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President Barack Obama has said that the United States and India will be one of the “defining part-
nerships in the 21st century.” The United States’ relationship with India has the potential to alter 
the power dynamics in Asia and the world, given the two nations’ combined political, diplomatic, 
economic, and military capacities. A key component of this partnership will be U.S.-India defense 
and security ties.

The United States has expressed high hopes for these ties. In January 2012 the Defense De-
partment released its latest strategic guidance, in which it elaborated on its concept of “rebalanc-
ing” toward the Asia-Pacific region:

U.S. economic and security interests are inextricably linked to developments in the arc extend-
ing from the Western Pacific and East Asia into the Indian Ocean region and South Asia, cre-
ating a mix of evolving challenges and opportunities. Accordingly, while the U.S. will continue 
to contribute to security globally, we will of necessity rebalance toward the Asia-Pacific region.

What was unexpected in this report was the attention given to India in such a key document. 
Long-standing Asian allies—such as Japan, South Korea, and Australia—were grouped together 
under the label of “existing alliances,” while India was singled out with the following passage:

The United States is also investing in a long-term strategic partnership with India to support 
its ability to serve as a regional economic anchor and provider of security in the broader In-
dian Ocean region.

Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta underscored India’s prominence in America’s new defense 
strategy during his visit to India last May: “Defense cooperation with India is a linchpin in this 
strategy. India is one of the largest and most dynamic countries in the region and the world, with 
one of the most capable militaries.”

Without question, U.S.-India military engagement represents an important new dimension in 
the overall relationship. This was demonstrated during the combined maritime humanitarian and 
disaster relief operations conducted by the two countries at the time of the 2004 tsunami. Since 
then, and with the added impetus of the landmark 2005 New Framework for Defense Coopera-
tion, military-to-military ties have evolved to the point where, today, India engages in more 
military exercises with the United States than with any other country—with more to come. Vice 
Admiral Gerald Beaman, commander of the U.S. Third Fleet, says the exponentially growing U.S.-
India maritime exercises will be vital to stability and security in the region’s sea lanes: “It is going 
to be very significant.”

That said, the United States and India are at a point in their military relationship where they 
need to determine whether their largely exercise-based relationship can be transitioned into one 

foreword
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that is, in the words of former undersecretary of defense Michèle Flournoy, more “normal, ex-
pected and routine”—where the two countries are able (and willing) to consistently work together 
on areas of common interest. At the same time, U.S. policymakers are well aware of India’s wari-
ness regarding an excessively close U.S. partnership due to concerns ranging from India’s desire 
to preserve its strategy autonomy to its reluctance in being ensnared in any perceived U.S.-led 
containment strategy of China.

So, in short, how do the two countries “square this circle”? What does the future hold for U.S.-
India military engagement? To answer these questions, the Wadhwani Chair in U.S.-India Policy 
Studies turned to CSIS visiting fellow Dr. S. Amer Latif to undertake this study. Dr. Latif previ-
ously served as the director for South Asian affairs in the Office of the Secretary of Defense from 
2007 to 2011.

In the following report, Dr. Latif examines the various service-level interactions between the 
respective navies, air forces, and armies, and identifies areas where the two sides might pursue 
cooperation in the future. He also examines the various challenges to deeper military engagement 
and suggests ways in which the two sides might work to enhance mutual understanding between 
their respective defense bureaucracies. The final section of the report lays out a set of conclusions 
and recommendations for U.S. and Indian civilian policymakers and military leaders on how to 
improve the current state of military-to-military cooperation.

In closing, this study is the second of a three-pronged U.S.-India Defense and Security Co-
operation Project, launched by CSIS in September 2011. The first study, also directed by Dr. Latif, 
was released in June 2012 and was titled U.S.-India Defense Trade: Opportunities for Deepening 
the Partnership. The final study will focus on another important dimension of U.S.-India security 
relations: homeland security cooperation. It is being directed by the head of the CSIS Homeland 
Security and Counterterrorism Program, Rick “Ozzie” Nelson, and will be available soon.

Taken together, I believe these three CSIS publications will make a significant contribution to 
our understanding of the key challenges and enormous opportunities for optimizing U.S.-India 
bilateral defense and security cooperation for the years ahead—and further advancing our “defin-
ing partnership.”

Karl F. Inderfurth 
Wadhwani Chair for U.S.-India Policy Studies, CSIS
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On December 26, 2004, a devastating tsunami hit the Indian Ocean, killing 230,000 people in 14 
countries.1 As the devastated countries struggled to recover, the United States and India, in coor-
dination with Japan and Australia, quickly formed the Tsunami Core Group to coordinate initial 
relief efforts. The tsunami relief effort was notable for many reasons, but a significant development 
stemming from this tragedy was the transformation of the U.S.-India military relationship. While 
the United States and India have conducted naval exercises since 1992, the tsunami relief efforts 
marked a turning point in how the U.S. military viewed its Indian counterparts. Arguably, for the 
first time in the two nations’ history, the United States began to view India as a future provider of 
security in the Indian Ocean Region. 

The following year, in 2005, the United States and India signed the New Framework for 
Defense Cooperation (Appendix A), which outlined a number of areas for military cooperation. 
The Disaster Relief Initiative followed in 2005 (Appendix B) along with the Maritime Security 
Cooperation Framework (Appendix C) in 2006. Since that time, military engagement has grown 
to a point where now, in an oft-cited talking point, India conducts more exercises with the United 
States than with any other country, along with purchasing billions of dollars in U.S. military 
hardware.2 The Malabar naval exercise in September 2007—which consisted of the United States, 
India, Singapore, Australia, and Japan—heightened Beijing’s concern about the formation of an 
anti-China coalition as China lodged a formal protest afterward.3 This event was followed by the 
completion of the civil nuclear deal in December 2008, which put an exclamation mark on this 
remarkable period. The period from 2004 to 2008 was indeed a heady time for bilateral security 
and strategic cooperation. 

Since then, military relations have continued at a steady pace as both military establish-
ments continue to build people-to-people ties, conduct exercises, and attend professional military 
courses. On the surface, the bonhomie between the forces is closer than ever. However, despite the 
significant gains in military cooperation, the U.S.-India military relationship should embark on a 
gradual transition toward a relationship that is focused on preparing for operational missions such 
as disaster relief or humanitarian assistance on a consistent and routine basis. To do so, the United 
States and India will need to address four sets of challenges in the partnership: 

 ■ Strategic challenges: The United States and India need a clearly defined strategic vision to focus 
their military engagement. Both sides also need a better understanding of concepts such as in-

1.  U.S. Geological Survey, “Magnitude 9.1—Off the West Coast of Northern Sumatra,” http://earth-
quake.usgs.gov/earthquakes/eqinthenews/2004/us2004slav/#summary. 

2.  White House, “Fact Sheet: U.S.-India Defense Cooperation,” http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/de-
fault/files/india-factsheets/US-India_Defense_Cooperation.pdf. 

3.  Sandeep Dikshit, “Japan to Take Part in India-U.S. Naval Exercises Again,” The Hindu, February 16, 
2011, http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/article1459041.ece.
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teroperability, which has negative connotations for the Indian side because of perceptions that 
such concepts connote an alliance-like relationship. Finally, the United States needs to main-
tain reasonable expectations of India as a potential security partner over the near to midterm,4 
given its reluctance to partner too closely with the United States, which is rooted in a combina-
tion of its foreign policy orientation and capacity limitations. 

 ■ Bureaucratic challenges: Both sides need to work through a range of bureaucratic challenges 
to unlock the full potential of their military-to-military relationship. On the Indian side, the 
Indian civilian bureaucracy has been the main obstacle to deeper military engagement despite 
the Indian military’s desire for greater bilateral cooperation. Concerns about jeopardizing 
strategic autonomy, along with personnel and budgetary limitations, have led to a further sty-
mieing of deeper military contact. The lack of a rich policy discussion is hindered by a dearth 
of individuals within the Indian Ministry of Defence (MOD) who are capable of conducting 
policy and strategy discussions with U.S. counterparts. Indian concerns about the U.S. bureau-
cracy have centered on a perception that India’s access to U.S. high technology continues to be 
neglected. Concerns about operating across combatant command (COCOM) seams, however, 
have abated over time as India has learned to better operate within the COCOM structure by 
working through U.S. Pacific Command (PACOM).

 ■ Policy and political challenges: Policy and political challenges encompass a wide array of ob-
stacles that affect defense engagement but may be difficult for U.S. or Indian policymakers to 
influence. The United States’ relationship with Pakistan continues to give India pause due to 
U.S. arms sales and India’s perception that the United States does not sufficiently appreciate the 
depth of its concerns about Pakistan. India’s domestic politics can pose a difficult challenge for 
deepening U.S.-India ties with leftist elements skeptical of the United States. It is also unknown 
whether the growing influence of state-based parties on national policy will have any impli-
cations for defense engagement. Finally, based on a past history of sanctions and an Indian 
perception of U.S. unreliability, there is a lingering trust deficit that the United States still must 
work to overcome.

 ■ Capacity challenges: In addition to a limited bureaucracy, the Indian military is facing capac-
ity challenges through a combination of arms modernization, serious personnel and discipline 
matters, and complex national security challenges that will tax the capacity of the Indian armed 
forces to engage the United States.

As these challenges are being addressed, the following key recommendations are made for 
consideration: 

 ■ The United States and India should commit to one or two operational areas where they will 
cooperate on a routine and consistent basis. Disaster response is a suitable area on which to 
focus.

 ■ The United States and India should determine a strategic end state for each of their service re-
lationships. Beyond building people-to-people contacts, both sides should determine common 
objectives that can lead to the development of common capabilities and skill sets to achieve 
them.

4.  For the purposes of this report, the near to midterm is defined as the next 5 to 10 years.
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 ■ Each country’s military service should have a dialogue about strategic trends and developments 
within the Indo-Pacific region to include,5 as two prominent examples, regular dialogues on 
Chinese military power and Afghanistan’s stability. These discussions will not craft binding 
policy but rather serve as a vehicle to better inform each side about its respective positions on 
key strategic issues.

 ■ The two countries should work toward instituting joint operations across all service exercises 
and engagements to facilitate greater cooperation.

 ■ Whenever possible, the two countries should conduct multilateral security activities across air, 
land, and sea domains with other Asian and Oceanic powers, including Japan, Australia, Singa-
pore, Indonesia, and South Korea.

 ■ India should consider the establishment of a policy and strategy office within the MOD that is 
staffed at the additional secretary level.

 ■ The United States should encourage India to conduct (and lead) more multilateral and bilateral 
exercises throughout the Indo-Pacific region, with or without U.S. participation.

The United States and India have begun to lay the foundation for a defense relationship that 
could decisively shape stability and security within the Indo-Pacific region. This formal engage-
ment should continue at a pace that is, in modification of naval parlance, steady as they go. At 
the same time, the challenge for both sides now is to focus on removing bureaucratic and policy 
obstacles in order to unlock the strategic value of this partnership. Doing so would help set the 
conditions for a secure environment so that the Indo-Pacific region can achieve its full potential as 
the economic, trade, and innovation engine for the 21st century.

5.  For the purposes of this report, the Indo-Pacific region is defined as consisting of the entire Indian 
Ocean, South Asia, Southeast Asia, East Asia, and Oceania.
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In December 2004, a massive tsunami hit the Indian Ocean, causing widespread destruction and 
inflicting a death toll of approximately 230,000 people across 14 countries. Among the countries 
hardest hit countries were Indonesia, Thailand, and Sri Lanka. Responding to this devastation, the 
U.S. and Indian navies dispatched a range of naval and air assets to assist with relief efforts. The 
United States deployed a carrier strike group led by the USS Abraham Lincoln, an Expeditionary 
Strike Group led by the USS Bon Homme Richard, and the hospital ship USNS Mercy.1 The Indian 
Navy (IN) deployed 32 ships, 7 aircraft, and 20 helicopters across a range of named operations.2 

During this critical period, Admiral Walter Doran, then head of the U.S. Pacific Fleet, and Ad-
miral Arun Prakash, then head of the IN, began coordinating their respective relief efforts. What 
was notable about this relationship was that Doran and Prakash had established their relationship 
years before in 1979 when both men were students at the Indian Defence Services Staff College in 
Wellington (located in the Indian state of Tamil 
Nadu). Little did each man know at the time 
that relationships forged at Wellington would 
become pivotal to tsunami relief efforts years 
later. Doran went to Wellington as a lieutenant 
commander and described the experience as 
“serendipitously important” to his professional 
career.3 With a major crisis on their collec-
tive hands, Doran and Prakash—classmates as 
well as contemporaries—went to work and in 
the process became a prime example of how 
military-to-military engagement begun at a ju-
nior level can yield tremendous benefits many 
years later. 

The collaborative effort on the tsunami 
response also marked a significant turning 
point in U.S.-India military engagement. To be sure, there had been some operational coopera-
tion shortly after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, with Indian ships escorting U.S. vessels 

1.  U.S. Department of the Navy, “U.S. Navy Relief Efforts after the Indian Ocean Tsunami,” December 
26, 2004, http://www.history.navy.mil/faqs/faq130-4.htm. 

2.  Vijay Sakhuja, “Indian Naval Diplomacy: Post Tsunami,” Institute of Peace and Conflict Studies, no. 
1640, February 8, 2005, http://www.ipcs.org/article/navy/indian-naval-diplomacy-post-tsunami-1640.html. 

3.  Andrea Shalal-Esa, “Interview: Raytheon Sees India Prospects, Plots Careful Approach,” Reuters, 
February 6, 2007, http://www.reuters.com/article/2007/02/07/idUSN0629920920070207.

introduction

The USNS Mercy sails alongside the USS Abraham Lincoln near 
Sumatra in February 2005. Both ships were deployed to assist in 
humanitarian relief efforts following the Indian Ocean Tsunami 
on December 26, 2004.
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through the Strait of Malacca.4 However, the tsunami response marked the most significant period 
of extended operational communication and cooperation in recent memory. The U.S. mindset 
about India as a potential provider of security began to change after this episode of multilateral 
cooperation. 

Bilateral defense engagement between the United States and India continued to deepen into 
2005, when then–secretary of defense Don Rumsfeld and then–defence minister Pranab Mukher-
jee signed the New Framework for the U.S.-India Defense Relationship, which outlined several 
areas for potential cooperation to include counterpiracy, disaster response, counterterrorism, and 
defense trade (see appendix A). The Framework was drawn up as the Civil Nuclear Cooperation 
Initiative (now the Civil Nuclear Agreement) was being negotiated. It was a heady time for U.S.-
India ties. 

In the following years, defense engagements and military exercises grew in size, sophistication, 
and scope. Naval engagement, highlighted by the annual Malabar exercise, became emblematic of 
a growing defense relationship as the naval establishments became the most visionary and imagi-
native of all the services. Both air forces began to exercise together beginning in 2002—and they 
intensified their engagement after 2004—through the Cope India series where mutual respect 
began to be established between the pilots of the two air forces. The U.S. Army began exercising in 
2004 through the Yudh Abhyas series, and the U.S. Marine Corps, as well as U.S. Special Forces, 
engaged with their respective Indian counterparts.

This array of activity was highlighted in September 2007, when the U.S. and Indian navies par-
ticipated in a five-nation Malabar naval exercise held in the northern Bay of Bengal that included 
the United States, India, Australia, Singapore, and Japan. The exercise included 25 ships, more 
than 20,000 personnel, and 150 aircraft. During the exercise, all sides participated in drills related 
to antisubmarine warfare, counterpiracy, and disaster response.5 The sheer size of this unprec-
edented exercise predictably elicited unfavorable reviews from Beijing as it lodged a formal protest 
with concerns that such multilateral activity was aimed at them.6

Since that time, U.S.-Indian military engagement has proceeded apace, with some 56 coopera-
tive events conducted in fiscal year 2011.7 In an oft-cited fact, India now conducts more exercises 
with the United States than with any other country in the world.8 For India, a country that fastidi-
ously adheres to a policy of “strategic autonomy,” such numbers are striking given India’s reluc-
tance to get too close to any single power. The numbers and nature of the military engagement 
have led Washington to pin high hopes on New Delhi’s future role as a security partner not only 
in the Indian Ocean region (IOR) but also globally. In a speech at the annual Shangri-La Dialogue 
in 2009, then–defense secretary Robert Gates began to articulate this vision when he stated, “In 

4.  Amit Baruah, “Only ‘Escort Duties’ in Malacca Straits,” The Hindu, April 23, 2002, http://www.hindu.
com/2002/04/23/stories/2002042302911100.htm.

5.  Olivia Giger, “Kitty Hawk, Allies Complete Malabar Exercise,” U.S. Department of the Navy, Septem-
ber 10, 2007, http://www.navy.mil/submit/display.asp?story_id=31737. 

6.  Rajat Pandit, “India, U.S. and Japan to Undertake Malabar Naval Wargames Off Okinawa,” Times of  
ndia, April 10, 2009, http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2009-04-10/india/28017633_1_wargames 
-malabar-exercise-ins-jyoti.

7.  U.S. Department of Defense, “Report to Congress on U.S.-India Security Cooperation,” January 2012, 
http://www.defense.gov/pubs/pdfs/20111101_NDAA_Report_on_US_India_Security_Cooperation.pdf. 

8.  White House, “Fact Sheet: U.S.-India Defense Cooperation,” http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/de-
fault/files/india-factsheets/US-India_Defense_Cooperation.pdf.



s. amer latif   | 3

coming years, we look to India to be a partner and net provider of security in the Indian Ocean 
and beyond.”9 This was the first use of the term “net provider of security” in reference to India, and 
this term has since become one of many catchphrases that capture the future security potential of 
India. 

Since Gates’s 2009 speech, various versions of the term “net provider” have been used in dif-
ferent contexts to include Indian defence minister A. K. Antony’s directive to the IN to “be a net 
security provider to island nations in the Indian Ocean region,”10 and the January 2012 Defense 
Department strategic guidance document, which stated, “The United States is also investing in 
a long-term strategic partnership with India to support its ability to serve as a . . . provider of 
security in the broader Indian Ocean region.”11 There have also been other expressions of U.S. 
aspirations for India’s rise, such as Secretary of State Hillary Clinton writing in Foreign Policy that 
the “United States is making a strategic bet on India’s future—that India’s greater role on the world 
stage will enhance peace and security,”12 and Defense Secretary Leon Panetta characterizing India 
as a “linchpin” for America’s new defense strategy of “rebalancing” toward the Asia-Pacific.13

There is no question that bilateral military engagement has progressed at a rapid pace in a 
very short time. However, this rapid progress has also led Washington to characterize roles for 
India that New Delhi itself has yet to accept. For India, the pace of bilateral engagement has been 
quicker than what some within the civilian defense establishment may be comfortable with. As the 
United States and India continue to build their ties, Washington will have to accept that India is 
still trying to determine the kind of global power it wants to become in the future, and what role 
the military will play as part of that vision. India has yet to develop a national security strategy, a 
national military strategy, or even an authoritative white paper outlining the tenets of its security 
policy.14 

This lack of a coherent and articulated security policy can contribute to India’s inconsistent en-
gagement and cooperation with the United States. For example, three years after the 2004 tsunami, 
Bangladesh was stricken with a devastating cyclone in November 2007, which took 3,447 lives and 
inflicted widespread damage on homes, crops, and livelihoods.15 While the United States quickly 

 9.  Robert M. Gates, “America’s Security Role in the Asia-Pacific,” speech given at First Plenary Ses-
sion of the 8th IISS Asia Security Summit, Shangri-La Dialogue, Singapore, May 30, 2009, http://www.
iiss.org/conferences/the-shangri-la-dialogue/shangri-la-dialogue-2009/plenary-session-speeches-2009/
first-plenary-session/dr-robert-gates/.

10.  Public Information Bureau, Government of India, “Indian Navy-Net Security Provider to Island 
Nations in IOR: Antony,” October 12, 2011, http://pib.nic.in/newsite/erelease.aspx?relid=76590.

11.  U.S. Department of Defense, “Sustaining Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st Century Defense,” 
January 2012, http://www.defense.gov/news/Defense_Strategic_Guidance.pdf, p. 2.

12.  Hillary Clinton, “America’s Pacific Century,” Foreign Policy, November 2011, http://www.foreign-
policy.com/articles/2011/10/11/americas_pacific_century?page=full.

13.  Leon Panetta, “Partners in the 21st Century,” speech given at Institute for Defense Studies and Anal-
yses, New Delhi, June 6, 2012, http://www.idsa.in/keyspeeches/LeonEPanettaonPartnersinthe21stcentury. 
Also see Hemant Krishan Singh, “Assessing the Third U.S.-India Strategic Dialogue, India-U.S. Relations: 
Progressing Convergences,” India-U.S. Insight 2, issue 6 (June 18, 2012), http://www.icrier.org/icrier_wadh-
wani/Index_files/us-insight-19june12.pdf. 

