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Pakistan is one of the most active sponsors of terrorism worldwide 

(Byman, 2005, p. 155). International experts confirm that the country 

not only sympathises with Jihadism but has also been using terrorism 

as an instrument of state policy for decades (Greig, 2016, p. 22).  

Moreover, these claims are backed by Pakistani elites themselves. For 

example, former President Asif Zardari publicly admitted that the 

country deliberately created and nurtured terrorist groups, such as 

Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) and Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM), as a policy 

measure intended to achieve short-term tactical objectives (Nelson, 

2009) vis-à-vis India. More recently, Pakistan’s Prime Minister (PM) 

Imran Khan admitted (Farmer, 2019, September 24; CFR, 2019, 

September 23) that the country’s military and intelligence agencies 

trained terror and insurgent groups such as al-Qaeda and the Taliban in 

Afghanistan. Several experts identified Pakistan as the main sponsor of 

several militant groups, especially the Afghan Taliban (Giustozzi, 

2019, 109, 251). There is clear evidence that Pakistan is providing 

protection, training, strategic planning, financial assistance and 

equipment to terrorist and insurgency groups so as to destabilize 

neighbouring Afghanistan and India. 

 

Here, one must be also aware that Pakistan has an extended record of 

using ‘third countries’ as launch pads for anti-Indian activities - for 

example Sri Lanka (Manoharan, 2014, September 18) and Bangladesh. 

This phenomenon gained momentum during the last years, mainly due  
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to the increased security presence of Indian forces in Kashmir and Pakistan’s large-scale public campaigns 

to internationalize the Kashmir issue as well as conduct ‘reputational attacks’ against New Delhi. It in fact 

recently became more difficult for Pakistan’s security agents and Pakistan-based terrorists to infiltrate 

India via the LoC in Kashmir or conduct other destabilizing activities. Furthermore, besides these 

‘physical hurdles’, due to the new international focus on Kashmir, it will be more difficult for Pakistan to 

keep its cross-border terrorism activities secret and subsequently deny any involvement.  

As such, the ‘third country1 option’ is gaining more significance in the quest to challenge India. As is the 

case regarding immediate/direct cross-border terrorism, Pakistan relies on proxies for its operation in 

countries of its extended neighbourhood. However, a major difference is that in the case of Bangladesh, 

Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) is establishing collaborations with existing local terrorist 

groups as so as to gain leverage within the Jihadist landscape. Besides a few examples2, it seems that the 

deploying of home-grown terror groups such as the LeT or JeM plays only a subordinate function for the 

ISI strategy in Bangladesh. 

The main feature of this relationship between the ISI and local terrorist groups is ‘mutual support’. The 

ISI provides financial assistance - among other devices – and local groups provide their own manpower 

and intelligence but especially recruitment services for Pakistani-initiated cross-border operations.  

In this context, the Rohingya are clearly targeted by local terrorist groups. The extraordinarily deplorable 

conditions suffered by these stateless refugees in Bangladesh makes them vulnerable to Jihadist 

recruitment. A recent intelligence report states that the ISI is “training around 40 Rohingya Muslims with 

the help of the terror outfit Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB) in Bangladesh” (DNA, 2020, 

January 9). The report further points out that the ISI provides funds to the JMB so as to recruit and train 

Rohingya in the Cox's Bazaar district (IANS, 2020, January 10). The Indian intelligence community as 

well as the Border Security Force (BSF) expect that these newly trained ISI/JMB recruits will be sent to 

India so as to conduct terrorist activities (Nanjappa, 2020, January 12). This is not a new phenomenon. 

Several years earlier, numerous statements by both Indian and Bangladeshi intelligence agencies 

 
1 Defined as countries which share no border with Pakistan but with India. 
2 Regarding BSF sources, the JeM operates in the Harinamara Hills in Bangladesh, training Rohingha (Deo, 2019, August 27). 

