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Jagannath PPanda

India's iincreasing iinvolvement
with tthe AAIIB iis nnot nnecessarily
an eendorsement oof CChina's OOBOR
projects. RRather, NNew DDelhi's
open aand iinviting aapproach
towards nnew iinfrastructure iis aan
interesting ccase sstudy tthat
elucidates tthe nnew nnuances oof
India's rregional ppolicy, eespecially
towards CChina. TThe IIndo-PPacific
is eentering aa ccomplex
environment oof ggrowing
infrastructural ddemands, aand
India ffine ttreading bbetween CChina
and tthe AAIIB iin tthis rregard iis aan
interesting eepisode iin tthe
making.

Nalin KKumar MMohapatra

Though tthe SSCO ooperates aas
a ccohesive bbloc, wwithin tthis
regional ggroup tthere aare ttwo
simultaneous ppotential
alliances. OOne lled bby CChina,
with PPakistan aand RRussia
serving aas ttutelage tto iit, aand
the ffour CCentral AAsian sstates
not iin aa pposition tto cchallenge
the CChinese hhegemony. 
On tthe oother hhand, IIndia ccan
provide lleadership tto tthese
four CCentral AAsian sstates iin
the bbloc

Is SCO pivot of Eurasian security?
Four major developments have taken

place in the Eurasian space since 2017
Astana Summit of Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation (SCO) having an impact on its
geopolitical structure. These are: spurt in
strategic rivalry among Russia, China and the
United States, thus having an impact on secu-
rity architecture of Eurasia. Second, re-elec-
tion of Vladimir Putin for the fourth time
as Russian President that gave a decisive blow
to West’s obsession for regime change in
Russia. Similar developments have also
occurred in China where Xi Jinping became
the President for life without any election.
Third, despite international efforts to bring
peace in Afghanistan, there is prolonged
instability. Fourth, informal diplomacy ini-
tiated by Prime Minister Narendra Modi to
mend fences with China and Russia during
his visit to both the countries ahead of
Shanghai Summit at Qingdao. Some of the
above strategic developments shaped 
the trajectories of the SCO Summit held on
June 9-10, 2018. 

One interesting issue which generated
much debate in the Qingdao Summit is that
the Summit has failed to arrive at a consen-
sus on the OBOR project which the Chinese
are promoting to expand their sphere of influ-
ence across the globe. In fact, they are using
Eurasian region as a launching pad for oper-
ationalisation of the OBOR. One may under-
line here that the Chinese policy-makers are
promoting infrastructure connectivity as a
means for fulfilling its role as a “trading state”
to paraphrase Richard Rosecrance word.
Modi in his address to the plenary session
summed up India’s position on the OBOR by
stating, “We welcome connectivity projects
that are inclusive, sustainable and transpar-
ent, and respect countries’ sovereignty and ter-
ritorial integrity.” The speech of Modi reflects
India’s opposition to the pursuing of “grand
imperial” design of China through connec-
tivity. Indian PM’s speech has also to be under-
stand in a context because over the years both
in Central Asia (which Beijing treat as
“extended periphery”) as well as in Russia
there is a growing resentment among the
masses towards Chinese penetration. This is
happening despite the fact that political
leadership of these states are with China for
reaping some short-term benefits from this
“connectivity project”. The growing indigna-
tion at Chinese penetration in Central Asia
can be evident from the fact that in April in
Kyrgyzstan’s Jalalabad province, the locals
torched one Chinese joint project (Times of
Central Asia, April 13, 2018). Similar incidents

can also be noticed in other states through
which the OBOR is going through. In 2016,
there was a growing protest in Kazakhstan
when the Nazarbaev regime brought out a law
for land reforms. As a result, the Government
was forced to cancel the new legislations.
(Astana Times, August 23, 2016). Kazakh ana-
lysts are of the opinion that if this process con-
tinues, they may act as a satellite to Chinese
economy. Incidentally, in 2013, the Chinese
President unveiled his much-hyped OBOR
initiative in Astana. Russian policy-makers
also understand the malicious intent of the
OBOR project. However they are looking
towards China to ward off financial sanctions
imposed by the West since the Crimea inci-
dent. It may be noted that literature of
Classical Geopolitics suggest that trade, ter-
ritorial expansionism and colonisation process
go side by side since 15th Century. And
Chinese policy on the OBOR is quite similar
to the dictum of the above-mentioned geopo-
litical strands. India’s intention over not to
endorse the OBOR initiative at the SCO
Summit was evident when, just before the
SCO meeting, Modi made a veiled attack on
the OBOR in his Keynote Address at Shangri
La Dialogue in Singapore on June 1 by stat-
ing, “We must not only build infrastructure,
we must also build bridges of trust”. (MEA,1
June 2018). Modi’s statement can be under-
stood in the context of “trust deficit” over the

OBOR project largely due to the overarching
role of China. On the other hand, Modi urged
for International North South Transport
Corridor Project (INSTC) in the Summit as
the connectivity project gives a sense of equi-
tability to all the member countries.