14.  Indian think tanks have tried to fill the void in the absence of official government of India procla-
mations; e.g., a group of eight Indian strategists released a comprehensive document in 2012 titled “Non-
Alignment 2.0,” which was an attempt to outline a future foreign policy vision for India.

15.  “Bangladesh Cyclone Toll Climbs to 3,447 Dead,” Agence France-Presse, November 20, 2007, http://
www.dnaindia.com/world/report_bangladesh-cyclone-toll-climbs-to-3447-dead_1134278.
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arrived on scene with the USS Tarawa, and later the USS Kearsarge, Indian ships were nowhere 
on hand in the immediate aftermath to offer assistance to their neighbors.16 Some Indian com-
mentators have opined that Indian relations with the then-caretaker Bangladesh government were 
less than optimal and stymied a more timely response.17 However, the lack of a rapid response to 
assist an immediate neighbor raised questions about India’s role as a security provider and regional 
leader. 

This lack of consistent engagement could become a limitation on how far U.S.-India military 
engagement can progress in the future. While U.S. military officials at the U.S. Pacific Command 
(PACOM) examine how bilateral security cooperation activities enhance and promote overall 
security in the Asia-Pacific region, Indian officials appear to be content with the mere execution 
of these activities as an end unto itself. In other words, conducting the bilateral engagement is 
the accomplishment for the Indian side. New Delhi simply does not seem to have an overarching 
notion of how its bilateral military engagement with Washington promotes India’s overall security 
objectives within its immediate South Asian neighborhood, the wider Indo-Pacific region, or on a 
global scale. 

Despite these drawbacks, bilateral military engagement has produced a range of benefits, 
including greater mutual understanding, stronger professional relationships, and more familiarity 
with how each military operates. Having the militaries of two large democracies interacting and 
engaging on a frequent basis provides great strategic benefits to both sides to include a conver-
gence of strategic interests, mutual training and education, as well as a strategic communications 
effect to potential adversaries.

With robust military engagement well established, the challenge now is for both sides to think 
about transitioning their largely exercise-based relationship to one in which the United States and 
India routinely and consistently cooperate on operational areas of mutual interest. As U.S. “rebal-
ancing” toward the Asia-Pacific region becomes a defining characteristic of U.S. foreign policy, and 
as Indian military power grows through defense acquisition and a greater global presence, both 
sides will increasingly have more opportunities to work on areas of common strategic concern. 
However, to realize the potential of this cooperation, the two countries’ militaries—with the ap-
proval of their civilian authorities—need to begin the process of defining and practicing how they 
will practically cooperate now, rather than waiting for another crisis to occur to determine how 
the two militaries will work together. 

Developing a routine and consistent relationship will, however, take some time. India’s ap-
proach to military engagement has been on a case-by-case basis that takes available capacity, mis-
sion scope, and political optics into consideration.18 While this model of cooperation can satisfy 
India’s various domestic considerations, it may be an unsuitable model for the emerging security 
landscape in the Indo-Pacific region, which poses a range of challenges that could threaten the 
region’s growing economic prosperity and stability. These challenges include nuclear-armed states 
such as North Korea and Pakistan, stability in Afghanistan and Pakistan, the growing scourge of 

16.  U.S. Embassy Dhaka, “U.S. Response to Cyclone Sidr: Operation Sea Angel II,” http://dhaka.usem-
bassy.gov/cyclone_sidr.html.

17.  Joyeeta Bhattacharjee, “Has India Responded Adequately to Sidr?” Observer Research Foundation, 
December 12, 2007, http://www.orfonline.org/cms/sites/orfonline/modules/analysis/AnalysisDetail.html?c
maid=13081&mmacmaid=13082.

18.  S. Amer Latif, “India and the New U.S. Defense Strategy,” CSIS Commentary, February 23, 2012, 
http://csis.org/publication/india-and-new-us-defense-strategy.
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piracy, persistent terrorism, and a rising China whose growing military capabilities and nebulous 
strategic aims will all contribute to a potentially unpredictable security landscape in the com-
ing years. Faced with such challenges, Asian states have been renewing their alliances and part-
nerships not only with the United States but also with each other in a web of cross-connecting 
relationships that breaks out of the traditional hub-and-spokes model in which the United States 
has been a central feature. These complex challenges also require two powers such as the United 
States and India—with their common values and converging interests—to work toward even more 
practical military cooperation in the coming years. It is not just the United States that is hoping for 
this outcome. Throughout Asia, there is an ardent hope that New Delhi will be able to work closely 
with Washington and help set the conditions for a secure environment in which the Indo-Pacific 
region can achieve its true potential as the economic, trade, and innovation engine for the 21st 
century.19 

19.  Shaun Tandon, “Asia Security Needs India: Australia Minister,” Agence France-Presse, July 27, 2011.
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Before determining how to deepen bilateral U.S.-India cooperation, it is useful to assess how 
much progress has been made to date in bilateral military engagement. The progress has been 
notable, but much more could be done. This assessment should be followed by an examination of 
how each side views the security landscape they commonly face. While there is much agreement 
on the nature of threats in the Indo-Pacific region, there are differences about how to address 
them, which gets to the heart of why both sides cannot cooperate more closely on areas of mutual 
concern.

Bilateral military cooperation between the two sides is planned through a series of bilateral 
dialogues between the services. The capstone forum for the military relationship is the Military 
Cooperation Group, which provides the overall guidance for the individual areas of military 
cooperation. Underneath this group, there are three Executive Steering Groups (ESGs), one for 
the Army, Navy, and Air Force.1 Marine Corps engagement is addressed under both the Army and 
Navy ESGs, and Special Forces engagement is spread across each ESG to allow U.S. Special Forces 
to engage with Indian counterparts in each service.2 

Air Force Cooperation
Bilateral cooperation between the air forces began with the Cope India exercises in 2002 but began 
to accelerate after the Cope India exercise in 2004. According to Indian officials who were involved 
in the development of the first Cope India, the initial aims for the exercise were quite modest.3 At 
the time, the Indian Air Force (IAF) leadership was merely hoping to obtain a better understand-
ing and build rapport with their U.S. counterparts; gain insights into U.S. tactics, techniques, and 
procedures (TTPs); observe U.S. aerial platforms up close; and assess how it might stack up against 
U.S. Air Force pilots. 

The initial Cope India exercises accomplished these objectives and also set the stage for similar 
exercises in 2005, 2006, and 2009.4 The IAF also participated in Red Flag exercises in 2008.5 These 

1.  Embassy of India in Washington, “India-US Defence Relations,” http://www.indianembassy.org/
india-us-defense-relations.php.

2.  Interview with U.S. defense official, Honolulu, Hawaii, June 21, 2012.
3.  Interview with Indian industry official, New Delhi, India, May 16, 2012.
4.  R. Swaminathan, “How It All Played Out,” Observer Research Foundation, February 24, 2012, http://

www.orfonline.org/cms/sites/orfonline/modules/analysis/AnalysisDetail.html?cmaid=33815&mmacma
id=33816.

5.  “Sukhois Shine at Red Flag Exercise in U.S.,” Times of India, August 12, 2008, http://articles. 
timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2008-08-12/india/27905622_1_sukhois-iaf-fighter-pilots-wing-commander-
mahesh-upasani.

individual service  
cooperation
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initial encounters not only established professional mutual respect between the respective air 
forces but also arguably paved the way for the initial Indian purchases of the C-130J aircraft.

Since 2008, the bilateral air relationship has continued the routine of holding the annual ESG 
meeting alternately in the United States and India.6 But since the initial spate of bilateral coopera-
tion, the Indian government has drastically cut back on the number of engagements approved 
at the ESGs.7 The reasons for this are subject to speculation, but it is increasingly apparent that 
bilateral air engagement is lagging behind the 
other services in both qualitative and quantita-
tive terms. While Indian objectives for air force 
engagement have been relatively modest, U.S. 
objectives have been a bit more ambitious, with 
Pacific Air Forces (PACAF) seeking to develop 
competent coalition partners throughout the 
PACOM theater, and to maintain access through 
high-level engagement and routine people-to-
people contacts.8 

The question now for the two air power 
establishments is the future direction of their 
bilateral engagement. What are the operational 
circumstances or scenarios under which the 
two air forces might collaborate? The answer to 
this question will rest on the answer to three other questions. First, does the IAF have aspirations 
to become an expeditionary air force that regularly operates beyond its immediate South Asia 
region? Second, even if it does have this aspiration, does it have the capacity to do so? And third, if 
the answers to the first two questions are in the affirmative, does India want to develop a closer air 
partnership with the United States on operational matters? 

Traditionally, the IAF leadership has been focused on hedging against threats from Pakistan 
and China. While the IAF has traditionally enjoyed an overwhelming advantage over the Pakistan 
Air Force, the situation is more challenging vis-à-vis China’s People’s Liberation Army Air Force. 
Some Indian commentators have opined about the need for an air expeditionary capability that 
can project power anywhere from the Red Sea to the Strait of Malacca. The reality, however, is the 
IAF continues to exert a majority of its intellectual energy in thinking about its two biggest secu-
rity challenges.

To be sure, the IAF has demonstrated its capacity for out-of-area operations. Examples include 
the IAF Canberra bombers that flew from India to the Congo in support of soldiers involved in the 
UN Peacekeeping mission in 1960. Flying from Jamnagar, India, to Aden, to Nairobi, and eventu-
ally Brazzaville, the six Canberras provided decisive support to the UN mission with air support 
and bombing missions that neutralized enemy airfields.9 In 1987, the IAF also participated in Op-
eration Poomelai, in which Antonov-32 cargo aircraft (escorted by Mirage 2000 fighters) dropped 

6.  U.S. Department of Defense, “Report to Congress on U.S.-India Security Cooperation,” http://www.
defense.gov/pubs/pdfs/20111101_NDAA_Report_on_US_India_Security_Cooperation.pdf.

7.  Interview with U.S. defense official, Honolulu, Hawaii, June 20, 2012.
8.  Ibid.
9.  United Nations, “India and United Nations: India’s Contribution to UN Peacekeeping Missions,” 

http://www.un.int/india/india percent20& percent20un/contribution.pdf. 

U.S. and Indian fighters fly in formation during the 2004 Cope 
India exercise.
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relief supplies to besieged Tamil civilians over Jaffna.10 And in 1989, the IAF once again helped 
project Indian power when IL-76 cargo aircraft airlifted the 50th Independent Parachute Regiment 
to thwart a coup against the Maldivian government by Tamil separatists.11 Aside from these inci-
dents, IAF aviation has participated in a range of United Nations peacekeeping operations around 
the world with helicopter support and cargo aircraft deployments.12

These incidents demonstrated two general circumstances under which the IAF (and, indeed, 
the Indian armed forces) have traditionally been deployed. The first are contingencies in what In-
dia considers its “near abroad” of South Asia, where it feels that it is in its vital interest to respond. 
The second general category is approved UN deployments, where India operates under Chapter 7 
missions.13

While the IAF has a proven record of deploying abroad, the criteria and circumstances for 
these deployments are currently quite limited, and are further restricted by capacity limitations 
within the IAF. As the IAF tries to prepare for threats from Pakistan and China, the hard fact re-
mains that the IAF is an aging force that is rapidly trying to replace old platforms such as the Mig-
21, Mig-23, and Mig-27.14 The lack of available aircraft, combined with the somewhat expensive 
nature of bilateral air engagement, may also contribute to limitations in the U.S.-India air force 
relationship. India’s capacity limitations will be further discussed later in this report. 

Prospects for Future Cooperation
Despite the current limited focus of the IAF, there is a possibility that the IAF’s role will grow as 
Indian national interests expand in the coming years. How the IAF will be employed to safeguard 
these expanding interests has yet to be determined. While current bilateral air force cooperation 
is rooted in military exchanges and exercises, there are steps both sides can undertake to set the 
conditions for deeper cooperation. 

To begin with, there are currently no strategic discussions about air power developments in 
the Indo-Pacific region. Such a dialogue could include topics such as developments in Chinese air 
power as well as a discussion about the most effective way to counter Chinese air power in north-
eastern India. The dialogue could also include discussions about the types of capabilities India 
might need most—and how the United States might assist—as the IAF attempts to hedge against 
Chinese air power. The discussion could also include intelligence sharing about China’s People’s 
Liberation Army Air Force.

10.  Steven R. Weisman, “India Airlifts Aid to Tamil Rebels,” New York Times, June 5, 1987, http://www.
nytimes.com/1987/06/05/world/india-airlifts-aid-to-tamil-rebels.html. 

11.  Shekhar Gupta, “Close Shave: How India Averted Maldives Coup in 1988,” India Today, February 9, 
2012, http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/maldives-president-coup-india/1/172857.html. 

12.  Indian Air Force (IAF), official website, http://indianairforce.nic.in/iaf.php. The IAF has partici-
pated in five UN missions including Somalia, Sierra Leone, Sudan, and two in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo.

13.  Department of Public Information, United Nations, Charter of the United Nations and Statute of the 
International Court of Justice, 1985, chap. 7, http://www.un.org/en/documents/charter/chapter7.shtml.

14.  “India’s Fighter Modernization: Add MiG-29s to the List,” Defense Industry Daily, April 28, 2011, 
http://www.defenseindustrydaily.com/indias-fighter-modernization-add-mig29s-to-the-list-updated-01879/. 
Also see, “IAF Planning to Phase Out MiG-27 Combat Planes by 2017,” Indian Express, October 2, 2012, 
http://www.indianexpress.com/news/iaf-planning-to-phase-out-mig27-combat-planes-by-2017/1010886/.
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Beyond strategic discussions, the two air forces could develop TTPs for responding to natural 
disasters. In the coming years, the IAF will possess one of the world’s largest C-17 cargo aircraft 
fleets.15 Its cargo lift capacity will give the IAF a key capability in responding to natural disasters, 
which have become increasingly commonplace in the IOR. Another area for potential collabora-
tion could be close coordination on the noncombatant evacuation operations (NEOs) of host 
nation personnel. Both the United States and India have significant numbers of citizens dispersed 
throughout the Middle East and Asia. Given the unpredictability of future events, there may be 
a need for U.S. and Indian air forces to coordinate the safe egress of their own citizens (as well as 
others) from various hot spots around the world. 

Space cooperation should also be considered for closer collaboration. In January 2007, China 
conducted an antisatellite missile test, which caused significant concern in the halls of South 
Block.16 Since then, the MOD has established an Integrated Space Cell under the auspices of the 
Integrated Defense Staff to coordinate among 
the three services and with the Indian Space and 
Research Organization. Despite an Indian desire 
to develop some sort of military space capacity, it 
is unclear what India’s vision is for such a capa-
bility. Furthermore, bureaucratic divisions within 
the Indian government further complicate the 
possibilities for future bilateral cooperation.17

Nevertheless, the United States and India 
ought to explore more robust bilateral efforts on 
space cooperation. One possible area could be 
better coordination on space situational aware-
ness. With the proliferation of space debris 
posing a potential hazard to satellites upon which 
the United States and India increasingly depend, there is a common interest for both sides to begin 
a discussion about how they might work together on improved space situational awareness.18

Missile defense is an area on which India has been actively working for some time in an effort 
to hedge against ballistic missile threats from Pakistan and China. Reports vary about the effec-
tiveness of the system, with some Indian analysts downplaying India’s missile defense capability 

15.  “First Boeing C-17s for IAF to Touch Down in India by Mid-2013,” Economic Times, August 1, 
2012, http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2012-08-01/news/32981430_1_bob-ciesla-heavy-lift 
-military-aircraft-india-next-year.

16.  Marc Kaufman and Dafna Linzer, “China Criticized for Anti-Satellite Missile Test,” Wash-
ington Post, January 19, 2007, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/01/18/
AR2007011801029.html. 

17.  Sudha Ramachandran, “India Goes to War in Space,” Asia Times, June 18, 2008, http://www.atimes.
com/atimes/South_Asia/JF18Df01.html. 

18.  Secure World Foundation, “May 2012 Indo-U.S. Track 1.5 Dialogue on Space: Conference Re-
port,” July 13, 2012. Specific steps in this regard could include clarification from both sides about what each 
side hopes to achieve from SSA cooperation and a better U.S. understanding of Indian SSA capabilities, 
along with the extent of their technical capacity so that both sides can begin to determine areas of possible 
collaboration. 

India’s purchase of C-17 cargo aircraft will provide it one of the 
largest such fleets in the world.
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as nothing more than a “successful technology demonstrator.”19 However, India’s pursuit of mis-
sile defense presents an opportunity for collaboration on this strategic area. As Deputy Defense 
Secretary Ashton Carter said, “This is an important potential area for our future cooperation. . 
. . BMD [ballistic missile defense] has great strategic importance and therefore, the two govern-
ments should discuss that strategically, before they discuss that technically.”20 To that end, both 
sides should commence a policy discussion about missile defense to exchange perspectives on the 
effective employment of such a defense system. However, any discussion of missile defense must 
keep potential Pakistani reactions in mind. A missile defense dialogue between Washington and 
New Delhi could engender deeper suspicions from Islamabad toward Washington in a relationship 
that is already fraught with mistrust. China may also view a U.S.-India missile defense dialogue as 
provocative, and this might lead Beijing to expand its nuclear capability to a point where it could 
complicate India’s no-first-use policy. 

Army Cooperation
Since the time of the British Raj, India has traditionally had a continental mindset when it comes 
to its national security. This mentality continued during most of the postindependence period as 
the Indian Army (IA) was initially occupied with internal unrest from the Northeastern states of 
Mizoram and Nagaland, and was later reinforced after India’s decisive defeat by China in 1962.21 
The Jammu and Kashmir insurgency has also occupied the IA since it began in the late 1980s. 
Thus, India’s geographical features, combined with its history since 1947, have led to an IA that is 
heavily focused on maintaining border security and internal stability as well as hedging against its 
main continental threats of Pakistan and China. 

Worldwide peacekeeping duties add to the IA’s burden, along with the need to be ready for 
other contingencies such as natural disasters or intervention operations within South Asia. Clearly, 

the IA has been a busy force with no shortage of 
demand for its services. In this context, it is nat-
ural to question whether the IA has the capacity 
for deeper bilateral army cooperation given the 
high demands already placed upon it. 

Bilateral army cooperation has made signifi-
cant strides in a short amount of time, but it is 
limited in its scope and purpose. Current bilat-
eral army engagement has consisted of exercises 
highlighted by Yudh Abhyas and Shatrujeet, 
high-level visits, training courses, and multilat-
eral conferences and seminars. Subjects covered 
range from mountain and jungle warfare to 

19.  Rahul Bedi, “Experts Question India’s Missile Defense Capabilities,” Global Security Newswire, May 
14, 2012, http://www.nti.org/gsn/article/experts-question-indian-missile-defense-capabilities/.

20.  Jay Menon, “U.S. Eyes Missile Defense Work with India,” Aviation Week and Space Technology, Au-
gust 13, 2012, http://www.aviationweek.com/Article.aspx?id=/article-xml/AW_08_13_2012_p49-479772.
xml. 

21.  Iskander Rehman, “An Ocean at the Intersection of Two Emerging Maritime Narratives,” IDSA Is-
sue Brief, July 11, 2011, http://www.idsa.in/system/files/IB_AnOceanatTheIntersection.Iskander.pdf.

U.S. and Indian troops participate in a live-fire exercise during 
Yudh Abhyas.
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peacekeeping and counter-incendiary explosive device engagement.22 However, while some Indian 
commentators may float the idea of the IA as a future expeditionary army, the fact remains that, in 
addition to the myriad security challenges, the IA is also facing a range of institutional challenges 
to include readiness and modernization issues, corruption scandals, problems with discipline in 
the ranks, and recruitment shortfalls.23 All these challenges have recently combined to arguably 
make the IA an institution that is more inward looking than forward looking and visionary.24 Bu-
reaucratic capacity within the IA to process international engagement is also a limitation as coun-
tries are increasingly interested in working with India. The IA only set up its office of international 
cooperation in 2005 to deal with the wide variety of global military engagements.25 On the U.S. 
side, it is important to note that the U.S. Army Pacific has also been decisively engaged in support-
ing two wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, which thwarted its ability to focus on military-to-military 
engagement with India as well as other countries in the PACOM theater.26 

Prospects for Future Cooperation
As the United States and India continue to build the foundation of a strong army relationship, 
there does not appear to be a strategic vision that guides both sides to some end state that is mutu-
ally agreed upon. People-to-people contacts are certainly a key benefit of such engagement, but the 
question is whether army relations can eventually evolve to a level where both armies cooperate on 
areas of mutual strategic interest. Keeping in mind the IA’s limitations along with the Indian bu-
reaucracy’s reluctance to partner too closely with the United States, both sides should maintain the 
current steady approach to their bilateral engagement over the near to midterm. Activities should 
continue to emphasize building personal relationships, developing common understanding and 
mutual respect, and gradually moving toward building common capabilities. However, the over-
arching strategic goal for U.S.-India army engagement in the near to midterm should be to build 
India’s capacity to become a more effective provider of security and stability in South Asia. Having 
an Indian army that can serve as a stabilizing force in South Asia serves the interest of both coun-
tries. To that end, both armies could focus their bilateral engagement on five areas. 

