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I. Overview: Geopolitical Shifts and Continuities

Sanjay Pulipaka and Mohit Musaddi

The hasty and chaotic US withdrawal from Afghanistan is a significant
geopolitical development which will alter the balance of power in Central, West
and South Asia. While the US will no doubt continue to be a leading and
consequential great power, many of its partner democracies may need to re-
evaluate their foreign policy options and priorities in an era of diminished
expectations from the US.

For India, the balance of power in the region has tilted to its considerable
disadvantage. However, in the larger Indo-Pacific region, countries that have
territorial disputes with China or serious apprehensions about its coercive
economic policies may not opt to bandwagon with Beijing. These tectonic
developments also point to the importance of coordination among Asian
powers and serve as a reminder that unlike the US, they do not have the option
to withdraw even as they face serious geopolitical threats. Furthermore,
developments in Afghanistan — a landlocked continental Asian country — have
wider implications across the Indo-Pacific region, indicating that the balance
of power in the continental and maritime domains are interlinked.

US and China

The US retreat from Afghanistan has fundamentally altered the geopolitical
landscape in Indiaé immediate neighbourhood. Moreover, the Talibané
takeover of Afghanistan has generated concerns that Islamist religious
extremism will spill over into Central and South Asia.

The nature of the US withdrawal has understandably generated considerable
disappointment among large sections of Indiaé strategic community. Indiaé
External Affairs Minister Dr. Jaishankar and the US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken discussed a broad range of issues over telephone conversations at least
three times this month (August 16, 19 and 28) and agreed to continue their close
ficoordination on Afghanistan”.! For India, the most immediate concern after
the fall of Kabul has been the evacuation of its citizens. India was reportedly
working closely with the United States, which had control of the Kabul airport,
during the airlift of Indian Embassy officials and citizens from Afghanistan.?

Overall, the messy withdrawal has created new challenges for Washington,
particularly as US allies have frevised their assessments of Washingtoné
strategic wisdom", and adversaries such as China will be more willing to
confront the US.3
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China is already building the narrative that the US withdrawal from
Afghanistan amplifies the shift in global power relations in BeijingG favour. On
August 20, the Chinese foreign office spokesperson noted that the US failure in
Afghanistan demonstrates the limitations of democracy based on “one person
one vote"* The spokesperson also pointed out that AChina& socialist
democracy is most broad-based’> China is making persistent efforts to
showcase the Afghan developments not only as a failure of the US strategy but
also as a consequence of the inherent limitations of western democracies. Such
arguments, however, indicate Chinese leaders’ apprehensions that their
political system continues to be vulnerable to rigorous evaluation.

There are concerns in China that Afghanistan requires quick stabilisation.
During a telephone conversation with US Secretary of State Antony Blinken,
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi called on the US to provide fiAfghanistan
with urgently-needed economic, livelihood and humanitarian assistance”.®
Although China is yet to recognise the Taliban regime, Beijing has been
gradually scaling up its engagement with the Taliban. Chinaés clearest message
in numerous statements is for the Taliban to fimake a clean break” from its ties
with the East Turkestan Islamic Movement.”

China has made sizeable economic investments in Pakistan as well as in
Central Asia, and Beijing&s economic engagement with Iran is also on the
upswing. China, therefore, may have significant diplomatic leverage to push
for a favourable outcome with respect to Afghanistan.

Neighbourhood

In India& immediate neighbourhood, China has consolidated its presence in
Myanmar and has made further inroads into Sri Lanka and Nepal. On August
25, China opened its first firoad-rail transport link to the Indian Ocean” through
Myanmar.? The route links the Yangon Port to Yunnan province in China and
then via rail to Chengdu.’ Chinaé special envoy for Asian Affairs, Sun
Guoxiang, visited Myanmar from August 21 to 28 and met with the top leaders
of the military junta, including General Min Aung Hlaing.’® Further, China
seems to be altering the demographic profile on its border with the Indian
subcontinent. There have been reports that fithe population living along the
border areas of the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), parts of which are
disputed with India and Bhutan, has increased by over 10 per cent."!!

India multi-faceted cooperation in the neighbourhood picked up
momentum during the month. India supplied a medical oxygen plant to Nepal
on August 26.1? India and Nepal held the 9" round of the Oversight Mechanism
Meeting (OSM) during the month and reviewed bilateral projects.'®> Nepal may
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also soon export electricity to India after the Nepal Electricity Authority (NEA)
participated in a bid to export 40 MW of electricity to the Government of
Punjab.* On August 4, the Deputy National Security Advisors (NSAs) of India,
Sri Lanka and the Maldives convened virtually and agreed to work on four
pillars of security cooperation, including marine security, human trafficking,
counter-terrorism, and cyber security.’®> On August 26, India and the Maldives
signed an agreement with Mumbai-based AFCONS for the construction of the
USD 500-million Greater Male Connectivity Project (GMCP).2® With Bhutan,
India has been cooperating in outer space research and will also partner with
the country to construct the first law school in that country.”

