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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The U.S.-India defense and security relationship has continued to deepen, aided by robust
political commitments in both countries and converging concern about growing Chinese
assertiveness across the Indo-Pacific. The United States and India have expanded their
defense activities and consultations, and recently concluded two additional so-called
“foundational defense agreements,” capping off a nearly two-decade effort by U.S.
policymakers to formalize the legal sinews of operational defense cooperation. This
positive trajectory is, however, by no means guaranteed to continue apace. There are
rising concerns in the United States about India’s fiscal limitations, its ties with Russia,
its ponderous response to a pattern of Chinese provocations on its border, and its drift
toward illiberal majoritarian politics. In addition, the Biden administration will likely seek,
for good reason, to rebalance the bilateral relationship away from a disproportionate focus
on security issues in order to address a wider array of topics including global health, energy
and climate change, and technology cooperation.
In light of these dynamics, this paper presents a practical agenda for the next phase of
the U.S.-India defense and security relationship — one that builds incrementally on the
progress that has been made, responds to the changing regional security environment, and
accounts for both governments’ political and capacity constraints. It begins by arguing that
the United States can do more to articulate its key priorities in engaging India on security
issues: first, supporting India’s rise as a constructive global leader and counterweight to
Chinese influence; second, limiting China’s ability to coerce India and other states in South
Asia; and third, mitigating the risks, and enabling de-escalation, of inevitable India-Pakistan
and India-China crises. It also makes a case for charting reasonably ambitious defense and
security goals and avoiding crude conditionalities that would likely prove counterproductive.
The paper proposes, and explores in depth, six key priorities for cooperation: 1) situating
defense ties with India in a wider bilateral and multilateral architecture; 2) driving a
more holistic defense planning dialogue that periodically assesses the regional threat
environment, identifies capability gaps, and helps to source those capabilities to the Indian
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services; 3) reviewing exercises to prioritize high-end activities that could enable combined
operations and low-end activities with third countries that are at risk of undue Chinese
influence; 4) sustaining support for high technology cooperation and co-development
efforts; 5) identifying opportunities to further institutionalize intelligence sharing; and
6) deepening consultations to mitigate emerging risks in the cyber, space, and nuclear
domains.
The U.S. defense and security relationship with India is a modest but important piece of
the Biden administration’s wider Indo-Pacific agenda, and one that will require steady
investment and recalibration rather than major redesign. Ultimately, the administration’s
defense ambitions with India will only be realized if it works to rebuild a broader bilateral
relationship that is not disproportionately dependent on defense and security ties; is
disciplined about setting and resourcing its Indo-Pacific priorities; is realistic about India’s
constraints; and is willing to invest in high-level engagement at the leader and Cabinet
levels to sustain an ambitious agenda.

INTRODUCTION
At a time when American security partnerships around the world are under considerable
stress, U.S.-India defense ties have continued to strengthen. Building on the efforts of the
Bush and Obama administrations, the Trump administration acted with uncharacteristic
diligence to advance cooperation on a range of security issues. Aided in part by a converging
concern about growing Chinese assertiveness in the Indian Ocean and along the contested
Sino-Indian continental frontier, the United States and India expanded military exercises,
restarted and elevated a quadrilateral dialogue with Australia and Japan, and deepened
consultations regarding China. They also concluded two additional so-called “foundational
defense agreements,” capping off a nearly two-decade effort by U.S. policymakers to
formalize the legal sinews of operational defense cooperation.

