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STRENGTHENING US-INDIA RELATIONS

Introduction

Sumit Ganguly

The United States and India, given that they

have been the victims of both domestic and for-
eign terrorists, should long have found common
ground about counterterrorism. However, owing
to their vastly different material capabilities, their
concomitantly different global standing and reach,
and vastly divergent foreign and security policies
during the Cold War, they have rarely found
common ground.

For India, the issue of domestic terrorism, as both
N. Ramachandran and Praveen Swami argue in
their essays, was almost endemic since its inde-
pendence in 1947. Indeed, in the Indian case,
counterterrorism and counterinsurgency have
almost been synonymous as many Indian insur-
gent groups resorted to both rural and urban
terror in pursuit of their ends.! These ranged
from the Naxalites, the neophyte Maoist urban
terrorists in the state of West Bengal in the early
1970s, to Pakistan-supported insurgents in the
disputed state of Jammu and Kashmir in the early
1990s.2 As a post-colonial state, concerned about
preserving its territorial integrity and maintaining
a modicum of public order, the Indian state sup-
pressed these movements using an amalgam of
tactics, ranging from harsh repression to political
concessions.

The United States, in turn, faced challenges of ter-
rorism during the political upheavals of the 1960s,

ranging from the activities of the Black Panthers to
the Weather Underground. Though American law
enforcement agencies, most notably the Federal
Bureau of Investigation, took these challenges to
public order quite seriously, none of them really
posed an existential threat to the United States.
Owing to these very different challenges of counter-
terrorism, quite apart from the vast differences in
policing and coercive capabilities, the two states
had little in common during the Cold War years
and even beyond. Furthermore, India’s political
stance of nonalignment and US anti-communism
kept the two parties apart.®

In turn, their very different foreign policy ori-
entations also ensured that they could not agree
on what constituted terrorism in the global
arena. Despite its resort to terror (before it for-
mally eschewed it in 1993 as part of the Madrid
Accords), India had been a staunch supporter

of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO)
under the leadership of Yasser Arafat. Indeed, in
1980, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi had invited
him for an official visit to New Delhi, thus granting
formal diplomatic status on the PLO.* The United
States, however, had long seen the PLO as a ter-
rorist organization. Indeed, Ambassador Andrew
Young, under the Carter administration, was
removed as the US Permanent Representative to
the United Nations for having covertly met with a
senior representative of the PLO in New York.®
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Similarly, during much of the Cold War years, the
United States had shunned the anti-apartheid
African National Congress due to its associa-
tion with the South African Communist Party.
Ironically, it was during the staunchly anti-
communist Reagan administration that Congress,
largely responding to civil society agitation within
the United States, passed the Anti-Apartheid Act
of 1986. This Act imposed significant sanctions
on the South African government and exerted
pressure on the government to release the noted
anti-apartheid activist, Nelson Mandela, who had
been incarcerated for decades owing to his politi-
cal activities. In India, on the other hand, Mandela
had been regarded as a hero and a political
prisoner before and during his prison term.®

Given these vastly different political concerns

at home and abroad, counterterrorism coop-
eration between the two states was all but
impossible during the Cold War. As the Cold War
ended and the Kashmir insurgency erupted in
December 1989, US support for India’s counter-
terrorism efforts was, at best, ambivalent. In

large part, this equivocation stemmed from two
factors. First, the United States had relied exten-
sively on Pakistan to dislodge the Soviets from
Afghanistan following their invasion of the country
in December 1979. Consequently, a degree of
residual sympathy for Pakistan permeated many
pertinent US government agencies. Second, the
George H. W. Bush administration, preoccupied
with the termination of the Cold War, had scant
interest in India. Matters worsened during the
first Clinton administration, which was staunchly
opposed to India’s nuclear weapons program and
faced pressure from American civil society groups
about Indian human rights violations on the

part of Indian security forces in suppressing the
insurgency in Kashmir.”

Subsequently, the al-Qaeda terrorist attacks on
the United States on September 11, 2001, led
the George W. Bush administration to forge a
partnership of convenience with Pakistan to end

terrorist sanctuaries in Afghanistan. This partner-
ship placed the United States in an uncomfortable
position when it came addressing India’s counter-
terrorism concerns in Kashmir. It was aware of
Pakistan’s duplicity but was nevertheless forced
to rely on Islamabad owing to the necessity of
using Pakistani territory to supply US forces in
Pakistan.?

US policymakers also believed that Pakistan
was a viable counterterrorism partner because
Pakistan helped capture a substantial number
of al-Qaeda terrorists on its own soil even as US
policymakers had questions about the extent of
its cooperation.® US skepticism, however, grew
after the discovery of the presence of Osama
bin Laden in Abbottabad, Pakistan, and his
subsequent assassination by US Navy SEALs

in 2011.'° Even today, owing to Pakistan’s prior
role in combating key terrorist organizations,
significant parts of the US government still see
Pakistan as a viable counterterrorism partner.
Most Indian officials, however, have a skeptical
view of this position.

Indeed, it was not until the horrific Pakistan-based
terrorist attack involving members of the Lashkar-
e-Taiba on November 26, 2008, against multiple
sites in Bombay (Mumbai) that the George W. Bush
administration in its waning days offered limited
amounts of intelligence and counterterrorism
cooperation.” Both Ramachandran and Swami
provide details in their essays about the suc-

cess and limits of US-India counterterrorism
cooperation since that horrific set of attacks.
They also outline possible arenas where both
parties may benefit from improved cooperation
on counterterrorism.

The continuing impediments to counterterrorism
cooperation, especially from the American

side, are ably addressed by Tricia Bacon and
Jonah Blank. Both, in different ways, highlight the
structural and political limits to US-India coopera-
tion in the counterterrorism arena.

2 SUMIT GANGULY » INTRODUCTION



Terror, as a tactic, is unlikely to end anytime soon.

Consequently, enhancing US-India counter-
terrorism cooperation should remain a priority
for both New Delhi and Washington, DC, espe-
cially if political ties between the two states
regain some traction after the stress that they
have been subjected to under the second Trump
administration.”?
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STRENGTHENING US-INDIA RELATIONS

1. US-India Counterterrorism

A Case for Tempered Expectations

Jonah Blank

Every US administration since the late twentieth
century has come into office with high hopes
from India, and most have enjoyed a honeymoon
phase. None of these honeymoons have lasted:
Some presidents have been more popular than
others in New Delhi, but none have satisfied
expectations across the board. This is particu-
larly the case in the realm of counterterrorism.
Understanding the basis for past disconnects may
help avoid replicating the pattern of high hopes
dashed—and give Indians a more realistic under-
standing of what they can and cannot expect from
the United States in the counterterrorism arena.

Different American presidents have had widely
varying views of US grand strategy, but their
conceptualization of counterterrorism has been
broadly alighed—and broadly out of alignment
with India’s maximalist wishes. At the heart of US-
India miscommunication is a disconnect between
American rhetoric and action regarding terror-
ism. Rhetorically, US presidents have portrayed
terrorism as a global scourge, against which all
nations must conduct a seamless international
campaign. In practice, however, the United States
has been far more selective. It has insisted on
universal effort against terrorist groups targeting
American interests (primarily al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State/ISIS) but has treated terrorist groups

targeting other nations (including India) on a case-
by-case improvisational basis.

Each time a new administration enters the

White House, Indian policymakers and much of
the general public expect this pattern to change. It
never has. And, given the realities of superpower
politics, it is unlikely to change in the future: Every
nation favors its own interests over those of its
partners and allies, and a superpower inevitably
has a network of competing interests and partner-
ships more complicated and mutually incompati-
ble than does even a regional heavyweight power
such as India.

The current US administration has broken with
longstanding American customs and practices in
many aspects of policy, geostrategy, and under-
standings of US and international law, but on this
point it is likely to operate along the same lines
as its predecessors. India’s counterterrorism
policy goals tend toward maximalism: That is, an
expectation that America’s universalist rhetoric
will be matched by universalist action, resulting in
a seamless partnership against all terrorist threats
emanating from (and often sponsored by) India’s
rival Pakistan. Such a hope was always unrealistic,
and all the more so when dealing with an admin-
istration more openly transactional and proudly
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dismissive of international partnerships than its
predecessors. But within the boundaries of what
the current administration considers America’s
own interests, there nonetheless may be ground
for increased future cooperation.

A HISTORICAL PATTERN OF
HIGH HOPES, FOLLOWED
BY DISILLUSIONMENT

The long-term pattern of US-India counterterrorism
cooperation is far more of a good-news than a bad-
news story: Since the blossoming of the US-India
relationship toward the end of the twentieth cen-

tury, the two nations can be reasonably said to have

drawn significantly closer together in almost all

areas of foreign and national security policy, includ-

ing counterterrorism. But the fundamental discon-
nect between the two nations—that is, the gap
between India’s maximalist goals and America’s
unwillingness to match its rhetoric with its actions
on counterterrorism—has resulted in Indian disap-
pointment. A brief look at recent history is useful
to level-set presumptions about the future.

From India’s independence until the dissolution
of the Soviet Union, US-India relations operated
under the shadow of the Cold War. From a US
perspective, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru's
decision to cofound the Non-Aligned Movement,
along with his daughter Indira Gandhi’s decision
to favor the Soviet Union over the United States,
placed India closer to the camp of adversary than
partner. Some US presidents in this period were
more popular than others among Indian policy-
makers and general public alike, and there was a
distinct partisan bent to such opinions: Democrat
John F. Kennedy was widely seen in a favorable
light, while Republican Richard Nixon was widely
despised (a sentiment he firmly reciprocated).

Indian policymakers (not without reason) viewed
Republican presidents as being more likely

than Democratic ones to favor close cooper-
ation with Pakistan: In addition to the close
US-Pakistani partnership during Nixon’s term
and that of the preceding Republican President
Dwight Eisenhower, the tenure of President
Ronald Reagan saw a massive build-up of covert
and overt support for the regime of Pakistani
President (and Chief of Army Staff) General
Muhammad Zia-ul Haqg. From an Indian perspec-
tive, it did not matter whether American policy
outcomes stemmed from a genuine difference

in the sympathies of the two political parties, or
simply the ups and downs of Cold War events:
The bare fact remained that America’s Cold

War tilt toward Pakistan was most pronounced
under Republican presidents.?

The demise of the Soviet Union opened a poten-
tial pathway for closer US-India ties. Throughout
much of the 1990s, however, Indian policymaking
was mired in domestic struggles: Six prime ministers
rotated through Rashtrapati Bhawan during this
decade, providing little stability for international
initiatives. India’s 1998 Pokhran-II nuclear tests
triggered legally mandatory US sanctions, which
further delayed the possibility of a rapproche-
ment. But by the tail end of the presidency

of Bill Clinton, conditions were ripe for a new
relationship.

In March 2000, Clinton became the first president
to visit India since Jimmy Carter more than two
decades earlier. A young, charismatic leader who
had quickly used his presidential authority to
waive many of the nuclear sanctions, he received
a movie star’s reception in New Delhi, Mumbai,
Jaipur, and Hyderabad. Six months later, he
hosted Indian Prime Minister Atul Bihari Vajpayee
for a lavish state visit that was seen as a political
coming-out party for the Indian-American com-
munity. The fact that Clinton was a Democrat
(like Kennedy and Carter, and like most Indian-
Americans) was an additional cause for Indian
optimism about the relationship.
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In counterterrorism terms, al-Qaeda attacks on
American targets (most notably the 1998 bomb-
ings of US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, and
the 2000 bombing of the USS Cole in Yemen)
gave Indian policymakers hope that the United
States would see a common fight against the
ideologically and operationally kindred groups
that had targeted them for years. The most impor-
tant of these were groups sponsored to varying
degrees by Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence
Directorate, most notably Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT)
and Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM).3

Such hopes were not fully met: Of the thirty
groups designated as Foreign Terrorist
Organizations (FTOs) by the United States from
the list’s institution in 1997 until the end of the
Clinton administration, only one—out of poten-
tially dozens of other anti-India groups then
operational—focused on Indian targets.* From
the US perspective, an overt “tilt” toward an
Indian view of counterterrorism conflicted directly
with other American interests, such as nuclear
nonproliferation (the Pokhran-Il tests were seen
as unnecessarily provocative) and preventing
an escalation of the conflict between India and
Pakistan from the conventional to the nuclear
arena (in which Clinton had personally engaged
during the 1999 Kargil conflict).® In India’s view,
counterterrorism was simply a matter of univer-
sally combating all terrorist groups everywhere,
in line with longstanding American rhetoric; in the
US view, the application of such principles was
more complicated in practice than in theory.

Indian hopes for the presidency of George W. Bush
similarly grew late in his term, and to a large degree
were similarly disappointed (in the counterterrorism
arena). Bush was initially seen by many Indian
policymakers as a return to the twentieth-century
“Realist” school of thought associated with his
father, President George H. W. Bush (whose term
had seen the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and
whose prepresidential career had included a stint
as a Cold War director of the CIA). Al-Qaeda’s

attacks of 9/11 reoriented the George W. Bush
presidency around the organizing principle of

a “War on Terror,” but this paradoxically served
to impede India’s counterterrorism goals more
than advance them. The urgent requirement of
Pakistani cooperation for both counterterrorism
efforts against al-Qaeda and logical support for
the US-led invasion of Afghanistan pushed all
other priorities aside.

In his second term, Bush gained deep apprecia-
tion from Indian policymakers for his championing
of the US-India Nuclear Agreement, which helped
bring India a place in geopolitical affairs that
New Delhi felt it had long been unjustly denied by
the discriminatory terms of the Treaty on Nuclear
Non-Proliferation. This victory in the nuclear
arena, however, served to dampen pressure for
progress in counterterrorism cooperation: From

a US perspective, the Agreement was a sufficient
“reward” for India so as to obviate the need for
more ambitious requests concerning America’s
relationship with Pakistan.

Bush designated LeT and JeM as terrorist orga-
nizations two weeks after their December 2001
joint attack on Parliament House in New Delhi
but did little to punish Pakistan for continuing to
shelter and support these and similar groups.
When Bush entered office, the United States pro-
vided no military support to Pakistan; a year later,
security assistance totaled more than $2 billion
(a higher level than even under the Eisenhower
Cold War surge) and would remain at similar levels
throughout the Bush presidency.® In 2004, Bush
designated Pakistan a Major Non-NATO Ally.

This close embrace was given not to a Pakistani
regime viewed as a prospective partner by India
but to the military rule of Chief of Army Staff
General Pervez Musharraf—the commander of
the Kargil incursion five years earlier.”

President Barack Obama was to a large degree
a fourth incarnation of the model pioneered
by Kennedy, Carter, and Clinton: A youthful,
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charismatic, Democratic president, perceived as
a potential agent of reform. He was wildly pop-
ular with Indian-Americans, who by 2008 were
increasingly influential in shaping opinions among
Indian policymakers and public alike. As the first
non-White US president, Obama was a leader with
whom many Indians felt a personal identification.
But Obama’s counterterrorism policy was largely
a continuation of the priorities of his predeces-
sors: He designated five organizations targeting
India as FTOs but did little to punish Pakistan for
its ongoing support for the two groups that con-
stituted the most pressing terrorist threat: LeT and
JeM.8 The most devastating terrorist attack by a
Pakistan-sponsored group against India occurred
barely two weeks after Obama’s election, and

two months before he entered office: LeT’s four-
day 26/11 assault on targets across Mumbai. In
January 2016, JeM launched a suicide attack on
Pathankot Airbase in Punjab.

The primary counterterrorism goal of the

United States, however, remained al-Qaeda.

The United States recognized by this point that
Pakistan was not a true partner in the effort to
combat the group. Toward the end of Obama’s first
term, on May 2, 2011, the United States launched a
raid on Osama bin Laden’s hideout in Abbottabad
without Pakistani cooperation or prior knowledge:
Al-Qaeda’s leader had been sheltered right next
to the nation’s foremost military academy. But
concerns about Pakistan’s support for terrorism
were still outweighed by the need for logistical
support for the US war in Afghanistan. Obama
continued the Bush administration’s program of
massive military aid, which reached its highest
peak ever (in nominal-dollar terms) during and
shortly after the Afghanistan war’s “surge” of
2009-11.

During his first campaign for the presidency in
2016, Donald Trump attracted unusually fervent
support from a part of the Indian electorate that
had not been nearly as interested in any of his
predecessors: the Hindutva, or Hindu Nationalist

segment of society. In June 2016, a small group
called the Hindu Sena threw an in absentia
birthday party for him in New Delhi. “The whole
world is screaming against Islamic terrorism,” the
group’s founder said. “Only Donald Trump can
save humanity.”® In office, when Trump banned
visitors from predominantly Muslim nations and
implemented a broad array of domestic programs
seen as targeting Muslims, he was cheered on

by some parts of the Hindu Right, both among
Indian-American communities and in India itself.!
The atmospherics of the relationship were ele-
vated by the “Howdy Modi” joint rally for Trump
and visiting Prime Minister Narendra Modi in

|II

Houston in 2019, and the reciprocal “Namaste

Trump” event in Ahmedabad the following year.

In the counterterrorism arena, however, the deliv-
erables never matched the optics. Trump took

no action against LeT or JeM, which continued to
operate with relative impunity. In February 2019,
JeM launched a terrorist attack in the Pulwama
district of Jammu and Kashmir that left forty-four
Indian troops dead and seventy injured. In
response, there was no meaningful American
action against Pakistan, which continued to pro-
vide protective custody to JeM leader Azhar in an
army hospital. Five months later, while sitting next
to Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan, Trump
inadvertently granted one of the key demands

of the United Jihad Council (the umbrella group
claiming credit for the Pulwama attack) by claim-
ing that Modi had asked him to “mediate” the
Kashmir dispute. India’s Ministry of External
Affairs immediately denied that such an invitation
to internationalize the issue had been made."

Joe Biden had a restrained honeymoon, in part
because he entered office during the COVID-19
epidemic (which dampened enthusiasms of all
kinds), and in part because he broke the pattern
set by his Democratic predecessors: At 78 years
old, he hardly cut the youthful figure of Kennedy
(44), Carter (52), Clinton (47), or Obama (48)."2 He
had been the key congressional champion of the
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US-India Nuclear Agreement, but political credit
for this deal had accrued primarily to Bush. The
Indian-American community remained generally
pro-Democratic, but significant elements of it
(particularly those favoring the Hindu Right) had
started to migrate toward Trump and a quickly
changing Republican party.

Biden’s decision to end the war in Afghanistan
raised hopes in India that the United States might
finally sever its ties with Pakistan and devote itself
wholeheartedly to India’s counterterrorism aims.
This did not happen, which served as a reminder
of the enduring gap between American universal-
ist rhetoric and situational practice on counter-
terrorism priorities.

A further point of tension arose in 2023 with
threats to the lives of two diaspora activists asso-
ciated with the movement for an independent
Sikh nation of Khalistan. Hardeep Singh Nijjar,

an Indian-born Canadian citizen, was killed in
June 2023 in Surrey, British Columbia; Gurpatwant
Singh Pannun, a dual US-Canadian citizen, was
the target of an assassination plot foiled by US
authorities five months later. Canada and the
United States blamed India for both actions
(which New Delhi strongly denied).

The violent wing of the Khalistan movement had
constituted a major terrorism threat in the 1980s
and early 1990s, both in India and Canada (where
the 1985 bombing of Air India Flight 182 killed
329). By the twenty-first century, however, it was
viewed by Canada, the United States, and most
other nations as largely defanged. India, however,
continues to view Khalistani activism as a major
threat, and reserves the right to operate globally
in combating it.

The Biden administration’s position was identical
to that of its predecessors: No prior president had
permitted any nation to conduct hostile covert
action on US soil—not even if the actor (unlike
India) is a US treaty ally, and not even if the target

(unlike Pannun) is a foreign national with no claim
on US citizenship or legal residency. If the US alle-
gations are accurate, it was the policy of India that
had changed (i.e., by attempting to assassinate
targets in the territory of friendly nations) rather
than that of the United States. Given the persistent
disconnect between US and Indian views of the
Khalistan issue in general and the Pannun case

in particular, this is a topic likely to persist as an
irritant.

During the 2024 presidential campaign, Indian and
Indian-American sentiment was divided between
Trump (as in his first term, garnering support
particularly among those favorable to the Hindu
Right) and Kamala Harris (not merely the inheritor
of the Democratic mantle but also the first Indian-
American nominee of either party). In office,
Trump was initially more popular in India than in
most of the rest of the world. Over the first four
months of his second term, Pew Research asked
28,333 people in twenty-four nations whether they
had confidence that Trump would “do the right
thing regarding world affairs.” A strong majority
did not: 62 percent expressed “no confidence” in
Trump, a percentage that topped three-quarters
in nations including Canada, Germany, Mexico,
Turkey, France, Spain, Germany, Sweden, the
Netherlands, and Australia. A narrow majority

(52 percent) of Indians expressed confidence in
Trump—one of just five nations in which he broke
even (the others were Hungary, Israel, Nigeria,
and Kenya)."®

The mood soured in May, when Trump claimed
to have “mediated” a ceasefire ending sev-

eral days of serious combat between India and
Pakistan. India’s Foreign Secretary issued an
unusual rebuke: “PM Modi told President Trump
clearly that during this period, there was no talk
at any stage on subjects like India-US trade deal
or US mediation between India and Pakistan.”™
From India’s perspective, not only had the United
States repeated its (perhaps unwitting) adop-
tion of Pakistan’s policy goal regarding Kashmir
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mediation, but it had claimed to shape India’s
policymaking on a key national security decision
through threats or promises (in any case, unful-
filled) on the economic front.

In June, there were two further adverse events. On
June 10, the US Central Command (CENTCOM)
commander, General Michael “Erik” Kurilla,
testified before Congress that Pakistan has
“been a phenomenal partner in the counter-
terrorism world.”"® On June 14, Trump hosted
Pakistan’s chief of army staff, Field Marshal
Asim Munir, as the guest of honor at a military
parade on his birthday.'® Later that summer,
Trump granted Pakistan a long-desired prize in
the counterterrorism arena: He designated the
Balochistan Liberation Army (a group Pakistan
alleges has received support from India) as a
Foreign Terrorist Organization.”

Perhaps the most important setback to the rela-
tionship occurred on August 6, when Trump
subjected India to the highest tariff rate of any
nation in the world. On top of a 25 percent across-
the-board levy, Trump imposed an additional

25 percent as punishment for India’s purchase
of Russian oil regardless of how “many people
in Ukraine are being killed by the Russian War
Machine.” This rationale was confusing to Indian
policymakers, given that China (a much larger
importer of Russian oil) was not hit with a similar
surcharge—and Russia itself faced a tariff rate
only half that of India.'® When Trump met with
Russian President Vladimir Putin in Anchorage,
Alaska, a week and a half later, he essentially
adopted Putin’s position on the continuation of
the war in Ukraine—yet left the punitive tariffs
on India in place.

At the time of writing, the impact of the tariff
actions on counterterrorism cooperation remains
undetermined. Perhaps the most noteworthy
development may prove to be Trump’s initiation
of a third phase of America’s counterterrorism

narrative: Counterterrorism as a subset of immi-
gration policy.

