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Guest Column

India converges with the US on the Indo-Pacific, to delicately “constrain” China

By David Scott    
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On January 22, 2019, Lu Jingxian, a reporter with the Global Times, accused India of undermining bilateral relations with China that had been warming following the informal summit at Wuhan between Narendra Modi and Xi Jinping in April 2018. Lu reckoned that India had abandoned any “Wuhan spirit”, and had reverted to “toeing the US' policy line and joining the ‘China threat’ chorus”.
India-US security convergence was certainly on show at the inaugural 2 + 2 Foreign and Defense Ministers meeting on September 6, 2018. In advance of the meeting, Zhang Hualong argued that “India, US interests don’t align on the Indo-Pacific”, but it was precisely concerning the “Indo-Pacific” that ministers on both sides stressed convergence, including the need for:
(1) “rule of law, and freedom of navigation and overflight” - a criticism of China’s role in the South China Sea; and
(2) “transparent, responsible, and sustainable debt financing practices in infrastructure development” – a criticism of China’s Maritime Silk Road initiative. 
At the 2 + 2 Meeting, further India-US defence convergence was signalled on three fronts. First, they agreed to set up tri-services joint military exercises in 2019. Secondly, they agreed on exchanges between the US Naval Forces Central Command (NAVCENT) and the Indian Navy because of “the importance of deepening their maritime cooperation in the western Indian Ocean”. Thirdly, they signed a Communications Compatibility and Security Agreement (COMCASA), a major step to facilitate interoperability between the two militaries and sale of high-end technology.
Tangible defence cooperation was on show on land with the Yudh Abhyas 2018 joint exercise which took place in September that year, and it was followed by anti-submarine exercises off the coast of Goa between Indian and US navies in October. This type of exercise was irrelevant for anti-piracy concerns but very relevant for countering Chinese submarine appearances in the Indian Ocean.
On the political front, Indian officials participated in the Consultations on the Indo-Pacific in November 2017, which involved the three other ‘Quad’ members – US, Japan and Australia – and focused on the “converging vision and values on issues of common interest in the Indo-Pacific”. Chinese commentators like Ai Jun dismissed Quad discussion of infrastructure cooperation as “no substitute for BRI in Indo-Pacific”. This was followed by Modi’s meeting with Donald Trump and Shinzo Abe on November 30, which was dismissed by Liu Xuanzun as “only symbolic”.  Liu argued that it would not lead anywhere “because of differences in their Indo-Pacific strategies” – despite the Quad having just noted their “converging vision” for the Indo-Pacific.
Defence talks between India and the US on December 3, the fourth held in 2018, saw India’s Defense Minister Nirmala Sitharaman visit the Pentagon and then the US Indo-Pacific Command (INDOPACOM) in Hawaii. She was confident that “[US-India] relations, based on common democratic values, enjoy strong political and popular support in both countries” and that “there's a growing mutual trust and also the confidence in defence partnership, which augurs very well for the future”. Even as she spoke, tangible “strategic alignment” was reflected in the Cope North exercises between the US and Indian air forces held in India on December 3-14. These were substantive air defence, air combat, and attack drills.
Naval cooperation also continues to strengthen. The 21st India-US Executive Steering Group on bilateral naval cooperation met in New Delhi on December 12-13 for discussions on carrier strike group operations, maritime awareness, and expanding the Malabar exercises. The USS Anchorage arrived at Visakhapatnam, the headquarters of the Eastern Naval Command on 22 December, exercising with INS Rajput and operationalizing the India-US Helicopter Operations from Ships other Than Aircraft Carriers (HOSTAC) agreement. The USS Rushmore arrived at Chennai, the headquarters of the Southern Naval command on January 23, 2019, and conducted passing exercises (PASSEX) with the Indian navy.
Strategic convergence is being maintained in 2019. India’s Ministry of External Affairs was happy to record their 2 + 2 Inter-Sessional Meeting held on January 11, as involving bilateral cooperation on “cross-cutting defence and foreign policy issues” and their role as partners in shaping “a free, open, inclusive, peaceful and prosperous Indo-Pacific”.
Defence sales have moved to a new level in the wake of the US granting India privileged ally-level Strategic Trade Authorization-1 (STA-1) status in August 2018, allowing New Delhi to import sensitive dual-use US technology. In November, India announced it would be buying 24 MH-60 ‘Romeo’ anti-submarine helicopters for its navy from the US, at an estimated cost of around $2 billion. Harsh Shringala, India’s ambassador to the US told a Congressional reception on February 7 2019 that “our defense cooperation is stronger than ever before”, where India and the US “are working closely in the Indo-Pacific including with our partners Japan and Australia”. Possible Indian involvement in US anti-missile systems also surfaced in February. Further defence sales, as a means to reduce the US trade deficit vis-à-vis India, were pushed in the US-India Commercial Dialogue held on February 14.
Lu’s argument in January 2019 that the “Trump administration defined the Indo-Pacific strategy, roping in India to contain China's rise” is right as far as the Indo-Pacific containment logic of US strategy, but wrong in suggesting that India is being roped in. India is a careful, some would say hesitant, but nevertheless more than willing participant in moves to restrain China.
Back in September 2018, Chinese analysts like Yu Jincui may have argued that the 2 + 2 Foreign and Defence Ministers India-US format was the wrong path for India, and that instead “China and India need to coordinate in face of US [protectionist] pressure”; a line of argument repeated at the time by Hu Weijia. However, as developments between August 2018 and February 2019 have shown, India-China relations continue to be overshadowed by an ongoing “Great Game” between India and China in the Indian Ocean and between the US and China in the Pacific Ocean. The two great games in combination generate common US-India security interests, driving their security cooperation towards the tacit, delicate “constrainment” of China in the Indo-Pacific. 
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