“

These are significant accomplishments.1 Yet
even as defense ties have advanced, the
overall bilateral relationship has become
Even as U.S.-India defense ties
notably imbalanced, with other key areas
have advanced, the overall bilateral
of cooperation characterized by friction
relationship has become notably
or indifference. Notwithstanding some
positive developments in energy trade and
imbalanced, with other key areas of
private sector investment, bilateral trade
cooperation characterized by friction or
negotiations have ground to a standstill,
indifference.
thwarted by the Trump administration’s
embrace of protectionism at home and
a crude transactionalism abroad, as well
as a renewed push in New Delhi to protect domestic industries. The seemingly warm
relationship between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and President Donald Trump belied
a notably unambitious agenda on global issues — consistent, perhaps, with the Trump
administration’s suspicion of multilateralism, but striking nonetheless when compared
to the Obama administration’s breadth of bilateral ambitions on energy, climate change,
global health, cyber norms, and nuclear nonproliferation. And although people-to-people ties
remain robust, with the Indian-American community garnering unprecedented attention in
the 2020 election cycle, the structural irritants have arguably increased, most notably with
the administration’s anti-immigrant rhetoric and restrictions on H1-B and higher education
visas that have disproportionately impacted Indians.
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At the same time that security cooperation has become perhaps the principal loadbearing pillar of the bilateral relationship, a chorus of voices in Washington, from both
the left and the right, have begun more vocally expressing anxieties about whether the
value and sustainability of U.S. engagement with India have been oversold. For nearly
two decades a reasonably strong bipartisan consensus has underwritten U.S. support
for India’s rise as a worthwhile long-term wager, even if the short-term benefits were
modest. India’s large population and rapidly-growing economy, resilient democratic
traditions, and potential to serve as a counterweight to Chinese influence in the wider
Indo-Pacific provided both a coherent rationale for the relationship and political ballast
to overcome the inevitable weight of policy frictions. It is no surprise, then, that India’s
apparent economic stagnation even before the COVID-19 crisis, its ponderous response
to a pattern of Chinese provocations on its border, its persistent defense ties with Russia,
its underwhelming investment in the defense capital budget, and its drift toward illiberal
majoritarian politics would raise legitimate questions in the United States about the
future of the relationship.2
Some of these concerns are not particularly new but have merely garnered more attention
in recent years as expectations of the relationship have risen, and India has touted its
role as a rising global power. Others are at least in part symptomatic of a larger global
malaise — the rise of nativism and the erosion of the U.S.-led liberal international order.
Still others may prove to be fleeting, as India takes steps to mitigate the systemic risks
that China’s ambitions pose for an Indo-Pacific region free of economic and political
coercion.
The new administration will, in any case, have to grapple with this newly complex set
of centripetal and centrifugal forces acting on the bilateral relationship, the net effects
of which are at the present moment unclear. Although the bipartisan consensus in
support of U.S. engagement with India remains intact, the Biden administration will
face keen challenges in trying to integrate a sincere values-based foreign policy with
the increasingly stark geopolitical compulsions that arise from an assertive China;
revitalize cooperation in areas beyond defense, including global health challenges
posed by COVID-19; and demonstrate that the United States is, once again, a generally
predictable and reliable partner on the global stage.
Even as the Biden administration works to tackle these wider challenges, it would be a
mistake to presume that the positive trajectory in defense and security ties will continue
apace with bureaucratic automaticity.3 The purpose of this paper is to present a practical
agenda for the next phase of the U.S.-India defense and security relationship — one that
builds incrementally on the progress that has been made, responds to the changing
security environment in the Indo-Pacific, and accounts for the political and capacity
constraints faced by both governments.
The paper begins by arguing that the United States can do more to articulate its key
priorities in engaging India on security issues, both as a means of focusing its own
planning efforts and constructively shaping India’s choices. It then contends that,
while it would be a mistake to ignore the structural uncertainties that are clouding the
relationship and fall back on the practiced hyperbole of past years, it would equally be a
mistake to pull back from an ambitious defense and security agenda, or establish crude
conditionalities that would likely prove counterproductive and limit the potential scope
of cooperation against shared threats.
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The main section of the paper outlines six areas in which the new administration,
consistent with a focused set of priorities, can realistically advance cooperation: bilateral
and multilateral security architecture, defense planning and platforms, exercises and
operational cooperation, high technology collaborations, intelligence sharing, and
mitigating emerging risks in the cyber, space, and nuclear domains.
The paper concludes by arguing that the Biden administration’s defense ambitions with
India will only be realized if it works to rebuild a broader bilateral relationship with India
that is not disproportionately dependent on defense and security ties; is disciplined
about setting and resourcing its Indo-Pacific priorities, particularly in pursuing effective
competition with China and avoiding new dependencies on Pakistan; is realistic about
India’s political, fiscal, and capability constraints, especially in the near term; and is
willing to invest in high-level engagement at the leader and Cabinet levels to sustain an
ambitious agenda and address the inevitable array of bilateral frictions.

FOCUSING U.S. OBJECTIVES
South Asia is not a priority operational theater for the U.S. Department of Defense,
particularly as the United States continues to draw down its forces from Afghanistan.4
U.S. defense posture in the region is limited, and sensibly so.5 South Asia does, however,
occupy an important interstitial location between two other priority operational theaters
— the Middle East and the western Pacific — and is clearly one of the most active
new competitive domains in which China is rapidly expanding its influence. Chinese
infrastructure and port investments in South Asia under the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), some of which may have military utility, its stepped-up diplomatic engagements,
and the growing presence of the Chinese military in the region — including at its firstever overseas base at Djibouti — should prompt the United States to invest in bolstering
the capabilities of its partners to be able to recognize and respond to the risks posed by
rising Chinese power.6
In this light, U.S. policymakers should consider three guiding objectives to focus defense
and security engagements with India. The first, and broadest, should be supporting
India’s rise as a constructive global leader and counterweight to Chinese influence.
This objective reflects the longstanding grand strategic premise that undergirded
reengagement with India in the years following the 1998 nuclear tests, and U.S. efforts
to facilitate a place for India in the global nonproliferation order and its leadership in
multilateral institutions. As Ashley Tellis, one of the architects of the U.S.-India civil
nuclear deal, has argued, facilitating India’s rise requires recognizing that a strong India
is likely, on balance, to be advantageous for U.S. interests, quite apart from the value of
any specific forms of political alignment or security cooperation.7
A second key objective should be limiting China’s ability to coerce India and other
states in South Asia.8 Pursuing a collaborative counter-coercion agenda with India is
increasingly urgent given China’s growing economic and military reach across the IndoPacific. India is presently faced with managing an active conflict on its continental border
with China at the same time that the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) is rapidly
expanding its activities in the Indian Ocean. Even as the United States can and should
support India in building the capabilities to deter and respond to Chinese provocations,
the United States, India, and their partners can collectively do more to coordinate their
activities with the aim of insulating small states in the region from the risks of political,
economic, and military coercion from China.9
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Third, and finally, the United States should focus on efforts to mitigate the risks, and
enable de-escalation, of inevitable India-Pakistan and India-China crises. South Asia
remains a crisis-prone region. The risks of a nuclear escalation between India and
Pakistan are probably increasing; even as the threat from cross-border terrorism from
Pakistan remains largely undiminished, New Delhi has opted for an assertive policy of
conventional ripostes that could make future crises more volatile and unpredictable.
There are also growing risks of crises emerging between India and China that span the
continental and maritime theaters.10 Moreover, the growing linkages among nuclear,
cyber, and space capabilities mean that, if they are to be consequential, U.S. risk
mitigation efforts with Indian partners may have to engage all three domains in an
integrated fashion.
These three objectives are generally complementary. For example, facilitating India’s
leadership role in international institutions and partnership on global issues reduces
the space available to China or other countries to monopolize economic or security
ties with countries in the Indo-Pacific. And bolstering India’s cross-domain capabilities
to deter coercion by China has the benefit of reducing the risk of Sino-Indian crises. At
times, however, these objectives will be in tension with one another. Military platforms,
training, and information provided by the United States in the course of its broader
efforts to help India become a more capable security provider in the Indo-Pacific might
be used in ways that U.S. officials would consider unhelpful or escalatory in an IndiaPakistan crisis. There are, as noted below, a few discrete policy areas in which U.S.
officials have wrestled with these tensions in recent years.

