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Editor’s Note

It is indeed a great privilege and honour for me to be appointed
Director General of this great institution ‘Centre for Air Power
Studies’. It is a unique think tank that has primary focus on Air Power
in addition to other strategic and policy issues. CAPS is well-respected
for the credibility and depth of its research and analyses. Defence
diplomacy is the pursuit of foreign policy objectives through the
peaceful employment of defence resources and capabilities across the
spectrum in the development of a country’s bilateral and multilateral
relationships. Major General Ng Chee Khern, Air Force Chief of the
Republic of Singapore, summed it up thus: “In defence diplomacy,
we seek to develop mutually beneficial relationships with friendly
countries and armed forces to contribute to a stable international
and regional environment.” Defence diplomacy supports conflict
prevention. Air is an important element that can be applied in
support at short notice and with global reach. Air diplomacy is the
use of air assets to support foreign policy. A diplomat first used the
term air diplomacy. On August 23, 1927, in an interview with the
New York Times before boarding to take up his appointment as the
French ambassador in Washington, Paul Claudel mentioned air
diplomacy in reference to Charles Lindbergh’s transatlantic flight
of May 21, 1927: “My task will be facilitated by the air and popular
diplomacy admirably initiated by the American airmen, who haven’t
even realized their apostolate.” Besides military aviation, the support
provided to foreign policy includes civil aviation and the aeronautical
industry as well as airbases and air warriors themselves.
Indian Air Force (IAF) played a significant role in Operation
Cactus to support the duly elected, lawful government of Maldives
v
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during an attempted coup in 1988. IAF also played a great role in
Nepal earthquake of 2015. IAF has had a sizeable participation in the
United Nations missions. IAF has also been supporting smaller air
forces of the region with supplies, spares and training. The air attachés
also support air diplomacy. Also, the IAF officers doing courses
abroad help connect, educate, exchange, access, and strengthen
defence relationships to promote own influence through air related
ideas. Making own aircraft and space industry and R&D effective
and viable could support air diplomacy. Meanwhile, leveraging
big ticket defence purchases could support defence diplomacy.
Joint air exercises with friendly foreign countries also promotes
linkages and interoperability. India had gifted or transferred military
aircraft to Afghanistan, Nepal and some other countries as part of
air diplomacy. India has had training teams or air advisory presence
in many countries to combine military diplomacy or cooperation to
support its larger strategic interests as in Sudan, Yemen, Botswana,
Lesotho and Zambia in Africa; Laos and Vietnam, among Chinese
neighbours. As also in Afghanistan and the Central Asian Republic
of Tajikistan. The recent Air Chief’s conclave hosted by IAF Chief,
Air Chief Marshal RKS Bhadauria during the Aero India air show
in Bangalore saw a presence of many air chiefs. The participation of
IAF’s “Surya Kiran” and “Sarang” formation aircraft display teams in
Sri Lankan Air Force (SLAF) 70th anniversary celebrations was a clear
initiative of defence diplomacy. Personal presence of the IAF Chief in
the celebrations reinforced the strength of IAF-SLAF ties. The visit
will strengthen the existing cooperative process and open up newer
avenues of mutual interest. It also promoted better understanding
and air diplomacy. Defence and Diplomacy is thus an important journal
covering a wide range of issues.
The last quarter has seen the world continue to be preoccupied
with COVID-19, which has also impacted the military and security
operations. Like the frontline workers (medical staff), the Indian
Armed Force personnel got Covid vaccination on priority so that
they can continue to defend the nation.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi addressed the tri-service
Combined Commanders Conference held at Kevadia, not far from
the Statue of Unity in Gujarat. A wide range of issues got deliberated
Defence and Diplomacy Journal Vol. 10 No. 2 2021 (January-March)
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including modernisation of Armed Forces. The special focus was
clearly on the creation of integrated Theatre Commands and infusion
of modern technology. It is clear that the government is targeting to
have the Air Defence and Maritime commands in place by the end of
the year. The geographical land-based Theatre Commands will come
up by next year, the Indian Defence Minister said. Issues like morale
and motivation and promotion of spirit of innovation in the Armed
Forces witnessed enthusiastic participation with useful feedback
and suggestions from the soldiers and younger officers of the three
Services. A ‘belligerent’ China will continue to assert itself and seek
‘dominance’ in countries around India, said Gen Bipin Rawat, India’s
Chief of Defence Staff (CDS).
The Biden administration is already seized of the need to contain
rising China. The United States is conscious of the rapid strides
China is making in the field of artificial intelligence, and is evolving
a concrete and comprehensive plan for action. US foreign policy
towards China, Russia, Afghanistan, and the Middle East will not
change dramatically. Indications are that the USA will once again
strengthen relations with NATO and will push QUAD to new levels.
Chinese President Xi Jinping, also General Secretary of the
Communist Party of China Central Committee and chairman of the
Central Military Commission, while addressing the 13th National
People’s Congress (NPC) in Beijing on March 5, 2021, stressed
full and faithful comprehension and implementation of the new
development philosophy. In view of the international pressure for
violation of human rights in Tibet and Xinjiang, he spoke of the need
for ethnic unity, and sense of community for the Chinese nation. Eye
on international community, he talked about green transformation
of key industries and areas, foster cleaner production and accelerate
green and low-carbon development, he said. Xi highlighted a
Partywide campaign on CPC history learning and education.
Meanwhile China’s 6 per cent GDP forecast dampened the big
bounce expectations that Beijing had early projected as roaring postCovid 8 per cent recovery in 2021. Yet China’s defence budget will for
the first time cross US$ 200 billion with the government announcing
a 6.8 per cent hike in defence spending for 2021. The announcement
was made at the start of the week-long session of the National
vii
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People’s Congress (NPC). At US$ 209 billion, it will take China’s
defence spending to more than four times India’s US$ 49.75 billion
budget, not including pensions.
Meanwhile strong words were exchanged between the two sides
during the first USA-China high-level meeting in Alaska, since the
Biden administration took over. This heralds the arrival of a new
era of US-Chinese dynamics, defined by persistent and consistent
friction, volatility, and distrust. There are defence analysts who feel
that China has already started winning the arms race with the US.
As US-China confrontation in the Taiwan Strait and South China
Sea intensifies, and China has threatened to take Taiwan by force,
showdown has intensified. China found that the Russian weapons
in its inventory were not good enough to match the USA. China thus
began to invest lots of financial and human resources in developing
advanced weapons on its own. It has achieved nuclear second strike
capabilities, and DF-41 ICBMs, with reportedly the longest range in
the world, which can hit anywhere in the United States. It carries 10
multiple independently targetable re-entry vehicle (MITV) warheads
that are difficult to intercept. China is now building its most
advanced Type 096 SSBN to be armed with JL-3s. China is now able
to make conventional submarines with air independent propulsion
(AIP), the Yuan-class (Type 039A). To deal with US aircraft carriers,
China has developed and deployed DF-21D and DF-26 anti-ship
ballistic missiles. China even leads the US in hypersonic technology
with its already deployed DF-17 hypersonic missiles. The J-20 fifthgeneration stealth fighters are being built in large numbers and are
reportedly already equipped with WS-15s. China is catching up with
the USA and is developing new long-range strategic bombers and
sixth-generation fighters. China is also building a new aircraft carrier
with an electromagnetic catapult. The Pentagon has been pointing
out that China is now the “top ship-producing nation in the world by
tonnage”. Though, China has to still to build a nuclear aircraft carrier
that is otherwise complicated and costly to maintain. China already
has anti-satellite capabilities. China has the Quaizhou series satellites
on hot-standby, to be launched at short notice.
Strengthening the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP’s) hold
over its people, Xi Jinping had earlier urged to use the rule of law to
Defence and Diplomacy Journal Vol. 10 No. 2 2021 (January-March)

viii

editor’s note

solidify the CCP’s control. Xi emphasised that China “will never copy
the models and practices of other countries, and will never follow
the Western so-called ‘constitutionalism,’ ‘separation of powers,’
and ‘judicial independence.’” They will make it difficult for anyone
opposing the government to find a lawyer if they want to sue the
local authorities.
China is also having its say in all international forums. It
continues to use the Belt and Road Initiative to push defence and
diplomacy. It has more vocally started opposing the USA at all global
hotspots, including Iran and Afghanistan. In the Indo-Pacific region,
China continues its show of force in the South China Sea and the
Taiwan Strait. Beijing has been using fighter and bomber aircraft
on intimidation missions against Japan and Taiwan, and foreign
shipping, mostly with the intent of signalling its command over the
region.
The stand-off between India and China in eastern Ladakh finally
got de-escalated as a result of a mutually acceptable disengagement
agreement. The situation continues to be “an uneasy calm”. Indian
Ministry of External Affairs has asserted that peace and tranquillity
on the border is essential for development of bilateral relations. India
has told China that disengagement at all friction points is necessary to
contemplate any de-escalation of troops even as the two sides agreed
to establish a hotline contact for timely exchange of views. The future
of this agreement lies in its full adherence by both parties. Clearly,
China is now aware of India’s resolve to protect the sovereignty
of the country. The main stumbling blocks in finding a permanent
resolution are lack of trust and no clarity on intent. Also, both sides
have a differing perception of what the real LAC is.
This edition of the Defence and Diplomacy Journal has some very
interesting and contemporary subjects. As India and Bangladesh
celebrate 50 years Bangladesh’s liberation, Gp Capt Nijjar has written
a comprehensive story of the very important “Heli-borne Assault on
Sylhet”. It was a major Special Heli-Borne Operation (SHBO). This
“vertical envelopment” operation had participation of most of the
IAF’s Mi-4 helicopter units in the eastern sector. The operation was
a mastermind of Gp Capt (later Air Vice Marshal) Chandan Singh,
Station Commander, Jorhat. It was a “bold & intelligent” use of
ix
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helicopters. This day and night SHBO operation by the Mi-4s and
supported by the armed Alouette III was the foundation upon which
the path to victory was built.
Tanvi Kulkarni writes on “Arguing for a Norms-Based Framework
for Nuclear Responsibilities”. International nuclear non-proliferation
norms have been evolving for many decades, but they have also been
regularly put to test. Sometimes these have been part of geopolitical
positions between the haves and have-nots. Who must act as the
policemen will always remain a question. Currently, Iran and North
Korea are seen as the villains, at least by the so-called free world. Both
the USA and Russia have been systematically reducing their nuclear
warheads. Maintaining and deploying these have been a very costly
exercise. Yet both the USA and Russia and, to no less extent, China are
busy modernising their nuclear triad. Among the non-nuclear states,
Japan, South Korea and Saudi Arabia have always wondered if they
themselves need to have nukes for own security. Meanwhile terrorist
interest in acquiring nuclear capabilities has not waned. As long as
Russia and China remain aggressive on nuclear front, shouldn’t the
USA reassure allies on nuclear security umbrella? Can the world
be on one-wicket on the NPT—non-proliferation, disarmament,
and peaceful uses of nuclear energy? Should the major powers
cooperatively build support for Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA)? Shouldn’t China play a more productive role in exercising
its hold on North Korea to abandon its nuclear programme? Growing
hypersonic weapons and other non-nuclear assets could also bring
asymmetry and affect the nuclear weapon norms. Intelligence and
information sharing, including about terrorist groups as operate
in nuclear Pakistan, remain of concern. Efforts to counter nuclear
terrorism need strong global support.
Dr. Manan Dwivedi and Manisha Sarade write on “India and
Its Role in the Indo-Pacific Theatre—Partnerships and Prospects”.
Clearly Indo-Pacific is fast becoming the equivalent of the Atlantic
of Cold War years. The QUAD which began as a security dialogue is
being pushed towards a NATO like defence alliance by the US. India
and the US have signed many security enabling defence agreements
that promote defence cooperation and interoperability. Joint military
exercises between the QUAD members are now a regular feature.
Defence and Diplomacy Journal Vol. 10 No. 2 2021 (January-March)
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The Indo-US ministerial level 2+2 dialogue is now an established
protocol. The largest assets of air power are today placed in IndoPacific region. In a Biden-era first, the US defence secretary has
already visited India in late March. Yet many analysts have averred
that it is premature for India to get into a formal defence alliance with
the USA. India’s close links with Russia and significant trade with
China and many other geostrategic considerations will prevent such
a choice. Yet India will continue to be close to the USA for balancing
China. “This is a time to engage America, manage China, cultivate
Europe, reassure Russia, bring Japan into play,” writes Jaishankar,
who was India’s Ambassador in both Washington and Beijing before
becoming the Foreign Secretary and then the External Affairs Minister
in the current BJP-led government.
Shantanu Roy-Chaudhury, writes on “China in Maldives:
Implications for India”. Undoubtedly China is looking at Maldives
for strengthening its foothold in the Indian Ocean. Around 700 km
southwest of India, Maldives is a young democracy, transiting in
2008. This smallest nation of Asia is a member of the South Asian
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), the Commonwealth
of Nations, the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, and the NonAligned Movement. It has seen increased Chinese influence since the
early 2010s. China has been meddling in the democratic process, and
has been pumping cheap loans and investments. Meanwhile India
has been trying to bring Maldives into India’s security grid. India
has gifted security related hardware, including fast-attack naval
craft, coastal radars networked with Indian surveillance systems, and
positioned two helicopters permanently. The Indian Coast Guard
(ICG) carries out regular Dornier sorties to look for suspicious vessels.
Ekuverin, an annual joint military exercise, is held every year since
2009 between India and Maldives. India has supported moderate
democratic forces, especially allayed fears of terrorists taking over
some islands. In 1988 India launched Operation Cactus, when in
November 1988 speedboats carrying 80 armed militants of the
People’s Liberation Organisation of Tamil Eelam tried to overthrow
the democratically elected government. Indian forces arrived within
12 hours of the request for aid being made, squashed the coup attempt
and achieved full control of the country within hours. India’s action
xi
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was endorsed globally. In 2014, during the Male drinking-water crisis,
India sent heavy lift aircraft like C-17 Globemaster III, Il-76 carrying
bottled water. The Indian Navy helped set up desalination plants.
In December 2018, when Yameen’s government exited, India
gave US$ 1.4 billion to the Maldives to offset Chinese loans. For
COVID-19, India has extended financial, material and logistical
support. More recently, India has provided US$ 150 million currency
swap support to help Maldives mitigate the financial crisis, and the
Indian Air Force airlifted 6.2 tons of essential medicines and hospital
consumables to Maldives, as part of ‘Operation Sanjeevani’. In August
2020 India extended US$ 500 million in aid to improve connectivity
in the islands. This is known to be bigger than any Chinese project.
India’s loans are more transparent and provide favourable terms to
the Maldives.
As India and China engage in an open struggle for influence,
while India supports democracy, China supports authoritarian
leaders. Maldives has been seen oscillating for support and playing
India and China for perceived own gains. India will have to manage
China’s growing economic and maritime interests in the Indian Ocean
Region, for its own security. The Maldives are very strategically
located, vis-à-vis choke points of Malacca and Hormuz Straits, and
are important for stopping Chinese advances in the Indian Ocean.
Joshy M. Paul writes on “China’s ‘Marching West’ Strategy:
Creating a Eurasian Great Power”. While China’s over US$ 1 trillion,
60-country, Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has a well-articulated
infrastructure and economic dimension, there are military and
security implications. Clearly the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC) is the flagship project, and has implications for India. There
are already military dimensions to the Gwadar port. The Chinese also
have a significant military presence in Pakistan. China is fast becoming
a major player and indispensable actor in Western Balkans, bringing
cultural, media, and political influence. Daniel R. Russel and Blake H.
Berger have recently written about “Weaponising the Belt and Road
Initiative”. They write, “While Chinese leaders proclaim the BRI to be
a ‘win-win’ development tool and disavow any underlying strategic
goals, these declarations have not entirely assuaged suspicions and
concerns in both host countries and other capitals.”
Defence and Diplomacy Journal Vol. 10 No. 2 2021 (January-March)
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Sushmita Bharti writes on “India-Sri Lanka Relations: Evaluating
the Impact of Global Politics”. The two countries are also close on
economic terms with India being the island’s largest trading partner
and an agreement to establish a proto-single market has also been
under discussion. There are deep racial and cultural links between
the two countries. India and Sri Lanka share a maritime border.
India is the only neighbour of Sri Lanka, separated by the Palk Strait.
Both nations occupy a strategic position in South Asia and have
sought to build a common security umbrella in the Indian Ocean.
Their relations did get tested during the Sri Lankan Civil War and
the controversial Indian intervention during the war. In recent years
Sri Lanka has moved closer to China, especially in terms of naval
agreements. India has signed a nuclear energy deal to improve
relations. The destinies are interlinked. Chinese influence in India’s
backyard is not acceptable to India, and therefore India has been
having a cooperative engagement.
Ishka Yadav has looked at “China’s Environmental Security”.
As the largest developing country in the world, China has achieved
rapid economic development, averaging high annual gross domestic
product (GDP) growth rates. But this success has come at the
cost of deterioration of the environment. China’s environmental
problems include air pollution, water shortages and pollution,
desertification, and soil pollution, and all this has subjected Chinese
residents to significant health risks. Rapid industrialisation, as well
as lax environmental oversight, are the main contributors to these
problems. China is ranked low on the Environmental Performance
Index. In recent years, there has been increased citizens’ activism
against government decisions that are perceived as environmentally
and health damaging.
Dr. Chandra Rekha writes on “From Astrakhan to Vladivostok:
Growing Relevance of Subregional Cooperation between India and
Russia”. India and the Soviet Union (USSR) had strong strategic,
military, economic and diplomatic relations. After the dissolution of
the Soviet Union, Russia and India have been sharing a “special and
privileged strategic partnership”, and have continued to grow. The
partnership has been built on political closeness, defence, civil nuclear
energy, anti-terrorism cooperation and space. More recently, the
xiii
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economic component has grown in importance, with both countries
setting a target of reaching US$ 30 billion in bilateral trade by 2025,
from about US$ 9.4 billion in the year 2017. Despite the American
threat of subjecting India to the provisions of CAATSA (Countering
America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act), India is going ahead
with the S-400 air-defence system deal with Russia.
There is also an article on “India’s Defence Budget 2021-2022—
What Is Enough?”. The issue is about bringing a balance between
building capabilities to countering external threats and meeting the
competing demands of funds for raising standards and meeting
aspirations of people of a developing country.
There are two book reviews in this issue. The first book is Radiance
in Indian Skies: The Tejas Saga written by Air Marshal Philip Rajkumar
(Retd.) and BR Srikanth, and reviewed by Air Marshal Daljit Singh
(Retd.). Philip Rajkumar had headed Tejas’ flight test programme for
nearly a decade, beginning in 1994, and took prototypes to the skies.
This is a story of his team of pilots and of the LCA programme itself,
how it was commissioned, and the challenges in the development
phase and the pressure of realising the dream of domestically
developing a fighter plane. It also covers the role of aeronautical
engineers and scientists in the project’s initial stages and how several
Indian research and defence organisations came together to work on
designing the fighter plane.
The second book is Contest for the Indo-Pacific: Why China Won’t
Map the Future by Rory Medcalf, Professor and Head of the National
Security College at the Australian National University. It is reviewed
by Harsh Pandey. The Indo-Pacific is now where the great power
action is. It is the region central to global prosperity and security. It
is also a place for collective action. If diplomacy fails, it could be the
theatre for future war. If its future can be secured, the Indo-Pacific
would flourish as a shared space, the Centre of Gravity in a connected
world. While China and USA are in a great power contest, the world
watches, wondering whether to take sides or be a bystander. For
India, the security dilemma is strategic autonomy or to get sucked
into a military alliance.
In our subsequent issues, we propose to bring more content
related to subjects more directly impinging on Indian region.
Defence and Diplomacy Journal Vol. 10 No. 2 2021 (January-March)
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More articles on how defence really supports diplomacy. Also, our
consistent endeavour as a Centre for Power Studies would be to get
thoughts and analyses on the role of air power in diplomacy.
I must continue to remind our readers that “reading is a voyage
of joy”. Reading to the mind is what physical exercise is to the body.
By reading, one puts everything in its reach. As a scholar air warrior,
I must say, “Today a reader, tomorrow a leader”. We in CAPS too
want to encourage and promote a passion for reading. We also want
to promote strategic thought and writing skills. CAPS is looking for
bright young people to research and write on aerospace issues, and
defence and diplomacy. Do join us in this effort.
Wishing you all happy reading!!

Air Marshal Anil Chopra
Director General, CAPS
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Bhupinder S. Nijjar

THE 1971 BANGLADESH
LIBERATION WAR HELI-BORNE
ASSAULT ON SYLHET

Bhupinder S. Nijjar

The Golden Jubilee Aircraft Exchange and Mi-4

As the relationship entered its 50th year, Air Chief Marshal RKS
Bhadauria, PVSM AVSM VM ADC, Chief of the Air Staff (CAS) of
the Indian Air Force (IAF), visited Bangladesh on February 22, 2021,
to cement the professional ties and friendship between the respective
Air Forces.1 In a key event, the two sides exchanged mementoes of
the IAF Alouette III and Bangladesh Air Force (BAF) F-86. While
the museums in the respective countries gained the fully restored
versions of the aircraft, it also signified the vital role of the “Chetak”
during the Indo-Pak war for Bangladesh’s liberation.2 An IAF Mi-4
helicopter (Z-2401) already occupied a place of honour at the BAF
museum.3
Wing Commander Bhupinder S. Nijjar is an IAF Veteran and a Former Research Fellow,
Centre for Air Power Studies, New Delhi
1.	Indian Air Force, “CAS Visit to Bangladesh”, at https://indianairforce.nic.in/content/
cas-visit-bangladesh. Accessed on March 10, 2021.
2. Twitter.com, “IAF_MCC Post Dated Feb 26”, at https://twitter.com/IAF_MCC/statu
s/1365318571908235266?s=20. Accessed on March 10, 2021.
3. Sheikh Takdir, “Bangladesh Air Force Museum (BAF Museum) | Bangladesh Biman
Bahini Jadughor”, YouTube, September 8, 2019, at https://youtu.be/MbzATNA1WiM.
Accessed on March 20, 2021.
1
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THE 1971 BANGLADESH LIBERATION WAR HELI-BORNE ASSAULT ON SYLHET

Almost 50 years ago, Bangladesh was liberated from the clutches
of an oppressive regime on December 16, 1971. The comprehensive
Pakistani defeat was formalised with Pakistani troops’ commander in
East-Pakistan, General AAK Niazi, signing the surrender document
in Dacca.
The Alouette and the Mi-4s had played a stellar role in the
comprehensive Pakistani defeat. Both the Alouette III and Mi-4
helicopters, along with their pilots, had witnessed the war and its
battles at close quarters. On December 16, 1971, with the airfield at
Dhaka being out of commission, it was apt that both the aircraft were
present to witness the signing of the surrender document at Dhaka.
They heli-lifted dignitaries from Agartala as well as Calcutta. This
“heli-lift” was the final operation undertaken by the IAF helicopters
in East-Pakistan. They flew into East Pakistan and returned to India
from Bangladesh.
This paper examines the role of these two helicopters in the
first of a series of heli-borne assaults and heli-bridging operations
undertaken—the assault on Sylhet.
The Alouette III and the Mi-4 Helicopter

The Alouette III is a small helicopter that can accommodate five
passengers in addition to the two pilots. In its casualty evacuation
(CASEVAC) avatar, it is capable of carrying two stretchers.4 It was
also among the first aircraft to have been flown by the BAF pilots.
The Mi-4 was a larger troop transport helicopter capable of carrying
up to 1,600 kg load.5 Due to the vintage of the fleet and operating
conditions, ten fully equipped troops and equipment was the usual
complement of the load carried.6 It was also capable of carrying eight
stretchers in the CASEVAC role.
Pakistan officially declared war on December 3, 1971. However,
on the eastern front, other than the skirmishes, the battle actually
commenced with the battle of Akhaura on December 1, 1971. The
4.

5.
6.

“SA316/SA319 Alouette III Light Utility Helicopter”, Airforce Technology, at https://
www.airforce-technology.com/projects/a316sa319alouetteiii/. Accessed on March
22, 2021.
“Mil Mi-4 1952”, Aviastar.org, at http://www.aviastar.org/helicopters_eng/mi-4.
php. Accessed on March 22, 2021.
Gp Capt RV Singh, VM, (Retd), Personal Interaction at his residence, Noida, March 14,
2021.
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few Alouette helicopters available until the Mi-4s were mainly used
in reconnaissance and observation (R&O) roles. The Mi-4s were to
augment the existing helicopters for R&O and CASEVAC tasks.
By December 3, 1971, the progress of battle at Akhaura had
provided the necessary feedback about the fact the enemy had cleverly
used the peculiarities of terrain with its numerous creeks to build
robust defences. Although they were overcome eventually, however,
the costs in terms of casualties and the time taken were alarming. The
arrival of the Mi-4s provided an opportunity to overcome these costs.
Accordingly, the first of Special Heli-Borne Operation (SHBO)7
tasks were proposed to be undertaken at “Sylhet”.
However, the Alouette III involvement had started with
establishing the “Mukti Fauj” much earlier.
Mukti Fauj and the F-86E Episode

Post the brutal crackdown on the Bengali-speaking population in East
Pakistan, lakhs of Bengali refugees started streaming into India. People’s
anger was channelised by creating “The Mukti Bahini”. Mr. K. F. Rustamji,
who led the Border Security Force (BSF), was authorised to extend help
to the Bengali refugees, willing to fight back, as early as March 29, 1971.8
On April 17, the Bangladesh government in exile, led by its Prime
Minister Tajuddin Ahmad, proclaimed independence for a “sovereign
democratic republic of Bangladesh” from a point inside East Pakistan.9
By May 1971, the Indian Army had taken charge of training the
“Mukti Fauj” and utilised the trained personnel who had defected
from the East Bengal Regiment and the East Pakistan Rifles. Gradually
the “Mukti Bahini” force transformed itself as Bangladesh Forces with
General MAG Osmani as its Commander-in-Chief and continued
their sustained activities against the now occupying Pakistani forces.
The skirmishes between opposing forces began to increase, and
Pakistan Air Force was using the F-86E armed with GAR-8 missiles to
support its Army. The undeclared war for the liberation of Bangladesh
7.

SHBO: A Special Heli-Borne Operation provides necessary momentum to surprise the
enemy and multiply the chances of success of overall plan at higher level.
8.	Lt Col Quazi Sajjad Ali Zahir, “This Is the Way My Boy”, in Maj Gen Dhruv C. Katoch
and Lt Col Quazi Sajjad Ali Zahir (eds.), Liberation Bangladesh 1971, First-hand, untold,
action stories from the war zone (New Delhi: Bloomsbury, 2015), p. 95.
9.	Ibid., p. 96.
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was already unofficially underway, led by the Bengalis themselves.
With the war clouds clearly on the horizon, both sides prepared for
what was about to unfold.
The Indian Military Aim and Pakistani Plans

As per the then IAF Chief, Air Chief Marshal PC Lal, the initial Indian
military aims were:10
… to gain as much ground as possible in the east, to neutralise the
Pakistani forces there to the extent we could, and to establish a
base as it were for a possible state of Bangladesh. In the West, the
objective was to hold the Pakistani forces.

As the events unfolded, it was clear that the Bengalis will not
accept anything short of complete independence. However, the area
of 148,460 sq km11 was being defended by a professional army. The
land boundary with India was over 4,142 km long, and the power
centre of East Pakistan, Dacca (now Dhaka), was safely ensconced
by natural river systems from three sides formed by the delta of
the mighty Padma (formed with the confluence of Ganga and
Brahmaputra—known as Jamuna in Bengal) and the Meghna river
systems. A military commander could not have asked for more help
from nature to ensure an area’s defence. The Indian Army was also
known to be short of crucial equipment, which included bridging
equipment and was well aware of the prospects of waging a threefront war. That is, in the West and East with Pakistan and on its
northern borders with China.
As per the Pakistani plan, the primary battle with India was to be
won on the Western front. This fact is stated by Lt Gen AAK Niazi
under whom the war in East Pakistan was fought:12

10.	Air Chief Marshal PC Lal, My Years with the IAF (New Delhi: Lancer International,1986),
p. 171.
11.	CIA.gov, “The World Factbook: Bangladesh”, at https://www.cia.gov/the-worldfactbook/countries/bangladesh/. Accessed on March 20, 2021.
12.	Lt Gen AAK Niazi, The Betrayal of East Pakistan (New Delhi: Manohar Publishers &
Distributors, 1998), p. xxx.
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The plans for both the theatre of operations were concomitant and
interlinked … the main battle was to be fought and won on the
western front.

The Pakistani plan did not cater to the ground reality of a civil
war. However, Pakistan Air Force (PAF) had requisitioned Pakistan
International Airlines (PIA) and had airlifted at least two13 additional
infantry divisions (9 and 16) to East Pakistan via Sri Lanka. This did
bolster the Pakistani military presence almost six months before the
commencement of war on December 3, 1971, and gave time for robust
defences to be created.
Gen Niazi’s plan was to prolong the war till the ceasefire was
effected due to international pressure or the action on the western
front. He had specified it as:
Troops on the border would fight on until ordered to withdraw;
while withdrawing to the fortresses, they would fight delaying
actions in an attempt to exchange space for time. Finally, they
would occupy and defend the fortresses till the end.