IMMIGRATION AS THE
ORGANIZING PRINCIPLE
FOR COUNTERTERRORISM

Every policy has organizing principles and a nar-
rative framework within which it is understood.
Counterterrorism can be thought of in a variety
of ways: Is the organizing principle one of polic-
ing? If the threat that policymakers are trying

to counter—that is, the narrative framework for
addressing the issue—is similar to the 2015 ISIS
attacks in France and Belgium, then the most
natural fit might be one focused around police
and domestic law enforcement agencies; this
had been the case for counterterrorism issues
within the United States at most times before
the 9/11 attacks.'®

The scale and scope of the 9/11 attacks shifted
America’s narrative framework from policing to
national security: Terrorists operating against
American targets were no longer conceptualized
as politically motivated gangs using simple weap-
ons (guns, bombs, trucks) in attacks with death
tolls in the dozens (or perhaps hundreds). Instead,
they were reconceptualized as barely subnational
adversaries with the aim and capability of inflict-
ing casualty counts in the thousands (or perhaps
tens, or even hundreds, of thousands).

The national security framework for addressing
terrorism has always been an imperfect fit for

the risk actually presented. Has the threat posed
by al-Qaeda, ISIS, or any other terrorist group
been commensurate with the US response? Such
an assertion is certainly questionable, whether
measured in dollars spent (more than $2 trillion
for wars in Irag and Afghanistan, premised
explicitly on the rationale of counterterrorism),

or in American lives lost (15,263 US military and
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military contractor deaths in these two conflicts—
five times the death toll of 9/11).20

The purpose of this discussion is not to litigate the
wisdom of a transition away from a national secu-
rity framework for counterterrorism but merely to
note that such a transition is currently underway.
For the purpose of analytical clarity, it is important
to understand that the organizing framework for
US counterterrorism policy in the current admin-
istration is neither policing nor national security.
The current narrative under which counterterror-
ism is carried out is immigration.

One of the highest self-declared priorities of the
second Trump administration is a drastic change
in immigration policy—indeed, a drastic change
in policy regulating who is permitted to live,
work, visit, study, or have citizenship in America
on any basis. There may be no issue of greater
salience and deeper importance to Trump’s core
supporters. An estimated 1.5 million immigrants
left the United States (through deportation and
voluntary departure combined) in the first seven
months of the administration, and the White
House has vowed to deport millions more.?' This
helps explain the substitution of immigration for
national security or policing as the organizing
principle for counterterrorism.

On February 20, 2025, the administration formally
designated eight Latin American criminal gangs as
Foreign Terrorist Organizations.?2 The president
and his aides have used two of these gangs—Tren
de Aragua and MS-13—as stand-ins for illegal
immigration writ large, and have routinely applied
the label of “terrorists” to them. All of these groups
use violence, and some intimidate government
officials in their home nations—but none has been
credibly associated with actions that meet a
standard definition of international terrorism.23

This nomenclature is of great practical impor-
tance: Applying the terrorism label, particularly

against groups formally designated FTOs or
Specially Designated Global Terrorists, unlocks

a variety of legal and semi-legal policy tools. For
example, the Patriot Act of 2001 (passed in the
wake of 9/11) permits the government wide lati-
tude to surveil and detain individuals suspected of
terrorism—Ilatitude not legally permitted in target-
ing those accused of (for example) merely over-
staying a visa for the purpose of employment. The
Alien Enemy Act of 1798, which Trump invoked

as the rationale for deploying active-duty Marines
and National Guardsmen to Los Angeles in sup-
port of deportation efforts, permits the president
to detain and deport citizens of a foreign nation at
war with the United States.?*

The narrative framework for invoking this Act and
other US laws never before used in the context

of immigration is the claim that Tren de Aragua is
a terrorist group conducting a “predatory incur-
sion” on behalf of the government of Venezuela.
This claim was refuted by the in-depth analysis

of the National Intelligence Council (NIC).2% As a
matter of practical application, however, American
courts tend to grant a president wide latitude in
any matter that can plausibly be defined as falling
within the ambit of national security. The Supreme
Court has shown considerable sympathy toward
such claims during the current administration.2®

This shift in the counterterrorism framework

from national security to immigration has been
applied to large classes of individuals who are not
accused of committing or plotting acts of violence
but of expressing support for the goals of terrorist
groups. “The United States has zero tolerance

for foreign visitors who support terrorists,” said
Secretary of State Marco Rubio in a March 2025
Twitter/X post, “including international students—
[they] face visa denial or revocation, and depor-
tation.” The administration has cited support

for terrorism as the rationale for detaining and
seeking to deport international scholars such as
Georgetown University postdoctoral fellow (and
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Indian citizen) Badar Khan Suri; Dr. Suri, and most
of the other scholars targeted, were accused of
having made public statements in opposition to
Israel’s occupation of Gaza (a position that, the
administration claims, advances the goals of the
designated FTO Hamas).?’ In August, the State
Department announced plans to expand such
scrutiny to all 55 million holders of US visas, and
would use “continuous vetting” to make sure that
legal immigrants and visitors were not “providing
support to a terrorist organization.”?®

India has already experienced a foretaste of this
narrative shift with the February & deportation
of 104 Indian citizens from the United States, in
shackles for more than forty hours, on military
transports. Such a transfer would traditionally
have been conducted by commercial aircraft,
without the type of restraints normally applied
only to dangerous criminals.?® With this and sim-
ilar incidents in mind, Indian officials may find
that they and their American counterparts might
not even be referring to the same phenomena
when they discuss counterterrorism coopera-
tion. Indian officials will prioritize traditionally
recognized groups such as Lashkar-e-Taiba and
Jaish-e-Mohammed, while their American coun-
terparts might prioritize organizations engaged
in human trafficking (including that of victims
from South Asia), facilitating passage across the
US-Mexico border (including that of migrants from
India), and forging of false identity documents
for use within the United States (including use
by illegal immigrants from India).

CONCLUSION

The current US administration has undertaken

a wider-reaching reconceptualization of the
American national security architecture than any
of its recent predecessors. At minimum, it is a
more extensive overhaul than at any time since
the post-9/11 reorganizations; since the effort is
far from complete, it may well eventually prove

even more significant than these reforms. Some
of these moves are bureaucratic: Efforts to root
out what the White House describes as “the Deep
State” (that is, career officials not aligned with
Administration goals) have resulted in the cutting
of staff at the National Security Council (NSC)

by about three-quarters.®° The Departments of
Defense, State, Homeland Security, and other
federal agencies have experienced reductions

in force of smaller (but still historically significant)
magnitude. The impact of these on counterterror-
ism cooperation is impossible to quantify, but it
will likely be considerable.

The guiding principle for counterterrorism has
also been reconceptualized: After shifting from

a policing to a national security framework in
response to the 9/11 attacks, it is now shifting
again—to a framework centered on immigration.
Of the twenty-six groups designated Foreign
Terrorist Organizations under the second Trump
administration, more than half (fifteen) are crim-
inal gangs operating in Latin America and the
Caribbean; given that at least five designated groups
do not appear to actually exist in any meaningful
form, only six out of twenty designated groups
can actually be considered terrorist organizations
by any standard definition. The criminal gangs (at
most, fourteen bona fide groups) are of concern
to the administration for their role in facilitating
illegal immigration to the United States, but none
are characterized by participation in “terrorism”
according to standard scholarly or public policy
definitions.®

These disconnects from past US practice,
together with the top-level bilateral disconnect
caused by the imposition of 50 percent tariffs in
August (subsequently decreased, to levels that
have changed at least three times during the com-
position of this chapter), may dampen prospects
for counterterrorism cooperation in the near term.
But Indians viewing the current administration
with disappointment should remind themselves
that counterterrorism cooperation has never been
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unproblematic: India’s maximalist hopes have
never been met by America’s rather more situ-
ationist actions. Despite such disappointments,
the two nations have made great progress in
the past—and may well again in the future.

NOTES

1. Indian distaste for Nixon stemmed primarily from his
alignment with Pakistan during the 1971 Bangladesh
War of Independence. Nixon’s personal view of Indians
in general, and of Indira Gandhi in particular, can be
seen in the starkest possible terms in recordings of
private conversations declassified after his death.

A representative sampling is provided in Gary J. Bass,
“The Terrible Cost of Presidential Racism,” New York
Times, September 3, 2020.

2. The Cold War single-year peak of US non-covert
financial support for Pakistan—$1 billion—occurred in
1961, during the Kennedy presidency. This, however,
reflected decisions made during the Eisenhower
administration, such as the transfer of a dozen F-104A
Starfighter supersonic interceptors. The Eisenhower
surge of US military aid to Pakistan also included

120 F86F Sabre fighters and twenty-six B57B Canberra
bombers. For a detailed discussion of the three historical
peaks and valleys of US support for Pakistan, see Jonah
Blank, Richard Girven, Arzan Tarapore, Julia Thompson,
and Arthur Chan, Vector Check: Prospects for US and
Pakistan Air Power Engagement (RAND Corporation,
2017), 14-15.

3. The combinations and reconfigurations of predecessor
groups such as Harkat-ul-Mujahideen, Harkat-ul-Ansar,
and Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-Islami are too complicated for a
discussion here, but the establishment in 2000 of Jaish-e-
Mohammed served to unify many of the former adherents
of these broadly aligned groups into a single organization
under the guidance of Muhammad Masood Azhar.

4. The list of such organizations is found at “Foreign
Terrorist Organizations,” US Department of State, Bureau
of Counterterrorism, https://www.state.gov/foreign
-terrorist-organizations. The sole India-focused group

on the US FTO list was Harkat ul-Mujahidin, designated

in the initial list of October 8, 1997. A comprehensive

list of dozens of groups deemed terrorist organizations
or unconventional military adversaries by India can

be found at the South Asia Terrorism Portal, https://
www.satp.org.

5. For a detailed discussion of Clinton’s negotiations
surrounding the Kargil conflict, including issues related
to Pakistan’s support for terrorist groups operating in
Kashmir, see Bruce Riedel, “American Diplomacy and
the 1999 Kargil Summit at Blair House,” in Asymmetric

Warfare in South Asia, ed. Peter Lavoy (Cambridge
University Press, 2010), 130-43.

6. Security assistance here includes Coalition Support
Funds, which Pakistan does not consider military aid.
Figures are in constant 2009 dollars.

7. Musharraf assumed power as “Chief Executive” after
deposing Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif in a coup on
October 12, 1999. From June 2001 until August 2008,
he governed as president under a nominally civilian
regime, while retaining his chief of army staff title until
November 2007. Late in his tenure, his willingness

to consider a long-term disposition of Kashmir on a
bilateral basis, on terms potentially agreeable to India,
did indeed cause Indian policymakers to see him as a
possible partner; such negotiations, however, proved
abortive.

8. The groups designated as FTOs were, in order of
designation, Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-Islami, which by the time
of its listing was virtually extinct; the Indian Mujahidin,

a decidedly second-tier group that may well be better
understood as a front group rather than an independent
entity; the Hagqani Network, which has never carried out
an attack in India and has only attacked Indian targets in
Afghanistan; and the Islamic State-Khorasan Province
and al-Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent, which may
well represent serious emergent threats to India and the
United States alike but, as of 2025, remain less dangerous
to India than established groups like LeT and JeM.

9. Adam Taylor, “Right-Wing Indian Group Throws a
Birthday Party for ‘Saviour of Humanity’ Donald Trump,”
Washington Post, June 14, 2016.

10. For a discussion of the impact of diaspora groups
such as Hindus for Trump on politics in India, see Sitara
Thobani, “Alt-Right with the Hindu-Right: Long-Distance
Nationalism and the Perfection of Hindutva,” Ethnic and
Racial Studies 42, no. 5 (2018): 745-62.

11. Avideo of Trump’s statement can be seen at
“Trump Offers to Mediate Kashmir Conflict for India
and Pakistan,” Al Jazeera, July 23, 2019. The so-called
mediation of the Kashmir conflict has been a source of
acute pain for India since the late 1950s (if not earlier).
In India’s view, the disposition of the former princely
state of Jammu and Kashmir was properly settled by
the Instrument of Accession signed by Maharajah Hari
Singh in 1947, and any residual issues related to it (for
example, the status of the territories held by Pakistan
at the end of hostilities in 1948, and any special status
or association granted to residents of either portion

of Kashmir) are bilateral issues to be decided by India
and Pakistan without external mediation. Pakistan has
consistently sought to internationalize the issue. So,
when Trump claimed that he had been invited to mediate,
he inadvertently granted one of Pakistan’s most
desperately sought foreign policy goals.
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12. Lyndon B. Johnson became president after
Kennedy’s assassination, and therefore did not have a
traditional “honeymoon” because the nation, and much of
the world, was in mourning. In India, he inherited some
of the goodwill generated by Kennedy but was never seen
as a particularly beloved figure in his own right.

13. Richard Wike, Jacob Poushter, Laura Silver, and
Janell Fetterolf, “US Image Declines in Many Nations
Amid Low Confidence in Trump,” Pew Research Center,
June 11, 2025.

14. “India’s Modi Tells Trump There Was No US Mediation
in Pakistan Truce,” Al Jazeera, June 18, 2025. In addition
to Trump himself using the diplomatically laden word
“mediate” in the context of a ceasefire (suggesting to
India that his aides had never explained the salience of
this term to him), Secretary of State Marco Rubio posted
that the two nations had agreed “to start talks on a broad
set of issues at a neutral site” (Sachin Parashar, “Officials
Counter Rubio on India-Pakistan Ceasefire Agreement,
Say No Decision on Talks at Neutral Site,” Times of

India, May 11, 2025). Whatever Rubio may have meant

by this statement, it was widely interpreted (with grave
misgivings in India) to refer to the disposition of Kashmir.
Pakistan’s Foreign Minister Ishaq Dar confirmed Modi’s
assertion that the ceasefire had been negotiated by the
two parties themselves, without American mediation

or leverage; he noted that thirty-six nations had helped
broker the cessation of hostilities (a video of Dar’s
statement can be seen at “Pakistan FM: US Didn’t Force
the Ceasefire with India,” Al Jazeera, May 15, 2025).

15. Times of India World Desk, “’Phenomenal Partner

in Counter-Terrorism”: US General Lauds Islamabad;
Stresses on Need for Ties with Both India and Pakistan,”
Times of India, June 11, 2025.

16. General Kurilla’s statement was not seen as particularly
noteworthy in Washington, where the commanders of
CENTCOM (which has responsibility for Pakistan) and
the United States Indo-Pacific Command (which has
responsibility for India) each frequently display a modest
favoritism toward the partner-nation in their respective
area of operation. In New Delhi, it was far bigger news.
The June 14 parade was officially a celebration of both
Flag Day and the anniversary of the creation of US Army,
events which are not normally marked in the United
States with a military parade. Several days later, Trump
hosted Munir for a groundbreaking closed-door White
House lunch.

17. Of the twenty-six groups designated as of March 15,
2026, none have been organizations of concern to India.

18. On August 17, Rubio said that China’s status was
due to its role as an exporter of refined oil to Europe;
the answer did not assuage Indian concerns (“Marco
Rubio Explains Why China Spared, India Faces Tariffs
on Russian QOil,” NDTV World, August 18, 2025).

19. The difference between a policing and a national
security framework for counterterrorism can be seen

in the widely different organizing principles behind the
handling of the al-Qaeda attacks on the World Trade
Center in 1993 and 2001. The 1993 attack was addressed
primarily through traditional law enforcement agencies,
most notably the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the
New York Joint Terrorism Task Force. The 2001 attack
was addressed primarily through military force (the
invasion of Afghanistan) and an international effort led
by the CIA.

20. In terms of dollars, $2.1 trillion is a lower-end
estimate of the cost of these two wars, representing

only the amounts appropriated for Overseas Contingent
Operations by the Department of Defense (DoD) and
State Department/USAID operations in Afghanistan

and Iraq through fiscal year 2022. According to a 2021
study, the total cost for these wars (including more

than $1 trillion for Homeland Security, $2.2 trillion for
obligations to future veterans’ care, and over $1 trillion in
additional debt servicing) is more than $8 trillion: Neta

C. Crawford, “The US Budgetary Costs of the Post-9/11
Wars,” 20 Years of War: A Costs of War Research Series
(Watson Institute of International & Public Affairs, Brown
University, 2021), https://costsofwar.watson.brown.edu. In
terms of lives, according to the Watson Institute study, US
military deaths totaled 7,053, US contractors 8,189, and
DoD civilians 21. This tally does not include American
journalists, NGO workers, or other civilians unassociated
with the US military.

21. Emily Peck, “1.5 Million Immigrants Have Left the US
So Far This Year,” Axios, August 21, 2025.

22. Six of these gangs are centered in Mexico: Cartel de
Sinaloa, Los Zetas/Cartel del Noreste, Cartel del Jalisco
Nueva Generacién, La Nueva Familia Michoacana, Cartel
de Golfo, and Cartel Unidos. One (Tren de Aragua) is
centered in Venezuela and one (Mara Salvatrucha/MS-13)
is centered in El Salvador.

23. An analytically rigorous definition of terrorism can be
difficult to delineate, but Hoffman’s classic definition has
wider acceptance than most: “The deliberate creation
and exploitation of fear through violence or the threat

of violence in the pursuit of political change” (Bruce
Hoffman, Inside Terrorism [Columbia University Press,
20171, 1). The proviso “in pursuit of political change”
would seem to exclude purely criminal enterprises like
the eight cartels and criminal gangs designated on
February 20, 2025.

24. Prior to Trump’s invocation, the Alien Enemy Act

had only been used during three periods in American
history: the War of 1812, World War |, and World War Il.
The text of the Act states that this power can only be
used under specific circumstances: “Whenever there is a
declared war between the United States and any foreign
nation or government, or any invasion or predatory
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incursion is perpetrated, attempted, or threatened
against the territory of the United States by any foreign
nation or government, and the President makes

public proclamation of the event” (50 USC § 3: Alien
Enemies). The fact that these conditions do not appear
to have been met forms the basis for ongoing litigation
challenging the deployment of troops.

25. On April 7, 2025, the NIC put out a Sense of the
Community Memorandum entitled “Venezuela: Examining
Regime Ties to Tren de Aragua” (SOCM 2025-11374).
The NIC is the apex intelligence analysis body in the
US government. Its core mission is to harmonize
analysis from all parts of the intelligence community
and assemble a consensus viewpoint. The consensus
reported by the NIC in this document was that Tren de
Aragua is a criminal gang rather than a proxy invasion
force under the command of Venezuelan President
Nicolds Maduro. Shortly after the publication of this
document, following weeks of semi-public attempts
to make the NIC leadership renounce the document’s
conclusions, Director of National Intelligence Tulsi
Gabbard fired the NIC’s Acting Chair Michael Collins
and his deputy Maria Langan-Riekhof.

26. Cases in which the Trump administration has
advanced national security claims in the context of
immigration and won favorable rulings from the Supreme
Courtin 2025 include: ending the protected status of
300,000 asylum-seekers from Venezuela (May 19); ending
humanitarian parole for 500,000 immigrants from Cuba,
Haiti, Venezuela, and Nicaragua (May 30); and permitting
deportation of individuals from third nations (Myanmar,
Cuba, Mexico, Vietnam, and Laos) to a country (South
Sudan) under a US State Department “Level 4: Do Not
Travel” warning (June 23).

27. In addition to Dr. Suri, other prominent international
scholars detained on allegations of supporting terrorism
by their advocacy on behalf of Palestinian causes
include Columbia University’s Mahmoud Khalil and Tuft
University’s Rumeysa Ozturk.

28. Adam Taylor, “Trump Administration to Vet All
55 Million Foreigners with US Visas,” Washington Post,
August 21, 2025.

29. Some of the deportees had entered the United States
from Mexico with the assistance of criminal outfits the
Trump administration has defined as “terrorists” (Hari

Kumar, Suhasini Raj, and Mujib Mashal, “US Military
Deportation to India Creates Headache for Trump Ally,”
New York Times, February 6, 2025). The incident, and
particularly the shackling of women, sparked outrage in
India. It does not appear to have been mentioned during
Prime Minister Modi’s February 13 visit to Washington.
None of the top US officials engaged in the effort
(Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem, Defense
Secretary Pete Hegseth, and Director of Immigration and
Customs Enforcement Tom Homan) made an apology.
Hours before the flight’s departure, Border Patrol Chief
Michael Banks posted a video of the shackled deportees
on Twitter/X, to the accompaniment of celebratory music.

30. Precise numbers for the current NSC staff have not
been published, but as of May 2025, it has been reported
to number about fifty. Better data is available historically:
When he began his second term, Trump inherited from
Biden an NSC staff of 186, which was itself lower than
the 204 and 222 of the Bush and Obama NSCs at similar
points in their presidencies; in his first term, Trump cut
the NSC staff down to 119 (historical figures from 2024
NSC Executive Secretary Dilpreet Sidhu, cited in Ellen
Nakashima and Adam Taylor, “White House Dismisses
Scores of National Security Council Staff,” Washington
Post, May 23, 2025).

31. The Latin American and Caribbean gangs are: Cartel
de Sinaloa, Los Zetas/Céartel del Noreste, Cartel del
Jalisco Nueva Generacién, La Nueva Familia Michoacana,
Cartel de Golfo, Cartel Unidos, Tren de Aragua, Mara
Salvatrucha/MS-13, Gran Grif, Viv Ansanm, Los Lobos,
Los Choneros, Clan del Golfo, and Barrio 18. An additional
group, the so-called Cartel de los Soles, does not actually
exist but is merely the slang term often used in Venezuela
to refer to corrupt members of the military (“What Is Cartel
de Los Soles, Which the US Is Labelling as a Terrorist
Organisation?” BBC, November 24, 2025). Five groups
are proxies linked to Iran (Ansarallah, Kata’ib al-Imam Ali,
Harakat Ansar Allah al-Awfiya, Kata’ib Sayyid al-Shuhada,
and Harakat al-Nujaba), one is a Lebanese Sunni group
(Lebanese Muslim Brotherhood), and one is a group that
Pakistan claims operates as a proxy of India (Baluchistan
Liberation Army). Four groups (Armed Proletarian
Justice, Informal Anarchist Federation, Antifa Ost, and
Revolutionary Class Self-Defense) are European leftist
groups whose existence as meaningful organizations is
highly disputed.
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STRENGTHENING US-INDIA RELATIONS

2. The Traditional Counterterrorism

Relationship

Institutionalizing Counterterrorism Cooperation in the Strategic

Partnership

Tricia Bacon

The United States and India have built a counter-
terrorism (CT) cooperation architecture, primarily
in the years since 9/11. Terrorism fundamentally
shaped the US-India relationship even prior to 9/11,
but the United States’ relationship with Pakistan
during the anti-Soviet war in Afghanistan in the
1980s made CT more of a source of friction than an
area of fruitful collaboration.! It has evolved from an
area of bilateral tensions in the 1980s to one of the
pillars in the strategic partnership, though sources
of frustration, particularly the United States’ CT
relationship with Pakistan, have persisted.