The first area is to incorporate a dialogue between the two armies about strategic develop-
ments and emerging threats in the Indo-Pacific region. This is already happening to some extent, 
but it should be institutionalized within the current army engagement. Such a dialogue could 
cover issues such as Chinese military developments and stability in Afghanistan, and could involve 
exchanging lessons learned on counterinsurgency operations and discussing new technologies that 
affect land warfare such as cyber and space capabilities. 

22.  U.S. Department of Defense, “Report to Congress on U.S.-India Security Cooperation.”
23.  Vinay Kumar, “Army Faces Shortage of Officers,” The Hindu, September 30, 2012, http://www.

thehindu.com/news/national/army-faces-shortage-of-officers/article3949355.ece. Also see Rajat Pandit 
and Josy Joseph, “Gen. V. K. Singh Did Not Seriously Pursue Bribe Matter,” Times of India, March 27, 2012, 
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2012-03-27/india/31244215_1_bribe-offer-bribe-attempt-army-
chief; and Praveen Swami, “Ladakh Troop Revolt Underlines Army Class Tensions,” The Hindu, May 12, 
2012, http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/article3412907.ece.

24.  Gurmeet Kanwal, “India’s Military Modernization: Plans and Strategic Underpinnings,” National 
Bureau of Asian Research, September 24, 2012, http://www.nbr.org/research/activity.aspx?id=275. Also see 
Pankaj Mullick, “Fighting Fit,” Hindustan Times, April 28, 2012, http://www.hindustantimes.com/News-
Feed/India/Fighting-fit/Article1-847792.aspx.

25.  Interview with Indian strategic analyst, New Delhi, India, May 15, 2012.
26.  Interview with U.S. defense official, Honolulu, Hawaii, June 20, 2012.



12  |    u.s.-india military engagement

The second could be building effective natural disaster response capabilities to respond to the 
natural disasters that will continually plague the IOR in the coming years. The U.S. and Indian 
armies could work together on assisting various countries within the region to develop effective 
disaster management and response strategies. 

The third area could be joint or complementary efforts at building security capacity among 
various countries in areas related to police training, peacekeeping, and stability operations. One 
particular example could be Afghanistan, where the United States has put a premium on the train-
ing of indigenous Afghan forces to take over security duties after the United States departs in 2014. 
India could deepen its present assistance by increasing the training of Afghan police and security 
forces and conduct the training in India to avoid offending Pakistani sensibilities.

The fourth area is working together in fostering democratic norms of civil–military relations 
in evolving countries such as Burma. The concept would be for both countries to work either 
jointly or in a complementary way to provide professional military courses and mentoring to the 
Burmese military on the principles of civil–military relations and human rights that could help 
facilitate a smoother democratic transition for the country. 

Finally, the United States should assist India wherever it can with the IA’s equipment mod-
ernization efforts. The IA has a number of urgent needs, ranging from the need to upgrade battle-
field command and control systems, to enhanced firepower, to night fighting capabilities, to the 
need for better maneuverability.27 While India has placed a premium on domestic production for 
many of these needs, there is ample space for U.S. companies to assist with the IA’s modernization 
efforts. The caution here is keeping an eye toward Pakistani reaction to U.S. arms sales to India. 
Pakistan also purchases U.S. hardware that India fears will be used against it (and vice versa). 
Although arms sales can pose a risk to regional stability, they also provide greater U.S. engagement 
in the region and, thus, a better ability to help manage and shape subcontinental stability between 
the two militaries. 

The United States realizes that developing its army relationship will be a slow process in which 
it must allow India to set the pace. The prospect of the U.S. and Indian armies operating together 
on a global scale is a remote possibility at best in the near to midterm. However, if bilateral en-
gagement can enhance India’s ability to become a more effective and capable provider of security 
and stability in South Asia, army engagement will have served its purpose well. 

Naval/Maritime Cooperation
Of all the areas for bilateral military cooperation, the naval dimension has witnessed the greatest 
advancement in recent years and holds the most promise for future progress.28 The convergence of 
strategic maritime interests in the IOR to include the security of critical energy and trade routes, 
the denial of free passage to terrorists and weapons proliferators, and the need for effective re-
sponses to natural disasters have led to a greater mutual desire for deeper naval and maritime 
cooperation on both sides.

27.  Gurmeet Kanwal, “India’s Military Modernization: Plans and Strategic Underpinnings,” National 
Bureau of Asian Research Policy Brief, September 24, 2012, 3–4. 

28.  The United States and India have been conducting naval exercises since 1992, when the first Mala-
bar exercise was held. The exercises were suspended after the 1998 nuclear tests but were resumed after the 
September 11 terror attacks when India pledged its support to the United States.
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Bilateral naval cooperation has been ongoing for some time with the Malabar exercise series 
beginning in 1992.29 However, naval cooperation intensified after the signing of the New Frame-
work for the U.S.-India Defense Relationship in 2005.30 A follow-on document, titled the Indo-
U.S. Framework for Maritime Security Cooperation, was agreed to in 2006 and outlined specific 
areas for maritime cooperation to include transnational crime, maritime proliferation of weapons 
of mass destruction, threats to safety of crew members, environmental degradation, and natural 
disasters.31 Today, the two navies conduct a range of activities that includes four annual exercises, 
naval staff talks, port visits, distinguished visitor visits, and a wide array of personnel as well as 
subject matter exchanges through multilateral naval and security conferences.32 Both sides have 
also signed a fuel exchange agreement to better 
facilitate operations between the navies.33 The 
United States and India have also developed a 
deeper mutual respect for each other’s capabili-
ties and professionalism. U.S. naval officials view 
the IN as quite competent in basic surface war-
fare operations, although India is in urgent need 
of fleet modernization. The IN also has a highly 
favorable view of U.S. technological prowess and 
the professionalism of the U.S. Navy.

Operationally, the two navies have worked 
together on three occasions to include Indian 
ships providing security for U.S. ships transit-
ing the Strait of Malacca after the September 11, 
2001, attacks.34 Both navies collaborated dur-
ing the 2004–2005 tsunami relief operations and, finally, both navies continue to deconflict their 
counterpiracy operations through bridge-to-bridge communications and attendance at monthly 
Shared Awareness and Deconfliction (SHADE) meetings.35

29.  “Indo-U.S. Naval Exercises to Begin Tomorrow,” Times of India, April 6, 2012, http://articles 
.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2012-04-06/india/31299416_1_indo-us-naval-exercise-malabar-maritime-
patrol-aircraft-tu142m-bilateral-exercise. 

30.  “New Framework for the U.S.-India Defense Relationship,” June 28, 2005, http://www.indianem-
bassy.org/india-us-defense-relations.php. 

31.  “Indo-U.S. Framework for Maritime Security Cooperation,” March 2006, http://www.defense.gov/
news/Mar2006/d200600302indo-usframeworkformaritimesecuritycooperation.pdf. Also see Andrew Win-
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Contemporary Security Challenges, edited by Michael Kugelman (Washington, D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Inter-
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U.S. and Indian warships steam in formation during the 2007 
Malabar naval exercise. Maritime cooperation holds the most 
promise for deeper bilateral cooperation.
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Naval cooperation has gradually gained acceptance among Indian policymakers and military 
officials partly because closer naval cooperation is less visible and therefore less controversial for 
Indian policymakers due to the lower visibility that accompanies ships operating over the horizon 
and away from the Indian coast. Unlike army or air force exercises, which may require U.S. forces 
and assets to deploy onto Indian soil, naval exercises and exchanges can take place anywhere 
throughout the IOR and into East Asian waters without eliciting the same degree of scrutiny from 
Indian politicians or the media. 

This does not mean that naval cooperation is always without controversy. There have been 
occasions where bilateral or multilateral cooperation involving both the United States and India 
have led leftist Indian politicians to criticize the government for getting too close to the United 
States and giving the impression of orchestrating a counter-China approach. Beijing has also had 
concerns about multilateral naval exercises that involve the United States, India, and other Asian 
powers such as Japan, Australia, and Singapore.36

In addition to its political acceptability, there is also a realization among India’s security man-
agers that it increasingly needs secure maritime sea lanes to transport needed energy resources for 
India’s burgeoning economy, and to facilitate India’s growing trade linkages with the Middle East, 
South East Asia, and East Asia. China’s growing naval presence in the IOR has heightened India’s 
anxiety and driven it to place a greater emphasis on naval modernization and maritime partner-
ships to better contend with China’s intensified engagement throughout the region. This engage-
ment includes closer bilateral partnerships with key countries that sit astride critical energy and 
trade routes such as Sri Lanka, the Maldives, and Bangladesh.37

A closer naval partnership with India is also important for the United States as it attempts to 
rebalance toward Asia and foster a multilateral approach to hardening the waterways throughout 
East Asia and the Indian Ocean.38 While Asia will become the focus for U.S. foreign policy in the 
years to come, Washington’s economic challenges at home will require it to cultivate maritime 
partners that can contribute to providing security in the international maritime commons along 
with the United States.

Aside from naval cooperation, the United States and India have also been engaged in wider 
maritime cooperation to include more limited engagement between the U.S. Marine Corps and 
the IA on amphibious operations, as well as the U.S. Coast Guard and Indian Coast Guard on 
coastal security. The Marine Corps’ engagement with India has been productive, but limited, given 
the lack of a dedicated marine corps within the Indian armed forces. Currently, the U.S. Marine 
Corps engages with India’s 91st Amphibious Brigade, raised in 2009. The main engagement be-
tween amphibious forces is the annual exercise Shatrujeet, which is held at a company level focus-
ing on amphibious doctrine and operations. Habu Nag, a tabletop exercise between the U.S. and 
Indian navies, focuses on amphibious operations.39

36.  Dikshit, “Japan to Take Part.”
37.  Mandip Singh, “China Base a Threat to India Navy?” The Diplomat, December 17, 2011, http://the-

diplomat.com/2011/12/17/china-base-a-threat-to-india-navy/?all=true.
38.  For more information on the U.S. rebalance toward Asia, see Gregory T. Kiley and Nicholas F. 

Szechenyi, U.S. Force Posture Strategy in the Asia Pacific Region: An Independent Assessment (Washington, 
D.C.: Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2012), http://csis.org/files/publication/120814_FINAL_
PACOM_optimized.pdf. 

39.  U.S. Department of Defense, “Report to Congress on U.S.-India Security Cooperation.” Although 
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Deeper amphibious engagement is also limited by the IA’s lack of a joint approach to these 
operations, which is critical for the United States. The United States has tried to encourage more 
jointness within its various bilateral exercises, but the concept of a joint fighting force has yet 
to take hold within the Indian armed forces.40 It is also unclear what India aspires to do with an 
amphibious capability, although plausible scenarios include disaster response, humanitarian as-
sistance, NEOs, and conducting a limited-scale intervention similar to the Indian intervention 
Operation Cactus in the Maldives in 1989.41

The U.S. Marines are also focused on searching for suitable areas throughout the Asia-Pacific 
region where they can obtain access to training areas for periodic rotational deployments to not 
only conduct training but also to partner with the host nation and build capacity.42 While India 
welcomes its engagement with the Marines, it will not allow the use of its territory for training 
purposes on a regular basis due to its strong reluctance to all foreign troops on its soil. Instead, as 
part of the rebalancing to the Asia-Pacific, the U.S. Marines have been focused on Australia and 
other locations throughout East and Southeast Asia where there might be better possibilities to 
secure training areas. Although amphibious engagement should continue as a dimension of overall 
defense ties, the prospects for deepening this cooperation will be limited in the near to midterm.

The Mumbai terror attacks in November 2008 highlighted a major lacuna in India’s coastal 
security capabilities. After the attacks, the United States and India signed the Counterterrorism 
Cooperation Initiative, which outlined a range of areas on which both sides would cooperate to as-
sist India in combating terrorism, including cooperation between the U.S. Coast Guard and Indian 
Coast Guard.43 Since then, the Indian government has placed a significant rhetorical emphasis on 
upgrading its coastal capabilities, including pledges to add more patrol boats and radar facilities. 
However, there has been minimal progress on bilateral cooperation to improve coastal security. 
While the reasons for the slow pace of cooperation are unclear, the fact that coastal security may 
be viewed as an inherently domestic issue may contribute to India’s reluctance to elicit greater 
external support. 

Prospects for Future Cooperation
While the record of bilateral naval and maritime cooperation has been notable, the natural ques-
tion for both navies is, where do we go from here? Some Indian officials have opined that naval 
cooperation has hit a plateau, which is not necessarily bad since it reassuringly indicates a level of 
maturation in the relationship. Given the complexity of Malabar and other naval exercises, some 
within the Indian naval establishment may feel that there is already de facto interoperability be-
tween the two navies given the wide range of evolutions which have been executed during various 
exercises.44 From the U.S. point of view, naval cooperation could go much further if the MOD and 
Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) would allow the IN wider latitude for naval engagement, and if 

40.  Interview with U.S. defense official, Honolulu, Hawaii, June 21, 2012.
41.  Gupta, “Close Shave.” 
42.  Interview with U.S. defense official, Honolulu, Hawaii, June 21, 2012.
43.  Embassy of India, “India-U.S. Sign Counterterrorism Cooperation Initiative,” Press Information 

Bureau, New Delhi, India, July 23, 2010, http://www.indianembassy.org/prdetail1560/-india-us-sign-coun-
ter-terrorism-cooperation-initiative. Also see U.S. Department of Defense, “Report to Congress.”

44.  Interview with Indian military official, Washington, D.C., September 20, 2012.
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India would sign defense agreements such as the Logistics Support Agreement and a communica-
tions security agreement to facilitate greater cooperation.45

Taking the two perspectives into account, there is undoubtedly more that can always be done, 
but the overarching need is to define the desired strategic end state of naval/maritime coopera-
tion. What is the common vision that both sides are striving toward? Similar to air force and army 
engagement, there needs to be an institutionalized component to the Navy ESG that deals with the 
strategic direction of the relationship as well as naval developments within the Indo-Pacific region. 
There does not appear to be an institutionalized forum in which the two naval establishments can 
discuss strategic maritime developments such as the evolution of the piracy challenge, the chal-
lenges of coastal security, and developments within the Chinese Navy. The dialogue should be 
broadened to include discussions about manpower management, acquisitions, and budget admin-
istration.

In addition to a more strategic naval dialogue, both sides should strive to develop and insti-
tutionalize bilateral TTPs on one or two specific mission areas. These could include noncontro-
versial areas such as disaster response, humanitarian assistance, and NEOs. Developing a clear 
understanding of how the two navies might consistently work on such contingencies would assist 
in a more coordinated response and would be reassuring to countries in the Indo-Pacific region in 
times of disaster or distress.

Both sides should also explore the idea of working jointly (or complementarily) to build 
maritime capacity throughout the IOR and into Southeast Asia and East Asia. Many countries 
throughout this vast region do not have the tools or the skills to effectively patrol their maritime 
zones against piracy, terrorism, or various forms of trafficking. Having U.S. and Indian naval train-
ing teams working either together or in coordination to build capacity would capitalize on their 
combined maritime expertise and enhance overall maritime security across the region.

Maritime domain awareness (MDA) is another area that is often discussed in the public do-
main, but little has been done to promote the idea in practice. Both sides ought to employ exist-
ing mechanisms for monitoring merchant shipping traffic throughout the Indo-Pacific region 
that might threaten India’s coastal security. Systems such as the U.S. Maritime Safety and Security 
Information System and its Indian equivalent could greatly enhance MDA within the IOR and also 
allow the United States and India to better coordinate on suspect vessels that might be engaged 
in various illicit activities.46 Aerial reconnaissance, which can also improve this awareness, will be 
enhanced in future years as India inducts the Boeing P-8I aircraft into its inventory.47 With the 
United States and India both possessing a common long-range maritime platform, it will become 
easier to coordinate operations aimed at enhancing MDA.

An area of growing concern to the IN has been its vulnerability to cyberattacks. As China 
accelerates its development of asymmetric capabilities, India will need to better contend with the 
possibility that its systems will be vulnerable to cyberattack in a future contingency. To that end, 
the U.S. and Indian navies should explore the idea of cooperation on cyberwarfare in the naval do-

45.  Interview with U.S. defense official, Honolulu, Hawaii, June 19, 2012.
46.  National Maritime Domain Awareness Coordination Office, “Maritime Safety & Security Informa-

tion System,” April 28, 2011, http://www.gmsa.gov/twiki/bin/view/Main/MssisInformation. 
47.  Jay Menon, “Boeing Expects India’s P-8I Order to Grow,” Aviation Week, July 31, 2012, http://www.
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main. Working together to lessen the IN’s vulnerability to cyberthreats serves the mutual interests 
of both countries.48 

Finally, both sides should explore the idea of building the IN’s human capital by assisting in 
developing its capacity in naval architecture. The IN needs facilities and human capital to develop 
a robust naval architecture capability that would allow India to design and maintain its own ships. 
Bilateral assistance on developing a naval architecture academy could be an effective method of 
building India’s indigenous shipbuilding capacity.49 Building India’s maritime law capacity would 
also assist it in better interpreting maritime law and eventually become an exporter of maritime 
law expertise throughout South Asia. 

At this juncture, it is important to note that India has, in fact, exercised maritime leadership 
on a number of occasions. In 2008, India established the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium in an 
effort to gather together the various heads of Indian Ocean navies for the purpose of generat-
ing discussion and exchanging information on maritime topics of interest to the various littoral 
navies. It was an impressive feat of leadership to gather such a diverse group of navies, and the 
symposium continues to be held, with its most recent meeting held in Cape Town in April 2012.50 
India has also convened the MILAN (Hindi for “meeting”) maritime exercises on a biennial basis 
since 1995. Since the initial participation of four countries, MILAN has grown to include fourteen 
countries during the 2012 exercise.51 India also continues to engage in a range of other maritime 
activities such as port visits and joint patrols with various navies in South and Southeast Asia. 

While the United States may seek additional opportunities to partner with India in the 
maritime realm, such instances of Indian initiative without the United States present should be 
encouraged and supported where possible. Indian bilateral and multilateral activities with coun-
tries throughout the Indo-Pacific region need not always have U.S. participation to be effective. 
Although the strategic impact of India patrolling by itself or with other navies may not be as great 
as if it were steaming with the United States, the presence of the IN throughout the region without 
the United States always accompanying Indian ships can sometimes be more comfortable for other 
countries in the region. As the United States rebalances to Asia and emphatically declares its com-
mitment to the region, it should be mindful that an overly prominent U.S. presence in the region 
could be construed as counterproductive, which is why India should be encouraged from behind 
the scenes to take a more active leadership role in maritime security.

Special Forces Engagement
For the United States, the biggest security concern in South Asia is arguably another major terror at-
tack on the scale of the Mumbai attacks of November 2008 that were eventually traced back to Paki-
stan. Such an attack would most certainly place intense pressure on the Indian government to mount 
an effective response and could escalate the risk of a nuclear exchange on the subcontinent. An 
escalation in tensions would also divert Pakistan’s focus on prosecuting counterterrorism operations 
in tribal areas of Khyber Pukhtunkhwa, which would affect U.S. stability operations in Afghanistan. 

48.  Interview with Indian strategic analyst, New Delhi, India, May 16, 2012.
49.  Ibid.
50.  Indian Ocean Naval Symposium, http://ions.gov.in/?q=about_ions. 
51.  “Navy to Host 14-Nation ‘MILAN’ Exercise from Feb. 1,” Times of India, January 31, 2012, http:// 
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After the November 2008 Mumbai attacks, PACOM attempted to engage the Indian secu-
rity establishment in an effort to help India improve its counterterrorism capabilities. The effort, 
however, has seen limited success with Special Forces engagement stymied by the Indian bureau-
cratic belief that terrorism is a law enforcement issue and therefore the purview of India’s Ministry 
of Home Affairs (MHA). The MHA has been reluctant to directly engage with the U.S. Defense 
Department (DOD) on matters related to counterterrorism since it views the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security and the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) as the appropriate interlocutors. 
Thus, the DOD must work through the FBI to engage with the National Security Guard (NSG), 
which is India’s primary domestic counterterrorism force.52 

Aside from the NSG, PACOM also engages with Special Forces units across each of India’s 
armed forces, including the IA’s Para Commandos, the IN’s Marine Commando Force, and the 
IAF’s Garud Commando force. The engagement is conducted through each of the bilateral ESGs 
and covers a wide range of activities aside from shooting proficiency to include discussions about 
dealing with weapons of mass destruction, civil affairs, and combat medicine.53 Assisting India’s 
Special Forces build their collective capacity may help it in future contingencies, including coun-
terpiracy, force protection of critical facilities, and assistance with peacekeeping as well as disaster 
relief operations.

