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Strategic Vision Institute (SVI) 
 

 

Strategic Vision Institute (SVI) is an autonomous, multidisciplinary, and non-partisan institution, 

established in January 2013. It is a non-governmental and non-commercial organization, 

administered by a Board of Governors (General Body) supervised under a Chairperson and 

administered by a Management Committee headed by Executive Director. 

 

SVI aims to project strategic foresight on issues of national and international import through 

dispassionate, impartial, and independent research, analyses, and studies. The current spotlight of 

the SVI is on national security, regional and international peace and stability, strategic studies, 

nuclear non-proliferation, arms control, and strategic stability, nuclear safety, and security and 

energy studies.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

SVI Foresight 
 
 

SVI Foresight is a monthly electronic journal. It has a multi-disciplinary perspective highlighting 

contemporary strategic and security studies. The Journal is envisioned to be a collection of policy-

oriented articles written by the SVI Research Officers, Visiting Faculty, and professional experts. 

The objective is to provide the readership with a concise all-around and real-time policy-oriented 

discourse on contemporary strategic regional and international developments, highlighting their 

relevance to Pakistan.  
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Editor’s Note 

SVI Foresight for the month of September brings with it another well-timed issue of the 

SVI electronic journal SVI-Foresight. Covering various contemporary topics of strategic 

importance, emerging technology, and political discourse happening around the world, it offers 

opinion-based short commentaries on a number of issues of regional and international importance, 

and they tend to the global politics and stability.  

The issue entails discussion on the emerging technologies and their role in the modern 

warfare, the expansion of non-state actors, varying analytical content on Russia-Ukraine conflict, 

the ameliorating scenarios in Asia-Pacific, Middle East and South Asia have all being analyzed 

from different perspectives by varying scholars.  

It is hoped that this issue will help readers in staying updated with the current strategic 

environment and they will find the analyses useful. The SVI Foresight team invites and highly 

encourages contributions from the security and strategic community in the form of opinion-based 

short commentaries on contemporary political, security, nuclear, and strategic issues. Any 

suggestions for further improvements are welcome. Please see here the copy of the SVI Foresight 

electronic journal. You can find us on Facebook and Twitter and can also access the SVI website. 

 

                                                                                                     Amber Afreen Abid 

Editor, SVI Foresight

http://thesvi.org/svi-foresights/
https://www.facebook.com/svicom
https://twitter.com/SVI_Pakistan
https://thesvi.org/
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Global Arms Race for 

Hypersonic Missiles must be 

halted 

 Ahmad Ali 

In recent years, there has been an increasing 

focus on hypersonic missiles. Notably, the 

US, China and Russia are all pursuing 

hypersonic missile technology that can evade 

enemy air defences and strike well-protected 

targets. At the same time, there are concerns 

about the effectiveness of such missiles after 

Ukraine said it had shot down a barrage of 

Russia’s Kinzhal missiles. 

While the Russian description of the Kinzhal 

as a hypersonic missile has been criticised as 

misleading, Sino-US rivalry has brought such 

weapons into the spotlight. And the pursuit of 

hypersonic weaponry highlights an urgent 

need for a global non-proliferation 

framework. 

It is worth noting that the term “hypersonic” 

is often used misleadingly to imply a more 

advanced level of technology than is actually 

present in a weapon. Hypersonic speed is 

defined as five times the speed of sound – 

Mach 5 – or faster. But this is an inadequate 

description of hypersonic missiles, as 

ballistic missiles can also achieve hypersonic 

speeds on re-entry but have a predictable 

flight path. 

True hypersonic missiles, however, are 

weapons that can manoeuvre and maintain 

these incredible speeds. 

They can be classified into two categories. 

Hypersonic cruise missiles remain in the 

Earth’s atmosphere during flight and are 

powered by high-speed engines. Hypersonic 

glide vehicles leave the atmosphere to re-

enter at speeds of up to Mach 27, making 

them much harder to detect and intercept. 

Russia’s Kinzhal missiles do not fall into 

either category. While the missiles do reach 

speeds above Mach 5, they lack 

manoeuvrability. Experts have described the 

Kinzhal as a modified ballistic missile, and 

do not consider it a true hypersonic missile. 

No anti-missile system can effectively 

intercept hypersonic missiles in their terminal 

phase, that is, when they are hurtling from the 

atmosphere towards their target, given their 

extreme manoeuvrability at hypersonic 

speed. It is this advantage which makes them 

attractive to countries like the United States, 

China and Russia. 
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For China, the primary focus has been on 

hypersonic glide vehicles with various ranges 

that provide global reach when mounted on 

intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). 

Interestingly, US defence officials 

have acknowledged China’s superiority in 

hypersonic missile weaponry. 

China is thought to conduct missile tests on a 

routine basis. It has successfully tested 

the DF-27 hypersonic ballistic missile – an 

ICMB armed with a hypersonic glide vehicle. 

This can reach key US and allied territories. 

In July 2021, China also tested its DF-

41 hypersonic ballistic missile, which has a 

range of 12,000-15,000km. It circled the 

world before hitting its target, a test that 

reportedly raised concerns among US 

officials. 

In terms of operations, China’s DF-ZF 

hypersonic glide vehicle entered service in 

2020 after multiple tests since 2014 and is 

considered the country’s most mature 

hypersonic missile. China has also 

operationalised its medium-range DF-17 

ballistic missile, which the DF-ZF vehicle 

can be mounted on. The DF-17 is crucial in 

China’s strategy to counter perceived threats 

in the East and South China seas. 

Chinese hypersonic weapons test ‘has all of 

our attention’, US General Mark Milley says 

Until recently, the US had been reluctant to 

invest in hypersonic weapons. But it has 

intensified its efforts to develop and acquire 

such missiles in response to the growing 

interest of Russia and China. To keep up, the 

Pentagon has allocated US$4.7 billion in its 

current budget to research and development 

of hypersonic weapons. 

But the new funds will not alter the balance, 

given that the United States has joined the 

race late. The US has faced failures in testing, 

of which the Air-Launched Rapid Response 

Weapon, or ARRW, was a notable example. 

Senior US officials and scholars 

acknowledge that Washington is behind in 

the hypersonic race. Former vice-chairman of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff John Hyten said: 

“My concern about the lack of progress on 

hypersonics is only increasing.” 

The growing pursuit of hypersonic missiles 

presents a risk of escalation as a new arms 

race emerges. These missiles potentially alter 

the strategic balance. For instance, they 

require only a very short flight time to reach 

their target, which leaves little time for 

adversaries to decide how to respond, and 

this leads to an increased risk of 

miscalculation. 

This technology is likely to mature in about a 

decade – which suggests there is not that 



 

 7 

much time to prevent the proliferation of 

hypersonic missiles. There is little doubt that 

the US, China and Russia will not give up 

development, especially after their massive 

investments. 

But the proliferation of such weapons beyond 

these three nations will aggravate instabilities 

in volatile regions, including across South 

Asia. Countries such as Iran, India and North 

Korea already have an interest in hypersonic 

missiles. 

Iran’s new missile can reportedly reach Israel 

and US military bases in Middle East 

Thus, efforts towards hypersonic missile 

non-proliferation are essential. The weapons 

technology and knowledge may be restricted 

to specific states now but it will eventually 

become difficult to limit its diffusion. History 

shows that major powers tend to become 

concerned enough to begin curbing 

destructive military technologies only after 

their proliferation. 

The leading countries in the emerging 

hypersonic missile race must learn from the 

past and agree to establish mechanisms to 

limit proliferation. They can begin by 

exercising unilateral restraint to prevent the 

spread of hypersonic missile technology. 

And, considering the pace at which 

governments typically operate, it would be 

prudent to kick-start discussions about a non-

proliferation framework – before it’s too late. 

https://www.scmp.com/comment/opinion/arti

cle/3235588/russia-china-and-us-pursue-

hypersonic-missiles-global-non-proliferation-

treaty-needed    

Ahmad Ali 

(Research Assistant, Strategic Vision 

Institute, Islamabad). 

  

https://www.scmp.com/comment/opinion/article/3235588/russia-china-and-us-pursue-hypersonic-missiles-global-non-proliferation-treaty-needed
https://www.scmp.com/comment/opinion/article/3235588/russia-china-and-us-pursue-hypersonic-missiles-global-non-proliferation-treaty-needed
https://www.scmp.com/comment/opinion/article/3235588/russia-china-and-us-pursue-hypersonic-missiles-global-non-proliferation-treaty-needed
https://www.scmp.com/comment/opinion/article/3235588/russia-china-and-us-pursue-hypersonic-missiles-global-non-proliferation-treaty-needed
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Assessing ISKP’s Expansion in 

Pakistan  

Ayesha Sikandar 

When the Afghan Taliban took power in 

Kabul following the U.S. withdrawal from 

Afghanistan in August 2021, much of the 

international political agenda was dominated 

by concerns over the potential resurgence of 

terrorism and extremism. Primary security 

concerns related to the Islamic State of 

Khorasan Province (ISKP), who most 

vociferously demonstrated their growing 

capabilities by attacking the Kabul airport 

amidst the withdrawal. Since then, the 

group’s capabilities have grown, posing 

significant security challenges for Pakistan, 

Afghanistan, and other neighboring states. 

On July 30, 2023, ISKP attacked a Jamiat 

Ulema Islam-Fazl (JUI-F) workers’ 

convention in the Bajaur district of Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa (KP), killing at least 54 people. 

ISKP claimed responsibility for this attack 

through Amaq and Nashir, its official news 

outlets. ISKP’s emergence poses a significant 

threat to regional security and ongoing efforts 

to address terrorism and extremism in 

Pakistan. 

Ideological and sectarian conflicts, along 

with the personal interests and dynamics of 

revenge, have created a spiral of terrorist 

violence that is deteriorating regional 

security. While the threat from Tehreek-e-

Taliban Pakistan (TTP) cannot be 

disregarded, ISKP’s growing influence will 

undeniably challenge policymakers in 

Islamabad in the coming years, especially 

amidst navigating multiple internal 

challenges. 

A Different Threat  

ISKP’s organizational trajectory 

has evolved and can be divided into two 

phases: from 2015 to late 2019 and from 2020 

onwards. During the first phase, ISKP’s 

activities revolved around gaining territory 

while consolidating its control in eastern, 

northeastern, and northern Afghanistan. 

Territorial gain enabled ISKP 

to implement their interpretation of Sharia 

law, which contradicted the Taliban’s 

ideology. This campaign failed, however, as 

the organization ran out of economic 

resources to manage such territorial control, 

coupled with Afghan forces’ air campaign 

and the subsequent offensive launched by the 

Taliban to root out ISKP. 

ISKP differs in ideology, ethnic composition, 

and self-imposed geographical limitations 

from the Afghan Taliban and other regional 

extremist groups. 
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ISKP re-emerged in late 2019 and 2020 with 

a new operational agenda of “urban 

warfare”  under their new Emir Shahab al-

Muhajir. This strategy comprised direct 

killings of not just the Taliban but other 

factions in Afghanistan—especially Shia 

Muslims and Hazaras—to erode the Afghan 

Taliban’s legitimacy in the country. 

ISKP differs in ideology, ethnic composition, 

and self-imposed geographical limitations 

from the Afghan Taliban and other regional 

extremist groups. ISKP’s activities 

are rooted in their Salafi Takfeeri ideology 

(inspired by the late Abu Bakar Al 

Baghdadi), which clashes with the Taliban, 

JUI-F, and the entire Deobandi sect of Islam. 

ISKP propagates these competing ideologies 

as impure, superstitious, and idolatry, which 

leads to variances in their geographical 

scope, ethnic composition, and nature of 

attacks. 

Geographically, ISKP has a broader global 

agenda of establishing an “Islamic 

Caliphate,” whereas the TTP and Afghan 

Taliban have more localized aims. The TTP 

claims to be an extension of the Afghan 

Taliban, aiming to establish a political 

system according to their interpretation of 

Sharia in Pakistan, with the group’s 

geographical scope limited to Pakistan and 

Afghanistan. Unlike other groups, however, 

ISK-P’s globalist ambitions can directly 

threaten international peace and security. 

Moreover, ISKP is more ethnically and 

internationally diverse than the TTP or the 

Taliban. Unlike the largely ethnically 

homogenous Afghan Taliban, for instance, 

ISKP’s leadership comprises former TTP 

fighters, resentful Afghan Taliban members, 

and foreign militants.  ISKP also diverges 

from other groups in their attacks. For 

instance, the TTP mainly targets the Pakistani 

government and security forces while 

redirecting their fighters away from civilian 

and religious sites. In contrast, ISKP engages 

in indiscriminate urban warfare, especially 

targeting religious minorities. 

ISKP’s Activities in Pakistan  

ISKP’s activities across Pakistan have grown 

in the last three years. Their first 

attack dates back to August 2016, when ISKP 

attacked a hospital in Quetta, killing over 72 

people. Baluchistan and Sindh were 

then targeted in subsequent years. After 

2018, the group increased its foothold in 

other provinces. In November 2018, 

ISKP attacked a local market in Kalaya, a 

Shia-populated area in KP’s Orakzai district. 

The attacks in Pakistan, however, decreased 

by the end of 2019 as ISKP began fighting the 

Afghan Taliban offensive. During the same 
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period, ISKP was divided into branches in 

Afghanistan, Pakistan, and their neighboring 

areas. 