Even while not directly present in Bangladesh, it is reported that “the LET through its front, Jamaat-ud-Dawa (JUD) and Fala-

I-Insaniyat Foundation (FIF), is 'extremely active' among the Rohingyas and other Muslims in Myanmar under the cover of 

relief and rehabilitation.” (bdnews24.com, 2016, October 19; 2015, July 28). This has severe ramifications for Bangladesh as 

well, due to cross-border activities of the recruits from Myanmar.  
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expressed their concerns regarding the recruitment of members of the Rohingya community (especially 

when they are already organized in militant groupings3) by the ISI in Bangladesh (Deo, 2019, August 27). 

This implies a ‘double threat’, since ISI activities apparently aim not only at the recruitment of Rohingya 

for cross-border missions but also at strengthening pro-Pakistani Jihadist groups within Bangladesh such 

as the Bangladesh Jamaat-e-Islami4/JeI (Sen, 2017, September 15), to conduct measures challenging the 

democratic and secular principles of the state in general and the Awami League/AL government of Sheikh 

Hasina (SADF, 2017, March 2) in particular.  

Final thoughts 

The case of Pakistan’s terrorist activities in Bangladesh shows that the country adapts currently a twofold-

strategy. On one side, Islamabad attempts to strike back at New Delhi for the removal of the autonomous 

status of the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir (abrogation of Article 370) and implemented measures 

to maintain law and order in the area. On the other side, despite large-scale campaigns by PM Khan and 

his administration to improve the country’s image on the international stage (for example via the support 

of the ongoing US-Taliban talks or the Chinese Afghan peace initiative); it continues to conduct terrorist 

activities against India. Here, it seems that due to the increasing international attention and monitoring of 

Pakistan’s engagement in counter-terrorism (for example through the Financial Action Task Force/FATF) 

as well as its support for Jihadism, Islamabad chose to diversify its portfolio of state-sponsored terrorism. 

More concretely, we witness a policy change from immediate cross-border terrorism (using Pakistani soil 

as ‘launch pad’) towards the use of ‘third countries’ to facilitate terrorist assaults and political turmoil in 

India. Basically this ‘third country option’ is not unknown to the ISI; however, under the scrutiny of 

international watchdogs it appears to receive a new impetus. 

In sum, the above-mentioned strategy aims at destabilizing India, challenging her territorial integrity but 

also seeking to target the fundament of India’s statehood, governance and political identity as a 

democracy. Here, it becomes clear that Pakistan wants to provoke India so that New Delhi is forced to 

undertake decisive security measures. More concretely, Pakistan looks to portray India as a repressive 

state that is unable to provide a secure domestic environment; it emphasizes New Delhi’s use of excessive 

use of force to suppress sub-nationalism and political opposition in its periphery and tempts India to 

 
3 Security circles in Dhaka are convinced that "the possibility of Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA), the militant group 

blamed by Myanmar for violence, being used Pakistan's ISI is extremely high." (Sen, é2019, September 15). There are also 

reports of terrorist activities of a little-known Rohingya terror group Aqa Mul Mujahideen (AAM), an offshoot of the Harkat-

ul-Jihad Islami-Arakan (HUJI-A). There are indications that AAM maintains links to the Pakistani LeT and the JeM 

(Chaudhury, 2018, July 12). 
4 Regarding Sudhi Ranjan Sen (2019, September 15): “Dhaka fears that the ISI will use the Rohingya refugees to prop up the 

Jammat-e-Islami”. 
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violently retaliate and damage its international reputation. Furthermore within this rationale, Pakistan 

wishes to distract the international community from its own domestic situation - especially regarding 

large-scale human rights violations, the nurturing of Jihadist groups and the extraordinary suppression of 

all kinds of political opposition. Finally, Islamabad wishes to undermine the Bangladeshi government and 

Bangladeshi state- and nation-building, and to create disturbances in Indian-Bangladeshi relations. As 

such, when it comes to the evaluation by the international community of the credibility of Pakistan’s 

counter-terrorism activities, there is the urgent need to consider the role and function of the ISI and militant 

groups operating on behalf of the Pakistani state within Bangladesh and in other South Asian countries.  
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