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In late 2016, the United States has four major national security interests in
South Asia. Three of these are vital security interests with more than a decade of
pedigree. They will require new administration policies and strategy to prevent
actions that could gravely damage U.S. security: a major conventional war
between India and Pakistan, the return of global terrorist safe havens in the
region, or the proliferation of nuclear weapons or materials into the hands of
America’s enemies. The challenge will be “to keep a lid” on the potential for a
major terrorist strike of the U.S. homeland emanating from South Asia or from a
major interstate war that could risk nuclear fallout, involvement of China, the loss
of nuclear material to terrorists, or a combination of all three. A fourth objective
is relatively new, but rising in importance. It requires the new administration
to pursue a flexible strategy and proactive but patient security initiatives that
enable the responsible rise of an emerging American security partner, India, in
a manner that supports U.S. security objectives across the Indo-Pacific region
without unintentionally aggravating the Indo-Pakistan security dilemma or
unnecessarily stoking Chinese fears of provocative encirclement.

S

outh Asia will not be a glamour portfolio for the incoming U.S. administration’s security team in January 2017, but it will be one of topfive importance. Critical U.S. national security interests are at stake that
can be compromised gravely should the South Asia security portfolio be
misappreciated or improperly managed. South Asia will require nontrivial defense expenditure and a focused, cohesive security framework
advancing four major U.S. national security interests during the period
from 2017 to 2020.
Running from Afghanistan in the northwest to Sri Lanka in the southeast, South Asia includes the second most populous country in the
world, India, and the sixth most populous one, Pakistan. It is the only
region in the world where two independent nuclear weapons states with
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major security disagreements border each other—India and Pakistan—
and sits astride a third—China. Pakistan and India have a seemingly
intractable border security dilemma that has produced four general wars
and two near-wars since 1947. India and China have an equally vexing,
unresolved border demarcation and territory dispute involving 133,000
square kilometers of ground that precipitated a month-long interstate
war between them in late 1962.1 South Asia also is plagued by an increasingly deadly mixture of local, regional, and international terrorist
organizations, some state-sponsored and others, such as al Qaeda, with
a global span and aspirations.
Historically South Asia has been a region of certain distraction for
U.S. security interests and defense resources. Since World War II, Washington has aimed to minimize its security profile and defense role in the
region. But it has found itself drawn into expensive and lengthy military ventures there. Despite the successive efforts of Presidents George
W. Bush and Barack Obama to withdraw American military forces, the
persistence of international terrorist organizations across the Afghanistan-Pakistan region, the fragile nature of the security situation within
Afghanistan, and the highly unstable political and security situation in
Pakistan have kept the United States substantively engaged into 2016.
As the Cold War gave way to the war on terror in defining American
security interests with Pakistan and Afghanistan, those same security interests in India evolved, too. Throughout the Cold War, America pursued a wary-to-hostile relationship with India guided by a fundamental
mistrust of India’s Cold War nonalignment posture, especially after New
Delhi inked a 1971 Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation with Moscow.2
U.S. mistrust slowly gave way after 1991 as India began a deliberate
move away from the defunct Soviet bloc and toward a market-based
economy and greater connectivity with the modernized Western world.
The United States has four major national security interests in South
Asia. Three of these are vital security interests with more than a decade of
pedigree. The fourth is relatively new, but rising in importance.3
First, the incoming administration will be faced with the growing
complexities associated with the decades-old, vital counterterrorism
(CT) interest of preventing any return to the region of a terrorist group
safe haven—especially one in Afghanistan and Pakistan—from where
acts of catastrophic global terrorism against the homeland or American
interests abroad might be planned and facilitated. Return of an al Qaeda
safe haven is of special concern. The new administration will confront
a second vital interest: the increasingly difficult challenge of trying to
reduce the risks from nuclear weapons proliferation within the region
and the potential loss of nuclear weapons material to those with aims to
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use that material there and beyond. The administration also will inherit
a third vital interest, the decades-old security interest of trying to prevent
a fifth major general war between Pakistan and India. Mitigating the risks
to these three vital U.S. national security interests requires a proper and
balanced U.S. military and intelligence presence in Afghanistan along
with a sustained, albeit somewhat reduced, U.S. CT partnership with
Pakistan focused on verifiable transactional outcomes.4
The next administration will face a fourth major (but not vital) interest: it must actively manage India’s rise as an international security stakeholder. India’s emerging military strength and diplomatic confidence best
assist America’s important national interest of constraining China’s use of
military might in any manner that would threaten the territorial integrity
or sovereignty of its neighbors, or that would hamper free trade, liberal
commerce, human rights or the peaceful resolution of grievances in the
Indo-Pacific region. American strategy to realize this national security
interest should expand upon already accelerating bilateral defense and
security initiatives, and, at the same time, it should encourage growing
Indian bilateral security activities with long-time U.S. defense partner
states in the Asia-Pacific region.

