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I. Overview: The Challenges of Multipolarity 

Sanjay Pulipaka and Mohit Musaddi 

 

Complex challenges emanate from multipolarity. For instance, the 

strengthening of India’s strategic partnerships has been uneven. Delhi’s 

relationship with Washington is progressing better than with other strategic 

partners. On the other hand, even as Russia claims it has an even-handed 

policy between India and China, Moscow’s policy in Asia is defined by 

contradiction given that China is the principal security threat for India. 

Moreover, India is the only country that is standing up to the Chinese PLA’s 

territorial incursions. Multipolarity also mandates agility, which India has 

demonstrated in the Middle East through fluid partnerships. The lapse of 

multipolarity into bipolarity will, to a large extent, be defined by the trajectory 

of India-US cooperation and, of course, will be contingent on collaborative 

initiatives with other democracies. 

China 

Early in the month, there were reports of a significant increase in the 

deployment of troops on the India-China border.1 Subsequently, there was 

heightened Chinese military activity in the central sector across Uttarakhand 

with increased patrolling by the PLA.2 Further, reports indicate that China is 

rapidly scaling up infrastructure facilities and building new airfields close to 

India’s border.3 Reflecting on the evolving situation, Indian Chief of Defence 

Staff (CDS) General Bipin Rawat stated on July 2 that the current situation 

cannot continue indefinitely as “it could lead to misadventure at some time.”4  

Amidst concerns about the increased deployments, India’s External Affairs 

Minister (EAM) Dr. S. Jaishankar met his Chinese counterpart on the sidelines 

of the SCO Foreign Ministers ’meet in Tajikistan on July 14, where he said that 

the prolonged standoff is “visibly impacting the relationship in a negative 

manner”.5 At the meeting, the EAM reiterated that normalisation in other 

segments of the bilateral relationship is not possible unless normalcy is 

restored in the border region.6 However, diplomatic and military-to-military 

negotiations have not so far resulted in reducing border tensions between the 

two countries. As of July 26, India and China have “held 10 Major General level 

talks, 55 Brigadier level talks and around 1,450 calls over the two hotlines” since 

the standoff began last year.7 Another hotline has been established between the 

Indian Army in Kongra La, north Sikkim and the PLA in Khamba Dzong of the 

Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR).8 Both sides continued their search for 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/china-india-move-tens-of-thousands-of-troops-to-the-border-in-largest-buildup-in-decades-11625218201
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/china-activity-lac-uttarakhand-indian-army-alert-barahoti-1830868-2021-07-21
https://www.indiatoday.in/programme/battle-cry/video/india-china-standoff-china-expanding-infrastructure-1835100-2021-07-31
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/india-china-should-be-able-to-achieve-status-quo-in-eastern-ladakh-in-gradual-manner-cds-bipin-rawat/articleshow/84064367.cms
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/7/14/india-tells-china-continuing-border-tensions-not-in-either-sides
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/7/14/india-tells-china-continuing-border-tensions-not-in-either-sides
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/jaishankar-wang-differ-on-way-forward-for-india-china-ties/article35335065.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/deal-for-disengagement-at-gogra-hot-springs-in-sight-at-12th-round-of-india-china-corps-commander-level-talks/article35524796.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-china-establish-military-hotline-in-north-sikkim/article35669670.ece
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“enhanced mutual understanding” during the 12th round of the Corps 

Commander-level talks on July 31 at Moldo, with focus on disengagement at 

Gogra and Hot Springs.9  

Border tensions continue to affect bilateral economic interactions between the 

two countries. In the quarter ending June, out of the USD7.2 billion in funding 

raised by Indian start-ups, only USD745 million was through Chinese 

investors.10 American investors contributed a whopping USD5.7 billion.11 

Moreover, there is growing anticipation that Indian tech start-ups may benefit 

because of the ongoing crackdown on tech companies in China.12  

Chinese infrastructure building close to the Indian border has continued apace. 

While in June, a high speed rail network to Tibet was inaugurated, in July, 

Chinese president Xi Jinping made his first visit to the Tibetan city of Nyingchi, 

which borders Arunachal Pradesh.13 During his visit, President Xi reportedly 

called on the ethnic minorities “to set their roots at the border” and promised 

to further “strengthen infrastructure construction”.14 

As border tensions continue, it appears that there is greater co-ordination 

between India and the US. Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi in a phone 

call personally wished HH the Dalai Lama on his 86th birthday.15 US Secretary 

of State Antony J. Blinken also interacted with a representative of the Dalai 

Lama during a meeting with civil society leaders in New Delhi on July 28, 

2021.16  

The United States 

US Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken visited India on July 27-28 and held 

wide ranging discussions with EAM Dr. S. Jaishankar. They exchanged views 

on “regional concerns, multilateral institutions and global issues…[including] 

Afghanistan, Indo-Pacific and the Gulf”.17 Mr. Blinken also met NSA Ajit Doval 

and called on Prime Minister Modi. The Blinken visit,“ from atmospherics to 

substance, confirmed the forward momentum of the India-US comprehensive 

and global partnership.”18  

On July 16, the United States handed over “the first two Sikorsky MH-60R 

multi-role helicopters to the Indian Navy”.19 In total, the United States will 

deliver 24 multi role helicopters (MRH) to the Indian Navy for a total cost of 

USD2.4 billion.20 

Delhi and Washington are also exploring ways to strengthen healthcare co-

operation. On July 13, the US government spokesperson remarked that in 

addition to co-operation to combat the COVID-19 pandemic, India and the US 

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/12th-corps-commander-talks-between-india-and-china-under-way/article35647266.ece
https://californianewstimes.com/chinese-investors-miss-out-on-record-year-for-indian-tech-fundraising/435562/
https://californianewstimes.com/chinese-investors-miss-out-on-record-year-for-indian-tech-fundraising/435562/
https://fortune.com/2021/07/23/india-unicorns-hot-china-tech-crackdown-ipo/
https://www.hindustantimes.com/world-news/chinese-president-makes-surprise-visit-to-tibetan-city-near-india-border-101627013285114.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-07-23/china-s-xi-makes-first-official-tibet-visit-amid-border-tensions
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/indian-pm-modi-greets-dalai-lama-birthday-rare-phone-call-2021-07-06/
https://www.reuters.com/world/india/blinken-starts-india-meetings-with-address-civil-society-group-2021-07-28/
https://www.reuters.com/world/india/blinken-starts-india-meetings-with-address-civil-society-group-2021-07-28/
https://mea.gov.in/incoming-visit-detail.htm?34073/Transcript+of+Press+Statement++Media+Interaction+following+IndiaUS+Ministerial+Meeting
https://www.delhipolicygroup.org/publication/policy-briefs/the-blinken-visit-diplomacy-in-action.html
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/indian-navy-receives-first-two-mh-60r-helicopters-from-us-1829217-2021-07-17
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will soon scale up collaboration in “diagnostics, therapeutics and vaccines” to 

combat other infectious diseases as well.21 

During the month, a bill titled the “Indian Ocean Region Strategic Review Act” 

was introduced in the US House of Representatives. It calls for “continuing to 

build the US-India relationship in order to regularise security co-operation 

through the negotiation of agreements concerning access, communication 

and navigation”.22 These developments indicate that in the executive and 

legislative branches of the US government, there is growing support for India 

and recognition of the need to double down on the Indo-Pacific strategy. 

Russia 

On July 2, Russian President Vladimir Putin signed into law an updated version 

of the Russian National Security Strategy (NSS).23 The NSS notes that 

partnerships with China and India are necessary “to create reliable 

mechanisms in the Asia-Pacific region”.24 Russia continues to grapple with its 

grand strategy. While its relationship with the West is defined by friction, its 

relationship with India and China can be said to be defined by contradiction, 

given that Delhi and Beijing are increasingly pulling apart. 

High level visits between India and Russia have picked up momentum in 

recent months. While Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov visited New 

Delhi in April, EAM Dr. S. Jaishankar travelled to Russia in July. Delhi and 

Moscow have decided to hold a 2+2 meeting between foreign and defence 

ministers this year, reportedly before Prime Minister Modi and President Putin 

meet in New Delhi for the annual leaders ’summit.25 EAM Jaishankar and FM 

Lavrov discussed co-operation in the nuclear and defence sectors in addition 

to exchanging views on regional and global issues.26 India-Russia vaccine co-

operation has also continued to gain momentum, with new licensed 

production facilities in India for manufacture of the Sputnik V vaccine.27 

The Russia-China relationship also maintained momentum, with FM Lavrov 

meeting Chinese State Councillor Wang Yi on the sidelines of the “Central and 

South Asia: Regional Connectivity Challenges and Opportunities” conference 

in Tashkent on July 15. FM Lavrov reportedly described the Russia-China 

relationship as “the best in history”.28 

Neighbourhood 

China continued to make inroads in the Indian subcontinent through two 

South Asia-related forums held during the month. On July 8, China established 

the China-South Asia Countries Poverty Alleviation and Co-operative 

https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/will-send-covid-19-vaccines-as-soon-as-india-clears-legal-hurdles-us/article35314941.ece
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/bill-in-us-house-seeks-to-strengthen-americas-ties-with-indo-pacific-countries-including-india/articleshow/84400755.cms?from=mdr
https://thediplomat.com/2021/07/what-russias-national-security-strategy-has-to-say-about-asia/
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-russia-to-hold-22-ministerial-dialogue-ahead-of-summit-meeting/article35321094.ece
https://mea.gov.in/outoging-visit-detail.htm?33997/Statement+by+Minister+of+External+Affairs+at+the+Joint+Press+conference+with+the+Minister+of+Foreign+Affairs+of+the+Russian+Federation
https://apnews.com/article/europe-middle-east-business-health-government-and-politics-fce4df10e39a017e031a46a40d537f8b
https://apnews.com/article/europe-middle-east-business-health-government-and-politics-fce4df10e39a017e031a46a40d537f8b
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1892610.shtml
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1892610.shtml
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjbxw/t1891007.shtml
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Development Centre in Chongqing city to “pool strength, integrate resources, 

and exchange wisdom” with member countries.29 On July 9, China set up the 

China-South Asia Emergency Supply Reserve at the Chengdu International 

Railway Port to “enable co-operation to combat the pandemic and other 

emergencies”.30 India, the Maldives and Bhutan are not part of either initiative. 

Nepali Congress President Sher Bahadur Deuba was sworn in as Prime Minister 

of Nepal on July 13, ending months of political instability in the country.31 This 

came after the Nepal Supreme Court overturned former PM KP Sharma Oli’s 

recommendation to dissolve the House of Representatives.32 Since assuming 

office, PM Deuba has held telephone conversations with Indian PM Narendra 

Modi33 and with other international leaders.  

