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President Joe Biden 
would be the fourth 
American President 

to be confronted with the 
quagmire in Afghanistan, 
and he is finding the going 
as tough as his illustrious 
predecessors.

There are few options 
available to the new admin-
istration to make an hon-
orable exit from a country, 
which is notorious for bring-
ing death and ruin to invad-
ers. As the May 1st deadline 
for withdrawal of the U.S. 
forces approaches, the sit-
uation in Afghanistan re-
mains dire. The Doha talks 
have failed to make head-
way, and the Taliban contin-
ue to strike with impunity, 
thus continuing to inflict ter-
ror on the population.

The Biden administra-
tion has publicly revealed 
plans for an interim pow-
er-sharing government 
in Kabul. Apparently, this 
coalition would not entail 
any elections, but just an 
agreement that will bring 
the Taliban to power along 
with the Ghani government.   
The U.S. has made it clear to 
President Ashraf Ghani in a 
letter released to the public 
that Kabul should be pre-
pared for “rapid territorial 
gains” by the Taliban after 
a U.S. departure. This was 
a not so subtle hint to Presi-

dent Ghani to make the best 
of a power-sharing deal with 
the Taliban before the mili-
tants used their overwhelm-
ing fighting prowess to take 
over the country.

KINDLING HOPE 
FOR PEACE?

Taliban is fully aware of 
the domestic compulsions 

which make an American 
withdrawal from Afghan-
istan inevitable. While 
the U.S. may, from time 
to time, make utterances 
about cancelling or delay-
ing the withdrawal, the fact 
remains that as a nation, 
the U.S. has given up on 
the war in Afghanistan.

Even in the Obama ad-
ministration, Biden was a 

lone voice that opposed an 
increase in the U.S. military 
presence and always called 
for an exit from the two-
decade-old conflict, with 
honor. To extend the stay 
of U.S. troops in Afghani-
stan beyond the May 1st 
deadline would draw criti-
cism not only from his po-
litical opponents but also 
the entire country. 

However, the withdraw-
al as per the agreed time-
table will be anything but 
honorable as the country 
remains unstable, and the 
power of the Taliban grows 
with every passing day. 
The civil society, especially 
women, is now paying the 
price daily for the contin-
ued impasse in the Doha 
talks between Kabul and 
the Taliban.

The State Department 
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The road ahead for Afghanistan
The U.S. has made it categorical to Kabul that its only option is a peaceful power-sharing 
deal with a resurgent Taliban, before the May 1st deadline for U.S. troop withdrawal
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As for India, while it is happy to be a part of 
the regional consortium of nations charting 
Afghanistan’s future, it is likely to remain un-
convinced about the proposed peace plan for 
one simple reason - an interim government or a 
power-sharing government, gives some power to 
the Taliban, which is just as good as the Pakistan 
military establishment calling the shots. For New 
Delhi, this has always been unacceptable.

Jayant Prasad, Former Director General, 
Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses, 
Former Indian Ambassador to Afghanistan. He 
shared his thoughts with Synergia Foundation.
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spokesperson Ned Price 
described the American ef-
forts as “a means to quell 
the violence” and to a find 
a settlement that is “just 
and durable”. 

In brief, the U.S. 
 would like that both par-
ties in the conflict come to 
an agreement on a transi-
tional government which 
could be then quickly in-
stalled in Kabul before the 
1st of May. This will enable 
the U.S. and its NATO allies 
to ensure a smooth transi-
tion and try to salvage what 
little they can of the rights 
and freedom enjoyed by 
the civil society.

Pakistan and Iran, the 
two influential neigh-
bors, hold the key to the 
success of a peaceful 
transition in Afghanistan 
post the U.S. departure. 
Zalmay Khalizad was in 
Islamabad last week con-
ferring with the Pakistani 
leadership, and now Iran 
has been formally invited 
to get involved.

Ned Price summed 
it up well when he 
told the media, “So it’s  
certainly not that 
we’re trying to be pre-
scriptive. We are 
 trying” and “doing ev-
erything we can to  
support the parties”, bring 
together “our internation-
al allies, partners,” and 
“others in the region”, 
“to make (it) clear that all 
of us have a stake in Af-
ghanistan’s future securi-
ty, stability, ensuring the 
durability of the gains, 
including the important 
gains for women and girls 
that have been achieved in 
recent years.”

    

THE PLAN

The new plan looks at a 
multilateral effort, includ-
ing the UN, Russia, China, 
Pakistan, Iran and India, 
to create conducive con-
ditions for a unity gov-
ernment in Kabul. Tur-
key, which already has a 
non-combatant presence 
in the NATO forces in Af-
ghanistan, could be the 
lead to bring together the 
Taliban and the Afghan 
government.

A 90-day plan for re-
duction in violence looks 
at keeping violence levels 
down and discouraging 
the Taliban from launching 
their annual spring offen-
sive. This would also give 
time for wide-ranging con-
sultations with inclusive 
groups of Afghans.

It is proposed to put 
in place a ‘transitional 
peace government’ with 
separate but coequal ex-
ecutive, parliamentary 

and judicial branches. The 
current 2004 constitution 
will remain in force till it is 
re-written.

The existing parliament 
would be suspended, with 
legislative authority being 
wielded by the executive. 
Each side would be equally 
represented in each arm of 
the government. Ultimate-
ly, fresh elections will be 
held but under a new con-
stitution that is acceptable 
to both parties, which will 
be internationally super-
vised. 

As soon as a peace 
agreement is signed, both 
sides will cease hostilities 
and form a joint commis-
sion, with foreign (read 
U.S.) observers to write the 
rules for monitoring the 
ceasefire.

THE PROGNOSIS

Predictably, the Ghani 
government is resisting 
this arm twisting as it 

would hate to be pushed 
into a deal in haste which 
they will have to regret 
later. Its blunt comment 
was, “the U.S. government 
cannot make decisions on 
behalf of the Afghan peo-
ple.”

The Afghani First Vice 
President Amrullah Saleh 
clarified that Blinken’s let-
ter does not change his 
administration’s position 
that only elected leader-
ship can govern the coun-
try.  Having won power 
once again through elec-
tions which many consid-
er a sham, the incumbent 
government dreads the 
feared Taliban’s entry into 
their ranks without an 
electoral fight.

Afghanistan was on 
the agenda when the U.S. 
Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken visited India, al-
though there is little of 
consequence that India 
can bring to the table in 
the matter.

Military experts are 
confident that the Taliban 
is moving ever closer to a 
military victory, just like 
the North Vietnamese, af-
ter the departure of the 
U.S. from South Vietnam. 
However, they do not wish 
to cause any delay in the 
American withdrawal. Hav-
ing learnt from their past, 
they would like to avoid 
being made a pariah gov-
ernment once again, with 
no financial support or 
aid.  They would prefer the 
Americans to help them 
get a seat at the high table 
at the earliest, in return for 
a safe and dignified exit for 
the U.S. forces. Then they 
will deal with democracy at 
their own pace and leisure.

Key Numbers Behind
The War In Afghanistan

Selected data about the conflict in Afghanistan
as of February 2020

U.S. troops wounded

Afghan civilians killed

Afghan security forces killed

Number of U.S. bombs
dropped

Control of districts by faction

Cost to U.S. taxpayers

*Afghan figures are November 2019 estimates. Data for bombs
dropped collected since 2006.
Sources: Brown University, U.S. Air Forces Central Command,
Department of Defense, Long War Journal

$2 trillion

2,309

20,662

43,074*

64,124*

58,602

48% 19%

U.S. troops killed
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Pakistan has always 
tried to links the Tali-
ban to specific ethnic 

communities in Afghani-
stan, such as the Pashtuns. 
Here, the Pakistan military 
establishment should bear 
in mind that the Afghan-
istan of 2021 is not the 
same as Afghanistan of the 
1990s. Almost every Pash-
tun in Afghanistan views 
the Taliban as a proxy of 
the Pakistani military es-
tablishment. It is no secret 
to the Afghan people and 
the world that Pakistan, in 
the last 20 years, has nev-
er stopped supporting the 
Taliban. 

The top leadership of 
Taliban has been sheltered, 
protected and taken care 
of in Quetta, Karachi, and 
Peshawar in several ways, 
including the treatment of 
Taliban battle casualties in 
Pakistani medical facilities.  
The sanctuary goes beyond 
Taliban and includes oth-

er foreign terrorist groups 
also.

Pakistan has consistent-
ly used extremist groups 
such as the Taliban and 
Al Qaeda as a means to 
achieve their strategic 
goals. In the context of the 
US-Taliban peace talks in 
Doha, Pakistan has active-
ly tried to create a fake 
political identity for the 
Taliban. It has lobbied in 
multiple ways to generate 
a changed image of the ex-
tremist group in question. 

While the Taliban seems 
to be tucked away in Qatar 
for the last year, their fight-
ers, on the other hand, have 
intensified terrorist activities 
in Afghanistan – targeted 
killings of journalists, wom-
en judicial officers, suicide 
attacks and car bombings. 
This goes to show that they 
have not changed and that 
it is simply Pakistani pro-
paganda. The push for an 
improved image of the Tal-
iban, is rooted in the hopes 
of the Taliban being given 
a political position or iden-
tity. Not only is the Afghan 
government aware of these 
undercurrents, but the UN 
has also  reported that the 

Taliban has not cut ties with 
Al Qaeda. Given so, it is safe 
to say that there is no space 
for any Pakistani plan to la-
bel the Taliban as the rep-
resentative of the Pashtun 
ethnic group.  