A CASE FOR AMBITION
In considering these three objectives, U.S. policy planners also face decisions about
how ambitious a defense and security agenda to pursue. On the one hand, there is a
case to be made for setting relatively low expectations. India lacks the fiscal space and
has to date lacked the political will to take bold steps to restructure its defense forces,
outmoded force posture, and industrial enterprise, and much of its defense expenditure
is tied down in supporting a large land army and the pensions that accompany it.11
Additionally, Indian security planners face political pressures to further diversify
India’s global security partnerships and
pursue greater self-sufficiency in defense
production — two goals that, however
understandable, will inevitably constrain
Some U.S. officials may worry about
opportunities for U.S.-India collaboration
the wisdom of charting an ambitious
that require forms of exclusivity or mutual
defense and security agenda in light
dependence.

“

of their uncertainty as to the kind of

At a more fundamental level, some U.S.
partner that India will become.
officials may worry about the wisdom of
charting an ambitious defense and security
agenda in light of their uncertainty as to the
kind of partner that India will become. What
if India becomes notably less liberal and democratic in the coming years? What if its
economy founders? What if it becomes resigned to accommodating greater Chinese
presence and influence in its neighborhood?
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These may not be likely futures but they are possible, and when considered together
with India’s persistent structural constraints should make American defense planners
cautious about setting unrealistic objectives or using lofty rhetoric that exaggerates
India’s potential capabilities or contribution to U.S. security interests.
Such concerns notwithstanding, there is a compelling argument for charting reasonably
ambitious defense and security goals with India. For one, the underlying logic of the
relationship remains sound. There is a reservoir of bipartisan support that has led
the U.S. Congress to be proactive in pushing successive administrations to find ways
to strengthen ties with India, even in spite of concerns over India’s human rights and
democratic practices. Barring dramatic changes in India or the region, the broad U.S.
objectives and priorities described in this paper will likely continue to be relevant and
receive support from U.S. political elites.
Moreover, the U.S. government has tools to respond in nuanced ways to recalibrate the
relationship if that becomes necessary. If India were to seriously falter economically,
there would still be scope for bilateral cooperation in areas that require only modest
capital investment. If new human rights concerns were to arise, U.S. officials would
likely address them privately, acknowledge them publicly, and look to adjust security
cooperation in ways that were measured and proportionate to the particular concern.
Setting ambitious goals has other advantages. Even during times in which progress is
being made only haltingly, establishing clear objectives incurs relatively low opportunity
cost, drives bureaucratic engagement on both sides, and creates the conditions for
progress to be made when the political winds are favorable.
When I served at the Pentagon in 2012, U.S. policymakers launched the Defense Trade
and Technology Initiative (DTTI) and pressed for an ambitious slate of joint exercises
and cooperative activities at a time when “interoperability” was a forbidden term in joint
statements, negotiations on foundational agreements had stalled, much of the U.S.
defense technology security bureaucracy was only beginning to treat India as something
other than a potential liability, and there was significant bilateral turbulence on matters
related to intelligence sharing. By 2016, both countries were publicly talking about
cooperation on sensitive areas including anti-submarine warfare and the United States
had designated India a Major Defense Partner and authorized technology-sharing on
par with some of its closest treaty allies.
The completion of the four foundational agreements (now more commonly referred to
as “enabling” agreements), after nearly two decades, tells a similar story.12 The United
States and India signed the General Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA)
in 2002, but talks on a Logistics Support Agreement (LSA) quickly ran aground.13 It was
not until 2016, after years of on-and-off talks, and frantic last-minute negotiations, that
the LSA — rebranded as a Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA) —
was finally signed. Both governments finalized the Communications Compatibility and
Security Agreement (COMCASA) shortly thereafter in 2018, followed by an important
industrial security annex to the GSOMIA in 2019. The final major agreement, the Basic
Exchange and Cooperation Agreement (BECA) for Geospatial Intelligence, was signed in
October 2020.14
Of course, charting an ambitious agenda does come with some risks; there have been
notable missteps, including creating outsized expectations for DTTI specifically, and
technology-sharing more generally, that generated political tensions and forced both
sides to settle for more modest forms of cooperation. Neither does ambition alone
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guarantee progress. The recent flurry of successes in establishing legal frameworks and
practical forms of defense cooperation can be attributed in part to political shifts within
India, to the leadership of particular policymakers, and to evolving threat perceptions
regarding the regional security environment. It is, however, clear that this trajectory
would not have been possible without sustained bureaucratic attention and high-level
political support from within the American system over nearly two decades.

