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AFGHANISTAN, THE RISE OF A NARCO-TERRORIST
STATE
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - Afghanistan
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India’s anxieties over ungoverned spaces and lawless Afghanistan turning into a significant
source of internal security threat are gradually turning into reality. According to a report by the
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), opium production in Afghanistan has
crossed 6,000 tonnes for the fifth consecutive year. The reported rise in global opium prices has
resulted in the exponential production of opiates increasing by 8%. The Taliban, cash-strapped
and still looking to establish a semblance of order in the country they captured in August 2021,
could indeed be looking to generate revenue from the illegal cash crop, as cases of smuggling
and seizures of large consignments of drugs in India have started increasing, indicating a turn
towards this trend.
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For the past several decades, Afghan opiates have entered India through circuitous routes, sea
as well as air, involving Pakistan, Sri Lanka, African countries such as Mozambique and South
Africa, and Qatar. Carriers of drugs, individuals arrested in various airports in the country with
small quantities, as well as the massive recoveries made in various States of western India,
have only been the proverbial tip of the iceberg. The huge recoveries of heroin in Gujarat alone
— 3,000 kilograms in September and 120 kilograms in October — bear testament to the fact
that the fall of Kabul and its capture by the Taliban may have initiated free-for-all narcotic
smuggling waves, which unless checked, have the potential of destabilising India’s security.
Afghan territory must not become source of terrorism: India, France
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The fact that, under the Taliban, opium production would increase in Afghanistan was a
foregone conclusion notwithstanding the initial statements by the Taliban leadership to gain
international recognition. Over the years, the Taliban have minted money from this sector, by
promoting its production, taxing it and also by overseeing its smuggling either into Pakistan or
Iran, thereby building a mammoth illicit economy with strengthening linkages to terrorist groups
as witnessed in the cases of the Organization of Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), the
Islamic State, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), Hezbollah and others.
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According to United Nations officials, the group likely earned more than $400 million between
2018-19 from the drug trade. The trend appears to have remained unchanged as in May 2021, a
report by the United States Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR)
estimated that the Taliban derive up to 60% of their annual revenue from illicit narcotics.
Notwithstanding the handful of European States where the domestic narcotics trade is well
regulated, accompanied by official policies that consider access to narcotics as a matter of
individual right, there is a global consensus that narcotics itself can devastate societies and
money derived from the narco-trade can fuel organised crime and terror activities.
However, in today’s Afghanistan, the Taliban seem to be taking advantage of the vacuum and
detached attitude of the international community. This could partly be rooted in the global failure
in adopting an appropriate counternarcotic policy to rein in the narco-trade originating from
Afghanistan between 2001 and 2020. The rise of a narco-terrorist state will have serious
consequences for the U.S., Europe and the region.
Also read | Terrorist activities key factor of instability in Afghanistan: Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation
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Ensure Afghan soil is not used for terror, U.S., India tell Taliban
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The UNODC’s achievement in this regard was limited to ensuring a minor dip in the area under
poppy cultivation and production of opium. Promotion of alternate livelihood programmes and
pushing farmers to grow other cash crops largely failed due to a variety of reasons. These
included the limited reach of the central government in Kabul and a punitive policy advocated by
the international community which sought the use of force to destroy standing opium crops
without adequately compensating the farmers or providing them with alternative livelihoods. As a
result, not only did the narco-infrastructure in Afghanistan remain largely intact but it also
flourished by having developed a symbiotic nexus and indigenous facilities to produce
methamphetamine pills. As the United States and the international community gradually sought
to extricate themselves from the Afghan quagmire, production shot up and is projected to spike
in the coming years.
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Organised crime develops its own survival and thriving dynamics. Countries with the best of
intentions and abilities fail to turn the tide, which is fuelled by such an unholy nexus.
Afghanistan, where neither the intention nor the ability to disrupt the trade exist, is emerging as a
major narco-empire. Some of the members of the Taliban regime, particularly the Haqqani
network, share well-documented connections with the organised crime network. Whether the
global community in general and countries such as India in particular afford to take a detached
view towards the enveloping situation remains a critical question. From New Delhi’s perspective,
its efforts to curb terror finance at home would achieve only limited results if anti-India groups
such as the Lashkar-e-Taiba and the Jaish-e-Mohammed, now yet again operating in
Afghanistan, manage to tap into the money from such narco-trade.
Also read | Intolerance and vandalism in Afghanistan of worldwide concern: India
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The antidote to this phenomenon is a legitimate, responsible, empowered, and inclusive
government in Kabul. Economic collapse of the Afghan state and the evolving humanitarian
crisis must be prevented. Reaching out to the Afghans and amplifying their voices in having a
government that is legitimate and acceptable to them would be a first step in the right direction.
While the Delhi Regional Security Dialogue on Afghanistan (November 10, 2021) did try to reach
out to the regional countries, India should look for new alliances in Central, West, and South
Asia to stitch a coalition of the willing. It is time for New Delhi to step up and reach out to the
larger sections of Afghan society including women and civil society groups, political leaders and
business groups, who are looking for assistance in having a legitimate, representative and
inclusive leadership in their country. A failed state in the neighbourhood combined with narcoterrorism cannot be ignored and will have serious consequences for India’s security in the days
to come.
Shanthie Mariet D’Souza is Professor, Kautilya School of Public Policy, Hyderabad, founderpresident, Mantraya and non-resident scholar, Middle East Institute, Washington DC
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INDIA JOINS G20’S TROIKA WITH INDONESIA AND
ITALY
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: G20

Prime Minister Narendra Modi with Indonesian President Joko Widodo at the recent G20
summit.
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India on Wednesday joined the G20 ‘Troika’.
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With this move, India has started the procedure for taking over the G20 presidency next year.
Troika refers to the top grouping within the G20 that consists of the current, previous and the
incoming presidencies — Indonesia, Italy and India.
“India will assume the G20 presidency on December 1, 2022 from Indonesia, and will convene
the G20 Leaders’ Summit for the first time in India in 2023,” the Ministry of External Affairs said
in a statement.
Italy hosted the G20 summit during October 30-31 that was attended by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi where India had raised the issue of Afghanistan’s future following the takeover
by the Taliban.
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Indonesia took over the G20 presidency on Wednesday. In the coming months, Indonesia will
hold rounds of discussion at various levels among the members of the G20 before convening
the G20 Leaders’ Summit scheduled for October 30-31, 2022. Next year’s summit will be
organised along the overall theme of “Recover Together, Recover Stronger”.
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“As a Troika member, India will work closely with Indonesia and Italy to ensure consistency and
continuity of the G20’s agenda,” the Ministry of External Affairs said.
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INDIA, RUSSIA SET TO INK AK-203 RIFLE DEAL
WORTH RS. 5,000 CRORE
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - Russia

Replenishing arsenal:AK-203 rifles will replace the INSAS rifles inducted over three decades
ago.Special Arrangement
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The Cabinet Committee on Security (CCS) has given its final approval for a deal with Russia to
manufacture over six lakh AK-203 assault rifles in India, Government sources confirmed on
Saturday.
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The deal, estimated to be worth over Rs. 5,000 crore, is scheduled to be signed on December 6
during the visit of Russian President Vladimir Putin to India.
“In an endeavour to provide a big boost to self-reliance in defence manufacturing in India, the
Government has approved the plan for production of over five lakh AK-203 assault rifles at
Korwa, Amethi in U.P.,” a government source said.
The 7.62 x 39 mm calibre AK-203 rifles will replace the INSAS rifles inducted over three
decades ago. Having an effective range of 300 m, they are lightweight, robust and easy-to-use.
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Increased effectiveness

