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India’s Defense Policy under Modi
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India has one of the largest military establish-
ments in the world. Yet, by all accounts, it remains
archaic in its organization, equipment, and doc-
trine. In its last major overhaul in the 1980s, India
had depended on the erstwhile Soviet Union to
equip its forces. “Friendship prices” as well as
the Soviet desire to find friends in the wake of the
Soviet Union’s ill-fated invasion of Afghanistan
enabled the Indian military to stand tall, prompt-
ing Time magazine to do a cover story on “Super
India: The Next Military Power” in April 1989.

Such talk receded in the ensuing decade as the
Indian Army got embroiled for decades in dealing
with insurgencies in Punjab, the northeast, and
Jammu and Kashmir, even while maintaining a
deterrent posture against Pakistan in the west and
China in the north. The Soviet collapse created its
own set of difficulties for India in maintaining its
own forces and defense research, development,
and production capacities never quite matured.
India has long held the dubious distinction of
being a major importer of defense equipment.
However, because its governments have always
maintained a tight control over its defense expen-
diture, modernization of its forces never quite
caught up with their needs.

Today, as in the past, nuclear-armed China
and Pakistan loom large as India’s primary

adversaries, even as its military continues to
grapple with a Pakistan-supported insurgency in
Jammu and Kashmir. The difference is that it is

a China whose own military has grown by giant
strides in the last two decades, even as the rela-
tionship between Pakistan and China has deep-
ened. Given India’s geography, its defense has
both continental and oceanic responsibilities. In
the west, north, and northeast, it confronts China,
but its oceanic location enables it to play the pivot
of the United States (US)-led Indo-Pacific strat-
egy, which too is directed at China.

In the Modi era, India is making a concerted effort
to modernize its military organization and indus-
try and restructure its higher command system to
bring it to world standards. Even though it is still
overwhelmingly equipped with ex-Soviet or Russian
systems, it is making a concerted effort to develop
its own industry. This time, the US has emerged as
an ally and preferred source of technology.

BACKGROUND

One of the first moves of the government headed
by Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru at the time of
independence was to assert civilian supremacy
within the government. As part of this effort, he
excluded the British-era commander-in-chief
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(C-in-C) from the Cabinet and insisted that all
communications and decisions be routed through
civilian officials of the Ministry of Defense.

The next item on the government’s agenda was
to insulate it from the possibility of intervention
by the man on horseback. This was a time when
many newly independent countries like Egypt,
Iran, Burma, and Pakistan had coups that over-
threw their civilian governments.

In his outstanding study on the Indian military

and the state, Steven I. Wilkinson has shown that
beginning in the 1950s, higher defense manage-
ment in the country was deliberately structured
“to minimise the risk of military intervention in
politics.” Lamentably, he observed at the time his
study was published in 2015 that there had been
no major change, even though such strategies
were seen “as an increasing drag on the country’s
military efficiency and antiterrorist strategies.””
The structures of the 1950s and 1960s included
keeping the military out of defense planning, a
lack of integrated civil-military structures for com-
mand and control and integrated intelligence
gathering, and a Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) to
promote integrated military solutions.

Reforms were carried out in the organization of
the Indian Army, the Indian Navy, and the Indian
Air Force, also known as the “Services,” in the
wake of the disastrous war with China in 1962.2
New geographical and functional commands were
set up through the 1960s and 1970s. Geographical
commands defined an area of responsibility, the
northern, eastern, or southern part of the country,
while functional commands dealt with some spe-
cialized area, say, logistics or training.

However, in essence the army has until today
largely retained its organizational structure

of battalions (750-1,000 soldiers), brigades
(8,000-5,000), divisions (9,000-15,000), and corps
(40,000-60,000), which are distributed to five

geographical commands (the eastern, western,
northern, southern, and central), a later south-
western command, and a training command.

In the 1970s and 1980s, there was consider-

able thinking on the need to modernize the
Indian Army’s organization and doctrine. Many of
these ideas eventually gave rise to what is called
the Army Plan 2000. This envisaged a massive
mechanization effort that would see the entire
army being reorganized into strike formations,
the Reorganised Army Plains Infantry Divisions
(RAPIDS) and the Reorganised Army Mountain
Infantry Divisions (RAMIDS). But India’s economic
travails and the collapse of the Soviet Union, which
would have provided the equipment, led to a fail-
ure of this effort.®

The poor experience of the military mobiliza-

tion against Pakistan, in the 2001-02 Operation
code-named Parakram (strength), following the
December 2001 terrorist attack on Parliament, con-
vinced the army to come up with a new offensive
doctrine called the Cold Start. Developed in 2004, it
aimed at smaller-scale, swift, and decisive conven-
tional operations against Pakistan.* The army also
began to speak of reorganization into Integrated
Battle Groups (IBGs), somewhere between a divi-
sion and a brigade in size, to execute its plans. But
the idea really bore fruit only by 2018.5

Over time, the Indian military has divided its
responsibilities into fourteen geographical and
three functional commands, in addition to the
Tri-Service Andaman and Nicobar Command
and the Strategic Forces Command responsible
for the command and control of the country’s
nuclear arsenal. This has made operational
planning difficult. For example, the eastern army
command is headquartered in Kolkata, some
900 kilometers away by road from the eastern
naval command in Visakhapatnam and over
1,000 kilometers from the eastern air force
command at Shillong.
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But along with restructuring its organizational
attributes and command boundaries, India
needed to simultaneously reform its higher
command system, which was also archaic and
unwieldy, encouraging commanders to work
along service-specific silos.

REFORMING HIGHER COMMAND

The notion of appointing a Chief of Defence Staff,
to enhance what the Indian military called “joint-
ness” in its organization, had been discussed for
quite some time as other militaries pushed ahead
with integration of their command structures.

India’s most serious reform effort—the Group of
Ministers (GOM) report of 2001—recommended
the appointment of a CDS but postponed the
implementation of the measure. Another report
in 2012 by the Naresh Chandra Committee also
approved the idea of a CDS by another name—
the permanent chairman of the Chiefs of Staff
Committee—but little came of this.

A major recommendation of the GOM in 2001
was to create a Tri-Service Andaman and Nicobar
Command to deal with the security of these
eastern islands of India that lie at the head of

the strategic Malacca Straits. This command

was created in 2002 and was meant to serve as

a model that could be applied elsewhere. The
GOM also created a new Integrated Defence Staff
(IDS) organization to serve under the CDS. Along
with this it also created the tri-service Defense
Intelligence Agency (DIA) aimed at centralizing
the electronic intelligence assets of the three
services. Another tri-service command came up
in early 2003 when the government revealed its
nuclear weapons policy through a press release
that also announced the creation of a Strategic
Forces Command (SFC).? All these new entities
needed the leading role of the CDS, who was yet
to be appointed. The GOM saw the CDS as the
natural leader of the reformed higher command

system, one who could have the authority to coor-
dinate the different Services and commands.

It was only in 2019 that Prime Minister Narendra
Modi cut the Gordian knot and declared that he
would appoint a Chief of Defence Staff for the
Indian military. This was accompanied by the cre-
ation of a Department of Military Affairs (DMA) and
an alteration of the government’s allocation of busi-
ness rules to bring the military into the Department
of Defence instead of viewing it as an “attached
office.” The CDS would concurrently also be the
secretary of the DMA.

QUEST OF TECHNOLOGICAL
INDEPENDENCE

Along with the issues of command and control,
change was also needed in the technological
capacity of the Indian military. In its own way, it
was as archaic as the higher command system.
Being technologically autonomous was an impor-
tant aspiration for the newly independent India.

