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Wounded mountains
The tragic death of nine tourists in a landslip in the Kinnaur district of Himachal
Pradesh is another pointer to the fragility of the ecology of the Himalayan States.
Unstable terrain:
1. Extraordinarily heavy rain pummelled the State recently, leaving the hill
slopes unstable and causing floods in built-up areas including Dharamshala.
2. What should worry Himachal, and neighbouring Uttarakhand is that the States
may be entering a phase of irreversible decline because of losses to their
ecology; frequent landslides may become inevitable.
3. Bootstrapping an incompatible model of development in the hills, represented
by big hydroelectric projects and large-scale construction activity involving
the destruction of forests and damming of rivers, is an invitation to harm.
Hydropower:
1. Mega hydropower, which Himachal Pradesh is working to tap as a significant
source of “green” power that substitutes energy from fossil fuels, could alter
several aspects of ecology, rendering it vulnerable to the effects of extreme
events such as cloudbursts, flash floods, landslides and earthquakes.
2. The Parliamentary Standing Committee on Energy during 2018-19 noted that
the State could more than double its existing harnessed hydropower potential
of 10,547 MW.
3. Kinnaur is a focus point for such development, centred around the potential of
the glacially-fed Sutlej valley, but one scientific estimate warns that avaricious
tapping of the river through all planned projects would impound nearly a
quarter of its waters in dams, and divert a staggering 72% through tunnels.
4. Other researchers, studying the 2015 Nepal earthquake, point to high
seismicity causing fatal landslides and severe damage to hydropower
structures in the Himalayas; the cost of power produced was underestimated,
while the potential was overestimated.
5. Evidently, it is impossible to assign a real value to the costs to people and
communities, together with the loss of pristine forests that weak afforestation
programmes cannot replace.
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6. As catastrophic weather events inflict frequent, heavy losses, Himachal
Pradesh and the other Himalayan States can only watch their ecological base
erode. Changing course may yet preserve a lot of their natural riches.

Evaluating India’s options in Afghanistan
East Asian Shift:
1. It is not a coincidence that the United States is exiting Afghanistan at the same
time that the focus of its foreign policy is shifting to East Asia. There is
growing consensus in Washington DC that the U.S., instead of staying
engaged in the lost wars, which adds little value to American power, should
now urgently prepare itself for the unfolding geopolitical contest with China.
2. America’s strategic response to China’s rise is its Indo-Pacific strategy, which
seeks to build a bloc of Indian and Pacific Ocean democracies aimed at
containing China’s rise and challenging its high-functioning single-party
dictatorship.
3. The U.S. wants India to play a key role in this bloc, which along with Australia
and Japan, make up the so-called Quad grouping.
4. The U.S. may have retreated from Afghanistan as part of a grand strategy to
take on China in maritime Asia, in which it needs India’s involvement, and
India might find it tempting to join the ranks, especially after China’s
aggression on the Line of Actual Control last year.
India-Afghanistan Ties:
1. Barring a brief interregnum in the 1990s, India has historically enjoyed good
ties with Afghanistan, which go back to the 1950 Treaty of Friendship.
2. Indian interests and influence suffered when the Taliban, backed by Pakistan,
captured Kabul in 1996. But India was back in action as soon as the Taliban
were ousted from power after the U.S. invasion in 2001.
3. It has made huge investments and commitments ever since, which run into
over $3 billion, and cultivated strong economic and defence ties with the
Afghan government.
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4. Now, it is again staring at uncertainty with the U.S. pullback having
effectively changed the balance of power in Afghanistan and the Taliban
making rapid territorial gains.
US Exit:
1. The U.S.’s strategic objectives in Afghanistan were limited, as U.S. President
Joe Biden himself pointed out earlier this month — killing Osama bin Laden
and disrupting al-Qaeda networks.
2. Defeating the Taliban and nation-building were part of the neoconservative
ideological project, which has evidently failed. This means, the U.S., having
met its realist objectives, can abandon the Afghan government and exit the
theatre — which is what Mr. Biden is doing.
