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PAKISTAN’S FOREIGN POLICY; CURRENT ISSUES 

 
 
Introduction 
 

A look at the international strategic milieu is a necessary constituent 
of a discussion of the foreign policy of Pakistan. It would be helpful 
in understanding how the relations and events are unfolding in the 
immediate neighborhood, regionally and globally. The interplay 
of regional and global power politics is also a factor and determinant 
in shaping the foreign policy of a state. Pakistan’s position in the 
world in terms of its geography, geo-political position, military 
strength, economic position and relations with other states are some 
of the elements that determine how it is seen in the world as well as 
being affected by any transformations at regional and global level.  
 
It is important to see how Pakistan’s relationship with the US, a 
global power – and China, an economic powerhouse is shaping up. 
There are some changing trends in the international system which 
directly affect Pakistan. A growing Indo-US relationship, the 
evolving situation in Afghanistan, and the evolving US-China and US-
Russia relationships all both directly and indirectly impact on how 
Pakistan pursues its foreign policy. 
 
US’ Afghan Policy 
 
The 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United States were followed by the US 

led military attack on Afghanistan and resulted in the summary removal 

of the Taliban government. Due to the porous border between Pakistan 

and Afghanistan, Al-Qaeda and the Taliban remnants fled to Pakistan’s 

tribal areas. 

 

In the Bonn Conference held thereafter, in a bid to establish a friendly 

government in Afghanistan, the US ignored the Southern Pashtun 

populace while the Northern Alliance became the major shareholder in 

the Karzai Administration. It alienated Southern Pashtuns, who became 

an easy recruitment pool for the Taliban.  
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After installing a nominal political setup in Kabul, the US sidelined 

Afghanistan and diverted its focus on Iraq War. This vacuum caused 

Afghan Taliban resurgence and their launching of counter-insurgency 

against foreign troops and foreign-backed Kabul government and its 

military forces. Later, the recurrent U.S.’ pronouncements of withdrawal 

from Afghanistan further led to wait-and-see policy on the part of the 

Taliban and the regional stakeholders. US President Donald Trump has 

also criticized this approach by the previous administrations and holds 

this as partly the reason for the deteriorating situation in Afghanistan. 

 

Impact on Pakistan 

 

With Afghan Taliban slipping into Pakistan’s tribal belt through the 

porous border, the security situation in Pakistan was further aggravated 

by sectarian, ethnic and separatist movements within Pakistan, 

especially in Karachi and Balochistan. Exploiting Pakistan’s lead role in 

the US led war on terror, the Taliban incited the local tribesmen against 

the Pakistani government and military. The self-proclaimed Mujahideen 

started suicide attacks against civilians, security forces and the 

government. It is important to note that before 9/11, there was only a 

one, repeat one, recorded suicide attack in Pakistan’s history. But post 

9/11, hundreds of such attacks started taking place. The Pakistani nation 

has had to sacrifice the lives of more than 70,000 security personnel and  

Civilians so far. The US might have had one 9/11 but Pakistan has had 

dozens. A full-blown insurgency emerged in the formally princely state 

of Swat. 

 

Pakistan’s response to these terrorist attacks and the Swat insurgency 

came in the form of military operations such as the operations in South 

Waziristan, Khyber and other tribal agencies, the  Swat Operation, the 

Zarb-e-Azb and more recently Radd-ul-Fasad which have largely 

eradicated the menace of terrorism from Pakistan. 

 

On the economic side, the losses are estimated at over $127 billion. This 

also includes the cost of hosting Afghan refugees in Pakistan which 
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though since reduced from five million to 1.5 million in 2018, are still a 

sizeable number. 

 

While Pakistan believes it is holding its end of the bargain by pursuing 

an end to terrorism, the US is blaming its mistakes and losses on 

Pakistan thus undermining Pakistan’s role in the Global War on Terror 

as well as the sacrifices made by Pakistan in the last 17 years. Despite 

the meager resources available to Pakistan, it has made significant 

progress in this regard. Pakistan’s success in countering-terrorism has 

been acknowledged in the recent Global Terrorism Index Report 2017 

published by the Sydney-based Institute for Economics and Peace. 