For the first time since 1965, India and Bangladesh resumed operations of
freight trains through the Haldibari-Chilahati route on August 1.2 This is the
fifth rail link that has been made operational between them. The two countries
have also signed an agreement for hiring high-speed internet bandwidth from
the Bangladesh Submarine Cable Company Limited (BSCCL) for Indiads
northeast region.”® Besides, India has supplied 71 ambulances to Bangladesh
and sent two 960 LPM medical oxygen plants to assist in Bangladesh& fight
against COVID-19.20

Bangladesh& economy has been gradually recovering from the effects of
COVID-19. Global ratings agency S&P has said that fithe stable outlook [of the
economy] reflects our expectation that the country& healthy growth prospects
will overcome risks associated with the COVID-19 pandemic”.?! During the
month, Dhaka provided Colombo with USD 150 million under a currency swap
agreement.?? This comes at a time when Sri Lanka has declared a financial
emergency to check fisoaring inflation after a steep devaluation of its currency
due to a foreign exchange crisis”.?3

Afghanistan-Pakistan

Afghanistan now has a new regime headed by the Taliban. A formal
announcement of the formation of a new government will be reportedly made
in the coming days, and supreme leader Haibatullah Akhundzada is expected
to be the de-facto head.?* While neighbouring countries like Russia, China and
Iran seem to be favourably inclined towards the Taliban, formal international
recognition is yet to be accorded. There are still pockets of resistance led by
Ahmad Massoud and Amrullah Saleh based out of the Panjshir valley, but unlike
in the 1990s, the regional geopolitical situation is unfavourable to the AVational
Resistance Front of Afghanistana?’ It is yet to receive any support from relevant
international actors and doubts remain on how long they can hold off the
Taliban.

DPG India Strategic Review | Vol. II, Issue8 | 3


https://kathmandupost.com/money/2021/08/10/once-power-starved-nepal-now-aims-to-export-electricity
https://theprint.in/diplomacy/india-sri-lanka-maldives-meet-identifies-terrorism-trafficking-among-4-areas-of-concern/710738/
https://theprint.in/diplomacy/india-sri-lanka-maldives-meet-identifies-terrorism-trafficking-among-4-areas-of-concern/710738/
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/greater-male-connectivity-project-india-maldives-1845599-2021-08-26
https://twitter.com/Indiainbhutan/status/1430766053060079621
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.aspx?PRID=1741647
https://www.news18.com/news/india/e-services-coming-at-high-speed-to-northeast-as-govt-hires-10-gbps-bandwidth-from-bangladesh-4100786.html
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/kolkata/india-sending-109-ambulances-to-bangladesh-as-a-goodwill-gesture/articleshow/85115087.cms
https://www.outlookindia.com/newsscroll/india-sends-medical-supplies-to-bangladesh/2151522
https://www.business-standard.com/article/international/s-p-affirms-bangladesh-s-sovereign-rating-at-bb-as-economy-recovers-121082500260_1.html
https://thefinancialexpress.com.bd/economy/sri-lanka-set-to-get-another-100m-from-bangladesh-under-swap-arrangement-1630290778
https://thefinancialexpress.com.bd/economy/sri-lanka-set-to-get-another-100m-from-bangladesh-under-swap-arrangement-1630290778
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/sri-lanka-declares-economic-emergency-contain-food-prices-amid-forex-crisis-2021-08-31/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/sri-lanka-declares-economic-emergency-contain-food-prices-amid-forex-crisis-2021-08-31/
https://www.hindustantimes.com/world-news/sharia-law-supreme-leader-what-we-know-so-far-about-taliban-government-101630566647353.html
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/south-asia/anti-taliban-resistance-based-in-panjshir-will-defend-all-afghans-amrullah-saleh/articleshow/85856587.cms

A
India Strategic Review | August 2021 } MDelhi Policy Group
A

Advancing India's Rise as a Leading Power

Meanwhile, the Taliban is making efforts to demonstrate that they are a
reformed political force. Nevertheless, reports from provinces indicate that
many elements within the Taliban continue to enforce extremist social norms
on the Afghan population.