These fortresses were strong defensive positions constructed as
a part of “forward defensive posture” at Bogra, Rangpur, Mymensingh,
Jessore, Jhenid, Sylhet, Kamalpur, Bhairab Bazaar, Comilla,
Chittagong and Dacca. These were not mutually supportive, and
there were no reserves other than some at Dacca. The instructions for
the Pakistani formations on the front line were clear and specified that
withdrawal would not take place to the fortresses until the concerned
unit had suffered 75 per cent casualties.
The air element consisted of 14 Squadron operating from Tejgaon
equipped with an estimated 16 Canadair F-86 Sabres and two Lockheed
T-33 “shooting star” jet trainers. The Pakistan Army Aviation (PAA)
also operated five of the latest Russian Mi-8 twin-engine (turbine)
helicopters and four Alouette IIIs for communication and logistic
support duties. Two additional Alouettes were positioned for Search
and Rescue (SAR) duties with the Sabres.
13. Sajjad Haider, Flight of the Falcon (Lahore: Vanguard Books Pvt. Ltd., 2009), p. 234.
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However, the Air Defence (AD) cover was significant. It consisted
of a well-camouflaged radar (AR-1) and Anti-Aircraft Artillery (AAA)
with a coordinated plan to lure IAF aircraft into the designated AAA
kill-zones. Interestingly, this radar survived the war.14
OP-Instruction Number 53 and the Helicopter Tasks

On August 16, 1971, Army HQ issued Operational Instruction
Number 53, which specified the tasks of the Indian Army as:15
•• Defend Sikkim and NEFA against possible Chinese Aggression.
•• Contain insurgency in Nagaland, Manipur, and Mizo Hills.
•• Destroy the bulk of the Pak forces in the Eastern Theatre and
occupy the major portion of East Bengal including the entry ports
of Chittagong and Khulna.
The Indian Air Force, on its part, had the following tasks entrusted
to it:16
•• Eliminate the PAF at the earliest.
•• Render maximum assistance to the Army in the form of
offensive support, transport and helicopter support and airborne
operations.
•• Assist the Navy to isolate East Pakistan and also ensure that the
PAF did not interfere with the operations of Indian naval ships
and aircraft.
•• Ensure Air Defence of the area of responsibility.
A total of five Helicopter Units (HUs) were stationed in the
Eastern sector. These were 105 HU (MI-4),110 HU (MI-4), 111 HU
(MI-4), 112 HU (Alouette III) and 115 HU (Alouette III). In addition,
at least two helicopters were operating with the Special Frontier
Force (SFF) or the Kilo Force.
The Kilo Force (not to be confused with “Kilo Flight”) or “Uban
Force”, which mainly consisted of Tibetans,17 was inducted at
14.	PVS Jagan Mohan and Samir Chopra, Eagles Over Bangladesh: The Indian Air Force in the
1971 Liberation War (New Delhi: HarperCollins), p. 368.
15. S. N. Prasad and U. P. Thapliyal, The India-Pakistan War of 1971—A History (Dehradun:
Natraj Publishers, for Ministry of Defence, Government of India, 2014), pp. 274-75.
16.	Ibid., p. 353.
17.	Maj Gen SS Uban, Phantoms of Chittagong (New Delhi: Allied Publishers, 1985).
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Demagiri by August 1971 for operations in the Chittagong Hill Tracts
(CHT) region.
The “Mukti Bahini” fighters were also embedded into the
operational plan and were used to gather crucial intelligence, besides
undertaking guerrilla operations against the Pak Army, adversely
affecting their morale.
IAF had set up an Advance HQ alongside the Army Eastern
Command and was responsible for close air support to the Army.
Eastern Air Command (EAC) was exercising direct control over all
offensive air operations, including Close Air Support to the Army
East of Brahmaputra (Padma) and up to Meghna.
The plan for the “Vertical Envelopment” of the enemy and the
establishment of the “Kilo flight” were crucial elements of the IAF
tasks for its Transport and Helicopter units.
The Planned “Vertical Envelopment” Operation

After a detailed terrain analysis, the military campaign had been
planned by Lt Gen JS Aurora. By September 1971, the initial plans for
airborne operations had been worked out during a meeting attended
by Lt Gen Aurora, Brigadier Mathew Thomas (Brigade Commander
50 Independent Para Brigade), Air Cmde S. Purshottam (Air-Officer
Commanding, Advance HQ EAC) and Maj Gen JFR Jacob (Chief of
Staff Eastern Command).18 A few possible targets were also discussed,
including capturing Kurmitola airfield, key bridges/ferry crossing and
a para drop at Tangail to block retreating troops falling back to Dacca.
It was clear that this effort would entail extremely detailed
planning and close cooperation among the Air Force and Army
elements to succeed. A reasonable amount of air superiority would
be a major requirement for the success of the operation. The plans’
feasibility was cross-checked with war games in various formations,
including the one in 101 Communication Zones Area (101 CZA) on
November 12, 1971.19
IAF, on its part, appointed a team of officers comprising Gp
Capt Gurdeep Singh, Wg Cdr Arjun Ralli, Sqn Ldr SP Maini and Sqn
18.	Jagan Mohan and Chopra, n. 14, p. 291.
19.	Maj Gen Hardev S. Kler, “Making of a Plan”, in Maj Gen Dhruv C. Katoch and Lt Col
Quazi Sajjad Ali Zahir (eds.), Liberation Bangladesh 1971, First-hand, untold, action stories
from the war zone (New Delhi: Bloomsbury, 2015), p. 67.
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Ldr Minoo Vania in November to formulate detailed plans. These
plans were approved on November 16 by both the Army GOC-in-C
Lt Gen JS Aurora and Air Mshl HC Dewan.20 So, the only “Vertical
envelopment” plan involved the use of fixed-wing aircraft.
However, IAF was tasked separately for executing the plan for
establishing the “Kilo Flight”, the seed from the BAF germinated. The
Kilo Flight was established at Dimapur.
Kilo Flight and IAF Helicopter Tasks21

Gp Capt (later Air Vice Marshal) Chandan Singh, Station Commander
Jorhat, had been called by AOC-in-C EAC Air Marshal Dewan and
given the task of resurrecting Bangladesh Air Force and take charge
of 100 Bangladeshi airmen and 12 officers (primarily pilots). On
September 26, 1971, Flt Lt (later Air Cmde) Chandra Mohan M. Singla,
stationed at Bagdogra, was told by his Commanding Officer (CO) to
pack his bags (which must include bedding) for four or five weeks.
Air Cmde Singla remembers protesting wildly against this move
to Tezpur, thinking this to be a tedious desk job when the “balloon
was ready to go up”, but it fell on “deaf ears”. He was the selected
one; however, he felt “singled out”. The next day Flt Lt Singla was
received at Tezpur by CO 115 HU, Squadron Leader Mehtani and
was briefed by the AOC to “take the helicopter provided to Dimapur.”
On September 28, 1971, Gp Capt Chandan Singh landed in a
Dakota at Dimapur with a hand-picked maintenance team led by Flt
Lt Ramakrishna.
The task was to train three “Pakistani” pilots who had defected to
fly the Chetak. While Sqn Ldr Sultan Ahmed and Flt Lt Badrul Alam
had defected from PAF, Capt Shahabuddin Ahmed was a civilian pilot.
Much later, this date, i.e., September 28, 1971, was recognised as
the Raising Day of the Bangladesh Air Force (BAF) as thus the Kilo
Flight was deemed to be the first BAF Unit.
Meanwhile, the Mi-4s were an ageing fleet, and by November
1971, IAF had contracted the Soviet Union to source the turbine20.	Jagan and Chopra, n. 14, p. 292.
21. Based upon Interview of Air Cmde Singla and documents made available by him and
the transcript of AVM Chandan Singh’s interview to Colonel Pyare Lal of USI. Made
available by Major Chandrakant Singh of No. 4 Para who actually took part in the
operations with IV Corps.
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engine Mi-8 helicopters. A number of experienced aircrew drawn
from various units had undergone conversion in Russia. The Mi-8s
were, however, actually inducted only after the war. The trained
Mi-8 crew did not take part in the war.
On December 1, 1971, the “Kilo Flight” received the twin tasks
of attacking the fuel dumps at Chittagong and Narayanganj. The
Alouette III was positioned at Kailashahar, and the mission was
flown by Sqn Ldr Sultan and Flt Lt Alam with the fuel storage tanks
at Narayanganj as targets. The mission was airborne at 0100 hours on
December 4, 1971.
Unknown to them, war had been declared by Pakistan on
December 3, 1971, with a pre-emptive strike against 11 Indian
airfields in the Western theatre. The units executed their respective
op-instructions, and three Mi-4s arrived at the IV Corps Headquarters
at Teliamura, Agartala.
The Opening Battle and Mi-4s22

As covered earlier, the battle for the control of Akhaura town
commenced on December 1, 1971, and intense fighting continued for
five days. The battle for Akhaura was an important one as Agartala
airfield was well within Pak artillery range, restricting its use for
aircraft operations.
Thus, three Mi-4s of 110 HU had arrived at Teliamura (IV Corps
HQ) once war had been officially declared on December 3, 1971. One
of these was utilised by Gen Sagat to undertake extensive aerial recce
of the battlefield. The other two Mi-4s were used in a CASEVAC role.
The need for additional helicopter support was recognised.
On December 4, 1971, two more Mi-4 helicopters were sent to
Teliamura. Thus, a total of five Mi-4s were available thereafter.
On December 5, 1971, they airlifted 42 casualties from the
battlefield.
Between December 1 and 5, 1971, a costly battle had been fought
at Akhaura, which had resulted in the capture of the bridge over
Titus river and resulted in the way to Brahmanbaria open. However,
22.	Randhir Singh, A Talent for War: The Military Biography of Lt Gen Sagat Singh (New
Delhi: Vij Books India Pvt. Limited, 2013) and transcript of Lt Gen Sagat’s interview
to Col Pyare Lal of USI.
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Sylhet was an important Pakistani stronghold and forces there could
threaten the advance towards Dhaka, as envisaged by the GOC
IV Corps. He decided to task the Mi-4s with an unplanned task of
engaging the enemy at its stronghold. The SHBO with Sylhet as a
target was planned. He enlisted the support of Gp Capt Chandan
Singh. Even though Gp Capt Chandan Singh did not require any
battlefield inoculation, he was entrusted with a unique task by the
GOC.
The First Special Heli-borne Operation (SHBO): Sylhet23

By December 6, 1971. However, the PAF threat in the Eastern
sector had been completely neutralised by the IAF. On the morning
of December 6, 1971, Gp Capt Chandan Singh—who was operating
23.	Compiled from transcript of AVM Chandan Singh’s interview to Colonel Pyare Lal
of USI and Personal Interview of Gp Capt RV Singh, who was the Flt Cdr of 105 HU
Contingent during the operation, and inputs from F-1500 reports available at Ministry
of Defence, GoI, History Division.
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from Kailashahar with the Kilo Flight contingent—received a call from
General Sagat Singh. The latter instructed him to fly to Sylhet town
and accept the “instrument” of surrender. At almost the same time,
the General asked his bewildered staff to prepare for an SHBO task to
be undertaken by the Eighth Mountain Division on December 7, 1971.
Accordingly, on December 7, Gp Capt Chandan proceeded to
Sylhet in a Chetak to accept the “surrender”, as all the Mi-4 helicopters
were also asked to be assembled at Kailashahar. It was only later that
it was decided to undertake the SHBO from a safe location as close
as possible from Sylhet. The launch point was selected to be Kalaura.
As Gp Capt Chandan Singh approached for landing at Sylhet in
the Kilo Flight Chetak after carrying out two orbits, looking for any
White flag, he was fired upon. He states:
… against my instincts I decided to land this little Alouette
helicopter; I was about to touch down when I heard the rat-a-tat of
machine gunfire from all directions…. I came upon collective & got
away on a very low level hugging the trees till outside their range
of fire …

Having had a narrow escape, he landed at Shamshernagar and
drove to Div HQ. He found Gen Sagat Singh there, and he admits
being upset as he remonstrated:
… I had gone there, and there was no reception and that my aircraft
had literally been perforated by bullets …

As described by Gp Capt Chandan Singh, Gen Sagat, without
batting an eyelid, said:
... well, if that is the case, then we must now launch a heliborne
operation against Sylhet ...

Gp Capt Chandan Singh was tasked to take charge of the operation.
A battalion was to be inducted into Sylhet using helicopters.
The reconnaissance for the selection of the site was to be
undertaken by him along with Brig CA Quinn “Bunty” from Kalaura.
11
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On reaching Kalaura, he found the battalion selected was 4/5 GR
which had been severely mauled in the battle of Gazipur and all its
officers were casualties. The operation was to commence at 1200 hrs
and complete by sunset.
More importantly, the troops had never seen a helicopter. As
recalled by Gp Capt Chandan Singh, the helicopter crew and the
helicopters (he had no idea to which unit they belonged to) were
raring to go with Sqn Ldr Sandhu, Flt Lt Vaid and Flt Lt T Jayaraman
as some of the names he remembers.
The landing site was selected between Surma river and Sylhet
town, around half a kilometre from a vital rail and road bridge. From
1130 hrs on December 7, 1971, onwards, five helicopters were ready
at Kalaura. However, by 1500 hrs, there was no sign of the troops. It
was 1600 hrs when the first wave was launched.
The five Mi-4s with the now Taskforce Commander Gp Capt
Chandan Singh faced no opposition as they dropped the first set of
troops. During the second wave, they encountered machine-gun fire,
with one aircraft becoming unserviceable on the Drop Zone (DZ) as it
had been hit. Its leaking fuel tank was patch repaired and was recovered.
By the time the aircraft returned after the third wave, it was dark.
The last wave was provided with an air cover by the Kilo Flight
helicopter. According to Air Cmde Singla, they had fired several rockets,
and possibly this was the reason that there was no enemy opposition
or fire faced by the helicopters during the third wave. But, on returning
to Kailashahar, Air Cmde Singla did express his apprehension that
fratricide was a real possibility wherein it was virtually impossible to
make out friend from foe during the daytime, let alone at night.
As the possibility of conducting night SHBO was not considered
feasible, the helicopters returned to Kailashahar from Kalaura and
were thoroughly checked for damages and field repairs were carried
out. Meanwhile, the situation at Sylhet had turned grim as only
approximately 150 troops had been inducted. As the Army pressed,
and rightly so, for more sorties during the night, at 2000 hrs on
December 7, 1971, the aircrew gathered around and discussed the
possibility of the hitherto unthinkable task of induction of assault
troops by night. The crew now included that of additional helicopters
having been inducted by evening.
Defence and Diplomacy Journal Vol. 10 No. 2 2021 (January-March)
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This was when it was discovered that of the available pilots, only
three were night qualified. Immediately, the three night-qualified
pilots trained four other pilots in night flying. By 2300 hrs they had
seven pilots trained. But helipad lighting at both Kalaura and Sylhet
DZ was still an issue.
It was decided that lighting up the hay of paddy fields at Kalaura
wouldn’t be difficult; however, a unidirectional glim lamp would be
required at Sylhet DZ. To manage the DZ requirements, the services
of Fg Offr SC Sharma, a Navigator from the Dakota element stationed
at Kailashahar, were requisitioned.24
Fg Off SC Sharma was inducted by the first of the six aircraft.
During the course of the night (December 7/8), the SHBO continued.
At 0300 hrs, one helicopter was hit on the DZ and was grounded
while one had to force-land en route during the night.
The Operational Record book of 110 HU states that on December
7, its aircraft carried out 22 sorties of 3 shuttles inducting 254 troops
and 400 kg of ammunition, and two helicopters were damaged by
ground fire. The helicopters from 105 HU had carried 75 troops and
800 kg of load.
The damaged helicopters were recovered in daylight hours
on December 8. However, the SHBO continued during the day
(December 8), and both Battalions were flown in, and the bridge over
the Surma river was secured. The strength of the helicopters had also
built up to ten.
The figures for December 8 stood as follows:25
Date

Unit

December 7 110HU

Sorties
22 (each 3 Shuttles)

105HU
December 8 110HU Night 14
110HU Day
105HU
Total:

Troops Load (kg)
254

400

75

800

184

300

95

9,400

139

5,500

747

16,400

24.	Air Cmde RM Sridharan (Retd.), “Op Cactus Lily: The World’s First Night Heli-Borne
Drop at Sylhet”, July 27, 2020, at https://missionvictoryindia.com/op-cactus-lilythe-bangladesh-war-1971-worlds-first-night-heli-borne-drop-at-sylhet/. Accessed on
March 23, 2021.
25.	Ministry of Defence, GoI, History Division, F-1500 Records—105 and 110 HU.
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Gp Capt Chandan Singh describes the impact of this operation as:
… it opened up the eyes of the Army & Air (force) commanders
that here was the answer to their problems in Bangladesh. The
countryside of Bangladesh was full of natural obstacles … these
could only be crossed by heli assault/bridge ...

A Costly Miscalculation and Role of Air Strikes

On the other hand, the Pakistanis miscalculated the amount of force
that had been inducted into Sylhet. It is possible that their calculations
were based upon the carrying capacity of the Mi-8s, as Pak Army had
never operated the Mi-4. Mi-8s could carry more than twice the load
of the Mi-4.
The stand-in FAC, Fg Offr SC Sharma, had performed exceptionally
well, and besides calling in the airstrikes by IAF fighters, he also
coordinated supply drops by the fixed-wing aircraft.
This SHBO also stumped the enemy as the “obstacle course”
constructed by him for Sylhet’s defence was overcome. But, even
more significantly, it forced the enemy to take certain vital decisions,
which proved to be their undoing. One such decision was the one
that instructed the Pakistani troops located at the fortifications at
Maulvi Bazaar to vacate and move north to relieve Sylhet.
The way to Dacca was open, and General Sagat was not about
to let go of this opportunity. On December 9, he ordered the
helicopters to relocate to Agartala and be ready. The Mi-4 and its
crew responded, and the rest is history as the actual resistance
encountered during the heli-bridging operations, including the
crossing of the mighty Meghna river, was minimal. With the locals
assisting actively, Dacca was threatened, and the military aim of
General Niazi now turned to that of survival of his remaining
troops, resulting in the surrender.
The “Bold & Intelligent” Use of Helicopters

The then IAF chief, Air Chief Marshal PC Lal, subsequently
admitted said that during the planning phase, they did not envisage
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“taking Dhaka”, and the result was an “unforeseen success”.26 A
fact corroborated by Lt Gen JFR Jacob—who was the Chief of Staff
of Eastern Command of the Indian Army (IA) which was being
commanded by Lt Gen JS Aurora—who has also indicated that, in
August 1971, the objectives given to Eastern Command were Khulna
and Chittagong by bypassing fortified areas and towns.27 They were
relying on the vertical envelopment using the fixed-wing aircraft,
which took place on December 11, 1971, at Tangail.28 However, by
this time, the IV Corps troops were well and truly on their way to
Dacca and reached just a few hours behind the forces, which were
airdropped at Tangail.
The then Air Chief also significantly observes:29
In the East, the Army’s 4 Corps, led by Lt. Gen. Sagat Singh, became
a highly mobile strike force, the activities of which spread from
Sylhet down to Feni and beyond … The mobility of 4 Corps was
very largely due to its intelligent and bold use of helicopters …

Sylhet SHBO: Pathfinder to Victory

What needs to be remembered is that the “… intelligent and bold use
of helicopters …” was initiated with the Sylhet SHBO. The fighting
at Sylhet was intense and continued till December 15, 1971.30 This
operation truly derailed the Pakistani plans, determined the
subsequent actions by the Indian forces, and entailed a revision of the
overall aim—a comprehensive victory and liberation of Bangladesh.
A maximum of ten helicopters undertook the entire Sylhet operation.
26.	Air Chief Marshal PC Lal, My Years with the IAF (New Delhi: Lancer International,
1986), p. 177.
27.	Lt Gen JFR Jacob, “Niazi Bested”, in Maj Gen Dhruv C. Katoch and Lt Col Quazi Sajjad
Ali Zahir (eds.), Liberation Bangladesh 1971, First-hand, untold, action stories from the war
zone (New Delhi: Bloomsbury, 2015), p. 232.
28.	ADU, “Tangail Airdrop Landmark Operation 1971 Indo-Pak War”, at https://www.
aviation-defence-universe.com/tangail-airdrop-landmark-operation-1971-indo-pakwar/. Accessed on March 21, 2021.
29.	Air Chief Marshal PC Lal, My Years with the IAF (New Delhi: Lancer International,
1986), p. 178.
30.	Maj Gen Ian Cardozo, “The Battle for Sylhet”, Scholar Warrior, Spring 2020, March
26, 2020, at https://www.claws.in/publication/the-battle-for-sylhet/. Accessed on
March 22, 2021.
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Fewer than 800 troops had boxed in the enemy at Sylhet. The
significance of the battle is also indicated by the fact that at the time
of surrender on December 16, 1971, at Sylhet, 109 Officers/109 JCOs
and 6,124 ORs, including three Brigadiers, had surrendered.

Even though the largest of the airlifts was undertaken across
the river Meghna subsequently, the outcome of the battle of Sylhet
led by the 4th Battalion of 5th Gorkha Rifles aided by the Day and
Night SHBO operation by the Mi-4s and supported by the armed
Alouette III was the foundation upon which the path to victory was
built. Recognising the contribution of the Mi-4, the 4/5 Gorkha Rifles
unveiled the Sylhet trophy in 1983.
Hence, while the BAF pilots had flown the Alouette III, the
Mi-4s had significantly contributed to the win. This is the bridge
which connects the BAF and IAF and must be remembered and the
relationship nurtured.
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Indian Defence Budget
2021-2022—What Is Enough?

Anil Chopra

The Union Budget for the Financial Year 2021-2022 was presented
by the Finance Minister Smt. Nirmala Sitharaman in Parliament
on February 1, 2021.1 The total defence budget for 2021-2022 saw a
marginal hike of around 1.4 per cent. But the good news was that
the Capital budget for modernisation jumped by nearly 19 per cent.
Interestingly, the figures released showed that an unbudgeted Rs.
20,776 crore was additionally spent to buy military hardware to
immediately beef up military requirements in view of the skirmishes
and face-off with China in Ladakh.
2021-2022 Defence Allocation2

The total allocation for the Ministry of Defence (MoD) for 2021-2022
is Rs. 4.78 lakh crore (US$ 65.4 billion) compared to Rs. 4.71 lakh crore
(US$ 64.5 billion) in the 2020-2021 budget. This allocation includes
all expenditures of the MoD. It also covers the pay and pensions of
Air Marshal Anil Chopra PVSM AVSM VM VSM (Retd) is Director General, Centre for Air
Power Studies, New Delhi.
1.	Ministry of Defence BUDGET 2021-22, at https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaseIframePage.
a s p x ? PRID = 1 6 9 3 9 8 7 # : ~ : t e x t = R a k s h a % 2 0 M a n t r i % 2 0 S h r i % 2 0 R a j n a t h % 2 0
Singh,worth%20Rs%201.35%20lakh%20crore. Accessed on March 23, 2021.
2.	Laxman Behera, Jawaharlal Nehru University, “Firm on Modernisation: India’s
Defence Budget 2021-22”, ResearchGate, February 2021, at https://www.researchgate.
net/publication/349194994_FIRM_ON_MODERNISATION_INDIA’S_DEFENCE_
BUDGET_2021-22. Accessed on March 23, 2021.
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all military personnel and defence civilians, including DRDO and
ordnance factories. The Defence budget comes to around 1.63 per
cent of the GDP. The budget can be further broken down to Defence
Services Revenue at Rs. 2,12,027.56 crore (US$ 29.05 billion); Defence
Services Capital Outlay at Rs. 1,35,060.72 crore (US$ 18.5 billion);
MoD Civilians Revenue at Rs. 10,083.93 crore (US$ 1.38 billion); MoD
Civilians Capital at Rs. 5,173.41 crore (US$ 0.7 billion); and Defence
Pensions at Rs. 1,15,850 crore (US$ 15.87 billion). The real defence
expenditure, also referred to as defence estimates, includes only the
Capital and Revenue expenditures of the Armed Forces, and this
amount is Rs. 3,47,088.28 crore (US$ 47.55 billion). This amount is
just 1.21 per cent of the GDP. Allocation under Non-Salary Revenue
to meet operational requirements has been increased to Rs. 54,624.67
crore. This is 6 per cent growth over FY 2020-2021.
Defence Capital Budget

The allocation under Capital for FY 2021-2022 represents an increase of
18.75 per cent over FY 2020-2021 and 30.62 per cent over FY 2019-2020.
This was the highest ever increase in capital outlay of Defence in the last
15 years. The Capital budget had gone up from the Revised Estimate for
2020-2021 of Rs. 1,34,510 crore as against last year’s budgetary allocation
of Rs. 1,13,734 crore. Nearly Rs. 20,000 crore additional Capital had
been released in the middle of the year for sudden procurement of
ammunition and weapons from several countries after face-off with
China. Capital expenditure includes purchasing new weapons, aircraft,
warships and other military hardware. The capital outlay for 2021-2022
is thus an increase of 18.75 per cent compared to last year’s original
allocation of Rs. 1,13,734 crore. The nearly 19 per cent hike in the capital
expenditure is the “highest ever” increase in the last 15 years.
CAPITAL OUTLAY
(Rs. crore)
Year

Capital BE

Increase

Percentage increase

2019-2020

1,03,394.31

9,412.18

10.01

2020-2021

1,13,734.00

10,339.69

10.00

2021-2022

1,35,060.72

21,326.72

18.75
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The Capital allocation for DRDO has been increased to Rs.
11,375.50 crore. This is an increase of 8 per cent over 2020-2021 and 8.5
per cent over 2019-2020. The allocation for Border Roads Organisation
(BRO) has been increased to Rs. 6,004.08 crore which is 7.48 per cent
increase over FY 2021-2022 and 14.49 per cent over FY 2019-2020.
The Army gets capital outlay of Rs. 36,481 crore as against Rs.
33,213 crore in 2020-2021, as per the revised estimates. Navy’s capital
outlay is Rs. 33,253 crore against Rs. 37,542 crore in the previous
budget. The Indian Air Force (IAF) traditionally gets the highest
capital budget as the airborne platforms and sensors are more liable
to early obsolescence. Air Force capital outlay is Rs. 53,214 crore. This
is a drop of Rs. 1,840 crore compared to the money it spent under
capital expenditure in the current fiscal. The budgetary capital outlay
for the IAF for 2020-2021 was Rs. 43,281.91 crore but the revised
estimate put the figure at Rs. 55,055 crore. One good decision has been
that the “capital defence budget” will be non-lapsable as advised by
the Finance Commission.
The capital allocation for the Defence Research and Development
Organisation (DRDO) has been pegged at Rs. 11,375 crore which is an
increase of 8 per cent over the amount earmarked in 2020-2021. The
allocation for Border Roads Organisation (BRO) has been increased
to Rs. 6,004 crore which is 7.48 per cent more than the amount given
in 2021-2022.
Revenue Budget

The total revenue expenditure, which includes expenses on
operations, training, maintenance, and salaries of serving personnel,
is pegged at Rs. 2.12 lakh crore. Even an extended deployment in
Ladakh will not make much additional demand under this codehead, because operational expenditures and training are catered for.
Pensions Budget

Interestingly, the outlay for defence pensions at Rs. 1.15 lakh crore
has come down from last year’s budgeted Rs. 1.33 lakh crore in the
previous budget. The drop in the pension is reportedly because last
year there was an additional outgo of pension arrears under OROP.
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Threat Perception, Global Ambitions and Defence
Budgets3

Military budgets usually reflect how a country perceives the threats
against it, or the amount of aggression it wishes to conjure because of its
global or regional ambitions. The USA and China have no immediate
threats but have global ambitions. There are others like India, Israel,
and Iran, who have serious threats because of regional disputes. India
has serious boundary disputes with its two main neighbours, China
and Pakistan, both of whom have large standing militaries and are
nuclear powers. There are many other smaller countries who have local
threats from dominant neighbours in different parts of the world. India
is a large country, and will soon have the world’s highest population. It
continues to have relatively low per capita income. Also, India has still
to catch up with the rest of the world on many social indicators.
The defence budget is the amount of financial resources dedicated
by a state to raising and maintaining armed forces or other means
essential for defence purposes. The size of a budget also reflects the
country’s ability to fund military activities. Factors include the size of
that country’s economy, other financial demands, and the willingness
of the government or people to fund such military activity. While
military expenditure is often a boost to local economies, yet military
expenditure is often considered a drag on development. Therefore, the
annual budget of the country has competing demands from various
sectors. Balancing social and economic development and security
needs is thus a complex matrix. Comparing the defence budget by
GDP ratios, other than China and Japan, all the other major countries
spend more than India despite having less threat.
China and Pakistan Defence Spending

China’s May 2020 defence budget was US$ 178.6 billion,4 according
to data from the Center for Strategic and International Studies. China
3.

4.

Military Expenditures Relationship, Chapter 4, “Alternative Hypotheses about the
Growth—Military Expenditures Relationship”, Rand Corporation Monograph Report,
MR 1112, at https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monograph_reports/
MR1112/MR1112.ch4.pdf. Accessed on March 24, 2021.
Bonnie S. Glaser, Matthew P. Funaiole and Brian Hart, “Breaking Down China’s 2020
Defense Budget”, China Power Project, Centre for Strategic and International Studies
(CSIS), May 22, 2020, at https://www.csis.org/analysis/breaking-down-chinas-2020defense-budget. Accessed on March 24, 2021.
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also has a huge out-of-budget defence funding. Some analysts put
this figure close to 35 per cent. Interestingly, for 2018, IISS estimated
Chinese defence spending to be US$ 225 billion, while SIPRI put the
number at nearly US$ 254 billion. The official budget that year was
just US$ 167 billion. Pakistan’s defence budget (announced in June
2020) for 2020-2021 was Rs. 1,289 trillion5 (US$ 8.1 billion) which was
almost 12 per cent higher than the year before.
Historic Event Based Defence Expenditure6

The defence budgets of different countries have fluctuated based
on threat of the times, and have seen huge spikes. Typically, the
United States’ defence budget during World War I was 22 per cent
of Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Immediately after the war it came
down to 1 per cent of GDP. During WWII it exceeded 41 per cent
of GDP. Following WWII, to counter the expansion of Communism,
Americans supported defence expenditure of 3.6 per cent GDP. The
Cold War saw spikes, and at one stage it was as high as 10 per cent
during the Vietnam War. In the 1970s it came down 5.5 per cent. After
the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, defence spending spiked
again, peaking at 5.7 per cent in 2010.
Absolute Military Expenditure

A pie chart showing global military expenditures by country for 2018,
in US$ billions,7 and in terms of percentage, according to Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI)8 (Figure 1 & 2):
5.	ANI, “Pakistan unveils Rs. 7.13 trillion budget, defence gets around 1.3 trillion”,
Economic Times, Jun 13, 2020, at https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/
international/world-news/pakistan-unveils-rs-7-13-trillion-budget-defence-getsaround-1-3-trillion/articleshow/76351561.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_
medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst. Accessed on March 23, 2021.
6.	Jari Eloranta, Appalachian State University, “Military Spending Patterns in History”,
EH.net, at https://eh.net/encyclopedia/military-spending-patterns-in-history/.
Accessed on March 23, 2021.
7.	Lucie Béraud-Sudreau, “On the up: Western defence spending in 2018”, International
Institute of Strategic Studies (IISS), February 15, 2019, at https://www.iiss.org/blogs/
military-balance/2019/02/european-nato-defence-spending-up. Accessed on March
24, 2021.
8.	Jason Lee, Reuters, “Global defence spending is at a record high—4 charts that show
where the money goes”, World Economic Forum, April 30, 2019, at https://www.
weforum.org/agenda/2019/04/4-charts-that-show-the-state-of-global-militaryspending-now-at-its-highest-since-the-cold-war/. Accessed on March 24, 2021.
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Figure 1

a

Under NATO defence-spending definition; bIncludes US Foreign Military Assistance

Note: US dollar totals are calculated using average market exchange rates for 2018, derived using IMF data. The relative
position of countries will vary not only as a result of actual adjustments in defence spending levels, but also due to
exchange-rate fluctuations between domestic currencies and the US dollar. The use of average exchange rates reduces
these fluctuations, but the effects of such movements can be significant in a number of cases.
©IISS
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Figure 2

Major Defence Spenders as Percentage of GDP (2019)9

The countries maintaining some of the world’s largest military
budgets, China, India, France, Germany, Japan, Russia, Saudi Arabia,
the United Kingdom and the United States are frequently recognised to
be great powers. According to Statista, in 2019, the total world military
expenditure amounted to US$ 1,917 billion. In 2019, the worldwide
average military spend as percentage of GDP was 2.2 per cent. In 2019,
Saudi Arabia spent 8 per cent of its GDP on defence, Israel 5.3 per cent,
Russia 3.9 per cent, the United States spent 3.4 per cent, South Korea
2.7 per cent, India 2.4 per cent, France, Australia and China 1.9 per
cent, the United Kingdom 1.7 per cent, Brazil 1.5 per cent, and Japan
0.9 per cent. Interestingly Oman10 spent 8.8 per cent, Kuwait 5.6 per
cent, and Pakistan spent 4 per cent of GDP on defence.
9.

“Military expenditure as percentage of gross domestic product (GDP) in highest
spending countries 2019”, Statista, December 1, 2020, at https://www.statista.com/
statistics/266892/military-expenditure-as-percentage-of-gdp-in-highest-spendingcountries/. Accessed on March 23, 2021.
10. “Military expenditure (% of GDP)”, World Bank Data, at https://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/MS.MIL.XPND.GD.ZS. Accessed on March 23, 2021.
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The SIPRI fact sheet which includes a list of the world’s top 15
military spenders in 2019, based on current market exchange rates:
Table 1: SIPRI Fact Sheet 2020 (For 2019)11
Rank Country
Spending (US$ bn)
World Total
1,917
1
United States
732
2
China
261
3
India
7 1.1
4
Russian Federation
65.1
5
Saudi Arabia
61.9
6
France
50.1
7
Germany
49.3
8
United Kingdom
48.7
9
Japan
47.6
10 South Korea
43.9
11 Brazil
26.9
12 Italy
26.8
13 Australia
25.9
14 Canada
22.2
15 Israel
20.5

Percentage of GDP
2.2
3.4
1.9
2.4
3.9
8.0
1.9
1.3
1.7
0.9
2.7
1.5
1.4
1.9
1.3
5.3

USA Spends More Than the Next Ten Countries12

The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) recently
released an update to its military expenditure database, which shows
that the United States spends considerably more on defence than any
other country in the world. The database reported that, in 2019, the
United States spent US$ 732 billion on national defence, which was
more than the next 10 countries combined. (Figure 3)

11.	Nan Tian, Alexandra Kuimova, Diego Lopes da Silva, Pieter D. Wezeman and Siemon
T. Wezeman, “Trends in World Military Expenditure, 2019”, SIPRI Fact Sheet, April
2020, at https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2020-04/fs_2020_04_milex_0.pdf.
Accessed on March 25, 2021.
12. “USA Spends more than Next Ten Countries”, Peter G. Peterson Foundation, May 15,
2020, at https://www.pgpf.org/blog/2020/05/the-united-states-spends-more-ondefense-than-the-next-10-countries-combined. Accessed on March 25, 2021.
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Figure 3

The United States spends more on defence than the next
10 countries combined
Defense Spending (Billions of Dollars)
$800

$726 Billion

$732 Billion

$700
$600

China

$500
$400

India
Russia

$300

Saudi Arabia

$200

France
Germany
United Kingdom

$100
$0

United States

Japan
South Korea
Brazil

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, April 2020.
Notes: Figures are in U.S, dollars converted from local currencies using market exchange rates. Data for the United
States are for fiscal year 2019, which ran from October 1, 2018 through September 30, 2019. Data for the other
countries are for calendar year 2019. This source for the chart uses a definition of defence spending that in more broad
than budget function OSO and defence discretionary spending.
© 2020 Peter G. Peterson Foundation

Defence Expenditure as Share of Government
Spending (2019)13

One measure of defence expenditure is as share of government
spending. As per 2019 World Bank report, at 31.8 per cent of its annual
spending, Belarus defence expenditure was among the highest. Other
big spenders were Singapore at 21.4 per cent, Saudi Arabia at 20.3,
Oman 20.3, Armenia 19.8, Pakistan 18.4, Iran 13.3, Lebanon 13.8, and
Myanmar 11.9. India was at 8.8 per cent, and China at 5.4 per cent.
Major Arms Exporters and Importers (2020)

International arms transfers seem to have levelled off in growth
between 2011-2015 and 2016-2020, as per the SIPRI report.14 More
13. “Military expenditure (% of general government expenditure)”, World Bank Data, at
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/MS.MIL.XPND.ZS. Accessed on March 23,
2021.
14. SIPRI Report, “International arms transfers level off after years of sharp growth;
Middle Eastern arms imports grow most, says SIPRI”, March 15, 2021, at https://
www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2021/international-arms-transfers-levelafter-years-sharp-growth-middle-eastern-arms-imports-grow-most#:~:text=for%20
the%20media-,International%20arms%20transfers%20level%20off%20after%20
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and more countries such as China, India and Turkey, which were
once major arms importers have also been driving indigenous
defence production. There were substantial increases in transfers
by three of the top five arms exporters, the USA, France and
Germany, and that was largely offset by declining Russian and
Chinese arms exports. Middle Eastern arms imports grew by 25
per cent in the period, driven chiefly by Saudi Arabia (61 per cent),
Egypt (136 per cent) and Qatar (361 per cent). The United States
was the largest arms exporter, increasing its global share of arms
exports from 32 to 37 per cent between 2011-2015 and 2016-2020.
Almost half (47 per cent) of US arms transfers went to the Middle
East. The USA further widened the gap with the second largest
arms exporter, Russia. Exports by China, the world’s fifth largest
arms exporter in 2016-2020, decreased by 7.8 per cent between
2011-2015 and 2016-2020. Arms imports by India decreased by 33
per cent between 2011-2015 and 2016-2020. Russia was the most
affected supplier, although India’s imports of US arms also fell, by
46 per cent.
I have chosen a few major countries to compare indicators to help
evolve a reasonable defence budget. The data is based on the IMF’s
“World Economic Outlook Database October 2019”.
Table 2: Parameter Comparison to Evolve Reasonable Budget
Parameter

USA

GDP Nominal

$ 21.44 $ 14.14
trillion trillion

China

Russia Japan

$ 1.64 $ 5.15 $ 284
trillion trillion billion

Pakistan Israel

$ 395.10 $ 2.94
billion
trillion

India

GDP PPP

$ 21.44 $ 27.31
trillion trillion

$ 4.21 $ 5.75 $ 1.2
trillion trillion trillion

$ 334.675 $ 10.51
billion
trillion

GDP Per Capita
PPP

$ 65,281 $ 16,785

$ 29,181 $ 43,236 $ 5,872

$ 39,121 $ 9,027

Public Debt by
GDP

107%

50.5%

12.2%

237%

87%

59.9%

69.6%

Threat Index
Scale of 10

3.5

5.6

8.3

1.6

8.5

6.3

7.2

years%20of%20sharp%20growth,imports%20grow%20most%2C%20says%20
SIPRI&text=(Stockholm%2C%2015%20March%202021),%E2%80%9315%20and%20
2016%E2%80%9320. Accessed on March 23, 2021.
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Defence Budget

$ 732
$ 261 billion $ 65.1 $ 47.6 $ 11.4
billion
billion billion billion

$ 20.5
billion

$ 71.1
billion

Defence
Budget Share
of Government
Expenditure

9.4%

Defence Budget/ 3.4%
GDP

7.9% ($ 3.4 11.4%
trillion
government
expenditure
in 2019)

2.5%

18.5%

13.2%

15.5%

1.9%

0.9%

4.0%

4.4%

2.4%

3.9%

Is the Funding Adequate for Modernisation?

