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India’s new trilateral with Australia and Japan : China-centric nuances

David Scott
June 2015 saw a new trilateral format emerging for India, as India’s Foreign Secretary Subrahmanyam Jaishankar met in New Delhi with the Japanese Vice Foreign Minister Akitaka Saiki and the Australian Secretary of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade Peter Varghese. For India, this India-Australia-Japan (IAJ) format represents a further development in the Modi government’s talk of replacing an economics-based ‘Look East’ policy with a firmer ‘Act East’ policy which does not shy away from security power projection. Stronger security cooperation with those two other countries had already been signalled in Modi’s preceding trips to Japan in and Australia in late 2014. For China, this new IAJ trilateral represents a degree of ‘intra-Asia balancing’ by India and a setback to Beijing’s ‘anti-encirclement’ (fan weijiao) strategy of the past decade.
The IAJ is an Indo-Pacific framework spanning the Pacific and Indian Oceans, reflecting the adoption of Indo-Pacific strategic terminology that have become noticeable in recent years in India, Japan, Australia, as well as in Indonesia and the United States. Certainly, India and China are both increasingly operating through Indo-Pacific strategic frameworks. Even though China generally criticises ‘Indo-Pacific’ terminology as being a vehicle for China-containment policies, its own current ‘Maritime Silk Road’ proposals, on which India remains ambivalent, are Indo-Pacific in scope.
While, Indian commentators like Manu Pubby and Devirupa Mitra immediately noted the China-centric undertones of the IAJ trilateral, the Indian government remained silent on its purpose. Other participants gave some indications its scope. In a speech at the Observer Research Foundation, Saiki judged that the IAJ ‘had a full day discussion on China’ on which ‘we confirmed with each other we are on the same page’. Varghese asserted that the IAJ format was not an ‘anti-China front’, but nevertheless confirmed that there was common ‘concern’ with the ‘pace and the scale of China’s reclamation which is causing some anxiety in the region’. This ‘anxiety’ referred to Beijing’s widely-criticised large-scale ‘Great Wall of Sand’ programme during 2015 to build up South China Sea atolls into islands.
One significance of the new IAJ trilateral was that it supplements the existing India-Japan-US (IJUS) trilateral operating since 2007 in the domain of joint naval exercises in the Western Pacific and since 2011 in the field of a formal strategic dialogue mechanism. Chinese commentary has been to dismiss the IJUS as a mechanism to ‘target China’ (Global Times, 30 October 2012). It was no coincidence that Sushma Swaraj’s trip to Japan in January 2015 witnessed agreement to ‘beef up’ IJUS political and military cooperation.
Consequently, the arrival of the IAJ format brings closer the resurrection of the so-called ‘Quadrilateral Alliance’ or ‘Alliance of Democracies’ mechanism that surfaced in 2007. In the face of immediate Chinese protests through a formal ‘demarche’, this quadrilateral mechanism had been quietly dropped by both the Australian and Indian governments then headed by Kevin Rudd and Manmohan Singh respectively. Nevertheless, India has continued to strengthen its bilateral relations with the other three China-concerned actors. Hence the IJUS and now IAJ trilaterals that India joined in with Australia, Japan and the US. On being asked about a future Quadrilateral mechanism his words were carefully chosen. The reply that ‘well not right now’ since ‘we are focussing on trilaterals instead’ leaves the door open in the future, once the trilaterals have deepened. Discussions in November 2014 between Tony Abbot and Modi on Australia joining India in the IJUS trilateral pointed to a quadrilateral re-emergence, which the Times of India (11 November 2014) correctly noted would be ‘certain to set off alarm bells in Beijing’.
China remains keenly attuned to the benefits in gaining more cooperation from India, as well as averting the dangers of India balancing with other neighbours against China. Chinese attitudes to this new IAJ trilateral can be expected to be negative, even if its government avoids direct commenting. Nevertheless, Beijing’s concerns are accurately reflected in how during the Indian general election the populist Global Times (26 March 2014) ran articles on Modi’s ‘China-bashing’, while the official outlet the People’s Daily continued to warning about India balancing with Japan (23 September 2014) and with the United States (30 September 2014; 26 January 2015). China also continues to reject AJUS trilateral criticisms of Chinese actions in the South China Sea (Global Times, 8 October 2013). Other emerging trilateral formations are subject to Chinese criticism; for example US-Australia-Philippines exercises in the South China Sea attacked as highly ‘inappropriate’ in the Global Times (21 April 2015).

Caveats and qualifications need to be made concerning India-China relations. Firstly, there is a degree of India-China cooperation through their RIC trilateral with Russia, in which common global advocacy of multipolarity and tacit restraining of US unipolarity is visible. Secondly, there are some avenues of pragmatic bilateral economic cooperation between India and China, emphasized in Xi Jinping’s visit to India in September 2014 and in Modi’s visit to China in May 2015, although the trade imbalance  represented by a growing India-deficit/China-surplus remains unresolved. Nevertheless, such pragmatic economic cooperation between India and China is indicated by India’s decision in June 2015 to formally join the China-led Asia Infrastructure and Investment Bank (AIIB). This is paralleled in some environmental cooperation globally, although water security remains a divisive issue between them regionally. Thirdly, although India’s two IAJ and IJUS trilaterals involving Japan, Australia and the US officially assert they are not aimed at China, and there are other imperatives for cooperation such as maritime security against piracy; nevertheless there is an unstated but clear message that is China-related, where India and its trilateral partners are particularly concerned with assertive Chinese actions in the South China Sea. As such, the IAJ set up in June 2015 reflects a process whereby India continues to ‘hedge’ against China; through pursuing some engagement with China where it can at the global and economic level, but also pursuing a noticeable degree of soft implicit balancing at the regional and military level against China.
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