Other Areas of Defense Engagement
Aside from the traditional areas of military engagement, the United States and India also cooper-
ate on humanitarian issues through the recovery of U.S. remains from northeast India. The joint 
operation to recover the remains of U.S. servicemen from World War II began in late 2008 but 
was suspended in 2009 due to India’s requirement to establish internal procedures in order to aid 
future recovery efforts.54 During Defense Secretary Leon Panetta’s trip to India in June 2012, both 
sides agreed to resume the recovery of the remains. There are about 400 unaccounted-for service-
men as a result of 90 aircraft crashes, virtually all of which are located in northeast India. The 
United States has information about 18 known crash sites but continues to develop information 
about others.55 While the recovery of remains is a humanitarian mission and does not constitute 
an official military-to-military engagement, the operation allows U.S. and Indian service personnel 
to work toward a common humanitarian goal and provides another opportunity to build people-
to-people ties.

The United States and India have also begun working together on counternarcotics interdic-
tion. Working through the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency and the FBI, PACOM’s Joint Interagen-
cy Task Force-Pacific has tried to engage with the Indian MHA in an effort to stem the tide of both 
precursors and methamphetamines, of which both India is a key source. Engagement has largely 
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consisted of incident response training, interview courses, and boarding officer courses for the 
Indian Coast Guard. Similar to other areas of engagement, bureaucratic capacity limitations limit 
the United States’ ability to deepen engagement.56

Training and education also represents a key area of bilateral engagement. India appears to 
take full advantage of International Military Education and Training (IMET) courses offered by 
U.S. military schools ranging from junior officer courses to advanced strategic studies at one of 
America’s various Senior Service colleges. India has also purchased IMET courses with its own 
funds to provide these courses above and beyond the allocated IMET monies. In addition, India 
sends top officers and officials to executive-level courses at the Asia-Pacific Center for Strategic 
Studies in Honolulu and the Near East South Asia Center for Strategic Studies in Washington.57 
These institutions not only build bilateral ties 
but also cross-connected relationships between 
Indian officials and defense officials from other 
countries throughout the Indo-Pacific region. 
Such relationships are increasingly important as 
the region moves from a hub-and-spokes model 
of defense ties to a distributed model of security 
cooperation that will require a wider array of 
contacts and relationships for the United States 
and India. India also provides training opportu-
nities by opening seats at the Indian Staff Col-
lege for U.S. candidates. Through these various 
training and educational opportunities, the 
United States and India build the relationships at 
a junior level that could prove useful at some fu-
ture point, much as Admiral Doran and Admiral 
Prakash found during the 2004 tsunami response 
efforts. 

56.  Interview with U.S. defense official, Honolulu, Hawaii, June 21, 2012.
57.  U.S. Department of Defense, “Report to Congress on U.S.-India Security Cooperation.”

Students at APCSS attend a lecture at the College of Security 
Studies. Institutions such as APCSS are excellent forums for build-
ing people-to-people ties bilaterally and across the Indo-Pacific 
region.
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U.S. Objectives
Addressing Issues of Mutual Strategic Concern
In what is now a common sentiment between the two sides, the United States and India are two 
large democracies with converging strategic interests that include maritime security, stability in 
Afghanistan, effective disaster relief, and countering transnational threats such as piracy and the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. With the coming U.S. rebalance toward Asia and 
significant economic challenges at home, the United States will seek capable partners to assist in 
managing regional and global security. To that end, the United States has a keen interest in fa-
cilitating India’s rise as a military power to be able to become a provider of security throughout 
the Indo-Pacific region. What is unclear, however, is what the United States actually means by a 
“provider” of security. There is an argument against U.S. officials articulating a clear definition or 
vision for India’s role as a provider of security since doing so might be seen by India as the United 
States prescribing roles for it as part of a U.S.-led strategy in Asia.

While the United States would like to see India become a more assertive player in managing 
security, the fact is that India has yet to develop a clear concept of how to employ its military as an 
element of its overall national power. India’s military capabilities may be growing through arms 
purchases, but India still does not have a fully formed view of the circumstances under which such 
capabilities might be used or have the political will to use them beyond a Pakistan contingency. To 
be fair, it is challenging for many countries (including the United States) to definitively determine 
the scenarios or situations where military force might be employed. However, India has yet to 
articulate even its core interests in the form of a public national security strategy or defense white 
paper that, if violated, would require the use of military force. Aside from Pakistani aggression, 
there is little insight as to how India might react to Chinese provocations or threats to other inter-
ests within its immediate periphery or beyond South Asia.

Although India’s security posture is still developing, the two countries need to have a discus-
sion about the future of their military engagement and develop a common view not only about the 
characteristics of the security and stability picture in the Indo-Pacific region but also how to work 
together and foster such stability in the region.

People-to-People Contacts and Maintaining Access
A key element of any defense relationship is the personal relations between the junior, midlevel, 
and high-ranking officials of any two countries. For the United States, military engagement pro-
vides an excellent opportunity to build relationships and mutual understanding with their Indian 
counterparts. Whether through exercises, subject matter exchanges, professional military courses, 

assessing u.s. and indian 
objectives
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or high-level visits, both sides build professional (as well as personal) relationships that can allow 
U.S. officials to work more closely with their Indian colleagues in times of crisis. 

In addition to building professional relationships, military engagement enables U.S. forces 
to maintain access and gain familiarity with different operating environments. The idea here is 
not basing in the traditional sense, with forces 
deployed on a host nation’s territory. Rather, by 
working with their Indian partners, U.S. forces 
increase their ability to jointly operate with India 
in different operating environments and condi-
tions. Increasingly, the United States is eschew-
ing permanent basing facilities and prefers more 
rotational arrangements where forces rotate in, 
exercise for a limited period of time, and then 
depart. This model also includes the need to 
work closely with host nations’ forces that are 
more familiar with local terrain, conditions, and 
the overall environment. As security contin-
gencies emerge in the Indo-Pacific region, the 
United States will need to increasingly rely on the 
local knowledge of capable partners such as India to successfully achieve commonly agreed-upon 
objectives.

Building Indian Defense Capacity
Though it is rarely, if ever, stated publicly, the United States has a clear interest in ensuring that India 
has the ability to look after its own national security needs in a challenging neighborhood. Aside 
from its ongoing tensions with Pakistan, India faces a range of security challenges in its immediate 
region and beyond. Within South Asia, India faces countries that have ineffective or dysfunctional 
governments (Nepal), postconflict reconstruction challenges (Sri Lanka), terror threats emanating 
from weak borders (Bangladesh), and maritime security threats to the Maldives’ archipelagic waters.

While each country in South Asia presents its own set of challenges, there is also the cross-
cutting danger of catastrophic natural disasters that could befall any of the regional states. Earth-
quakes, cyclones, seasonal flooding, or droughts could force India to decisively deal with these 
contingencies lest it become the victim of refugee flows or other spillover effects. The potential for 
these disasters is high. For example, Kathmandu has not experienced a major earthquake for more 
than 75 years. Seismologists have concerns that the next earthquake to hit Nepal could be of mag-
nitude 8.0 or higher, which would be ten times more powerful than the earthquake that devastated 
Haiti in January 2010. Given the shoddy construction of many Kathmandu buildings, the destruc-
tion and death toll could be staggering.1 In the event of another major disaster, regional states will 
undoubtedly look to India first for assistance.

Beyond South Asia, India is increasingly concerned about China’s growing military power. 
With Beijing’s rapid military modernization and assertiveness, New Delhi feels increasingly 

1.  U.S. Agency for International Development, “Preparing for the ‘Big One’ in Nepal,” Frontlines, Janu-
ary/February 2012.

U.S. and Indian troops celebrate the Indian holiday of Holi fol-
lowing a joint training exercise. Exercises are excellent vehicles 
for building professional relationships and camaraderie.
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exposed with its aging military machine that cannot modernize fast enough to keep pace.2 India, 
however, does not want to be ensnared in any U.S.-led counter-China strategy and feels it must 
walk a fine line between standing up to Chinese assertiveness without overly antagonizing Bei-
jing.3 India’s largest trading partner is China, but New Delhi still has outstanding border disputes 
with Beijing dating back to the Sino-Indian War of 1962. New Delhi’s closer relations with Wash-
ington have further complicated India’s engagement with China because the latter has become 
increasingly cantankerous toward India since Washington and New Delhi moved closer after the 
Civil Nuclear Cooperation Initiative of 2005.

Beyond regional challenges, India is increasingly facing transnational threats to its interests 
such as piracy, terrorism, and the proliferation of missile and nuclear technology.4 All these chal-
lenges will require India to improve in areas related to maritime and police intelligence, coastal 
security, and counterterrorism capabilities. While the Indian armed forces are mostly focused on 

preparing for war with Pakistan or China, these 
other, nontraditional threats could increasingly 
tax Indian military capacity (especially the navy).

In addition to the challenges outlined above, 
it is important to briefly note the internal chal-
lenges India faces, ranging from Kashmiri 
insurgents to Naxalites to northeastern insur-
gencies.5 While bilateral military engagement is 
not specifically aimed at assisting India with its 
domestic threats, the presence of these security 
challenges has the potential to divert resources 
from bilateral defense engagement to internal 
security matters. As Indian military power grows 
in the coming years, a key metric of its effective-
ness through U.S. eyes and its Asian partners will 

be its capacity to address its external security threats while engaging with other security partners. 
If internal challenges demand a greater share of the military’s available resources, it could have a 
detrimental effect on India’s ability to contribute toward its external engagement and limit its abil-
ity to become a security contributor.

Indian Objectives
Obtain Insights into TTPs
The Indian military has proud traditions across its various services, and its leaders exhibit a great 
deal of confidence in their doctrine and tactics as heads of a professional military force. Despite 

2.  Frank Jack Daniel, “Analysis: India’s Military Build Up May Be Too Little Too Late?” Reuters, Febru-
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Chinese military honor guard. While India is concerned about 
China’s growing military power, it must walk a fine line between 
standing up to China without overly antagonizing it.
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the outward sense of conviction in their abilities, however, there is acknowledgment among vari-
ous corners of the Indian military establishment that it still has key weaknesses and deficiencies. 
To that end, India’s engagement with the United States provides Indian military leaders with use-
ful insights into the workings of another professional military that operates within a democratic 
society.

Each engagement provides the Indian military with more insights into the TTPs of the U.S. 
military. During many of these engagements, Indian military personnel learn how their U.S. coun-
terparts think about and execute battlefield tactics and strategy; how U.S. jet fighters engage in 
air combat maneuvering; how U.S. naval ships conduct underway replenishment, antisubmarine 
warfare, and search and rescue; how Marines conduct amphibious operations; and how special 
operators plan and execute counterterrorism operations.

Beyond the mechanics of TTPs, the Indian military also observes at close range how the U.S. 
military conducts itself with regard to the professional relationships between officers and the 
enlisted ranks, the material condition of personal gear, and the overall quality of U.S. military 
personnel. However, whether any of these observations of U.S. TTPs or behaviors translates into 
changes within the Indian military is debatable. As mentioned above, the Indian military views 
itself as a professional and capable force that can hold its own among world militaries. Any adop-
tion of U.S. practices through engagements, exercises, exchanges, or professional military courses 
will have to be gradually integrated into the Indian military’s standard operating procedures.

Observe and Inspect U.S. Technology
In addition to closely observing U.S. military personnel, defense engagement also allows the In-
dian military to inspect and evaluate how U.S. military hardware performs in local conditions. The 
initial Cope India exercises reportedly set the stage for the Indian purchase of U.S. cargo platforms 
after IAF officials were able to observe their performance.6 During Exercise Yudh Abhyas in 2009, 
the U.S. Army deployed its largest contingent of 
Stryker vehicles outside Afghanistan or Iraq—a 
significant feat given the high demand for these 
vehicles in Iraq during that particular time.7 

The deployment of Strykers in such large 
numbers not only facilitates a more sophisti-
cated exercise but could also be interpreted as 
a bit of an indirect marketing pitch in that once 
the Indian military sees the Stryker’s capabili-
ties up close, it will be more favorably inclined 
to include the vehicle in its own inventory. 
Although such subtle marketing ploys can help 
increase U.S. equipment sales, U.S. companies 
and the U.S. government need to be careful with 
such practices. Whetting the Indian appetite for 

6.  Interview with Indian industry official, New Delhi, India, May 16, 2012.
7.  Crista Yazzie, “First Mechanized Exercise Yudh Abhyas 09 Concludes,” Stryker Brigade News,  

October 30, 2009, http://www.strykernews.com/archives/2009/10/30/first_mechanize.html.

Indian troops inspect a Stryker vehicle. Military engagements 
provide opportunities to inspect U.S. military equipment.
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U.S. equipment before vendors have obtained licenses and U.S. government clearances for sensi-
tive equipment could raise expectations on the Indian side that the sale or release of particular 
technologies or equipment is inevitable. When the sale does not then materialize, it can feed into 
India’s persistent perception that the United States is not truly committed to the release of its most 
sensitive technologies.

Strategic Signaling and Balancing
Military exercises can send powerful strategic signals of reassurance, deterrence, or resolve—de-
pending on the location of the exercise, the participants involved, their demonstrated capabilities, 
along with the exercise’s duration, size, and scope. Exercises that involve large platforms such as 
carriers, amphibious transport ships, or submarines will most certainly capture the attention of 
potential foes and reassure friends.

Of all the security challenges with which India must contend, China appears to be the one 
potential threat that India still does not fully understand. Despite the two nations’ difficult bilateral 
history dating back to their border war in 1962, certain quarters of the Indian government would 
welcome a Sino-India condominium in which both sides could jointly manage security and stabil-
ity in Asia without the need for the United States or any other external power. The reality, however, 
is that Beijing does not appear to have any interest in such an arrangement. Instead, while Beijing 
utters diplomatic statements that issue a nominal nod to India’s rise, it has taken the opposite tack 
and become more contentious in its relations with New Delhi since the United States and India 
intensified their partnership during the George W. Bush administration.8 

For India, military engagement with the United States presents both opportunity and risk. 
New Delhi will welcome closer engagement with Washington if it will cause Beijing to fret about 
the nature and direction of U.S.-India defense ties. While the Indian military welcomes closer 
relations, the civilian officials overseeing security policy are reluctant to take strategic signaling 
too far. Indian dealings with China are carefully calibrated on a case-by-case basis to ensure that 
India’s position is communicated without eliciting undue Chinese objections to its activities. After 
the September 2007 Malabar exercise, Beijing lodged a formal protest against the five countries 
involved in the exercise due to its perception that an anti-China coalition was taking shape.9 India 
has been sensitive to these sentiments and has typically eschewed large multilateral exercises in 
which the United States, India, and other Asian powers (except China) are present. 

While the United States has been careful not to characterize its defense ties with India as 
aimed at balancing China, the converse should also be asked—that is, whether India views the 
United States as a balancer against China. India would ideally like to be the single dominant power 
in the IOR, yet it knows it cannot, given the long-standing U.S. presence in the region. For India, it 
is strategically advantageous to have close security ties to Washington and work more closely with 
it rather than go it alone. Thus, the Indian desire to form a partnership with the United States to 

8.  Kronstadt et al., India: Domestic Issues, Strategic Dynamics, and U.S. Relations, 15–17. Also see Si-
mon Denyer, “New Tensions in India-China Border Dispute Raise Concerns,” Washington Post, February 
29, 2012, http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/new-tensions-in-india-china-border-dispute-raise-con-
cerns/2012/02/28/gIQAT26HiR_story.html.

9.  Sandeep Dikshit, “Naval Exercise with U.S. Will Only Be Bilateral,” The Hindu, September 25, 2008, 
http://www.hindu.com/2008/09/25/stories/2008092577771300.htm.
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hedge against China must be balanced against its desire to maintain a working relationship with 
it. Such an approach allows India to work toward a separate set of objectives rooted in resolving 
outstanding territorial disputes, deepening trade relations, and gaining better insight into China’s 
strategic aims within the IOR.
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The United States and India have a range of threats or challenges about which both sides have a 
common view. However, while the United States and India may agree on the nature of security 
challenges and policy outcomes, there is often a dissonance about how to achieve those out-
comes. The lack of common approach to addressing common threats goes to the core about how 
Washington and New Delhi address security challenges. These differences are rooted in differing 
perceptions about the urgency, magnitude, and complexity of various threats. In many cases, a 
challenge that appears clear-cut to Washington may be fraught with complexity for India (and vice 
versa). Iran, Burma, and Afghanistan all present excellent case studies in this regard.

The United States and India both agree that Iran should not have nuclear weapons, but their 
respective approaches have been markedly different. While Washington has combined sanctions 
with the threat of military force, New Delhi has taken a more nuanced approach due to its vari-
ous interests. India has voted within the International Atomic Energy Agency to refer Iran to 
the United Nations Security Council but has resisted an approach of complete containment and 
isolation.1 Iran arguably represents one of India’s most important relationships due to Indian 
needs for Iranian energy, the common need for stability in Afghanistan, potential trade access to 
Central Asia via Iranian territory, and domestic political concerns about the potential reaction 
from Indian Muslims who might negatively view any moves by the Indian leadership to march in 
lockstep with the Americans on Iran policy. India also wants to maintain a Sunni/Shia balance in 
the Middle East between Shia Iran and the Sunni-dominated Gulf States, where millions of Indian 
citizens make a living and whose oil resources are critical for India’s economic growth.2 

Burma represents another case where the United States and India had different approaches 
despite common policy objectives. Both sides desired a more representative and humane Burmese 
government that provided its populace with democratic rights and freedoms. The United States 
practiced a policy of crippling sanctions and diplomatic isolation. India initially adopted a similar 
approach of isolation but changed its policy during Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s ten-
ure.  After assessing that isolation was not working, India employed a more pragmatic approach 
with Burmese leaders in an effort to change their perspectives through engagement rather than 
estrangement.3

Three considerations shaped India’s approach. First, India was concerned about reports that 
China was constructing ports at Sittwe and establishing intelligence facilities on offshore Burmese 

1.  Indrani Bagchi, “India Votes against Iran at IAEA,” Times of India, November 28, 2009, http://articles.
timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2009-11-28/india/28074607_1_india-votes-iaea-resolution-nuclear 
-programme. 

2.  “India’s Growing Role in the Gulf: Implications for the Region and the United States,” Gulf Research 
Center, 2009, http://www.cftni.org/Monograph-Indias-Growing-Role-in-the-Gulf.pdf.

3.  Vir Singh, “India Hosts Top Burmese General,” BBCNews.com, November 18, 2000, http://news.bbc.
co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/1029136.stm. 
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islands that could monitor Indian naval ship movements.4 Second, New Delhi found itself increas-
ingly outmaneuvered by Beijing’s energy firms for Burmese gas contracts. Furthermore, reports 
about Beijing’s drive to build road and pipeline networks through Burma to China heightened 
concern in New Delhi.5 Finally, India was keen to get Burma’s cooperation in rooting out insur-
gents in India’s northeastern region.6 With Burma’s recent, gradual opening to the outside world, 
the policy tensions between Washington and New Delhi may have abated; but the Burma example 
demonstrates how both sides can pursue common policy objectives in markedly different ways.

Afghanistan is a third example of a country where the United States and India have common 
policy objectives but different approaches. The United States and India both seek an Afghanistan 
that is stable, secure, and secular. India is deeply concerned about stability in Afghanistan after the 
United States departs in 2014. For New Delhi, the prospect of proxy war tearing apart the country 
and pushing jihadis back into Jammu and Kashmir and undermining hard-won stability is a night-
mare scenario.7 However, as the United States undertook a Herculean effort to build the Afghan 
security forces, India’s offers of assistance were initially kept at arm’s length due to U.S. concerns 
about Pakistan’s reaction.8 Although India and the U.S. are now coordinating more closely on 
Afghanistan,9 critical time was lost by not bringing India more fully into Afghanistan’s stability 
efforts sooner. Separate from the U.S., India has taken matters into its own hands by forging its 
own strategic partnership with Afghanistan and continuing its infrastructure construction efforts 
outside Western development efforts.10

As India grows into a global power, it will be natural—in fact, expected—for the United States 
and India to have differing opinions of how to grapple with security threats. It will be addition-
ally complex, given India’s unique foreign policy outlook that emphasizes “strategic autonomy,” 
which by its very nature will limit how far military engagement can go. India represents a new sort 
of security partner for the United States—a country with common democratic values and threat 
perceptions that will often disagree on how to address a threat. Geography plays a huge role in 
this regard, because threats to Indian security that appear imminent, such as Pakistan, will not 
elicit the same level of urgency from Washington. Similarly, urgent threats for Washington, such as 

 4.  Billy Tea, “Unstringing China’s Strategic Pearls,” Asia Times, March 11, 2011, http://www.atimes.
com/atimes/China/MC11Ad02.html. 