Despite COVID-19, the increase in India’s defence budget this year
was considered reasonable, and most military experts expressed
satisfaction at the overall allocation. Undoubtedly, there is a need
for further increases considering the increasing external threats,
and boundary disputes with two nuclear neighbours. Indian
Armed forces have long-delayed modernisation requirements.
There are a large number of past committed liabilities like payments
for Rafale, S-400, LCA variants, MH-60 Romeo helicopters, among
others. The services look forward to long-delayed purchases like
the 114 medium multirole fighters, Avro replacement by Airbus
and Tata C-295 aircraft, medium multirole helicopters, combat
drones, aircraft carrier, tanks and howitzers, submarines, among
others.
Currently, the Indian Capital budget is 28 per cent of the total
Defence budget. Modern armed forces spend close to 50 per cent.
Even manpower-intensive China spends close to 35 per cent of the
budget on Capital acquisitions. This skew must be changed gradually
by better manpower planning. If indigenisation has to be pushed,
it will require greater R&D spends. Surely the Capital budgets still
need to go up further. Considering the modernisation background
of the armed forces, an amount of Rs. 1,50,000 crore, implying an
increase of approximately Rs. 15,000 crore, would be realistic for the
current threat.
Reasonable Defence Budget for India

India’s GDP in PPP terms is fairly high. That means that India can
afford better quality of life for its people for fewer dollars. Albeit,
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to buy arms from abroad, India needs hard cash, so absolute GDP
matters. India’s efforts at arms import substitution is a process still
evolving, and it may take at least two decades before India can start
making most of the weapons and military platforms for its own
needs. This is an area requiring a centralised push at the highest
levels. For India to be able to allot greater resources in absolute
terms to defence acquisitions, the economy has to keep growing
at a faster rate. COVID-19 and some other factors have slowed
economic growth and the target of a US$ 5 trillion economy by 2024
will require greater effort to reach, even if the government sticks to
the targets.15 India’s per capita GDP even in PPP terms has a lot of
catching up to do. However, India’s public debt remains relatively
under control. One reason for this is the relatively low spend on
social security.
India remains fairly high on threat Index. The close strategic and
defence cooperation between China and Pakistan, both of which
want to settle scores with India, actually increases the possibility of
two-front war and the overall threat. This figure would go up for
2020 after the face-off in Ladakh and continuing hot-border on LoC.
This would surely call for increased defence spending. India has the
third largest defence budget and defence budget as a share of annual
government expenditure too remains high. This puts constraints on
how much the defence budget can be increased. Of the Rs. 4.78 lakh
crore (US$ 65.4 billion) earmarked as Defence budget for 2021-2022,
Rs. 3,47,088.28 crore (US$ 47.55 billion) has been provided under
the Defence Services Estimates (DSE), which goes directly into the
defence preparedness. Of this, Rs. 2,12,027.56 crore (US$ 29.05 billion,
44 per cent) goes for revenue expenditure for day-to-day running of
the armed forces and includes cost of personnel and their salaries.
It is important to note that the defence budget includes pensions at
Rs. 1,15,850 crore (US$ 15.87 billion, 24 per cent) of veterans. Only
around Rs. 1,35,060.72 crore (US$ 18.5 billion, 28 per cent) is for
Capital purchases. These ratios need to change and at least 55 per
15. “Govt sticks to $5 trillion economy target; emphasis on infra aimed at achieving
goal: DEA Secretary”, The Economic Times Report, February 4, 2021, at https://
economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/policy/govt-sticks-to-usd-5trillion-economy-target-emphasis-on-infra-aimed-at-achieving-goal-dea-secretary/
articleshow/80686511.cms?from=mdr. Accessed on March 24, 2021.
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cent of defence allocation must be used for Capital acquisitions and
modernisation. The exercise to change this skewed ratio may take
nearly two decades, but efforts must begin now.
India’s GDP has been growing at around 6.5 per cent in the last
decade.16 Defence budget growth rate has invariably been higher
than or matching the GDP growth rate. In all fairness, the nation has
been contributing a fair share of its GDP. However, the threat has
increased, and the defence expenditure in the neighbourhood has
been going up in absolute terms. Also, the new weapon systems are
becoming disproportionately costly. To get value for money, India
has to not only reduce defence exports, but should actually become
a significant exporter of defence equipment so as to reduce costs for
itself through economy of scale.
For the entire 1980s, China’s defence budget to GDP ratio was
as high as 6 per cent. Only when their economy boomed, this ratio
became below 2 per cent. It is a well-known fact that China spends
a lot on defence which is outside the official defence budget. Some
analysts put this figure at close to 35 per cent. For 2018, IISS estimated
Chinese defence spending to be US$ 225 billion, while SIPRI put the
number at nearly US$ 254 billion. The official budget that year was
just US$ 167 billion. Comparing the defence budget by GDP ratios,
other than China and Japan, all the other major countries analysed
above spend more than India, despite having less threat. India clearly
has a margin to increase the total defence budget to 3 per cent of GDP
for another decade. This will allow India to catch up with defence
modernisation and also promote indigenisation.

16. World Bank Report, “GDP growth (annual %)—India, 2019”, at https://data.worldbank.
org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?locations=IN. Accessed on March 24, 2021.
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ARGUING FOR A NORMS-BASED
FRAMEWORK FOR NUCLEAR
RESPONSIBILITIES
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INTRODUCTION

The nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation community is
presently facing some of its most difficult years. Even though global
nuclear stockpiles are at a historic low since the end of the Cold War,
we are now looking at sharp political rivalries, nuclear weapons
modernisation programmes, fast-evolving military technologies,
and renewed arms races, without processes that can effectively and
systematically ensure strategic stability. The breakdown of the old
arms control architecture between the US and Russia, together with a
reinvigorated arms race between them that also involves China, has
significant consequences for the nuclear non-proliferation regime,
nuclear security, regional stability and nuclear behaviours of the
wider set of nuclear weapons powers. This scenario also presents
the need and the opportunities for designing and developing new
frameworks and measures to overcome the risks and dangers
associated with nuclear weapons, in keeping with the realities of the
post-Cold War global nuclear order.1
Dr. Tanvi Kulkarni is currently teaching Defence and Strategic Studies at the Savitribai
Phule Pune University.
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This article examines the emerging ‘nuclear responsibilities’
discourse and argues for a ‘norms framework’ to provide a more
robust framing for nuclear policymaking in terms of nuclear
responsibilities. Further, the article argues that the norms framework
has the potential to effectively engage the Southern Asian nuclear
powers through the nuclear responsibilities discourse, in a way that
today’s deterrence-centric legal regimes have failed to do.
THE GLOBAL CONTEXT

Challenges to the present Global Nuclear Order (GNO)—as it exists
formally and informally—are legion, coming from the nuclear actors
both inside and outside the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT)—
complex strategic relationships, rising regional tensions, emerging
technologies, asymmetric capabilities, cross-domain threats, the
breakdown of existing treaties and agreements and opposition to
new agreements. These challenges are reflected in the NPT regime,
which has struggled to achieve consensus among states to implement
the provisions of the Treaty since 2010. Domestic decisions with
international implications—such as the United States’ unilateral
withdrawal from multiple treaties and agreements, including the
INF Treaty, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) and the
Open Skies Treaty, and the initial foot-dragging on the prospects for
the extension of the New START—have all created the impression
of a wider deterioration of the GNO, but now present a unique
opportunity to shape the debate.
It is difficult to celebrate the significance of the Nuclear Ban Treaty
of 2017, which aims to hasten progress toward eventual nuclear
disarmament, without acknowledging the fact that opposition from
nuclear-armed states limits the Treaty’s ability to accomplish its stated
aims.2 Finally, 2019 and 2020 have seen disputes flare in Southern
Asia, where conventional military escalation occurred between the
1.	Alexandra Bell and Andrew Futter, “Reports of the Death of Arms Control Have Been
Greatly Exaggerated”, War on the Rocks, October 4, 2018, at https://warontherocks.
com/2018/10/reports-of-the-death-of-arms-control-have-been-greatly-exaggerated.
Accessed on January 26, 2019.
2. John Carlson, “The Nuclear Weapon Ban Treaty is Significant but Flawed”, The
Interpreter, The Lowy Institute, July 11, 2017, at https://www.lowyinstitute.org/theinterpreter/nuclear-weapon-ban-treaty-significant-flawed. Accessed on February 15,
2020.
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nuclear weapons-armed neighbours India and Pakistan in 2019 and,
more recently, a border stand-off raised fears of military escalation
between China and India in the summer of 2020.
Therefore, deterrence-centric regimes that govern most aspects
of nuclear weapons—possession, proliferation, development, utility,
usability and discourse—remain rather inadequate in bringing
together various actors in the international community to address the
risks and dangers from nuclear weapons. One way to steer through
this torpor is to engage with discourses outside the strictly deterrence
paradigm that can build international consensus vis-à-vis the logic of
nuclear weapons.
WHY NUCLEAR RESPONSIBILITIES?

The emerging discourse on nuclear responsibilities (defined as “the
responsibilities of states and other actors around nuclear weapons”)
invokes new thinking that can help to address the complexities of
today’s nuclear politics. This discourse seeks to put greater emphasis
on the values and responsibilities that underpin states’ nuclear
weapons policy choices, as compared to the current discourse within
nuclear regimes and policies which tend to focus on deterrence
dynamics. Nuclear responsibilities encompass a broad spectrum
of responsibilities including nuclear safety and security, nonproliferation, reduction of nuclear dangers from the inadvertent or
accidental use of nuclear weapons, stewardship and modernisation
of arsenals on the basis of the sufficiency principle, moratoriums
on nuclear testing, responsible and clear postures and doctrines,
promoting nuclear and strategic stability, commitments to nuclear
disarmament, prevention of arms races, etc.3
The authors of the report, Responsible Nuclear Sovereignty and
the Future of the Global Nuclear Order (2017), at the British-American
Security Information Council (BASIC) and the Institute for Conflict,
Cooperation and Security (ICCS) at the University of Birmingham,
have framed attention to nuclear responsibilities as one ‘strategic
responsibility’ among many, which broadly means “acting
3.
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responsibly and in accordance with international laws and norms
that strengthen global security for all at a strategic level”.4 In other
words, attention to nuclear responsibilities alone is not enough, but
needs to come as part of a wider attention to responsibility within
strategic decision making.
In a subsequent report, Nuclear Responsibilities: A New Approach
for Thinking and Talking about Nuclear Weapons (2020), Brixey-Williams
and Wheeler observe that even though ‘responsibility talk’ is not new
to global nuclear politics, the ideas of ‘shared’, ‘special’ or ‘primary’
responsibilities, in the context of nuclear weapons, have not been
explored deeply. The effect is that these ideas remain fuzzy and
contested; they exist as a normative category and not as actionable
policies.5 Moreover, a culture of blame currently impairs nuclear
regimes from achieving their stated objectives. Brixey-Williams
and Wheeler argue for a dialogue-based approach to nuclear
responsibilities that seeks to move away from a culture of nuclear
blaming (‘who is responsible’ and ‘who is not responsible’), and instead
toward collectively held ideas of nuclear responsibilities (‘what are
our responsibilities’) that facilitate empathic and value-based nuclear
policies.6
THE SOUTHERN ASIA CONTEXT

In Southern Asia, nuclear responsibilities have been primarily
associated with non-proliferation, safety and security of nuclear
materials and active national pronouncements about nuclear policy.7
On many of the issues concerning nuclear safety and security, India
and Pakistan have been participating in multilateral engagements8
4.

Sebastian Brixey-Williams and Paul Ingram, “Responsible Nuclear Sovereignty and
the Future of the Global Nuclear Order”, The British American Security Information
Council (BASIC) and the University of Birmingham, p. 14.
5. Sebastian Brixey-Williams and Nicholas J. Wheeler, “Nuclear Responsibilities: A New
Approach for Thinking and Talking about Nuclear Weapons”, The British American
Security Information Council (BASIC) and the University of Birmingham, p. 21.
6.	Ibid., p. 29.
7. Kate Sullivan, “Is India a Responsible Nuclear Power”, Policy Report, Rajaratnam School of
International Studies, March 24, 2014, at https://www.rsis.edu.sg/rsis-publication/idss/
is-india-a-responsible-nuclear/#.XLLhqOszbBJ. Accessed on June 13, 2018.
8.	Rajesh Rajagopalan, “Multilateralism in India’s Nuclear policy—A Questionable
Default Option”, in C. Raja Mohan, David Malone and Srinath Raghavan (eds.), The
Oxford Handbook of Indian Foreign Policy (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2015),
pp. 650-62.
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and forums, even if there they have fewer bilateral measures to boast
about. Even as critics of the NPT regime, India and Pakistan have
sought to project the self-image of ‘responsible’ possessors, as a way
of legitimising their nuclear weapons status. By the time India and
Pakistan had attained nascent nuclear capability in the 1990s, certain
ideas of nuclear responsibilities were already established in Southern
Asia in the form of received wisdom from the Superpower strategic
rivalry during the Cold War, like nuclear restraint, no direct fighting,
crisis communication, robust command and control systems, and
embedding deterrence stability through agreements and bilateral
or multilateral institutions. These ideas were embedded in a series
of conventional military and nuclear confidence-building measures
(CBMs) that were negotiated between India and Pakistan during
this decade. A significant bilateral success in this regard was the
Joint Declaration on the Complete Prohibition of Chemical Weapons
which was signed in August 1992. In attempts to socialise themselves
into the emerging global nuclear order after the Cold War, India
and Pakistan actively participated in multilateral non-proliferation
negotiations like the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) and the
Fissile Material Ban Treaty (FMCT). Additionally, India also put in
place its first rudimentary nuclear export controls.
In the aftermath of the 1998 tests, India carefully invested
in a political and diplomatic narrative of nuclear ‘restraint’ and
‘responsibility’. Its crisis behaviour during the Kargil and Twin
Peaks crises, in 1999, were presented as testimony of its nuclear
restraint and responsibility.9 This approach comes very close to
Walker’s conception of ‘responsible nuclear sovereignty’, in which
nuclear states seek to balance between their primary responsibility of
safeguarding its population and territory and the moral responsibility
of treating nuclear weapons with great restraint.10 C. Raja Mohan
and Peter Lavoy have described this approach of nuclear restraint
as the rise of “nuclear realism”11 in South Asia. Indeed, there is some
9.

Karthika Sasikumar, “India’s Emergence as a ‘Responsible’ Nuclear Power”,
International Journal, vol. 62, no. 4, 2007, p. 829.
10. William Walker, “The UK, threshold status and responsible nuclear sovereignty”,
International Affairs, vol. 86, no. 2, 2010, p. 449.
11.	C Raja Mohan and Peter Lavoy, “Avoiding Nuclear War”, in Michael Krepon and
Amit Sevak (eds.), Crisis Prevention, Confidence Building and Reconciliation in South Asia
(New Delhi: Manohar Publishers, 1996), pp. 40-41.
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conflation of restraint and responsibility in India’s formal declaratory
nuclear policy, such that restraint is understood as responsibility.
India’s nuclear policymakers have usually emphasised on minimum
nuclear deterrence and no first use (NFU) as the cornerstones of
India’s nuclear doctrine. The doctrine, which was first drafted in 1999
and formalised in 2003, in fact made an implicit connection between
the two policies, as if they were pieces of the same mould—that
is, of regarding nuclear weapons as political weapons rather than
military weapons. While the NFU declaration is meant to minimise
the eventuality of the use—especially a pre-emptive use—of nuclear
weapons,12 the small deterrent would back it up with a credible
deterrent capability. Therefore, the minimum deterrence and NFU
declarations not only helped to project the image of India as a nonthreatening, non-aggressive, and what was frequently labelled as
a ‘reluctant’ nuclear power, but it also helped to project the Indian
government as a responsible wielder of that power.13 Outside the
purview of declaratory doctrines and bilateral agreements, both
India and Pakistan declared unilateral restraint by committing to a
voluntary moratorium on further nuclear testing.
Evidently, there is much scope for further exploring, enhancing
and strengthening nuclear responsibilities in Southern Asia. For
this, it helps that the responsibilities discourse is not entirely alien
to this region, where three nuclear weapons powers exist in close
geographical proximity to each other. For India and Pakistan, bilateral
nuclear CBMs have been exercises in establishing their credentials as
‘responsible’ nuclear powers. For India and China, the NFU policy
has been an important rallying point to strengthen the norm against
the use of nuclear weapons. In 2014 the two countries even called
upon the world’s nuclear powers to negotiate a global no-first-use
convention.14 All three countries participated in the Nuclear Security
Summits (NSS), held from 2010 to 2016, which aimed at strengthening
12. Stephen Cohen and Sunil Dasgupta, Arming Without Aiming: India’s Military
Modernization (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2010).
13. Bharat Karnad, India’s Nuclear Policy (Connecticut: Praeger Security International
Series, 2008).
14.	Ramesh Thakur, “A No First Use Policy Reduces the Risk of Nuclear War”, Australian
Strategic Policy Institute, August 25, 2016, at https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/nofirst-use-policy-reduces-risk-nuclear-war/. Accessed on October 15, 2019.
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the national and international nuclear security systems. At the NSS,
participant-countries emphasised the fundamental responsibility to
secure their nuclear materials and facilities.15 Among their specific
achievements with respect to nuclear security, India, Pakistan16 and
China17 established centres of excellence to provide training to their
human resource on issues of nuclear safety and security.
THE ADVANTAGE OF A NORMS FRAMEWORK

Nuclear responsibilities can be articulated and explored through two
frameworks. First, how the nuclear weapons powers understand
their responsibilities is already expressed and embedded through
the nuclear policies and behaviours (policy framework). Second,
reference and adherence to nuclear responsibilities—which this
article advocates—can be viewed as a collectively-held nuclear norm
(norms framework).
The challenge with a strict policy framework is that national
nuclear responsibilities are tailored to the requirements of the
national interests and nuclear relationships (dyads, triads, extended
deterrence, etc.) that states find themselves in. Another challenge
with this framework is that some policy declarations may not
contribute effectively to the discourse of nuclear responsibilities.
For instance, although the Lahore Declaration between India and
Pakistan sought to establish the credentials of India and of Pakistan
as responsible nuclear weapons powers, it did not really shape a
shared understanding of nuclear responsibilities in Southern Asia.
Moreover, nuclear policymakers often find themselves choosing
between responsibilities to their domestic public and those to the
international community.
15. “Communiqué of the Washington Nuclear Security Summit”, April 13, 2010, at https://
photos.state.gov/libraries/libya/19452/public/NSS%20-%20Communique%20
With%20Logo%20040710.pdf. Accessed on February 12, 2021.
16. Sharon Squassoni, “Charting Nuclear Security Progress in South Asia”, Policy
Perspectives Series, Centre for Strategic and International Studies, December 1, 2017,
at
https://www.csis.org/analysis/charting-nuclear-security-progress-south-asia.
Accessed on February 12, 2021.
17.	Miklos Gaspar, “China’s Nuclear Security Technology Centre supports international
training efforts”, IAEA Bulletin, vol. 61, no. 1, 2020, at https://www.iaea.org/bulletin/
nuclear-security/chinas-nuclear-security-technology-centre-supports-internationaltraining-efforts. Accessed on February 12, 2021.
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On the other hand, a norms framework as a way to shape,
strengthen and institutionalise the nuclear responsibilities approach
and discourse has three advantages:
First, a norms framework is broader and an inclusive one, in
which nuclear responsibilities constitute the standard for ‘legitimate
behaviour’ for all nuclear weapons possessors.18 In keeping with the
function and nature of norms, it constitutes the identity of the states
that possess nuclear weapons (constitutive norm) and it also lays
down the expected standards for legitimate behaviour for the nuclear
weapons powers (regulative and evaluative norm).
Second, the policy and norm frameworks are intricately
connected. On the one hand, norms reflected through nuclear
policies and strengthened by them. For instance, a Nuclear No First
Use (NFU) policy reflects the norms of nuclear non-use, deterrence
and responsible ownership, by castigating the early use of nuclear
weapons and treating them as weapons of ‘last resort’. On the other
hand, a strong norm based on shared understandings of a nuclear
power’s nuclear responsibilities can constrain or expand nuclear
policy choices for states. It could also have constitutive effects at a
more elemental level by codifying ideas like strategic nuclear stability,
mutual deterrence, non-proliferation, non-initiation of nuclear war
and nuclear confidence building as some of the benchmarks for
‘responsible’ nuclear behaviour. Processes like the Nuclear Security
Summits (NSS) have been able to codify the ‘responsible’ norms for
the nuclear weapons possessors and non-possessors, rather than
relying on the first-tier nuclear powers to ensure the sustainability of
these responsibilities.
Third, a norms framework can be an effective way to engage
Southern Asia in the discourse of nuclear responsibilities. The
norms of responsible ownership and non-proliferation have already
had an impact on the nuclear behaviours in Southern Asia.19 These
18. Kate Sullivan, “Is India a Responsible Nuclear Power”, Policy Report, Rajaratnam
School of International Studies, March 24, 2014, p. 2, at https://www.rsis.edu.sg/rsispublication/idss/is-india-a-responsible-nuclear/#.XLLhqOszbBJ. Accessed on June
13, 2018.
19. Tanvi Kulkarni, “Assessing the Impact of Crises and International Norms on Nuclear
CBMs: A Study of Nuclear Dyads”, PhD Thesis (Unpublished), Jawaharlal Nehru
University, August 2019, p. 226.
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normative impacts are also able to explain some of the nuclear
confidence-building measures that have been negotiated between
India and Pakistan over the past three decades.20 The emulation of
international nuclear norms and practices has been an important way
in which the two NPT-outlier states have been able to mainstream
themselves into the global nuclear order21 more effectively than
states like North Korea. An inclusive norms framework allows these
countries to participate as shapers of nuclear responsibilities and
not simply as recipients of a ‘responsibilities regime’ created by the
NPT-recognised nuclear weapons states. Collectively developed and
held norms facilitate institutional and policy changes that can better
accommodate shared nuclear responsibilities.
CONCLUSION

This article has argued for a ‘norms framework’ that can provide
a robust framing for nuclear policymaking in terms of nuclear
responsibilities. The article has also argued that the norms framework
has the potential to effectively engage the Southern Asian nuclear
powers through the nuclear responsibilities discourse, in a way that
today’s deterrence-centric legal regimes have failed to do.
At the moment, there is no single institutional or regime
structure that maps the nuclear responsibilities norms. Developing
international consensus on states’ nuclear responsibilities will
have to take place through a process of meaningful political
engagement among nuclear possessors and between possessor
and non-possessor powers which will involve convergences
and contestations. This will likely be an evolving and dynamic
process, possibly without a final end-state. These processes and
engagements are important stages in strengthening the normative
framework of nuclear responsibilities, which in its present state is
only just beginning to emerge.

20.	Ibid., pp. 213-20.
21.	Happymon Jacob, “The Concept of Nuclear Learning: A Study of the Indian
Experience”, in Feroz Hasan Khan, Ryan Jacobs and Emily Burke (eds.), Nuclear
Learning: The Next Decade in South Asia (Monterey: Naval Postgraduate School, 2014),
p. 22.
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In November 2011, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton published
“America’s Pacific Century” in Foreign Policy magazine, visibly
signalling that the United States is beginning a pivot toward the
Asia-Pacific, past Europe and the Middle East.1 Even recently,
the declassification of one of its most “sensitive national security
documents” (“Strategic Framework for the Indo-Pacific”, 2018)2
revealed that US strategic policy in the Indo-Pacific was significantly
driven by allies and partners, especially Japan, Australia and India.
With Asia’s sizeable renovation, constant economic development,
and extensive martial upgradation, it is understandable why Asia
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is viewed as a region on the rise and why it is all the time more at
the centre of US foreign strategy. The transition from Asia-Pacific
into Indo-Pacific is viewed as the shifting of centre of gravity
of international politics towards Asia, which signifies a shift in
the Balance of Power and the fulcrum of geopolitics. Many see “IndoPacific” as an evolved strategic frame of reference that has somewhat
come to replace the formerly dominant “Asia-Pacific” construct.
Based on the idea that the diverse theatres of the Indian Ocean and
the Pacific Ocean constitute a linked strategic theatre and a unified
strategic heft, the presence of four big economies (the USA, China,
Japan and India) augments the standing of Indo-Pacific. There is no
uniform Indo-Pacific concept to date. India is constantly pursuing
to balance these narratives with the support of its engagement with
its partners. With the global community beginning to accept India’s
norms, salience and emergence as an important power, the paper
argues that the Indo-Pacific is a major transition of the international
political order, and further discusses the reasons and factors behind
this shift. The paper analyses India’s approach, prospects and
vision for the Indo-Pacific, also providing a brief account for other
key players in the region. The paper attempts to examine the wideranging threats and problems in the region—securing trade routes,
Maritime Security, and challenges to a rules-based order.
AN OVERVIEW OF THE ASIA-PACIFIC AND EMERGENCE OF
THE INDO-PACIFIC

In Asia, challenging ideas of order have arisen lately, with the
likelihood of catalysing and stimulating conflicts. Asia-Pacific’s order,
denoted as “Pax Americana” and overtopped by the United States,
had not been debated for almost 7 decades. Forty years ago, the main
portrayal of US tactical mindset was the soi-disant “Asia-Pacific”,3
wherein the economic dynamism of the Pacific Rim and the “Pacific
Century” drew California, Japan and the Asian Tigers together. The
establishment of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)
apparatus demonstrated the same standpoint.
3.
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Yet, supremacy of this Asia-Pacific tactical chronicle in the United
States strategy is now diminishing. The “Indo-Pacific” came to light
around 2010 as a regional agenda for US strategic discussion under
the Obama regime. It turned out to be an important term, officially,
for the United States under the Trump regime by 2017, constituting a
kind of “geopolitical nomenclature”.4 With regard to geo-spatiality,
the Indo-Pacific is commonly considered as a link between the
Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean. Its stretch is perceived to extend
from the eastern shores of Africa to the western coast of the United
States, though with modified definitions varying with each actor
and their particular geographic positioning in the expansive area.
The interrelatedness of the two oceans is a result of increasing forces
of globalisation, trade and fluctuating relationships amid several
actors which has subdued older limits and unfolded new directions.
In simple words, both these oceans are visualised as one adjoining
space. The conception is built on the attribute that an enormous
amount of the globe’s flow of commodities, energy provisions, are
moved by corridors that pass through the two oceans.
There are mainly two reasons for the recent shift in strategic
language: First, there is a geo-economic shift due to the overall bulk
of trade and commerce, such as important energy flows between
the Indian and Pacific oceans. Second, there is a geopolitical shift
due to the escalation of China’s position, and also India’s position
in the region. The United States has occupied its space as the chief
dominion in the Pacific since 1945, and as a major influence in the
Indian Ocean for more than forty years now. In the present day, the
United States, Japan and Australia are facing Chinese assertion in
the Western Pacific; whereas, in the Indian Ocean, the United States
and an emerging India are confronted with an expanding Chinese
presence. Unsurprisingly, as a reaction to this Chinese challenge, the
United States has constructed an Indo-Pacific response.
In the context of China’s ascent to becoming a principal economic
world power, consequentially altering the regional balance of power
as to politics and military, China established a distinctive abstraction
of regional order and then manoeuvred peculiar schemes and
4.
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endeavours. These initiatives are motivated by China’s growing
assertion to restructure the regional order in harmony with its selfinterests. The “Belt and Road” Initiative (BRI) is a straight articulation
of this assertion. Following this, numerous states have developed
alternative concepts under the label “Indo-Pacific” in recent years.
The USA under President Donald Trump offered a strategic
idea named the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP) as a counterdominance rhetoric to a possible Sino-centric reformation of the
region. Additionally, Japan, Australia, India and the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) have introduced unique
abstractions of the “Indo-Pacific”. France is the sole member state of
the European Union (EU) that has espoused the expression “IndoPacific” and formulated a consistent approach, which stems largely
from the idea of safeguarding state interests in its own areas in the
region. China, in contrast, discards the whole construct of “IndoPacific” and the FOIP precisely, as a containment strategy fixed
in opposition to Beijing. Further, the United States has constantly
insisted on states, interior and exterior to the construct, together with
Germany and other EU member states, to pledge unswervingly or
indirectly to the notion of the “Indo-Pacific”.
STRATEGY AND VISION OF KEY PLAYERS IN THE INDOPACIFIC AND THEIR APPROACH TOWARDS INDIA
Australia

Australian policy analysts and strategy thinkers have lately
welcomed the Indo-Pacific as a geopolitical concept to govern foreign
and security policy—the conception was underlined in both the 2016
Defence White Paper and 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, and
has notably appeared in policy dialogues and academic discourse.5
This is in line with Japan’s ambitions supposedly, and is possibly
demonstrated through the erratic conception of a Quad uniting
Australia, Japan, the US and India into nearer strategic coordination
and partnership. These countries together confirm their preference for
5.	Australian Government, Foreign Policy White Paper, “Opportunity, Security,
Strength”, Canberra, November 2017, at https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/
files/2017-foreign-policywhite-paper.pdf. Accessed on February 3, 2021.
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a “stable and rules-based order” that upholds freedom of maritime
navigation and international law. This could be seen as an implicit
censure to those that seek to alter international structures through
coercion and unilateralism.
The Indo-Pacific region is confronted with an overabundance
of futuristic security challenges—piracy, terrorism, climate change
and natural disasters, to name a few. Involvement of Australia in
this domain will assuredly be advantageous. This was previously
established by the fruitful quadrilateral HADR response to the 2004
Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami. The Indo-Pacific Strategy is
another attempt at repositioning Australia in the region, or rather
“relocating the region to Australia”, reinventing its geostrategic
milieu at the node of these two colossal oceans. Australia has
characteristically been a victor in Asian regionalism. In the present
day, the country pursues a higher and influential role in a freshlydefined region. Remarkably, Australia’s transcontinental railway
which travels between Perth, Adelaide and Sydney is named the
‘Indian-Pacific’.6 This will facilitate Australia’s influence and espousal
of bigger economic and strategic positions.
In June 2019, Reynolds highlighted substantial initiatives taken
up by Australia, predominantly in the South Pacific and in maritime
Southeast Asia (military training and education for 1,000 partakers
annually, strategic defence interchanges with all ASEAN states, and
the annual “Indo-Pacific Endeavour” military exercise since 2017).7
At the APEC summit in Papua New Guinea in 2018, Australia and
the US declared aspirations for the joint expansion of the Lombrum
naval base on the island of Manus. Furthermore, the United States,
Japan and Australia declared the “Blue Dot Initiative” in the margins
of the ASEAN summit, in November 2019.8 Australia’s visualisation
of the Indo-Pacific positions ASEAN as a fine geographical context
6.