At the request of the Taliban, the Indian Ambassador to Qatar met Sher
Mohammad Abbas Stanikzai, the Head of Talibané Political Office in Doha, on
August 31. Stanikzai explored the possibility of diplomatic relations and
enhanced economic ties with India, while the Ambassador raised Delhit
ficoncern that Afghanistané soil should not be used for anti-Indian activities
and terrorism”.2® After the meeting, Stanikzai said that fiour business is linked
with India through Pakistan, and we want to keep that connectivity open”.%”

Indias presence as a non-permanent member as well as its rotating presidency
of the UNSC has been a source of discomfiture for Pakistan. On August 6,
Pakistan complained that India had denied Islamabad flan opportunity to
address the council [on Afghanistan] as a neighbouring country”’.?® The
Talibané takeover of Afghanistan was welcomed in Pakistan. Prime Minister
Imran Khan termed the emergence of a new regime in Kabul as akin to
breaking fithe chains of slavery in the country”.2° Indeed, with the Taliban now
in control of Afghanistan, there is an opinion that Pakistan will make an
attempt to create trouble for India in Jammu and Kashmir. On August 30,
India® defence minister stated that Delhi is closely monitoring the situation in
Afghanistan to ensure that fianti-India forces do not promote terrorism from
across the border by taking advantage of the situation being created there” 30
Pakistan has also finalised a draft legislation to incorporate Gilgit-Baltistan as a
province of the country.3!

Russia

Afghanistan was a dominant theme in India-Russia relations as well. While
Delhi has been in regular bilateral consultations with various countries
including Russia, Moscow reportedly did not extend an invitation to India for
an extended Troika meeting on Afghanistan held on August 11.32 However, it
should be noted that Indiaé Deputy NSA visited Moscow on August 19-20 to
interact with the senior leadership, including Deputy Foreign Minister Igor
Morgulov.>® Both sides flagreed to step up coordination amid the unfolding
situation in Afghanistan”.3*

On the other hand, Russia® strategic convergence with China was evident in
their responses to developments in Afghanistan. Both Russia and China
abstained from the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) resolution that
called for safe passage to Afghans wishing to leave their country. While

DPG India Strategic Review | Vol. II, Issue8 | 4


https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/34208/Meeting_in_Doha
https://www.wionews.com/india-news/taliban-leader-stanikzai-bats-for-good-ties-with-india-extends-support-to-chabahar-port-409252
https://www.dawn.com/news/1639318
https://www.dawn.com/news/1639318
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/pakistan/taliban-has-broken-shackles-of-slavery-pakistan-pm-imran-khan-says/articleshow/85368058.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/pakistan-works-on-policy-to-give-death-of-thousand-cuts-to-india-rajnath-singh/articleshow/85761618.cms
https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/why-gilgit-baltistan-matters-to-india-and-pakistan-7435353/
https://www.livemint.com/news/india/india-not-invited-to-russia-convened-extended-troika-meet-report-11628216431392.html
https://twitter.com/IndEmbMoscow/status/1428427078928683008
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/india-steps-up-coordination-with-russia-on-afghan-theatre-as-deputy-nsa-visits-moscow/articleshow/85477761.cms

A
India Strategic Review | August 2021 } MDelhi Policy Group
A

Advancing India's Rise as a Leading Power

Moscow and Beijing are scaling up their engagement with the Taliban, there is
a concern in Delhi regarding the Taliban® support to terrorist activities, which
has been reflected in the UNSC resolution. Further, during the month, Beijing
and Moscow held a joint military exercise involving over 10,000 service
personnel >

India-Russia defence cooperation maintained its momentum through the
month. There were reports that India will purchase 70,000 assault rifles from
Russian manufacturers, and over 6 lakh rifles will be co-produced in India.

West Asia

IndiaGs defence ties and economic cooperation with the Gulf countries has
made rapid advances in recent months. In the economic realm, India is
reportedly working to fast-track a free trade agreement (FTA) with the UAE.
India® agricultural and seafood exports to the Gulf countries have registered
an increase, and the FTA may facilitate increased FDI from the Gulf countries
to India.*® In August, India conducted naval exercises with Saudi Arabia, the
UAE, Qatar and a PASSEX with Bahrain.

The Indian Chief of Air Staff visited Israel on August 6.37 India is reportedly
exploring the possibility of upgrading its military drones with Israeli
assistance.®® India-Israel relations have moved forward in other areas as well.
On August 16, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi held a telephone
conversation with his counterpart Naftali Bennett.3® Both leaders called for an
expansion of cooperation in the areas of high-technology and innovation.*°

Simultaneously, India has been making efforts to scale up relations with Iran.
EAM Dr. S. Jaishankar visited Tehran last month and represented India at the
inauguration of President-elect Ebrahim Raisi on August 5% While
Afghanistan figured prominently in the discussion between Dr. Jaishankar and
Mr. Raisi, the new Iranian president also said that both countries fishould take
new and distinct steps in the development of bilateral, regional and
international relations with a new perspective.”4?