As a British colony, India was technologically depen-
dent on the United Kingdom for almost all defense
supplies. For immediate military requirements, the
British had established a number of ordnance facto-
ries in India to produce gunpowder and some mili-
tary hardware like ammunition and rifles, fuses, and
detonators. World War Il lent some impetus to their
upgrade to produce more sophisticated explosives
and products, but in the main their output related to
small arms, field guns, ammunition, explosives, and
clothing. And associated with them were various
kinds of steels and castings and containers.

THE DEFENCE RESEARCH AND
DEVELOPMENT ORGANIZATION
(DRDO)

The DRDO, the premier official defense research
and development agency, was formed in 1958
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by amalgamating existing technical institutions
that had a nucleus of some ten laboratories and
functioned as the research arm of the Ministry of
Defence (MOD). But over time it grew into a net-
work of forty-one laboratories that work in a range
of areas like aeronautics, armaments, electron-
ics, combat vehicles, special materials, advanced
computing, naval systems, and missiles.

In the 1960s, as India sought to modernize its
military to meet the Chinese challenge, it took
recourse by making a number of products through
licensed manufacture of vehicles (Japan and West
Germany), tanks and warships (United Kingdom),
and assault rifles (Belgium).

India began to develop the HF-24 Marut, a fighter,
in the mid-1950s at the Hindustan Aeronautics
Ltd. (HAL) with the help of a German designer,
Dr. Kurt Tank, and it first flew in 1961, the first
supersonic fighter in Asia outside the Soviet
Union. But the project ran out of steam for the
want of an effective engine. In 1961, India pur-
chased the MiG-21 fighter from the Soviet Union
and soon began its license manufacture.”

In the case of the navy, India acquired the British
Leander-class frigates, which were built beginning
in 1966 onward by Mazgaon Dockyards, Mumbai,
the first major warship to be built in India after a
long time. Based on the Leander experience, the
Mazgaon Dockyards indigenously developed the
Godavari class frigates from the late 1970s onward,
and ships of this class served the navy until 2022.8

THE DRDO FINDS ITS FEET: 1980s-2000s

By the 1980s, the Defence Research and
Development (DRDO) laboratories had gained
confidence and initiated a number of ambitious
schemes. Political turbulence in the 1970s had
delayed decisions, but things got underway in
the early 1980s with three ambitious projects—a
Main Battle Tank (MBT) project, a Light Combat
Aircraft (LCA) project, and an Integrated Guided

Missile Development Programme (IGMDP). India
self-consciously sought to develop these as indig-
enous projects, though it did seek consultancy
and technical assistance from abroad. The IGMDP
had within it four key elements, a surface-to-
surface missile named Prithvi (earth), an interme-
diate range ballistic missile Agni (fire), an antitank
missile Nag (cobra), and a surface-to-air missile
Akash (sky). The first two of these were linked to
its then clandestine nuclear weapons program.

On the naval side, after inducting a number of war-
ships and submarines from the Soviet Union, India
initiated a project in 1980 for the licensed manu-
facture of a conventional submarine of German
design. India also began work on a nuclear-
propelled submarine and a submarine-launched
ballistic missile Sagarika (born in the seas) for
which the government sought Soviet assistance.

In all these instances there were important tech-
nological gaps that India hoped to fill gradually.
Primarily, the gaps were related to weapons sys-
tems, missiles, and sensors. But the biggest weak-
ness was India’s inability to design and develop
effective engines, for either the tank or the LCA
despite considerable expenditure of both time and
money.

All these developments were taking place in the
context of a larger effort that India was making in
trying to develop technology in a range of strate-
gic areas like nuclear power and space. However,
with its nuclear test of 1974, it came under Western
sanctions and found that many doors to tech-
nology that were heretofore open had begun to
shut. As the US tightened technology restric-
tions against the erstwhile Soviet Union, a new
category of restrictions on dual-use technologies
also kicked in, making India’s task harder.

But by the mid-1980s, after another bout of Soviet
acquisitions, the course of India’s defense indus-
trial policy had been set and has lasted to this
day. This involved the use of foreign technology
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wherever needed, even while encouraging steady
import substitution and indigenization. This was a
slow-motion project, and the MBT was inducted
into service in 2011, along with the LCA (renamed
as Tejas [brilliance]), the Akash surface-to-air mis-
sile in 2015, and the Nag antitank missile only

in 2020. More successful were the ballistic mis-
siles some of which had come into service in the
1990s. An ambitious effort to build an indigenous
jet engine to power the LCA failed, and India took
advantage of the opening to the US during the Rajiv
Gandhi-Ronald Reagan years to get an American
commitment for the supply of the General Electric
GE-404 engine, which powers the aircraft today.

The length of time taken ensured that the prod-
ucts were less than state of the art, and the mili-
tary were not particularly impressed by them. The
DRDO had not, for example, been able to deliver
a single unmanned aerial vehicle that had been
inducted into service. Even the assault rifle it had
made proved to be less than satisfactory and was
abandoned.

Though India continued to import its weapons
systems from Russia, it looked to the West, and
especially the US, Germany, France, the UK, and
Israel, to enhance its domestic technology capac-
ity. Improved relations with the US in the 2000s
resulted in the progressive removal of sanctions on
India in both the conventional and nuclear areas.

The result of the long endeavor was that India
built up a significant arms industry through the
efforts and investments it had made since the
1950s. It had developed its own design and devel-
opment capacity in major areas like combat jets,
helicopters, warships, and armored vehicles.

MODI'S DEFENCE CHALLENGE

THE CRISIS

Yet by the time Modi came to power in 2014,
the defense sector was in a multidimensional

crisis of sorts, which is best brought out by the
Parliament’s Standing Committee’s report on the
Demands for Grants for the 2018-19 budget. Its
basic thrust was that the money being provided by
the government for defense was inadequate.®

As it is, the Indian Air Force (IAF) strength was
down to thirty-one squadrons, versus the forty-
two it had been sanctioned. As for the army, the
Standing Committee noted that over the years,
it had accumulated substantial deficiencies
“because adequate attention has been lacking
both in terms of policy and budget for moderniz-
ing the ageing armoury.” As for the navy, its share
of the budget was witnessing a steady decline
over the years resulting in a decline of its force
levels.l°

Perhaps the most telling was Indian Army Vice
Chief, Lieutenant General Sarath Chand’s com-
ment to the committee with regard to the army:
“Typically, any modern Armed Forces should
have one-third of forces, one-third of its equip-
ment in the vintage category, one-third in the cur-
rent category and one-third in the state of the art
category. As far as we are concerned, the state
today is 68 percent of our equipment is in the vin-
tage category, with just about 24 percent in the
current, and eight percent in the state of the art
category.”"

The defense industry, working through public-
sector units, essentially government-owned-and-
directed industries, continued to churn out tanks,
helicopters, and fighter aircraft, but a lot of this
was license production and there was a tendency
to overstate the levels of indigenization that had
been achieved.

The DRDO had designed and developed a range
of products such as missiles, a fighter aircraft,
and a main battle tank, yet the weakness of Indian
defense research and development (R&D) was
manifest. The products were less than state of the
art, and the military was not particularly happy
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about them and used imports to provide the cut-
ting edge of their arsenal.

