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From Strategic to Absolute Partners:
Prospects for US-India ties in 2022

Jagannath P. PANDA

Research Fellow and Centre Coordinator East Asia Centre
The Manohar Parrikar Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses, New Delhi

Ties between partner states India and
the US, have long tethered a continen-
tal connect between the Asian and
American sub-continent. The two coun-
tries have emerged as strong status-quo
powers with shared adversaries, ideol-
ogies and outlooks vis-a-vis the future
of a rules-based international order
and the promotion of multilateralism.
The arrival of a new US administration
under President Joe Biden at the be-
ginning of 2021 has offered new oppor-
tunities and challenges for India-US
ties, posing a question: how will this
relationship evolve within the Indo-Pa-
cific in times to come? Will it simply
maintain the status-quo between the
two sides, or evolve to embrace new re-
alities and move towards imbibing a

partnership of substance, resulting in a
full-fledged alliance?

Symbiotic/Natural partners

As the world’'s oldest and largest de-
mocracies respectively, national lead-
ership and governmental juxtaposition
greatly shapes the foreign policy out-
looks of both countries. In this regard,
as Indian Foreign Minister S. Jaishankar
highlighted in his book', India man-
aged to largely survive unharmed
during the Trump era of US foreign

policy, as it was “fortunate in being
neither” an ally that disappointed
Washington nor a competitor that
threatened it. Ties between the two
were even upgraded to a ‘Comprehen-
sive Global Strategic Partnership” in
2020. The September 2021 held first
in-person meeting between Joe Biden
and Narendra Modi further consolidat-
ed this vision into “A Partnership for

Global Good” 2.

Significantly, the main agendas for the
India-US partnership at present have
been distinguished as building a strong
strategic association, furthering the
Quad, improving their trade and eco-
nomic ties keeping in mind the pan-
demic and enhancing their democratic
interface by means of expanded people-
to-people cooperation.’ Ultimately, both
sides are focused on building the
post-pandemic order and finding com-
mon ground in the vision to handle a
revisionist China. Reinforcing bilateral
ties to enhance the security of the Indo-
Pacific region is rapidly turning into
the highpoint of India-US collabora-

tion.

While ties between the US and India
are slated to grow into one of the clos-
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est if not most pivotal security partner-
ships of the 21% century, it is important
to note that there remains a lack of ab-
solute confidence between the two,
which limits achieving a truly ‘global
outlook.” It is only recently that the
US’ Asia policy has begun to look be-
yond a strong ‘China containment’ arc;
rather, an Asia strategy (merged with
Indo-Pacific strategy) that takes into
account the individual outlooks of re-
gional states as well as their long-term
value 1s growing in Washington's for-
eign policy. Hence, even though group-
ings like the Quad or the recently
signed AUKUS have a clear China-threat
angle to them, they are also examples
of the natural evolution of the US’s role
in one of the most important regions of
the world as an actor that protects and
maintains 1its international political

power.

The US remains an important partner
for India as well. The strategic part-
nership between the two sides vis-a-vis
the Indo-Pacific is only growing, while
multilateral frameworks such as the
Quad and trilateral groupings such as
Japan-Australia-India (JAI) develop.
However, tapping into a potential coop-
erative partnership in Asia between
the two countries must be given focus
to. As Prime Minister Modi highlighted
in his address before the US Congress
in 2016, “a strong India-US partner-
ship can anchor peace, prosperity and
stability from Asia to Africa and from
Indian Ocean to the Pacific”.’
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The Biden administration’s India policy
During his visit to India, Biden's Secre-
tary of State Anthony Blinken enunci-
ated that to Washington, there are “few
relationships in the world that were
more vital than the one between the
US and India”.” Terming India a “top”
US foreign policy priority, Blinken's
words highlighted the open return of
US’ focus on India as a major defence
partner and net security provider of
the region. India-US defence ties have
grown; signified by the fourth founda-
tional pact — Basic Exchange and Co-
operation Agreement (BECA)® — also
sets the stage for future security coop-
eration between India and the Quad.
Concurrently, this allows for deeper
alignment within specific pointed goals
pertaining to security, economy and
defense for India. A strong India-US
partnership is undoubtedly one of Beijing’s
key concerns’; India-US defence ties at
present stand at USD 21 billion', and
the recent decision to strengthen de-
fence technology cooperation by devel-
oping an air-launched unmanned aeri-
al vehicle under their Defence
Technology and Trade Initiative

(DTTI) framework highlights its
cross-sectoral focus.