“They will enhance the operational effectiveness of the Indian Army in counter-insurgency and
counter-terrorism operations,” the source said.
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Mr. Putin is scheduled to visit India on December 6 and 7 for an annual summit, during which
the two countries will also hold the inaugural 2+2 ministerial dialogue.
The project will be implemented by Indo-Russian Rifles Private Ltd (IRRPL) jointly with the
erstwhile OFB (now Advanced Weapons and Equipment India Limited) and Munitions India
Limited of India and Rosoboronexport (RoE) and Kalashnikov Concern of Russia.
Modified proposal
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In February 2019, India and Russia signed an Inter-Governmental Agreement for AK-203 rifles,
following which the IRRPL was set up.
The Ministry of Defence already floated a Request For Proposal (RFP) to the joint venture for
the supply of 6.71 lakh rifles but the final deal had been held up over the high cost of each rifle.
The RFP has now been modified to 6.1 lakh after a recent deal for 70,000 rifles through the
emergency route.
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QUAD ‘DOOMED TO FAIL’, SAYS CHINA
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: QUAD and India

China on Tuesday hit out at the upcoming summit of the leaders of the Quad — India, Australia,
Japan and the United States — describing the group as a “close and exclusive clique” that was
“doomed to fail”.
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“It is China’s consistent belief that any regional cooperation mechanism should follow the trend
of peace and development, and help promote mutual trust and cooperation among regional
countries rather than target a third party or undermine its interests,” Foreign Ministry
spokesperson Zhao Lijian said to a question at a daily briefing about the September 24 summit
in Washington, which will be attended by Prime Ministers Narendra Modi, Scott Morrison
(Australia) and Yoshihide Suga (Japan) and U.S. President Joe Biden.
“Forming closed and exclusive cliques targeting other countries runs counter to the trend of the
times and deviates from the expectation of regional countries. It thus wins no support and is
doomed to fail,” Mr. Zhao said.
Beijing raises criticism
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Chinese officials initially dismissed the Quad, once described by Foreign Minister Wang Yi as an
idea akin to “sea foam” that would ‘dissipate’.
Beijing has, however, recently stepped up criticism of the grouping as its profile grows, including
through the first virtual leaders summit held earlier this year and the first in person summit later
this month.
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Mr. Zhao called on “relevant countries” to “discard the outdated zero-sum mentality and narrowminded geopolitical perception, view China’s development correctly and respect people’s
aspiration in the region and do more that is conducive to solidarity and cooperation of regional
countries.”
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A ROBUST FRIENDSHIP: ON MODI-PUTIN SUMMIT
MEETING
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - Russia
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Russian President Vladimir Putin has concluded a short summit meeting with Prime Minister
Narendra Modi in New Delhi, highlighting the “all-weather” partnership between the two
countries despite trying global circumstances. Not only does the President’s visit come as the
world faces the grim prospect of the Omicron variant of the COVID-19 pandemic, but it also
follows years of growing proximity between New Delhi and Washington, a potential irritant to
Moscow. Simultaneously, the China factor has been steadily pulling the India-Russia bilateral
tango in all the wrong directions. While Russia relies on cordial ties with China to stabilise its
interests in an unstable Afghanistan post the U.S.’s exit, New Delhi and Beijing have scarcely
seen eye-to-eye on border tensions and geo-political rivalry across the Asia region.
Notwithstanding these reasons for possible strategic dissonance, India and Russia reaffirmed
the strength of their abiding deep, multi-decade ties, building further confidence in each other
through substantive defence agreements. Moscow has agreed on a 10-year military-technical
plan that includes technology transfer to India. And trade received a fillip through an agreement
for India to produce more than 600,000 Kalashnikov assault rifles. For India’s part, despite
resistance from Washington through its Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions
Act, New Delhi will proceed with purchasing the S-400 missile defence system from Moscow.
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The challenges facing Mr. Modi and Mr. Putin in terms of maintaining this momentum in bilateral
exchanges are multidimensional. First, and most imminently, the pandemic has periodically
crippled the growth of both economies and the threats to public health remain despite
considerable progress with vaccinations. Second, Russia-U.S. ties are showing signs of fraying
yet again, this time over U.S. President Joe Biden’s intention, reportedly, to warn Mr. Putin that
Russia will face “economy-jarring sanctions” if it seeks to occupy Ukraine, a fear that has grown
in the U.S. as Russian troops massed near the Ukraine border. India has so far held firm to its
mantra of ‘strategic autonomy’ in a multipolar world, but South Block will have to work hard to
manage the tightrope act between Moscow and Washington. Third, India and China have forged
an uneasy truce across their Himalayan border in the aftermath of the Galwan valley exchange
in 2020, yet there are numerous potential flashpoints that could send ties into a spiral again,
including China’s historically provocative actions in the South China Sea and its thinly veiled
insecurity about India joining the Quad for Indo-Pacific security. Moscow has adroitly managed
to remain friends with both its mega-neighbours, but it will require a robust focus on confidenceboosting cooperative initiatives if India and Russia are to safely navigate the complex
geopolitical landscape that they occupy.
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AN AUTONOMOUS FOREIGN POLICY IS BEST FOR
INDIA
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India's Foreign Policy evolution and changes

Geopolitical non-alignment is in India’s self interest and should guide New Delhi’s foreign
relations. This includes defence ties, be it for Russia’s S-400 or any armed interoperability

m

India, India foreign policy, Russia, Joe Biden, Vladimir Putin, Narendra Modi, Putin India visit,
S-400 SAM system, US sanctions
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A day ahead of his meeting with US President Joe Biden, Russian President Vladimir Putin
made time for a whirlwind yet critical visit to meet Prime Minister Narendra Modi in New Delhi on
Monday. Only Putin’s second foreign visit post covid, it was a symbolic bookend for 2+2 format
talks between the defence and foreign ministers of both countries. Discussions were held on
Afghanistan and common challenges such as terrorism, drugs and organized crime. While a
deal for the local manufacture of updated Kalashnikov guns was in the news, India’s big policy
signal was its reaffirmation of a 2018 agreement to purchase five units of Russia’s S-400
surface-to-air missile system. The value of this advanced weaponry had to be weighed against
an American glare of caution, backed by two major implications, one less of a worry than the
other. The first was the application of US sanctions under a law that Biden could waive. And the
second was a likely loss of potential access to some of America’s most prized arms, such as F35 jets. That the Modi administration judged Moscow’s S-400 offer worth a clinch affirms our
commitment to self interest as well as to non-alignment, aptly reframed for this era as a pursuit
of geo-strategic autonomy.
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Even as an eastward power shift plays the grand theme of this century’s world affairs, with USChina rivalry already centre-stage, the emerging matrix of influence is far from settled.
Washington’s ties with Moscow turned frosty after Biden’s election and could worsen over
Ukraine. While this may have pushed Putin closer to Beijing, whose designs India must stay
wary of, the Soviet-era logic of our defence relationship with Moscow endures. Our legacy
equipment is chiefly of Russian extraction and we still need spares, upgrades and other forms of
service back-up, while Russia needs India’s market. Even though we have diversified our supply
base, it remains our biggest supplier. Modi lauded the priority it was placing on ties with us,
while Putin hailed India as a “great power" and “time-tested friend", both surely aware that the
US and China would be watching closely. By now, however, it should be clear to all that
autonomy is our motive. Even joining groups of cooperation like the Quad is not a signal of
alignment. We have not pledged forces to any combat command apart from our own, a domestic
resolve that should serve us well for the broad flexibility it assures.
China is already thought to have hypersonic S-400 missiles that can be aimed at Indian targets
within a 400km range. We need this platform for various purposes. The software links needed
for us to operate it, though, in America’s apparent view, could put future US supplies of wellwired weaponry to us at risk of Russian data espionage. We do have a pact with the US for
logistical support and some sort of operational compatibility, as we do with Japan and Australia
too. A logistics deal with Russia has been put off for now. Yet, it may be possible to pull off a fine
balance that does not let wires get crossed and compromise either American or Russian
interests. Perhaps data quarantines can do it. Overall, the point is to ensure that an Indian seal
of approval never gets affixed to any accord that cramps the sovereignty of our decisions if
international hostilities were to somehow break out. As long as this is so, the letter of our foreign
policy should endorse the spirit of our neutrality overseas. This credibility could help make
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U.S. IMPOSES SANCTIONS AGAINST CHINA OVER
ABUSE OF UIGHURS
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed & developing countries
on India's interests

