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What’s new? Triggered by a terror attack in Indian-administered
Kashmir, a four-day flare-up in military hostilities between India and
Pakistan killed around 70 military personnel and civilians before
ending in a ceasefire on 10 May. But the truce remains fragile, as
mutual recriminations and mistrust lower the threshold for armed
confrontation.

Why does it matter? The fighting marked the first time the two
sides had launched missiles deep inside each other’s territory since
both gained nuclear power status. The risks of resurgent conflict in the
event of another terror attack are high, and with it the danger that
another cycle of retaliation begins.

What should be done? India should abandon its new doctrine that
all terror attacks will be met by striking Pakistan, while Pakistan
should strictly enforce its ban on anti-Indian jihadist groups. Both
countries should establish a high-level back channel to defuse future
conflict risks, and foreign powers should urge them to settle their
differences.

I.  Overview

A four-day conflict in May marked the most serious confrontation
between India and Pakistan in decades as the two nuclear-armed
powers struck deep in each other’s territory. Sparked by a terrorist
massacre of civilians in the disputed region of Jammu and Kashmir in
April, fighting targeted military facilities and civilian settlements,
killing around 770 on both sides. Urged on by foreign powers, above
all the U.S., Britain and Gulf countries, the two states signed up to a
ceasefire. But prospects for durable peace remain slim. Both govern-
ments claim to have emerged victorious from the clashes, and persist
in hostile posturing and nationalist bombast. To preserve peace, India
should abandon its new doctrine of responding to all terror attacks
with strikes on Pakistan, while Pakistan should enforce its ban on
anti-India jihadist leaders and groups. In the absence of full diploma-
tic ties, the two sides should also establish a high-level back channel
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to prevent another flare-up. Foreign states friendly with both govern-
ments should continue to urge them to settle their differences through
diplomacy rather than military force.

Blaming Pakistan-based militants for the terror attack that killed 26
civilians in Jammu and Kashmir on 22 April, India launched Opera-
tion Sindoor a fortnight later. Its air strikes deep into Pakistani
territory and Pakistan-administered Kashmir sought to hit what New
Delhi described as “terrorist infrastructure”. Pakistan immediately
retaliated, claiming to have downed several Indian jetfighters. Military
hostilities escalated fast and at an alarming scale. Both sides resorted
to missile strikes, heavy artillery fire and — in a first — deployment of
weaponised drones across their shared border and the Line of Control
(LoC), the informal frontier that separates the Indian and Pakistani
parts of the disputed territory of Jammu and Kashmir.

Danger levels rose even higher on 9-10 May as India attacked three
Pakistani air force bases, including the highly sensitive Nur Khan
base in Rawalpindi, home to the country’s military headquarters.
Launching Operation Bunyan-um-Marsoos (a term taken from the
Quran meaning firm, united structure), Pakistan attacked air bases
and military installations deep inside Indian territory and Indian-
administered Kashmir. As concern grew that the two South Asian
rivals might be edging toward all-out war, international efforts to
temper the hostilities picked up speed. On the evening of 10 May,
U.S. President Donald Trump announced that both countries had
agreed to an immediate ceasefire, which was confirmed soon after
by Pakistani and Indian authorities.

The ceasefire has stilled the fighting, spurred the redeployment of
troops away from the border and allowed both sides to claim victory.
But their grievances remain unresolved, while bellicose rhetoric is
running high in both countries. Supporters of India’s Hindu nation-
alist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) government expressed a degree

of disappointment at the ceasefire, believing that New Delhi had
abandoned the fight from a position of strength. Their cavils appear
to have prompted Prime Minister Narendra Modi to assert that the
ceasefire is merely a tactical pause. He has also threatened to respond
robustly to any future terror attack, insisting that he would see no
difference between militants and their sponsors — namely, in New
Delhi’s view, the Pakistani state. Pakistan’s military, whose domestic
standing is grounded in its ability to safeguard the country’s territorial
integrity and sovereignty, has warned it would retaliate in kind if India
were to attack again.

Diplomatic ties between the sides remain at a low ebb. Pakistan’s
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has offered to restore relations with
India, but the Modi government appears to have little appetite for that
after the failure of previous attempts at détente and anxiety over a
backlash from its nationalist base. Despite their mistrust, India and
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Pakistan should endeavour to set up a high level back channel that
could help avert further military clashes. The events of May suggest
that the absence of any means to resolve differences encouraged both
sides to step up their use of retaliatory violence towards ever more
threatening and lethal military force. With nuclear weapons the last
resort of both sides, a brake on brinkmanship is becoming imperative.

Discreet communication channels at the highest political levels would
be unlikely to resolve immediately the most prominent conflict trig-
gers — above all, India’s perceptions that Pakistan supports militant
proxies in Kashmir or Indian threats to strike Pakistani targets. But
they could allay certain misgivings, avert misunderstandings, build
confidence and even tee up agreements on other sensitive matters.
Ideally, these conversations could also begin to address the main
causes driving hostilities between the sides, encouraging Pakistan to
take verifiable steps to enforce its ban on anti-India jihadists and India
to drop its new military doctrine regarding reprisals against Pakistan.
Over the longer term, back channel diplomacy might conceivably lay
the groundwork to resolve the most intractable binational disputes,
such as water-sharing from transboundary rivers and the status of
Jammu and Kashmir. At the very least, both sides should aim to keep
these channels active beyond times of crisis and consolidate a durable
platform for conflict resolution.

Foreign governments, particularly the U.S., should encourage both
states in the direction of pragmatism and peace. The U.S. and others,
including Britain, Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States, showed in May
how countries friendly with both states can play a critical role in
pulling them back from the brink. Although Washington’s star in
New Delhi might have lost its lustre in recent months after U.S.
President Trump played up his role in mediating the ceasefire, to
Modi’s chagrin, and then hiked up tariffs on India, foreign powers
will still have a vital part to play in preserving stability. That said,
the responsibility for avoiding another cycle of violent reprisals falls
primarily upon the two Asian neighbours, which share borders, his-
tory, the possession of nuclear weapons and a manifest common
interest in avoiding all-out war.

II. Two Versions of Near-war

India and Pakistan have a long history of conflict dating back to their
independence and the partition of British India in 1947, including
three wars and several forays into armed conflict.' Their dispute over

! Crisis Group Asia Statement, “Pulling India and Pakistan Back from the Brink”,
8 May 2025; “Deadly Kashmir Militant Attack Raises Temperature Between India
and Pakistan”, Crisis Group Q&A, 25 April 2025. For background on the Jammu
and Kashmir dispute, see “Keeping Kashmir on the Radar”, Crisis Group Com-
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the territory of Jammu and Kashmir triggered two wars (1947-1948
and 1965).” The war of 1971 erupted after India intervened militarily
on behalf of the Bengali struggle for independence in Pakistan’s
eastern wing, which led to Bangladesh’s independence. From May to
July 1999, both sides also clashed in Jammu and Kashmir’s Kargil
district after Pakistan dispatched its forces to the region and India
retaliated by launching a major military operation. On that occasion,
all-out war was averted following U.S. mediation. In 2019, the two
sides engaged in short-lived air combat following a terror attack in
Jammu and Kashmir that killed 40 Indian troops.?

Even so, their latest military confrontation is the most significant
in the decades following the 1971 war. The May clash marked the
first time that the two have struck deep into each other’s territory

mentary, 27 January 2022; Crisis Group Asia Report N°310, Raising the Stakes in
Jammu and Kashmir, 5 August 2020; “Calming India and Pakistan’s Tit-for-Tat
Escalation”, Crisis Group Commentary, 1 March 2019. “Deadly Kashmir Suicide
Bombing Ratchets Up India-Pakistan Tensions”, Crisis Group Commentary, 22
February 2019; Crisis Group Asia Report N°224, Pakistan’s Relations with India:
Beyond Kashmir?, 3 May 2012; Crisis Group Asia Report N°79, India/Pakistan
Relations and Kashmir: Steps Towards Peace, 24 June 2004; Crisis Group Asia
Report N°69, Kashmir: The View From New Delhi, 4 December 2003; Crisis
Group Asia Report N°68, Kashmir: The View From Islamabad, 4 December 2003;
Crisis Group Asia Report N°70, Kashmir: Learning from the Past, 4 December
2003; Crisis Group Asia Report N°41, Kashmir: The View From Srinagar, 21
November 2002; Crisis Group Asia Report N°35, Kashmir: Confrontation and
Miscalculation, 11 July 2002.