Vital Interest 1: Reducing the Risks of War on the Subcontinent
The United States has a historic, albeit underappreciated, vital national
security interest in preventing a major interstate war between India and
Pakistan. The disruption of trade and commerce as well as the loss of life
from such a conflagration would be severe in the region and ripple across
the globe. The consequences would multiply infinitely if either antagonist chose to use even a fraction of its nuclear arsenal in the fight, or if
China, Pakistan’s 40-year security ally against India, were to directly engage in the hostilities. Worse yet, the potential for terrorist acquisition of
nuclear weapons increases greatly in the event of their deployment onto
a chaotic wartime battlefield. At a minimum harm to the U.S. homeland
would come from economic and ecological fallout.
Neither India nor Pakistan wants the certain and massive disruption
from such a nation-on-nation war and some in India predict that the
circuit breakers in place would prevent a major clash.5 Yet despite frequent declarations of a desire to remain at peace, India and Pakistan
have fought four major wars between 1947 and 1999, and nearly came
to blows in 2001–2002 and in 2008.6 The 1947–1948 war over Jammu-Kashmir ended indecisively, with that region remaining in dispute
between the two nations today (see figure 1).
The 1965 Indo-Pakistan war, which began with subconventional and
conventional military activity in Jammu-Kashmir, ended without a clear
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Figure 1. Jammu-Kashmir Region of Dispute

Source: Arun Ganesh/Planemad

victor while featuring the largest single clash of armored and air forces
witnessed since 1945. The 1971 war began as ugly civil strife in what
was then East Pakistan and concluded with Indian military intervention,
the defeat of a 90,000-man Pakistani army, and the establishment of the
sovereign nation of Bangladesh—stripping away half of Pakistan’s population and one-third of its land mass. The short, sharp 1999 war in the
Kargil district of Jammu-Kashmir was the fourth formal war fought between the two antagonists. It was fought under the nuclear umbrella after both Pakistan and India tested nuclear weapons successfully in 1998.
Islamist terrorist strikes in the Indian Parliament in December 2001
and against multiple venues in Mumbai, India, in November 2008—
both of which India blamed on the Pakistani state—brought India and
Pakistan to the brink of major interstate war once again. In each of
these near-miss incidents, India stepped back from a major conventional retaliatory attack against Pakistan after close consultation with
American political and military officials.7 Significant American military
presence in the region (in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and environs) and
unparalleled American leadership access the key civilian and military
decisionmakers on both sides of the security divide helped avert a fifth
dramatic conflagration.
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Escalating Indo-Pakistani animus during 2014–2016 and growing
military capabilities assure that the new U.S. administration will be challenged to sustain the peace. The spark for a general Indo-Pakistan war
could come from at least three separate sources. Islamist terrorism strikes
inside India like those of 2001 or 2008 could again serve as the catalyst
for miscalculation leading to major conventional or nuclear war. The
government of Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, a Hindu nationalist one, has made it clear that it would not be compelled to show the
restraint of its predecessor governments should terrorism with suspected
Pakistani origins again occur in India.8
Military-on-military clashes between Pakistani and Indian forces
along the disputed Line of Control (LOC) in Jammu-Kashmir could, like
in 1947 and 1965, lead to such a conflagration.9 The number and severity of cross-LOC direct and indirect fire incidents rose steadily during
2014–2016.10 In early 2016, militants presumed from the Pakistan-resident, Islamist terrorist group Jaish-e-Mohammed stormed Pathankot
Indian Air Force Base in Jammu-Kashmir, killing at least seven Indian
security personnel and signaling that Pakistan-based militant groups remain willing and perhaps enabled by Pakistan military and intelligence
to derail attempts at normalization of relations between national civilian
leaders.11 The deadly cross-LOC exchanges also demonstrate how longstanding tensions in Jammu-Kashmir can erupt into stability-threatening
military exchanges between the two nuclear armed adversaries.
An escalating proxy war between India and Pakistan in Afghanistan
is a third possible catalyst for general war. India and Pakistan treat influence in Afghanistan as a zero-sum game. Islamabad believes that India
has established increasingly effective political and economic influence
there, believing that Afghans collude with the Indian national intelligence agency (the Research and Intelligence Wing) to weaken Pakistan
from within.12 Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence Agency supports
the Afghan Taliban and affiliates as a security proxy counterweight. The
potential for Afghanistan to become a catalyst for major interstate war
was demonstrated in an early January 2016 attack by Afghan Taliban
elements on the Indian consulate in the north Afghan town of Mazar-i-Sharif.13 Like the suspected Jaish-e-Mohammed militant attack into
Pathankot Indian Air Base days earlier, this strike by a Pakistan-affiliated
jihadist group was perceived by many in India as a proxy attack aimed
to aggravate India and disrupt any prospects of reduced tensions or a
normalized relationship between India and Pakistan.14
New Delhi preferred not to provoke Pakistan while the prospect of security and stability generated by the United States and the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) in Afghanistan was present. Nonetheless,
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India has longstanding enmity toward the Afghan Taliban and a silent
resolve to see that it never again rules from Kabul or governs sufficient
space in Afghanistan to become a conduit for anti-Indian terrorist activities.15 As Western security forces stand down across Afghanistan, India
has proffered more direct lethal support to Afghan security forces. In late
2015, India began offering more overt offensive weapons support to the
Afghan air force, “gifting” it with four Russian-made Mi-25 “Hind D”
attack helicopters for the first time.16
New Delhi also has been expanding and extending its military and intelligence footprint at locations in Tajikistan that can be used to provide
logistical, medical, equipment, and intelligence support for an Afghan
government fight against the Afghan Taliban or other Pakistani militant
proxies.17 New Delhi will support Afghan government efforts to remain
sovereign and to safeguard Indian personnel and investments in Afghanistan. It also is setting the diplomatic conditions in Iran and the military-intelligence access arrangements in Tajikistan necessary to support
organized proxy resistance should the Afghan government suddenly collapse under the weight of Pakistani-abetted insurgency.18
The means for deadly warfare between India and Pakistan have been
growing for more than a decade. India’s increasing military spending and
its evolving conventional offensive warfare doctrine contribute to this
increasing lethality and instability. India has become the world’s largest
arms importer, accounting for 14 percent of global international arms
imports from 2009 to 2013.19 India is expected to spend more than $130
billion on arms imports between 2014 and 2020 to upgrade its deteriorating weapons stock.20 Its modernization efforts put at risk critical
components of Pakistan’s conventional defenses.
Ever since its frustrating inability to rapidly mobilize forces against
Pakistan during the 2001–2002 Indo-Pakistan crisis, India has been
slowly updating its offensive conventional military doctrine into one
known as “Cold Start.”21 In concept, Cold Start would enable a critical
mass of conventional Indian military forces to strike Pakistan in a punitive manner within 48 hours in the event of irregular militia or terrorist
provocation.22 Cold Start remains in 2016 an Indian military aspiration
rather than a reality. But its impact on Pakistan’s defense psyche has been
profound.23 Cold Start caused Pakistan to reshape its nuclear weapons
arsenal toward one usable for both deterrence and warfighting.24
Since 2006, Pakistan’s nuclear weapons arsenal has grown dramatically and its capabilities have become ever more oriented toward assured
survival and short-range, accurate use in a battlefield warfighting scenario.25 In 2008, Pakistan had an estimated 70–90 nuclear weapons, roughly equivalent to the 60–80 operational weapons estimated for India.26
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Table. Pakistan’s Growth in Mid- and Short-Range Nuclear Weapons Delivery Systems
Aircraft