Gina Raimondo
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The Biden administration said on Thursday it is imposing new sanctions on several Chinese
biotech and surveillance companies and government entities for actions in Xinjiang province, the
latest step against Beijing over human rights abuses of Uighur Muslims.
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The Commerce Department is targeting China’s Academy of Military Medical Sciences and its
11 research institutes that focus on using biotechnology to support the Chinese military.
The move will bar American companies from selling components to the entities without a
licence.
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“The scientific pursuit of biotechnology and medical innovation can save lives. Unfortunately, the
PRC (People’s Republic of China) is choosing to use these technologies to pursue control over
its people and its repression of members of ethnic and religious minority groups,” Commerce
Secretary Gina Raimondo said. “We cannot allow U.S. commodities, technologies, and software
that support medical science and biotechnical innovation to be diverted toward uses contrary to
U.S. national security,” she said.
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The official, explaining the Commerce Department actions, noted that U.S. intelligence has
established that Beijing has set up a high tech surveillance system across Xinjiang that uses
biometric facial recognition and has collected DNA samples from all residents, aged 12 to 65.
Meanwhile, the Senate gave approval on Thursday to a Bill barring all imports from China’s
Xinjiang region unless businesses can prove they were produced without forced labour. The Bill
now goes to President Joe Biden, who is expected to sign it.
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THE WTO’S CHALLENGE TO MSP IS ANOTHER
FRONTIER TO CROSS
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: World Trade, WTO and issues involved
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The demand of farmers to provide a legal guarantee for the minimum support price (MSP) for
their produce has triggered a nationwide debate. Some believe it would be “fiscally ruinous” to
procure all the 23 crops for which MSP is announced annually. Others contend that procuring
these crops would be a logistical nightmare. There is yet another dimension of this debate that
has largely gone unnoticed. Can India provide a legal guarantee for MSP without violating its
international law obligations enshrined in the Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) of the World Trade
Organization (WTO)?
One of the central objectives of the AoA is to cut trade-distorting domestic support that WTO
member countries provide to agriculture. In this regard, the domestic subsidies are divided into
three categories: ‘green box’, ‘blue box’ and ‘amber box’ measures. Subsidies that fall under the
‘green box’ (like income support to farmers de-coupled from production) and ‘blue box’ (like
direct payments under production limiting programmes subject to certain conditions) are
considered non-trade distorting. Countries can provide unlimited subsidies under these two
categories. However, price support provided in the form of procurement of crops at MSP is
classified as a trade-distorting subsidy and falls under the ‘amber box’ measures, which are
subject to certain limits.
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Also read | U.S. and Canada raise WTO counter notification on India’s MSP
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To measure ‘amber box’ support, WTO member countries are required to compute Aggregate
Measurement of Support (AMS). AMS is the total of product-specific support (price support to a
particular crop) and non-product-specific support (fertilizer subsidy). Under Article 6.4(b) of the
AoA, developing countries such as India are allowed to provide a de minimis level of product
and non-product domestic subsidy. This de minimis limit is capped at 10% of the total value of
production of the product, in case of a product-specific subsidy; and at 10% of the total value of
a country’s agricultural production, in case of non-product subsidy. Subsidies breaching the de
minimis cap are trade-distorting. Consequently, they have to be accounted for in the AMS.
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The procurement at MSP, after comparing it with the fixed external reference price (ERP) — an
average price based on the base years 1986-88 — has to be included in AMS. Since the fixed
ERP has not been revised in the last several decades at the WTO, the difference between the
MSP and fixed ERP has widened enormously due to inflation.
For instance, according to the Centre for WTO Studies, India’s ERP for rice, in 1986-88, was
$262.51/tonne and the MSP was less than this. However, India’s applied administered price for
rice in 2015-16 stood at $323.06/tonne, much more than the 1986-88 ERP. When this difference
is accounted for in the AMS, the possibility of overshooting the de minimis limit becomes real.
Procuring all the 23 crops at MSP, as against the current practice of procuring largely rice and
wheat, will result in India breaching the de minimis limit making it vulnerable to a legal challenge
at the WTO.
Alsio read | SKM seeks clarifications on Home Ministry proposal
Even if the Government does not procure directly but mandates private parties to acquire at a
price determined by the Government, as it happens in the case of sugarcane, the de minimis
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limit of 10% applies. Very recently, a WTO panel in the case, India – Measures Concerning
Sugar and Sugarcane, concluded that India breached the de minimis limit in the case of
sugarcane by offering guaranteed prices paid by sugar mills to sugarcane farmers.
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The AoA needs to be amended so that it provides adequate policy space to run an MSP-backed
food security programme. Although a permanent solution is nowhere in sight, the countries have
agreed to a peace clause. The peace clause forbids bringing legal challenges against price
support-based procurement for food security purposes even if it breaches the limit on domestic
support. However, the peace clause is subject to several conditions. For example, it can be
availed by developing countries for the support provided to traditional staple food crops to
pursue public stockholding programmes for food security (procuring food to provide free ration
through the Public Distribution System).

Trade multilateralism at risk
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Furthermore, the peace clause is applicable only for programmes that were existing as of the
date of the decision and are consistent with other requirements. Countries are also under an
obligation to notify the WTO if their subsidies exceed the permissible level. For instance, earlier
this year, India reported to the WTO that it gave subsidies worth $6.31 billion for rice in 2019-20
while the value of rice production was $46.07 billion. In other words, the subsidies were 13.6%
of the total value of production as against the de minimis level of 10%.
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India’s procurement for rice and wheat, even if it violates the de minimis limit, will enjoy legal
immunity. However, India will not be able to employ the peace clause to defend procuring those
crops that are not part of the food security programme (such as cotton, groundnut, sunflower
seed).
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Even if the AoA is amended to exclude MSP-backed procurement for food security purposes
from the AMS, procurement for other crops at prices higher than the fixed ERP would be
considered trade-distorting and thus subject to the de minimis limit. Therefore, India needs to
recalibrate its agricultural support programmes to make use of the flexibilities available in the
AoA.
Arguably, India can move away from price-based support in the form of MSP to income-based
support, which will not be trade-distorting under the AoA provided the income support is not
linked to production.
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Getting it wrong on India’s level of agricultural support
Alternatively, one can supplement price-based support (keeping the de minimis limit in mind)
with an income-based support policy. However, it will be arduous especially given the climate of
high misgiving prevailing between the farmers and the political establishment.
The recent fiasco with the three repealed farm laws demonstrates that reforms in agriculture, no
matter how sagacious, cannot be shoved down the throats of the farmers. The Government
needs to engage with the farmers and create an affable environment to convince them of other
effective policy interventions, beyond MSP, that are fiscally prudent and WTO compatible.
Prabhash Ranjan is Professor and Vice Dean, Jindal Global Law School, O.P. Jindal Global
University. The views expressed are personal
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PUTIN’S VISIT TO INDIA: LAUNCH OF A REVITALISED
PARTNERSHIP
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - Russia

