
 

283The Heritage Foundation | heritage.org/Military

Afghanistan/Pakistan

Terrorist threats from non-state actors 
in ungoverned areas of Afghanistan and 

Pakistan are an ongoing threat to the U.S. 
homeland, and the threat of regional war is 
exacerbated by nuclear rivalry and territori-
al disputes between Pakistan and India. One 
of the keys to America’s strategic footprint in 
Asia is its growing security partnership with 
India, which is geographically positioned be-
tween two major security threats: Pakistan to 
its west and China to its northeast. From Pa-
kistan, India also faces the additional threat of 
terrorism, whether state-enabled or carried 
out without state knowledge or control.

Afghanistan War. On October 7, 2001, 
U.S. forces invaded Afghanistan in response 
to the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on 
the United States. This marked the beginning 
of Operation Enduring Freedom to combat 
al-Qaeda and its Taliban supporters. The U.S., 
in alliance with the United Kingdom and the 
anti-Taliban Afghan Northern Alliance forces, 
ousted the Taliban from power in December 
2001. Most Taliban and al-Qaeda leaders fled 
across the border into Pakistan’s Federally Ad-
ministered Tribal Areas, where they regrouped 
and started an insurgency in Afghanistan 
in 2003.

In August 2003, NATO joined the war in 
Afghanistan and assumed control of the In-
ternational Security Assistance Force (ISAF). 
At the height of the war in 2011, there were 
50 troop-contributing nations and nearly 
150,000 NATO and U.S. forces on the ground 
in Afghanistan.

On December 28, 2014, NATO formally 
ended combat operations and relinquished 

responsibility to the Afghan security forces, 
which numbered around 352,000 (includ-
ing army and police).1 After Afghan Presi-
dent Ashraf Ghani signed a bilateral security 
agreement with the U.S. and a Status of Forces 
Agreement with NATO, the international coa-
lition launched Operation Resolute Support to 
train and support Afghan security forces.

In August 2017, while declining to announce 
specific troop levels, President Donald Trump 
recommitted America to the effort in Afghani-
stan and announced that “[c]onditions on the 
ground—not arbitrary timetables—will guide 
our strategy from now on.”2 According to the 
most recent available public information, the 
U.S. currently has around 14,000 troops in 
Afghanistan, split between the roughly 5,500 
for the U.S.-led Operation Freedom Sentinel 
counterterrorism mission and slightly less 
than 8,500 for the NATO-led Resolute Sup-
port training mission. The latter also includes 
another approximately 8,500 troops from 
various NATO countries, bringing the total 
U.S. and NATO troop presence in Afghani-
stan to approximately 17,000.3 Most U.S. and 
NATO forces are stationed at bases in Kabul, 
with tactical advise-and-assist teams located 
there and in Mazar-i-Sharif, Herat, Kandahar, 
and Laghman.

In 2018, U.S. Special Envoy Zalmay Khalilz-
ad began negotiations with the Taliban in Qa-
tar in an attempt to find a political solution to 
the fighting. To date, little progress has been 
made. The Afghan government has not partic-
ipated in the talks because the Taliban has re-
fused to meet with them. This has caused ten-
sion between the U.S. and Afghan governments. 
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Whether the U.S. will be able to bring all par-
ties to the table and achieve a politically ac-
ceptable conclusion to the war remains to be 
seen. Meanwhile, U.S. forces in Afghanistan 
continue to face regular attacks from Taliban 
militants and their allies, although casualties 
have fallen considerably in recent years, with 
less than a dozen U.S. troops killed in combat in 
2015, 2016, and 2017.4 There were 14 U.S. troop 
casualties in Afghanistan in 2018.5

In the spring of 2019, the Administration 
was rumored to be considering a plan to reduce 
American troop levels in Afghanistan by half 
while shifting the focus from counterterrorism 
to the training of Afghan security forces,6 but 
no final decision has been made.

