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2021 Ceasefire Understanding: A Tactical Pause? 

By Faisal Ahmed* 

In a surprising and rare joint statement, Indian and Pakistani militaries, on February 25, 2021 announced 

“strict observance of all agreements, understandings and cease firing along the Line of Control (LoC) and 

all other sectors”. This announcement made after talks between Director Generals of Military Operations 

over the established hotline sparked public speculations about a likely thaw in relations between the two 

South Asian neighbours. This development is significant because bilateral relations had been very 

acrimonious since New Delhi abrogated limited autonomy of Occupied Jammu and Kashmir in August, 

2019. Pakistan had then responded by downgrading the diplomatic relations and had sought reversal of 

Indian measures as the primary pre-condition for re-engagement. 

In this context, this essay seeks to explore whether this agreement was a tactical pause or a strategic 

engagement? What has Pakistan and India indicated through this re-engagement, and particularly, what 

does it portend for Pakistan’s Kashmir strategy? But first a brief review of the ceasefire pact. 

Ceasefire Understanding 

A durable and guaranteed ceasefire between two rival nations is the first step towards improvement in their 

relations. In case of India and Pakistan, despite three wars – 1947, 1965 and 1971– a written formal ceasefire 

agreement with internationally recognized provisions is yet to be concluded. United Nations led 

arrangements had produced mechanisms for cessation of hostilities temporarily, at the end of three wars. 

While after the 1947-48 war a Ceasefire Line (CFL) was drawn up in July, 1949, it was replaced by an 

agreement on LoC in 1972, reflecting ground positions at the end of 1971 war. This continued till 

November, 2003, when Pakistan unilaterally declared a ceasefire along the LoC, the international boundary 

and the Actual Ground Position Line in Siachen. India agreed to it two days later. This unwritten 

understanding was then reached through a back-channel meeting between intelligence chiefs of the two 

countries. It paved the way for then-Indian Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s visit to Pakistan for the 

2004 SAARC Summit.  

Both sides largely adhered to it till the end of 2008 with occasional low-level skirmishes and violations. It 

was, however, in January, 2013, when first large-scale violations occurred with heavy clashes between 

troops of both sides. In case of India and Pakistan, ceasefire is usually violated when new defense 

construction is undertaken by either side or new troops are placed within 500 yards of the LoC. In August 

2005, both countries had agreed not to construct new posts or carry out new defense works along the LoC. 

When these restrictions are violated, ceasefire violations take place. In the exchange of fire, often heavy 

artillery shells and mortars are used. Disproportionately, local population pays the price.  
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From 2014 onwards, tensions along LoC continued to rise, with spikes in 2016, 2018, 2019 and 2020. For 

instance, in 2020, Pakistan held India responsible for over 3000 ceasefire violations despite the pandemic. 

(Data on ceasefire violations claimed by both sides during 2018-2020) is given below. Meanwhile, civilian 

causalities kept rising with every year. 

 

 

Source: Ministry of Defence India and Minsitry of Foreign Affairs, Pakistan. Credit: Aljazeera. 

To address this issue, Pakistan, in 2016, proposed formalization of 2003 ceasefire agreement to India to 

stop further deterioration of the situation till a time that talks resume. New Delhi, however, demurred. In 

May, 2018, DGMOs agreed to de-escalate and implement ‘2003 ceasefire understanding in letter and spirit’. 

Yet, it was violated within months. Now again, both sides have re-committed to the ceasefire understanding, 

with an assurance to “address each other’s core issues / concerns which have propensity to disturb peace 

and lead to violence.”  

Tactical or Strategic? 

In the backdrop of worsened bilateral relationship, both sides recommitting to the ceasefire understanding 

ought to be a welcome step. It is, however, the present state of bilateral relationship coupled with India’s 
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hardline approach in Kashmir and Pakistan’s diplomatic campaign to mobilize international opinion against 

India is complicating the scenario. 

Islamabad and New Delhi have remained silent on how this ceasefire understanding was reached and 

whether any third party mediators were involved in the back-channel discussions. Joint statement merely 

referred to a ‘hotline contact’ between the two DGMOs which, it said, were held in ‘frank, candid and 

cordial’ atmosphere. It is obvious that authorization of such a ceasefire understanding, which goes beyond 

the regular communications between two senior military officials, must have come from the top leadership 

in both countries. 

Before present announcement, senior Pakistani officials, including Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood 

Qureshi and Prime Minister’s Special Assistant on National Security Division, Dr. Moeed Yusuf had 

conditioned any dialogue with India to the latter’s review of “illegal and unilateral decisions on Occupied 

Kashmir”. Now Pakistan has engaged with India through a back-channel, as all formal bilateral mechanisms 

are frozen. This suggests that, in spite of public position of pre-conditioning the talks, Islamabad has entered 

into an engagement with New Delhi. More so, India which had opposed any engagement with Pakistan for 

years, agreed to the ceasefire via back-channel talks.  

A key issue is whether India and Pakistan are revising their outlook towards the deadlocked relationship? 