Mid-Range Ballistic
Missiles

Short-Range Ballistic
Missiles

Cruise Missiles

F16 A/B (1998)
1,600 kilometers

Ghuari (2003)
1,200+ kilometers

Shaheen-1 (2003)
450+ kilometers

Babur (2011)
600 kilometers

Mirage Vs (1998)
2,100 kilometers

Shaheen-2 (2011)
2,000+ kilometers

Ghaznavi (2004)
400 kilometers

Ra’ad (2012)
350+ kilometers

Abdali (2012)
180 kilometers
Nasr (2014)
60 kilometers

By early 2009, Pakistan began a much more focused effort on smaller
plutonium-warhead designs with battlefield capability.27 It also developed short-range warhead delivery capability and increased fissile material production.28 By mid-2012, Pakistan’s half-decade focus on development of nuclear-capable, short-range and cruise missiles had doubled
its number of different nuclear missile warhead delivery systems from
four to eight, with three of the four newest delivery systems capable of
operating in the short ranges necessary for tactical battlefield delivery29
(see table30).
It is hard to disentangle the difference between Pakistani tactical
nuclear capabilities that are robust enough to signal India of its intent
to fight a limited nuclear war in response to an Indian conventional
incursion into Pakistan from those capabilities that can actually execute
a nuclear attack.31 But there are many sobering clues that suggest Pakistan is resolved to use tactical nuclear weapons in the event of a major
clash with India.32
The incoming U.S. administration will face the ongoing challenges of
trying to educate Pakistan about the counterproductive nature of tactical
nuclear weapons and dissuading Pakistan from continuing down a path
of reliance upon battlefield nuclear weapons use as its means to deter a
major Indian conventional military strike.

Vital Interest 2: Prevent Reset of International Terrorist Haven in the Region
South Asia will remain a top-tier location for international terrorist organizations seeking safe haven from which to launch catastrophic global
attacks against U.S. and Western interests. Standing U.S. CT strategy
applied to South Asia aims at preventing al Qaeda’s return to safe haven,
denial of any other Salafi jihadist group successor access to unfettered
sanctuary, and U.S. assistance to partner-nation capabilities to counter
terrorist group activities.33 The enduring challenge for U.S. CT strategy
in South Asia is to prevent a reset of a safe haven for international terrorist outfits in Afghanistan and western Pakistan.34