NEXT STEPS FOR DEFENSE AND SECURITY
COOPERATION
Flowing from the three broad objectives described above, U.S. policymakers should
focus in particular on six key areas of cooperation. These are not the only areas worthy
of attention, but they are ones that are likely to support the new administration’s
priorities in the region and are consistent with the shared objectives outlined in the
2015 bilateral defense framework.15

I. Security architecture
First, the United States should work to situate its defense ties with India in a wider
bilateral and multilateral architecture. The Trump administration leaned too heavily
on defense and security issues to drive progress in the U.S.-India relationship. The
Biden administration has an opportunity to remedy this imbalance with a broad-based
engagement that returns to the table a full spectrum of important topics, including nontraditional security issues such as health security and climate resilience.
The “2+2” Ministerial Dialogue inaugurated in 2018, bringing together the American
secretaries of state and defense with the Indian external affairs and defense
ministers, has been valuable for addressing a longstanding asymmetry between the
two governments — namely, that decisionmaking influence on key defense issues has
largely concentrated in the U.S. system in the Pentagon, but in the Indian system in
the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA). Convening all four ministers, staffed by periodic
preparatory intersessional meetings, has made policy planning on security issues more
predictable and coherent. Establishing the 2+2 as the leading bilateral dialogue had
the further effect of somewhat insulating defense and security issues from contentious
disagreements on trade.
There are, however, some limitations to this new format. It risks over-securitizing the
relationship and monopolizing diplomatic bandwidth to focus on defense issues at the
expense of other priorities. More pointedly, perhaps, it risks marginalizing the economic
coordination functions that are critical to any effective counter-coercion agenda in South
Asia.
Given the large slate of important issues that the Biden administration will want to
address with India — including health security and COVID-19 response, energy and
climate, trade and investment, technology standards, and other regional and global
challenges — there will no doubt be calls to revive some variant of the Strategic and
Commercial Dialogue that was launched under the Obama administration, or a similar
apex whole-of-government structure under which other dialogues would be nested.16
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This raises the question of how to pursue a wider high-level dialogue without abandoning
the productive 2+2 format. There is no simple solution. One option would be for the 2+2
ministerial to meet on the sidelines of a wider dialogue (which, on the U.S. side, would
presumably include the secretary of state as well as possibly some combination of the
secretaries of commerce, energy, and defense), though the scale of such a meeting
could present scheduling challenges.
Another option would be for the 2+2 to meet separately from the wider dialogue to
address key bilateral defense and security issues, but ensure that the whole-ofgovernment discussions consistently included sessions on issues at the intersection
of security, economics, and governance — such as investment standards, artificial
intelligence, and supply chain security. Such an arrangement might push up against
bureaucratic capacity limitations, particularly on the Indian side.
A third option would be to redesign the apex dialogue such that the secretary of state was
a standing co-chair for the U.S. delegation, and the other co-chair alternated between
commerce and defense. (This would be mirrored, naturally, on the Indian side.) On
the off-cycle years in which defense was not a co-chair, the two countries could hold a
defense ministerial dialogue. Regardless of which model is adopted, the importance of
holding a single high-level dialogue may be obviated somewhat if both countries agree
to convene annual leader-level summits, which in recent years have become a de facto
norm. With summits scheduled well in advance, both bureaucracies could then hold a
series of ministerial dialogues to drive progress for the leader-level summits.
The United States should also continue to enthusiastically invest in the so-called
“plurilateral” dialogues in which it participates with India. After nearly a decade the U.S.India-Japan trilateral dialogue has matured into an important forum for coordination on
maritime security, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, and defense-adjacent
issues including 5G cellular technologies.17
The so-called Quad 2.0 framework, bringing together the United States, India, Japan,
and Australia, has received exhaustive and perhaps undue attention — with some seeing
it as a definitive harbinger of India’s willingness to antagonize China, or as an effort to
lay the foundation for an “Asian NATO.”18 While actively working to lower such unrealistic
expectations, U.S. policymakers should work to leverage the group’s comparative
advantages, which can include collaboration on investment standards, supply chain
security, maritime domain awareness in and around key sea lines of communication,
and coordination of security assistance to countries across the Indo-Pacific.
Without formalizing a Quad secretariat, they can also work to institutionalize rigorous
staffing of the meetings (with a “sherpa” structure like that used with preparations for
the G-7) and thematic agendas to delve deeply into key issues. And they can encourage
quadrilateral defense and security activities that complement, but are not formally
attached to, the dialogue itself. Even if some U.S. strategists harbor hopes that the Quad
might form the nucleus of some future quasi-alliance in Asia, it is in U.S. interests to
let it develop organically rather than risk precipitating unnecessary political discomfort
among any of the four participants.19
U.S. policymakers should also continue to encourage India’s engagements with other
high-capacity partners in East and Southeast Asia, most notably Australia, France,
Japan, and Singapore; and countries such as Vietnam with whom India has unique
collaborations on defense matters.20 (U.S. officials should, likewise, encourage these
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countries to pursue deeper ties with India.) Such engagements are likely to advance
India’s own capabilities. Although the United States probably has limited influence in
shaping India’s so-called “Act East” priorities, and should continue to support India’s
investment in the ASEAN architecture — including the ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Meeting
Plus — it would do well to encourage India to sustain its longstanding focus on investments
in the South Asian theater and remain cognizant of the risks of overstretching its limited
defense and diplomatic resources in the western Pacific.