According to this report, Pakistan ranked at 5th out of 163 countries with 

a score of 8.4 out of 10 on the Index, a marked improvement as it ranked 

4th in 2007. This is because Pakistan has successfully destroyed and 

dismantled terrorist networks from its territory. Pakistan insists wants 

the United States to provide evidence and information about the alleged 

presence of terrorists inside Pakistan, it would the take military action 

against them. On the other hand, it can be seen that the US has failed to 

achieve its own objectives in Afghanistan despite its military and 

technological prowess: 

 Terrorism in Afghanistan has not been eliminated, nor has extremism 

been contained; 

 Afghanistan is still destabilized after 17 years-- Afghan Taliban 

control large swathes of its territory—70%, according to BBC’s 2018 

report; 

 Drug and opium production has in fact increased in Afghanistan, 

feeding and financing the Afghan Taliban: According to UN Office on 

Drugs and Crime (UNODC) report, in 2001, there were 8000 hectares of 

opium cultivation. In 2014, they have become 224,000, with an increase 

of 28 times. In 2017, these increased to 328,000, 63% up as compared to 

2016, according to Russian news media RT. 

 In addition, a growing presence of ISIS in Afghanistan despite US 

forces on ground, is a worrying development. 
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Pakistan believes that a long-term and durable solution to the 

Afghanistan problem can be achieved through diplomatic negotiations 

among regional stakeholders. Pakistan also believes that political 

reconciliation with Afghan Taliban to include them in the power-sharing 

arrangement is an integral part of bringing peace to Afghanistan. 

Pakistan’s thinking on the Afghan issue can be described thus.  

 A regional framework (Pakistan, Iran, China and Russia) for solving 

Afghanistan issue 

 Military victory in Afghanistan is not possible. 

 Pakistan supports Afghanistan President Ashraf Ghani’s recent peace 

offer to Taliban 

 Pakistan has been part of every multilateral peace process: QCG, 

Heart of Asia Conference, and the latest Tashkent Conference on 

Afghanistan  

 Pakistan and Afghanistan held a fourth meeting of Afghanistan-

Pakistan Action Plan for Peace and Solidarity (APAPPS) on 14th May, 

2018 in Islamabad where  the objective was to strengthen mutual trust 

and deepen interaction in all spheres of bilateral engagements and to find 

a solution to bilateral areas of concern. 

 

Pakistan’s border-management is helpful in controlling cross-border 

terrorism. In 2016, Pakistan had 43 border posts and more work has 

since been underway to construct an additional 338 border posts and 

forts for surveillance and security on its own side of the border. On the 

Afghan side of the border, similar border posts must be established. 

 

This should be undertaken by the coalition forces in Afghanistan. US 

emphasis on border security requires an active border control and 

management on its part.  

In 2016 Pakistan successfully completed digging an 1100 KM long 

trench on the Balochistan-Afghan border to prevent illegal immigration 

and intrusion into Pakistan. This project alone cost Pakistan 14 Billion 

Rupees. In 2017, Pakistan unilaterally started building a fence along its 

2,611-KM long Pak-Afghan border to address mutual complaints of 

militant incursions.\ 
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Pak-US Relations 

 

Pakistan’s relations with the United States have remained uneven and 

now troubled. From a close bilateral relationship in the first decade of 

the twenty-first century, ties between the two states have progressively 

declined in the second decade. 

 

Pakistan and the US were close partners in defeating al Qaeda in 

Afghanistan. In appreciation of Pakistan’s efforts, the United States 

granted Pakistan a Major non-NATO Ally status in 2004. 

However, after toppling Taliban government in Kabul and Saddam 

Hussain’s government in Baghdad, the US shifted its attention to other 

matters, including the containing of China, which it sees as an emerging 

challenge to US’ role in the Asia-Pacific region. 

 

To achieve its objective of containing the rise of China, the US 

envisaged for India a role of “net security provider” in the region. After 

the Indo-US Nuclear Deal in 2005 and the Logistic Exchange 
Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA), there is a clear convergence 

of goals of the two states in the Asia-Pacific region. 