 5.  “Our Friends in the North,” Economist, February 7, 2008, http://www.economist.com/node/ 
10653874. 

 6.  “Myanmar Asks Northeast Insurgents to Close Camps and Leave,” Times of India, May 30, 2012, 
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2012-05-30/india/31899346_1_myanmar-army-indo 
-myanmar-border-insurgents.

 7.  Smruti S. Pattanaik, “Kashmir Has Nothing to Do with Stability in Afghanistan,” IDSA Comment, 
http://www.idsa.in/idsastrategiccomments/KashmirhasnothingtodowithstabilityinAfghanistan_SSPatta-
naik_181108. Also see D. Suba Chandran, “The New Great Instability: Afghanistan after the American Exit,” 
Journal of Defence Studies 4, no. 4 (October 2010), http://www.idsa.in/system/files/jds_4_4_dschandran.pdf.

 8.  Larry Hanauer and Peter Chalk, “America and India: Growing Partners in Afghanistan,” RandBlog, 
August 10, 2012, http://www.rand.org/blog/2012/08/america-and-india-growing-partners-in-afghanistan.
html.

 9.  Y.K. Sinha, “India, Afghanistan, and U.S. Hold First Ever Trilateral Dialogue,” Eco-
nomic Times, September 26, 2012, http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2012-09-26/
news/34102183_1_tri-lateral-dialogue-afghanistan-s-mission-y-k-sinha. 

10.  Alexander Nicoll, “India’s Role in Afghanistan,” IISS Strategic Comments 17 (June 2011), http:// 
www.iiss.org/publications/strategic-comments/past-issues/volume-17-2011/june/indias-role-in 
-afghanistan/.
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Tehran, will not be as urgent for New Delhi. Reaching an agreement on which threats are common 
to both sides and how to address them will be key in enabling the United States and India to work 
effectively together on areas of mutual interest.

In addition to differing views on how to address threats, there are also differences in defining 
the Indo-Pacific region. The United States, with its vast combatant command (COCOM) struc-
ture, has divided the IOR and the Asia-Pacific among three different commands: PACOM, Central 
Command (CENTCOM), and Africa Command (AFRICOM). The splicing of the Indo-Pacific 
fosters a narrower view among the various commands regarding security threats in their respec-
tive areas of responsibility. India, by contrast, does not have a command structure that parses the 
IOR among its subordinate commands. The Indian Eastern Naval Command and Western Naval 
Command are situated on either coast and, predictably, address threats germane to their respective 
areas of responsibility. However, the Indian military still conceives of the Indian Ocean as a con-
tinuous region from the Suez Canal to the Strait of Malacca. The differences in how the two sides 
conceptualize the Indo-Pacific region can have an impact in harmonizing threat perceptions and 
developing common approaches. Although the U.S. COCOM structure can complicate bilateral 
cooperation, both countries have demonstrated improvement in working across COCOM seams, 
as is discussed later in this report.
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Strategic Challenges
Lack of a Common Vision
Although U.S.-India military engagement has made significant progress over the past few years, a 
number of commentators, analysts, and policy practitioners on both sides have lamented the lack 
of a strategic vision for the two nations’ defense relationship. The New Framework of 2005 was 
significant in that it superseded the Agreed Minute signed in 1995 and outlined a range of areas 
for bilateral cooperation. Shortly thereafter, the framework was complemented by the Disaster 
Response Initiative and the Maritime Security Cooperation Framework.1 Taken together, these 
documents and agreements provide substance for both countries to consider. The problem is the 
broad nature of these documents, which allow wide interpretations by both sides. 

What military ties lack at this point is a specifically defined vision of what the end state for 
this relationship will look like. As a result, while bilateral military-to-military engagements appear 
to be plentiful, the sum total of all military engagement does not appear to be working toward a 
common strategic end state. Instead, defense engagements between the services are crafted with a 
critical eye toward passing muster with the Indian MOD, which will scrutinize engagements based 
on criteria that are largely inscrutable to outsiders. This situation lends itself to a case-by-case ap-
proach to defense engagement that is politically palatable for India but detracts from the overall 
aim of building an effective strategic partnership. So while the United States rhetorically bills India 
as a security provider, the reality is that the current state of U.S.-India ties is not yet geared toward 
that lofty goal. As one U.S. defense official observed, “Theoretically, we seem to know what we 
want, but practically we do not.”2 

Another impediment to crafting a strategic vision is the question of how India defines a strate-
gic partnership. Official definitions are hard to ascertain, but the United States generally classifies a 
country as a “strategic partner” when they share activities in a wide range of areas, including trade, 
economics, and security cooperation. The partnership is further accentuated by common objec-
tives and some combination of a country’s strategic location, geostrategic importance, and bilateral 
commitment to work on areas of common strategic concern. For India, by contrast, the definition 
appears to be much more liberal, as shown by the large number of relationships that it considers 
“strategic.” The desire to adhere to its policy of “strategic autonomy,” which eschews excessively 
close relations with any one country and encourages omnidirectional engagement, hinders the 
ability for both sides to take this relationship to its logical next level in the near term.

1.  U.S. Department of Defense, “Report to Congress.”
2.  Interview with U.S. defense official, Honolulu, Hawaii, June 18, 2012.
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Defining Terms: What Do We Mean by “Interoperability”?
When discussing bilateral military engagement, terms such as “interoperability,” “net provider 
of security,” “strategic bet,” and “linchpin” are often bandied about without precise definitions 
of what each term means. Sometimes, when U.S. policymakers utter these terms, they are not 
intended to elicit the sort of reaction that usually accompanies such terms. As a result, there are 
misperceptions about expectations for the bilateral relationship. Left to their own interpretation, 
the Indian media and strategic community can have a field day with interpreting the remarks as 
evidence of the United States seeking to enlist India in an alliance-like relationship or a counter-
China strategy.

The term “interoperability” has encountered a substantial amount of resistance from various 
quarters of the Indian establishment as well, due to its connotation of an alliance-like relationship 
with the United States. The standard U.S. military definition of “interoperability” can be found in 
Joint Publication JP-1-02, Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms, 
where interoperability is listed as:

1. The ability to operate in synergy in the execution of assigned tasks. (JP 3-0)

2. The condition achieved among communications-electronics systems or items of commu-
nications-electronics equipment when information or services can be exchanged directly and 
satisfactorily between them and/or their users. The degree of interoperability should be de-
fined when referring to specific cases. (JP 6-0)3

The first definition is broad and appears to be aimed at the ability of two services or two 
distinct military forces to work together on operations. The referenced publication JP 3-0 after the 
first definition is the DOD publication titled Joint Operations, which outlines the ways to orches-
trate joint operations across a range of military missions. The second definition is more narrowly 
aimed at communications and electronic systems and allows a degree of flexibility, only stipulat-
ing that effective interoperability is established when information and services “can be exchanged 
directly and satisfactorily.” However, this definition does not specify what constitutes a satisfactory 
degree of interoperability between the respective armed forces.

Taken in the context of bilateral military engagement, such flexibility allows the two sides to 
develop a working or scalable definition of interoperability that is acceptable to both sides. For 
India, the concept of interoperability has to be couched either in alternative terminology or a prac-
tical definition that would allow Indian policymakers sufficient wiggle room to justify that India’s 
sovereignty is not being sacrificed while continuing to partner more closely with the United States. 
To that end, terms such as “mutual compatibility” or “ability to cooperate” can serve as surrogates 
for interoperability. 

Given India’s sensitivity about excessively close engagement with the United States, both sides 
should focus on one or two particular mission areas that are politically noncontroversial and allow 
a greater capacity for interoperability. Two natural candidates for such a project would be humani-
tarian assistance and disaster response, as well as NEOs. Both missions are humanitarian in nature 
and continue to pose key challenges to regional and global security. They would also be politically 

3.  The Joint Staff, “Joint Publication 1-02: Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associ-
ated Terms,” November 8, 2010 (as amended through July 15, 2012), 161.
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palatable to the Indian government, which is frequently concerned about how leftist and Muslim-
based political elements may view close U.S.-India ties.

Managing Expectations
As bilateral defense ties began to deepen in earnest after 2004, the expectations among U.S. 
defense officials for greater Indian engagement markedly increased despite indications that the 
Indian establishment was already uncomfortable about the speed with which India was moving. 
Despite the admonitions, U.S. officials have consistently taken the initiative to advance bilateral 
ties with attempts to proffer new ideas on deepening the partnership. India, however, has been 
focused for the most part on technology acquisition, which it has deemed one of the primary met-
rics in judging success in bilateral defense ties. Military engagements are supported to a degree by 
the civilian Indian policymakers, but the overwhelming primary objective is developing coproduc-
tion and codevelopment arrangements for strengthening its own defense industrial base.

Bilateral military engagement is going well despite an U.S. desire to go faster. While the Indian 
military desires more engagement, the MOD must also balance the desire for more engagement 
with other factors such as budgetary concerns, political optics, and diplomatic sensitivities. Bu-
reaucratic incompetence can also play a role in hindering relationship development. 

More recently, U.S. officials have begun to take a more sober view of the prospects for progress 
with India. Some U.S. officials have now come to the view that expectations must be tempered and 
that the United States cannot want this relationship more than their Indian counterparts.4 One U.S. 
official compared building defense relations with regular investing in the stock market by observing 
that forging military ties with India was like “dollar cost averaging,” involving ups and downs along 
the way but with the overall trend inevitably moving upward.5 Other officials opine that bilateral 
military cooperation cannot be punctuated by milestones. Additionally, U.S. initiatives to deepen 
ties cannot be expected to be reciprocated by the Indian side.6 This shift in approach is a recent de-
velopment, but one that will protect against frustration when high expectations invariably come up 
short. The challenge, however, comes with the periodic change in high-level U.S. personnel—at the 
Pentagon, PACOM, or State Department, or on Capitol Hill—who may enter office after an election 
or a change of command with grand ambitions for deepening the partnership before they eventu-
ally realize the unique challenges of dealing with the Indian bureaucracy.

Bureaucratic Challenges
Bureaucratic challenges represent a major obstacle to deepening bilateral cooperation between the 
two countries. U.S. concerns over slow Indian bureaucratic decisionmaking, seemingly random 
cancellations of exercises, and an overall perceived apathy about military engagement make some 
in Washington wonder about the level of New Delhi’s commitment to the relationship. From an 
Indian perspective, there is frustration about continued U.S. insistence to keep pushing for more 
activity when it feels the current level of engagement is sufficient. India also perceives a lack of U.S. 
commitment to releasing top-of-the-line technology, which MOD bureaucrats truly feel holds the 

4.  Interview with U.S. defense official, Honolulu, Hawaii, June 18, 2012.
5.  Ibid.
6.  Ibid.
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key to India’s self-reliance in defense.7 For both sides to move toward a more routine relationship, 
there will need to be a better mutual understanding about the inner workings of the respective 
bureaucracies.

Indian Bureaucracy

Bureaucratic Capacity

As Indian economic and military power grows, so too have global demands to engage with the 
Indian armed forces. These demands have, in turn, placed a significant burden on India’s bureau-
cracy to include the MOD and the MEA. Traditionally, India’s defense bureaucracies have been 
focused on arms production, procurement, and executing operations to protect sovereignty and 
maintain national integrity. However, the recent increase in countries desiring to have a more 
“strategic” relationship with India through military engagement has led to increased stress on the 
bureaucratic structure, which has led to delays or cancellations in planning bilateral dialogues, 
expert exchanges, and exercises. The situation is further complicated due to the need for close 
coordination with the MEA, which has capacity challenges of its own.8 India’s expansion of inter-
national military relations—a natural outgrowth of its status as an emerging power—has not been 
accompanied by the establishment of additional offices, staff, and training of specialists to handle 
the growing quantity and scope of these relationships.9

Bureaucratic Organization and Process

In addition to capacity challenges, India has an organization and a decisionmaking process that 
is mired in opacity. Initiatives for international engagement, proposed by the individual Service 
Headquarters and the Integrated Defense Staff Headquarters, are first sent to the MOD for ap-
proval. The MOD, in turn, must gain the concurrence of the MEA before proceeding. The Minis-
try of Finance also has a defense wing (staffed by career civil servants), which has the authority to 
approve or deny any MOD spending decisions.10 After obtaining executive and financial approvals, 
the proposal is again filtered back to the MOD, where the defence minister himself must review it 
for authorization. The original request can hit a logjam or be denied at any point in this process.11

7.  S. Amer Latif and Karl F. Inderfurth, “Let’s Gun for Reforms,” Hindustan Times, July 24, 2012, http://
www.hindustantimes.com/editorial-views-on/Opeds/Let-s-gun-for-reforms/Article1-895098.aspx.

8.  C. Raja Mohan, From Isolation to Partnership: The Evolution of India’s Military Diplomacy, ISAS 
Working Paper 144 (Singapore: National University of Singapore, 2012), 11, http://www.isn.ethz.ch/isn/
Digital-Library/Publications/Detail/?ots591=0c54e3b3-1e9c-be1e-2c24-a6a8c7060233&lng=en&id=140941.

9.  Gurmeet Kanwal, “Reforming National Security Decision Making,” The Tribune, September 20, 2012, 
http://www.tribuneindia.com/2012/20120920/edit.htm#6.

10.  Stephen Cohen and Sunil Dasgupta, Arming without Aiming: India’s Military Modernization (Wash-
ington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2010), 5.

11.  Brian Hedrick, “India’s Strategic Defense Transformation: Expanding Global Relationships,” Letort 
Papers (U.S. Army War College), November 3, 2009, 39–40, http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/
pubs/display.cfm?pubID=950. Also see Arvind Dutta, “Role of India’s Defence Cooperation Initiatives in 
Meeting Foreign Policy Goals,” Journal of Defence Studies 3, no. 3 (July 2009): 43, http://www.isn.ethz.ch/isn/
Digital-Library/Publications/Detail/?lng=en&id=140153.
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Within the Indian MOD, the joint secretary for planning and international cooperation 
(JSPIC) serves as the primary point of contact for administering all of India’s bilateral defense rela-
tionships and is supposed to serve as the link between the MOD and MEA.12 Despite the increase 
in India’s global defense engagements, the JSPIC office has not been significantly expanded since 
2000, which creates the potential for delays in processing routine paperwork. To compensate for 
the lack of capacity within JSPIC, the MOD occasionally opts to shed some of the load by del-
egating down to the Integrated Defense Staff and individual services, which in turn direct relations 
through their respective foreign liaison offices. However, these staffs are also plagued by a shortage of 
experienced bureaucrats needed to manage the growing number of individual bilateral relationships.13

Bureaucratic Expertise on Security Matters

Indian civilian defense officials suffer from an acute lack of expertise about strategic security is-
sues. The MOD is largely made up of civilian bureaucrats who are drawn from the Indian Ad-
ministrative Service (IAS). While IAS officers are, by and large, highly intelligent and capable 
individuals, they are confirmed generalists who often arrive at the MOD with little to no previous 
experience on defense and security matters.14 Additionally, many of these civil servants are in their 
respective posts for a short amount of time, serving anywhere from two to four years and usually 
transfer to another non-defense-related portfolio with little chance of ever revisiting the defense 
world again.

This lack of expertise in security matters also inhibits the ability of the MOD’s staff members 
to have in-depth discussions with their U.S. counterparts on issues of strategic importance. This 
dynamic manifests itself during the Defense Policy Group meeting held every year and cochaired 
on the U.S. side by the undersecretary of defense for policy and the defense secretary on the In-
dian side. This group sits at the apex of U.S.-India defense relations and is the highest-level defense 
dialogue between the two sides. As such, it also provides an opportunity to resolve outstanding 
issues, discuss mutual security challenges, propose areas of future cooperation, and provide policy 
guidance to subordinate defense groupings and officials. While Indian officials are well versed in 
the nuances of technical defense issues, there is a lacuna when it comes to conducting a strategic 
discussion. The MOD’s intense focus on acquiring defense technology eclipses any possibility of 
higher-level dialogue that might suggest more interesting possibilities of how the two sides might 
work together more creatively on areas of common concern. 

Bureaucratic Attitudes toward the United States

Although the Indian military is keen for a much closer relationship with its U.S. counterparts, the 
MOD bureaucracy is consistently in the background, keeping the services on a tight leash. The 
reluctance for closer ties has stymied deeper strategic discussions between the U.S. and Indian 

12.  Hedrick, “India’s Strategic Defense Transformation,” 39; Sandeep Unnithan, “Lone Dissenter,” India 
Today, April 9, 2011, http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/defence-minister-a-k-antony-reins-in-military-ties-
with-the-us/1/134697.html. Also see Ajai Shukla, “MoD Snubs U.S. Proposal to Increase Defense Trade,” 
Business Standard, July 20, 2012, http://ajaishukla.blogspot.com/2012/07/mod-snubs-us-proposal-to-in-
crease.html.

13.  Hedrick, “India’s Strategic Defense Transformation,” 39.
14.  Anit Mukherjee, “Facing Future Challenges: Defence Reform in India,” RUSI Journal, October 7, 

2011, p. 31, http://www.rusi.org/publications/journal/ref:A4E8EE342BEB36/.
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armed forces, and has also caused frustrations on the U.S. side about last-minute cancellations of 
exercises, courses, or visits.15 The MOD’s reluctance has also led to strict prohibitions on social 
contact between active-duty U.S. and Indian officers outside official business. Such restrictions 
stymie the development of personal relationships, which could be helpful in times of crisis.16 

Much of this skeptical attitude has been driven in recent years by Defence Minister A.K. 
Antony, who has resisted excessively close ties with the U.S. military. Many observers have opined 
that once Minister Antony departs there will be greater opportunities for bilateral cooperation 

since Antony views all U.S. engagement through 
the prism of political optics and that closer U.S. 
engagement might harm the Congress Party’s po-
litical prospects.17 However, such thinking is mis-
placed given the endemic skepticism that exists 
within the Indian system about U.S. reliability. If 
an Indian diplomat, IAS official, or military of-
ficer was commissioned into the service in 1998, 
that person would be a midlevel official by now 
with fresh memories of the 1998 U.S. sanctions 
that resulted from India’s nuclear tests. Thus, U.S. 
reliability is not only a concern of the nonaligned 
generation of the 1960s and 1970s but also of a 
more recent generation of rising Indian officials. 
The U.S. still has work to do in overcoming the 
trust deficit within the Indian system.

U.S. Bureaucracy
The Americans are not the only ones with complaints about bureaucratic obstacles. India has also 
had frustrations with U.S. technology transfers and a perception that the United States is not fully 
committed to providing India with its best technology along with the associated know-how. In 
every defense dialogue from the Defense Policy Group to the ESGs, the issue of technology trans-
fer inevitably arises regardless of whether it is the appropriate venue. To be sure, the United States 
has changed its position on technology transfers since the Civil Nuclear Cooperation Initiative, 
but certain technologies are still denied to India due to their overly sensitive nature or because 
India has yet to sign the appropriate defense agreement to obtain it. 18 U.S. officials should always 
be aware that technology is the first priority for the MOD in defense engagement. Over the long 
term, a failure to meet Indian expectations on technology transfer could lead to a decrease in other 
areas of defense engagement.

15.  Interview with U.S. defense official, Honolulu, Hawaii, June 18, 2012.
16.  Aspen Institute India, “Changing Priorities: New Dimensions of India’s Foreign Policy and National 

Security,” An Executive Summary, February 25–26, 2012, 10.
17.  Gokhale, “Why India Snubbed U.S.”
18.  For an in-depth analysis of U.S.-India defense trade and technology transfer, see S. Amer Latif, U.S.-

India Defense Trade: Opportunities for Deepening the Partnership (Washington, D.C.: CSIS, 2012), http://csis.
org/files/publication/120703_Latif_USIndiaDefense_Web.pdf. 