II. Planning and platforms
Second, the United States should drive a more holistic defense planning dialogue with
Indian partners that periodically assesses the regional threat environment, identifies
capability gaps and, where relevant, helps to source those capabilities to the Indian
services.21 Mature defense partnerships are anchored in a common view of the threat
environment and structured around a set of shared missions with a corresponding division
of labor for carrying out those missions; those planning discussions then inform decisions
about prioritizing capabilities and closing capability gaps; and those capability discussions,
in turn, shape decisions about exercises, cooperative activities, and procurements.
While U.S.-India defense dialogues have deepened over the last decade, they do not yet
reflect this ideal type, and are still disproportionately focused on lower-level platform- and
exercise-specific discussions rather than the kinds of higher-level strategic discussions —
for example, identifying shared missions related to deterring and responding to Chinese
coercion in the region — that can then drive combined, cross-domain planning by two
major defense partners.
Encouraging a more holistic defense dialogue focused on capabilities — and eventually,
as the relationship matures, shared missions — will likely be a long-term effort.
Bureaucratic asymmetries between the U.S. and Indian defense systems, together
with underdeveloped joint planning functions within the Indian military establishment,
will not be easily overcome.22 India’s capability requirements will also handily outstrip
its comparatively limited defense capital budget for the foreseeable future, prompting
difficult decisions about allocating scarce resources to deal with a wide range of regional
threats.23 Even senior Indian defense interlocutors often have limited influence in shaping
these decisions, given the ways in which major procurements are sometimes made on
the basis of political rather than purely technical considerations, and often privilege
established platforms rather than disruptive technologies that could provide India a
competitive advantage over its adversaries.
It is, however, precisely in the present circumstances — in which India’s security environment
is palpably degrading at the same time that its resource base is unexpectedly constrained
— that capability-centric bilateral dialogues with close partners can be particularly valuable,
especially if they focus on joint efforts to invest in next-generation technologies and offset
strategies. These discussions should be encouraged in the Defense Policy Group (DPG), a
longstanding apex defense dialogue that has regretfully been underutilized.24 At the same
time, U.S. officials should recognize that the most natural venues for capability-oriented
conversations are likely to be those above and below the DPG level: the 2+2 dialogue at
the political level, focusing on shared missions and a prioritized set of capabilities that
India might pursue in order to carry out those missions; and the Military Coordination
Group (MCG), a subordinate part of the DPG architecture that has atrophied in recent
years, which is well suited to focus on aligning exercises, defense cooperation, and
procurements to those shared priorities.25
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Flowing from, and parallel to, these capability discussions, U.S. policymakers should
continue to be proactive and confident about advocating for India to expand its
installed base of U.S.-origin defense platforms, and those of America’s close allies
and partners. U.S. firms are well positioned to offer a competitive array of platforms —
such as advanced fixed- and rotary-wing combat aircraft, including multiple options for
the Indian Air Force’s interminable fighter aircraft tenders; intelligence, surveillance,
and reconnaissance (ISR) systems, including unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs); and
transport aircraft — in areas that India would be wise to prioritize, and that do not face
significant competition from indigenous development initiatives.26