 

The US-India strategic partnership subsequently led to change in the US’ 
policy vis-à-vis Pakistan as it supported India’s larger role in 

Afghanistan to contain Chinese influence. At the same time, the US has 

continued to level allegations on Pakistan in terms of its alleged support 

to the Afghan Taliban and Haqqani network and their sanctuaries inside 

Pakistan’s territory. 

 

The United States’ use of diplomatic compellence to pressurize Pakistan 

has led it to accept the Indian stance on terrorism and has thus 

designated Kashmir-focused groups in Pakistan as terrorists. Placing 

Pakistan on the grey-list in the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) in 

the list of countries that finance terrorists, the US is in fact maximizing 

pressure on Pakistan to do more against terrorism. 
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US President Donald Trump’s America First Policy is in fact reflective 

of his impulsive approach to foreign policy where he believes that the 

US is being unfairly taken advantage of by others. His tweet of “lies and 

deceit” on part of Pakistan may be seen in that 

perspective. 

 

The current issues of contention between the two countries include: 

 US allegation of Pakistan’s support to Afghan Taliban and providing 

them sanctuaries inside its territory. 

 Allegation of duplicity and support of cross-border terrorism in 

Afghanistan 

 Projecting Pakistan’s nuclear program as risky and unsafe, with the 

new US’ National Security Advisor John Bolton declaring the risk of 

Pakistan becoming a terrorist country similar to “Iran or North Korea on 

steroids”. 
 

Pakistan however believes that the Afghanistan conundrum is in fact a 

consequence of US’ flawed policies and rejects such ill-informed 

statements by the US’ officials. 

 

Perennial Problems between India and Pakistan 
 

Problems between India and Pakistan have historical roots going 
back to the partition of the subcontinent. The mindset shaped in 
those early years determined much of the contours of Pakistan’s 
foreign policy, towards India. 
 
Pakistan’s security concerns were further aggravated by India’s 
overt military collusion with Bengali rebel forces, causing the 
breakup of Pakistan in 1971, and its nuclear tests in 1974. These 
events, most important of all, created a perception in Pakistan that it 
cannot protect its territorial integrity and sovereignty through its 
conventional military power alone. Hence, Pakistan initiated a 
program to explore the option of building a nuclear weapon. 
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This resulted in the overt nuclearisation of India and Pakistan in 
1998. 
 
Post 9/11 Scenario 

Bilateral relations between India and Pakistan are not only impacted 
by their chequered history but also by significant global and 
regional geostrategic transformations that affect their foreign 
policies in general and towards each other in particular. 
 
In the rapidly changing geostrategic dynamics in the post-9/11 
period, the United States considered India, in the US envoy to India 
Kenneth Juster’s words, as “the net provider of security and stability 
in South Asia”. 
 
The Obama administration’s $10 billion deal with India in 2010 
elevated their bilateral strategic cooperation to new heights. 
President Obama declared it as the “defining partnership of the 
twenty-first century”. In June 2016, the US Congress passed the 
National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) for the FY17, which 
recognized India as a “Major Defense Partner”. 
 
As a result of the defence trade deals, including the 2012-Defense 
and Technology Trade Initiative (DTTI), India’s defence imports 
from the US, nearly $300 million a decade and a half ago, have 
reached $15 billion in the 2008-2017 period, making it the biggest 
arms importer in the world. 
 
Pakistan has concerns at these developments. The foremost 
concerns of Pakistan with reference to the US-India strategic 
partnership are as follows. One; growing transfer of arms disturbs 
the balance of power between India and Pakistan. Two; giving India 
a larger role in Afghanistan poses serious implications for Pakistan’s 
security with respect to India’s use of Afghan soil to foment 
terrorism inside Pakistan. Three; the US overlooks India’s human 
rights violations in Kashmir, which in turn emboldens India to 
commit itself with its oppressive policies in the Kashmir valley. 
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Four; Pakistan has a special concern regarding “net security 
provider” role given to India, in the purview of India’s much-
vaunted threats of surgical strikes under the rubric of Cold Start 
doctrine and its destabilizing activities in Pakistan through the state 
agents. The confession of the RAW agent Kalbhushan Jadhav, a 
serving naval commander, is a case in point. 
 