Concerning the pro-
posed power-sharing plan, 
our strategy and vision are 
clear. Our position is based 
on the Afghan people’s na-
tional interests and values 
that signify the freedom of 
individuals, media, speech, 
and women rights, to name 
a few. Taliban is welcome 
to join the political elite un-
der our Islamic Republic’s 
umbrella, positioned within 
the Afghan constitution’s 
framework. The Afghan 
government is ready to 
change the date of the elec-
tion. Though there might 
be some criticism against 
the government, this does 
not imply that the people 
seek a Taliban Emirates. If 
the Taliban genuinely be-
lieves in their claim of pop-
ularity amongst the Afghan 
society (which I believe is 
not more than 7 to 10 per 
cent and spurred by fear, 
of those living in areas con-
trolled by the Taliban), then 

it needs to be put to test via 
elections. Their lack of pop-
ularity is reflected in the 
recent conflict at Helmand, 
a region controlled by the 
Taliban forces, where 5000 
families fled to govern-
ment-controlled areas in 
search of safety. 

If Pakistan hopes to con-
vince the world that they 
have turned over a new leaf, 
and are not using the Taliban 
as a tool for their strategic 
goals, they should engage 
with the Afghan government, 
and not the non-state actors 
who, unfortunately have 
aligned themselves on the 
lines of the Pakistani military 
establishment. Additionally, 
the peace plan that Zalmay 
Khalilzad, Taliban and Paki-
stan are enforcing is bound 
to escalate ethnic divisions 
and problems between dif-
ferent parts of Afghanistan, 
thus pushing the country 
into civil war, yet again. 
Therefore, a power-sharing 
draft prepared by foreign 
forces, especially those that 
hope to gain power through 
the Taliban’s façade, is not 
acceptable to Afghanistan’s 
people. 

Nevertheless, peace is 
a priority for the Afghan 
government. We are work-
ing with international part-
ners to establish sustain-
able peace and ceasefire 
in the country so that the 
people’s political will can 
decide the kind of pow-
er-sharing model of gov-
ernment and future they 
seek for Afghanistan. 

The view from Kabul
“A power-sharing draft prepared by foreign forces, especially those that hope to gain 
power through the façade of Taliban, is not acceptable to the people of Afghanistan”

Amrullah Saleh 
is the 1st Vice 
President of Afghani-
stan. He served as the 
Minister of Interior Af-
fairs of Afghanistan until 
January 19, 2019, and 
as head of the National 
Directorate of Security 
from 2004 to 2010. He 
spoke exclusively to  
Synergia Foundation 
and shared his thoughts.

The belief that says violence must escalate 
to win concessions at the negotiating table 
is very risky. Such an approach can under-
mine the peace process and repeats past 
miscalculations by Afghan leaders.

Zalmay Khalizad 
Former U.S. Ambassador to the 
UN, Special Representative for 
Afghanistan Reconciliation 
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The neighbourhood view
Synergia’s exclusive access to meetings between top diplomatic sources in 
New Delhi and Kabul suggests that there is concern that not enough attention is 
paid to real fears and aspirations of the Afghan people

The troika on Afghan-
istan’s peace, com-
prising the United 

States, Russia, and China, 
is self-appointed, as is the 
creation of the Special 
Representative for Afghan-
istan Reconciliation at the 
State Department, Zalmay 
Khalilzad, and Russia’s 
presidential envoy to Af-
ghanistan, Zamir Kabulov. 
The extended troika had 
added Pakistan. The two 
other countries co-opted 
to join the Moscow talks of 
the extended troika were 
Qatar, where the intra-Af-
ghan negotiations are be-
ing pursued and Turkey, 
which has been requested 
to host a regional confer-
ence on Afghanistan under 
the aegis of the United Na-
tions.

‘Interestingly, though 
the Afghan government 
delegation headed by Ab-
dullah Abdullah, the head 
of Afghanistan’s High 
Council for National Rec-
onciliation, was present in 
Moscow, it was formally 
not a part of the extended 
troika’.

THE PAKISTANI 
CONNECT

The Kabul government 

is confident that the Tal-
iban’s spring offensive 
can be disrupted by one 
country that has control 
over areas from where the 
Taliban gets its logistics, 
namely Pakistan.’

Pakistan needs to revis-
it its assumption that the 
Taliban would help achieve 
Pakistan’s strategic ob-
jectives in Afghanistan to 
establish a pro-Pakistani 
government in Kabul and 
limit India’s presence in 
Afghanistan. The Taliban 
leadership has no love 
lost for Pakistan either in 
its long-term perspective.  
‘the ‘blow hot, blow cold’ 
attitude of the Pakistani 
establishment, especial-
ly that of the ISI towards 
the Taliban, its leadership 
and family members, has 
generated deep-seated 
resentment, which is likely 
to linger once the Taliban 
is in a position of power.

Since Pakistan desires 
permanent instability in Af-
ghanistan, they are ready-
ing another group under 
the Haqqani Network, 
which sometimes appears 
as the Da’esh, to act as an 
insurance against the Tali-
ban leadership.

Another curious fact is 
that despite the different 
orientation of the Taliban 
and the Tehrik-e-Taliban 
Pakistan (TTP), there has 
been not a single instance 
of the Taliban attacking the 
TTP. 

CONTRADICTIONS 
GALORE

There is an inherent con-
tradiction in the American 
plan to promote peace 
in Afghanistan and pre-
serve the Islamic Republic 
there. The Taliban is clear 
that it wants to establish 
an Islamic Emirate, over-
throwing the present gov-
ernment and constitution 
without elections.

Since there is little likeli-
hood of the Taliban agree-
ing to elections as the final 
determinant of the Afghan 
people’s will, the Afghan 
government necessarily 
has to prepare for a plan B.

India, as also the dem-
ocratically elected govern-
ment in Afghanistan, has 
backed a solution based 
on the existing constitution 
of Afghanistan, and not 
re-writing a new constitu-
tion to make it presentable 
to the Taliban.

One of the options be-
ing spoken of is an early 
election in which the Tal-
iban must seek the peo-
ple’s mandate through 
an impartial election pro-
cess. However, it is impos-
sible to conceive that the 
Taliban would accept an 
interim arrangement un-
der the present constitu-
tion and the current pres-
idency, even if it is given 
a 50% share in cabinet 
positions and provincial 

governorships, pending 
elections.

U.S. ROLE POST EXIT

To fulfil its obligations, the 
U.S. could withdraw the 
bulk of its forces by May 1, 
leaving behind a compact 
contingent of counterter-
rorism special forces who 
would coordinate contin-
ued close air support for 
the Afghan National De-
fence and Security Forces, 
and continue to provide a 
subvention for the main-
tenance of the Afghan Na-
tional Army, even if at a 
reduced level.  

The Bilateral Securi-
ty Agreement concluded 
between Afghanistan and 
the United States on Sep-
tember 30, 2004, provid-
ed for eight U.S. bases in 
Afghanistan, but in the 
Doha Agreement with the 
Taliban, the United States 
committed to shut down 
and withdraw from five of 
these. American negotia-
tors defended this action 
by claiming that it was 
done for the sake of secur-
ing peace and kickstarting 
the intra-Afghan negotia-
tions.  

It seems that at the cur-
rent moment there is great 
congruence between the 
central objective of the Tal-
iban and the United States, 
that is the full withdrawal 
of U.S. forces from Afghan-
istan.

R E S E A R C H  T E A M

SYNERGIA FOUNDATION
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Expert Q&A  

Q In a power-shar-
ing arrangement 

with the Taliban as the 
dominant partner, what 
place will the ethnic mi-
norities have?  Will the 
country again be divid-
ed along ethnic lines 
and face instability like 
in the past?

A Wais Ahmad Bar-
mak: This is the 

most complicated policy 
issue to resolve, and that 
is why there is an internal 
conflict between the two 
segments of our Pash-
tuns.

The tribal and tradi-
tional wing, mostly reli-
gious, forms most of the 
Taliban fighters who wish 

to represent all Afghan 
Pashtuns in the future 
political system. There is 
no clear resolution within 
Afghanistan as to who will 
represent the Pashtuns in 
the new arrangement. 

The Taliban is made 
up of Pashtuns, with 
symbolic membership 
from other ethnic groups. 
Please also note that Af-
ghanistan is so diverse 
that no ethnic group can 
claim an absolute major-
ity in the absence of for-
mal statistics. 

We believe the issue 
of power-sharing can only 
be resolved if the Tali-
ban agree on elections. 
The Taliban should join 
the process either as a 
political actor or as the 
representative of Afghan 
Pashtuns.  Once elected 
to power, they can par-
ticipate in shaping the 
future political system in 
Afghanistan.

Suppose we assume 
that they are given 50 

per cent of the power. In 
that case, they need to 
balance their represen-
tation in the system by 
introducing those from 
other ethnic groups. This 
should be made clear in 
any agreement. The other 
50 per cent can be shared 
equally between liberal 
Pashtuns and other eth-
nic groups from the gov-
ernment side. 