The United States and India managed to build a CT
partnership even though they have not and still do
not share threat priorities. Instead, the two coun-
tries regularly express their common opposition to
the use of terrorism as a tactic in joint statements.
The lack of a shared threat has fundamentally
shaped the CT relationship for the United States
because it has relatively few CT requests of India.
Instead, the United States mainly seeks to improve
India’s ability to counter threats. For the United
States, developing CT cooperation with India was
arguably in large part, though not solely, an effort to

build a strategic partnership, rather than the result
of a US need for India to undertake CT actions to
mitigate terrorist threats directly to US interests.

Nonetheless, until recently, CT was arguably the
central pillar in the growing strategic partnership
between the two countries. Efforts to improve

CT cooperation even predated the concerted

US effort to build a strategic partnership. Thus, CT
has consistently been on the agenda for high-level
exchanges, which, over time, built an array of deliv-
erables, usually agreements with applications to CT
as well as cooperation in multilateral organizations.

The view in Washington a decade ago was that
“Washington wants more [CT] cooperation from
India and is willing to give more in return, but offi-
cials in New Delhi remain hesitant and their aspira-
tions are more modest.”2 However, more recently,
India is keener to ensure that CT remains a prior-
ity than the United States. For the United States,
China has eclipsed CT as its top national security
priority, both writ large and in South Asia. In addi-
tion, given the lack of shared terrorism threat with
India, the United States has increasingly prioritized
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cooperation to counter China in the bilateral rela-
tionship. However, India maintains a view that

CT is linked to China, given China’s alliance with
Pakistan and the Pakistan-based threat India faces.

Of note, the effort to build the US-India CT archi-
tecture has developed across multiple US admin-
istrations and both political parties. In addition, it
involves most, if not all, of the US national security
agencies, albeit to varying degrees. The biparti-
san US effort to build a productive CT relation-
ship as part of a broader strategic partnership
largely focuses on mitigating the Pakistan-based
threat to India and consists of three fundamental
components: dialogues and exchanges, techni-
cal cooperation agreements, and responses to
terrorist attacks in India.

THE TRADITIONAL ORGANIZING
PRINCIPLE OF THE US-INDIA
CT RELATIONSHIP: PAKISTAN’S
SPONSORSHIP

Most of the United States’ closest CT partnerships
have been with countries that faced a shared
threat from the Islamic State, al-Qaeda, or their
affiliates. India was an exception as it faced a lim-
ited threat from these organizations at home and
shied away from involvement in countering these
groups elsewhere.? Instead, the two countries
have “symbolic convergence” in their opposition
to terrorism as a tactic, rather than a common
threat perception.* Consequently, their CT coop-
eration is largely geared toward mitigating the
threat from Pakistan-based groups to India,
though not necessarily in the ways and to the
degree India would prefer.

For two decades after 9/11 (i.e., when the

United States had a presence in Afghanistan),
the two countries did not share threat priorities,
though Pakistan’s sponsorship was a common
concern. India’s focus was and remains anti-India

groups supported by Pakistan. Though the

Afghan Taliban was among the militant groups
Pakistan supported, the United States priori-
tized countering al-Qaeda and later the Islamic
State in Khorasan (ISK), which required cooper-
ating closely with Pakistan. Thus, even though
Pakistan’s sponsorship of militant groups was a
source of frustration for the United States and was
detrimental to its interests, the need to work with
Pakistan against al-Qaeda and then ISK prevailed.

Since the US withdrawal from Afghanistan in
2021, the Afghan Taliban and Pakistan have
experienced significant tensions, while India has
forged surprisingly warm ties with the Taliban
regime.® India’s relationship with the Taliban has
helped it to persuade the regime to rein in anti-
India Pakistani militant groups that found haven
under the Taliban in the 1990s or cooperated
with the Taliban during the anti-US insurgency.
But India’s relationship with the Taliban has had
limited CT value to the United States, given the
United States’ CT focus in the region on the ISK
and, to a lesser extent, al-Qaeda.

Notably, the United States and India differ in their
fundamental analysis of ISK. Indian analysts and
officials regularly characterize the group as a
Pakistani proxy. This view is not shared by US offi-
cials or ISK experts in the United States. Either
way, India lacks sufficient leverage to shape the
Taliban regime’s efforts to counter ISK.® Thus,
the threat from ISK required the United States to
continue CT cooperation with Pakistan, which has
caused frustration and mistrust in India.” Though
the US-Pakistan CT relationship is a shadow of
what it was during the peak of US involvement in
Afghanistan, the United States has maintained
necessary avenues for cooperation.

For the United States, in the absence of shared
threat perceptions, the US-India CT relationship
has largely focused on three areas of coopera-
tion that help India to counter the terrorist threat
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from Pakistan’s militant clients while maintaining
CT cooperation with Pakistan. First, it sought to
build India’s capacity to prevent and respond

to terrorist attacks. Perhaps most notably, the
United States has provided training through the
Anti-Terrorism Assistance (ATA) program, and
the two countries have exchanged best practices
and lessons learned.® For example, ATA held a
seminar in 2011 at the Central Reserve Police
Force Academy in Gurgaon on the role of police
leaders in CT.° Between 2009 and 2015 alone,
1,100 Indian security personnel received ATA
training.'9 In 2018, India received ATA training in
internet, dark web, mobile device, and advanced
digital forensics capabilities."" In addition, after
the 2008 Mumbai attacks, the United States sent
a team from the Federal Bureau of Investigation
(FBI) to assist with India’s investigation, which
was a major breakthrough in cooperation. FBI
forensic experts provided testimony in the Indian
trial of the sole surviving gunman, and the United
States later provided India access to an American
who helped plan the attack, David Headley.'? The
FBI Laboratory in Quantico also hosted visits by
senior Indian forensic experts.’®

Second, the United States has collaborated with
India to counter Pakistan’s sponsorship in mul-
tilateral venues. In particular, the United States
has worked with India to pursue designations

of Pakistani groups and individuals at the

United Nations (UN).”* The two countries also
campaigned together to have Pakistan added to
the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) Grey List
in 2018. Pakistan was delisted in 2022, though
India is advocating for a relisting as of the writing
of this report.!”® More recently, the two countries
cooperated with the Quad partners to denounce
terrorism, to call on UN member states to adhere
to UN resolutions—language that appears to be an
oblique reprimand of Pakistan—and to denounce
the 2025 terrorist attack in Pahalgam.'® In 2022
and 2021, the Quad also held counterterrorism
tabletop exercises.”

Third, the United States has undertaken measures
to pressure Pakistan over its sponsorship, albeit
not to the degree or in the way India has sought.
Joint statements from the two countries consis-
tently denounce cross-border terrorism and the
use of proxies, as well as call for Pakistan to pros-
ecute the perpetrators of major terrorist attacks
in India, like the 2008 Mumbai attack conducted
by Lashkar-e-Taiba. In recent years, the language
about Pakistan in joint statements has become
more pointed and direct. In addition, the United
States has included two Lashkar leaders involved
in the Mumbai attacks—Hafiz Saeed and Sajid
Mir—in its Rewards for Justice program.’®

In the US engagement with Pakistan, its standard
talking point involves urging Pakistan to cut

ties with militant proxies and to crack down on
them, which is consistent with India’s demands.
Though this outcome would be ideal, it is argu-
ably sufficiently divorced from reality that it has
limited utility in changing Pakistan’s behavior
and only results in faux actions and crackdowns.
Pakistan will also not crack down on its clients
both because it sees continuing utility in them and
because it would dramatically worsen the already
precarious domestic terrorist threat in Pakistan.
Unfortunately, the US talking point also overlooks
that if Pakistan cut ties with its client groups, it
could actually produce a greater threat to India
in the near term because it would eliminate any
restraint on the groups’ actions. Even during

the twenty years when the United States was in
Afghanistan and arguably had maximum lever-
age over Pakistan, the United States still proved
unable to change Pakistan’s strategic calculus
toward client groups, both anti-India groups and
Afghan insurgent groups.

The United States’ pressure has, however,
contributed to tactical shifts in Pakistan’s use

of militant groups against India.'® Most notably,
after Lashkar-e-Taiba’s attack in Mumbai in 2008,
the United States—combined with international
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pressure—caused Pakistan to cease supporting
attacks in India outside of Kashmir and to exert
some tactical restraint even in Kashmir compared
to earlier periods. There have still been signifi-
cant and unacceptable attacks in Kashmir, most
notably by Jaish-e-Mohammed in Uri in 2016 and
in Pulwama in 2019. Lashkar has not conducted
a major attack in India outside of Kashmir since
2008.2° The 2025 attack in Pahalgam—attributed
to Lashkar’s Kashmir-based affiliate, The Resis-
tance Front—is its first major attack in India
since 2008. Given Lashkar’s robust operational
capability, Pakistan-imposed restraint is the only
viable explanation for the mitigated threat from
the group.?' Thus, US pressure to restrain its client
groups can affect Pakistan’s tactical calculus,
though not its strategic calculus about the utility
of militant proxies, especially by making it clear
that Pakistan will be held accountable for any
attacks by its proxies.

Doing so more consistently and assertively is in
the United States’ interests for several reasons.
Importantly, Americans have been victims in ter-
rorist attacks in India. Second, there is increasing
concern that conflicts between India and Pakistan
instigated by these attacks could inadvertently
spiral. Third, Pakistan-based terrorism distracts
India from the larger national security issue of
China.

THE MECHANISM FOR REGULAR
ENGAGEMENT: DIALOGUES
AND EXCHANGES

Multiple forums for dialogue have underpinned the
CT relationship and propelled its development.
These dialogues vary in their regularity and con-
sistency, though taken together, they have helped
to better institutionalize the relationship. For the
United States, high-level dialogues act as “forcing
events” to produce deliverables. The United States
is keen to announce new initiatives or areas of
cooperation to correspond with such meetings,

though admittedly the broader security dialogue
forums have not produced many major CT-specific
cooperation breakthroughs, at least publicly.

When held regularly and reliably, the various dia-
logues can cultivate relationships between senior
officials in the two governments. They also facili-
tate cooperation between working-level officials
in both governments who have to prepare for the
dialogues, facilitate the deliverables, and co-draft
the joint statements. Dialogues also help the
two countries build ties and learn how to best
engage with one another overall and in different
sectors, like CT, building what Ayres calls “habits
of cooperation.”?2

Within the US government, these meetings
also require extensive interagency coordina-
tion, both formally and informally, to prepare
for the exchanges. The traditional hierarchy of
interagency meetings chaired by the National
Security Council at the assistant secretary
level (Policy Coordination Committees or
Interagency Policy Committees), deputy sec-
retary level (Deputies Committees), and secre-
tary level (Principal Committees) provide the
formal mechanisms to coordinate, align lines of
efforts, and make decisions. This process has
also traditionally ensured that decisions in one
realm of the relationship are coordinated or at
least deconflicted with others. In the realm of
CT, the Counterterrorism Security Group (CSG)
has traditionally convened key representatives
from various US government agencies involved
in CT and provided a forum for CT policy deci-
sions and coordination. There have been relevant
sub-CSGs for issues like terrorism finance and
designations.?®

The most senior-level US-India security dialogue
has been the 2+2 Dialogue between the secretar-
ies of state and defense and their counterparts.
The 2+2 Dialogue forum was the product of a
President Trump-Prime Minister Modi meeting

in 2017, and the first such forum was held the
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following year.?* The Dialogue has occurred
most but not all years since 2018 (no meetings
occurred in 2021 or 2024).

CT has been on the agenda for all of the 2+2
Dialogues. However, major breakthroughs at

the 2+2 specifically or directly on CT coopera-
tion have been limited, though there have been
agreements of relevance to CT.2° In 2018, the
two countries pledged to increase information
sharing on known and suspected terrorists and to
enhance cooperation in multilateral forums like
the United Nations and FATF.28 In 2019, the two
countries announced an intent to improve judi-
cial cooperation and to provide joint workshops
for other partners. More often, like in 2023, the
two countries “express determination” to counter
emerging forms of terrorism and the use of evolv-
ing technologies and the internet for terrorism
purposes but do not identify any new initiatives
to those ends.?”

For CT, the 2+2 has mainly been a forum to affirm
the issue as important to the bilateral partnership,
urge continued cooperation, and express shared
positions. The joint statements regularly condemn
all forms of terrorism and then denounce the

use of terrorist proxies or cross-border terrorism,
singling out Pakistan to that end. They also regu-
larly call on Pakistan to prosecute perpetrators of
major attacks in India. In addition, they have called
for “concerted action” against the two countries’
respective threats, including al-Qaeda, the Islamic
State, Lashkar-e-Taiba, Jaish-e-Mohammed, and
Hizb-ul-Mujahideen. The statements also reg-
ularly “reaffirm” the two countries’ support for

the Comprehensive Convention on International
Terrorism at the UN.

The 2+2 Dialogue is a successor of sorts to the
Strategic Security Dialogue, which was the first
cabinet-level exchange: an important step for
the bilateral relationship.?® The first Strategic
Security Dialogue was held in 2010 and included
subdialogues, including one regarding CT. In

2011, the two sides committed to “a program

of cooperation in global supply chain manage-
ment, megacity policing, combating counterfeit
currency and illicit financing, cyber security,
critical infrastructure protection, and capacity-
building and technology-upgrading.”?® The 2014
Dialogue produced a pledge for relevant author-
ities in both countries to meet to improve the
mutual legal assistance and extradition pro-
cess: a source of friction in the CT relationship.
The forum shifted to be called the Strategic and
Commercial Dialogue in 2015, and CT remained
on the agenda. Many of the same joint positions
were expressed in these statements. In 2015,
they also discussed efforts to “finalize a bilateral
agreement to expand intelligence sharing and
terrorist watch-list information.”3° Of note, that
year, the two countries endorsed a separate “Joint
Declaration on Combating Terrorism” to highlight
the issue.’

In 2011, the United States and India launched

a secretary-level Homeland Security Dialogue
between the Department of Homeland Security
and the Ministry of Home Affairs: the first chan-
nel of its kind between the two countries.??
This dialogue helped to establish lines of com-
munication and break down barriers between
two organizations with important CT functions,
such as aviation and border security as well as
megacity policing.3® By holding the dialogue at
the secretary level, it produced senior direction
and generated momentum to expand coopera-
tion. In addition to this senior-level engagement,
it provided a mechanism for professionals in
homeland security functions to engage, such

as law enforcement officers or border security
officials. It also resulted in increased training on
countering illicit financing and a joint work plan
that included measures to counter improvised
explosive device threats.3* Notably, it contributed
to the US-India Megacity Policing Exchange, “an
initiative to deepen collaboration on training and
community policing between local and state law
enforcement.”3®
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However, this exchange mechanism has not

been consistent, largely on the US side. After
meetings in 2011 and 2013, it lapsed until being
reinitiated in 2021. Another meeting was held in
2024, though the deputy secretary of Homeland
Security attended as the US representative. It pro-
duced a Memorandum of Cooperation between
the two countries’ police training centers.3¢

Though not as high-level as the 2+2 or the
Homeland Security Dialogue, the centerpiece for
CT exchanges has been the Joint Working Group
on Counterterrorism. In terms of “habits of coop-
eration,” it stands out as the most important forum
for CT cooperation both because of its consis-
tency and because of its longevity. It was created
in 2000 and played a role in reviving a relationship
set back by the US sanctions imposed on India

in 1998.%7 Nayak described the working group as
indicative of “the transformation of a previously
obscure partnership into a lead element of the
haltingly expanding bilateral relationship.”®® Since
2000, the Joint Working Group has been the pri-
mary platform for the CT relationship specifically,
meeting at the assistant secretary of state level
most years, and even multiple times some years.3°
For example, the working group convened three
times in 2002.40

These meetings have been an engine of a number
of developments in the CT relationship. The
Working Group moved agreements forward and
ensured engagement in ways that fed into deliver-
ables for higher-level meetings. They also opened
the door for India to receive more ATA programs.*'

There have also been CT exchanges on more
specific issues over time. In 2002, the two coun-
tries held a Joint Initiative on Cyberterrorism.*2 A
broader cyber security dialogue has functioned
under different formats.*3 It became a more reg-
ular exchange on its own in 2011. There was
also an Anti-Money Laundering/Countering the
Financing of Terrorism (AML/CFT) dialogue, led
on the US side by the Treasury Department.**

In 2017, the United States and India launched a
designations-specific dialogue.*®* There had pre-
viously been a Terrorist Designations Exchange in
2015.48 One function of the Designation Dialogue
was to develop an understanding of each other’s
procedures for undertaking sanctions against ter-
rorist groups, individuals, and associated entities.*’
In 2017, the United States designated the Kashmir-
focused militant group Hizb-ul-Mujahideen as a
Foreign Terrorist Organization. With this designa-
tion, the United States had designated all of the
Pakistani-sponsored anti-India groups (see table
below). The United States also worked with India
on its legal framework, supporting changes to
some of India’s domestic laws on designations,
which facilitated more engagement on this front. In
addition, it provided a forum to discuss designation
priorities and facilitated collaboration on joint des-
ignations at the UN, particularly after an attack in
Pulwama attributed to Jaish-e-Mohammed in 2019.

FOREIGN TERRORIST ORGANIZATION
DESIGNATIONS OF ANTI-INDIA GROUPS
(CHRONOLOGICAL)

Harakat FTO
ul-Mujahideen

October 8, 1997

December 26, Jaish-e-Mohammed FTO
2001
December 26, Lashkar-e-Taiba FTO
2001
August 6, 2010 Harakat FTO

ul-Jihad-i-Islami

September 19, Indian Mujahideen FTO
2011
July 1, 2016 Al-Qaeda in the FTO

Indian Subcontinent

August 17, 2017 Hizb-ul-Mujahideen FTO

Note: N Khalistan militant groups are designated
as FTOs. However, Babbar Khalsa International and
International Sikh Youth Federation were both des-
ignated as a Specially Designated Global Terrorist
through Executive Order 13224 in 2002, and they
were previously on the Terrorism Exclusion List.
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The United States and India also had a Defense
Policy Group (DPG) channel, which has some-
times dealt with issues related to counterterror-
ism. In 2001, when the channel was revived, the
two sides agreed that it would “add a new empha-
sis in their defense cooperation on counterterror-
ism initiatives.”*® CT was further integrated into
the defense relationship in 2005, when the New
Framework for the United States-India Defense
Relationship “prominently” featured CT, citing
“defeating terrorism and violent religious extrem-
ism as one of four key shared security interests,
and calling for a bolstering of mutual defense
capabilities required for such a goal.”® Of note,
the first Trump administration “did not employ the
DPG mechanism.”%°

As with most bilateral relationships, head of state
visits have also been critical to developing the
strategic partnership, including the CT relation-
ship.®’ In US-India relations post-2000—the year
President Clinton became the first US president
to visit India in over twenty years—the Heritage
Foundation argued that “the dramatic changes

in India-US relations were driven from the top

by political leaders on both sides and pushed
through the customary inertia of reluctant
bureaucracies by a few energetic decision mak-
ers.”2 For the United States, the need for deliver-
ables is particularly pressing for such meetings.
For example, CT inclusion in the 2005 Framework
came out of President Bush’s meeting with

Prime Minister Singh. During President Obama’s
2010 visit to India, he pledged full US coopera-
tion with intelligence sharing and prosecution of
perpetrators of the 2008 Mumbai attacks.® In the
joint statements from heads of state meetings,
both countries regularly denounce terrorism and
call on Pakistan to undertake actions to prose-
cute the perpetrators of attacks in India.

THE PRODUCT OF
CT ENGAGEMENTS:
AGREEMENTS AND MoUs

The United States and India have forged an array
of agreements and memorandums of under-
standing (MoUs), with applications to CT in part,
as deliverables for the dialogues and exchanges
discussed above. In general, the United States
has often initiated and pursued these agreements,
some of which took many years to negotiate and
complete, particularly the defense agreements.
Like the dialogues, these are an effort to insti-
tutionalize the relationship and facilitate coop-
eration. The list below is not exhaustive, but it
highlights some key agreements in chronological
order.

Extradition Treaty The United States and India’s
earliest CT-related agreement was an extradition
treaty, which was signed in 1997 and effective in
1999. The document explicitly referenced that
“concrete steps are necessary to combat terror-
ism, including narcoterrorism.”* This treaty was
critical to the United States’ ability to extradite
Canadian citizen Tahawwur Hussain Rana in 2025
for his role facilitating the 2008 Mumbai attacks.>®
However, extraditions have been a source of
friction between the two countries, especially
Indian requests for extraditions of American cit-
izens it accuses of involvement in the Khalistani
separatist movement. The treaty requires that
“all requests for extradition shall be submitted
through the diplomatic channel and be supported
by required documents, statements, information
describing the facts of the offense, statements of
the relevant provisions of the law regarding the
offense as well as the punishment, a copy of the
warrant or the order of arrest, and such informa-
tion as would justify the committal for trial of the
person in the requested state.”®® However, the
two countries have struggled with differing views
about what required documents, statements, and
information justify an extradition.
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Mutual Legal Assistance Treaty (MLAT) In
2001, the United States and India signed an MLAT,
which was ratified by the United States in 2003
and by India in 2005.%7 Its goal was to “improve
the effectiveness of the law enforcement author-
ities of both states in the investigation, prose-
cution, prevention and suppression of crimes,
including those relating to terrorism” and other
crimes.%8 This treaty has been a regular topic

of discussion among experts during the Joint
Working Group on Counterterrorism meetings.%°

General Security of Military Information
Agreement (GSOMIA) In 2002, the United States
signed a GSOMIA with India, after fifteen years of
negotiations.®? This agreement established the
ability to exchange classified military information
and the parameters of such exchanges. A GSOMIA
is characterized as one of the four “foundational”
defense agreements that the United States forges
with its closest partners.®' US law requires a
GSOMIA to transfer certain sensitive defense
technologies.??2 Though not a CT-specific agree-
ment, some defense technology and intelligence
is relevant to terrorist targets.

Defense Framework In 2005, the United States
and India developed a ten-year defense frame-
work to collaborate on multilateral operations,
expand two-way defense trade, and increase
opportunities for technology transfers and
coproduction.?® CT cooperation was specifically
mentioned as a priority in this framework. In 2015,
the agreement was renewed. In 2025, during a
state visit, the United States and India forged the
US-India COMPACT (Catalyzing Opportunities for
Military Partnership, Accelerated Commerce &
Technology) for the 21st Century.®4

Maritime Security Cooperation Framework In
2006, the United States and India entered into

a Maritime Security Cooperation Framework.
Terrorism was not among the threats noted as
motivating the agreement.®®> However, given the
maritime routes used by attackers in the 2008

Mumbai attacks, this framework provided an
avenue for future maritime CT cooperation.