The situation in Myanmar continued to deteriorate. Anti-coup demonstrations 

have been hampered by a record surge in the number of COVID-19 cases in the 

country.34 To make matters worse, the Myanmar military (Tatmadaw) has 

ramped up attacks on doctors and medics.35 On July 26, the Tatmadaw formally 

cancelled the results of the November 2020 elections, citing massive voter 

fraud.36 

South Asian countries have stepped up their vaccination drives. Nepal received 

1.5 million doses of the Johnson and Johnson (J&J) vaccine from the US, 

USD165 million from the ADB for vaccine procurement and is due to receive 

1.6 million doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine from Japan.37 Bangladesh has also 

received 245,000 doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine from Tokyo under the UN’s 

COVAX initiative.38 The US, Denmark and Croatia sent 850,000 doses of the 

Moderna and AstraZeneca vaccines through the COVAX facility to Bhutan, 

while China shipped 50,000 doses of its Sinopharm vaccine.39 

As India’s COVID-19 outreach to the neighbourhood continued, India sent four 

express trains carrying Liquid Medical Oxygen (LMO) to Bangladesh during the 

month.40  

Bhutan became the first neighbouring country to adopt India’s BHIM UPI 

initiative.41 Newly elected President of the UNGA and Foreign Minister of the 

Maldives Abdullah Shahid visited India on July 22-24 and held discussions with 

EAM Jaishankar, besides calling on Prime Minister Modi.42 India and the 

Maldives renewed the MoU on India’s High Impact Community Development 

Project in the Maldives and Delhi extended assistance of USD10 million.43 

During the month, the navies of India, Sri Lanka and the Maldives also 

conducted a virtual Trilateral Table Top Exercise (TTX) to enhance mutual 

understanding and improve “assistance in maritime search and rescue”.44 

https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3140803/china-launches-coronavirus-crisis-reserve-south-asian-nations
https://indianexpress.com/article/world/sher-bahadur-deuba-becomes-nepals-prime-minister-for-5th-time-7402595/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/nepals-supreme-court-reinstates-parliament-orders-new-pm-be-appointed-2021-07-12/
https://thehimalayantimes.com/nepal/pm-deuba-holds-telephonic-conversation-with-indian-counterpart-pm-modi
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/myanmar-sees-record-coronavirus-deaths-infections-2021-07-14/
https://apnews.com/article/only-on-ap-myanmar-business-science-coronavirus-pandemic-3b4c3e6d711b5eac1209a2c8fd90b2b4
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/annulled-07262021204753.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/annulled-07262021204753.html
https://us.nepalembassy.gov.np/nepal-receives-1-5-million-doses-of-jj-vaccines-donated-by-united-states-of-america/
https://myrepublica.nagariknetwork.com/news/adb-approves-loan-worth-us-165-million-to-nepal-to-procure-vaccines-against-covid-19/
https://kathmandupost.com/national/2021/07/13/japan-to-donate-over-1-5-million-doses-of-astrazeneca-vaccine-to-nepal-through-covax
https://en.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/bangladesh-receives-245000-astrazeneca-jabs-from-tokyo
https://www.livemint.com/news/world/china-sends-50-000-doses-of-sinopharm-covid-vaccines-to-bhutan-11626337840042.html
https://www.uniindia.com/ser-despatches-4th-oxygen-express-carrying-200-tonnes-of-lmo-to-bangladesh-from-tatanagar/east/news/2464482.html
https://indianexpress.com/article/business/bhutan-becomes-the-first-neighbouring-country-to-use-bhim-upi-7403970/
https://indianexpress.com/article/business/bhutan-becomes-the-first-neighbouring-country-to-use-bhim-upi-7403970/
https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/34030/Visit+of+PresidentElect+of+the+76th+General+Assembly+of+the+United+Nations+and+Minister+of+Foreign+Affairs+of+Maldives+to+India+July+2224+2021
https://www.gov.mv/en/news-and-communications/maldives-and-india-sign-a-renewed-memorandum-of-understanding-on-high-impact-community-development-projects
https://theprint.in/diplomacy/india-sri-lanka-and-maldives-hold-virtual-trilateral-exercise-on-maritime-security/696891/
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Afghanistan-Pakistan 

The possibility of a complete military takeover of Afghanistan by the Taliban 

prompted frenzied diplomatic activity across the region. Iran hosted a Taliban-

Afghan government meeting in the first week of July.45 In the third week, the 

intra-Afghan dialogue was hosted in Doha.46 Pakistan was due to host the 

Afghan Peace Conference on July 17-19 but cancelled it at the last minute.47 

EAM Jaishankar was in Teheran to discuss the evolving security situation in 

the region.48 President Putin held telephonic conversations with his 

counterparts in Tajikistan and Uzbekistan.49 On the side-lines of the 

conference on connectivity in Central and South Asia, regional leaders 

discussed the evolving security dynamic in Afghanistan and Pakistan.50 These 

multiple conferences indicate that there is genuine concern about Taliban 

control of Afghanistan. Tajikistan deployed an additional 20,000 troops along 

its border with Afghanistan.51 Russia is also sending additional equipment to its 

base in Tajikistan and is planning to conduct joint military exercises with 

Tajikistan and Uzbekistan.52  

On July 28, Taliban representatives met with Chinese foreign minister Wang 

Yi.53 The meeting assumed significance, given the growing economic footprint 

of China in the region and its security concerns pertaining to Xinjiang.  

A terrorist attack on July 14 in the Upper Kohistan region resulted in the death 

of at least 13 people, including nine Chinese who were working on a 

hydropower project.54 The incident demonstrated that economic activity and 

infrastructure building are being adversely affected by the deteriorating 

security situation in Pakistan. 

Middle East  

India maintained the positive momentum in its relations with the Gulf. India’s 

Reliance Industries announced that it would invest in a joint-venture with the 

Abu Dhabi National Oil Company (ADNOC) to build a mega petrochemical 

complex in the UAE.55 India and the UAE have initiated negotiations on a free 

trade agreement (FTA), which may serve as a platform for similar agreements 

with other GCC countries.56 There is increased trade diversification, with 

exports of agricultural commodities picking up momentum in the recent past.  

In the realm of defence and security co-operation, Indian Air Force chief R. K. 

S. Bhadauria visited UAE on July 31. Reports suggested that India may be 

considering the purchase of anti-drone systems from Israel.57 Pakistan on its 

part is reportedly procuring armed drones from Turkey.58  

https://apnews.com/article/joe-biden-middle-east-iran-c92c36feaaf1b0a84d5e08963fa9673b
https://apnews.com/article/joe-biden-middle-east-iran-c92c36feaaf1b0a84d5e08963fa9673b
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/7/18/afghan-govt-taliban-agree-to-meet-again-expedite-talks
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/pakistan/pakistan-announces-cancellation-of-afghan-peace-conference-amid-row-over-support-to-taliban/articleshow/84480914.cms
https://www.financialexpress.com/defence/taliban-gains-ground-in-afghanistan-eam-jaishankar-stops-over-in-iran-on-his-way-to-russia/2285637/
https://tass.com/politics/1316731
https://www.voanews.com/south-central-asia/uzbekistan-conference-attracts-global-interest-central-asia
https://www.rferl.org/a/tajikistan-readiness-drill-afghanistan/31371522.html
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/07/28/russia-to-boost-tajikistan-army-amid-afghanistan-deterioration-a74636
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/taliban-delegation-visits-china-taliban-spokesperson-2021-07-28/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-57837072
https://www.business-standard.com/article/companies/adnoc-and-reliance-industries-to-set-up-petrochemical-project-in-abu-dhabi-121062901582_1.html
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/economy/policy/india-begins-talks-on-free-trade-agreement-with-uae/article35303961.ece
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/india-may-procure-israeli-anti-drone-systems-in-wake-of-jammu-attack-report-101624936421789.html
https://thefederal.com/international/pak-confers-military-award-on-turkish-gen-looks-to-buy-armed-drones/
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There was renewed tension in Turkey-Greece relations, with the Erdogan 

government attempting to alter the status-quo in Cyprus by opening the closed 

town of Varosha.59 India expressed deep concern about the “unilateral 

announcements” by Turkey to alter the status quo.60 

Conclusion: Developing a Shared Multilateral Vision  

During the month, Indian Foreign Secretary Harsh Vardhan Shringla visited 

New York for high-level meetings of the UN Security Council (UNSC). He 

attended a briefing on the situation in Libya, called on UN Secretary General 

Antonio Guterres and French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian, and met the 

US Permanent Representative to the UN.61 

In the run-up to India’s UNSC presidency, the Foreign Secretary62 briefed the 

UN Secretary-General and other envoys on the agenda that New Delhi seeks to 

pursue.63 India will organise high-level meetings on maritime security, 

peacekeeping and counter-terrorism.64 

Three elements defined India’s engagement on multilateral platforms during 

the month. First, India used its membership of the UNSC to press issues that it 

considers essential. For instance, the Indian representative participating in the 

UN General Assembly debate called on the international community to refrain 

from reverting to “the era of ‘your terrorists’ and ‘my terrorists’ and fight the 

scourge collectively”.65 

Second, India is building partnerships to reform the multilateral system. During 

the month, India’s call for reform of the multilateral system received strong 

endorsement from France. France’s ambassador to India, Emmanuel Lenain, 

noted that India’s call for “reformed multilateralism… echoes France’s long-

standing efforts to make the United Nations more representative and 

efficient.”66 

Third, Delhi called for developing a shared understanding of the evolving 

multipolar world order. In his speech at the Primakov Institute of World 

Economy in Moscow, EAM Dr. S. Jaishankar remarked that, “[t]he grammar of 

multi-polarity… is very different from that of bi-polarity”.67 He delineated three 

important principles that should guide the behaviour of major powers: first, 

“each pole has its own needs, but its pursuit is to be moderated not by the 

balance of power, but by balance of interests;” second, “[b]alance of interests 

may be individually defined, but it is the task of diplomacy to ensure that it is 

collectively realised;” and third, “[t]he operating principle of a multi-polar world 

is the legitimate pursuit of flexibility without seeking exclusivity”.68 

https://www.wionews.com/india-news/india-backs-cyprus-on-varosha-issue-calls-turkey-backed-move-concerning-399802
https://www.wionews.com/india-news/india-backs-cyprus-on-varosha-issue-calls-turkey-backed-move-concerning-399802
https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/34020/Visit_of_the_Foreign_Secretary_to_New_York_1416_July_2021
https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/34020/Visit_of_the_Foreign_Secretary_to_New_York_1416_July_2021
https://www.thestatesman.com/world/shringla-briefs-guterres-envoys-ahead-indias-unsc-presidency-1502982640.html
https://theprint.in/diplomacy/unga-president-praises-india-for-rich-program-of-work-planned-for-upcoming-unsc-presidency/700671/
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/india-unsc-presidency-pm-modi-counter-terrorism-1835397-2021-08-01
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/dont-return-to-era-of-your-terrorists-my-terrorists-india-at-un-1824993-2021-07-07
https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/france-and-indias-successive-presidencies-are-a-force-for-good-in-un-security-council-7383349/
https://mea.gov.in/Speeches-Statements.htm?dtl/33991/External_Affairs_Ministers_speech_on_IndiaRussia_ties_in_a_changing_world_at_IMEMO_Moscow
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II. Russian Grand Strategy: India, the US and China 

Anushka Nair 

Russia-India 

On July 2, Russia released an updated National Security Strategy (NSS) based 

on an analysis of Moscow’s security threats, national interests and policy 

priorities.69 The document acknowledges Russia’s rapidly deteriorating 

relationship with the West.  It calls for reduction of dollar usage in foreign trade 

as a crucial step to securing Russia’s economic stability in the face of the 

barrage of sanctions imposed by the West.70  It also identifies co-operation with 

China and India as key foreign policy priorities.  

