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The India-U.S. Foreign and Defence Ministers meet for the “2+2” mechanism just a week before
the U.S. elections is proof that bilateral ties between the two countries are on a firm footing.
Ostensibly, the purpose was to conduct an annual review of ties and to wrap up the Basic
Exchange and Cooperation Agreement (BECA) for Geo-spatial Cooperation, the last of the three
enabling agreements which will facilitate easier interoperability between the Indian and
American defence forces. Other agreements signed or reviewed included those in the areas of
health and COVID-19 cooperation, building strategic petroleum reserves in the U.S., renewable
energy, space, cyberspace, counter-terrorism and counter-narcotics. In the Joint statement they
issued, the Ministers also called on Pakistan to take “immediate, sustained and irreversible
action” against cross-border terror groups on its soil, and to bring to justice the perpetrators of
the 2008 Mumbai attacks, and 2016 Uri and Pathankot strikes. However, the timing and the
tenor of the American pronouncements prior to the visit made it clear that the larger import of the
visit for the Trump administration was about dealing with China. In every interaction, U.S.
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo referred to the challenge from Beijing, of the need to build a
counter coalition to the “Chinese Communist Party”, and to further U.S. Indo-Pacific policy in this
regard. In India, he made a reference to the “increasing aggression and destabilising activities
by China” and mentioned Indian soldiers killed in clashes with the PLA on the LAC in June. He is
taking the same message to his next stops. In Colombo and Male on Wednesday — he is also
visiting Indonesia — Mr. Pompeo raised the need to counter and provide alternatives to what he
called China’s “bad deals, violations of sovereignty and lawlessness on land and sea”.

For New Delhi, the visit by the U.S. officials was a way to demonstrate that the bilateral
relationship is “poll-proof” and will grow regardless of the November 3 election result. The BECA
agreement signed is an important addition to India’s defence and strategic capabilities, and it is
significant that India-U.S. ties have been reaffirmed now given that it could take some months
for the U.S. administration to restart bilateral engagements post-elections. While welcoming their
U.S. interlocutors and taking ties forward, however, it is significant that the government has
chosen not to enter into the comments made by Mr. Pompeo on India’s China challenge, in
keeping with New Delhi’s stated policy that the LAC tensions are a “bilateral matter”. The
conspicuous silence from External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar in response to Mr. Pompeo’s
comments on China is also a sobering reminder that while India appreciates support from the
U.S., it retains its strategic autonomy in dealing with threats and troubles with its biggest
neighbour.
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difficult times. To enable wide dissemination of news that is in public interest, we have increased
the number of articles that can be read free, and extended free trial periods. However, we have
a request for those who can afford to subscribe: please do. As we fight disinformation and
misinformation, and keep apace with the happenings, we need to commit greater resources to
news gathering operations. We promise to deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested
interest and political propaganda.
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has helped us keep apace with events and happenings.

The Hindu has always stood for journalism that is in the public interest. At this difficult time, it
becomes even more important that we have access to information that has a bearing on our
health and well-being, our lives, and livelihoods. As a subscriber, you are not only a beneficiary
of our work but also its enabler.

We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.

Suresh Nambath
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From the abrogation of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir, to the landmark Ayodhya
verdict, 2019 proved to be an eventful year.
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