With regard to Kashmir, India has used various brutal tactics to 
suppress the legitimate freedom struggle of Kashmiris. The use of 
pellet guns has blinded and disabled many Kashmiris. The Indian 
government has also apparently pursued demographic changes in 
Kashmir to reduce the majority of Muslims. The Kathua recent rape-
and-murder case of an eight-year-old girl Asifa by Indian security 
forces revealed it demonstrably. There are two parts to the Kashmir 
dispute one is the bilateral dispute between India and Pakistan. The 
other is the grave and wholesale human rights violations of the 
Muslim community in Kashmir. While  the world may leave the first 
to be dealt with bilaterally, it must stop the virtual genocide of the 
people of Kashmir. 
 
Above all, India has refused to engage in dialogue with Pakistan on 
the pretext of Pakistan’s alleged sponsorship of terrorism in India. 
India has been using the 10 years old 2008-Mumbai terrorist attacks 
to project Pakistan as a state sponsor of terrorism. He allegations 
against Pakistan have been contradicted by many sources, including 
a recent look on the subject. The White House rejected petitions to 
declare Pakistan a state sponsor of terror. 
 
Putting terrorism on top of a dialogue process agenda  would not 
solve any problem. India must understand that terrorism, in 
essence, stems from India’s state oppression in Kashmir, which in 
turn acts as a breeding ground for Mujahideen against the Indian 
state. The Kashmiri freedom struggle is an indigenous one. Pakistan 
supports the cause morally, politically and diplomatically. For 
Pakistan, it is not only a territorial dispute and an unfinished 
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business of the Partition, it is also a human rights issue, similar to 
the Palestine issue. 
Therefore, any reconciliatory talks that omit dialogue on the 
resolution of Kashmir issue would be a non-starter. Pakistan feels 
that trade goes hand in glove with serious efforts to resolve the 
Kashmir issue, which subsequently would also eliminate the cause 
of the so-called militancy in the Kashmir valley. 
 
Other outstanding issues between Pakistan and India include the 
territorial issues of Siachin and Sir Creek; and, water-sharing 
disputes, as India has repeatedly threatened to stop the flow of 
water to Pakistan, violating the Indus Water Treaty. With respect to 
the recent construction of the dam on the Kishanganga river in 
Kashmir, Pakistan has raised objections to the height of the dam and 
its capacity to hold water, as it would disrupt the flow of waters to 
Pakistan. So far, water talks have failed to produce any result, due to 
India’s insistence on assigning an international expert, not a court of 
arbitration, for a dispute-resolution mechanism. 
 
For the solution of short-term, medium-term and long-running 
disputes, Pakistan has asked India, as a starting point, to hold 
bilateral dialogue. The talks offer has been rejected time and again 
by Indian government over its insistence on resolving cross-border 
terrorism. 
 
Pakistan’s main purpose of holding talks would be to normalize its 
relations with India. The foremost steps would be to reap low-
hanging fruits. Pakistan and India’s recent agreement to reinforce 
the 2003 ceasefire on LoC is a good start. Other stepping stones 
toward defusing tensions would be resumption of bilateral sports, 
exchange of artists, increasing people to people contacts and easing 
of visa facility. These steps would markedly lead toward preparing a 
ground for dealing with more difficult and larger issues like Kashmir 
and terrorism. 
 
China 
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In the current geo-political and geo-economic situation, Pakistan is 
fortunate to be at the crossroads where it can benefit from China’s 
rise in both these dimensions. China-Pakistan Economic Corridor 
(CPEC) is the flagship project in China’s Belt and Road Initiative also 
known as One-Belt One Road (B&R/OBOR) which may bring upon 
Pakistan immense  opportunities. With an investment and loan 
facility being afforded to Pakistan by China in the form of CPEC, it 
can bring in many opportunities for economic growth and internal 
economic consolidation would be created in the long run. There is 
an immense opportunity for Pakistani traders, farmers, and 
industrialists to use this upcoming avenue to reach out to new and 
diverse markets for their goods. At the government level, the trade 
route can be used to boost economic relations with central Asian, 
African, and European states as Pakistan provides the shortest route 
to China to reach Europe and Africa. By making Pakistan an 
economic hub, the country’s image can be changed from a hardliner 
and extremist state to one of an economic hub. 
 