THE RESOURCE CRUNCH

The bottom-line issue was the lack of adequate
resources to finance a military as large as India’s
and make it a modern technically proficient fight-
ing force. If one looks at the 2024-25 budget pre-
sented by the government in July 2024, matters
looked promising, but the underlying reality

has been more complex. The total allocation for
defense stands at 621 billion Indian rupees (INR)
(US$74.8 billion), which is slightly lower than the
figure of the Interim Budget presented in February.
Compared with the budgets of other ministries,
the allocation to the defense ministry is the high-
est, and its budget grew 4.79 percent from the
previous year. The budget allots 27.7 percent

of defense spending for capital; 14.8 percent

is earmarked for sustenance and operational
preparedness; 30.7 percent for pay and allow-
ances; 22.7 percent for pensions; and 4.2 percent
for civil organizations under the Ministry of
Defence.”? A special innovation was the provi-
sion of Rs 518 crore to the iDEX (Innovations for
Defence Excellence) scheme to support techno-
logical efforts of private-sector start-ups, small-
scale enterprises, and innovators.

Although this budget shows a steady increase in
defense outlays, a more detailed analysis reveals
a continuing problem. A Parliamentary Research
Service (PRS) analysis of the annual demand

for grants for 2023-24 revealed that the share

of defense expenditure in the budget has been
steadily declining. Between 2013-14 and 2023-24,
Union government expenditure has increased

at an annual rate of 11 percent while spending
on defense had increased at only at 9 percent.
Likewise, the defense spending as a percentage
of GDP has been going down, and in 2023-24 it
was 1.97 percent. Figures show that the alloca-
tion made to the defense ministry is lower than
what the military has sought. In 2022-23, it was

28 percent lower than what the armed forces had
wanted for their needs.”®

One of the problems that India confronted was on
account of defense pensions. Since 1976, India’s
terms of engagement of personnel, both military
and civilian, lengthened the tenure of service,
requiring the state to pay out pensions to the per-
sonnel. The pension bill started rising and in the
mid-1980s India stopped counting pensions as part
of the defense expenditure, though most analyses
continue to do so.

The PRS analysis also brought out the fact that
since 2014-15 and 2023-24, spending on defense
pensions had been consistently higher than

20 percent of the total defense budget. In fact, in
2019-20 and 2022-23, 26 percent of the defense
budgets were paid out as pensions.

This had, in turn, constrained the expenditure

that was needed as capital outlay for buying

new equipment and systems. This figure was

32 percent of the budget in 2014-15 but had gone
down to 29 percent in 2023-24. In the 2024-25
interim budget, it is 27.67 percent. This persuaded
the government to undertake a sweeping reform
of its recruitment system through what is known as
the Agnipath (path of fire) scheme in 2022, which
we will discuss below.

The Modi government was conscious of the
tasks it had at hand. These related to modern-
izing the military’s equipment, its organization,
and its higher command-and-control structure.
An important adjunct of this was to deal with the
pension system, which was consuming an uncon-
scionable amount of resources that could have
been employed for the forces’ modernization.
There were interlocked issues here. Modernizing
the military’s equipment merely by imports was
simply not possible; India was already import-
ing a substantial amount of its requirement

at great cost. So the government needed to
urgently reform India’s defense industrial sector
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to promote greater indigenization of production
as well.

The government adopted a draconian approach
in all these areas, by appointing a CDS in 2019,
overhauling the defense acquisition procedure
in 2020, resorting to banning a large number of
products from import, even while encouraging
domestic production and R&D, and drastically
altering the recruitment system of the military in
2022 to stem the outflow on the pension head in
the budget. Simultaneously, it reached out to the
United States and Western countries to enhance
the technological quality of its forces.

THE MODI REFORMS

APPOINTING A CHIEF OF DEFENCE STAFF

Prime Minister Modi took the country by surprise
when he announced in his Independence Day
speech of 2019 that in the interests of doing away
with the fragmented command system, the coun-
try would have a Chief of Defence Staff to provide
the three forces with “effective leadership at the
top level.”

This decision was given effect through a meeting
of the Cabinet Committee on Security (CCS) on
December 24, 2019, when simultaneously it was
announced that the CDS would also wear a bureau-
cratic hat as the head of a DMA within the MOD.'®

As the chief of the DMA, he would be the sec-
retary of the fifth department of the MOD. His
primary task would be to supervise and regulate
the functioning of the three Services and their
headquarters and procurement for the military,
barring big-ticket items that fall under the cat-
egory of capital acquisitions. Until that point, the
MOD had four departments: the Department of
Defence, the Department of Defence Production,
the Department of Research and Development,
and the Department of Ex-Servicemen’s Welfare.
The DMA was added as the fifth entity in the MOD.

The DMA’s second major task that was linked

to the tasks laid out for the CDS was to promote
“jointness” in procurement, training, and staffing
of the three Services, facilitate the restructuring of
the military commands to effect integration, and
promote the use of indigenous equipment by the
military.

Though the rank of the CDS would be the same
as that of the existing Service chiefs, he would
be primus inter pares as the permanent chair-
man of the Chiefs of Staff Committee and be the
“Principal Military Advisor” to the defence minis-
ter on all tri-service matters.'®

The creation of the DMA was aimed at meeting
the long-standing demand of the Services that
they be integrated into the MOD system instead
of being treated as “Attached Offices.” This was
a major step in conveying that the armed forces
could be trusted to manage themselves. A day
earlier, on December 30, 2019, the government
had announced that General Bipin Rawat, who
was the current army chief, had been appointed
as the first CDS.

At the same time, the government also modified
its Allocation of Business Rules (AOBR) to list the
subjects that would be handled by the new DMA.
What was interesting was what the DMA would not
do. It would not make “defense policy” and would
not be involved in capital acquisitions.

At the Department of Defence, the administra-
tive head was the defence secretary, who would
remain the person responsible for the “Defence
of India and every part thereof, including defence
policy and preparation for defence and all such
acts as may be conducive in times of war to its
prosecution and after its termination to effective
demobilization.”"

The new CDS, General Rawat, saw his principal
task as that of promoting jointness through the
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creation of theater commands. However, he faced
considerable resistance, in part because of the
way he handled the issue. He mooted the notion
of reducing the seventeen commands to five
integrated theater commands by 2023. A major
problem was that there was resistance from within
the Services themselves. One of the issues was
the status of the three-star commanders whose
commands would be crunched into unified com-
mands. No one wanted to lose the authority and
prestige of being a commander-in-chief of a
command.

The second problem was the IAF, which by its
very nature can deploy its assets at great speed
across the country and which realized that given
its depleting numbers, it would end up thinly
spread out among the emerging new theater
commands, lowering its authority vis-a-vis other
services. General Rawat compounded the IAF’s
worries by declaring that the air force was nothing
but a support arm for the army, akin to the engi-
neers and artillery.’® Unfortunately, Rawat died in
a tragic accident on December 8, 2021, having
completed just two years of his tenure.

The issue of theaterization—replacing exist-

ing and geographical commands with theater
commands—was allowed to drift and a new CDS
was only appointed nine months after Rawat’s
passing in September 2022 when Lieutenant
General Anil Chauhan, an officer who had
already retired, was promoted to the rank of
general and appointed to the office.

REFORMING RECRUITMENT: THE
AGNIPATH (PATH OF FIRE) SCHEME

No one is clear as to who is the real author of the
Agnipath recruitment scheme under which the old
system of recruitment of personnel was done away
with. The scheme was announced in June 2022,
six months after death of the first CDS, Bipin
Rawat, and three months before the appointment
of the second, Lieutenant General Chauhan.

