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Pakistan’s shift from Taliban to regional realignment
Since the Taliban’s resurgence in 2021,
South Asia has faced profound geopo-
litical shifts, revealing Taliban fractures
and amplifying extremist threats Since
the Taliban’s resurgence in Afghanistan
in 2021, South Asia has experienced
profound shifts in its regional dynam-
ics. What initially appeared to be a
strategic victory for Pakistan has
instead revealed deep fractures within
the Taliban, the emergence of internal
resistance movements, and a growing
threat from extremist factions. These
developments have forced Pakistan’s
intelligence services, particularly the
Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), to
recalibrate their strategy.Historically,
the ISI concentrated its support on the
Southern Wing of the Taliban (SWIN),
a Pashtun-led faction. However, recent
changes indicate a pivot toward engag-
ing the Afghan-Wing Intelligence
Network (AWIN), which collaborates
with non-Pashtun factions, most
notably the National Resistance Front
(NRF). This faction, led by Ahmad
Massoud, has gained significant trac-
tion in northern Afghanistan, challeng-
ing the Taliban’s hold.This strategic
shift by the ISI has implications far
beyond Afghanistan’s borders, influ-
encing neighbouring countries such as
India, Tajikistan, and Bangladesh.
Pakistan’s growing support for the
NRF, coupled with the recent visit of
the ISI chief to Bangladesh, highlights a
broader regional strategy aimed at
reshaping South Asia’s security dynam-
ics and diplomatic alignments.
ISI’s Strategic Shift: From SWIN to
AWIN
For decades, Pakistan’s policy in
Afghanistan has revolved around sup-
porting the Southern Wing of the
Taliban (SWIN), a predominantly
Pashtun-centric faction. This alignment
was rooted in Pakistan’s desire to main-
tain influence in Afghanistan while
countering India’s regional presence.
Leaders like Mullah Omar and
Hibatullah Akhundzada embodied the
Taliban’s Pashtun-dominated leader-
ship, aligning closely with Pakistan’s
ideological and strategic objectives.
However, the Taliban’s return to power
in 2021 has not unfolded as Pakistan
had hoped. Instead of consolidating
power and stabilising Afghanistan, the
Taliban has struggled to govern effec-
tively. Its failure to establish an inclu-
sive government and address the grow-
ing threat posed by ISIS-K (Islamic
State Khorasan), Tehrik-e-Taliban

Pakistan (TTP), and other extremist
groups has led to widespread instability.
Furthermore, resistance movements
like the NRF, composed of Tajiks,
Uzbeks, and Hazaras, have challenged
Taliban rule in northern Afghanistan,
particularly in the provinces of Panjshir,
Badakhshan, and Takhar.In response to
these developments, Pakistan has shift-
ed its focus from SWIN to AWIN,
which prioritises engagement with non-
Pashtun factions such as the NRF. By
supporting AWIN, Pakistan is acknowl-
edging that a fragmented Afghanistan,
divided along ethnic lines, could better
serve its strategic interests than a cen-
tralised Taliban-led government. This
approach also enables Pakistan to
counter India’s influence in
Afghanistan, as India has historically
allied with non-Pashtun factions, pro-
viding them with military, economic,
and diplomatic support.The NRF and
Non-Pashtun Resistance: Pakistan’s
New Allies The National Resistance
Front (NRF), led by Ahmad Massoud,
has emerged as the primary opposition
to the Taliban. Ahmad Massoud, the son
of the legendary Northern Alliance
leader Ahmad Shah Massoud, has ral-
lied Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Hazaras under
the NRF banner. These ethnic groups
have long been marginalised under the
Taliban’s Pashtun-dominated rule. The
NRF’s guerrilla warfare tactics have
posed a significant challenge to the
Taliban, particularly in northern
Afghanistan.Pakistan’s engagement
with the NRF through AWIN presents
several advantages. First, it weakens the
Taliban’s hold on power, which serves
Pakistan’s goal of maintaining leverage
in Afghanistan. Second, it ensures that
Afghanistan remains politically frag-
mented, preventing any single faction
from dominating the region. This frag-
mentation allows Pakistan to exert
influence over multiple stakeholders,