Journey Beyond Rail, “‘Indian Pacific’, Journey Beyond Indian Pacific”, at https://
journeybeyondrail.com.au/journeys/indian-pacific/#:~:text=Named%20for%20
the%20two%20oceans,on%20a%20spectacular%204352km%20crossing. Accessed on
March 17, 2021.
7.	Minister of Defence, Senator Linda Reynolds, Speech at the 18th IISS Shangri-La
Dialogue.
8. Brendan Taylor, “Is Australia’s Indo-Pacific strategy an illusion?”, International Affairs,
vol. 96, issue 1, January 2020, pp. 95-109, at https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiz228.
Accessed on February 3, 2021.
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for its foreign and security strategy. Therefore, the “ASEAN Outlook
on the Indo-Pacific” (AOIP) is visibly reinforced.9
Authorised Australian documents, at all times, denote the
fundamental spot of maritime Southeast Asia as a conduit between
the two oceans, thus assuring the ASEAN member states that ASEAN
will stay essential in the new-fangled paradigm. Considering the fact
that Indonesia continues to be a key partner of Australia in the region,
long-lasting priorities in Australian foreign policy (Indonesia, TimorLeste, Papua New Guinea) shall persist to occur in the new context.
Japan

In geographical understanding, Tokyo views the “Indo-Pacific” to
cover the whole region from the east coast of Africa to the American
Pacific coast. In the post-Cold War era, Japan’s strategy decisions
have been analysed inside the account of a reactive state. Contrary
to this reactive state thesis, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
put forward Japan’s role as a “proactive contributor to peace”, and
first mentioned the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP) approach
in a defining address to the Tokyo International Conference on African
Development (TICAD) in Nairobi, Kenya (August 2016).10 Japan
favours the term “vision” instead of strategy. Japan also puts greater
precedence on infrastructure, connectivity, rules-based behaviour
in the maritime realm and comprehensiveness. The Japanese
government has underlined that FOIP is not a China-containment
strategy, but rather a rules-based, all-encompassing framework for
regional integration. In an address to the Japanese Parliament,
obliquely, Abe referred to the prospect that his FOIP vision and
China’s BRI could co-occur and, in fact, aid one another.11
It is important to note that, although in 2016 and 2017 the FOIP
was linked principally with security policy menaces, of late features
such as “connectivity”, “infrastructure expansion”, “national
9.	Prime Minister of Australia, “‘Where We Live’, Asialink Bloomberg Address”,
Sydney, June 26, 2019, at https://www. pm.gov.au/media/where-we-live-asialinkbloomberg-address-. Accessed on February 3, 2021.
10. The Government of Japan, “Towards Free and Open Indo-Pacific”, November 2019, at
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000407643.pdf. Accessed on February 4, 2021.
11.	Prime Minister of Japan and his Cabinet, “Policy Speech by Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe to the 196th Session of the Diet”, Tokyo, January 22, 2018, at https://japan.kantei.
go.jp/ 98_abe/statement/201801/_00002.html. Accessed on February 4, 2021.
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development” and “economic growth” have also been holding an
influential role. This shift can be seen in a large number of projects
that are associated with Tokyo’s professed goal of facilitating network
between the two oceans. This precisely translates into increasing trade
and investment through enhanced infrastructure.12 Additionally, the
economic mutuality between Tokyo and Beijing is quite evident.
Hence, Tokyo’s understanding of FOIP varies noticeably from that of
Washington and Canberra.
Japan has invested substantially in building strong bilateral
relations with India. It is well known that India is Japan’s leading
Official Development Assistance beneficiary, and with the US State
Department’s credit of the US-India partnership being crucial to US
Indo-Pacific policy, Japan will not just be encouraged to fortify JapanIndian relations to comprehend the FOIP visualisation, but also to
support multilateral collaboration with the US and other participants.
The lucidity of this nation’s values-based style that is entrenched in
the prevalence of collective principles like rule of law, democracy
and human rights, attained importance in Abe administrations.
India emerged as a major support in Japan’s important strategic
constructs like the “Arc of Freedom and Prosperity”, “Confluence
of the Two Seas”, “Quadrilateral Initiative”, Asia’s “Democratic
Security Diamond” and the latest “Free and Open Indo-Pacific
Vision”. The National Defense Program Guidelines, defence white
papers, and the diplomatic blue book highlighted implications of
forming multilayered defence cooperation with key partners such as
Australia, India and ASEAN countries besides the US.
The Japan-US-India Trilateral Infrastructure Working Group can
also discover ventures in important subregions of the Indo-Pacific,
possibly with South Asia or, precisely, Southeast Asia. Japan has also
carried out a crucial part in earlier rounds of Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP) discussions. The regional free trade
agreement is proposed to consist of China and India, inter alia;
12. Axel Berkofsky, “Tokyo’s ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’: Quality infrastructure and
defence to the fore—Analysis”, ARI (Analyses of the Elcano Royal Institute), 34/2019
(Madrid: Elcano Royal Institute, March 14, 2019), at http://www.realinstitutoelcano.
org/wps/portal/rielcano_en/contenido?WCM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elcano/
elcano_in/zonas_in/ari34-2019-berkofsky-tokyos-free-and-openindo-pacific-qualityinfrastructure-defence-fore. Accessed on February 4, 2021.
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India, though, dropped out of the negotiations in 2019 owing to
the unsettled issues of core interest. Along with endorsing “Quality
Infrastructure” and trade enterprises, Japan has featured its standing
as a vital contributor in the arena of development cooperation. The
emphasis of the White Paper on Development Cooperation 2017
precisely complements the primacies of the FOIP strategy.13
The United States of America (USA)

The US National Security Strategy (NSS), released in December 2017,
marks the difference between “Indo-Pacific”, “Middle East” and
“South and Central Asia”. Here, the Indo-Pacific construct was noted
as stretching from the west coast of India to the western shores of the
United States—exactly the area of duty of PACOM (now Indo-Pacific
Command). The NSS is fairly China-centric in its threat evaluation,
dwelling a little on the situation in the IOR and its governance
instruments.
During the Trump administration, as a step towards elevating
US-India ties for FOIP, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson became the
first person to mention the umbrella term. Discoursing on their ties
with India at the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS)
in 2017, he acknowledged that the United States and India found a
common ground on adherence towards the rule of law, choice of
navigation, free trade, and should add to progress, constancy and
security in a free and open Indo-Pacific region. Moreover, former US
President Donald Trump had promoted the concept in his speech at
the APEC summit in Da Nang in November 2017.
The 2017 National Security Strategy and the 2018 National
Defense Strategy nominated China, along with Russia, as a crucial
strategic security menace.14 The documents read that a new epoch
of competition and enmity between them was gaining pace. The
document said that China is growing its presence at the cost of other
13.	Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, “Japan’s International Cooperation”, White Paper
on Development Cooperation 2017 (Tokyo, 2018), at https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/
oda/page22e_ 000860.html. Accessed on February 5, 2021.
14. Jim Garamone, “DoD Official: National Defense Strategy Will Enhance Deterrence”,
US Department of Defense, January 19, 2018, https://www.defense.gov/Explore/
News/Article/Article/1419045/dod-official-national-defense-strategy-will-enhancedeterrence/. Accessed on February 5, 2021.
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countries’ sovereignty, employing “predatory capitalism”, economic
enticements and intimidating actions, and inflicting totalitarianism
with the aim of vehemently reforming the order in the region. In
May 2018, the United States representatively renamed its Pacific
Command to Indo-Pacific Command. This was widely recognised as
a symbolic move for its oldest military command. US Vice President
Mike Pence’s stern words against China, in his address to the
Hudson Institute in October 2018, became a defining moment for US
diplomatic policy. He inculpated China of using measures that are
inconsonant with the principles of free and fair trade.
In June 2019, the Department of Defense disclosed the IndoPacific Strategy Report which observes the Indo-Pacific as the most
important region in the world. The report criticises China’s activities
as revisionist and mentions Russia as a “malign” actor (for the first
time). In November 2019, the State Department came up with its own
strategy for a free and open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) region. Some of the
priorities were: firming ties with partners and regional organisations,
economic affluence, better-quality governance, amity and security,
and ventures in human capital. In May 2020, the White House came
up with another report named “U.S. Strategic Approach to the
People’s Republic of China” detailing the US policy towards China.
The report presents a competitive method towards the PRC directing
to progress the durability of institutions and collaborations, in
addition to forcing China to terminate measures believed damaging
to the interests of the US or partners. The text submits that strategic
competition is going to be the foremost method for the coming times.
The report of United States Congressional Research Service
released on December 23, 2020 stated that the US-India trade relations
under President Donald Trump have declined because of the raised
tariff policy from both sides. According to the report, the United
States imposed tariffs on significant Indian exports, counting steel
and aluminium (2018).
The bipartisan CRS Report pointed out, “Under the Trump
administration, bilateral tensions increased over each side’s tariff
policies. In general, India has relatively high average tariff rates,
especially in agriculture. It can raise its applied rates to bound
rates without violating its commitments under the World Trade
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Organization (WTO), causing uncertainty for US exporters.”15 It is
being increasingly suggested that trade relations between the United
States and India would take a different turn in 2021 under President
Joe Biden’s leadership.16
China

For some Chinese scholars, the Indo-Pacific construct is an idea at the
initial stage so that the United States is able to link the Indian Ocean
and the Pacific region, in order to restrain China’s advancement
purely from a geopolitical standpoint, and to defend the US
headship in the theatre. Many Chinese academics are of the view
that the notion has not fully blossomed. For instance, Lin Minwang,
a scholar from Fudan University, states that the Indo-Pacific strategy
is still a perception that requires to be raised and the quadrilateral
security dialogue17 is only the start of the Indo-Pacific security area’s
formation. Officially the term “Indo-Pacific” is not used in China and
thus does not occur in main documents.
Besides, many academics are of the opinion that the Indo-Pacific
strategy is merely an offspring of the Obama administration’s
“rebalance” tactic. Wang Xiaowen, a researcher at Beijing Language
and Culture University, believes that the Indo-Pacific strategy is
fundamentally an extension and furthering of the “rebalance”, with
the purpose of tactically connecting both the Oceans. As far as India is
concerned, as per the Chinese valuation, India’s commitment is mainly
questionable for the reason that India refuses to be instrumentalised
by the United States, Japan and Australia.
Scholars from China have recognised several loopholes in
United States’ framework for the region. Some suspect the intent
of the United States to make available the amenities essential to
enforce the planned framework, particularly because, since Trump’s
inauguration, Washington has been necessitating a reasonable
15.	Lalit K. Jha, “India-US trade ties hit by tariff policies under Trump administration
US Congress report”, The Week, January 4, 2021, at https://www.theweek.in/wireupdates/international/2021/01/04/fgn24-us-india-trade.html. Accessed on February
5, 2021.
16.	Ibid.
17.	Dong Wang and Weizhan Meng, “China debating the regional order”, The Pacific
Review, 33: 3-4, 2020, pp. 497-519. DOI: 10.1080/09512748.2020.1728576. Accessed on
February 6, 2021.
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distribution of burden from its allies. Other scholars draw attention
to the four influential players, namely, the United States, Japan,
Australia and India. Each of them has a discrete idea of the IndoPacific space. A substantial disparity is evident not only in their
geographical description but even in their tactical aims. Lack of
consensus on this thought is remarked as an additional drawback.
From the viewpoint of Chinese experts, the major shortcoming
of the Indo-Pacific concept is that, currently, the construct lacks a
trustworthy economic element and hence is far from instituting
a grave threat to China’s appeal as a partner for commerce and
trade, including within the outline of the BRI. This remark pertains
especially to the United States, whose Indo-Pacific strategy (FOIP)
concentrates mostly on security.18
Indonesia

In geographical context, Indonesia is an essential Indo-Pacific country,
fronting the Indian Ocean on the west and the Pacific Ocean on the
east. Indonesia’s spot resembles a “cross-road location” (posisi silang).
It performs as a “strategic funnel” between the Indo and Pacific
apparatuses of the construct.19 From the 1950s to the 1990s, Indonesia’s
emphasis continued on the inside, focused on preserving archipelagic
or geographic cohesion and regionally concentrated on the ASEAN.
But, presently, Indonesia has enthusiastically strived out concurrently
into the Pacific and Indian Oceans, thus out to the Indo-Pacific.
Despite the fact that there have been cavities between its
condescending ambitions and clearheaded realities, it has
indisputably played a significant and sometimes underappreciated
part in the growth of the regional construction in Southeast Asia,
such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Under
former President Yudhoyono, when FOIP as a concept did not exist,
Indonesia had proposed a foresight for the Indo-Pacific architecture
around the East Asia Summit (EAS), a Summit which is essentially a
witness to ASEAN’s own “Indo-Pacificization”, gradually, to embrace
18. Bo Ma, “China’s Fragmented Approach toward the Indo-Pacific Strategy: One Concept,
Many Lenses”, China Review 20, no. 3 (2020): 177-204. DOI:10.2307/26928116. Accessed
on March 3, 2021.
19.	Pandu Utama Manggala, “Rethinking Indonesia’s global maritime axis”, Jakarta Post,
March 22, 2015, p. 4.
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big powers. Then-Foreign Minister Marty Natalegawa openly
discoursed the vision of an Indo-Pacific Friendship and Cooperation
Treaty, though it is a fact that the outlook, on no occasion, proceeded
in a successful way.
During the commencement of Jokowi’s presidency in October
2014, Rizal Sukma, currently the Indonesian Ambassador to the
United Kingdom, had clearly associated the Global Maritime Fulcrum
(GMF) concept to a link between the Indian and the Pacific Oceans
(he referred to as the “PACINDO”), with deviations between the
Indo-Pacific vision under the Yudhoyono administration on several
aspects, including geographical scope, with more attention to India
and the Gulf countries. Indonesian officials like Foreign Minister
Retno Marsudi, have recurrently highlighted Indonesia’s IndoPacific idea as a medium to both confront Jakarta’s apprehensions
and differentiate it from those of others, including inclusiveness,
as well as ASEAN criticality to guarantee that the organisation is
enabling regional conversations. Indonesia has also been dynamic
in organising meetings and in discoursing the Indo-Pacific concept
publicly on various forums; a Track 1.5 workshop on ASEAN and the
Indo-Pacific in March 2018, to name a few.
Vietnam

India and Vietnam held a virtual leaders’ summit on December 21, 2020.
Co-chaired by Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Vietnam’s
Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc, the joint statement at the Summit
abridged a variety of subjects both countries pursue to collaborate on.20
The Indian Prime Minister noted that “Peace, Stability and Prosperity
are our shared purpose in the Indo-Pacific region. Our partnership can
make a significant contribution in maintaining stability and peace in
the region.” The Prime Minister went to add that “There is a similarity
in our views on many global challenges, and about the future of our
20.	Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, “List of Outcomes: India-Vietnam
Virtual Summit (December 21, 2020)”, Bilateral/Multilateral Documents, at https://
mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/33325/List_of_Outcomes_India__
Vietnam_Virtual_Summit_December_21_2020. Also see, “India-Vietnam Joint Vision
for Peace, Prosperity and People”, at https://mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.
htm?dtl%2F33324%2FIndia__Vietnam_Joint_Vision_for_Peace_Prosperity_and_
People#.X-CvnKh2UvM.twitter. Accessed on February 6, 2021.
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region, and we can work together to advance our shared values.”21
The South China Sea dispute was given an important mention in the
summit. The joint statement stressed on the necessity for all claimants
to obey the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, along
with non-militarisation and associated standards.
As a traditional partner of India, Vietnam has also been
recognised as an important factor in the Look East Policy (LEP). A
careful observation reveals that India’s LEP and Vietnam’s policy of
strengthening its relationship coincide, while multilateralising and
diversifying its international relations leading to the establishment of
Vietnam-India Strategic Partnership.
Interestingly, Vietnam’s philosophy for its foreign policy is
analogous to India’s, administered as-it-stands by the “Three Nos”:
no to basing rights for foreign military, no to military alliances, and
no to partnering-up with one side with the purpose of combating
another. However, unlike Vietnam, India has not formally included
such principles in any policy text.
France

The debates and research pertaining to Indo-Pacific are mostly
fixated on countries such as the US, India, Japan, and Australia,
roughly labelled as “Quad”. Although important, it excludes powers
like France, who not only have substantial capabilities but extensive
interests in the region. France’s conceptualisation of Indo-Pacific
(similar to India’s) stretches from the eastern coast of Africa to the
western shores of America. France’s Indo-Pacific strategy includes
defence of maritime shipping lanes from both traditional and nontraditional threats, strengthening multilateralism, and an assurance
towards common and sustainable good (environment, climate
change, biodiversity, digital technology, etc.)
It is important to note that France is an Indo-Pacific power, by
virtue of its holding overseas territories in both the Indian and Pacific
Oceans. The territories are, namely: Mayotte and La Réunion islands,
21.	Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, “English Translation of Prime
Minister’s opening remarks at the India-Vietnam Virtual Summit” (New Delhi:
Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India), at https://www.mea.gov.in/
virtual-meetings-detail.htm?33323/English+Translation+of+Prime+Ministers+openin
g+remarks+at+the+IndiaVietnam+Virtual+Summit. Accessed on February 7, 2021.
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Scattered Islands, French Southern and Antarctic Territories, New
Caledonia, Wallis and Futuna, French Polynesia and Clipperton. To
counter challenges such as menace to multilateralism and
international order due to the big power competition and enfeebling
of rule of law, threats from terrorism, nuclear proliferation (North
Korea) and climate change, France intends to develop a network of
strategic partnerships in the Indo-Pacific.
French President Emmanuel Macron’s visit to Delhi in 2018
and the signing of the logistics support agreement, makes France
only the second country after the US with whom India has signed
such agreement. Army, Navy, and Air force of both nations
frequently conduct joint exercises, namely ‘Shakti’, ‘Varuna’,
and ‘Garuda’. Moreover, France, India and Australia are held to have
a convergence in their principles and maritime security interests.
To quote President Macron, “In order to be respected by China as
an equal, we (France-India-Australia) need to organize ourselves.”22
As a step to firm up their strategic partnership in the western
Indian Ocean, France and India have joined hands for a project23 in
the Western Indian Ocean Region, namely, the Vanilla islands, which
includes Comoros, Madagascar, and Seychelles. The partnership
envisions to discover sectors including port development,
connectivity, and energy exploration in resource-rich areas around
Mozambique channel near Vanilla islands.
INDIA’S ROLE AND PROSPECTS AS THE REGION TAKES ON
NEW GEOPOLITICAL IMPORTANCE

The Indo-Pacific theory has given a prospect for India to make the
most of its strategic interests while responding to fluctuations in the
security environment. Prime Minister Modi’s Shangri-La address
(2018) outlined an agenda for India’s Indo-Pacific priorities, along
22. Reuters Staff, “Macron wants strategic Paris-Delhi-Canberra axis amid Pacific
tension”, May 3, 2018, Reuters, at https://www.reuters.com/article/australiafrance/macron-wants-strategic-paris-delhi-canberra-axis-amid-pacific-tensionidINKBN1I331P?edition-redirect=in. Accessed on February 7, 2021.
23.	Dipanjan Roy Chaudhury, “India, France explore 3rd country projects in Western
Indian Ocean region”, The Economic Times, October 24, 2018, at https://economictimes.
indiatimes.com/news/defence/india-france-explore-3rd-country-projects-inwestern-indian-ocean-region/articleshow/71743985.cms?from=mdr. Accessed on
February 7, 2021.
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with its apprehensions.24 The address reaffirmed India’s geographic
description of the Indo-Pacific as being “from the shores of Africa
to that of the Americas”, laying out an extensive physical
borderline for its action. At the centre of the speech was the
significance of partnerships and the advantage of collaborations,
denoting a change from seclusion to dynamic participation in its new
diplomatic approach. Though it was imperative for India to set forth
its readiness to collaborate with its associates, it was likewise vital
to maintain a distance from any sort of “alliances of containment”.
India recognised the advent of an innovative security planning
through “shifts in global power” and as “foundations of the global
order appear shaken”. That new order should be free, open, and
inclusive, with robust ethics that obey dialogues, law, customs, and
norms. India supported the regional architecture as the anchor of the
new-fangled order and positioned ASEAN at the centre of its IndoPacific visualisation, paving the way for its own inclination towards
a multipolar world.
By March 2020, India’s Indo-Pacific vision had a lucid agenda as
a theatre for opportunities. So, as pointed out by the Indian MEA,
“Through the Indo-Pacific construct, India envisages a greater role
for itself in the wider region.”25 As far as Partnerships are concerned,
they have played a pivotal role right from the beginning. Japan,
Australia, France and the United States came to the fore as India’s
trustworthy partners. India then reached out its partnerships to other
important actors, namely, the continent of Africa, the nations of
Indonesia, Oman, Singapore, ASEAN and the European Union.
India strengthened the regularity of its partnerships with its major
partners. In conjunction with this rise in diplomatic reach to new
areas, India is indulging in cooperation to recognise new measures
and probable ordeals in the region. India and France collaborated to
unveil the International Solar Alliance in an endeavour to encourage
24.	Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, “Prime Minister’s Keynote
Address at Shangri-La Dialogue (June 1, 2018)” (New Delhi: Ministry of External
Affairs, Government of India), at https://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-Statements.
htm?dtl/29943/Prime+Ministers+Keynote+Address+at+Shangri+La+Dialogue+Ju
ne+01+2018. Accessed on February 7, 2021.
25.	Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, “Annual Report 2018-19” (New
Delhi: Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India), at http://www.mea.gov.in/
Uploads/PublicationDocs/31719_MEA_AR18_19.pdf. Accessed on February 8, 2021.
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the advance of renewable power, to combat climate crisis, and cut
expenditure on solar power.26 Likewise, backing India’s pitch for
disaster-resilient infrastructure, the United States, Australia and
Japan founded the Coalition for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure
on September 23, 2019, headquartered in New Delhi.27 In following
such subject-definite associations, India can learn from its past
involvement with the tsunami core group in 2005, in which the
same countries coordinated on relief work in the Indian Ocean and
Southeast Asia.28 As India subsists to discover new partnerships with
its collaborators, the initiatives reinforced by the important actors in
the Indo-Pacific outline India’s picture as a trailblazer, hence offering
reliability and integrity to its efforts.
From the frequent interactions and annual dialogues, it is evident
that India continues to engage with its significant partners bilaterally at
the highest level. New Delhi holds 2+2 Dialogues with Australia, Japan,
and the United States once a year and has a yearly defence interchange
with France. Moreover, several exchanges work on a myriad of
matters; counterterrorism, cybersecurity, and space, to science and
technology, to name a few. Similarly, India organises maritime security
interchanges with prominent associates to discourse over regional and
global security matters.29 Even though the vision of the Quad seems
blurred, the political disposition to cooperate and deliberate questions
of international and regional interest highlights the union in strategic
interests and a sense of common challenges among its affiliates.
Undoubtedly, India has always carefully watched Chinese military
engagements and presence in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR). It is also
true that the Indian Navy holds an upper hand in the theatre. Certainly,
the geographic location of India in the IOR furnishes the navy with
further advantage. Owing to its access throughout the IOR, the navy
is easily the first respondent for humanitarian crises over the entire
26.	French Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, “International Solar Alliance”, at https://
www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/climate-and-environment
/international-solar-alliance/. Accessed on February 8, 2021.
27.	Ministry of External Affairs, Annual Report 2019-20, p. 68.
28.	Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, “Bridging the Indian Ocean: India
Leads Relief Measures in Tsunami Hit Areas” (New Delhi: Ministry of External
Affairs, Government of India, January 2005), at https://mea.gov.in/Uploads/
PublicationDocs/185_bridging-the-ocean-tsunami.pdf. Accessed on February 8, 2021.
29.	Ministry of External Affairs, Annual Report 2019-20, p. 266.
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region. Whereas China, on the other hand, is geographically distant.
The absence of Chinese naval bases in the Indian Ocean, except for its
logistics facility in Djibouti, is an issue for China’s capability to keep up
its military existence in the Indian Ocean.
As China gradually upsurges its involvements and existence
across the Indian Ocean Region, the Indian Navy has also ascended
its occupancy, attentiveness, and undertakings. While India remains
convinced that China is nowhere near menacing India’s military
might, China’s resolve of aligning itself as a security provider in the
Indian Ocean Region remains beyond doubt. The Chinese permanent
naval facility in Djibouti, known for establishing its strategic presence
in the Middle East and North Africa, the submarine docking in Sri
Lanka, aid in the 2014 Maldives drinking water crisis where they
provided freshwater supplies, submarine dispositions, exercises
with Bangladesh, and, latterly, China’s oceanographic data mapping
of the IOR are instances that carry the potential to challenge the pros
that India has in the region. As a result, the Indian Navy has made
Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) a priority area, as an extremely
important element in its IOR strategy.
As India strives to advance its MDA proficiencies, its existence
in the region and its part in safeguarding important Sea Lines of
Communication (SLOCs) have assumed larger significance. Sea Lines
of Communication, considered vital for a state’s economic health, is
a term that defines prime maritime routes between ports utilised
for trading, logistics and naval forces. The navy places substantial
weight on the choke points enabling entry to and exit from the
Indian Ocean. Surveillance and presence across SLOCs are also
central to submarine spotting, because it becomes more difficult to
trace submarines in open seas. As far as SLOC defence is concerned,
the navy notes, “In times of heightened readiness or conflict, for
conduct of maritime operations, SLOCs would acquire increased
importance, both for India and the adversary, necessitating measures
for protection and interdiction respectively.”30 Yet, while India is a
cut above in sustaining a consistent occupancy in the eastern and
northern Indian Ocean, it does face logistical issues in the southern
30.	Directorate of Strategy, Concepts and Transformation, “Ensuring Secure Seas”,
Integrated Headquarters, Ministry of Defence (Navy), New Delhi, 2015.
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and western Indian Ocean. This remains a fundamental challenge.
Moreover, with the major partners moving frontward, countries must
recognise and accept that their Indo-Pacific visions will, at no time, be
entirely parallel to one another. India and its partners must remain
to underscore the comprehensive and primary values of democracy,
regulations, and further common interests while concentrating on
issue-based collaborations in the Indo-Pacific.
Aerospace is a concern which has become aptly geostrategically
significant in the power equations in the Asia-Pacific. Business,
trade and investment are the threesome fulcrum over which the
edifice of Indo-Pacific and Asia-Pacific peace and prosperity rests.
Farnborough International reports that, “The economic growth
in Asia-Pacific (APAC) is being reflected in its aerospace, aviation and
defence industries, and the region is set to overtake the US to become
the world’s largest market.”31 The web portal further reports that,
“Airbus’ new executive vice president and chief of sales, marketing
and contracts, Eric Schulz, put it into context as he briefed the media
ahead of the showcase event. Accounting for one third of Airbus total
backlog, one third of Airbus total orders and one third of the overall
Airbus in-service fleet, there is no doubt that Asia-Pacific is a core
market for Airbus.”32
The Chinese once again appear as intransigent strategic and
economic rivals for the APAC, wherein the Chinese aerospace and
aviation companies are investing heavily in the South East Asian
Nations which will have much impact on Indian and American
interests in the Asia-Pacific. The APAA (Asia-Pacific Aerospace
Alliance) was been established about fifty years back and persists
with the idiom of interacting and more than hobnobbing in the
South East Asian Nations vis-à-vis the Chinese geostrategic and
geo-economic conundrum in the recent past. The Chinese dragnet of
competition always holds sway as a hard and indelible geostrategic
and geo-economic reality in the larger Asia-Pacific region.

31. “Aerospace in APAC: The Roar of the Asian Tiger”, Farnborough International, at
https://www.wearefinn.com/topics/posts/aerospace-in-apac-the-roar-of-the-asiantiger/. Accessed on March 10, 2021.
32.	Ibid.
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China in Maldives:
Implications for India

Shantanu Roy-Chaudhury

With the Indian Ocean increasingly becoming a centre stage of
geopolitical confrontation, the Maldives has become the centre
of attraction for global powers due to its location. In September
2014, Chinese President Xi Jinping visited the archipelagic nation.
With a population of around half a million, the country was Xi’s
first stop in a regional tour, highlighting the importance of the
Maldives in his Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), as it lies just below
the Sea Lines of Communications. During his visit, President Xi
emphasised Maldives “was an important stop along the ancient
Maritime Silk Road”, and welcomed Malé’s “active participation”
in the BRI.1
While China’s engagement with the Maldives is wide-ranging in
the political and economic spheres, and the country has developed
due to Beijing’s overtures, there remain multiple concerns that arise
for the archipelagic nation. This paper examines these concerns
across the political and economic domains and the implications for
India from the increasing Chinese presence. Subsequently, this paper
propounds a way forward for New Delhi.
Mr. Shantanu Roy-Chaudhury is Research Associate at the Centre for Air Power Studies, New Delhi.
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Concerns
Political Concerns

With increasing loans, grants, and investments from Beijing, there is
no doubt that Beijing’s political sway over Malé is growing. This can
result in influencing decision-making in Malé where China could be
the sole benefactor. In July 2015 President Yameen ratified legislation
that would “allow foreigners with investment[s] of more than US$
1 billion to own land.”2 Previously, the Maldivian constitution had
prohibited foreign ownership of territory allowing 99-year leases
instead. Furthermore, to be eligible to own land, foreign ownership
could only take place if 70 per cent of the area is reclaimed from the sea.3
While the legislation was passed to attract more investors, opposition
in the Maldives stated the decision “could give unprecedented access
to foreign parties to operate in the Maldives”, and that it was done as
a “sweetener for China”.4 When factoring in China’s economic might
and vast experience in reclaiming land from the sea as seen in the
South China Sea, while the legislation is aimed at a broader audience,
the Chinese would be the only ones who would directly benefit.5 This
becomes further evident as the bill was rushed through parliament,
and in a country where the legislative process takes weeks, “the bill
became law 48 hours after being submitted to parliament.”6
Similarly, the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) that was originally
signed in December 2014 during President Yameen’s trip to Beijing,
was also quickly approved by the Maldivian Parliament in November
2017. The opposition at this point was concerned over the rushed
manner the FTA was pushed through under an emergency sitting
2.	Reuters Staff, “Maldives allows foreign ownership of land despite opposition concern”,
Reuters, July 23, 2015, at https://www.reuters.com/article/maldives-land-foreignersidUSL3N1024IL20150723. Accessed on December 4, 2020.
3.	Ibid.
4.	Ibid.
5. “Chinese ‘Land Grab’ in Maldives: How China Can Counter Beijing’s Expanding
Sphere of Influence”, International Business Times, July 27, 2015, at https://www.
ibtimes.co.in/maldives-land-ownership-why-india-should-be-concerned-whatshould-it-do-counter-china-640594. Accessed on December 4, 2020.
6.	Jeff M. Smith, “China and the Maldives: Lessons from the Indian Ocean’s New
Battleground”, The Heritage Foundation, Asian Studies Center Backgrounder No. 3546,
October 28, 2020, at https://www.heritage.org/global-politics/report/china-andthe-maldives-lessons-the-indian-oceans-new-battleground. Accessed on December 4,
2020.
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“without any disclosure of the details” to the public or the members of
parliament.7 Additionally, the vetting of the document took less than
10 minutes with the government allowing “less than 1 hour for the
entire Parliamentary process to approve the 1000+ page document”,
which included numerous technical details that would have required
closer scrutiny.8
Therefore, while China may not have had a direct hand in the bill
on the foreign ownership of land, it seeks to gain the most out of this
legislation passed by an administration friendly to Beijing. Similarly,
the way the FTA was rushed through with minimal parliamentary
oversight and due diligence supposes that Beijing has been keeping
a close watch on South Asia’s smallest country, which can have
disconcerting apprehensions for the country and the wider region.
Economic Concerns

On the surface, there is no doubt that Chinese investments have
provided benefits to the Maldives. Nevertheless, they also appear to
have economic concerns for the country. The cost of Chinese projects,
which the Finance Minister, Ibrahim Ameer, stated was done at
“vastly higher prices than originally proposed”, could result in the
country sliding into a debt trap, due to the inability to repay loans.9
Additionally, many Chinese projects which are facilitated by loans
do not generate much revenue, making it tougher for the country
whose economy lacks depth and relies primarily on its fishing and
tourism industries to repay. Furthermore, continuing to borrow from
China would also lead to an increasing influence over Malé, which
could have strategic implications in the future.
Cost of Projects

One of the first measures the Ibrahim Solih government took after
coming into office in November 2018 was to review the contracts
7.

