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Striking US-Russia balance a
key challenge for India this yr

POLARISED WORLD Fmahsmg key trade arrangements W|th EU, Asean also high on agenda

Rezaul H Laskar

« |etters@hindustantimes.com

NEWDELHI; Adroitly navigatingan
increasingly polarised world
orderandfinalisingkey regional
trade agreements with Aseanand
itspartners, the European Union
(EU) will be among key foreign
policy challenges for India this
year.

Given its good relations with
both the US and Russia, India is
increasingly finding itself being
courted by the two powersatmul-
tilateral organisations such as
the World Trade Organization,
United Nations Security Council
and Organisation forthe Prohibi-
tion of Chemical Weapons and
will needtoresorttodefi manoeu-
vring, people familiar with the
developments said.

“We will have a task navigat-
ing in international forums to
ensure that we preserve our
space between the efforts of the
twosides topullusin theirdirec-
tion. There is an expectation (by
both), given our very good rela-
tions, that we will come to their
side,” a person said.

At several of these forums,
Russia is receiving issue-based
supportfrom China, with which
India has been able to normalise
tiesfollowing the military stand-

= Minister of external affairs Sushma Swaraj with high representatwe

of the European Union for foreign affairs Federica Mogherini.

off at Doklam in 2017. This, the
peoplecited above said, iscompli-
cating the scenario for India.

“Thisisaneranotofalliances
but of partnerships, and India
wants tokeepallitsballsin theair
and ensure that they don't fall,”
said Former ambassador Rajiv
Bhatia, a distinguished fellow at
Gateway House.

Bhatiasaid Chinaremainsthe
“fundamental strategic worry”
asitis perceivedasanadversary
in the strategic, security and
defence realms, and, in this
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regard, the partnership with the
US provides India “moral com-
fort”, while Russia “enhancesthe
strategiccomfort”.

The people cited above also
said progress on regional trade
arrangements such as the
Regional Comprehensive Eco-
nomic Partnership (RCEP) with
the 10 Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (Asean)states and
the grouping’s free-trade pact
partners Australia, New Zealand,
Japan, Chinaand Korea, and the
Broad-based Trade and Invest-

ment Agreement(BTIA) with the
EU will be achallenge for 2019.

“These areimportant arrange-
ments and if we do not become
partofthem, certainly of RCEP,
werisk losingouteconomically.
RCEP is reaching its end game
and BTIA is fairly mature as the
areas of difference are down to
certain coreareas,” the first per-
son said.

Former bureaucrat Thomas
Mathew. whoclosely tracks such
issues, said: “RCEPis important
for India to ensure the establish-
ment of a rules-based institu-
tional framework with China.
This is notwithstanding the
apprehension of indigenous
industry, whichfearstheadverse
impact of preferential imports
from China.”

Mathew, a former deputy
director general of the Institute
for Defence Studies and Analy-
ses, added, “Despite the fact that
the EU is India’s largest trading
partner, the total FDIinto India
from the Union constitutes only
about 1% of its outflows. The
BTIA will be thefirst comprehen-
sive agreement that the EU will
be concludingwithalargeemerg-
ing economy and it will open the
prospectsforincreased tradeand
investmentsand createa win-win
ecosystemforboth.”



