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Guest Column

China’s “Maritime Silk Road” Proposal – An Uncertain Chalice for India?

by David Scott
On the in-tray for the newly elected BJP government of Narendra Modi is how to respond to China’s proposals on a new “Maritime Silk Road” (haishang sichou zhi lu) going from the western Pacific through the South China Sea and across the Indian Ocean. China’s concept was first unveiled by President Xi Jinping in a high profile speech to the Indonesia Parliament in October 2013. This was reiterated in March 2014 in Prime Minister Li Keqiang’s Report on the Work of the Government and his pledge there that “we will intensify the planning and building of … a 21st century maritime Silk Road”. He repeated this pledge in his speech to the Boao Forum for Asia Annual Conference in April 2014. In the quasi-official Xinhua (April 16) report entitled “China Accelerates Planning to Re-connect Maritime Silk Road”, this was explained as involving “infrastructure construction of countries along the route, including ports of Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh”, in which China would “coordinate customs, quality supervision, e-commerce and other agencies to facilitate the scheme, which is also likely to contain attempts to build free trade zones”. Whereas Cambodia, Sri Lanka and Pakistan have all welcomed China’s proposal, there has been a resounding silence from the Indian government.

 This is not to say that India has not been approached by China to join in the Maritime Silk Road project. During the 17th round of border talks, held in February 2014, the Chinese Special Representative Yang Jiechi seemingly presented an invitation to the then Indian National Security Adviser Shivshankar Menon, but with no clear response from the Indian side. Eight months after Xi’s official enunciation of the concept, India’s Ministry of External Affairs website, complete with official speeches and Press Office material, showed a continuing official blank with regard to the Chinese proposal. This was in contrast to widespread Indian media scepticism over Chinese motives and purposes behind the proposal.

 In part, this official Indian silence was because of the imminence of the general election, with neither the incumbent Congress administration of Manmohan Singh, correctly seen as facing imminent electoral defeat, nor the then opposition BJP leadership under Modi, being in any position to commit India in any definite sense to new foreign policy initiatives. Even more so, this was because the Chinese proposal was, and remains, an uncomfortable one for India. The proposal looked positive, stressed cooperation, and so was difficult to openly reject. Indeed, it would seem well within the orbit of general government rhetoric on the desirability of closer economic cooperation with China. However, the proposal explicitly envisaged a greater Chinese presence in the Indian Ocean. This quite simply is something that India is uneasy about. India may not be able to keep China out of the Indian Ocean, but that is different from actively welcoming it in.

 The context of China’s Maritime Silk Road concept is three-fold. In part, it falls within a wider Silk Routes diplomacy, across land and sea routes to the north and south of India. In part, it is a positive alternative to the security-focussed partnerships embedded in Indian, Australian, Japanese and US adoption of “Indo-Pacific” terminology. In part, it is an attempt to counterbalance the negative imagery caused by Indian perceptions of a string of pearls encirclement policy from China towards India.

The only trouble is that from India’s point of view the countries mentioned in the Xinhua report were countries around India, on its western (Pakistan), southern (Sri Lanka) and eastern (Bangladesh) flanks. From a straightforward geopolitical point of view, it can look suspiciously akin to encirclement, the economic face of a string of pearls strategy. In addition, talk of “supervision” and “customs coordination” by China appears an unsettlingly obtrusive involvement.

 Furthermore, the possibility of an economic maritime presence brings a likely Chinese naval presence in its wake. Admittedly, China denies any such intentions, but then it is precisely Chinese intentions that continue to create problems for India. China’s anti-piracy operations since 2008 in the Gulf of Aden have brought it to the western Indian Ocean. In Pakistan, the operational transfer of the deep-water port Gwadar to the China Overseas Port Holding Company (COPHC) in February 2013 embedded China’s presence still further on India’s western flank. Indian unease over China’s growing presence in Indian Ocean waters was typified in the widespread negative comments in the Indian media, and official silence, over the three-ship naval exercise conducted in the East Indian Ocean by the Chinese navy in February 2014. This unease was also typified in the Indian government’s refusal in March 2014 to allow four Chinese warships to come over from the South China Sea to the Andaman Sea in order to join the hunt for the lost MH370 jetliner.

 Without Indian participation, the Maritime Silk Road will operate to economically bypass India and reduce India’s influence in the Indian Ocean. Indian participation offers the prospect of India helping to shape its operation in the Indian Ocean, yet such Indian participation will legitimise further and deepen Chinese involvement in Indian Ocean affairs. It will also overshadow the Mekong-India Economic Corridor (MIEC) proposal being pushed by India. This would link Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam with India, and does not involve China. Acceptance of a Maritime Silk Road framework across the Indian Ocean will make it more difficult for India to resist Chinese pressure to be admitted to full membership of SAARC, the IO-ARC and the IONS.

 The BJP electoral victory in May 2014 leaves an awkward issue for India to respond to. In one widely-reported electioneering speech (“Modi in Arunachal: China Should Shed Expansionist Mindset”, Times of India, April 22), Modi indicated a more robust attitude on China. China’s Maritime Silk Road proposal represents an uncertain chalice for India. As Prime Minister, will Modi drink of it, or will he put it to one side? We shall see, as broader China policy emerges from the new government.
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