2 Pakistan based its claim to Kashmir on the region’s Muslim majority population
and geographical contiguity, the two principles applied to partitioning British India
between the successor states. Princely states, however, were given the option to
accede to either country. Kashmir’s Hindu ruler first hesitated in exercising that
option. He then opted for India, signing the instrument of accession to obtain
Indian military support after Pakistani Pashtun tribesmen invaded Kashmir, fol-
lowed by regular Pakistani forces. India holds that the princely state of Kashmir
legally acceded to India in October 1947. But in Pakistani perceptions, India is in
unlawful occupation of Jammu and Kashmir since it had acknowledged that its
control over the region, in accordance with two UN Security Council resolutions
(1948, 1950), would be a temporary arrangement. While India demands that Paki-
stan hand over one-third of the territory it captured in the 1947-48 war, Pakistan
calls for the holding of a plebiscite, based on UN resolutions, to give Kashmiris the
choice of opting for either Indian or Pakistani sovereignty. The conditions stipu-
lated by the UN resolution 47 adopted on 21 April 1948 for holding such a plebis-
cite, however, have not been met: Pakistan did not withdraw its forces from
Jammu and Kashmir, hence India, reluctant to hold the plebiscite, did not reduce
its forces either. See Crisis Group Asia Reports N°69, Kashmir: The View from
New Delhi, 4 December 2003; N°68, Kashmir: The View from Islamabad,

4 December 2003; Christopher Snedden, Understanding Kashmir and Kashmiris,
New Delhi, 2015, p. 187.

3 Samina Ahmed, “Nuclear Weapons and the Kargil Crisis: How and What have
Pakistanis learned?”, Lowell Dittmar, ed., South Asia’s Nuclear Security Dilemma:
India, Pakistan and China, New York, 2005. “Balakot, Deterrence, and Risk: How
This India-Pakistan Crisis Will Shape the Next”, War on the Rocks, 11 March 2019.
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since both acquired nuclear power status. In the aftermath, both sides
have unsurprisingly offered starkly contrasting accounts of the cause,
course and outcome of the confrontation to their domestic and foreign
audiences.

A.  The Pahalgam Attack

On 22 April, militants killed 26 civilians in Jammu and Kashmir,

the vast majority of them Hindu tourists, in the deadliest attack on
civilians in over two decades in the conflict-affected region. India
immediately attributed the massacre to Pakistan-based militants, who
have carried out attacks in Indian-administered Kashmir since the late
1980s when rising Kashmiri discontent with New Delhi sparked an
armed insurgency against Indian rule.® A relatively new militant
group, The Resistance Front (TRF), initially claimed responsibility for
the attack, but then retracted; India considers the TRF a proxy of the
better-known Lashkar-e-Tayyaba, a Pakistan-based jihadist group that
has carried out a series of lethal attacks in India over the last three
decades.® The killings ignited nationwide outrage, piling pressure on
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) government to take military action
against Pakistan. Accusing Islamabad of long-standing support for
jihadist proxies in Jammu and Kashmir, New Delhi vowed to retaliate
forcefully.

Within hours of the attack, New Delhi announced a series of punitive
measures against its neighbour, including a further winnowing of
diplomatic ties (these had already been scaled back in 2016, and again
in 2019), closing the only border crossing between the two countries
and shutting down air space for all Pakistani-registered aircraft.”
Indian authorities also suspended the Indus Waters Treaty “until
Pakistan credibly and irrevocably abjures its support for cross-border

terrorism”.%

4 India gained nuclear weapons capability in May 1974 when it held its first nuclear
weapons test, and formally declared that status following nuclear tests on 11 and

13 May 1998. On 28-29 May 1998, Pakistan conducted nuclear tests to demonstrate
its own capability.

5 Crisis Group Report, The View from Srinagar, op. cit.

6 “What is the Resistance Front, the group claiming the deadly Kashmir attack?”,
Al Jazeera, 23 April 2025; “As pressure mounts, TRF denies involvement in Pahal-
gam attack”, The Hindu, 26 April 2025.

7 “Statement by Foreign Secretary on the decision of the Cabinet Committee on
Security”, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 23 April 2025. Diplo-
matic ties had steadily deteriorated following a militant attack on an Indian airbase
in January 2016, and worsened after another suicide attack killed 40 paramilitary
personnel in Jammu and Kashmir in 2019.

8 The 1960 Indus Waters Treaty, brokered by the World Bank, distributes the
waters of the Indus Basin’s six rivers between India and Pakistan. Under the treaty,
India has access to the waters of the basin’s three eastern rivers (Ravi, Beas and
Sutlej), and Pakistan to the three western rivers (Indus, Jhelum and Chenab).
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Pakistan’s National Security Committee (NSC), the country’s top
security body chaired by Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif, condemned
the Indian government’s moves and denied the country harboured any
support for jihadist proxies when it met on 24 April. The body warned
that “any threat to Pakistan’s sovereignty and to the security of its
people will be met with firm reciprocal measures in all domains”, and
mirrored New Delhi’s measures by downgrading diplomatic ties and
severing air and road links. The NSC also warned that “any attempt to
stop or divert the flow of water belonging to Pakistan” under the Indus
Waters Treaty “would be considered an Act of War”.” It added that
Pakistan reserved the right to suspend the Simla Agreement — which
India and Pakistan signed in 1972 to promote the peaceful resolution
of bilateral disputes — “till India desists from its manifested behaviour
of fomenting terrorism inside Pakistan; trans-national killings and

non-adherence to international law and UN Resolutions on Kashmir”.*°

While denying Indian allegations that the Pahalgam attackers had any
cross-border connections, Prime Minister Sharif declared on 26 April
that Pakistan was “open to participating in any neutral, transparent
and credible investigation” of the Pahalgam attack." New Delhi
regarded Sharif’s offer as disingenuous, pointing to Pakistan’s track
record after previous terror attacks in 2008, 2016 and 2019. Indian
officials stated that Pakistan uses evidence provided by India to “cover
its tracks”, “defend the terrorists ... and obstruct the path of investi-
gation.”* Islamabad for its part insisted that New Delhi’s belligerent
rhetoric was intended to whip up domestic support, and that it had
received “credible” evidence that India was planning a military attack.
In response, Pakistan put its armed forces on high alert.’

9 Press release, National Security Committee (NSC) Meeting, Prime Minister’s
Office, Government of Pakistan, 24 April 2025.

1° On Pakistani allegations of Indian state support to terrorism within its border,
see Section III.A. The NSC statement also referenced the indictments of top Indian
officials and intelligence operatives in the assassinations or attempted assassinna-
tions of Canadian and American Sikh citizens of Indian descent within Canadian
and U.S territory. Under the Simla Agreement, signed after the 1971 India-Pakistan
war, both countries committed to resolving future disputes, including over Jammu
and Kashmir, bilaterally. The agreement also converted Jammu and Kashmir’s
ceasefire line into the Line of Control (LoC).

1 “pM Sharif says Pakistan open to credible, transparent probe into Pahalgam
attack”, Dawn, 26 April 2025.

12 “Transcript of Special Briefing on OPERATION SINDOOR”, Ministry of External
Affairs, 8 May 2025.

13 On 28 April, Pakistan’s defence minister said Pakistan had reinforced its forces
because it appeared that conflict with India was imminent.
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B.  Four Days of Conflict

Prime Minister Modi met with army and security chiefs on 29 April,
granting operational freedom to the armed forces to respond to the
Pahalgam attack as they saw fit.'* A week later, in the early hours of
7 May, New Delhi announced it had launched cross-border missile
strikes on nine sites, targeting “terrorist infrastructure” in Pakistan-
administered Kashmir and the province of Punjab.” These included
Muridke and Bahawalpur, towns known to host the headquarters of
the Laskhar-e-Tayyaba (LeT) and Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM), the two
largest jihadist outfits India claims are currently active in Indian
Kashmir.'® The Indian government called its operation “Sindoor”,
endowing it with the symbolic meaning of delivering justice to vic-
tims of the Pahalgam terror attack.”

Claiming its strikes had killed 100 terrorists, New Delhi described
them as “measured, non-escalatory, proportionate, and responsible”.'®
Emphasising it had not targeted military sites, the Indian government
insisted that its actions were pre-emptive in nature, with the aim of
deterring future terror attacks. Senior officials also portrayed Opera-
tion Sindoor as retaliation not just for the Pahalgam massacre, but a
long list of deadly attacks perpetrated by the LeT and JeM dating back

to 2001."

Pakistani forces retaliated swiftly, declaring that its air force had
downed six Indian jet fighters involved in Operation Sindoor.*° It also
said India had struck six locations (not the nine claimed by New
Delhi), including four in Punjab province (on the cities of Bahawalpur
and Muridke, as well as on villages in Sialkot and Shakargarh districts)
and two in Pakistan-administered Kashmir (in Bagh and Muzaffara-
bad cities). Rejecting India’s claims that it had only targeted terrorist

4 “Transcript of Special Briefing on OPERATION SINDOOR”, op. cit.

'5 Tbid.

16 “What were the targets India says it destroyed in Pakistan?” Reuters, 7 May
2025; Shiv Shankar Menon, Choices: Inside the Making of India’s Foreign Policy,
New Delhi, 2016, p. 91.

'7 Sindoor is a vermillion powder that is worn mainly by married Hindu women
along the parting of their hair. The name of the operation thus alluded to ven-
geance for the Hindu wives whose husbands were targeted in the terror attack at
Pahalgam, a tourist resort popular with couples on honeymoon.

18 “Transcript of Special Briefing on OPERATION SINDOOR?, op. cit.