Indian Foreign Minister Dr. S. Jaishankar visited Russia between July 7 and 9, 

and met with his Russian counterpart Sergei Lavrov as well as Russian Deputy 

Prime Minister Yuri Borisov.71 Apart from several high level meetings covering 

numerous topics concerning Indo-Russian co-operation, Dr. Jaishankar also 

delivered a speech on India-Russia relations at Moscow’s Primakov Institute of 

World Economy & International Relations.72  He noted that the “relations 

between Russia and India have been among the steadiest of the major 

relationships in the world after the Second World War… The paradox though is 

that precisely because it has held so steady, this relationship is sometimes taken 

for granted. The case for its constant nurturing is, therefore, as powerful, if not 

more, than with the more volatile ones.”73 

The Russian envoy to India later confirmed that a 2+2 ministerial dialogue 

between defence and foreign ministers that Prime Minister Modi and President 

Putin established in April 2021 will be held later this year, possibly before India 

prepares to host President Putin for the annual bilateral leaders’ summit.74 

Russia hosted its largest aerospace expo, International Aviation and Space 

Salon (MAKS 2021), in Zhukovsky from July 20 to 25. A spokesperson from 

Russia’s Federal Service for Military-Technical Co-operation said that India had 

submitted an enquiry for 21 MiG-29 fighters to Russia; a commercial offer for 

the aircraft has already been made and is under consideration at the moment.75 

A defence industry source also reportedly said that the Indo-Russian BrahMos 

supersonic missile would soon undergo another upgrade, with the flight range 

being increased to 800 km from the present 450 km range.76 

 

http://ips.pravo.gov.ru:8080/default.aspx?pn=0001202107030001
https://sputniknews.com/russia/202107031083298820-putin-approves-updated-national-security-strategy-for-russia/
https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/33983/Visit_of_External_Affairs_Minister_to_Russia_July_79_2021
https://mea.gov.in/Speeches-Statements.htm?dtl/33991/External_Affairs_Ministers_speech_on_IndiaRussia_ties_in_a_changing_world_at_IMEMO_Moscow
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-russia-to-hold-22-ministerial-dialogue-ahead-of-summit-meeting/article35321094.ece
https://tass.com/defense/1316177
https://tass.com/defense/1315847
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During MAKS 2021, the Sukhoi Aircraft Company, along with Russia’s Unified 

Aircraft-Building Corporation (OAK), revealed a new single engine stealth 

fighter, now known as Su-75 Checkmate Light Tactical Aircraft.77 President 

Putin was present at the launch and examined the model plane. A video 

uploaded in the week leading up to the launch portrays pilots from various 

countries – namely the UAE, India, Vietnam and Argentina – suggesting that 

Russia may be eyeing export deals for its new aircraft. Some reports also 

indicate that the low price point on the Checkmate may dampen sales of 

competitor fighter aircraft manufactured by other countries, including 

Lockheed Martin’s F-35, Sweden’s JAS-39E/F Gripen, and Chinese made 

Shenyang J-35.78 

 
The Su-75 Checkmate unveiled during the 2021 MAKS air show in Russia 

Source: International Aviation and Space Salon (MAKS 2021) 

On July 19, the Russian military announced the successful launch of a 

hypersonic cruise missile, Zircon. The missile was launched from the Admiral 

Gorshkov frigate in the White Sea, and hit a target 350 km away on the coast of 

the Barents Sea, travelling 7 times faster than the speed of sound.79 The Russian 

Navy plans to equip its submarines and surface ships with this missile system, 

although the timeline is unknown.  

 

https://tass.com/defense/1315887
https://breakingdefense.com/2021/07/russias-new-su-75-checkmate-promises-a-lot-can-it-deliver/
https://eng.mil.ru/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12372742@egNews
https://eng.mil.ru/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12372742@egNews
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This generated a backlash from the United States and its NATO allies, with the 

latter releasing a statement saying that Russia’s recent missile development 

caused significant risk of escalation and miscalculation, particularly in the 

Euro-Atlantic area.80 In response, a Kremlin spokesperson stated it was in fact 

the United States and NATO that had worked to actively dismantle arms parity 

in the region, by “creating ballistic missile defence positioning areas, [and] 

deploying interceptor missile systems in Romania and other countries in the 

close vicinity to Russia’s borders.”81 

Russia-US 

President Putin held a telephone conversation with his American counterpart 

Joe Biden on July 9, to further their June 16 discussion on information security 

and tackling cybercrimes. The two leaders discussed the possibility of setting 

up permanent information exchange channels between the appropriate 

government agencies, under the existing provisions of international laws.82 

The two Presidents had also agreed during their June summit to initiate a 

Strategic Stability Dialogue to help identify and address points of contention in 

the bilateral relationship, which was held in Geneva on July 28.83 The dialogue 

focused on current security environment, nuclear arms control, format for 

future sessions and both sides agreed to reconvene in late September.84  

Subsequently, the US delegation headed to Brussels to brief its NATO allies on 

the developments.85   

In April, the Russia imposed restrictions on employing locals as “foreign service 

nationals” at its diplomatic missions. On July 30, US Secretary of State, in a press 

release stated that Russian restrictions will severely impact the U.S. mission to 

Russia’s operations, potentially including the safety of our personnel”.86 

Ambassador John Sullivan noted that post imposition of the restrictions, 

American diplomatic staff would shrink to 120 officials, as opposed to nearly 

1200 at the commencement of his posting to Moscow in 2017.87 

In a surprising development, Russia has reportedly offered the United States 

access to its bases in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan to conduct limited, pre-

coordinated security operations in Afghanistan. The offer was made by 

President Putin to President Biden during their June 16 meeting, but no official 

response has been made by the United States.88 It is also unclear whether the 

countries in question, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, were consulted about the 

move, as neither has issued any comment on this so far. 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/russia-reports-successful-test-launch-of-hypersonic-missile/2021/07/19/f4c15982-e874-11eb-a2ba-3be31d349258_story.html
https://tass.com/defense/1315787
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66172
https://www.reuters.com/world/russia-us-hold-nuclear-arms-control-talks-july-28-kommersant-2021-07-20/
https://www.state.gov/deputy-secretary-shermans-participation-in-strategic-stability-dialogue-with-russian-deputy-foreign-minister-sergey-ryabkov/
https://www.state.gov/deputy-secretary-shermans-participation-in-strategic-stability-dialogue-with-russian-deputy-foreign-minister-sergey-ryabkov/
https://www.state.gov/russian-government-actions-impacting-u-s-mission-russia/
https://www.npr.org/2021/07/09/1014744310/-there-is-not-unlimited-patience-u-s-ambassador-to-russia-on-recent-cyberattacks
https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/4907714?from=main_1#id2084593
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Russia-China 

FM Lavrov met with his Chinese counterpart Wang Yi on the sidelines of the 

high-level international conference Central and South Asia: Regional 

Connectivity Challenges and Opportunities in Tashkent on July 15. The 

discussion reportedly covered data security, the situation in Afghanistan and 

Central Asia, and the future of the Iran nuclear deal.89 

July 2021 marked 20 years of the signing of the Treaty of Good-

Neighbourliness, Friendship and Co-operation between China and Russia. To 

commemorate the occasion, Russia’s Foreign Minister wrote an article that was 

published by news organisations in both Russia and China.90 He lauded Sino-

Russian co-operation as an example of responsible international behaviour by 

superpowers. He took note of the enormous trade relationship between 

Moscow and Beijing, which has grown 1300 per cent since the signing of the 

Treaty in 2001, while expressing hope that the two countries would soon reach 

the long-term bilateral trade target of USD 200 billion that had been set by their 

leaders.91 While he commended the military collaboration between the armed 

forces of Russia and China, FM Lavrov also reiterated that their co-operation in 

that sphere was purely defensive in nature, and did not seek to target any 

external entities.92 

Vaccine Update 

On July 6, Russia’s sovereign wealth fund (RDIF) and India’s Morepen 

Laboratories announced the production of a test batch of the Sputnik V vaccine 

at a facility in Himachal Pradesh in India.93 The first batch was shipped to 

Russia’s Gamaleya Center for quality control checks. The RDIF is also set to 

begin producing Sputnik V in collaboration with the Serum Institute of India 

(SII) in September this year.94 

Russia is lagging behind in its attempt to vaccinate 60 per cent of its population 

by fall. While currently, 22 per cent Russians have received one dose and 14 per 

cent have been fully vaccinated, there are some estimates that 60 per cent of 

Russia’s total population may have reached herd immunity against Covid-19 

through a combination of vaccination and post-infection antibodies.95 

The European Union’s ambassador to Russia revealed that the EU had 

contacted Russia’s health ministry to discuss the possibility of mutual vaccine 

recognition.96 At present, none of Russia’s four COVID vaccinations are 

recognised in Europe and in response, Russia has not authorised any foreign-

made vaccines domestically yet. If implemented, a mutual vaccine recognition 

programme could help facilitate travel for citizens who have been administered 

different variants of the vaccine. This could also impact Indians who have been 

administered the Sputnik-V vaccine.  

https://tass.com/politics/1314367
https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/4814228
https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/4814228
https://tass.com/politics/1314547
https://rdif.ru/Eng_fullNews/6925/
https://rdif.ru/Eng_fullNews/6934/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/07/19/scientists-say-russia-reaches-60-herd-immunity-a74552
https://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/11853123
https://tass.ru/mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/11853123
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III. India and the Neighbourhood1 

Mohit Musaddi 

Nepal 

Uncertainty in Nepal’s politics seems to have reached a near-term conclusion 

as the Supreme Court on July 12 overturned former PM KP Sharma Oli’s May 

2021 decision to dissolve the House of Representatives.97 Subsequently, Nepali 

Congress President Sher Bahadur Deuba was sworn in as Prime Minister on 

July 13 and won the vote of confidence on July 18 in a reinstated House of 

Representatives.98 A hundred and sixty-five parliamentarians voted in favour 

of PM Deuba while 83 voted against.99 Notably, out of the lawmakers who voted 

in favour of Deuba, 22 belonged to the rival Oli-led CPN-UML faction.100 PM 

Deuba is expected to lead the government for a year and a half.  