including the NRF, which
could align with
Pakistan’s interests more
closely than the Taliban
has. However, this strate-
gy is fraught with risks.
The NRF has historically
been aligned with India,
which has supported non-
Pashtun groups in
Afghanistan as a counter-
balance to Pakistan’s
influence. If India per-
ceives Pakistan’s engage-
ment with the NRF as a

threat to its interests, it could escalate
tensions in the region.Bangladesh: The
ISI Chief’s Visit and Its Implications:
Another significant development in this
evolving regional strategy is the recent
visit of the ISI chief to Bangladesh.
This visit underscores Pakistan’s intent
to strengthen ties with Bangladesh at a
time when South Asia’s geopolitical
landscape is in flux. While Bangladesh
has traditionally maintained a policy of
non-interference in Afghanistan’s inter-
nal affairs, the growing instability in the
region has implications for its own
security. Pakistan’s outreach to
Bangladesh serves multiple
purposes.First, it seeks to counterbal-
ance India’s influence in the region.
Bangladesh, with its strategic location
in South Asia and its growing econom-
ic importance, is a key player in region-
al geopolitics. Strengthening ties with
Dhaka could provide Pakistan with a
valuable ally in its broader regional
strategy.Second, Pakistan is likely seek-
ing cooperation with Bangladesh on
counterterrorism efforts. The rise of
extremist groups like ISIS-K and the
TTP in Afghanistan poses a threat not
only to Pakistan but also to neighboring
countries, including Bangladesh. The
ISI’s interest in intelligence-sharing and
counterterrorism collaboration reflects
a recognition of these shared security
concerns.Finally, the visit signals
Pakistan’s broader strategic aims in
South Asia. By engaging with
Bangladesh, Pakistan may be seeking to
secure a favorable diplomatic position
in anticipation of further instability in
Afghanistan. Bangladesh’s strategic
location near the Bay of Bengal and its
potential role in regional security
frameworks make it an important part-
ner for Pakistan’s evolving strategy.
India’s Strategic Calculus:  India, as a
dominant power in South Asia, has a
vested interest in Afghanistan’s stabili-

ty. Historically, India has supported
non-Pashtun groups like the Northern
Alliance and the NRF, providing them
with military and economic aid. India’s
objectives in Afghanistan are twofold:
countering Pakistan’s influence and
preventing the region from becoming a
haven for terrorism. The ISI’s shift
toward supporting the NRF complicates
India’s strategic calculations. On the
one hand, this development aligns with
India’s historical support for non-
Pashtun factions.On the other hand,
Pakistan’s involvement in the NRF
could undermine India’s influence over
the group and create new challenges for
its regional strategy. To navigate this
complex landscape, India will need to
carefully balance its engagement with
Afghan resistance movements while
avoiding actions that could escalate ten-
sions with Paki stan.Tajikistan’s
involvement in Afghanistan’s evolving
dynamics is significant due to its strong
ethnic, cultural, and linguistic ties with
Afghanistan’s Tajik population.
Tajikistan has consistently opposed
Taliban rule, citing concerns over the
marginalisation of Tajiks and the desta-
bilising effects of Taliban policies on its
borders. As a result, Tajikistan has
become a key supporter of the NRF,
providing it with logistical and political
backing.Pakistan’s engagement with
the NRF through AWIN creates an
opportunity for cooperation with
Tajikistan. Both countries share an
interest in countering the Taliban and
preventing Afghanistan from becoming
a breeding ground for extremist groups.
However, Tajikistan must balance this
cooperation with its relationships with
other regional powers, including Russia
and China, which have their own stakes
in Afghanistan’s stability.The evolving
situation in Afghanistan is reshaping the
strategic landscape of South Asia.
Pakistan’s shift from supporting SWIN
to engaging with AWIN and the NRF
reflects a broader recalibration of its
regional strategy. This approach aims to
weaken the Taliban, counter India’s
influence, and maintain Pakistan’s
leverage in Afghanistan’s fractured
political environment. For countries
like India, Tajikistan, and Bangladesh,
these changes present both opportuni-
ties and challenges. Each nation must
navigate the complexities of
Afghanistan’s internal politics, the
shifting allegiances of various factions,
and the broader geopolitical competi-
tion between Pakistan and India. 