Counterterrorism Cooperation Initiative (CCI)

In 2010, the two countries signed the CCl as the
foundational CT-specific agreement.® It sought to
strengthen “capabilities to effectively combat ter-
rorism; promotion of exchanges regarding mod-
ernization of techniques; sharing of best practices
on issues of mutual interest; development of
investigative skills; promotion of cooperation
between forensic science laboratories; estab-
lishment of procedures to provide mutual inves-
tigative assistance; enhancing capabilities to act
against money laundering, counterfeit currency
and financing of terrorism; exchanging best prac-
tices on mass transit and rail security; increasing
exchanges between Coast Guards and Navy on
maritime security; exchanging experience and
expertise on port and border security; enhancing
liaison and training between specialist Counter
Terrorism Units including National Security Guard
with their US counterparts.”®”

Cybersecurity MoU In 2011, the United States
and India signed an MoU on cybersecurity, as
part of their “joint commitment of both nations
to advancing global security and countering
terrorism.”®8 This agreement coincided with
the first Homeland Security Dialogue meet-
ing. In 2025, the two countries also signed an
MoU to enhance cooperation in cybercrime
investigations.®®

Sensitive Security Information-Sharing
Agreement In 2013, the US Transportation
Security Administration and the Indian Bureau

of Civil Aviation Security signed an agreement

to “enhance cooperation on aviation security,
increase collaboration on security-related tech-
nologies, increase reciprocal visits for airport
security assessments, and facilitate the exchange
of ideas and best practices for security at airport
points of entry.”70 Notably, India was included in
the US Global Entry Program in 2017.7"
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MoU on Money Laundering and Terrorism
Financing In early 2015, the US Treasury
Department and India’s Ministry of Finance
signed an MoU “to enhance cooperation
against money laundering and terrorism financ-
ing via the US-India anti-money laundering/
countering the financing of terrorism (AML/
CFT) Dialogue.””2 This MoU institutionalized
structured cooperation under the AML/CFT
Dialogue, enabling more formal sharing of
financial intelligence and procedural alignment
against terror financing. However, the State
Department noted concern in subsequent years
that “intelligence and investigative information
supplied by US law enforcement authorities led
to numerous seizures of terrorism-related funds
[in India], a lack of follow-through on investiga-
tional leads has prevented a more comprehensive
approach.”73

Major Defense Partner In 2016, the United States
designated India as a Major Defense Partner.’*
This designation was created specifically for
India by Congress and sought “to elevate defense
trade and technology sharing with India to a level
commensurate with that of our closest allies and
partners,” as well as “institutionalize changes the
United States has made to ensure strong defense
trade and technology cooperation.””® The next
year, the United States approved a long-standing
Indian request to purchase unmanned drones: the
first time the United States has sold the technol-
ogy to a non-NATO country.”®

Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement
(LEMOA) In 2016, the United States and India
signed a LEMOA, which provides a legal frame-
work to access one another’s military facilities for
fueling and logistics support on a reimbursable
basis. This “facilitating” agreement—the second
foundational defense agreement—permits these
two states to use each other’s military and naval
facilities for joint military exercises, training,

port calls, humanitarian missions, and other mil-
itary activities that both sides mutually agree to

undertake.”” Terrorism is not explicitly one of the
permissible activities. Of relevance to CT though,
several joint military exercises between the two
countries have involved CT scenarios, including
exercises in 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2016, 2017,
and 2018.78

Terrorist Screening Information Agreement In
2016, the United States and India signed an agree-
ment to exchange terrorist screening data, though
effective Indian implementation was delayed.”® A
subsequent effort in 2018 to forge an agreement
involving the exchange of “real time” information
on terrorists reportedly failed.8®

Communications Compatibility and Security
Agreement (COMCASA) In 2018, the United
States and India signed a COMCASA, which coin-
cided with the first 2+2. The COMCASA “allows
the US to transfer secure communications and
data equipment to India. It also allows the US to
offer real-time data-sharing with the Indian mil-
itary over secure channels.”®" As with the other
“foundational” defense agreements, this agree-
ment could provide benefits for CT cooperation,
but that is not its core purpose.

Industrial Security Annex (ISA) This 2019 agree-
ment is an annex to the GSOMIA and enhanced
the exchange of classified defense information by
expanding the cleared entities who could access
that information, as well as by establishing a cor-
responding working group. This defense-industrial
collaboration could include CT-relevant technolo-
gies, such as surveillance, encryption, and recon-
naissance equipment.

Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement
(BECA) In 2020, the two countries forged a
BECA—the fourth and final foundational defense
agreement—to facilitate sharing geospatial intelli-
gence and satellite imagery.82 BECA has potential
CT applications in enhancing intelligence shar-
ing on terrorist group training camps, infiltration
routes, and cross-border movements.
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CRISIS-DRIVEN CT ENGAGEMENT

Though the United States has sought to institu-
tionalize its CT relationship with India through
dialogues and agreements, terrorist attacks in
India by Pakistani-sponsored groups have also
produced developments in the CT relationship.
At the same time, these attacks have aggra-
vated India’s frustrations with the United States’
approach to Pakistani sponsorship. Thus, they
have a mixed effect on the overall CT relationship.

In December 2001, Jaish-e-Mohammed attacked
the Indian Parliament building in New Delhi, killing
nine. It spurred a monthslong mobilization and
standoff between Pakistan and India, which risked a
full-fledged war between the two countries. In the
immediate aftermath of the attack, the United States
designated both Jaish-e-Mohammed and Lashkar-
e-Taiba as Foreign Terrorist Organizations (see
table above). The United States also pressured
Pakistan to take action against both groups and
to curb infiltrations into Kashmir. Though only
symbolic actions occurred in response to the
former request, infiltrations did decline in subse-
quent years.83

As discussed earlier, the United States and

India cooperated in the aftermath of the 2008
Mumbai attacks. The FBI assisted in the Indian
investigation of the attack and the subsequent
trial. The United States facilitated Indian

access to one of the plotters in its custody,
American David Headley, in 2011, and it extra-
dited a Canadian citizen who assisted Headley,
Tahawwur Hussain Rana, in 2025. It listed two

of the individuals responsible for overseeing

the attack in Rewards for Justice and desig-
nated several Lashkar members as Specially
Designated Global Terrorists after the attack.8
However, there were concerns on the Indian side
about the scope of the sharing of US intelligence
in the lead up to the attack, as well as frustration
about the amount of time it took for detainee
access and extradition.

In 2019, a Jaish-e-Mohammed suicide operative
detonated an explosive device in Pulwama, killing
forty Central Reserve Police Force personnel.

In the aftermath of that attack, the United States
and India collaborated to have the group’s leader,
Masood Azhar, designated at the UN, an effort
that had been previously stymied by China’s
objections.8%

More broadly, the United States traditionally
adopted the role of a mediator that sought to pre-
vent conflict between India and Pakistan in the
aftermath of terrorist attacks in India.®® Its posture
has changed in recent years to one that implicitly
or explicitly supports India’s right to respond mil-
itarily, and only intervenes once it becomes con-
cerned about the degree or pace of escalation.
At the same time, India also increased its ability
to strike back quickly at Pakistan in response to
terrorist attacks, and India’s doctrine shifted to
directly striking sites associated with militant
groups during the conflicts instigated by terrorist
attacks in 2019 and 2025.%7

CONCLUSION

The CT relationship has experienced persistent
limitations. The United States has consistently
been unwilling to isolate or punish Pakistan to
the degree that India has sought. But the United
States has put pressure on Pakistan in ways that
contributed to tactical shifts, such as reducing
infiltration and restraining its proxies. In addition,
operational breakthroughs in CT cooperation
have been laborious and rare, while symbolic
actions have been far more frequent.

But the US-India strategic partnership, with CT
cooperation as a key pillar, has enjoyed bipartisan
support across administrations over time. Despite
enduring differences in threat perception, the two
countries have developed a CT architecture to
facilitate cooperation. The organizing principle
was to counter Pakistani sponsorship of militant
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groups, mainly by bolstering India’s capacity to
effectively counter the terrorist threat it faced
from Pakistan, while preserving CT cooperation
channels with Pakistan. The US-India CT partner-
ship evolved to include a range of mechanisms—
including joint working groups, ministerial
dialogues, and training programs—supported

by a series of joint statements, agreements,
MoUs, and designations of terrorist entities. CT
has consistently been a priority in the strategic
partnership, though the specific forums used for
high-level engagement have sometimes varied
based on the party in power in the White House.
The CT relationship benefited from the growing
defense partnership, but these are not the primary
purpose of the defense relationship. Even amid
fluctuations, the Joint Working Group on CT has
been a constant channel for exchanges, allowing
for specialist and expert dialogue even when the
political dynamics became more challenging. The
next section will delve into the significant current
challenges in the United States-India relationship
and the implications for counterterrorism cooper-
ation going forward.
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STRENGTHENING US-INDIA RELATIONS

3. India-US Counterterrorism

Partnership

Unlock the Potential, but Guard Against Overreliance

N. Ramachandran

Both India and the United States have been direct
victims of the scourge of terrorism, and both
recognize that terrorism transcends borders and
ideologies, and is sustained by networks that
exploit technology, porous frontiers, and illicit
financial flows. They share a recognition that ter-
rorism threatens global security and peace and
that it demands urgent, collective, and coordi-
nated action to dismantle terror networks, cut off
resources, and counter extremist propaganda.
Strengthening India-US counterterrorism (CT)
cooperation is therefore not merely a bilateral
interest but a global necessity to safeguard peace,
stability, and security.

Counterterrorism cooperation and security alli-
ances are indeed essential in today’s complex
and interconnected world and its ever-evolving
and extremely complex threat environment. Over
the last two decades, India and the United States
have worked closely, to build reasonably strong
counterterrorism cooperation that has steadily
expanded in scope and sophistication, despite
some occasional glitches. The result has been a
robust framework of cooperation, deeply invested
in regular dialogues, intelligence sharing, law

enforcement collaboration, and capacity build-
ing. Both countries have benefited significantly
from this partnership, the long-term geopolitical
leverage of which and its viability have remained
unqguestioned. Both nations share a strong
foundation of converging interests and values,
technological collaboration, and vibrant peo-
ple-to-people ties, built on shared security inter-
ests and reinforcing democratic traditions.

At the institutional level, the partnership has built
mechanisms like the Counter-Terrorism Joint
Working Group and the Designations Dialogue,
which provide structured forums for regular
information exchange and coordinated action.
The direct field-level contacts have improved
situational awareness, allowing law enforcement
agencies in both countries to respond more
effectively to evolving threats. Intelligence coop-
eration, joint training programs, and law enforce-
ment exchanges have played a crucial role. Police
officers, investigators, and counterterrorism
specialists from both sides have benefited from
exposure to each other’s practices, thus strength-
ening interoperability. Technology transfers, par-
ticularly in the forensic sciences, surveillance,
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and information analysis, have further enhanced
India’s capacity to investigate and prevent attacks.
In recent years, cooperation has widened to cover
emerging areas such as cyberterrorism and the
protection of critical infrastructure. With trans-
national terror and criminal groups increasingly
exploiting digital platforms and global finance
networks, the collaboration has included areas
such as tracking online radicalization, preventing
misuse of encrypted communications, and cutting
off financial flows.

TRENDS IN TERRORISM AND THE
EVOLUTION OF THE INDIA-US
COUNTERTERRORISM
PARTNERSHIP

As early as the 1980s and 1990s, the growing
threat of terrorism in South Asia began to garner
global attention, as India faced an escalation of
cross-border terrorism, particularly in Punjab as
well as Jammu and Kashmir. However, India’s per-
sistent efforts in those years to draw the attention
of the international community to the threat of
cross-border terrorism were only partially suc-
cessful. US engagement itself remained limited
due to Cold War-era geopolitical considerations
and divergent strategic interests. While India
maintained strategic ties with the Soviet Union,
the United States traditionally viewed South Asia
through the lens of containment of the Soviet
Union, and continued to provide military and
financial aid to Pakistan, ignoring India’s concerns
over Pakistan’s role in fomenting terrorism.

The first signs of global recognition of the
growing menace of terrorism in Pakistan and
Afghanistan became visible following the hijacking
of Indian Airlines Flight IC-814 from Kathmandu
to Kandahar in December 1999, forcing India to
release three high-profile terrorists in exchange
for the 155 passengers on board.! Following this
episode, the United States and India began their
earliest bilateral counterterrorism cooperation,

establishing a Joint Working Group on Counter-
Terrorism, while stating their strong resolve to
bring the perpetrators to justice. This was the first
structured mechanism for intelligence sharing and
CT cooperation, which laid the groundwork for
deeper collaboration between the two countries.?

This partnership was further cemented after
9/11, when both sides pledged deeper coopera-
tion to dismantle terrorist networks, even as the
war on terror and operations against al-Qaeda
brought security concerns closer to India. It was
agreed to enhance cooperation across areas
like intelligence sharing, extradition, legal assis-
tance, border security, terror finance, cyberter-
rorism, and aviation security, which ultimately
led to the adoption of UNSC Resolution 1373.2
However, only days after its adoption, India and
Pakistan, both nuclear-armed nations, were on
the brink of a dangerous confrontation following
the December 13, 2001, attack on the Indian
Parliament by Pakistan-based terrorists, further
escalating tensions in South Asia. Following this,
India and the United States pledged to work
together to dismantle terrorist networks, further
enhance intelligence sharing, and strengthen
investigative cooperation.

While the 2008 Mumbai attacks (or 26/11) drew
strong US support for India, it also exposed some
cracks in the relationship, leading to disappoint-
ments and misunderstandings.* While Washington
condemned the attacks and made strong state-
ments, India’s expectations for stronger puni-
tive action against Pakistan-based perpetrators
remained unfulfilled. India was further disap-
pointed when it became clear that the United
States had prior intelligence on the impending
attack but failed to share crucial details in time,
leading to a bloodbath that might have been
prevented.

Differences also emerged over diplomatic
responses and legal proceedings, with India
seeking more castigatory pressure on Pakistan.
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Further straining ties and deepening the trust gap,
Washington refused to hand over David Coleman
Headley, although his central role in the plot
became known to both parties. However, the
prompt investigative support provided by the
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) played a
crucial role in establishing key evidence, includ-
ing linking the boat engine purchase to Pakistan.®
Access for Indian investigators to interview
Headley was also later extended in 2010, as part
of the CT cooperation. While counterterrorism
cooperation deepened after 26/11, resulting in
closer intelligence sharing and security collabora-
tion, there were some areas of lingering mistrust,
thus reinforcing India’s concerns over selective
intelligence sharing, US policy ambivalence, and
a perceived reluctance to confront Pakistan more
aggressively on terrorism.

Nevertheless, a major milestone was reached
following the signing of the India-US Counter
Terrorism Cooperation Initiative in 2010, which
formalized the relationship. This followed agree-
ments reached during the Indian Prime Minister’s
visit to the United States in November 2009. The
Memorandum of Understanding focused on a
wide range of law-enforcement-related issues,
including strengthening investigative coopera-
tion, intelligence sharing, forensic collaboration,
money laundering, counterfeit currency, maritime
security, and rail security.® The partnership has
been further reinforced through regular Joint
Working Group meetings, providing a structured
platform for both countries to assess emerging
threats, exchange best practices, and coordinate
security strategies.

Meanwhile, India continued to face terrorism in
different parts of the country, most of which were
traced to Pakistan-based perpetrators. The next
major terrorist incident that shook the security
establishment across the world was the 2011
Mumbai bombings, also known as 13/7, when

a series of three coordinated blasts struck the
Zaveri Bazaar, the Opera House, and Dadar West

within a span of twelve minutes.” These attacks
drew strong international condemnation. The
United States was swift in condemning the attack.
The then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton reaf-
firmed the United States’s commitment to stand
with India in the fight against terrorism.

Going by statistics since 2001, terrorism in

India has witnessed a marked decline in both

the number of incidents and fatalities, though

it continues to remain a serious and persistent
national security challenge. Over time, there has
been a shift in terrorist tactics toward targeted
assaults on security forces, border areas, and
religious sites. Among the most devastating ter-
rorist incidents during this period were the 2016
Pathankot and Uri attacks, both targeting India’s
military installations near the Pakistan border, and
the 2019 Pulwama bombing, in which a convoy

of Central Reserve Police Force personnel was
ambushed, killing forty soldiers and injuring
many. The United States strongly condemned the
Pulwama attack, supported India’s right to defend
itself, and called on Pakistan to dismantle terror
havens.8

The South Asia Terrorism Portal provides detailed
data on terrorist incidents, including casualties
among civilians, security forces, and terrorists.?
While terrorism-related deaths peaked in 2001

at 5,504, primarily due to insurgencies in Jammu
and Kashmir and the Northeast, there has been a
gradual decline since then, with a sharp drop after
2010.1° By October 11, 2025, the number had sig-
nificantly reduced to 565, although these numbers
still remain very concerning.

Much of India’s success in fighting terrorism can
be attributed to sustained counterterrorism oper-
ations carried out by its state and national police
forces, effective intelligence generation and shar-
ing, stringent security measures, and tight border
security controls with strong support from the
armed forces. While it may be difficult to quantify
the impact of specific initiatives, it is likely that
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international collaboration, particularly with the
United States, played a significant role in curbing
terrorism, contributing to the decline in attacks
and fatalities during this period. Real-time intelli-
gence sharing and counter-radicalization efforts
may have helped weaken traditional terror net-
works. Unfortunately, declining fatalities did not
mark an end to terrorism.

It should be noted that the first quarter of this
century witnessed a substantial growth in the
India-US counterterrorism partnership, marked
by significant institutionalization and thematic
expansion. Building on the cooperation estab-
lished after the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and 26/11,
the two countries consolidated dialogue mech-
anisms like the Joint Working Group on Counter-
Terrorism and the Homeland Security Dialogue.

Importantly, there was a growing emphasis on
emerging domains, particularly cyberterrorism.
Both sides recognized the threats posed by
online radicalization, encrypted communication
platforms, and extremist propaganda on social
media, thus necessitating collaborative initiatives
on digital forensics and cybercrime disruption.
Parallel to this, cooperation in the monitoring of
terror financing and money laundering assumed
importance under the Financial Action Task Force
(FATF) obligations, leading to joint efforts to iden-
tify hawala operations, illicit betting platforms,
and financial networks.

The United States also played a crucial role in
enhancing India’s counterterrorism capabilities
by providing specialized training to Indian law
enforcement agencies, covering areas such as
crisis response, forensic analysis, and counter-
IED (Improvised Explosive Devices) operations.
The agenda included the protection of critical
infrastructure, covering airports, ports, energy
installations, and maritime assets. Bilateral legal
and policy consultations increasingly addressed
procedural bottlenecks in mutual legal assistance
and access to cross-border digital evidence,

signaling a transition toward a comprehensive
and multi-domain counterterrorism partnership.
Moreover, both nations have worked together to
designate and sanction terrorist organizations and
individuals, which has helped in curbing terror
financing and support networks.

A high point of this relationship was the signing
of Homeland Security Presidential Directive 6
(HSPD-6) in 2016."" HSPD-6 gave India access to
an extract from the FBI’s consolidated terrorist
watchlist.”? This agreement also established a
system of reciprocal nominations, allowing both
countries to identify and track terror suspects
more effectively across borders. Consequently,
the Joint Working Groups and Designations
Dialogues have strengthened operational and
strategic data exchanges. Going beyond watch-
list cooperation, US agencies have also pro-
vided India with crucial support in investigating
cross-border attacks and monitoring illicit
financial flows, thus helping to foil terrorist plots
through actionable intelligence.’

At the law enforcement level, cooperation has
been practical and hands-on, involving work
with shared watchlists, biometric data, joint
analysis, and digital identity verification. The
HSPD-6 mechanism and the Terrorist Screening
Dataset enable Indian agencies to receive reg-
ular updates and have access to US systems,
thus enabling the matching of fingerprints and
other identifiers against global records. These
tools strengthen the ability to track suspects
across jurisdictions and verify identities during
investigations. On the biometric front, there

are separate bilateral arrangements that enable
Indian agencies to query US systems such as
IDENT (Automated Biometric Identification
System) and its successor HART (Homeland
Advanced Recognition Technology), using fin-
gerprints and other identifiers. The combined
use of biometric and analytical technologies
has improved identity verification and the inves-
tigation of cross-border suspects, significantly
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strengthening border security, aviation checks,
and visa screening.

The achievements of the India-US security coop-
eration in recent decades can be attributed partly
to the built-in institutional mechanisms that have
ensured continuity even during periods of political
turbulence, and partly to the ability of both sides
to ring-fence their counterterrorism partnership,
insulating it from the vicissitudes of diplomatic
and political disagreements.

However, the relationship between the United
States and India unexpectedly witnessed a
sudden decline in the early part of 2025. It

began with what was seen as a muted American
response in the aftermath of the Pahalgam terror-
ist attack on April 22, 2025, one of the deadliest
in recent memory, in which heavily armed mili-
tants brutally murdered twenty-six male tourists
in front of their families, deliberately targeting
their victims based on their religious identity.'
The scale and savagery of the assault deeply
shocked the nation, compelling India to adopt a
harsher policy response, which led to a direct mil-
itary escalation. Pakistan’s denials, in spite of the
mounting evidence of cross-border complicity,
and the direct role of The Resistance Front (TRF),
widely believed to be a Lashkar-e-Taiba proxy,
only deepened mistrust, thus pushing the nuclear-
armed neighbors into a dangerous confrontation,
reminding the world how terrorism continues to
be a volatile flashpoint capable of destabilizing
South Asia’s fragile equilibrium.

OPPORTUNITIES, CONSTRAINTS,
AND DIVERGENCES IN THE
CT COOPERATION

STRUCTURAL BOTTLENECKS IN
CROSS-BORDER DATA ACCESS

Even during the best of times, there were limita-
tions to India-US counterterrorism cooperation.

One of the most pressing challenges for Indian
law enforcement in the digital era is the diffi-

culty of securing timely access to cross-border
data held by US-based technology giants such

as Google, Meta (Facebook, WhatsApp, and
Instagram), Microsoft, Apple, and Amazon. In
almost every major cybercrime, act of terrorism,
or financial fraud, investigators require critical evi-
dence like IP addresses, geolocation data, com-
munication logs, emails, and transactional records
that all reside on servers controlled by these com-
panies, which are mostly located outside India.

The Mutual Legal Assistance Treaty (MLAT) that
enables data sharing has long been criticized
for being slow and bureaucratic. Requests often
take months to process, by which time data may
have expired or criminals may have shifted oper-
ations. In fast-evolving cases like ransomware
attacks, phishing scams, online betting fraud, and
cross-border terror conspiracies, such delays
render investigations ineffective. For police offi-
cers on the ground, this is an everyday opera-
tional frustration that directly undermines their
ability to bring transnational criminals to justice.
While there has been international pressure on
the United States to streamline MLAT processes,
reform has been slow.

Investigators often complain that they are at

the mercy of corporate priorities rather than
operating under a dependable legal framework.
Occasionally, joint efforts have been made to
dismantle fraudulent call centers, with compa-
nies such as Microsoft and Amazon collaborating
with Indian authorities to crack down on scams
targeting consumers within India and abroad.
Companies do increasingly participate in initia-
tives such as the Safer Internet India coalition and
digital fraud disruption programs, offering exper-
tise and technical support.’™®

India’s difficulties in access to data arise largely
from its absence in the framework of the United
States’ Clarifying Lawful Overseas Use of Data
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(CLOUD) Act.”® The CLOUD Act was designed

to allow foreign governments that meet strict
privacy and due process standards to directly
request data from American service providers,
bypassing slower channels. At present, only the
United Kingdom and Australia have CLOUD Act
executive agreements in force, while negotiations
are in progress with the European Union and
Canada. India is not included, primarily because
its domestic laws are seen as lacking adequate
safeguards for data privacy, judicial oversight, and
data protection. The problem is compounded by
American privacy and civil liberties safeguards,
which limit the scope of data that can be shared.
Certain categories, particularly biometric data,
remain tightly restricted. Even where data can be
shared, company discretion plays a crucial role.

