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For three weeks, a fragile cease-fire be-
tween Pakistan and Afghanistan was in 
place as Islamabad burnt the midnight 
oil in mediating the Iran war. Howev-
er, on April 27, Afghanistan’s Taliban 
authorities claimed Pakistani mortars 
and missiles struck a university and 
residential neighbourhoods in the east-
ern province of Kunar. The timing of the 
purported attack, which came out of the 
blue and without any trigger, has raised 
questions if Pakistan was now looking 
for an off-ramp as peace talks between 
the US and Iran hit a dead end.
The bigger worry for Pakistan, howev-
er, is the looming prospect of the war in 
Iran restarting. The week before, Paki-
stan failed to bring negotiators from the 
US and Iran together for a second round 
of peace talks. Trump has asserted that 
“bombs will go off” if Iran fails to reach 
a deal. Tehran, on the other hand, has 
warned Persian Gulf nations of a “four-
fold” retaliation if any of its energy fa-
cilities were targeted.
It has landed Pakistan in a spot. If the 
war resumes, it is most likely to drag in 
the Persian Gulf states, including Saudi 
Arabia. Before the cease-fire, Saudi Ara-
bia, a key ally of Pakistan, was repeat-
edly hit by Iran.

Why the sudden attack
Now, it is no secret that Pakistan and 
Saudi Arabia have a NATO-style defence 
pact that treats an attack on one as an at-
tack on both. If Saudi Arabia is attacked 
again, a cash-strapped Pakistan will be 
forced to militarily assist Riyadh. Earlier 
last month, Pakistan was forced to send a 
massive military contingent comprising 
13,000 soldiers and 12–18 fighter jets to 
Saudi Arabia as part of the deal.
If the war starts again, not only will it 
have military consequences for Paki-
stan, but diplomatically as well, as it 
would be forced to attack its ally, Iran. 
Getting dragged into an endless war 
also risks domestic backlash and insta-
bility.
Attacking Iran, a Shia Islamic country, 
will prove to be bad optics. Any action 
by Pakistan, which has around 20% 
Shia population, may lead to blowback.
Experts suggest it is exactly the reason 
why Pakistan decided to start a fire by 
thrusting upon a war with Afghanistan.
“After failing to mediate between Iran 
and the US, Pakistan has restarted the 
attack on Afghanistan,” tweeted geopo-
litical expert Kiran Kumar S.
The sentiment was echoed by a Ka-
bul-based journalist, Ali Latifi. “Islam-
abad’s attempts to broker peace be-

tween Iran and the US failed, and now 
Pakistan is once again launching strikes 
into urban Afghanistan,” he tweeted.

Not the first such episode
The tactic by Pakistan, however, is not 
a first. In the past, too, Pakistan has es-
calated action on the Afghan front with 
the Taliban whenever it has faced pres-
sure linked to the Middle East turmoil.
On February 27, Pakistan conducted 
massive air strikes in Kabul and other 
Afghan cities — just a day before the 
US and Israel dropped bombs on Iran. 
It prompted a fierce retaliation by the 
Taliban, with Islamabad declaring it 
was in an “open war” with Kabul.

Afghanistan has long been accused by 
Islamabad of harbouring the Pakistani 
Taliban or the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan 
(TTP). Pakistan has accused the TTP of 
carrying out deadly attacks inside the 
country, with the latest being the sui-
cide bombing at a mosque in Islamabad 
that killed over 30 people. This incident 
happened on February 6, weeks before 
Pakistan attacked Afghanistan on Feb-
ruary 28.
Thus, by starting a conflict of its own 
with a militarily depleted Afghanistan, 
Pakistan could claim that it had a war 
to take care of. It gave Pakistan a reason 

to avoid sending military assistance to 
Saudi Arabia.
Even if US President Donald Trump, 
who has warmed up to Pakistan, sought 
help due to its geographical proximity 
to Iran, Islamabad has an answer ready.
As the Iran conflict escalated in mid-
March, so did Pakistan’s intensity of 
strikes in Afghanistan.

Mediation attempts fall flat
An uneasy calm returned to the border in 
late March after China mediated a cease-
fire between the countries. It coincided 
with Pakistan taking an active role in 
playing a mediator between the US and 
Iran to end the war. Pakistan’s advantage 
is that it has close ties with Trump and a 
working relationship with Iran.
On the other hand, Trump believed 
Iran was more likely to accept a cease-
fire offer if it was delivered by a Mus-
lim-majority neighbouring country.
Initially, it worked. In the first week 
of April, Pakistan was able to bring a 
top-level US delegation, led by Vice 
President JD Vance, and the Iranian 
leadership to the negotiating table. It 
put Pakistan firmly in the spotlight. 
The optics of its army chief, Asim Munir, 
greeting Vance and the Iranian foreign 
minister gave Pakistan a chance to re-
vamp its global image.
However, in subsequent weeks, Paki-
stan’s efforts fell flat. The trust deficit 
with Iran widened, and Pakistan failed 
to convince Trump to accede to Teh-
ran’s demands, such as lifting the US 
naval blockade. Thus, a second round of 
talks in Islamabad had to be cancelled 
at the eleventh hour.
It has led to a sharp escalation in 
threats between Trump and Iran. Antic-
ipating that the war might restart, Paki-
stan now seems to have fallen back on 
its classic tactic — attack Afghanistan.
Monday’s strikes in Kunar province 
partially destroyed the Sayed Jamalud-
din Afghani University and flattened ci-
vilian homes, killing nearly 10 people, 
Afghanistan claimed. Over 80 people, 
including women and children, are bat-
tling serious injuries. Pakistan, how-
ever, denied attacking the university, 
calling it a “blatant lie”.
The reason behind the latest spurt of 
violence is not known. The pattern lays 
bare Pakistan’s strategy of using Af-
ghanistan to manage its external pres-
sures. This is because the view within 
the Pakistani military is that Afghani-
stan is a manageable conflict zone.
Thus, with mediation efforts in dol-
drums, and Trump threatening to bomb 
Iran, Pakistan has once again fallen 
back to restarting its conflict with Af-
ghanistan.
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production capacity — so that the trade 
balance approaches equilibrium. The Af-
ghan side itself has also declared readi-
ness for greater trade growth.
Thus far, trade has been nearly unilat-
eral, and the trade balance has been 
approximately 90 to 95 percent in Iran’s 
favor. Afghanistan possesses favorable 
products for export to Iran — such as 
livestock, cotton, and certain agricultur-
al and animal products — but these en-
counter quarantine problems, which we 
are currently addressing; for instance, 
establishing a quarantine at the border 
for cotton entering.
In the domain of dried fruits and nuts, 
which can be packaged in Iran and re-ex-
ported to other countries to generate 
added value and employment for us, they 
also possess substantial capacity. In this 
manner, the trade balance will become 
more balanced. Additionally, commod-
ities that cannot enter Iran due to sanc-
tions can first be imported into Afghani-