 
Nepal Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba after winning the vote of confidence, July 

18, 2021. Source: The Kathmandu Post 

After assuming office, PM Deuba met the ambassadors of India, the US and 

China.101 In a telephone conversation on July 19, Indian PM Narendra Modi 

congratulated PM Deuba and agreed to “work together to enhance bilateral co-

                                                           
1 In the neighbourhood, this chapter will cover developments in Nepal, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, 
Bangladesh, the Maldives and Bhutan. 

https://kathmandupost.com/politics/2021/05/22/president-dissolves-house-calls-snap-polls-for-november-12-and-19
https://kathmandupost.com/politics/2021/07/19/deuba-set-to-govern-for-a-year-and-a-half-as-he-wins-house-confidence
https://kathmandupost.com/national/2021/07/18/deuba-wins-vote-of-confidence-in-the-reinstated-house
https://kathmandupost.com/national/2021/07/18/deuba-wins-vote-of-confidence-in-the-reinstated-house
https://tkpo.st/3kvrE94
https://english.onlinekhabar.com/new-pm-deuba-receives-indian-us-and-chinese-ambassadors-at-his-residence-one-each-day.html
https://www.mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/34025/Telephone+conversation+between+Prime+Minister+Shri+Narendra+Modi+and+HE+Mr+Sher+Bahadur+Deuba+Prime+Minister+of+Nepal
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operation in all areas”.102 They also discussed co-operation against the ongoing 

COVID-19 pandemic.103 On July 18, India handed over 150 ICU beds to assist in 

Nepal’s fight against the pandemic.104 

Recently, the US, through the COVAX facility, shipped 1.5 million doses of the 

single-dose Johnson and Johnson (J&J) vaccine to Nepal.105 Since July 19, the 

Nepal Ministry of Health and Population has begun administering J&J vaccines 

to migrant workers who have been worst hit by the pandemic.106 It has been a 

welcome move, given that remittances contribute roughly a quarter of Nepal’s 

total GDP.107 The Nepal government is reportedly also close to signing a deal 

with China to purchase 6 million doses of its Vero Cell vaccine.108 Japan will 

send 1.6 million doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine to Nepal through the COVAX 

initiative.109 Moreover, on July 22, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 

approved a loan of USD165 million, which will allow Nepal to purchase an 

estimated 15.9 million doses of the COVID-19 vaccines.110 The funds are part of 

ADB’s USD9 billion vaccine initiative project that offers developing member 

countries support to procure and deliver vaccines.111 

Myanmar  

The coronavirus pandemic has hampered Myanmar’s anti-coup movement in 

recent weeks. July has seen a record high of over 7,000 new daily cases (July 

14) and over 390 deaths (July 26).112 Estimates are that the figures are much 

higher than has been reported by the military junta. The vaccination 

programme is at a “standstill, testing has collapsed, and government hospitals 

are barely functioning”.113 At the same time, the Myanmar military (Tatmadaw) 

has ramped up crackdowns on doctors and medics.114 To compound matters, 

flooding “has displaced hundreds of people” in parts of eastern Myanmar.115 

General Hlaing has called on ASEAN and other “friendly countries” for co-

operation on prevention, control and treatment of COVID-19.116 

The military coup along with the coronavirus pandemic has resulted in a loss 

of 1.2 million jobs in Myanmar in the second quarter of 2021.117 The 

construction, garments, and tourism and hospitality sectors have been among 

the hardest hit, “with employment dropping by 35%, 31% and 25% respectively 

in the first half of 2021”.118 The World Bank has estimated that “the number of 

people living in poverty will double from 2019 to 2022”.119 

On July 26, the military junta formally annulled the results of the November 

2020 elections, which the Aung San Suu Kyi-led National League for 

Democracy (NLD) won comfortably.120 The military-appointed Union Election 

Commission (UEC) claimed that more than 11.3 million ballots had been found 

https://www.indembkathmandu.gov.in/news_letter_detail/?id=210
https://apnews.com/article/health-coronavirus-pandemic-nepal-812723565b5e896b4860480eed786976
https://kathmandupost.com/national/2021/07/20/to-the-relief-of-foreign-job-sector-single-shot-j-j-vaccine-being-given-to-migrant-workers
https://tkpo.st/3BAZOhG
https://tkpo.st/3BAZOhG
https://kathmandupost.com/national/2021/07/13/japan-to-donate-over-1-5-million-doses-of-astrazeneca-vaccine-to-nepal-through-covax
https://kathmandupost.com/money/2021/07/22/asian-development-bank-approves-165-million-loan-for-covid-19-vaccines-in-nepal
https://kathmandupost.com/money/2021/07/22/asian-development-bank-approves-165-million-loan-for-covid-19-vaccines-in-nepal
https://www.adb.org/news/9-billion-adb-facility-help-members-access-and-distribute-covid-19-vaccines
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/country/myanmar/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jul/28/myanmar-could-become-covid-super-spreader-state-says-un-expert
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/07/21/asia/myanmar-covid-oxygen-intl-hnk/index.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/myanmar-floods-coup-complicate-growing-covid-19-outbreak-2021-07-27/
https://www.reuters.com/article/health-coronavirus-myanmar/update-1-isolated-myanmar-calls-for-international-help-as-covid-cases-surge-idUSL1N2P41EX
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-07-20/myanmar-loses-1-2-million-jobs-after-coup-un-labor-agency-says
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-07-20/myanmar-loses-1-2-million-jobs-after-coup-un-labor-agency-says
https://fortune.com/2021/07/26/myanmar-poverty-gdp-contract-coup-covid/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/annulled-07262021204753.html
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to be fraudulent and irregular.121 However, the Tatmadaw has provided no legal 

evidence to back their claims.  

 
Houses submerged due to floods in Hpa-An, capital of Kayin state. Source: Agence 

France-Presse/The New York Times 

The situation in Myanmar has apparently not affected China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) related investments and projects in the country. Power China 

has completed the first phase of the Kyaukphyu power plant located in the 

Rakhine state.122 In March, the junta approved a China-funded USD2.5 billion 

liquefied natural gas power project in Ayeyarwady region.123 Similarly, in late 

March, the chairman of the State Administrative Council (SAC) in Myanmar 

chaired a high-level meeting to finalise the land acquisition process for the 

controversial USD1.5 billion New Yangon City project to be funded by China.124 

In July, the Chinese Ambassador to Myanmar reportedly held talks with the 

junta-appointed Minister for Agriculture, Livestock and Irrigation “to discuss 

issues related to promoting agricultural trade between the two countries”.125 

However, amidst the COVID-19 spike in Myanmar, China has reportedly 

tightened control in parts of Yunnan which border Myanmar.126 China has also 

constructed “walls made of iron wire” along the border to prevent illegal 

crossing of Burmese into the country.127 

Russia continues to work closely with the military junta. The head of 

Rosoborexport, Russia’s state arms exporter said that “[t]here is close co-

https://www.irrawaddy.com/opinion/analysis/myanmar-junta-implementing-chinas-bri-projects-by-stealth.html
https://www.irrawaddy.com/opinion/analysis/myanmar-junta-implementing-chinas-bri-projects-by-stealth.html
https://thediplomat.com/2021/07/china-tightens-border-controls-as-covid-19-surges-in-myanmar/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/russia-myanmar-cooperating-military-equipment-supplies-ifax-2021-07-21/
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operation between us on the supply of military products, including aircraft”.128 

The Tatmadaw is one of Rosoborexport’s main ASEAN clients and is also a key 

partner of Rostec, Russia’s aerospace and defence conglomerate.129 

US Secretary of State Anthony Blinken, on the other hand, has “called on ASEAN 

to take action to urge the end of violence, the restoration of Burma’s democratic 

transition, and the release of all those unjustly detained”.130 During Secretary 

Blinken’s visit to India on July 28, EAM Dr. Jaishankar conveyed India’s 

commitment to Myanmar’s democratic transition and support for ASEAN’s 

initiatives.131 

Sri Lanka 

In July, Sri Lankan President Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s spokesperson announced 

that the President would seek a second term in office when elections are held 

in 2024.132 The Gotabaya family has a strong presence in the Cabinet with five 

members. However, there has been growing criticism of the government over 

its “inability to address the acute financial strain on ordinary families, amid an 

unprecedented economic crisis stifling the country”.133 There were also 

protests based on reports that approximately 40 acres of land in Sri Lanka’s 

northern Jaffna province was being sold to China.134 The government has 

dismissed the reports and denied the allegations. 

To maintain foreign exchange reserves, Colombo has cut back on the import 

of items such as farm chemicals, cars, turmeric, vinegar and sugar.135 Sri 

Lanka’s foreign exchange reserves stands at USD4 billion, enough for three 

months of imports.136 However, Colombo expects to receive approximately 

USD2.6 billion in forex inflows over the next three months.137 

In a positive development, Sri Lanka settled a scheduled repayment of USD1 

billion issued through bonds on July 26.138 Two further payments, including a 

USD500 million bond and USD1 billion debt is due to be repaid in 2022.139 

A virtual Trilateral Table Top Exercise (TTX) 2021 was conducted on July 14-15 

between the navies of India, Sri Lanka and the Maldives to enhance “mutual 

understanding… and assistance in maritime search and rescue”.140 The exercise 

assumes relevance in light of Operation Sagar Aaraksha II, which was 

conducted between the Indian Coast Guard with Sri Lankan authorities to 

survey the damage caused by a major fire on the MV X-Press Pearl in May 

2021.141 

 

https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-asean-foreign-ministers-and-the-asean-secretary-general/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-asean-foreign-ministers-and-the-asean-secretary-general/
https://mea.gov.in/incoming-visit-detail.htm?34073/Transcript+of+Press+Statement++Media+Interaction+following+IndiaUS+Ministerial+Meeting
https://mea.gov.in/incoming-visit-detail.htm?34073/Transcript+of+Press+Statement++Media+Interaction+following+IndiaUS+Ministerial+Meeting
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/gotabaya-rajapaksa-to-seek-second-term-as-president/article35414104.ece
https://www.tamilguardian.com/content/sri-lanka-denies-land-north-be-sold-china
https://apnews.com/article/europe-business-health-coronavirus-pandemic-global-trade-a190b7a4886de12fd08e29475240dc2f
https://menafn.com/1102523057/Sri-Lanka-pays-off-USD-1-billion-bond-debt-before-deadline
http://www.colombopage.com/archive_21A/Jul26_1627316880CH.php
http://www.colombopage.com/archive_21A/Jul26_1627316880CH.php
https://menafn.com/1102523057/Sri-Lanka-pays-off-USD-1-billion-bond-debt-before-deadline
https://menafn.com/1102523057/Sri-Lanka-pays-off-USD-1-billion-bond-debt-before-deadline
https://hcicolombo.gov.in/press?id=eyJpdiI6Ik1OK3RHVm5YTk9HYksyWndQdFwvanpRPT0iLCJ2YWx1ZSI6IjRVN1JwaXNNSjNDWDJlbDBiRm5xTWc9PSIsIm1hYyI6IjIxNzJlNTkwZDY1ODNlZTNhMWNjNDQ5ZjQ4YTVlYjk1M2I2MGRjNGQzOTM1YjE5MWNjZThhYWNhN2U1ZDIwNDcifQ==
https://hcicolombo.gov.in/press?id=eyJpdiI6Ijc1VFBKS3dOWXVuNmZhRDBrRCt2QVE9PSIsInZhbHVlIjoiUFB2YVV0WFZZQld0WEpFbnBXSGNYUT09IiwibWFjIjoiZGRjNzU0Y2NhMjc2M2E3Y2IwMzQ1NGM3YjUzNDc2YTNjY2RiOWJlN2VlYTUxN2M0Yjg3OWVjZTM4ZjUwYTI1OSJ9
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Bangladesh 