The second option 
is forming a transition 
government with neutral, 
competent, and experi-
enced Afghans from all 
ethnic groups. 

Q Despite interna-
tional pressure 

and the U.S.’s best 
efforts, under three 
different Presidents, 
Pakistani support of the 
Taliban has remained 
unwavering.  What will 
be Pakistan’s game plan 
if the power-sharing 
agreement comes into 
force?  

A Wais Ahmad 
Barmak: There is 

no moderate version of 
the Taliban, as far as we 
know, and what we have 
heard through reliable 
sources. 

Pakistan will do every-
thing to get rid of Presi-
dent Ghani and replace 
him with uneducated 
Taliban figures. They can 
then install their favourite 
regime in Kabul and use 
it against Indian interests 
in the region, especially 
regarding the issue of 
Kashmir through religious 
militancy. They believe, 
if that is achieved, they 
can block India from ac-
cessing Central Asia as a 
potential source of ener-
gy for its future economic 
growth, where China is 
playing an incredibly sup-
portive role. As we no-
ticed, Pakistan convinced 
the Russians not to invite 
India to the Troika and Af-
ghan dialogue in Moscow. 

I believe things have 
changed, and given the 
changing dynamics in 
the region, Indians must 
revisit their policy to shift 
from a passive approach 
to a more aggressive one 
concerning Afghanistan. 
You cannot tame a snake 
by offering some milk, and 
asking it not to bite, when 
in proximity. We ought to 
be pragmatic in our choice.

‘Pashtun leadership question 
remains unresolved’

Wais Ahmad  
Barmak is the former 
Minister of Interior 
of Afghanistan un-
der President Ashraf 
Ghani  (2017-2018). 
Before that, he served 
as Minister for Disas-
ter Management and 
Humanitarian Affairs 
and as Minister of 
Rural Rehabilitation 
and Development. He 
shared his thoughts 
with Synergia 
Foundation.
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The Quad nations 
(Australia, India, Ja-
pan and the United 

States) met at a virtual 
summit on March 12 to 
discuss future plans of 
the bloc. The summit, 
the first one for Presi-
dent Joe Biden, was keen-
ly watched by regional 
countries, and they were 
not disappointed.

The final joint state-
ment was different from 

its precedents and marked 
a milestone in the evolu-
tion of the group, with em-
phasis on clear-cut goals. 
As a group that started off 
with as coordinating relief 
efforts during the 2004 In-
dian Ocean tsunami, it au-
gurs well for the collective 
security of the Indo Pacific 
region that this alliance is 
now turning credible and 
sustentative in the wake of 
the pandemic, and the rise 
of an aggressive China.

Both the joint and in-
dividual press releases 
focused on pressing con-
cerns such as the pan-
demic, climate change, 

maritime security, cyber-
security, humanitarian 
assistance and disaster 
relief (HADR), supply chain 
resilience, and Myanmar. 
While there was no overt 
reference to countering 
China, save in Japan’s press 
release, the intent is clear 
and needs little elabora-
tion. In November 2020, 
warships and warplanes 
from the four nations 
met for the Malabar mili-
tary exercise in the Indian 
Ocean, the greatest show 
of armed strength by the 
Quad, to date. 

In response to the 
meet, China’s Global Times 

(the tabloid run by the 
main People’s Daily publi-
cation) accused the Quad 
of turning into a U.S. exer-
cise, that the “U.S. test will 
end up in dismay, as other 
members in the club have 
an “all-for-itself” agenda, 
and won’t tie themselves 
to the U.S. scheme”. 

THE NITTY-GRITTIES 

The joint statement fur-
ther discussed that the 
focus would be on inter-
national law in the mari-
time domain, “particularly 
as reflected in the United 
Nations Convention on the 

Repurposed quad 
China bristles, as the four members appear to be getting around to an ex-
plicit plan that focussed on issues of concern in the Indo Pacific

R E S E A R C H  T E A M

SYNERGIA FOUNDATION
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Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), 
and facilitate collaboration, 
including in maritime secu-
rity, to meet challenges to 
the rules-based maritime 
order in the East and South 
China Seas”. Additional 
talking points were on the 
denuclearisation of North 
Korea and the immediate 
resolution of the issue of 
Japanese abductees. Re-
garding supply chains, 
discussions also cantered 
around constructing a 
supply of rare earth min-
erals from other countries, 
which could displace Chi-
na’s dominance in the sec-
tor. It may be noted that in 
all the above-mentioned 
topics of discussion, China 
is a common denominator. 

There is also to be the 
formation of three work-
ing groups: one, on all as-
pects of COVID-19 vaccine 
production, procurement, 
distribution, and delivery; 
the second, on regional cli-
mate change programmes; 
and third, on coordinat-
ing and providing support 
on critical and emerging 
technologies.The group 
announced a collaboration 
to procure one billion vac-
cines to overcome short-
ages in Southeast Asia and 
the Pacific, with India man-
ufacturing Johnson & John-
son’s single-dose vaccine 
funded by U.S. and Japan, 
and Australia providing the 
logistical support to sup-
ply to the region. It can be 
seen as a counter to Chi-
na’s vaccine diplomacy, the 
latter having reportedly 
sent 62 per cent of its glob-
al vaccine supply to South-
east Asia. 

There was also mention 
of support for ASEAN’s uni-

ty and centrality, but it is a 
stance many ASEAN coun-
tries may be ambivalent 
about, simply due to the 
large share of trade they 
all have with China. 

INDIA AS THE 
LYNCHPIN

A document titled “United 
States Strategic Frame-
work for the Indo-Pacific”, 
which is a framework that 
was initiated in 2018 during 
Donald Trump’s presiden-
cy’ has been declassified 
in January 2021. It lays out 
a vision for the Indo-Pacif-
ic, where North Korea is 
no longer a threat, India 
is predominant, and the 
U.S. works with partners 
around the world to resist 
Chinese advances that un-
dermine sovereignty. The 
Quad members’ general at-
titude towards India seems 
to mirror the same outlook 
so far. With money being 
pumped in to boost India’s 
vaccine manufacturing, it 
could result in a long-term 
engagement in the medical 
and healthcare sector. In-
dia would gain immensely 
from these tie-ups with the 
Quad. Investing in India’s 
domestic capabilities could 
allow the nation to reform 
its IT, agriculture, green en-

ergy, and healthcare sec-
tors, to name a few.  As the 
economic rivalry between 
the four countries and Chi-
na heightens, the U.S. and 
China’s fight over chip and 
semiconductor technology 
is brought into sharp focus 
as well. India could eventu-
ally be a place for chip fab-
rication once it sorts out its 
raw material and tech pro-
duction sourcing issues. 

INDIA-CHINA-RUSSIA

India has had to oscillate 
between the BRICS and 
Quad as a reflection of Del-
hi’s continued ambiguity 
with its non-aligned stance, 
fluctuating between the 
East and the West.

China is quick to capi-
talise on the damage that 
India’s closeness to the 
U.S. is doing to its histor-
ical strategic partnership 
with Russia. A Global Times 
report states that due to 
India “moving closer to 
the U.S. and the U.S.-led 
Quad in recent years,” it 
has worsened “India-Chi-
na and India-Russia rela-
tions”, which has, in turn, 
affected “the development 
of some China-led or Rus-
sia-led groupings or mech-
anisms that India takes 
part in, such as BRICS and 
the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organisation (SCO)”. 

India’s strategic au-
tonomy has often been 
accused of running with 
the hare and hunting with 
the hounds.  It has looked 
at BRICS and the SCO to 
counter terrorism, while 
for larger strategic gains, 
it turns towards the Quad. 
The recent border stand-
off with China re-empha-

sised the need for stron-
ger strategic alliances with 
powerful countries, espe-
cially the U.S.

Russia, on the other 
hand, has a decades-old de-
fence and trade relationship 
with India, and the Quad 
is likely to affect this bond. 
Moscow had favoured a 
Russia-India-China (RIC) tri-
lateral for various security 
and diplomatic objectives 
in the early 2000s, and a 
number of initiatives like the 
SCO and the BRICS initiative 
came into being. Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lav-
rov has also suggested that 
the Quad will, in some form, 
harm Russia’s relationship 
with India. 

In a pushback, Moscow 
and China have been in-
creasing their collaboration, 
the most prominent being in 
outer space, which can have 
military implications.

Assessment

The Quad summit is 
a positive step for the 
coalition, one that 
focuses not only on 
countering but also 
on pushing ahead 
with capacity-build-
ing vis-a-vis the four 
nations. India looks 
to be the main bene-
ficiary and could be-
come the fulcrum for 
furthering the bloc’s 
influence.

The Quad must con-
tinue its freedom of 
navigation exercises 
in the Indo-Pacific to 
send the message of 
the free world, loud 
and clear. This will 
bring to the fore sub-
stantial assets that 
can prevent the rise 
of a hegemon in the 
Indo Pacific.

