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Steady military modernisation

Efforts over the last four years by the Modi Government to upgrade India’s armed
forces despite financial constraints and a huge backlog deserve appreciation

PATHIKRIT PAYNE

rom September 2019, India would start

to receive the much-awaited Dassault

Rafale combat aircrafts and the deliver

and testing of the entire fleet of 36 fight-

er jets is expected to be completed by
April 2022. India would also start receiving
Apache AH-64E multi-role combat helicopters
and CH-47 tactical transport helicopters, contract
for which was finalised in 2015, as well as M-777
howitzers, which was signed under a contract in
2016. The Indian Army will also receive most of
the 1.86 lakh bulletproof jackets, which were con-
tracted for in 2018. From 2020, India would start
getting delivery of S-400 air defence systems
whose deal was signed last October. It is also
expected that by next year, India would have in
place a clear roadmap and contract in place for
arming the infantry soldiers of the Indian Army
with a battle-proven assault rifle to replace the
obsolete INSAS.

What Modi inherited: Lack of modernisa-
tion of the armed forces for nearly a decade and
challenges of grappling with obsolescence of exist-
ing equipment in the rapidly changing geopolit-
ical landscape, were two major predicaments that
the Narendra Modi Government had to confront
in 2014. Rapid pace of military modernisation by
both China and Pakistan exacerbated the situa-
tion further. There were only two choices in front
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi — either con-
tinue to play politics of delay on big ticket defence
acquisitions or take a decisive approach to mod-
ernise the forces while brushing aside all inhibi-
tions and delaying tactics of the vested interests.
The Prime Minister chose the latter. He preferred
to go for fast-paced military modernisation.

First steps: In June 2014, the keel was laid for
India’s first missile tracking ship at Hindustan
Shipyard after it was ordered by Modi
Government as part of developing a robust nuclear
shield. In less than four years since then, the 15,000
tonne ocean surveillance ship is almost ready and
is undergoing trials before final commissioning.
In 2015, the Modi dispensation gave approval for
the construction of seven stealth frigates under
Project 17A and six nuclear powered attack sub-
marines. While Mumbai-based Mazagon Dock
Shipbuilders Limited would be making four of the
frigates, Kolkata-based Garden Reach Shipbuilders
& Engineers would make the remaining three. The
nuclear powered attack submarines would be built
at the Ship Building Centre in Vizag.

Big ticket acquisitions: In September 2015, the
Narendra Modi Government signed deals with
Boeing for acquisition of 22 Apache AH-64 attack
helicopters and 15 Chinook CH-47 tactical trans-
port helicopters under a three billion dollar deal.
Order for six more Apache AH-64 helicopters were
given in 2018. The year 2015 also saw the
Government giving nod to acquisition of 10 Heron
TP armed drones from Israel for $400 million.

In September 2016, India and France inked
deal for acquisition of 36 Dassault Rafale com-
bat jets. The 59,000 crore deal, apart from a 50
per cent clause for offsets and local sourcing of
components, also included a wide array of cut-
ting edge weapon systems, including Scalp cruise
missiles with 500-km range and Meteor radar
guided beyond visual range (BVR) air-to-air mis-
sile with over 100 km of range. This apart, reports
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also indicate that the Rafales made for
India would probably be capable of car-
rying nuclear warheads as well as
BrahMos. With one squadron each for
the eastern and western battle theatres,
the Rafale fleet is expected to signifi-
cantly boost the combat capabilities of
Indian Air Forces. A follow-on order for
four additional P8I Poseidon mar-
itime reconnaissance planes for Indian
Navy was also signed in 2016.

The Rafale deal was followed by
Defence Acquisition Council (DAC)
clearing the Acceptance of Necessity
(AON) in November 2016 for acquisi-
tion of 83 Light Combat Aircraft or
Tejas in the MKIA configuration,
which would be equipped with AESA
radars, self-protection jammers and air-
to-air refuelling capabilities. A year later,
IAF issued the Request for Proposal to
HAL and reports indicate that
Hindustan Aeronautics Limited (HAL)
has submitted quotation for the same,
which is under review by the Ministry
of Defence. Incidentally, HAL is yet to
get the final operational clearance
(FOC) for LCA and conclude the
delivery of the first 40 Light Combat
Aircrafts (LCA), whose orders were
placed in 2006 and 2010 respectively.

