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South Asia Conflict Brief
India—Pakistan Rivalry in 2025: Historical Layers, Emerging Flashpoints,

and Crisis Trajectories

Executive Summary

Seventy-eight years after Partition, the India-Pakistan dyad is characterised by a volatile mix of unresolved sovereignty claims,
cross-border militancy, nuclear-backed coercion, and (as of April 2025) water insecurity. Four conventional wars and three
terrorist-triggered nuclear crises have produced a stable-instability cycle: both sides believe they can act below the threshold of
full-scale war without provoking a strategic exchange. The new variables in 2025 are (a) New Delhi’s unilateral suspension of the

Indus Waters Treaty (IWT) and (b) the first Indian strikes on Pakistan’s Punjab heartland since 1971 (“Operation Sindoor”).

The Four Interstate Wars — Key Details

Year

1947-48

1965

1971

1999

Trigger & Opening Moves

Tribal incursion into Kashmir
after Instrument of Accession;
India air-lifts troops

Pakistan’s “Op Gibraltar”
infiltrations; India crosses IB
in Punjab

Civil war in East Pakistan;
India intervenes citing
refugees

Pakistani troops cross LoC to
Kargil peaks

Outcome

UN cease-fire (1 Jan 1949),
LoC created

Tashkent Declaration
(Jan 1966)

Birth of Bangladesh; 93 000
Pakistani POWs

US-brokered withdrawal;
Operation Vijay success

Lasting Effects
Internationalises Kashmir

dispute

Validates limited-war
paradigm

Simla Agreement enshrines
bilateralism

First nuclear-shadowed
high-altitude war
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Terrorist- Triggered Nuclear Crises

Date & Location Fatalities Indian Response Escalation Ceiling

13 Dec 2001 - Delhi 14 Mass mobilisation US-Russia mediation ends
(Op Parakram) stand-off

26-29 Nov 2008 - Mumbai 166 Diplomatic isolation of India refrains from strikes
Islamabad

14 Feb 2019 - Pulwama 40 Air strike inside Pakistan; Demonstrates willingness to

26 Feb 2019 - Balakot aerial dog-fight breach airspace

Recent Diplomatic Pivot- Points

Islamabad Summit & Launch of the Composite Dialogue
(6 January 2004, Islamabad)

Context

After the 2001-02 “Twin Peaks” nuclear crisis and the cease-fire along the Line of Control (LoC) in November 2003, Indian Prime
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee travelled to South Asia Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) meetings in Islamabad. On
the summit’s margins he met Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf. The two leaders issued a “Joint Declaration” that formally
resuscitated a structured, basket-based peace process—the first such framework since the Lahore talks of 1999.
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Eight Negotiating Baskets

Basket

1 Peace & Security / CBMs

2 Jammu & Kashmir

3 Siachen

4 Sir Creek

Waullar Barrage / Tulbul
Navigation Project

6 Terrorism & Narcotics

Economic & Commercial
Cooperation

Humanitarian & Cultural
Exchanges

Scope & Illustrative Agenda Items

Advance notice of missile tests, expansion of military hotlines, pre-notification of major
exercises, maritime search-and-rescue protocol.

Exploratory dialogue on the four “freedoms” later coined by Musharraf—soft borders, self-
governance, joint management, demilitarisation; strengthening of the LoC bus and truck services.

Technical working groups on authentication of current troop positions on the 76-km Saltoro
Ridge, modalities for demilitarisation and scientific cooperation.

Hydrographic survey and satellite mapping of the tidal estuary for a median-line maritime
boundary; linkage to Exclusive Economic Zone delimitation.

Compeatibility of India’s navigation-cum-flood-control project on the Jhelum with the Indus
Waters Treaty; joint flow-measurement mechanisms.

Joint Counter-Terror Mechanism (JCTM) set up in 2006, exchange of interrogation notes on
hijacking and drug-smuggling networks.

Tariff-reduction roadmap, Most-Favoured-Nation (MFN) status, transit trade to Afghanistan and
Central Asia, joint energy grids.

Relaxed visa regimes for divided families, revival of cricket diplomacy, joint film festivals,
prisoner-release committees.
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Early Deliverables (2004-2007)

e Srinagar-Muzaffarabad Bus Service (April 2005) and Poonch-Rawalakot Truck Route (2006) re-connected Kashmiri
families and initiated limited cross-LoC trade in handicrafts and horticulture.

e Track-II Draft Agreement on Siachen (2006) outlined phased troop withdrawals and a scientific research zone—
blocked later by the Indian Cabinet Committee on Security.

o Bilateral Investment Boards exchanged “negative lists” and cleared 137 tariff lines for preferential access.