Under this scheme, an Agniveer (fire warrior) would
be recruited between the ages of seventeen and
twenty-one (now modified to twenty-three), and
she or he would serve for four years and there-
after leave with a severance package. Twenty-

five percent of these “retirees” would be offered
reenlistment for a further period of fifteen years
and more and presumably be entitled to a pen-
sion. The bulk of the Agniveers, 75 percent of them,
would be offered various government jobs where
they would be entitled to preferential recruitment.

The ostensible aim was to provide the armed forces
with a young and tech-savvy profile, but it was clear
that it was mooted with a view of tackling the pen-

sion “problem” dogging Indian defense spending.”®

The government has denied by anything else
other than the need for a younger and more
technology-oriented profile of the military. In ret-
rospect, the government needed to be up front
about the fact that it was indeed motivated by the
public finance aspects of the scheme.

Pranay Kotasthane of the think tank Takshashila
Institution has noted that the pension issue

is such that even if defense expenditure were
increased to 3 percent of the GDP, it would not
make a dent on the resource crunch. However, he
says, “over the long term” the Agnipath scheme
“has the potential to reduce the pension burden
substantially. But it will not make much of an
impact in the short term, and benefits will only
accrue after 15 years or so0.”?0

However, there are other issues beyond sav-
ings that raise questions about the utility of the
scheme. Given the levels of education and the
problems in employment, it is unlikely that an
Agniveer would acquire any salable skills. A
respected former chairman of the Chiefs of Staff
Committee Admiral Arun Prakash has noted that
while it may have been useful for the army where
infantry personnel are not too much into tech-
nology, it would be a major problem for the air
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force and the navy where “at least 5-6 years are
required before a new entrant can acquire enough
hands-on experience to be entrusted with the
operation or maintenance of lethal weapons sys-
tems and complex machinery and electronics.”?

THE AGNIVEER EXPERIENCE

Meanwhile, the Agniveer recruitment process has
gotten underway. Reports suggest that in the first
intake the army has taken 80,000 personnel, the
navy around 3,000, and the air force around 2,700.
The overall intake is capped at 175,000 personnel
until 2026. In the first four years, intake of recruits
will be 46,000 per year, in the fifth year it will be
90,000, and in the sixth year 125,000.22

Typically, some 60,000 personnel retire from the
army every year and there was no recruitment

for three years during the COVID-19 period. The
Agniveer intake will not be able to make up for the
reduction in numbers until 2026. The army does not
provide details of its manpower holdings, but back-
of-the-envelope calculations would suggest that the
army may reduce its numbers by 300,000 by then.23

Some controversy arose over the scheme when, in
late 2023, former army chief general M. M. Naravane
said in his yet-to-be-published memoir that the
scheme was a “bolt out of the blue for the Navy
and the IAF,” that he had proposed a four-year
term only for the army, and that too with retaining
75 percent personnel and letting go 25 percent.
But the MOD reversed this, releasing 75 percent
and retaining only 25 percent.?

Just how the scheme will work remains to be
seen. In the general elections of 2024, the oppo-
sition parties criticized it and said they would
reverse it if they came to power. They were seek-
ing to take advantage of the resentment against
the scheme in the traditional recruitment areas

of the country where people felt cheated by the
offer of a mere four-year term of duty and that,
too, minus a pension. As a result of this, the armed

forces have carried out an internal review of the
scheme and suggested modifications, which have
not been disclosed as of now.25

NEW IMPETUS TO DEFENSE INDUSTRIAL
PRODUCTION

In May 2020, as a result of the global impact of
COVID, Prime Minister Modi announced a stimu-
lus package to promote Atmanirbhar Bharat
Abhiyaan, or Self-Reliant India. This was, in a way,
an extension for Modi’s first initiative for Make

in India that had been announced soon after he
came to power in 2014. Both were taken up by the
MOD, which initiated a major program for indi-
genization of defense production.

These have included institutional changes like
corporatizing the ordnance factories and policy
measures to promote indigenization and import
substitution. The Defence Acquisition Procedure
(DAP) was tweaked to prioritize domestic industry
over foreign sources. New entities such as the
iDEX (Innovations for Defence Excellence) have
been created to encourage start-ups and micro,
small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs).

As part of this strategy of promoting self-reliance,
in August 2020, the MOD developed an indigeniza-
tion portal, srijandefence.gov.in, that listed items
for indigenization that could be taken up by the
private sector. The initial list included some
6,590 items and currently some 32,000-plus

are listed.

At the heart of the defense reforms was the
revised Defence Acquisition Procedure (DAP)
2020 released in September 2020 whose main
thrust was to simplify the process of acquisition
and promote indigenous arms manufacturing.2®

In May 2021, the defense industries that had
been reserved for the public sector, were thrown
open to Indian private-sector participation up

to 100 percent. Indian companies could involve
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foreign direct investment (FDI) up to 26 percent

in this process. Later the FDI limit was raised to
49 percent. The private sector was now seen as
not merely a supplier of raw material, compo-
nents, and subsystems, but as a partner in the
manufacture of complete systems. To this end,
the government also finalized a security manual
that provided the rules and procedures relating to
access, use, and transmission of classified infor-
mation for private players.? This was an important
lacuna preventing private individuals from being
involved in classified projects.

Indian industry, both public and private, was
encouraged to design, develop, and manufacture
defense products under the Make in India proce-
dure; provisions to provide financial assistance for
prototype development were also incorporated.
The DAP has been designed to encourage foreign
manufacturers to set up shop in India to make
products, assemblies, or subassemblies. It also
seeks to encourage foreign companies to set up
maintenance, repair, and overhaul (MRO) facilities
in India to be operated by their Indian subsidiaries.

The DAP was also linked to a 2018 initiative for
Innovations for Defence Excellence (iDEX), which
was created to encourage innovation and tech-
nology development in the Indian industry, par-
ticularly smaller industries, start-ups, individual
innovators, R&D institutes, and academia. iDEX is
funded by the Defence Innovation Organisation
(DIO), which was created by two premier defense
public-sector units, Hindustan Aeronautics Ltd.
and Bharat Electronics Ltd.?®

With a view of attracting the attention of start-ups
and innovators and medium- and small-scale
industries, the iDEX started a system of Defence
India Startup Challenges (DISC) for which they
offered small grants to those selected by them.
Some twenty-eight challengers were accepted
from a list of five hundred applications for the first
challenge. They dealt with a range of problem

issues from secure communications, networks,
and artificial intelligence (Al) in logistics.?® The

DISC is now on its eleventh iteration, and in the
meantime, its success has led to an increase of
the grant amount to 100 million INR.

FORCED INDIGENIZATION

The government has also doubled down on a
policy of forced indigenization that was initi-
ated by the DAP 2020. A series of lists have been
announced laying out timelines within which the
military will exclusively source the listed items
from domestic manufacturers. The first Positive
Indigenization List (PILs) was issued by the new
DMA in August 2020. It banned the import of

101 items ranging from artillery guns, corvettes,
transport aircraft, and light-combat helicopters.30

The DMA thereafter had promulgated four PlLs
comprising 411 military items. Separately the
Department of Defence Production (DDP) had
notified four PILs comprising 4,666 major subsys-
tems, spares, assemblies, and components pro-
duced by Defence Public Sector Units (DPSUs).%"
It needs to be pointed out that the MOD policy
accepts platforms as an Atmanirbhar Bharat
Abhiyaan project, even if it is built under Transfer
of Technology and if it has 50 percent indigenous
content. Thereby, many systems with signifi-

cant foreign content like light helicopters, next-
generation corvettes, antitank guided missiles,
and medium-range surface-to-air missiles are
classed as indigenous.