A.K. Antony is the longest-serving defense minister in India’s his-
tory. While some observers feel he has stymied bilateral military 
ties, his departure may not necessarily lead to greater bilateral 
engagement.
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The other major bureaucratic obstacle that has stymied U.S.-India cooperation has been 
the U.S. Defense Department’s division of its COCOMs that divide the IOR into three different 
commands—namely, CENTCOM, AFRICOM, and PACOM.19 In the past, India has expressed a 
desire to work bilaterally with the United States across all COCOM seams within the IOR as well 
as globally. These requests were resisted by the U.S. side because it sought to maintain India in its 
designated COCOM of PACOM. While India could engage with other COCOMs, it had to do so 
through PACOM. CENTCOM, in particular, initially had reservations about bilateral cooperation 
with India due to the possibility of antagonizing Pakistan. Over time, however, India’s concerns 
about COCOM divisions have gradually abated as it has learned to operate within the American 
COCOM structure. Ironically, India is now the one that is reluctant to actively partner across CO-
COM seams with its resistance to joining the counterpiracy Task Force–151, or Combined Mari-
time Force, which is led by the United States. India has been hesistant to join the Task Force due to 
its insistence on having a UN-sanctioned mission before it will sign up to any coalition. A U.S.-led 
maritime task force is simply not acceptable for India.20 However, while India refuses to be a part 
of Task Force–151, it has participated in coordination meetings for SHADE.21

Some commentators and analysts have opined that perhaps India and Pakistan should be 
placed in the same COCOM to allow greater oversight of the two nuclear armed foes. Others have 
called for the establishment of a new South Asia Command to establish one flag or general officer 
with oversight over both countries.22 However, either of these schemes would detract from look-
ing at India as an integral part of Asia. Placing India and Pakistan in the same COCOM would 
re-hyphenate relations between the two countries and could stymie the ability of the United States 
to deepen relations with India. Any commander responsible for both of these countries will inevi-
tably view military engagement through the lens of the other country, which would naturally lend 
itself to a more cautious attitude. This, in turn, could hinder creativity and initiative in building 
the U.S.-India defense relationship. Keeping India as a part of PACOM keeps New Delhi as a key 
part of Asia, which will be critical as the United States rebalances to Asia and seeks to partner with 
India to foster stability in the Indo-Pacific region.

Policy and Political Challenges
The path to deeper bilateral defense ties will have to navigate a number of policy and political 
challenges. What makes many of these challenges so difficult is that so few of them can be ef-
fectively addressed by policymakers in Washington or New Delhi. Many of the challenges in this 
category have dynamics of their own that thwart any effective policymaker intervention. Never-
theless, both sides must be attuned to such challenges as they could have a significant impact on 
both sides’ ability to deepen defense ties. 

19.  Andrew Feickert, The Unified Command Plan and Combatant Commands: Background and Issues 
for Congress (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Service, July 17, 2012), Report R42077, http://www.
fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R42077.pdf. 

20.  Winner, “United States, India,” 105–106.
21.  “India, China, Japan Coordinating Anti-Piracy Operations,” Outlook India, February 1, 2012, http://

news.outlookindia.com/items.aspx?artid=749888.
22.  Bruce Riedel and Stephen Cohen, “Rethinking South Asia,” The National Interest, May 4, 2011, 

http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/rethinking-south-asia-5253?page=1.
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U.S.-Pakistan Relations
Since 2000, Washington has tried to change the paradigm of its engagement in South Asia by grad-
ually engaging in a process of de-hyphenation that began with President Bill Clinton’s trip to India 
in March 200023 and accelerated after the 2005 Civil Nuclear Cooperation Initiative with India.24 
The idea was to maintain a close relationship with Pakistan on counterterrorism and intelligence 
sharing while cultivating India as a future partner on issues of regional and global importance. The 
process of de-hyphenation, however, has been easier said than done.

The United States has stated that while it has a growing relationship with India, it still greatly val-
ues its relations with Pakistan.25 Washington’s attempts to de-hyphenate relations between New Delhi 
and Islamabad by treating each as separate but important relations has yielded mixed results. While 
the U.S.-India relationship is rooted in common values, interests, and aspirations, the U.S.-Pakistan 
relationship is rooted in mutual grudging necessity, in that both parties would prefer to not deal with 
one another but continue to do so out of their own, largely incongruent, respective interests.

India continues to have serious concerns about the United States’ approach to its relations 
with Pakistan. From New Delhi’s perspective, Washington is not giving sufficient attention to its 
concerns about Islamabad. It also believes Islamabad is taking advantage of Washington by accept-
ing generous aid packages while refusing to change its practice of supporting terror groups that 
threaten U.S. and Indian interests. Many Indian military officials and policymakers hold the view 
that cutting off U.S. aid to Pakistan would force Islamabad to alter its behavior. In their view, U.S. 
aid only incentivizes bad behavior from Pakistan since aid is given without imposing strict condi-
tions that lead to a change in behavior. 

From the U.S. perspective, the story is much more complicated. Washington has tried to make 
up for lost time with Islamabad since it imposed sanctions in the 1990s. By providing large amounts 
of military and economic aid, along with military training courses, Washington hopes to bridge its 
trust deficit with Islamabad, communicate its commitment to a long-term relationship, and convince 
Islamabad to actively pursue the terrorists who are actively undermining its territorial integrity and 
are threatening U.S. troops in Afghanistan.26 In New Delhi’s estimation, the approach has not worked 
and has actually harmed India’s security through the U.S. provision of 36 F-16s fighter jets in 2005,27 
as well as other lethal weapons systems that could be used against India in a future conflict.28 

23.  “PM’s Statement at the Joint Press Conference with the U.S. President,” Press Information Bureau, 
Government of India, http://pib.nic.in/archieve/indous/indouspr4.html.

24. “Joint Statement by President George W. Bush and Prime Minister Manmohan Singh,” Office 
of the Press Secretary, White House Press Release, July 18, 2005, http://2001-2009.state.gov/p/sca/rls/
pr/2005/49763.htm. See also Karl F. Inderfurth and Bruce Riedel, “Breaking More Naan with Delhi: The 
Next State in U.S.-India Relations,” The National Interest, No 92, Nov/Dec 2007, pp 57-58. 

25.  Scott Wilson, “In India, Obama Faces Questions on U.S. Relations with Pakistan,” Washing-
ton Post, November 7, 2010, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/11/07/
AR2010110701202.html.

26.  U.S. Department of State, “U.S. Relations with Pakistan, Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs,” 
August 10, 2012, http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/3453.htm. See also Latif, “U.S.-India Counterterrorism 
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27.  Elise Labott, “U.S. to Sell F-16s to Pakistan,” CNN, March 28, 2005, http://articles.cnn.com/2005-
03-25/us/jet.sale_1_india-and-pakistan-india-last-week-fighter-jets?_s=PM:US.

28.  K. Alan Kronstadt, Major U.S. Arms Sales and Grants to Pakistan since 2001 (Washington, D.C.: 
Congressional Research Service, July 25, 2012), http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/pakarms.pdf. The United 
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While Indian policymakers may privately understand why the United States takes the ap-
proach that it does, India is still deeply concerned about the U.S. exit from Afghanistan in 2014 
and what the future holds for India’s relations with Pakistan afterward.29 From New Delhi’s per-
spective, a breakdown of stability in Afghanistan that leads to the proxy wars of the 1990s and 
an intensification of cross-border attacks into Jammu and Kashmir (from Pakistan) would be the 
worst-case scenario. 

However, as Washington’s relations with Islamabad have steadily deteriorated since 2011, 
attitudes within Washington may be dimming about the prospect that Pakistan will change with 
U.S. coaxing. From New Delhi’s perspective, it appears that Washington is finally “seeing the light” 
on Pakistan (especially after the killing of Osama bin Laden), but it is unsure whether this atti-
tude will translate into greater U.S. pressure on Pakistan to prosecute the true perpetrators of the 
November 2008 Mumbai attacks or cease its support for the terrorist groups that are threatening 
India. Until India sees evidence of this change, there will continue to be a degree of skepticism 
about U.S. commitment to India. 

Defense Agreements
Washington has tried for years to get New Delhi to sign defense agreements that could enhance 
interoperability between the two militaries. These agreements would enable the two sides to ex-
change logistics without cash transactions, allow for the transfer of secure communications equip-
ment, and provide U.S. geospatial mapping data to India.30 While the United States views these 
agreements as innocuous and routine, they have become controversial for the Indian government 
because they are seen as instruments that may sacrifice Indian national sovereignty and lead to an 
alliance-like relationship with Washington.31 New Delhi also feels that these agreements—espe-
cially the Logistics Support Agreement—would benefit the United States more than India because 
Washington regularly operates within New Delhi’s region while the opposite has yet to happen.32 

At its core, these agreements represent interoperability, which is a concept that New Delhi has 
yet to accept. While the defense agreements would certainly enhance U.S.-India defense coopera-
tion, it certainly does not damage the relationship if they are not signed. But the absence of these 
agreements does lead to inconveniences for both sides. For example, India’s lack of a communica-
tions security agreement requires U.S. Navy personnel to accompany the Combined Enterprise 
Regional Information Exchange System33 when it is deployed aboard IN ships.34 While India’s 
military leaders may not like the idea of foreigners deployed aboard their vessels, they are willing 

29.  “India Fears Quick U.S. Withdrawal from Afghanistan after bin Laden’s Death,” The National, May 
5, 2011, http://www.thenational.ae/news/world/south-asia/india-fears-quick-us-withdrawal-from-afghan-
istan-after-bin-ladens-death. Also see “The United States and India: A Shared Strategic Future,” Joint Study 
Group Report, Council on Foreign Relations and Aspen Institute India, 2011, 17–18.

30.  The three defense agreements are the Logistics Support Agreement (LSA), the Communications 
Interoperability and Security Memorandum of Agreement, and the Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agree-
ment for Geo-Spatial Data.
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to endure this measure for a two-week exercise if it means not signing the communications secu-
rity agreement. For now, the United States must reconcile itself to the fact that India does not seek 
interoperability on its terms and, ergo, will not sign the defense agreements any time soon. India 
will seriously consider these agreements only if there is a pressing national need to do so, which its 
leaders currently do not foresee. As long as India sees available work around measures for interact-
ing with the United States, it will continue to view the defense agreements as unnecessary. 

Political Considerations
Like any democracy, Indian policymakers must always be attuned to the political dynamics and 
optics of their policies and engagements. As bilateral ties have deepened in recent years, Indian 
policymakers have had to maintain a wary eye on the political winds to ensure that U.S. engage-
ment does not overstep the bounds into becoming a political liability. Unlike the civil nuclear 
deal that ignited a vigorous debate about U.S.-India ties within the Indian political establishment, 
defense cooperation has attempted to stay in the background without an excessive amount of 
publicity. The rationale for the lower profile is out of concern that high-profile public displays of 
defense ties could (and do) elicit political opposition from leftist elements within India’s political 
establishment. 

Political opposition to defense engagement is rooted in two factors. The first, as mentioned 
above, has been an acute sensitivity to any hint that India might be abrogating its principles of 
foreign policy autonomy by linking closely with the United States or any other nation-state. This 
is a view held widely across the Indian political spectrum. A notable exception to this view is the 
Bharatiya Janata Party, which has historically supported strong U.S.-India ties despite its opposi-
tion to the 2008 civil nuclear deal, which many political commentators judged as a politically mo-
tivated position to score points against the incumbent Congress Party government.35 Some parties 
are simply contemptuous of closer U.S.-India ties; for instance, the Communist Party of India feels 
that closer ties with the United States advance the principles of destructive capitalism and sacrifice 
the idea of distributive growth, which it feels is best for India.36 

The second factor is that many Indian politicians operate in an environment where the three 
needs of paani (water), bijli (electricity), and sarak (roads) are paramount. Indian politicians are 
largely judged on their ability to deliver on these needs (as well as many others) rather than their 
foreign and defense policy acumen. Simply put, all politics is local. Foreign and defense policy 
successes or failures rarely, if ever, win you (or cost you) votes in India.37 While a few individuals 
within India’s parliament have an interest in such issues, many Indian parliamentarians are, by and 
large, ignorant about the nature of U.S.-India defense ties.38
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Rear Admiral Terry Blake of the 11th Carrier Strike Group meets 
with Surjit Singh Barnala, the governor of Chennai, during a port 
visit in 2007. U.S. defense officials should consider engaging 
Indian state leaders to inform them about the strategic benefits 
of bilateral defense cooperation.

Indian politics is entering a transition period where center–state relations are evolving. Over 
the past year, state officials have become more prominent in the formulation (or obstruction) of 
national policy.39 Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee in West Bengal and Chief Minister Jayalalithaa 
Jayaram in Tamil Nadu are two examples of indi-
viduals who could hold greater sway in a future 
central government. It is not known how state 
leaders such as Banerjee, Jaylalithaa, and Nit-
ish Kumar (Bihar) might view closer U.S.-India 
defense cooperation given their narrow parochial 
interests. However, these officials have weighed 
in on foreign policy matters. Banerjee effectively 
scuttled a water-sharing deal in advance of Prime 
Minister Singh’s visit to Bangladesh in 2011.40 
Jayalalithaa voiced concerns about a U.S. air-
craft carrier docking in Chennai for the Malabar 
exercise without being consulted in advance by 
the central government, and also protested the 
treatment of Tamils in Sri Lanka by expressing 
indignation when Sri Lankan air force officers 
were brought to India for training.41 While these 
data points do not form a coherent picture of how state officials might view bilateral coopera-
tion, it would behoove U.S. policymakers to follow Secretary Clinton’s example of engaging state 
governments. Making an effort to inform state leaders about defense cooperation could help these 
officials view these activities in a strategic context rather than through the narrow lens of parochial 
politics. 

The Lingering Trust Deficit
Underlying the entire relationship is a persistent trust deficit that still exists among many Indian 
officials toward the United States. Although India has welcomed the transformed relationship 
with the United States, there is still a “wait and see” attitude among some elements of the Indian 
strategic elite. This cautious attitude stems from a combination of history and an underlying sense 
of unease about Washington’s sometimes overbearing interest in India.

39.  Ashok Mailk, “How Nitish, Mamata, Modi, Jayalalithaa, Patnaik and Mulayam are Shaping Na-
tional Politics,” Economic Times, June 24, 2012, http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2012-06-24/
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tamil-nadu/article3820689.ece.
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What is particularly difficult for Washington in overcoming its trust deficit vis-à-vis New 
Delhi is the high bar which is set for it.42 Any perceived U.S. wavering on providing technological 
know-how, pressure from the United States about defense agreements, or hectoring about Iran or 
Libya will be met with indignation and cited as yet another instance of America seeking a junior 
partner. Despite this challenging environment, the only way to counter it is to gradually chip away 
at the image and continue to work toward seeing that India is becoming a consistent, reliable 
partner. This will undoubtedly take time. However, in the process of doing so, U.S. leaders must be 
careful to not fall into the mentality of trying to overcome the trust deficit at all costs. Washington 
cannot want this relationship more than New Delhi. Therefore, while active bureaucratic energy 
applied to defense ties is advised, it should be pursued in a calibrated way that does not lead to 
unrealistic expectations about what India might do in return.

Capacity Challenges
Aside from bureaucratic and political obstacles, India is also facing serious military capacity chal-
lenges that may prevent it from becoming an effective security partner. India is in the midst of a 
major modernization campaign, contending with troubling personnel issues, and dealing with 
complicated security challenges. Therefore, questions need to be asked about how much capacity 
the Indian military can truly commit for military engagements and operational activities with the 
United States. The question of India’s available military capacity is a difficult one to answer, but 
some inferences can be drawn by briefly examining the state of India’s military challenges.

The Indian military is in the process of diversifying its main defense suppliers, which include 
various European countries, Israel, Russia, and the United States. While India has gained notori-
ety for being the world’s largest purchaser of arms, it is often forgotten that much of the hardware 
that is purchased is replacing obsolete hardware. Complicating this modernization is the long lead 
times required for the sclerotic Indian acquisition process to procure and induct new equipment 
into the armed forces.43 

The inability to rapidly replace aging equipment has begun to take a toll on the Indian Army. 
Before he retired, then–IA chief general V.K. Singh wrote a letter to Prime Minister Singh stat-
ing that the IA was ill prepared to meet India’s current threats. The letter (which was later leaked 
to the press) also pointed out that the IA’s tank regiments were “devoid of critical ammunition to 
defeat enemy tanks,” and that existing air defense systems were “97 percent obsolete” and thus not 
equipped to protect against enemy air attacks.44 Such shortfalls in the IA’s capabilities could impose 
near-term limitations on its ability to engage in more sophisticated field exercises and operational 
contingencies with the United States.

The IAF also appears to be struggling with its own capacity challenges. With its decaying 
inventory, the IAF has, by various estimates, has fallen well short of its authorized strength of 
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The IAF is currently in the process of replacing its aging fleet of 
aircraft to include the MiG-21. Dwindling numbers of aircraft 
could hamper the IAF’s overall readiness.

39.5 squadrons.45 The total number of aircraft in the IAF has dwindled, and those that remain are 
aging and obsolete. This has caused great concern for the IAF leadership, especially as Pakistan 
and China aggressively modernize their own air forces.46 India’s internal security problems have 
also stressed the IAF’s ability to support peacekeeping missions abroad, as evidenced in July 2011, 
when the IAF withdrew all of its 17 helicopters serving in UN peacekeeping missions in the Congo 
in order to deal with the Naxalite insurgency at home.47 The increasing requirements and stress on 
the IAF could translate to fewer bilateral air engagements as the IAF holds back on participating in 
exercises and exchanges that could tax its already-stretched resources.

The IN is also aggressively modernizing its fleet, but it does not appear to be suffering from 
the same strains on equipment availability as its sister services. India has recognized the need to 
recapitalize its fleet, which is reflected by a 72 
percent increase in the Navy’s 2012–2013 mod-
ernization budget.48 The IN has suffered delays 
in procurement, most visibly seen in its efforts to 
acquire the Russian aircraft carrier INS Vikra-
maditya (formerly the Gorshkov). India chose to 
acquire the Gorshkov in 1996, with an original 
delivery date of 2008. However, due to negotia-
tions over price and refurbishment delays, the 
carrier has yet to be delivered. As recently as Sep-
tember 2012, additional delays were announced 
during sea trials, again postponing delivery until 
October 2013.49 While this procurement has suf-
fered major delays, India has been focusing on 
building its own shipbuilding capacity with the 
establishment of new shipyards that can augment existing state-owned shipbuilding facilities.

Aside from aging equipment, the Indian armed forces have been contending with a spate of per-
sonnel issues, ranging from trouble recruiting enough officers for its forces to instances of high-level 
corruption and outright mutiny within its ranks. With India’s growing economy, it is increasingly 
difficult to lure India’s best and brightest to join the ranks of its military when more lucrative op-
portunities exist in the private sector. By some estimates, the IA currently suffers from a shortfall of 
10,500 officers, with the IAF requiring 1,100 more officers, and the IN 1,400 officers. 50 The recruit-
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ment shortfalls are exacerbated by reports of corruption within the armed forces and instances 
of poor enlisted-officer relations.51 The new IA chief, General Bikram Singh, has made restoring 
integrity to the IA one of his highest priorities, recognizing the corrosive effect that corruption and 
insubordination have on the IA’s cohesion.

Finally, India is facing a range of external and internal threats that could hinder its ability to 
work more closely with the United States. As mentioned earlier in this report, Pakistan and China 
are India’s two main external threats and thus consume vast resources along its respective borders 
and within the Indian Ocean.52 Adding to the armed forces’ burden are threats to India’s territorial 
integrity, including Jammu and Kashmir and the insurgencies in northeastern India.53 While the 
Indian armed forces have strongly resisted getting directly involved in the Naxalite challenge, they 
have increasingly been providing supporting functions such as airlift and medical evacuation for 
paramilitary forces and training for paramilitaries on the principles of counterinsurgency.54

Taken together, the Indian armed forces are a stretched force doing the best they can with an-
tiquated equipment, personnel problems, and diverse security challenges. Expecting India to sig-
nificantly contribute to the Indo-Pacific region’s security in the near to midterm may be a bridge 
too far for a military force that is still trying to develop into a world-class operation.

51.  “Antony Cautions Armed Forces against Corruption,” The Hindu, August 15, 2012, http://www.thehin-
du.com/news/national/article3772595.ece. Also see Praveen Swami, “Ladakh Troop Revolt Underlines Army 
Class Tensions,” The Hindu, May 12, 2012, http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/article3412907.ece.

52.  Ananth Krishnan, “India’s Military Modernisation ‘to Contain China’: PLA Daily,” The Hindu, No-
vember 10, 2011, http://www.thehindu.com/news/international/article2615757.ece. Also see “Indian Army 
to Hold Massive Exercise along Pakistan Border,” Indian Express, June 10, 2011, http://www.indianexpress.
com/news/indian-army-to-hold-massive-exercise-along-pakistan-border/801949/.