India’s External Affairs Minister (EAM) Dr. S. Jaishankar met his Bangladeshi 

counterpart AK Abdul Momen on July 15 in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, on the 

sidelines of the International Conference on Regional Connectivity of Central 

and South Asia.142 Discussions reportedly revolved around “bilateral and 

regional connectivity, COVID-19 and vaccination situation and the repatriation 

of Rohingyas to Myanmar”.143 The two ministers stressed the need to resume 

joint mechanism activities once the pandemic situation improves.144 

 
EAM Dr. S. Jaishankar with Bangladesh Foreign Minister AK Abdul Momen in 

Tashkent, July 15, 2021. Source: Twitter/@DrSJaishankar 

FM Momen also met his Chinese and Russian counterparts in separate bilateral 

meetings in Tashkent.145 He requested Russian FM Sergei Lavrov “for active and 

fruitful co-operation to facilitate the return and reintegration of the Rohingya 

to their homeland”.146 Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi said that “China will 

continue to support Bangladesh in safeguarding national sovereignty, 

independence and territorial sovereignty”.147 FM Momen reiterated 

Bangladesh’s insistence on the “one-China principle” and supported Beijing’s 

stance on “Xinjiang, Hong Kong and Tibet”.148 However, there have been 

reports that Bangladesh has resisted Chinese investment in the Sonadia deep-

sea project, which was “suitable for a future Chinese Navy presence”.149 China 

has committed 15 million doses of its Sinopharm vaccine to Bangladesh of 

which it has supplied two million doses; it is scheduled to supply five million 

more in August.150 

https://twitter.com/DrSJaishankar/status/1415643392009072641
https://theprint.in/diplomacy/jaishanker-meets-his-bangladeshi-counterpart-reaffirms-commitment-to-strengthen-cooperation/697220/
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/zzjg_663340/yzs_663350/xwlb_663352/t1892652.shtml
https://mofa.gov.bd/site/press_release/422cbee2-a060-4716-8089-9effbb24bf97
https://www.thedailystar.net/news/bangladesh/news/china-continue-support-bangladesh-protecting-national-sovereignty-wang-yi-2131696
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/zzjg_663340/yzs_663350/xwlb_663352/t1892652.shtml
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/zzjg_663340/yzs_663350/xwlb_663352/t1892652.shtml
https://www.livemint.com/news/world/bangladesh-resists-debt-trap-of-china-avoids-belt-and-road-initiative-heavyhandedness-11625962332098.html
https://www.thedailystar.net/news/bangladesh/news/china-continue-support-bangladesh-protecting-national-sovereignty-wang-yi-2131696
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Dhaka has also received 245,000 doses of the AstraZeneca vaccines on July 24 

from Tokyo under the UN’s COVAX initiative. Bangladesh will receive a total of 

3 million doses of the vaccine from Japan and may also begin co-production 

of the vaccine in the coming months.151 Moreover, India could resume vaccine 

exports to Bangladesh in August.152 

Swift vaccinations will help Bangladesh, which has witnessed a resurgence of 

the pandemic and registered a record number of COVID-19 cases and deaths 

in July after restrictions were eased to facilitate travel ahead of the Eid al-Adha 

festival.153 In a historic move, an oxygen express train of the Indian railways 

supplied 200 MT of liquid medical oxygen (LMO) to Bangladesh on July 24. This 

was the “first time ever that the Oxygen Express [was] put into operation in a 

neighbouring country”.154 Subsequently, three more trains carrying tranches of 

LMO have departed for Benapole, Bangladesh.155 

The Maldives 

On July 14, Prime Minister Narendra Modi held a telephone conversation with 

Maldives President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih, during which the two leaders 

“reviewed the progress of the India-supported development projects in the 

Maldives”.156 PM Modi stressed Male’s importance in India’s Neighbourhood 

First Policy and congratulated President Solih for Foreign Minister Abdulla 

Shahid’s election as President of the UNGA.157 

 
FM Abdullah Shahid and EAM Dr. S. Jaishankar signed an MoU on High Impact 

Community Development Project, New Delhi, July 23, 2021. Source: 

Twitter/@abdullashahid 

https://www.dhakatribune.com/health/coronavirus/2021/07/24/foreign-minister-bangladesh-to-start-co-production-of-covid-vaccines-soon
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/7/27/bangladesh-record-coronavirus-cases-deaths
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/7/27/bangladesh-record-coronavirus-cases-deaths
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleseDetailm.aspx?PRID=1738502
https://www.newagebd.net/article/144728/another-oxygen-express-to-arrive-in-bangladesh
https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/34014/Phone_call_between_Prime_Minister_Shri_Narendra_Modi_and_HE_Ibrahim_Mohamed_Solih_President_of_the_Republic_of_Maldives
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FM Shahid visited India between July 22 and 24 and called on PM Modi and 

held talks with EAM Dr. S. Jaishankar on “key international, multilateral, 

regional and bilateral issues”.158 The Indian PM “assured him of India’s full 

support and co-operation” during his UNGA presidency.159 With the EAM, FM 

Shahid renewed the MoU on India’s High Impact Community Development 

Projects in the Maldives and increased the size of Delhi’s grant assistance from 

MVR85 million to MVR155 million (USD10 million approximately).160 On July 

22, India and the Maldives also signed an MoU on the “exchange of pre-arrival 

information for trade facilitation and control of customs over goods”.161 

In an unofficial trip to Sri Lanka, President Ibrahim Solih met his Sri Lankan 

counterpart President Gotabaya Rajapaksa and discussed strengthening of the 

bilateral relationship as well as challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic.162 

On July 16, President Solih held a telephone conversation with China’s 

President Xi Jinping to discuss areas of mutual interest. President Solih 

highlighted China’s contributions to the development of Maldives over the 

years and expressed gratitude for the COVID-19 assistance that it has received.  

Bhutan 

Bhutan became the first country in India’s immediate neighbourhood to adopt 

India’s digital payment application, BHIM UPI (Unified Payments Interface).163 

The initiative was launched via a virtual ceremony by the finance ministers of 

India and Bhutan.  

 
Indian Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman at the joint e-launch of the BHIM UPI in 

Bhutan, July 13, 2021. Source: Twitter/@MEAIndia 

https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/34030/Visit_of_PresidentElect_of_the_76th_General_Assembly_of_the_United_Nations_and_Minister_of_Foreign_Affairs_of_Maldives_to_India_July_2224_2021
https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/34050/Call_on_Prime_Minister_by_PresidentElect_of_the_76th_UN_General_Assembly_and_Foreign_Minister_of_Maldives_HE_Abdulla_Shahid
https://mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/34050/Call_on_Prime_Minister_by_PresidentElect_of_the_76th_UN_General_Assembly_and_Foreign_Minister_of_Maldives_HE_Abdulla_Shahid
https://avas.mv/en/104010
https://raajje.mv/103644
https://raajje.mv/103697
https://indianexpress.com/article/business/bhutan-becomes-the-first-neighbouring-country-to-use-bhim-upi-7403970/#:~:text=Bhutan%20becomes%20the%20first%20country,the%20Ministry%20of%20External%20Affairs.
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Following a bilateral trade meeting between officials from India and Bhutan on 

July 2, the Indian government on July 14 “decided to allow the import of seven 

fresh vegetables… from Bhutan” through Jaigaon.164 Such a move will be 

beneficial in gradually transitioning trade between the two countries to the 

formal economy. 

Bhutan received COVID-19 vaccines from various countries during the month. 

The US, Denmark and Croatia sent 850,000 doses of the Moderna and 

AstraZeneca vaccines through the COVAX facility while China shipped 50,000 

doses of its Sinopharm vaccine.165 Bhutan is reportedly preparing to mix the 

vaccine doses in order to quickly immunise its population against the virus.166 

India had supplied 550,000 doses of the made-in-India AstraZeneca vaccine to 

Bhutan as a grant in January and March 2021.167 Delhi has also supplied relief 

material to Bhutan including “PPE kits, N-95 Masks, RT-PCR test kits… portable 

X-ray machines” among others.168 

 
Bhutan Prime Minister Lotay Tshering receiving the COVID-19 vaccine. Bhutan has 

fully vaccinated 90 percent of its eligible adult population. Source: ABC News 

 

  

https://www.indembthimphu.gov.in/adminpart/Press_Release_1572021.pdf
https://www.indembthimphu.gov.in/adminpart/Press_Release_1572021.pdf
https://www.livemint.com/news/world/china-sends-50-000-doses-of-sinopharm-covid-vaccines-to-bhutan-11626337840042.html
https://mea.gov.in/vaccine-supply.htm
https://www.indembthimphu.gov.in/adminpart/health%20press%20release.pdf
https://www.indembthimphu.gov.in/adminpart/health%20press%20release.pdf
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IV. India, PAI and CARs: Centrality of the Afghan Crisis2 

Shreyas Deshmukh 

 

During the month, the Taliban captured approximately half the districts in 

Afghanistan. Neighbouring countries, who were already alarmed after the 

announcement of the withdrawal of coalition troops, have rushed to protect 

their borders as the Taliban launches attacks on strategically important border 

towns. Despite intensive diplomatic efforts by competing powers in the region, 

there have been no positive results yet.  

State of Afghanistan 

On July 2, the US evacuated the Bagram airbase, which marked the final 

drawdown of US troops. Bagram airbase is one of the largest military bases in 

the region and was vital for logistical support to Afghanistan.169 By the end of 

July, the US completed 95 per cent of troop withdrawal.170 Currently, there are 

only a few hundred US soldiers to protect the American embassy and 

diplomatic staff. Further, on July 12, the commander of the Resolute Support 

Mission relinquished command at a ceremony in Kabul and handed over the 

remaining operations in Afghanistan to the US CENTCOM commander.171 

Similarly, coalition partners such as Italy, Germany, and the UK pulled out their 

troops from bases located in Kandahar, Herat, Balkh, Mazar-e-Sharif, and other 

provinces while handing over the command to the officer-in-charge of the 

Afghan National Army. Washington is currently working to reinvigorate the 

stalled intra-Afghan dialogue while ensuring the security of Kabul airport and 

to relocate the families of 4,000 Afghan nationals who helped the US in its 

mission over the last twenty years.172 

The Taliban, according to the Doha agreement, assured the US that it would not 

attack provincial capitals. However, in the recent past, the Taliban has launched 

sporadic assaults and surrounded large cities such as Kunduz, Jalalabad, Herat, 

and Kandahar. Assaults on major cities forced many countries including 

India,173 Russia, and Turkey to suspend diplomatic activities in their consulates 

located in these cities. The Taliban also captured the strategic border towns of 

Islam Qala (Herat, Iran Border, on July 9),174Torghundi (Herat, Turkmenistan 

Border, July 9), Spin Boldak (Kandahar, Pakistan border, July 14),175 and Shir 

Khan Bandar (Kunduz, border with Tajikistan, June 23).176 The Afghan Special 

                                                           
2 PAI stands for Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran and CARs stands for Central Asian Republics.  

https://www.dawn.com/news/1632926/all-us-nato-troops-quit-key-afghan-air-base
https://www.centcom.mil/MEDIA/PRESS-RELEASES/Press-Release-View/Article/2700657/update-on-the-withdrawal-of-us-forces-from-afghanistan-july-20-2021/
https://www.dawn.com/news/1634737/top-us-general-in-afghanistan-relinquishes-command
https://www.state.gov/briefing-with-deputy-secretary-for-management-and-resources-brian-p-mckeon-and-afghanistan-task-force-director-ambassador-tracey-jacobson-with-on-background-qa-by-senior-state-department-officials-o/
https://mea.gov.in/response-to-queries.htm?dtl/34009/Official_Spokespersons_response_to_media_queries_on_the_Indian_Consulate_in_Kandahar
https://mea.gov.in/response-to-queries.htm?dtl/34009/Official_Spokespersons_response_to_media_queries_on_the_Indian_Consulate_in_Kandahar
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-57773120
https://www.dawn.com/news/1630941
https://www.dawn.com/news/1630941
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Forces, backed by pro-government militias, have launched operations to take 

back these cities that are crucial for cross-border trade. 