US authorities and companies justify this by citing
fears of misuse and their obligation to uphold
American legal standards. For Indian agencies,
however, the stakes are immediate and practi-
cal. The resulting friction has led to frustration,
even during the days of an otherwise strong
India-US counterterrorism relationship. For now,
the absence of real-time access to electronic
evidence remains a serious operational handi-
cap, creating a mismatch between the strategic
partnership and the realities of law enforcement
cooperation.

This situation also presents India with an oppor-
tunity to pursue deeper domestic reforms in its
criminal justice system. While New Delhi must
continue to engage Washington for faster and
more predictable frameworks of cooperation,
possibly through a future CLOUD Act agreement,
it must also adopt urgent steps to reform its polic-
ing, investigation, and legal frameworks to ensure
strict adherence to the rule of law, transparent
oversight mechanisms, and comprehensive pri-
vacy and data protection laws. These reforms
would not only help align India’s justice systems
with international standards but also stream-

line its criminal procedures and enhance public

confidence in the credibility and fairness of its
investigative institutions.

Ultimately, the effectiveness of India-US counter-
terrorism and cybercrime cooperation will depend
on bridging this critical gap. Partnerships with
US-based technology firms will remain indispens-
able, but the current imbalance cannot persist
indefinitely. What is needed is a framework that
reconciles sovereignty and privacy concerns with
the urgency of crime prevention. Without it, India
faces the risk of remaining trapped in slow and
outdated mechanisms, while criminals exploit the
speed and anonymity of the digital age.

DATA LOCALIZATION: ANOTHER AREA
OF INDIA-US DISAGREEMENT

A major point of contention between India and the
United States has been data localization, arising
from India’s insistence that companies handling
sensitive personal, financial, or security-related
data of Indian citizens must store and process

it within the country. The Digital Personal Data
Protection Act, 2023, and earlier drafts of the
Personal Data Protection Bill require that sensi-
tive personal and financial data of Indian users
be stored and processed within Indian territory.
This approach is seen as being driven by India’s
emphasis on data sovereignty, consumer protec-
tion, and national security. India’s rationale is that
localization ensures tax compliance, strengthens
the ability of regulators and law enforcement to
investigate fraud, money laundering, and national
security risks, and prevents misuse or surveillance
by foreign entities. The United States, however,
views such regulations as digital trade barriers
that disrupt cross-border data flows, raise opera-
tional costs for American firms, and threaten the
open global internet.

This disagreement has complicated bilateral dis-
cussions on digital trade and frameworks such
as the CLOUD Act. The debate directly affects
major US-based e-commerce and technology
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companies like Amazon, Google, and Meta, which
must establish local data centers and comply with
domestic access requests. As of now, negotia-
tions between India and the United States on data
localization and cross-border data flow remain
ongoing but unresolved.

DEFEATING TERROR FINANCE

As mentioned earlier, Indian investigators face
significant challenges in accessing data held by
US-based technology and financial companies
due to American privacy laws and the CLOUD Act.
These restrictions hinder India’s ability to track
cross-border financial transactions and digital evi-
dence in real time. Thus, India-US counterterror-
ism cooperation in defeating terror finance often
runs into operational stalemates, despite strong
alignment on strategic goals. With the legal and
regulatory frameworks under which the two coun-
tries operate being different, this often lead to
delays in information exchange and mutual legal
assistance.

Terrorist networks increasingly deal in hawala,
cryptocurrencies, and fintech platforms.”” While
American law enforcement authorities have
access to advanced technological capabilities,
coordination with Indian agencies on financial
intelligence remains limited—partly because many
entities in the enforcement ecosystem, like the
Enforcement Directorate, National Investigation
Agency, Financial Intelligence Unit—India, and
Reserve Bank of India, often function in silos,
lacking a unified interface with their foreign
counterparts. Private-sector compliance gaps,
particularly relating to smaller financial inter-
mediaries and crypto exchanges, cause further
complications.

Joint crackdowns are necessary to enable rapid
tracking of suspicious cross-border transactions,
disrupt terror-financing pipelines, and strengthen
enforcement of FATF standards. These pro-
cesses involve navigating complex privacy laws

and regulatory mismatches, as well as cracking
encrypted platforms.

COASTAL, PORT, AND SUPPLY
CHAIN SECURITY

The security of India’s coasts, ports, container
handling systems, and supply chains forms a criti-
cal pillar of its overall national security framework.
This dimension must be fully integrated into the
India-US counterterrorism strategy. India’s vast
4,700-mile coastline has, in the past, exhibited
multiple forms of vulnerabilities that highlight

the need for sustained vigilance and security
cooperation.

While all Indian major and nonmajor ports
engaged in international trade are International
Ship and Port Facility Security (ISPS) Code-
compliant, technical compliance alone should
not lead to complacency.”® The infiltration of
Pakistan-based terrorists into Mumbai port areas
in November 2008 demonstrated the inherent vul-
nerabilities in the port security system.

Containerized cargo movement is integral to
global trade but presents complex security chal-
lenges. Monitoring millions of containers moving
across ports, terminals, and transshipment hubs is
daunting. The vulnerabilities in the system can be
exploited for smuggling, drug trafficking, human
trafficking, and potential terrorism. Transshipment
of containers often operate under multiple juris-
dictions and varying security standards, making
cargo tracking difficult. Criminal networks can
exploit weak documentation checks, inadequate
scanning, and collusion to insert illicit goods into
legitimate supply chains.

Although India participates in the US-led
Container Security Initiative (CSI) as part of the
maritime counterterrorism cooperation, its imple-
mentation encountered some problems in the ini-
tial years when India did not agree to an American
proposal to deploy US Customs and Border
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Control officials in Indian ports.'® The Indian posi-
tion was that the idea of foreign security person-
nel exercising inspection or enforcement powers
on Indian soil amounted to extraterritorial jurisdic-
tion, especially in a sensitive sector like port and
container security, a vital area of national security.
This initially created some unease on both sides,
but ultimately, both countries managed the issue
diplomatically by agreeing to information and
technology exchange and cooperation without the
physical presence of US personnel.

The India-US CT cooperation presents an oppor-
tunity to further streamline the security of cargo
containers and supply chains. Strengthening
container security is not only in the interests of
both countries but also in the interests of the
entire global supply chain. Drastic upgrading

of container security measures is called for, as
well as integrating cargo tracking, electronic
seals, and automated scanning systems in order
to prevent tampering, terrorist exploitation, and
smuggling. Strengthening supply chain security
and adopting international security protocols like
the Customs Trade Partnership Against Terrorism
are essential. In the area of supply chain security,
there is scope for India and the United States to
collaborate on real-time data analytics, risk-based
inspections, and cybersecurity frameworks to
counter cyber threats and operational disruptions.
A robust strategy to counter evolving terrorist
threats to maritime commerce calls for close
international cooperation. Both the United States
and India should provide leadership to this critical
domain.

SAFEGUARDING SEA-LANES:
CONFRONTING MARITIME TERRORISM
AND ENSURING FREEDOM OF
NAVIGATION

The Arabian Sea and adjacent waterways have
long been a hotbed for transnational criminal and

terrorist activities, posing major threats to regional
and global security. These seas have been a

conduit for terrorist infiltration, piracy, arms
smuggling, narcotics trafficking, and other orga-
nized crimes, providing serious threats to India’s
national security as well as global maritime secu-
rity. The October 2000 attack on the USS Cole by
suicide bombers in the Port of Aden, which killed
seventeen US sailors, the October 2002 attack
on the French oil tanker MV Limburg off the coast
of Yemen, which caused a significant oil spill,

and the November 2008 Mumbai attacks, where
ten terrorists of the Pakistan-based Lashkar-e-
Taiba carried out a series of coordinated assaults,
resulting in over 170 deaths, all highlight crit-

ical security vulnerabilities in the region.?® In

the Mumbai attacks, the Pakistani perpetrators
hijacked the Indian fishing trawler Kuber in the
Arabian Sea, killed its crew, and used the vessel
to infiltrate Mumbai’s coastline undetected. These
incidents highlight the tremendous threats posed
by maritime terrorism and emphasize an urgency
for enhanced security measures to prevent sea-
borne infiltrations and safeguard critical maritime
routes.

Piracy and organized crime have also been
rampant in the region. Between 2008 and 2012,
Somali piracy surged, with over 237 reported
attacks in 2011 alone, involving hijackings and
ransom demands. The Combined Maritime Forces
and international naval task forces responded
with aggressive counter-piracy operations, lead-
ing to major seizures of drugs, weapons, and
illicit cargo. In recent years, authorities in India
have intercepted multiple large consignments
of high-value narcotics off the Gujarat coast and
at the Mundra port.2 Arms smuggling networks
have also been active, supplying terrorist groups
and insurgents. In February 2021, the US Navy
intercepted approximately 1,400 AK-47 assault
rifles and machine guns and 226,600 rounds of
ammunition in the North Arabian Sea, while in
May 2021, advanced Russian anti-tank guided
missiles and Chinese Type-56 assault rifles were
seized en route to Yemen, likely destined for mili-
tant groups.?2
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Securing maritime routes and upholding free-
dom of navigation will require a comprehensive
strategy integrating effective law enforcement,
coordinated naval operations, and real-time shar-
ing of financial intelligence in order to strengthen
security across the Arabian Sea and deter
maritime-based terrorist and criminal activities.
This is a crucial area where India and the United
States must collaborate to strengthen continuous
maritime surveillance, deploy advanced threat
analytics, and implement rigorous cargo inspec-
tion protocols to effectively counter evolving
security threats.

Notably, the India-US joint statement issued on
February 18, 2025, at the conclusion of the meet-
ing between President Trump and Prime Minister
Modi, recognized India’s decision “to take on a
future leadership role in the Combined Maritime
Forces naval task force to help secure sea lanes
in the Arabian Sea.”??

LONE WOLF ATTACKS:
A GROWING ASYMMETRIC THREAT

Lone wolf attacks have emerged as a significant
security challenge in recent years, with radi-
calized individuals carrying out attacks inde-
pendently, without direct operational support
from known terrorist organizations. These indi-
viduals often use easily accessible weapons such
as vehicles, knives, or firearms to inflict maximum
casualties in crowded public spaces. The unpre-
dictability of such attacks make them particularly
difficult to detect and prevent.

The decentralization of terrorism, crowdsourcing
of terror networks, and lone wolf radicalization
have been a growing concern for law enforce-
ment authorities. Lone wolf threats are fomented
by online indoctrination, the use of encrypted
apps, decentralized finance crypto funding, and
Al-driven propaganda. The lack of networked
communications makes detection extremely chal-
lenging for law enforcement agencies. Extremist

groups also exploit the dark web to recruit and
train individuals, as DIY terror tools readily avail-
able online often galvanize and empower these
actors to operate independently. This trend
necessitates a global strategy to track radicaliza-
tion patterns, crypto-based terror financing, and
Al-driven behavioral risk profiling, so as to allow
for possible early detection, intervention, and pre-
vention of potential lone wolf attacks.

Other possible asymmetric threats—such as bio-
terrorism, and chemical, biological, radiological,
and nuclear threats—require joint research, intel-
ligence coordination, and crisis-response frame-
works. Similarly, narco-terrorism and the funding
of militant groups by transnational criminal net-
works call for an aggressive India-US crackdown
on illicit financial flows, arms smuggling, and orga-
nized crime syndicates.

It is reassuring to note that the joint statement
issued at the end of the 19th meeting of the India-
US CT partnership held on December 12-13, 2022,
recognized these forms of asymmetric threats.
Emerging challenges in transnational terrorism
were considered: countering terror financing;
preventing and countering radicalization; the use
of the internet for terrorist purposes; narco-
trafficking and its linkages to terrorism; and the
use of new and emerging technologies (such as
unmanned aerial systems, virtual assets, and the
Dark Web) for terrorist purposes. Similarly, the
20th US-India CT Joint Working Group held on
March 6, 2024, also recognized emerging threats,
including the use of the internet and other emerg-
ing technologies for terrorism purposes, terrorist
recruitment, financing of terrorist activities, and
radicalization to violence and violent extremism.?*

KHALISTANI ACTIVITIES IN
NORTH AMERICA

A persistent point of tension in India’s diplo-
matic and counterterrorism engagement with
the United States has been the continuing
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activities of Khalistani elements operating in
North America.?® There has been a proliferation
of anti-India extremism, hostile propaganda, and
targeted violence under the pretext of advocacy
and free speech. Recently, incidents such as
threats to Indian diplomats and the vandaliza-
tion of Indian missions have further exacerbated
concerns. Indian intelligence views groups like
Sikhs for Justice as extremist, indulging in pro-
moting secession, and funding radicalization. The
United States, however, treats such activities as
protected under its First Amendment, intervening
only when there is clear evidence of violence or
material support for terrorism. India believes that
Washington’s leniency allows anti-India propa-
ganda and potential terror financing, while the US
response has centered around adherence to due
process and human rights.

It is important that both nations adopt a cooper-
ative and realistic approach that respects sov-
ereignty and democratic freedoms while taking

a firm stance against extremist elements who
openly advocate violence and issue threats,
including hijacking threats against Indian avia-
tion. Both sides need to work on strengthening
intelligence-sharing mechanisms, ensuring legal
action against hate crimes, and promoting com-
munity engagement to deal with radicalization.
Itis crucial to adopt a pragmatic and structured
bilateral counterterrorism framework, focusing on
actionable intelligence and law enforcement col-
laboration, specifically to address the Khalistani
threat. Addressing this issue would be essential
for bridging trust deficits.

COMBATING HUMAN TRAFFICKING AND
ILLEGAL MIGRATION

The recent deportation of hundreds of undoc-
umented Indian migrants by the United States
sparked widespread debate. While there was little
public opposition in India to the deportation itself,
the excessively harsh treatment of migrants using

handcuffs and metal leg restraints throughout
their 40-hour journey aboard military aircraft drew
sharp criticism and raised serious ethical con-
cerns over human rights violations.?®

This development also led to policy debates on
the need for greater awareness and stronger pre-
ventive measures in India to combat human traf-
ficking networks and protect vulnerable persons
from exploitation. It is important for India and

the United States to extend the scope of the CT
cooperation and work collaboratively to combat
human trafficking syndicates that facilitate the
illegal migration of people across geographies,
which poses serious national security risks to
both nations. These syndicates often intersect
with organized crime, terror financing, and other
transnational threats, which calls for a compre-
hensive strategy to defeat the scourge of human
smuggling. While it should be possible for Indian
law enforcement to track down the players within
India, only a transnational strategy can decisively
defeat the syndicates.

It may be useful to set up a task force under the
CT cooperation scheme, for tracking the human
trafficking syndicates across source, transit, and
destination countries. Real-time intelligence shar-
ing is necessary to help map trafficking networks,
identify key traffickers, and track money trails
linked to human smuggling. Technology holds
the key here as well, with predictive analytics that
can identify high-risk travelers based on travel
patterns, financial transactions, and fraudulent
documentation. Biometric and facial recogni-
tion databases as well as specialized training for
border security and immigration officers would
help improve the detection of forged documents
and trafficking indicators.

Strict enforcement of anti-trafficking laws against
the perpetrators of the crime in India and the
United States, as well as in transit jurisdictions,
would be vital. Disrupting the financial networks
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of traffickers is equally critical, requiring closer
cooperation in tracking illicit funds linked to
hawala networks, cryptocurrency transactions,
and shell companies (apart from strict know your
customer and anti-money laundering protocols
for remittance flows). Considering the potential
alliances between traffickers and terrorists, the
US-India CT partnership should explore monitor-
ing clandestine recruitment platforms and dark-
net forums used to lure victims, while reinforcing
verification mechanisms for passports, visas, and
work permits, so as to prevent document fraud.

While India has been strictly enforcing laws
against illegal migration, there are loopholes and
border porosities that require tackling.

At the same time, it must be appreciated that ille-
gal immigration is not merely a law enforcement

issue. It needs to be tackled from a broader socio-

economic and national security angle, requiring
coordinated action across policing, border man-
agement, diplomacy, and social policy.

RECENT GEOPOLITICAL
DEVELOPMENTS AND BILATERAL
HEADWINDS

The reasons for the sudden cooling of the rela-
tionship between the United States and India
have been the subject of much speculation, but
they specifically did not coincide with President
Trump’s assumption of office. In fact, ties initially
appeared to strengthen. During Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s visit to Washington, DC, in
February 2025, President Trump announced the
approval of the extradition of Tahawwur Rana,

a key conspirator in the 2008 Mumbai attacks.
The same visit produced a strong India-US Joint
Statement that called on Pakistan to ensure its
territory was not used for cross-border terror-
ism. In subsequent months, Washington played
a proactive role in countering terrorism linked to
Pakistan.

The United States also took the lead in bringing
out the UN Security Council Press Statement on
the terrorist attack in Pahalgam. Further, the Quad
Foreign Ministers’ Joint Statement of July 1, 2025,
issued in Washington, condemned in the stron-
gest terms the terrorist attack in Pahalgam and
called for the perpetrators, organizers, and finan-
ciers of this reprehensible act to be brought to
justice without any delay. On July 18, 2025, the US
Department of State designated The Resistance
Front (TRF) as a Foreign Terrorist Organization
and as a Specially Designated Global Terrorist.?”
TRF, a Lashkar-e-Taiba front and proxy, had
claimed responsibility for the Pahalgam attack.
The US Secretary of State, in his statement on the
designation of the TRF, mentioned that the action
demonstrated the US administration’s commit-
ment to countering terrorism and enforcing justice
for the Pahalgam attack.

While both nations have traditionally insulated
security cooperation from economic disputes,

a series of recent events and a complex mix of
economic, strategic, and political factors seem
to have caused significant setbacks. The United
States’ reluctance to unequivocally endorse
India’s position as a victim of cross-border ter-
rorism following the Pahalgam attack, combined
with President Trump’s repeated claims of having
“mediated” to resolve the India-Pakistan conflict
(thus disregarding India’s long-standing sensi-
tivities), has eroded bilateral trust. A perceived
US reset with Pakistan, evidenced by the White
House’s hosting of the Pakistani army chief, fur-
ther surprised Indian officials and the strategic
community. The apparent rehyphenation of India
and Pakistan in American policy added to these
concerns. This shift was also seen as a recalibra-
tion in the US approach to the South Asia coun-
terterrorism strategy, drifting away from the strong
multidomain engagement that had previously
defined the India-US relationship.

A series of developments—such as the imposition
of punitive tariffs following India’s crude imports
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from Russia, steep hikes in H-1B visa fees dispro-
portionately affecting Indians who account for

71 percent of beneficiaries, and the repeated use
of what was seen as harsh language against India
by President Trump and some of his close aides—
were viewed in India as insulting and unbecoming
of a strategic partner.

These developments have reinforced doubts
within India’s security community about the reli-
ability of the United States as a long-term strategic
partner. The trust deficit arising from these geo-
political developments, as well as Washington’s
frequent policy swings, have resulted in reported
slowdowns in operational momentum, law
enforcement coordination, counterterrorism dia-
logue, and intelligence sharing, thereby undermin-
ing the effectiveness of established mechanisms.
Strong voices in the United States have, however,
cautioned against letting these tensions derail

the counterterrorism partnership. Former Deputy
Secretary of State Kurt M. Campbell and ex-
National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan, writing in
Foreign Affairs, argued that deeper strategic con-
vergence must be restored to preserve momen-
tum in intelligence sharing, capacity building, and
defense coproduction.?8

WHY INDIA-US CT COOPERATION
MUST CONTINUE

During turbulent times, political grievances tend
to spill over into security cooperation. Yet it must
be recognized that terrorism is an ever-present
danger to global security and an existential threat
to humanity itself. Counterterrorism is too vital

to be held hostage to tariff disputes, or shifting
diplomatic sands. Terror groups have repeatedly
exploited fault lines within the global order to their
advantage.

For India, facing persistent cross-border terror
and the multiple digital dimensions of terrorism
and extremist networks, walking away from CT

cooperation is not an option, as it would mean
weakening its own security posture. Despite
recent strains, India and the United States share a
common interest in combating jihadist extremism,
cyber threats, human trafficking, illegal migration,
and organized crime. Preserving CT cooperation
is therefore in the long-term interests of both
countries.

US assistance in areas such as training, technol-
ogy transfer, and forensics will further strengthen
India’s capabilities in cybercrime investigations,
intelligence fusion, and terror-finance tracking.
US advocacy in multilateral platforms such as
the UN and the FATF has, in the past, helped
expose Pakistan’s terror proxies. If CT coop-
eration were assigned to the back burner, joint
pressure on groups like Lashkar-e-Taiba and
Jaish-e-Mohammed would inevitably weaken, a
scenario India can ill afford. India has much to
gain from sustaining this partnership, consid-
ering American technological leadership and

its immense presence in the security and intelli-
gence world.

A conscious decision to ring-fence CT coopera-
tion appears to be the way forward, which will not
only protect the immediate security interests of
both countries but will also preserve channels of
trust that can help stabilize the broader relation-
ship during times of political headwinds.

INDIA MUST GUARD AGAINST
OVERDEPENDENCE ON
THE UNITED STATES

India-US relations run deep and, given the
shared democratic traditions of both nations,

the United States is often described as a natural
strategic ally. American collaboration has unde-
niably enhanced India’s counterterrorism capaci-
ties through access to advanced intelligence and
technologies. Yet, itis not in India’s interest to
become dependent on the United States alone.
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In today’s rapidly evolving era of technological
and digital disruption, no country can be truly
self-reliant. At the same time, it is important to
distinguish between interdependence and over-
dependence. It should be determined whether
there has been an excessive Indian reliance on
American technology platforms, forensic tools,
and intelligence feeds. The unexpected and
sudden souring of the India-US relationship pro-
vides one important lesson: Namely, that there
are inherent limits to how much a country can
depend on external security alliances and CT
cooperations.

The current assessment in India is that American
support tends to be contingent, transactional, and
guided by Washington’s tactical needs or broader
geopolitical priorities. In the prevailing context,
India cannot view the United States as a fully
dependable, all-weather strategic partner.

Moreover, India’s growing economic stature
brings with it complex security challenges. As
economic activity and trade volumes expand,
energy demands grow, and India assumes a larger
global footprint, its national security strategies
must align with these evolving global realities. It

is crucial that India develops advanced capabil-
ities to protect its critical infrastructure, secure
digital ecosystems, and ensure the resilience of
supply chains, thereby keeping pace with its rising
economic and political aspirations. This prag-
matic understanding must shape India’s security
outlook while aggressively pursuing a policy of
strategic autonomy. At the core of this vision lies
modernization and capacity building at home.