The second issue which got much atten-
tion in the 17th SCO Summit is the resolute
fight against terrorism and extremism. In this
regard the Declaration adopted an action
plan titled “Programme of Cooperation
between the SCO Member States in
Opposing Terrorism, Separatism and
Extremism for 2019-2021”. The Summit also
stressed on “UN Comprehensive Convention
against International Terrorism”. It is a well-
known fact that the SCO member states have
been experiencing the menace of terrorism
even before 9/11. However some member
states of SCO, like China and Pakistan, are
adopting double standards in fight against
terrorism. One may add here that political
elite of some of the SCO member states since
1990s (particularly Central Asians) voiced
their concern over the overt and covert role
being played by Pakistan in supporting ter-
rorist activities to achieve its geopolitical
objectives. The political establishment of
Pakistan is also providing tacit support to ter-
rorist groups like Taliban and its affiliates. In
addition to Islamabad, both Beijing and
Moscow too are inching towards cementing

its relations with Taliban citing “strategic
compulsions”. On the other hand, the four
Central Asian SCO member states —
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and
Kazakhstan — along with India are the bear-
ing the brunt of terror activities carried out
by religious extremist groups like Taliban and
its sponsored groups. This raises serious
apprehensions as how the SCO can evolve
as a common, coherent and effective policy
towards fight against terrorist?

In addition to fight against radical reli-
gious extremism and terrorism, the SCO
Summit at Qingdao also dwelled on narco-
trafficking and its impact on regional secu-
rity. It is an acknowledgeable fact and also
supported by United Nations Organisations
on Drug and Crime (UNODC) reports that
radicalism in Afghanistan and other parts of
Eurasia is closely interlinked with produc-
tion and proliferation of drugs.

One heartening aspect which got atten-
tion in the Qingdao SCO Summit was on
energy and sustainable security. It has been
observed by various energy reports as well
as EIA analysis that the largest consumer of
energy in the world — China and India —
and largest producer of energy — Russia —
Kazakhstan along with Iran, which is hav-
ing an observer status, and Turkmenistan
with a guest status — are in this body. This
is in addition to Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan

having largest chunk of hydro reserves in
Central Asia. Thus the SCO presents a mosa-
ic picture on the question of energy securi-
ty. However “energy poverty” in turn is affect-
ing the food security of SCO member coun-
tries also. The summit also renewed its
emphasis on accessibility to clean energy in
the form of renewable energy and discussed
at length on repercussion of climate change
on human security. It may be noted that some
of the SCO states are the worst victims
because of climate change. What hinders in
achieving sustainable energy security is lack
of institutional coordination among the
SCO member states in ensuring free flow of
energy. Some of the states like Tajikistan,
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan are also reeling
under a spell of “energy poverty” a phe-
nomenon associated with “lack of accessi-
bility” to energy.

Looking, at the declarations of Qingdao
SCO Summit, how one envisages its role in
promoting security and stability of Eurasia?
In this regard four issues need attention. First,
though the SCO operates as a cohesive bloc,
within this regional group two simultaneous
alliances are in operation. One led by China,
both Pakistan and Russia serving as tutelage
to it and the four Central Asian states are not
in a position to challenge Chinese hegemo-
ny especially in their bilateral relations. On
the other hand India can provide leadership
to these Central Asian states in the bloc.
Third, the SCO is not taking measures to rep-
rimanding and suspending Pakistan from
this organisation despite knowing the fact
that it is one of the biggest supporters of ter-
rorism as foreign policy. Finally, over the
years, the SCO as a coherent regional bloc
failed to evolve shared cultural norms which
will facilitate greater interaction among the
member countries. Though, some efforts in
this regard made in the present SCO Summit
by stressing on common Buddhist cultural
legacy. This regional body will play a key role
in  the Eurasian security structure only when
it can able to take a consensus decision and
no one member state will be allowed to dic-
tate terms as China is doing now.

India should take the lead in the forth-
coming SCO Summits to initiate a process
to democratise the SCO body further. In this
regard it can rally support from four Central
Asian states — Tajikistan, Uzbekistan,
Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and Russia also.

