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INDIA AND PAKISTAN, EVER ON THE EDGE

Tensions

have cooled
between India
and Pakistan
after a terrorist
attack, but
their nuclear
arsenals mean
unthinkable
consequences
are always -
possible.

The current focus on North Korea’s growing arsenal
obscures the fact that the most likely trigger for a nu-
clear exchange could be the conflict between India and
Pakistan. !

Long among the world’s most antagonistic neigh-
bors, the two nations clashed again recently before,
fortunately, finding the good sense to de-escalate. The
latest confrontation, the most serious between the two
nations in more than a decade, gave way to more nor-
mal pursuits like trade at a border crossing and spo-
radic cross-border shelling. :

But this relative calm is not a solution. As long as
India and Pakistan refuse to deal with their core dis-
pute — the future of Kashmir — they face unpredict-
able, possibly terrifying, consequences.

The current crisis dates to Feb. 14, when a Kashmiri
suicide bomber Killed at least 40 Indian paramilitary
officers in the deadliest attack in three decades in the
divided region that both nations have claimed since
partition in 1947. The militant group Jaish-e-Muham-
mad, which seeks independence for Kashmir or its
merger with Pakistan, took responsibility. While it is on
America’s list of terrorist organizations and is formally
banned in Pakistan, the group has been protected and
armed by the Pakistani intelligence service.

Last week, India sent warplanes into Pakistan for
the first time in five decades. Indian officials said they
had struck Jaish-e-Muhammad’s “biggest training
camp” and killed a “very large number” of militants,
although those claims have been called into doubt.,
Pakistan counterattacked, leading to a dogfight in
which at least one Indian jet was shot down and a pilot
was captured by the Pakistanis.

The situation could have easily escalated, given that
the two countries have fought three wars over 70
years, maintain a near-constant state of military readi-
~ness along their border and have little formal govern-
ment-to-government dialogue.

Adding to the volatility, India’s prime minister,
Narendra Modi, is waging a tough re-election cam-
paign in which he has used anti-Pakistan talk to fuel
Hindu nationalism.

With Pakistan’s Army most likely shaken by the
Indian raid and unwilling to slide into protracted con-
flict, Prime Minister Imran Khan returned the pilot to
India, in what was seen as a good-will gesture, called
for talks and promised an investigation into the bomb-
ing. Mr. Modi took the opportunity to back off further
escalation.

The next confrontation might not end so calmly.

Pakistan has never seriously cracked down on mili-
tant groups that attack India and the Indian-controlled
part of Kashmir. In recent days, Pakistani authorities
said they detained 44 members of various armed
groups, including a brother of Masood Azhar, the head
of Jaish-e-Muhammad, and planned to seize assets of
militants on the United Nations terrorist list. But Paki-
stan has rarely followed through on such promises.

Without international pressure, a long-term solution
is unlikely, and the threat of nuclear war remains.

China is a major ally and lender to Pakistan, and if it
stopped blocking moves in the United Nations Security
Council to add Mr. Azhar to the United Nations terror-
ist list, it would signal to Pakistan that it has to curb
the militant groups.
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While the Clinton, Bush and Obama administrations
aggressively worked to ensure that India-Pakistan
confrontations in 1999, 2002 and 2008 did not spiral out
of control, the Trump administration has done little but
issue a few statements urging restraint. It’s hard to see
a role as a mediator for Mr. Trump, who has shifted the
United States more firmly against Pakistan and toward
India, where he has pursued business interests.

But the United States needs to get involved. It could
help India strengthen its counterterrorism capabilities
to prevent future attacks, and it could encourage India
to modify its approach to those opposing its rule in
Kashmir, which the United Nations and other groups
say involves widespread human rights abuses that
simply spawn more militants. And while it’s good when
India and Pakistan decide to walk back from the brink,
as they seem to be doing now, the United States should
be ready to assist if they cannot.

A solution to a conflict that touches so many reli-
gious and nationalist nerves must ultimately come
from within, through talks among India, Pakistan and
the people of Kashmir. It’s a long shot, and the protago-
nists have shown no serious 1nterest but that’s the
reality nonetheless.

The two countries have crossed into dangerous terri-
tory, with India attacking Pakistan and engaging in
aerial duels, The next confrontation, or the one after
that, could be far more unthinkable.