The final joint 
statement was 
different from its 
precedents and 
marked a mile-
stone in the evolu-
tion of the group, 
with emphasis on 
clear-cut goals
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The first ever QUAD 
Summit is import-
ant in more than one 

sense: it confirms President 
Biden’s commitment to 
QUAD, revived by his pre-
decessor President Trump 
in 2017. Further, for the 
first time we have in hand 
a Joint Statement which 
broadly reflects the collec-
tive and concerted vision of 

the four countries for the 
Indo Pacific region and be-
yond. In PM Modi’s words, 
the QUAD “has come of 
age” and its expanded 
agenda to cover areas such 
as climate change, vaccine, 
and emerging technologies 
makes the QUAD “a force 
for the global good”. In 
short, there is a strong indi-
cation that the QUAD is tak-
ing a firm shape and getting 
into an action mode. 

As a matter of fact, 
the containment of Chi-
na remains the primary 
and priority objective of 
the QUAD, hence China’s 
strong anti-QUAD rhetoric 
and its message that it is 
unlikely to get intimidated.

India’s partnership in 
QUAD is a recognition of its 

growing stature as a global 
player. However, it can act 
as a double-edged sword 
as it can further compli-
cate its troubled relations 
with China with which it 
may not like to burn all 
the bridges forever. It is 
noteworthy that India has 
repeatedly called for an in-
clusive Indo-Pacific region. 
The Foreign Secretary was 
explicit in stating that the 
QUAD was not directed 
against any one country. In 
other words, the message 
from India for China is that 
China should mend its 
ways and be a part of solu-
tions rather than problems 
in the region. The chances, 
however, are slim.

On the flip side, India 
can expect to benefit in 

matters of trade and in-
vestments (though it may 
not be a substitute for 
RCEP). The QUAD decision 
to manufacture Covid-19 
vaccine in India is one 
such indicator. India can 
count on some relocation 
of the US and Japanese 
companies in India, and 
may also benefit from the 
measures which QUAD 
takes to reduce China’s 
monopoly in international 
supply chains. Hopefully, 
the QUAD will be forth-
coming with moral and 
material support, should 
India face any military ag-
gression from China, even 
though there is no inten-
tion to convert QUAD into 
a security alliance on the 
lines of NATO.

‘A Double-Edged Sword’
While QUAD is a recognition of India’s global stature, she needs 
to tread the road ahead carefully

Achal Malhotra 
is former Indian 
Ambassador to Armenia 
and Georgia. He shared  
his thoughts with  
Synergia Foundation.
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Q Could India’s 
increased collab-

oration with the three 
other Quad nations be a 
sufficient replacement 
for RCEP, due to the po-
tential investments and 
infrastructure possible?

A The Quad is in no 
way designed to 

be a replacement for the 
RCEP.

Quad is a strategic, 
maritime, political, tech-
nological and economic 
push-back against the 
aggressiveness and mus-
cle-flexing of China in the 
South China Sea, East 
China Sea, against Japan, 
India, 
 Taiwan, Vietnam, Phil-
ippines and Malaysia 

as well as for its human 
rights violations in Hong 
Kong, East Turkistan (Xin-
jiang) and others. It advo-
cates rule of law as well 
as freedom of navigation 
and overflights in the In-
do-Pacific and respect for 
territorial sovereignty and 
integrity of all countries 
in the region.

RCEP on the other 
hand, is meant to further 
enhance partnership and 
cooperation amongst the 
15 signatories of which 
China is an important 
player. The Quad initially 
started as a Security Di-
alogue but now it is set 
to be transformed into a 
framework for coopera-
tion. To begin with, the 
manufacturing of covid-19 
vaccines by India, with 
financial and innovation 
support from USA and 
Japan, and supply chain 
facilitation for distribution 
in the Indo-Pacific by Aus-
tralia, has been agreed 
to between the four 

countries. In addition, the 
Quad members will col-
laborate on issues related 
to climate change and 
emergent technologies. It 
is expected that the gam-
ut of areas in which the 
countries will cooperate, 
will increase. Other inter-
ested countries like UK, 
France, Vietnam and Indo-
nesia could also become 
partners in this initiative. 

Q China has is-
sued statements 

against the Quad. Does 
this mean there is hon-
est cooperation with 
the expected results, 
or is it just China’s way 
of showing that it isn’t 
intimidated?

A When the revival 
of the Quad was 

announced in November 
2017, on the margins of 
the East Asia Summit in 
Manila, Philippines, the 
Chinese foreign minister 
Wang Yi condescending-

ly dismissed it as ‘’sea 
foam’’, thereby implying 
that it will disintegrate 
soon because of the 
inherent internal contra-
dictions amongst its four 
members.

Now China has 
termed the Quad as 
an ‘’Asian NATO’’ which 
is designed to contain 
China’s rise and growth. 
The fact that China is 
speaking so virulently 
against the first Summit 
meeting of the Quad 
members is testimony 
that China is worried, 
concerned, and nervous 
by the rapid progress the 
Quad has made over the 
last four years. China is 
determined to leave no 
stone unturned to sow 
dissensions within its 
four members. It can be 
expected that China will 
soon try to put together 
its own grouping with 
the likely members being 
Russia, Pakistan and pos-
sibly Iran.

Ashok Sajjanhar, 
a former Indian Am-
bassador, has worked 
in diplomatic posi-
tions in Washington 
DC, Brussels, Moscow, 
Geneva, Tehran, Dha-
ka and Bangkok. He is 
currently the pres-
ident of Institute of 
Global Studies in New 
Delhi. He shared  
his thoughts with  
Synergia Foundation.

China may create a counter 
grouping to QUAD

Expert Q&A  
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As the United King-
dom (UK) grows ac-
customed to life out-

side the European Union 
(EU), the Boris Johnson 
government has published 
an integrated review of 
defence, security, devel-
opment, and foreign poli-
cy. Entitled ‘Global Britain 
in a Competitive Age’, this 
much-awaited document 
represents one of the most 
comprehensive frame-
works of the country since 
the end of the Cold War 
era. It signals its official en-
try into a new, post-Brexit, 
multi-polar order. 

Apart from navigating 
the loss of unfettered ac-
cess to the biggest integrat-
ed market in the world, this 
strategic document seeks 
to adapt to the evolving di-
mensions of international 
security. Although much 
emphasis has been placed 
on increasing the stock-
piles of nuclear warheads 
and countering threats in 
the cyber domain, as well 
as outer space, it is the 
UK’s profound ‘tilt’ towards 
the Indo-Pacific that has 
captured global headlines. 

While remaining firmly 

anchored to the Euro-At-
lantic region, this ‘mid-
dling state’ has identified 
Asia-Pacific as the future 
centre of economic and 
geopolitical power, aligning 
its strategic focus in tune 
with that of its staunchest 
ally, the United States. 

After a roller coaster 
ride starting with the Suez 
misadventure, followed 
by interventions in Mala-
ya, the erstwhile colonial 

power is all set for a his-
toric return to the east of 
the Suez Canal, more than 
half a century since its 
1968 retreat. It remains to 
be seen whether the tone 
and tenor of this policy are 
matched by solid initiatives 
on the ground.

ECONOMY DRIVES 
POLICIES

As part of its concrete ac-

tion plan for the Indo-Pa-
cific, the U.K has outlined 
a nine-point agenda, 
ranging from the conclu-
sion of trade agreements 
with regional powers to 
the provision of overseas 
development assistance. 
It has not only made a re-
newed bid for partnership 
status in the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), but also applied 
to join the Comprehensive 

Setting sail for the 
Indo-Pacific
Having emerged from the throes of a painful Brexit, the UK looks towards 
the Indo-Pacific  for bolstering strategic alliances

R E S E A R C H  T E A M
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Army

RAF

Navy

How the UK is repositioning itself as a global 
player on international security

Duqm, Oman
Forward based armoured battle 
group of tanks, infantry and 
artillery, plus attack helicopters, 
RAF Typhoons, Navy warships

UK’S INTEGRATED REVIEW

Japan
RAF F-35B jets to join F-35Bs 
of Japanese Defence Force 
and US. Possible base in 
Okinawa. Along with berth 
for warships or aircraft carrier

Kenya
British infantry 
training

UK’s military presence Proposed

London
Headquarters with new
$9m situation centre at the
heart of directing operations

Belize
Enhanced
jungle training

Bahrain
Naval base

Germany
Small armoured
specialist bridge
building force

Caribbean
Navy counter-narcotics
and hurricane patrol

Singapore
Navy utilises existing
British naval facility

SYNERGIA FOUNDATIONSource: The National
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and Progressive Trans-Pa-
cific Partnership (CPTPP). 
The latter is an 11-mem-
ber trading bloc that rep-
resents one of the world’s 
largest free trade areas 
in terms of the Gross Do-
mestic Product (GDP).  As 
the leading economy in 
the region, Japan has been 
identified as a critical part-
ner. It is worth noting that 
the Pacific nation was one 
of the first countries to ex-
tend its hand of friendship 
after Britain exited the EU. 
Towards the end of 2020, 
both countries had signed 
a crucial free trade pact 
that included provisions 
on data localisation and 
technology transfers, apart 
from tariff-free benefits.  

Furthermore, Downing 
Street has started to nego-
tiate new deals with Aus-
tralia and New Zealand, 
both of which are CPTPP 
members. Boris Johnson 
has also invited the lead-
ers of the two countries to 
attend the G7 summit in 
June, along with India and 
South Korea.