stan and subsequently dispatched to Iran.

Through Afghanistan, to which coun-
tries can export and transit be con-
ducted, and to what extent does the 
development of commercial relations 
via neighbors assist Iran?
Through Afghanistan, we can trade with 
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajiki-
stan. However, the primary objective is 
the opening of a trade route with China. 
We can establish robust connections 
with China via the Afghanistan and Ta-
jikistan route and vice versa. Within the 
Badakhshan region, there exists poten-
tial for developing road and rail connec-
tivity on the part of both Afghanistan 
and Tajikistan. Although the mountain-
ous nature of the route has diminished 
operational velocity, Tajikistan is pursu-
ing this matter with seriousness. Should 
the Badakhshan route open, goods will 
travel from China to Badakhshan, Af-
ghanistan, and Iran — a route that is 

both lower in cost and superior.
Furthermore, via Kazakhstan and the Cas-
pian Sea to the Amirabad Port and vice 
versa, we can also establish connections 
with China. In the past, the majority of 
Iran’s trade with China and East Asia was 
conducted via maritime routes and South-
ern ports such as Bandar Abbas. Under 
prevailing conditions, however, it can be 
executed through a hybrid rail-and-sea 
route via neighboring countries such as 
Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Afghanistan.

How do you evaluate Iran’s trade 
strategy and policy under wartime 
conditions?
Due to wartime exigencies and the pri-
oritization of meeting domestic needs 
over exports, we have imposed certain 
restrictions and bans on the exportation 
of some commodities. Nevertheless, we 
believe that the ban of trade items must 
be managed. If we abruptly ban the ex-
port of a commodity, a company that has, 

for years, made a market for its brand 
in other countries shall suffer losses. 
Instead of export bans, we can supply 
domestic needs from other neighboring 
countries while, simultaneously, main-
taining exports freely. Therefore, under 
current circumstances, we must act with 
special and targeted management so as 
not to damage exports. Moreover, in the 
realm of imports, beyond essential food 
and agricultural commodities, we must 
focus on raw materials and machinery to 
build the production infrastructure.

What is the current state of Iran’s 
trade with the Afghan market, and to 
what extent does Iran supply Afghan-
istan’s needs?
Afghanistan constitutes one of Iran’s pri-
mary export destinations, particularly for 
the Khorasan Province in the East of the 
country. Last year, we exported approxi-
mately $2,200,000,000 to Afghanistan, 
approximately 80 percent of which was 

conducted via Khorasan because, due to 
the short distance, the cost of exporting 
from Khorasan is more economical.
The average volume of bilateral exchang-
es is $3,000,000,000. A portion of exports 
to Afghanistan occurs informally; for in-
stance, Iranian saffron goes illicitly to Af-
ghanistan and from there is exported to 
other countries under the label of Afghan 
saffron. The reason for this is that the ex-
portation of Afghan products to India is 
tariff-free, whereas the exportation of the 
identical product from Iran to India incurs 
a high tariff. Hence, such commodities 
travel from Iran to Afghanistan and thence 
to India and certain other countries.
On the other hand, Afghanistan procures 
a substantial portion of its required com-
modities through Iran and, due to its dif-
ficulties with Pakistan, has increasingly 
turned to Iran. Thus, all in all, Afghani-
stan is considered Iran’s second trading 
partner and occupies a significant role in 
Iran’s commerce.

By starting a conflict 
of its own with a 
militarily depleted 
Afghanistan, 
Pakistan could claim 
that it had a war to 
take care of. It gave 
Pakistan a reason 
to avoid sending 
military assistance 
to Saudi Arabia. 
Even if US President 
Donald Trump, 
who has warmed 
up to Pakistan, 
sought help due 
to its geographical 
proximity to Iran, 
Islamabad has an 
answer ready.

Taliban soldiers look toward Pakistan from the 
Afghan side of the Torkham border crossing in 
February 2026.
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US Vice President JD Vance (C), walks with Paki-
stan’s Chief of Defence Forces Field Marshal Asim 
Munir (L) after arriving for talks with Iranian offi-
cials in Islamabad, Pakistan, on April 11, 2026.
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