Threats to the Homeland
Terrorist Groups Operating in Afghani-

stan and Pakistan (AfPak). Terrorist groups 
operating from Pakistan continue to pose a 
direct threat to the U.S. homeland. Pakistan is 
home to a host of terrorist groups that keep the 
region unstable and contribute to the spread of 
global terrorism. The killing of Osama bin Lad-
en at his hideout in Abbottabad, Pakistan, in 
May 2011 and an intensive drone campaign in 
Pakistan’s tribal areas bordering Afghanistan 
have helped to degrade the al-Qaeda threat 
there, but the residual presence of al-Qaeda 
and the emergence of ISIS in neighboring Af-
ghanistan remain serious concerns.

This is a deadly region. In December 2016, 
General John W. Nicholson, Jr., then-Com-
mander, Resolute Support and U.S. Forces–Af-
ghanistan, stated that “there are 98 U.S.-des-
ignated terrorist groups globally. Twenty of 
them are in the AfPak region. This represents 
the highest concentration of terrorist groups 
anywhere in the world…13 in Afghanistan, sev-
en in Pakistan.”7

Efforts by ISIS to make inroads into Paki-
stan and Afghanistan have met with only limit-
ed success, most likely because of other terror-
ist groups’ well-established roots in the region. 
The Afghan Taliban views ISIS as a direct 
competitor for financial resources, recruits, 
and ideological influence. This competition 

was evident in a June 16, 2015, letter sent by 
the Taliban to ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi, urging his group not to take actions that 
could lead to “division of the Mujahideen’s 
command.”8 There also have been reports of 
clashes between ISIS militants and the Taliban 
in eastern and southern Afghanistan.

Reports of an ISIS presence in Afghanistan 
first began to surface in 2014, and the group 
has slowly gained a small foothold in the coun-
try. Though its actual numbers remain modest, 
its high-profile, high-casualty terrorist attacks 
have helped it to attract followers. In 2017 and 
2018, several high-profile attacks in the Afghan 
capital and elsewhere targeted cultural centers, 
global charities, voter registration centers, and 
Afghan military and intelligence facilities, al-
though they still pale in comparison to the 
number of attacks launched by the Taliban. In 
2017 and 2018, ISIS representatives claimed 
responsibility for a series of attacks across Pa-
kistan that killed over one hundred people and 
injured countless more.9

In April 2017, the U.S. military claimed that 
there were 700 ISIS fighters in Afghanistan; in 
November, however, General Nicholson said 
that 1,600 ISIS fighters had been “remov[ed]” 
from the battlefield since March.10 In June 
2017, a U.S. air strike killed Abu Sayed, the 
head of ISIS-Khorasan. A report issued by the 
United Nations Security Council in February 
2019 claimed that ISIS had “between 2,500 and 
4,000” fighters in Afghanistan.11 U.S. estimates 
are roughly in agreement; the Lead Inspector 
General’s January 1, 2019–March 31, 2019, 
quarterly report on Operation Freedom’s Sen-
tinel specifies 3,000–5,000.12 In March 2019, 
General Joseph Votel, the head of CENTCOM, 
said that he believed “ISIS Khorasan does have 
ideations focused on external operations to-
ward our homeland.”13

Experts believe that there is little coordina-
tion between the ISIS-Khorasan branch oper-
ating in Afghanistan and the central command 
structure of the group located in the Middle 
East. Instead, it draws recruits from disaf-
fected members of the Pakistani Taliban and 
other radicalized Afghans and has frequently 
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found itself at odds with the Afghan Taliban, 
with which it competes for resources, territory, 
and recruits.

Pakistan’s continued support for terrorist 
groups that have links to al-Qaeda, the Tal-
iban, and the Haqqani Network undermines 
U.S. counterterrorism goals in the region. Pa-
kistan’s military and intelligence leaders main-
tain a short-term tactical approach of fighting 
some terrorist groups that are deemed to be a 
threat to the state while supporting others that 
are aligned with Pakistan’s goal of extending its 
influence and curbing India’s.