Clearly, the UK has set 
its sights on the robust 
demographic resources 
of the Indo-Pacific Rim, 
which accounts for nearly 
half of the global econom-
ic output. After all, it has 
to make up for any losses 
that accompany Brexit and 
its regime of tariff-free Eu-
rozone.

GEOSTRATEGIC 
BLUEPRINT

In the defence and security 
realm, the new Integrat-
ed Strategy has called for 
deeper ties with India, Ja-
pan, and South Korea. This 

entails persistent engage-
ment between armed forc-
es, as well as wider capac-
ity building on the security 
front. 

Since a considerable 
portion of UK’s trade with 
Asia passes through a se-
ries of chokepoints in the 
Indo-Pacific, the country is 
also keen to ensure free-
dom of navigation. In this 
regard, it has announced 
the deployment of the air-
craft carrier, HMS Queen 
Elizabeth, which will em-
bark on its maiden voyage 
to the Indian Ocean and 
East Asia later this year. 
Reports also indicate that 
joint exercises may be car-
ried out with Japan as well 
as other countries.

While deploying its flag-
ship battle carrier sends 
out a strong message 
about Britain’s serious-
ness in engaging with the 
Indo-Pacific, it is belied by 
other strategic and opera-
tional realities. For one, the 
carrier’s capabilities are 
strongly linked to a single 
aircraft, namely the F-35s. 
Until the Royal Navy is able 
to fully commission its own 
contingent of these carri-
er-borne jets, it will be de-
pendent on the U.S. Navy 
to meet this gap. More-
over, in the absence of 
an integrated long-range 
maritime surveillance ca-
pability in the Indo-Pacific, 
the UK will have to depend 
upon its allies and partners 
to fulfil this requirement.

More broadly, Britain is 
primarily an Atlantic power, 
with very few assets in the 
Pacific area. Although it has 
seven ‘permanent points 
of presence’ in the Indian 
Ocean (Brunei, Qatar, Ken-

ya, Bahrain, Oman, Singa-
pore, and Diego Garcia), its 
power projection in the re-
gion has been marginal, at 
best. Meanwhile, on issues 
pertaining to Taiwan, North 
Korea, and the South China 
Sea, it has been a relatively 
absent player. Recent de-
velopments in Hong Kong 
have also exposed the lim-
it of its power to influence 
events in Asia.

Boris Johnson is well 
aware that the UK has nei-
ther the capacity nor the 
intent to revive ‘Rule Bri-
tannica.’ Notwithstanding 
this, however, in view of 
the increasing competi-
tion in the Indo-Pacific, he 
would like to remain in-
volved in whatever form he 
can. This would also serve 
as a sign of solidarity with 
the U.S., which is a princi-
pal all-weather ally.

FACING THE DRAGON

Far from the ‘golden era’ 
predicted by former Fi-
nance Minister George Os-
borne, Britain’s relations 
with China have been on 
the downward trend. The 
latter’s imposition of se-
curity and election laws 
on Hong Kong, along with 
the Huawei controversy in 
UK’s 5G infrastructure, has 
worsened bilateral ties. So 
far, however, London has 
refrained from labelling 
Beijing as an ‘acute securi-
ty threat’. That position has 
been solely reserved for 
Moscow, with the Dragon 
being classified as a ‘sys-
temic challenger’.

While this may disap-
point many of the Tory 
lawmakers who advocate 
a harder line on China, it 

keeps open pathways for 
economic engagement. 
Indeed, this aspect has 
found mention in the re-
view document, with its 
emphasis on bilateral 
trade and investment with 
Beijing. However, treading 
this fine line between secu-
rity interests and commer-
cial ties may prove to be 
difficult, as China remains 
suspicious of any strate-
gies that mirror American 
policies.

Assessment

Given its colonial past, 
it is critical for the UK 
to clarify to regional 
countries that its ef-
forts are genuine and 
not driven by neo-co-
lonial imperatives. 
Any security strategy 
will per-force have to 
be premised on con-
fidence-building mea-
sures that are devoid 
of post-Brexit hubris.

More importantly, 
with infinite means 
at its disposal and no 
empire to protect, the 
UK cannot afford to 
lose sight of its prima-
ry responsibility in the 
North Atlantic, Gulf, 
and Mediterranean 
regions, which are vi-
tal to its survival.

For India, this is a sig-
nificant opportunity to 
enhance cooperation 
with Britain on climate 
change, clean energy, 
defence, maritime 
security, and health. 
However, the possi-
bility of a free trade 
deal remains elusive. 
All eyes will be on 
Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson’s visit to New 
Delhi in April to see 
whether any break-
throughs are made in 
this regard. 
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President Joe Biden’s 
opening gambits 
with his nation’s arch 

rivals-Russia and China- 
were surprisingly tinged 
with an unexpected level 
of aggression.  Biden took 
a fighting stance while be-
ing interviewed by ABC 
News on March 17, when 
to a question whether in his 
opinion Putin was a ‘killer’, 
the President vigorously 
nodded, mumbling, “I do.”  
He went further and threat-
ened that President Putin 
was “going to pay” for the 
interference by his agen-
cies in the 2020 elections. 

A visibly annoyed Pu-
tin recalled his envoy from 
Washington and followed 
up with sarcasm filled 
statement on the psycho-
logical bent of mind of his 
American counterpart!

In the first high-level 
meeting held at Anchorage, 
Alaska, between U.S. Secre-
tary of State Antony Blinken 
and National Security Ad-
viser Jake Sullivan with Chi-
nese Foreign Minister Wang 
Yi, the Chinese faced a se-
ries of pointed and blunt 
statements, which they did 
not hesitate in replying to in 
a similar vein.

DEEPENING MISTRUST

Sadly, the shared pains 

of the pandemic and the 
need to have a collabora-
tive approach to its defeat 
have done little to bring the 
three competing powers 
together; if anything, the 
gap in perceptions has only 
widened.

There have been a se-
ries of events leading to 
this heated exchange, 
which had already mud-
died the water.  On March 
12, the Quadrilateral Se-
curity Dialogue had an 
unusually successful and 
focussed meeting.  It was 
obvious that although no 
direct mention was made 
of China, the latter had 
been rattled.  The Glob-

al Times, in its issue of 
March 11, accused the 
U.S., Japan, India and Aus-
tralia of hyping the ‘China 
Threat’ even before the 
event had taken place. 
The joint statement of the 
Quad was telling, calling 
for an Indo- Pacific region 
that was “free, open, in-
clusive and anchored by 
democratic values and un-
constrained by coercion.”

Allegations of the 
Russian SVR foreign spy 
agency masterminding 
the “Solar Winds” hack on 
U.S. companies and top 
government departments 
have bedevilled U.S.- Rus-
sia relations from the start 

of the Biden Presidency. 
Further, on March 01, the 
U.S. slapped sanctions on 
senior Russian officials and 
Russian entities for the 
botched assassination at-
tempt and the imprisoning 
of opposition leader Alexei 
Navalny on his return from 
Germany.

These events point to-
wards the emergence of 
fresh geopolitical battle 
lines between the West-
ern powers on one side 
and a Russia-China axis on 
the other. Regional pow-
ers, sharing economic and 
geostrategic interests with 
both sides, will be caught in 
the horns of a dilemma. 

Hardening stands
Deepening distrust and open animosity between U.S., Russia and China does not bode 
well for global peace and stability even as Washington redraws its geopolitical strategy 
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ALASKA TAKEAWAYS 

During the Alaska meet, 
the talks were more about 
drawing boundaries and 
warnings than an honest 
attempt at a reset in rela-
tions. Yang refuted the “so-
called rules-based inter-
national order”, which he 
said is only “advocated by a 
small number of countries”, 
with the Quad being one of 
them. 

Apparently, the Trump 
era public posturing in del-
icate foreign affairs is to 
continue in preference to 
the staid, closed-door di-
plomacy. However, once 
the media had been escort-
ed out, some business did 
take place, which included 
discussions on proliferation 
and Iran. 

Ian Johnson’s com-
ments in the New York 
Times of ____summed it 
up nicely when he wrote, 
“These harsh exchanges 
will only contribute to the 
dangerous decay in rela-
tions between the world’s 
two most powerful coun-
tries. Both sides seem to be 
trapped by a need to look 
and sound tough.”

A RUSSIA-CHINA AXIS?

The world needs to be con-
cerned about the growing 
differences between the 
three powerful countries 
that are transcending nor-
mal geopolitical competi-
tion and bordering on open 
enmity.  

This is bound to draw 
China and Russia closer, 
as has been seen in their 
mutual interactions in the 
various trouble spots of the 
world. No doubts, there are 

many historical tensions ex-
isting between Beijing and 
Moscow, like the one about 
“Outer Manchuria”, ceded 
to Russia, thereby forfeiting 
direct access to the Arctic 
for China, but these dwarf 
in the face of the hostility 
emanating from Washing-
ton directed at both with 
equal measure.

Economically and mil-
itarily, China is the larger 
partner in the alliance, al-
though Russia’s posses-
sion of keyspace and mili-
tary technology gives it an 
equally strong voice. Russia 
needs Chinese investments 
to develop its vast eastern 
territories, and the Chinese 
Belt and Road Initiative has 
been welcomed by Russia.