(The writer is Assistant Professor, CRCAS,
School of International Studies, Jawaharlal
Nehru University)

PERSPECTIVE

India�s infrastructure on cusp between China, AIIB
In his opening speech at the third

annual meeting of the Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank
(AIIB) in Mumbai on June 26, 2018,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi said
India is looking forward to a “con-
tinued engagement with develop-
mental partners, including the AIIB”
for a sustainable infrastructure envi-
ronment both in India and Asia.

Positioning India as the “pillar of
economic opportunity for all”, Modi
contextualised the Indian econom-
ic growth story as a key facet in the
making of an “Asian century”.
Applauding the AIIB’s rapid rise, he
also said it can play a central role in
enhancing regional multilateralism.

Modi’s acknowledgement of the
AIIB clearly indicates India’s incli-
nation to engage with this China-led
multilateral bank more intently in the
future. Also, Modi encouragingly
called for the AIIB to increase its cap-
ital for infrastructure investment
from $4 billion to $40 billion by 2020
and $100 billion by 2025 for the ben-
efit of the member countries, includ-
ing India. Modi also stressed on AIIB
performing faster approvals and
ease of processing for countries
vying for infrastructure investment.

Given India’s positive inclination
to engage with the regional and glob-
al multilateral chain of institutions,
a more purposeful participation
with the AIIB has become evident in
India’s approach.

Undoubtedly, India needs infra-
structure-related investment from
the AIIB. However, does this
acknowledgement of China as a
“developmental partner” square with
India’s coyness about endorsing
Beijing’s flagship OBOR project,
which the AIIB is promoting through
connectivity projects? Does this
imply India’s subtle endorsement of
OBOR even though in principle it is
still against it?

The international politics is not
a zero-sum game. It is rather a mul-
tifaceted enclosure that allows coop-
eration and competition to coexist.
This cooperation-competition phe-
nomenon constitutes the core of the
foreign policy arch which many
countries are fast adopting in a com-
petitive global strategic environ-
ment. India is no exception. From
early on, India has pursued a wel-
coming approach to the AIIB, fac-
toring how an India-China multilat-
eral economic cooperation is signif-
icant to Asia’s rise, particularly to
regional and global economic growth.

As a founding member of the
AIIB, India was one of the first coun-
tries to acknowledge its importance
and endorse its funded infrastructure
projects. Today, it is the largest bor-
rower from the AIIB for key infra-
structure-related projects such as
rural infrastructure, transportation,
water supply, telecommunication,
sanitation, water supply, urban devel-
opment, energy and power-related
issues. For instance, previously in
2017, the AIIB had invested in
Andhra Pradesh in the power sector,
in Gujrat’s Rural Road Project, in
Bangalore’s Metro Rail Project-Line
R6, and in other national initiatives
such as the India Infrastructure
Fund and Transmission System
Strengthening Project on energy.
This year, a rural connectivity pro-
ject in Andhra has been initiated
along with a key multi-sector nation-
al project, the National Investment
and Infrastructure Fund.

By hosting the AIIB’s third annu-
al meeting under the theme of
“Mobilising Finance for
Infrastructure: Innovation and
Collaboration”, India has reiterated its
openness to infrastructure collabo-
ration. By calling for an “inclusive
and sustainable” economic growth,
the Indian Prime Minister pledged
support to the AIIB and expressed
the consequentiality of this multi-
lateral bank in India’s national devel-
opmental programme, which is
based on a public-private partnership
(PPP) model. 

Moreover, the AIIB’s commit-
ment to offer $200 million to India’s
National Investment and
Infrastructure Fund (NIIF) was
another highlighting aspect of India’s
growing thrust with the AIIB. The
launching of the Asian Infrastructure
Forum on the sidelines of the AIIB
Annual Summit was again exemplary
of India’s optimistic orientation
towards the AIIB in addressing
Asia’s infrastructural deficiency.

The AIIB, being a multilateral
banking institution addressing issues
of infrastructure and connectivity,
sees developmental investments from
a universal context. India too views
it in the context of regional cooper-
ation through project-specific or
issue-specific regional or global
developmental purposes. So, being
the second-largest shareholder,
India’s stance is based on strategic
equipoise where it perceives most of
the members, including China, as
prospective developmental partners.

On the other hand, when it
comes to OBOR, India’s stance is a
state-centric one — more principled
and firm because it sees the OBOR
as a unilateral Chinese measure. It is
viewed to be dismissive of universal
values and norms, affecting other
states’ sovereignty and ignoring a
consultative approach that China
should rather pursue. In opposing
the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC), New Delhi brings
the question of sovereignty and ter-
ritorial integrity to the fore, which the
OBOR undermines. In other words,
the fundamental difference in India’s
approach towards the AIIB and
OBOR is based on the contested
norms of universalism and unilater-
alism respectively.