Last month, the new Turkish Ambassador to India had called for a reset in
Delhi-Ankara relations.*® Meanwhile, Turkish Aerospace Industries (TAI) has
signed a contract with PakistanG National Engineering and Science
Commission (NESCOM) to scale up cooperation on long-endurance combat
drones.**

Overall, India relations with the Gulf countries and Israel are scaling new
heights. India has made persistent efforts to develop convergences with Iran
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on connectivity and Afghanistan. However, Turkey& embrace of Pakistan will
continue to be a hindrance to Delhiss relations with Ankara.

Multilateral Pursuits

India assumed the rotating UNSC presidency during August and used the
opportunity to demonstrate the security inter-linkages between continental
and maritime domains. On August 9, PM Narendra Modi became the first
Indian Prime Minister to chair a high-level open debate at the UNSC on
&nhancing Maritime Security — A Case for International Cooperationa*
During the debate, the Prime Minister enunciated five principles to promote
maritime security, which included fifree maritime trade sans barriers, peaceful
settlement of maritime disputes, encouraging maritime connectivity,
collectively combat maritime threats posed by non-state actors, preserve
maritime environment and resources”.4°

On the continental domain, India shepherded UNSC conversations on
Afghanistan through three sessions and as many press statements on August
3,16 and 27. On August 30, under Indiad presidency, a UNSC resolution was
passed calling on the fiTaliban to facilitate safe passage for people wanting to
leave Afghanistan,” and urging that fAfghanistan not be used as a shelter for
terrorism.”#” EAM Dr. S. Jaishankar chaired two meetings on peacekeeping and
technology on August 18 and a briefing on ISIL/Dagsh on August 19.48
Addressing the UNSC on threats to international peace and security, he called
for firm action on countries that seek to subvert the international community&
ficollective resolve to fight terrorism.”*® He also stressed the need to summon
the political will, eschew double standards and to recognise the linkages
between terrorism and organised crime.>°

At the UNSC meeting on the Middle East Peace Process held on August 30,
Indian Foreign Secretary Harsh Vardhan Shringla reiterated Indiads
commitment to the establishment of an independent state of Palestine and
referred to India& assistance in fibuilding schools, setting up ICT and
vocational training centres, and several other quick-impact community
projects in Palestine” 5!

Senior officials from the Quad (India, US, Japan and Australia) met virtually on
August 12 and reviewed progress in areas such as fithe Quad vaccine
partnership, critical and emerging technologies, and climate change”.3? They
also discussed ways to fitake forward cooperation in areas such as
infrastructure, maritime security and humanitarian aid".>®> On August 24, the
Ambassadors of the Quad countries to the United States met the US Indo-
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Pacific Coordinator Kurt Campbell to discuss preparations for the next Quad
leaders’ meeting.>*

While geopolitical developments such as the Afghan crisis have dominated
attention, Indiaé foreign policy has also focused on improving Indiad external
economic engagements. In his address to Heads of Indian Missions abroad, the
Indian Prime Minister stressed the importance of multiplying India® share in
global supply chains in exports.>®> The Prime Minister called on Indiaés
diplomatic community to accelerate Indiaé existing fiexports and also work to
create new market destinations for new products”.3°
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II. India and the Neighbourhood: Multi-sectoral Cooperation?!
Mohit Musaddi

Bangladesh

On August 9, the Bangladesh State Minister for Power, Energy and Mineral
Resources announced that Bangladesh had discovered its 28" gas field in
Sylhet's Zakiganj. It contains probable gas reserves of approximately 68 billion
cubic feet which can be extracted in the next 12-13 years at 10 million cubic feet
per day (MMcf/d).?” Currently, Bangladesh produces 2,300 MMcf/d of gas
against a national demand of 3,500 MMcf/d.>®

Bangladesh's industrial city Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujib Shilpa Nagar (BSMSN)
has received proposals from 153 investors worth USD20.13 billion.’®* Among
those that will set up factories in the industrial park include Indian Asian Paints
BD Limited, China based Zhuzhou Jinyuan Chemical Industry Company
Limited, and a joint venture between Japan based Nippon Steel and
Bangladeshi MacDonald Steel Building Product Limited.®°

The Bangladesh-China Renewable Energy Company (BCREC) has issued an
international tender for the engineering, procurement and construction of a 68
MW solar park in Bangladesh's Sirajganj district. The project is “part of co-
operation between Dhaka and Beijing to install 450 MW of solar capacity and a
50 MW wind farm in Bangladesh. China is expected to invest around USD500
million in the projects”.®! Dhaka has also sought partnership with the US private
sector for ‘research and development of uninterrupted and affordable
renewable energy sources”.6?