The Arctic is another 
area where they can have 
a mutually beneficial ex-
change- Russia has a legal 
right to possession of Arctic 
real estate while China has 
the money and the tech-
nology to develop it.  This 
would also make the North-
ern Sea Route a reality for 
Chinese shipping as climate 
change de-ices the seas, 
doing away with the threat 
of the choke points along 
the traditional sea lines of 
communication.

In the backdrop of these 
events, the Russian space 
agency Roscomos and Chi-
na’s National Space Admin-
istration (CNSA) formally 
agreed to invest in a “com-
plex of experimental re-
search facilities created on 
the surface/ and or in the 
orbit of the Moon,” signal-
ling cooperation that could 
mature into the military di-
mension too.

This does not imply that 
either could do without the 

West. Both Russia and Chi-
na have deep linkages with 
the wealthy nations of the 
West.  The massive Nord 
Stream 2 pipeline linking 
Siberia’s natural gas fields 
to consumers in the E.U. 
and U.K. would allow for a 
bold future in the Europe-
an energy markets. China’s 
deal with the E.U., after sev-
en years of negotiations, 
shows that to expand, it 
needs greater access to the 
western markets. 

INDIA’S DILEMMA

India’s position is especially 
delicate; U.S. is an emerg-
ing strategic ally and sup-
plier of top-end military 
equipment.  Russia, on 
the other hand, has been 
an all-weather friend and 
supplier of critical defence 
equipment for the last six 
decades. China, being its 
immediate neighbour, can-
not be wished away nor 
turned into an adversary in 
perpetuity.

The Damocles Sword 
hangs over the $5 billion 
deal with Russia for the five 
units of S-400 air defence 
missiles systems signed 
by India in 2018.  Trump 
administration had threat-
ened sanctions under the 
Countering America’s Ad-
versaries Through Sanc-
tions Act (CAATSA).

The U.S. Secretary of De-
fence Lloyd J Austin diplo-
matically evaded the ques-
tion of sanctions during his 
recent visit to New Delhi 
when he said, “[...] there has 
been no delivery of an S-400 
system to India, so the issue 
of sanctions has not been 
discussed, but we did ad-
dress with the Minister of 

Assessment

Forging a relationship 
around cooperation is 
desirable but may be 
unattainable, at least 
in the foreseeable fu-
ture, given the harsh 
reality of a resurgent 
China and an angry 
America. While the 
overtly assertive U.S. 
approach may have 
come as a surprise 
to many, it may itself 
be part of a larger 
American strategy 
taking into account 
the proclivity of both 
China and Russia for 
a play towards hard 
approach and domi-
nance.

Russian-Chinese eco-
nomic relations could 
lead to increased Chi-
nese presence in Rus-
sia’s back yard in Cen-
tral Asia, a fact that 
should make Russia 
wary in the long term. 
But then all alliances 
come at a cost.

A breakdown of ties 
between India and 
Russia would mean 
bad news for both. It 
would be a threat to 
geopolitical equilibri-
um for Russia in Eur-
asia, and India would 
be staring at a Chi-
na-dominated Asia, 
with no option but to 
contemplate a closer 
relationship with the 
West.

Defence the issue of S-400.”  
With China, India is in 

the process of deliber-
ate disengagement after 
almost a year of eyeball 
-to- eyeball confrontation 
onthe icy wastes of Lada-
kh. India would desist from 
stirring the pot at this junc-
ture with its economy and 
the pandemic keeping Del-
hi’s hands full.
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Nifty at fifty
Bangladesh has progressed in leaps and bounds since its Independence, but it needs to 
shift from traditional strengths to new-age manufacturing to reach its growth potential 

Bangladesh marks 50 
years of its incep-
tion on March 26, 

2021. By its golden anni-
versary, it has discarded 
the “least-developed coun-
try” label and is slated to 
surpass India’s GDP in the 
next couple of years. 

From mass starvation 
and ruin in 1974, it is now 
almost self-sufficient in 
food production. Per capi-
ta income has risen nearly 
threefold since 2009, and 
those living in extreme pov-
erty have dropped from 19 
per cent of the population 
to less than 9 per cent, ac-
cording to World Bank es-
timates. 

Geopolitically, it ex-
pertly manoeuvres be-
tween China and India. 

It performs better than 
most neighbours in social 
factors such as female lit-
eracy, access to improved 
sanitation, among others. 
In 2018, life expectancy in 
Bangladesh was 72 years, 
two years ahead of India’s. 
“Sonar Bangladesh” has a 
lot to take pride in!

WHAT WORKED 

The IMF had estimated 
Bangladesh’s economy 
to grow to $322 billion 
by 2021. Even during the 
pandemic, its growth rate 
dropped only marginally.

The main factors that 
contributed to its steady 
development are – the 
massive textile industry, a 
push for digitisation, low 
tax levies, and Prime Minis-
ter Sheikh Hasina’s resolve 
to carve a space for her 
country in the India-Chi-
na-Russia-Japan-U.S. nex-
us. Bangladesh has pur-

sued an export-oriented 
industrialisation approach, 
having strongholds in tex-
tiles, shipbuilding, fish and 
seafood, jute, and leather 
goods.

Ms. Hasina demon-
strated a strong will to up-
root terrorism and to es-
tablish peace, along with a 
commitment to macroeco-
nomic stability. By adroitly 
balancing the competing 
interests of India, China, 
Japan, Russia, and the U.S., 
the country has been able 
to protect its own national 
interests and develop an 
economic rapport with its 
neighbours and abroad. 

The garment trade it 
banked on in the 1970s is 
now a $30 billion indus-
try. In 2016, Bangladesh 
was only a step behind 
China in garment produc-
tion. The industry is the 
country’s prime mover, 
providing 4.5 million jobs, 
mainly to women. Since 

the catastrophic Rana Pla-
za disaster in 2013 (when a 
multi-storey garment fac-
tory complex burned down 
and killed more than 1,130 
workers), the industry has 
significantly upgraded its 
working conditions; thanks 
to considerable pressure 
from international apparel 
brands, its chief custom-
ers. 

Yet, now its economy is 
diversifying. The services 
sector makes up 53 per 
cent of GDP, including IT 
services. The annual ex-
port of technology prod-
ucts is nearly $1 billion. 
Ms. Hasina’s “Digital Ban-
gladesh” strategy in 2009, 
with generous incentives 
from its neighbours, is now 
a small but growing tech-
nology sector. Pharma-
ceutical manufacturing is 
also on the rise. The Digital 
Bangladesh programme 
allowed for generous tax 
breaks for the informa-
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Bangladesh: Share of economic sectors in the gross domestic product (GDP) from
2009 to 2019
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tion and communications 
technology sector and 
high-tech parks across the 
country. Tax revenues are 
low, at around 9 per cent 
of GDP. There are talks that 
the country needs more 
revenue to finance further 
infrastructure investment 
and spending, according to 
an IMF Country Focus in-
terview of Daisaku Kihara, 
the IMF mission chief for 
Bangladesh. 

As for the Rohingya mi-
grant crisis, Bangladesh 
has so far not been terribly 
affected due to the gen-
erous financial support of 
the international commu-
nity. Yet, spending pres-
sures could increase in the 
future, along with other 
issues such as the resettle-
ment of the Rohingyas to 
Bhasan Char. 

Additionally, remittanc-
es are major contributors 
to the economy. According 
to the 2018 World Bank es-
timates, Bangladesh was 
the third-highest recipient 
of remittances, with almost 
$15.3 billion, in South Asia. 

THE DARK ALTER EGO

There are, however, criti-
cisms that mar its image. 
This is the year that saw 
Bangladeshi writer Mush-
taq Ahmed, detained in 
2020 over social media 
posts criticizing the gov-
ernment, allegedly die in 
jail. His death in prison 
raises the alarm over the 
extent of the crackdown 
on dissent. Ahmad was 
one of the 11 persons 
charged with spreading 
social media content that 
alleged mismanagement 
and corruption in Ms. 

Hasina’s response to the 
pandemic. The Asian Hu-
man Rights Commission 
indicated that 138 peo-
ple had been arrested for 
speaking against the Hasi-
na government. 

There are also politi-
cal hurdles, ranging from 
structural problems to 
deep divisions. Politics 
has seen Ms. Hasina and 
the former Prime Minister 
Khaleda Zia take centre 
stage, with both leaders 
having been in and out of 
power in the last three de-
cades. Ms. Zia, who chairs 
the opposition Bangla-
desh Nationalist Party, was 
jailed in February 2018 in 

a corruption case and re-
leased in 2020 on human-
itarian grounds. 

Today, there is no real 
opposition party in Ban-
gladesh. After two consec-
utive five-year terms for 
Ms. Hasina’s Bangladesh 
Awami League (AL), an-
alysts point to a state of 
“anti-incumbency” senti-
ment among a few voters. 
Yet, many feel that, from 
an economic standpoint, a 
ruling party victory would 
support further develop-
ment.