If infrastructure building is
becoming a cooperative matter in
India-China relations both within
and outside the AIIB’s purview, then
regional infrastructure connectivity
is equally a competing and conflict-
ing moot point. China’s emergence
as a stronger regional connectivity
builder through its OBOR is seen in
India as a matter of strategic concern.

Hence, India does not seem to con-
cede to China’s grandeur of being the
leading connectivity promoter.
Nevertheless, India has shown ade-
quate seriousness to promote the
India-Thailand-Myanmar Trilateral
Highway, the Bangladesh-Bhutan-
India-Nepal (BBIN) initiative and the
North-South Transport Corridor
(NSTC). India’s “Act East”, “Link
West”, “Connect Central Asia” and
“neighbourhood first” policies figure
connectivity as a core foreign poli-
cy programme also reflecting India’s
growing ambition to be a leading
regional connectivity promoter.

India’s call on China as a devel-
opmental partner is an interesting
narrative of New Delhi’s foreign
policy approach to infrastructure
development. India sees China as a
superior power in infrastructure
and connectivity promotion in the
region, and hence seeks cooperation
with it. At the same time, India aims
to enhance its own regional strate-
gic interests on regional connectiv-
ity and infrastructural development,
which currently is severely chal-
lenged by OBOR projects. This nar-

rative is unmistakably reflected in
India’s approach of establishing a
cooperative partnership with China
— both within and outside the AIIB
structure — without really endors-
ing the OBOR.

Furthermore, India maintains a
delicate balance on infrastructure
politics, which is more about endors-
ing liberal values, universalism and
transparency — a pursuit that Indian
foreign policy has been maintaining
for some time now. This is aptly
reflected in India’s concurrent
approach of aligning with Japan
and the United States in an Indo-
Pacific Trilateral Infrastructure
Forum. Just a month prior to the
AIIB meeting, the US Chamber of
Commerce, India Business Council
and US-Japan Business Council
agreed to launch the forum to meet
the infrastructural and connectivity
gaps in the region. This private
proposition aims to work closely with
Government agencies, taking for-
ward their respective foreign policy
undertakings on connectivity and
infrastructure projects in the Indo-
Pacific. This is based on a consulta-

tive measure endorsing the liberal
values that all the three countries
have been advocating in their foreign
policies. The approach is to bring
transparency in regional infrastruc-
ture building with a democratic
spirit. According to them, that is
something the OBOR lacks which
they can provide.

The Indo-Pacific Trilateral
Forum focusing on infrastructure
development endorses and comple-
ments India-Japan-United States tri-
lateral understanding. It is a creative
and efficient way of empowering the
private sector to meet the critical
infrastructure needs; there is no
doubt whatsoever that this is an
equally strong proposition to balance
the growing Chinese outreach in the
Indo-Pacific. The Indo-Pacific
Forum will focus on sectoral infra-
structural growth where the empha-
sis will be on key sub-regions such
as South Asia and Southeast Asia,
including the Bay of Bengal corri-
dors. State agencies and companies
from all the three countries such as
the Japan Bank for International
Cooperation (JBIC), Nippon Export
and Investment Insurances and the
United States Overseas Private
Investment Corps are supposed to
offer loans, grants and insurance
cover for infrastructural develop-
ment. Co-constructing ports, pro-
moting industrial clusters, industri-
al parks and setting up power plants
are some of the ambitious projects
envisioned under this forum.

India’s participation here explains
New Delhi’s narrative of pursuing an
open negotiating approach by align-
ing with Japan and the United States
to balance China’s growing Indo-
Pacific outreach. India’s increasing
involvement with the AIIB is thus not
necessarily an endorsement of
China’s OBOR projects. Rather, New
Delhi’s open and inviting approach
towards new infrastructure is an
interesting case study that elucidates
the new nuances of India’s regional
policy, especially towards China.
The Indo-Pacific is entering a com-
plex environment of growing infra-
structural demands, and India fine
treading between China and the AIIB
in this regard is an interesting
episode in the making.

(Dr Jagannath Panda is a 
Fellow and Centre Coordinator for
East Asia at the Institute for 
Defence Studies and Analyses (IDSA),
New Delhi)

Prime Minister Narendra Modi greets the delegates after delivering his inaugural speech for the third annual meeting of Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB) as AIIB President Jin Liqun looks on in Mumbai on June 26, 2018 PTI