Dhaka reportedly turned down a request from the US government to provide
temporary shelter to Afghans amidst the political developments in Afghanistan.
Foreign Minister Abdul Momen said that Bangladesh is already sheltering
Rohingya refugees from Myanmar and, therefore, is unable to accept more
people.®?

India and Bangladesh resumed operations of freight trains through the
Haldibari-Chilahati route from August 1.54 The rail link was inaugurated by
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Bangladesh PM Sheikh Hasina
during the December 2020 virtual summit, making it the fifth operational rail
link between the two countries. It is expected that around 20 freight trains will

1 1n the neighbourhood, this chapter will deal with developments in Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, the Maldives,
Myanmar and Sri Lanka.
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be interchanged through the route every month.® India and Bangladesh have
also resumed flight operations from August 22 under an air bubble
agreement.®® Travel was disrupted in April 2021 due to the outbreak of the
second wave of COVID-19.

Land border connectivity also continues to remain vital in India-Bangladesh
trade as at least 75 per cent of total trade takes place via land.®” On August 8, the
Agartala Integrated Check Post (ICP) facilitated its largest-ever export
consignment to Bangladesh, consisting of 1,320 MT wheat, valued at
USD378,000.%8

Another key development has been the signing of an agreement between the
Universal Service Obligation Fund (USOF) and Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limited
(BSNL) for hiring high-speed bandwidth for internet connectivity to India's
north-east region from the Bangladesh Submarine Cable Company Limited
(BSCCL).%°

During the month, India supplied 71 ambulances to Bangladesh out of the 109
that were pledged by PM Modi during his visit to Dhaka in March 2021.7° On
August 30, INS Savitri departed from Vishakapatnam to Chittagong with two
960 LPM Medical Oxygen Plants (MOP).”! India also handed over essential
medical equipment to assist in Bangladesh's fight against the COVID-19
pandemic. On August 16, Dhaka also signed an MoU with China's Sinopharm
Group to locally manufacture the Sinopharm COVID-19 vaccine.”?

Indian Ambassador to Bangladesh Vikram Doraiswami handing over medical
equipment and ambulances to Bangladesh Foreign Minister Dr. AK Abdul Momen in
Dhaka on August 17, 2021. Source: Dhaka Tribune
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Nepal

Nepal received 1.6 million shots of the AstraZeneca vaccine from Japan on
August 7.7® Given Bhutan's rapid progress in its vaccination programme,
Thimphu also sent 230,000 doses of the Covishield vaccine to Nepal on August
6.74 On August 26, India handed over a medical oxygen plant to Nepal that has
the capacity to produce 960 litres of oxygen per minute.”> The plant has been
developed by India’s Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO)
and will help hospitals reduce their dependence on oxygen cylinders.

India and Nepal held the 9" meeting of the Oversight Mechanism (OSM) in
Kathmandu on August 6 to carry out a “comprehensive review of bilateral co-
operation projects” and ensure its early implementation.”® Both sides noted
India’'s COVID-19 related assistance to Nepal, including “supply of medicines,
medical equipment, beds, ICU, ventilators, and vaccines”.””

™ ™

The Foreign Secretary of Nepal and the Ambassador of India to Nepal co-chaired the
9" meeting of the India-Nepal OSM in Kathmandu, August 16, 2021. Source:
Twitter/@MofaNepal

In the first ever effort by Nepal to export electricity, the Nepal Electricity
Authority (NEA) participated in a bid to export 40 MW of electricity to Punjab
through the cross-border transmission line in May 2021.7® Subsequently, the
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NEA was chosen as a potential supplier and is expected to receive a letter of
intent soon from the Punjab government.

During the month, the new building of the Jyapu Samaj Jestha Nagarik Ananda
Niketan Bhawan, which has been built with Indian assistance in Lalitpur, was
inaugurated by Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba in the presence of the
Indian Ambassador.”®

Sri Lanka

India sent 100 tonnes of Liquid Medical Oxygen (LMO) to Sri Lanka via INS
Shakti on August 21.8° Moreover, Sri Lankan naval vessel Shakthi also carried
40 tons of LMO from Chennai to Colombo on August 21.8! India has shipped
LMO to Bangladesh and Indonesia in the past to assist in their fight against
COVID-19.