“The MDP is Concerned over Free Trade Agreement with China”, Maldivian
Democratic Party, November 29, 2017, at https://mdp.org.mv/archives/76357.
Accessed on December 4, 2020.
8.	Ibid.
9. Sanjeev Miglani, “Maldives says China is building projects at inflated prices”,
Reuters, November 26, 2018, at https://in.reuters.com/article/maldives-politicschina/maldives-says-china-is-building-projects-at-inflated-prices-idINKCN1NV1YF.
Accessed on December 10, 2020.
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awarded, most of them to Chinese firms, by the preceding Abdulla
Yameen government. Without naming China, President Solih stated
the “treasury has endured a colossal blow owing to reckless mega
development projects undertaken purely for political gain.”10 These
were feared to be at inflated prices that could leave the country in severe
debt. With records and details not transparently laid out, the finance
minister stated he used his first week in office “trying to reconcile
loans that the previous government took for these projects and the
sovereign guarantees that it gave for them”, as the government had
no idea how much was owed to China.11 Imperative to this confusion
was Yameen not abiding by the proper bureaucratic process resulting
in an absence of documents.12 This also meant bypassing the systemic
checks and balances built into the system which would potentially
have obstructed some of the more obscure deals going through. The
loans with a sovereign guarantee attached would put the onus of
repayment on the government if loans taken by private Maldivian
entities could not be repaid. This was itself controversial as sovereign
guarantees are usually granted only to the state sector and unusual
for private companies to receive them. The minister added that since
most of the projects were already completed, it would be impossible
to go back on the contracts, but efforts were being made to reduce
the overall cost of the infrastructure projects. One such project was
a hospital in Malé awarded to China that had cost US$ 150 million,
while a rival bid was offering the hospital for US$ 54 million.13
Former president and current adviser to President Solih, and leader
of the MDP, Mohamed Nasheed had stated the Chinese ambassador,
Zhang Lizhong, had handed the government an invoice for US$ 3.2
billion. China, however, has denied this and stated the amount owed
is closer to US$ 1.5 billion.14 Official estimates of the debt owed to
10. Bloomberg, “Maldives moves closer to India, set to scrap China FTA deal”,
LiveMint,
November
20,
2018,
at
https://www.livemint.com/Politics/
B8QCMbYVdPSnsLC4xwuUeO/Maldives-moves-closer-to-India-set-to-scrap-ChinaFTA-deal.html. Accessed on December 10, 2020.
11.	Miglani, n. 9.
12.	Author interview with an Indian Ambassador, New Delhi, February 10, 2021.
13.	Miglani, n. 9.
14. Sanjeev Miglani and Mohamed Junayd, “After building spree, just how much does the
Maldives owe China?”, Reuters, November 23, 2018, at https://www.reuters.com/
article/us-maldives-politics-china/after-building-spree-just-how-much-does-themaldives-owe-china-idUSKCN1NS1J2. Accessed on December 10, 2020.
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China as revealed by the finance minister amount to US$ 1.4 billion,
which is 38 per cent of the country’s national debt, and 78 per cent
of its external debt of US$ 1.8 billion.15 Adding to its economic woes,
in March 2020, Fitch Ratings downgraded the country from B+ to B,
changing the country’s outlook to “negative”, stating “a deep recession
seems unavoidable”; Moody’s also downgraded the Maldives from
B2 to B3, having a negative outlook.16 Furthermore, a 2018 report
by the Center for Global Development on the debt implications of
the BRI included the Maldives in a list of eight countries that were
at particular risk due to continued Chinese lending.17 Additionally,
both the World Bank and International Monetary Fund believe the
country is at “a high risk of debt distress due to its vulnerability to
exogenous shocks.”18
Debt Repayment

The inability to repay debt has been further exacerbated due to the
exogenous shock of the COVID-19 pandemic which devastated
the Maldivian tourism industry, reducing the number of incoming
tourists by 61 per cent, and having widespread economic impacts.19
The World Bank also projects the country’s GDP to shrink by 19.5 per
cent in 2020, becoming the hardest hit South Asian nation due to the
pandemic.20 Referring to the impact of the pandemic, Bertil Lintner
has stated, “While Maldives grapples with its own coronavirus crisis
and mounting losses to its quarantined tourism industry, China
can be expected to seek strategic opportunity in the island nation’s
15. Bertil Lintner, “Quarantined Maldives needs China to survive”, Asia Times, March
27, 2020, at https://asiatimes.com/2020/03/quarantined-maldives-needs-china-tosurvive/. Accessed on December 10, 2020.
16.	Marwaan Macan-Markar, “China debt trap fears haunts Maldives government”, Nikkei
Asia, September 15, 2020, at https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Belt-and-Road/Chinadebt-trap-fear-haunts-Maldives-government. Accessed on December 10, 2020.
17.	John Hurley, Scott Morris and Gailyn Portelance, “Examining the Debt Implications of
the Belt and Road Initiative from a Policy Perspective”, CGD Policy Paper 121, Center
for Global Development, March 2018, at https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/
files/examining-debt-implications-belt-and-road-initiative-policy-perspective.pdf.
Accessed on December 10, 2020.
18.	Ibid.
19.	Macan-Markar, n. 16.
20. Nectar Gan, “A tale of two bridges: India and China vying for influence in the
Maldives”, CNN, November 26, 2020, at https://edition.cnn.com/2020/11/24/asia/
maldives-india-china-bridges-intl-hnk/index.html. Accessed on December 15, 2020.
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economic crisis.”21 This would not only further entrench China into
the Maldives and expand their presence in the Indian Ocean, but it
would also have serious implications for India’s national security and
the regional balance of power. Trying not to let reports of a debt trap
affect ties, between 2014 and 2017, the Chinese Ambassador in Malé
was active on social media and had 12 op-eds in local media outlets
to dispel fears and dispute the debt-trap diplomacy allegations.22
With the Maldives being one of the 73 countries eligible for the G20’s
Debt Service Suspension Initiative due to COVID-19, the Chinese
ambassador to the Maldives, Zhang Lizhong, stated that China had
suspended bilateral sovereign loans to the country under the G20
initiative. Although this does bring some relief to Malé, the fact that
“the suspension does not apply to the hundreds of millions of dollars
of debt held by Maldivian companies under sovereign guarantee”,
is of concern to the country’s debt sustainability.23 On repayment,
former president and current leader of the MDP, Mohamed Nasheed,
stated the government needed to pay US$ 83 million to China by the
end of 2020, and US$ 320 million by the end of 2021, summarising the
amount by stating, “Even if we sell our grandmother’s jewellery, we
won’t be able to afford these repayments.”24 Additionally, according
to Nasheed, 53 per cent of the country’s revenue in 2021 would be
used for debt repayment, with more than 80 per cent of it going to
China—an enormous amount and burden for a country the size of the
Maldives. The financial strain, therefore, will be increasingly felt from
2021 onwards. According to an Indian diplomat, the Maldivians are
now realising the long-term impacts of these opaque and overpriced
Chinese contracts.25 Furthermore, many of these contracts, including
benign ones, are confidential which makes public scrutiny difficult.
Free Trade Agreement

Another economic concern is the FTA that has been signed between
21.	Lintner, n. 15.
22. Samantha Custer, Tanya Sethi, Jonathan A. Solis, Joyce Jiahui Lin, Siddhartha
Ghose, Anubhav Gupta, Rodney Knight and Austin Baehr, “Silk Road Diplomacy:
Deconstructing Beijing’s toolkit to influence South and Central Asia”, Asia Society,
December 2019.
23. Gan, n. 20.
24.	Ibid.
25.	Author interview with an Indian diplomat, February 6, 2021.
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the two countries. The Solih government has stated they would
revisit the agreement and “not pass legal changes required for
the zero tariffs agreement to go into force.”26 With a trade balance
already significantly in favour of China, the MDP, at the time of its
signing, stated the FTA would further exacerbate this deficit. Former
president, Mohamed Nasheed also stated the FTA would “deepen
the debt trap to China,” thereby increasing Beijing’s leverage over
Malé and “undermining Maldivian sovereignty and independence”.27
Presently, over 99 per cent of the more than US$ 258 million bilateral
trade is heavily skewed and consists of Chinese exports to the
Maldives which the FTA could only exacerbate.28 However, Beijing’s
influence could result in the Maldivians having limited leverage
and agency to renegotiate on their terms. Similar to the situation in
Sri Lanka where the Sirisena government which came into office in
2015 was unable to take a decisive decision on the BRI projects in
the country due to the pressure and influence exerted by the Chinese
state-owned enterprises (SOEs) and Beijing, the government in Malé
could find its hands tied when taking a strong position detrimental
to Beijing’s interests.
Dependence on Tourism

The use of tourism as a soft power tool that can be deployed as
an economic instrument by China also raises concern for the
Maldives. Introducing the concept of soft power, Joseph Nye Jr.
stated it is “the ability to get what you want through attraction
rather than through coercion”.29 Outbound tourism is one such
aspect of using soft power to achieve a nation’s aims. Due to the
importance of the tourism sector for the Maldives, as mentioned
above, China promoting tourism to the archipelago could boost
government revenues, while cutting off tourism or threats of doing
26. Bloomberg, n. 10.
27. Sachin Parashar, “China FTA undermines Maldives’ sovereignty, bad for region:
Former Prez Nasheed”, The Times of India, December 3, 2017, at https://timesofindia.
indiatimes.com/world/south-asia/china-fta-undermines-maldives-sovereignty-badfor-region-former-prez-nasheed/articleshow/61906756.cms. Accessed on December
4, 2020.
28. Bloomberg, n. 10.
29.	Joseph Nye Jr., Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (London: Hachette,
2009), p. 11.
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so could become another facet of leverage and influence exercised
by Beijing. This was adopted to curry favour with the Maldivian
government between 2010 and 2014 when tourism from China more
than tripled, accounting for around a third of all tourists vising the
Maldives annually. Maldivian tourism further benefited from being
labelled as an “approved destination” by the Chinese government.30
This also plays into China’s objectives as interactions with the local
population “plays a considerable role in China’s regional positive
image and promoting understanding to its partners”.31 However,
outbound tourism can also become a foreign policy tool to achieve
political objectives. Turkey was the first country to face this in 2000
when it did not allow a Ukrainian ship that went on to become
China’s first aircraft carrier to transit. China subsequently restricted
tourists to the country along with other carrot and stick measures,
which ended in Turkey yielding.32 More recently, South Korea
was on the receiving end of such measures. Economic coercion
through tourism that had significant economic impacts was
deployed against Seoul when South Korea installed the American
Terminal High-Altitude Area Defence (THAAD) systems in 2016,
much to Beijing’s displeasure. One of the ways China retaliated
to the THAAD deployment was by curtailing group tours to the
country, which, according to estimates, cost the country over US$
15 billion in revenues.33 During this period, average group tourism
fell from 130,000 visitors per month to less than 3,000. Similar tactics
have also been used against the Philippines over the dispute over
Scarborough Shoal in the SCS that resulted in the suspension of
30.	AFP, “Maldives now a destination of choice for Chinese visitors”, South China Morning
Post, September 23, 2013, at https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1315895/
chinas-tourists-diplomats-make-splash-maldives. Accessed on January 20, 2021.
31.	Mordechai Chaziza, “China’s Outbound Tourism as a Soft Power Tool in the
Middle East”, Middle East Institute, November 12, 2019, at https://www.mei.
edu/publications/chinas-outbound-tourism-soft-power-tool-middle-east#_ftnref4.
Accessed on December 16, 2020.
32.	Anu Anwar, “How China is using tourists to realise its geopolitical goals”, East Asia
Forum, September 19, 2019, at https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2019/09/19/howchina-is-using-tourists-to-realise-its-geopolitical-goals/. Accessed on December 16,
2020.
33.	David Josef Volodzko, “China wins its war against South Korea’s US THAAD missile
shield—without firing a shot”, South China Morning Post, November 18, 2017, at
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/geopolitics/article/2120452/china-wins-itswar-against-south-koreas-us-thaad-missile. Accessed on December 16, 2020.
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all travel to the Philippines, against Taiwan after the election of
Tsai Ing-wen in 2016, and against Australia after the country laid
out potential measures to counter Chinese influence in Australian
politics.34 Due to the Chinese being the world’s largest-spending
tourists (having spent US$ 258 billion globally in 2018), along with
this method’s ability to ‘send a message’ and impose real costs on
targets with few collateral costs on China, it appears “likely to be
an attractive Chinese coercive economic tool in the coming years”.35
The ease of using tourism restrictions also arises from the fact that
the Chinese are three times as likely to travel as part of a package
tour compared to others, which gives the government more control
than over individual tourists.36 Thus, for China, “outbound tourism
can be used as both as a carrot and a stick”.37
For the Maldives, it would be difficult to offset such economic
coercion, apart from the fact that restriction on tourism is not against
the World Trade Organisation (WTO) rules. To do so, Malé needs
to widen its tourism base and ensure it is not dominated by China,
which can easily wield tourist restrictions as leverage to increase
its influence. In this light, although New Delhi has been trying to
convey the importance of diversifying tourism and China’s ability to
“switch on and off the [tourism] button at any point”, the COVID-19
pandemic highlighted this as tourists from China drastically dropped
in 2020.38 Subsequently, while the country’s economy was hit due to
travel restrictions and the pandemic, once restrictions were eased
the government in Malé was increasingly comforted with the arrival
of Indian tourists after an air bubble between the two countries was
established, and with the influx of Russian and Ukrainian tourists
34.	Peter Harrell, Elizabeth Rosenberg and Edoardo Saravalle, “China’s Use of Coercive
Economic Measures”, Center for New American Security, June 11, 2018, at https://
s3.us-east-1.amazonaws.com/files.cnas.org/documents/China_Use_FINAL-1.pdf?mt
ime=20180604161240&focal=none. Accessed on December 2020.
35.	Ibid.
36.	Edoardo Saravalle, “Tourism: China’s People Power Tool”, The Diplomat, June 19, 2018,
at https://thediplomat.com/2018/06/tourism-chinas-people-power-tool/. Accessed
on December 16, 2020.
37.	Daniel Meesak, “How China Uses Tourism as a Foreign Policy Tool in Asia”, Jing Daily,
February 7, 2017, at https://jingdaily.com/china-uses-tourism-foreign-policy-toolasia/. Accessed on December 16, 2020.
38.	Author interview, n. 25.
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(which in January 2021 accounted for over 30 per cent of all tourists).39
Chinese tourists are yet to make a comeback in terms of accounting
for the largest set of overseas tourists into the Maldives in the first
half of 2021, as the country is not yet open for travel.
India’s Engagement with the Maldives

Previously, there was a lack of consistency from New Delhi towards
Malé and the bilateral relationship revolved around the security
aspect. The Maldives was given a similar priority to a country like
Tanzania, which albeit an important East African partner, was much
further away.40 The reason for this outlook stems from the religious
and cultural aspects of the Maldives not having a direct impact on
Indian politics like other countries in South Asia do (for example, the
Tamil population in Sri Lanka). Nevertheless, India has always been
an important partner of Maldives. Apart from President Waheed’s
administration and, to an extent, during President Yameen’s tenure,
all Maldivian Presidents have “recognized the importance of India’s
strategic role in Maldives and worked towards strengthening [the]
bilateral relationship with India”.41 An important impetus for the
Maldivian posture was India’s swift assistance during the 1988
coup attempt which laid the foundation for trust and long-term
friendly bilateral ties. At the behest of Malé in November 1988, the
Indian armed forces launched a military intervention, Operation
Cactus, to rescue President Gayoom and restore the democratically
elected government.42 India was also the first to respond in terms of
humanitarian and disaster relief efforts during the 2004 tsunami and
the 2014 water crisis which struck the Maldives.
Over the past few years, however, India’s relations with Maldives
have revitalised and become increasingly multifaceted, encompassing
virtually all domains where collaboration is possible. There have been
numerous high-level visits, and multiple projects and development
39. “Daily Updates—31 January 2021”, Ministry of Tourism, Republic of Maldives,
January
31,
2021,
at
https://www.tourism.gov.mv/dms/document/
e95e149ac95f698093e27c9d7dc80aa2.pdf. Accessed on February 8, 2021.
40.	Author interview, n. 25.
41. “India-Maldives Bilateral Relations”, High Commission of India Malé, August 2020, at
https://hci.gov.in/male/?pdf1185?000. Accessed on March 10, 2021.
42.	For more details see, Ashok K. Chordia, Operation Cactus: Anatomy of One of India’s Most
Daring Military Operations (New Delhi: KW Publishers, 2018).
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cooperation has been an institutional pillar of bilateral ties along with
numerous economic packages, grants, lines of credits, and currency
swaps from the Indian side. Defence cooperation between India and
Maldives is another important aspect where New Delhi has met
Maldivian equipment requirements along with joint exercises taking
place, and training and capacity building of the Maldivian forces.
With China now being a permanent entity in the Maldives and
opportunities to impact India’s engagement with the archipelagic
nation, New Delhi’s approach has been to block out Beijing politically,
ensure India’s interests are not blindsided, and try to make sure the
country does not go down the path Sri Lanka did with China. To do
so, there has been a realisation to diversify Indian cooperation and
entrench itself in as many areas as possible by working with a friendly
Solih government. Multiple new avenues have been established
which include cooperation amongst the civil service, customs,
judiciary, police, and election commissions, amongst others, between
the two countries. India’s thrust has been to sign Memorandums
of Understanding and implement them.43 Having learnt from the
Yameen government’s tilt towards China, this approach plays a dual
role in not only increasing cooperation and strengthening bilateral
relations but also aims to broadcast the Solih government as a
successful one and entrench democracy in the country. Furthermore,
by diversifying cooperation and developmental aid, as New Delhi has
done by entering the housing sector, one position is also to squeeze
out opportunities for China and fill the space. According to an Indian
diplomat, this has been done in terms of the COVID-19 pandemic,
where India was the first to send a consignment of 100,000 vaccine
doses as a gift to the country, earning widespread appreciation.44
Nevertheless, India’s overall engagement and capacity for bilateral
cooperation have been impacted by China’s increasing inroads into
the Maldives.
Implications for India

Despite the pro-India incumbent government in Malé, and other
reassurances from the country to assuage New Delhi’s concerns
43.	Author interview, n. 25.
44.	Ibid.
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about a growing Chinese footprint, there remain potential avenues
of concern that can reduce New Delhi’s agency in the country, have
an impact on a Maldivian voice in India’s favour, and lose overall
ground in a strategically located country. Thus, what may seem like
benign actions, could have future consequences that are detrimental
to New Delhi’s interests.
Malé’s Potential Debt Trap

The most pertinent implication of China’s presence and investments
in the Maldives is the possibility of the country falling into a debt
trap. The growing debt and unstable financial sustainability on
Malé’s part could lead to handing Beijing a firmer financial grip
over the archipelagic nation. Apart from the multiple negative
implications, this would have on the Maldives itself, it could play
out in two ways that would have implications for New Delhi. First,
like in Sri Lanka, Beijing could push for an equity swap due to
the inability to repay debt. If this results in taking over an island
and having sovereignty over it, China could mimic their strategy
in the South China Sea and build military installations on it that
would act as a base for power projection in the Indian Ocean
and bring their Navy to India’s doorstep. While this is unlikely
to happen soon, Beijing is not averse to playing the long game
and reaping the benefits to put the Middle Kingdom back on the
path of becoming a global Superpower. Second, increasing debt
would result in an increasing dependence on China. Beijing could
leverage this to withhold future loans to the developing nation,
or use the dependence to influence Maldivian policy. This could
already have taken place with the FTA and the Maldivian law
that allows foreign ownership of land due to the nature of their
rushed implementation. Increasing dependence could also be used
as leverage to get support from the Maldives on various issues,
and could result in Malé becoming reluctant to issue statements
of condemnation of Beijing. For India, Beijing’s ability to influence
policymaking would no doubt be detrimental to New Delhi’s
interests in the country and region and lead to increasing Maldivian
concessions for China.
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Link Between Chinese Communist Party and SOEs

Due to the close links, pressures can also be applied in Malé by
the SOEs on behalf of the CCP on the political front resulting
in favourable outcomes for the Chinese government and their
investment opportunities in the country. This ties in with increasing
Maldivian debt and dependence on Beijing as it would give the SOEs
greater agency and leverage in carrying out the CCP’s foreign policy.
Undermining Democracy

Finally, the possibility of China undermining democratic institutions
in the Maldives through continuous interference in domestic politics
and influence could also have a long-lasting impact on the stability of
the region and disrupt New Delhi’s ties with Malé, amalgamating all
the previous implications and concerns. This could result in the CCP
financing and aiding a pro-Chinese party to power, which would
then further cement Beijing’s presence in the country, resulting in
increasing concessions for Chinese investments and, potentially, also
allow it to expand, leading to China having a military presence in the
country.
Impact on Maldivian Foreign Policy

From the Maldivian perspective, the size of the country combined
with its strategic geographic location and the vulnerabilities it faces
requires the country to follow a foreign policy that secures its interests
without being overly dependent on any one larger power. However,
the government under President Solih has realigned its foreign
policy prioritising New Delhi above Beijing, and scrutinising the
many investments signed by the previous governments with China.
Summing up the foreign policy of the archipelagic nation, one analyst
has stated the country “looks to benefit from everyone, but without
ceding ground to anyone. However, what is different … is that now
there are too many players in the great game to be managed.”45 Still,
the Maldivian government under President Ibrahim Solih recognises
China’s interests and the fact that they are not identical to those of
India. Thus, they have been thinking of the role their country can
45.	Anand Kumar, Multi-party Democracy in the Maldives and the Emerging Security
Environment in the Indian Ocean Region (New Delhi: Pentagon Press, 2016), p. 153.
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play in protecting the Indian Ocean and, at the same time, ensuring
they have room to manoeuvre.46 An important and welcome
distinction from the previous government in the Maldives is the fact
that decisions relating to foreign aid and investments are “based
on rational and nationalistic calculations rather than preconceived
notions and biases”, focusing on the development of the country
rather than for personal profit.47 However, unlike other countries
in India’s neighbourhood, Maldives lacks a ‘think tank culture’ and
a wider geopolitical consciousness is confined to the political and
journalistic elite. In terms of forthcoming investments and economic
development, the Maldivians have a similar outlook to the Sri
Lankans and readily compare and contrast the Indian and Chinese
approaches, often overlooking the capabilities of both countries. The
former Maldivian ambassador to China, Mohamed Faisal, had stated
that his country had “taken a lot of our projects to India as well, but
we did not receive the necessary finance,” comparing it to China who
“is like a long-lost cousin that we have found … who is willing to
help us.”48
What Can India Do?

While bilateral ties with Malé are on the upswing for New Delhi, a
potential way forward that could have dual benefits of generating
goodwill among the Maldivian government and people, and
also ensure and enhance India’s engagement with the country is
by focusing on the importance and effects of climate change. By
prioritising green growth, defined by the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) as “fostering economic
growth and development, while ensuring that natural assets continue
to provide the resources and environmental services on which our
well-being relies”, and sustainable development, India’s development
initiatives in the country will contribute to economic development
46.	Anand Kumar, “Chinese Engagement with the Maldives: Impact on Security
Environment in the Indian Ocean Region”, Strategic Analysis 36, no. 2 (2012): 276-89.
47.	P. K. Balachandran, “Jaishankar’s visit to Male enhances India’s economic
engagement with the Maldives”, Southasian Monitor, February 22, 2021, at https://
southasianmonitor.net/en/sam-special/jaishankars-visit-to-male-enhances-indiaseconomic-engagement-with-the-maldives. Accessed on February 22, 2021.
48. “Maldives admits China interest in building port”, Avas, March 24, 2018, at https://
avas.mv/en/46702. Accessed on January 22, 2021.
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along with having a positive impact on the environment and the
Maldives’ rich biodiversity.49 During Prime Minister Modi’s visit to
the country in 2019, the first after being re-elected, he emphasised
an approach to minimise the adverse effects of climate change. India
has already assisted the Maldives in lighting up the streets of Malé
with long-lasting environment-friendly LED lights and provided
over two hundred thousand similar LED bulbs to the country that
will reduce electricity consumption leading to the lowering of electric
bills.50 Although a relatively small gesture, a similar approach can
also be taken towards the larger Indian projects in the country.
Furthermore, New Delhi has also supported the Maldivian green
energy plan by developing renewable energy projects to reduce
their dependence on oil imports.51 With India being the only G20
country that is on track to achieve the targets laid out in the 2015
Paris Agreement, New Delhi is in an advantageous position to offer
its expertise to others. A good place to start should be with the US$
500 million infrastructure projects India committed to the Maldives
in August 2020 to support the Greater Malé Connectivity Project.52
Being the largest infrastructure project in the country, New Delhi
should set high environmental standards for the project and ensure
other environmental concerns are taken into account. By doing so,
India’s developments in the Maldives would affirm the commitment
to climate change and win bipartisan support for the projects, all the
while slowly reducing Malé’s dependence on Beijing.

49. “Green growth and sustainable development”, OECD, at http://www.oecd.org/
greengrowth/. Accessed on January 25, 2021.
50.	ANI, “Bring change in approach to tackle climate change: PM Modi in Maldives”,
The New Indian Express, June 8, 2019, at https://www.newindianexpress.com/
nation/2019/jun/08/bring-change-in-approach-to-tackle-climate-change-pm-modiin-maldives-1987703.html. Accessed on January 25, 2021.
51. Sunjay Dutta, “India offers support to Maldives green energy plan”, The Times of India,
November 28, 2020, at https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/business/india-business/
india-offers-support-to-maldives-green-energy-plan/articleshow/79468392.cms.
Accessed on January 25, 2021.
52. Subhajit Roy, “India announces $500 million infra project, $250 million financial aid
for Maldives”, The Indian Express, August 14, 2020, at https://indianexpress.com/
article/india/india-announces-500-million-infra-project-250-million-financial-aid-formaldives-6553755/. Accessed on February 1, 2021.
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China’s “Marching West”
Strategy: Creating a
Eurasian Great Power

Joshy M. Paul

Two developments that have been the cornerstone of a turnaround in
China’s grand strategy in the 21st century are the 2008 financial crisis
and the US “pivot to Asia” under the Obama administration. Both have
contributed to change Deng Xiaoping’s ‘low profile foreign policy’ to
‘achieve something’, not only on regional matters but at the global level
too. The former has opened up new opportunities for China to project
its power because the financial crisis has crippled the US economy that
has always propped up the US’ grandstanding. The latter has forced
China to reorient its strategy from East Asia to the west to counter the
US ‘pivot’. Subsequently, China launched its ‘marching west’1 strategy
with the Silk Road Economic Belt, linking China to Central and South
Asia and onward to Europe aimed at expanding China’s strategic
influence towards the Eurasian frontiers. Together with New Maritime
Silk Road passing through the oceans, linking China to Southeast Asia,
the Gulf countries, North Africa, and onward to Europe, the Silk Road
Economic Belt is now known as Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). It is
Dr. Joshy M. Paul is Research Fellow at the Centre for Air Power Studies, New Delhi.
1.	Maxmilian Mayer, “China’s Rise as Eurasian Power: The Revival of the Silk
Road and Its Consequences”, in Maxmilian Mayer (ed.), Rethinking the Silk Road
(Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), p. 9.
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expected to help attain President Xi Jinping’s “China Dream” of “great
rejuvenation of the Chinese nation”.2 Xi’s vision is that China will have
to emerge as an “unparalleled”3 great power—a continental-cummaritime great power—by the middle of the 21st century, which will
be different from all previous great powers in that they were either a
continental power or a maritime power and had never controlled the
whole of Eurasia. Xi has visualised China to emerge as a “Eurasian
great power” with a strong maritime footprint when China celebrates
the centenary of its inception in 2049.
China’s Grand Strategy Initiative: BRI

Since BRI is China’s grand strategy initiative, it has certain
missions and objectives that China wants to propagate among the
participating countries. According to the BRI “Vision and Action”
plan document, released by the Chinese National Development
and Reform Commission in March 2015, China “envisages
cooperation among member countries in policy coordination;
facilitates connectivity (including infrastructures such as rail,
roads, shipping, aviation, and pipelines); unimpeded trade through
investment and trade facilitation, removal of trade barriers, and
customs cooperation; financial integration (including establishing
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and deepening financial
cooperation); and people-to-people bonds (such as cultural and
academic exchange).”4 According to Refinitiv data, as of February
2020, China will invest approximately US$ 3.16 trillion across
various projects, “which include transportation, power and water,
real estate, oil and gas, manufacturing, mining and communication”
“Xi Jinping’s ‘China Dream’”, China Daily, December 8, 2013, at https://www.
chinadaily.com.cn/china/2013-12/08/content_17160305.htm. Accessed on January
25, 2021.
3.	Chinese President Xi Jinping used the term ‘unparalleled’ to mean that the domestic
unity “will create an unparalleled force that will power the ship of our national renewal
to clip waves and reach its destination”, in his address at the “Reception in Celebration
of the 70th Anniversary of the Founding of the People’s Republic of China”, held on
September 30, 2019. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, at
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/zyjh_665391/t1704400.shtml.
Accessed on January 21, 2021.
4.	National Development and Reform Commission, the People’s Republic of China,
“Vision and Action to Promote the Construction of the Silk Road Economic Belt and
the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road”, March 28, 2015, at https://en.ndrc.gov.cn/
newsrelease_8232/201503/t20150330_1193900.html. Accessed on January 22, 2021.
2.
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(Table 1). Of these, 76 per cent or 1,989 projects were currently
active, while 22 per cent have been completed or are in the final
stage of completion.5 As of March 2020, “138 countries had signed
documents on ‘BRI cooperation,’ … [from] the following regions:
Sub-Saharan Africa (38), Europe & Central Asia (34), East Asia &
Pacific (25), Latin America & Caribbean (18), Middle East & North
Africa (17), and South Asia (6).”6 To fulfil the BRI projects, Beijing
has backed US$ 40 billion for the Silk Road Economic Belt, US$ 25
billion for the Maritime Silk Road, US$ 50 billion for the AIIB, and
US$ 40 billion for the Silk Road Fund.7
Table 1: Major Sectors under BRI
Project Sector

Project Value

% of Total Value

# of Projects

(US$/billion)
Transportation

$1,818.49

46.99%

1,235

Power & Water

$893.49

23.09%

740

Real Estate

$436.74

11.28%

596

Oil & Gas

$418.93

10.82%

140

Manufacturing

$243.85

6.30%

193

Mining

$57.98

1.50%

41

$0.88

0.02%

20

$3,870.36

100.00%

2,965

Communication
Grand Total

Source: Refinitiv BRI Database—up to 31 December 2019

Oil & Gas Projects

Project Value (US$/

# of Projects

billion)
Exploration and Production
Refinery
Transportation
Others

159.32
132.00
104.57
10.96

5.

31
45
43
4

Refinitiv, “BRI Connect: An Initiative in Numbers”, (3rd edn.), February 2020, at
https://agsiw.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/belt-and-road-initiative-innumbers-issue-3.pdf. Accessed on January 25, 2021.
6.	Romi Jain, “Pitfalls or Windfalls in China’s Belt and Road Economic Outreach?”, Asian
Survey, vol. 60, no. 4, 2020, p. 686.
7. Suisheng Zhao, “China’s Belt-Road Initiative as the Signature of President Xi Jinping
Diplomacy: Easier Said than Done”, Journal of Contemporary China, vol. 29, no. 123, 2020,
pp. 319-35.
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Storage
Field Support - Offsite and Utilities
Grand Total

7.55
4.55
418.93

11
6
140

Source: Refinitiv, “BRI Connect: An Initiative in Numbers” (3rd edn.), February 2020, at
https://agsiw.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/belt-and-road-initiative-in-numbersissue-3.pdf. Accessed on January 25, 2021.

Strategically, silk roads can be considered as China’s counter
containment strategy: counter United States’ “rebalancing” strategy
initiated by the Obama administration in the second decade of the 21st
century aimed to contain China’s rise.8 It had two components ‘pivot
to Asia’, which is a naval strategy shifting US focus from the Atlantic
to the Indo-Pacific; the other is Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), a trade
bloc across the Pacific under US leadership. The pivot was to establish
a firm US footing in the western Pacific, which includes the East and
South China Seas (E/SCS), that China views as its backyard. Instead of
direct competition with the US in East Asia, China sought to expand its
influence towards the west. In a way, the Land Silk Road is expected
to counter US hold over Afghanistan and Central Asia, while MSR is
aimed to counter the pivot.9 BRI is China’s “marching west” strategy
aimed to expand China’s influence towards the western frontiers and
diminish the US’ influence in Afghanistan and Central Asia.10 Land
connectivity to the Eurasian frontiers supported by a ‘network of
ports’ from China’s southeastern shore to the Mediterranean through
the Indian Ocean would provide China greater influence in both land
and maritime theatres. The former Soviet Union faced lack of strategic
depth in the warm waters to counter US influence in the Indian Ocean
during the height of the Cold War.
On the other hand, scholars from Beijing-based China Institute
of Contemporary International Relations (CICIR) argue that BRI is a
Hillary Clinton, “America’s Paciﬁc Century”, Foreign Policy, October 11, 2011, at
https://foreignpolicy.com/2011/10/11/Americas-paciﬁc-century/. Accessed on
January 25, 2021.
9.	Michael Clarke, “Beijing’s Pivot West: The Convergence of Innenpolitik and
Aussenpolitik on China’s ‘Belt and Road’?”, Journal of Contemporary China, vol. 29, no.
123, 2020, pp. 336-53.
10.	Yun Sun, “Westward Ho! As America Pivots East, China Marches in the Other
Direction”, Foreign Policy, February 7, 2013, at https://foreignpolicy.com/2013/02/07/
westward-ho-2/. Accessed on January 20, 2021.
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new type of globalisation led by China.11 China has been the largest
beneficiary of existing globalisation. The Chinese economy has been
integrated with the world economy and has got significant economic
achievement, even though it was driven by the US. However, the US
set the standards and rules globally; US multinational corporations
spread throughout the world, but after the 2008 financial crisis,
new rules and standards are necessary to advance the globalisation
with a more humane approach. Chinese scholars argue that BRI is
a “Chinese led globalisation” with Chinese rules and standards as
Chinese enterprises go abroad.12 Chinese President Xi Jinping pointed
out in 2014 that “China must not be a bystander and follower, but a
participant and trendsetter, making more Chinese voices heard and
injecting more Chinese elements in the institution of international
rules and safeguarding as well as expanding China’s development
interests.”13 For them, Chinese globalisation is different from Westerndominated globalisation; the main feature of the latter has been the
global divide between rich and poor, or contradiction between the
South and the North, while BRI brings “common prosperity” for
all.14 According to Tian Wenlin, “it is neither a new Marshall Plan
nor a new Monroe Doctrine rather it is a plan that calls for the active
participation of more countries and it aims to benefit people from
all countries.”15 Marshall Plan had a targeted geographical area—
Europe—with political undertones. For them, BRI has no specific
geography or political message, its focus is “prosperity for all”.16 Large
and medium Chinese state-owned enterprises are the driving force
behind the BRI and are investing in various projects, which include
infrastructure, textile, home appliances, steel, building materials,
chemical industry, automobile, machinery, mineral processing, and
so on, in as many as 138 countries that have joined the BRI.
11.	Jiang Yong, “Theoretical Thinking on the Belt and Road Initiative”, Contemporary
International Relations, vol. 28, no. 4, 2018, pp. 26-39; and Tian Wenlin, “The ‘Belt
and Road’ Initiative: A Chinese Concept for Global Development”, Contemporary
International Relations, vol. 29, no. 4, 2017, pp. 1-20.
12.	Yong, n. 11.
13. Wenlin, n. 11, p. 4.
14.	Yong, n. 11.
15. Wenlin, n. 11, p. 10.
16.	Hong Yu, “Motivation behind China’s ‘One Belt, One Road’ Initiatives and
Establishment of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank”, Journal of Contemporary
China, vol. 26, no. 105, 2017, pp. 353-68.
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According to Jiang Yong, BRI is a new kind of theoretical
formulation to escape from Thucydides’ trap, the fear a rising
power sparks in an established power. Jiang further states that BRI
can bring development and security and mutual trust, rather than
fall into a security dilemma. Through the BRI China “offers more
money-making opportunity, more development, more security
against hegemony and power politics, and seeking for China to
maintain regional stability, secure world peace, and eliminate unfair
international rules.”17 For him, BRI is a common, comprehensive,
cooperative, and sustainable security concept of Asia, a concept
conducive to regional security governance, for persons, property,
and national security.
In the strategic arena, external behaviour is a reflection of internal
political dynamics that the elites chose to follow in order to control
the power of the state. The Chinese practice is ‘socialism with Chinese
characteristics’ in which state-owned enterprises are the creators of
wealth. As to the Chinese companies going abroad, most of them are
state-owned enterprises, and follow similar rules and standards that they
have practised at home. In effect, China carries her ‘Chinese socialism’
into the BRI projects with Chinese rules and standards. They strive to
project these rules and standards as a “viable strategic and economic
alternative to the current US-led international order”.18 China seeks
to create a new world order based on Chinese norms such as Chinese
socialism rather than capitalism and profit-making, and cooperation
and harmony rather than hegemony and arms race.19 With the Chinese
funds such as Silk Road Fund and Maritime Silk Road Fund and the
Chinese-initiated multilateral institutions, the Asian Infrastructure and
Investment Bank (AIIB), China will promote “the economic integration
of the countries involved in a market economy for which China has set
the agenda and established the framework”.20 However, the acceptability
of Chinese rules and standards is going to become one of the major
challenges in China’s Eurasian integration process.
17.	Yong, n. 11, p. 33.
18.	Clarke, n. 9, p. 337.
19. Zhang Yingli, “China’s National Security Strategy”, Contemporary International
Relations, vol. 23, no. 3, 2013, pp. 1-12.
20.	Christian Dargnat, “China’s Shifting Geo-economic Strategy”, Survival, vol. 58, no. 3,
2016, p. 71.
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China’s Eurasian Integration

Although many countries from Africa and Latin America have joined
in the BRI, the epicentre of the initiative is Eurasia where, with a vast
collection of development and investment initiatives, China can
effectively establish its economic and political influence, similar to the
US in the Western Hemisphere. On the other hand, the US struggles to
offer an appealing economic vision to the governments in the region,
giving China a much easier roadmap for a Eurasian integration under
its leadership.21 The interest rate for loans from China is significantly
higher than that from western multilateral institutions such as World
Bank and International Monetary Fund. China doesn’t attach strict
conditions to BRI loans, as do World Bank and IMF, so Chinese
economic assistance appears to be more attractive.
With the Land Silk Road, China seeks its Eurasian integration—a
homogeneous geographical region from the east coast of China to
central Europe under Chinese leadership, which is different from a
divided Eurasia during the Cold War.22 BRI provides this Eurasian
integration with long connectivity through rail, road, communication,
power, energy, and so on. The Eurasian zone covers around 65
countries23 and five major land-based economic corridors—ChinaPakistan, China-Mongolia-Russia, China-Central Asia-Western AsiaTurkey, China-Myanmar Economic Corridor, and China-Indochina
Peninsula Economic Corridor.24 Indeed, these networks “would knit
together economic activity across a geographic region extending from
Southeast Asia through Central Asia to Europe”, in which China
will have a greater influence on policy matters as well as on foreign
policy issues.25 Importantly, China’s attention is not to control the
21.	Council on Foreign Relations, “Backgrounder: China’s Massive Belt and Road
Initiative”, January 28, 2020, at https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/chinasmassive-belt-and-road-initiative. Accessed on January 30, 2021.
22. Wenlin, n. 11.
23. BRI participating countries from East Asia up to central Europe, excluding those
who are not being connected with BRI, like India, as well as island nations such as
the Philippines, Brunei, Indonesia, Sri Lanka and the Maldives, and so on. For details
see OECD, “The Belt and Road Initiative in the global trade, investment and finance
landscape”, OECD Business and Finance Outlook 2018 (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2018), p.
9.
24.	Dargnat, n. 20.
25.	Avery Goldstein, “China’s Grand Strategy under Xi Jinping: Reassurance, Reform, and
Resistance”, International Security, vol. 45, no. 1, 2020, pp. 164-201.
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Eurasian region militarily because it would further invite division;
instead China looks upon economic dominance by which China can
exert its ‘economic statecraft’ strategy effectively.26 Eventually, China
can manipulate these countries’ foreign policy choices at various
multilateral forums, including at the United Nations.
Figure 1: One (Land) Belt One (Maritime) Road

Source: OECD, “The Belt and Road Initiative in the global trade, investment and finance
landscape”, OECD Business and Finance Outlook 2018 (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2018), p. 11.

