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Abstract

The month of April, 2019, was eventful in South Asia. First came
the suspension of border trade between India and Pakistan at the Line
of Control (LoC), followed by the horrors of the Sri Lanka Easter
bombings that left the world shocked for days. Just afterwards we
witnessed the listing of Masood Azhar as a global terrorist under the
United Nations Security Council (UNSC) Resolution 1267 — a
victory for India in the face of a doubtful twitch in China-Pakistan
relations. The month ended with the second Belt and Road Forum
(BRF) in Beijing, wherein President Xi Jinping made claims about
providing 283 deliverables triggering mixed reactions from different
states in the region. What these episodes imply regarding geopolitics
in South Asia is riveting. This article analyses some of the
aforementioned events and aims to understand possible responses
and future developments that countries, particularly India, ought to
undertake.

Introduction

On 18 April 2019, India announced the indefinite suspension of
cross-border trade with Pakistan. The 35 trucks already on their way
from Rawalakot to Poonch with fruits to trade were prohibited from
crossing over at the Chakan da Bagh trading point. Similarly, barter

in products from Muzzaffarabad to Srinagar at the Salamabad Trade
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Facilitation Center at Uri was suspended. India cited the ‘misuse’ of both routes by infiltrators and
hawala money launderers (people who transact in illegal business through money that is unaccounted
for) who finance terrorists and separatists and thus fuel security threats in the region (Government of
India, 2019). Indeed, the rising threat of terrorism, particularly in South Asia, was visible on 21 April
(Easter Sunday) when some of the upmarket areas in the Sri Lankan capital became the target of
multiple bombings which killed hundreds of people. It is not the first time a terror attack has taken
place in South Asia, nor is it the first time when cross border trade at the LoC has been suspended by
India. However, the timing of the suspension of trade at the LoC is starkly close both to China’s lift
of its ‘technical hold’ on placing Masood Azhar - chief of the notorious terrorist outfit Jaish-e-
Mohammad (JeM) - in the list of global terrorists under the UNSC Resolution 1267 and to the second
BRF held in Beijing from 25 to 27 April. The chronology of these events clearly suggests that many

interdependencies were involved in South Asian politics last April.

Seriousness of countering terrorism in South Asia

The development of cross-border trade between India and Pakistan was suggested as a part of the
Kashmir-specific Confidence Building Measures (CBM) back in 2005 when then Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh encouraged the idea of ‘soft borders’ (Government of India, 2005). Barter trade of
21 listed items since 2008 has been said to carry a deep symbolic charge, especially at the Chakan da
Bagh point, where trade in local goods is undertaken by people from divided families and those earlier
involved in militant activities. Although trade at the LoC and other informal trade links between India
and Pakistan are said to be growing, the actual trade volume at the border posts since 2008 stands at
about 70b rupees (The Indian Express, 2019). In October 2017, when the LoC trade was suspended
for 17 weeks, India pegged the losses at 810m rupees (Greater Kashmir, 2017). The zero-duty nature
of this trade involved allows for economic exchanges without much profit. Economically, India’s
suspension of trade does not impinge on Pakistan’s prospects but marginally. However, as far as

diplomacy is concerned, it certainly puts the two countries on a back-foot.

Border trade has stood the test of time even during the most unfortunate phases in the relationship
between India and Pakistan. Except for a few short-term suspensions, cross-border exchanges
symbolised hope and normalcy in the area. Happymon Jacob describes in his book The Line of
Control: Travelling with the Indian and Pakistani Armies that the beautifully decorated trucks, just

like brides, enter each country’s territory as if in celebration, and that trade-related activities bring
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life to an otherwise dull area, so often caught between ceasefire violations and mortar shelling (Jacob,
2018: 86-9). Modi Government’s decision to suspend these activities in time of general elections has
a high political and strategic character.

After the Pulwama incident on 14 February, which killed 40 Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF)
personnel in a blast claimed by JeM, India withdrew the most favoured nation (MFN) status accorded
to Pakistan in 2006. This sent a clear message regarding a no-tolerance policy on terrorism.
Thereafter, as New Delhi was hoping for favourable news from the UNSC regarding Azhar’s listing
under the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL/Daesh) and Al-Qaeda Sanctions Committee, it
could not but take tough action against terror threats at a domestic level. The National Investigation
Agency (NIA) in India had been providing intel regarding the misuse of trading points for terrorist
activities and other unscrupulous pursuits. India’s position concerning the suspension of trade at LoC
can be seen as a response to threats of terrorism as well as a consequence of its desire to constrain
Pakistan in face of growing international pressure regarding its lax attitude towards fighting terrorism.
Furthermore, India had shared descriptive information with Sri Lankan authorities on a possible
attack much earlier on 4 April (The Economic Times, 2019). New Delhi could not fail to prove its
determination in taking counter terrorism measures both at home and across South Asia. In the face
of growing security threats, India had to be vigilant on all fronts. The multiple blasts in churches and
hotels in Colombo on 21 April, which killed over 300 people and left hundreds wounded, was later
claimed by ISIL. This seemed to vindicate India’s cautious stances, including its decision to suspend

cross-border trade.