At this point, ISKP in Pakistan was known as 

the Islamic State’s Pakistan Province (ISPP), 

an independent network formally split with 

ISKP in May 2019. From 2019 to 2022, ISPP 

claimed 68 attacks. ISPP attacks were minor 

compared to the strategies of ISKP aimed at 

mass causalities. For example, in 2019, when 

ISPP had a presence in KP, the number of 

attacks in the province was 7, but after ISKP 

developed a foothold ahead of ISPP, the 

attacks increased to 28 in 2021 and 47 in 

2022. To date, ISKP has claimed 17 attacks 

in 2023. The Center for Strategic and 

International Studies projects 28 attacks for 

the remainder of the year. 

ISKP’s recent surge may aim to attract 

militants from other organizations and 

strengthen its foothold in Pakistan. 

Looking Ahead 

ISKP’s threat to Pakistan must not be 

underestimated, considering the growing 

terrorism incidents in the country. ISKP’s 

recent surge may aim to attract militants from 

other organizations and strengthen its 

foothold in Pakistan. The primary target 

would be members of TTP, who are 

hardliners and oppose TTP’s negotiations 

with Pakistan. ISKP blamed TTP 

for abandoning the Jihadist Agenda when it 

reached a cease-fire in December 2021. 

Many TTP members opposed such 

negotiations and joined ISKP. The same 

scenario occurred with the Afghan Taliban, 

whose members joined ISKP after the 2020 

U.S.-Taliban peace talks. 

ISKP’s rise has further compounded existing 

challenges that Pakistan grapples with. 

Firstly, in the context of TTP, the government 

has been able to carry out substantial rounds 

of negotiations, which appears to be non-

existent in the case of ISKP. The group is 

unwilling to engage in meaningful 

negotiations because of its extremist ideology 

and lack of centralized leadership. Secondly, 

the animosity between TTP and ISKP could 

have benefited Pakistan, but the reality 

contradicts such expectations. The Afghan 

Taliban and TTP’s fight against ISKP 

constrained the group’s footprint in Pakistan, 

but currently, the situation is different. 

ISKP’s public messages consistently show 

a soft corner for TTP compared to the Afghan 

Taliban and Pakistan government. This nexus 

could be lethal in South Asia and beyond. 

Relations between Pakistan and Afghanistan 

have deteriorated due to the blame game over 

which country harbors ISKP, exacerbating 

the threat posed by these extremist entities. 
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Conclusion   

Ongoing negotiations between the Pakistani 

government and TTP provide more space for 

ISKP and ISPP to carry out their activities. 

TTP’s demand for less military presence in 

tribal areas could increase exploitation by 

groups like ISKP and facilitate terrorism in 

Pakistan. If the group decides to increase 

suicide bombings in Pakistan to target more 

urban civilian centers, sectarian religious 

sites would be an appealing target. Upcoming 

elections in Pakistan provide another 

opportunity to conduct high-profile attacks. 

Policymakers in Pakistan should seriously 

consider this threat while taking pre-emptive 

measures to tackle ISKP’s security challenge. 

https://southasianvoices.org/iskr-expansion-

in-pakistan/ 

 Ayesha Sikandar 

(Research Assistant, Strategic Vision 

Institute, Islamabad). 

  

https://southasianvoices.org/iskr-expansion-in-pakistan/
https://southasianvoices.org/iskr-expansion-in-pakistan/
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Drones: A New Aspect in 

Warfare 

 Amber Afreen Abid 

The evolution of technology has always 

played a pivotal role in shaping the nature of 

warfare. From the invention of the trebuchet 

in medieval times to the development of 

tanks and fighter jets in the 20th century, each 

leap in technology has brought about 

significant changes in how conflicts are 

waged. In the modern era, one of the most 

groundbreaking developments in military 

technology is the rise of drones, which have 

introduced a new aspect of warfare that is 

reshaping strategies, ethics, and the very 

nature of engagement on the battlefield. 

Drones, also known as Unmanned Aerial 

Vehicles (UAVs), are aircraft operated 

without a human pilot onboard. They can be 

controlled remotely by operators from safe 

distances, reducing the risk to human lives. 

The development of drone technology gained 

momentum during the late 20th century, 

initially for surveillance and reconnaissance 

purposes. However, the capabilities of drones 

quickly expanded, encompassing a wide 

range of applications, including intelligence 

gathering, target tracking, and even offensive 

operations. 

Understanding the matter better 

The integration of drones into military 

arsenals has revolutionized traditional 

warfare strategies. Drones offer 

unprecedented advantages in terms of 

flexibility, agility, and persistence. They can 

loiter over a target area for extended periods, 

providing real-time intelligence to 

commanders. This data allows for more 

informed decision-making, as commanders 

can assess situations without putting soldiers’ 

lives at risk. 

Having appeared in various conflicts in 

recent years, notably in Nagorno-Karabakh 

(2020) or Syria (since 2011), drones have 

taken on a new dimension since the start of 

the war in Ukraine, which was triggered by 

Russia on February 24, 2022. They have 

gradually established themselves as an 

essential weapon for both sides. Ukraine and 

Russia are using drones in a wide assortment 

of missions in Ukraine, Russia and the Black 

Sea. While both combatants entered the war 

with drones, there has been a Cambrian 

explosion in missions and types of drones 

over the past 18 months. 

Since the start of the Russian invasion, both 

armies have been using several hundred 

unmanned aerial vehicles every day. 

According to a report published on May 19 

by the Royal United Services Institute 

(RUSI), a British think tank specializing in 
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defense issues, the Ukrainian military is now 

losing some 10,000 drones a month on the 

battlefield, or more than 300 a day. Recently, 

on August 30, 2023, the Russian state news 

agency reported that Ukrainian drones hit an 

airport near Russia’s border with Estonia and 

Latvia, causing a huge blaze and damaging 

four Il-76 military transport planes. 

Hence, drones have reshaped the concept of 

asymmetrical warfare. Smaller and less 

technologically advanced forces can now 

pose significant threats to larger, 

conventional armies. Drones equipped with 

precision-guided munitions can carry out 

surgical strikes against high-value targets, 

eroding the conventional force’s advantages. 

This dynamic has compelled military 

thinkers to adapt and develop strategies that 

can counter or mitigate the drone threat 

effectively. 

Drones have fundamentally changed the 

nature of engagement in warfare. Traditional 

battles often involve visible confrontations 

between soldiers or equipment on the ground, 

at sea, or in the air. However, drones have 

introduced a layer of invisibility and 

unpredictability to conflict. A drone can 

strike without warning and disappear before 

retaliation can be initiated. This has led to an 

increased emphasis on anti-drone 

technologies and the need for rapid response 

systems to counter this new form of threat. 

The design and software innovations, as well 

as mass dissemination of piloting know-how, 

are also likely to influence the way drones are 

used far beyond the war in Ukraine, with 

serious implications for governments 

confronting separatist militias, drug cartels 

and extremist groups seeking to gain a 

technological edge.“This is a 24/7 

technology race,” Ukrainian Deputy Prime 

Minister MykhailoFedorov said in an 

interview at his office in Kyiv, the capital. 

“The challenge is that every product in every 

category must be changed daily to gain an 

advantage.” 

As technology continues to advance, the 

capabilities of drones will likely become 

even more sophisticated, posing new 

challenges for international security and 

diplomacy. Striking a balance between the 

advantages offered by drone technology and 

the ethical responsibilities of warfare remains 

a complex endeavor. It is crucial for 

governments, international organizations, 

and scholars to engage in discussions that 

address these issues and establish norms and 

regulations for the use of drones in conflict. 

In conclusion, the rise of drones as a new 

aspect of warfare marks a significant turning 



 

 14 

point in military history. Their impact on 

strategies, ethics, and the nature of 

engagement underscores the need for 

comprehensive and thoughtful approaches to 

harness their potential while mitigating their 

potential downsides. As we navigate this new 

frontier, it is essential to ensure that the 

lessons of the past guide us in shaping a more 

secure and ethical future on the battlefield. 

https://www.globalvillagespace.com/drones-

a-new-aspect-in-warfare/   

 

Amber Afreen Abid 

(Research Officer, Strategic Vision 

Institute, Islamabad.) 

 

https://www.globalvillagespace.com/drones-a-new-aspect-in-warfare/
https://www.globalvillagespace.com/drones-a-new-aspect-in-warfare/
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Russia-Ukraine Drone Warfare 

Intensifies 

Shayan Hassan Jamy 

Almost 20 months into the Russia-Ukraine 

conflict, both states have implemented 

various tactics and strategies to gain an edge 

on the battlefield. The use of drones, 

however, has been a regular feature of the 

conflict. In recent months, this drone warfare 

has significantly intensified, marking a new 

chapter in the conflict. The regular use of 

drones and autonomous systems in Ukraine 

serves as a testing ground for future warfare, 

with various kinds of drones likely to become 

the norm within the militaries of major states. 

These drones haven’t completely changed the 

game for either Russia or Ukraine yet, but 

they’ve given both states the tactical 

flexibility that they might not have had 

otherwise. Both states have targeted their 

adversary’s civilian and critical 

infrastructure, including ports, storage sites, 

government buildings and more. Although 

not always resulting in serious damage, drone 

warfare has provided both states with regular 

tactical and psychological victories, which 

are necessary for morale when engaged in a 

protracted conflict. They’ve also allowed for 

the constant bombardment of the enemy’s 

defences, which has been possible due to the 

low-cost nature of these drones. Often, 

drones are also launched alongside missiles. 

This overwhelms the enemy’s air defences, 

and ensures that at least a few drones or 

missiles reach the intended target and cause 

damage. 

Both Russia and Ukraine have launched their 

recent drone strikes for different purposes. 

Russia has increasingly begun to target 

Ukrainian grain depots. In September alone, 

Russia launched multiple drone attacks on 

Ukrainian grain infrastructure on ports along 

the Danube River. Since withdrawing from 

the grain deal in July, Russian drone strikes 

have destroyed large amounts of Ukraine’s 

grain resources and damaged key grain 

infrastructure. After one of these drone 

strikes, Ukrainian regional Governor Oleg 

Kiper stated that, although 17 drones had 

been shot down, “warehouses and production 

buildings, agricultural machinery and 

equipment of industrial enterprises were 

damaged.” According to Denys Marchuk, 

Deputy Chairman of the Ukrainian Agrarian 

Council, “more than 270,000 tons of grain 

has been destroyed during these attacks”. 

Ukraine, on the other hand, has been 

launching significant drone strikes of its own. 

In recent months, Ukraine has increasingly 

begun to target Moscow. In May, two drones 

struck the Kremlin, an incident later labeled 

by Russia as an attempted assassination of 
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President Putin by Ukraine. Since then, drone 

strikes within Moscow have only increased. 

On Aug. 30, Ukraine launched six 

simultaneous drone attacks on Russian 

territory, which damaged an airport and four 

military transport planes. Besides the damage 

caused, Russia’s inability to defend Moscow 

from constant drone strikes is in itself 

certainly an embarrassment for them, and a 

huge morale boost for Ukraine. 

Overall, the frequency of drone usage by both 

Russia and Ukraine has increased 

significantly within the past few months. 

Various drones and autonomous systems 

have been used in Ukraine, including 

kamikaze drones, unmanned combat aerial 

vehicles (UCAVs), unmanned underwater 

vehicles (UUVs), and drones for intelligence, 

surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) 

purposes. They haven’t been a game changer, 

but have complemented the offensive and 

defensive military operations of both states. 

Apart from acting as a testing ground for 

drone warfare, Ukraine has also acted as a 

testing ground for anti-drone technology. 

Both Russia and Ukraine have regularly used 

electronic jammers and other counter-drone 

systems to down incoming drones. Anti-

drone warfare will also likely be a common 

feature of future warfare. In 2022, the US 

DoD allocated nearly $700 million for 

research and development to counter small 

drones. As has historically been the case with 

the introduction of new military technologies 

on the battlefield, a counter-technology is 

usually not that far away. The accuracy of 

these anti-drone systems, however, is yet to 

be proven. 

A major challenge drones present is that they 

are now widely available and cheap enough 

to be purchased in large numbers. The fact 

that the majority of these drones are low-cost 

makes it easier to fire them nearly every day. 

Missiles, for example, would prove too 

expensive to use in the same way. Some of 

the ISR and combat drones used by both 

Russia and Ukraine cost as little as $2000. 

Even the Iranian-made Shahed drones, which 

Russia has used regularly, are estimated to 

cost only $20,000 to make. This low-cost 

nature of certain drones will make their 

proliferation to smaller countries and non-

state actors (NSAs) much easier as well. 

Having an effective air defence system will 

become even more difficult, as a state won’t 

want to spend more money to stop the drone 

than the drone actually costs. 

Another important point is that many of the 

drones being used for military purposes in 

Ukraine were originally civilian drones, 

which were later repurposed for military use. 

Interestingly, thousands of these drones have 
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been provided to Ukraine through crowd-

sourcing. One such fund, ‘Come Back Alive’, 

has raised over $200 million for military 

assistance to Ukraine and provided over 7000 

drones, as well as other military equipment. 

This will be another feature of future warfare, 

the blurring of lines between the civilian and 

military domains. 

For the most part, the drones being used by 

both Russia and Ukraine have been remotely 

controlled by human operators – not artificial 

intelligence (AI). The integration of AI into 

drone systems, however, is a major problem 

in the future.  Not knowing the level of AI 

inside a drone’s ‘brain’ – whether it’s totally 

autonomous or not – could lead to 

misperception of an adversary’s intentions on 

the battlefield, and ultimately increase the 

risk of conflict escalation. Drone swarms, 

which were previously thought to only be a 

thing of the distant future and science fiction, 

may very well become a common feature on 

the battlefield within a few years or decades. 