19 Ibid. Also, Crisis Group interview, former Indian foreign secretary, New Delhi,
July 2025.

20 Pakistan initially claimed to have downed five Indian jets, but in early June,
the Pakistan air force confirmed that six Indian fighter jets were downed on 7 May,
including three Rafale planes, a Mirage 2000, a MiG-29 and a Su-30MKI. India
has not officially confirmed losing any planes, though in late May India’s chief of
staff gave interviews in which he seemed implicitly to admit to the losses, without
sharing specific details. “Indian military chief acknowledges loss of jet fighters in
May conflict with Pakistan”, CNN, 31 May 2025; “Air force credits Cobras with
‘six IAF kills””, Dawn, 6 June 2025.
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hubs, Islamabad claimed the strikes had in fact destroyed civilian
infrastructure, including mosques, and killed 37 civilians, nearly half
of whom were women and children.*

A series of tit-for-tat strikes ensued, with both sides using missiles and
weaponised drones that could be deployed without soldiers needing
to cross the border.> On 8 May, the Pakistani military said several
Indian drones had killed civilians in overnight strikes across the
country, from Lahore to the port city of Karachi, before being shot
down. From its side, New Delhi claimed to have neutralised the air
defence system in Lahore, and repelled attempts by Pakistan to target
cities across northern and western India with weaponised drones and
missiles. Both sides also used heavy artillery to fire across the Line

of Control (LoC), the informal frontier that separates the Indian and
Pakistani parts of the disputed Jammu and Kashmir region. The ex-
change of fire, which resulted mainly in civilian deaths on both sides,
effectively ended the 2003 ceasefire along the LoC that the two sides
had recommitted to in 2021.73

On 9-10 May both sides claimed the other had upped the ante. India
accused Pakistan of launching drone attacks and missile strikes against
military targets, and retaliated by targeting at least eleven military
sites.** The Pakistani military insisted it had in fact responded to
Indian missile strikes on air force bases in Rawalpindi, Chakwal and
Shorkot. The Nur Khan base in Rawalpindi, the most sensitive of those
targeted, serves as the home of the country’s military’s headquarters;
it is also close to the capital Islamabad.? In the early hours of 10 May,
Pakistan’s military announced its response: the launch of Operation
Bunyan-um-Marsoos, part of a broader campaign called Marka-i-Haq
that began on 7 May.?® Pakistani missiles, rockets and armed drones
targeted at least five Indian air force bases and military installations
and facilities in Punjab, Gujarat, Rajasthan, and Indian-administered
Kashmir.”” While both Indian and Pakistani military representatives

2! “Pakistan downs 5 Indian jets as retaliation for late-night strikes at six sites:
officials”, Dawn, 7 May 2025.

22 Crisis Group Asia Statement, “Pulling India and Pakistan Back from the Brink”,
8 May 2025. Pakistan claimed to have downed at least 77-Israeli-made Indian
drones; India claimed to have destroyed hundreds, including Turkish-made, Paki-
stani drones.

23 The back channel talks that led to this agreement were facilitated by the United
Arab Emirates.

24 “Transcript of Special Briefing on OPERATION SINDOOR”, Ministry of External
Affairs, 10 May 2025.

25 A Pakistani defence analyst said that India’s attack on the Rawalpindi base was
chiefly responsible for Pakistan’s more forceful military response. Crisis Group
telephone interview, July 2025.

26 The term, Bunyan-um-Marsoos, taken from the Quran, means a firm, united
structure. Marqa-i-Haq translates as the “Battle for Justice”.

27 Pakistan’s military said the targets included the Adampur, Udhampur, Pathan-
kot, Suratgah, Sisra, Bathinda and Halwara airfields as well as the S-400 missile
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claimed that their opponent’s attacks had caused little damage, it was
becoming clear that the brakes on conflict were lifting and both sides
were ready to hit ever more strategically sensitive targets.

As the missile strikes intensified, Washington’s fears that conventional
hostilities might escalate toward the nuclear threshold grew.?® Top
U.S. officials, particularly Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who had
remained in close contact with leaders on both sides throughout the
four days, redoubled their efforts to quell the fighting. After some
“alarming intelligence” regarding possible “dramatic escalation”, the
White House also played a hands-on role, with Vice President J.D.
Vance conveying the administration’s concerns directly to Prime
Ministers Modi and Sharif.?® Other countries, such as Saudi Arabia,
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Qatar and Iran also approached
both sides to push for de-escalation.

Ultimately, it was Washington’s diplomatic intervention that appeared
to be the most influential in putting an end to the fighting. On the
evening of 10 May, President Trump announced that the two countries
had agreed to a ceasefire.3° Pakistan and India both confirmed the
cessation of hostilities. But their respective versions as to how the
ceasefire came about clashed — and continue to clash.3! Islamabad,
which highlighted the pivotal role played by U.S. diplomacy in reach-
ing the truce, insisted that the Indian military had offered a ceasefire,
which Pakistan then accepted.?* This interpretation of events enabled
Pakistan’s government to consolidate ties with the Trump administra-
tion, which were subsequently reinforced by high-level meetings, in
particular between the U.S. president and Pakistan’s army chief Asim
Munir in June.

system in Adampur and the Beas storage site for the nuclear-capable Brahmos
missile India had used to attack military targets. India acknowledged limited
damage at only four sites: Adampur, Udhampur, Pathankot and Bhuj. “Pakistan
‘rattles’ India with firm response as patience runs out”, The News, 11 May 2025;
“Transcript of Special Briefing on OPERATION SINDOOR”, op. cit.

28 Following the ceasefire, President Trump said U.S. mediation “stopped a nuclear
conflict ... Millions could have been killed”. He also claimed to have used trade
incentives to persuade both sides to put an end to the fighting. “Trump says U.S.
stopped Pak-India ‘nuclear war’”, Dawn, 13 May 2025; Ankit Panda, “Foggy Slope
to Armageddon: The first South Asian Crisis of the third nuclear age”, The Cara-
van, 17 June 2025.

29 “Vance called Indian Prime Minister to encourage ceasefire talks after receiving

9

alarming intelligence, sources say”, CNN, 10 May 2025.

3% Truth Social post @realDonaldTrump, 5.25pm, 10 May 2025.

31 “DPM Dar says Pakistan, India have agreed to a ceasefire with immediate effect”,
Dawn, 10 May 2025; “Statement by Foreign Secretary” press release, Ministry of
External Affairs, Government of India, 10 May 2025.

32 “put it on record that Pakistan never requested a ceasefire”, said Pakistan’s
military spokesperson. “Deterrence re-established, say armed forces”, Dawn,

12 May 2025.
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New Delhi, on the other hand, claimed it was the Pakistani military
that had requested the ceasefire via a hotline between the two
countries’ directors general of military operations (DGMOs), and
downplayed the role of external, particularly U.S. intervention in
securing the truce.?3 Regardless of the claims and counter-claims,
it was evident that neither side wanted to escalate further, and that
international mediation provided both with an opportunity to opt
out of the path of worsening confrontation.

1. Tripwires, Threats and a Fragile Peace

After four days of conflict marked by a welter of misinformation, both
India and Pakistan declared victory.3* The Indian government said it
had honoured pledges to hit the perpetrators of the Pahalgam attack
deep into Pakistani territory. The Pakistan government lavished praise
on its army and air force for delivering lethal blows against a much
larger military adversary. As for the 10 May ceasefire, it continues to
hold and the high-level military hotline between the two states has
stayed active, reducing the risk of resurgent conflict caused by mis-
calculations and misunderstandings involving their armed forces.
Remaining in periodic contact since 12 May, the DGMOs have agreed
to a phased reduction of forward troop deployments along the inter-
national border, redeploying personnel to their pre-7 May positions
and helping to stabilise the frontier zone. Both militaries also support
the creation of a more permanent mechanism for de-escalation.

Although the border is now quiet, the ceasefire has only frozen the
conflict, while the hotline between the DGMOs could be disrupted
should tensions escalate once again. Both militaries remain on high
alert, while neither nationalist rhetoric nor potential triggers of
fighting have subsided. The fear subsists that by mistake or intention
either side could feel compelled to turn to its nuclear arsenal. An
Indian security expert warned that New Delhi’s pre-emptive strikes
have arguably destabilised and embittered relations between the two

33 The Indian government downplays U.S. diplomatic involvement, deeming it to
be harmful to its public standing. “Statement by Foreign Secretary”, press release,
Ministry of External Affairs, op. cit.; “Foreign Secretary’s statement on the tele-
phone conversation between PM and U.S. President”, press statement, Ministry
of External Affairs, Government of India, 17 June 2025.

34 Soon after the hostilities erupted, social media users on both sides engaged in
fully fledged disinformation campaigns. False claims about military victories were
broadcast as breaking news, with Al-generated and recycled footage used to sup-
port these claims, often heightening tensions between the sides. See “How social
media lies fueled a rush to war between India and Pakistan”, The Guardian, 28
May 2025; “How misinformation overtook Indian newsrooms amid conflict with
Pakistan”, Washington Post, 4 June 2025.
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more than strengthened India’s deterrence.3®> “Both sides have now
declared victory in a conflict that resolved nothing”, one Pakistani
security analyst concurred.3°

A.  Proxy Armed Violence

India and Pakistan have long been at loggerheads over the other’s
alleged support for militant and separatist groups operating on their
respective territories. The Indian government believes that active
Kashmiri militants are entirely a creation of Pakistan, and that the
Pahalgam attack was an attempt to undermine the peace and stability
it claims to have brought to Jammu and Kashmir.?” Since India attri-
butes all militancy in Kashmir to Pakistan-based jihadist groups
supported by Islamabad rather than disaffected locals acting out of
their own volition, any major attack of the sort witnessed in Pahalgam
threatens to prompt a wave of retaliatory strikes (see more on this in
Section III.B).