China seeks to emerge as the engine of connectivity and growth
in the Eurasian region. From 2008 to 2016, Chinese investments in
Europe increased from Euro 1 to 35 billion in various infrastructure
and connectivity projects.27 China has already planned to build the
freight railway lines from the inner Chinese cities with Central Asian
Republics (CARs) to Russia and Rotterdam, Warsaw, and Hamburg
in Europe. Beijing has also taken up various connectivity projects in
Europe, which include Mihailo Pupin Bridge in Belgrade; Corridor 11
26.	Jain, n. 6.
27. Erik Brattberg and Etienne Soula, “Europe’s Emerging Approach to China’s Belt and
Road”, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, October 19, 2018, at https://
carnegieendowment.org/2018/10/19/europe-s-emerging-approach-to-china-s-beltand-road-initiative-pub-77536. Accessed on January 30, 2021.
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highway construction, and the extension of coal mines near Kostolac
power plant in Serbia; and a 350 km rail project between Belgrade
and Budapest to connect Greece’s Piraeus port with Central Europe,
and across the region at a cost of US$ 1.1 billion, which will provide
China’s freight trains access to Mediterranean Seas.28
There are four main factors that drove China’s ‘marching west’
strategy, that is, regional stability; Geo-economics (access to market
and sources of energy); Geopolitics (expansion of geopolitical
interests from East Asia to Eurasia); and search for ‘standardisation’
of Chinese rules and standards at par with the European level.
Regional stability. Regional stability holds that the main reason
for the instability in the western regions of China such as Xinjiang and
Tibet has been its underdevelopment compared to the eastern part of
China; if these regions are integrated with the fast growing Central
Asia, and further westward to Europe, it would bring prosperity and
economic development to the underdeveloped western part of China.
For instance, as per the 2014 data, the average individual income in
the country’s western regions stood at 40 per cent below the average
Chinese income; 650 million individuals in China earn less than US$
4 per day.29 So the Land Silk Route is expected to promote growth
and stability not only in western China but the entire Eurasian region.
Geo-economics. Land Silk Road is expected to create a single
market-cum-investment region comprising China and countries
from the Eurasian region. As of now various regional countries
have formed their regional economic groupings such as the
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS); Eurasian Economic
Union (EAEU); and eighteen countries of the European Union, part of
the BRI, all of whom have their own regional rules and tariff regimes.
BRI may be a supra-informal economic grouping, largely focusing on
trade in goods and services and investments; while other agendas of
economic groupings like movements of people, human rights issues,
labour standards, protection of the environment, and so on would be
left to the local organisations. In 2012, China convened a summit of
China-CEEC (Central and Eastern European Countries) in Beijing—a
28.	Uzma Siraj, Najam Us Saqib and Manzoor Ahmad Naazer, “Eurasian Integration and
China’s BRI: Opportunities and Challenges”, Liberal Arts and Social Sciences International
Journal, vol. 3, no. 1, 2019, pp. 91-105.
29.	Dargnat, n. 20.
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group of 11 EU member states and 5 Balkan countries—to promote
economic cooperation. This is now widely seen as an extension of
the BRI, with three priority areas such as infrastructure, advanced
technologies, and green technologies.30 So far, eight meetings have
been held and the EU sees it as China’s attempt to divide the EU
and extend the BRI mechanism into Europe. Showing its displeasure,
the European Commission labelled China as a ‘systemic rival’
and economic competitor.31 However, both partners are keen to
promote their cooperation and in December 2020 they concluded a
Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI) aimed at creating a
“better balance in the EU-China trade relationship”.32
Besides, the ‘Malacca Dilemma’33 is still a major source of security
concern for China in its energy security calculations. An unhindered
access to the source of energy has always been vital to the economic
growth of China. BRI could ameliorate the Malacca Dilemma through
overland pipeline construction from Central Asia to China and from
Gwadar in Pakistan to Xinjiang. This would help China in avoiding
direct competition with the United States in its energy security
strategy.
Geopolitics. Ever since the US introduced the ‘Asia pivot’, China
has been searching for an alternative strategy to counter the pivot
and shift the theatre from its periphery to other areas. Over the years,
the US has maintained and expanded its naval dominance in East
Asian waters, which is considered a major security threat for China.
If China widens the theatre from East Asia to the whole of Eurasia,
30.	Jonathan E. Hillman and Maesea McCalpin, “Will China’s ‘16+1’ Format Divide
Europe?”, CSIS, April 11, 2019, at https://www.csis.org/analysis/will-chinas-161format-divide-europe. Accessed on February 2, 2021.
31.	Ibid.
32.	European Commission, “EU and China reach agreement in principle on investment”,
December 30, 2020, at https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/press/index.cfm?id=2233.
Accessed on February 2, 2021.
33.	Former Chinese President Hu Jintao labelled the problem of “Malacca Dilemma”, to
say that around 80 per cent of Chinese oil imports flow through the narrow Malacca
Strait which is vulnerable to piracy or interdiction by foreign navies, especially the
United States or India. For details see, Joel Wuthnow, “Chinese Perspectives on
the Belt and Road Initiative: Strategic Rationales, Risks, and Implications”, China
Strategic Perspectives, No. 12, Institute for National Strategic Studies, National Defense
University, Washington, DC, October 2017, at https://inss.ndu.edu/Portals/68/
Documents/stratperspective/china/ChinaPerspectives-12.pdf. Accessed on February
2, 2021.
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creating a continental theatre where China has an upper hand because
of its traditional land power security strategy, the US would face an
insurmountable difficulty in confronting China. In this regard, the
Land Silk Roads are a safe bet against the US’ dominance in East
Asia. In this geostrategic shift, however, China makes a calculated
move focusing only on economic aspects—not political or security
dynamics of the region which would irritate Russia, as any political
encroachment to the Russian periphery would be construed as an
assault on Moscow. As of now, China’s focus on Eurasia is economic,
rather than political, but gradually Chinese political influence in the
Eurasian region will increase.
Search for ‘standardisation’ of Chinese rules and standards.
With China’s interaction with the EU—which is far ahead of
China on standardisation of rules and regulations in trade and
investments—the rules and standards to be practised in BRI
countries in the Eurasian region are expected to be more transparent
and rules-based, compared to the rules that China follows in other
regions such as Southeast Asia, South Asia, and Africa. For instance,
China and the EU agreed at a summit in 2015 to look for synergies
between OBOR and the EU’s Investment Plan for Europe (the socalled ‘Juncker Plan’, designed to encourage private investment in
infrastructure). China will have to follow the EU’s way of doing
business in areas such as public procurement, competition policy,
and technical standards to make it attractive for European countries.
China can learn a lot and improve its domestic policies by following
the EU model. In a way, China seeks to emerge as a Eurasian great
power more acceptable to European states, to counter US dominance
in Asia.
Conclusion

The ‘marching west’ strategy will provide Beijing an almost
unfettered access to energy and market sources in the Eurasian
region for its domestic economic growth and facilitate China’s
expansive foreign policy objectives. Dependence on China by BRI
countries will be increased with a single market-cum-political region
which will help Beijing gain geostrategic advantage against its rivals
in Eurasia. Importantly, with the economic corridors west of China
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which include China-Pakistan, and China-Central Asia-Western
Asia-Turkey, Beijing’s influence will be more visible and threatening
to the interests of other stakeholders, especially India. China may
gradually enhance its interests from politico-economic to the security
guarantor of the region similar to how the US does for the western
hemisphere. The 21st Century Maritime Silk Route will provide
China the role of security guarantor of the Indian Ocean Region,
and the Land Silk Route will help it become security guarantor of
continental Asia. This will lead to a Chinese encirclement of India
without any formal military alliances with the regional countries,
which calls for a prudent strategy from New Delhi. The growing
India-EU partnerships can address some of the concerns that both
have of Chinese dominance of Eurasia. Besides, New Delhi needs to
strengthen its relationships with the countries from Central Asia to
the Caucasian region to counter China’s strategic dominance of the
Eurasian region.
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INDIA-SRI LANKA RELATIONS:
EVALUATING THE IMPACT OF
GLOBAL POLITICS

Sushmita Bharti

India and Sri Lanka have been connected through economic,
diplomatic, and cultural linkages. With the coming of the new
government in Sri Lanka in 2019 under President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa, both countries reached a consensus to improve economic
and strategic understanding to enhance the multidimensional ties.
Currently, the India-Sri Lanka relationship is connected with the
rising strategic competition in the Indian Ocean Region between
the USA, China, and other global powers. Sri Lanka is a significant
part of the global politics in the Indian Ocean as it links two
major policies, the Indo-Pacific of the USA and the Belt and Road
Initiative of China.
With the increasing footprint of global power in Sri Lanka, India’s
outlook towards Sri Lanka has also expanded beyond the ethnic issue
to focus on active security and economic cooperation. In this context,
the objective of the paper is to analyse the impact of global powers’
engagement on India-Sri Lanka relations. The study intends to trace
the evolving engagement of the USA, China, and other countries with
Sri Lanka. Also, the paper attempts an insight into the challenges
Ms. Sushmita Bharti is Research Associate at the Centre for Air Power Studies, New Delhi.
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and opportunities for the Indo-Sri Lanka relationship due to global
politics in the region.
India and Sri Lanka Relations: An Overview

Historically, India-Sri Lanka relations have been characterised by
different strategic perceptions of each other. For India, Sri Lanka’s
location as the closest maritime neighbour has been a source of
concern. Most of India’s security and scientific establishments have
been set up in the southern states for its southern frontier has been
relatively peaceful.1 Measures taken by the extra-regional countries
to increase influence in Sri Lanka add to India’s apprehensions
about the future misuse of harbours in Sri Lanka. For Sri Lanka, its
geographical proximity and perception of power asymmetry with
India have largely contributed to a sense of vulnerability.2
These divergent perceptions were heightened by the question
over the legal status of people of Tamil ethnicity in Sri Lanka which
culminated in a civil war in the 1980s. With the termination of the
civil war in 2009, there was an expectation that it would result in
ethnic reconciliation and increased cooperation between India and
Sri Lanka. However, the process of reconciliation did not materialise
under then President Mahinda Rajapaksa. Post-conflict, India-Sri
Lanka issues include Sri Lankan efforts for reconciliation, economic
roadblocks in relations, fishing disputes in the Gulf of Mannar and
Palk Strait, and increasing Chinese influence in Sri Lanka. A new
National Unity Government (NUG) was established in Sri Lanka
in 2015 under the leadership of President Maithripala Sirisena.
Consequently, both India and Sri Lanka began to increase the level
of engagement to address these concerns and improve bilateral
relations.
In recent years, the two sides have steadily increased their
military interaction. The bilateral Annual Defence Dialogue at the
Defence Secretary level began in 2012 and was last held in 2019.
Along with regular high-level visits, two bilateral military exercises
with Sri Lanka—SLINEX and Mitra Shakti—aim to establish positive
1.	P. Sahadevan, “India’s Changing Relations with Sri Lanka”, Indian Foreign Affairs
Journal, vol. 14, 2019.
2.	Ibid.
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military relations.3 Recently, the Indian Air Force’s An-32 aircraft was
formally handed over to the Commander of Sri Lanka Air Force in
January 2021. Also, India provided 341 Indra Radar spares for the
four Indra MK-11 air surveillance radars.4 The basic framework
for economic cooperation between the two countries—the Indo-Sri
Lanka Free Trade Agreement (ISFTA)—entered into force in 2000.
In the aftermath of the agreement, there was an approximately
sevenfold increase in Indo-Sri Lanka bilateral trade from US$ 645
million in 2000 to US$ 4.9 billion in 2019.5 Besides, India is the thirdlargest source of FDI in Sri Lanka with 13 per cent of its total FDI
receipts in 2019.
Engagement of Major Powers in Sri Lanka

The current world order is transforming with rising China and
geopolitical competition between China and the USA. In this regard,
the Indian Ocean Region has emerged to become a focal point of
the competition. The Indian Ocean is extremely significant for the
international trade and energy market. The two major chokepoints
of the Indian Ocean—the Straits of Hormuz and Malacca—
collectively account for 50 per cent of the world’s maritime oil
supply.6
The growing importance of the Indian Ocean in world politics has
also increased Sri Lanka’s strategic significance as an Indian Ocean
littoral and maritime state. Sri Lanka occupies a strategic location
astride the Indian Ocean linking the energy-rich West Asia with
South East and East Asia. According to Robert Kaplan, Sri Lanka is
3.	PTI, “India, Sri Lanka hold joint military drill to boost counter-terror cooperation”,
The Economic Times, March 27, 2019, at https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/
defence/india-sri-lanka-hold-joint-military-drill-to-boost-counter-terror-cooperation/
articleshow/68597835.cms?from=mdr. Accessed on December 17, 2020.
4. “India gifts Rs. 200 million worth radar spares to Sri Lanka Air Force”, Colombo
Page, January 17, 2021, at http://www.colombopage.com/archive_21A/
Jan17_1610871798CH.php. Accessed on January 19, 2021.
5.	Angela Huettemann, Chathuni Pabasara and Nikhita Panwar, “Sri Lanka-India
Relations: Opportunities for a New Connectivity Strategy”, Lakshman Kadirgamar
Institute, Policy Briefs, Colombo, August 21, 2020.
6.	Mohd Aminul Karim, “21st Century Maritime Power-Politics in the Indian Ocean
Region with Special Reference to the Bay of Bengal”, Pacific Focus: Inha Journal of
International Studies, vol. XXXII, no. 1, April 2017.
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a geostrategic hub and part of the new geography.7 It has resulted in
increased naval competition with the expansion of fleets and joint
naval exercises. According to Sri Lankan foreign secretary, Jayanath
Colombage, “It is a fact that from 2009 till now, 550 warships from
28 countries have visited Sri Lanka.”8 This explains Sri Lanka’s
significance in the bilateral and regional policy of countries such as
the USA, China, Japan, Australia, and others.
United States of America

Historically, the main objectives of US foreign policy for Sri Lanka
focused on upholding Sri Lanka’s democracy, upgrading economic
development in Sri Lanka, and maintaining human rights during
the civil war. A constant matter of discord in the US-Sri Lanka
relationship has been allegations of human rights abuses in Sri Lanka.
US disappointment with the Rajapaksa government, over excessive
use of force, resulted in a reduction in US assistance to Sri Lanka after
2008. This also limited military cooperation with Sri Lanka between
2005 and 2015. Nonetheless, in 2015 when the Rajapaksa regime came
to an end, the Chinese foothold in Sri Lanka through a large number of
projects raised its concerns.9 This was reflected in the USA’s reversal
in policy towards Sri Lanka with an increase in USAID funding.
Currently, American interests are aimed at maintaining the free
flow of trade and navigation in the Indian Ocean. Also, the USA aims
to contain Chinese control over the global trade and economy. Hence,
Sri Lanka is an important part of the USA grand strategy based
on the Indo-Pacific region. The two major initiatives of the present
US-Sri Lanka relationship are the Acquisition and Cross-Servicing
Agreement and Status of Forces Agreement.10 The Acquisition and
Cross-Servicing Agreement (ACSA) between Sri Lanka and the
7.	Robert D. Kaplan, Monsoon: The Indian Ocean and the Future of American Power (New
York: Random House Inc., 2011).
8.	Devipura Mitra, “Sri Lanka Worried About Indian Ocean’s Securitisation, Impact
of Quad Military Alliance”, The Wire, October 30, 2020, at https://thewire.in/
diplomacy/sri-lanka-worried-about-indian-oceans-securitisation-impact-of-quadmilitary-alliance. Accessed on January 13, 2021.
9.	Committee on Foreign Relations, United States Senate, “Sri Lanka: Recharting US
Strategy after the War”, December 7, 2009, at https://www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/
media/doc/SRI.pdf. Accessed on December 7, 2020.
10. “Sri Lanka”, Congress Research Service Report, June 25, 2020.
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USA was signed in 2007 for 10 years and was revised in August
2017. It provides for joint military cooperation such as logistics
support, supplies and services, and the use of airports and ports in
emergencies.11 The proposed Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA)
with the USA is under discussion but it has been criticised in the
country as it would violate its sovereignty. Economic relations with
the USA are important for Sri Lanka since it has a positive balance of
trade with the country (Figure 1). The US accounted for 26.3 per cent
of the total exports of Sri Lanka in 2019.12
Figure 1: Sri Lanka’s Largest Export Destinations 2015-2019
(percentage Share of Total Exports)

Source: Central Bank of Sri Lanka, “Annual Report 2019”, Statistical Appendix, at https://
www.cbsl.gov.lk/en/publications/economic-and-financial-reports/annual-reports/
annual-report-2019. Accessed on November 24, 2020.

China

China and Sri Lanka established diplomatic relations in 1957 but
the close economic and strategic association is credited to Mahinda
Rajapaksa and his presidency. China strengthened strategic links
with Sri Lanka by being one of the only countries to support it in
11. Gulbin Sultana, “India-Sri Lanka Relations: New Issues, Novel Perspective”, Indian
Foreign Affairs Journal, vol. 14, issue 1 (2019), pp. 44-51.
12.	Central Bank of Sri Lanka, “Annual Report 2019”, at https://www.cbsl.gov.lk/en/
publications/economic-and-financial-reports/annual-reports/annual-report-2019.
Accessed on November 24, 2020.
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the final phase of Eelam War 4 against the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE) in 2008-2009. This included a supply of weapons such
as six F-7 fighter jets to the Island’s Air Force in this last phase.13 China
protected Sri Lanka at the United Nations Security Council where
the US had put resolutions against the Rajapaksa administration for
human rights violations.14
Wade Shepherd has pointed out that, “As the West tried to exert
political and economic pressure on Sri Lanka to force the country
to atone for alleged humanitarian abuses, what they did was push
the country into a closer alliance with China.”15 China is the largest
importer of oil in the world, of which 80 per cent is carried through
the Strait of Malacca in the Indian Ocean.16 Since China does not have
a direct presence in the Indian Ocean, it has expanded its influence
following the strategy of ‘String of Pearls’ to mitigate this strategic
vulnerability of ‘Malacca Dilemma’.17 In this context, China has an
important interest in establishing robust relations with Sri Lanka.
The strengthening of diplomatic ties has been followed by a spike
in trade and development assistance. Chinese imports jumped from
3.5 per cent of the total imports in 2000 to 20.2 per cent in 2019. The
last five years’ import values of Sri Lanka indicate close competition
between India and China to emerge as the largest source for imports
(Figure 2). Sri Lanka’s integration in the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) in 2013 laid the foundation of close economic association
between the two countries. BRI projects mainly include the Colombo
International Financial City with a total investment of US$ 13 billion,
and the Hambantota Port and industrial zone, with an investment of
13.	Hannah Gardner, “China’s aid revealed in Sri Lanka’s victory parade”, The National
News, June 9, 2009, at https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/asia/china-s-aidrevealed-in-sri-lanka-s-victory-parade-1.556125. Accessed on November 29, 2020.
14.	Ananth Krishna, “China backs Sri Lanka on UNHRC resolution”, The Hindu, March 22,
2012, at https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/china-backs-sri-lanka-onunhrc-resolution/article3088478.ece. Accessed on November 25, 2020.
15. Wade Shepard, “China’s Jewel in the Heart of the Indian Ocean”, The Diplomat, May 9,
2016, at https://thediplomat.com/2016/05/chinas-jewel-in-the-heart-of-the-indianocean/. Accessed on November 25, 2020.
16. “The Malacca Dilemma: A hindrance to Chinese Ambitions in the 21st Century”,
Berkeley Political Review, August 26, 2019, at https://bpr.berkeley.edu/2019/08/26/
the-malacca-dilemma-a-hindrance-to-chinese-ambitions-in-the-21st-century/.
Accessed on January 14, 2021.
17.	Ibid.
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US$ 5 billion.18 Also, Hambantota port was leased to China Merchant
Port Holdings Limited (CM Port) for 99 years for US$ 1.12 billion in
2017. China provides the largest amount of loans to Sri Lanka for
infrastructure projects. The major share of Chinese loans such as 25
per cent of 41 per cent went to the development of roads and railways
in Sri Lanka from 2008 to 2018.19
Figure 2: Sri Lanka’s Largest Import Origins 2015-2019
(percentage Share of Total Imports)

Source: Central Bank of Sri Lanka, “Annual Report 2019”, Statistical Appendix, at https://
www.cbsl.gov.lk/en/publications/economic-and-financial-reports/annual-reports/
annual-report-2019. Accessed on November 24, 2020.

Other Engagements: Japan and Australia

Sri Lanka has emerged as the centre of interest in the Indian Ocean
Region (IOR) with a tripolar interaction between China, India, and
the US. Along with these three countries, some other actors have
also tried to exert influence in Sri Lanka. Japan has shared a longstanding development relationship with Sri Lanka. From 2015 to
2019, Japan’s aid contributions were 14 per cent of total aid flows
to Sri Lanka.20 Currently, the Japan-Sri Lanka relationship has been
largely focusing on maritime cooperation. This was demonstrated by
18. G. Wignaraja, D. Panditaratne, P. Kannangara and D. Hundlani, “Chinese Investment
and the BRI in Sri Lanka”, Chatham House, March 2020.
19.	Nilanthi Samaranayake, “China’s Engagement with Smaller South Asian Countries”,
United States Institute of Peace, April 2019.
20.	Central Bank of Sri Lanka, n. 12.
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the visit of Japanese Defence Minister Itsunori Onodera to Sri Lanka
in 2018 to promote a free and open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) strategy for
IOR. This was followed by the visit of Japan’s biggest warship, the
Kaga helicopter carrier to the Colombo port, and joint naval exercise
of the Japanese Maritime Self-Defence Force and Sri Lankan Navy.21
Australia and Sri Lanka celebrated the 70th anniversary of their
diplomatic ties in 2017 which was marked by several high-level
exchanges.22 According to Australia’s Defence White Paper in 2016,
“Sri Lanka’s location on a vital maritime corridor in the Indian Ocean
has seen Australia gradually increase defence cooperation, including
establishing a resident Defence Advisor in Colombo.” In 2019,
Australia expanded defence engagement with Sri Lanka through
Indo-Pacific Endeavor (IPE) 2019 Exercises.23 Other actors such as the
United Kingdom and European Union are important trade partners of
Sri Lanka. A majority share of Sri Lanka’s export market is occupied
by western countries of which 29.8 per cent of total exports in 2019
was accounted for by the European Union and another 26 per cent
and 9 per cent belonged to the USA and UK respectively.24
Global Power Competition and Sri Lanka’s Position

As a small littoral state, Sri Lanka is vulnerable to power politics in the
Indian Ocean, including its militarisation in any form. Leaders of Sri
Lanka are aware that the rival powers aim to not only protect the sea lines
of communication but also to offset each other’s influence in the region.25
The goal of Sri Lanka’s foreign policy towards external actors in the Indian
Ocean is to ensure its economic growth in the stable Indian Ocean.26 To
21.	Chulanee Attanayake and Roshni Kapur, “Sri Lanka and Japan: Emerging Partnership”,
ISAS Working Paper, February, 26, 2019, at https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/
uploads/2019/02/ISAS-Working-Papers-No.-316-Sri-Lanka-and-Japan-EmergingPartnership.pdf. Accessed on January 6, 2021.
22.	Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Australian Government, “Sri Lanka Country
Brief”, at https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/sri-lanka/Pages/sri-lanka-country-brief.
Accessed on December 23, 2020.
23.	Roshni Kapur and C. Raja Mohan, “Australia and Sri Lanka Deepen Naval
Cooperation”, ISAS Brief, April 5, 2019, at https://www.isas.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/
uploads/2019/04/ISAS-Briefs-645.pdf. Accessed on January 6, 2021.
24.	Central Bank of Sri Lanka, n. 12.
25. Sahadevan, n. 1.
26. Barana Waidyatilake, “A New Role for Sri Lanka in Asia’s Changing Geopolitics?”,
Working Paper, German Institute of International and Security Affairs, October 2018.
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pursue its goal, the key objectives of Sri Lankan foreign relations since
2015 include: (1) active economic diplomacy, (2) diplomatic neutrality,
and (3) to establish rule-based order in the Indian Ocean.
Sri Lanka aspires to develop as a trade and maritime hub of the
Indian Ocean Region by capitalising on its physical location and
its natural harbours. While Colombo is the country’s international
transhipment centre, Trincomalee with the natural harbour, the fifth
largest in the world, is its strategic hub.27 Protectionist policy during the
civil war hindered Sri Lanka’s economic progress.28 Hence, Sri Lanka
adopted a strategy of ‘hedging’, that is, accepting economic cooperation
with all interested partners. The renewed approach has allowed Sri
Lanka to maximise the economic and development gains and minimise
the risks of geopolitical tensions. President Sirisena, who came to power
in 2015, laid out his foreign policy as ‘Asia-centric balanced’, intending
to refrain from any military or political rivalry. Diplomatic neutrality
is reflected in the foreign policy of Sri Lanka not just to maximise
investments but also because a major share of its export market is with
the western countries while its major import partners are India and
China.29 As the country’s economic growth is heavily dependent on its
trade it keeps the interest of other countries intact.
Besides, Sri Lanka wants to reclaim the role of regional normative
leader by leading the dialogue on freedom of navigation.30 On this
subject, the Prime Minister of Sri Lanka had expressed interest in
building an Indian Ocean Order with certain rules and agreements to
guide interactions between states and ensure freedom of navigation
in the Indian Ocean.31 Since Sri Lanka lacks the military or economic
27. Sahadevan, n. 1.
28. Wickremesinghe, “Speech delivered at the 3rd Indian Ocean Conference”. Delivered
at Hanoi, Vietnam, August 2018, at https://www.news.lk/fetures/item/22082-iorarchitecture-mustrecognize-intrinsic-role-of-littoral-states-pm. Accessed on December
24, 2020.
29. Gamini Keerawalla, “The Indian Ocean Space in Sri Lankan Foreign Policy: Evolving
Strategic Perceptions since Independence”, Regional Centre for Strategic Studies,
Colombo, at https://rcss.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/The-Indian-OceanSpace-in-Sri-Lankan-Foreign-Policy-Prof.-Gamini-Keerawella.pdf.
Accessed
on
January 18, 2021.
30.	Asanga Abeyagoonasekera, Sri Lanka at Crossroads: Geopolitical Challenges and National
Interests (World Scientific, 2019).
31.	H. de Silva, “Sri Lanka’s Role in the Indian Ocean and Changing Global Dynamics”, in
Jivanta Schöttli (ed.), Maritime Governance and South Asia (Singapore: Institute of South
Asian Studies, NUS, 2018), pp. 13-22.
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capacity to unilaterally implement its interests against great power
rivalry, it approaches the situation with the proposal to follow rulesbased order in the Indian Ocean.32 To this end, Sri Lanka brought all
the key stakeholders in IOR for the Indian Ocean Track 1.5 Conference
in 2018.
Challenges in India and Sri Lanka’s Relations

The ongoing geo-economic and geostrategic competition in IOR has
not only influenced Sri Lanka but also its relationship with India.
Given the present engagement of global powers in Sri Lanka, bilateral
relations face certain limitations.
Lack of Consistent Momentum in India’s Sri Lanka Policy

For long, the ethnic conflict of Sri Lanka and its implications were
the most defining aspect of India-Sri Lanka relations. The withdrawal
of Indian Peace Keeping Forces (IPKF) and LTTE retaliation against
India by assassinating Rajiv Gandhi in 1991 resulted in a change in
India’s policy towards Sri Lanka. India developed a cautious approach
to Tamil issues, and even during the final phase of the civil war, India
supported the Sri Lankan government without direct involvement.33
This developed an undesirable gap in India’s Sri Lanka policy. It
strengthened the common perception in Sri Lanka that Indian interest
in bilateral ties was restricted to Tamil ethnic issues. It further created
a void that was filled by China and subsequently by other powers
like Japan, the EU, and the US. This was a period when China and Sri
Lanka emerged as close strategic and diplomatic partners. With the
change in the government of Sri Lanka, the Indian administration has
tried to reform its approach to meet this challenge.34
China’s Deepening Engagement

Given Sri Lanka’s geographical proximity, India has been cautious
about increasing Chinese activity in the island country. In 2014, the
32. Waidyatilake, n. 26.
33.	N. Manoharan, “‘Perceptions and Policies’: The State of India-Sri Lanka Relations”, in
Amit Ranjan (ed.), India in South Asia Challenges and Management (Singapore: Springer,
2019).
34. Brian Orland, “India’s Sri Lanka Policy Towards Economic Engagement”, IPCS
Research Paper, April 2008, at http://www.ipcs.org/issue_briefs/issue_brief_
pdf/1445888596RP16-Brian-SriLanka.pdf. Accessed on December 24, 2020.
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Sri Lankan government permitted two Chinese submarines to dock
in Sri Lanka. This was the first port visit by a Chinese submarine
in IOR. China’s aggressive policy in the South China Sea and along
the India-China border has fuelled concerns that the rising economic
cooperation with Sri Lanka might be converted to military relations.
These fears were further strengthened after the Hambantota port was
leased to China in 2017. According to Kaplan, Sri Lanka is vital for
China as “It’s part of China’s plan to construct a string of pearls—
ports that they don’t own, but which they can use for their warships
all across the Indian Ocean”. He further explained that the investment
in Hambantota has given China a broader presence in the IOR, thus
meeting its requirement.35
Increasing Security Threats

The Easter Sunday bomb blasts on April 29, 2019 gave prominence
to the issue of terrorism in Sri Lanka. After the attack, Sri Lanka
called for international assistance for investigation from several
countries, including India, Australia, China, and the USA. China
committed to provide Sri Lankan Rs 2.6 billion along with 100 jeeps
for police forces.36 The US sent teams from the Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI) and the US Navy’s Indo-Pacific Command
to aid the investigation.37 The emerging situation has presented
new challenges in India-Sri Lanka relations. With the increase in
cooperation with other countries, Indian predominance in capacity
building, intelligence sharing and counterterrorism initiatives in the
region are likely to reduce.38
Constraints in the International Financial System

The USA Vice President, Mike Pence chiefly propounded the
narrative of ‘debt diplomacy’ against China in 2018 in his speech
in 2018. He argued that China was using the tactic of over-lending
to get access to strategic maritime assets in various parts of the
35. Kaplan, n. 7.
36. Sultana, n. 11.
37. Asoka Bandarage, “The Easter Attacks and Geopolitical Conflict in Sri Lanka”,
Critical Asian Studies, May 16, 2019, at https://criticalasianstudies.org/
commentary/2019/5/16/201912-asoka-bandarage-the-easter-attacks-andgeopolitical-conflict-in-sri-lanka. Accessed on February 20, 2021.
38. Sultana, n. 11.
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world. The project which stirred this debate is the Hambantota port
development project. Apart from the fact that China has exploitative
terms for the loans, the Hambantota case highlights the challenges
for countries transitioning to middle-income status. Sri Lanka, which
transitioned to a middle-income country in 2017, became ineligible to
receive concessional financing and faced accelerated repayment for
loans from Asian Development Bank (ADB) and World Bank.
This progress of low-income countries to middle-income
results in a ‘middle-income trap’ where a developing country is
often caught between the need for further growth and a lack of
international development assistance.39 In Sri Lanka’s case, this
affected its cash flow with low export revenue insufficient to repay
loans.40 Against this challenge, the Sri Lankan government leased
the port to a Chinese joint venture in 2017 for 99 years in exchange
for roughly US$ 1 billion in FDI. International development
funding has certain structural drawbacks that not only hinder Sri
Lanka’s cooperation with the western established funding system
but also compel it to look for alternative sources of funding such
as China.
Opportunities for India-Sri Lanka Relations

India and Sri Lanka’s future relationship has been intrinsically linked
to the Indian Ocean which is likely to remain complex for some time.
To this end, India’s Sri Lanka Policy needs to focus on the strengths,
and explore the opportunities unleashed by the great power contest
in the Indian Ocean Region.
Strategic Maritime Cooperation

Common security challenges and joint action to ensure peace and
security in shared space provide an opportunity to enhance bilateral
defence ties. The SAGAR vision of India—Security and Growth for All
in the Region—established collective maritime security cooperation
in 2015 between India, Sri Lanka, the Maldives, Seychelles and
Mauritius. India’s subregional approach to security is illustrated
39. Shamindra Kulamannage, “Steering Away from Middle Income Trap”, Echelon,
November 27, 2019, at https://www.echelon.lk/steering-away-from-the-middleincome-trap/. Accessed on December 24, 2020.
40. Samaranayake, n. 19.
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through the India-Sri Lanka-Maldives trilateral dialogue held in
2020. This reflects the strategic thinking of India with its desire to
play a leading role in the region.41
Increased Economic Cooperation

Increased economic engagement is required for both India and Sri
Lanka to counter the increasing presence of major powers in South
Asia.42 Owing to increased competition from China and other
countries in the neighbourhood, India has transformed its Sri Lanka
strategy with a greater focus on ensuring its economic primacy in
the region. Compared to India, Sri Lanka has a greater scope for
improvement as India’s trading partner. Sri Lanka’s share in imports
from 2000 to 2019 was just 0.2 per cent of total imports, while exports
to Sri Lanka were 1.6 per cent of total exports, referring to a major gap
in the economic ties.43
Cultural and Education Cooperation

Discussing India’s strength in the relationship with Sri Lanka, there is
an opportunity to build on people-to-people relations through robust
cultural linkages that include Buddhism, Education, Ayurveda, and
Yoga. Additionally, there is scope to boost technical cooperation in
the areas of agriculture, science & technology, healthcare and skill
development to leverage the advantage of the demographic dividend
in both countries. Historically, one of the strong indicators of India’s
soft power was the fact that it was the main education destination for
students from the South Asian region, including Sri Lanka. However,
in the last six years, this trend has slowed down. Today, of the total
foreign students coming to India for education, a mere 3 per cent are
from Sri Lanka, which presents scope for further development in the
education sector.44
41.	Abeyagoonasekera, n. 30.
42.	Huettemann, n. 5.
43.	International Monetary Fund, “Export, FOB to Partner Countries”, at https://data.imf.
org/regular.aspx?key=61013712. Accessed on January 1, 2021.
44.	Constantino Xavier, Aakshi Chaba and Geetika Dang, “Is India still the neighbourhood’s
education hub?”, Brookings, March 10, 2020, at https://www.brookings.edu/
research/is-india-still-the-neighbourhoods-education-hub/. Accessed on January 4,
2021.
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Consensus on Rule-based Order in the Indian Ocean

For both India and Sri Lanka, a major aim in the Indian Ocean is to
ensure a continuous and free flow of trade and commerce in the open
seas. The region today involves the interests of global powers like the
USA, China, Japan, and Australia. Within this context, the USA tends
to view India’s rise as a positive development to moderate China’s
more extreme international behaviour. The US National Security
Strategy (NSS) states that “we welcome India’s emergence as a
leading global power and stronger strategic and defence partner.”45
The need to unite for dialogue among different countries is vital as,
unlike other regions, the Indian Ocean Region is not integrated and
a collective approach will help reduce strategic suspicion. Therefore,
at the regional level, the present dynamics provide a possibility for
India’s partnership with countries with whom it shares a vision for
regional stability.