WAY FORWARD

While Bangladesh’s ser-

vice and IT sectors’ con-
tribution to GDP is in-
creasing, its reliance on 
the garment sector is a 
potential obstacle to fur-
ther growth. Since the 
main attraction for inter-
national companies is the 
low wage, this can be met 
by alternatives in Africa or 
even automation. 

Foreign companies pre-
fer subcontracting as it al-
lows them to not be liable 
for wage and labour viola-
tions. Quotas through the 
WTO Agreement on Tex-
tiles and Clothing (ATC), 
Everything but Arms (EBA) 
and the U.S. 2009 Tariff 
Relief Assistance in the 
clothing market, has bene-
fited those in Bangladesh’s 
ready-made garment in-
dustry. Many, though, are 
still concerned with work-
er safety violations and 
the low pay grade. Mea-
sures have been taken to 
better working conditions, 
but many argue that more 
needs to be done.

Foreign Direct Invest-
ment (FDI) is not Ban-
gladesh’s strong point. It 
nearly tripled from $961 
million in 2008 to around 
$3 billion in 2019, but it 
still compares poorly with 
other Asian countries, in-
cluding Vietnam ($16 bil-
lion) and Myanmar ($5.8 
billion) in the same year. 
It also needs to move up 
the industrial value chain. 
To attract FDI and usher 
in a new age of manufac-
turing and growth, there 
is a requirement to shift 
away from operating as 
a low-cost manufacturing 
hub that is dependent on 
remittances and interna-
tional aid.

Source: UN DESA
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The power that platforms
like Facebook have over
the dissemination of in-
formation and moulding
of public opinion is well

documented. This is precisely why
there is a rising demand that there be
a strong filter and censoring mecha-
nisms to curb fake information, hate
speeches, and abusive content over
social media platforms.

Recently, a Cambodian Buddhist
monk and human rights crusader
Luon Sovath had to flee his country
after a smear campaign on Facebook
that led to him being defrocked by
a government-controlled religious
council. A New York Times investiga-
tion revealed that government em-
ployees in the country were involved
in the creation of fake accounts and
posting doctored videos on Face-
book to malign the monk, who had
spent decades fighting for human
rights and oppose Prime Minister
Hun Sen.

The fact that the
monk’s reputation was
destroyed in a matter of
days is testimony to the
power of the medium
and how administra-
tions with technological
and financial resources
can abuse it.

ALLEGATIONS
OF A ‘DEAL’
WITH TRUMP

Given that power, it is alarming when
there are allegations that Facebook
actively colludes with a ruling dispen-
sation allowing hate speeches to be
widely distributed through
its platform. In the 2016
U.S. presidential elections,
there were questions raised
over the spread of ‘fake
news’ on Facebook, and
then the Cambridge Ana-
lytica controversy brought
more focus on the com-
panies’ policies. While the
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Would India's 'One Sun One World One Grid' project be fructuous when China's BRI is already well ahead?
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IT'S DAVID VS GOLIATH ON THE
WORLD'S SOLAR POWER STAGE
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India’s 'One Sun One World 
One Grid' (OSOWOG) initiative 
has started calling out for bids 
to kickstart the programme. 

The vision behind it is that ‘The 
Sun Never Sets’, as the grid plans 
to be lit up by the sun at some 
geographical location, globally, at 
any given point of time. It aims to 
first connect India with Southeast 
Asia, and then the Middle East and 
Africa to the west. The Ministry 
of New and Renewable Energy 
(MNRE) has invited proposals for 
making a long-term OSOWOG 
roadmap and figuring out two or 
three cross-border projects that 
can be initiated soon, “preferably 
one with each of the Middle East, 
South East and Africa regions, 
considering India as the grid 
fulcrum for these identified pilots”. 

While this is quite a feat, there is 
another that rivals it — China’s 
Global Energy Interconnection 
(GEI) that is part of the Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI). GEI is, 
however, more than a few steps 
ahead of India’s plan. China has 
already signed 31 agreements with 
countries for GEI and set up seven 
offices worldwide. 

INDIA’S SOLAR POWER 

There are multiple facets at play 
here: whether countries would 
agree to this initiative based 
on their own regional energy 
demands? Would countries be 
able to fund it along with India? 
And what will be the supply chains 
involved? 

International Solar Alliance (ISA)
is an India-based organisation that 
is pushing this project. It is the first 
treaty-led multilateral organisation 
to be headquartered in India and 
plans to mobilise US$ 1 trillion in 
investments by 2030. India also has 
one of the largest interconnected 
grids with five regional grids. It has 
moved up the solar power capacity 
leaderboard from 10th worldwide 
in 2014 to 5th position, according 
to the International Renewable 
Energy Agency (IRENA). 

The renewable energy sector in 

India could be a prime source 
for investors, with the potential 
to attract US$ 10 billion annual 
investments as per the Bank of 
America’s global head of energy 
and renewable business. A recent 
analysis by IRENA found that 
the costs for setting up solar PV 
projects have dropped by about 
80% in India between 2010 and 
2018. Yet, India is not in a place, on 
its own, to fund massive projects 
such as the OSOWOG in other 
countries. 

“It is a long political process. It 
involves countries ceding a bit of 
their sovereignty to a supranational 
authority that will oversee the grid,” 
says Aditya Valiathan Pillai, a senior 
researcher at the Centre for Policy 
Research (CPR) to The Ken. 

The ISA is also pushing for the 
formation of a US$10 billion World 
Solar Bank (WSB), in collaboration 
with the World Bank. India may 
become the lead member with a 
30% stake in WSB, amounting to 
a US$ 3 billion commitment. This 
comes in the backdrop of Beijing 
creating the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIIB) and the 
New Development Bank (NDB), 

to funding, and cheaper supply 
chains. 

China has the added advantage 
of its powerful renminbi (RMB) 
which is increasingly being used 
across the region.  Malaysia's RMB 
use grew by 214% over the last 
three years, Russia's by 56%, and 
Thailand’s by 50%.

Geopolitical tensions will also 
come into play, and potential 
candidates will be forced to make a 
choice between the two rivals, India 
and China.

The success of the OSOWOG 
project will largely depend on the 
relationship between India and 
the countries in question. A World 
Bank-sponsored report on power 
sector integration summed up 
the reality in 2010. “If there is one 
overriding requirement for regional 
integration to be successful, it is 
that countries need to have the 
political will to cooperate with their 
neighbours.”

India has been one of the few 
countries that have been successful 
with international electricity pool-
sharing ventures where it shares 

excess power bilaterally with 
Bhutan and Nepal. In August 
2018, India also signed an MoU 
for grid interconnections between 
the members of BIMSTEC (India, 
Bangladesh, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, 
Thailand Bhutan and Nepal). 

However, some other grid 
interconnection plans have been 
unsuccessful, such as that of 
the Greater Mekong Subregion 
(GMS) interconnection, running 
through Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, 
and China. It is plagued by poor 
infrastructure and low volumes 
of electricity despite having been 
around since the late 1990s. The 
idea of a South Asian energy grid, 
proposed by SAARC in 2004, also 
remains just that.

CONCLUSION

•   There is the question of 
whether there is even a need 
for such a centralised grid. With 
the advent of efficient batteries 
like the lithium-ion and others, 
there is the capacity to store 
energy cheaply and efficiently. 
Eventually, with strong 
decentralised solar projects in 
each country, there may be no 
need for large power plants

• It is clear that for India to 
step up its goal of being the 
solar power generator of the 
world, it needs to increase 
its domestic manufacturing 
for solar modules, as well as 
ancillary products like lithium-
ion batteries. There must be a 
strong strategy on long-term 
development in line with 
the ISA’s goals that address 
price competitiveness and 
profitability. India is largely an 
energy deficient nation, and 
there is the added incentive 
to generate jobs in the energy 
sector

• The policy approach should 
be to ensure domestic 
manufacturers get the upper 
hand in producing goods, 
with more waivers and easier 
loans.  The focus has to be on 
creating an end-to-end solar 
PV manufacturing capacity to 
include solar PV modules, cells, 
wafers/ingots and polysilicon

seen as a potential rivals to the 
World Bank and IMF.  

The catch lies in the fact that 
India imports most of its solar 
panel material from China due 
to the cheaper cost. Solar cells 
and modules worth US$ 1,179.89 
million were imported from China 
in the first nine months of FY 2019-
20, according to R.K. Singh, the 
Minister for Renewable Energy. 
Additionally, this expansion 
was created mostly by private 
companies, some of whom are 
private equity-funded, rather than 
by the government.

India has tried to foster a domestic 
solar industry by imposing a two-
year levy on imports, yet domestic 
manufacturing has not taken off on 
that great a scale. 

VYING FOR THE PIE

India opting for the OSOWOG 
initiative is in a major play to 
strengthen its importance in the 
region, especially against China’s 
GEI. The GEI has the added benefit 
of other components such as road 
and maritime trade to back its 
case up, along with greater access 

Source: Synergia Foundation
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FACEBOOK IN A FACE-OFF
The social media platform faces allegations of not enforcing hate speech and fake news 
rules and siding with administrations for business interests  

ASSESSMENT

Mark Zuckerberg’s creation is the 
one in the eye of the storm, but 
the core issue is the power that 
a private entity has. The founda-
tion of this problem expands to 
all such platforms, and there is a 
need for a systemic response. 