However, an immediate challenge to
the Biden-India defence rapport is
emerging post New Delhi's decision to
deploy two regiments of the Russia
provided S-400 defence missile systems
along its borders with Pakistan and
China."' The Biden administration is
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yet to decide on a potential waiver for
India on its Countering America’'s Ad-
versary's Through Sanctions Act

(CAATSA) legislation.” A non-sanc-
tion on India, while setting a precedent
that Washington is afraid would be
misused, will show Biden's recommit-
ment to his endeavor to ‘rebuild US
partnerships and alliances, building
the confidence of US allies in the re-
gion 1n his leadership. This is crucial
for President Biden, as his lack of ini-
tiative in the region has been apparent
post the withdrawal of troops from Kabul
and the (secret) signing of AUKUS
which was viewed as a ‘backstab’ by

13
France .

India’s foreign policy
post-Galwan has imbibed a ‘pointed
alignment’ strategy wherein focus on
stronger military ties with Quadrilat-
eral partners — US, Australia and Japan
— as well as traditional partners like
Russia and France has become a prior-
ity. India’s decision on the S-400 is
driven by this very alignment policy
drawing from national security inter-
ests. As a defence partner to India, the
US’ recalibration on sanctioning New
Delhi is indeed a move that needs to be

considered.

The missiles deal is also significant be-
cause it signifies that security and de-
fense ties between India and Russia
are becoming closer which presents a
wider challenge to the US-India part-
nership. Over recent years the tradi-
tionally good relations between India
and Russia have been speculated to be

under strain due to their opposing close
connections with the US (India) and
China (Russia) with regards to the Indo-
Pacific'*. However, Russia is making it
clear they do not wish to lose’ India to
the US and Putin’s visit to India on 6™
December 2021, only the second time
he has travelled outside of Russia this
year, exemplifies that Moscow is com-
mitted to the “special privileged strate-
gic relationship” ' they believe the two
countries share. The visit resulted in
trade and defense agreements the
countries believe will “strengthen their
defence cooperation” '°. In the context
of Russia’s close association with Chi-
na, and their own disintegrating rela-
tions with the US, Russia’'s motivations
may be an attempt to prevent their be-
ing shut out of the Indo-Pacific by
maintaining good relations and influ-
ence through India. For India, Russia
has been a historical partner that pro-
vides essential hardware and Modi 1s
unlikely to turn away from Russia even
though it creates temporary complica-
tions to the US-India partnership.

However, Russia presents only a chal-
lenge and not a fundamental threat to
the US-India relationship. US-Indian
relations will always have an edge over
those of India and Russia because of
their alignment over the threat of China
and Chinese Communist Party's au-
thoritarian ideology. The strategic
challenge posed by China means that
India will endeavor to fortify more ro-
bust relations with the US and contin-
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ue to look West’ for stability and secu-
rity'" rather than towards Russia. In
the same sense, the US may choose to
overlook the defense deals India has
made with Putin’s Russia because a
militarily stronger India in the Indo-
Pacific 1s beneficial to the US and Quad
in order to meet the looming China

challenge.

Furthermore, India’s participation at
the “Summit of Democracy” that Presi-
dent Biden is hosting on 9™ December
2021, just days after Putin’s visit, ex-
emplifies how their ideological compat-
ibility binds the US and India more
strongly. Their mutual respect and
promotion for the pillars of the Sum-
mit; democracy, anti-corruption and
human rights', strengthens their nat-
ural relationship and once again puts
them together in opposition to Russia
and China, both of which have not been
extended initiations to the Summit.

In the economic domain, US-India ties
have reached positive growth with the
US remaining India’s biggest trading
partner and largest export market.
Trade has grown' from USD 20 billion
in 2001 to USD 145 billion in 2019
which is poised to soon exceed by the
end of 2021.”° In a key development,
the two countries are looking to find

‘specific trade outcomes’ by mid-2022
under the Trade Policy Forum (TPF*),
which 1s being reconvened after a four-
year gap.” The TPF's focus on agricul-

ture, investment, innovation, services,
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and tariff and non-tariff barriers pro-
vides an all-rounded upgrade to the
ties. Supply chain diversification
emerges as a key area of collaboration,
both under Quad frameworks and bi-
laterally. A US-India Quad and bilater-
al framework ought to likewise focus
on the security and dependability of
supply chains, an issue which has got-
ten a lot of consideration since the
COVID-19 pandemic that uncovered
worldwide over-dependence on China
and China-driven inventory lines.
These worries were remarkably echoed
in the Quad Leadership Summit

(QLS)*, expressing the desire of
member states to coordinate on critical
tech supply chains. Such acknowledg-
ment has shone a spotlight on the “China
Plus One” development, which has pro-
gressively been embraced by privately
owned businesses and nations across
the world as they adjust to this
post-pandemic consequence and look to
protect themselves. In this specific cir-
cumstance, the India-Japan-Australia
driven Supply Chain Resilience Initia-
tive (SCRI)*, which tries to de-risk
supply chains and make a feasible
worldwide storage network organiza-

tion is a key outcome.