 
The Taliban attacked strategic border crossings in Afghanistan. Source: Google Maps 

High-level summits in different regional capitals have been taking place while 

fighting continues. Iran hosted talks between the Taliban and Afghan 

representatives on July 7-8.177 The intra-Afghan dialogue was re-initiated in 

Doha on July 17 where the Islamic Republic side was led by Abdullah, the 

Chairman of the High Council for National Reconciliation (HCNR), and the 

Taliban team was headed by Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar.178 The meeting 

concluded with the ‘hope’ of solving ‘problems through dialogue’.179 

The Afghan Peace Conference being hosted by Pakistan on July 17-19 was 

cancelled after a clash between President Ashraf Ghani and Prime Minister 

Imran Khan at a regional connectivity conference in Uzbekistan.180  In his 

remarks at the conference, President Ghani blamed Pakistan for supporting the 

Taliban and added that “the Taliban are openly celebrating the destruction of 

the assets and capabilities of the Afghan people and State”.181 Subsequently, the 

Taliban called for the resignation of President Ghani.182 

https://www.en.mfa.ir/portal/newsview/644305
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/31363737.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/31363737.html
https://www.dawn.com/news/1635492/afghan-peace-conference-postponed-foreign-office
https://president.gov.af/en/remarks-by-president-ashraf-ghani-at-international-conference-central-and-south-asia-regional-connectivity-challenges-and-opportunities/
https://president.gov.af/en/remarks-by-president-ashraf-ghani-at-international-conference-central-and-south-asia-regional-connectivity-challenges-and-opportunities/
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Pakistan-Afghanistan relations have continued to deteriorate. Kabul called 

back its Ambassador from Islamabad after the abduction and release of the 

Ambassador’s daughter on July 16.183 There was also a huge rally conducted by 

the Taliban supporters in Quetta (Pakistan) after the US troop withdrawal from 

the Bagram airbase.184 Cordial relations between Islamabad and Kabul are vital 

for the stability of the region. However, Pakistan’s not so covert support to the 

Taliban makes stability unlikely. 

Concerns in the Neighbourhood  

Three crucial visits on the Afghan front took place at the end of July. These 

include the Taliban delegation to Beijing, the DG ISI and NSA of Pakistan to 

Washington, and the US secretary of State to New Delhi. Secretary Anthony 

Blinken’s conversation with the media and joint statements suggest that India 

and the US have a convergence of interest in Afghanistan at all levels. However, 

the reports do not provide any clear approach over India’s role in this 

conundrum.185 

The week-long visit of DG ISI and Pakistan NSA is vital considering the 

relations between the two countries and the uncertainty of the Afghan 

conflict.186 On July 28, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi held a meeting with 

the Taliban delegation led by Mullah Baradar and expressed the hope that the 

“Afghan Taliban will make a clean break with all terrorist organisations 

including the ETIM” (East Turkestan Islamic Movement). FM Wang Yi also 

raised concerns over securing China’s economic interests in the region.187 

En-route to Moscow, India’s External Affairs Minister Dr. S Jaishankar met his 

Iranian counterpart Javad Zarif in Tehran on July 7 and expressed concern 

about the deteriorating security situation in Afghanistan.188 The meeting 

coincided with the intra-Afghan talks hosted in Tehran and the clashes that 

erupted at Islam-Qala and Abu Nasr Farahi customs facilities located on the 

Iran-Afghanistan border.189 Several Afghan staff members entered the Iranian 

soil to take refuge. Similar incidents were reported on the Tajik and Turkmen 

borders as well. 

According to a news report, Taliban now controls 900 km of the 1,357 km border 

with Tajikistan.190 Against this background, Tajikistan checked the combat 

readiness of its armed forces as the 230,000 members of the security forces 

were alerted for a surprise military inspection at 2:00 a.m. local time (2300 GMT, 

July 21) on the order of President Emomali Rakhmon.191 On July 5, Tajikistan 

send an additional 20,000 troops to reinforce its borders.192 

 

https://www.dawn.com/news/1635628
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/pakistan/kabul-islamabad-faceoff-over-taliban/articleshow/84487224.cms
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-with-indrani-bagchi-of-the-times-of-india/
https://www.dawn.com/news/1637362/nsa-isi-chief-reach-us-for-talks-on-afghanistan-other-issues
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1895950.shtml
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/india-iran-express-concern-at-deteriorating-security-in-afghanistan-101625756485765.html
https://www.en.mfa.ir/portal/newsview/644678
https://www.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-soldiers-taliban-tajikistan/31350957.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/tajikistan-afghanistan-reinforcements-taliban/31342303.html
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Earlier in the month, Russian President Vladimir Putin held separate telephone 

conversations with his counterparts from Tajikistan and Uzbekistan about the 

escalation of strife in Afghanistan.193 Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov 

has stated that Russia will do everything to protect its allies from any threat 

emerging from Afghanistan.194 The statement coincided with the military 

exercises conducted by Russia’s 201st Division stationed in Tajikistan on July 6 

and the visit of representatives of the Collective Security Treaty Organization 

(CSTO) to the Tajik-Afghan border.195 Russia announced that it was sending 

additional reinforcement to its military base in Tajikistan with 17 infantry 

fighting vehicles, including new BMP-2 vehicles.196 Russia has also planned 

joint exercises near the Afghan border with Uzbekistan (July 30-August 10) and 

with Tajik and Uzbek troops (August 5-10).197 In light of these developments, 

the Defence Minister of Tajikistan, met the Pakistan Chief of Army Staff General 

Qamar Bajwa in Rawalpindi on July 14.198 

Turkmenistan, which shares a border with Afghanistan, has moved heavy 

weaponry and helicopters closer to its border.199 Meanwhile 18 military 

personnel, including a major and a lieutenant, have reportedly died in 

Turkmenistan, although the cause of their death has not been revealed.200 

Besides Russia, China is also increasingly concerned about the security 

situation in Afghanistan and its impact on ongoing Chinese projects in the 

region. In his speech at Tsinghua University, on July 3, Foreign Minister Wang 

Yi stated that the US, “should not simply shift the burden onto others and 

withdraw from the country with the mess left behind unattended”.201 Chinese 

security concerns may have stemmed from the attack targeting Chinese 

engineers working on the Dasu power project in the Upper Kohistan region of 

Pakistan on July 14, which resulted in the death of 13 civilians, including nine 

Chinese nationals.202 China dispatched a 15-member investigative team to the 

area.203 

Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan called Premier of the State Council Li 

Keqiang and assured him that an investigation would take place. He also 

promised enhanced security to Chinese nationals working on different 

projects in Pakistan.204 Subsequently, Pakistan’s Foreign Minister, and DG ISI 

visited Beijing to participate in the third China-Pakistan Strategic Dialogue on 

July 23-24.  During the month, Foreign Minister Wang Yi visited Turkmenistan, 

Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan from July 12-16.205 

 

 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-07-05/afghanistan-neighbors-raise-alarm-with-russia-at-taliban-advance
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-07-05/afghanistan-neighbors-raise-alarm-with-russia-at-taliban-advance
https://tass.com/politics/1311321
https://www.rferl.org/a/taliban-central-asia/31354914.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/russia-reinforce-military-base-tajikistan-report-2021-07-21/?rpc=401&
https://www.reuters.com/world/russia-uzbekistan-hold-military-drills-near-afghan-border-ifx-2021-07-20/?rpc=401&
https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/864441-tajik-defence-minister-calls-on-coas
https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/864441-tajik-defence-minister-calls-on-coas
https://www.rferl.org/a/turkmenistan-border-afghanistan-weaponry/31352997.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/turkmenistan-border-afghanistan-weaponry/31352997.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/military-personnel-dead-turkmenistan/31368316.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/military-personnel-dead-turkmenistan/31368316.html
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/zyjh_665391/t1889678.shtml
https://www.dawn.com/news/1635150/9-chinese-4-pakistanis-killed-in-dasu-bus-tragedy
https://www.dawn.com/news/1635150/9-chinese-4-pakistanis-killed-in-dasu-bus-tragedy
https://www.dawn.com/news/1635726/chinese-officials-join-probe-into-dasu-bus-blast
https://tribune.com.pk/story/2310866/pm-imran-assures-chinese-counterpart-of-thorough-investigation-in-dasu-incident
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2021-07-09/Chinese-FM-to-visit-three-Central-Asian-countries-11KWA3KISBi/index.html
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Local residents and rescue workers gather at the site where a bus was attacked. The 

attack apparently targeted Chinese engineers working on the Dasu power project in 

the Upper Kohistan region of Pakistan, July 14, 2021. Source: The Indian Express 

Pakistan’s Tactics 

Islamabad has deputed new counsellors in China to promote foreign direct 

investment in Pakistan. Pakistan’s Board of Investment also appointed eight 

honorary investment counsellors in different regions of China.206 On July 15, 

Pakistan and Russia signed a shareholders’ agreement for the construction of 

approximately 1,100 km of a gas pipeline from Port Qasim in Karachi to Lahore 

at an estimated cost of USD2.5-3 billion by the end of 2023.207 

The Commander of the Turkish Land Forces, General Umit Dundar, visited 

Pakistan on July 5. During a meeting with General Bajwa, both sides agreed to 

strengthen military-to-military ties, particularly in the training and counter-

terrorism domain.208 Pakistan and Turkey depend on each other on a range of 

issues including in Afghanistan. The US Department of State has added both to 

its Child Soldiers Prevention Act (CSPA) list on July 1. This designation could 

lead to strict sanctions on military assistance and participation in peacekeeping 

programmes and prohibit the issuance of licences for direct commercial sales 

of military equipment.209 Pakistan’s foreign office rejected the list stating it was 

“unsubstantiated and baseless”.210 US diplomats have also stated that at no stage 

have they ever asked Pakistan for military bases to keep eye on Afghanistan.211 

The American leadership has demanded Pakistan give up its disruptive 

policies. On July 9, US Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken, during his call with 

Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi, underscored their desire for a stable 

https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/862365-pakistan-deputes-envoys-in-china-to-lure-investors
https://www.dawn.com/news/1635353/terms-of-accord-for-gas-pipeline-signed-with-russia
https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/860093-turkish-commander-meets-coas-defence-ties-discussed
https://www.dawn.com/news/1632676/us-adds-pakistan-turkey-to-child-soldier-recruiter-list
https://www.dawn.com/news/1633066/pakistan-rejects-inclusion-in-us-child-soldiers-recruiter-list
https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/863447-us-never-asked-for-military-bases-in-pakistan-western-diplomats
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and sustainable relationship between the two countries.212 The US special 

representative to Afghanistan, Amb. Khalilzad, during his meeting with Prime 

Minister Imran Khan and Gen. Bajwa in Islamabad, asked them to take “tangible 

steps” to support the Afghan peace process.213 

Since the Islamabad Security Dialogue in March 2021, Pakistan’s military and 

civilian leadership has propagated the idea that there has been a shift in their 

country’s strategic policy posture from geopolitics to geo-economics. 