“

U.S. government advocacy for major defense
sales not only benefits the American
economy, but also has value in building
U.S. government advocacy for major
future opportunities for interoperability,
defense sales not only benefits the
operational
cooperation,
and
joint
American economy, but also has
development. India stands to gain from
value in building future opportunities
deeper integration with a U.S.-led defense
ecosystem. As many analysts have noted,
for interoperability, operational
effective military operations in the coming
cooperation, and joint development.
decades will increasingly demand systems
that can be networked across domains, and
draw on vast reservoirs of real-time data.27 India’s current force structure makes this
difficult, as it has built a motley force ill-suited to the demands of future warfare. This
is not to suggest that India should source all of its sensitive systems from the United
States. But it may no longer have the luxury of piecemeal procurements of high-end
systems without incurring real risks to military effectiveness.
These trade-offs have come into focus with India’s procurement of the Russian S-400
air defense system. U.S. officials warned their Indian counterparts that purchase of the
Russian system could preclude cooperation with the United States on future advanced
technologies and trigger reprisals under the 2017 Countering America’s Adversaries
Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA).28 The U.S. government has thus far wisely held those
sanctions in abeyance while cautioning India against adding to its inventory of Russian
platforms such as the Sukhoi Su-30MKI.29 Precisely because of these concerns, U.S.
officials should not shy away from entering into a serious dialogue with India about
advanced systems such as the F-35 fighter aircraft. Although India’s participation in
the multinational F-35 program may never materialize due to U.S. technology security
concerns, or India’s own preferences and fiscal constraints, a bilateral dialogue
about the program is a useful vehicle for highlighting the advantages of advanced
U.S. platforms, clarifying for India the ongoing risks of its motley force, and exploring
possible mitigation measures or mutual assurances that could make the F-35 or other
cooperative advanced technology efforts possible over the coming decade.
The United States has, across administrations, demonstrated a willingness to approve
a wide range of defense sales to India, and as a result there are likely to be few major
policy questions regarding sales and transfers that will confront the new administration.30
There were two principal areas in which, on policy grounds, the Obama administration
restricted defense sales to India: ballistic missile defense (BMD), and armed UAVs,
both of which were considered potentially destabilizing, particularly with respect to
India-Pakistan dynamics. Both may now be less contentious than they were four years
ago. With respect to BMD, the policy questions may be effectively moot now that India
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has already procured (but not yet received) the S-400, and the U.S. government has
approved sale of a U.S.-origin Integrated Air Defense Weapon System (IADWS) that, if
finalized, would together with the S-400 and an indigenously-developed BMD system
provide a layered defense of the National Capital Territory.31
On the issue of armed UAVs, the Biden administration will face a decision as to whether
to review the Trump administration’s policy announcement that effectively exempted the
sale or transfer of long-range drones from the “strong presumption of denial” applicable
to Category I systems under the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR).32 The
unanticipated ways in which MTCR strictures had come to apply to drones had become
both conceptually awkward for policymakers and commercially disadvantageous for U.S.
firms. Although there does not appear to be much appetite to reverse this policy, any
serious move to do so could scupper the negotiations presently underway for India to
purchase a variety of UAV platforms produced by General Atomics. Moreover, Pakistan’s
reported procurement of a large number of sophisticated Chinese-origin UAVs over the
last few years likely makes less salient the argument that U.S. approval of sales of
armed UAVs would, on balance, be destabilizing in the India-Pakistan context.33

III. Exercises and operational cooperation
Third, the United States should conduct a review of the already-robust program of
defense exercises with India, prioritizing, on the high end, exercises which build
sophisticated Indian capabilities that could enable combined operations; and, on the
low end, collaborative exercises with smaller countries in the region that may be at
risk of undue Chinese influence or coercion. The United States already has a robust
slate of military exercises with India, and regularly proposes more combined activities
than the Indian military has the bandwidth to accept.34 The U.S. proposals are shaped by
a complex set of bureaucratic incentives (that is, the distinct and sometimes competing
priorities of the various military services, combatant command, and civilian defense
leadership) and a degree of institutional inertia.35
In general, bilateral exercises are on a positive trajectory with respect to scope and
complexity. When reviewing the exercise program, U.S. planners should account for
the overarching capability-based objectives that emerge from the DPG and higher-level
bilateral dialogues, but should consider prioritizing two kinds of exercises. The first and
most important are engagements that build high-end capabilities that could be useful in
Indian efforts, and eventually combined operations, to deter or mitigate Chinese coercion
against India in the South Asian theater.
These would include U.S.-India bilateral exercises, as well as multilateral exercises with
countries such as Australia, France, Japan, and the United Kingdom. Both within and
outside of public view, the U.S. and Indian militaries, particularly the navies, have been
increasingly focusing on these high-end capabilities such as anti-submarine warfare, and
crafting exercises that enhance interoperability. Many of these exercises, such as the highend MALABAR series, are plainly designed to augment India’s own efforts to bolster its
maritime domain awareness capabilities along crucial sea lines of communication in the