Establishing the truth of New Delhi’s accusations is no easy matter.
While there is no doubt that Pakistan actively supported the insur-
gency in Indian-administered Kashmir in the late 1980s and 1990s,
it is difficult to determine the precise extent of its current support for
local militants, despite the ardent claims of the Indian authorities.
New Delhi’s August 2019 suspension of Kashmir’s semi-autonomous
status, alongside its heavy-handed response to Kashmiri dissent,
fuelled public disaffection in the region and gave a fillip to militancy.3®
This has led to the emergence of new militant outfits, such as The
Resistance Front, which pledge to oppose the reforms New Delhi has
sought to impose and which Kashmiris perceive as yet another bid to
reinforce central Indian control over the region.3°

Hardly a week has gone by in recent years without an encounter be-
tween Indian security forces and militants, many of whom have been

35 Sushant Singh, “Vermillion Lines, Delusion or Deterrence”, The Caravan, 1 June
2025.

36 Zahid Hussain, “A war without end”, Dawn, 28 May 2025.

37 “India’s EAM Jaishankar calls out Pakistan, Slams Proxies and Nuclear Black-
mail”, WION, YouTube, 1 July 2025.

38 India has sought to deflect blame for the growing alienation in the region by
blaming it entirely on Pakistan. See “76 Terrorists active in J-K, 59 are foreign
terrorists: Govt sources”, ANI, 13 March 2025; “Why more locals in Kashmir are
becoming militants”, BBC, 5 August 2021; “Violence in Kashmir: Why a Spike in
Killings Signals an Ominous New Trend”, Crisis Group Commentary, 28 June
2022. For background on Kashmir since the 2019 assertion of central rule by New
Delhi see “Kashmir Votes to Repudiate Rule from the Centre”, Crisis Group Com-
mentary, 14 October, 2024 and “Flareups and Frustration as Kashmir Waits for

a Vote”, Crisis Group Commentary, 8 March 2024.

39 The security forces believe the new crop of militant outfits are proxies of older
organisations such as Lashkar-e-Tayyaba, which they claim Pakistan has created to
avoid scrutiny.
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identified as local Kashmiris rather than solely Pakistani infiltrators.*°
As aresult, a deadly terror attack has remained a constant threat.

“All it takes is two mad men with guns”, one Kashmir-based security
official said.** At the same time, the strengthening of India’s security
apparatus in the region has made it difficult for militants to operate
with the same intensity as before. Most militants killed since 2019
have been inadequately trained and equipped, and have died within
days of joining the armed struggle.**

Pakistan for its part has repeatedly argued that the Laskhar-e-
Tayyaba, which it officially banned in 2002, is unable to plan and
conduct attacks from inside its border. “Those people, whatever is left
of them, they are contained”, Defence Minister Asif insisted days after
the Pahalgam attack. Some are under house arrest, while others are in
custody”.*3 After being banned, the LeT re-emerged as the Jamaat-ud-
Dawa, operating as its charity front, which was also banned in 2008
following the terror attack in Mumbai.** In 2019, LeT leader Hafiz
Mohammad Saeed was arrested and convicted on terror financing
charges; he is currently serving a 31-year jail sentence. Pakistan also
banned the JeM in January 2008 and subsequently its so-called chari-
ty arm, the Falah-i-Insaniyat Foundation, in May 2019. The following
year, the government froze the properties and assets of both banned
groups.* But U.S and Indian officials believe that the two outfits
continue to maintain networks and operate freely within Pakistan.*®

4° The number of militancy-related violent incidents stood at 369 in 2019, 415 in
2020, 460 in 2021, 457 in 2022, 267 in 2023 and 210 in 2024, with 114 so far in
2025 according to an independent assessment. See “Number of Terrorism Related
incidents Year Wise, Data Sheet, Jammu and Kashmir”, South Asia Terrorism
Portal.

4! Crisis Group interview, Indian security official, June 2025.

4 Some analysts believe Pakistan lost control over anti-India militants in the early
2000s, but Pakistan insists that it has clamped down on such groups. See Chris-
topher Clary, The Difficult Politics of Peace: Rivalry in Modern South Asia (New
York, 2022), p. 279; “FO says Pakistan has ‘dismantled’ terrorist outfits amid U.S.
designation of group blamed for Pahalgam attack”, Dawn, 18 July 2025.

43 “Pakistan official calls for international inquiry into Kashmir terror attack”, The
New York Times, 25 April 2025. Pakistan had banned Laskhar-e-Tayyaba in 2002
following the terrorist attack on the Indian parliament and the Jaish-e-Mohammad
in 2008. Both were designated as terrorist organisations by the UN Security
Council.

44 The 2008 Mumbai attacks were a series of terror assaults that involved a 60-
hour siege on hotels, a railway station, and a Jewish centre, resulting in more than
160 deaths. Crisis Group Asia Report N°164, Pakistan: The Militant Jihadist
Challenge, 13 March 2009.

45 “11 groups banned for having links with JuD, others”, Dawn, 12 May 2019;
“Pakistan freezes 964 assets of banned JuD, JeM”, The Express Tribune, 17 Sep-
tember 2020.

46 “Who are Pakistan-based LeT and Jem groups targeted by India?” Reuters,

7 May 2025.
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On 17 July, the U.S. State Department designated The Resistance
Front, the group that had initially claimed responsibility for the
Pahalgam attack, a foreign terrorist group, branding it a “front and
proxy” of the (already designated) LeT.#” Pakistan’s foreign ministry
responded that “any linkage with LeT (...) belies ground realities”,
adding that Pakistan “has effectively and comprehensively dismantled”
LeT and arrested and prosecuted its leadership.4®

Indian officials nevertheless insist that Pakistani denials of any state
support for — or even the presence in the country of — anti-Indian
jihadist outfits must be backed up by far stronger enforcement action.

Meanwhile, Islamabad holds India responsible for supporting groups
that have long targeted security forces and civilians within its terri-
tory.*® New Delhi, Pakistani leaders say, instigates terrorism within
Pakistan through hardline Baloch separatist outfits such as the
Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA) and the Islamist jihadist Tehreek-
e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP, also known as the Pakistani Taliban), both
of which have inflicted heavy casualties on Pakistani security forces.>°
Between January and June 2025, the two groups orchestrated a total
of 502 attacks that claimed the lives of 284 security personnel and
267 civilians.5'

New Delhi has rejected Pakistan’s claims that it backs anti-Pakistani
militants, decrying these accusations as an attempt to divert inter-
national attention from Islamabad’s continued support for anti-Indian
jihadist groups.>® Even so, both the Baloch separatists and the Paki-
stani Taliban publicly backed India during the May hostilities.5

The Pakistan military has since claimed that India has unleashed its
proxies “to foment terrorism” in the country in the wake of the May
attacks.>® On 12 August, after the U.S. State Department added the

47 “Terrorist Designation of The Resistance Front”, Press Statement, Marco Rubio,
U.S. Secretary of State, 17 July, 2025.

48«Fo says Pakistan has ‘dismantled; terrorist outfits amid U.S. designation of
group blamed for Pahalgam attack”, Dawn, 18 July 2025.

49 “India region’s top state sponsor of terrorism: COAS Munir,” The News, 27 June
2025.

59 Just a few weeks after the May conflict, Pakistan’s defence minister referred to
the BLA and TTP as “Indian proxies”. “BLA and TTP are Indian proxies, govt will
prove Indian involvement in Khuzdar bus attack: Asif”, Dawn, 22 May 2025.

5! Pakistan Institute for Conflict and Security Studies at: www.picss.net.

52 “Baseless’: MEA rejects Pak claim on India role in Balochistan suicide attack”,
The Indian Express, 22 May 2025.

53 On 11 May, the BLA spokesman issued a statement on social media, pledging
support to India “in any military action against Pakistan”. On 8 May, in a state-
ment on its Telegram channel, the TTP condemned the Pakistan military and
claimed it had “provided intelligence” to India about Pakistani targets. Cited in
Tariq Parvez, “Post-Sindoor terror threat”, Dawn, 14 June 2025. Parvez headed
Pakistan’s National Counter-Terrorism Authority.

54 Army chief Asim Munir accused India of doubling down on its use of anti-
Pakistan proxies after the May conflict. “Islamabad will provide evidence BLA,
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BLA and its military wing, the Majeed Brigade, to its Foreign Terrorist
Organisation list, Pakistan’s interior minister posted on X that “This
is a major diplomatic victory for Pakistan and another defeat for our
eternal enemy”.5

B. New Military Doctrines

The conflict in May has reshaped the already fraught relations be-
tween the two countries in ways that make the current truce hard to
sustain. Two days after the ceasefire came into force, Prime Minister
Modi said in an address to the nation that India had merely suspended
Operation Sindoor, not ended it, and that its future course would
depend on Pakistan’s behaviour. “Operation Sindoor has carved out a
new benchmark in our fight against terrorism and has set up a new
parameter and new normal”, he explained.® These comments, which
he has repeated since then, alongside those of other senior Indian
officials, suggest that from now on the government will be inclined to
treat any terrorist attack on its territory as an act of war from Paki-
stan, and consider retaliatory action, including deep into Pakistani
territory, as entirely legitimate.>”

By erasing the distinction between militants and alleged state patrons
in Pakistan, India’s new military doctrine heightens the risk of another
conflict. Given that Pakistan will inevitably respond to any Indian
attack, it makes the onset of a retaliatory tit-for-tat far more likely.5®
Indeed, Pakistan has also appeared to shift its military doctrine,

with Foreign Minister Ishaq Dar emphasising that the armed forces’
“quid pro quo plus” response to India’s attacks in May was now the
“new normal”.?® The military high command warned India that “any
attempt to challenge Pakistan’s sovereignty or territorial integrity,

TTP are India-backed proxies”, The Express Tribune, 22 May 2025; “India doub-
ling down on proxy war after clear defeat by Pakistan, says COAS Munir”, Dawn,
10 July 2025.