45. The White House, “National Security Strategy of the United States”, December 2017.
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CHINA’S ENVIRONMENTAL
SECURITY

Ishka Yadav

Introduction

In late July 2001, the lush Huai River Valley (China’s breadbasket)
was the home of an environmental calamity. Heavy rains flooded
the tributaries of the river discharging more than 38 billion
gallons of severely polluted water into the Huai. Downstream,
in Anhui Province, the water of the river was thick with yellow
foam, garbage, and dead fish. However, the Chinese authorities
immediately brought the grim condition under control; the event
portrayed a remarkable failure of China’s leadership. The account
of Huai River over the past five decades summarises the chronicle
of environmental modifications in China. It is a contrasting tale,
one that carries the guarantee of notable change in the future, at
the same time uncovering the demerits of China’s environmental
policies, many of which are embedded in the country’s old
traditions. China’s leadership by the Communist Party showed
exceptional economic growth and security for the Chinese people,
the widespread Chinese control throughout the Asia-Pacific and
beyond, and back to Chinese supremacy of Macao, and Hong Kong.
All these achievements come at a very hefty cost. Neglected for
Ms. Ishka Yadav is Research Associate at the Centre for Air Power Studies, New Delhi.
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decades, China’s environmental threats have the potential to bring
the country to its limits economically.1
Currently, China is facing four main stressors—soil degradation,
air pollution, water security, and climate change—that are impacting
security in China. These stressors require policy reforms and more
adaptability is vital since the country is facing emerging threats such
as climate change. Beyond this lies the essential question on China’s
future of the economic and political system and its inclination toward
the rest of the world. Availability of resources for industrial and
domestic use, recovering public health, and persistent economic
development are all resting on Beijing’s preparedness to decrease the
footprint of environmental degradation. This chapter assesses China’s
environmental security challenges by submitting the four stressors—
land, air, water, and climate change—that are hampering the economic
growth of the country. Moreover, policy measures adopted by the
government in securitising the environmental issue are also highlighted.
HISTORY OF ENVIRONMENTAL SECURITY IN CHINA

While China’s industrial boom has hastened the exploitation of its
land and other natural resources, the roots of its environmental issues
go back centuries. Nation-building, economic growth, and war have
together exerted implacable stress on water, land, and forests over the
country’s history. As early as the seventh century, China’s population
also started to put pressure on the environment. China’s present
environmental issues are the cause of a deeply rooted cultural tradition
that gave little priority to some of the fundamental elements of efficient
ecological governance: responsible leadership, unconstrained scientific
inquiry, and transparent political system. In 1949, during Mao’s time,
the succession to power of the rural-based Chinese Communist Party
brought some early relief to the economy and the environment.
During the first seven years of Communist rule, the leadership of the
Chinese showed the same patterns of the imperial leaders and began
reconstructing the economy after a terrible war. Both industry and
agriculture multiplied and, simultaneously, some soil and water rules
were implemented. The Communists also came up with significant
1.	Elizabeth C. Economy, The River Runs Black: The Environmental Challenge to China’s
Future (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2004), pp. 1-25.
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projects for tackling natural disasters, afforestation, and water
conservation. Not all of these projects were impactful. In 1956 the
Minister of Forestry, Liang Xi, mentioned: “As everyone knows, our
afforestation statistics are not really based on actual measurements, but
are fixed on the basis of mere eyeballing or guesswork. Consequently,
there are mistakes, overestimates, and even totally unfounded reports.”
Power plants were constructed along the rivers, and the wastewater
was released without any treatment facilities. Mao’s approach to
the environment was that natural science can be used to mould and
conquer nature. This approach of Mao launched the Great Leap
Forward in 1958, where factories were constructed carelessly without
considering any environmental protection. In the wake of the havoc
wrought by the Great Leap Forward, cases of ecological depletion
increased to a horrifying degree.
In 1972, three significant events clicked a new environmental
consciousness in Beijing. The first two were environmental disasters.
The beach turned black in the northeastern coastal city of Dalian.
Millions of fish died, and the port choked from polluted shells. That
same year, infected fish from the Guanting Reservoir outside Beijing
surfaced in the city’s market. These incidents provoked then-premier
Zhou Enlai to organise a small leading group of officials to grapple
with the problem of protecting the water resources of reservoirs.
The year 1972 also witnessed the most crucial United Nations’ first
international environmental conference, the UN Conference on the
Human Environment (UNCHE). This conference sowed the seeds of
environmental transition in China and was a turning point in China’s
perspective on environmental governance. Premier Zhou Enlai sent a
delegation to Stockholm, Sweden in 1972 to open the door to a fresh
understanding of China’s environmental crisis and possible solutions.
In 1973, China’s first National Conference on Environmental
Protection was organised. One year later, the State Council came up
with a top-level inter-ministerial Environmental Protection Leading
group to study ecological protection problems. As to China’s legal
system, which was highly criticised for its limited transparency and
poorly trained advocates, the year 1993 saw a change when leaders
accepted some of the demerits in the lawmaking process, especially
on issues related to agriculture. Under Qu Geping (a member of the
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9th National People’s Congress) seven environmental laws were
passed in 2001 including Water Pollution Prevention.
During 2007, the National Climate Change Program (NCCP)
was introduced to conserve the environment of the country and
ensure sustainable economic development. Equivalent findings were
proposed in the White Paper such as “China’s Policies and Actions for
Addressing Climate Change” in 2008. The main lawmaking body, the
Chinese Legislature, sanctioned a draft on climate change within the
reference of environmental obstacles in 2009. Due to global concerns
related to smog issues, a zero-tolerance policy towards carbon
emissions was adopted in late 2016 to January 2017. The fear was
raised by South Korea and Japan that presumably toxic air pollution
from China was spreading transnationally and was affecting Japanese
and South Korean cities.2 China’s development may have brought
millions out of poverty and generated a booming middle class, but its
environmental footprint tops the list of carbon emissions which starts
from the exploitation of land, air, and water.
LAND SECURITY

China’s land faces the challenge of large-scale industrialisation.
Roughly 28 per cent of China’s landmass has been spoilt due to soil
erosion, deforestation, desertification, and acid rain. Solid waste
disposal has also been a major issue in urban parts of China. Pollution
of toxic substances and heavy metals has become a public health
hazard. China holds 1.404 billion people but has comparatively
less fertile land and even little water. The issue of soil erosion is not
something new to the Chinese people. In Northern China, people
have suffered from dust storms emerging from the dry Loess Plateau
in Central China, an issue which the government identified and
addressed in the 1980s through an arrangement of environmental
conservation projects. People in China do know that not all the food
they consume is healthy, but they do not know the extreme level of
soil degradation. The reason for this is that the Chinese government
has constantly denied making extensive data on soil pollution
2.	Mehran Idris Khan and Yen-Chiang Chang, “Environmental Challenges and Current
Practices in China—A Thorough Analysis”, MDPI Sustainability Foundation, July 20,
2018, at https://www.coursehero.com/file/82430975/sustainability-10-02547pdf/.
Accessed on September 6, 2019.
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public.3 In 2013, a lawyer in Beijing, Dong Zhengwei, demanded
data on soil pollution from the Ministry of Environmental Protection,
along with the details on the causes and techniques for tackling the
issue. The demand was rejected on the grounds that the soil pollution
statistics was kept confidential by the state, although the government
did disclose some data by the end of 2013, probably on account of
the strong public pressure against the rejection. It emerged that in
Guangdong—China’s most populated region—there were extremely
high levels of cadmium (which is poisonous) in over 40 per cent
of the rice distributed in its capital Guangzhou.4 The released data
created widespread concern.5 In April 2014 the Chinese government
circulated a more fundamental report on the country’s soil condition
in which it stated that 16.1 per cent of the samples of agricultural soils
were polluted with chemical and organic toxins, including heavy
metals such as arsenic, cadmium, and lead.6
Chinese officials mentioned that an area the size of Taiwan is so
contaminated that farming should not be allowed there.7 Polluted
soils with a heavy volume of toxic metals can create a phototoxic
reaction in plants, diminishing crop yields. Furthermore, the roots
of plants can take in these heavy metal contaminants which collect
in the crops and affect the health of people by causing lung diseases,
abnormalities in the skeletal system and cancers.8 Cadmium (Cd) is
the most common metal found in soil among all the toxic metals in
3.	Claudio O. Delang and Zhen Yuan, China’s Grain for Green Program (Heidelberg:
Springer International Publishing, 2015).
4. Timothy Chilman, “In China, an area as large as Belgium is too polluted to be farmed”,
Sustainable Business Toolkit, January 3, 2014, at https://www.sustainablebusinesstoolkit.
com/land-pollution-in-china-facts/. Accessed on September 6, 2019.
5.	He Guangwei, “Special Report: The Legacy of Hunan’s Polluted Soils”, China Dialogue,
July, 7, 2014, at https://www.chinadialogue.net/article/show/single/en/7076Special-report-the-legacy-of-Hunan-s-polluted-soils. Accessed on September 6, 2019.
6.	He Guangwei, “Special Report: The Victims of China’s Soil Pollution Crisis”, China
Dialogue, June 30, 2014, at https://www.chinadialogue.net/article/show/single/
en/7073-Special-report-The-victims-of-China-s-soil-pollution-crisis. Accessed on
September 6, 2019.
7.	Edward Wong, “One-Fifth of China’s Farmland Is Polluted, State Study Finds”, The
New York Times, April 17, 2014, at https://www.nytimes.com/2014/04/18/world/
asia/one-fifth-of-chinas-farmland-is-polluted-state-report-finds.html. Accessed on
September 7, 2019.
8. Guannan Liu, Juan Wang, Erxi Zhang, Jing Hou and Xinhui Liu, “Heavy metal
speciation and risk assessment in dry land and paddy soils near mining areas at
Southern China”, Environmental Science and Pollution Research, 23 (9), January 12, 2016.
DOI 10.1007/s11356-016-6114-6. Accessed on September 7, 2019.
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China. Many provinces possess Over Limit Sites (OLSs), but they are
highly widespread in the provinces of Hunan, Guizhou, and South
of Yangtze River. Field surveys carried out in eight towns in Youxian
(Hunan province) depicted that in 90 per cent of the examined area the
Cd composition in the soil of rice paddies surpassed the permissible
limit. The highest amount was found at Weining (Guizhou Province)
which houses the world’s biggest germanium mine. Cd OLSs were
also present in Henan, Tianjin, and Shandong, all of which have
significant economic activities with a dense population, including
a heavy metal industrial region of Liaodong in northeastern China.
Another major threat to the ecology and to citizens of China is from
high quantities of lead (Pb) that is released from vehicle exhaust,
tire wear, and smelting. Shanghai and Hezhang County (Guizhou
Province) have a high density of lead OLSs.9
China’s land is also facing a threat of soil pollution from coal
mining. Coal has been in plenty as an energy resource in China.
During its 12th Five-Year Plan China advanced the creation of
sixteen coal power stations to fulfil the growing demand for energy.
Regrettably, coal power requires a lot of water, and most coal mines
in China are located in the drier region of the North. The coal mines
in the dry area of Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, Ningxia Hui
Autonomous Region (NHAR), and Shaanxi Province are evaluated
to amount to 250 billion tonnes. The coal mine of Xinjiang Uyghur
Autonomous Region (XUAR) contains 35 per cent of the coal
reserves of China and Inner Mongolia, which is the largest coalproducing region, constitutes 26 per cent of China’s coal mines. In
these regions coal contests with agriculture for water.10 The coal
reserves are bringing critical problems for the ecology of China.
The State Council published a soil pollution action plan on May
28, 2016 which proposed short and long-term targets for preventing
soil pollution with relevant control measures, but the Chinese
9.

Qiannan Duan, Jianchao Lee, Yansong Liu, Han Chen and Huanyu Hu, “Distribution
of Heavy Metal Pollution in Surface Soil Samples in China: A Graphical Review”,
Bulletin of Environmental Contamination and Toxicology, 97(3), 303-309, June 24, 2016.
DOI: 10.1007/s00128-016-1857-9. Accessed on September 7, 2019.
10. “Thirsty Coal: A Water Crisis Exacerbated by China’s New Mega Coal Power Bases”,
Greenpeace East Asia, August 14, 2012, at http://www.greenpeace.org/eastasia/
publications/reports/climate-energy/2012/thirsty-coal-water-crisis/. Accessed on
September 8, 2019.
Defence and Diplomacy Journal Vol. 10 No. 2 2021 (January-March)

106

Ishka Yadav

government has faced difficulty in coming up with incentives and
financing techniques to pay for the clean-up, specifically in old
industrial rural areas where prices of property are low. A new study
led by Greenpeace and the Institute of Ecology and Environment
at China’s Nanjing University stated that the dependence on
land transfers to gain revenues meant less motivation for local
governments in ensuring proper treatment of soil pollution. A
campaigner with Greenpeace, Beijing mentioned that “Chinese
cities rely heavily on land transfer fees to generate revenue and
they have a clear incentive to redevelop land on quick turnarounds.
Even a city with deep commitment to properly handling toxic land
will, in the end, need money.”11 To fix soil pollution a longer period
of time is required; if the Chinese authorities are aiming to rush the
transaction it will cut down the time period necessary for land to
recover. Soil pollution is a persistent problem in China, where 40
years of rapid industrial growth have infected a large size of urban
and rural land. Cleaning up the polluted areas may show more
complications, with local governments in China confronting strict
budgets as the central government minimises taxes for businesses.12
AIR SECURITY

China is experiencing a crisis of air pollution, which already had a
negative effect on the health of the Chinese people. Over the last 40
years, China has undergone the fastest economic development but
has also paid a massive environmental price. China has the world’s
most polluted cities and is first in ranking in emitting greenhouse
gases. The Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei region called Jing-Jin-Ji has the
country’s annual average minute particulate matter (PM 2.5) density
of 93 micrograms per cubic metre (μg/m3) in 2014, far surpassing the
national PM 2.5 standard of 35 μg/m3 and the limit set by the World
Health Organization (WHO) of 10 μg/m3. Coal is the single largest
air polluter and the source of greenhouse emissions in China. In 2014
11.	David Stanway, “China soil pollution efforts stymied by local governments:
Greenpeace”, Reuters, April 17, 2019, at https://www.reuters.com/article/uschina-pollution-soil/china-soil-pollution-efforts-stymied-by-local-governmentsgreenpeace-idUSKCN1RT04D. Accessed on September 8, 2019.
12.	Danson Cheong, “Study: 20% of China’s Polluted Land Cleaned Up”, April 19, 2019,
at https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/study-20-of-chinas-polluted-landcleaned-up. Accessed on September 8, 2019.
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China absorbed approximately 4 billion tonnes of fuel, more than
the rest of the countries combined. Half of China’s coal is utilised for
localised boilers in the residential and industrial domains. In the JingJin-Ji area, usage of coal attained almost 1.8 billion tons in 2014, which
accounted for 40 per cent of coal usage in China, and is comparable to
the coal usage of most Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) countries combined.
Limiting coal consumption by improving energy efficiency is the
way to clean air. The Datong Coal Mining Group—the third-largest
state-owned coal organisation in China—with financial assistance
from Wangping Power Company installed two heat renewal units
and a 21-km heat pipeline to Huairen County (Shanxi Province).
The unwanted heat from electrical fabrication that was previously
released into the air is now trapped and used again to heat homes.
This process eliminated ten small coal boilers which used to provide
residential heat and decreased CO2 by 420,000 tonnes, Sulphur
dioxide (SO2) by over 1,300 tonnes, and nitrogen oxide (LP1) by 6,330
tonnes annually.13 The Innovative Financing for Air Pollution Control
in Jing-Jin-Ji Region Program, launched in September 2016, has made
an excellent advancement. This project for China is lessening carbon
emissions by raising energy efficiency (EE) and clean energy. The
Program for Result (P for R) creates value-added additions to the
government. “The program has financed 13 subprojects with a total
investment of US$ 660 million, including US$ 290 million from the
World Bank and the Hua Xia Bank. These projects have achieved
good benefits by reducing coal consumption by 560,000 tonnes and a
significant amount of sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxide.”14
Additionally, air pollution in China has been high due to a road
population of more than 300 million cars. Motor vehicle exhaust has
brought changes in urban air pollution. There were 17 million new
vehicles on the road in 2014, contributing to China’s rising emissions.
13. “Helping China Fight Air Pollution”, The World Bank, June 11, 2018, at https://www.
worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2018/06/11/helping-china-fight-air-pollution.
Accessed on September 9, 2019.
14. “China—Innovative Financing for Air Pollution Control in Jing-Jin-Ji Project”, The
World Bank, February 16, 2019, at http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/
en/488161468187136819/pdf/102272-PAD-P154669-R2016-0031-1-OUO-9.pdf.
Accessed on September 9, 2019.
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According to China’s Ministry of Public Security, car ownership
rose up to 154 million in 2014 itself.15 The advancement of vehicular
pollution prevention in China is divided into the following areas:
•• The Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress has
renewed the old version (1987) of the Prevention and Control Law
of Atmospheric Pollution twice. These changes made vehicular
emission standards more strict as well as switched to non-leaded
gasoline across the country, which limited the pollutants from
cars on a large scale.
•• China’s State Council announced the 2014-2015 Low Carbon
Development Plan for Emission Reduction and Energy Saving.
The plan directed that six million “yellow label” cars and old
vehicles should be phased out by the end of 2014.
A green and sustainable transportation system has updated
emission standards in China, even though upcoming challenges are
not to be ignored in implementing tight policies.16
WATER SECURITY

With growing socio-economic progress, China has been encountering
severe water scarcity which threatens the sustainability of the
country. On the one side, China’s per capita water attainability is
less and not evenly supplied, both temporarily and geographically,
which are incompatible with the rising demand for water; on the
other side, ineffective utilisation, wastage, and pollution of land
and air are common, which has adversely affected the sufficiency
of water systems to endure China’s socio-economic growth.17 The
overall volume of China’s domestic renewable freshwater reserves
15.	Eleanor Albert and Beina Xu, “China’s Environmetal Crisis”, Council on Foreign
Relations, January 18, 2016, at https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/chinasenvironmental-crisis. Accessed on September 9, 2019.
16.	Jin Wang, Qiuxia Wu, Juan Liu, Hong Yang, Meiling Yin, Shili Chen, Peiyu Guo,
Jiamin Ren, Xuwen Luo, Wensheng Linghu and Qiong Huang, “Vehicle emission and
atmospheric pollution in China: problems, progress, and prospects”, National Center
for Biotechnology Information, U.S. National Library of Medicine, May 16, 2019, at
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6526014/. Accessed on September
10, 2019.
17.	Yong Jiang, “China’s water scarcity”, Journal of Environmental Management, vol. 90,
issue 11, August 2009, pp. 3185-3196, at https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/
article/pii/S0301479709001339. Accessed on September 10, 2019.
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on average is about 2,813 billion cubic metres (m3) per year.18
Geographically water resources in China can be separated into ten
water reserve zones. The Yangtze River is the largest and the longest
river in China, representing the political and cultural recognition of
the nation. Enveloping nine provinces bridging two municipalities
(Shanghai and Chongqing), the river supplies water to nearly 600
million people residing in the Yangtze River Economic Belt (YREB).
But the Yangtze is not just vital for China; the river remains at the
nucleus of global supply chains.19 Accordingly, water availability in
the Northern part of China is about 904 m3 per capita per year, which
is in acute contrast to the level of 3,280 m3 per capita per year in the
Southern part. The condition is miserable even at the catchment point.
Water capacity in the Hai River basin, for instance, is only 314 m3 per
capita per year which is also at the bottom of the threshold level of
500 m3 per capita per year, usually an accepted level for warning of
complete water shortage.20
With limited water across time and space, how to use
water wisely becomes fundamentally important. China’s water
management model, however, heightens exposure to the risk of
critical water scarcity, especially in North China. World Resources
Institute (WRI) invented a China-specific baseline water stress
measure (BWS-China) applying freshwater withdrawal data from
over 300 prefectures and spatial grid data (that is, industry data,
population, and irrigated area). The analysis from the BWS-China
showed that China is going through a high and extremely highwater-stress that soared from 28 to 30 per cent, which means 678
million people are facing high water-stressed conditions.21 Overall,
water stress throughout 54 per cent of China’s whole land area
18. AQUASTAT, Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations, 2015, at
http://www.fao.org/nr/water/aquastat/data/query/results.html. Accessed on
September 10, 2019.
19. “Yangtze Water Risks, Hotspots and Growth”, China Water Risk, August 2019, at
http://www.chinawaterrisk.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/CWR-YangtzeWater-Risks-Hotspots-Growth.pdf. Accessed on September 10, 2019.
20. International Decade for Action “Water for Life” 2005-2015, United Nations Department
of Economics and Social Affairs (UNDESA), November 2014, at https://www.un.org/
waterforlifedecade/scarcity.shtml. Accessed on September 10, 2019.
21.	Jiao Wang, Lijin Zhong, and Ying Long, “Baseline Water Stress: China”, World
Resources Institute, June 2016, at https://wriorg.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/
Baseline_Water_Stress_China_0.pdf. Accessed on September 10, 2019.
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deteriorated from 2001 to 2010, while 8 per cent of the country’s
entire land area, an area somewhat bigger than the US state of Texas,
shifted into a higher category of water stress.22 There are diverse
reasons for severe water stress conditions for these catchments,
but urbanisation and industrialisation are significant. For instance,
one of the catchments in the Yellow River Basin—where water
stress rose by 55 per cent—is near one of China’s coal bases. In the
southeastern coast of China, in the Pearl River Delta, which is one
of the major economic zones, the urban population grew by 56 per
cent, while industrial GDP increased 4.8 times between 2001 and
2010.23 Some local governments took the initiative to encourage
more water-sustainable industrial practices. For example, Shandong
Province closed inefficient steel factories and paper-making since
2006, which brought a drop of 12.49 per cent in the industrial water
withdrawal per unit between 2001 and 2008.24
Agriculture in China witnessed excessive water usage in 2013
after which it again experienced a decrease in water use. Decrease in
agricultural water usage takes place when other sources of water are
either drying up or are heavily polluted, and the agricultural sector in
China faces water shortages.25 Water scarcity and water pollution in
China are two sides of the same coin. China’s three great rivers, the
Yellow River, Pearl and Yangtze River are the most toxic in the country.
The legendary river, the Yangtze, is now better known for its pollution
with 40 million tonnes of sewage and industrial waste from the 20,000
petrochemical factories located at the riverbank, of which about
20 per cent of waste is cleaned beforehand. Industrial pollution released
22.	Francis Gassert, Matt Landis, Matt Luck, Paul Reig, and Tien Shiao, “Aqueduct Meta
Data Document”, World Resources Institute, April 2015, at https://theasiadialogue.
com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Aqueduct_Global_Maps_2.1.pdf. Accessed on
September 10, 2019.
23.. “Water Management in China’s Coal Sector: Policy Review”, World Resources
Institute, 2016, at https://theasiadialogue.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/
coal20water20policy_CN_S.pdf. Accessed on September 10, 2019.
24.	Jiao Wang, Lijin Zhong and Charles Iceland, “China’s Water Stress is on the Rise”, Asia
Dialogue, May 25, 2018, at https://theasiadialogue.com/2018/05/25/chinas-waterstress-is-on-the-rise/. Accessed on September 11, 2019.
25. Thomas Bilaliib Udimal, Zhuang Jincai, Emmanuel Caesar Ayamba and Samuel Mensah
Owusu, “China’s water situation; the supply of water and the pattern of its usage”,
International Journal of Sustainable Built Environment, vol. 6, issue 2, December 2017, pp.
491-50, at https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2212609017300924.
Accessed on September 11, 2019.
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in the Pearl River which flows through Guandong Province has created
a problem for clean drinking water.26 Climate change is one of the
serious concerns for China’s water security problem; it is an emerging
challenge and is affecting the water resources and hydrological cycle.
The Hindu Kush Himalaya (HKH) ice sheet in the Tibetan plateau
is known as the world’s “Third Pole”, and holds more than 46,000
glaciers, which is 14.5 per cent of the world total. These glaciers give
rise to Asia’s great river arrangements, including the Yangtze, Mekong,
and Yellow rivers. The report on HKH by International Centre for
Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD) showed that due to
global warming at least one-third of the HKH glaciers would diminish
by 2100 even if global warming is stopped at 1.5 degrees Celsius.27 Due
to glacial run-off, the reduction of water levels of Yangtze and Yellow
rivers has already reduced, leading to water scarcity. In addition to
global warming, the unchecked establishment of Chinese dams might
further intensify the problem of water shortage.28
As China faces the brunt of climate change, water shortages, and
pollution, the central government has increased efforts in tackling
these threats by turning cities into giant sponges. Thirty major cities
in China are trying to trap more water to combat flooding, extreme
pollution, and drought. The innovative tactic launched by President
Xi Jinping in 2015 can resolve some of the environmental issues
plaguing China. Pilot cities, including Beijing, Shanghai, and Shenzen,
receive practical assistance and funds to re-innovate their urban
places in a water-sensitive way, to turn 80 per cent of China’s urban
cities into sponges by 2030.29 For upgrading urban sewage facility,
the 13th Five-Year Plan in 2016 aimed at limiting water consumption
by 23 per cent from 2015 levels by 2020. It also focused on reducing
26. “Water Pollution in China”, Facts and Details, April 2014, at http://factsanddetails.
com/china/cat10/sub66/item391.html. Accessed on September 11, 2019.
27. “Unravelling Climate Change in the Hindu Kush Himalaya: Rapid Warming in the
Mountains and Increasing Extremes”, The Hindu Kush Himalaya Assessment, Springer,
2019. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-92288-1. Accessed on September 11,
2019.
28.	Dechen Palmo, “The World’s Third Pole is Melting”, The Diplomat, March 28, 2019, at
https://thediplomat.com/2019/03/the-worlds-third-pole-is-melting/. Accessed on
September 11, 2019.
29.	Astrid Zweynert, “Sponges, urban forests and air corridors: how nature can cool cities”,
Reuters, September 26, 2017, at https://www.reuters.com/article/us-heatwavecities-nature/sponges-urban-forests-and-air-corridors-how-nature-can-cool-citiesidUSKCN1C100Q. Accessed on September 11, 2019.
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pollutants from agriculture by decreasing the use of fertilisers and
pesticides.30
FINAL EVALUATION

China’s environmental history portrays a long, intensely rooted
tradition of maltreating the environment for man’s needs, with scant
knowledge of the constraints of man’s or nature’s ability to restore the
Earth’s resources. Institutions, perceptions, and policies originated
in, and were assisted by, traditional ideas and philosophies such as
Confucianism that cultivated man’s wants to overcome nature to use
it for his own interest. Furthermore, China’s history shows a striking
flow in the techniques which leaders chose to handle their natural
resources. Today, with an evolving Chinese economy charged by large
state-owned ventures, environmental policies continue to be difficult
to operate at the local level, where officials often lay emphasis on
achieving economic targets over environmental protection. Coming
to the concerns about soil pollution in China, the state of soil raises
deep worries because of the limited agricultural land per capita.
Natural factors affect the soil degradation process as many regions
are vulnerable to wind erosion and water scarcity. Moreover, soil
pollution in China is happening because of man-made activities where
farmers use industrial water which contaminates the soil and impacts
the quality of food grown. As land pollution is not easy to manage
due to a variety of causes, addressing it requires reformation of
industrial activities, which are the backbone of the Chinese economy.
China’s air pollution is a threat to public health, and coal is the main
culprit. Chinese leaders face a complicated choice between economic
growth and environmental welfare; though the government has taken
considerable measures in tackling air pollution. The Jing-Jin-Ji region
saw a 25 per cent drop in PM 2.5 levels during winter from 2017 to
2018.31 The Chinese government also announced in September 2018
that the blanket ban which provided cleaner air in winter would be
30.	Prof. Michael Webber, “Tackling China’s water pollution”, Global Water Forum, October
9, 2017, at http://www.globalwaterforum.org/2017/10/09/tackling-chinas-waterpollution/. Accessed on September 11, 2019.
31. Orange Wang, “China eases up on winter smog fight as it battles American trade war
headwinds”, South China Morning Post, September 27, 2018, at https://www.scmp.
com/economy/china-economy/article/2166073/china-eases-winter-smog-fight-itbattles-american-trade-war. Accessed on September 11, 2019.
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restored by a more innovative approach. This move will help local
officials to set their pollution limit targets that will be reviewed by
the central administration.32 Lastly, the actual key to solving water
scarcity in China lies not in policymaking but rather in the decisions
of the local government. Depending on each catchment’s distinctive
water-stress and water-use conditions, corporate approaches can
assist by more effective and sustainable water usage by cultivating
fewer water-intensive crops; upgrading water-use proficiency in
water-intensive industries such as coal-mining, and encouraging
water-conserving methods amongst consumers.
Booming industries and manufactured goods come with a heavy
environmental price in China. Environmental security has inflicted
massive damage to the country, which has seen growing civil unrest.
Protests have multiplied as citizens gain knowledge of health threats.
In urban and rural areas such as Kunming, Ningbo, Shanghai,
and Guangdong the frequency of protests has increased.33 Climate
activism and responsible solutions by local officials can give rise to a
slow but continuous movement in recovering from the environmental
crisis.

32. “Notice on Printing and Distributing the Action Plan for Comprehensive Management
of Air Pollution in the Autumn and Winter of 2018-2019 in Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei
and Surrounding Areas”, Ministry of Ecology and Environment of the People’s
Republic of China, September 21, 2018, at http://www.mee.gov.cn/gkml/sthjbgw/
sthjbwj/201809/t20180927_630570.htm. Accessed on September 11, 2019.
33.	Eleanor Albert and Beina Xu, “China’s Environmental Crisis”, Council on Foreign
Relations, January 18, 2016, at https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/chinasenvironmental-crisis. Accessed on September 11, 2019.
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From Astrakhan to
Vladivostok: Growing
Relevance of Subregional
Cooperation between
India and Russia

Chandra Rekha

The year 2020 marked two decades of the signing of the Treaty of
“Strategic Partnership between India and Russia” in 2000. In the
past two decades while many of the components in the strategic
partnership such as defence and nuclear cooperation have projected
a success story, the same cannot be said for the economic ties between
India and Russia. India continues to remain the largest market for
Russian military equipment, accounting for 56 per cent.1 Economic
relations, on the other hand, between India and Russia have been the
weakest link in their bilateral partnership, and the total bilateral trade
from January to September 2019 stood at US$ 7.55 billion.2 Given the
Dr. Chandra Rekha is a Former Research Fellow, Indian Council of World Affairs, New Delhi.
1.	Pieter D. Wezeman, Aude Fleurant, Alexandra Kuimova, Diego Lopes da Silva, Nan
Tian and Siemon T. Wezeman, “Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2019”, Sipri
Fact Sheet, at https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2020-03/fs_2003_at_2019.
pdf, March 2020. Accessed on February 19, 2021.
2. “Bilateral Relations: India-Russia Relations”, Embassy of India in Russia, at https://
indianembassy-moscow.gov.in/bilateral-relations-india-russia.php. Accessed on
January 21, 2021.
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fact that the partnership has set a target of reaching US$ 30 billion
of trade relations by 2025, both India and Russia have undertaken
several measures to address the underperformance of economic
relations by exploring new areas of cooperation. Some of the new
avenues include tapping the potentials of the Far East Region, the
role of public-private partnership (PPP), importance of connectivity
through economic trade corridors such as International North-South
Transport Corridor (INSTC), the Chennai-Valdivostok maritime
route, including subregional cooperation.
Subregional cooperation has emerged as one of the prospective
areas of cooperation and regional connectivity to add further impetus
to the economic cooperation between India and Russia. The initiative
is set to cement and institutionalise cooperation between the States
and Union Territories of the Republic of India and Provinces of
the Russian Federation. While subregional cooperation has gained
prominence in recent times, India and Russia in the past too have
explored the potential of such cooperation to enhance trade relations
between the two countries. Historically, Astrakhan became an early
subregional cooperation centre in the trade relations between Russia
and India and Gujarat, in particular, has had fraternal relations with
Astrakhan. In today’s context, several agreements of cooperation
between Gujarat and the Russian province of Astrakhan have been
signed to renew the old economic ties between the two regions. Given
the new directions in India-Russia relations, the Russian Far East
has emerged as an important focal area for subregional cooperation
between India and Russia. However, there are challenges in the
subregional cooperation which need critical examination.
To explore prospective areas of cooperation and measures
to strengthen economic relations, subregional cooperation, in
particular, is seen as one of the prospective areas to enhance
economic cooperation. There is a growing momentum of cooperation
between the Indian states and Russian provinces to boost the direct
engagement for business-to-business contacts, entrepreneurs and
governmental bodies on both sides. Both India and Russia have also
agreed to encourage participation by regional delegations in major
events such as participation in Eastern Economic Forum (EEF) and to
organise the India-Russia interregional forum.
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Earliest Subregional Cooperation: Journey of
Indian Merchants to Astrakhan

While subregional cooperation has gained prominence in recent times,
historically India and Russia have explored the potential of such
cooperation to enhance trade relations between the two countries.
Astrakhan became the first place in Russia where an Indian Merchant
colony was established as early as the 1630s.3 Astrakhan—a city in Russia
recognised for the oldest economic and cultural centre of the Lower
Volga and the Caspian region—became the centre of trade as it was host
to nearly 200 Indian merchants. The Indian traders in Astrakhan came
mostly from Sindh, Punjab, Rajasthan and Gujarat. It is said that the
Indian trade community in Astrakhan was an extension of the business
community in nearby Persia and part of a larger constellation that spread
across Eurasia from Kandahar to Isfahan to Tabriz to Buhkara.4
Figure 1: Astrakhan

Source: Foreign Affairs Agency of Astrakhan Region, Russian Federation, at https://mid.
astrobl.ru/eng/section/astrakhan-region-russian-federation. Accessed on January 17, 2020.
3.