Safeguarding data
By emphasising informed consent, data security
and accountability, the proposed guidelines seek
to balance innovation with regulationIndia has
made a landmark move toward establishing a
robust data protection framework with the release
of the draft Digital Personal Data Protection
Rules, 2025. This follows the passage of the
Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023, by
Parliament in August 2023. While the Act is yet to
be implemented, the draft rules provide a glimpse
into the envisioned system for managing and safe-
guarding personal data in the digital age. The
draft rules emphasise transparency, particularly in
mandatory notice requirements to ensure individ-
uals, referred to as data principals, are well-
informed before consenting to the collection and
processing of their data. These notices must be

standalone documents, free from being buried in
terms of use or privacy policies. By allowing flex-
ibility in their format, the rules aim to strike a bal-
ance between clarity and practicality, enabling
organisations to provide meaningful notices with-
out undue rigidity. Another critical element is the
obligation on data fiduciaries to implement rea-
sonable security safeguards to protect personal
data. While baseline measures are outlined, busi-
nesses are given the flexibility to tailor these safe-
guards to their specific contexts, avoiding a one-
size-fits-all approach.In the event of data breach-
es, fiduciaries must notify affected individuals
and the Data Protection Board of India. However,
the rules lack clarity on notification timelines,
requiring disclosure ‘without delay’ but failing to
define what constitutes a reasonable timeframe.

The dual-stage notification process, involving an
initial report followed by a detailed submission
within 72 hours, may pose practical challenges in
meeting such requirements. Retention of personal
data is another area of focus. The draft advocates
for data erasure once the purpose of processing is
fulfilled. However, prescribed retention periods
are limited to specific entities such as large e-
commerce platforms and social media intermedi-
aries, leaving others to set their own timelines.
This selective approach may create inconsisten-
cies in compliance practices. Provisions for cross-
border data transfers add complexity by restrict-
ing personal data movement to jurisdictions iden-
tified by the Indian government. This requirement
introduces additional compliance steps for organ-
isations but leaves questions about handling exist-

ing data in restricted jurisdictions. The concept of
consent managers, introduced in the Act, is fur-
ther elaborated in the draft rules. These intermedi-
aries will help individuals manage their data
rights through interoperable platforms, potentially
simplifying compliance for businesses but also
increasing operational costs. Despite its progres-
sive stance, the draft has drawn criticism for per-
ceived vagueness and delayed release. Concerns
include the overreach of localisation mandates,
ambiguous provisions for minors’ data protection,
and the practical difficulties of verifying parental
consent. While challenges remain, the draft rules
represent a significant step toward aligning
India’s data protection framework with global
standards.
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Indian Railways: Connecting India and driving progress
With a focus on reducing costs, increas-
ing speed and expanding logistics,
Indian Railways drives India’s progress
and unityEvery journey by train across
India tells a story of the destinations
reached and the people brought togeth-
er to bridge gaps that geography and
society once created. Indian Railways
has a rich legacy that has been around
for more than 170 years, with its recog-
nition as the fourth-largest railway net-
work in the world.Of late, two large
projects have captured the country’s
attention, reflecting the transformative
vision of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s leadership. He inaugurated the
Jammu Division, which addresses a
long-standing demand and precedes the
first direct train service to Kashmir in
six decades. This will be the 70th rail-
way division of the Indian Railways
and the 6th under Northern Railways,
all set to energise this region’s economy
and fulfil a cherished dream of seamless
connectivity.Equally important was the
foundation stone he laid for the head-
quarters of the newly created South
Coast Railway Zone. This 18th zone
would unleash a new trade, agriculture
and tourism era, breathing fresh life into
the local economy. Together, these
achievements underscore Indian
Railways’ role as a mode of transporta-
tion and a driver of growth and national
unity.The recent decisions align with
the 2015 Railway Reforms report by
economist Bibek Debroy, which recom-
mended empowering field officers,
General Managers, and Divisional
Railway Managers. The government
has implemented most of these sugges-
tions, including creating a new division
and zone to enhance the railways’ com-