A December 16, 2014, terrorist attack on a 
school in Peshawar that killed over 150 peo-
ple, most of whom were children, shocked the 
Pakistani public and prompted Prime Minis-
ter Nawaz Sharif’s government to introduce a 
National Action Plan (NAP) to reinvigorate the 
country’s fight against terrorism. Implemen-
tation of the NAP and the Pakistani military’s 
operations against TTP (Pakistani Taliban) 
hideouts in North Waziristan have helped to 
reduce Pakistan’s internal terrorist threat to 
some degree. According to the India-based 
South Asia Terrorism Portal, total fatalities 
in Pakistan (including terrorists/insurgents) 
have been on a steady decline since 2009, when 
they peaked at 11,704. Since then, they have 
fallen to 5,496 in 2014, 1,803 in 2016, 1,260 in 
2017, 691 in 2018, and 228 as of June 23, 2019.14

However, there are few signs that Pakistan’s 
crackdown on terrorism extends to groups that 
target India, such as the Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), 
which was responsible for the 2008 Mumbai 
attacks, and the Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM), 
which carried out an attack on the Indian 
parliament in 2001, another on the airbase at 
Pathankot in 2016, and the deadliest attack on 
Indian security forces in Kashmir in February 
2019.15

Threat of Regional War
Pakistan’s Nuclear Weapons Stockpile. 

In September 2018, the Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists estimated that Pakistan “has a nucle-
ar weapons stockpile of 140 to 150 warheads” 
that could “realistically grow to 220 to 250 

warheads by 2025, if the current trend contin-
ues.”16 The possibility that terrorists could gain 
effective access to Pakistani nuclear weapons 
is contingent on a complex chain of circum-
stances. In terms of consequence, however, 
it is the most dangerous regional threat sce-
nario. Concern about the safety and security 
of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons increases when 
India–Pakistan tensions increase. During the 
1999 Kargil crisis, for example, U.S. intelligence 
indicated that Pakistan had made “nuclear 
preparations,” and this spurred greater U.S. 
diplomatic involvement in defusing the crisis.17

If Pakistan were to move around its nucle-
ar assets or, worse, take steps to mate weap-
ons with delivery systems, the likelihood of 
terrorist theft or infiltration would increase. 
Increased reliance on tactical nuclear weap-
ons (TNWs) is of particular concern because 
launch authorities for TNWs are typically del-
egated to lower-tier field commanders far from 
the central authority in Islamabad. Another 
concern is the possibility that miscalculations 
could lead to regional nuclear war if India’s 
leaders were to lose confidence that nuclear 
weapons in Pakistan are under government 
control or, conversely, were to assume that 
they were under Pakistani government control 
after they ceased to be.

There are additional concerns that Isla-
mist extremist groups with links to the Pa-
kistan security establishment could exploit 
those links to gain access to nuclear weapons 
technology, facilities, and/or materials. The 
realization that Osama bin Laden stayed for 
six years within a half-mile of Pakistan’s pre-
mier defense academy has fueled concern that 
al-Qaeda can operate relatively freely in parts 
of Pakistan and might eventually gain access to 
Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal. The Nuclear Threat 
Initiative’s Nuclear Security Index ranks 22 
countries with “weapons useable nuclear ma-
terial” for their susceptibility to theft. Paki-
stan’s weapons-grade materials were ranked 
the 20th least secure in 2018, with only Iran’s 
and North Korea’s ranking lower.18

There is the additional (though less likely) 
scenario of extremists gaining access through 
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a collapse of the state. While Pakistan remains 
unstable because of its weak economy, regular 
terrorist attacks, sectarian violence, civil–mil-
itary tensions, and the growing influence of 
religious extremist groups, it is unlikely that 
the Pakistani state will collapse altogether. 
The country’s most powerful institution, the 
550,000-strong army that has ruled Pakistan 
for almost half of its existence, would almost 
certainly intervene and assume control once 
again if the political situation began to un-
ravel. The potential breakup of the Pakistani 
state would have to be preceded by the disin-
tegration of the army, which currently is not 
plausible.19

Pakistan–India Conflict. India and Pa-
kistan have fought four wars since partition 
in 1947, including conflicts in 1947, 1965, 1971, 
and 1999. Deadly border skirmishes across the 
Line of Control in Kashmir, a disputed territo-
ry claimed in full by both India and Pakistan, 
are commonplace.

