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Guest Column

Musical Chairs in Sri Lanka for China and India?

by David Scott
Between September 2014 and March 2015 there has been a criss-cross of Foreign Ministers and of Heads of Government between India, China and Sri Lanka, in what has accurately been dubbed “the uneasy triangle” between those three countries.

Sri Lanka’s President Mahinda Rajapaksa visited China seven times in his nine years in power from November 2005 to January 2015. These visits witnessed deepening tangible relationship. The relationship was elevated to a “strategic partnership” in 2013. This newly proclaimed partnership had some real substance. The Joint Communique signed by China’s President Xi Jinping and Rajapaksa in May 2013 made a point of deepening defence cooperation, strengthening maritime security cooperation, extending further Chinese infrastructure projects, and expressing Sri Lankan support for a greater role for China in SAARC, an unsettling prospect for India.

During 2013-2014 China achieved significant closeness to the Rajapaksa government in Sri Lanka. To a large degree this closeness of Sri Lanka and China was generated by Chinese military support given to the government in its final and successful drive to crush the Tamil Tigers in 2009. Military closeness was entwined with economic closeness. This was indicated by China’s underpinning for the Hambantota port infrastructure project. A further success for China in this game of musical chairs was in gaining strong Sri Lankan support for China’s Maritime Silk Road initiative. This was publicly emphasised during President Xi’s visit to Sri Lanka in September 2014, the first by a Chinese head of state for 28 years. Xi’s visit brought agreement on the Colombo Port City project, a $1.3 billion plan to build an artificial island off Colombo by the state-owned China Communications Construction Company.

Both the Hambantota and Colombo projects, as well as the wider Maritime Silk Road initiative by China aroused strong misgivings for India during 2013-2014. Worried Indian opinion saw such infrastructure activities as reflecting China’s so-called string of pearls policy, and as representing further encirclement of India through Sri Lanka allowing a Chinese presence on the soft southern underbelly of India. Sri Lanka potentially offered naval berthing facilities for the Chinese navy in a similar way as was emerging for Pakistan’s port of Gwadar, another infrastructure project funded by China. For the first time, Chinese submarines were spotted docking in Colombo; a Song-class diesel-electric attack submarine in September 2014, and a Han-class nuclear powered submarine the Changzheng-2 in October 2014. The fact that the submarine came into the Colombo South Container Terminal (CSCT), a facility controlled by the state-run China Merchant Holdings added insult to injury for worried Indian observers. Comments in February 2015 by the Chinese Foreign Affairs Minister Wang Yi that that he expected “Sri Lanka to become a dazzling pearl on the “Maritime Silk Road of the 21st Century” was a linkage that Indian observers noted with concern.

The defeat in January 2015 of Rajapaksa at the hands of Maithripala Sirisena was unexpected and dramatic in this competitive game between China and India. During his election campaign, Sirisena vowed to review foreign invested projects, with his election manifesto containing thinly veiled criticisms of the Rajapaksa government’s approach to China. Sirisena government took up the review immediately after it came to power. The China-funded port city project in Colombo was suspended pending scrutiny on environment impacts and alleged corruption. The timing of this announcement was interesting, one day before Modi’s official visit to Colombo. Sirisena also let it be known that no further Chinese submarine visits would be allowed. The visit of Siresena to China in late March was clouded by Sri Lanka, with the event clouded by Chinese concerns over the Colombo port project, and President Xi warning about Chinese economic interests being jeopardised.

Even as China has been sliding partially off its seat at the Sri Lankan table, India has been sliding onto such a seat. Indian commentators like Raja Mohan were immediately arguing in January 2015 that this “Colombo powershift is India’s opportunity”. Sirisena’s first visit abroad was to India in February 2015. This brought several agreements including one on nuclear energy. Swiftly, and significantly, this Sri Lankan outreach to India was quickly reciprocated by Modi’s visit to Sri Lanka in March 2015. He was the first Indian head of government to have visited Sri Lanka in 28 years. Agreement was reached for India to help develop Trincomalee as a petroleum hub, perhaps an Indian answer to China’s Hambantota project? A significant indication of Indian thinking was reaffirming in Modi’s speech to the Sri Lankan Parliament that “we deeply value our security cooperation with Sri Lanka. We should expand the maritime security cooperation between India, Sri Lanka and Maldives to include others in the Indian Ocean area”. The “others” were the Seychelles and Mauritius whom Modi had arrived in Sri Lanka from, in a three nation trip understood in India to have been designed “as a counter to China’s growing footprint” in the Indian Ocean.

Indications that China was well aware of renewed opportunities for India in Sri Lanka lay behind comments by the Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi, hosting the visit in February 2015 to China by the Sri Lankan Foreign Minister Mangala Samaraweera; in which Wang announced that “China holds an open attitude towards China-Sri Lanka-India trilateral cooperation and stands ready to actively discuss possible fields and feasible approaches of the trilateral cooperation”. Such trilateral cooperation was later floated by the Assistant Foreign Minister Liu Jianchao after the Xi-Sirisena meeting in late-March. It is unlikely that Indian would really welcome such a trilateral format, which would further legitimise Chinese presence in this strategic underbelly of India.

In the event Sirisena’s trip to China in March 2015 saw him reaffirming China’s Hambantota project and Sri Lankan support for the Maritime Silk Road project, with the Colombo city plan also reaffirmed in principle. In retrospect what this did was restore a more level playing field in which Sri Lanka can balance off China and India against each other.
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