Obviously, strategic independence cannot be
realized through sporadic initiatives or by build-
ing a few institutions of excellence. It is now high
time that India aggressively invest in modernizing
its law enforcement and intelligence infrastruc-
ture, as well as creating strong ecosystems for
research, innovation, and indigenous production.
India should create a robust, long-term strategic

autonomy doctrine that can withstand and adapt
to global volatility. This doctrine should form the
foundation for a comprehensive national secu-
rity framework straddling legal, economic, and
digital domains, with a focus on self-reliance in
security infrastructure and critical manufacturing.
It must also integrate governance, technological
advancement, law enforcement, and other limbs
of the criminal justice system. Above all, it must
minimize risks and delays that may be caused by
external dependencies.

Overdependence on foreign intelligence feeds

or proprietary tools can become a strategic lia-
bility during periods of geopolitical turbulence. If
access is delayed, restricted, or made conditional,
critical investigations and security operations
may be compromised. Further, dependence on
imported technology inhibits domestic innova-
tion. Without cutting-edge domestic innovation,
India may be falling behind in areas like surveil-
lance, data analytics, encryption, biometrics, and
advanced forensics, at a time when adversaries
are rapidly advancing their own technological and
intelligence capabilities.

To address these vulnerabilities, India must
pursue a balanced but resolute strategy: continue
to collaborate internationally, while simultane-
ously developing robust domestic capabilities.
Strengthening institutions, funding domestic
technology startups, and fostering collaboration
between academia, security agencies, and industry
are essential elements of such a strategy. India’s
vibrant startup ecosystem supported by premier
institutions like the Indian Institutes of Technology,
Indian Institutes of Information Technology, Indian
Institute of Science, and Defence Research and
Development Organisation can provide the back-
bone of a national security innovation network
that keeps pace with the rapid and ever-evolving
advancements in science and technology. Some
visionary leadership, as well as a coordinated
structure linking law enforcement, academia, and
private industry, are urgently called for.
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ARTICULATE A NEW DOCTRINE
OF STRATEGIC AUTONOMY IN
COUNTERTERRORISM

In today’s interconnected world, strategic auton-
omy does not mean isolation. At the heart of
autonomy is the ability to make independent
choices while engaging deeply with the world.
The challenge lies in balancing international
cooperation with domestic capability building.
This demands a deliberate diversification of
partnerships while avoiding reliance on a single
ally and instead pursuing multiple, issue-based
collaborations with a wide range of countries.
Equally vital is the strengthening of multilateralism
through active engagement in UN counterterror-
ism and crime-fighting institutions.

This vision can be consolidated into four elements
that together can form the basis of a doctrine:

1. Capacity building at home: Reforming and
modernizing India’s police and intelligence
machinery; investing in robust security
infrastructure.

2. Diversification of partnerships: Building a
wide network of bilateral strategic relation-
ships while avoiding exclusive dependence
on any single country.

3. Strengthening multilateralism: Actively
engaging with the UN and other multilateral
institutions to reinforce India’s voice in shap-
ing collective global security.

4. Sharing India’s capabilities and expertise to
support and provide leadership to the global
fight to counter terrorism.

The following sections will further elaborate
on the above-mentioned four elements, while
also identifying the opportunities and critical
challenges.

BUILD RESILIENT INTERNAL
INSTITUTIONS FOR NATIONAL
SECURITY

MODERNIZE AND REFORM
THE INDIAN POLICE

For India to achieve genuine strategic autonomy
in the security domain, the foundational step
should be to overhaul and modernize its colonial-
era policing and criminal justice system. In today’s
increasingly uncertain global scenario, the criti-
cality of strengthening its law enforcement insti-
tutions and security capacity needs no emphasis.
As international partnerships grow increasingly
transactional and geopolitical currents shift
unpredictably, India’s sovereignty and national
interests can only be safeguarded by building
resilient internal security systems.

While the police form the bedrock of the internal
security system, successive Indian governments
have failed to modernize ground-level policing
and law enforcement. Since independence, politi-
cal interference and persistent underfunding have
systematically damaged the police’s ability to
function professionally and impartially. The police
have often been used as tools for political ends,
such as harassing political opponents, shield-

ing allies, or manipulating investigations. This

has undermined public trust and diminished the
credibility of the police as an institution designed
to uphold the rule of law. Strategic autonomy in
the security realm will remain elusive so long as
policing institutions remain fettered by illegitimate
pressures that undermine professionalism and
compromise their operational effectiveness and
impartiality.

Over the years, the Indian police have achieved
substantial levels of progress; but these achieve-
ments have been sporadic and incremental.
Reform and modernization must begin with
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liberating the police from political manipulation
through structural reforms that guarantee func-
tional autonomy, merit-based appointments, and
strict accountability norms. Equally critical is
the upgrading of police infrastructure, including
weaponry and equipment, communication and
forensic capabilities, supporting technologies,
and real-time intelligence. It is essential that
Indian police be equipped with advanced tools
for investigation, surveillance, and digital foren-
sics for better crime control, public safety, and
rapid emergency and threat response.

Experiences from other nations offer valuable
lessons. Countries as diverse as Japan, Australia,
South Korea, the United Arab Emirates, Singapore,
the United Kingdom, and several other Western
nations have transformed policing through
technology, where they have integrated digital
platforms, predictive analytics, and biometric
databases into everyday policework. India must
adopt similar intelligence-led and proactive
approaches while tailoring reforms to its dem-
ocratic context. Equally important is proactive
community engagement through neighborhood
policing and transparent grievance-redressal sys-
tems, so as to build public trust and foster crime
prevention partnerships. Emergency response
mechanisms must be technologically enabled and
well-resourced, for rapid assessment of develop-
ing situations and matching operational response
effectiveness.

An important part of this strategy is to link the
police with tech start-ups, academia, and indus-
try for rapid adoption of emerging technolo-
gies. Modernization also requires a strong legal
and institutional framework. Advanced policing
models are known to focus on clear laws, inde-
pendent oversight, and an abiding commitment
to the rule of law, thus boosting legitimacy and
public trust.

STRENGTHEN INDIA’S INTELLIGENCE
CAPABILITIES FOR A FAST-CHANGING
WORLD

India has developed some of the finest intel-
ligence and investigative organizations, with
decades of experience in counterterrorism, insur-
gency, and law enforcement. However, the pace
of geopolitical change and the unprecedented
speed of technological innovation demand a
fresh, forward-looking strategy.

The foremost priority should be a drastic expan-
sion of capabilities and modernization of infra-
structure. Technological innovation must be at
the core of this effort. India should invest ade-
quately in indigenous research and development
to reduce dependence on foreign systems. Indian
agencies should develop cutting-edge tools,
advanced training facilities, and world-class
human resources to anticipate and respond to
emerging threats. This must go hand in hand
with built-in mechanisms for internal ethics and
accountability, to ensure that intelligence oper-
ations respect constitutional rights and retain
public trust.

The country has already initiated steps toward
building integrated data systems, but far more
attention is required to strengthen and expand

a nationwide zero-trust centralized data repos-
itory or national data fusion platform. Such a
system, built to the highest security standards,
should consolidate diverse domains like telecom,
finance, customs, and immigration information for
advanced cross-domain analysis. These should
be combined with frameworks to effectively mon-
itor threat-finance and target hawala and crypto-
currency-linked terrorism financing.

Modern security threats demand seamless intel-
ligence sharing across agencies, as well as mul-
tiple levels of government. Many countries have

established national fusion centers that integrate
data, break silos, and provide real-time threat
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assessments. Good examples include the US
National Counterterrorism Center, established
after 9/11 and supported by over eighty state and
local fusion centers, the United Kingdom’s Joint
Terrorism Analysis Centre, the Australian Criminal
Intelligence Commission and the Australian Cyber
Security Centre, Canada’s Integrated Threat
Assessment Centre, and Singapore’s National
Security Coordination Secretariat. These hubs
integrate data, defeat fragmentation, and deliver
timely and seamless sharing of threat intelligence
and assessments.

India’s Multi-Agency Centre, where multiple
organizations collaborate and share intelligence,
is a step in this direction. However, it must be
expanded into a comprehensive national fusion
center model, supported by state-level nodes

to enable seamless two-way information flow,
while overcoming interagency rivalry and silo-like
mindsets. India needs to learn from global best
practices, so as to strengthen its intelligence
ecosystem by integrating law enforcement, immi-
gration and border control, customs, financial
regulators, and cyber agencies on a secure,
zero-trust digital platform.

A major challenge lies in long-term development
of specialized expertise. India should draw from
the experience of countries that run talent pipe-
line programs, which attract top engineers and
scientists into fellowships, thereby creating a
feeder cycle between intelligence agencies, aca-
demia, and the tech ecosystem. Such initiatives
can help build specialized expertise in areas like
artificial intelligence, cyber forensics, financial
intelligence, counterespionage, hybrid warfare,
and predictive analytics. This goal cannot be
achieved through sporadic or piecemeal efforts. It
demands visionary leadership, planning, and sus-
tained investment, accompanied by well-thought-
out and structured programs that create enduring
links between law enforcement and intelligence
agencies, academia, and the tech ecosystem.

BUILD MODERN FORENSIC CAPABILITIES

India’s criminal justice system often falters at the
stage of evidence collection and analysis. Weak
forensic infrastructure, poor chain-of-custody
practices, and nonstandardized procedures fre-
quently result in acquittals, even in high-profile
cases. Strengthening forensic science infrastruc-
ture and digital evidence handling must therefore
be a central pillar of criminal justice reform.

The quality and integrity of evidence collection,
secure custody, and standardized forensic proto-
cols are crucial, as lapses make forensic reports
vulnerable in court. DNA forensics, a powerful tool
in solving crimes, remains severely underutilized,
with only a few states having well-equipped labo-
ratories and the rest having limited resources and
expertise, thus restricting its wider application.
Similarly, the growing challenge of cybercrime and
digital fraud demands specialized cyber forensic
units, yet only a few states have established such
divisions, leaving a serious capability gap.

Infrastructure and human resource gaps exac-
erbate the problem. Many state laboratories still
depend on outdated equipment and lack access
to advanced technologies such as DNA sequenc-
ing, cyber forensics, and digital evidence systems.
Vacant posts, low salaries, and limited career
growth opportunities discourage skilled forensic
professionals from joining, thereby overburdening
the existing staff. India must invest in expanding
forensic laboratories, while ensuring they are
adequately funded, professionally staffed, and
equipped with cutting-edge technologies. Training
of police officers, prosecutors, and judges in the
proper use and interpretation of forensic evi-
dence is equally essential. Advanced capabilities
must be developed in cyber forensics, blockchain
analysis, Al-based fraud detection, and digital evi-
dence management.

To complement domestic reform, international
collaboration is indispensable. The India-US CT
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cooperation has significantly helped in upgrad-
ing the country’s traditional and cyber forensic
capabilities. This partnership should be further
leveraged to obtain advanced training, technol-
ogy transfer, and expertise in DNA forensics, bio-
metrics, digital forensics, and Al-driven analysis.
Cooperation with other advanced forensic sys-
tems worldwide is also vital to further strengthen
India’s capacity in specialized areas like explosive
residue detection, post-blast investigations, ballis-
tics, chemical forensics, and forensic pathology.

MODERNIZE INDIA’S POLICE TRAINING

India’s police training system continues to reflect
and reinforce its colonial legacy, where the police
force is treated as an arm of government con-
trol rather than as a community-based service.
This outdated model undermines public trust
and leaves the force ill-prepared to address the
demands of a democratic society. A fundamental
reimagining of police training is therefore essen-
tial—a training doctrine that redefines policing as
a community-oriented, rights-respecting service
while equipping officers with the modern skills
required to handle today’s complex security
challenges. Since independence, India has made
significant progress in developing indigenous
training infrastructure and capabilities, but there
is still a long way to go. Some states have lagged
far behind in modernizing their police training
infrastructure.

On the investigation front, India has built some
highly competent investigation institutions, such
as the Central Bureau of Investigation and the
National Investigation Agency. Many states have
demonstrated excellence in specialized investi-
gations. Yet, at the field level, investigative skills
among police officers remain rudimentary or
inadequate, often leading to weak evidence col-
lection and tenuous prosecutions. India needs to
invest significantly in raising competence across
the board for frontline police officers, while also
developing advanced investigative capacities at

the national and state levels. Modern investigative
and forensic capabilities must become a core
focus. Training in evidence collection, chain of
custody, and scientific investigation, supported by
modules on cyber forensics, blockchain analysis,
digital fraud detection, and Al-enabled surveil-
lance, is critical. This requires a major revamp of
police training academies, practical training mod-
ules, and continuous professional and leadership
development.

International cooperation and collaboration needs
to be part of this transformation. India has bene-
fited from US expertise in counterterrorism and
security training, through joint workshops and
exchange programs. These have helped familiar-
ize Indian officers with interagency coordination,
modern investigative practices, and advanced
forensics. India should make efforts to institution-
alize existing training cooperation through long-
term agreements and exchange programs.

At the same time, India should pursue a diversi-
fied approach to training partnerships as well. For
instance, India and the United Kingdom share a
long history of collaboration in police training,
particularly in areas such as investigation, com-
munity policing, and leadership development.
While India should seek continuity in collaboration
with the United States, it should also get into insti-
tutionalized training cooperation with other coun-
tries, through the establishment of formal training
partnerships between their national police acad-
emies, in areas like curriculum development, col-
laborative research, and faculty exchanges.

Beyond bilateral ties, training collaboration with
UN agencies and Interpol should be strengthened,
bringing in expertise on counterterrorism, cyber-
crime, and urban policing. Equally critical are
partnerships with universities and the technology
sector, so as to foster innovation in digital polic-
ing, forensics, and investigation tools. Domestic
training reforms, reinforced with international
collaboration, would be the way forward for India
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to build a modern, citizen-centric, and resilient
police training system capable of meeting twenty-
first-century law enforcement and security
challenges.

REFORM THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

A modernized police system cannot function
effectively without corresponding reforms in the
judiciary and prison system. India’s overburdened
courts, with millions of pending cases, often

delay justice for years, weakening the deterrent
power of the law. Judicial reforms must focus

on reducing case backlogs through digitization,
case management systems, and increased judicial
appointments. Some work is already being done
in this direction, although there is a long way to go.

Prison reforms are equally vital. Overcrowded
prisons, poor rehabilitation mechanisms, and a
lack of segregation between hardened criminals
and first-time offenders often turn prisons into
breeding grounds for further criminality. Modern
correctional facilities must emphasize rehabil-
itation, vocational training, and psychological
support, thereby reducing recidivism and reinte-
grating offenders into society. A reformed criminal
justice system will complement police reforms,
creating an environment where justice is swift,
credible, and accessible.

STRENGTHEN SURVEILLANCE AND
COUNTERTERRORISM INFRASTRUCTURE

India faces diverse threats, from cross-border
terrorism to radicalization, organized crime, and
cyber warfare. Strengthening counterterrorism
infrastructure requires building robust intelligence
networks, both human and technological.

On the technological front, India needs a nation-
wide integrated surveillance and intelligence grid,
linking databases from airports, border check-
points, and financial systems. Artificial intelligence
should be leveraged to detect suspicious travel

patterns, financial flows, and online radicalization.
Equally important is building capacity to counter
misinformation and deepfake content, which
increasingly play a role in extremist propaganda.
A surveillance grid might sound portentous, but it
can coexist with civil liberties if built with strong
legal safeguards, oversight, transparency, and
accountability. Yet, leveraging such technologies
will be essential for governing a complex country
like India in the future. The real challenge lies in
balancing security with citizens’ rights and pre-
venting misuse by overzealous officers. When built
on democratic foundations, technology can serve
as a shield for public safety and security, not a
threat to civil liberties.

Human intelligence continues to be irreplace-
able. Investments in soft skills, language training,
cultural expertise, and deep-cover networks

are necessary to infiltrate extremist groups and
transnational criminal syndicates. While coor-
dination between central agencies (like the
National Investigation Agency, Central Bureau of
Investigation, and Intelligence Bureau) and state
police forces exist, it should become more seam-
less, supported by interoperable databases, joint
task forces, and shared situational awareness.

DIVERSIFY BILATERAL
COUNTERTERRORISM PARTNERSHIPS

In areas like intelligence sharing, capacity
building, and technology sharing, India already
maintains strong bilateral security partnerships
and counterterrorism frameworks with coun-
tries such as the United Kingdom, France, Israel,
Australia, Russia, and Japan. The India-UK Joint
Working Group on Counter-Terrorism, estab-
lished in 2002, focuses on intelligence sharing,
counter-radicalization, judicial cooperation, and
capacity building. With France, collaboration has
expanded to maritime security and countering
terror financing, through the FATF. India’s defense
and intelligence partnership with Israel has pro-
vided advanced surveillance, drones, and border
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management technologies critical for internal
security. The India-Russia security dialogue
covers counterterrorism training, intelligence
exchange, and coordination in multilateral forums
like the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. In the
Indo-Pacific region, Australia and Japan are key
CT partners both at the bilateral level and within
the framework of the Quad, which emphasizes
maritime domain awareness, countering illegal
trade routes, and information sharing on trans-
national crimes. Collaboration with Southeast
Asian countries also exist to some extent, through
mechanisms such as the ASEAN Regional Forum.

Obviously, the evolving global security impera-
tives call for a more structured and diversified
network of bilateral counterterrorism partnerships
in order to fight global terrorism, vulnerabilities

in the cyberspace, and emerging hybrid threats.
India must actively pursue bilateral collaborations
not only with its traditional allies but also with a
wider range of partners across the world. These
would include the European Union, Canada, coun-
tries in North and South America, Australia, East
and Central Asia, Gulf Cooperation Council states,
the broader Middle East, and African nations.
Such partnerships should focus on issue-based
cooperation in a wide range of subjects, including
cyber intelligence, disruption of terror financing,
and combating transnational terrorism.

A diversified network of bilateral counterterrorism
partnerships would be crucial to reduce overde-
pendence on any single ally. Such diversification
will enhance India’s situational awareness across
regions, and provide strategic depth in confront-
ing terrorism that increasingly transcends borders.

STRENGTHEN MULTILATERALISM IN

CT COOPERATION

For law enforcement across the world, UNSC
Resolution 1373, adopted in response to 9/11

to strengthen global counterterrorism coopera-
tion, provided a much-needed formal foundation.

The resolution’s legally binding nature required
nations to coordinate law enforcement, tighten
border controls, and disrupt transnational threats,
thus reinforcing international security efforts. The
resolution also promotes intelligence sharing,

law enforcement collaboration, and stricter travel
document controls. To ensure compliance, it
established the Counter-Terrorism Committee to
monitor implementation and build national capac-
ities. In today’s borderless world, counterterrorism
cooperation derives its legitimacy and mandate
from this resolution, making global cooperation

a legal obligation to disrupt terror networks and
financial flows.

The latest big opportunity for strong interna-
tional cooperation arises from the United Nations
Convention against Cybercrime (adopted by the
General Assembly on December 24, 2024), a
legally binding treaty designed to enhance inter-
national cooperation in combating cybercrime.
This landmark agreement, endorsed by both the
United States and India, was adopted after five
years of negotiations involving UN member states,
civil society, information security experts, aca-
demia, and the private sector.2®

The Convention comprehensively criminalizes
cyber offences, covering cyber-dependent and
cyber-enabled crimes such as illegal access, data
interference, and system disruption. It establishes
strong international cooperation mechanisms,
including mutual legal assistance, extradition
frameworks, and real-time information sharing
through a 24/7 network, thereby ensuring a coor-
dinated global response to cyber threats. The
Convention also specifically criminalizes online
child sexual abuse and exploitation.

An important step for both India and the United
States would be to integrate the Convention

into their national legal frameworks. India and the
United States have the opportunity to adopt a joint
strategy that leverages their existing cybersecurity
capabilities, while also aligning with the treaty’s
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mandates. The United States needs to update

its Computer Fraud and Abuse Act and Electronic
Communications Privacy Act to reflect the
Convention’s international cooperation clauses.
India, on its part, should consider amending the
Information Technology Act of 2000, or otherwise
enacting a dedicated cybercrime law to provide
clearer enforcement mechanisms.

An advantage of the treaty that fits into the India-
US CT cooperation is its emphasis on capacity
building and technical assistance, particularly
for developing countries, thus enabling them

to strengthen cybersecurity infrastructure and
investigative capabilities. Considering the alarm-
ing rise of ransomware, deepfake technology,
and Al-driven cyberattacks, both nations could
embark on a focused initiative to tackle emerging
threats. Needless to say, capacity building needs
to be universalized, as cybercrime in any part of
the world could have global threat dimensions.

The Convention has also raised concerns over
state surveillance and privacy risks. Some critics
argue that broad law enforcement powers, particu-
larly in accessing electronic evidence across bor-
ders, could lead to abuse by authoritarian regimes
and increase risks of human rights violations. The
treaty’s lack of explicit safeguards against mass
surveillance and vague language in defining cyber
offences might also lead to legal overreach. The
challenge lies in ensuring robust privacy protec-
tions and safeguards to human rights, while simul-
taneously bolstering cybercrime enforcement.
Ensuring that digital surveillance measures comply
with constitutional safeguards and international
human rights obligations would be the crux.

In this context, the India-US CT cooperation
must also leverage the new opportunities and
multilateral platforms offered under the aegis
of the UN in order to deal with illegal fund
flows. On January 6, 2025, the United Nations
Security Council Counter-Terrorism Committee
adopted the “Non-binding guiding principles

on preventing, detecting and disrupting the use
of new and emerging financial technologies for
terrorist purposes” (referred to as the Algeria
Guiding Principles). These are comprehensive
guidelines that aim to assist member states in rec-
ognizing and mitigating the risks associated with
the misuse of new financial technologies by ter-
rorists and organized criminals. The Principles call
for enhanced international cooperation and infor-
mation sharing among member states, the private
sector, civil society, and academia to effectively
detect and disrupt terrorist financing activities.
The Principles also emphasize the development
of proportionate regulatory frameworks that bal-
ance security with financial inclusion, ensuring
that counterterrorism measures do not inadver-
tently hinder legitimate activities or violate human
rights. Regular evaluation of the impact of these
measures is encouraged so as to address any
unintended consequences and to adapt to the
evolving technological landscape.

The Algeria Guiding Principles could provide

a roadmap for the US-India CT cooperation to
defeat terror finance. As terrorist organizations
increasingly exploit various fintech platforms

and anonymous transactions, both nations must
enhance collaboration in intelligence sharing, reg-
ulatory harmonization, and enforcement actions.

These recommendations open up extensive pos-
sibilities for the ongoing US-India CT partnership
to include areas such as: (i) building frame-
works across fintech ecosystems for countering
the financing of terrorism and anti-money launder-
ing; (ii) establishing real-time financial intelligence
exchange between the Financial Intelligence
Unit-India and the US Financial Crimes Enforcement
Network, thus facilitating the detection of suspi-
cious activities; (iii) disrupting digital payment
abuse by deploying monitoring tools that can

flag illicit transactions on platforms such as the
Unified Payments Interface, digital wallets, and
blockchain networks; (iv) engaging banks, fin-
tech firms, and law enforcement agencies in
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a public-private partnership model that fosters
enhanced transparency and reporting mecha-
nisms; and (v) capacity building and aligning legal
frameworks to facilitate extradition, asset freezes,
and sanctions against terror-linked entities.