Modernising artillery: In the
realm of artillery acquisition, the first
major step by the Modi Government in
restarting the modernisation of artillery
regiments of the Indian Army was
through selection of L&T-Hanwha
Techwin combine in 2015 for making
100 self propelled K9 Vajra howitzers.
The contract worth around 5,000
crore was signed in 2017. Further, a crit-
ical deal with the US was signed in 2016
for acquisition of 145 M777 ultra light-
weight howitzers for 5,000 crore, a deal
which was pending for years during the
United Progressive Alliance (UPA)
era. In 2016, approval was also given for

raising two more regiments of Pinaka
rockets for 3,300 crore and the fourth
regiment of BrahMos for 4,300 crore
with more advanced versions of the
cruise missile, proficient in trajectory
manoeuvrability and with deep diving
capabilities, to be deployed in northeast.

Bulletproof jackets for infantry:
If there was one product whose defi-
ciency tormented the infantry soldier
of the Indian Army for decades now, it
has to be the availability of new gener-
ation bulletproof jackets. Like many
other defence files, dust kept on piling
on this one too for years. During the
11th five year plan (2007-12) Indian
Army was supposed to receive 1,86,168
jackets but nothing much happened.
Eventually, it was in 2016 that permis-
sion for a one-time ‘interim emergency
acquisition’ by taking the ‘revenue
route’ was granted by the Modi-led
Government to the Indian Army for
procuring 50,000 bulleproof vests for
{140 crore from Tata Advanced
Materials.

Later in April 2018, another con-
tract worth ¥639 crore was signed by
the Ministry of Defence with SMPP Pvt
Ltd for procurement of an additional
1,86,138 bulletproof jackets. In 2017, a
contract worth 180 crore was also
given to Kanpur-based MKU for pro-
curement of 1.6 lakh bulletproof hel-
mets, an equipment as critical for the
foot soldier, in the battle front, as bul-
letproof vest and assault rifle.

Modernising air defence: On the
air defence front, in April 2017, India
signed a two billion dollar deal with
Israel Aerospace Industry and anoth-
er Israeli company, Rafael, for supply-
ing Medium Range Surface to Air
Missiles (MR-SAM) to the Indian
Army. Additionally, a $630 million
contract in 2017 and a $777 million
contract in 2018 were signed with

Israel Aerospace Industries for Barak-
8 Long Range Surface to Air Missile
(LR-SAM) to arm India’s frontline war-
ships. This was followed by the mam-
moth $5.43 billion deal with Russia in
2018 for S-400 Triumf air defence sys-
tems, capable of shooting down almost
all kinds of incoming missiles, fight-
ers and drones.

The deal for 6,000 missiles and
associated equipments, including jam
resistant phased array radars, was
inked in spite of threats of sanctions by
US. This was followed in quick succes-
sion with a $950 million deal with
Russia for two frigates of Project 11,356
class for Indian Navy.

In between, exclusive deals worth
almost 320,000 crore were also signed
by the TAF and the Indian Army for
ammunitions, spares and engines to
have enough reserve for 10 days of
intense fighting in case of any eventu-
ality. Many additional deals are in
pipeline including 200 Ka-226 and 48
Mi-17V5 helicopters, acquisition of 464
T-90 tanks and local production of AK
series rifles. Some are expected to be
signed soon. Further, Prime Minister
Narendra Modis diplomatic efforts
resulting in India being inducted into
the exclusive Missile Technology
Control Regime (MTCR) club and
being granted Strategic Trade
Authorisation (STA-1) status by the US
also helps the country to enhance the
range and quantum of warheads in
imported missiles and get access to crit-
ical and cutting-edge defence technolo-
gies hitherto restricted for India.

Efforts over the last four years by
the Modi Government to modernise
India’s armed forces in spite of finan-
cial constraints and a huge backlog
deserve appreciation.

(The writer is a New Delhi-based
strategic affairs analyst)