The US has recently laid out its plans to 

incorporate thousands of drones and 

autonomous systems across domains in their 

militaries within the next 2 years. With 

Ukraine, and other battlefields, showing how 

useful drones can be for military operations, 

drone warfare will only increase. 

https://thegeopolitics.com/russia-ukraine-

drone-warfare-intensifies/  

Shayan Hassan Jamy 

(Research Officer, Strategic Vision 

Institute, Islamabad). 
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Why Ukraine war stalemate 

gives US and Russia perfect 

chance to restart arms control 

talks 

Usman Haider 

 

Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine, there 

has been an atmosphere of pessimism 

surrounding arms control between the United 

States and Russia. Russian President 

Vladimir Putin’s announcement of 

the suspension of Russia’s participation in 

the New START treaty further increased 

tensions. It allowed arms control pessimists 

to dominate the narrative and effectively 

propagate their rhetoric. 

The invasion and suspension together put the 

arms control framework on the back burner, 

triggering a situation for arms control 

proponents that had not been seen since the 

Cuban missile crisis. However, all is not lost. 

The present circumstances provide a perfect 

time for US-Russia arms control 

rapprochement because in every crisis, there 

is opportunity. 

The historical record provides support for 

this argument. It was a surprise that the US 

and the Soviet Union were able to quickly 

negotiate and ratify an arms control treaty – 

the Partial Test Ban Treaty – within a year of 

the resolution of the Cuban missile crisis. 

This serves as a reminder that the prospect of 

arms control holds promise, making this an 

opportune moment for the US and Russia to 

pursue fresh arms control agreements. 

The present dynamics have some 

resemblance to the pre-detente era, when 

cooperation on arms control was almost 

negligible. However, as those volatile 

circumstances brought the leaders of two 

superpowers to the negotiating table, the 

tensions originating from the war in Ukraine 

can also compel Putin and US President Joe 

Biden to resume arms control talks and avoid 

potentially catastrophic outcomes. 

A statement by US National Security Adviser 

Jake Sullivan in June suggests there is hope 

for further arms control talks. He said that 

“rather than waiting to resolve all of our 

bilateral differences, the US is ready to 

engage Russia now to manage nuclear risks 

and develop a post-2026 arms control 

framework”. This shows that the US has 

agreed to negotiate without preconditions and 

proposed a road map for future arms control 

negotiations. 

This proposal was the first of its kind after 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. It was a shift 

from the previous US strategy of demanding 

Moscow comply with the New START 

treaty. Russia welcomed this gesture, with 

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov calling 

Sullivan’s offer “important and positive” and 
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hoping “it would be supported with steps that 

will be made de facto through diplomatic 

channels”. 

‘Risk of nuclear confrontation is back’: UN 

chief Guterres As part of its annual 

assessment report to Congress, the US State 

Department reiterated in June that the treaty 

remains instrumental in bolstering US 

national security. It made this argument to 

Congress despite Russia suspending some 

treaty protocols, particularly the one 

regarding on-site inspections of 

facilities holding nuclear weapons. This 

suggests the US is still interested in bilateral 

engagement on arms control. 

The question now is how to turn the current 

state of affairs into one that brings about arms 

control rapprochement. This is the right 

moment given some recent developments 

during the conflict, with Ukraine’s counter 

offensive looking increasingly unlikely to 

make further progress into Russia’s defences. 

This could help ease anxiety among Kremlin 

decision-makers and encourage them to 

resume talks. The emergence of a stalemate 

in Ukraine could also reduce the prevalence 

of nuclear sabre-rattling from Russia, helping 

provide a more conducive environment for 

arms control talks. 

Ukraine calls for emergency UN meeting as 

Putin says Russia will deploy nuclear 

weapons in Belarus 

If both parties want to accomplish this, they 

will have to follow a three-point agenda. 

First, they must find a way to decouple the 

issues around Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 

from the resumption of arms control talks. 

They should not allow the conflict to hold 

dialogue hostage but instead set aside their 

differences, taking into account each other’s 

involvement in the conflict. 

This would not be a “new normal”. 

Negotiations between the two countries 

persisted while the Soviets were supporting 

the Viet Cong against the US in Vietnam, and 

while the US was 

backing mujahideen during the Soviet-

Afghan War. It worked then and it can work 

now as well. 

Second, Russia and the US should each pull 

back from their decisions or plans to deploy 

tactical nuclear weapons in Belarus and the 

United Kingdom respectively. The US has 

already expressed concern over Russia 

placing its nuclear weapons in Belarus, and 

similarly Russia has said it would regard the 

US placing nuclear weapons in Britain as an 

escalation. Each side deciding to take a step 

back here would be a watershed moment but 

also a realistic one given that both sides have 

successfully implemented such an agreement 

in the past. 
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Finally, the Biden administration should 

recall its support for the International 

Criminal Court arrest warrant issued against 

Putin. It would be a difficult decision, but the 

leaders of the US and Russia must meet one 

on one to achieve the desired results, 

something that is impossible while the arrest 

warrant remains active. This is a step that 

must be taken given the importance of having 

top leadership meet face to face in previous 

negotiations. 

Given that the US has offered to resume 

negotiations without preconditions, Russia’s 

interest in conditional acceptance is a step in 

the right direction. It reinforces the belief that 

hope still exists even in the darkest moments. 

War and the pursuit of arms races offer no 

viable solutions, only widespread devastation 

and suffering. Sanity should prevail in 

Washington and Moscow, and they should 

take these small but meaningful gestures to 

their logical end. 

https://www.scmp.com/comment/opinion/art

icle/3233837/why-ukraine-war-stalemate-

gives-us-and-russia-perfect-chance-restart-

arms-control-talks   

Usman Haider 

(Research Assistant, Strategic Vision 

Institute, Islamabad). 
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F-16s are To Little, Too Late for 

Ukraine 

Shamil Abdullah Saleh 

The Biden administration has approved the 

transfer of Dutch and Danish F-16 fighter 

aircraft to Ukraine. Although Ukrainian 

president Volodymyr Zelensky labeled this a 

“breakthrough agreement,” U.S. officials 

also privately stated that F-16s will provide 

“little help” to Ukraine in its 

counteroffensive. Until now, Ukraine’s 

counteroffensive has had little success, as 

Ukrainian forces could not break through the 

Russian defenses set up within Ukraine. 

Reportedly, Ukrainian troops suffered heavy 

casualties and lost almost a quarter of the 

weapons in their arsenal. Ukraine cited 

failure in the offensive due to a lack of 

modern fighter jets and stated that their old 

Soviet-era warplanes were outdated and 

inferior to Russian jets. The lack of air 

support for the troops on the ground 

seemingly undermined Ukraine’s 

counteroffensive. The Ukrainian Air Force 

failed to achieve air superiority or even air 

parity. However, from the looks of it, the sale 

of F-16 fighters will have limited effect on 

the counteroffensive by the time Ukraine is 

ready to fly the warplanes. 

First, it is estimated that it will take six 

months to train the pilots to be combat-ready 

to operate the F-16. This does not include 

technical staff training to maintain the 

aircraft. While multiple states are 

collaborating in training the Ukrainian Air 

Force, the exact timeframe for completion of 

technical training remains uncertain. This 

procedure may be extended and intensive. 

Furthermore, by the time the Ukrainian Air 

Force is ready to deploy, it will be too late to 

have any measurable effect in the 

counteroffensive. It is also noteworthy that 

the F-16 training is facing delays, which will 

further affect the combat readiness of the 

Ukrainian pilots. 

Second, the F-16s provided to Ukraine are 

old airframes, albeit with upgraded weapon 

systems. The fighter jets are estimated to be 

an average of forty years old and require 

frequent maintenance. The Ukrainian Air 

Force will spend significant time repairing 

the aircraft to keep them flightworthy. Proper 

logistical support and supply routes will be 

necessary to keep the jets in the air. 

Third, to achieve air superiority, having 

superior equipment is not enough. A pilot 

needs thousands of hours of flight time to 

master their aircraft. According to retired Air 

Commodore Andrew Curtis of the RAF, 

“Training even experienced pilots on a new 

aircraft is measured in months, not weeks.” 

Curtis added that the same principle applies 
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to Ukrainian pilots. Comparing this with 

Russia’s air force, which utilizes 

domestically developed fighter jets and 

possesses an in-depth understanding of the 

strengths and weaknesses of their aircraft, it 

is apparent that such a scenario may not result 

in any significantly noticeable advantages for 

the Ukrainian forces. In addition, Ukrainian 

pilots are extensively trained with Russian 

technology and aircraft. Most of them are 

accustomed to operating Sukhoi and 

Mikoyan fighter jets. Expecting them to use 

F-16s in combat effectively is an impractical 

hope. 

Even if Ukraine receives the much-awaited 

F-16s, their bases would be prime targets for 

the Russian military. Unless the Ukrainian 

Air Force achieves complete air 

superiority—an unlikely prospect—F-16s 

would be vulnerable to attack, even in their 

hangars. Similarly, Ukraine uses makeshift 

runways for its Soviet-era fighters to deceive 

the Russians. F-16s, however, need smooth, 

conventional runways to taxi and land. In all 

likelihood, the Russians will attempt to 

destroy these runways, perhaps before they 

are ready for action. Defending the jets and 

their supporting infrastructure would 

necessitate anti-air batteries near their bases 

to protect them from Russian attacks. This 

could make F-16s white elephants for the 

Ukrainian Air Force if the resources needed 

for protection and maintenance exceed their 

usefulness for destroying enemy forces. 

Considering all the factors above and the 

slow process of acquiring these fighter jets, 

this agreement will not be as much of a 

“breakthrough” for the counteroffensive. The 

Russian leadership is also aware of this and 

may accelerate its military operation to 

respond to the newly acquired fighters. 

Although Russia has yet to achieve air 

supremacy, the Russian air war plans may 

adapt after Ukraine receives and employs the 

F-16s. 

It is unlikely that F-16s will be a game-

changer for the counteroffensive. A few 

dozen jets themselves, under the current 

conditions of the war, cannot make an 

effective breakthrough. This reality is 

compounded by the fact the enemy retains a 

well-equipped air force and anti-air missiles. 

With or without the jets, Ukraine’s 

counteroffensive will remain slow on the 

ground and in the skies. 

https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/f-16s-

are-too-little-too-late-ukraine-206798  

Shamil Abdullah Saleh 

(Research Assistant, Strategic Vision 

Institute, Islamabad)

https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/f-16s-are-too-little-too-late-ukraine-206798
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/f-16s-are-too-little-too-late-ukraine-206798


 

 23 

Commercial Space Assets in 

Modern Warfare: Lessons from 

Russia-Ukraine Conflict  

Akash Shah 

The Russia-Ukraine war has provided a 

glimpse of the future of warfare — a future 

characterized by remote, high-tech combat 

rather than traditional man-to-man 

confrontation. While high-precision 

weaponry has played a crucial role in this 

conflict, satellites have emerged as a critical 

component, offering a new dimension to the 

ongoing conflict. Notably, Ukraine, despite 

lacking its own satellites, has effectively 

leveraged private satellite companies to 

access advanced, high-resolution satellite 

imagery, surpassing the capabilities of 

Russia’s aging space fleet. This access to 

space-based assets has been instrumental in 

bolstering Ukraine’s defensive and 

counteroffensive strategies, albeit contingent 

on effective ground-level tactics.  

Yet, the integration of commercial space 

assets into a conflict where Russia, a 

formidable adversary, holds the capacity to 

target them introduces an unprecedented 

layer of complexity. Russia has made it 

abundantly clear that these 

commercial satellites are potential targets, 

yet it has thus far refrained from deploying 

invasive measures to disable them. The 

dilemma arises from the fact that the 

proprietary rights to these satellites belong to 

non-Ukrainian firms, primarily based in the 

United States. Any overt act of sabotage, if 

traceable back to Russia, could rapidly 

escalate the conflict. Furthermore, such acts 

could inadvertently lead to the destruction of 

Russia’s own satellites, potentially triggering 

the Kessler syndrome, a nightmare scenario 

where debris from destroyed satellites 

propagates, endangering other space assets. 

In an age when our reliance on space 

technology touches nearly every facet of our 

daily lives, from Earth observation for 

scientific purposes to seamless global 

communication and even military command 

and control, such actions in space could 

indeed have catastrophic and far-reaching 

consequences.  

While we have not yet reached such an 

extreme point, there is no guarantee that it 

won’t occur if Russia perceives that its 

strategic interests necessitate the targeting of 

these commercial satellites, which it views as 

pivotal to Ukraine’s capabilities. 

Another disconcerting aspect of relying on 

private space companies is the degree of 

discretionary power they wield. A case in 

point is Elon Musk’s recent 
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revelation regarding his refusal of a 

Ukrainian request to activate his Starlink 

satellite network over Crimea’s port city of 

Sevastopol. Musk cited apprehensions of 

complicity in a “major” act of war as the 

primary reason for his refusal, pointing to an 

alleged Ukrainian plan to sink a significant 

portion of the Russian fleet anchored in 

Sevastopol. This incident casts a revealing 

spotlight on the risks associated with 

involving private firms in the provision of 

essential elements of modern warfare. 

If Musk’s claims are indeed accurate, this 

implies that a civilian, devoid of legal 

authority, had the power to determine the 

strategic significance of a specific Ukrainian 

attack. Such a precedent, where a civilian 

exercises such access and authority, gives 

rise to novel and profound concerns within 

the realm of security studies. On the other 

hand, if Musk’s statement proves to be 

disinformation or misinformation, it poses a 

different but equally concerning issue. In an 

era where disinformation is wielded as a 

potent weapon of geopolitical influence, such 

falsehoods can have grave consequences, 

potentially exacerbating an already volatile 

situation. 