Many of the products in the lists such as war-
ships, Offshore Patrol Vessels, towed artillery
guns, bulletproof jackets, and helmets were
already being made in India. Take warships: out
of forty-one warships and submarines under
construction, thirty-nine are being made in India.
The fifth PIL was launched in October 2023 and
included complex systems, sensors, weapons,
and ammunition.
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INDUSTRIAL CORRIDORS

Another reform initiative was the creation of
Defence Industrial Corridors, one in the state of
Uttar Pradesh and the other in Tamil Nadu. The
target of the corridors was to develop the aero-
space and defense sector, and their aim is to
reduce dependence on imports.

The Tamil Nadu corridor was inaugurated in
January 2019. Tamil Nadu has a strong industrial
base and was an obvious choice for such a cor-
ridor. In Tamil Nadu, the effort will be to create
new defense production facilities and promote
clusters that can enhance defense exports. The
Uttar Pradesh corridor has been described as an
“aspirational” project by the Society of Defence
Manufacturers because the state is not too well
developed from the point of view of industry. The
corridor links the cities of Aligarh, Agra, Lucknow,
Kanpur, Chitrakoot, and Jhansi and is linked to a
larger project of the economic development of the
politically important state.32

The launch of the Make in India initiative has seen
a “remarkable” growth of the private sector and,
according to Laxman Behera, as of 2022-23 it had
captured about 20 percent of India’s total defense
production from the dominant DPSUs and the
Ordnance Factories (which have now been
corporatized).33

The big problem remains the bureaucratic
approach to acquisitions. Take the case of

the K-9 self-propelled howitzers. The army
received the first tranche of one hundred K-9s
from South Korea and assembled by the firm
Larsen and Toubro in February 2021. They
came with 80 percent indigenous work pack-
ages and above 50 percent indigenization by
value. The army needs a total of three hundred.
However, since then, no additional orders have
been placed and the assembly line is idle. Any
new order will come with enhanced costs. And
of course, the impact on security is another

matter.3* As of mid-2024, there is no news on
additional orders.

DEFENSE R&D

In a move to encourage domestic industry to take
up design and development, the 2022-23 defense
budget had within it a provision that would allo-
cate 25 percent of the R&D budget to industry.
Subsequently, the MOD identified eighteen areas
for industry-led design and development. Among
them were hypersonic glide vehicles, directed
energy weapons, lightweight tanks, electric pro-
pulsion for naval application, unmanned autono-
mous Al-based land robots, and so on.3°

In terms of plans and procedures, the Indian MOD
has created a formidable structure providing a
significant array of products for its military. What
remains to be seen is whether it can meet India’s
ambition to emerge as a self-sufficient country

in the area of designing and developing its own
defense products, and also become a significant
exporter of the same.

The real challenge here is to develop domestic
capabilities for design and manufacturing and not
just to assemble components from elsewhere.

As of now, license manufacturing accounts for

58 percent of Indian defense procurement.3¢

The annual reports of Stockholm International
Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) show that
despite a significant defense R&D and industrial
base, India remained a huge arms-importing
country. Its share of global arms imports was
9.1 percent in the 2014-18 period and it actually
went up to 9.8 percent in the 2020-23.%7

The fact that the reform measures have as yet
made little difference is evident from the fact

that the share of domestic production in capital
acquisition by the armed forces was 63 percent in
2014-15 and it was 64 percent in 2022-23, mean-
ing that there was little change.38
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The Indian defense industry has a large and varied
production base, but it lacks the capacity of
designing and manufacturing major systems, as
well as critical materials, assemblies, and subas-
semblies. A major reason for this is the lack of a
larger industrial ecosystem that can service the
defense segment. Despite its size, Indian acquisi-
tions are in numbers that do not always make it
worthwhile to invest in production facilities. There
are areas where imports are a cheaper and quicker
option. Instead of blanket “positive indigenization
lists,” it may be a better idea to determine in which
areas India can depend on reliable supply chains
and where it needs to set up its own facilities.

However, there can be little doubt that signifi-
cant problems lie within the realm of the DRDO,
India’s principal defense research organization, a
network of forty-one laboratories that deals with
everything from missiles to bulletproof jackets.
Its weaknesses relate to the overall problems of
Indian R&D, as well as inadequate budgets and
focus and an inability to take along the armed
forces in its planning and processes.

In August 2023, the government of India con-
stituted a nine-member committee headed by
Professor Vijay Raghavan, the former principal
scientific advisor to redefine the role of Defence
R&D and the DRDO. The committee report was
submitted in January 2024, and it has report-
edly recommended the creation of a Defence
Technology Council under the Prime Minister’s
Office with the defence minister and the national
security advisor as its members, along with two
members from academia and industry, to identify
suitable paths for specific technologies and also
supervise the DRDO.3°

A separate organization under the MOD—the
Department of Defence Science, Technology, and
Innovation (DDSTI)—would be created to promote
defense research and development in academic
and start-up ecosystems. It would also serve

as the secretariat of the Defence Technology
Council. The DRDQ'’s role would be limited

to research and development; they would not
develop prototypes or technologies themselves,
which would be done by the public- and private-
sector industry.4°

Not surprisingly, the committee report has met
with strong resistance within the DRDO, and its
senior scientists have submitted a dissent note
to the government. The MOD will now exam-
ine the various options and submit them to the
Prime Minister’s Office for the final decision.*!

ADDRESSING THE NEW DOMAINS

Despite the resource crunch and other pre-
occupations and priorities, the government
ensured that the military remained familiar with
new domains. In 2018, the Cabinet Committee
on Security approved the formation of three new
tri-service entities—the Defence Cyber Agency
(DCA), the Defence Space Agency (DSA), and the
Special Operations Division (SOD). The military
had wanted these as full-fledged commands, but
the government decided that that would be a step
too far at this stage.*?

In 2019, a few months after the DSA was estab-
lished, the government created a Defence Space
Research Organisation (DSRO) as an offshoot of
the parent Defence Research and Development
Organisation (DRDO). The DSRO'’s role was to find
and implement defense applications for India’s
spectrum of space technologies.*?

In October 2022, “Mission DefSpace” was launched
by Prime Minister Modi with seventy-five space
challenges (i.e., incentivized competitions) in the
areas of launch, satellite, communications, pay-
load, ground, and software systems. These are
aimed at the private sector, especially small indus-
tries and start-ups, and in this way the defense
space sector was opened to private industry.**
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Another development of the period was the
incipient steps taken to address the issue of

Al and its uses for defense. In February 2018,
the Department of Defence Production in the
MOD constituted a task force for Strategic
Implementation of Al for National Security and
Defence, headed by the chairman of the vast Indian
conglomerate Tata Sons, N. Chandrasekaran.
Based on the task force’s recommendations,
the MOD created a Defence Al Council, with the
defence minister as its chairman in 2019 as well
as an Defence Al Project Agency with a specific
annual budget.*®

In 2022, the Department of Defence Production
published a list of seventy-five priority projects
related to using Al for defense. This was seen as a
joint effort of the public and private sectors, as well
as research organizations and academic institu-
tions that had “helped create many unique techno-
logical products based on Al in the areas of data,
logistics, surveillance, weapons and many more."”®

REORGANIZATION 2022-23

Meanwhile, beyond the exotic high-tech domains,
the military still needed to respond to the shifts
and changes in relation to the basic military chal-
lenges it needs to deal with.