As the project materializes and progresses, it will make Pakistan an 
attractive investment destination. At this point, Pakistan needs to 
ensure it fosters an environment feasible for economic activity and 
regional connectivity by improving its security situation. 
 
The Pakistani armed forces have worked tirelessly in the last decade 
to fight terrorism and militancy with major successes to its credit. 
Operations against the militants are ongoing and most of the 
country is peaceful barring a few occasional incidents. This picture 
of peaceful Pakistan has to be taken note of by the rest of the world. 
 
Russia 
 

Russia’s warming up to Pakistan has to be figured in both as a 
success story for Pakistan as well as an appreciation of the evolving 
geo-political alliances in the region. In 2014, Russia lifted its arms 
embargo on Pakistan which is a landmark event in the relations 
between the Cold War adversaries. Opening up a consulate in 
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Peshawar, Russia’s military exercises with Pakistan army inside 
Pakistan, and a visit to North and South Waziristan signify the 
beginning of a new era of friendship. On the economic side, Russia 
has shown interest in improving economic ties with Pakistan. The 
agreement for North-South Gas Pipeline worth $10 Billion was 
signed in 2017. With regards to foreign policy, Russia abstained 
from naming Pakistan at the BRICs summit in India and defended 
Pakistan against the Trump strategy in South Asia. The supported 
Pakistan’s membership of the SCO in 2015 and Russia has also said 
that it is not opposed to Pakistan joining the Nuclear Suppliers 
Group (NSG) which provides Pakistan with yet another international 
ally and supporter in its bid to become an NSG member. 
 
 
 
 
Concluding remarks 
 

Pakistan’s foreign policy is currently going through a change owing 
to many internal and external factors. It is a mix of Pakistan’s 
security imperatives, national objectives, and international 
commitments. Simultaneously, Pakistan’s foreign policy is impacted 
by the evolving regional and international geo-strategic 
environments. As any country in a globally integrated system, 
Pakistan’s foreign policy cannot function without taking into 
account regional and international developments. It is important to 
appreciate Pakistan’s status as a mid-range power with limited 
resources. Similarly, Pakistan’s internal situation and its role in War 
on Terror has been a major factor in further limiting its resources. 
The list of internal and external challenges being faced by Pakistan 
are numerous. The internal destabilization inside Pakistan some 
reportedly financed by India and routed through Afghanistan needs 
to be checked. While Pakistan has been actively advocating its case 
regarding the matter of non-state actors being sponsored by India 
inside Balochistan and FATA region, the indifferent response by the 
US only adds to Pakistan’s problems. Similarly, Indo-Afghan 
relations aimed at sidelining Pakistan also do not serve Pakistan’s 
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interests. Pakistan has played a positive role in the reconstruction 
process of Afghanistan and provided land and sea routes to the US 
military to combat insurgent groups over the years. Moreover, 
despite Pakistan’s role in peace building efforts through facilitating 
talks with Taliban in the past in Afghanistan, both Afghanistan and 
the US ignore Pakistan’s sacrifices and efforts.  
 
The negative statements by American NSA regarding Pakistan’s 
nuclear program are also unwarranted. Without understanding 
Pakistan’s political culture or giving due credit to the multi-layered 
security infrastructure and procedures put in place to protect 
Pakistan’s nuclear assets, such statements emanating from the US; 
only undermine Pakistan’s decades long efforts to secure its nuclear 
program. Such irresponsible rhetoric, also appearing in President 
Trump’s South Asia Policy does not take into account the fact that 
Pakistan is a country of 220 million peaceful people with a robust 
army and a democratically elected political government in place. It 
is important that the US understands that strategic stability in South 
Asia needs to be maintained and negative  comments on Pakistan 
results weakening it and causing the problem for the whole region 
to further aggravate.  
 
 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
 I have given you a perspective on Pakistan’s foreign policy, 
which might be assessed critically by some of the people assembled 
here. I will look forward to further elaboration of my thoughts in the 
interactive session. 
 
 I thank you 