Momentum stalled after the Mumbai attacks (November 2008), and the Composite Dialogue was formally suspended in 2009.
LoC Cease-Fire Reaffirmation
(24-25 February 2021)

Background
Shelling along the LoC had risen steadily after India’s August 2019 abrogation of Article 370, reaching 4,645 violations in 2020—
the highest since 2003. Civilian casualties (India: 22 killed, Pakistan: 28) and displacement threatened to spiral into another crisis.

DGMO Agreement
Via a rare joint communiqué, the Directors-General of Military Operations of both armies:

1. “Agreed to strictly observe all agreements, understandings and cease-fire along the LoC and all other sectors with
effect from midnight 24 /25 Feb 2021.”

2. Re-validated 2003 Standard Operating Procedures for contact at brigade and battalion levels.

3. Activated a weekly hotline schedule and pledged real-time coordination to resolve inadvertent crossings or civilian
incidents.
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Impact (2021-2022)

e Heavy-calibre artillery and mortar fire dropped by = 95 %; villages in Poonch, Uri and Neelum Valley reopened schools
and orchards.

e Cross-LoC trade (suspended in 2019) was discussed for revival, although it never resumed.

e Tourism authorities in Indian-administered Kashmir recorded a 40 % rise in domestic visitors to LoC viewpoints such as
Teetwal and Keran.

Erosion of the Truce (2023-2025)

e Sporadic sniper fire and use of quad-copters for surveillance crept back in mid-2023.

e After the Pahalgam attack (22 Apr 2025), daily exchanges of small-arms and limited artillery fire resurfaced on at least
nine LoC sectors, exposing the cease-fire’s fragility.

e The DGMO hotline remains operational but has shifted from confidence-building to crisis-containment.

The 2021 reaffirmation proved that political will can rapidly de-escalate the LoC, yielding tangible humanitarian dividends. Yet,
without a parallel political process on Kashmir and militant-infiltration controls, the mechanism is hostage to the next tactical
provocation—underscored by the April-May 2025 firefights.

Water as a Strategic Vector

Indus Waters Treaty (1960) — brokered by the World Bank; allocates the eastern rivers (Ravi, Beas, Sutlej) to India, western
rivers (Indus, Jhelum, Chenab) to Pakistan; creates a Permanent Indus Commission and mandatory neutral-expert arbitration.

Indian Suspension (29 Apr 2025) — Delhi placed the treaty “in abeyance” after the Pahalgam massacre, enabling fast-tracking
of run-of-river storage on the Chenab and Jhelum. Pakistan says any diversion would be a casus belli and is preparing legal
action at the Permanent Court of Arbitration
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Strategic Impact — Pakistan irrigates >75 % of its cropland from Indus waters; flow manipulation—even minor—adds an
existential layer to an already nuclearized rivalry.

Competing Military Doctrines

India - Proactive Operations / “Cold Start” Pakistan - Full-Spectrum Deterrence

Mobilise Integrated Battle Groups within 48-72 h for shallow Layered deterrence incl. tactical nuclear weapons (NASR)

thrusts <50 km <70 km
Tested in 2016 Uri strikes & 2019 Balakot raid Operational since 2013; forward-deployed TNW batteries
Risk: compresses nuclear decision-time Risk: lowers threshold, complicates C2

Constitutional & Demographic Shifts

Article 370 Abrogation (5 Aug 2019)

Revoked Jammu & Kashmir’s autonomous constitution, flag, and property protections; split the state into two Union
Territories (J&K and Ladakh), allowing non-residents to acquire land. A new delimitation commission (2022-24) redrew
constituencies, bolstering Hindu-majority seats and fuelling insurgent narratives.

Domestic drivers (Modi’s third-term mandate; Pakistan’s shaky coalition government) create strong incentives for symbolic
toughness and limited-risk military action.
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April-May 2025 Crisis (“Operation Sindoor”)

Date

22 Apr

29 Apr

6-7 May

7 May

Risk Matrix (May 2025)

Factor

Nuclear Signalling

Domestic Nationalism
Crisis Channels

Water Security

Event

Pahalgam attack

IWT suspended; border closed

Operation “Sindoor”

UNSC consults

Trend

Compressed decision-time

High social-media pressure
DGMO only; no cyber hotline

IWT in abeyance

Details

26 Hindu tourists killed; Delhi blames
LeT

Delhi freezes treaty mechanisms;
Attari-Wagah shut

Nine IAF strikes in AJK & Punjab;
Pakistan claims 5 jets downed

Major powers call for restraint; airlines
reroute

Worst-Case Impact

Misidentified TNW launcher triggers
escalation

Leaders locked into hard-line stance
Accidental air or cyber clash escalates

Perceived existential threat to Pakistan
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External Stakeholders: The United States and China