In Sri Lanka, President Maithripala Sirisena purportedly affirmed not to have been informed about
the attack - despite multiple warnings by India, some of which were given only a few hours before
the bombings (Ibid.). This exposed extensive security lapses, largely due to a political rift at the center
in Colombo. While President Sirisena and Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe have been at
loggerheads since 2018, the event reminded all of the increasing need to become more proactive in
countering terrorism in South Asia. President Sirisena appointed a new Secretary of Defence and a
new Chief of Policy within days of his promise to shake up the security establishment and strengthen

its anti-terrorism stance.
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Ball in the Pakistani court

Pakistan found itself at the receiving end of both Indian and Chinese moves last month. Negotiations
on Azhar’s listing as a global terrorist had already begun in March. Islamabad was clearly
uncomfortable with the matter and stated five pre-conditions for its ‘all weathered friend” China to
consider before placing its verdict at the UNSC (Roy, 2019). Yet Islamabad was perhaps ready to
accept Azhar’s blacklisting so as to appease the international community for its harsh criticisms of
Pakistan abetting terrorism in South Asia and beyond. There are speculations that Masood Azhar
himself, who is told to be critically ill and bed-ridden, might even be dead. After all, China - who
vetoed UNSC resolutions against Azhar four times in the past ten years — gave the green signal last
month, thus lifting the technical hold on the process. It is also to be noted that this took place only
days before the second BRF. Even if the death of Azhar is nothing but a counterfactual rumor, it is
clear that Pakistan does not think he is worthy of being defended anymore - particularly at a time
when both Islamabad and Beijing are working towards transforming their international images into

those of anti-terrorism crusaders in South Asia.

Scholars and foreign policy observers have stated opinions that it was India’s lack of formal
opposition to the second BRF that convinced China to pull the plug on JeM chief (Ibid.). Yet it cannot
be ignored that both Pakistan and China were aware of the ineffectiveness of the sanctions to be
applied on Azhar. These sanctions have three main clauses: freeze in assets, arms embargo and ban
on travel. What impact can the last two clauses have on a man already singing his swan song is not
really worth a debate. The first clause, on the other hand, does offer some hope to curb JeM activities
by gagging their funds. However, some suppose that Azhar’s assets have already been transferred to
various members of his large family, which some say, operates the JeM as a mafia-style business
(Francesca, 2019). Who now holds those assets, where, and how they are to be used in the future are
all elusive questions? Pakistan’s history in controlling illegal funds has so far not been inspiring in
any way. Therefore, though the blacklisting of Azhar is a diplomatic victory, it should not be over-

celebrated at the moment.

What does it mean for South Asia now that the JeM as an outfit, as well as Masood Azhar as an
individual, both wear the UNSC label as global terrorists? The onus certainly falls upon Islamabad to
implement the clauses of the resolution in question. Masood Azhar was already in Pakistan’s list of

proscribed persons as per the National Anti-Terrorist Authority (NATA) as well as on the Fourth
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Schedule of the Anti-Terrorist Act (The Economic Times, 2019). This barred him from travelling
without permission and possessing weapons even before the UNSC listing. And yet this did not
incapacitate the JeM to carry out the dastardly Pulwama attack. Even though the Indian army
eliminated Muddasir Ahmad Khan, allegedly the key conspirator of the attack, the fight continues
against such like-minded agents who believe in a jihadi struggle to be waged no matter the cost. The
bright aspect is certainly Pakistan’s willingness to at least recognise the problem as a global threat,
an attitude which in turn binds the country to take stringent domestic measures so as to fight terrorism.

The China factor

The factors discussed above have already underpinned the implicit role of China in influencing South
Asian geopolitics. Another interesting, (and timely), news is that China’s Xiangming Liu is ready to
head the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) from 1 July 2019, just two months after Azhar's UNSC
listing. The FATF is an inter-governmental body set up in 1989 to control and curb money laundering,
including laundering for financing terrorism. Pakistan has been under international scrutiny on that
front for long. In 2017, Pakistan was put on the FATF “grey list” ensuing China’s approval of the
same. China did so in return for support from member states for its bid for vice-chairmanship of the
body, which was coveted by Japan (Roy, 2019). Now, having agreed to cooperate with China’s moves
at the UNSC, Islamabad expects that the FATF, under Chinese presidency, will go soft on its intention
of blacklisting the nation. At the same time, China’s offered benefits to Pakistan through the BRI

route can be expected to rise in the near future.

In the end of April, we witnessed the second BRF, which included a list of 283 deliverables set by
the Chinese President Xi. In South Asia as a whole, China signed 13 bilateral and 16 multilateral
agreements with Myanmar, Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan and Pakistan (The Indian Express, 2019). It
will be fascinating to see what the geopolitical implications of these agreements will be. Among
increased warnings of BRI as Beijing’s ‘debt-trap diplomacy’ and a modern-day Marshall Plan, are
also talks about China developing a mercantilist system in which only Chinese companies obtain the
tenders and projects (Jacob, 2019). If this is true, South Asia has to fine tune its diplomatic edge so
as to deal with outcomes emanating from it all and structure responses, especially in the light of a

rising China and its increasing influence in the neighbourhood.
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