-Third Reich constitution. There was limited  grassroots support for such parties and minimal appetite for a communist society.

Theoretically,  individual AfD members’ involvement in various extremist activities, as  mentioned above, on top of allying itself with militant groups25  and  espousing anti-Semitic views frequently, and now the remigration plan, provides  sufficient basis for it being proscribed. Simultaneously, its chapters’  classification as extreme right-wing, along with placing leaders under  surveillance in 2021 for attempting to undermine German democracy (making it  the first party to be subjected to this measure since 1945),26  provide robust  evidence for the Court to prevent its further enlargement in terms of  mobilisation, access to resources, and participation in the political sphere. 

Nevertheless,  banning AfD will prove to be a greater hurdle. This is because despite the  massive outpouring of opposition to AfD’s proposed plan from various corners,  it still ranks as the most potent political force and ranks the second-highest  behind the Christian Democrats in national polls conducted in 2023. AfD  controls 78 seats in the parliament, a little over 10 per cent of the total  seats.27 Analysts expect it will  receive at least 30 per cent of the total vote share in state elections  scheduled to be held this year in Saxony, Thuringia and Brandenburg.28  These developments are  crucial since state governments have significant representation in Germany’s  upper house, i.e., the Bundesrat, which can veto 40 per cent of legislation  introduced by the government.29 

Moreover,  if the courts do not agree to ban the AfD, its legal victory would cement its  position as a legitimate player for the foreseeable future while weakening  centrist parties. An anti-establishment narrative, having been effectively used  as a political strategy by AfD since its inception, could be used by its  leaders as a counter-response, mainly now as Germany heads into recession.  Germany’s financial challenges can be attributed to rising energy costs and  farmers’ strikes amid boiling resentment against Olaf Scholz’s administration,  as evidenced by his coalition’s plummeting polling records and an increasingly  polarised environment pitting the centrists against far-right extremists. 

Conclusion 

While AfD’s  proposal appears to be far-fetched, mainly given the multi-level criticism it  has received publicly and the recent electoral defeat denoting dissatisfaction  with its policies, it does have a growing presence and influence among certain  segments. To keep the AfD at bay, other moderate political parties might become  inclined to support policies to deter further immigration or even expel some  migrants. In the European political sphere, mainstream politicians are increasingly  courting the extremist conservative electorate. There has been a surge of far-right  populism across countries such as Italy, Hungary and Sweden. The worsening  socio-economic situation in Germany could also allow the AfD to refurbish its  image as the least bad option to address growing concerns among the electorate,  undermining the liberal rules-based order.

Views expressed are of the author and do not necessarily  reflect the views of the Manohar Parrrikar IDSA or of the Government of India. 
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