United States. Washington still sees itself as the indispensable fire-brigade for South-Asia’s nuclear flash-points: it brokered
de-escalation in Kargil (1999), the Twin-Peaks stand-off (2001-02), Mumbai (2008) and Balakot (2019), and it keeps crisis hot-
lines open to both New Delhi and Rawalpindi. Beyond crisis management, U.S. interests now run on two partially divergent
tracks. First, the Indo-Pacific balance pushes the White House to deepen defence-tech ties with India—through the Quad,
defence-industrial cooperation (iCET) and expanded maritime exercises—to counter China’s naval rise. Second, counter-terror
and non-proliferation imperatives still require selective engagement with Pakistan to keep Lashkar-e-Taiba and Jaish-e-
Mohammad in check and to safeguard nuclear materials. The most likely U.S. trajectory through 2030 is a “managed alignment”:
tighter strategic partnership with India while dispensing transactional economic and IMF-linked support to Islamabad, mainly to
preserve leverage in the event of another crisis.

China. Beijing’s stake is both strategic and economic. Pakistan functions as China’s security shield on its turbulent western
flank and as the flagship corridor of the Belt and Road—CPEC, now valued at over $62 billion, anchors Beijing’s access to the
Arabian Sea. Military cooperation, already encompassing J-10C fighters and Yuan-class submarines, is set to deepen into joint
air-defence networks, giving Pakistan a credible deterrent hedge that ties down Indian forces away from the disputed Himalayan
border. At the same time, China must keep a lid on militancy that could spill into Xinjiang or threaten the Gwadar—Kashgar
logistics chain; that incentive could push Beijing to play “broker of stability” and nudge both rivals toward a new water-sharing
or CBM framework that protects downstream CPEC assets.

Great-power dynamic. When Washington and Beijing pull in the same direction—as during Kargil—de-escalation is
achievable within days; when they compete, parallel mediation tracks can sow confusion and prolong fire-fighting. The emerging
arms triangulation—U.S. drones, ISR and missile-defence transfers to India countered by faster Chinese delivery of dual-use
systems to Pakistan—risks shortening warning times and amplifying mistrust. Coordinated crisis diplomacy, therefore, remains
the single most effective external hedge against the next Indo-Pakistani spiral.
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Policy Implications & Recommendations

Create Tri-Service Crisis Hotlines + Cyber Desk

Upgrade the existing DGMO telephone link to an encrypted, tri-service video channel (army-air-navy) and add a dedicated
Bilateral Cyber Incidents Response Desk staffed 24/7.

It is important to have faster clarification of air- or maritime encounters, real-time de-confliction of drone operations, and a
mechanism to quarantine cyber-intrusions before they spiral.

US—China Co-Mediation Built Around CPEC

Encourage Washington and Beijing to form an ad-ioc “K2 Track” (Kashmir—Karakoram) working group that meets during
spikes in tension, with China leveraging its CPEC equity and the United States its defence ties to India.

It is recommended to have a single, coherent channel for crisis messages—avoiding mixed signals that can prolong hostilities.

World Bank Audit of Indus Flow Gauges

Invite a neutral World Bank hydrology team to verify discharge data and inspect new Indian run-of-river projects in Jammu &
Kashmir.

This move will reassures Pakistan that upstream works respect the Indus Waters Treaty’s no-storage limits, lowering the
chances that water becomes a casus belli.

Rebooted Comprehensive Dialogue—One “Grand Basket”

Fold Kashmir’s political future, terror-financing safeguards, and water-management rules into a single, phased negotiation
track.

Linking the issues turns zero-sum bargaining on each individual file into a package-deal dynamic where concessions in one
area can be traded for gains in another, increasing the odds of sustainable de-escalation.

The Indo-Pakistani dispute is a classic protracted conflict—long-standing, identity-driven, and acutely vulnerable to tactical
shocks. The April-May 2025 flare-up shows that while mutual nuclear deterrence still constrains all-out war, it does nothing to
stop recurring conventional crises. Absent a credible political process on Kashmir, a modernised regional security architecture,
and sustained cooperation on water management and terror-financing, the sub-continent will remain trapped in a cycle of punitive
raids and retaliatory bravado. Future escalations are inevitable unless an ambitious, trust-building framework supplants today’s
episodic crisis-management.