More from the author
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Russian President Vladimir Putin visited India for a few hours on 6 December 2021 for the 21st
Annual Summit between India and Russia. Putin decided to go ahead with this visit although the
clouds of confrontation over his country’s border with Ukraine loomed menacingly. As Covid-19
cases in Russia continue to surge, with about 32,000 cases and 1,200 deaths being reported
every day, his visit is therefore, a testimony to the strategic significance Putin attaches to
relations with India. Just a little more than two months ago, Putin had declined to travel to
Dushanbe, Tajikistan for the SCO Summit at the last minute due to high incidence of Covid-19
cases in that country.
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This is Putin’s second visit outside Russia since the beginning of the pandemic 21 months ago;
the first one was to Geneva in June 2021 for a bilateral Summit with US President Joe Biden.
Putin’s visit to India has delivered an unambiguous message that notwithstanding the
speculation about the health of the India–Russia partnership, it continues to be robust. In
addition, the fact that the visit to India has taken place before his trip to China, which in recent
years has emerged as a highly consequential partner of Russia, is also a reaffirmation that the
India–Russia relationship is pivotal.
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The 28 Agreements signed between the two sides, both at the governmental as well as at the
private sector level, demonstrate the extensive gamut of the bilateral relationship. The first 2+2
Dialogue between the Defence and Foreign Ministers of the two countries took place, which
provided an opportunity to share views about the current security, political and economic
situation at the bilateral, regional as well as the global levels. The visit concluded in a Joint
Statement titled “India-Russia: Partnership for Peace, Progress and Prosperity”, which captures
the state and future potential of the bilateral relationship.1
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Considerable attention was paid to trade and investment relations. Putin noted that trade
between the two sides had declined by 17 per cent last year but has grown by 38 per cent in the
first nine months of this year.2 The two countries have fixed a target of bilateral trade of US$ 30
billion and investment of US$ 50 billion by 2025.3 While it might be possible to achieve the
target of investment which has already reached around US$ 38 billion, it appears that it would
be difficult to meet the bilateral trade target which is languishing around sub-US$ 10 billion level.
Both sides have agreed to give a strong impetus to ties in the traditional areas of collaboration
including defence, nuclear energy, fossil fuels, counter-terrorism, drug trafficking, space, health
and others. Defence cooperation continues to be the lynchpin of the time-tested partnership
between India and Russia. The two sides agreed to extend the Defence Agreement for a further
period of 10 years. An agreement was concluded for the joint production of more than 6,00,000
AK-203 Kalashnikov rifles with Transfer of Technology under the ‘Made in India’ initiative of the
Government of India.4 It is a matter of satisfaction that Russia expeditiously supplied essential
military equipment as requisitioned by India during Raksha Mantri Rajnath Singh’s visit to
Moscow in September 2020, in the wake of the Galwan attack by China. This was done in spite
of the demand by China to delay the supply of crucial items to India.
Both sides agreed to expand cooperation in Central Asia. China’s footprint in the Central Asian
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states in economic field has grown at an unprecedented pace in recent years. This is a matter of
concern for Russia which considers Central Asia as its ‘Near Abroad’. All the Central Asian
countries are active partners, to varying degrees, in China’s Belt and Road Initiative. China had
established a small military base in Tajikistan in 2016. This has been considerably expanded in
the wake of the takeover of Afghanistan by the Taliban in August 2021. Enhanced India–Russia
collaboration in Central Asia will be a win-win proposition not only for these two countries but
also for the Central Asian States who want to protect their sovereignty from Chinese dominance.
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Russia’s Far East has the potential to emerge as an important area of bilateral cooperation. This
region is extremely well endowed with natural and mineral resources. It covers about 40 per cent
of Russia’s land area but accounts for only 5 per cent of the Russian population. It urgently
needs investment and trained manpower. PM Modi had extended a Line of Credit of US$ 1
billion during his visit to Vladivostok in 2019 to explore opportunities for greater Indian
engagement with that region.5 The Chief Ministers of four Indian States, viz., Uttar Pradesh,
Haryana, Goa and Gujarat, as well as the Indian Commerce and Industry Minister, Piyush
Goyal, had travelled to the region before Prime Minister Modi’s visit in 2019 to explore
possibilities of enhancing co-operation. In the post-pandemic period, this region beckons
strongly for greater Indian engagement. This would be particularly welcome for Russia due to
the lurking danger of Chinese expansionism which appears to have increased in recent years,
going by the sinister comments in some sections of the Chinese social media after the
celebration of Vladivostok Day by the Russian Embassy in Beijing last year.
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The Arctic is another region where both sides can collaborate for mutual benefits. President
Putin had extended an invitation to India to collaborate on Arctic during PM Modi’s visit in 2019.
The region is extremely rich in mineral resources including hydrocarbons and fossil fuels. It also
faces risk of increased Chinese presence which has declared itself as a ‘Near Arctic State’
although no such concept exists in the Constitution of the Arctic Council. The India–Russia Joint
Statement refers to the potential of cooperation between the two countries in this area.6
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In the face of the huge flux in the global security and economic architecture in recent years,
India–Russia ties have demonstrated remarkable resilience. Russia has gone deep into the
embrace of China as a result of sanctions imposed by the US and the West in the wake of the
Ukraine crisis and accession of Crimea to Russia in 2014. It has also moved closer to Pakistan
for establishing a direct connect with the Taliban, and for exploring greater military and
economic opportunities in Pakistan. India has moved closer to the US on account of the threat it
confronts from China on the northern land frontier as well as in the Indian Ocean. As evidence of
the strategic autonomy exercised by India, it has imported five units of the S-400 Triumf ballistic
missile defence system, worth more than US$ 5 billion, notwithstanding the US threat of
Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA).
Afghanistan was a major subject of bilateral deliberations between Modi and Putin, as also
during the 2+2 dialogue. There have been differences in the perspectives of the two sides on
Afghanistan over the last several years. Russia was actively engaging with the Taliban and had
also established some dialogue formats at which it did not invite India. The ground situation
changed drastically in mid-August 2021 when the Taliban took over Kabul and gave no
indication of abiding by its commitments of forming an inclusive government, respecting the
rights of minorities as well as of the women and children, and not allowing its territory to be used
for terrorist attacks against neighbours. Currently, there is near-complete convergence on the
viewpoints of India and Russia on the way forward in Afghanistan. This is extensively reflected in
the Joint Declaration.
The one jarring note was the rather aggressive criticism by Russian Foreign Minister Sergey
Lavrov of the Indo-Pacific (he called it a ‘slogan’), non-inclusive alliances, AUKUS, etc. in his
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press conference after the meeting. The propriety of such combative statements and also of
open criticism of the US on CAATSA from Indian soil is highly questionable. This is in spite of
the fact that Putin has shown understanding of India’s position on the Indo-Pacific and the Quad.
President Putin’s short but highly consequential visit and the launch of the 2+2 format have
imbued new dynamism into the bilateral partnership. There might be a few areas of divergence
between the two sides but spheres of convergence are much greater. These will continue to
navigate the bilateral partnership to make it more robust and vigorous in the coming days.
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Views expressed are of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Manohar
Parrrikar IDSA or of the Government of India.
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RUSSIA DRAFTS PACT TO LIMIT U.S., NATO ROLE IN
EX-SOVIET NATIONS
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed & developing countries
on India's interests

