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Wooing Russia will be a challenge

Narendra Modi will have to revitalise ties with
Moscow while safeguarding regional security

BRAHMA
CHELLANEY

rime Minister Narendra Modi’s Rus-

sia visit raises a fundamental ques-

tion: IsMoscow still India’s ‘tried and

trusted’ friend? Russia’s growingrela-
tions with India’sadversaries, Chinaand Pak-
istan, have spurred unease in New Delhi.
However, many in India have failed to grasp
the factors driving Moscow’s overtures to
Islamabad orits sale of offensive weapon sys-
temsto Beijing.

Such moves have little to do with India.
Russia may be in decline economically, but,
geopolitically,itisaresurgent power, spread-
ingitsinfluencetonew regions and pursuing
rearmament at home. Russia is the only
power willing todirectly challenge US inter-
estsin West Asia, Europe, Caspian Sea basin,
Central Asiaand Afghanistan, where Amer-
icaisstuck inthelongest war inits history.

In keeping with the maxim that countries
haveno permanentfriends or enemies, only
permanentinterests, Russia hasrejigged its
geopolitical strategy torespond tothe US-led
sanctionsagainstit since 2014. Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin has expanded the geopo-
litical chessboard on which Moscow canplay

againstthe US and Nato.

Putin hasmade Russia the central playerin
the Syrian conflict. Until Russialaunchedits
own air war in Syria in September 2015, the
US-British-French alliance had the upper
hand there, aiding supposedly ‘moderate’
jihadist rebels against Bashar al-Assad’s
regime and staging separate bombing cam-
paigns against IS. Russia’s direct interven-
tion, withoutbogging downits militaryinthe
Syrian quagmire, has helped turn around
Assad’sfortunes and reshaped Moscow’srela-
tionships with Turkey, Israel and Iran.

As part of his multidimensional chess
game, PutinisalsobuildingRussian leverage
inother countries thatare thekeyfocus of US
attention—from North Koreato Libya. Butit
is Russia’s warming relationship with the
medieval Taliban — the US military’s main
battlefield foein Afgshanistan —that seriously
conflicts with India’s interest.

Russia'snew cosiness with the Taliban, of
course, does not mean that the enemy of'its
enemy is necessarily a permanent friend.
Moscow is opportunistically seeking to use
the Taliban as atool to weigh down the US mil-
itaryin Afghanistan. Because ofthe Taliban’s
command-and-control base and guerrilla
sanctuaries in Pakistan, Moscow has also
sought to befriend Islamabad. This impera-
tive has been underscored by Washington’s
refusal tobomb the Taliban’s command and
controlin Pakistan.

The paradox is that as India has moved
strategically closertothe US, American policy
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hasworked against India’sregional interests,
propelling Moscow to forge closer ties with
China and tobuild new relationships with the
Taliban and Pakistan. The US still continues
tofecklessly accommodate China and battle
the Taliban on just one side of the Afghani-
stan-Pakistan divide. Russia is equally non-
chalantifits geopolitical chess play squeezes
Indian interests.

Therevival of the ‘Great Game’in Afghani-
stanisjust one manifestation of the US-Rus-
sian relationship turning more poisonous.
Another signis Moscow’s stepped-up court-
ingof Beijing. For example, with Russia stay-
ingquiet, last year’s BRICS Goa Declaration,
at China’sinsistence, omitted any referenceto
cross-border terrorism or to any Pakistan-

based group, yetmentioned IS and al-Nusra.
Putin attended the recent ‘One Belt, OneRoad’
summit in Beijing despite his concern that
Chinaisusingthatprojecttodisplace Russia
asthedominantinfluencein Central Asia.

With Russia becomingthelargest crude oil
exporter to China, Moscow-Beijing ties are
booming economically, yet underlying politi-
cal suspicions and wariness remain. In the
India-Russiacase, itisthereverse: Relations
are warm politically but the two-way tradeis
insharpdecline, slumpingtolessthan $8 bil-
lionin 2015. US-led sanctions against Russia,
by promoting Moscow-Beijing closeness, are
undercutting a central US policy objective
sincethe 1972 opening to Beijing—todrivea
wedge between China and Russia.

For Putin, the sanctions represent war by
other means and a justification for Russia to
countervail US power. With the US Congress
threatening to impose additional sanctions
even as aspecial counsel investigates alleged
collusion between President Donald Trump’s
election campaign and Moscow, US-Russian
tensionsandrivalries will continue to buffet
India’sregionalinterests, butserve asastra-
tegic boonfor China.

Against this background, Modifacesan exi-
gent challenge torevitalise aflagging partner-
ship with Russia while safeguarding India’s
regional security and its $3 billion develop-
mentaid to Afghanistan since 2002. This chal-
lengeiscompounded by thefactthatarobust
relationship with Moscow is vital to a bal-
anced Indian foreign policy, to leveraging
India’s ties with other powers, and to manag-
inganincreasingly muscular China. A drift-
ing relationship with Russia would crimp
India’s options, toits serious detriment.
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