In May 2020, Chinese forces violated existing
agreements to mass themselves on the Indian
border in eastern Ladakh. They blocked Indian
access to certain areas of overlapping claims
that had hitherto been patrolled by both sides.
This led to a clash at Galwan, in the northwestern
region of Ladakh, resulting in the deaths of twenty
Indians and an unknown number of Chinese, the
first casualties in the border since 1975. This has
resulted in a major standoff between the two
countries that is still ongoing.*’

India ordered its | Strike Corps headquartered in
Mathura, south of New Delhi, to pivot away from

Pakistan toward China. This was the first signifi-
cant reorientation of the Indian Army’s defense
posture that had hitherto focused on Pakistan. In
2022, it also took steps that had been initiated fol-
lowing the failure of Operation Parakram in 2002,
to break its traditional “battalion-brigade-division-
corps” army organization. The idea was to create
agile and combined arms IBGs, larger than a bri-
gade (3,000 personnel), but smaller than a division
(12,000-15,000 personnel).*8

Chauhan, the new Chief of Defence Staff, has
taken a different approach to his primary task of
restructuring and reorganizing the Indian military
as such. He has made few public statements but
has worked in the background to move ahead
while building consensus. By mid-2024, he had
held some two dozen meetings with the three
Service chiefs and the chief of the Integrated
Defence Staff (IDS) to work out the parameters,
and now there is general agreement on the issue
of creating theater commands. Chauhan will now
seek approval from the new government later this
year and thereafter hopes to have a theater com-
mand framework in place in two or three years.

Reports suggest that the model, on which there is
“99 percent agreement,” will see the emergence
of a western, a northern, and a maritime theater
command to be headed by four-star officers. The
current Services’ chiefs, who are also four-star,
will henceforth be responsible for the provisioning
and training of their respective arms. There will
also be some other integrated functional com-
mands relating to logistics, training, cyber and
space, and intelligence, but they will be headed by
three-star officers.*®

Even before the creation of theater commands, a
great deal of work is being undertaken in the back-
ground to integrate a number of areas—logistics,
communications, systems, training facilities, and
so on. The approach taken by General Chauhan
was visible in a brainstorming conference held
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in April 2024, where the heads of the two exist-
ing tri-service Commands interacted with various
defense educational institutions like the National
Defence Academy, the Defence Services Staff
College, the College of Defence Management,
and the Military Institute of Technology, as well as
the heads of the armed forces Special Operations
Division, the Defence Space Agency, and the
Defence Cyber Agency. The aim was to promote
the joint operational culture, even while making it
clear that the uniqueness of each Service will not
be affected by the changes.?°

The government has passed an Inter-Services
Organization (Command, Control, and Discipline)
Bill in 20283 to standardize the legal mechanism for
command, control, and discipline across the three
Services, which is aimed at enabling the theateri-
zation process. Among the trickier issues that

still need to be dealt with is the process through
which there can be equalization of promotion
rates among the three Services, which vary hugely
in terms of their size. Finally, there will be a need
to establish a joint command structure in place of
the separate operations directorates of the three
Services.

There are likely to be no internal boundaries for
the theater commands whose operational roles
would be outside the country’s borders. Aerospace
assets will be spread across the country and dealt
with through the existing theater commands, and it
is likely that the first three theater commanders will
belong to the army, navy, and air force.®

Given all this, it is clear that at some stage, the CDS
would have to be introduced into the operational
command structure from which he is currently
excluded. In the structure outlined above, there

is need for someone to lead national operational
planning and coordinate the inter-theater command
and control, and this can only be done by whoso-
ever is in command of the joint command system.
Logically, this will have to be the CDS, who is cur-
rently the head of the Chiefs of Staff Committee.

This would, of course, affect his job as secre-
tary of the DMA since it would be too much of a
burden on a single person. The way out could be
the appointment of a vice-chief of Defence Staff
as the head of the DMA. Perhaps more structural
changes lie ahead.

THE FOREIGN CONNECTION

THE RUSSIA PROBLEM

Despite Herculean efforts toward creating a
domestic defense industry, India remains depen-
dent on foreign connections for some arms, spare
parts, and components. Another dependence is
in the geopolitical sphere where India confronts
the challenge of dealing with the currently vastly
superior Chinese People’s Liberation Army across
its land borders in the north and the Indian Ocean
to the south.

The 2023 SIPRI analysis of global arms transfers
reveals that while Russia remained India’s main
supplier, its share of Indian arms imports shrank
from 76 percent in 2009-13 to 58 percentin
2014-18 and finally to 36 percent in 2019-23.52

The last major order of a Russian system was
that of the S-400 missile system for which India
has braved the 2017 Countering America’s
Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA).

It has so far received two systems and expects
the balance by 2026. The Russians have also
failed to deliver on a plan to manufacture
600,000 Kalashnikov AK-203 assault rifles at a
dedicated factory in the UP industrial corridor at
Korwa. Two other Russian projects are also facing
delay—the construction of two Project 1135.6
Admiral Grigorovich frigates, which originally
had Ukrainian engines, and the follow-on lease
of a nuclear propelled submarine worth some
US$3 billion.%3

Some of these delays are the outcome of the
war in Ukraine, and some are the result of the
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comprehensive sanctions imposed on Russia by
the West that have complicated the issue of pay-
ments between the two countries. Earlier pay-
ments were in US dollars and the sanctions have
blocked them. On the other hand, India is buying a
vast quantity of Russian oil against Indian rupees,
and the two sides have not been able to work

out some way in which this can be transferred to
another hard currency. India has turned down a
proposal to settle its bills in Chinese yuan.

In a 2021 paper, the Indian American analyst
Sameer Lalwani and colleagues showed that the
India-Russia relationship is much deeper and
durable than is commonly assumed. It has been
based on a congruence of interests between the
two countries that goes back to the Soviet era.
Arms transfer ties are one important component.
The other is a mutual understanding on how the
international system ought to be organized and
how each country must defer to the other in terms
of spheres of interest.>*

As for arms, as we have indicated, India has sought
to design, develop, and manufacture its own weap-
onry. Over the years, India has been seeking to
diversify its source of technology and know-how,
and in recent decades, as its relations with the

US have improved, it has sought to source impor-
tant deals from America. Nevertheless, as Sameer
Lalwani et al. point out, Indian dependence is

very high and enduring. They have suggested that
Russian-origin platforms “composes 85 percent

of major Indian weapons systems rather than the
60 percent figure often cited.”®®

In essence, this means that even if India were not
to acquire complete systems from Russia hereafter,
in the coming decades it will still be dependent on
Moscow for spares, consumables, assemblies, and
components for a range of equipment that it fields
and in some cases manufactures under license,
such as tanks, helicopters, field guns, infantry
combat vehicles, and fighter aircraft.

THE US IN INDIA’S DEFENSE
INDUSTRIALIZATION PLANS

By 2020, India had signed all four of the foun-
dational agreements needed to operational-

ize India-US defense cooperation. These were
the General Security of Military Information
Agreement (GSOMIA) in 2002, the Logistics
Exchange Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA)
in 2016, the Communications Compatibility and
Security Agreement (COMCASA) in 2018, and the
Basic Exchange Cooperation Agreement (BECA),
which involves information sharing in the space
and undersea domains, in October 2020.

The two sides had been working under an agreed
framework of military cooperation since 2005, and
in 2012 they sought to kick off design and devel-
opment cooperation under the Defence Trade and
Technology Initiative (DTTI). In 2016, the US desig-
nated India a Major Defense Partner, a designation
unique to India.