The Russia-Ukraine conflict, as unique as it 

is, serves as an instructive case study within 

the broader context of space warfare. 

However, the practice of granting access to 

private satellite data and services may not be 

universally applicable. Many nations around 

the world, lacking their own satellite 

capabilities, would find themselves at a 

severe disadvantage in a conflict scenario. 

This underscores the crucial importance of 

countries investing in and developing 

their indigenous satellite capabilities to 

safeguard their national security interests. 

Moreover, complicating the arena of warfare 

with the commercialization of space further 

compounds the risks. Our contemporary way 

of life is intrinsically tied to space 

technology, with space-based assets playing 

an integral role in sectors ranging from 

agriculture and meteorology to navigation 

and financial services. Endangering these 

assets not only threatens the conduct of 

warfare but also endangers the very fabric of 

our interconnected global society. 

In conclusion, the Russia-Ukraine conflict 

serves as a stark reminder of the dual-edged 

nature of commercial space assets in modern 

warfare. While these assets can provide a 

strategic edge, they also introduce a host of 

complexities and vulnerabilities that demand 

careful consideration. As nations continue to 

navigate this uncharted territory, they must 

tread a fine line, striking a delicate balance 
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between harnessing the benefits of 

commercial space assets and ensuring the 

security and stability of both space and Earth. 

The path ahead in the realm of space warfare 

remains uncertain, and prudent decision-

making will be crucial to safeguarding our 

interconnected world in this new era of 

conflict. 

https://thegeopolitics.com/commercial-

space-assets-in-modern-warfare-lessons-

from-russia-ukraine-conflict/   

 

Akash Shah 

(Research Officer, Strategic Vision 

Institute, Islamabad). 

  

https://thegeopolitics.com/commercial-space-assets-in-modern-warfare-lessons-from-russia-ukraine-conflict/
https://thegeopolitics.com/commercial-space-assets-in-modern-warfare-lessons-from-russia-ukraine-conflict/
https://thegeopolitics.com/commercial-space-assets-in-modern-warfare-lessons-from-russia-ukraine-conflict/


 

 26 

Strategic Signaling Via 

Multilateral Exercises in the 

Asia-Pacific 

Muhammad Abu Bakar 

The Scope and number of military exercises 

have increased manifolds in the Asia-Pacific 

region. It shows that naval and maritime 

competition is underway in the region and 

can be attributed to the cakerhanging balance 

of power. Both Beijing and Washington 

ramped up military engagement with nations 

in the Asia-Pacific to undermine power, 

position, and influence of other. It is 

important to highlight that; multilateral 

exercises constitute one of the most open 

forms of military diplomacy, making it 

increasingly prominent part of foreign policy. 

These multilateral exercises serve a dual 

purpose: they serve as a platform to showcase 

or exhibit military might through the display 

of weapons, highly-trained soldiers, and 

systems, while also used as a way to send 

subtle messages to potential adversaries. In 

addition to that, these exercises facilitate the 

exchange of standard operating procedures 

(SOPs), methodologies, cutting edge 

technologies, and provide opportunity to 

evaluate the performance and identify 

shortcomings of armed forces without the 

necessity of engaging in actual armed 

conflict. Moreover, these exercises allow 

different countries to strengthen 

interoperability, integration, and hone 

tactical abilities. 

The Asia-Pacific region appears to have 

emerged as the central playing field in the 

ongoing strategic competition between the 

US and China. The developments that are 

taking place in the region were unthinkable 

or unimaginable few years ago. At present, 

three distinct forms of strategic signaling are 

underway, with the primary actors being 

China, the US & its allies, and ASEAN states. 

Each of these actors is implementing unique 

strategies within the Asia-Pacific region. For 

instance, China perceives the US engagement 

in the region as a threat to its regional 

domination and core national interests. It 

views US military presence, alliances like 

Quad & AUKUS as the main obstacles to its 

regional ambitions to reclaim what it 

perceives as lost territory – (Island of 

Taiwan). In an effort to deter the US and its 

allies, China is actively building and 

strengthening its military capabilities. 

Another prominent aspect of China’s 

maritime strategy is enforcement of Maritime 

law and Anti-Access/Area-Denial (A2AD). 

The purpose of this is to restrict foreign 

military access to the region through the 

deployment of advanced weaponry and 

system. 

Moreover, China has enhanced the visibility 

of strategic assets in the strategic waterways. 



 

 27 

It has conducted military exercises with Laos, 

Singapore, and Cambodia. Along with that, 

China & Russia conducted 

“Northern/Interaction-2023” near Sea of 

Japan that analysts say are the latest sign of 

deepening cooperation between the two 

military powerhouses. Another significant 

exercise is on the horizon, with a proposal 

from Russia. Reportedly, the trilateral naval 

drills between China, Russia, and North 

Korea came just days before Kim traveled to 

Russia to attend Eastern Economic Forum.  

Analysts termed the proposal as a direct 

response to the new Japan-ROK-US security 

arrangement; US led security alliances, 

including the Quad, AUKUS, and NATO. 

Meanwhile, the US under the Biden 

administration has beefed up security 

alliances and partnerships in the Asia-Pacific 

region to strengthen defense capabilities, 

promote security cooperation, and to act 

against any Chinese attempt to impose its 

hegemony. This highlights the US regional 

policy and its commitment to maintain & 

sustain Liberal order in the Asia-Pacific 

region. The Biden administration has actively 

engaged in both multilateral and bilateral 

exercises with its regional allies like Japan, 

Australia, India, South Korea, the 

Philippines, and Singapore. Moreover, it has 

played a crucial role in promoting greater 

cooperation among its allies, facilitating their 

own bilateral naval exercises. This collective 

effort aims to deter potential aggression from 

states such as China and North Korea. 

It is worth mentioning here that, not too long 

ago, the naval balance was apparently in 

China’s favor. However, recent 

developments indicate that it started to swing 

back to the US and its allies. The US has 

participated in the largest iteration of exercise 

“Talisman Sabre” in Australia, “Malabar-23” 

with Australia, India and Japan, “Pacific 

Vanguard” with Japan, Australia, and South 

Korea, “Noble Wolf” with Japan, Australia, 

and Canada, “Noble Typhoon” with Canada, 

France, and Japan. This trend clearly 

demonstrates a significant surge in naval 

engagement within the region by the US and 

its allies. The US-led alliance based 

partnerships primarily bilateral, continue to 

be critical elements of the Asian strategic 

culture, with countries like Japan and 

Australia shouldering greater responsibility 

for regional security. Furthermore, it is 

becoming evident that European countries 

could also play pivot roles in a way that might 

not have been envisaged even a few years 

ago. These all efforts by the US and its allies 

aimed to uphold freedom of navigation & 

open seas, adherence to international law, 

and unimpeded lawful commerce in 

international waters. 
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The ASEAN countries are anxious about the 

unfolding situation in the Asia-Pacific 

region. They are feeling the heat of strategic 

competition between the US and China. They 

find themselves in a delicate position and are 

trying hard to balance their relationship with 

both the US and China. Emphasizing a non-

partisan approach, as they want to refrain 

from aligning with any particular political 

bloc. This approach was signaled when 

Indonesia hosted a multilateral naval exercise 

“Komodo”. The exercise was conducted 

amid simmering tensions in the region. One 

noteworthy aspect of the exercise is that 

among its 36 participants, many have 

recently experienced bitter conflicts and 

disputes. Notably, it includes rivals such as 

South and North Korea, China and US, as 

well as India and Pakistan. However, all of 

them have willingly come together for this 

multilateral exercise, setting aside their 

differences for the time being. Moreover, the 

world’s largest archipelago via multilateral 

exercise underlined its stance that they do not 

support the element of competition in the 

region. Instead, it advocates for a reliance on 

rules-based regimes and mechanisms to 

ensure the settlement of longstanding 

disputes to avert a major military 

confrontation in the Asia-Pacific region. 

 

The pursuit of incompatible goals in the Asia-

Pacific region points to a concerning trend. 

The regional environment has become more 

complex, tension filled, and charged. It is 

expected that competition between the US 

and China will intensify and managing the 

evolving naval balance will become even 

more challenging. The assertive deployments 

and operations of major players further 

complicate predicting the future of events at 

sea. Moreover, the gathering of many rival 

warships in the proximity suggests a 

worrying trend. The situation is volatile and 

any accidental incident at sea could lead to a 

serious crisis in the region. As nothing can be 

predicted with absolute certainty, and 

nothing can be ruled out, the Asia-Pacific 

finds itself in a precarious and uncertain 

landscape. 

https://policywatcher.com/2023/09/strategic-

signaling-via-multilateral-exercises-in-the-

asia-pacific/ 
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US Bets on Data-Driven and AI-

Empowered Warfare to Counter 

China 

Shayan Hassan Jamy 

Throughout human history, technological 

progress has been translated into military 

prowess. In most instances, the states that 

have been able to incorporate new 

technologies more quickly and effectively 

into their respective militaries have gained a 

significant advantage over their adversaries. 

The same is likely to be true for artificial 

intelligence (AI), with the US and China 

currently locked in a competition for global 

AI superiority. This competition, for AI and 

technological supremacy, could very well 

dictate the future global landscape. 

 

Although China might disagree with the 

existence of such a technological 

competition, the US firmly believes in it. This 

was evident from a speech delivered by US 

Deputy Secretary of Defence Kathleen 

Hicks, on August 28, 2023. Deputy Secretary 

Hicks’ speech was significant for a number 

of reasons, primarily because it gave valuable 

insight into the US military’s strategic 

thinking in both the immediate and long-

term. Deputy Secretary Hicks discussed how 

the US viewed China, AI and autonomous 

systems, technological innovation, and a 

range of other issues. 

 

At the core of Deputy Secretary Hicks’ 

speech was that the US Department of 

Defence (DOD) aimed to have a “data-driven 

and AI-empowered military”. Although AI 

has gained mainstream popularity within the 

past few years, major states have been 

looking into the military applications of AI 

for decades now. From 2014 onwards, when 

the US announced its Third Offset Strategy, 

the US has been building the foundation for 

the eventual incorporation of AI into its 

military. The 2021 report by the US National 

Security Commission on Artificial 

Intelligence (NSCAI) was perhaps the most 

telling of US strategic thinking towards AI. 

The NSCAI report stated that the US DOD 

was far from “AI-ready”, urgeing it to heavily 

increase investment in AI by 2025 and 

“integrate AI-enabled technologies into 

every facet of war-fighting”. It is this same 

philosophy that Deputy Secretary Hicks 

alluded to in her speech. 

 

Deputy Secretary Hicks announced the 

“Replicator Initiative”, which she described 

as a new DOD initiative to quickly develop 

and field “swarms of low-cost air, land or sea 



 

 30 

drones that could swarm an enemy”. She 

called it a “big bet” that could counter 

China’s biggest advantage – the ability to 

bring a mass of platforms and people to the 

battlefield. The DOD hoped to leverage 

“attritable, autonomous systems in all 

domains — which are less expensive, put 

fewer people in the line of fire, and can be 

changed, updated, or improved with 

substantially shorter lead times”. 

 

The initiative would focus on platforms that 

are “small, smart, cheap, and many”. The 

immediate objective of the Replicator 

Initiative is for the US military to “field 

attritable autonomous systems at scale of 

multiple thousands, in multiple domains, 

within the next 18 to 24 months,” Hicks said. 

This statement deserves thorough analysis, as 

there are several claims being made. 

Firstly, the scale of the autonomous systems 

being in the multiple thousands and the 

application of the systems being across 

multiple domains, indicates that the US very 

much sees drones and autonomous systems 

as being crucial for its future war-fighting 

and military operations. With the US 

currently being the technological hub of the 

world, the widespread use of autonomous 

systems by the US military would likely 

cause other states to adopt such systems to 

maintain strategic parity with their 

adversaries. The Replicator Initiative also 

mentioned that the US was working towards 

collaboration and integration with allies and 

partners, meaning that autonomous systems 

would likely proliferate to its friendly states. 

 

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, is 

the stated timeline, within the next 18 to 24 

months. This is rather alarming, particularly 

given that issues surrounding AI ethics and 

regulation have gathered momentum in 

recent months. Although the US claims to be 

following a “responsible and ethical” 

approach to AI in its Replicator Initiative, the 

specified timeline makes these claims hard to 

believe. However, it is also pertinent to note 

that the US military has likely been working 

on this initiative for quite some time, so it 

would have certain rules in place to prevent 

the negative aspects of AI in the military. To 

what extent AI norms and regulations would 

actually matter in a crisis situation, however, 

is a debate for another day. 

 

Even if the US had been planning such an 

initiative for years, it seems that it now feels 

confident enough to announce and implement 

it. Ukraine has acted as a testing ground for 
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the use of drones and autonomous systems on 

the battlefield, and has certainly 

demonstrated the power of these systems to 

major states. Drones have been regularly 

used by both Russia and Ukraine, with RUSI 

estimating that Ukraine has lost a staggering 

10,000 unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) per 

month against Russia. These drones have 

been used for intelligence, surveillance and 

reconnaissance (ISR) purposes, as well as for 

direct targeting of the adversary’s military 

and civilian infrastructure. 

 

Deputy Secretary Hicks also directly 

mentioned China as being the sole target of 

the Replicator Initiative. She added: “We 

must ensure the PRC (People’s Republic of 

China) leadership wakes up every day, 

considers the risks of aggression, and 

concludes, ‘today is not the day’ – and not 

just today, but every day, between now and 

2027, now and 2035, now and 2049, and 

beyond”. She also mentioned that “all-

domain, attritable autonomous systems 

(ADA2) will help overcome the challenge of 

anti-access, area-denial systems (A2AD). 