Amidst Sri Lanka's faltering economy, the central bank has raised interest rates
for the first time in three years.®? As a result, the Sri Lankan rupee traded at
216.55 to the dollar, its lowest ever level 8 Sri Lankans have already been facing
shortages of imported cooking gas and sugar as the government has had to cut
down on imports to maintain foreign exchange reserves. Subsequently, on
August 31, Sri Lanka declared a financial emergency due to the steep fall in the
value of its currency.®* The government will now “take control of the supply of
basic food items, including rice and sugar, and set prices in an attempt to
control rising inflation” .83 So far, Sri Lanka has received USD787 million from
the International Monetary Fund's special drawing rights allocation and
USD150 million from Bangladesh central bank as currency swap
arrangement.8°

Amid the Taliban's takeover of Afghanistan, the Foreign Ministry of Sri Lanka
requested India’s support to evacuate Sri Lankans living in Afghanistan.®” India
has already brought back more than 800 people from Afghanistan, including
Indians, Afghans and Nepalese.88

At a deputy-NSA level meeting held virtually on August 4, India, Sri Lanka and
the Maldives agreed to work on four pillars of security co-operation, covering
areas of marine security, human trafficking, counter-terrorism, and cyber
security.® It was also decided that Bangladesh, Mauritius and Seychelles will
become full members of the Colombo Security Conclave, which is currently a
grouping of India, Sri Lanka and the Maldives that focuses on maritime
security, counter-terrorism and disaster relief.”°
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INS Shakti arrived in Colombo carrying 100 tons of Liquid Medical Oxygen on August
22, 2021. Source: Twitter/@IndiainSL

Myanmar

On August 1, six months after seizing power, the Myanmar military (Tatmadaw)
leader General Min Aung Hlaing extended a state of emergency in the country
for two more years.®* Moreover, the State Administrative Council (SAC) - the
military junta governing Myanmar — named itself the caretaker government
with General Hlaing as the prime minister.®? More than 1,000 people have
reportedly been killed by the Tatmadaw since the coup.®® There are also reports
that the Tatmadaw may be targeting members of the deposed Aung Sang Suu
Kyi-led National League for Democracy (NLD) in order to “disband the party
and secure its tenuous hold on power”.?* There was reportedly an assassination
attempt on the Myanmar Ambassador to the UN Kyaw Moe Tun, who is an
appointee of the NLD and is yet to vacate his post despite Tatmadaw's orders.%>
Two Myanmar citizens have been arrested in New York in relation to the
attempt.

DPG India Strategic Review | Vol. II, Issue 8 | 12


https://apnews.com/article/business-health-elections-coronavirus-pandemic-myanmar-8504af88bd5b2c2c2b30c7da5baa8ad5
https://aappb.org/?p=17174
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/dissolve-08162021192931.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/08/10/asia/myanmar-un-envoy-plot-intl-hnk/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/08/10/asia/myanmar-un-envoy-plot-intl-hnk/index.html

A
India Strategic Review | August 2021 } MDelhi Policy Group
A

Advancing India's Rise as a Leading Power

On August 4, Brunei's second foreign minister Erywan Yusof was appointed as
ASEAN's special envoy to Myanmar. Erywan is expected to draw up a timeline
on his mission to end the violence and meet with all political parties involved.®®
ASEAN leaders had arrived at a 5-point consensus in April 2021 that included
the selection of a special envoy. The UN has welcomed the move. The UN also
has a special envoy for Myanmar, Christine Schraner Burgener, but the junta
has not allowed her to visit the country yet.%” However, Burgener has said that
she has had positive conversations with members of the ethnic armed
organisations (EAOs) and the National Unity Government (NUG) on the need
for starting an inclusive dialogue with the military.”® Indian External Affairs
Minister Dr. S. Jaishankar held a telephone conversation with the Brunei
Foreign Minister Hassanal Bolkiah on August 14 to “exchange perspectives on
the situation in Myanmar”.®® Since the coup in Myanmar, official figures
released by the Indian Ministry of Defence show that 8,486 Myanmar nationals
attempted to cross over to India, of whom 5,796 were pushed back while 2,690
are still in India.l?® Unofficial estimates remain much higher.1°!