• 273 •

Lynch

Bowed but unbroken from the U.S.-led ground force and drone attack
“surge” during 2009–2013 into Afghanistan and Pakistan, many Salafi jihadist group leaders remain in the region, intermixed with jihadist
outfits that transit Central Asia and Iran, waiting for the right moment
to regenerate sanctuary in what they believe to be an ideal location from
which to manage global jihad.35 In his September 2014 announcement
of al Qaeda of the Indian Subcontinent, al Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri prominently praised the Afghan Taliban mujahideen, telling all Salafi
jihadist groups in South Asia to fully resource the Afghan Taliban-led
effort to reestablish a Salifist emirate in Afghanistan.36 At the same time,
a growing array of South Asian–based jihadist groups have been infesting
eastern Afghanistan under pressure from a 2014–2015 Pakistani military offensive against terrorists in its North Waziristan border province.
Many in the remaining leadership of al Qaeda complicit groups such as
Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, Tehreek-e-Nafaz-e-Shariat-e-Mohammadi, the
Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, the East Turkmenistan Movement, and
others have established new operational nodes in Nuristan, Kunar, and
Nangarhar provinces in Afghanistan.37
The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) is also a terrorist player
in eastern Afghanistan and western Pakistan.38 However, ISIL-Khorasan,
as it calls itself, remains small in number, with inspiration but no direct
material support from ISIL in Iraq or Syria and little traction when compared to the dozens of Salafi jihadist outfits in the Afghanistan-Pakistan
region with solid ties to al Qaeda.39 ISIL-Khorasan’s fate notwithstanding,
Afghanistan and Pakistan will remain highly contested spaces for bruised
but unrepentant international jihadist organizations.
Since assuming the major role in fighting the insurgency and localized
terror groups in January 2015, the 352,000-man strong Afghan National
Security and Defense Forces (ANSDF) has struggled against a Taliban resurgence in Afghanistan’s south, its east, and in Kabul itself. In the south
and east, Afghan security units have been challenged to secure hard-won
U.S./NATO territory contested during the surge fights of 2009–2011.40
In its December 2015 semi-annual report to Congress, the Pentagon admitted that despite ANSDF abilities to consistently retake major ground
lost to the Taliban, the overall security situation in Afghanistan had deteriorated, indicating a robust and resilient insurgency.41
The unmistakable growth of Taliban power across southern and
eastern Afghanistan in 2015–2016 carved out space for precisely the
kind of international terrorist training safe haven that the United States
swore to prevent.42 Al Qaeda reportedly established two new terrorism
training camps in Kandahar Province, one of which covered nearly 30
square miles. A joint U.S.-Afghan special operations attack raided these
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camps in the fall of 2015, reportedly killing 100 terrorists in training
and wounding 50 more.43 But this episode confirmed the continuing
challenge of inhibiting the return of terrorism safe havens in Afghanistan
absent a more robust U.S. military intelligence and operational presence.
In recognition of these great and growing challenges in the CT struggle in South Asia, President Obama extended the U.S. military mission
in Afghanistan for a longer time and at a larger level of American troops
than previously announced.44 In his fall 2015 announcement, Obama
promised to maintain some 9,800 U.S. military forces in Afghanistan
through most of 2016, tapering to about 5,500 troops by early in 2017.
Pentagon officials also indicated that American forces will retain bases of
operation beyond Kabul: in Bagram Air Field, at Kandahar, and in Jalalabad.45 These announcements leave it to the next administration to decide
on an appropriate U.S. military footprint thereafter.
The incoming administration also will be left to determine the terms
of its CT relationship with Pakistan. Enduring although troubled,
U.S.-Pakistan collaboration has continued since 2001 against selected
regional and international terrorist organizations. The Obama administration, as the Bush administration before it, used a direct support
program for Pakistani military, paramilitary, and law enforcement CT
activities. American financial support for Pakistani military CT efforts
largely consists of a reimbursement program for CT expenditures by
the Pakistani military known as Coalition Support Funds (CSF).46 U.S.
military CSF dispersed to Pakistan from 2002 to 2015 totaled almost
$13 billion.47 Over the same period, indirect support for Pakistan’s military and intelligence services totaled $7.6 billion, and economic-related
aid to Pakistan linked to U.S. CT objectives totaled some $10 billion
more.48 Pakistan continues to view U.S. compensation and assistance
sums as insufficient for its disproportionate losses as “a victim of terrorism,” seeking full reparation for what it contends to be more than
$52 billion dollars in physical damages and lost economic activity in its
15-year-old fight of “America’s War on Terror.”49
Despite its 2014–2015 Zarb-e-Azb offensives against the anti-Pakistan
Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan and selected international terrorist groups in
North Waziristan, Pakistan’s military-intelligence organizations have not
broken ties with many longstanding jihadist outfits viewed as beneficial
to its state security mission. Chief among these many groups are Lashkar-e-Tayibbah and the Afghan Taliban.50 The incoming administration
is likely to see a continuation of the Pakistani national security narrative
in the years 2017–2020: CT cooperation against selected Salafi jihadists
terrorist groups while protecting those deemed as most essential to Pakistan’s existential battle against real and perceived threats from India.51
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The U.S. record of success in fighting terrorist actors in South Asia
with Pakistan as an ally is not entirely positive. Yet the record of CT
success without Pakistan’s participation during the period 1992–2001 is
much worse. The delicate and dangerous situation calls for some form of
continuing U.S. military engagement with Pakistani military headquarters in Rawalpindi, albeit at a reduced level, rather than a total cutoff of
CT support or military-to-military interactions championed by some.52
The new administration should commit to provide the ANSDF with
sufficient direct operational support in the key counterinsurgency capabilities these units inherently lack and will continue to lack through
at least 2020: aeromedical casualty evacuation, aerial troop transport to
crisis areas, timely heavy indirect fire support from air and artillery, rapid and reliable logistical resupply, and reconnaissance and intelligence
support down to brigade and regimental levels.53 The 2016 U.S. military
presence in Afghanistan still does too little in support of the ANDSF
and has insufficient operational or strategic intelligence assets to independently monitor the increasingly negative interplay of Indian and Pakistani proxy agents or to track the ever-evolving cross-border terrorist
milieu. A proper post-2016 residual American military presence should
be composed of 20,000 personnel, not 9,800 or 10,800. It should feature
much more intelligence capability. This kind of a commitment would not
be inexpensive. It would likely cost U.S. taxpayers about $20 billion a
year in direct military costs and another $3 to $4 billion a year in indirect
costs to pay for sustainment of the ANDSF.54 But this would be less than
a $10 billion increase for a capable force from the $15 billion spent in
2015 for the sustainment of an under-resourced and insufficiently capable one scheduled to fall to 5,500 troops in late 2016.55
Across the border, a prudent policy moving forward would sustain
U.S.-Pakistan CT collaboration with annual CSF authorities of up to, but
not exceeding, $750 million per year, along with sustained economic-related support authority of up to $500 million a year and another $300
million a year in broader security assistance programs.56 These amounts
would not make the Pakistani military and intelligence services end their
unhelpful relationships with Salafi jihadist militant outfits. However, the
sums would help sustain U.S.-Pakistani dialogue in both military-to-military and civilian-to-civilian forums and keep open the possibilities for
critical terrorist information exchange and—if needed—crisis response.