Soaring tensions:A file photo of Russian vessels after military drills in Crimea.AP
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Russia on Friday unveiled proposals to contain the U.S. and NATO in the former Soviet Union
and Eastern Europe, calling for urgent negotiations with Washington as it amasses forces near
Ukraine.
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The U.S. said it was willing to talk but stated upfront that it disagreed with much in the farreaching proposals, as it renewed warnings of painful reprisals if Russia invades Ukraine.
Russia released unfinished security documents — an unusual move in diplomacy — that call for
U.S.-led NATO alliance not to bring in new members or establish bases in ex-Soviet countries.
Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ryabkov said Russia was ready to hold urgent security talks
with the U.S. “as early as” on Saturday.
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“We are ready to immediately, even tomorrow — literally tomorrow, on Saturday — go for talks
with the U.S. in a third country,” he told reporters, suggesting Geneva as a venue.
In Washington, a senior official said the U.S. expected to respond “sometime next week” to
Russia on a format for talks but made clear it was not enthusiastic about the proposals.
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“If there is any further aggression against Ukraine, that will have massive, massive
consequences and will carry a high price,” the official said.
White House Press Secretary Jen Psaki noted that the U.S. has negotiated with Moscow on
strategic concerns for decades but said it would only act in concert with NATO allies. “There will
be no talks on European security without our European allies and partners,” she told reporters.
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The West says Moscow has readied some 1,00,000 troops for an imminent attack on Ukraine,
which has been battling a pro-Moscow insurgency in its east since 2014.
Russian President Vladimir Putin denies planning an attack and blames NATO for the rise in
tensions, demanding “legal guarantees” the alliance will not expand eastwards.
The draft document addressed to NATO says its members should “commit themselves to refrain
from further enlargement, including the accession of Ukraine as well as other states”.
It also insists that alliance members not conduct military activity in Ukraine or other countries in
Eastern Europe, the South Caucasus and Central Asia.
Moscow and NATO, the document said, should limit the deployment of missiles, set up an
emergency telephone hotline and also work to “prevent incidents” in the Baltics and the Black
Sea.
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FOR AN HONEST BROKER: THE HINDU EDITORIAL ON
RUSSIA AND INDIA-CHINA TIES
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - Russia
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Days after meeting Prime Minister Narendra Modi in Delhi, Russian President Vladimir Putin
held a summit via video conference with Chinese President Xi Jinping. While the two meetings
may have focused on bilateral issues, the conversations appear to have overlapped in unusual
ways. According to a senior Kremlin official, after discussing with Mr. Modi India’s problems with
Chinese aggression, which were raised publicly during the visit by Defence Minister Rajnath
Singh, Mr. Putin “briefed” Mr. Xi on his talks in Delhi. The official then indicated that a trilateral
summit of the leaders of Russia, India and China (RIC) could be held in the near future, which
would pick up on the Modi-Putin-Xi conversation during an RIC summit on the sidelines of the
Osaka G-20 summit in 2019. However, much has occurred between that summit and today.
China’s aggression at the Line of Actual Control has dented hopes of peaceful coexistence and
growth between the neighbours that had been outlined during the RIC as well as the Modi-Xi
Mamallapuram summit, when the leaders last met face to face. Since April 2020, the two leaders
have not spoken directly once, and while they have attended the same multilateral summits
(BRICS, SCO, G-20, etc.), it would be hard to see them engaging in a face-to-face format unless
the situation at the LAC considerably eases. In addition, the RIC summit should not be held
before promises made by Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi in meetings with External Affairs
Minister S. Jaishankar are fulfilled.
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While India-Russia defence and bilateral ties have considerably strengthened, especially after
the Modi government’s decision to go ahead with its purchase of the S-400 missile defence
systems despite the U.S. threat of sanctions, New Delhi must tread cautiously in its trilateral and
multilateral cooperation with Moscow and any hint that Russia could play a facilitator of talks
with China must be scrutinised closely. Russia and China have consolidated their support for
each other in the face of U.S. concerns over Russian action against Ukraine and Chinese action
on Taiwan. Russia is also deeply dependent on Chinese investment, particularly in the 30-year
$400 billion gas pipeline. On Afghanistan, Russia has shown that it was prepared to cut India out
of negotiations held by the Troika plus group with the U.S., China and Pakistan. Any expectation
that Mr. Putin could play “honest broker” between Mr. Modi and Mr. Xi must take these factors
into account. While India must continue to walk the tightrope between Moscow and Washington,
and its partners in Eurasia versus those in the Indo-Pacific, it needs to disentangle these threads
from the very potent threat it faces directly and bilaterally from its northern neighbour, where it
has little choice but to follow an independent path.
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The President of India, Shri Ram Nath Kovind, landed at the Hazrat Shahjalal International
Airport in Dhaka this morning (December 15, 2021) where he was received by Mr Mohammad
Abdul Hamid, the President of Bangladesh himself. President Kovind is on a three-day state visit
to Bangladesh from December 15 to 17, 2021, which is his first state visit since the outbreak of
the COVID pandemic.

S.
co

The President was accorded a ceremonial welcome and given Guard of Honour at the
Airport. Thereafter, he visited the National Martyrs’ Memorial in Savar and paid tributes to the
martyrs of the Liberation War of Bangladesh. Subsequently, he visited Bangabandhu Memorial
Museum at 32 Dhanmondi where he paid homage to Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the
Father of the nation of Bangladesh.
In the afternoon, the President met the political leadership of Bangladesh – President
Mohammad Abdul Hamid, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina and Foreign Minister Dr AK Abdul
Momen.
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In these meetings, the President congratulated the government and people of Bangladesh on
the historic occasion of Mujib Borsho, 50th anniversary of liberation of Bangladesh and 50 years
of India-Bangladesh bilateral relations. He said that the Liberation War of Bangladesh was an
inspiring episode in recent history and India was honoured to be the part of it. He said that, 50
years ago, India and Bangladesh began a special friendship which was laid in commonalities of
language, kinship, religion and cultural ethos as well as mutual respect.
The President reiterated that Bangladesh has a special place in India’s ‘neighbourhood first’
policy. He said that India’s development partnership with Bangladesh is one of the most
comprehensive and wide-ranging ones. At the same time, our relationship is mature enough to
handle most complex of problems.
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Speaking about the trade and connectivity, the President said that connectivity forms an
important pillar of India-Bangladesh relations. The two countries have much to gain from their
geographical proximity. He was happy to note that Bangladesh is one of India’s largest trade
partners. He said that India looks forward to a more organised and seamless trade between the
two countries. He noted that there is a lot of scope in partnering in areas like space, nuclear
technology, defence, pharmaceuticals and other advanced science and technology field. He
said that a formal ‘Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement’ would give a significant
boost to the two-way trade.
Pointing to the cooperation between India and Bangladesh during the Covid pandemic, the
President appreciated the support received from Bangladesh during the pandemic. He was
happy to note that Bangladesh was one of the first countries to receive vaccines from India and
also the largest recipient of made-in-India vaccines.
Speaking about cooperation on multilateral fora, the President said that India and Bangladesh
have a broad agenda of issues and common concern, especially pertaining to South Asia which
would require closer cooperation.
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Later in the evening, the President attended a banquet hosted in his honour by the President of
Bangladesh at Bangabhaban.
Tomorrow, the President will witness the Victory Day parade and attend the Victory Day
reception hosted by the President of Bangladesh to mark the conclusion of "Mujib Borsho”
celebrations.
***
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The President of India, Shri Ram Nath Kovind, landed at the Hazrat Shahjalal International
Airport in Dhaka this morning (December 15, 2021) where he was received by Mr Mohammad
Abdul Hamid, the President of Bangladesh himself. President Kovind is on a three-day state visit
to Bangladesh from December 15 to 17, 2021, which is his first state visit since the outbreak of
the COVID pandemic.
The President was accorded a ceremonial welcome and given Guard of Honour at the
Airport. Thereafter, he visited the National Martyrs’ Memorial in Savar and paid tributes to the
martyrs of the Liberation War of Bangladesh. Subsequently, he visited Bangabandhu Memorial
Museum at 32 Dhanmondi where he paid homage to Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the
Father of the nation of Bangladesh.
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In the afternoon, the President met the political leadership of Bangladesh – President
Mohammad Abdul Hamid, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina and Foreign Minister Dr AK Abdul
Momen.
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In these meetings, the President congratulated the government and people of Bangladesh on
the historic occasion of Mujib Borsho, 50th anniversary of liberation of Bangladesh and 50 years
of India-Bangladesh bilateral relations. He said that the Liberation War of Bangladesh was an
inspiring episode in recent history and India was honoured to be the part of it. He said that, 50
years ago, India and Bangladesh began a special friendship which was laid in commonalities of
language, kinship, religion and cultural ethos as well as mutual respect.
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The President reiterated that Bangladesh has a special place in India’s ‘neighbourhood first’
policy. He said that India’s development partnership with Bangladesh is one of the most
comprehensive and wide-ranging ones. At the same time, our relationship is mature enough to
handle most complex of problems.
Speaking about the trade and connectivity, the President said that connectivity forms an
important pillar of India-Bangladesh relations. The two countries have much to gain from their
geographical proximity. He was happy to note that Bangladesh is one of India’s largest trade
partners. He said that India looks forward to a more organised and seamless trade between the
two countries. He noted that there is a lot of scope in partnering in areas like space, nuclear
technology, defence, pharmaceuticals and other advanced science and technology field. He
said that a formal ‘Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement’ would give a significant
boost to the two-way trade.
Pointing to the cooperation between India and Bangladesh during the Covid pandemic, the
President appreciated the support received from Bangladesh during the pandemic. He was
happy to note that Bangladesh was one of the first countries to receive vaccines from India and
also the largest recipient of made-in-India vaccines.
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Speaking about cooperation on multilateral fora, the President said that India and Bangladesh
have a broad agenda of issues and common concern, especially pertaining to South Asia which
would require closer cooperation.
Later in the evening, the President attended a banquet hosted in his honour by the President of
Bangladesh at Bangabhaban.