western and eastern Indian Ocean.36 Combined air force exercises have lagged in recent
years, and U.S. planners should compensate for their relative infrequency by seeking
greater air force participation in standing exercises like MALABAR; and encouraging U.S.
Air Force / Indian Air Force joint wargaming, simulations, and exchanges on issues that
include both doctrinal and technical dimensions, such as airborne warning, conducting ISR
in denied environments, and evaluating anti-access and area denial (A2/AD) strategies.37
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With the recent signing of the additional foundational agreements, the two militaries
should also craft their annual slate of exercises to practice and eventually routinize their
use of the new logistics, communication security, and geospatial intelligence-sharing
arrangements available to them — an objective which may helpfully highlight the need
for follow-on arrangements or standardized operating procedures to take full advantage
of the enabling agreements.38 There is already a standing bilateral working group to
carry out implementation related to COMCASA, but similar groups should be stood up
on a priority basis for LEMOA and BECA.39
Complementing these high-end exercises, U.S. planners should consider as a second
priority lower-complexity exercises that advance the shared counter-coercion agenda
focused on preserving the independence of vulnerable smaller states in South Asia.
Here the United States and India should explore infrequent but periodic trilateral
exercises with third countries in the region, such as Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Myanmar,
or the Maldives, designed to build the capabilities of these countries to monitor their
territorial waters and secure their interests, while at the same time sending an indirect
deterrence message to Beijing.40 (Alternatively, these countries could be included as
observers or participants in existing bilateral or multilateral exercises, which might
attenuate their concern about offending China.) India has historically been wary of U.S.
security engagement with its neighbors, but this posture has gradually shifted in recent
years.41 Indian leaders encouraged U.S. efforts to reengage with the Sri Lankan military
in early 2015 after Maithripala Sirisena’s presidential election, and recently welcomed
the signing of a U.S.-Maldives defense framework. Trilateral exercises sponsored by the
U.S. and Indian militaries would be particularly valuable if undertaken in conjunction
with a wider U.S.-India or quadrilateral effort to coordinate the provision of security
assistance to countries in the region.42
The United States and India recently conducted their first tri-service exercise. While this
new exercise certainly has value in building links across services and socializing U.S. joint
planning techniques and procedures with Indian counterparts, its utility may be limited
until the Indian political leadership addresses the profound lack of jointness in India’s
armed forces.43 A more useful complement to the existing array of military exercises,
perhaps, would be a series of combined interagency table top exercises (TTXs) focused
on realistic regional scenarios, which would help to forge relationships both bilaterally
and across civil-military divides.44 Although Indian political and bureaucratic elites
might be cautious about such an arrangement for fear that it could impinge on their
institutional prerogatives, it could be conducted in the context of the civilian-led 2+2
dialogue (or its intersessional) and focus at least initially on humanitarian assistance
and disaster response (HA/DR) or other comparatively benign contingency scenarios.
Exercises can constitute meaningful forms of cooperation in and of themselves, but it
ought to be a medium-term objective of the U.S. defense exercise program with India
to lay the groundwork for routine operational military cooperation. No U.S. policymaker
should reasonably expect that the Indian Navy presently has the latitude to conduct
a combined patrol with U.S. vessels in the Malacca Strait, or that the Indian Air Force
can undertake coordinated reconnaissance patrols with U.S. Air Force assets operating
out of the U.S. facility at Diego Garcia.45 Nor is there any indication that Indian leaders
are eager to set aside their longstanding reticence to participate in multilateral military
activities not conducted under a United Nations aegis. Even so, there are ways to
approximate or prefigure operational cooperation within the existing political constraints.
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The gradually-expanding arrangements whereby Indian liaison officers are embedded
at U.S. unified and subordinate unified combatant commands create new channels for
visibility and consultation on operational issues that transcend exercises, and can be
leveraged during crises. The signing of the COMCASA also reportedly enables for the first
time the permanent installation in Indian facilities of CENTRIXS terminals that operate
within a classified network enclave connecting U.S. and Indian defense systems.46 These
terminals have become commonplace over the last decade in coalition environments
with dozens of U.S. partners in the Middle East, but if and when they begin to be deployed
at scale in the Indian military it will dramatically simplify secure communications and
situational awareness during exercises or any contingency operations that might arise.47
There may, additionally, be novel arrangements that provide a suitable political optic for
Indian leaders to permit forms of operational cooperation. Admiral Arun Prakash, who
served as India’s chief of naval staff from 2004-2006, recently suggested that the four
countries participating in the quadrilateral consultations could revive something akin
to the Joint Task Force 536, which was stood up by the U.S. Department of Defense
to coordinate relief efforts in the wake of the December 2004 tsunami, and in which
India participated; and that this new HA/DR-focused task force could be hosted by India
at Port Blair in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands.48 Such a move would, in addition to
streamlining future HA/DR relief efforts, further elevate India’s role as a security provider
in the Indian Ocean and generate opportunities for the kinds of routine operational
cooperation that would advance the Quad countries’ counter-coercion objectives.