India should also adopt a strategy of proactive
multilateral and bilateral engagements to forge
legal frameworks for the seamless implementa-
tion of the Convention. It should negotiate Mutual
Legal Assistance Treaties and real-time data-
sharing protocols with important partners, while
aligning domestic laws with international stan-
dards on privacy and cyber forensics.

INDIA’S LEADERSHIP ROLE IN
GLOBAL COUNTERTERRORISM
COOPERATION

India, as one of the countries heavily affected by
terrorism, is uniquely positioned to provide global
leadership in shaping the international counter-
terrorism agenda. With decades of experience in
combating diverse forms of cross-border terror-
ism, India has significant operational insights that
can benefit the international community in the
war against terror. India should leverage this posi-
tion to drive international consensus on global
CT norms—particularly within the UN, FATF,

and Interpol frameworks—and demand greater
accountability for states that sponsor or harbor
terrorists.

Beyond actively participating in UN Counter-
Terrorism committees, G20 working groups, and
Quad dialogues, India must assume a leadership
role in promoting a rules-based international
order. India’s expertise in intelligence analysis,
digital forensics, and counter-radicalization strate-
gies can be shared through capacity-building pro-
grams in other developing nations. In fact, training
programs at institutions like India’s National Police
Academy already attract law enforcement officers
from many countries, and such initiatives can be

expanded and adapted to benefit other regions
as well. Equally important would be India’s lead-
ership in shaping new global strategies in com-
bating terror finance, online extremism, and the
use of emerging technologies by terror networks.
Promoting multilateral cooperation would include
offering training to partner nations and advocating
for stronger international conventions, thereby
reinforcing its global stature as a responsible
power while also helping to build a coordinated
global response to terrorism that protects demo-
cratic societies everywhere.

CONCLUSION

It is important for India and the United States

to preserve and strengthen their partnership,

as both nations share strategic interests and
face shared threats arising from extremism and
complex geopolitical challenges. Both nations
collaborate deeply in counterterrorism, defense,
trade, and regional security and are sustained by
vibrant people-to-people ties and the respect for
rule of law, pluralism, and open societies. This
convergence has enabled robust institutional
frameworks and policy dialogue, thus ensuring
continuity and resilience even during challenging
periods.

At the same time, the lessons of recent history are
clear: Overdependence on external partners for
intelligence, technology, or security equipment
makes India vulnerable to shifting geopolitical
winds. Building strong internal capacities is not
merely about reducing dependence; it is about
empowering India to act decisively and inde-
pendently in the pursuit of its national interests.
Only a nation with robust internal capacities can
deeply and confidently engage with external part-
ners on equal terms and withstand disruptions in
global politics.

To conclude, India and the United States
must make every effort to ensure that the
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counterterrorism partnership remains insulated
from political or geopolitical fluctuations. At

the same time, India must urgently reform and
strengthen its law enforcement institutions, invest
in research and development, and build inter-

nal capabilities to achieve true self-reliance and
strategic autonomy in national security. Building
robust institutions, modernizing law enforcement,
and fostering indigenous innovation will help India
align its security with its economic aspirations.
Today, India stands at a critical juncture. Only a
confident and resilient India can safeguard its sov-
ereignty, earn the trust of its citizens, and project
itself as a leading power in an increasingly multi-
polar world.

NOTES

1. Maulana Masood Azhar, Ahmed Omar Saeed Sheikh,
and Mushtaq Ahmed Zargar are Pakistan-based terrorists
who were released by India in December 1999 in exchange
for the hostages. Azhar later founded the proscribed terror
outfit Jaish-e-Mohammed, which was responsible for
major attacks including the 2001 Parliament attack and

the 2019 Pulwama bombing. Sheikh was involved in the
kidnapping and murder of American journalist Daniel Pearl
in Karachi, Pakistan. Zargar, leader of Al-Umar Mujahideen,
has been active in militancy in Jammu and Kashmir. All
three continue to symbolize Pakistan’s use of terrorism as
an instrument of state policy against India.

2. Embassy of India, Washington, DC, “Joint US-India
Statement on Counter-Terrorism Working Group,” press
release, February 8, 2000. This release clearly states that
the two sides agreed to intensify their joint cooperation
to ensure that the perpetrators of the hijacking of Indian
Airlines Flight 814 were brought to justice, as part of their
joint efforts to combat international terrorism.

3. UN Security Council Resolution 1373 (2001) was
adopted unanimously on September 28, 2001, in the
aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United
States. It established a comprehensive and binding
international legal framework to combat terrorism,
requiring all UN member states to take specific measures
to prevent and suppress terrorist financing, deny

safe haven to terrorists, and enhance international
cooperation in intelligence sharing, law enforcement,
and extradition. The resolution also mandated states to
criminalize the financing and support of terrorist acts
and to freeze assets of individuals or entities involved in
terrorism.

4. On November 26-29, 2008, a coordinated series

of attacks carried out by Pakistan-based terrorists
belonging to Lashkar-e-Taiba targeted multiple locations
in Mumbai—including Taj Mahal Palace Hotel, Oberoi
Trident, CST Station, and Nariman House—Kkilling 166
people and injuring over 300.

5. The United States assisted in the investigation of

the 2008 Mumbai attacks. The FBI deployed a team to
Mumbai, collaborating closely with Indian authorities.
They conducted over sixty interviews and utilized
advanced forensic techniques to develop critical leads.
This cooperation included linking technical evidence,
such as the purchase of the boat engine used by the
attackers, to Pakistan. See Donald Van Duyn, Chief
Intelligence Officer, FBI, “Statement Before the Senate
Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental
Affairs,” Federal Bureau of Investigation, January 8, 2009,
https://archives.fbi.gov/archives/news/testimony/fbi-role
-in-mumbai-investigation.

6. Embassy of India, Washington, DC, “India-US Sign
Counter Terrorism Cooperation Initiative,” press
release, accessed on October 15, 2025, https://www
.indianembassyusa.gov.in/ArchivesDetails?id=1292.

7. The 2011 Mumbai bombings, or 13/7, saw three near-
simultaneous blasts at Zaveri Bazaar, Opera House, and
Dadar West within twelve minutes, killing over twenty and
injuring more than one hundred. See Stephen Tankel,
The Indian Jihadist Movement: Evolution and Dynamics,
Strategic Perspectives 17 (National Defense University
Press, 2013).

8. In response to the Pulwama attack, India held Pakistan
accountable for sheltering Jaish-e-Mohammed and
carried out airstrikes in Balakot, Pakistan. The retaliatory
strikes by Pakistan brought the two nuclear powers to the
brink of war.

9. The South Asia Terrorism Portal (SATP) is an open-
access database and research platform maintained

by the Institute for Conflict Management, New Delhi. It
provides comprehensive, continuously updated data and
analysis on terrorism, low-intensity conflicts, and internal
security trends across South Asian countries, including
India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri
Lanka, Bhutan, and the Maldives. The SATP compiles
verified data on terrorist incidents, fatalities (including
annual and incident-wise statistics on casualties among
civilians), and security personnel. Its India-specific data
provides one of the most reliable quantitative measures
of terrorism-related violence, enabling long-term trend
analysis and comparative studies. Said data can be
viewed in graph form at https://www.satp.org/datasheet
-terrorist-attack/fatalities/india.

10. These numbers indicate total fatalities, including
civilians, security forces, and terrorists.
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11. Press Information Bureau, Government of India,
“Documents Signed/Finalized in the Run Up to the Visit of
Hon’ble Prime Minister to the United States of America,”
press release, June 8, 2016.

12. Homeland Security Presidential Directive 6 (HSPD-6),
issued on September 16, 2003, provided the legal frame-
work for centralized terrorist screening within the United
States, which aimed to integrate and consolidate US
government efforts for screening individuals suspected of
terrorism-related activities: The White House, “Homeland
Security Presidential Directive/Hspd-6,” news release,
September 16, 2003.

13. It must be mentioned here that much work remains
to be done in operationalizing HSPD-6. See K. Alan
Kronstadt, Shayerah I. Akhtar, William A. Kandel,

Liana W. Rosen, Sara M. Tharakan, and Jill H. Wilson,
India-U.S. Relations, Report No. R46845 (Congressional
Research Service, July 19, 2021), 13 n77, which notes that
“HSPD-6... has yet to be fully implemented with India.”

14. On April 22, 2025, armed militants targeted tourists
near Baisaran Valley, Pahalgam (Anantnag district,
Jammu and Kashmir), killing at least twenty-six civilians,
mostly Hindu tourists, in one of the region’s deadliest
mass murders. See “What World Leaders Said After
Militant Attack in India’s Kashmir,” Reuters, April 23, 2025.
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STRENGTHENING US-INDIA RELATIONS

4. Emerging from Impasse

How India and the United States Can Rebuild Their

Counterterrorism Relationship

Praveen Swami

Forty-seven years old, the first Indian director

of the Intelligence Bureau (IB) contemplated the
world around him with no small concern. For
decades before independence, the Intelligence
Bureau had been relentlessly focused on the
threat of communist terrorism. The red uprising in
the central Indian region of Telangana was its first
challenge after independence and had just been
put down with brutal force, including the mass
relocation of villagers and the use of hunger as a
weapon, by the Indian Army.! Intelligence Bureau
Director T. G. Sanjeevi Pillai could see that fresh
crises were already evident: Ethnic and politi-

cal resentments were growing in the Mizo and
Naga hills of Northeastern India, perched near
the border with China; gangs of armed bandits
roamed much of the central heartland.

To Sanjeevi—one of just two Indian officers who
had risen to the rank of deputy inspector general
of police under British rule—it was evident that
India needed foreign assistance to rebuild the
capabilities that the British Raj had taken with it.

For one, there were simply not enough police.
Then, the ones he did hire were no good. “There

has been a fall in the standard of work,” Sanjeevi
admitted in the 1953 Crime in India report, India’s
first crime survey. “The standard of new recruits

in subordinate as well as gazetted ranks has not
been high,” according to the report.?2 “The old fear
which the police used to inspire has largely been
dissipated and surveillance over criminals has
become extremely difficult.”®

Little remembered today, India-US counterterror-
ism cooperation emerged in the crucible of India’s
post-independence struggle, survived the hostile
relationship between the two countries during the
Cold War, and flowered even in the face of polit-
ical recrimination and grandstanding. Sanjeevi
came to see the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
as critical to giving him the tools needed to
rebuild India’s battered intelligence services,
sometimes going behind the backs of his political
principals to secure that end.

The lessons left behind by the architects of that
relationship are of enormous relevance at a time
when new challenges are emerging. They teach us
that formal arrangements and political support are
important—but not as important as intelligence
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officers committed to sustaining cooperation
in the face of bureaucratic resistance and even
sabotage.

Late in the summer of 1949, as India struggled to
contain its first postindependence insurgency—an
uprising by communists in the Telangana region—
Sanjeevi began a three-week visit to Washington.
George Kennan, then-director of policy planning at
the State Department, understood the significance
and opportunities of the visit. To address the chal-
lenge, Sanjeevi would have to “look beyond India’s
borders and seek to influence policy in regard to
dangers from without.”

The visit did not begin well. Sanjeevi was affronted
by the imperious behavior of the director of the
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), J. Edgar
Hoover. The damage was contained, however,
during his subsequent meetings with the CIA.
Sanjeevi came away with positive impressions of
his meetings with Colonel Richard Stilwell, Kermit
“Kim” Roosevelt, and the director of Central
Intelligence, Roscoe Hillenkoetter.

Later that year, a declassified CIA record stated
that the United States was notified of Indian
plans to set up a secret organization within the
Intelligence Bureau to combat communism. Per
the 1958 report, “Sanjevi returned from his visit to
the United States and Canada extremely enthusi-
astic about the police methods of the two coun-
tries, and he has already submitted many plans
which he is anxious to have the Gol [Government
of India] carry out.” However, it noted glumly,
“nearly all of his suggestions call for the expendi-
ture of dollars, and for this reason, it is probable
that all of his proposals will be turned down.”

For decades after, even as the two countries pub-
licly clashed over questions of geopolitics and
policy, this intelligence relationship proved remark-
ably durable—and dollars did become available

for at least some joint projects. India’s intelligence
services chose to look the other way as the CIA

carried out secret flights in support of Tibetan
insurgents, crossing the country’s territory on their
route from Dhaka. Langley supported the founding
of the Special Frontier Force, intended to defeat
the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) along the
China-India Line of Actual Control.* The CIA also
oversaw the insertion of nuclear-powered surveil-
lance equipment in an—eventually unsuccessful—
bid to collect data on Chinese nuclear tests.®

These efforts took place even as Indian politicians
regularly directed invectives at their counterparts
in the United States. As early as 1955, Prime
Minister Jawaharlal Nehru accused the United
States of “buying up newspapers and spread-
ing a network of publicity organisations.” Then,
Indira Gandhi as prime minister assailed foreign
powers plotting to “run down India.” CIA agents,
American intelligence officer Russel Jack Smith
wrote, “were to be found according to Madame
Gandhi, beneath every charpoy [cot] and behind
every Neem tree.”®

Long before a formal India-US counterterrorism
partnership was crafted twenty-five years ago,

the leadership of the IB and the CIA had thus
succeeded in establishing a solid partnership.
Even the public disclosure of CIA funding for
Indian political parties in 1967, as a result of the
so-called Ramparts scandal, did little to dent intel-
ligence liaisons. As stated in discussions between
Sanjeevi and the CIA in 1950, “he frequently had to
take independent action without the knowledge of
his government.” According to scholar Christopher
Andrews, B. N. Mullik, who succeeded Sanjeevi as
director of the IB, kept much of the liaisons with
MI5 and the CIA out of Nehru’s view, fearing the
prime minister would shut it down.”

In 2000, India and the United States established
the centerpiece of their counterterrorism coop-
eration strategy: The Joint Counterterrorism
Working Group (JCTWG).8 The group, conceived
of in meetings between then-Deputy Secretary
of State Strobe Talbott and Foreign Minister
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Jaswant Singh in London, committed both coun-
tries to “share experience, exchange informa-
tion, and coordinate approaches and action.”
The JCTWG has since enabled the exchange of
intelligence, the training of police personnel for a
variety of tasks, and the development of forensic
investigation capabilities.®

In the decades since the JCTWG was formed,
India-US counterterrorism has registered signif-
icant successes, but potentially-fateful tensions
have also evolved because of the absence or

lack of cooperation, as well as simple neglect.
The four-day war between India and Pakistan in
May 2025, we shall argue here, can be understood
as a consequence of these tensions. President
Donald Trump and Prime Minister Narendra Modi
have, in a general sense, committed to deepening
their cooperation on terrorism. Yet, it is hard to
see these remarks as anything other than homilies
and platitudes. The JCTWG, notably, has not met
since last year.

With the disappearance of traditional threats

such as those posed by al-Qaeda or international
jihadism from America’s foreground concerns,
the simple truth is that terrorism lacks the political
impetus that shaped the intelligence architecture
after 9/11. The world, after all, has accepted the
capture of large swaths of Mali by the al-Qaeda
affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra.'®

To make things worse, India’s intelligence ser-
vices stand accused by New York prosecutors

of having attempted to assassinate a Khalistani
activist in the United States, and of orchestrating
two murder-for-hire strikes in Canada. This will
certainly color India-United States counterterror-
ism cooperation, even if—like in the brutal murder
of journalist Jamal Hamza Kashoggi—the damage
is eventually contained.”

The war on terrorism’s legacy, however, also
illustrates the potential to push counterterrorism

cooperation forward, especially if leaders of both
countries’ intelligence services succeed in bring-
ing home its importance to their political leader-
ships. This paper will explore potential areas to
advance the counterterrorism relationship, the
mutual interests that have driven cooperation
between the two countries, and finally, the con-
straints that will need to be overcome.

In essence, | argue that what happens below the
visible horizon of counterterrorism cooperation—
below the pronouncements of presidents, prime
ministers, and ministers—constitutes the real
stuff of the relationship and can, with appropriate
executive leadership, survive the hardest political
circumstances.

WHAT’S WORKED, AND
WHAT HASN'T

Even though Indian nationalists sometimes com-
plain that the United States has been negligent
with respect to their country’s counterterrorism
concerns, specifically the threat from Pakistan,
this complaint is not well-founded. FBI officials
provided critical information that allowed the boat
used by the Lashkar-e-Taiba to attack Mumbai in
November 2008 to be linked to the perpetrators in
Pakistan.”? Tahawwur Rana, a Pakistani-Canadian
involved in the attacks, was extradited to India to
face trial in 2025, the result of improved institu-
tional cooperation.’®

There have also been several instances of quiet
security cooperation, enabling the containment
of threats to the United States. In 2021, the Delhi
Police deported Afghan national Abdul Rehman
to Afghanistan, following warnings from the CIA
that he was plotting terrorist operations in the
country. The jihadist, however, was eventually set
free by the Taliban, and carried out the murder-
ous bombing at Abbey Gate, outside the Kabul
airport.™
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Yet, it is also impossible to miss the deep strains
that have developed in the relationship. For
example, following repeated complaints that
Western counterterrorism services were failing
to act against individuals linked to the Khalistan
movement—which seeks to carve out a sepa-
rate Sikh ethno-state from India’s Punjab—India
is alleged by the United States to have used its
covert services to assassinate American national
Gurpatwant Singh Pannun, a high-profile activist.!
The Justice Department is also currently prose-
cuting a New Delhi businessman for the assas-
sination plot, Nikhil Gupta, who it says acted on
behalf of Vikash Yadayv, an official of India’s exter-
nal covert service, the Research and Analysis
Wing (R&AW).'6

Last year, India and Pakistan also engaged in a
dangerous four-day war, following an attack by
Lashkar-e-Taiba that claimed the lives of twenty-
six tourists in the Baisaran valley, near the southern
Kashmir valley of Pahalgam.” The conflict, which
began with the targeting of seminaries built by
Lashkar-e-Taiba and Jaish-e-Mohammed, included
air and missile strikes, in which India is reported to
have lost at least three combat jets, while Pakistan
suffered damage to nine air bases.8

The United States did provide India some sup-
port in the wake of the conflict, notably by rec-
ognizing The Resistance Front, which claimed
responsibility for the massacre, as front and proxy
of Lashkar-e-Taiba, and designating it a Foreign
Terrorist Organization.'® The more substantial
issues, however, remain unaddressed. Even
though Pakistan arrested some perpetrators of
the Mumbai attacks—under intense US pressure
and the threat of sanctions by the multinational
terrorism-finance watchdog, the Financial Action
Task Force—it did not deliver on promises to shut
down operations by jihadist organizations like
Lashkar and Jaish.

Evidence—in the form of video, first-person
testimony, and even Government of Pakistan

documents—has mounted, showing that Lashkar
and Jaish continue to operate in plain sight in
Pakistan-administered Kashmir. These organiza-
tions held multiple public meetings, recruitment
functions, and fundraising events before the
Baisaran massacre.?° There is also evidence to
suggest that at least two of the perpetrators were
Pakistani nationals.

From India’s point of view, the US government—
particularly under President Donald Trump—could
do more to pressure Pakistan to deliver on past
promises. It has tilted toward Pakistan, and failed
to mount pressure for it to deliver on promises to
shut down terrorist groups operating across the
Line of Control. This constitutes a sharp break
with past administrations, which intervened on
several occasions—notably the 1999 Kargil war,
and the 2008 Mumbai attacks—after which the
United States pushed Pakistan to shut down
terrorist training camps and contain infiltrations
across the Line of Control.?!

The frustration caused by these continued ter-
rorist operations has led India to stage multiple
operations across the Line of Control since 2016.
There have also been suggestions that India is
using covert means to target jihadist leaders in
Pakistan, and even sponsoring terrorism within
Pakistan.?? As Walter Ladwig notes:

The use of cross-border force against
terrorist-linked targets in Pakistan proper
has now moved from exception to expec-
tation. Whereas past crises often relied
on signaling and symbolic action, future
attacks on Indian soil—especially those
traced to infrastructure across the
border—are likely to draw a response

of equal or greater magnitude to degrade
the assets enabling terrorist action.?3

In actions that caused considerable embarrass-
ment to New Delhi, President Trump publicly
claimed to have mediated an end to the conflict,
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and invited Pakistan Army Chief Asim Munir to
the White House.?* The president also claimed his
actions prevented a possible nuclear war. There
has been no public condemnation of Pakistan’s
continuing support for jihadist groups, nor pres-
sure to act against the institutions and individuals
engaged in such violence.

THE MAKING OF THE
INDIA-US BOND

In all likelihood, as the legacy of the wars
unleashed after 9/11 diminishes, India-US coun-
terterrorism cooperation occupies a diminished
place in the minds of policymakers. Though

the Islamic State and al-Qaeda are still seen as
threats, neither is seen as having the capabili-
ties to conduct catastrophic acts of terrorism in
the West. The Lashkar-e-Taiba and the Jaish-e-
Mohammed threat, it should be noted, has also
waned. Levels of violence in Kashmir have dimin-
ished steadily since the 2001-2002 military crisis,
which followed an attack on India’s Parliament.
They are currently at levels not dissimilar to the
lows seen in 2011-12.25

Even more importantly, India has not seen a sig-
nificant terrorist attack outside of Kashmir since
Jaish-e-Mohammed’s strike on an Indian air
force base in Pathankot in 2016.26 Those attacks,
coming in the wake of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s efforts to push forward peace talks with his
counterpart, Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, marked
the end of India’s formal diplomatic engagement
with Islamabad. Later covert talks did lead to a
ceasefire on the Line of Control, but infiltration
has continued.?”

The context to this agreement was informed by
India’s long experience of being a victim of inter-
national terrorism—particularly after the hijacking
of Indian Airlines Flight 814 to Kabul. The Kargil
war in 1999, similarly, had seen significant support
from the United States to end the crisis, but levels

of Pakistan-backed jihadist violence dramatically
escalated after the end of the war.

India and Pakistan, notably, have said nothing
publicly about the mechanics of the ceasefire
negotiations, in contrast to President Trump’s vol-
uble claims of mediation. For its part, the United
States began to understand the full scale of the
threat of terrorism, following the bombing of its
embassies in Dar-es-Salaam and Nairobi.?8

Little imagination is thus needed to understand
why the JCTWG was among the first security insti-
tutions to emerge from deepening ties between
India and the United States. The JCTWG became
operational ahead of the revival of the Defence
Policy Group in 2004 (which had become inopera-
tive after India’s nuclear tests in 1998), the forming
of the High Technology Cooperation Group in
2002, and the signing of the General Security of
Military Information Agreement in 2002.2°

Then, in October 2005, the United States and
India concluded a treaty to institutionalize law
enforcement cooperation and create a regular
legal channel for mutual assistance. In 2006, the
United States offered support in the area of law
enforcement, including mining assistance and
counterinsurgency programs. These programs
were somewhat uneven in their impacts, but
they contributed to building foundations for a
generation of law enforcement officers to under-
stand each other’s systems, procedures, and
technologies.

