
 

 

 

 
India and Afghanistan: Positioning for Withdrawal 
Amb.  Kar l  F.  I nder f ur t h and Dr .  Amer  S.  Lat i f  

In 1995, Out of Afghanistan: The Inside Story of the Soviet Withdrawal was published, 

written by Diego Cordovez, the UN mediator who negotiated the 1989 Soviet pullout, and 

Selig Harrison, a journalist and South Asia expert. Today with U.S. military forces and 

those of other NATO countries beginning their withdrawal from Afghanistan, the historical 

sequel to Out of Afghanistan is unfolding. The newest wrinkle in this story is that India is 

now actively involved and trying to position itself accordingly. 

A First-time Strategic Agreement 

Last month, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh of India and President Hamid Karzai of 

Afghanistan signed a wide-ranging Strategic Partnership Agreement in New Delhi. Karzai‟s 

visit came shortly after the assassination of former Afghan president Burhanuddin Rabbani, 

who was the head of the Afghan High Peace Council. Following this latest killing of a 

prominent Afghan leader by the Taliban, Karzai announced he was adopting a new 

approach on peace efforts with a shift toward talking to Pakistan instead of reconciliation 

efforts with the Taliban: “We are involved with the governments and not the forces that 

depend on them, that is why we should talk to the governments who make the decisions.” 

The signing was Afghanistan‟s first strategic partnership agreement with any country. Most 

significantly, the agreement included provisions for India to train and equip Afghan 

security forces to fill what the Afghan government fears will be critical gaps as NATO 

troops leave in the years ahead. The agreement also calls for closer “cooperation in the area 

of national security,” to be led by the respective national security advisers. And the 

agreement deals with the prospect of regional economic cooperation and envisions 

Afghanistan emerging “as a trade, transportation, and energy hub connecting Central and 

South Asia and enabling free and more unfettered transport and transit linkages.” 

In sum, said an editorial in Mail Today, the Singh-Karzai summit in New Delhi provided 

the “evolving contours of India‟s Afghanistan policy. It shows that New Delhi is 

determined to remain a player in Afghanistan…even if the United States abandons the 

region.” 

Predictably, the strategic agreement set off alarm bells in Pakistan. It has long viewed its 

policy in Afghanistan through the lens of countering the perceived danger of Indian 

influence in the country and being encircled by India from both its eastern and western 

borders. Karzai attempted to assuage these fears by saying: “Pakistan is a twin brother, but 

India is a great friend. The agreement we signed with our friend will not affect our brother.” 

In their joint statement, Karzai and Singh also included this pledge: “The Strategic 

Partnership between the Sides is not directed against any other State or group of States.” 

More convincing of Islamabad will be required. 

 

 

Déjà Vu 

The formal document issued at last 

week‟s high-level conference in Turkey 

was entitled the “Istanbul Process on 

Regional Security and Cooperation for a 

Secure and Stable Afghanistan.” The 

participating nations pledged they will be 

guided by a set of “common principles 

and commitments,” including “Respect 

for Afghanistan‟s sovereignty, unity and 

territorial integrity” and “Non-

intervention in the internal affairs of 

other states.” 

While commendable, that language also 

provoked a sense of déjà vu. In July 

1999, I led the U.S. delegation to the UN-

sponsored “6 Plus 2” conference on 

Afghanistan, held in Uzbekistan. The 

formal document issued at the end of that 

meeting was the “Tashkent Declaration 

on Fundamental Principles for a Peaceful 

Settlement of the Conflict in 

Afghanistan.” It included this pledge: 

“We reaffirm our firm commitment to the 

sovereignty, independence, territorial 

integrity and national unity of 

Afghanistan.” Participants included 

Pakistan, Iran, China, the neighboring 

Central Asian republics, the United 

States, Russia, and a Taliban 

representative. Several states promptly 

disregarded their solemn commitments 

upon adjournment of the meeting. 