Our ADA2 to thwart their A2AD”. This is a 

critical point. China’s A2AD strategy is 

primarily focused on the South China Sea. 

The US stating that it would use drones to 

counter China’s A2AD strategy gives a clear 

indication that the US is willing, directly or 

indirectly, to militarily intervene in the 

region. This is another alarming statement, 

especially considering the growing tensions 

between the US and China, surrounding 

Taiwan. 

 

China, on the other hand, holds a completely 

different understanding of AI than the US 

does. Although China aims to become the 

global leader of AI by 2030, it has so far been 

characteristically secretive about its military 

incorporation of AI. This, however, has not 

stopped the US from seeing China’s AI 

progress as being a major challenge to the 

future global leadership role of the US. 

Ultimately, the reality is that future warfare 

will certainly be data-driven and AI-enabled, 

and it already is in many ways. However, the 

dangers of integrating AI into autonomous 

military systems need to be understood. 

Given the rapid pace of advancements being 

made in AI, and the importance given to the 

military applications of AI by major states, 

the incorporation of AI into their militaries is 

a matter of when, not if. Deputy Secretary 

Hicks’ speech mentioned the impact of the 

Replicator Initiative on the speed and scale of 

the US military several times. That will likely 

be the character of future warfare: it will be 
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fought at a rapid pace, and human combatants 

will operate alongside a large number of 

autonomous systems. Although this might 

seem to be a more effective method of 

warfighting for some, the risk of escalation 

would be tremendous, particularly if 

militaries move towards human-out-of-the-

loop AI. 

https://strafasia.com/us-bets-on-data-driven-

and-ai-empowered-warfare-to-counter-

china/   

Shayan Hassan Jamy 

(Research Officer, Strategic Vision 

Institute, Islamabad). 
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Artificial Intelligence in the 

Nuclear Age  

Amber Afreen Abid 

The nuclear age has seen remarkable 

advancements in technology, policy, and 

international diplomacy. Now, a new player 

has emerged in this complex arena: Artificial 

Intelligence (AI). 

Artificial Intelligence is poised to play a 

significant role in shaping the regional 

strategic dynamics of South Asia. The 

intersection of AI and nuclear capabilities in 

South Asia introduces a host of concerns that 

impact regional stability. It is essential to 

recognize that while AI has the potential to 

enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of 

nuclear strategies, it also amplifies the risks 

associated with nuclear deterrence. These 

challenges encompass the realms of 

miscommunication, cyber vulnerabilities, 

ethical dilemmas, the potential for an arms 

race, and the imperative to establish 

international norms and safeguards. 

Addressing these challenges requires a 

nuanced understanding of the region’s 

geopolitical dynamics and the delicate 

balance of power, where any misstep could 

have profound and far-reaching 

consequences. 

The use of AI in nuclear command and 

control systems can potentially introduce 

risks of miscommunication or 

misinterpretation of data. Rapid decision-

making algorithms might lead to unintended 

actions, raising the risk of accidental 

escalation to a nuclear conflict. Ensuring fail-

safes and rigorous protocols to prevent such 

scenarios is crucial. Moreover, AI-powered 

nuclear systems are susceptible to cyber-

attacks. The adoption of AI-driven 

technologies in the nuclear realm may trigger 

an arms race in South Asia. India due to its 

hegemonic designs could feel compelled to 

develop more advanced and diverse AI-

enhanced nuclear capabilities. This 

escalation can destabilize the region, 

increasing the risk of conflict. 

The use of AI in the nuclear domain raises 

ethical concerns, particularly concerning 

autonomous decision-making in warfare. 

Questions surrounding the ethics of 

employing AI for nuclear targeting and the 

potential for autonomous weapons to violate 

international humanitarian laws must be 

addressed. There is currently a lack of clear 

international norms and regulations 

governing the use of AI in nuclear weapons 

systems. Establishing such norms is crucial to 

prevent misuse and unintended consequences 

in the region. 

Relying heavily on AI for nuclear command 

and control may create technological 



 

 34 

dependencies that could be exploited by 

adversaries. Safeguarding these technologies 

from external interference is essential. Thus, 

ensuring robust human oversight in AI-

driven nuclear systems is critical. While AI 

can enhance decision-making, ultimate 

authority and control over the use of nuclear 

weapons must remain with responsible 

human actors. 

The introduction of AI could lead to a 

perception of instability in the region. If there 

is a lack of trust in the transparency and 

reliability of AI-driven systems, it may 

undermine the region’s nuclear stability. 

The integration of AI into the nuclear age 

introduces a complex set of challenges and in 

order to mitigate them there should be open 

channels of communication and confidence-

building measures with neighboring 

countries, particularly India, as they are 

essential to prevent misunderstandings and 

accidental escalations in the South Asian 

nuclear landscape. Pakistan and India must 

engage in dialogues and cooperation to 

establish clear guidelines for the responsible 

use of AI in the nuclear age and to promote 

regional stability and security rather than 

posing risks of conflict, escalation, or 

unintended consequences.  

 

https://thesvi.org/artificial-intelligence-in-

the-nuclear-age/   

 

Amber Afreen Abid  

(Research Officer, Strategic Vision 

Institute, Islamabad). 
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The Controversial Use of 

Depleted Uranium Munitions in 

Modern Warfare 

Sher Bano 

In the annals of warfare, the use of depleted 

uranium (DU) munitions stands as a 

testament to both human ingenuity and the 

unintended consequences of technological 

advancement. DU, a dense and slightly 

radioactive byproduct of uranium 

enrichment, has been utilized in conflicts 

around the world since the early 1990s. Its 

primary purpose? To penetrate armored 

targets with lethal efficiency. However, as 

the dust of battle settles, the lasting impact of 

DU lingers, leaving behind a legacy fraught 

with controversy, health concerns, and 

environmental consequences. 

The origins of DU in warfare can be traced 

back to the Gulf War of 1990-1991. In a bid 

to counter the formidable Iraqi armored 

forces, the United States and its allies 

employed DU munitions, including tank 

rounds and artillery shells, with devastating 

effectiveness. The high density of DU 

allowed these projectiles to pierce through 

the thickest armor, making them a potent tool 

for neutralizing enemy tanks and armored 

vehicles. 

The utilization of DU in warfare offered 

several significant advantages to militaries. 

Firstly, its exceptional density, 

approximately 1.7 times that of lead, enabled 

it to easily penetrate armored targets, making 

it an ideal choice for armor-piercing 

munitions. Secondly, its kinetic energy focus 

meant it was less likely to cause collateral 

damage compared to explosives, which could 

potentially harm nearby civilians and 

infrastructure. Lastly, DU-enhanced armor 

plating on tanks and armored vehicles 

bolstered the protection of military personnel 

on the battlefield. 

While DU proved invaluable on the 

battlefield, its use came at a significant cost. 

The consequences of DU exposure, both 

immediate and long-term, have raised serious 

concerns. When DU munitions strike their 

target, they can create fine, radioactive dust 

or aerosols that can be inhaled or ingested, 

posing a risk to soldiers and civilians near 

impacted areas. The primary radiation 

emitted by DU is in the form of alpha 

particles, which are relatively weak 

externally. However, if DU particles are 

inhaled or ingested, they can pose a radiation 

hazard inside the body, potentially leading to 

tissue damage and an increased risk of 

cancer. 

Long-term health concerns have also been 

raised, with ongoing debate and research 

surrounding the potential link between DU 
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exposure and various health issues, 

particularly cancer. Some studies suggest an 

association, while others find limited 

evidence. Moreover, concerns about the 

impact of DU exposure on reproductive 

health, including birth defects in areas where 

DU munitions have been used, have added to 

the complexity of the issue. 

The environmental impact of DU use is 

equally concerning. DU contamination can 

persist in the environment for extended 

periods, affecting soil and water quality and 

posing risks to local ecosystems and 

communities. Addressing DU contamination 

in conflict zones is challenging and 

expensive, requiring comprehensive 

remediation efforts. 

Notable incidents of DU use span several 

conflicts and regions. The Gulf War marked 

the first major use of DU munitions, sparking 

initial concerns about its effects. Reports 

emerged of DU use during the Bosnian War, 

raising contamination concerns in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. DU munitions were employed 

during NATO’s intervention in the Kosovo 

War, contributing to concerns about 

environmental and health consequences. The 

Iraq War witnessed extensive DU use, with 

reports of contamination in various parts of 

the country. Accusations of DU munitions 

use persist in the ongoing Yemen conflict, 

although the extent and consequences are still 

debated. Similarly, allegations of DU 

munitions use in Syria have been made, but 

verification remains challenging due to the 

complexity of the conflict. 

Recently, the United States has decided to 

supply Ukraine with depleted uranium (DU) 

munitions as part of a $1 billion aid package 

has sparked controversy and condemnation 

from Russia. The U.S. plans to provide 

120mm depleted uranium tank rounds for 

Ukraine’s upcoming delivery of M1 Abrams 

tanks, while the UK has already supplied 

such shells for the Challenger 2 tanks 

previously sent to Ukraine. These rounds will 

enhance Ukrainian tank crews’ ability to 

engage enemy targets from greater distances, 

minimizing their vulnerability to counter-

fire. Russia has strongly criticized both the 

U.S. and the UK for sending depleted 

uranium weapons, with President Vladimir 

Putin expressing concerns about their 

“nuclear component” and warning of 

potential reactions to their use. 

In the face of these ongoing challenges, 

responsible practices and transparency are 

imperative. Stricter international regulations 

and guidelines regarding the use of DU in 

warfare are essential to mitigate its harmful 

effects. Continued monitoring and 

remediation efforts in conflict zones are 
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crucial to minimize DU contamination’s 

long-term environmental and health impacts. 

Ongoing research is necessary to better 

understand the health effects of DU exposure, 

and raising awareness about the potential 

risks associated with DU use is vital for 

informed decision-making. Additionally, 

exploring and investing in alternative 

technologies for armored warfare could help 

reduce reliance on DU munitions. 

In conclusion, the use of depleted uranium in 

warfare is a double-edged sword, offering 

military advantages while leaving a legacy of 

health and environmental concerns. As the 

world grapples with the aftermath of conflicts 

where DU munitions have been employed, 

there is an urgent need for international 

cooperation, research, and responsible 

practices to mitigate the lasting consequences 

of this lethal material. The quest for more 

effective and humane means of waging war 

must continue, guided by the lessons learned 

from the contentious history of depleted 

uranium in warfare. 

https://www.eurasiareview.com/20092023-

the-controversial-use-of-depleted-uranium-

munitions-in-modern-warfare-oped/  

Sher Bano 

(Research Officeer, Strategic Vision 

Institute, Islamabad). 
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Indian Navy’s Mq-9b Sea 

Guardian Purchase Puts 

Pakistan’s Subs on Notice  

Usman Haider 

India recently signed an agreement with the 

U.S.  to purchase 31 Mq-9B Sea-Guardian 

high-altitude unmanned aerial vehicles 

(UAV) worth $3.07 billion. The deal will 

profoundly boost the Indian Navy’s airborne 

anti-submarine warfare (ASW) capabilities. 

Of the total 31, the Indian Navy will get 15 

UAVs. Once India inducts the Mq-9b shortly, 

the Indian Navy will become the second in 

the world, after the US Navy, to operate an 

airborne anti-submarine triad. Moreover, the 

acquisition will allow it to search and destroy 

Pakistan’s conventional attack submarines 

with greater precision than before. 

 

The Mq-9b is a cutting-edge UAV 

manufactured by General Atomics, designed 

to execute various tasks. However, what 

makes it unique is its capability to hunt and 

kill enemy submarines effectively. It is the 

only fixed-wing UAV in the world with the 

capacity to carry sonobuoys. The capacity to 

carry sonobuoys as its payload makes Mq-9b 

a formidable weapon. It is a marine device 

deployed by maritime planes and helicopters 

in anti-submarine operations. It has four wing 

stations that can hold 4 SDS pods, permitting 

it to carry either 40 ‘A’ size or 80 ‘G’ size 

sonobuoys. 

 

Mq-9b can analyze data from around 32 

sonobuoys, to detect, classify and track 

underwater systems. The platform 

demonstrated this capability in a recent 

exercise conducted by the US Navy known as 

Integrated Battle Problem in 2021. It 

provides naval commanders with a low-cost, 

stand-alone capability, as well as a potent 

replacement to manned maritime patrol 

aircraft. 

 

Additionally, Mq-9b has a long endurance 

capability of around 30+ hours that exceeds 

the limits of manned maritime aircraft and 

helicopters by a large margin. Its ability to 

remain on station for extended time makes it 

a perfect candidate to find and sink enemy 

submarines in open oceans, which is a time-

consuming process. It also costs $5,000 per 

hour compared to P-8 costing $35,000 per 

hour, thus making it a cost-effective 

platform. Moreover, it has an operational 

range of over 5000 nautical miles and a flight 

ceiling of over 40,000 feet. It also has an 

inbuilt tactical data link system allowing it to 

communicate with other platforms in real-

time. 
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The formal induction into the Indian Navy’s 

fleet will make the service the first one 

besides the U.S. to have an active airborne 

anti-submarine triad. It is comprised of 

maritime patrol aircraft, dual-purpose 

helicopters, and long-endurance unmanned 

aerial vehicles and includes P-8 Poseidon 

long-range maritime patrol aircraft, Mq-9b 

Sea-Guardian, and MH-60R with ASW 

capabilities. P-8 and Mh-60 retain the same 

capability as the Mq-9b to find and track 

enemy submarines. A P-8 on an ASW 

mission can carry a payload of 129 A-type 

sonobuoys or a mixture of sonobuoys and 

torpedoes, and 12 aircraft are in service with 

India’s naval arm.  Similarly, the MH-60 can 

carry both payloads simultaneously, but the 

number would be lower than the P-8.  The 

Indian Navy presently operates with six MH-

60R ASW out of 24 ordered in a deal worth 

USD 2.6 billion  in 2020. All 24 are likely to 

become operational in the next two years. 