Vital Interest 3: Constrain Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons on the Subcontinent
Although related to those above, this is a distinct U.S. vital regional security interest. India and Pakistan have been vexing to American nuclear
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nonproliferation interests for more than 40 years. India and Pakistan
acquired nuclear weapons despite American and international blandishment and warnings. Both withstood international military and economic sanctions after their announced testing of nuclear weapons in 1998.
But in the mid-2000s, their nuclear weapons trajectories diverged. India, championed by the George W. Bush administration as a responsible
steward of its nuclear weapons arsenal, gained exceptional status as a
nuclear weapons state in 2008. Pakistan remained an international nuclear pariah without formal recognition for its nuclear arsenal, which
continues to grow and is feared to be at growing risk from loss to a terrorist organization.57
For most of the past 60 years, American Presidents have been strong
advocates of preventing the spread of nuclear weapons to countries beyond the original “nuclear weapons states club”: the United States, Soviet Union (Russia), China, Great Britain, and France.58 Since 1972, most
American administrations have been verbal proponents of halting the
growth of standing nuclear weapons arsenals or reducing their size despite the massive growth of the U.S. nuclear arsenal during the height of
the Cold War. From at least 1992 and the dissolution of the Soviet Union,
American Presidents also have focused on preventing the spread of nuclear weapons to international criminal organizations and terrorist groups.59
The Obama administration’s comprehensive approach to nuclear nonproliferation differed in form from the pragmatic flexibility pursued by the
administration of George W. Bush in South Asia.60 Under President Bush,
the United States in September 2001 lifted the nuclear-related sanctions
imposed on both India and Pakistan following their nuclear weapons tests
in 1998.61 The lifting of sanctions against Pakistan was a quid pro quo for
an urgently required U.S.-Pakistan partnership in the American-led war
on terror and imminent American attacks against the Taliban and al Qaeda
in Afghanistan. The near-simultaneous lifting of sanctions against India set
the conditions for something even bigger: a pathbreaking India-U.S. civil
nuclear deal. Announced as an aspiration in July 2005, negotiated and
signed by 2006, and ratified in 2008, this India-U.S. Civil Nuclear Agreement (or 123 Agreement) moved India from international nuclear outcast
to insider.62 It also worried China and upset Pakistan.
China fretted over the deal because of its obvious pathway for greater Indian strategic interaction with the United States. Beijing protested,
briefly, that the deal unfairly excluded Pakistan, arguing that Islamabad
should be accorded a similar exception. When the United States and
other nations countered that Pakistan had a highly checkered record of
safeguarding its nuclear weapons technology, Beijing backed off.63 But
China then sold Pakistan additional civil nuclear reactors in what was
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seen as a violation of nuclear sanctions against Pakistan, but what Beijing
argued was an allowed “grandfathered exemption” to its 2004 accession
to the Nuclear Suppliers Group non-transfer prohibitions for Pakistan.64
India, as does the rest of the world, worries that these new reactors will
augment Pakistan’s ability to harvest nuclear weapons fuel for its expanding nuclear weapons arsenal.
The new administration will have three major nonproliferation concerns with Pakistan. First, the continuing overall growth of Pakistan’s
nuclear weapons arsenal is historic and destabilizing. In 2015 Pakistan
had a nuclear weapons stockpile of 110 to 130 warheads, up from an estimated 90 to 110 in 2011.65 This gave Pakistan the world’s sixth largest
nuclear weapons arsenal—only behind the arsenals of the original six
pre–Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty nuclear weapons states. Pakistan’s
presumed mastery of the processes for building lighter, smaller tactical
nuclear weapons (miniaturization) means that it now has the potential
to produce up to 15 tactical nuclear systems a year, which is forecast to
grow to an additional 30–35 per year from 2020.66
Second, Pakistan continues to develop smaller nuclear warheads and
more accurate short-range delivery systems for these warheads, clearly
setting the conditions for their use in a battlefield scenario. This increases both the risk of nuclear weapons use in the event of a general Indo-Pakistani war and the risk of accidental loss or theft of these more widely
dispersed nuclear devices.
Finally, domestic radicalization and proliferating Islamist terrorist and
violent extremist groups in Pakistan put it at serious risk of national fragmentation and severe domestic violence. In these extreme but entirely
plausible scenarios, the risks of terrorists or rogue international actors
acquiring nuclear weapons or material grows precipitously.67
The new U.S. administration should continue CT engagement as well
as offers of assistance to Pakistan to safeguard its nuclear arsenal. At
the same time it should sustain recent U.S. practices of discouraging
Pakistan from its nuclear weapons growth trajectory with information
sessions and earnest discussion about the dangers from and counter-productivity of tactical nuclear weapons.68 There can be no illusions that Pakistan will be easily dissuaded from its present nuclear weapons course.
At the same time, Pakistan is nowhere near ready for consideration as a
civil nuclear deal (123 Agreement) partner. Yet discussions about where
and how far Pakistan must go to be viewed as a responsible player offer
more promise for eventual reversal of Islamabad’s dangerous course than
does a policy of isolation.
There also are concerns with India’s nuclear weapons nonproliferation standards, although not as acute as those concerns with Pakistan.
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Three stand out. First, when compared to Pakistan, India’s nuclear weapons safeguards are not independently verified and feared to be somewhat
weak despite Indian insistence to the contrary.69 While treading gently
so as not to excite a negative Indian response, the new administration
should encourage greater Indian transparency. Second, India has a longstanding policy of “no first use” (NFU) of nuclear weapons, meaning
that India will not use nuclear weapons first, but if its opponents do,
then India’s response would be overwhelming.70 Incoming Prime Minister Modi ruled out change of the NFU policy in August 2014, but some
in the Indian military community continue to agitate for a revision away
from massive retaliation and toward “punitive” retaliation if struck first.71
Any such change in Indian nuclear use policy would be unhelpful for
strategic stability between India and Pakistan and between India and
China. The new American administration should take every opportunity
to encourage the Indian government to sustain its NFU doctrine.
Finally, the nuclear ballistic missile competition between Pakistan and
India is close to spurring a serious arms race. Both have flight-tested
ballistic missiles with short- and longer range delivery capability for nuclear warheads. Pakistan’s ballistic arsenal can now reach targets in all of
India. India’s can now reach targets throughout China. India and China
have the technical know-how to place multiple warheads atop some of
their missiles and to deploy limited ballistic missile defenses.72 Any serious move by India to pursue even a limited ballistic missile defense
(BMD) against Pakistan’s growing nuclear arsenal—as some in its hawkish minority now advocate—would have major ripple effects. Growth
in Indian BMD coupled with testing of multiple reentry vehicle nuclear
warhead technology could be seen as threatening by China, igniting an
undesirable and dangerous nuclear missile versus antiballistic missile
arms race.73 In addition, investments by India and Pakistan in sea-based
nuclear weapons delivery capabilities are increasing and create greater
uncertainty and instability in the region.74 American nonproliferation
interests require that the incoming administration conduct an earnest
dialogue with the Indian government about the advisability of restraint
in these areas.75
Given the multivariate challenges to nuclear weapons nonproliferation in Pakistan and India, the new administration will be best advised
to pursue prudent pragmatism as its regional nonproliferation approach.