In August 2018, India was granted the Strategic
Trade Authorization Tier 1 (STA-1) status avail-
able only to close US allies. Through this, US
companies were enabled to export a greater
range of dual-use technologies to India. By now
it was clear that the DTTI was not delivering the
expected results, and the US was seeking to
link up to Indian initiatives like the Innovations
for Defence Excellence (iDEX), aiming to obtain
results in the defense and aerospace sector. As
part of this, the two sides signed an Industrial
Security Agreement (ISA) in 2019 to deepen
Indo-US collaboration by enabling exchange of
classified military information.

The year 2023 was pathbreaking in the India-US
defense ties, particularly in relation to efforts
to enhance their industrial collaboration. It has
seen the entry of the United States into the
Indian defense industrialization process in a
significant way.
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There have been several reasons for this. First has
been the learning from ongoing processes of the
previous decade. Second is the Indian estrange-
ment with China following the latter’s coercive
actions in eastern Ladakh in 2020. Third was the
growing friction in US-China relations. And fourth
was the US decision to evolve a new industrial
framework based on semiconductor manufactur-
ing and green energy, even while emphasizing a
shift away from Chinese supply chains.

A year earlier, in May 2022, when Modi and

US president Joe Biden met in Tokyo, they
announced an Initiative for Critical and Emerging
Technologies (iCET). This was given final shape
by the national security advisors of both coun-
tries during their meeting in Washington, DC, in
January 2023. At an inaugural meeting thereafter,
senior science and technology officials from both
sides met to discuss opportunities for greater
cooperation focusing on codevelopment and
coproduction and developing links between their
respective ecosystems. Among the subjects that
the two sides pledged to boost their cooperation
was Al.%6

THE MODI VISIT TO WASHINGTON,
DC, 2023

There was a flurry of activity in the period lead-
ing up to the state visit of Prime Minister Modi

to Washington, DC, on June 21-23, 2023. In May,
the two sides held their first Advanced Domains
Defense Dialogue (AD3) led by sub-cabinet offi-
cials where the two sides discussed collaboration
in the areas of space and emerging technologies,
especially Al57

The two sides had begun working on a road map
for US-India Defense Industrial Cooperation
based on the 2015 Framework for US-India
Defense Relationship. On June 5, they updated
the road map during the visit of US secretary of
defense Lloyd Austin to New Delhi.

The updated road map was aimed at “fast-tracking”
technology cooperation and coproduction
between the US and India, as well as at espe-
cially addressing India’s needs to certain cutting-
edge technologies. Priority projects under this
framework included systems for intelligence,
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR), undersea
domain awareness, and air combat and support,
as well as aeroengines, munitions, and mobil-
ity systems. The US made clear that it intended
to make India “a logistic hub” for the US and

its other partners in the Indo-Pacific as well as
“support the integration of Indian defense indus-
try into global supply chains of US defense and
aerospace companies.”58

On June 6, in Washington, DC, Indian foreign
secretary V. M. Kwatra participated in the inaugural
meeting of the India-US Strategic Trade Dialogue
with Alan Estevez, undersecretary for Industry and
Security in the US Department of Commerce. The
aim was to facilitate Indian access to US semi-
conductor, space, telecom, quantum, and other
cutting-edge technologies through the thicket of
US regulations.%®

Capping all this, as it were, was the announce-
ment that General Electric Company had agreed
with HAL to jointly produce the company’s GE-414
jet engine to power the yet-to-be-developed LCA
Tejas Mk2, the advanced medium combat aircraft
(AMCA), as well as collaborate with India on the
AMCA Mk2 engine program. The deal would see
an 80 percent technology transfer to the HAL,
including critical technologies; a previous agree-
ment of 2012 had a 58 percent technology trans-
fer component.®°

During the Modi visit on June 21, 2023, India’s
defense ministry and its US counterpart launched
a bilateral Defense Acceleration Ecosystem
(INDUS-X) program to expand strategic technol-
ogy and defense industrial cooperation. India’s
iDEX organization and the office of the US
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secretary of defense would provide the leadership
to connect industry and academic institutions in
public-private partnerships.

Almost immediately, the INDUS-X began to
receive applications for various projects. By
November 2023, two INDUS-X “challenges” were
accepted under the INDUS-X Mutual Promotion of
Advanced Collaborative Technologies (IMPACT),
jointly finalized by iDEX and the US Defense
Innovation Unit (DIU). These relate to underwater
communications and oil spills detection, as well
as technologies relating to the Indian Navy and
Coast Guard.?!

There are still some outstanding issues in the
relationship, such as the need for India to sign the
Security of Supplies Arrangement (SoSA) and the
Reciprocal Defense Procurement (RDP) agree-
ment, both of which are being negotiated. Further,
the “road map” document was viewed as a short-
term measure since the 2015 Framework is up for
renewal in 2024-25.

In May 2024, amid India’s general elections, the
officials of the two sides met for their second
Advanced Domains Defense Dialogue (AD3) at the
Pentagon. According to a readout, the dialogue
featured their first discussion on ways to enhance
cooperation in the space domain. The Indian del-
egation met with the US Space Command and Al
experts in the US Department of Defense as well.62

THE YEAR AHEAD

This chapter has focused on policy issues that
have played a significant role in the effort to
reform and reorganize the Indian military in the
recent years. There have been two important
factors at play here. One is the ongoing standoff
between India and China along the Line of Actual
Control (LAC), and the other is the significant
uptick in the India-US relationship.

Let us now examine how some of these issues
are playing out on the ground currently. The
Indian Army is continuing to focus on technol-
ogy. In his annual Army Day press conference
in January 2024, the Army Chief General Manoj
Pande said that 2024 would be “The Year of
Technology Absorption,” noting that the army
wanted leverage technology for “transformative
change.” This would be done, he insisted, through
in-house expertise as well as collaboration with
industry.83

At another event a few months later in April 2024,
General Pande observed that warfare had tran-
scended into new domains such as space, cyber,
electromagnetic spectrum, and information.
Besides listing terrain-specific electronic war-
fare (EW) systems, drones and anti-drone sys-
tems, light tanks, and light utility helicopters,

he said that the army was pursuing forty-five
niche technologies, while another 120 projects
were underway to develop and absorb these
technologies.®*

The process of integration between the Services
has also moved ahead. The Interim Budget 2024
for the first time consolidated the capital head of
all three services in the demand for grants. These
deal with land, aircraft, aeroengines, heavy and
medium vehicles, and so on. The CDS would now
prioritize their allocations with the help of the
Integrated Defense Staff (IDS) and send them to
the Defence Acquisitions Council for approval.8®

Another development was the approval from

the Cabinet Committee on Security (CCS) in
February 2024 for two hundred BrahMos missiles
worth 190 billion INR (US$2.3 billion). According
to the Indian Navy Chief R. Hari Kumar, this would
now emerge as the primary weapon for the Indian
Navy, replacing all those imported hitherto. He
noted that in all likelihood it would also emerge as
the main air-to-surface missile for the Indian Air
Force (IAF) as well .68
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In February, the US approved the sale of thirty-one
SeaGuardian MQ-9B armed drones to India at

an estimated cost of $3.99 billion. The deal to
acquire the drones, fifteen of which would be for
the navy, would enhance India’s maritime sur-
veillance and control capabilities. The deal was
announced during the Modi visit in June 2023.
The army and air force each would get eight of its
land version, called SkyGuardian.®”

Meanwhile, the Indian Air Force is likely to get
the delivery of the first of sixteen Tejas LCA Mk1A
fighters from the HAL in July 2024. This is an
advanced variant of the Tejas that is already
serving with the IAF. The air force ordered
eighty-three of the fighters in 2021 and is likely
to order nearly one hundred more of the aircraft,
which uses the GE-404 engine made by General
Electric.