55 “Pakistan welcomes U.S. designation of BLA, Majeed Brigade as foreign terrorist
organisations”, Dawn, 12 August 2025.

56 Press release, “English rendering of PM’s address to the nation”, Prime Minis-
ter’s Office, Government of India, 12 May 2025.

57 “India would strike deep into Pakistan if provoked by terror attack, warns
Jaishankar”, The Hindu, 10 June 2025. Also, press release, “English translation of
Foreign Secretary’s statement on the telephone conversation between PM and U.S.
President”, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 17 June 2025.

58 In an August media interview, the Pakistani military spokesman warned that the
armed forces would react to any Indian attack by striking deeper into India: “They
also need to understand that they can be hit anywhere”. “Nonsense’: DG ISPR
rubbishes rumours of Field Marshal eying presidency”, The News, 6 August 2025.
Crisis Group telephone interview, Karachi-based security analyst, July 2025.

59 “Pakistan to resist ‘weaponisation of Indus waters’”, Dawn, 1 July 2025.
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ever again, shall be met with a swift, full-spectrum, and decisive

response”.%°

Pakistani authorities have also noted that New Delhi’s stance means
militants, regardless of their country of origin or ideology, may seek to
exploit an opportunity to spark armed conflict between the two states.
Bilawal-Bhutto Zardari, Pakistan’s former foreign minister, whose
Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) is a major coalition partner in the Sharif
government, has warned against leaving the fate of “our two great

nations” in “the hands of these nameless, faceless, non-state actors”.%

C. Domestic Audiences

Domestic pressures could also play a role in triggering conflict be-
tween India and Pakistan. In the wake of the May attacks, the Indian
government, having first raised expectations of victory against Paki-
stan before agreeing to a ceasefire, sought to assuage disappointed
supporters at home. Modi’s statement about India merely pausing its
military operations against Pakistan could be read in this light.®?
Likewise, the Indian military has since made unproven claims regard-
ing its feats during the clashes. Delivering a lecture in Bengaluru on

9 August, the air force chief claimed that Indian planes shot down

six Pakistani jet fighters and one other military aircraft — the exact
number of Indian planes that Pakistan claimed to have downed in
May.% Fanned by a jingoistic media, the Indian public has been led to
expect immediate and successful retaliation as a normal rather than
exceptional response to a terror attack. The BJP government’s Hindu
nationalist supporters could well demand even more potent military
strikes on Pakistan the next time conflict erupts.

In Pakistan, the Indian attacks brought about the kind of national
unity that has long eluded the politically divided country, with the

60 <11 soldiers martyred, 78 wounded while defending Pakistan in Indian attack:

ISPR”, Dawn, 12 May 2025.

61 «U.8. can force India into ‘dialogue with Pakistan
2025.

62 “English rendering of PM’s address to the nation”, op. cit.

9

, The Express Tribune, 7 June

63 “India shot down six Pakistani military aircraft in May, air force chief says”,
Reuters, 9 August 2025. These claims were made without any visual or third-party
evidence. Rejecting the assertion that any Pakistani plane had been shot down,
Pakistan’s defence minister said such “comical narratives” were “crafted for
domestic political expediency”, adding, “if the truth is in question, let both sides
open their aircraft inventories to independent verification”. “Defence minister
rubbishes Indian air chief’s ‘comical’ claim of downing Pakistani aircraft in
May conflict”, Dawn, 9 August 2025. Also, Sushant Singh, “False Bravado”,

The Caravan, 10 August 2025.

64 A video that went viral over social media captures the mood of the govern-
ment’s supporters. See “Lyricist Manoj Muntashir’s strong video message to
PM Modi after terror attack”, India Today, 24 April 2025; “In 1st Mann ki Baat
post Pahalgam, Modi talks of anger among Indians, vows ‘harshest response’”,
The Print, 27 April 2025.
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public rallying behind its armed forces.% Even former Prime Minister
Imran Khan’s Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf party, which has been im-
mersed in a protracted power struggle with the Sharif government and
the military high command, praised the armed forces, lauding their
performance against a much larger foe.®

Army chief Asim Munir was a major beneficiary of this tide of pro-
military sentiment. In late May, the government promoted him to the
rank of field marshal in recognition of his “strategic leadership and
decisive role” in the May conflict — the first time that an elected gov-
ernment has granted this title to an army chief.®” Since the military’s
domestic legitimacy and its broad political sway will continue to rest
on its ability to defend the country’s sovereignty, a robust response to
any future Indian strikes is all the more likely.

D. Disputes over Water Sharing

Disputes over water sharing, if left unresolved, also risk fuelling
tensions that could potentially spark armed conflict between the two
neighbours. After New Delhi placed the Indus Waters Treaty “in
abeyance” in the wake of the Pahalgam attack, India’s home minister
asserted the agreement would never be restored.®® Calling on India to
respect its international obligations under the treaty, Islamabad has
warned that it would have no choice but to act, including militarily,
should New Delhi store or divert waters of the three western rivers
allocated to Pakistan under the treaty. These rivers constitute a lifeline
for millions of Pakistanis, accounting for close to 80 per cent of the
country’s overall water use, and up to 90 per cent of the water used
for irrigation.

Despite the many frictions in the bilateral relationship since the treaty
came into force 65 years ago, it survived unscathed. But India has
shelved a treaty that contains no provision for unilateral suspension.”

65 For background on Pakistan’s political crisis, see Crisis Group Asia Report N°345,
Disputed Polls and Political Furies: Handling Pakistan’s Deadlock, 28 November
2024; Asia Briefing N°178, Pakistan: Inching toward Contested Elections, 6 Feb-
ruary 2024; Asia Commentary, “Pakistan at the Tipping Point?”, 12 May 2023.

66 On 13 May, PTI leader Imran Khan posted on X: “our soldiers defeated Modi

on both aerial and ground fronts ... I pay tribute to the Pakistan Air Force and all
our military personnel for their professionalism and outstanding performance”.

67 Though the five-star position is an honorary rank, it has strengthened army chief
Munir’s standing within the military high command. “COAS elevated to field marshal
for ‘decisive role’ in Marka-i-Haq”, Dawn, 21 May 2025.

68 “When will India restore Indus Waters Treaty? Amit Shah answers”, The Hindu-
stan Times, 21 June 2025.

%9 Crisis Group telephone interview, Karachi-based environmental expert, July
2025. Also, Khan, op. cit. “Pakistan’s lifeline at risk: Sherry urges action on Indus
Waters Treaty crisis”, Dawn, 22 May 2025.

7° That said, well before the Pahalgam attack New Delhi refused to accept treaty
mechanisms, such as the Court of Arbitration, to resolve water-sharing disputes.
The process for cooperation and dispute resolution includes bilateral talks at
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Pakistan, which is at a disadvantage given its downstream location,
has expressed its readiness to discuss modifications to the treaty so

as to adapt to India’s evolving needs since it was signed in 1960,
including population growth and clean energy. But it has insisted this
can only be done through the treaty’s dispute resolution mecha-
nisms.” On 27 June, the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague
ruled that India’s decision did not affect its competence to continue
hearing Pakistani objections to two Indian hydro-electric projects.”

A press release by the court noted that “the terms of the Treaty’s object
and purpose, do not allow either party, acting unilaterally, to hold in
abeyance or suspend an ongoing dispute settlement process.” On

8 August, interpreting the Indus Waters Treaty, the court’s award said
“India shall ‘let flow’ the waters of the western rivers for Pakistan’s
unrestricted use”.”*

India considers the Indus Waters Treaty to be outdated and unfair,
and believes it is high time to revise it. It argues that there has been

a fundamental change in circumstances since the treaty was enacted
and suspended the treaty in reprisal for the Pahalgam attack, declar-
ing that Pakistan had committed a material breach of the treaty by
backing anti-India militants.”> For now, India does not have the in-
frastructure needed to store or divert the water crossing into Pakistan.
But it has plans to drastically reduce the share of water granted to
Pakistan under the Indus Waters Treaty by building new dams and
other retention structures. After suspending the treaty, Prime Minister

meetings of the Permanent Indus Waters Commission, which has one commis-
sioner from each country. Unresolved disputes are referred to a neutral expert
and legal disputes to an international Court of Arbitration. Khan, op. cit. Also,
“Explained: Permanent Court of Arbitration tribunal ruling on Indus Waters
Treaty dispute”, Bar and Bench, 5 July 2025.

7' According to Article XTI, the treaty can only be modified through mutual agree-
ment. “Holding Indus treaty in abeyance has no legal cover, says minister”, Dawn,
25 May 2025.