Another India–Pakistan conflict would 
jeopardize multiple U.S. interests in the re-
gion and could increase the threat of global 
terrorism if Pakistan were destabilized. Paki-
stan would rely on militant non-state actors 
to help it fight India, thereby creating a more 
permissive environment in which various ter-
rorist groups could operate freely. The poten-
tial for a nuclear conflict would threaten U.S. 
businesses in the region and disrupt invest-
ment and trade flows, mainly between the U.S. 
and India, whose bilateral trade in goods and 
services “totaled an estimated $142.1 billion 
in 2018.”20 A conflict would also strain Amer-
ica’s ties with one or both of the combatants 
at a time when Pakistan–U.S. ties are already 
under severe stress and America is trying to 
build a stronger partnership with India. The 
effects of an actual nuclear exchange—both the 
human lives lost and the long-term economic 
damage—would be devastating.

India and Pakistan are engaged in a nu-
clear competition that threatens stability 
throughout the subcontinent. Both countries 
tested nuclear weapons in 1998, establishing 
themselves as overtly nuclear weapons states, 

although India first conducted a “peaceful” nu-
clear weapons test in 1974. Both countries also 
are developing naval nuclear weapons and al-
ready possess ballistic missile and aircraft-de-
livery platforms.21

As noted, Pakistan has a stockpile of 140 to 
150 nuclear warheads. It also “has lowered the 
threshold for nuclear weapons use by devel-
oping tactical nuclear weapons capabilities to 
counter perceived Indian conventional mili-
tary threats.”22 This in turn affects India’s nu-
clear use threshold, which could affect China 
and possibly others.

The broader military and strategic dy-
namic between India and Pakistan has grown 
more volatile since the May 2014 election of 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) leader Naren-
dra Modi as India’s prime minister. Modi in-
vited Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif 
to his swearing-in ceremony but then later 
called off foreign secretary–level talks that 
were scheduled for August 2014 to express 
anger over a Pakistani official’s meeting with 
Kashmiri separatist leaders. During the same 
month, the two sides engaged in intense firing 
and shelling along their international border 
(called the working boundary) and across the 
Line of Control that divides Kashmir. A similar 
escalation in border tensions occurred again in 
October 2014 when a series of firing incidents 
claimed more than a dozen casualties with sev-
eral dozen more injured.23

On December 25, 2015, a meeting did oc-
cur when Modi made an impromptu visit to 
Lahore—the first visit to Pakistan by an In-
dian leader in 12 years—to meet with Sharif. 
The visit created enormous goodwill between 
the two countries and raised hope that official 
dialogue would soon resume. Again, however, 
violence marred the new opening. Six days af-
ter the meeting, militants attacked an Indian 
airbase at Pathankot, killing seven Indian se-
curity personnel.24

As a result, official India–Pakistan dialogue 
remains deadlocked even though the two sides 
are reportedly communicating quietly through 
their foreign secretaries and national securi-
ty advisers. With Prime Minister Modi’s BJP 
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sweeping national elections in May 2019 and 
earning him a second term in office, few expect 
any major breakthroughs in the near term. As 
noted, Pakistan continues to harbor terrorist 
groups like Lashkar-e-Taiba and Jaish-e-Mo-
hammed. The latter was responsible for a Jan-
uary 2, 2016, attack on the Indian airbase at 
Pathankot, a February 2018 attack on an Indian 
army camp in Kashmir, and a February 2019 at-
tack on Indian security forces in Kashmir, the 
deadliest single terrorist attack in the disputed 
region since an insurgency erupted in 1989.25

Hafez Muhammed Saeed, LeT’s founder 
and the leader of its front organization Ja-
maat-ud-Dawa (JuD), has periodically been 
placed under arrest, only later to be released. 
Previously, he had operated freely in Pakistan, 
often holding press conferences and incit-
ing violence against India during large pub-
lic rallies.

Some observers remain concerned about 
the impact of an international troop draw-
down in Afghanistan. Such a drawdown could 
enable the Taliban and other extremist groups 
to strengthen their grip in the region, further 
undermining stability in Kashmir and raising 
the chances of another major terrorist attack 
against India. A successful future attack on In-
dian interests in Afghanistan along the lines of 
the bombing of the Indian embassy in Kabul 
in 2008 would sharpen tensions between New 
Delhi and Islamabad.