 

The Mq-9b will undeniably augment the 

search-and-tracking capabilities of the Indian 

Navy, allowing it to accurately ascertain the 

whereabouts and sink Pakistan’s submarines, 

thereby placing the Pakistan Navy in a 

disadvantaged position. This will happen 

because of the interoperability with the 

existing anti-sub platforms (P-8 and Mh-60) 

operational with the Indian Navy and its 

capability to take charge of the mission in the 

absence of P-8 and Mh-60. 

 

On the interoperability side, Mq-9b’s will 

assist the Indian Navy’s P-8 and MH-60 sub-

killers by providing them an extended 

coverage of the targeted area. This is possible 

because the data link system in Mq-9b allows 

it to communicate and pass on information on 

Pakistani subs with P-8 and MH-60 platforms 

in real-time. This will make Mq-9b the 

spearhead of the airborne triad, conducting 

missions beyond territorial boundaries and 

detecting Pakistan’s subs on the high seas. 

 

Additionally, the multi-domain mission 

capability to not only control the mission but 

also take charge of other platforms makes it a 

formidable system. At present, the P-8 and 

Mh-60 have limited mission time before they 

have to go back for refueling. Moreover, even 

if aerial refueling is being conducted, human 

fatigue remains an issue. On the contrary, the 

Mq-9b is unmanned and can stay airborne 

surveilling the targeted area for subs for over 

a day and a half. 

 

The Mq-9b will be a game-changer once 

inducted and will likely challenge the 

Pakistan’s Navy offensive operations 

significantly. Its ability to survey the area for 

a longer duration and its interoperability are 
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what make it a deadly platform. India will not 

be restricted to just 15 platforms, but will 

purchase additional pieces as well. The 

Pakistan Navy will have testing times ahead 

and to neutralize the threat; it has to 

strengthen its naval air arm by inducting 

modern air superiority aircraft. Additionally, 

the operational principle for detecting enemy 

subs by sonobuoys is acoustic, and there is an 

urgent need to reduce the acoustic signature 

of Pakistan’s platforms, especially the eight 

new Yuan class subs coming from China. 

 

https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/indian

-navys-mq-9b-sea-guardian-purchase-puts-

pakistans-subs-on-notice/   

 

Usman Haider 

(Research Assistant, Strategic Vision 

Institute, Islamabad). 
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India’s Geopolitical Dilemma: 

Managing Western Pressure 

amidst China’s Ascent 

Komal Khan 

India has encountered Western pressure 

following Canada’s association, as a member 

state of the Five Eyes network, between the 

Indian government and the murder of 

Hardeep Singh Nijjar. The U.S. Ambassador 

to Canada, David Cohen, affirmed that 

Canada’s prime minister’s statements were 

informed by collaborative intelligence-

sharing among the Five Eyes partners. He 

further stated that should the allegations 

prove to be accurate, they would represent a 

potentially significant breach of the rules-

based international order. 

India experiences political pressure to 

harmonize its foreign policy with Western 

directives in the context of Asia-Pacific geo-

strategic dynamics. This pressure originates 

from multiple factors, including India’s 

intent to fortify strategic alliances with 

Western nations, particularly the United 

States, and its strategy to establish deeper 

economic and security connections with 

these states. Additionally, Western nations 

often underscore shared democratic values, 

urging India to align its foreign policy 

choices accordingly. 

 

In light of China’s assertive conduct in the 

Asia-Pacific region, the United States has 

already redirected its attention to 

strengthening its partnerships with key Asian 

democracies to address this pressing concern. 

Furthermore, the trans-Atlantic allies of the 

U.S. who have been primarily focused on 

European security, have started 

contemplating their potential role in 

addressing the challenges posed by China in 

this region. It started with the NATO’s 

engagement with Eastern Pacific, and now its 

Five Eyes stressing India, the South Asian 

state partnering with the U.S. under the 

integrated deterrence framework, to 

materialize its potential strategic role in 

deterring China in the South and East Asia. 

The report addressing NATO’s strategic 

outlook for the next decade underscores the 

necessity for substantial adaptations to 

confront emerging challenges presented by 

Russia and China. Accentuating NATO’s 

need to extend its partnerships beyond its 

conventional Euro-Atlantic purview, the 

report highlights the necessity of engaging 

with Asian partners in response to the 

challenges emanating from China’s 

ambitions; and India within South Asia 

emerges as the primary interface for Western 

nations in this regard. 
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Essentially, while the report refrains from 

explicit mention of India, it implicitly 

suggests NATO’s consideration of India as a 

potentially significant partner in addressing 

evolving security challenges, particularly in 

the context of China’s ascendance. The 

report’s overarching emphasis on expanding 

partnerships and confronting global 

challenges underscores India’s significance 

across various discernible dimensions. 

Firstly, India’s status as a prominent South 

Asian capable state, combined with shared 

concerns regarding China’s assertive 

behavior, underscores its strategic relevance 

to NATO, especially in the Indo-Pacific 

context. Secondly, the report hints at the 

potential inclusion of India as a valuable non-

member partner in addressing common 

security concerns at a global scale, thereby 

highlighting the prospect of broader 

international collaboration. Thirdly, India’s 

role in counterbalancing China’s growing 

influence is implied, offering potential 

contributions to both regional and global 

security endeavors. Finally, India’s 

involvement is envisioned to inject diverse 

perspectives into NATO’s strategic 

deliberations, thereby enriching the alliance’s 

capacity for nuanced analysis and response to 

regional and international challenges. Taken 

together, these inferences underscore the 

acknowledgment of India as a consequential 

actor within the evolving landscape of global 

security and cooperation. 

India has strategic relevance to the U.S. Indo-

Pacific Strategy when securing a balance of 

power in Indo-Pacific is concerned. For 

instance, as per the reports by the Indian 

media, the Indian policymakers got into 

debate with the sitting government over 

paragraph 18 of the U.S.-India joint 

statement post Indian Prime Minister’s visit 

to the U.S. that explores the feasibility of 

deploying “over-the-horizon” counter-

terrorism capabilities in northwest India, 

likely encompassing diverse military and 

intelligence operations. It underscore 

ongoing discussions and inquiries by U.S. 

policymakers and officials concerning 

regional security and counter-terrorism 

strategies, with India being contemplated as a 

possible partner or site for such initiatives. 

 

Notably, in order to secure balance of power 

in Indo-Pacific regional complex, the core 

U.S. allies have also openly included the 

Indian Ocean in their official publications, 

exemplified by The Pentagon’s 2010 

Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), 

Australia’s 2009 Defence White Paper, and 

Japan’s 2011 National Defense Policy 

Guidelines. This heightened official attention 

to the Indian Ocean can be attributed to 

influential works such as Robert Kaplan’s 
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2010 book “Monsoon: The Indian Ocean and 

the Future of American Power” and research 

documents originating from institutions such 

as the Naval War College, the American 

Enterprise Institute, the Lowy Institute 

(Australia), and the Ocean Policy Research 

Foundation (Japan), among others. These 

comprehensive strategic assessments have 

collectively addressed a wide spectrum of 

security concerns in the region. 

 

However, the extensive involvement of India 

in geopolitics, particularly in alignment with 

Western powers, carries a gamut of potential 

consequences. Foremost among these is the 

risk of compromising its strategic autonomy, 

with India potentially compelled to 

subordinate independent foreign policy 

prerogatives to the interests of its Western 

partners. Additionally, such entanglement 

heightens the susceptibility to being drawn 

into conflicts or disputes that may not 

intrinsically align with India’s core national 

interests. Moreover, there exists the prospect 

of economic dependence on Western markets 

or investments, rendering India vulnerable to 

economic pressures or sanctions in the event 

of geopolitical discord. Geopolitical 

entanglement can also instigate regional 

instability by eliciting concerns from 

neighboring states, thereby engendering 

conflicts or tensions. Domestically, it may 

encounter opposition or backlash, notably if 

it is perceived as undermining India’s 

sovereignty or national values. This scenario 

could further extend to encompass diplomatic 

isolation on the global stage and impose 

enduring ramifications, illustrating the 

intricate considerations India must navigate 

in its geopolitical engagements. To 

effectively manage these challenges, India’s 

foreign policy apparatus must astutely 

balance its national interests, uphold strategic 

autonomy, and adopt a multifaceted approach 

to international relations. 

 

In 2018, a substantial reconfiguration of U.S. 

strategy took place as the nation restructured 

its most prominent combatant command, 

Pacific Command (PACOM), into the Indo-

Pacific Command (INDOPACOM). This 

strategic adjustment marked a pivotal 

recognition of the Indian Ocean’s heightened 

significance in the realm of both national and 

international security. This departure 

represented a notable shift from the United 

States’ prior position, wherein the Indian 

Ocean played a secondary role compared to 

the Pacific, despite the emphasis placed on 

the Indo-Pacific as a critical strategic domain 

within the National Security Strategy. Two 

key factors contributing to this strategic 

alignment include the essential role of the 

U.S. base in Diego Garcia for Middle East 
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operations and China’s growing influence in 

the Indian Ocean region. This significant 

development positioned Indian Ocean’s 

centrality in national and international 

security considerations. 

Regrettably, the United States finds itself in a 

situation where its allies do not share a 

unanimous perspective concerning their 

engagements with China. Moreover, in 

numerous instances, there exists a lack of 

alignment between these allies and 

Washington regarding the most effective 

approach to managing China’s conduct. 

India’s entanglement in the integrated 

deterrence framework is significant for the 

United States and the Western democracies 

based on its geo-strategic proximity to China, 

economic capability, and democratic 

identity. However, the autonomous nature of 

Indian foreign policy is a simultaneous 

challenge. 

https://southasiajournal.net/indias-

geopolitical-dilemma-managing-western-

pressure-amidst-chinas-ascent/ 
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Uncertain Progress: U.S.-Iran 

Relations and the Nuclear 

Dilemma 

Sher Bano 

Over the past few weeks, the United States 

and Iran have taken what can be described as 

tentative steps toward de-escalating their 

longstanding tensions. These developments 

have ignited hopes for the resumption of talks 

regarding Iran’s nuclear program and, more 

crucially, the mitigation of global nuclear 

risks. 

On Sept. 18, a significant breakthrough 

occurred as five Americans, formerly 

imprisoned in Iran, were repatriated to the 

United States. Simultaneously, five Iranians 

held in U.S. custody were released, and South 

Korea played a pivotal role by transferring $6 

billion of Iran’s frozen assets to Qatar. The 

objective behind this transfer was to enable 

Iran to access these funds for essential 

commodities, exempt from U.S. sanctions, 

such as food and medicine. 

However, the Biden administration did not 

escape criticism for its part in releasing Iran’s 

frozen assets as part of this prisoner 

exchange. Critics argued that the stringent 

restrictions on how Tehran could employ 

these funds rendered the victory hollow. In 

response, Brett McGurk, the National 

Security Council coordinator for the Middle 

East and North Africa, defended the Biden 

administration’s approach, emphasizing their 

meticulousness. He stated that the funds in 

Qatar would be subjected to even more 

rigorous legal constraints compared to those 

in South Korea. Crucially, McGurk clarified 

that the funds were earmarked primarily for 

humanitarian purposes, ensuring that no 

direct financial inflow would bolster Iran’s 

coffers. 

A consequential development that followed 

the prisoner swap was a modest reduction in 

Iran’s production of 60 percent enriched 

uranium over the past quarter. It is imperative 

to grasp that this reduction does not 

instantaneously mitigate Iran’s proliferation 

risk. The stark reality remains that Tehran 

retains the capability to produce sufficient 

weapons-grade material for a nuclear bomb 

within a week, and around five such weapons 

in a month. Nevertheless, the significance of 

this reduction lies in Iran’s perception of its 

stockpile of 60 percent enriched uranium as a 

potent bargaining chip in negotiations with 

the United States. The willingness to 

decelerate production can be interpreted as a 

political signal, underscoring Iran’s 

intentions to de-escalate. This assumes 

greater importance in light of reports 

indicating discussions between the United 
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States and Iran regarding a cap on the 60 

percent enriched uranium stockpile during 

indirect talks in Oman earlier this year. 

Although the immediate revival of the 2015 

nuclear deal, formally known as the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), 

remains improbable due to a complex 

geopolitical landscape and Iran’s substantial 

nuclear advancements over the past year, the 

prisoner swap and Iran’s decision on 60 

percent enriched uranium provide a glimmer 

of hope for reigniting discussions on Iran’s 

nuclear program. 

On September 18, U.S. Secretary of State 

Antony Blinken publicly stated that the 

Biden administration was not actively 

engaged in discussions with Iran concerning 

its nuclear program. However, he held the 

door ajar for potential future dialogue. This 

cautious optimism indicates that the prospect 

of diplomacy remains alive and is not 

foreclosed. 

Representatives from three European nations 

party to the JCPOA—France, Germany, and 

the United Kingdom—convened in New 

York on September 20 to engage with Ali 

Bagheri Kani, the lead Iranian negotiator, on 

the nuclear issue. Presently, there are no 

concrete plans for direct or proximity talks 

between U.S. and Iranian officials. This 

absence of direct engagement underscores 

the complexities of the diplomatic dance 

required to bring these nations back to the 

negotiation table. 