7 Press statement, The Indus Waters Western Rivers Arbitration (Islamic Repub-
lic of Pakistan vs Republic of India), Court of Arbitration, The Hague, 27 June
2025. The court was hearing Pakistan’s challenges to the design elements of two
Indian run-of-the river hydropower projects, Kishanganga and Ratle, in Indian-
administered Kashmir. Pakistan initiated the present arbitration proceedings in
2016, and India requested the World Bank to appoint a neutral expert. The Court
of Arbitration was established and a neutral expert appointed in 2022. India has
since refused to accept the legality of the court. For India’s position, see “Matters
pertaining to the illegally-constituted so-called Court of Arbitration,” press release,
Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 27 June 2025.

73 Cited in “Pakistan urges India to resume functioning of IWT after Hague court’s
supplemental award”, Dawn, 30 June 2025.

74 The court stated, that “the award is binding on the parties and without appeal”.
International Court of Arbitration, “Award on Issues of General Interpretation of
the Indus Waters Treaty”, Press statement, 11 August 2025.

75 “The Indus Water wars: What Comes Next?” The India Forum, 29 May 2025.
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Modi reportedly told officials to expedite the planning and execution
of such projects.”

Pressing ahead with these plans could spur a hostile military response
from Islamabad. 77 Pakistan’s army chief warned on 11 August that

“we have no shortage of resources to undo the Indian designs” regard-
ing the Indus waters. “We will wait for India to build a dam, and when

they do, we will destroy it”.7®

E. The Nuclear Dimension

The May conflict has provided a stark illustration of how the risks of
escalation between the two nuclear armed neighbours are higher than
in the past. While the four-day confrontation remained far below the
nuclear threshold, it was arguably closer to it than ever before. For this
reason, India’s new doctrine of systematic retaliation against Pakistan
in the event of a terrorist attack raises new dangers. The next time
conflict erupts, domestic pressures could prompt India to strike even
harder, and trigger an equally forceful Pakistani response. As both
sides up the military ante, the demands to hit back and temptations to
deploy ever greater force could unfold in ways that both states find
difficult to control.”

In his 12 May speech, Prime Minister Modi specifically warned that
India “will not tolerate any nuclear blackmail” — in other words,

that Pakistan’s nuclear weapons capability will not deter India from
attacking it in response to a terrorist attack.®® But the assumption that
limited conventional strikes against Pakistan will trigger retaliation
that will always remain below the nuclear threshold, and that any
ensuing conflict will quickly subside, are hazardous ones.

First officially laid out in 2003, India has a “no first use” nuclear doc-
trine. Pakistan’s nuclear doctrine, which remains opaque, does not

76 “India weighs plans to slash Pakistan’s water supply in a new Indus River pro-
ject”, Reuters, 16 May 2025. In reference to water sharing, Modi has declared that
“terror and talks cannot go together; terror and trade cannot go together. And
water and blood cannot flow together”. “India PM Modi warns Pakistan of more
strikes if there is a ‘terrorist attack’, Reuters, 12 May 2025.

77 Crisis Group telephone interview, Islamabad-based security analyst, July 2025.
78 “COAS says India won’t be allowed to choke Indus river”, Dawn, 11 August 2025.
Earlier, on 2 May, Pakistan’s defence minister had also warned, “if they attempt to
build any kind of structure, we will strike it”. “Pakistan to strike structures if India
tries to block water, warns defence minister”, The News, 2 May 2025.

79 Crisis Group telephone interview, Karachi-based nuclear non-proliferation
expert, July 2025.

80 «“English rendering of PM’s address to the nation”, op. cit. Unlike their rival
conventional capabilities, which largely favour India, there is close to nuclear
parity between India, which has around 180 nuclear warheads, and Pakistan,
which has an estimated 170 nuclear warheads. Centre for Arms Control and Non-
Proliferation, at www.arms.controlcenter.org.
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endorse a no-first use policy.®' But neither doctrine necessarily guar-
antees stable nuclear deterrence in the region. India rules out striking
first but its doctrine, branded “credible minimum deterrence”, is
based on massive retaliation. In the event of a first nuclear strike,
return strikes would aim to “inflict unacceptable damage”.®2 The basic
tenet of Pakistan’s nuclear policy is also credible minimum deterrence,
aimed at warding off Indian nuclear threats or a major conventional
attack. But since it is a smaller country and faces a stronger adversary,
Pakistan’s nuclear planners say it could deploy nuclear weapons if
armed hostilities threaten a major loss of territory or the destruction
of its military.%3

Pakistan insists that its conventional capabilities are sufficient to
counter any Indian attack, as they did during the clashes in May,
meaning it has no need to resort to its nuclear arsenal.®* Furthermore,
both sides appear to believe that nuclear deterrence will successfully
prevent a slide into all-out war. During the May conflict, a senior
Pakistani ex-diplomat noted: “India’s reckless actions escalated the
crisis to a dangerous level and drove it into unchartered territory —
almost to the edge of all-out war. But its military brinkmanship had
to stop well short of Pakistan’s known nuclear red lines. Thus, were it
not for the nuclear factor, a full-scale war could have broken out”.%
A former top Indian security official concurred that nuclear weapons
capability means that both sides were conscious of the need for
“managed hostility” that remained below the nuclear threshold.®¢

Even so, the shared understanding that neither side is willing to en-
dorse a potential nuclear escalation may not be as strong as it seems.
In the absence of robust communication mechanisms or effective
guardrails to defuse tensions, many observers believe the risk of a
slide into all-out war, with nuclear deployment a possible recourse,
cannot be ruled out. As an Indian analyst put it, the next crisis could

81 pakistan’s nuclear policy been kept deliberately ambiguous so as to respond to
India’s evolving threats. See Sitara Noor, “Pakistan’s Evolving Nuclear Doctrine”,
Arms Control Today, October 2023.

82 The Cabinet Committee on Security reviews the implementation in practice of
India’s nuclear doctrine. Press release, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of
India, 4 January 2003.

83 Composed of the top civilian and military leadership, Pakistan’s National Com-
mand Authority is responsible for the command, control and operational decision-
making of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons program. Noor, “Pakistan’s Evolving
Nuclear Doctrine”, op. cit.; F.S. Aijazzudin, “Fire and Air”, Dawn, 5 June 2025.

84 Responding to Modi’s 12 May speech, the Pakistan foreign ministry said, “Paki-
stan’s conventional capabilities are adequate to deter India, without the self-
imposed ‘nuclear blackmail’ that New Delhi suffers”. “Pakistan seeks IAEA probe
into nuclear material theft in India”, Dawn, 16 May 2025.

85 Maleeha Lodhi, “The nuclear factor”, Dawn, 12 May 2025. Lodhi was Pakistan’s
ambassador to the U.S., UN and UK.

86 Crisis Group interview, former member, National Security Council, New Delhi,
June 2025.
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“erupt faster, escalate more intensely, and risk nuclear exchange
sooner”.%” Pakistan’s chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff appeared to
concur. Speaking in late May at the Shangri-La Dialogue forum, Asia’s
largest defence conference, he said: “This (conflict) lowers the thresh-
old between two countries who are contiguous nuclear powers”, which
implies “greater risk on both sides, not just in the disputed territory

(Jammu and Kashmir) but for all of India and all of Pakistan”.58

While both sides insist that deterrence between the two is stable and
there is no intention to deploy nuclear weapons, the risks of inadver-
tent use in a fast-moving, volatile conflict are high.8? For instance,
each other’s nuclear intentions could be misread if a missile strike
were to hit central military command and control, or cause the death
of top civilian leaders. Amid rapidly escalating conventional armed
hostilities across a long shared border, and in the absence of robust
lines of communication, Indian and Pakistani leaders might have a
few minutes to respond to the perceived threat of a nuclear attack.®
The former top Indian security official cited above also cautioned that
domestic political pressures could imperil the restraining influence
exerted by both countries’ nuclear capabilities on armed conflict.?

Concern that a war between the two states could spiral into the use of
ever more deadly weapons is one of the reasons that the recent clashes
triggered international alarm. Historically, the U.S. has played a fire-
fighting role in South Asia, regularly pulling India and Pakistan back
from the brink of war. This influence once again served its purpose
during the May crisis. That said, the window of opportunity for diplo-
matic intervention was shorter than on earlier occasions, and could
shrink further if the next crisis starts from a higher rung on the escala-
tion ladder while India’s trust in Washington is wilting.

IV. Mitigating the Risks of Deadly Conflict

Although the 10 May ceasefire holds, durable peace remains elusive
and prospects of resuming normal diplomatic relations are distant.
Given the lack of trust between the sides and absence of any credible
bilateral channels of communication between India and Pakistan’s
top leaders, the risks that conflict will rekindle are high, with perils

87 Sushant Singh, “India-Pakistan Cease-Fire Cements a Dangerous Baseline,”
Foreign Policy, 15 May 2025.

88 «Egcalation can outpace diplomacy with no crisis management in place, warns
Pakistan’s top general”, Dawn, 1 June 2025; “Pakistan, India start reducing troops
after border clashes: CJCS”, Reuters, 30 May 2025.

89 “India accidentally fires missile into Pakistan”, BBC, 11 March 2022.