“Protocol of Cooperation Between the State of Gujarat and the Astrakhan Region”,
National Informatics Centre, at https://archivepmo.nic.in/abv/speech-details.
php?nodeid=9159. Accessed on February 6, 2020.
4.	Ajay Kamalakaran, “Early traces of Indian life in Russia”, Russia Beyond, September 12,
2014, at https://www.rbth.com/blogs/2014/09/12/early_traces_of_indian_life_in_
russia_38261. Accessed on January 17, 2020.
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Subregional cooperation saw the heydays of Indian trade in
Russia during the 18th century, especially in Astrakhan. A series of
efforts have been made to develop diplomatic and trade relations
with India. In 1714, Peter I instructed a Russian envoy in Isfahan, A. P.
Volynsky, to explore trade routes from Persia to India, the conditions
of the local trade, and needs of the Indian trade.5 Further, the
Tsarist authorities recognised the contribution of Indian merchants
in strengthening trade relations between India and Russia. In this
context, a policy called the Senate Regulations of 1720 was introduced
which provided protection of property and necessary assistance for
trade business done by Eastern merchants settled in Astrakhan,6
which was in use until the late 19th century.7 Additionally, the Indian
merchants enjoyed religious freedom as the Tsar authorities did not
interfere in their family, religious or social practices and customs.8
Indian settlers in Astrakhan had even ‘Russianised’ their names such
as Ramdas Dzhasuev from Multan and Talaram Alimchandov from
Sindh.9
The trade turnover of Indian merchants and the value of goods
exported from Astrakhan Oblast into the interior cities of Russia in
1724 exceeded 104,000 roubles, which amounted to nearly a quarter
of all of Astrakhan trade in that era.10 According to the documents of
the Astrakhan Customs of 1773, the main business focus of Indian
merchants were dyestuff, precious stones, muslin, silk, cotton fabrics,
and spices which largely replaced the Dutch, English and other west
European merchants’ imports to Russia.11 An Indian Trade House was
5.	Michal Wanner, “Indian Trading Community in Astrakhan in Context of RussianIndian Relationship (1636-1725)”, West Bohemian Historical Review, no. 1, 2012, p. 128,
at https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/f312/d58fbcce6d1dc1d28a6ee55117da02a6b3e5.
pdf. Accessed on January 10, 2020.
6.	Maxim Rubchenko, “18th century Russia welcomed & cherished Indian merchants”,
Specially for RIR, Russia Beyond, September 16, 2016, at https://www.rbth.com/
arts/history/2016/09/16/18th-century-russia-welcomed-cherished-indianmerchants_629927. Accessed on January 10, 2020.
7.	Ibid.
8. n. 2, p. 134.
9.	Pieter D. Wezeman, et al., n. 1.
10. n. 3.
11.	Michal Wanner, “Indian Trading Community in Astrakhan in Context of RussianIndian Relationship (1636-1725)”, West Bohemian Historical Review, no. 1, 2012, p. 34,
at https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/f312/d58fbcce6d1dc1d28a6ee55117da02a6b3e5.
pdf. Accessed on January 10, 2020.
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constructed with about seventy shops which still exist in Astrakhan
today.12
However, the trade and the role of the Indian merchants began
to decline in the early 19th century due to two main factors: (a) the
Russian Empire began to strictly regulate trade by foreign merchants,
and (b) India came under European colonists who had a huge impact
on the manufacturing bases and independent trade relations by
Indians abroad.13
Given the historical relevance of trade relations between India
and Russia, a long-term trade agreement was put in place, after
India’s Independence, between India and the erstwhile Soviet
Union. The disintegration of the Soviet Union, however, had serious
ramifications on the economic relations between India and Russia. A
large part of the 1990s constituted a period of difficult adjustments
for both India and Russia businesses despite the vigorous economic
and trade relations in the past.
The relationship between India and Russia gained momentum
with President Vladimir Putin’s visit in 2000 as it held out an
opportunity to create a special bilateral economic relationship with
the signing of the Treaty. Realising the need for revitalising economic
cooperation, the two countries established annual summit meetings
to foster extensive collaboration for economic development. As part
of regional connectivity, subregional cooperation today has once
again emerged as one of the new vistas of engagement between India
and Russia to enhance economic relations.
Propelling Subregional Cooperation: From
Astrakhan to Vladivostok

Indian merchants had been active for two and a half centuries that
resulted in intense expansion of trade relations in Astrakhan and
Russia at large.14 Gujarat, in particular, has had fraternal relations with
Astrakhan which was largely involved with the diamond industry
12. “Protocol of Cooperation Between the State of Gujarat and the Astrakhan Region”,
National Informatics Centre, at https://archivepmo.nic.in/abv/speech-details.
php?nodeid=9159. Accessed on February 6, 2020.
13.	Pieter D. Wezeman, et al., n. 1.
14.	Ibid.
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for centuries.15 Given the long established economic engagement
between Gujarat and Astrakhan in the past, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, then the Chief Minister (CM) of Gujarat, visited Astrakhan in
2001 on the sidelines of the visit of the then Prime Minister (PM), Atal
Bihari Vajpayee, to Russia. Modi signed an agreement of cooperation
between Gujarat and the Russian province of Astrakhan to renew the
old economic ties between the two regions.
Since the signing of the MoU between Gujarat and Astrakhan,
several interactions and visits by delegations and business entities
have taken place. An agreement of cooperation was signed between
the Gujarat Chamber of Commerce and Industry and the Astrakhan
Chamber of Commerce on March 22, 2003. The agreement aimed
at creating conditions for fostering greater investment by members
and member companies on both sides. The Governor of Astrakhan,
Anatoly Guzhniv, visited Gandhinagar in March 2003. The visiting
delegation identified key areas of cooperation that included
shipbuilding, food industry, trade, pharmaceuticals, fisheries, human
resource development and culture.16
As the five-year MoU signed in 2001 was to expire in December
2006, Modi visited Astrakhan in July 2006 for the second time and
signed a protocol to extend the MoU until November 2011. This was
followed by Astrakhan’s Vice-Governor, Konstantin Markelov’s
visit to Gujarat in November 2011 to sign a protocol of cooperation
to enhance trade, economic cooperation, joint ventures, and distance
learning in university education, tourism package, hydrocarbons
research and development, shipbuilding and cultural exchanges
between the two regions. The two states also created a joint committee
to oversee the business and trade component of the protocol.17
The relevance of the Astrakhan-Gujarat subregional cooperation
gained further impetus as it became an important hub on the
15. Galina Godunova, “Astrakhan-Caspian window to India”, Embassy of India in
Moscow, July 9, 2015, at https://indianembassy-moscow.gov.in/astrakhan-caspianwindow-to-india.php. Accessed on January 10, 2020.
16. “Modi signs yet another Astrakhan protocol”, The Times of India, July 7, 2006, at https://
timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/ahmedabad/Modi-signs-yet-another-Astrakhanprotocol/articleshow/1715287.cms. Accessed on February 6, 2020.
17.	Dadan Upadhyay, “Modi to reconnect in Russia with Astrakhan”, Russia Beyond,
December 9, 2015, at https://www.rbth.com/economics/cooperation/2015/12/09/
modi-to-reconnect-in-russia-with-astrakhan_548683. Accessed on February 12, 2020.
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International North-South Transportation Corridor (Figure 2) linking
India and Russia to enhance bilateral trade and economic activities.
The corridor starts in the Indian west coast (Mumbai), passes along
the sea to the Iranian ports of Chabahar and Bandar-e Abbas, and
by land to Iran’s Caspian Sea coast and beyond. One part of the
corridor crosses the Caspian Sea to Astrakhan, and another uses the
land route to Central Asia or the Caucasus to Russia and onwards to
northern Europe. Given the reconnecting efforts by India and Russia,
the Okha port in Gujarat and Olya port in Astrakhan through the
Iranian rail-sea-road network is seen as a crucial aspect in reviving
the trade route, which acts as a major transhipment hub between
India and Europe.
Figure 2: International North-South Transportation Corridor

Source: International North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC), at https://www.vifindia.
org/siteimage/articles/20161024-international-north-south-transit-corridor-2.png.
Accessed on February 6, 2020.

Other notable developments in the subregional cooperation
between Gujarat and Astrakhan include an MoU signed in January
2011 between Russia’s Gazprom and Gujarat State Petroleum
Corporation (GSPC) for a long-term supply of 2.5 million tons
per annum (MTPA) of liquefied natural gas (LNG) to meet the
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growing demand of gas. In February 2013, Ahmedabad-based
Cadila Pharmaceuticals Ltd. signed an agreement to build a
US$ 150 million pharma manufacturing plant in Astrakhan. In
November 2014, the Indian Embassy in Moscow, jointly with the
Astrakhan Government organised a presentation on opportunities
and prospects for cooperation, led by Elina Polyanskaya, ViceChairman and Economic Development Minister of Astrakhan. In
2015, Astrakhan Region’s Governor Alexander Zhilkin led a highlevel official delegation to the biannual Vibrant Gujarat Global
Investors Summit.18
India’s Interest in the Far East

Another major development to enhance economic cooperation
between India and Russia was the establishment of the EEF in 2015
by the decree of the President of Russia. This Forum acts as a key
mechanism to discuss issues related to global economy, regional
connectivity and integration, development of infrastructure,
industries and technological sectors largely focusing on Russia’s
Far East (FAR), and to expand international cooperation in the AsiaPacific region. India has emerged as one of the key extra-regional
players alongside China, Japan, the Republic of Korea, Australia,
New Zealand, Vietnam, to name a few.
India has successfully participated in the annual EEF. PM Modi
was the chief guest for the fifth EEF 2019 held on September 4-5, 2019
which emerged as one of the key focus areas to strengthen IndiaRussia economic cooperation alongside the aim to reach the US$
30 billion target of trade by 2030. He called for an ‘Act Far East’
policy and one of the key initiatives of cooperation is subregional
cooperation between the two countries.
In fact, in 2017, PM Modi attended the first ever collective
meeting with the governors of 16 regions of Russia at St. Petersburg,
thus reaffirming the collective vision of the two countries. The
meeting was attended by governors of Arkhangelsk Oblast,
Astrakhan Oblast, Irkutsk region, Moscow region, Primorye
Territory, Republic of Kalmykia, Tatarstan, St. Petersburg,
18.	Ibid.
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Sakhalin Oblast, Sverdlovsk Oblast, Tomsk Oblast, Tula Oblast,
Ulyanovsk Oblast, Khabarovskiy Krai, Chelyabinsk Oblast, and
Yaroslavl Oblast.19
To further bolster India’s FAR interests, an Indian Chief Ministers
delegation of four Indian states that included Yogi Adityanath from
Uttar Pradesh, Vijay Rupani from Gujarat, Pramod Sawant from Goa
and Manohar Lal Khattar from Haryana led by the Commerce and
Industry Minister of India, Piyush Goyal, visited Vladivostok from
August 12 to 13, 2019 for the first time to explore the opportunities and
potentials of business-to-business (B2B) cooperation in the FAR. About
140 Indian companies also participated to strengthen the economic
partnership with Russia through investments in the Far East.
The key sectors that were seen as potential areas of cooperation
were priority sectors, including minerals and rare earth, energy,
forestry and timber, healthcare, agriculture and food processing,
ceramics, tourism and infrastructure. Each Chief Minister presented
the potentials of their respective states, thus inviting Russia to
explore various mechanisms to augment subregional cooperation.
For instance: Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh, Yogi Adityanath, in his
address, emphasised collaboration in the field of energy, agriculture
and food processing. The Indian state of Uttar Pradesh has emerged
an important state in India-Russia bilateral relations. India and
Russia concluded the 10th iteration of their INDRA 18 joint exercise
on November 28, 2018 which took place at India’s Babina Military
Station, near Jhansi in Uttar Pradesh. India and Russia also agreed to
launch the joint project in 2019 for the manufacture of AK-203/103
rifles in Amethi in the state of Uttar Pradesh. It is a joint venture
between the Ordnance Factories Board (OFB) on the Indian side, and
Rosonboron Exports and Concern Kalashnikov on the Russian side.20
The Chief Minister of Haryana, Khattar led the Oil, Gas and
Rare Earth Sectors with delegates from national PSUs and was
accompanied by senior officials from the Haryana Government.
19. “PM holds first ever meeting with Russia’s regional Governors”, Outlook, June 2, 2017,
at
https://www.outlookindia.com/newsscroll/pm-holds-first-ever-meeting-withrussias-regional-governors/1066426. Accessed on February 15, 2020.
20. “Bilateral Relations: India-Russia Relations”, Embassy of India, Moscow, Russia,
at
https://indianembassy-moscow.gov.in/bilateral-relations-india-russia.php.
Accessed on October 18, 2020.
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Eminent business leaders from the state from sectors including
agri-business and food processing, technical education, automobile
manufacturing, real estate, timber and healthcare called for trade and
investment opportunities. In 2019, India and Russia planned to hold
the first Bilateral Regional Forum at the level of Russian Provinces and
Indian States in 2020 to further enhance cooperation and dismantle
the barriers of trade at regional level.21
PM Modi also announced in the 2019 EEF the granting of US$ 1
billion line of credit (LOC) to Russia in the EEF aimed to attract and
provide incentives to Indian business community to invest in the
FAR. India’s grant of US$ 1 billion LOC, though expected to have a
positive outcome in its engagement in the FAR, is far from sufficient
given the impact of sanctions on Russia’s economic growth and the
need for large-scale investments to execute its ambitious projects in
the FAR,22 and also given the notable collaboration and investments
by extra-regional players such as China. In April 2016, China Railway
International Group agreed to provide a loan of RUB 400 billion (US$
6.2 billion) for the construction of the Moscow-Kazan rail line over a
20-year period.23
The Way Forward

In 2019, India and Russia announced that the two countries aim to
achieve a bilateral trade value of US$ 30 billion by 2025. In order to
succeed in this endeavour, subregional cooperation is seen as one of
the key focus areas in enhancing economic relations. The growing
level of engagement between India and Russia in the Far East has
opened up new avenues especially in subregional cooperation which
includes shipbuilding, food industry, trade, pharmaceuticals, mining,
port development and energy, etc.
21.	Dipanjan Roy Chaudhary, “India, Russia to hold 1st Bilateral Regional Forum for states
in 2020”, The Economic Times, November 14, 2019, at https://economictimes.indiatimes.
com/news/politics-and-nation/india-russia-to-hold-1st-bilateral-regional-forum-forstates-in-2020/articleshow/72051332.cms?from=mdr. Accessed on March 3, 2020.
22.	Chandra Rekha, “The Russian Far East: India’s Approach and the Expanding Chinese
Footprint”, Issue Brief, Indian Council of World Affairs, November 13, 2019, at
https://icwa.in/show_content.php?lang=1&level=3&ls_id=4778&lid=2845. Accessed
on January 9, 2020.
23. “Russian revolution: Is the Moscow-Kazan high-speed rail project on track?”, Railway
Technology, December 5, 2018, at https://www.railway-technology.com/features/
moscow-kazan-high-speed-rail/. Accessed on October 19, 2019.
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The success of subregional cooperation not only depends on
the prompt implementation of common interests and measures
already agreed to but also includes other variables, especially
the involvement of extra-regional players. For instance, External
Affairs Minister, S. Jaishankar, during a FICCI virtual event, called
for engagement between India and Japan for projects in Russia’s
Far East.24 Russian-Japanese investment cooperation has been
in energy sector and in businesses such as agriculture, tourism,
healthcare, etc.
The trilateral engagement between India, Japan and Russia is a
welcome initiative in the Far East to have a benign effect in enhancing
economic relations among these three countries. Interestingly,
Prime Minister Modi and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
had established the Act East Forum to identify specific projects
for “economic modernisation” of India’s North Eastern region.
Connectivity, developmental infrastructure, industrial linkages,
and people-to-people contacts through tourism, culture, and sportsrelated activities are important components of Japan’s engagement
in India’s North East. The strategic location of the North East is also
of vital importance as it shares borders with Nepal, Bhutan, China,
Myanmar, and Bangladesh. Hence, the strategic location adds further
impetus to the two Quad members as Japan’s Free and Open IndoPacific Vision aims to ensure that the sea lines of communication in
the region remain open and secure and countries stick to a rules-based
order, while New Delhi’s ‘Act Far East Policy’, aims to reinvigorate
its ties with Southeast and East Asia. Expansion of subregional
cooperation between India and Russia in the Far East, with the
inclusion of the North East, given Japan’s interests, could further
accelerate the economic momentum and trilateral engagement in
Russian Far East.
The India-Japan-Russia’s trilateral engagement has therefore
enormous potential, a large portion of which remains to be explored.
However, one needs to take into consideration the challenges to
convert Indian labour migration to the FAR into a long-term asset.
24. “EAM S. Jaishankar calls for expansion of India-Japan partnership to Russia’s far east,
Pacific Islands”, FICCI, September 19, 2020, at http://www.ficci.in/ficci-in-newspage.asp?nid=25679. Accessed on February 13, 2021.
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Some of the key challenges include a language barrier, cultural
diversity, climatic conditions, variation in business environment, etc.
Another challenge is the active presence of Chinese labour force, and
that they are a key asset in the development and investment of the
Far East, which requires due attention.
With India traversing the potentials of subregional cooperation
especially in Russian Far East, both India and Russia need to
address the challenges that exist. Geographical distance has been
a major impediment in India-Russia economic cooperation. In this
context, regional connectivity needs due attention, and in this
aspect the successful execution of alternative economic corridors
and maritime trade corridor such as the Chennai-Vladivostok
needs prompt attention. With the signing of an agreement between
the two countries on the construction of the Vladivostok-Chennai
Maritime Corridor (VCMC), the precedent is already set for the
beginning of a new chapter. Implementation of VCMC would
reduce the shipping route distance by half between India and
Russia, as against the current Mumbai-St. Petersburg shipping
route (Figure 3).
Figure 3: Chennai-Vladivostok Maritime Corridor

Source: https://img.etimg.com/photo/msid-60486573/chennai-vladivostok-sea-routeindias-effort-to-counter-chinas-obor-could-soon-get-a-big-russian-helping-hand.jpg
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Also, the coastal state of Tamil Nadu is one of the leading industrial
hubs and the second largest economy in India with a GSDP of US$
261.86 billion (Figure 4).25 The state has also conducted Global Investors
Meet every year since 2015 to attract foreign investment into the State.
Establishing a subregional cooperation with Russia would enhance
the State’s economic prospects. The State Government of Tamil Nadu
must take cognisance of the developments between India and Russia
so far, especially in the VCMC, and chart out a plan for establishing
effective subregional cooperation between the state and Vladivostok.
Figure 4: GSDP of Tamil Nadu

Source: https://www.ibef.org/uploads/states/Tamil-Nadu1-jun-2020.jpg. Accessed on
February 6, 2020

As for the successful implementation of VCMC, one of the
challenges that needs due attention is that the maritime corridor
passes through some of the security hotspots, including the contested
South China Sea. Also, China’s growing muscle flexing in the IndoPacific could lead to strategic implications for Indian and Russian
economic interests through this potential maritime corridor.
Alongside these prospective areas of cooperation, India and
Russia may explore the unrealised potential of labour migration.
25. “Industrial Development and Economic Growth in Tamil Nadu”, India Brand Equity
Foundation, September 2020, at https://www.ibef.org/states/tamil-nadu.aspx.
Accessed on December 29, 2020.
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India’s overall engagement in the region will be significant especially
in exploring the prospects of labour migration, for instance, under
Russia’s State Migration Policy Concept 2019-2025.26
India is host to some of the largest skilled and unskilled labour
migration across the globe. Given the growing demands of Russia in
construction of infrastructural projects, agriculture and labour force
employed in oil and gas industry operations, labour migration from
India is seen as a key factor. However, in order to successfully execute
the mutual interests in India-Russia engagement in subregional
cooperation, the two countries need to address the challenges such
as mitigation of non-acclimatised conditions ranging from weather
conditions, marginalisation of foreign manpower due to language
barriers. Monitoring the developments in subregional cooperation on
a regular basis is crucial in India-Russia’s comprehensive engagement
in the Far Eastern region.
Subregional cooperation is an initiative undertaken by India and
Russia to further strengthen their economic interests and prospects. This
initiative has seen a growing relevance in the partnership as it offers the
states and provinces of both the countries opportunities to invest and
cooperate in the Far East. The role of the Indian states in enhancing
subregional cooperation is crucial to fortify their respective engagement
in the Far Eastern region. It is thus a prospective medium for next level
cooperation between the two strategic partners, in order to deepen
the roots of engagement, enhance people-to-people connect, increase
bilateral trade and contribute to the overall growth of India-Russia
relations. Monitoring the developments in subregional cooperation on a
regular basis is crucial for a comprehensive engagement of India in the
Russian Far Eastern region.

26. The document sets out proposals for reforming the migration regimes and the institute
of citizenship of the Russian Federation, including the objective of the migration
policy, the mechanisms for its implementation and the related conditions for granting
Russian Federation citizenship to foreign citizens and stateless persons. “Instructions
on implementation of State Migration Policy Concept for 2019-2025”, President
of Russia, Government of Russia, March 6, 2020, at http://en.kremlin.ru/acts/
news/62960. Accessed on January 23, 2021.
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Radiance in Indian Skies: The Tejas Saga

Author: Air Marshal P Rajkumar, Sh BR Srikanth
Publisher: Defence Research & Development
Organisation, Ministry of Defence, India
ISBN: 9788186514788
2021

Daljit Singh

Recent approval by Cabinet Committee of Security (CCS) of
procurement of 73 LCA Mk1A fighter aircraft and 10 LCA Mk1
trainer aircraft has generated much enthusiasm and inquisitiveness
amongst the public on the LCA Project. While the public is proud
of the indigenous production of the modern Light Combat Aircraft,
it is keen to know more about how India achieved the capability
to manufacture the fourth-generation fighter, whether there was
support required from foreign agencies, how much the indigenous
content is and the differences in its various standard versions.
To address this need for information, there has been a timely
release of Radiance in Indian Skies—The Tejas Saga published by DRDO.
Air Marshal Daljit Singh (Retd.) is a former Air Officer Commanding in Chief of South
Western Air Command.
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The book chronicles the LCA journey from conceptualisation to
induction of the fighter in the operational squadron. It was officially
released by the honourable Defence Minister in February 2021, during
the Aero India Show 2021. The book is authored by Air Marshal Philip
Rajkumar (Retd.), who set up the National Flight Test Centre (NFTC)
and headed it for seven years. Later he headed the Aeronautical
Development Agency (ADA) for two years. The first flight of the LCA
was undertaken under his stewardship when he took the responsibility
and gave it the final go-ahead. He is undoubtedly the most appropriate
person to author this book. Mr. B. R. Srikanth, his co-author, has
written on aerospace technologies and has monitored this Project for
a long time.
The book opens with a write-up of impressions on the Project by
various leading personalities who envisioned the project and provided
the unstoppable momentum, to ensure continued progress despite
occasional issues of funding and stoppage of foreign consultancy.
The Book chronologically records the journey from the genesis of the
Project to the induction of the LCA in the first operational squadron.
There are twenty-six chapters, starting from the genesis, leading to
setting up of establishments to manage all aspects of the project,
the key technology developments involved, testing and validation,
foreign consultation, and funding. The chapters on indigenous
development of Fly-by-Wire (FBW) and LCA Navy development
provide an account of the technical complexities involved and
provide a gripping account of how the combined team surmounted
all odds to produce the LCA. The team meticulously adopted the
approach of taking small careful steps at a time, ensure safety and
reliability, while developing the modern fighter from ’scratch’. In
fact, all chapters—especially “Preparation of First Flight”, “Air to
Air Refuelling” and “Integration of External Stores and Weapons”
take the reader along the scenarios, with a gush of excitement and
climax. The chapter on “Preparation towards Participation of Tejas
in International Air Shows” truly highlights the dedication of the
combined team of engineers and display pilots which demonstrated
the reliability and performance of the LCA to experts and experienced
spectators. Some technical terms like FBW and Control Laws have
been well explained for common readers to assimilate.
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The authors have truly accomplished the aim of recording
the appreciation of all those who were involved in the project.
The book is based on the interviews with major players and
reports of various trials conducted, which would otherwise not
be accessible to the readers. Therefore, the book is quite rich in
technical details which, at times, are beyond the comprehension
and requirement of an ordinary reader (LEVCON, pages 140145). Chapter 21 on “Formation of First Tejas Squadron” covers
more of the induction ceremony and performance of Tejas during
“Exercise Gaganshakti” which indirectly reflects on the aircraft’s
performance. However, readers looking for a timeframe for the
fighter’s induction, tarmac maintenance, turnaround efficiency
and parts interchangeability would find this information lacking
in this abridged chapter. Service security requirements prevented
the authors from accessing this information. An important chapter
(Chapter 23) on the lessons learnt during the LCA Project is
considered invaluable for similar ongoing and future projects.
Today technology has advanced so rapidly that it is no more
operational requirements leading technology but the technological
advances in computation, networking, sensors, and propulsion
systems which are driving changes in operational concepts.
Another important aspect which stands out is the requirement to
review the design from “Technology Demonstrator” stage to the
“Series Production” stage, to ensure improvement in operational
maintenance, ease of aircraft turnaround, and operational loading
of weapons. The issue of parallel preparation of Documentation
of Flight Manuals, Maintenance Manuals and Servicing schedules
has been well highlighted and should also be a learning lesson
for future projects. At present there is emphasis on ‘self-reliance’,
while there are still gaps to be filled in technology and quality.
The book clearly brings out a good approach to consultation and
cooperation with the more advanced and experienced foreign
manufacturers to bridge collaborators to bridge the technological
gap and produce operationally capable product indigenously,
and on time. Another important lesson that emerges is that the
armour of ‘self-protection suite’ is essential and inescapable for
any modern fighter that will be operational for many decades.
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This suite can best be embedded and integrated during project
definition and developmental stages. Add-on at a later stage
would always be a challenge.
The book is an excellent reference work for aviation enthusiasts,
a motivator for young scientists, and informative reading for
academicians, as it is based on restricted Project Reports and exclusive
interviews. The book dispels any doubts on the capability and
dedication of the Indian experts and makes the reader truly proud
of the dedicated LCA team, who carved their own untrodden path
to reach the destination. The book has a high quality of printing with
a well designed hard cover and it would be an excellent attractive
document for reading and reference.
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Contest for the Indo-Pacific:
Why China Won’t Map the Future
Author: Rory Medcalf
Publisher: La Trobe University Press
ISBN: 9781760641573
2020

Harsh Pandey

Projection of an optimistic future is not a thing that we tend to
follow in the year 2020. From the beginning of the year, the risk of
global pandemic COVID-19 started looming around the world. The
difficulty was more for Australia, where the bushfires were already
making things worse. Seeing a hopeful future does not look easy
for the time being, but Prof. Rory Medcalf tries to make it so. In the
latest addition to his scholarship, the Australian professor tries to
paint a clear picture of the Indo-Pacific which, with its all-vibrant
colours, forms an adequate set for abstracts. In his extensive career
as Intelligence Analyst, Diplomat, Journalist and Academic, Prof.
Medcalf engaged himself in the Indo-Pacific at various levels of work
that involved national security to diplomacy and academics, what
he likes to call Track II diplomacies. It can be one of the plausible
reasons for the celebration of this work from the policy centres to
academic circles. The book launch event was organised by Australian
National University where Australian Foreign Minister and Shadow
Mr. Harsh Pandey, is a student at the School of International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru
University, New Delhi.
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Foreign Minister gave their thoughts on the current geo-economics
scenarios in the Indo-Pacific as they were talking about the book. The
important takeaway from that event is that the Australian side has
great faith in this brilliant academic. Its critics make the analogy of the
elephant in the room and the Indo-Pacific, in the first chapter of the
book. Prof. Medcalf argues that Indo-Pacific is not a new construction
as the Asia-Pacific, or other connotations that this region has been
given from time to time, according to the comfort and interest of the
dominant players in the region. In the colonial era, when the region
got into a clear division, at the same time Modern Science was using
the term for fisheries and anthropology. The maps that were made
in Australia, Korea, and China in various temporal settings gave a
sense of the region’s historicity. The first few chapters of the book dig
deeper into that from the conquest of Indian empires in the region
to the spread of religion, whether Hinduism, Buddhism, or Islam.
Giving a civilisational factor to a region whose large area is water
is not an easy task. The historical concepts like Mandala can help us
give the region stability, argues Prof. Medcalf. The multipolar future
can pave the way for the survival of the region. The region has seen
many failed attempts to achieve regional unity. The book argues
that this has many reasons, namely, the Cold War, and bilateral
disputes; another reason for the failed attempts can be said to be noninvolvement of the right players. The Asian Relations Conference
failed due to bilateral disputes among the member nations and the
civil war in China. The Asia-Pacific left India a security provider in
the Indian ocean and the world’s largest democracy into nowhere.
China, which was not comfortable with the term Asia-Pacific, is still
not happy with Indo-Pacific, but that it has a grand strategy for this
region is clear from its initiatives like Belt and Road and Maritime
Silk Route. The next part of the book talks about the region’s presence
and challenges faced by its different players: The Nation States, lack
of giving non-state actors a proper place to no felt at times the details
of them overshadowed by the States. The region is dominated by
small and big powers alike, and organisations like ASEAN and East
Asia Summit provide a place for multilateralism to flourish in the
region, where the threats of bilateral disputes loom from China-Japan
to India and Pakistan. The largest and mightiest of them are China
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and the USA. As the economic engines of the world are shifting
eastwards and China is now controlling much of the world’s supply
chain, the clash between the USA and China may become a security
dilemma for the region. The theatre for much of these activities will
be the Indo-Pacific region. As the author argues, the present scenario
poses a threat to the rules-based order developed over the years by
the USA and its western allies. Strangely, the threat is coming from
one of the makers of this order. The rise of China or “peaceful rise”,
what the Chinese like to call it, was needed to stabilise the region.
However, from the recent past one can argue that this is not the case.
In explaining the paradoxes that this region experiences, we can see
the shift of the author’s theoretical paradigm. He carefully draws
a constructivist perspective, considering the realist implications.
That is why nation-states occupied much of his arguments. The
region showed great strength and solidarity for natural calamities
like the Tsunami of 2004. The combined operations by the navies
of the United States and India created an experience and turf for
policy manoeuvring in this disaster. India’s higher growth rates and
its economic capabilities helped connect two of the world’s largest
democracies. Still, India is a hesitant player when it comes to allying,
its ties with other powers of the region remain bilateral, which does not
make much of the normative value to a particular system. However,
another actor that shaped this region, Prof. Medcalf argues, is the
pirates’ role in making this region one of the world’s most securitised
places. It was the reason which caused China first to get its navy into
the Indian Ocean. Unlike previous times it was here to stay, and it
had a grand strategy which has clear implications on the different
stakeholders of the region. The author made his point valid and clear
that only multipolarity and a rules-based order can solve the region’s
ongoing and future problems. Climate change is one of them, from
which the archipelagic states will suffer the most. A full-scale armed
conflict in the region can intensify into a big war. This book is also
a commentary on the recent political, economic, and diplomatic
developments in the region from 2013. It gives us an understanding
of what is going on in the region and what is wrong. Nevertheless,
when we check it on a theoretical framework, the work can be done.
The role of ASEAN and EAS in shaping the region is mentioned in the
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book, but it fails to argue the extent to which the ASEAN centrality can
be a guiding principle for the region. Furthermore, what is to be done
about the Chinese influence inside the ASEAN? Will it not hamper
the system of multilateralism and the diplomatic energy that states
are giving to this? The suggestions provided in the book for the space
of diplomacy need to be substantiated with a few examples. With
all its goodwill and integrating approach, the COVID-19 pandemic’s
biggest threat made the states choose their paths differently. The
regions have seen varied effects of the pandemic. The other states
can learn from the responses of states like Vietnam. This book is an
honest effort to combine policy parameters and academic thoughts
and properly understand how future events can occur. Prof. Medcalf
has been blessed with a keen perspective about the region, and we
have seen this from his earlier works. A clear picture regarding this
will be available after the threat of the pandemic ends.
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