However, the role of Pakistan in the recent developments in Afghanistan and 

its outreach to specific countries with geopolitical agendas indicate that the 

country is sticking to old policies and priorities and is promoting its 

geographical position through short-term tactics.214 

Pakistan conducted elections for the legislative assembly of Pakistan-

Occupied-Kashmir (POK) on July 25 in which the Imran Khan-led Pakistan 

Tehreek-E-Insaf (PTI) expectedly won 26 seats out of 45 seats while the 

Pakistan People’s Party won 11 seats.215 However, the elections were marred by 

political violence and PML-N refused to accept the results. The Indian MEA 

Spokesperson said that this was “an attempt by Pakistan to camouflage its 

illegal occupation” and that India has “lodged a strong protest with Pakistani 

authorities on this cosmetic exercise”.216 It should be noted that the PoK 

legislative assembly possesses limited authority. Instead, the ‘Kashmir council’, 

headed by Prime Minister of Pakistan, manages the affairs of the state from 

Islamabad. 

Central Asia  

Uzbekistan held an international conference on “Central and South Asia: 

Regional Connectivity. Challenges and Opportunities” in Tashkent on July 15-

16.217 Officials from 44 countries and 30 international organizations 

participated in the conference.218 The focus was on encouraging co-operation 

in the development and use of the transit and logistics potential of Central and 

South Asia. EAM Dr. S Jaishankar represented India and remarked that 

“blocking connectivity in practice while professing support in principle 

benefits no one”.219 On the sidelines of the conference, Dr. Jaishankar 

conducted bilateral meetings with President Mirziyoyev of Uzbekistan, FM 

Mukhtar Tileuberdi of Kazakhstan and Bangladesh FM Dr AK Abdul Momen in 

which he discussed issues related to bilateral co-operation. The EAM also 

announced that an MoU on Indian grant assistance for the implementation of 

High Impact Community Development Projects had been signed between 

India and Turkmenistan.220 He also held a meeting with President Ghani, US 

https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-call-with-pakistani-foreign-minister-qureshi-3/
https://www.dawn.com/news/1636099/us-urges-tangible-steps-for-supporting-afghan-peace-process
https://www.dawn.com/news/1635165/pakistan-uzbekistan-agree-to-finalise-preferential-trade-agreement
https://www.geo.tv/latest/362428-ajk-election-pti-prevails-in-la-16-after-balloting-held-in-four-polling-stations
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/india/india-rejects-so-called-elections-in-pok-asks-pakistan-to-vacate-illegally-occupied-territory-says-mea-spokesperson-arindam-bagchi/videoshow/84869208.cms
https://mfa.uz/en/press/news/2021/joint-statement-by-the-ministers-of-foreign-affairs-of-the-central-and-south-asian-states-on-the-development-of-regional-connectivity---30018
https://mea.gov.in/Speeches-Statements.htm?dtl/34021/Remarks_by_External_Affairs_Minister_at_the_Plenary_Session_Central_and_South_Asia_Connectivity
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Deputy NSA Elizabeth Sherwood-Randa and Amb. Khalilzad with whom he 

discussed the progress of the Afghan peace process.  

A new quadrilateral diplomatic platform focused on enhancing regional 

connectivity has been agreed in principle between the United States, 

Afghanistan, Pakistan and Uzbekistan.221 Besides, on the sidelines of this 

conference, the C5+1 countries (Central Asian Republics and the US) issued a 

joint statement that focused on trade and connectivity and ensuring stability 

in Afghanistan.222 

 
Delegates at the Central and South Asia: Regional Connectivity, Challenges and 

Opportunities Conference in Tashkent, July 16, 2021. Source: Dawn 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-of-the-c51-on-the-international-conference-central-and-south-asia-regional-connectivity-challenges-and-opportunities/
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V. India-West Asia: Trade, Security and Strategic Partnerships 

Sanket Joshi 

 

In July, the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and 

their allies agreed to “ease its production cuts by 400,000 b/d each month 

starting August, amounting to a 2 million b/d total increase by the end of 

2021”.223 The OPEC’s decision to boost oil production was preceded by intense 

negotiations and disagreements between Saudi Arabia and the UAE.224 

Subsequently, the oil production quota of the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Russia, Iraq, 

and Kuwait will be increased from May 2022.225 This is likely to lead to a sizeable 

jump in OPEC+ crude production in the second half of 2022 with the global oil 

markets expected to make a full recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic.226 As 

rising crude prices have been adding significant inflationary pressure on India, 

Petroleum Minister Hardeep Singh Puri had earlier spoken with his Saudi, 

Emirati, and Kuwaiti counterparts with a view “to bring greater predictability 

and calm in the global oil markets, and also to see hydrocarbons become more 

affordable”.227 

 
Prince Abdul Aziz Bin Salman, Saudi Arabia’s Minister of Energy addresses the 19th 

OPEC and non-OPEC Ministerial Meeting via videoconference, July 18, 2021. Source: 

Twitter/@OPECSecretariat 

Trade and Economic Relations  

In an important development, India and UAE have reportedly begun talks on a 

free trade agreement (FTA).228 Such an agreement will help New Delhi boost its 

https://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/press_room/6512.htm
https://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/press_room/6512.htm
https://www.spglobal.com/platts/en/market-insights/latest-news/electric-power/071821-opec-reaches-consensus-on-deal-to-hike-oil-output-in-saudi-uae-compromise
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/union-minister-hardeep-singh-puri-vows-to-work-with-saudi-arabia-uae-to-calm-oil-markets-101626368670017.html
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/economy/policy/india-begins-talks-on-free-trade-agreement-with-uae/article35303961.ece
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exports of goods and services to the Gulf country while paving the way for a 

possible FTA with the Gulf Co-operation Council (GCC) in the future.229 

As part of India’s deepening trade relations with West Asia, “Reliance Industries 

(RIL) plans to invest USD2 billion in the TA'ZIZ chemical joint venture between 

UAE’s Abu Dhabi National Oil Company (ADNOC) and sovereign wealth fund 

ADQ”.230 This will be RIL’s first investment in the Gulf region.231 On the green 

energy front, Saudi Arabian company Alfanar acquired wind turbine maker 

Senvion India from Senvion GmbH.232 

Another development was the export of the Geographical Indications (GI) 

certified ‘Fazli’ mango from West Bengal to Bahrain,233 and the export of flowers 

from Tamil Nadu to the UAE (Dubai) and the United States.234 A major 

commodity in India’s import-export basket with the UAE is gold;  India’s gold 

trade have registered a significant increase during April-May period this 

year.235 The appointment of non-resident Indian businessman ‘Yusuff Ali MA’ 

as the Vice-Chairman of the board of ‘Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce and 

Industry’ (ADCCI) is also likely to further boost UAE-India business co-

operation.236 

Kuwait has recognised India’s ‘Covishield’ as equivalent to the Oxford-Astra 

Zeneca vaccine.237 Meanwhile, according to the new travel guidelines issued by 

Doha, vaccinated visitors from India will have to undergo compulsory hotel 

quarantine in Qatar upon their arrival beginning August 2.238 

India and the Gulf: Security Dynamic  

As India’s economic engagement with the Gulf registers an increase, the Indian 

navy has reiterated its intent to maintain a strong naval presence in the Persian 

Gulf and the Gulf of Oman to protect India-flagged merchant vessels and oil 

tankers.239 For this, the Indian Navy, “under ‘Operation Sankalp’, will continue 

to deploy a frontline warship, or a frigate with a marine commando 

intervention team”.240 Considering the vulnerability of the maritime trade route 

in the region, the Indian Navy had earlier dispatched destroyer INS Chennai 

and patrol vessel INS Sunayna to the Gulf of Oman.241 

In a significant development, Israel, the US and the UK have blamed Iran for a 

drone attack on the Israeli-owned oil tanker ‘Mercer Street’ off the coast of 

Oman in the Arabian Sea.242  US Secretary of State Blinken vowed “collective 

response” to this attack.243 Iran described the US and Israel’s accusations as 

“childish” and “influenced by the Zionist lobby in US”.244   

https://www.spglobal.com/platts/en/market-insights/latest-news/petrochemicals/062921-indias-reliance-to-invest-2-bil-in-adnoc-chemical-jv-its-first-deal-in-gulf-region
https://www.adnoc.ae/en/news-and-media/press-releases/2021/adnoc-and-reliance-sign-strategic-partnership-for-world-scale-chemical-projects-at-taziz-in-ruwais
https://www.livemint.com/companies/news/saudi-arabia-s-alfanar-buys-wind-turbine-maker-senvion-india-11625817782464.html
https://www.telegraphindia.com/business/gi-certified-consignment-of-fazli-mangoes-from-malda-exported-to-bahrain/cid/1822017
https://www.outlookindia.com/newsscroll/consignments-of-gi-certified-flowers-exported-to-usa-dubai-from-tamil-nadu-com-min/2117001
https://www.arabianbusiness.com/politics-economics/466302-indias-gold-trade-soars-as-pandemic-recovery-continues
https://www.arabianbusiness.com/politics-economics/466302-indias-gold-trade-soars-as-pandemic-recovery-continues
https://english.mathrubhumi.com/news/nri/m-a-yusuff-ali-appointed-as-abu-dhabi-chamber-s-new-vice-chairman-1.5856793
https://gulfnews.com/world/gulf/kuwait/indian-covid-19-jabs-recognised-in-kuwait-says-envoy-1.80579627
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/india-to-maintain-warships-in-gulf-zone-to-aid-merchant-ships/articleshow/84129146.cms
https://apnews.com/article/middle-east-business-iran-persian-gulf-tensions-419efc522acbd213a79696c9876af6dc
https://www.timesofisrael.com/blinken-vows-collective-response-to-iran-over-hit-on-tanker-with-israel-ties/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/blinken-vows-collective-response-to-iran-over-hit-on-tanker-with-israel-ties/
https://www.presstv.ir/Detail/2021/08/01/663507/Khatibzadeh-Iran-Israel-ship-Oman-Sea-attack-JCPOA-US-sanctions-Blinken-neighbors
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While bilateral relations between India and the Gulf countries are improving, 

the Organisation of Islamic Co-operation (OIC) stance on Kashmir has been a 

constant irritant. In a meeting with Indian Ambassador to Saudi Arabia, the OIC 

conveyed its desire to send a delegation to Kashmir and called for possible 

mediation between India and Pakistan.245 In response, the Indian Ministry of 

External Affairs stressed that “OIC should be watchful that their platform is not 

subverted by… vested interests for comments on internal affairs of India or for 

anti-India propaganda through biased and one-sided resolutions”.246 

Drone Threat and India-Israel Strategic Partnership 

Four Kargil-based students arrested in a case related to an explosion near the 

Israeli embassy in New Delhi have been granted bail by a city court.247 While 

describing all accused as blemish-free, Metropolitan Magistrate stressed that 

“nothing incriminating had been put forth by the investigating officer (IO) to 

suggest that they were linked to any terrorist organization or constituted a 

threat to society”.248 

 
Israeli Ministry of Defence and Elbit Systems successfully completed a series of 

interception tests employing an airborne, high-power laser system destroying 100 

percent of the UAVs launched during the test. Source: Ministry of Defence, State of 