53.  These groups include United Liberation Front of Assam, the National Liberation Front of Tripura, 
the National Democratic Front of Bodoland, and the United National Liberation Front. Also see Kronstadt 
et al., India: Domestic Issues.

54.  Shanthie Mariet D’Souza, “Countering the Naxalites: Is There a Need to ‘Bring In’ the Army?” IDSA 
Commentary 3, no. 3 (July 2009), http://idsa.in/system/files/jds_3_3_smdsouza.pdf.
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Military relations between the United States and India have made a substantial amount of progress 
in a short amount of time. Most knowledgeable observers or commentators would never have pre-
dicted the level of military-to-military engagement at the outset of this century. The idea that India 
would be conducting more exercises with the United States than with any other country is signifi-
cant for a country that has prided itself on its strategically autonomous foreign policy orientation. 
However, the rapid increase in military relations has perhaps led some on the U.S. side to extrapo-
late past progress into an inevitable trend of deeper cooperation. 

The reality is that India is not likely to emerge as a key provider of security within the Indo-
Pacific region any time in the near to midterm. Rather, India, as a strategically developing country, 
has yet to develop a comprehensive and long-term concept of how and when to employ its military 
beyond its immediate neighborhood or on missions other than peacekeeping. A nation’s ability 
to project its military power is rooted in a combination of capability, sustainability, and, above all 
else, the political will to use that capability when key interests are threatened. Given that India is 
still trying to develop its military capabilities and has yet to promulgate a public national security 
strategy, it is difficult to ascertain with any degree of predictability when India might deploy its 
military force in the future.

Aside from Washington, the rest of Asia is also waiting for India to wade into the complex se-
curity scenarios that confront the Asia-Pacific region. Asian capitals have also taken note of India’s 
prominent mention in Washington’s 2012 strategic defense guidance document and wonder about 
the role India will play in providing security and stability.1 Many Asian countries feel there has 
been episodic engagement and little demonstration of New Delhi’s intent to exercise more decisive 
leadership in the region. Such reticence has been seen in the South China Sea. While India has 
clarified its position on its desire for freedom of navigation through the region, it has eschewed 
any active deployments to the area.2

From New Delhi’s perspective, it faces the stark reality of a still-developing country with many 
citizens struggling with poverty. Strategic elites in the United States and Asia sometimes treat 
India’s daunting developmental and domestic security challenges as an afterthought, choosing to 
focus on how India can shape the Asian security landscape. However, for India’s political leaders, 

1.  U.S. Department of Defense, “Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for the 21st Century,” 
January 2012, 2, http://www.defense.gov/news/Defense_Strategic_Guidance.pdf.

2.  Gautam Datt, “Navy Not Keen to Test Dispute-Ridden South China Waters,” Mail Online India, 
August 7, 2012, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/indiahome/indianews/article-2185061/Navy-keen-test-dispute-
ridden-South-China-waters.html. Before his retirement, ADM Verma said, “At this point of time, Pacific and 
South China Sea are of concern to the global community, but in terms of any active deployment from our 
side, it is not on the cards.” 
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an assertive foreign policy has less salience for an electorate that is mainly focused on development 
issues. As the Indian strategic analyst Arun Prakash has observed, “A nation and policy struggling 
to pull half a billion people above the poverty line have many demands on their resources, and 
hegemony is the last thing on their minds.”3 Furthermore, India’s domestic security challenges in 
Jammu and Kashmir, the northeastern states, and the Naxalites throughout the eastern and central 
states can also limit India’s ability to externally engage with security partners. 

The United States and India currently have a workable defense relationship that is rooted in 
common interests, diverse cooperation, and growing mutual respect between the two countries’ 
armed forces. However, at this juncture both sides should seriously think about gradually tran-
sitioning their exercise-based relationship into one that is rooted in routine cooperation in areas 
of mutual concern. To be sure, the Indian side may not feel that such a transition is necessary. As 
mentioned above, India feels that military engagement is going quite well and there is no need 
for further activity. Some on the Indian side may feel that the relationship has already reached a 
plateau and has assumed a level of routine interaction. 

However, the security landscape in Asia is rapidly changing, with countries renewing and 
reinvigorating their alliances and partnerships not only with the United States but also with each 
other. The hub-and-spokes model of security partnerships running through the United States is 
giving way to a more distributed model in which security partnerships are becoming more cross-
regional—sometimes not even including the United States. Curiously, India appears to be stand-
ing apart from these dynamics as the United States and the rest of Asia rethink the Asian security 
architecture based on a rising and increasingly unpredictable China, a nuclear North Korea, and 
transnational threats such as piracy and terrorism. 

So where should the United States and India go from here? As the United States and India 
build their military ties on a “steady as they go” basis, it is imperative that both sides clearly under-
stand the limits of the partnership, as well as its opportunities, to ensure that there are no misun-
derstandings about the expectations from each side. While both sides acknowledge that military 
engagement is going well, there are differing visions of how far the military relationship should go. 
India will conduct military engagement at a pace that is comfortable and maintains the delicate 
balance between the appearance of deepening bilateral relations and maintaining a comfortable 
distance from the United States. 

India-U.S. defense ties should be predicated on three principles in the near to midterm. 
First, both sides should strive to develop a mutual understanding of the strategic end state for the 
relationship. While joint exercises provide good optics, they need to be anchored to a mutually 
agreed end state that focuses bilateral engagement for each service, preferably centered on specific 
mission areas such as disaster response and humanitarian assistance. This end state may change 
over time as the nature of the bilateral partnership changes, but it is important to undertake the 
exercise of establishing an end state in the first place. Second, both sides should work toward 
transitioning to a more routine and normal state of cooperation. More specifically, both sides 
should continue to build familiarity with each other’s bureaucratic systems; tactics, techniques, 
and procedures; training methods; equipment maintenance; and decisionmaking processes. 
Finally, both sides need to maintain a long-term horizon for their military engagement. The cur-
rent trajectory and pace of military engagement should be seen as satisfactory by both sides in the 

3.  Arun Prakash, “The Rationale and Implications of India’s Growing Maritime Power,” in India’s Con-
temporary Security Challenges, ed. Kugelman, 87.
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near to midterm. As India’s power and confidence grow in the coming years, bilateral expectations 
and engagement can evolve accordingly. To that end, both sides can take several steps to deepen 
the relationship while making the mechanics of the relationship, in former U.S. undersecretary of 
defense Michèle Flournoy’s words, “normal, expected, and routine.”4

General Recommendations
 ■ Set a long-term vision for the overall military relationship as well as strategic end states for 

each area of service cooperation.

 ■ Each service should have a dialogue about strategic trends and developments within the Indo-
Pacific region that would include, as two prominent examples, regular conversations on Chi-
nese military power and Afghanistan’s stability. These discussions will not craft binding policy 
but rather serve as a vehicle to better inform both sides about their respective positions on key 
strategic issues.

 ■ Develop a mutually agreed-on understanding about the concept of interoperability to include 
alternate terminology and required minimum capabilities.

 ■ Develop common TTPs for disaster response contingencies across the air force, army, and 
navy. Topics to be covered include command and control, communications protocol, equip-
ment standardization, and common training. Resurrect the Disaster Response Working Group 
as a vehicle for this purpose.

 ■ Work toward instituting joint operations across all service exercises and engagements.

 ■ Conduct multilateral security activities across air, land, and sea domains with other Asian and 
Oceanic powers, including Japan, Australia, Singapore, Indonesia, and South Korea.

 ■ Explore the idea of complementary posture by examining how the U.S. and Indian militaries 
can use each other’s berthing and intelligence facilities throughout the Indian Ocean Region. 
Reciprocal use of the Andaman and Nicobar Islands as well as Diego Garcia could be possibili-
ties.

 ■ Conduct joint maritime security patrols with India in the South Asia maritime region, which 
includes Sri Lanka, Maldives, and Bangladesh, among other states. Also work with India to 
establish a corollary to the highly successful Pacific Partnership program in the Indian Ocean.5

 ■ Both countries’ air forces should examine possibilities for closer cooperation on Space Situ-
ational Awareness, which is increasingly important due to the large amount of space debris that 
could threaten U.S. and Indian space-based assets.

 ■ Commence a discussion about missile defense policy. More specifically, both sides should have 
a policy discussion aimed at exchanging perspectives on the effective deployment and opera-
tion of missile defense systems.

 ■ Both armies should explore the possibility of joint capacity building throughout the IOR in 
areas related to disaster response, peacekeeping, police training, and principles of civil–military 

4.  Michèle Flournoy, “Investing in the Future of U.S.-India Defense Relations,” speech given at Asia So-
ciety, Washington, July 1, 2010.

5.  Donna Miles, “USNS Mercy Heads Home from Pacific Partnership Mission,” American Forces Press 
Service, September 13, 2012, http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=117839.
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relations. Training Afghan security forces in India and assisting Burma’s democratic transition 
through training on best practices for civil–military relations could be two areas where the 
United States and India could closely coordinate.

 ■ Work together on building maritime capacity for other naval forces throughout the IOR; focus 
could be on coastal security, vessel boarding, and maritime law enforcement, with each side 
addressing topics in which they have expertise.

 ■ Work toward improved Maritime Domain Awareness in the South Asia maritime region 
through the use of technologies and information exchanges not only bilaterally but also with 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and the Maldives.

 ■ Work more closely on building the Indian Navy’s human capital in naval architecture to assist 
India’s ship design and shipbuilding capabilities.

 ■ Establish an officer exchange program whereby U.S. and Indian officers would serve tours in 
the other sides’ respective bureaucracies. For example, U.S. officers could perhaps serve on the 
Integrated Defense Staff while Indian officers could serve on the Pacific Command (PACOM) 
staff. Implementing such a recommendation would be a daunting challenge because both sides 
would need to work out the modalities of access to sensitive spaces and information. However, 
merely having the discussion would be a good exercise in enhancing the mutual understanding 
of bureaucratic procedures.

 ■ Establish an exchange program where U.S. and Indian instructors can spend a term teaching in 
the other sides’ respective war and staff colleges.

U.S. Recommendations
 ■ Maintain modest expectations and understand that India will not be a key provider of security 

in the IOR for the near to midterm.

 ■ Encourage India to conduct (and lead) more multilateral and bilateral exercises throughout the 
Indo-Pacific region; do not be overly insistent on jointly conducting activities with India.

 ■ Refrain from pressuring India about defense agreements such as the Logistics Support Agree-
ment and a communications security agreement.

 ■ During exercises or port visits, seek to engage state governments for the purpose of better 
informing them about bilateral defense cooperation.

 ■ Continue to refrain from overpublicizing military engagement with India; maintain defense 
engagement more in the background than the foreground of the overall relationship.

 ■ Continue to maintain India in the PACOM area of responsibility for purposes of integrating 
India into the Asia-Pacific region’s security architecture.

 ■ Increase the numbers of U.S. military officers at Indian think tanks to enhance people-to-peo-
ple engagement and exchange of views on strategic issues.

 ■ Invite India to establish a liaison officer at NATO’s International Security Assistance Force 
Headquarters in Kabul to facilitate better coordination and collaboration.
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Indian Recommendations
 ■ Establish a liaison officer at PACOM and Central Command to better coordinate with the U.S. 

military.

 ■ The Indian government should consider a policy decision in which it commits to consistently 
work with the United States on disaster response where appropriate and needed in the IOR.

 ■ Allow military leaders to engage in strategic dialogues with their U.S. counterparts at the Mili-
tary Cooperation Group and Executive Steering Groups.

 ■ Send civil servants and military officers working on U.S.-India relations to attend executive 
level courses at the Asia-Pacific Center for Strategic Studies or the Near East South Asia Center 
for Strategic Studies at the outset of their posting to enhance familiarity with the U.S. system.

 ■ Provide orientation training/information to U.S. officials at the Embassy in New Delhi and at 
PACOM on the approval processes for military engagements, in order to foster transparency 
and predictability; provide ample notice to the U.S. side before canceling or delaying activities 
because cancellations can incur significant travel and incidental costs for the United States.

 ■ Consider the establishment of a policy and strategy office within the MOD that is staffed at the 
additional secretary level.
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Bilateral military cooperation between the United States and India has made great progress and 
today stands in a much-improved position than a decade ago. In fact, military cooperation is 
closer today than it has ever been. However, much more could be accomplished if both sides apply 
themselves and remove the obstacles to military cooperation. As U.S. Deputy Secretary of De-
fense Ashton Carter has stated, “We believe that given the inherent links between India and the 
United States—in values, in political philosophy—that the only limit to our cooperation with India 
should be our independent strategic decisions, because any two states can differ, not bureaucratic 
obstacles.”1 With the 21st century poised to be an Asian one, the United States and India now have 
an opportunity to become close partners in contributing to a stable and secure region. To reach 
this lofty goal, both sides will need to maintain a steady course on their current engagement by 
striving to make their ties more routine and consistent. Doing so will not only create a secure envi-
ronment to achieve peace and prosperity for each other, but also for the larger Indo-Pacific region.

1.  “U.S. Moving towards Technology Sharing, Co-Production with India: Pentagon,” Economic Times, 
October 3, 2012.

a final word7



      | 49

appendix a 
new framework for the u.s.-
india defense relationship1  

Signed on June 28, 2005, in Washington, D.C., by Minister of Defense of India Pranab Mukherjee & 
Secretary of Defense of the United States Donald Rumsfeld

1. The United States and India have entered a new era. We are transforming our relationship to 
reflect our common principles and shared national interests. As the world’s two largest de-
mocracies, the United States and India agree on the vital importance of political and economic 
freedom, democratic institutions, the rule of law, security, and opportunity around the world. 
The leaders of our two countries are building a U.S.-India strategic partnership in pursuit of 
these principles and interests.

2. Ten years ago, in January 1995, the Agreed Minute on Defense Relations Between the United 
States and India was signed. Since then, changes in the international security environment have 
challenged our countries in ways unforeseen ten years ago. The U.S.-India defense relationship 
has advanced in a short time to unprecedented levels of cooperation unimaginable in 1995. 
Today, we agree on a new Framework that builds on past successes, seizes new opportunities, 
and charts a course for the U.S.-India defense relationship for the next ten years. This defense 
relationship will support, and will be an element of, the broader U.S.-India strategic partner-
ship.

3. The U.S.-India defense relationship derives from a common belief in freedom, democracy, and 
the rule of law, and seeks to advance shared security interests. These interests include:

 — maintaining security and stability;

 — defeating terrorism and violent religious extremism;

 — preventing the spread of weapons of mass destruction and associated materials, data, and 
technologies; and

 — protecting the free flow of commerce via land, air and sea lanes.

4. In pursuit of this shared vision of an expanded and deeper U.S.-India strategic relationship, our 
defense establishments shall:
A. conduct joint and combined exercises and exchanges;

B. collaborate in multinational operations when it is in their common interest;

C. strengthen the capabilities of our militaries to promote security and defeat terrorism;

D. expand interaction with other nations in ways that promote regional and global peace and 
stability;

1.   This Virtual Information Center (VIC) product represents the opinions of the various authors in-
volved and not the opinions, assessments or positions of the DoD or any other government agency or entity.
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E. enhance capabilities to combat the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction;

F. in the context of our strategic relationship, expand two-way defense trade between our 
countries. The United States and India will work to conclude defense transactions, not 
solely as ends in and of themselves, but as a means to strengthen our countries’ security, 
reinforce our strategic partnership, achieve greater interaction between our armed forces, 
and build greater understanding between our defense establishments;

G. in the context of defense trade and a framework of technology security safeguards, increase 
opportunities for technology transfer, collaboration, co-production, and research and 
development;

H. expand collaboration relating to missile defense;

I. strengthen the abilities of our militaries to respond quickly to disaster situations, including 
in combined operations;

J. assist in building worldwide capacity to conduct successful peacekeeping operations, with a 
focus on enabling other countries to field trained, capable forces for these operations;

K. conduct exchanges on defense strategy and defense transformation;

L. increase exchanges of intelligence; and

M. continue strategic-level discussions by senior leadership from the U.S. Department of 
Defense and India’s Ministry of Defence, in which the two sides exchange perspectives on 
international security issues of common interest, with the aim of increasing mutual under-
standing, promoting shared objectives, and developing common approaches.

5. The Defense Policy Group shall continue to serve as the primary mechanism to guide the 
U.S.-India strategic defense relationship. The Defense Policy Group will make appropriate 
adjustments to the structure and frequency of its meetings and of its subgroups, when agreed 
to by the Defense Policy Group co-chairs, to ensure that it remains an effective mechanism to 
advance U.S.-India defense cooperation.

6. In recognition of the growing breadth and depth of the U.S.-India strategic defense relation-
ship, we hereby establish the Defense Procurement and Production Group and institute a Joint 
Working Group for mid-year review of work overseen by the Defense Policy Group.

 — The Defense Procurement and Production Group will oversee defense trade, as well as pros-
pects for co-production and technology collaboration, broadening the scope of its predeces-
sor subgroup the Security Cooperation Group.

 — The Defense Joint Working Group will be subordinate to the Defense Policy Group and will 
meet at least once per year to perform a midyear review of work overseen by the Defense 
Policy Group and its subgroups (the Defense Procurement and Production Group, the Joint 
Technical Group, the Military Cooperation Group, and the Senior Technology Security 
Group), and to prepare issues for the annual meeting of the Defense Policy Group.

7. The Defense Policy Group and its subgroups will rely upon this Framework for guidance on the 
principles and objectives of the U.S.-India strategic relationship, and will strive to achieve those 
objectives.
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Signed in Arlington, Virginia, USA, on June 28, 2005, in two copies in English, each being 
equally authentic.

Secretary of Defense Minister of Defence

FOR AND ON BEHALF OF 
THE GOVERNMENT OF THE 
UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

FOR AND ON BEHALF OF 
THE GOVERNMENT OF THE 
REPUBLIC OF INDIA
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appendix b 
u.s.-india disaster relief   
initiative1 

U.S. Department of State 
July 18, 2005

The United States and India committed themselves to aiding those affected by the December 2004 
tsunami’s devastation and, through the creation of the Tsunami Core Group, demonstrated their 
willingness and desire to be full-fledged partners in the relief operations. Recognizing that the 
combined efforts of the U.S. and India significantly enhanced the world’s response to the tsunami 
disaster of December 26, 2004, the President and the Prime Minister announced today the launch 
of the U.S.-India Disaster Relief Initiative (DRI) to contribute to disaster preparedness and future 
relief operations.

The Disaster Relief Initiative will build upon the existent, strong civilian relationship between 
the two governments in disaster relief, involving the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment and the Indian Ministry of Home Affairs. Through the Initiative, the U.S. and India seek to 
increase their ability to respond to disasters in an integrated fashion, partnering with other U.S., 
Indian and UN agencies, as well as international Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and 
other governments as appropriate. The U.S. and India will continue to work together with the 
regional community on the development and implementation of early warning system programs. 

As mandated by the New Framework for the U.S.-India Defense Relationship, the U.S. and In-
dia will strengthen their military capabilities to respond effectively to future disasters by conduct-
ing joint and combined military exercises. U.S. Pacific Command (USPACOM) and the Indian 
Integrated Defence Staff (IDS) will be the respective military leads in each country to establish a 
dialogue and identify additional military training needs, skills-development requirements, and 
other challenges to a speedy and effective disaster response. 

As part of the Disaster Relief Initiative, the U.S. and India agree to cooperate to help build 
disaster response capabilities in other countries. They would also share best practices and experi-
ences with a view to strengthening a regional response to natural disasters. 

1.  “U.S.-India Disaster Relief Intiative,” Fact Sheet, U.S. Department of State, July 18, 2005, http://2001-
2009.state.gov/p/sca/rls/fs/2005/49730.htm.
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1. Consistent with their global strategic partnership and the new framework for their defence re-
lationship, India and the United States committed themselves to comprehensive cooperation in 
ensuring a secure maritime domain. In doing so, they pledged to work together, and with other 
regional partners as necessary, to protect the free flow of commerce and to counter threats that 
could undermine maritime security.

2. The two countries reaffirmed their commitment to support existing multilateral efforts to 
enhance maritime security, including initiatives undertaken by the International Maritime Or-
ganization and other relevant UN programs. They noted the contribution to maritime security 
of the ongoing Indo-U.S. cooperation on disaster relief.

3. India and the United States will address, in a joint and combined manner as necessary, consis-
tent with respective national legal authorities and relevant international law, maritime threats, 
including: piracy and armed robbery at sea; threats to safety of ships, crew, and property as 
well as safety of navigation; transnational organized crimes in all dimensions; the illicit traf-
ficking in weapons of mass destruction, their delivery systems, and related materials; environ-
mental degradation; and natural disasters.