With terrorist groups operating relatively 
freely in Pakistan and maintaining links to the 
country’s military and intelligence services, 
there is a moderate risk that the two countries 
might eventually engage in all-out conflict. Pa-
kistan’s recent focus on incorporating tactical 
nuclear weapons into its warfighting doctrine 
has also raised concern that conflict now in-
volves a higher risk of nuclear exchange.26

Pakistan’s nuclear weapons capability 
appears to have acted as a deterrent against 
Indian military escalation, both during the 
2001–2002 military crisis and following the 
2008 Mumbai attacks, but the Indian govern-
ment has been under growing pressure to re-
act strongly to terrorist provocations. In 2016, 

following an attack on an Indian army base in 
Uri, Kashmir, that killed 19 Indian soldiers, the 
Indian military reportedly launched surgical 
strikes on terrorist targets across the Line of 
Control in Pakistan-administered Kashmir. 
The Indian press indicated that up to 80 Indi-
an commandos crossed the Line of Control on 
foot and destroyed seven “terror launch pads,” 
with attack helicopters on standby.27

Following a deadly attack on Indian security 
forces in Pulwama, Kashmir, in February 2019, 
India launched an even more daring cross-bor-
der raid. For the first time since the Third In-
dia–Pakistan War of 1971, the Indian air force 
crossed the Line of Control and dropped or-
dinance inside Pakistan proper (as opposed 
to disputed Kashmir), targeting several JeM 
training camps in Khyuber Pakhtunkhwa prov-
ince.28 Delhi stressed that the “non-military” 
operation was designed to avoid civilian casu-
alties and was preemptive in nature because 
it had credible intelligence that JeM was at-
tempting other suicide attacks in the country.

In response, Pakistan launched fighter jets 
to conduct their own strike on targets located 
on India’s side of the Line of Control in Kash-
mir, prompting a dogfight that resulted in the 
downing of an Indian MiG-21. Whether there 
were any casualties on either side in either 
strike is unclear. Pakistan released the cap-
tured MiG-21 pilot days later, putting an end 
to the brief but dangerous crisis.

Conclusion
The threat to the American homeland em-

anating from the AfPak region is diverse, com-
plex, and mostly indirect, largely involving 
non-state actors. The intentions of non-state 
terrorist groups like the TTP, al-Qaeda, and 
ISIS toward the U.S. are demonstrably hostile. 
In addition, despite the broad and deep U.S. 
relationships with Pakistan’s governing elites 
and military, it is likely that the political–mili-
tary interplay in Pakistan and instability in Af-
ghanistan will continue to result in an active 
threat to the American homeland.

Pakistan represents a paradox: It is both 
a security partner and a security challenge. 
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Islamabad provides a home and support to ter-
rorist groups that are hostile to the U.S., to oth-
er U.S. partners in South Asia like India, and to 
the government in Afghanistan, which is par-
ticularly vulnerable to destabilization efforts. 
Both Pakistan and Afghanistan are already 
among the world’s most unstable states, and 
the instability of the former, given its nuclear 
arsenal, has a direct bearing on U.S. security.

In addition, ongoing tensions between nu-
clear-armed rivals India and Pakistan could 
lead eventually to broader military conflict 
with some prospect of escalating to a nuclear 

exchange. Neither side desires another gen-
eral war, and both countries have limited ob-
jectives and have demonstrated their intent 
to avoid escalation. However, the likelihood 
of miscalculation and escalation has grown 
considerably since 2016 when India ended its 
policy of not responding to Pakistani-backed 
terrorist attacks.

This Index assesses the overall threat from 
AfPak-based actors to the U.S. homeland as 

“testing” for level of provocation of behavior 
and “capable” for level of capability.

HOSTILE AGGRESSIVE TESTING ASSERTIVE BENIGN

Behavior %

FORMIDABLE GATHERING CAPABLE ASPIRATIONAL MARGINAL

Capability � %

Threats: Af-Pak Terrorism
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