99 In May, for instance, India struck military targets in Pakistan with the dual-use
nuclear-capable BrahMos missile.

9 Crisis Group interview, former member, National Security Council, New Delhi,
June 2025.
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that are hard to overstate. As Pakistani Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif
aptly wondered, “If there would be nuclear tussles, who would live to
tell what happened?”.* Insisting that Pakistan still backs anti-India
jihadists, New Delhi has yet to respond to Pakistani diplomatic over-
tures, including Sharif’s offer of a comprehensive dialogue to settle
contentious issues, from terrorism concerns and disputes over water-
sharing to the fate of Jammu and Kashmir. With memories of the
conflict still fresh, a comprehensive dialogue along these lines appears
unlikely in the near term.? Both sides could, however, take some
immediate steps to prevent another outbreak of conflict.

A.  Unfreezing Diplomacy

The first priority should be to consolidate the 10 May ceasefire. While
the DGMO agreement to withdraw troops from frontline positions is a
promising development, it is essential that the high-level military hot-
line remain active so that any tensions on the border can be defused
before they escalate. Both sides should also commit to upholding the
ceasefire along Kashmir’s Line of Control, for which the existing mech-
anism of flag meetings between brigade commanders could play an
equally important role. Indian security officials claim that Pakistan
exploits ceasefire violations to create opportunities for militants to
cross the LoC into Indian-administered Kashmir.?* Pakistan for its
part claims to have stabilised the eastern border with India, including
by clamping down on anti-Indian jihadist groups — especially in the
wake of the rising security challenges along its western border with
Afghanistan.?® Regardless of which version is the truest, it is even
more important now to prevent spoilers from taking advantage of the
spike in bilateral tensions.?®

While essential to avoid misunderstandings and nip potential out-
breaks of conflict in the bud, operational communication and coop-
eration between military commanders will not fill the gap left by the
absence of high-level political channels of dialogue. Despite their
current diplomatic impasse, India and Pakistan should look to

92 “Islamabad, Delhi gained nothing but miseries from wars: PM Shehbaz”, Dawn,
17 May 2025; “At trilateral summit, PM urges India to engage in meaningful dia-
logue for peace”, The News, 28 May 2025.

93 Crisis Group interviews, two recently retired senior Indian diplomats, New
Delhi, July 2025.

94 The modus operandi, according to Indian security officials, is that the Pakistani
armed forces engage in a limited exchange of fire with their Indian counterparts to
create a diversion enabling the militants to sneak across from another point along
the Line of Control. Crisis Group interview, Indian security official, June 2025.

95 Crisis Group telephone interview, Islamabad-based security analyst, August
2025.

96 “Bordering on Peace: Evaluating the impact of the India-Pakistan Ceasefire”,
Carnegie India, 24 February 2022; Christopher Clary, The Difficult Politics of
Peace: Rivalry in Modern South Asia (New York, 2022), p. 265.



India-Pakistan: Avoiding a War in Waiting
Crisis Group Asia Briefing N°185, 17 September 2025 Page 22

establish a robust communication channel at the highest level, allow-
ing their leaderships to convey messages with one another directly
and/or via their foreign ministries, far from the public eye and the
pressures of public opinion. A hotline of this kind between heads of
governments was reportedly created following the 1971 war, but was
later abandoned. Resurrecting a mechanism like this, which should
remain active beyond periods of crisis, could over time become a more
durable means for conflict management and resolution, including on
disputes over water sharing and Jammu and Kashmir.®”

With few prospects for such a breakthrough at present, back-channel
diplomacy is likely to play a vital role in addressing short and medium-
term conflict risks.%® Ideally, such a channel could be established at
the level of both countries’ national security advisers, who have ready
access to the centres of power — the prime minister’s office in New
Delhi and the top civil-military leadership in Islamabad and Rawal-
pindi.®® Communicating through a back channel would have two
major benefits. First, it could help to defuse potential triggers of con-
flict when they arise, insulated from the pressure of domestic politics.
Secondly, quiet diplomacy, away from public scrutiny, could help both
sides find ways to address budding grievances, and eventually work
towards restoring normal diplomatic relations. Both countries should
also make full use of existing conflict-prevention mechanisms. For
instance, the dedicated “nuclear hotline” between their foreign min-
istries, tasked with alerting each other to potential nuclear accidents
or threats, could play an important role in scaling down the risks of
any escalation.'®

Back channel diplomacy could also prove helpful in handling tensions
caused by differences over water sharing. India remains unwilling to
backtrack on its suspension of a treaty which has served both coun-
tries for several decades. Until New Delhi is ready to do so, a back
channel between senior water experts in both governments would help
both sides to understand each other’s needs, sensitivities and red lines
regarding the sharing of river waters. This could potentially lay the
groundwork for a more formal dialogue at a later stage that would
address India and Pakistan’s concerns about Indus Waters Treaty’s
current arrangements.

97 “Engagement with Pakistan is not a diplomatic choice; it is a political one”,

Satinder Kumar Lambah, In Pursuit of Peace: India-Pakistan Relations Under Six
Prime Ministers (Gurugram, 2023), p. 39.

98 Active back channel talks between both countries have yielded results in the
past, reportedly even coming close to a breakthrough on the most contentious
issue, that of Jammu and Kashmir, at one point. Ibid, pp. 293-322.

99 Satinder Kumar Lambah, India’s special envoy for back channel talks with Paki-
stan for ten years, counts access to the top leadership as one of the three most
crucial ingredients for the success of back channel negotiations. Ibid, pp. 321-322.
100 “India, Pakistan set up ‘nuclear hotline”, Al Jazeera, 20 June 2004.
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B. Abandoning Proxy Wars

This sort of tentative cooperation, however, will still fail to consolidate
peace until Pakistan addresses New Delhi’s suspicions of its continued
support for anti-Indian jihadists, particularly the Lashkar-e-Tayyaba
and Jaish-e-Mohammad. Similarly, Islamabad will require New Delhi
to respond to its concerns about alleged Indian backing of Baloch
militants and the jihadist Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan. If left unchanged,
India’s new doctrine embracing military strikes on Pakistani targets in
response to any terror attack will also stand as a major obstacle to
peace by keeping both sides on edge in anticipation of future conflict.
With political and security conditions in Jammu and Kashmir still
unstable, future terror attacks could trigger immediate public pressure
for a forceful military response along the lines established in the new
doctrine; this is a trap that India would be wise to avoid.

Proscribed jihadist groups in Pakistan, including the LeT and JeM,
have often re-emerged under changed names. Though many such
rebranded groups have subsequently been banned, they still seek
other avenues, including charity or political fronts, to re-emerge. In
confronting the threats posed by Islamist militancy, it is in Pakistan’s
interest to enforce the law equally against all banned jihadist entities.
To do so, it should move beyond the bans that India has derided as
largely cosmetic toward credible and verifiable enforcement of the
prohibition of all anti-India militant groups, ensuring there are no
loopholes to these measures. At the same time, New Delhi should be
more specific about the kinds of actions it requires from Islamabad,
while Islamabad should be clear about what it expects from New Delhi
when it comes to its allegations of Indian state support for Baloch
militants and the Pakistani Taliban. Pakistan could also make clear
that it regards a withdrawal of India’s new military doctrine as a
crucial step toward improved relations.

Both countries should accept requests from the other side to collabo-
rate in investigations into terrorist attacks and share tip-offs regarding
potential acts of violence, with the aim of building confidence.**

A high-level backchannel between national security advisers could
play an important role in this respect as a platform for exchanging
information and expectations around terror-related concerns. For
instance, Home Minister Amit Shah stated in the Indian parliament
that the three militants who carried out the Pahalgam attack were
killed during a security operation in July and that all were Pakistanis.
But he based his allegations, among other things, on Pakistani “voter

101 Ajay Bisaria, the former Indian high commissioner to Pakistan, received a tip-
off, which was later confirmed to be genuine, from the powerful Pakistan intel-
ligence agency Inter-Services Intelligence regarding a potential terror attack
intended to avenge the death of a militant affiliated with Al Qaeda in June 2019.
See Ajay Bisaria, Anger Management: The Troubled Diplomatic Relationship
between India and Pakistan (New Delhi, 2024), pp. 438-439.
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cards” and Pakistani “chocolates” recovered from the bodies.'* India’s
National Investigative Agency has also arrested two local Kashmiri
men on charges of providing logistical support to the Pakistani mili-
tants who allegedly carried out the Pahalgam attack.'*3

If it has concrete evidence that Pakistani nationals were involved in
the attack, as it says it does, New Delhi should share it with Islamabad,
which has repeatedly expressed its willingness to collaborate in a
criminal investigation. For now, however, the Indian probe remains
shrouded in secrecy, and conflicting accounts from the government
since the attack raise more questions than they answer.'%4

Similarly, Islamabad could use the back channel to share allegations
on Indian backing for anti-state groups in Balochistan or Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa provinces, so long as these are grounded in evidence
collated by its intelligence and law-enforcement agencies. Sharing
evidence would help ensure the back channel serves as a means to
convey misgivings regarding each state’s alleged support for proxies
and check whether they are firmly grounded. But there is little chance
this purpose will be served if the channel is merely used to trade
unfounded accusations.

C. Handling Domestic Pressures

In the aftermath of the May conflict, both sides have multiplied threats
and unsubstantiated allegations against one another, often for domes-
tic political purposes.'® The fact that both claimed victory to assuage
constituencies at home is in some ways welcome, as neither govern-
ment can afford to appear weak. But nationalist media on both sides
have taken this as their cue, adopting a jingoistic tone that in turn
hikes public pressure on their respective governments to perpetuate
the rivalry between them. The ongoing spate of bellicose rhetoric un-
dermines the prospects of setting up effective arrangements for conflict
prevention and crisis management.