Looking ahead: Prospects for 2022

The US and India must build up a
more grounded security plan for the
Quad, which could help the grouping to
move towards balancing the region
from one-sided exercises and strate-

gies. AUKUS™ emerges here as a me-



[4%75125%F8] From Strategic to Absolute Partners: Prospects for US-India ties in 2022

dium full of opportunities despite the
US making it clear that India and Japan
would not be a part® of the security al-
liance. AUKUS will equip common
Quad partner Australia with nuclear
fueled submarines, that prominently
fortify the potential for the four

like-minded’ nations to assume a
larger part in the security of the region
emerges as a win. This, coupled with
the fact that India would not seek to
join AUKUS by virtue of being a non-
aligned power, further showcases why
Delhi has not been opposed to its cre-

ation.

New Delhi has maintained a neutral

(rather ambiguous) stance by not
overreacting to the new trilateral part-
nership. Appearing more confident, India
has rather emphasized”” that the tri-
lateral security alliance would have lit-
tle relevance and limited impact on the
functioning of the Quad, since both
were very different in nature and had
distinct areas of focus. Ultimately,
AUKUS will support India’s interests™
in the region by strengthening capabil-
ities of its essential partners, especially
in light of an assertive China. At the
same time, AUKUS opens a window of
opportunity for India.” While the US
has presently precluded adding India
or Japan to the security collusion, India’s
participation with AUKUS, even in a
circuitous way, could impressively fa-
cilitate New Delhi's Indo-Pacific efforts.
This in turn balances out China’s force-

ful activities in the region, and rein-

forces India-US relations further.
As Biden's ‘Build Back Better World’
(B3W) gains momentum amidst do-
mestic debate, it provides opportunities
for New Delhi. Lauded as a counter to
China’'s mammoth Belt and Road Ini-
tiative (BRI) by the world's leading de-
mocracies, BSW? is “an affirmative ini-
tiative for meeting the tremendous
infrastructure needs of low and mid-
dle-income countries”. It is a “values-
driven, high standard” global initiative
which seeks to grow a “transparent in-
The ulti-
mate goal is to narrow the USD 40 tril-
in the
developing world — only further exac-
erbated by the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic. B3 W collaborates with
like-minded’ partners and the US
seeks to build an alternative to BRI,

frastructure partnership”.

lion infrastructure deficit

via B3W. However, it is still important
to note that due to focus on different
areas, the BRI-B3W complex appears
more non-contradictory even though
competitive at large.”’ In this regard,
India’s inclusive initiatives like
SAGARMALA, Project Mausam, reviv-
al of the Cotton Routes, and the Secu-
rity and Growth for All in the Region

(SAGAR) can provide collaborative
opportunities.

as the JAI trilateral
grows (and especially as BSW remains

Furthermore,

a G7 venture), third-country coopera-
tion opportunities with B3W, India’s
SAGAR and Japan’'s Expanded Part-
nership for Quality Infrastructure
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(EPQI) must be sought; even Austra-
lia’s Pacific Step Up (PSU) and South
Korea's New Southern Policy (NSP)®*
could emerge as key partners. A simi-
lar outreach with respect to the US-Japan-
Australia led Blue Dot Network (BDN)
must also be built, with the potential
inclusion of India in the same to ex-
pand the venture's outreach and im-

pact.

In order for increasingly engaged par-
ticipation to bear fruit, India and the
US must fundamentally fortify their fi-
nancial, defence and diplomatic rela-
tions. This will require continued dis-
course between the two states to
arrange and resolve conflicts, and all
the more critically, an ability to make
specific trade-offs to reap the benefits.
As China prepares for its 20" National
Congress of the CCP in 2022, the US’
plans to expand ties with India will
only grow. With this in mind, it's high
time the two countries take the step to
formalize and advance their partner-
ship into a stable, secured and stronger
that emerges to become an exclusive

one.
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