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Modi’s historic Israel trip underlines how even as India attempts to ‘Act East’, it is ‘Thinking West

7

Finally, a Promised Visit

Dhruva Jaishankar
& Shruti Godbole

- ot that long ago, the words
‘Notvalid for travel to Sou-
th Africa or Israel’ used to
beclearly writtenonallIn-

- " dian passports. Narendra
Modi’s recent visit to Israel, the first
by an Indian prime minister to that
country, brings alongdiplomatic arc
to its natural conclusion.

Since normalising relations in
1992, the India-Israel relationship has
grown to cover not just defence sales
butalsopharmaceuticals, infrastruc-
ture, information technology, touri-
sm, entrepreneurship, and especially
agriculture and water management.
A prime ministerial visit was, there-
fore, long overdue, a fact recognised
by Modi’s host.

Welcominghiscounterpart, Israeli
PrimeMinister Benjamin Netanyahu
said, “Prime Minister Modi, we have
been waiting for you for a long time,
for almost 70 years, in fact.” The Ind-
ia-Israel relationship may;, in fact, be
an old one, taking on new dimensi-
ons. But it now assumes greater im-
portancefor both countries given the
changesunderway across West Asia.

Indiahaslonghad vital interestsin
theregion. Thefirstinvolvesthe safe-
ty and well-being of the almost nine-
million-strong Indian diaspora in
West Asia, who contribute remittanc-
es of around $40 billion annually. Th-
eirsecurity isalsoapolitically sensi-
tive issuefor the Indian government,

and has necessitated evacuations of
Indian nationals, whether from Ku-
walit in 1990, Lebanon in 2006, Libya
in 2011 or Yemen in 2015.

Thesecond interest concernsener-
gy security, which is vital for the he-
alth and well-being of the Indianeco-
nomy. About60% of all Indian oil im-
ports—and even more of its natural
gas — come from West Asia, making
India one of the major economies
that ismost dependent on the region
foritsenergyneeds.

A third consideration is security,
including cooperation on counter-
terrorism. Thishasrequired Indiato
develop important, if sometimetacit,
security-and intelligence-sharing me-
chanisms, as well as broader defence
partnershipsacrosstheregion. These
critical Indian interests concerning
thediaspora, energy and security ha-
ve required India to maintain a deli-
cate balancing act in the region bet-
ween itsmajor players, Saudi Arabia,
Iran, Israel, the United Arab Emira-
tes (UAE), Qatar and others.

0il Off the Boil

Butthesituation in West Asiaisfluid
and ever-changing. There are indica-
tions that the US might play aless ac-
tiveroleasasecurity guarantorinthe
region. This was implied previously
in Barack Obama’s ‘pivot’to Asia,and
morerecently by Donald Trump’s ge-
neral wariness about the US’ inter-
national military involvement.

The Arab Spring, instead of result-
ing in mass democratisation across
theregion, witnessed the breakdown
of governancein Egyptandtriggered
civil wars in Syria, Iraq, Libya and
Yemen. The 2015 Iran nuclear agree-
ment may have dealt with the imme-
diate challenges posed by that coun-
try’s nuclear programme. But it has
generated fears in otherregional cap-
itals, who worry that the removal of
international sanctionsagainstIran

Notwithstanding Modi skipping Ramallah, New Delhi
has realised that a better relationship with Israel does
not necessarily mean distancing itself from Palestine
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may have emboldened Tehran and
upset the balance of power.

Meanwhile, as oil prices remain
low, several Gulf Arab countries are
beginning to plan for a post-oil futu-
re. The Saudi Vision 2030, a signature
project of Saudi Crown Prince Moh-
ammad bin Salman, marks an ambi-
tious plan toreorient and modernise
the Saudieconomy.

While preserving ties with Iran, a
vital conduit into Afghanistan and
Central Asia, India has tried to seize
the opportunities presented by this
changinglandscape tostrengthenties
with thelikesof Saudi Arabiaandthe
UAE. Modihasreportedly noticeably
increased the proportionof the prime
minister’s time spent abroad in West
Asiarelative to his predecessor. It’'sa
reflection of the increased political
importance Indiaaccordstotheregi-
on. EvenasIndiaattemptsto‘Act East’,
itisincreasingly ‘Thinking West’.

This is where Israel’s importance
becomesapparent:looking westfrom
India, itis anisland of stability amid
aregion beset by considerable politi-
cal, military, economic and social up-
heaval. And the sentimentisrecipro-
cated. “When I turn my head to the
right,” Netanyahujoked whilerecre-
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ating a yoga pose, “India is the first
democracy thatI'll see.” For India, a
deeper, more normal relationship
with Israel has been made easier by
the thaw in Israel’s relations with
Saudi Arabia and its Gulf allies.

But Pally With Palestine

And, notwithstanding Modi’s decisi-
on to skip Ramallah, New Delhi has
discovered that a better relationship
with Israel does not necessarily me-
an that it should distance itself from
Palestine. Therecent visit toIndia of
Mahmoud Abbas, President of the
Palestinian National Authority, was
an ample demonstration of this.

Moving forward, India’s vital in-
terestsandthe changingregional dy-
namics will require it to deepen rela-
tions with all important actors in
West Asia, preserving its careful bal-
ancingactwhilesteppinguptoplaya
moreactiveregionalrole. Completely
normalisingrelations with Israel, as
this first visit by an India prime mi-
nister irrevocably does, is an impor-
tant step towards that objective.
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