Major Interest 4: Nurture the Rise of India as a Strategic Partner
In early 2012, the Obama administration announced its “Rebalance to
the Asia-Pacific Strategy.”76 By the summer of 2012, senior American defense officials like then–Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta and then–U.S.
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Pacific Command Commander Admiral Samuel Locklear made it clear
that this region included India—speaking openly about the rebalance
focusing on the Indo-Asia-Pacific region.77 With these clarifications of
geographic intent, the U.S. rebalance to the Indo-Pacific incorporated its
decade-old emerging strategic engagement with India.
The warming relations between the two countries had an economic
baseline. But they also had a security and defense component influenced
by India’s growing financial ability to purchase American military hardware and informed by India’s potential to be a defense partner in balancing against the possible rise of a militarily assertive and anti–status quo
China.78 From 2004 to 2008, the Bush administration set the conditions
for this growing security collaboration.79
The Obama administration significantly extended these Bush administration advances and simultaneously linked a decade of bilateral
U.S.-Indian defense and security interactions with the U.S. rebalance
strategy when it signed the Joint Strategic Vision for the Asia-Pacific and
Indian Ocean Region (JSV) with India in January 2015.80 The U.S.-India
JSV put on paper the basic framework for U.S.-Indian security cooperation, emphasizing the common interests between Washington and New
Delhi in assuring that the entire Indo-Pacific region remains one where
the following conditions prevail:
• maritime security is safeguarded
• freedom of navigation and overflight remains unfettered, including
in the South China Sea
• all parties choose peaceful means for the resolution of territorial and
maritime disputes
• the interests of peace, prosperity, and stability are underpinned by a
common commitment to human rights.81
Although it will not become a military ally in the foreseeable future,
India is a good bet to become a valuable security partner of the United
States and other East Asian countries against an aggressive and anti–
status quo China. While India remains a strong trading partner with
China—and relies upon this partnership to meet its ambitious annual
gross domestic product growth goals—India’s geopolitical issues with
China make it plausible that India could become adversarial with China
at some point in the future.82
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Figure 2. Disputed Border and Territory
Areas Between India and China

