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China and India in BRICS – A Building Block for “Some” Cooperation?

by David Scott
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On February 15, 2016, India took over the BRICS Presidency. This mechanism was set up in 2009 between Brazil, Russia, India and China (BRIC), with South Africa joining in 2011 (BRICS). Right from the start, BRICS’ stated aims have been to challenge the hitherto Western-dominated running of international economic and financial institutions; and indeed the international system through ongoing BRICS advocacy of a multipolar world order, which China and India have also constantly reiterated. The first Chinese commentary on India’s 2016 Presidency of BRICS came on February 24, 2016, when the Global Times carried a piece by Liu Zongyi, Senior Fellow of the Shanghai Institute for International Studies, entitled “India should avoid divisions within BRICS”.

In a positive vein, Liu noted how “India has made significant contributions to BRICS cooperation and global governance reform”, through proposing the BRIC New Development Bank in 2012, when India held the BRICS Presidency. This BRICS-facilitated cooperation between China and India was illustrated three days after Liu’s article with regard to the NDB, when the Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi and the bank’s Indian President Kundapur Kamath signed the legal papers on February 27 for the opening up of NDB headquarters in Shanghai. The scale of the NDB is significant, being initially capitalized at $50 billion, with $10 billion contributed from each BRICS members. Shaji Vikraman argued, though, that the “biggest challenge” for Kamath may indeed be China. His concerns were two-fold. It was partly that China had too much influence, perhaps because the bank is located in Shanghai. It was partly through China also perhaps having a greater interest in pushing the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), which started operating on January 16, 2016, complete with a Chinese President (Jin Liqun) and Chinese headquarters (Beijing).

Certainly, both China and India remain committed to the economic potential of the BRICS mechanism, though maybe with slightly different emphases. At the BRICS 2015 Summit, the Chinese leader Xi Jinping proclaimed “the rise of the BRICS is irreversible” as a mechanism to “shape the international economic order”, while the Indian leader Narendra Modi said that “we must acknowledge the success of BRICS in the economic field”, which he exemplified in the shape of the New Development Bank, the Contingency Reserve Fund, Export Credit Insurance, Financing for Innovation and new proposals for the Customs Cooperation and Reinsurance Pool.

Chinese commentary on BRICS has been consistently positive. In 2010, Ju Zhongwen saw the setting up of the BRIC mechanism as a welcome development which presaged “moving towards a multipolar world”. Five years later, Haibin Niu considered that “China (does) not see the BRICS group only as an economic platform, but that it also values its importance at the political and soft-power level … to shape a better world order”.

However, some Chinese explanations of the role of BRICS have ambiguous undertones. As the official state media voice Xinhua admitted in 2014, “China has been maneuvering BRICS toward integrated markets; connectivity by land, air and sea … for accelerated reform of the Western-controlled international financial system, long-term development and international democratization”. The term “maneuvering” is exactly the sort of language which raises Indian concerns about Chinese intentions.

Indian commentary on BRICS has often been positive. For example Jagannath Panda’s 2013 book BRICS and the China-India Construct: A New World Order in Making? (New Delhi: IDSA) draws out the external impact of BRICS. However some Indian unease over internal BRICS dynamics is apparent. In his 2013 study, “BRICS not that sturdy”, Harsh Pant judged there was an “emptiness at the core of BRICS” in which “a major challenge for … BRICS is China’s dominance over the other four members”. Ironically, the slowdown of the Chinese economy and the upswing in the Indian economy may redress some of that imbalance within BRICS. This development was perhaps indicated by Liu’s aside that “China is struggling with its economic restructuring after entering a ‘new normal.’ Only India is doing well”.

In a negative vein, Liu expressed ongoing Chinese concerns about India; “India should focus on how to improve solidarity within BRICS, especially to overcome its long-standing bias against China due to historical reasons … It would be unwise for China and India to split due to ideological differences and historical issues”. The “historical issues” are the territorial dispute along the Himalayas, which led to war in 1962 and remain deadlocked with no solutions in sight on sovereignty/land boundaries. The “ideological issues” is India’s position as the world’s largest (liberal) democracy up against China’s one-party Communist Party rule. Put the two together and you have China’s fear of India balancing regionally with other, China-concerned democracies, notably Japan and the US.

Overall, BRICS’ role in China-India relations seems to be in serving as building blocks for “some” cooperation. When China held the Presidency in 2011 and India held the BRICS Presidency in 2012, both the Sanya Declaration and the New Delhi Declaration, alongside a stress on economic development, made a point of reaffirming and welcoming multipolarity. It is precisely this focus that China hopes that India will pursue in its BRICS Presidency and in its foreign policy.

Looking forward, sitting in India’s Presidency in-tray is the BRICS Roadmap for Trade, Economic and Investment Cooperation until 2020 mooted at the BRICS 2015 Summit. It is likely that the range of BRICS economic and financial mechanisms, which thereby include China, will be pushed by India during its BRICS Presidency term. Multipolarity will also continue to be pushed at the global level by China, India and BRICS. However regionally, it is unlikely that India will move to participate in China’s Maritime Silk Road initiative, which threatens to establish China’s presence in a greater way in the Indian Ocean, India’s strategic backyard. It is also unlikely that India will stop “hedging” towards China, which by definition means continued “engagement” via economic and global cooperation (through for example the BRICS mechanism) coupled with continuing internal and external “balancing” as India “Acts East” and pursues greater military cooperation with Japan and the US.
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