***
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Tomorrow, the President will witness the Victory Day parade and attend the Victory Day
reception hosted by the President of Bangladesh to mark the conclusion of "Mujib Borsho”
celebrations.
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TESTING THE RED LINES IN THE IRAN NUCLEAR
TALKS
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Months after Iran’s presidential elections in June, multilateral nuclear talks have started once
again in Vienna with a new Iranian negotiating team. Iran’s chief negotiator Ali Bagheri Kani
reportedly introduced demands that in effect cancelled understandings reached in previous
rounds of negotiations in June concerning a renewed Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA). As a matter of fact, a report by a nonpartisan organisation points out that Iran began
exceeding JCPOA limits on both its allowed stockpile and level of enrichment a year after the
Donald Trump administration withdrew from the deal in May 2018 and began re-imposing
economic sanctions.
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For the time being, the new round of Vienna talks seems to have no positive outcomes. Both
sides are completely intransigent and want the other party to back down and make concessions
before they will move. Iran insists on all sanctions being lifted, while the Americans are asking
Iran to return to reduced enrichment of uranium and accept full International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) inspections. According to some analysts, the current impasse is not due to two
factors. First and foremost, Iran is playing the North Korean card, while moving toward leaving
the economic sphere of the United States and Europe and joining China and Russia. On the
other hand, the Americans do not have a very clear direction for Iran’s future, especially
because the U.S. President, Joe Biden, is refusing to commit his administration to lift sanctions
on Iran during the remaining years of his presidency.
Tehran ‘determined’ to salvage nuclear deal
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As for the Europeans, thus far they have been almost non-existent in these new talks. Even so,
Enrique Mora, Deputy Secretary General/Political Director, European External Action Service,
who coordinates talks between Tehran and six powers on reviving a 2015 nuclear pact seemed
to be very positive about the way the negotiations had started. According to him: “the P4+1 must
“fully take into account” the political sensibilities of the new Iranian administration”, while the
Iranian delegation has recognised “the work we have done in the past six rounds and the fact
that we will build on this work going ahead”.
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Despite Mr. Mora’s positive remarks, it seems that the Europeans are trying to salvage the deal
as quickly as possible, as Iran ramps up uranium enrichment. But at the same time, they seem
not to be forceful mediators in these talks, given that there are the Chinese and the Russians,
who are in favour of the Iranians.
The Chinese comments about the “nuclear hypocrisy” of the West suggested that it is
sympathetic to the fundamental arguments of the Iranian negotiators, that has been dealt a
fundamental injustice by the U.S. — an injustice in which the Europeans have been complicit.
Unsurprisingly, while the Iranian negotiating team believes that time is running out for the U.S.,
the U.S. Secretary of State, Antony Blinken, has warned Iran that “the hour is getting very late”
to return to the nuclear deal. However, he also added that “it is not too late for Iran to reverse
course to save the deal aimed at curbing Tehran’s nuclear capabilities, in exchange for an
easing of sanctions from Washington”.
China, Iran sign 25-year ‘strategic pact’
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All in all, the new Iran nuclear deal presents itself as a path paved with uncertainties. It looks like
Iran has headed into the present nuclear talks in Vienna armed with a new general nuclear
strategy. Indeed, Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s demands have consistently
centered on full sanctions removal. But, at the same time, the newly elected government headed
by Ebrahim Raisi has repeatedly proclaimed that nothing is agreed on unless everything has
been agreed on. It seems that the Raisi government is testing international red lines, and trying
to leverage Iran’s expanding nuclear programme to produce more concessions from the
international community, without paying significant costs. As a result, there is an increasing
pessimism on whether the Iran nuclear deal can be revived.
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The fact that Iran has begun using advanced centrifuges to pursue 20% uranium enrichment at
the underground Fordow facility is making the IAEA very nervous. Meanwhile, Israeli officials
have been pressing European governments and the U.S. on a real Iranian nuclear threat.
However, according to the former Israeli Defence Minister, Moshe Ya’alon, “The main mistake of
the last decade was to quit the deal during the Trump administration.” However, let us not forget
that the Israeli Prime Minister, Naftali Bennet, declared openly in late November that, “The
mistake we made after the first nuclear deal in 2015 will not repeat itself.” He recently asked
Washington to start using “a different toolkit against Iran’s forward gallop in the enrichment
sphere”.
Israel urges hard line against Iran at nuclear talks
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No doubt, Israel continues to see the Islamic Republic of Iran as an existential threat. From the
Israeli point of view, this threat can be justified notably by Iran’s current hegemonic military drive
into the Levant. All this does not necessarily mean that Israel has a plan to act militarily against
Iran, but the situation is far from encouraging for the Israelis.
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Whatever it may be, the key question remains this: whether the nuclear negotiations in Vienna
could become substantive or collapse with no results. No one has the answer to this question
yet. But one thing is certain: Iran and the U.S. will both fail if they try to corner each other with a
“Trumpian” attitude. After all, if the JCPOA is a complex affair, it is because diplomacy is all
about complexity management.
Ramin Jahanbegloo is Director of the Mahatma Gandhi Centre for Nonviolence and Peace
Studies at the O.P. Jindal Global University, Sonipat
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The Covid-19 pandemic has had a serious impact on international relations, especially the visits
by foreign dignitaries to various countries, including India. Though various summits have been
conducted virtually since March 2020, the enthusiasm that a physical visit creates is
unmatchable. It was a nice gesture by President Putin of Russia to visit India for a few hours on
6 December 2021 and attend the 21st bilateral summit.1 This was Putin’s second visit outside
Russia this year and it has set the stage for visits by other dignitaries. The next high-level
dignitary to visit India is from our Comprehensive Strategic Partner, Vietnam. Mr Vuong Dinh
Hue, the current Chairman of the Vietnam National Assembly, is visiting India on 15 December
2021. The visit will be up to 19 December 2021. As per the Vietnamese Constitution, the
National Assembly is “the highest representative organ of the people, the highest organ of state
power”.
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Mr Vuong Dinh Hue was the Chairman of the 14th National Assembly of Vietnam, and was
elected as Chairman of the 15th National Assembly on 20 July 2021.2 He is a Professor of
Economics and has good knowledge of political and financial matters. The visit is being made at
the invitation of Lok Sabha Speaker, Shri Om Birla and Speaker of the Rajya Sabha of India,
Shri M. Venkaiah Naidu who is also our Vice President.3
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The year 2021 marks the fifth anniversary of the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership between
India and Vietnam, and in 2022 the two countries are going to celebrate 50 years of their
diplomatic ties.4 The Comprehensive Strategic Partnership was signed between the two
countries in 2016. Five Years have elapsed since then and both the countries have put across to
the World Trade Organization and UN the case for promoting global south cooperation,
mitigating effects of climate change, maritime security, renewable energy, promotion of culture
and other aspects with regard to developing countries. The visit by Mr Vuong Dinh Hue would
lay the foundation for further strengthening of the relations between the two countries.