192 pakistan does not issue “voter cards” to citizens. “Three Pakistani terrorists
behind Pahalgam attack killed in Operation Mahadev, Centre tells Lok Sabha,

The Hindu, 29 July 2025.

103 “pahalgam terror attack: NIA arrests two men for harbouring terrorists”,

The Hindu, 22 June 2025.

104 “pahalgam Attack: Shah’s Statement in Lok Sabha vs NIA Probe Report on
Terrorists”, The Wire, 31 July 2025.

195 According to Bisaria, the former Indian High Commissioner to Pakistan, the
three objectives of India’s Pakistan policy are “managing the bilateral relationship,
managing global influences, and managing the domestic narrative”. Bisaria, Anger
Management: The Troubled Diplomatic Relationship between India and Paki-
stan, op. cit.
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Besides dampening their nationalist outbursts, both countries need to
forge policies that address the domestic drivers of militancy, instead of
merely blaming it on external meddling. Attacks by Kashmiri militants
on Indian security forces and non-Kashmiri civilians long predated the
Pahalgam massacre. These attacks, with or without the involvement

of foreigners, are bound to continue so long as New Delhi refuses to
end its heavy-handed response to any form of dissent among Kashmiri
Muslims and fails to address locals’ fears that they are losing their
political rights and protected land.*°® According to the former Indian
high commissioner to Pakistan, India should “deny Pakistan the
opportunity of fishing in troubled waters in Kashmir by addressing
fully the internal dimension of the problem”.*°” In Pakistan, Baloch
militant groups, with or without Indian backing, look set to continue
fighting the state so long as the federal government refuses to address
Baloch grievances.

India and Pakistan also need to build the capacity of their intelligence
agencies and counter-insurgency and counter-terrorism apparatus to
prevent attacks from undermining their internal security and/or
roiling bilateral relations. Security forces have often been at fault in
some of the most egregious attacks in both countries. In the case of the
Pahalgam attack, a large group of tourists from outside the region was
not provided with any security cover despite obvious risks.’°® Baloch
separatists for their part have targeted the same train several times,
causing the deaths of over thirty people in Pakistan’s restive Balochi-
stan.'®® Along with using the back channel to provide each other with
information about existing or potential terror threats, the two sides
could also use trusted friends to exchange intelligence tips. Both India
and Pakistan engage in close counter-terrorism cooperation with the
U.S. and the UK, and could use those states as yet another channel to
communicate with one another.

196 Crisis Group Statement, “Pulling India and Pakistan Back from the Brink”, op.
cit.; “Hitech, strategic: new wave of Kashmir militant attacks before elections stuns
Indian forces”, The Guardian, 14 September 2024; “11 days and counting: Op Akhal
one of longest encounters with terrorists”, Hindustan Times, 12 August 2025.

197 Sharat Sabharwal, India’s Pakistan Conundrum: Managing a Complex
Relationship (New York, 2023), p. 221. For more on New Delhi’s heavy-handed
approach to Kashmir, see “Kashmir Votes to Repudiate Rule from the Centre”,
Crisis Group Commentary, 14 October 2024; “Violence in Kashmir: Why a Spike in
Killings Signals an Ominous Trend”, Crisis Group Commentary, 28 June, 2022;
“Keeping Kashmir on the Radar”, Crisis Group Commentary, 27 January 2022.

108 11y 5022, Crisis Group warned that militants might target tourists if the govern-
ment projected mass tourism as a sign that peace has returned to the region. See
“Violence in Kashmir: Why a Spike in Killings Signals an Ominous Trend”, op. cit.
109 “Mastung blast derails 6 bogies as Jaffar Express targeted 2nd time in a week,
Dawn, 10 August 2025.



India-Pakistan: Avoiding a War in Waiting
Crisis Group Asia Briefing N°185, 17 September 2025 Page 26

D. External Mediation

External powers with influence in both countries could also play an
important conflict prevention role. But this may not be straightfor-
ward. A major challenge lies in the contrasting views of India and
Pakistan on foreign mediation. While Pakistan has welcomed and even
encouraged such efforts, India is averse to any external engagement,
as it made clear in its denial that mediation by Washington and other
friendly capitals took place during the May crisis, and its rebuttal of
President Trump’s offers to mediate on Kashmir."° India’s resistance
to U.S. involvement is likely to have hardened following its tariff im-
broglio with Washington. New Delhi insists that disputes with Paki-
stan should be settled bilaterally, in accordance with the 1972 Simla
agreement.'" In Pakistan’s eyes, however, India has repeatedly vio-
lated its commitments under the accord, including by unilaterally
changing Jammu and Kashmir’s administrative status in 2019 and
abandoning the Indus Waters Treaty."* Instead of expecting Islama-
bad to abide by the Simla accord, Pakistan insists India should first
do so itself.

Despite its aversion to external involvement, New Delhi sent delega-
tions of lawmakers to key foreign capitals in a bid to shore up global
support for its actions in May and to bolster its claims that the Paki-
stan state was involved in the Pahalgam attack."® Islamabad conduc-
ted a similar diplomatic offensive, with a high powered delegation
sent to influential capitals to dismiss Indian allegations of Pakistani
complicity while also calling on New Delhi to resume dialogue on

all contentious issues."* Sending the delegations to these capitals
was an acknowledgement, tacit in the Indian case and explicit in that
of Pakistan, of the importance they place on gaining international
support for their conflicting versions of the conflict.

Although the current chill in U.S.-India relations is hardly propitious,
Washington’s public messaging and sustained diplomacy could help
prevent hostilities between India and Pakistan from resuming. Britain,
Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states, which also attempted to mediate in
the May conflict, should continue publicly and privately to encourage
the two states to exercise military restraint and opt instead for diplo-
matic avenues to dampen tensions. Having facilitated a back channel

119 “India won’t accept third party mediation on Kashmir, Modi tells Trump”, BBC,
18 June 2025.

" Howard B. Schaffer, The Limits of Influence: America’s Role in Kashmir,
Washington D.C., 2009, p. 199.

12 Crisis Group telephone interview, ex-Pakistani diplomat, July 2025. Also,
“Conditions of Simla Agreement no longer applicable after Indian IWT violation”,
Dawn, 7 June 2025,

13 Walter C. Ladwig III, “In battle of the delegations, real story lies in what went
unsaid,” The Times of India, 15 June 2025.

114 “pakistan tells US South Asia can’t afford endless conflict”, The News, 3 June
2025.
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enabling both sides to recommit to the 2003 Line of Control ceasefire
agreement in 2021, the UAE could be well placed to play such a role.

Short of mediating between the two states, international powers could
also look to help settle the grievances that have triggered military
hostilities. Foreign states should press New Delhi to pursue a less
strident path while urging Islamabad to enforce more strictly its ban
on anti-India militant groups. Far from the public eye, friendly third
parties could also offer support for conversations between the two
states on specific matters of dispute, with the aim of building a degree
of confidence between them. International efforts such as these could
be buttressed by quiet diplomacy between the two adversaries, includ-
ing through the discreet engagement of Indian and Pakistani officials
at multilateral forums, which could set the stage for the beginnings of
a more open and structured diplomatic dialogue between them.

V. Conclusion

Four days of armed conflict between India and Pakistan in May con-
cluded with a precarious pause rather than a solid ceasefire. The region
could again slip into further clashes should India attempt to put into
effect its “new normal” — the stated intention that it respond to any
terrorist attack in which it suspects the hand of Islamabad by striking
targets on Pakistani territory. Constrained by domestic political pres-
sures, both New Delhi and Islamabad may feel they have little choice
but to act if and when provoked. Still, the May conflict demonstrated
that conducting limited strikes while avoiding retaliation, escalation
and a slide into all-out war is becoming increasingly difficult.

With nuclear weapons comes responsibility, and on that basis, if no
other, the two adversaries should seek out diplomatic avenues to
defuse existing and potential triggers of conflict. Pakistan should
strictly apply its ban on anti-India jihadist groups and stand ready to
verify its claims that these restrictions are being enforced, while India
should abandon an emerging doctrine that appears to enshrine con-
ventional strikes against Pakistan as the all-weather response to terror
attacks. In the absence of normal diplomatic relations, both sides
should establish a high-level back channel, ideally between top secu-
rity authorities, aimed at preventing another outbreak of conflict and
eventually giving rise to a more permanent communication channel
between the two countries’ leaders that could remain active beyond
times of crisis.

There is a high risk that the next round of armed hostilities could esca-
late at an alarming pace. That would leave little room for the sort of
diplomatic intervention by countries such as the U.S. that has success-
fully put out India-Pakistan fires in the past. Washington’s interest in
the region and standing with New Delhi appear to have flagged in
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recent months. Even so, the U.S. and other mutual friends should
endeavour to keep in close touch with both sides and urge them to de-
escalate tensions and kickstart a bilateral dialogue. Ultimately, how-
ever, it is up to India’s and Pakistan’s leaders to bypass nationalist
clamour, overcome their mistrust and seek a peaceful path to resolving
their many differences.

New Delhi/lslamabad/Brussels, 17 September 2025
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