Meanwhile, the Tatmadaw has been receiving limited international
recognition. ASEAN member-state Cambodia acknowledged General Min
Aung Hlaing as the "head of state in Myanmar in an open letter sent to the junta
chief” on cooperation regarding Myanmar's ongoing wave of COVID-19.102
This raises question about ASEAN unity as some countries are yet to formally
recognise the military rule. Cambodia is scheduled to take over from Brunei as
Chair of ASEAN in 2022. China-Myanmar co-operation has also continued
apace with the junta recently inviting bids to provide legal services to the Kyauk
Phyu Special Economic Zone and deep-sea port project.’%3 On August 25, China
also opened a new rail line “with access to the Indian Ocean via Myanmar” that
stretches from Chengdu to Lincang, a prefecture-level city which is opposite a
"border trade town in Myanmar's north-eastern Shan State” 104

On August 10, the US State Department announced USDS50 million in
humanitarian aid to Myanmar in order to provide “emergency food assistance,
live-saving protection... and essential healthcare” to the citizens.!%3 The country
is still reeling under a wave of the coronavirus with approximately 3,000 daily
new cases. Just over 3 per cent of its population is fully vaccinated with the
junta government unable to procure more vaccine doses.

The Maldives
On August 26, the Government of Maldives officially signed an agreement with

Mumbai-based company AFCONS for the construction of the USD500million
Greater Male Connectivity Project (GMCP).1%¢ This is the largest-ever
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infrastructure project in the Maldives and will involve “the construction of a
6.74-km long bridge and causeway link” from Male to Thilafushi.'®” It will be
funded by the EXIM bank of India under an Indian grant and Line of Credit
(LOC). During the month, Air India resumed flight operations to the Maldives
which was suspended since May due to COVID-19.108

An "India Out” campaign, which calls “for the removal of Indian military” from
the Maldives has become increasingly visible over the past few months.10°
Although India does not have a military base in the country, the two countries
signed an agreement in February this year that allowed India to “develop,
support and maintain” a harbour at Uthuru Thila Falhu."© The Indian High
Commission has sought more government action and enhanced security for
the "recurring articles and social media posts attacking the dignity of the High
Commission”.!! On its part, the ruling party of the Maldives has condemned
the “India Out” campaign for “engaging in a continuous barrage of anti-India
vitriol and whipping up hatred against the Maldives' closest ally”."? On August
15, at an event held by the High Commission of India to commemorate the
country’'s 75" Independence Day, Vice President of the Maldives Faisal Nadeem
said that the country is “very fortunate to have India as a neighbour and closest
bilateral partner”''3 It is believed that the campaign is driven by a domestic
agenda in view of the upcoming presidential elections in 2023.14

Bhutan

There has been a 10 per cent increase in the “population living along the border
areas of the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), parts of which are disputed [by
China] with India and Bhutan”! This has led to an increase in Tibet's
permanent resident population by 645,900 (21.5 per cent).”® Moreover, 21
border counties in the TAR have been placed under direct supervision of the
Chinese central government departments.!’

Delhi and Thimphu have been co-operating in outer space research. The
Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) will launch the Bhutanese satellite
INS-2B in December 2021. The satellite has been developed by four Bhutanese
engineers trained by ISRO.M8 India will also partner with Bhutan on the first law
school in the country. The Jigme Singye Wangchuk School of Law will have a
state-of-the-art campus in the Paro valley.!®

After providing vaccines to Nepal, Bhutan has loaned 150,000 doses of the
AstraZeneca vaccine to Thailand, which has been experiencing a shortage.'?°
Bhutan has vaccinated more than 97 per cent of its eligible population and is
also considering a booster dose for its most vulnerable.’?

DPG India Strategic Review | Vol. II, Issue 8 | 14


https://raajje.mv/104074
https://thediplomat.com/2021/07/the-maldives-india-out-campaign/
https://www.deccanherald.com/national/india-pips-china-inks-deal-to-develop-support-maintain-harbour-at-naval-base-in-maldives-953675.html
https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/the-maldives-india-out-campaign-explained-7396314/
https://raajje.mv/104916
https://www.statecraft.co.in/article/what-drives-the-india-out-campaign-in-the-maldives
https://www.statecraft.co.in/article/what-drives-the-india-out-campaign-in-the-maldives
https://www.hindustantimes.com/world-news/over-10-rise-in-population-in-border-regions-of-tibet-china-101629379005894.html
https://www.wionews.com/india-news/indian-space-research-organisation-to-launch-bhutanese-satellite-in-december-402792
https://www.wionews.com/india-news/indian-space-research-organisation-to-launch-bhutanese-satellite-in-december-402792
https://twitter.com/Indiainbhutan/status/1430766053060079621
https://twitter.com/Indiainbhutan/status/1430766053060079621
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/short-vaccines-thailand-seeks-borrow-bhutan-2021-08-16/
https://kuenselonline.com/booster-thirddose-for-vulnerable-population/