Furthermore, regional tensions continue to 

simmer between the United States and Iran. 

In his address to the UN General Assembly 

on September 19, Iranian President Ebrahim 

Raisi appeared to signal Iran’s willingness to 

engage in talks concerning its nuclear 

program, contingent on the United States 

demonstrating commitment to implementing 

an agreement. However, the president also 

employed rhetoric threatening further 

retaliation for the U.S. drone strike that 

claimed the life of General Qassam 

Soleimani in 2020. It is imperative to 

interpret Raisi’s words not solely in the realm 

of international diplomacy but also as a 

message tailored for his domestic audience. 

Nonetheless, this rhetoric underscores the 

formidable challenges that renewed 

diplomacy will encounter and the persistent 

risk of spoilers disrupting progress. 

In the midst of these diplomatic intricacies, 

the concerns about regional tensions and 

Iran’s support for Russia’s war in Ukraine 

add another layer of complexity to an already 

intricate geopolitical landscape that must be 

navigated with skill to achieve substantive 

progress. 
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These recent developments in U.S.-Iran 

relations offer a glimpse of hope in a 

protracted and multifaceted conflict. The 

prisoner exchange and Iran’s willingness to 

reduce uranium enrichment represent modest 

yet significant steps toward de-escalation. 

While a swift return to the JCPOA remains 

elusive, the potential for diplomacy and 

dialogue should not be dismissed. However, 

this path is fraught with challenges, ranging 

from regional tensions to the looming threat 

of spoilers. The road to lasting peace and 

nuclear stability is filled with challenges, and 

the world watches with anticipation as the 

intricate diplomatic maneuvering between 

the United States and Iran unfolds. 

https://thegeopolitics.com/uncertain-

progress-u-s-iran-relations-and-the-nuclear-

dilemma/  

Sher Bano 

(Research Officer, Strategic Vision 

Institute, Islamabad). 
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Solomon Islands: A Critical Test 

Of US’ Indo-Pacific Strategy 

Komal Khan 

The Pacific summit under President Biden’s 

leadership faced a setback when Prime 

Minister Manasseh Sogavare of the Solomon 

Islands chose not to participate, leading to 

disappointment on the part of the United 

States in the midst of the regional 

competition with China. Pacific Islands 

summit without participation of Solomon 

Islands indicates potential in China’s 

counter-US strategy. However, this also 

signifies the bargaining capabilities of these 

strategically important locations in the US-

China strategic competition being played 

under the integrated deterrence mechanisms. 

Notably, in April, 2022, China confirmed a 

covert five-year security accord with the 

Solomon Islands, characterized as a ‘treaty’ 

by Prime Minister Manasseh Sogavare. 

Although not officially disclosed, the leaked 

draft has originated from within the Solomon 

Islands government. The pact carries 

profound implications, particularly for 

China, the Solomon Islands, Australia, and 

the United States. The strategic positioning of 

the Solomon Islands holds the potential to 

exert control over critical sea and airspace 

regions, posing a threat to communication 

channels vital to the United States and its 

Pacific partners, notably Australia. The 

establishment of a Chinese naval base in the 

Solomon Islands could disrupt military 

support for Taiwan. Furthermore, even the 

presence of a People’s Liberation Army 

(PLA) facility for intelligence operations and 

patrols in the Solomon Islands would 

intricately complicate defense strategizing, 

primarily for Australia and to a lesser extent 

for the United States. 

The Solomon Islands’ strategic importance to 

the United States is multifaceted. Firstly, its 

geostrategic location within the South Pacific 

Ocean positions it between the U.S. and 

Australia, a region of growing importance in 

U.S. foreign policy and strategic 

considerations within the Indo-Pacific. This 

location has the potential to influence trade 

routes and maritime security dynamics. 

Secondly, the proximity of the Solomon 

Islands to the second island chain, a 

significant element in U.S. military strategy, 

presents opportunities for force projection, 

logistical support, and naval operations, 

thereby enhancing U.S. military capabilities 

in the Indo-Pacific. Thirdly, the United States 

maintains alliances and partnerships with 

Pacific nations like Australia and New 

Zealand, who share interests in the Solomon 

Islands. Therefore, the Solomon Islands have 

become a focal point in the competition for 
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influence between the U.S. and China in the 

South Pacific. China’s efforts to expand its 

presence through investments and 

infrastructure projects in the region 

necessitate U.S. efforts to counterbalance 

Chinese influence, safeguard its interests, and 

uphold regional stability. 

The United States is addressing its prior 

neglect of the Oceania region by, for 

instance, reopening its embassy in Honiara 

and committing to a substantive bilateral 

dialogue with the Solomon Islands. In 

anticipation of potential escalations, the U.S. 

has conveyed its preparedness to take 

appropriate measures should the Solomon 

Islands proceed with actions aimed at 

establishing a de facto permanent military 

presence, power projection capabilities, or 

military installations in the region. Notably, 

Australia is confronted with significant 

hurdles in its efforts to counter China’s 

expanding influence in the Southwest 

Pacific. This challenge is exacerbated by the 

internal divisions within the Pacific Island 

Forum, a critical regional multilateral 

organization, which China has leveraged to 

its advantage in consolidating its sway. 

Asia-Pacific, and specifically Oceania, has 

emerged as a focal point of geopolitical 

competition, primarily involving the United 

States and its allies in efforts to 

counterbalance China’s regional influence. 

Simultaneously, these islands also occupy 

centrality in China’s integrated deterrence 

framework against the U.S. strategy dealing 

with the region. Consequently, the Pacific 

Islands grapple with the imperative of 

ensuring authentic partnership dynamics, 

safeguarding their autonomy amid the global 

geopolitical rivalry. 

The United States has solidified its 

preeminence in the region, boasting an 

extensive military presence with strategically 

positioned bases in Hawai’i, Guam, the 

Marshall Islands, and Australia. Notably, the 

Indo-Pacific Command, headquartered in 

Hawai’i, possesses an unparalleled 

geographic jurisdiction relative to its regional 

counterparts. A noteworthy aspect is the 

substantial U.S. military presence in Guam, 

which occupies approximately 30% of the 

island’s territory. Recent developments 

include Palau’s invitation to the United States 

for the establishment of a military base and 

radar facility, a similar initiative in the 

Federated States of Micronesia, and 

collaborative efforts between the United 

States and Australia to upgrade the Lombrum 

naval base in Manus, Papua New Guinea. 

These developments underscore the evolving 

dynamics of U.S. strategic presence and 
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cooperation in the region with the Pacific 

Islands. 

The significance of Pacific islands for the US 

integrated deterrence strategy against China 

is multi-faceted. These islands are 

strategically located in the Indo-Pacific 

region, making them crucial hubs for various 

aspects of the strategy. Firstly, their strategic 

location allows them to serve as vital nodes 

in maritime trade routes which is essential for 

the economic dimension of the strategy. 

Secondly, Pacific islands offer potential 

support for US military operations, providing 

access to ports and airfields for logistical 

purposes and potential bases for forward 

deployment, thus enhancing the military 

dimension of the strategy. Thirdly, they can 

serve as platforms for intelligence gathering 

and surveillance activities, bolstering the 

intelligence and surveillance dimension. 

Additionally, Pacific islands play a pivotal 

role in regional diplomacy to counter China’s 

regional influence: strengthening 

partnerships with them allows the US to 

promote shared values, enhance regional 

security, and address common challenges, 

aligning with the diplomatic aspect of the 

strategy. They contribute to the effectiveness 

of the US integrated deterrence strategy 

against China in the Indo-Pacific region. 

In parallel to the U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy, 

which directs significant shifts in the Indo-

Pacific region, China’s strategic interests in 

Pacific islands are also integral to its 

comprehensive deterrence strategy within the 

broader Indo-Pacific context. China’s 

military interests in these islands are 

discernible from its overarching military 

modernization endeavors, aimed at bolstering 

its presence in the Indo-Pacific. This 

modernization encompasses investments in 

naval capabilities, including aircraft carriers, 

submarines, and advanced missile systems, 

positioning China to project power in the 

Pacific and reinforce its deterrence strategy. 

These military interests are closely linked to 

China’s broader geopolitical objectives, such 

as securing access to strategic sea routes, 

defending maritime claims, and countering 

the influence of regional powers, particularly 

the United States. 

China’s participation in territorial disputes in 

the South China Sea, where several Pacific 

islands are located, as well as its construction 

and militarization of artificial islands in the 

region, underscore its commitment to 

strengthening its presence in the Pacific. 

Additionally, China has pursued military 

diplomacy and expanded military 

partnerships in Pacific islands, conducting 

joint exercises, providing military aid, and 
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establishing military bases or access 

agreements, all contributing to an augmented 

military presence, influence, and power 

projection capabilities in the Pacific islands 

as part of its integrated deterrence strategy in 

the Pacific. 

https://www.eurasiareview.com/01102023-

solomon-islands-a-critical-test-of-us-indo-

pacific-strategy-oped   
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G20 Summit 2023: Biden Offers 

An Alternative Economic 

Order?  

Ayesha Shaikh 

 

U.S. President Joe Biden on September 9, 

2023 , while delivering his speech to the G20 

Delhi Summit, affirmed: “When we invest in 

emerging economies, all economies benefit.” 

The 18th G20 summit has been significant 

with respect to the implications it holds, for 

the transition that existing world order is 

witnessing. In the absence of the Chinese 

President Xi Jinping and the Russian 

Presidents Vladimir Putin, U.S. President 

held the stage to announce the grand Global 

Infrastructure and Development Plan 

(GIDP), as well as the reforms in the existing 

architecture of the World Bank. As an 

alternative to the grand Belt-and-Road 

Initiative (BRI) and the Asian Infrastructure 

Development Bank (AIIB), the proposed 

plan has the potential to counterweight the 

growing Chinese economic influence. 

It’s the Economy Stupid 

After the un-successful attempts of two 

former leaders to contain the Chinese threat, 

President Biden has finally realized that the 

solution lies in the economy. This time, 

however, it is the economic opening-up that 

the U.S. has opted for, instead of the restrain. 

After the withdrawal of U.S from the Trans-

Pacific Partnership (TPP), China held the 

advantage of extending uncontested 

economic influence across the world through 

trade and investment. U.S., up till now, has 

been involved in the strategies of containing 

China in the Asia-Pacific. Nevertheless, the 

announcement of the Global Infrastructure 

and Development Plan, has brought the 

control of transitioning world economic-

order, back in the hands of the U.S. 

Under the “One Earth, One Family, One 

Future” vision, Biden has proposed two 

ground-breaking economic corridors; The 

India-Middle East-Europe economic corridor 

(it will extend India to Europe, through the 

bridging ports of UAE, Saudi Arabia, Jordan 

and Israel) and the Trans-African Corridor 

(connecting Angola to DRC and Zambia, to 

the Indian Ocean) in collaboration with the 

European Union.  

The proposed plans require investment of 

trillions of dollars. To supplement this, Biden 

administration has proposed reforms in the 

World-Bank, to introduce the multilateral 

development banking system. The idea has 

been supported by the G20 Capital Adequacy 

Review, according to which the mission, 

vision, incentives, operational model and 

financing capacity of the World Bank will be 
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reformed. Through the Multilateral 

Development Banking system, Biden 

proposes, an increase of $200 billion can be 

made in the lending capacity of the World-

Bank over the coming decade.  

To support the plan domestically, Biden 

administration has requested the Congress for 

additional concession of around $25 billion, 

towards World Bank (International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development), as well as 

$1 billion for the International Development 

Association. He has also announced the 

“New Investment Forum” that will be held 

soon, in the U.S.  

If anyone can alter the U.S led order, 

it’s the U.S 

In the past few months, debate about the 

demise of the U.S led order gained 

momentum due to certain significant 

developments. Firstly, the uproar about 

expansion of BRICS voiced apprehensions 

about formulation of the anti-western bloc, 

that has the potential to challenge the existing 

world order. Secondly, China led Saudi-Iran 

rapprochement also provided space for the 

concerns regarding demise of U.S. led order, 

as it loses ground in the wake of growing 

Chinese influence. Thirdly, the debate 

regarding de-dollarization, posed another 

blow to the world economic order, that has 

been in place for decades. Finally, the 

ongoing tech-war between the U.S. and 

China, indicated the intensity of growing rift 

between the two states. In the wake of all of 

these developments, the proposed 

infrastructural investment plan from the U.S 

can turn out to be a game-changer. 

Last month (August, 2023) China celebrated 

completion of a decade of the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI). Keeping in view the existing 

equation between the U.S. and China, if 

states are pushed to choose sides, it can pose 

challenges towards development of the BRI 

as well as GIDP. Three out of the six 

corridors of the BRI are likely to be directly 

challenged by this proposed Global 

Infrastructure and Development Plan, 

including the Bangladesh-China-India-

Myanmar (BCIM) corridor that passes 

through India, the China-Central Asia-West 

Asia Economic Corridor (CCWAEC) that 

touches the Arabian Peninsula, and the New 

Eurasian Land Bridge (NELB) that touches 

Germany and Poland. In addition to this, U.S. 

also elevated the status of its relationship 

with Vietnam to comprehensive strategic 

partnership, rendering the fate of the China-

Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor 

(CICPEC) questionable as well.  

Furthermore, China gained the ground by 

proposing alternatives to the worn-out 
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financial apparatus of the Liberal 

International Order, and by appealing to the 

developing world against the developed one. 

Biden administration has hit the two targets 

by an arrow, through the proposal of reforms 

in the World Bank. If the proposed 

Multilateral Investment plan materializes, 

then the Asian Infrastructure Investment 

Bank (AIIB) and the Asian Development 

Bank (ADB) will have to offer additional 

incentives to maintain their credibility.  