Source: CIA

Geopolitical strains between India and China are evident in five major
areas. First, India and China have a large and seemingly intractable land
border dispute over 133,000 square kilometers of contested land83 (see
figure 2). They fought a short, sharp war over these borders in 1962.
Despite decades of halting diplomatic talks, the borders remain unresolved.84 Second, even though India recognized Chinese territorial sovereignty over Tibet in the 1950s—with the caveat that China respect the
cultural, religious, and social uniqueness of Tibet—New Delhi has been
aggravated by Chinese treatment of Tibet, offering the Dali Lama safe
haven in the late 1950s and supporting the Lama’s ownership of his Buddhist successor selection. India views the growing presence of Chinese
military units and construction outfits there to be menacing.
Third, India chafes over China’s decades-long role as an enabler of
Pakistan’s military. From the 1960s, China has been the main channel
for information and equipment necessary to advance Pakistan’s heavily
embargoed nuclear power program and its nuclear weapons activities.85
For the past two decades, China has been a key conduit of information
to Pakistan on the design of ballistic missiles and, more recently, tactical
nuclear weapons.86 Almost all security observers in India are wary that
China would become party to a two-front war with India should any
combination of the three come to blows.
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Fourth, India worries greatly about Chinese maritime activities in
the Indian Ocean. Many Indians believe that ongoing Chinese efforts at
acquiring deep water berthing ports for commercial activities there are
actually a step toward building a “string of pearls” to encircle India.87
In 2015 and 2016, the government of Prime Minister Modi moved to
assert its soft-power tools, courting neighboring countries such as Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, the Maldives, and the Seychelles with lucrative commercial port alternatives to those from China. At the same time, more
Indian voices advocate the use of hard power against Chinese maritime
encroachment in the Indian Ocean maritime space.
Finally, India has great and growing concerns about Chinese respect
for freedom of navigation on the high seas. New Delhi has been worried
about Chinese aggressive claims and its threats of force to gain control
over the important international navigation space in the South China Sea.
India has been a critic of Chinese actions and acted as a friend to the states
of Southeast Asia who challenge Chinese hegemonic encroachment. India
has sent its warships into waterways astride Vietnam and China, and in
the vicinity of disputed South China Sea islands. India should be expected
to continue with these unilateral actions challenging China should Beijing
not desist in its assertive South China Sea activities.88
Since 2010, India has participated in more annual military exercises
with U.S. military forces than with any other nation in the world.89 It will
remain difficult for the new U.S. administration to dramatically accelerate the pace or the scope of India’s bilateral engagement with America.
India’s historic preference for strategic autonomy remains strong and will
inhibit any formal alliance. This means that New Delhi will partner with
Washington in areas of common security and economic interest where
China’s actions do not align.
Anticipating the certainty of challenges with the pace and the depth
of U.S.-Indian bilateral security progress in the years from 2017 to 2020,
the incoming U.S. administration might best think in terms of how it can
help facilitate deeper Indian bilateral engagements with Washington’s
other security partners in the Indo-Pacific region. This approach—one
involving “third party facilitation” of an enhanced web of Indian security
partnerships across the wider Pacific region—should feature three areas
for administration attention: military technology, multilateral military
doctrine, and regional training partnerships.
The new administration should conduct a review of standing U.S. export constraints on certain military technology transfers. As an example,
India may become interested in purchasing Japanese submarines with
quiet propulsion technology.90 Existing U.S. export controls on this technology might constrain Japan’s ability to sell or license it to India. The
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U.S. critical technologies standards could—and should—be updated to
allow for this kind of a mutually beneficial exchange.
The incoming administration should be creative in its approaches to
military training and doctrinal development with India. In the area of
doctrine, the United States might work with India to establish regional
partnership forums to discuss the way ahead for shared doctrine in the
areas of military cyberspace, military operations in space, military operation of remotely piloted vehicles, and other emerging defense areas.
Indian officials have expressed interest in becoming a “training node”
for Southeast Asia and Pacific states’ militaries seeking to become interoperable in activities ranging from disaster management and relief to
coastal waterway security and beyond.91 The United States might look at
creative ways to encourage regional hub training centers for multilateral
military interactions.
At the end of the day, India’s rise as a hedge against malevolent Chinese behavior in the Indo-Pacific region uniquely supports a vital U.S.
security interest. If the incoming administration can work around Indian
security peculiarities patiently, it can shape an Indo-Pacific Ocean security architecture featuring India, Japan, Australia, South Korea, and others
capable of limiting malign Chinese behaviors and of safeguarding the
standards and norms of the post–World War II economic and security
architecture in the Far East—and at a bearable cost to U.S. taxpayers.