Another significant development has been the
government’s approval in March 2024 of the
advanced medium combat aircraft (AMCA) fifth-
generation fighter aircraft program. The approval is
for the design and development of five prototypes
of the aircraft to fly by 2028-29. The design work
will be done by the Aeronautical Development
Agency (ADA) of the Defence Research and
Development Organisation (DRDO), which devel-
oped the Tejas fighter aircraft. The prototypes will
be made by the public-sector HAL.%8

In 2024, the Indian Army reorganization plans con-
tinued apace with another major shift—this time

a reinforcement of its deployments in its central
sector that stretches from Himachal Pradesh in the
west to Sikkim in the east. Since a large portion

of this comprises the Indian border with Nepal,
Indian deployments there had not been very sig-
nificant in what is known as the Central Sector.

However, now it was felt that there was a need to
reinforce this sector as well, primarily in the Indian
state of Uttarakhand, which borders on China.
Plans are afoot to create a new corps here in what

is being called the “Uttar Bharat Area” (North
India Area), headquartered in Bareilly.®®

Meanwhile, the army expressed satisfaction

with the first phase of its plans to create IBGs,
which had been instituted in a pilot project in the
IX Corps headquartered in Yol, Himachal Pradesh,
and the XVII Mountain Strike Corps in Panagarh,
West Bengal. The first phase IX Corps, which
deals with Pakistan, had two IBGs, and in Phase
Il the Panagarh Corps had five.”® The army now
seeks sanction of the new government that came
to power in June 2024 to go ahead with Phase

[l of the project, which will make IBGs the basic
combat organization of the army.

The Indian Navy, too, is making an important

shift in reinforcing its posture in its western
Lakshadweep islands in the Indian Ocean. In
February, it was revealed that India was to estab-
lish naval bases in Agatti and Minicoy islands,
which sit on the nine-degree channel through
which there is a major commercial shipping route
from the Persian Gulf to Southeast Asia. The base
at Minicoy, which is just 524 kilometers from the
Maldives, was inaugurated in March. This seems
to be a fallout of a pro-Chinese government taking
office in the Maldives last year. Plans also call for
the building of a new airstrip there.”!

A significant development was the growth of
Indian ties with the Philippines. In December 2023
and again in May 2024, Indian naval vessels visited
the island country. Manila has recently received
the first tranche of Indian-made BrahMos super-
sonic antiship missiles.”2 The Philippines plans to
establish three coastal batteries of the missiles
under a $375 million project.

Reports say that India is also upgrading its mili-
tary infrastructure in the Andaman and Nicobar
islands, which are adjacent to the Malacca Straits.
Airfields there are getting longer runways and
upgraded jetties, and new roads are being built
in the islands. The aim is to facilitate greater
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deployment of warships, aircraft, missile batteries,
and troops there.”8

Another significant development in 2024 is that
India and France have begun contract nego-
tiations on a deal to procure twenty-six Rafale
Marine fighter aircraft for the navy. These will
replace the current Russian origin MiG-29K fight-
ers. Last year the government chose the aircraft
over the American F/A-18 Super Hornets, and they
will be used in its indigenous aircraft carrier the
INS Vikrant.”4

Another hallmark of India’s more outgoing mili-
tary stance is manifesting itself with the appoint-
ment of military attachés to more than a dozen
new nations. These include countries like Poland,
Armenia, Tanzania, Mozambique, Djibouti,
Ethiopia, Ivory Coast, and the Philippines.’®

In February, India’s senior most defense official,
Defence Secretary Giridhar Aramane, provided a
glimpse as to how Indo-US cooperation is working
on the Line of Actual Control with China. Speaking
at the second edition of the INDUS-X summit, he
said that “one thing that aided us [during the LAC
standoff] was the intelligence, [and] the situational
awareness which the US equipment and the US
government helped us with.” He noted that such
assistance would be absolutely critical in the future
as well.”®

Aramane was also obliquely referring to the
India-China clash at Yangtse on the LAC near the
monastery town of Tawang in Arunachal Pradesh
in December 2022, where the Chinese sought to
overwhelm an Indian post using spiked clubs and
improvised spears. Forewarned, reportedly by the
Americans, however, the Indians had reinforced
the position and were able to repel the Chinese.”’

An important aspect of the Indo-US space
cooperation was visible when the TSAT-1A was
launched on April 7, 2024, from the SpaceX Falcon
9 rocket from the Kennedy Space Center. This is

a military-grade earth observation satellite with
submeter resolution and has been developed fol-
lowing an agreement between the US company
Satellogic and the Tata Advanced Systems Ltd.
(TASL).”®

On June 17-18, US national security advisor Jake
Sullivan visited India along with Deputy Secretary
of State Kurt Campbell. The visit, which was post-
poned twice, was connected to a review of the
functioning of the iCET program initiated in 2023
by Sullivan and his Indian counterpart, Ajit Doval.”®

Subsequently, Campbell gave an online briefing
to journalists around the world and India and pro-
vided details of the state of play with regard to a
number of Indo-US programs arising from iCET,
which Campbell said was “at the heart of our part-
nership between the United States and India.” He
said that since the launch of iCET in January 2023,
the two sides had deepened strategic coopera-
tion. He noted that “the area that has sparked the
greatest set of ambitions” related to India playing
a key role in both supply chains, development,
and design relating to semiconductors.8°

In relation to defense, Campbell announced a
number of new initiatives and partnerships such
as the one between the US Space Force and the
Indian start-ups 114Al and 3rd ITECH on advanc-
ing space situational awareness, data fusion
technologies, and infrared sensor semiconductor
manufacturing; another between General Atomics
and 3rd ITECH “to co-develop semiconductor
design and manufacturing for precision guided
munition and other national security focused
electronics platforms”; and third, an Al multi-
domain situational awareness product jointly
developed by General Atomics and 114Al to sup-
port all-domain command and control.8

He also provided details on the ongoing process
for India to acquire the MQ-9B SeaGuardian
drones, which had been approved by the US, and
said that there had also been some early-stage
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discussions on the possibility of the coproduc-
tion of the Stryker infantry combat vehicle and
the Javelin antitank missiles.8?

CONCLUSION

Itis clear from this discussion that India is in

the midst of a massive military transformation.
Efforts are underway in multiple directions to
make the Indian military more agile, technology
oriented, and capable of deterring or winning
wars in a multi-domain operational environment.
These efforts also cater to an important aspect
of India’s aspiration and self-image to be seen
as a global power and an industrial and export-
ing powerhouse. The United States is already
committed to play a significant role in this, even
though there are caveats on the extent to which
US technology will be available for India to make
the difference. American companies are jealous of
their intellectual property rights, and the US itself
has tough limits on the technology it is willing to
export.83

Even so, as is evident, the tasks before India are
huge, ranging from restructuring and modernizing
its military and R&D systems, getting a modern
defense industry going, overhauling its human
resource management by overcoming the chal-
lenges to its Agnipath scheme, and promoting
jointness and integration of forces even while put-
ting in place a new higher command-and-control
system.

India hopes that this process will ride on
increased resources for defense as a result of

its economic growth and reforms that have been
instituted. This would, hopefully, aid the emer-
gence of a new Indian defense industrial capacity
that will service its military and also be a major
exporter of defense equipment. However, as of
now a great deal of this remains a work in pro-
gress and requires considerable effort and addi-
tional resources to succeed.
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