And also, whether it is a tactical engagement or part of a broader strategic move? The answer to it will 

emerge over coming weeks and months. If both sides adhere to the ceasefire understanding, without any 

major breach, it will be an indicator of present phase being just more than a tactical engagement. The 

understanding will then be tested iIn the implementation phase, when both sides seek to “address each 

other’s core issues”. Pakistan, undoubtedly, will press for reversing actions in Kashmir, while India will 

call for action on terrorism related issues.  

 

A Thaw? 

Since the break-down of relations in 2016, Pakistan and India have experienced the worst four years in their 

bilateral ties. This period saw India claiming a surgical strike across LoC; Pakistan catching an Indian spy; 

a major crisis erupting in the aftermath of Pulwama attack with aerial clashes and Pakistan downing Indian 

jets and capturing a pilot; to India withdrawing limited autonomy of Kashmir for consolidating its control. 

In return, Pakistan launched a full-fledged diplomatic campaign to highlight India’s human rights abuses 

in Kashmir and compared Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi to Hitler and his government/party to 

Nazism. In this environment, a joint statement on recommitting to ceasefire pact was surprising for 

observers of India-Pakistan relations.   
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In parallel, Indian media reported that for months a back-channel had been active between two countries. 

Officially, both governments have not denied it, so far. More significantly, both sides credited military 

commanders for reaching the ceasefire pact. This view has been strengthened with recent pronouncements 

of Pakistan’s Army Chief General Qamar Bajwa. On February 2, while addressing PAF graduation 

ceremony he said “it is time to extend hand of peace in all direction” and most importantly, “Pakistan and 

India must also resolve the longstanding issue of Jammu and Kashmir in a dignified and peaceful manner”. 

More recently, while speaking at a security conference on March 18, 2021 in Islamabad, Gen Bajwa again 

called on India to “bury the past and move forward”. Prime Minister Imran Khan too, at the same 

conference, urged for resolving the dispute “through dialogue and establishing relations like civilized 

neighbours”. 

It is, moreover, noticeable that there has been a visible reduction in rhetoric from both sides. 

This begs the question whether the ceasefire understanding between two militaries marks the beginning of 

a new phase in India-Pakistan relations? For the thaw to progress, political leadership in both countries 

would have to take ownership of the ceasefire agreement and the process. Until now, only Pakistan’s Prime 

Minister and his cabinet members have publicly acknowledged the ceasefire understanding reached by the 

two militaries. Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, however, have been silent on it. 

For a meaningful forward movement in the bitter relationship, small trust-based steps are important. The 

agreement on ceasefire resumption will allow both sides crucial time to evaluate the implementation process 

and make an assessment of the overall environment. For Pakistan, however, it is crucial that it takes stock 

of its present Kashmir strategy. 

Future of Kashmir strategy? 

With the announcement of ceasefire, a sense of urgency and ‘what next’ is discernible among the analysts, 

media, and policy-makers in India and Pakistan. In tandem a range of explanations about what led to the 

present agreement have been floated, which range from an external push (China or the US), to external 

compulsions (Afghanistan for Pakistan and China for India), domestic environment (political instability in 

Pakistan and multiple crises in India) and post pandemic economic pressure facing both countries. It is, 

however, the future of Kashmir and Pakistan’s Kashmir policy which is at stake.  

After India’s unilateral decision to abrogate Article 370 and Article 35-A of the Indian Constitution, the 

status of Kashmir has been changed drastically. Pakistan cannot accept the new status-quo in Kashmir. 

Dialogue with India without New Delhi taking any tangle steps to reverse August 5, 2019 actions in 

Kashmir will legitimize India’s unilateral measures. If Pakistan drops preconditions to talks, then India 
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would claim to stand vindicated. It would also suggest that Pakistan has acquiesced to the new changes 

introduced by India. 

Before taking any further steps to improve relations with India, Pakistan should demand concrete steps 

from India on reversing its illegal actions in Kashmir. Measures such as restoring telecommunications 

services, reducing number of security personnel, and easing select restrictions do not address the political 

status of Kashmir. By changing the political framework of Kashmir, Modi government has violated 

commitments made by India under the Simla agreement about not undertaking unilateral steps on Kashmir. 

Now New Delhi is dangling the carrot of restoring some degree of ‘statehood’ to Kashmir. This, however, 

will not restore the status-quo ante and neither will it be acceptable to the people of Kashmir. 

For the immediate future, the most urgent and pressing question is what next? For Pakistan, resumption of 

ceasefire is the first step towards dialogue on Kashmir. For India, ceasefire is an end in itself. However, by 

agreeing to ceasefire, Pakistan has provided India an opportunity to claim that it is a responsible state 

committed to maintaining peace and security. This makes ceasefire understanding a concession granted to 

India on the part of Pakistan. 

From here onwards, it will be a test of Pakistani policy-makers and strategists to increase their relative 

space for translating tactical understanding with India into strategic gains for Kashmir. If the back-channel 

process continues, then Islamabad would be well-advised to seek corresponding measures from New Delhi 

with tangible outcomes for the situation in Occupied Jammu and Kashmir. Otherwise, ceasefire 

understanding will only afford a short pause in the long-simmering conflict.  

*Faisal Ahmed is a researcher at Islamabad Policy Institute. His work focusses on regional peace and 

security issues.  

 