cr

Mr Vuong Dinh Hue is a seasoned and respected statesman who has undertaken numerous
reforms in the National Assembly of Vietnam, and has ushered in flexibility and creativity in the
organisation of National Assembly meetings.5 It is hoped that he would extend cooperation and
build upon the Vision 2020 that was set by the Prime Ministers of both the countries in
December 2020. It would be pertinent to look at the issues mentioned in the Vision Document.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc of Vietnam co-chaired a
virtual summit on 21 December 2020, in which they formulated a Joint Vision for Peace,
Prosperity and People to guide the future development of India–Vietnam Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership. The main aspects are enumerated below:
Viewing the Joint Vision Statement, a Plan of Action for 2021–2023 was signed by the Foreign
Ministers of both countries. A year has elapsed since then, hence the delegation of the
Chairman of National Assembly would have the opportunity to discuss the issues pertaining to
the Plan which need attention or course correction, during the upcoming visit.
A few other pertinent issues that could be discussed, are listed below:
The delegation is likely to discuss aspects concerning these issues with the Indian authorities
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during the upcoming visit.
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Mr Vuong Dinh Hue, Chairman of the National Assembly, is a mature politician and a member of
the Politburo of the Vietnamese Communist Party. He would certainly discuss the issues
pertaining to the assertiveness of China. India’s bone of contention with China ranges from the
Himalayas to the Indian Ocean. Both Vietnam and India share territorial borders with China.8
Vietnam is always careful in its strategic relationship with China. The islands in the South China
Sea remain a contentious area where China has been sporadically active. The moot point is
whether the Indian Navy should play a more active role in the region. It has conducted Exercise
Passex which has improved its interoperability with the Vietnam Navy. In an article in Strategic
Analysis, Le Dinh Tinh assesses Vietnam as a middle power,9 which could offer port facilities to
Indian Navy at the port of Cam Ranh which has excellent facilities.
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Similarly, India could offer the BrahMos Supersonic Cruise missile and the Akash Ground to Air
Missile for improving Vietnam’s operational effectiveness. These issues need constant dialogue
and are likely to be discussed by the delegation.
Apart from these areas, the delegation could also discuss about improving Vietnam’s
Information Technology (IT) capabilities. It is hoped that India would make all possible efforts to
assist Vietnam, its Comprehensive Strategic Partner, and make this visit a success.

IA

Views expressed are of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Manohar
Parrikar IDSA or of the Government of India.
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The third India-Central Asia Dialogue convened by External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar on
Sunday is one in a series of timely connections to the region by New Delhi this year, spurred in
some measure by events in Afghanistan. The dialogue has been held a month before leaders of
all five Central Asian Republics (CARs) come to New Delhi as chief guests for the Republic Day
celebrations, and a month after National Security Adviser Ajit Doval’s “Regional Security
Dialogue” with his CAR counterparts to discuss Afghanistan. Among the issues discussed on
Sunday were extending “immediate” humanitarian aid to Afghanistan, increasing trade, and
improving connectivity. It is significant that the CAR Foreign Ministers chose to come to New
Delhi, an indicator that India’s outreach to Central Asia, a region neglected by South Block for
several decades, is being reciprocated. The joint statement, that they share a “broad regional
consensus” on Afghanistan, is apt, given that, like India, all the Central Asian neighbours of
Afghanistan worry about the threat of terrorism, radicalisation, narcotics, and refugees.
However, unlike India, most of the CARs maintain bilateral talks with the Taliban regime;
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan have reopened missions there. Trade between India and Central
Asia has long languished below $2 billion, with all sides keen to grow this. In addition, India’s $1
billion Line of Credit for projects in Central Asia, and connectivity initiatives such as Chabahar
port, the International North-South Transport Corridor and the Turkmenistan-AfghanistanPakistan-India gas pipeline were all part of the dialogue.
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While the strengthening of India-Central Asia ties and a revival of their traditional, historical and
cultural links are much needed, it is also important to recognise the geopolitical cross-currents
that complicate such efforts. While Russia continues to wield influence in the CAR governments,
China’s Belt and Road Initiative and $100 billion trade (by some estimates) have made it a
central figure in the region. The U.S. has also been seeking a foothold in the region, especially
after Afghanistan. Meanwhile, India’s land connectivity to Central Asia is hampered by Pakistan
which is building strong links and transit trade agreements with each of the CARs. The
alternative route, via Iran’s Chabahar, has received a setback after the Taliban takeover of
Kabul, and the development of the Indian-managed Shahid Beheshti terminal there continues to
suffer due to the threat of American sanctions. While India has strengthened ties with other parts
of Asia, it must now redouble its efforts towards Central Asia if it is to counter the ‘Great Game’
rivalries playing out in the region, and reclaim its shared history with countries that are an
important market, a source for energy, and also a bulwark against the threats of extremism and
radicalisation.
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Moscow may see it as a device for leverage that Beijing will resist
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Are hydrocarbon pipelines built to threaten democracies, or befriend authoritarians? Judging by
the responses to Russia’s two biggest gas export projects, it depends where you are. In Europe,
the Nord Stream 2 pipeline, intended to double Moscow’s direct export capacity into Germany to
110 billion cubic metres a year, has become caught up in geopolitical rivalry over eastern
Europe. Approval for the project has been delayed for about six months amid a Russian troop
buildup near its border with Ukraine.
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The fear of governments in the US and eastern Europe is that pipelines can exercise a powerful
form of leverage. If you cut off a nation’s supplies of energy—especially in the bitterly cold winter
months—you can bring it to its knees remarkably quickly. The problem for Moscow is they’re
hardly precision weapons. Before the first Nord Stream pipe was built a decade ago, almost all
of Russia’s gas bound for Europe went through Ukraine. That meant it was hard to threaten Kyiv
by turning off the taps without also making enemies of European governments further down the
line. Having separate channels to sell gas to Ukraine and the EU means that Russia can choose
which one it wants to threaten on any given day.
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Have a look at what’s going on in Asia, however, and the picture flips. Preliminary discussions
on the Power of Siberia 2 pipeline to send 55 billion cubic metres of gas to China are moving
forward rapidly. Presidents Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin discussed the project earlier this month
and a feasibility study will be completed within weeks, according to Putin. The pipe would help
both countries hedge against tensions with the West, the Nikkei Asian Review wrote this month.
While Nord Stream 2 is regarded as a threat to the democratic nations at the other end, Power
of Siberia 2 is presented as something more akin to a marriage proposal, bringing two leading
authoritarian states closer together.
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But that’s not quite right. Nations, after all, don’t have permanent friends or enemies—only
permanent interests. Russia’s interests are export revenues, and whatever leverage it can gain
over the nations on its borders. On that front, China and Europe aren’t all that different.
While Europe’s 541 billion cubic metres of gas consumption is substantially more than China’s
331 billion, the latter figure is expected to rise to 526 billion by 2030 as Beijing reduces its
dependence on coal-fired power and builds up its domestic chemicals industry.
With both regions producing gas in the region of 200 billion cubic metres domestically at
present, China is counting on output climbing by more than half to prevent it developing a
Europe-style dependence on imported gas.
Looked at from that perspective, the two Power of Siberia pipelines could give Russia a role in
China’s gas imports almost as fundamental as it now has for Europe. Right now, China barely
buys piped gas from Russia, with LNG still accounting for a bigger share of trade last year while
the first line was being brought to full capacity. Once completed, however, they’d carry a
combined 88 billion cubic metres, equivalent to 44% of a roughly 200 billion import sector. That’s
not so different to Europe’s relationship with Moscow, which supplies about 51% of its imported
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gas.
That’s reason for both Beijing and Moscow to tread carefully. For all the warm mood music
between Xi and Putin, China and Russia have rarely seen eye-to-eye for very long. Terrible
personal chemistry between Nikita Khrushchev and Mao Zedong and disputes over the legacy
of Stalin contributed to a war along their northeastern border in the late 1960s and a period of
frosty relations that only ended around the fall of the Soviet Union.
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Rival spheres of influence in central Asia—at present, a far more important source of gas for
China than Russia itself—remain an ongoing irritant. The CR929, a Sino-Russian twin-aisle
airliner project to rival the Airbus SE A350 and Boeing 787, is years behind schedule amid
disputes between officials from the two sides.
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China may ultimately have the stronger hand. By building Power of Siberia 2, Russia will give
itself a substitute market for the gas that it would otherwise ship to Europe. But Beijing has
substitutes too—not least green hydrogen, where the country’s low-cost wind and solar and vast
capacity to manufacture electrolysers to split water molecules into hydrogen and oxygen may
give it a substantial advantage. Other exporting countries, such as Qatar and Australia, will seek
a slice of China’s gas market too. Russia would dearly love to have the sort of leverage over
China that it’s enjoying over Europe right now. China, of course, will do everything it can to resist
that situation.
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David Fickling is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering commodities, as well as industrial and
consumer companies
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A CHANCE TO TAP INDIA’S HIGH EQUITY IN MYANMAR
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - Myanmar