petitiveness. Additionally, initiatives
like Vande Bharat trains and the
KAVACH safety system focus on inte-
grating technology. The establishment
of Gati Shakti Vishwavidyalaya and the
creation of the ‘Rashtriya Rail
Sanraksha Kosh’ (RRSK) on April 1,
2017, address safety concerns, with a
funding commitment of Rs 1 lakh crore
for five years, recently extended with an
additional Rs 45,000 crores for 2022-
23. Indian Railways is progressing rap-
idly, but even powerful engines
encounter challenges that require care-
ful navigation.While celebrating cur-
rent achievements, it’s essential to iden-
tify potential obstacles ahead to main-
tain and accelerate momentum.
Potential obstacles to growing at a
faster rate require working simultane-
ously on increasing Share, Speed and
reducing Service charges. Primarily 3 S
Strategy.  The first and foremost thing
that Indian Railways should do is to
reduce Service charges (Logistics
Costs). According to the Economic
Survey 2022-23, the current logistics
costs in India are in the range of 14-18

per cent of GDP against a
global benchmark of 8 per
cent. While India has
jumped up the rankings on
the World Bank’s Logistics
Perform ance Index from
54 in 2014 to 44 in 2018
and up to 38 in 2023, there
remains a competitive gap
of almost $300 billion (Rs
26 lakh crore). This is a
significant improvement,
as India has moved up six
places from 44th in 2018
and 16 places from 54th in

2014. Indian Railways has taken com-
mendable strides in this direction
through track electrification, improve-
ment in digital logistics systems, and
enhancement of freight handling.
Building on these, there is a need for a
time-bound plan to reduce logistics
costs further. The key measures include
increasing the share of rail in transport-
ing bulk commodities, expanding ter-
minal capacities, and ensuring last-mile
connectivity efficiently. A policy to pro-
tect freight customers from cross-sub-
sidisation and improve operational cost
efficiency will also be pivotal in achiev-
ing global standards. The average speed
of trains, both passenger and freight, is
an area where Indian Railways has seen
some success and has the potential for
huge further improvement. The average
speed of superfast trains in India is 55
km/hr, significantly lower than global
benchmarks.With a greater focus on ter-
minal infrastructure and capacity, this
speed could immediately increase by 7
to 10 km/hr. On the other hand, the
average speed of goods trains is offi-
cially recorded at 25 km/hr; however,

customers often experience a much
lower speed of 13-15 km/hr due to
delays and inefficiencies.To improve
the efficiency of operations, customer
satisfaction, and competitiveness,
efforts should be made to enhance asset
reliability, reduce detentions at termi-
nals by increasing their capacity, and
invest strategically in specific sections
to increase speed.Finally, to increase
the share of railways in the country’s
logistics, which currently stands at
around 27 per cent, it is essential to pur-
sue a strategic imperative relentlessly.
While Indian Railways has done a com-
mendable job modernising freight ter-
minals and expanding its freight net-
work, there is still room for improve-
ment to make rail transport the pre-
ferred choice for logistics.Pricing must
be competitive; rail freight charges
should consistently remain cost-effec-
tive compared to road transport.
Continuous investment in terminal
improvements, enhancing customer
experiences, and implementing cus-
tomer-friendly policies will enable
Indian Railways to further contribute to
national logistics.These initiatives posi-
tion rail transport as the cornerstone of
India’s logistics ecosystem, fostering
sustainable economic growth. Moderni
sing infrastructure and safety systems
and introducing advanced trains have
transformed the railways into a key
driver of connectivity and logistics in
India. As it embraces change, Indian
Railways must focus on increasing its
Share in the country’s logistics move-
ment, that too with higher Speed and
lower Service cost (3 S Strategy).
Doing so can continue connecting
dreams and people like never before.