Campaigns demanding 
greater accountability by these or-
ganisations can only have limited 
success and, ironically, even their 
ability to create a mark on social 
media will depend on algorithms 
of a Facebook!

Given the global nature of 
these organisations, it is impera-
tive that they have uniform poli-
cies worldwide and ensure that 
the same ethical standards are 
followed irrespective of the coun-
try of operation. Ultimately, hate 
speech, smear campaigns and 
fake news are a global threat.

consequent public scrutiny resulted
in promises to curb fake information
and hate speeches, allegations that
Facebook has been soft on President
Trump continue to this day.

In fact, a civil rights audit con-
ducted by two U.S.-based lawyers
concluded that “while the audit
process has been meaningful, and
has led to some significant improve-
ments in the platform, we have also
watched the company make painful
decisions over the last nine months
with real-world consequences that
are serious setbacks for civil rights”.

And there are now serious alle-
gations of Facebook having a “deal”
with President Trump and that it has

crafted its rules and algorithms to
his favour. Despite a strong denial of
any such “deal’ by its founder Mark
Zuckerberg, the platform continues
to face criticism.

HATE SPEECH IN INDIA
In India, Facebook has been at the
centre of a controversy after The
Wall Street Journal published an
investigation claiming that the com-
pany’s public policy head for India
and South Asia, Ankhi Das, violated
hate speech rules and refused to act
against posts put up by T. Raja Singh,
a legislator of the ruling Bharatiya

Janata Party in the
southern state of
Telangana.

The report al-
leges that no action
was taken despite
those within the or-
ganisation, pointing
out that his com-
ments on Rohingya
refugees were a clear

violation of the company’s policies
and could lead to real-world violence.

Subsequent to the report, which
led to a furore by Opposition par-
ties and activists, Facebook finally
banned Mr. Raja Singh. However, the

issue runs far deeper
as there are allega-
tions that the company
has been soft on other
leaders of the party and
even aided the party’s
2019 election cam-
paign. It is no secret
that Facebook, and the
company-owned mes-
saging service, What-
sApp, are a backbone

for the ruling party’s social media
campaign. While all political parties
use these platforms, the BJP has
mastered the art of disseminating
messages in social media as early as
the 2014 election campaign. It is only

getting better with time!
Facebook has consis-

tently faced allegations of
siding with the ruling party
and even bolstering its 2019
political campaign. Several
leading publications have
carried reports, specifically
over the proximity of Ankhi
Das with the ruling party, and
it was even raised by parlia-
mentarians.

Can we expect neutrality from platforms like Facebook? 
No, I doubt you can expect neutrality of the platform. I fear 
that nothing short of a league of nations led by the right 
leadership can bring about change in Facebook. At the root 
of the problem is its business model that uses human beings 
as raw material. 

How can the issue be addressed? 
The fight against misinformation is a multi-pronged battle 
with at least five prongs that should engage simultaneously. 
These five prongs include the media, policy (government), the 
tech platforms themselves, academicians (or universities) and 
finally, civil society. In other words, we need everyone. It’s only 
when we engage with all these stakeholders that we 
will succeed.

(H.R.Venkatesh is Director, Training and Research 
at BOOM Factcheck which is a signatory to the 
International fact checking network. He shared 
his thoughts with Synergia)

All stakeholders 
must come together to 
fight misinformation 

‘NEED TO DO MORE’

While the recent episode led to 
an admission by Facebook that it 
“needs to do more” to curb hate 
speeches in India, there has been no 
systemic changes or actions taken 
internally. Opposition leaders and 
activists have explicitly demanded 
the removal of Ms. Das from her po-
sition, but that seems unlikely. 

The company also has huge 
business interests in India, and it has 
lobbied to be on the right side of the 
administration. There are nearly 300 
million users of Facebook and more 
than 400 million on WhatsApp. Fur-
ther, it has also made a humungous 
Rs. 43,000 crore investment in Reli-
ance-owned telecom, Jio platform.

All this only raises more con-
cerns over the impartiality of the 
platform to political forces, be it in 
India or the U.S. But there is little 
control that civil society can have 
over such a massive corporate en-
tity. The issue is also not limited to 
Facebook. 

FACEBOOK,
AND THE

COMPANY-
OWNED

MESSAGING
SERVICE,

WHATSAPP, ARE
A BACKBONE

FOR THE 
RULING PARTY’S

SOCIAL MEDIA
CAMPAIGN

IN INDIA
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CRORE FB INVESTMENT IN JIO
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continued to live in obscurity 
in Kigali, faced a number of 
assassination attempts. In 
1996, he escaped to Uganda 
and from there to Belgium 
where he was granted politi-
cal asylum.  

Often called a “Rwan-
dan Oskar Schindler” of 
‘Schindler’s List’ fame, Paul 
Rusesabagina established a 
non-profit group called the 
‘Hotel Rwanda Rusesabagina 
Foundation’. According to its 
tax returns, the foundation 
collected over $200,000 be-
tween 2005 and 2007.

In 2005, Mr. Rusesabagina 
was awarded the U.S. Presi-
dential Medal of Freedom, its 
highest civilian award, and in 
2006, he published his mem-
oirs ‘An Ordinary Man’, which 
criticised Rwanda under Mr 
Paul Kagame. In 2007, he also 
reported President Kagame 
to an international tribunal 
of war crimes in Rwanda for 
atrocities committed by the 
RPF.

The Rwandan government 
was quick to respond. The 
local media described Mr. 
Rusesabagina as “a man who 
sold the soul of the Rwandan 
Genocide to amass med-

als.” Mr. Kagame called him 
a “manufactured hero [...] 
made in Europe or America”. 
In 2007, he was accused of fi-
nancing rebel groups in east-
ern Congo. 

During his initial court 
hearings in Kigali, Mr. Rus-
esabagina accepted his role 
in the creation of the Na-
tional Liberation Front (NLF) 
to assist Rwandan refugees 
but said he never supported 
violence. The Rwandan gov-
ernment classified the NLF 
a terrorist organisation and 
blamed it for many killings 
along its porous border with 
DRC.

One of the high-profile 
Tutsi survivors from Hotel 
des Mille Collines was Odette 
Nyiramilimo, a Senator and 
former Minister for Social 
Affairs between 2000 and 
2003. “There is no denying 
that Mr. Rusesabagina risked 
his life to provide refuge for 
my family and me and many 
others,” she told The East 
African.  However, now she 
accuses him of having “sold 
his soul” to the French, “who 
promised him financial gain 
if he became a critic of the 
Rwandan government”.

KAGAME’S LAND

A Tutsi-ruled Rwanda has 
prospered under the iron 
hand of Mr. Kagame, and is 
often called an “Israel in Afri-
ca.” It has one of the fastest-
growing economies in Africa 
and is reputedly one of the 
best places to do business 
in the world (in the  World 
Bank’s 2019 ‘Doing Business’ 
report, it ranked 29th out of 
190 countries).

However, all is not hunky-
dory with this small East-
Central African nation. This 
ethnically torn nation, de-
spite its outward calm and 
progress, remains one of the 
most complex societies in 
Africa and its contemporary 
politics and society continue 
to be undermined by forces 
beyond its control.

Mr. Kagame won power-
ful friends and benefactors 
— the Clintons, the Gates, 
and Tony Blair —and funds 
flowed in.  While he was suc-
cessful in reducing poverty 
and running a comparatively 
“clean” government, he is 
accused of authoritarian-
ism and excesses. His army 
regularly raids border areas 
of the DRC in hot pursuit of 
Hutu rebels and is accused 
of killings, rapes, and looting.  

Political power is con-
centrated in the hands of a 
small clique owing allegiance 
to Mr. Kagame.  Elections, in 
which Mr. Kagame routinely 
gets 99 per cent votes, are 
largely considered a sham 
and constitutional changes 
have ensured he will rule un-
interrupted till 2034.

There is no tolerance for 
political dissent. Political ri-
vals live in trepidation as the 

Rwandans have learnt the 
Israeli art of pursuing ene-
mies to their last breath. Last 
year, another dissident lead-
er was bundled into Kigali 
in a private jet. Others have 
been jailed, and at times pur-
sued in foreign lands where 
they have died mysterious 
deaths. A former Rwandan 
spy chief and a critic, Patrick 
Karegeya who fled to South 
Africa, was strangled in a ho-
tel room in 2004; a former 
Minister living in exile in Bel-
gium drowned in a canal; an-
other fugitive Minister was 
shot in Kenya, and a former 
army chief was shot in South 
Africa. In 2014, a popular 
gospel singer Mihigo was ar-
rested for treason and died 
in police custody.

No doubt, Mr. Kagame 
has been a saviour of 
Rwanda, making it one 
of the best-run coun-
tries in Africa. Rwan-
dan troops, trained by 
Americans, are greatly 
in demand in peace-
keeping operations by 
ECOWAS as also by the 
UN, for their profes-
sionalism.  However, 
the oppressive poli-
cies, largely ignored by 
the powerful western 
world, still guilt-ridden 
for its nonchalance dur-
ing the 1994 massacres, 
make it almost impossi-
ble for the huge chasm 
between the Tutsis and 
the Hutus from being 
bridged.

Conclusion
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