The short visit to Myanmar (December 22-23) by India’s Foreign Secretary Harsh Vardhan
Shringla had a clearly-etched mandate: to deepen cooperation with an important neighbour. His
mission succeeded to a large extent, but challenges remain.
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The Indian delegation took a special flight to Naypyitaw and Yangon. It certainly eased logistics
for the officials, but was fully utilised as it also carried one million India-made vaccine doses, as
a gift to the people of Myanmar.
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Mr. Shringla followed India’s calibrated middle-path position. Not the West’s reflexive policy of
condemnation, threats and sanctions against the military regime, but a position reflective of
regional realities. It is no easy task.
India seeks return of democracy, proposes to ‘renew efforts’ for a stable Myanmar
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Since the military coup on February 1, 2021, the international community has stayed divided on
how to address the derailment of Myanmar’s transition to democracy. For a decade, the
country’s ‘hybrid democracy’ based on power-sharing between the military and elected
representatives ran well enough. But an overwhelming electoral victory of the National League
for Democracy (NLD) led by Daw Aung San Suu Kyi in November 2020, unnerved the military
leadership. It apprehended that armed with a new mandate, the NLD would move fast to clip the
Army’s wings. The Tatmadaw (Myanmar’s military) moved faster, seizing power in violation of
the Constitution and putting down the Opposition with an iron hand. The results have been
disastrous for democracy, economy and the people’s well-being, especially as the political crisis
coincided with COVID-19 ravaging the ‘Golden Land’.
Global dismay was evident in the western sanctions, but others such as Russia saw the
opportunity to strengthen ties with the new rulers. China regretted the loss of Daw Suu Kyi as a
valuable ally but took urgent steps to stabilise and expand cooperation with the military regime.
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) first showed creativity through its ‘FivePoint Consensus’ formula, but later its unity stood damaged once Myanmar’s top leader Senior
General Min Aung Hlaing (picture) refused to cooperate in the formula’s implementation.
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In this highly polarised and complex situation, Mr. Shringla has succeeded in holding substantive
discussions with the top State Administrative Council (SAC) leadership and political parties
including the NLD in Naypyitaw as well as Senior General Min Aung Hlaing and the
representatives of civil society in Yangon. India’s position, as conveyed to Myanmar, is similar to
and supportive of ASEAN: release of political prisoners; resolution of issues through dialogue;
cessation of “all violence”; and full cooperation with ASEAN. In recent years, India has assisted
Myanmar through capacity-building programmes for strengthening the transition to democracy.
This assistance remains available, but it is not an offer of mediation by India in the military-NLD
conflict. This burden will have to be borne by ASEAN.
Myanmar statement on Shringla visit differs from Indian line on restoring democracy
That India’s position carries confidence is reflected in an unusual interactive meeting Mr.
Shringla held with a select group of Myanmar-based foreign Ambassadors.
Myanmar’s military is responding as it can. India’s principal concerns pertaining to border
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security and stability in its neighbourhood were clearly conveyed, especially the noticeable
escalation of activities of anti-India insurgent groups. By handing over five cadres of the Manipur
People’s Liberation Army to Indian authorities before the Shringla visit, the military government
demonstrated its desire for cooperation. It also renewed the previous pledge that its nation’s
territory would not be allowed to be used for any activities inimical to India.

India gives 1 million COVID-19 vaccine doses to Myanmar
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The second issue — the outcome of Myanmar’s instability — is that of refugees. Several
thousands of Myanmar people have sought shelter in Mizoram. This will only be reversed by a
political settlement in Myanmar, through dialogue. This issue too was taken up seriously, despite
the understandable reiteration later of known positions in the regime’s formal take on
discussions last week.
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Economic cooperation has always been a major agenda item in all bilateral discussions with
Myanmar. This visit was no exception, with the usual emphasis on “people-centric socioeconomic developmental projects”. Central to this is India’s long-delayed commitment to
“expeditious implementation” of mega initiatives such as the Trilateral Highway and Kaladan
projects. Unfortunately, no revised deadlines were announced. These projects continue to be
the Achilles heel of the relationship.
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Still, India continues to have high equity in Myanmar, which it must now carefully leverage. It is
reflected in the special gesture made by Senior General Min Aung Hlaing (who is Chairman of
the SAC and Prime Minister) to receive Mr. Shringla and hold detailed discussions in Yangon.
This is unusual. The Myanmar establishment is highly protocol-conscious. My innings as
Ambassador in Yangon saw three visits by the Indian Foreign Secretary (i.e., two different officeholders), but they were not received by the regime’s highest dignitary. The protocol departure for
Mr. Shringla revealed current political realities which should be carefully factored in by those
who wrongly argue that China is the only friend Myanmar has.
Over 30 killed, bodies burnt in Myanmar: human rights group
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Also, though the request for the Indian Foreign Secretary’s call on Daw Suu Kyi was not
acceded to, as was expected, it should be underlined that New Delhi made the request. There
are other ways to pursue the matter as India has done in the past. A quiet approach then
resulted in a rare call by this writer on Daw Suu Kyi in January 2003 when she was still under
house arrest. Projecting the request this time around may yet produce results.
Both the Government and the Opposition in Myanmar seem to understand India’s sober
approach. India can leverage the gains of this visit and keep up the momentum by inviting
Myanmar’s Foreign Minister at an appropriate time as well as other important stakeholders such
as leaders of political parties, civil society and think tanks to India for deliberations with their
counterparts here. The single goal should be to put Myanmar back on the path of becoming “a
stable, democratic and federal union”.
Rajiv Bhatia is Distinguished Fellow, Gateway House and a former Ambassador to Myanmar
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