India’s National Investigation Agency (NIA), set up
after the Mumbai attacks, particularly benefited
from its relationship with the FBI, basing many of
its protocols and methods on what it learned from
its American counterparts. FBl and NIA officials,
interestingly, have remained advocates of deep-
ening the counterterrorism relationship, even as
the issue’s salience diminished over recent years
and strains emerged over the Pannun assassina-
tion case.®°
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THE BRICK WALL OF
EXTRADITION

Following the assassination of Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi, and the rise to power of her son
Rajiv Gandhi, the United States saw another
opportunity to improve the relationship. Pro-
Khalistan terrorism soon offered itself as a touch-
stone for developing trust between the countries.
In 1987, the Government of India sought the extra-
dition of Ranjeet Singh Gill and Sukhminder Singh
Sandhu, on separate terrorism-related charges.
Sandhu was alleged to have participated in two
bank robberies, in Ahmedabad and Mumbai, as
well as an attack on police officers in Udaipur, the
kidnapping of another officer in Mumbai, and the
murder of former Indian Army Chief Arun Shridhar
Vaidya.?!

For his part, Gill was accused of participating

in the team that assassinated Lalit Maken, his
wife Geetanjali Maken, and one of the MP’s con-
stituents, Balkishan Khanna. The July 31, 1985,
assassination was carried out in retaliation for
the anti-Sikh pogrom in Delhi, and in the wake

of Indira Gandhi’s assassination. The two other
assassins involved in the killing, police later dis-
covered, were Sandhu, who used the pseudonym
K. C. Sharma, and Sukhdev Singh, later convicted
and executed for the murder of General Vaidya.

Even though he fled India on a fake passport iden-
tifying him as Yashpal Kashyap, Gill was located
by Interpol, and arrested by police in New Jersey
in 1987. The story, however, wasn’t quite done.

The court of Magistrate Ronald Hedges heard
evidence from the two men’s lawyers that police
in Punjab were engaging in torture, and in the
extrajudicial execution of Sikh men.32 Even though
the United States was a signatory to international
conventions against torture, Hedges reasoned,
established law in the United States empowered
the executive, not the judiciary, to determine if

extradited individuals might be subjected to mis-
treatment. As late as 2008, US courts refused to
act against the extradition of two American citi-
zens challenging their proposed surrender to the
Iragi government because of this principle, called
noninquiry.

The problem was, in fact, the Indian courts. In the
summer of 1988, the special court judge hearing
the Vaidya assassination case, V. L. Ruikar, cast
serious doubt on the confession obtained from
key suspect Singh, which was one of the pillars on
which the extradition proceedings rested. Among
other things, Judge Ruikar noted that Singh was
held in police custody, rather than magisterial
custody, before and after giving his confession;
the magistrate did not question Singh about his
motives for confessing, nor was he inspected for
physical signs of torture; and the confession was
not given in open court.33

To make things worse, Ruikar’s judgment noted,
evidence surfaced that one of the kidnapping
cases on which the prosecution was founded had
never taken place at all. A handwriting expert who
identified one document as having been written
by Singh identified the same text as also authored
by Sandhu.

Ten years later, in 2000, tired of endless legal
battles and time in prison, Gill agreed to be extra-
dited to India. The Delhi High Court bench of
Justices Mukul Mudgal and P. K. Bhasin finally
upheld his conviction, although serious questions
lingered. Late in 1990, a New York district court
granted Gill and Sandhu habeas corpus protec-
tion, giving India the right to refile fresh extradition
requests.

Few Indian extradition requests, even when

met by nation-states abroad, have yielded suc-
cessful prosecutions at home. The Punjab and
Haryana High Court acquitted Jagtar Singh, who
police claimed to have arrested when he was
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plotting an armed robbery in Faridkot. The gun
the police recovered from him, it emerged during
trial, had no firing pin, making it inoperable. In
another recent case, Sukhpreet Singh Budha and
Dilpreet Singh Baba were acquitted because of

a lack of evidence. In December 2024, Dilpreet
and his associate Sukhpreet were alleged to
have attempted to extort money from the singer
Rupinder “Gippy” Grewal. On April 14, 2018,
Grewal was reportedly shot and injured in an
attack after refusing to pay extortion money.3*

And in 2025, a court in Punjab acquitted Jagtar
Singh Johal, a resident of the United Kingdom
arrested with the assistance of the MI6 in 2017,
on charges related to his alleged membership in
the Khalistan Liberation Front. Eight other cases
remain pending, even though serious doubts have
been raised about the quality of evidence pre-
sented by the Punjab police. The alleged decision
of Indian intelligence services to conduct extra-
judicial executions in response to these failures
speaks of frustration, but also poor judgment.

Yet, the question remains: Can there be more
effective means to render criminals sought by
India, especially in cases where there are few or
no political sensitivities? In at least one case from
the autumn of 2025, the United States deported
Lakhwinder Kumar, a criminal long sought by India
for his alleged ties to the crime cartel of Lawrence
Bishnoi. Kumar faced multiple charges related to
extortion, intimidation, illegal possession and use
of firearms, and attempted murder.3®

THE TIES THAT BIND

Even as political relations plummeted to appar-
ently ever-lower depths during the Cold War, the
two countries’ intelligence services rode out the
problems. UK Prime Minister Edward Heath felt
the White House’s rage over India wash over him,
hot like a dragon’s breath: “The United States
had received nothing from India except a kick in

the teeth, in exchange for $34 billion last year,”
President Richard Nixon raged. The Indians,
Nixon went on, thought “the white nations had

no choice but to come in and bail India out.”
Alarmed, British Foreign Secretary Alec Douglas-
Home stepped in. “The Indians were admittedly
intolerably high-minded,” he accepted. “But there
was an important common interest in preserving
Indian independence from Soviet and Chinese
domination.”38

Nevertheless, the invective against Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi and her nation, provoked by her
refusal to back down on Bangladesh, continued in
the privacy of Nixon’s office: “A slippery, treacher-
ous people,” “bastards,” “old witch,” “b*tch.”%’

Even as the political leadership in both coun-
tries raged against each other, the relationship
between the CIA and the R&AW remained robust,
according to British historian Paul McGarr. In
1973, the head of Prime Minister Gandhi’s secre-
tariat, Prithvi Nath Dhar, and the chief of R&AW,
Rameshwar Nath Kao, lobbied for the CIA chief
William Colby to visit New Delhi.

The intelligence services had, in fact, arrived at

a functional relationship during the Cold War,
accepting each other’s concerns. The Indian
Intelligence Bureau found means to keep the pow-
erful Congress politician V. K. Krishna Menon out
of the loop on certain sensitive issues concerning
the worries of the MI5 on his ties to Communists.38
The MI§, for its part, was worried about Krishna
Menon’s potential ability to pass sensitive docu-
ments to Soviet agents in London. As Paul McGarr
notes, this was likely a misjudgment: “Krishna
Menon’s ideological roots were far shallower than
MI5 cared to acknowledge.” Yet, the point is that
intelligence officers found means to work around
the problem.

Despite the concerns about Krishna Menon, the
India-MI5 partnership flourished. For a time, India
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became debilitatingly reliant on this relationship,
according to Avinash Paliwal. “This is satisfac-
tory,” an MI5 memo on general dependence
smugly noted.3°

India sought to reduce this dependence by turning
to support from the CIA. Late in 1960, B. N. Mullik
was briefed on covert flights operating out of
Chittagong in what was then East Pakistan, tasked
with supplying weapons and materials to Tibetan
Khampa rebels fighting the PLA. “Between 1957
and 1961,” McGarr wrote, “some 500,000 pounds
of arms, ammunition, radios, medical supplies,
and other military equipment, was dropped by
the CIA and its proprietary company, Civil Air
Transport, to Tibetan resistance forces. Mullik’s
Intelligence Bureau had been briefed by the local
CIA station on the overflights of Indian territory.
The US embassy in New Delhi was never entirely
sure if the IB passed on details of the airdrops to
Nehru and senior Indian government officials.”0

The eminent scholar John Garver, who has chron-
icled the growth of the ClIA-India relationship, has
noted, “Whatever the actual extent of Indian com-
plicity with US covert operations, Beijing believed
that Nehru knew of and cooperated with CIA
efforts.” This laid the foundation for the series of
border clashes that erupted in mid-1955, leading
to the war in 1962.4

Even as India battled to secure criminals from the
United States, the problems confronting similar
cases in Canada became an ever-larger source of
frustration. Through the summer of 1985, agents
from Canada’s Security Intelligence Service (CSIS)
watched as Talwinder Singh Parmar plotted the
most lethal terrorist attack in history before 9/11.
They documented the late-night meetings where
Parmar discussed a plot to bomb an Air India jet,
listened to his phone conversations, and saw his
bomb-making experiments in the woods. Yet,
CSIS was later heavily criticized by a Canadian
judicial investigation, which concluded that

botched criminal investigations allowed most sus-
pects to walk free.*?

Following the midair bombing of the Air India
jet Kanishka, which claimed 329 lives, Prime
Ministers Rajiv Gandhi and Brian Mulroney met in
November 1985, in an effort to end the climate of
impunity Khalistan extremists had come to enjoy
in Canada.

Even though Canada and India signed an extra-
dition treaty in 1987, only six fugitives sought by
India have been returned to the country since
then. The treaty thus appears to have become
mired in exactly the same bureaucratic problems
it was intended to bypass.

THE NOT-SO-NEW WORLD
AFTER 9/11

Like many across the world, political leaders in
New Delhi allowed themselves to be seduced by
the idea that the post-9/11 world would witness

a decisive rejection of state-supported terrorism.
The India-US counterterrorism relationship devel-
oped in the context of what were—in retrospect—
somewhat naive efforts to reshape the global
consensus on terrorism. For law enforcement
across the world, United Nations Security Council
Resolution 1373, adopted in response to 9/11 to
strengthen global counterterrorism cooperation,
provided a much-needed boost.

The resolution’s legally binding nature required
nations to coordinate law enforcement, tighten
border controls, and disrupt transnational threats,
thereby reinforcing international security efforts.
The resolution also promotes intelligence sharing,
law enforcement collaboration, and stricter travel
document controls.

In order to ensure compliance, the UN established
the Counter-Terrorism Committee to monitor
implementation and build national capacities. In
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today’s borderless world, counterterrorism coop-
eration derives its legal legitimacy and mandate
from this resolution, making global cooperation

a legal obligation to disrupt terror networks and
financial flows.

The limitations of the normative base created by
the UN would soon become evident. Only days
after the adoption of UNSC Resolution 1373, India
and Pakistan, both nuclear-armed nations, were
on the brink of a dangerous confrontation, follow-
ing the December 13, 2001, attack on the Indian
Parliament by Pakistan-based terrorists, thus fur-
ther escalating tensions in South Asia. Following
this, India and the United States pledged to work
together to dismantle terrorist networks, and also
agreed to further enhance intelligence sharing
and strengthen investigative cooperation.

For politicians in New Delhi, the ineffectual
response of the UN to the India-Pakistan crisis of
2001-2002 brought home an important lesson.
The relationship with the United States began to
be seen as key to managing India’s counterterror-
ism concerns, and to preventing the escalation of
these concerns into war.

A major milestone was the signing of the India-US
Counter Terrorism Cooperation Initiative in 2010,
which formalized collaboration in areas such as
intelligence sharing, law enforcement cooperation,
and counterterrorism technology. This followed
agreements reached during the Indian prime min-
ister’s visit to the United States in November 2009.
The Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) focused
on a wide range of law-enforcement-related
issues like strengthening investigative coopera-
tion, intelligence sharing, forensic collaboration,
money laundering, counterfeit currency, maritime
security, and rail security.*3

The partnership so established has been further
reinforced through regular Joint Working Group
meetings, providing a structured platform for both
countries to assess emerging threats, exchange

best practices, and coordinate security strategies.
These measures should have, in time, enhanced
the success of law enforcement and counter-
terrorism efforts, mitigating the bitterness the
battles over extradition have engendered. They
have, instead, run into another brick wall, this time
Pakistan.

THE PROBLEM OF PAKISTAN

Following Lashkar-e-Taiba’s attacks on Mumbai in
2008, the United States and India demonstrated
an unprecedented level of cooperation in intelli-
gence sharing. The FBl’s own investigations led
to the uncovering of the important role played

in organizing the attacks by Pakistani-American
David Headley, previously unknown to Indian
investigators. Later, it emerged that Headley had
been an agent of the Drug Enforcement Agency,
and that multiple warnings of his Lashkar links
had been ignored by US intelligence agencies.**
Washington’s refusal to hand Headley over for trial
in India, and its decision to offer him a plea bar-
gain created some bitterness.*®

This was, in retrospect, the high noon of the India-
US intelligence relationship. To understand the full
significance of the Mumbai investigation, it is crit-
ical to recall that just a decade earlier, India and
the United States seemed unable to cooperate on
terrorism, because of Washington’s unwillingness
to jeopardize its deep strategic ties to Islamabad.
The Indians believed Mumbai marked a turning
point in this strategic picture.

From the 1980s, as the insurgency broke out in
Punjab, New Delhi became persuaded that the
United States was enabling Pakistan’s pursuit of
a proxy war against its eastern neighbor. These
beliefs became increasingly public, and bitter,
after Indian troops stormed the Golden Temple,
the fulcrum of Sikh faith, to flush out insurgents
from the premises in 1983. George H. W. Bush—
CIA chief at the time, and later president of the
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United States—bitterly complained in a letter
to R&AW chief R. N. Kao about “statements by
government officials linking CIA operations with
occurrences in Amritsar [which] are completely
contrary to the fact and quite distressing.”*6

Later, similar recrimination would break out fol-
lowing the bombing of Mumbai by the cartel

of Dawood Ibrahim in 1993. The United States
acknowledged New Delhi’s concerns, but did little
to push its ally Pakistan to hand over the perpetra-
tors. The former R&AW officer B. Raman, among
others in the intelligence community, publicly
alleged that United States intelligence officials
destroyed forensic evidence that could have linked
the Ibrahim cartel to Pakistan’s Inter-Services
Intelligence Directorate. These allegations might or
might not be accurate, but they do reflect the Cold
War-era suspicions that shaped the thinking of
generations of intelligence officers.”

Frustrations deepened in New Delhi after the
hijacking of Indian Airlines Flight 814 in
December 1999. Lacking support from overseas,
India was forced to release three high-profile
terrorists—Maulana Masood Azhar, Ahmed Omar
Saeed Sheikh, and Mushtag Ahmed Zargar—in
exchange for the 155 passengers on board. There
is now declassified material from the CIA archives
that shows it was aware of jihadist plotting to
hijack an Indian Airlines jet from at least 1996,
involving the same terrorist networks.*® There is
no clarity on whether this intelligence was shared
with New Delhi or not, but events make it reason-
able to conclude it was given low priority.

Together with the increasing salience of anti-
United States tendencies of Kashmiri jihadism—
marked by the kidnapping of an American national
in 1995—the Kandahar hijacking did, however,
yield the beginnings of a dialogue.

Yet, an important question needs to be
answered: Is India seeking concrete forms of

counterterrorism assistance, or a wider kind of
support that would end Pakistan as a source of
ideological threat? The answer isn’t hard to find,
and speaks to asymmetric expectations that are
nearly impossible to resolve.

ASYMMETRIC EXPECTATIONS

Little doubt exists that Pakistan’s de facto mili-
tary ruler Field Marshal Asim Munir sees himself
as representing a project to defend Pakistan’s
ideological frontiers, not just its territory. The
Field Marshal famously declaimed, in one speech,
that “those who fight Allah and his Prophet and
bring strife to the land will be punished in this

life as well as the afterlife. This is your law. And
this is Allah’s law. And because you are enforcing
Allah’s law, you are his soldiers. There is no force
on earth which can defeat you.”® Although India
understands that tactical exigencies—whether
negotiating with the Taliban or providing legiti-
macy to American policies in Gaza—will tie the
White House to Islamabad, it seeks the United
States’ help in transforming Pakistan into a
normal, nonideological adversary.

For many in Pakistan’s armed forces, as well as
influential forces in its civil society and politics,
the use of violence in India isn‘t a means to an
end. Instead, it is the inexorable outcome of an
irreducible state of existential hatred, which goes
to the heart of what it means to be Muslim and
Hindu. As Munir said in one speech: “Our fore-
fathers believed that we were different from Hindus
in every possible aspect of life. Our religion is
different. Our customs are different. Our traditions
are different. Our thoughts are different.”%°

Listening in on the Pakistan Army, the scholar

C. Christine Fair taught us that religious millenari-
anism was core to understanding the institution’s
idea of itself.>" Through the Green Books, compi-
lations of essays by midlevel officers published
by the General Headquarters in Rawalpindi since
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at least 1990, Fair revealed a Pakistan Army
stripped of its veneer of modernization. It was an
institution riven with anxieties over religious iden-
tity, hatred of India, and a driving desire to rein-
vent Pakistan as a theocratic state.

In the 1994 Green Book, Brigadier Saifi Ahmad
Naqvi proposed that it was critical to remember
that Pakistan “is an ideological state, based on
the ideology of Islam.” Therefore, “the existence
and survival of Pakistan depend upon the com-
plete implementation of Islamic ideology in true
sense.” This, he went on, meant that the army was
responsible not just for guarding Pakistan’s terri-
torial integrity but also “the ideological frontiers to
which the country owes its existence.”

Following the events of 9/11, this belief congealed
into a kind of maniacal conspiratorialism. Even

as his forces fought alongside the United States
against the Taliban in Afghanistan, Brigadier Muneer
Mahmood warned in the 2002 Green Book that
Pakistan was being cast as the “torch-bearer of
the Muslim ummah [global community] by the
biased Western media and Jewish lobby.” Thus, it
was “likely to be the target of these forces.”

Later, in the 2008 Green Book, Brigadier Waqar
Hassan Khan argued that “the superpower’s entry
into [the] Middle-East and West Asia [sic] was not
possible without a Pearl Harbour; 9/11 was either
created or supported to be labelled as the second
Pearl Harbour.”

The diplomat and scholar Husain Haqggani, in

his sharply etched history of Pakistan, observes
that the Pakistan Army’s jihadist project was
“not just the inadvertent outcome of decisions
by some governments.” Instead, he argued, the
Pakistani state’s use of Islam “gradually evolved
into a strategic commitment to jihadi ideology.”5?

In 1956, the country’s first constitution declared
Pakistan an Islamic republic—a notion unknown

to classical theology—and mandated that no laws
repugnant to the Quran and Hadith be passed.
General Ayub Khan removed the prefix “Islamic”
from Pakistan’s name, but appointed a council of
clerics to guide the country’s affairs. His succes-
sor, the hard-drinking General Yahya Khan, allied
with Islamists in East Pakistan. Prime Minister
Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, in turn, bowed to clerical pres-
sure, pushed forward with antiminority measures,
and declared Islam the state religion.

New Delhi ultimately seeks partnership with the
United States in undoing the intellectual premises
of the Pakistan Army, and in dismantling its ability
to resist Indian power. This is not something the
United States considers itself to have either the
means, or the inclination, to achieve.

THE LIMITS OF THE DOABLE

The crisis of 2025 should prompt India’s strategic
establishment to recognize that this system of mil-
lenarian belief—which rests on a bedrock of faith
in a coming apocalypse that will open the passage
to utopia—cannot be deterred, at least in a simple
military sense. The crisis of 2001-2002, which
followed the terrorist attack on Parliament House
in New Delhi, led General Pervez Musharraf to
institute a ceasefire and scale back cross-border
terrorism. The general’s primary considerations,
though, were his country’s flailing economy and
pressure from America.

For Musharraf and the circle around him, the
2001-2002 crisis was evidence that their nuclear
weapons had deterred India—and not of military
weakness in the face of a conventionally superior
enemy. This lesson would prove to be useful to
his successor, General Pervez Kayani, who autho-
rized the 26/11 attack, confident India would not
go to war.

The 2016 raids by India across the Line of Control
similarly led to a series of retaliatory fedayeen
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attacks across Kashmir and a marked rise in
terrorist violence over the following years. The
2019 Balakot strikes were perceived in the
country’s strategic community as a victory for
Pakistan since India had missed its targets, lost
a jet, and failed to prevent the bombing of its bri-
gade in Rajouri.

For some in India, the answer lies in escalating
coercion against Pakistan to the point where
deterrence sets in. Even when nation states are
beaten and its forces destroyed, this does not
guarantee permanent victory. Like the Austrians
and Russians who lost to France in 1805—and as
Pakistan did after 1971—defeated enemies rose
again, harboring fantasies of vengeance and seek-
ing to reverse the setback. Thus, it may be pru-
dent to negotiate what could be had rather than
hold out for maximal ends.

That is what India did in 2001-2002 and again in
2019: A ceasefire on the Line of Control, thus lim-
iting infiltration and placing restraints against ter-
rorist attacks on its major cities. Each agreement
held—until the next attack.

SOME FINAL THOUGHTS

Over twenty-five years ago, early on a bright spring
morning, Afag Ahmad Shah carefully shaved his
head and body hair. Then, he maneuvered his Tata
Sumo SUV through the narrow lanes of the his-
toric district of Khanyar in Srinagar down the
barricaded road. As he drove past the Indian
Army’s XV Corps headquarters at Badami Bagh,
Afaq pulled the switch that set off more than a
hundred kilograms of explosive ammonium
nitrate-fuel oil mixture. Two people died, including
the young Jaish-e-Mohammed recruit.3 Later,
Afaq’s family buried Kashmir’s very first suicide
bomber at the Mazar-e-Shuhada, or Martyrs’
Graveyard, just a few hundred meters from their
home.

Last winter, the brother of the suicide bomber
was at the center of a shootout in the heart of
Srinagar—the first involving Pakistani jihadists
since 2022. Local public works contractor Masood
Shah provided his home to a top Lashkar-e-Taiba
operative who used the code names Usman and
Khalid during multiple visits to Srinagar, some
lasting weeks.

Vowing that every future terrorist attack will be
treated as an act of war might be polemically
effective, but means little. No nation-state in the
world—including America, Russia, and China—has
done this because it is unaffordable and impos-
sible to execute. Polemics will not be taken seri-
ously by adversaries and thus cannot be deterred.
India needs a longer-term strategy.

Lawrence Freedman, in his magisterial survey
of strategy, defined it as “identifying objectives,
and the resources and methods for meeting
such objectives.”®* This, put simply, means
that strategy is the point at which means and
ends converge. Early in the twentieth century,
the military historian Hans Delbriick suggested
all strategy could be divided into two basic
types: Niederwerfungsstrategie (annihilation)
and Ermattungsstrategie (attrition).

To intelligence officials in both India and the
United States, it is clear their work should seek
to pursue a strategy of attrition against terrorist
groups, which pose a threat to both countries—
and much of the world. The prospect that terrorist
acts can tip nation-states into war, even nuclear
exchanges, is a real one. Leaders of the intelli-
gence services will also have to persuade their
national leadership of the benefits of living with
less than perfect solutions. India might never
partner with the United States to secure its aims
in the Middle East, nor participate in the mili-
tary containment of China. America, similarly, is
unlikely to work toward the permanent defanging
of Pakistan.
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Yet, history shows that both can achieve substan-
tial gains, even when they are ruled by leaders
hostile to their counterparts.
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