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Pakistan’s tensions with the Afghan Taliban have intensified and recent developments have been

significant, suggesting alterations in Pakistan’s Afghan policy. Afghanistan has urged Pakistan to
release thousands of containers of imports stranded at Pakistan’s Karachi port. Reportedly, more
than 3,000 Afghan-bound containers have been stopped at the Karachi port for several months now,
and Islamabad is demanding more taxes and duties.! This is a complete deviation in Pakistan’s
position, as this year also withessed some welcoming initiatives from Pakistan to bolster trade with
Afghanistan. In May, Pakistan’s Foreign Minister Bilawal Bhutto Zardari and Afghanistan’s Taliban-
appointed Foreign Minister, Amir Khan Muttaqgi, agreed to enhance trade along the border, and
combat terrorism.? In June, Pakistan authorised barter trade with three countries, Afghanistan, Iran,
and Russia, which implied goods in return for goods.2 This was mainly to encourage trade with
Afghanistan and also allow trade with Pakistan without pressuring its depleting foreign reserves.*
Given the growing strains in Pakistan-Afghanistan relations, in a recent policy shift, Islamabad has
used its economic leverage over Afghanistan and has taken some stringent measures to tighten the
trade regime with Kabul, for example, the imposition of a 10 per cent fee on some imports and tough

conditions of bank guarantees.®

On September 26, 2023, the Ministry of the Interior of the Government of Pakistan issued the
lllegal Foreigners Repatriation Plan, intended to “regulate the foreigners in Pakistan and to ensure
that the foreigners staying illegally or overstaying their visa validity are deported back to their parent
countries.” In early October, Pakistan officially announced November 1, 2023, as the deadline for
illegal foreigners to leave Pakistan. The announcement implied the return of approximately 1.7
million Afghans residing in Pakistan.” In a recent announcement, Islamabad has extended the stay
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of 1.4 million registered Afghan refugees till year end. Reportedly, more than 250,000 Afghans have
already returned to Afghanistan.2 Many of the Afghans who returned to Kabul were born and raised
in Pakistan and have entered Afghanistan for the first time. Although Pakistan has used deportation
threats and actions against Afghan refugees in the past, but it was never done on this scale and
intensity. Adding to these initiatives is the decision by Pakistan that it will refrain from advocating for

Afghanistan’s case on an international level.®

Pakistan’s recent position on Afghanistan, which entails punitive actions, reflects Pakistan’s
anger and frustration towards the Afghan Taliban’s unwillingness to curtail support to the Tehreek-
e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) from launching relentless terror attacks targeting Pakistan’s security
establishment. The first half of 2023 witnessed a rise of more than 70 per cent in terror attacks in
Pakistan. The caretaker Prime Minister, Anwaar ul Haq Kakar, expressed his anguish on the
involvement of Afghans in terror attacks in Pakistan and stated in a press conference, “In the past
two years, 2,267 innocent citizens’ lives have been lost to this tragic bloodshed, for which the
terrorists of TTP are responsible who are conducting cowardly attacks on Pakistani soil using Afghan
soil... During this time, 15 Afghan citizens were also among the people involved in suicide attacks.
Other than this, till now, 64 Afghan citizens were killed while fighting Pakistan’s law enforcement
agencies during the counterterrorism campaign”.'® Kakar’s statements are critical as they represent

the sentiment and position of the military establishment.

The TTP has been emboldened exponentially since the fall of the democratic regime and the
takeover of Kabul by the Taliban. The ideological victory of the Afghan Taliban without compromising
their terms and conditions in Afghanistan has added to the conviction of the militant group (TTP)
that ‘victory’ is feasible in Pakistan. The TTP swears allegiance to the Afghan Taliban, and Pakistan
claims that it is not only using Afghan territory but has also been getting ideological and tactical
support from the Taliban. The Taliban have denied extending any support to the TTP. The Islamic
Emirate’s spokesman, Zabiullah Mujahid, categorically refuted the reports of the TTP being based

in Afghanistan and said that the TTP problem belongs to Pakistan.!

The TTP is following the footsteps of the Taliban in their approach and tactics, has managed
to keep itself united, and uses an extensive social media campaign to promote its ideology and
operations. The TTP has imitated the tactic of the Afghan Taliban of naming ‘shadow governors’,
who oversee five or six regional deputies.*? The TTP has shown no inclination for negotiation or

settlement after the breakdown of the ceasefire with the Pakistani government in November 2022.
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Various reports suggest that the group has access to the equipment left behind by the Western
forces in Afghanistan and is well-trained in their tactics to fight state security forces, as the outfit has
matured and gained deeper tactical experience while fighting the Afghan security forces along with

the Afghan Taliban during the withdrawal phase.

Repeated warnings, pressure, and punitive measures taken by Pakistan have not shown
results (till now) in terms of containment of the TTP’s attacks. On the contrary, other militant groups
and insurgent movements have tried to leverage the volatile security situation and launched attacks
in Pakistan. The regional branches of Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) - the Islamic State
Khorasan Province (ISKP) and the Islamic State Pakistan Province (ISPP) - have been active in
their operations in Pakistan. Islamabad’s revived policies will undoubtedly lead to a deterioration of
Pakistan-Afghanistan relations, straining the fragile Afghan economy and increasing the burden on
the Afghan state with the precipitous return of Afghan refugees from Pakistan. This will intensify the
humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan, as humanitarian assistance at the global level is decreasing for
Kabul. The United Nations appealed for US $3.2 billion in Afghan humanitarian aid, but only 25 per
cent has been funded. Around 35-40 per cent of Afghans are experiencing acute food insecurity,

according to the Integrated Food Security Phase Classification.*3

The TTP, on the other hand, might emerge as a winner in the whole situation. The militant
group has a good chance of leveraging the evolving situation, which could possibly allow the TTP
to enhance its recruitment base from the disgruntled and hopeless Afghan youth returning to Kabul
from Pakistan. Given the past record of collaborated attacks conducted by the militant outfit, it is
possible that there could be a merger of the small militant groups with the TTP.

While Pakistan is redefining its terms of engagement with the Taliban, which involves more
sticks and shrinking carrots, the repercussions of its recent decisions would be catastrophic for

Afghanistan and the regional stability as a whole. The critical questions here are:

(1) Can these steps coerce the Taliban to curtail their support base for TTP? The probability
of the Taliban altering their position with the TTP is low, given the ideological commitment the two
share. Pakistan did miscalculate its ability to dictate conditions to the Taliban, who are much more
assertive and have redefined their priorities as compared to the Taliban in the 1990s, who were

primarily dependent on Pakistan for survival.
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(2) Can this phase of complex security dynamics persuade Pakistan’s military to do some
serious rethinking of its policy of relying on terrorism to conduct its foreign policy in its

neighbourhood?

(Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the
position of the Centre for Air Power Studies [CAPS])
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