In a nutshell, Xi Jinping’s rationale to leave 

behind Deng’s dictum of “Hide your power, 

bide your time” brought China recognition as 

the second largest economy of the world with 

a grand vision (BRI), however it has also 

brought along its own costs. China’s 

uncontested economic and infrastructure 

plans, now face a major challenge. 

Friction between the U.S and China, is the 

central feature of the existing dynamic world-

order. Developments that can impact the 

equation between the two rivals, can impart 

influence on the world order at large. 

Diversion of the competition towards the 

domain of infrastructure and development, 

will benefit the developing economies the 

most. However, states like India, Brazil, 

Saudi Arabia, Poland, Germany and Vietnam 

that are trying to sailing both the boats can 

face the pressure to pick sides. Magnificence 

of the multilateral world-order is that the 

choices of these partner countries will 

eventually determine the fate of this contest. 

https://www.eurasiareview.com/27092023-

g20-summit-2023-biden-offers-an-

alternative-economic-order-oped/   
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Myriad Challenges to US Policy 

in the Asia-Pacific Region 

Muhammad Abu Baker 

The US entered into 21st century with clear 

objective and intent to maintain superpower 

status and prevent any potential challenger 

worldwide, whether in Europe, Asia or 

elsewhere. China’s remarkable human, 

economic, military, and technological growth 

under President Xi Jinping has left the US 

apprehensive. The rapid pace of China’s 

development has caused unease in 

Washington, where these gains are viewed 

with concern. The current state of relations 

between the US and China has grown 

increasingly tense & complex.  Numerous 

works of literature have drawn parallels 

between this difficult chapter in Sino-US 

bilateral relationship with Cold War. In 

addition to that, many analysts have warned 

of the possibility of a “Thucydides trap” 

scenario, where tensions between the two 

states could lead to conflict. These tensions 

are driven by the US determination to 

maintain hegemonic status and prevent any 

challenger, particularly as China has 

strengthened its military capabilities, 

becoming a formidable contender. 

The Biden administration has consistently 

emphasized its intention to engage in 

competition with China rather than 

containment, aiming to prevent the situation 

from escalating into conflict. However, 

despite this rhetoric, there are observable 

actions that suggest containment efforts are 

indeed underway. This includes both 

economic and strategic dimensions. President 

Biden has continued certain policies initiated 

during the Trump administration concerning 

China. This continuity can be attributed to a 

bipartisan consensus on the China issue, 

which aligns with populist and political 

sentiments in the US. At present, the Asia-

Pacific region has become the primary arena 

where Sino-US competition unfolds. The US 

has shifted its focus to this region in an effort 

to counter China’s expanding influence and 

address critical flashpoints like South China 

Sea, East China Sea, and island of Taiwan. 

China’s assertive actions in the South China 

Sea, including its recent release of the 10-

dash line map, and its forceful pursuit of 

territorial claims, have given the US an 

opportunity to position itself as a regional 

guardian. The US seeks to act as a stabilizing 

force, not only for the benefit of regional 

countries looking to balance China’s 

influence but also to assert its commitment to 

a Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) region 

and to protect a rules based order. 

The ever-changing regional and international 

political landscape has presented a myriad of 

challenges for the US in its efforts to 

formulate and execute a cohesive policy 
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towards China.  The first significant 

challenge for the US in its strategic 

competition with China is resource 

allocation. Effectively engaging on 

diplomatic, economic, and military fronts in 

the Asia-Pacific region demands substantial 

resources. According to experts, the US had 

sought to redirect its focus from Afghanistan 

and pursuing stability in its relationship with 

Russia, as well as revisiting the Iran nuclear 

deal, with the aim of freeing up resources for 

the Asia-Pacific. However, events such as 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine have disrupted 

this strategic calculation. The ongoing war in 

Ukraine has prompted significant support 

from the Biden administration and the US 

congress. To date, they have directed over 

$75 billion in assistance to Ukraine, which 

includes humanitarian, financial, and military 

assistance. As a result, the challenge of 

resource allocation is likely to intensify in the 

coming years as the US seeks to navigate its 

complex policy objectives in the Asia-Pacific 

region. 

The second major challenge in US policy 

towards the Asia-Pacific region lies in the 

emphasis on security partnerships and 

alliances as the foundation of its approach. 

While these security ties are crucial, they 

must coexist with economic cooperation, 

where many countries value economic 

cooperation more than traditional security 

cooperation, particularly given China’s status 

as their largest trading partner. Moreover, 

building a new economic framework in the 

region is essential, and the US needs to make 

economic policy a linchpin of the Asia-

Pacific policy. The withdrawal from the 

Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), a signature 

agreement of Barack Obama during the 

Trump presidency provided China with an 

opportunity to expand its economic influence 

in the region. China has made substantial 

investments to attract US allies into its 

economic ventures, aiming to weaken the US 

security leadership role. The most important 

development in the region was the signing of 

the Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership (RCEP) between the 15 Asia-

Pacific countries. The RCEP solidified 

China’s regional geopolitical ambitions 

around the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and 

helped them to draft the rules of trade in the 

region. RCEP is considered a victory over US 

leadership in Asia. Although the US 

announced the Indo-Pacific Economic 

Framework (IPEF), its success has not met 

expectations. So, balancing security and 

economic interests remains a complex 

challenge for the US in the Asia-Pacific 

region. 

The third significant challenge in US policy 

toward the Asia-Pacific region is the lack of 

unified consensus among its regional allies. 
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While, the US side places great emphasis on 

security partnerships and alliances to 

counterbalance China, achieving unity 

among its allies proves difficult. Take, for 

instance, the relationship between South 

Korea and Japan. The history of past 

incidents continues to cast a shadow on the 

bilateral relationship between Japan and 

South Korea, contributing to a certain level of 

mistrust. Moreover, ASEAN countries have 

their own issues and competing claims, 

which hinder efforts to form a unified front 

against China. The reluctance of regional 

countries to adopt the same perspective on 

China as the US does presents a major 

challenge. The regional countries are 

cautious about provoking China and prefer to 

balance their relationship with both the US 

and China. It is important to highlight that, 

while privately supportive of the US role in 

the region, the regional countries often 

refrain from public support to avoid sending 

mixed messages to China. The above 

mentioned regional dynamics revealed that, 

achieving cohesion among these diverse 

regional actors remains a complex task for 

US policy in the region. 

Apart from these challenges, a prominent 

concern is that Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 

has compelled the US to prioritize countering 

the present threat posed by Russia, 

potentially diverting attention from the 

longer-term challenge of Chinese dominance. 

The fear is that if the US sacrifices this Pivot 

to Asia policy, China could exploit this 

opening to expand its influence and advance 

its own global security agenda. Furthermore, 

there is a related worry that an aggressive 

containment strategy, if not carefully 

implemented, might have the opposite of the 

intended effect. Rather than deterring China, 

it might actually provoke China. Moreover, it 

is valid observation to note that the challenge 

posed by China is far more complex than the 

one the US faced during the Cold War with 

the USSR. Unlike the USSR, China is not 

only a military power but also an economic 

powerhouse deeply integrated into the global 

economy. These all factors unite together to 

pose serious challenge to the US efforts 

aimed against China in Asia-Pacific region. 
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Transforming Security Border 

into Economic Border: Pakistan 

and Iran 

 Syed Raza Abbas  

“If you do not seek out allies and helpers, 

then you will be isolated and weak,” quoting 

an excerpt from the Master Sun treatise on 

“Art of War”. Pakistan and Iran signed a 

“Treaty of Perpetual Friendship” in 1950   

and have enjoyed a cordial and fraternal 

relationship. The relations’ peak was in Reza 

Shah Pahlavi’s era before the Islamic 

Revolution of 1979 in Iran. The events after 

the Islamic revolution made it difficult for 

both countries to continue with the upward 

trajectory of relations. 

“Pakistan had to walk a very tightrope in 

balancing its relations with iran and saudi 

arabia, who had turned each other nemeses, 

and the islamic world was polarized like 

never before.” 

Pakistan was one of the casualties of this geo-

political cum sectarian struggle. However, 

regional dynamics are evolving rapidly now, 

and Saudis and Iranians are trying to 

normalize relations. China mediated between 

Iran and Saudi Arabia to help resume their 

diplomatic ties and resolve further 

outstanding disputes through dialogue. It is 

important to note that the positive effect of 

Saudi-Iran normalization can be seen in the 

recent warming up of Pakistan-Iran relations. 

There was an exchange of foreign minister 

visits, meetings at multilateral forums, and 

the inauguration of a new border marketplace 

and some other energy projects. Pakistan and 

Iran need to cooperate; There exists a 

convergence of opinion, shared history, 

culture, faith, and shared challenges. Pakistan 

and Iran must cooperate based on Geo-

economics by decoupling security 

perspectives from its borders and 

reimagining borders as routes of connectivity 

and trading points. 

Pakistan formulated its first-ever National 

Security Policy (NSP) on 14 January 2022. 

The core theme of this NSP is citizen-centric 

policymaking and a paradigm shift to Geo-

economics. Iran is the southwestern neighbor 

of Pakistan; it ranks second in natural gas 

reserves and third in oil reserves globally. 

Iran can help Pakistan cope with its fossil fuel 

needs, the bare minimum requirement for 

industrialization. Talking of energy needs, 

Pakistan and Iran signed an agreement in 

Ankara (Turkiye) on the Pakistan-Iran gas 

pipeline in March 2010, through which Iran 

would provide 750 million cubic feet of 

natural gas to Pakistan per day. Iran has 

almost completed its share of work on the 

project, but due to economic sanctions on 

Iran, Pakistan could not complete its share of 
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work. The issues Pakistan faced were mainly 

in the banking sector on how to conduct 

transactions with Iranian banks, which are 

under American economic sanctions for 

alleged terror financing. It is important to 

note that Pakistan was also on the grey list of 

the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) and 

could not afford to create further problems 

for itself by doing transactions with Iranian 

banks. 

“Recently some indian and middle eastern 

news sites picked up media reports without 

context about the pak-iran gas pipeline and 

claimed that pakistan has backed out of the 

project.” 

These reports were subsequently rebuffed by 

the former Petroleum Minister of Pakistan, 

Dr. Mussadik Malik. He rejected the reported 

assertions, saying they misrepresented his 

written testimony to the parliament. The 

project is well underway because we need 

that gas for our energy security, and we are in 

touch with the Iranian government to discuss 

legal and banking issues. Iranian ambassador 

to Pakistan, Reza Amiri Mughaddam, 

recently gave an interview to a private media 

house. He stressed the importance of having 

strong economic linkages with Pakistan and 

offered that Iran can help Pakistan meet its 

energy needs apart from the gas pipeline 

project. It is pertinent to note that Iran has a 

surplus of electricity, and Pakistan imports 

100 Megawatt electricity from Iran through 

the Polan-Gwadar power transmission line to 

meet the energy requirements of Gwadar in 

Baluchistan. In his recent visit to Pakistan, 

Iranian foreign minister Amir Abdollahian 

said we plan to increase the trade volume 

with Pakistan to 5 billion Euros in the next 5 

years. 

Talking of trade Pakistan shares a 562-mile-

long border with Iran, but it’s mostly porous 

and sparsely populated on both sides. 

Additionally, it has been a security challenge 

for Pakistan and Iran to stop the cross-border 

movement of terrorists who conduct attacks 

on the security forces of both countries and 

escape easily due to the vast amount of 

uninhabited territory available to them. 

Pakistan and Iran do have an informal 

intelligence-sharing mechanism. Still, there 

is a need for a formal intelligence-sharing and 

border patrol agreement to curb the menace 

of terrorism from this border region. In his 

recent visit to Iran, Army Chief of Pakistan 

Syed Asim Munir met with his Iranian 

counterpart and Iranian Revolutionary Guard 

Core (IRGC) Commander. They agreed on 

timely and effective intelligence sharing. 

Furthermore, there is a realization on the part 

of both countries that we have to cooperate 

on Geo-economics for better integration of 
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the region and expand connectivity routes. 

Iran can link Pakistan to its strategic allies in 

the Eurasian region, like Azerbaijan and 

Turkey. Additionally, there is a project 

named “The Islamabad-Tehran-Istanbul 

Freight Train Project,” implemented between 

Turkey, Iran, and Pakistan in 2009 and 

stopped in 2011, was restarted with the train 

departing from Islamabad on December 21, 

2021. The train reached Ankara with 150 

tonnes of pink salt load on January 4, 14 days 

later. 

“It seems like Pakistan-Iran relations would 

further improve since the Saudi-Iran 

normalization, and the progress is evident.” 

There is positive engagement on projects like 

the Pak-Iran gas pipeline, which was in cold 

storage due to U.S. sanctions, and the 

opening of new border marketplaces are 

encouraging signs for the future. The increase 

in legal economic activity between Pakistan 

and Iran is directly proportional to the 

decrease in poverty and terrorism in this 

region. Iranian ambassador to Pakistan, in his 

recent interview, also showed interest in 

becoming part of the Pakistan Economic 

Corridor (CPEC) and talked about 

connecting Gwadar port with Chabahar port. 

Chabahar is just 112 miles away from 

Gwadar. Pakistani shipments can reach 

Central Asian states via Chabahar to Iran and 

then Turkmenistan, which shares a border 

with Iran. Geographically, Pakistan and Iran 

are ideally placed to help alleviate each other 

economies and better integrate the three 

intersectional regions. South Asia, Central 

Asia, and Eurasia 

https://stratheia.com/transforming-security-

border-into-economic-border-pakistan-and-

iran/?amp=1   
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