Quick commerce and the promise of India’s evolving e-commerce
India stands at the cusp of a retail revolution,
driven by the rapid ascent of Quick
Commerce and the evolving e-commerce
landscapeIn this new-age era, India is transi-
tioning rapidly to a faster delivery model
known as Quick Commerce (Q-
Commerce).Given India’s massive popula-
tion, it is unsurprising to witness an annual
growth rate of up to 300 per cent in Q-
Commerce, a subset of the burgeoning e-com-
merce sector. Unlike traditional e-commerce,
Q-Commerce focuses on meeting daily con-
sumer needs, making its astronomical growth
remarkable as it started from scratch.The
seamless experience enjoyed by younger con-
sumers has been a key growth driverfor this
industry. Even speciality retailers like
Sangeetha have innovatively combined phys-
ical stores with quick commerce to deliver
electronic gadgets such as mobile phones, lap-
tops, and other devices in record time. This
model, however, requires further development
to include non-banking financial companies
(NBFCs), enabling easier purchasing options
for high-value items like electronics.
Integrating NBFCs into this ecosystem would
provide value-added services that could drive
growth across the retail sector as a
whole.India has been deliberating on an e-
commerce policy since 2018. However,

progress has been slow, with several delays.
In 2019, the Ministry of Commerce and
Industry released a draft national e-commerce
policy after extensive discussions with indus-
try stakeholders. Yet, with the industry under-
going a paradigm shift, the wait for this poli-
cy has become too long.In August 2024,
Union Commerce and Industry Minister
Piyush Goyal assured that the policy would be
announced soon, highlighting critical issues it
aims to address. The minister stressed the
importance of transparency in algorithms
used on online platforms, emphasising that
they should neither manipulate nor unduly
influence consumer choices. Additionally, he
underlined the need for authenticity in online
ratings and reviews, ensuring they reflect gen-
uine customer experiences. Misleading adver-
tisements on e-commerce platforms were also
identified as a pressing concern, with calls for
their elimination to maintain trust and integri-
ty in the digital marketplace.With the budget
session approaching, there is an opportunity
to address these long-pending policy issues.
While discussions on the draft e-commerce
policy have almost concluded, the final pro-
posal awaits approval. Reports suggest that
the government is finalising the draft e-com-
merce policy, and the industry hopes it will be
introduced during the budget session.

Parliamentary discussions could make the
policy more robust, fostering a win-win situa-
tion for all stakeholders.The new policy is
expected to strike a balance between protect-
ing small businesses and supporting large e-
commerce platforms. Creating a regulatory
environment conducive to growth would not
only safeguard domestic entrepreneurs but
also promote “Make in India” initiatives. A
well-structured policy would encourage inno-
vation and competition while ensuring con-
sumer interests remain a priority.Both e-com-
merce and Q-Commerce are redefining the
way consumers shop, albeit with distinct
approaches. E-commerce prioritises variety
and cost-effectiveness, while Q-Commerce
emphasises speed and convenience. The evo-
lution of these models highlights the need for
businesses to balance customer satisfaction,
operational efficiency, and sustainability. The
retail sector’s adoption of cutting-edge has

played a pivotal role in optimising business
operations. New technologies enable accurate
predictions of order patterns, improve deliv-
ery timelines, and streamline inventory man-
agement, thereby enhancing overall business
efficiency.This tech-driven optimisation is
expected to dominate commerce in the years
to come. As e-commerce and Q-Commerce
continue to evolve, the focus will be on deliv-
ering a seamless and quick experience to con-
sumers. Companies that excel in providing
instant gratification through efficient delivery
systems, innovative business models, and
advanced technologies will gain a competitive
edge in this fast-paced industry. The govern-
ment has a pivotal role to play in fostering an
environment where businesses can thrive. A
robust e-commerce policy, introduced during
the budget session, would address longstand-
ing industry challenges and set the stage for
sustainable growth.By ensuring transparency,
authenticity, and fair practices, the policy can
instil confidence among consumers and busi-
nesses alike. The industry’s expectations from
the upcoming budget are high. Stakeholders
hope for a policy framework that nurtures
innovation, encourages investment, and sup-
ports small and medium enterprises while
holding larger players accountable for ethical
practices.
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