Israel 

The recent attack on a Jammu airbase has highlighted the growing security 

threat of armed drones (unmanned aerial vehicles – UAVs) to India.249 India’s 

Defence Research and Development Organization (DRDO) Chief stressed that 

the indigenously-developed anti-drone drone technology “has the capability 

https://www.oic-oci.org/topic/?t_id=29269&t_ref=18437&lan=en
https://www.mea.gov.in/media-briefings.htm?dtl/33993/Transcript_of_Virtual_Weekly_Media_Briefing_by_the_Official_Spokesperson_July_08_2021
https://www.mea.gov.in/media-briefings.htm?dtl/33993/Transcript_of_Virtual_Weekly_Media_Briefing_by_the_Official_Spokesperson_July_08_2021
https://indianexpress.com/article/cities/delhi/israel-embassy-case-bail-to-4-kargil-students-court-says-blemish-free-7406850/
https://www.financialexpress.com/defence/emergency-procurement-of-anti-drone-technology-regulation-of-defence-research-keeping-the-perspective-right/2282960/
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to not only swiftly detect, but to also intercept and destroy small drones that 

pose a security threat”.250 DRDO highlighted its ‘D-4 Drone System’ as an option 

to prevent Jammu like drone attacks.251 However, defence experts are of the 

view that the DRDO anti-drone system does not meet the requirements of 

border security.252 As Delhi looks at options to counter this threat, Israel 

Aerospace Industries (IAI) reportedly announced that it is delivering ‘ELI4030 

Drone Guard system’, which provides the “capability to detect, classify, identify 

and defeat drone attacks”, to a “South Asian Country”.253 

Importantly, the Israeli Defence Ministry and Elbit Systems demonstrated a 

prototype of “Airborne Laser Interceptor for Drones”.254 A high-power airborne 

laser system placed on an aircraft shot down multiple UAVs over the 

Mediterranean Sea.255 The Israel Defence Forces (IDF) also conducted the first-

of-its-kind international drone exercise ‘Blue Guardian’, involving Israel, the 

US, the UK, France, Germany, and Italy.256 As a part of the exercise, foreign 

teams operated Israeli Air Force Hermes-450 unmanned aerial vehicles while 

“simulating various scenarios, including ground troop support, 

reconnaissance-intelligence collection missions and co-operation with 

various forces in the air”.257 

Turkey-Pakistan Nexus 

Pakistan is reportedly in “discussion with Ankara to procure Turkish armed 

drones, including the ‘Bayraktar TB-2’, extensively used by the Azerbaijan 

forces in their conflict with Armenia”.258 In light of the growing political and 

strategic proximity between Turkey and Pakistan, Greek Foreign Minister Nikos 

Dendias stressed that “India, Greece, and UAE will soon establish a trilateral 

dialogue even as Athens is working to develop a strategic partnership with New 

Delhi”.259 The Indian External Affairs Minister Dr. S. Jaishankar had visited 

Greece in June and, in a joint statement, “recognized the threats posed by 

radicalization, violent extremism, including cross-border terrorism”.260 

Northern Cyprus (Turkish Cypriot) authorities announced partial reopening of 

the abandoned town of ‘Varosha’, “deserted since the 1974 war that split the 

island of Cyprus, a military zone nobody has been allowed to enter”.261 The 

latest development comes amid Turkish President Erdogan’s visit to breakaway 

Northern Cyprus where he announced the “beginning of a new era in Maras 

(Varosha) that will benefit everyone”.262 This has prompted a backlash from 

Greek Cypriots, who view it as indirect land grab by Turkey.263 India expressed 

“deep concern” regarding the “unilateral announcement [by Turkey] with 

regard to the status of Varosha” and stressed that India has “always advocated 

peaceful resolution of this issue in accordance with the UN resolutions and 

https://www.livemint.com/news/india/d4-drone-system-used-for-republic-day-security-can-prevent-jammu-like-attacks-drdo-11625205553835.html
https://www.financialexpress.com/defence/emergency-procurement-of-anti-drone-technology-regulation-of-defence-research-keeping-the-perspective-right/2282960/
https://www.financialexpress.com/defence/emergency-procurement-of-anti-drone-technology-regulation-of-defence-research-keeping-the-perspective-right/2282960/
https://www.defensenews.com/unmanned/2021/07/13/who-is-buying-israeli-counter-drone-systems-in-south-asia/
https://www.defensenews.com/unmanned/2021/07/13/who-is-buying-israeli-counter-drone-systems-in-south-asia/
https://english.mod.gov.il/Press_Room/Pages/Press_Releases.aspx#:~:text=Defense%20Minister%2C%20Benny%20Gantz%3A%20%E2%80%9CThis%20cooperation%20agreement%20rests%20on,establishments%20of%20Greece%20and%20Israel.
https://www.jns.org/israel-demonstrates-first-ever-airborne-laser-interceptor/
https://www.jns.org/israel-demonstrates-first-ever-airborne-laser-interceptor/
https://www.jpost.com/international/israeli-air-force-international-blue-guardian-drone-drill-comes-to-a-close-674601
https://www.timesofisrael.com/idf-launches-first-of-its-kind-international-drone-exercise/
https://theprint.in/diplomacy/pakistan-eyes-drones-deeper-ties-with-turkey-concerns-in-delhi-of-possible-triad-with-china/690986/
https://www.wionews.com/india-news/greek-fm-nikos-dendias-says-india-greece-uae-to-establish-trilateral-dialogue-hits-out-turkey-397088
https://www.wionews.com/india-news/greek-fm-nikos-dendias-says-india-greece-uae-to-establish-trilateral-dialogue-hits-out-turkey-397088
https://www.newindianexpress.com/nation/2021/jun/28/no-justification-for-terror-india-greece-message-2322413.html
https://www.newindianexpress.com/nation/2021/jun/28/no-justification-for-terror-india-greece-message-2322413.html
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20210722-turkey-readies-part-of-cyprus-ghost-town-for-civilian-use/
https://www.mea.gov.in/media-briefings.htm?dtl/34048/Transcript_of_Virtual_Weekly_Media_Briefing_by_the_Official_Spokesperson_July_22_2021


 

DPG India Strategic Review | Vol. II, Issue 7   |     30 
 

India Strategic Review | July 2021 

consistently supported the independence, sovereignty, territorial integrity, and 

unity of the Republic of Cyprus”.264 

 
India’s External Affairs Minister Dr. S. Jaishankar meets Greek Foreign Minister Nikos 

Dendias in Athens. Source: Twitter/@DrSJaishankar 

In a related development, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has 

“extended a cross-border aid operation from Turkey into Syria after Russia 

agreed to a compromise with the United States, ensuring the delivery of 

humanitarian aid to Syrians for up to the next 12 months”.265 Commenting on 

the Syrian issue, India’s Permanent Representative to the UN reaffirmed New 

Delhi’s commitment to a “Syrian-led and Syrian-owned UN-facilitated political 

process, to help bring long term security in the conflict-ridden region”.266 

Chinese Strategic Calculus and the Middle East   

The importance of the Middle East and Africa is growing in China’s strategic 

calculus. In July, Foreign Minister Wang Yi visited Syria, Egypt, and Algeria.267 

Chinese state media described the visit as “underscoring Beijing’s independent 

foreign policy in sharp contrast to the West and sending a positive message to 

the region in countering the negative influence of the US”.268 In another 

important development, the Tanzanian government is likely to revive a port 

project on the East Coast of Africa that was originally planned to be a three-way 

collaboration with China and Oman.269 This project had stalled due to 

“Tanzania’s frustration over the conditions China had presented, including a 

https://www.livemint.com/news/world/un-approves-1-year-extension-of-humanitarian-aid-from-turkey-to-syria-11625850914749.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/not-in-favour-of-military-action-committed-to-syria-led-political-process-india-at-un-101625887655036.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/not-in-favour-of-military-action-committed-to-syria-led-political-process-india-at-un-101625887655036.html
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202107/1229066.shtml
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202107/1228958.shtml
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202107/1228958.shtml
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/Indo-Pacific/Tanzania-to-revive-10bn-Indian-Ocean-port-project-with-China
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/Indo-Pacific/Tanzania-to-revive-10bn-Indian-Ocean-port-project-with-China


 

DPG India Strategic Review | Vol. II, Issue 7   |     31 
 

India Strategic Review | July 2021 

request that Tanzania not question who invests in ‘Bagamoyo’ once the port 

was operational”.270 

 
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi meets Syrian President Bashar al-Assad in 

Damascus, July 18, 2021. Source: Twitter/@MFA_China 

Further, Chinese Foreign Minister blamed the United States for conflicts from 

Afghanistan to Iran while describing China as a “defender” and “friendly 

neighbour” of these countries.271 He also urged the United States to re-join the 

2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA).272 

Even after six rounds of Vienna talks, the future of JCPOA remains uncertain. 

Iran’s Ambassador to the United Nations made it clear that “Tehran’s essential 

condition for reviving the 2015 nuclear deal is a commitment by the US that it 

will never again unilaterally pull out of the agreement”.273 Meanwhile, India has 

urged Iran to continue to co-operate with the International Atomic Energy 

Agency (IAEA) in the verification activities related to its nuclear programme.274 

***  

https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3139708/china-blames-us-conflicts-afghanistan-iran
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3139708/china-blames-us-conflicts-afghanistan-iran
https://www.tehrantimes.com/news/462708/China-s-Wang-calls-on-U-S-to-rejoin-JCPOA
https://www.tehrantimes.com/news/462708/China-s-Wang-calls-on-U-S-to-rejoin-JCPOA
https://www.timesofisrael.com/iran-conditions-return-to-nuclear-deal-on-us-commitment-to-never-withdraw-again/
https://www.business-standard.com/article/international/india-urges-iran-to-continue-to-cooperate-with-iaea-for-verification-121070100250_1.html
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