4. In pursuance of the above objectives, the two countries will:

 ■ Hold regular maritime security policy and implementation discussions in the Defense 
Policy Group, the Naval Executive Steering Group, and Military Cooperation Group. They 
will discuss current policies and emerging maritime issues to develop new avenues of coop-
eration, including exercises.

 ■ Pursue cooperation in the following areas:

 — Prevention of, and response to, acts of transnational crime at sea such as piracy, armed 
robbery at sea, smuggling, and trafficking in arms and drugs.

 — Search and rescue operations at sea.

 — Exchange of information and facilitation of technical assistance on combating marine 
pollution, as mutually agreed.

 — Enhancement of their cooperative capabilities in the maritime domain through tech-
nology cooperation and defense trade, as well as an appropriate agreement on logistic 
support.

appendix c
indo-u.s. framework for  
maritime security cooperation 
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U.S. Department of Defense 
November 2011

Introduction
The relationship between the United States and India – what President Obama has called one of 
the defining partnerships of the 21st century – is a priority for the U.S. Government and for the 
U.S. Department of Defense. The United States and India are natural partners, destined to be 
closer because of shared interests and values and our mutual desire for a stable and secure world. 
A strong bilateral partnership is in U.S. interests and benefits both countries. We expect India’s im-
portance to U.S. interests to grow in the long-run as India, a major regional and emerging global 
power, increasingly assumes roles commensurate with its position as a stakeholder and a leader in 
the international system.

1. Current State of U.S.-India Security Cooperation
Over the past decade, there has been a rapid transformation in the U.S.-India defense relationship. 
What was once a nascent relationship between unfamiliar nations has now evolved into a strategic 
partnership between two of the preeminent security powers in Asia. Today, U.S.-India defense 
ties are strong and growing. Our defense relationship involves a robust slate of dialogues, military 
exercises, defense trade, personnel exchanges, and armaments cooperation. Our efforts over the 
past ten years have focused on relationship-building and establishing the foundation for a long-
term partnership. The strong ties between our two militaries reflect this. The United States re-
mains committed to a broad defense trade relationship that enables transfers of some of our most 
advanced technologies.

Frameworks for Cooperation
The 2005 New Framework Agreement provides the overarching structure for the U.S.-India 
defense relationship. The Defense Policy Group (DPG), chaired by the U.S. Under Secretary of 
Defense for Policy and the Indian Defense Secretary, is at the apex of the bilateral defense relation-
ship. In addition to facilitating dialogue on issues of mutual interest, the DPG sets priorities for 
defense cooperation, reviews progress annually, and directs adjustments as necessary. The 2011 
DPG prioritized maritime security, humanitarian assistance/disaster relief (HA/DR), and counter-
terrorism cooperation. Under the DPG umbrella, we have seven subgroups to discuss and advance 
defense trade, service-to-service cooperation, technical cooperation, and technology security.

appendix d 
report to congress on u.s.-
india security cooperation
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Additional framework agreements help guide interactions in key areas such as maritime 
security and counterterrorism. The 2006 Indo-U.S. Framework for Maritime Security Cooperation 
signaled our intent to cooperate against a wide range of maritime threats, including: transnational 
crime (piracy, smuggling, and trafficking); maritime proliferation of weapons of mass destruction; 
threats to safety of ships, crew, and property (safety of navigation, search and rescue); environ-
mental degradation; and natural disasters.

The U.S.-India Counterterrorism Cooperation Initiative (CCI), signed on July 23, 2010, further 
calls on our countries’ coast guards and navies to increase exchanges on maritime security and 
cooperate in addressing maritime threats like piracy and terrorism.

Military-to-Military Relations
Beginning in 1995, continuously expanding military-to-military relations – and the people-to-
people ties that underpin them – have enabled the broader strategic partnership between the 
United States and India. Our robust exercise program, reciprocal visits by distinguished visitors, 
and growing personnel exchange opportunities are bringing the United States and India closer 
together.

Exercises
U.S.-India military exercises have grown dramatically in size, scope and sophistication. We now 
have regular exercises across all services that help to deepen our military and defense relation-
ships. In FY11, there were 56 cooperative events across all Services – more than India conducted 
with any other country. In 2010, the U.S. Pacific Command (USPACOM) and the Indian Inte-
grated Defense Staff (IDS) conducted the inaugural Joint Exercise India (JEI) tabletop exercise in 
Alaska. JEI is a joint,1 combined2 exercise based on a HA/DR scenario and is a significant step in 
the evolution of our exercise program because it facilitates multiservice and bilateral cooperation. 
JEI may include a command post exercise in 2012.

Navy and Coast Guard: Naval cooperation between the United States and India helped to 
lay the groundwork for military-to-military cooperation and our exercises continue to evolve in 
complexity. Our navies conduct four exercises annually: MALABAR, HABU NAG (naval as-
pects of amphibious operations), SPITTING COBRA (explosive ordnance destruction focus), 
and SALVEX (diving and salvage). MALABAR is the premier annual bilateral maritime exercise 
conducted to reinforce maritime tactics, techniques, and procedures (TTPs) of both nations. In 
alternate years, MALABAR has been a multinational exercise, in the past including the navies of 
Japan, Australia, and Singapore. HABU NAG is also increasing in scale and complexity, and was 
conducted this year in conjunction with USPACOM’s JEI to leverage the complementary charac-
teristics of amphibious and HA/DR operations.

These exercises are important vehicles in developing professional relationships and familiar-
ity between the two navies and run the gamut of high-end naval warfare, including integrated air/
missile defense, anti-surface warfare, anti-submarine warfare, and naval special warfare. In addi-

1.  As outlined in Joint Publication 1-02, the U.S. Department of Defense defines joint as “activities, op-
erations, organizations, etc., in which elements of two or more Military Departments participate.”

2.  As outlined in Joint Publication 1-02, the U.S. Department of Defense defines combined activities as 
“between two or more forces or agencies of two or more allies. (When all allies or services are not involved, 
the participating nations and services shall be identified, e.g., combined navies.).”
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tion to the annual Pacific Fleet-Indian Navy Executive Steering Group meeting, we also hold regu-
lar naval bilateral staff talks, engage in port visits, and conduct personnel exchanges at all ranks. 
The U.S. Coast Guard, with the support of the Departments of Defense and Homeland Security, 
has also recently begun engagement and training with the Indian Coast Guard.

Army: The U.S. Army’s engagement with India centers on the annual YUDH ABHYAS ex-
ercise. Conceived in 2001, YUDH ABHYAS exercising commenced in 2004 – the first year our 
conventional armies exercised together in India since 1962. YUDH ABHYAS has expanded from 
a company-size field training exercise to battalion live fire exercises and brigade-level command 
post exercises. In addition to the Executive Steering Group meeting convened annually between 
our armies, there have also been numerous subject matter expert exchanges on challenges of mu-
tual concern, including countering improvised explosive devices.

Marines: Although India does not have a direct counterpart to the U.S. Marine Corps, the In-
dian Army desires engagement with our Marine Corps to develop the capabilities of its amphibi-
ous units. Exercise SHATRUJEET is an annual, reciprocal, company-sized, ground field training 
exercise that could easily be expanded in size and scope. Since 2010, SHATRUJEET has focused on 
amphibious doctrine and operations.

Air Force: COPE INDIA, meant to be held bi-annually, is the primary exercise between our air 
forces. The last COPE INDIA, held in Agra, India, in October 2009, focused on mobility opera-
tions in a humanitarian assistance scenario. The IAF intends to participate in RED FLAGNELLIS 
in 2013, likely with both fighters and airborne warning and control system aircraft. RED FLAG is 
a joint, combined training exercise that provides a peacetime “battlefield” to train interoperability 
across a variety of mission sets, including interdiction, air superiority, defense suppression, airlift, 
aerial refueling, and reconnaissance. The IAF last participated in RED FLAG-NELLIS in 2008. In 
June 2010, the U.S. Air Force (USAF) and IAF conducted a UNIFIED ENGAGEMENT seminar 
focused on planning for future employment of airpower concepts, including: intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance planning; targeting hardened and deeply-buried targets; and combat 
search and rescue operations. The course of air force engagement is charted annually at the Pacific 
Air Forces (PACAF)-IAF Executive Steering Group, and several subject matter expert exchanges 
and exchanges are conducted annually on topics such as airfield engineering, intelligence, weapons 
and tactics, and flight safety.

Special Operations Forces (SOF): U.S. SOF interacts with Indian SOF through Joint Combined 
Exchange Training (JCET) events, incorporated as part of Service-sponsored exercises MALA-
BAR, YUDH ABHYAS, and COPE INDIA. VARJA PRAHAR is the SOF-exclusive exercise with 
India. It focuses on advanced rifle marksmanship, combat marksmanship, close-quarters combat, 
helicopter insertion, medical evacuation, combined mission planning, and scenario-based mis-
sions.

Operational Cooperation
The United States and India have partnered closely on HA/DR. We have incorporated disaster 
relief scenarios and elements into existing exercises and have established a working group to 
coordinate disaster relief activities more effectively. In 2005, we introduced the U.S.-India Disaster 
Response Initiative to spur greater training and engagement to prepare for combined responses to 
future disasters in the Indian Ocean Region.
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Additionally, the U.S. Navy and Indian Navy have cooperated operationally on four separate occa-
sions: security by the Indian Navy for U.S. ships transiting the Strait of Malacca after 9/11; disaster 
relief efforts after the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004-2005; noncombatant evacuation operations in 
Lebanon in 2006; and counter-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden since 2008.

Defense Trade, Personnel Exchanges, and Armaments Cooperation
Defense Sales: The United States remains committed to being a reliable and transparent defense 
supplier to India. Since 2002, India has signed more than 20 Foreign Military Sales (FMS) cases 
for defense articles and services such as C-17 and C-130J aircraft, TPQ-37 radars, Self- Protection 
Suites (SPS) for VVIP aircraft, specialized tactical equipment, Harpoon missiles, Sensor-Fuzed 
Weapons, and carrier flight and test pilot school training. In less than a decade, and starting at zero, 
we have seen the FMS program grow to a combined total case value of approximately $6 billion.

Defense sales provide the Indian military with capabilities that mutually support both our 
nations’ strategic priorities. Additionally, we view defense sales as a mechanism to enable new 
training and exchange opportunities between our militaries. The last five years have given us sev-
eral opportunities to reach a new level of interaction between our militaries through defense trade. 
The C-130Js delivered beginning in February 2011 are the first U.S. military aircraft to have been 
delivered to India in half a century and have already been successfully employed to provide critical 
humanitarian assistance following an earthquake in Sikkim in September 2011. As part of that 
sale, the U.S. Air Force (USAF) trained more than 100 Indian Air Force personnel—including pi-
lots, loadmasters, and maintenance staff. Once the C-17 contract is fulfilled, India will operate the 
second largest fleet of C-17s in the world. The former USS TRENTON, which was transferred to 
the Indian Navy in 2007 and christened the INS JALASHWA, has helped the Indian Navy expand 
its amphibious and expeditionary warfare capabilities.

The United States and India continue to seek ways to educate each other on our respective 
procurement and acquisition systems to enable further compatibility. We are working to find ways 
to adopt processes that will improve efficiency and make it easier for us to cooperate on defense 
trade. Over the past seven years, we have sent mobile training teams to India to present courses 
on the FMS process. U.S. defense personnel also participated in international acquisition seminars 
hosted by think tanks affiliated with the Indian Ministry of Defence.

Personnel Exchanges: Relationship building between U.S. and Indian defense personnel is one 
of DoD’s highest priorities for the U.S.-India defense relationship. To take one example, the U.S. 
and Indian Air Forces currently maintain a standing T-38/Kiran instructor pilot exchange between 
Columbus Air Force Base, Mississippi and AFS Hakimpet in Hyderabad, India. We pursue many 
other personnel exchange opportunities to help build the foundation and connections essential for 
a robust partnership. Towards this end, the International Military Education and Training (IMET) 
program is a useful tool. The FY 2010 and FY 2011 IMET programs focused on exchange pro-
grams to enhance familiarity with each country’s armed forces, strengthen professionalism, and 
facilitate cooperation during bilateral exercises and strategy discussions. Courses included Army 
War College, Air Command and Staff College, Naval Staff College, International Officer Prepa-
ration, the Judge Advocate Staff Officer course, and training in medical services, aircraft main-
tenance and maritime search/rescue. Additionally, the Asia Pacific Center for Security Studies 
(APCSS) has hosted more than 200 military and civilian Indian participants across all ministries. 
India has also established an APCSS alumni association.
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Armaments Cooperation: Armaments cooperation is another key component of our defense 
engagement with India. India’s capabilities in technology are rapidly improving, particularly in the 
private sector. In the defense sector, India has over fifty defense laboratories in the Defence Re-
search and Development Organisation (DRDO), presenting opportunities for collaboration over 
a broad range of defense technologies and systems. Naval Postgraduate School and DRDO are 
implementing a letter of agreement signed in February 2011 establishing an educational exchange 
program and joint research project program.

To date, acquisition and technology cooperation between India and the United States has 
been primarily in the exchange of science and technology (S&T) information and collaboration in 
S&T projects. Some areas of current cooperation include power and energy, micro-aerial vehicles, 
situational awareness, energetics, and human effectiveness. The progress that has been made in 
armaments cooperation between the United States and India is notable, especially when compared 
to similar relationships with other countries, and given the relatively short time that the U.S.-India 
defense relationship has been developing.

II. Enhancing U.S.-India Security Cooperation
Over the next five years, we will continue to build the support structures necessary to ensure the 
maturation of a robust and mutually beneficial defense relationship with India in the Asia-Pacific 
and globally. We will advance the defense relationship by deepening people-to-people ties through 
continued military-to-military engagements, implementing agreed upon cooperation and pursu-
ing new avenues of collaboration with particular emphasis on maritime security and counterter-
rorism activities, and expanding defense trade and armaments cooperation.

Bolstering Military-to-Military Engagements
Combined Exercises: We plan to conduct increasingly complex joint and combined exercises with a 
focus on counterterrorism, maritime security, and HA/DR across all of the Services. Additionally, 
we will work together to convert the skills attained during these exercises into practical coopera-
tion and action. As we continue to expand operational coordination in the Indian Ocean, we 
should continue to seek opportunities to exercise multilaterally with partners in the region. These 
habits of cooperation could facilitate timely responses to crises, such as those often triggered in the 
region by natural disasters.

Personnel Exchanges and Training: The relationships between our military personnel are strong 
and will continue to grow over the five-year horizon. At the 2011 DPG, both countries agreed to 
exchange lists of possible personnel exchange and training opportunities to help expand people-to-
people ties between our military leaders at all levels. To that end, the United States is looking for ways 
to expand the formal Personnel Exchange Program for India across all of the Services. To maximize 
exchange and training opportunities offered by India, the United States will also seek to expand the 
number of U.S. officers regularly attending Indian Professional Military Education Schools, as well as 
other Indian military professional development schools. The objective is to increase the number of 
service personnel in each country who understand their Indian or U.S. counterparts.



s. amer latif   | 59

Implementing Cooperation on Maritime Security and 
Counterterrorism
As our robust exercise slate and ongoing operational cooperation demonstrate, some of the most 
promising U.S.-India defense cooperation takes place in the maritime domain. As we look to build 
on our successes, we will work together to ensure that we actualize the cooperation already agreed 
upon in the 2006 Indo-U.S. Framework for Maritime Security Cooperation. Deepening maritime se-
curity cooperation with India holds great potential over the next five years across a range of issues, 
including, but not limited to, maritime domain awareness, countering piracy, and HA/DR.

On the counterterrorism front, the United States continues to focus on al-Qa’ida and other 
terrorist threats that emanate from South Asia. For some of these groups, particularly Lashkar-e-
Tayyiba (LT), India remains the primary target. LT’s activities continue to threaten U.S. interests 
and South Asian regional stability. Therefore, we will continue to follow the guidance of our Na-
tional Strategy for Counterterrorism which calls for joining with key partners, like India, to share 
the burdens of our common security goals. In doing so, we will seek to expand counterterrorism 
cooperation with India, and our current special operations engagements in the region will con-
tinue to focus on the mutually beneficial ways in which we can enhance each other’s capabilities.

In both instances, DoD will work with the State Department and other interagency colleagues 
as appropriate to work with India in the emerging Asian regional security architecture and other 
multilateral forums, such as the ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Meeting-Plus.

Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA): The United States would like to continue to work with 
India to improve our capabilities to identify threats in the maritime domain. We will continue to 
establish processes and capabilities to fuse information, especially across U.S. Combatant Com-
mand seams. Initiatives are already underway between the U.S. Navy and Indian Navy on MDA, 
and we will continue to look for ways to expand MDA information exchanges.

Countering Piracy: India’s capability and capacity to participate in counter-piracy operations 
has been demonstrated consistently during the annual MALABAR exercise and in its counterpi-
racy operations off its west coast. The United States appreciates India’s deployment of naval vessels 
to support counter-piracy operations through the SHADE (Shared Awareness and Deconfliction) 
mechanism. We will increasingly seek Indian participation and leadership in external operations 
or exercises related to interdiction, piracy, and port access. The United States appreciates India’s 
continued contribution to the counter-piracy mission in the western Indian Ocean and will sup-
port India’s leadership role in regional counter-piracy efforts.

Humanitarian Assistance/Disaster Response and Relief (HA/DR): In the next five years, the 
United States will continue to request India’s participation in future PACIFIC PARTNERSHIP 
missions, the annual U.S. Pacific Fleet HA/DR event in the USPACOM area of responsibility. 
Indian inclusion would provide an opportunity to apply HA/DR lessons learned in other forums 
to a humanitarian civil assistance scenario with overlapping skill set requirements, and prepare for 
combined operations in an actual HA/DR event.

Naval and Coast Guard Cooperation: The U.S. Navy would like to work with the Indian Navy 
to improve capabilities to perform higher-end, operational missions in the Indian Ocean region 
as the strategic context dictates. Naval aviation, both maritime surveillance and carrier, provides 
immediate opportunities for this type of cooperation. Amphibious operations is another viable 
area in which to increase cooperation and capabilities. We could also exchange information on 
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future capacity building plans during defense bilateral meetings to ensure regional capacity build-
ing efforts with third countries are complementary. The United States supports a strong U.S. Coast 
Guard–Indian Coast Guard relationship.

Counterterrorism: The 2010 Counterterrorism Cooperation Initiative opened the door for 
increased cooperation and collaboration on counterterrorism (CT) issues. We will continue to 
seek greater cooperation in information-sharing activities as well as in our training, exercises, and 
exchanges between CT specialists and on CT capabilities. USPACOM seeks to increase its Joint 
Combined Exchange Training exercises with India. Additionally, USPACOM will continue to train 
higher-ranking officers through the Combating Terrorism Fellowship Program (CTFP), which, 
in FY11, succeeded in training two dozen Indian officers during various CT-related courses and 
seminars.

Expanding Defense Trade and Armaments Cooperation
Over the next five years, the United States will continue to establish itself as a reliable defense 
supplier to India and look for opportunities to enable further training and exchanges between our 
militaries as India continues its military modernization. The Department of Defense, along with 
the Departments of State and Commerce, will advocate for U.S. solutions to Indian defense needs. 
We recognize that India is also seeking to build its own indigenous defense industry, and is look-
ing for the best technologies to use in its defense sector. The United States wants to develop deeper 
defense industrial cooperation with India, including a range of cooperative research and develop-
ment activities. The United States is committed to providing India with top-of-the-line technology.

III.  Joint Strike Fighter and Potential  
Co-Development of Military Weapons Systems

The Department of Defense is continually looking for ways to expand defense cooperation with 
India. We are seeking opportunities for increased science and technology cooperation that may 
lead to co-development opportunities with India as a partner.

India has demonstrated its interest in upgrading its inventory of fighter aircraft. It intends to 
purchase 126 medium multi-role combat aircraft and is working with Russia on the development 
of the Sukhoi/HAL Fifth Generation Fighter Aircraft (FGFA). The U.S. F-16 and F-18 competed, 
but were not down-selected, in the Medium Multi-Role Combat Aircraft (MMRCA) competition 
in April 2011. Despite this setback, we believe U.S. aircraft, such as the Joint Strike Fighter (JSF), 
to be the best in the world. Should India indicate interest in the JSF, the United States would be 
prepared to provide information on the JSF and its requirements (infrastructure, security, etc.) to 
support India’s future planning.

The United States has taken many steps in recent years to facilitate science and technology and 
research and development cooperation with India. In so doing, we have signaled our unambiguous 
intent to pursue cooperative opportunities on increasingly sophisticated systems. As our relation-
ship continues to mature, we expect co-development of armaments to become a reality.
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U.S.-Commanding General, USARPAC
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