A
India Strategic Review | August 2021 } [ADelhi Policy Group
i

Advancing India's Rise as a Leading Power

Bhutan has been named one of only three countries in the world, apart from
Panama and Suriname, to be carbon negative, implying “they absorb more
greenhouse gases than they emit from human activities”.’?? Bhutan and the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) have signed a project
funded by the Global Environmental Facility (GEP) that “seeks to mainstream
biodiversity conservation into tourism development”.!23 It is a five-year project
that will cover the Bumdeling Wildlife Sanctuary and the Sakteng Wildlife
Sanctuary in eastern Bhutan and is expected to generate “sustainable
conservation financing and livelihoods for people within and outside protected
areas” 1?4

The 720-MW Mangdechhu Hydroelectric Project Authority run-of-river
project between India and Bhutan was awarded the Brunel medal from the
Institute of Civil Engineers based in the UK.!? This award validates India’s
contention that connectivity and energy projects can be inclusive and meet
environmental standards, unlike other mega connectivity projects being
implemented by China in the subcontinent.

|
(B

The underconstruction law school i Pa}o, Bhutan. Source: Twitter/(aDDIndia?ix}e
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ITI. The Fall of Kabul and Regional Dynamics
Shreyas Deshmukh

Kabul astonishingly fell on August 15 as the Taliban rapidly took control of
provinces across Afghanistan. The resulting uncertainty has led to a rise in
political, diplomatic, and military activities in the region. The primary focus of
countries was to evacuate their diplomatic staff and citizens, strengthen
borders and establish contact with the Taliban to secure national interests. This
paper will briefly discuss the fall of Kabul, Pakistan's role and the reaction of
regional players, including India.

Fall of Kabul

The offensive mounted by the Taliban in Afghanistan, which had intensified
over the last few months, captured a majority of the border posts and highways
by the first week of August.!®® On August 6, it took over the first provincial
capital, the city of Zaranj in Nimroz province.’’” From there on, other provincial
capitals fell quickly, including Kabul which was captured on August 15.1%8 This
was contrary to the US estimation that Kabul would fall within 90 days, giving
time to western coalition partners and other regional countries to devise their
strategies and evacuate citizens.!?® However, the lack of a strong leadership,
unreliable logistical supplies, weak command and control, corruption, and the
coercive tactics deployed by the Taliban meant that there was no resistance
from the Afghan Security Forces.?°

President Ashraf Ghani departed immediately as the Taliban fighters began to
enter Kabul.®® Two days later, he appeared in the UAE, where he is currently
taking refuge.’® On the same day, the Taliban captured the presidential palace
and, on August 19, they declared the creation of an ‘Islamic Emirate of
Afghanistan’'®® Earlier, on August 17, they had announced amnesty for all
government employees, the Afghans who served western coalition partners
and soldiers of the Afghan National Army.** In some areas, there have been
reports of revenge attacks by the Taliban against Afghans who had worked for
the West.!3> On August 19, protesters came on to the streets in different parts of
the country against the Taliban takeover.13¢

Subsequently, the senior political leadership of the Taliban, including Mullah
Baradar (Vice Emir), Anas Hagqgani, son of the founder of the notorious Haqggani
Group Jalaluddin Haqgqgani, and his brother, Khalil Haggani, reached Kabul to
decide the future government structure.’®”The leader of the Taliban, Mullah
HaibatullahAkhundzada is expected to be the de-facto head of the
government.3®
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Former Vice President Amrullah Saleh and Ahamd Massoud, son of former
Northern Alliance Leader Ahmad Shah Masoud, raised a ‘National Resistance
Front (NRF)' against the Taliban from the Panjshir Valley, which is a stronghold
of the Tajik community and is yet to come under Taliban rule.’*® The ability of
NRF to put in a strong resistance will be contingent on the safety of supply lines
and the support it receives from neighbouring countries such as Tajikistan.

Other senior Afghan leaders such as former president Hamid Karzai and former
head of High Council for National Reconciliation Abdullah Abdullah have been
consulting other tribal leaders and playing the role of mediator between the
NRF and the Taliban. The Taliban spokesperson Zabihullah Mujahid has made
it clear that the new government will be based on the Taliban's interpretation
of the Sharia law.#°

Former Afghan President Hamid Karzai and other leaders in a meeting with Anas
Haqgqani, younger son of Jallaludin Haqqgani, August 18, 2021, Source: Hindustan
Times/Associated Press

Uncertainty and chaos continues to persist all over the country, as thousands
of people have converged at Kabul airport in an attempt to leave the country.'
The first major attack after the fall of Kabul was carried outin front of the airport
by the Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISKP), in which more than 170 people,
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