3. But India cannot. It has to protect its investments, prevent Afghanistan from
becoming another safe haven for anti-India terrorist groups, and also check
Pakistan deepening its influence in Kabul.
Talking with the Taliban
1. One option, as many commentators have already pointed out, is to hold talks
with the Taliban. India has already established contacts with the Taliban in
Doha.
2. Talking to them would allow New Delhi to seek security guarantees from the
insurgents in return for continued development assistance or other pledges (in
the 1990s, India had backed the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance) as well as
explore the possibility of the Taliban’s autonomy from Pakistan.
3. At this point, talking to the Taliban looks inevitable. But India should not
overlook the deep ties between Pakistan’s security establishment.
4. The U.S. overlooked it while fighting the Taliban along with Pakistan, and it
paid a heavy price for it. There is no guarantee that India’s quest for
engagement with the Taliban would produce a desirable outcome. So India
should broad-base its options.
5. While talking to the Taliban to protect its interests, New Delhi should also
enhance aid to Afghanistan’s legitimate government and security forces and
work with other regional powers for long-term stability in the country.
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Regional Players:
1. There is a convergence of interests between India and three key regional
players — China, Russia and Iran — in seeing a political settlement in
Afghanistan.
2. These three countries have already opened public, direct talks with the
Taliban. But these contacts are largely tactical in nature. For China, whose
restive Xinjiang province shares a border with Afghanistan, a jihadist-oriented
Taliban regime would not serve its internal interests.
3. Russia, which fears that instability would spill over into the former Soviet
Republics, has already moved to secure its Central Asian perimeter.
4. For the Shia theocratic Iran, a Sunni Deobandi Taliban with which it had
almost gone to war in 1998, will continue to remain an ideological, sectarian
and strategic challenge.
5. None of these countries would like to see the Taliban taking over Kabul
militarily, which means there would be an isolated Sunni Islamist regime in a
country with fractured ethnic equations. There would neither be legitimacy for
a Taliban regime nor peace in Afghanistan.
Layered approach:
1. India should urgently step up training Afghan forces and provide military
hardware, intelligence and logistical and financial support so that Kabul can
continue to defend the cities.
2. New Delhi should also coordinate with other regional powers to support the
Afghan government because if the government forces crumble before the
Taliban, the prospects for a political settlement would be narrowed.
3. India, to break this impasse, should take a layered approach. Its immediate
goal should be the safety and security of its personnel and investments.
4. The long-term goal should be finding a political solution to the crisis. And if
a political solution is not achieved, it should seek non-conventional methods,
like what it did in the 1990s, to offer support to its allies within Afghanistan
and retain some influence. None of this can be achieved unless it works
together with the regional powers.
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5. Russia has cultivated links with the Taliban in recent years. India would need
Russia’s support in any form of direct engagement with the Taliban.
6. When it comes to Afghanistan, Iran is an irreplaceable country. It shares a
long border with Afghanistan and has built contacts through several
stakeholders in the country, especially the ethnic minorities.
7. The original objective of India’s Chabahar project in Iran was to create a direct
access to Afghanistan, bypassing Pakistan. This direct access is critical for
India in all different scenarios — move supplies to Kabul in larger quantities,
retain its presence in the event of a civil war or carry out covert operations if
the Taliban take power by force.
8. Building strategic ties with Iran, irrespective of the U.S.’s policy towards the
Islamic Republic, is essential for India’s Afghan bets.
9. Finally, India should talk with China, with the objective of finding a political
settlement and lasting stability in Afghanistan.
Central to this approach is India striking the right balance between its continental
realities and the U.S.’s pivot to maritime Asia. The U.S., and the West in general,
are done with Afghanistan. India, as one of the countries that would be impacted
by the consequences of American withdrawal, has to work with Eurasian powers
to protect its interests and stabilise Afghanistan.
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