Major Implications for U.S. Security Policy in South Asia
Absent a truly unexpected event or an unlikely set of circumstances, the
United States will have four major national security interests in South
Asia from 2017 to 2020. Three of these interests are vital and will require
administration policy and strategy to prevent actions that could gravely
damage U.S. security. The challenge is “to keep a lid” on the potential
for a major terrorist strike of the U.S. homeland emanating from South
Asia—or, from a major interstate war that could risk nuclear fallout, involvement of China, the loss of nuclear material to terrorists, or a combination of all three. A fourth objective requires flexible administration
strategy and activities to enhance the natural trajectory of an emerging
security partner, India, in a manner that supports U.S. security objectives
in the Indo-Pacific region.
The incoming administration must work to inhibit the potential for
major conventional or nuclear war between India and Pakistan that
might embroil China. Success in this objective will require a mixture
of diplomatic acumen and properly positioned U.S. military forces in
countries that will host them—like Afghanistan.
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Simultaneously, the new administration will need to invest wisely in
policies and activities that prevent any return of safe havens for international terrorist outfits in Afghanistan or western Pakistan. To attain this
challenging objective, Washington policymakers must do a thorough review of the insufficient U.S. force structure in Afghanistan, increasing
the number and properly balancing the composition of U.S. forces, while
maintaining a proper basing structure throughout Afghanistan including
locations in Kabul, Bagram, Kandahar, and across the East and Southeast of the country. The incoming administration also should continue
to pursue CT cooperation with Pakistan, reframing it in a manner that
continues the beneficial aspects at a reduced cost and that sustains important military-to-military interactions and intelligence access.
The incoming administration also will be challenged to inhibit the
proliferation of nuclear weapons on the subcontinent. But a pragmatic
and discriminate nuclear nonproliferation approach could achieve the
most important regional aims. Limiting the potential for nuclear weapons use in a major Indo-Pakistani war is a paramount objective. Continuing multilateral dialogue to educate Pakistan about the counterproductive nature of battlefield nuclear weapons use is a key element. The
new administration should work to assure Pakistani openness to nuclear
weapons security best practices and exchanges and to validation of the
security of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal. Enabled by a proper balance of
U.S. intelligence assets in Afghanistan, the administration also should
seek to anticipate major risks for loss or compromise of Pakistani nuclear
weapons and materials, resolving to arrest any such compromise before
it can occur.
Finally, the incoming administration has an unparalleled opportunity
to extend and enhance India’s ongoing rise in the regional and international security system. It should steadily expand on already growing
bilateral defense initiatives in the areas of military hardware purchases,
military exercises and training, and military administration dialogues. It
also should abet third-party facilitation of Indian bilateral security activities with longstanding American defense partners in the Asia-Pacific
region, especially Japan, South Korea, and Australia, in support of the
current Indo-Pacific security and economic order and as a hedge against
potential Chinese challenges to that order.
The first three vital regional U.S. national security interests share one
common theme: the need to establish a proper U.S. military and intelligence presence in Afghanistan. Properly sizing—and paying for—an
American military presence in Afghanistan into 2020 enables key elements of the top three U.S. national security interests: preventing major
Indo-Pakistani war emanating from a proxy spiral from inside Afghani-
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stan, militating against the return of any globally capable terrorist combination to safe haven in Afghanistan or Pakistan, and thoroughly tracking
and—if necessary—responding to the loss or theft of nuclear weapons
material in Pakistan by terrorists or criminals.92
A properly scoped American military presence in Afghanistan combined with a reduced but sustained U.S counterterrorism partnership
with Islamabad also helps keep the Pakistan military-intelligence complex engaged in the regional fight against traditional and emergent terrorist organizations with global reach. Sustained U.S.-Pakistan CT interaction also helps to enable military-diplomatic access to Pakistan military
leaders in order to monitor and/or help arrest dramatic escalation in a
future India-Pakistan military crisis or militate against an implosion of
security or stability in Pakistan itself.
South Asia should rank among the top-five focus areas for new administration national security priorities. It will continue to engage vital
U.S. security interests in CT, nuclear nonproliferation, and the deterrence of major interstate war between nuclear weapons nations. It will
also involve a major interest in managing the rise of India in the shadow
of China. The costs to national treasure for sound management of these
vital security interests should come to about 20,000 U.S. troops and $25
billion in Afghanistan, 500 to 1,000 U.S. troops and about $2.5 billion
in U.S. CT and other aid in Pakistan, and a robust and growing military-to-military exercise and exchange presence with India. The expense
will not be trivial, but the national security benefits will be great.
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