Will this history repeat itself with the 

Istanbul declaration? While heavy on 

good intentions, the eight-page document 

and accompanying speeches contained 

few specifics on implementation. Indeed, 

as Deputy Secretary of State William 

Burns, who led the U.S. delegation, said 

in blunt terms: 

           (Continued on next page) 
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A First-time Regional Conference 

The strategic agreement with Afghanistan was followed on November 2 with another first 

for India: its attendance at the Turkey-sponsored “Security and Cooperation in the Heart of 

Asia” Conference in Istanbul, the first time all regional countries were brought together to 

address Afghanistan‟s future. 

Participants included Afghanistan and its immediate neighbors—Pakistan, Iran, 

Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, and China (Uzbekistan declined to take part)—and its “near 

neighbors”—India, Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic, Russia, Turkey, the United Arab 

Emirates, and Saudi Arabia. One report said this grouping read like “a „who‟s who‟ of 

potential rivals if Afghanistan descents further into civil wars backed by outsiders.” 

Turkey launched its first “Heart of Asia” Conference in Istanbul last year. India was not 

invited due to Pakistani objections. India‟s inclusion this year suggests Pakistan is now 

prepared to engage India on Afghanistan in a regional setting. This is a subject Prime 

Minister Singh and Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani of Pakistan should pursue when 

they meet this week on the margins of the South Asian Association for Regional 

Cooperation (SAARC) meeting in the Maldives. Any regional solution without the buy-in 

and active cooperation of both countries would most certainly be dead on arrival. (See 

Links of Interest: “Cutting Afghanistan‟s „Gordian Knot.‟”) 

While the Istanbul Conference was also attended by a number of key “supporting” nations 

(including the United States) and international organizations, the regional states were the 

driving force at the meeting, something that External Affairs Minister S.M. Krishna of 

India suggested was overdue: “In the decade since 2001, the role that regional countries 

could play in bringing stability to Afghanistan has not been given adequate importance.” 

Beyond Istanbul 

Another regional opportunity to address Afghanistan is this week‟s meeting of the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) in St. Petersburg, Russia. On the agenda for 

SCO members—Russia, China, and four of the five Central Asian states—is upgrading 

India and Pakistan‟s observer status to full membership, adding Afghanistan as an observer 

and Turkey as a dialogue partner. These steps could make the SCO yet another regional 

player with an important stake in Afghanistan‟s stability. 

With the Istanbul Conference now behind them, the regional states look toward the Bonn 

Conference in December along with over 90 countries. The Bonn Conference will mark 10 

years since the original conference in December 2001. That meeting will be followed by 

the NATO Summit in Chicago in May of next year, with a follow-on meeting to the 

Istanbul Conference to be held in Kabul in June. 

As India and the other regional states contemplate the U.S. exit from Afghanistan, one 

historical ground truth should be kept in mind. That country will never be able to secure its 

territory and population without the active collaboration of its more powerful neighbors 

and near neighbors. The Istanbul Conference demonstrated that a critical mass of regional 

stakeholders, now including India, may be accruing in this regard. Afghanistan‟s future, 

and long-term peace and security in the region, depend on it. 
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“We have heard the right words from 

many participants. But if they are just 

words, then we will be no safer and no 

better off. Some countries have made 

these commitments before. We are 

hoping that, after agreeing to concrete 

and measurable steps forward and a 

process for continued dialogue, countries 

will stick to their word.” 

But given the history of regional 

rivalries, intrigues, and “great games” 

played in Afghanistan by neighbors, near 

neighbors, and big powers, “hope” will 

not be enough. 

Former U.S. secretary of state Henry 

Kissinger has long advocated a regional 

settlement for Afghanistan: “A long term 

solution must involve a combination, a 

consortium of countries in defining, 

protecting and guaranteeing a definition 

of statehood for Afghanistan.” 

But such an agreement, argues Kissinger, 

must include enforcement provisions. 

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton made a 

similar point in her July speech in 

Chennai: “The time has come to create 

mechanisms that ensure nations will live 

up to their commitments.” 

Kissinger and Clinton are right. A 

regional agreement without teeth will not 

bring an end to outside meddling in 

Afghanistan‟s affairs. It will be déjà vu, 

again. 

—Karl F. Inderfurth 
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