IV. High technology cooperation
Fourth, recognizing India’s defense indigenization ambitions, the United States
should sustain its support for high technology cooperation and co-development
efforts, even if they provide limited near-term returns or risk cutting into future bigticket defense sales. India has long pressed for transfer of sensitive defense-related
technologies, and the U.S. government has in recent years taken a number of policy
and regulatory steps to facilitate such transfers. Indian officials have at times been
disappointed that, notwithstanding these steps, certain technologies remain off-limits —
including some that the United States does not share even with its closest treaty allies
— or are not viable candidates for transfer due to the lack of a business case for U.S.
firms that own the relevant technology.49
These frustrations were compounded by the halting progress of early efforts to seed
co-development and co-production through DTTI.50 Some of the agreed-upon projects
were embarrassingly modest; others, such
as the joint working group on jet engine
technology, proved to be too challenging in
light of export control restrictions, and had
Tensions over technology transfer have
to be set aside.51 Others, however, such as
arguably had a silver lining, in that
the efforts on aircraft carrier cooperation,
they have helped to clarify some of the
have progressed with apparent mutual
obstacles to deeper cooperation.
satisfaction.

“

Tensions over technology transfer have
arguably had a silver lining, in that they have helped to clarify some of the obstacles to
deeper cooperation.52 U.S. officials, collaborating with congressional allies, have worked
to privilege India in the export control regime, and provide more clarity on licensing
sensitive technologies. For their part, Indian officials have taken steps to reduce (and,
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in some future cases, eliminate) the burden of onerous contract offset requirements
and, recognizing that foreign firms are reluctant to transfer competitive technologies to
joint ventures in which they hold a minority stake, have gradually eased limits on foreign
direct investment in defense, which is now authorized up to 74%.
Modi has made self-sufficiency and indigenization national priorities with his “Make in
India” campaign, and more recently with his “Atmanirbhar Bharat” (self-reliant India)
slogan. Defense has been one of the most visible sectors for this effort. Many American
analysts and officials nonetheless remain skeptical that India can be successful at
indigenizing across a wide range of defense technology sectors without significant
international cooperation. Outside of a few areas such as ballistic missiles and select
navy programs where Russia provided key technological support, India’s track record on
indigenous defense production is notably poor.53
It is unclear whether India’s evolving national security architecture, with a chief of defense
staff and strengthened National Security Council Secretariat, can provide a sufficient
forcing function to ensure that the military services downgrade their requirements to
accept less-advanced indigenously-produced equipment. Given the relatively small size
of India’s capital budget, government officials may also be overestimating the potential
economies of scale that they could achieve through indigenous production. And Indian
government efforts to attract foreign partners for co-development and co-production
ventures have been marred by opaque regulations and significant policy instability — the
latest version of the Defense Acquisition Procedure, for example, now has at least nine
procurement categories, compared to only two in its 2002 antecedent.54
These potential limitations should, however, not stand in the way of U.S. efforts to
support high technology cooperation. For one, technology acquisition is a key Indian
bureaucratic and political priority in the bilateral defense relationship, and supporting it
advances a spirit of mutuality that is important for the sustainability of the partnership.
It also deepens supply chain integration between the U.S. and Indian industrial bases,
which benefits both U.S. firms and the U.S. military by allowing them to access innovation
from Indian researchers on a range of technology areas from advanced materials and
sensors to cybersecurity.
With these aims in mind, U.S. policymakers should pursue steady and diversified efforts
to advance technology partnerships and identify barriers to foreign direct investment in
the Indian defense sector, recognizing that most of these efforts will flourish only with
the meaningful involvement of private sector firms.55 In addition to continuing DTTI joint
working groups and consultations on future areas of cooperation, U.S. policymakers
can take advantage of India’s human capital advantages in promoting an innovation
agenda that benefits both countries.56 The partnership between the U.S. Defense
Innovation Unit and Indian Defense Innovation Organization represents a promising
start in this area, and is structured to advance both bilateral cooperation and defense
indigenization. A joint U.S.-India innovation agenda would ideally include technology
areas that are on the cutting edge of U.S. defense research, such as directed energy
weapons, forward-deployed additive manufacturing systems, and quantum sensors for
navigation in denied environments.
Both countries can also encourage cooperative research at the service level that might
enable high-end combined operational activities a decade or two into the future. The
U.S. Navy, for example, is presently pursuing a new warfighting doctrine known as
Distributed Maritime Operations, which envisions a dispersed and survivable network
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of surface, air, and subsurface naval assets that can adapt in real time in response to
shared raw sensor data about the operating environment.57 This nascent operational
concept is worth discussing bilaterally in U.S.-India naval dialogues, but also integrating
into DTTI or navy-navy research efforts on sensors.
Taking advantage of growing concerns shared by both U.S. and Indian leaders regarding
China’s ability to leverage commercial technology platforms for intelligence-gathering or
potential military applications, U.S. and Indian policymakers should, lastly, give attention
to forging partnerships in defense-adjacent sectors, including artificial intelligence
and machine learning (AI/ML).58 The U.S. National Security Commission on Artificial
Intelligence recently proposed the creation of a U.S.-India Strategic Technology Alliance
that could support joint research on AI/ML, but also facilitate talent exchanges and efforts
to align investment screening standards.59 Senior U.S. defense officials should urge
their Indian counterparts to participate in the Department of Defense’s International AI
Dialogue for Defense, and build out collaborations on R&D and testing with like-minded
partners such as Australia, Israel, Japan, and South Korea.60 India’s concerns about the
risks of deploying Chinese 5G technologies also opens opportunities for sustained U.S.India dialogue about setting compatible next-generation cellular standards for defense
that could enable military interoperability in future decades.

V. Intelligence cooperation
Fifth, the United States should review the state of its intelligence sharing with India,
with an aim to identify opportunities to further institutionalize cooperation. U.S.-India
intelligence cooperation has matured significantly over the last decade, largely out of
public view.61 Much of the engagement is presumed to focus on shared counterterrorism
interests, particularly the operations of transnational terrorist groups such as al-Qaida
and the Islamic State group, and Pakistan-based groups such as Lashkar-e-Tayyiba
and Jaish-e-Muhammad; and information exchanges regarding Chinese threats. The
alignment of U.S. and Indian interests on these two principal subjects, together with a
pattern of reciprocal exchange, has served to build trust in recent years.
Nonetheless, institutionalizing intelligence cooperation requires contending with natural
structural challenges. The U.S. intelligence community regularly provides releasable
indications and warning notices to its Indian counterparts under the “duty to warn”
mandate, alerting them to possible terrorist activities or other major threats.62 Apart
from these cases, the exchange of human intelligence (HUMINT) tends to operate
most transactionally as a trade game, predicated on mutually advantageous single
exchanges rather than a set of structured policy guidelines. Signals intelligence (SIGINT)
and geospatial intelligence (GEOINT) exchange have the potential to be more structured
and even automated, as is clear from the sophisticated Five Eyes intelligence-sharing
arrangement, but they too are anchored in forms of reciprocity which distribute the
burden of collection or analysis.63
Given the contingent nature of most intelligence exchange, what can U.S. officials do
to deepen sharing with India in ways that are mutually advantageous? An obvious first
step would be for the new administration to review its internal collection priorities to
ensure, for example, that the National Intelligence Priorities Framework (NIPF) managed
by the Office of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI) is adequately focused on
the kinds of threats that China is increasingly posing to U.S. and Indian interests in
the region. As I recently argued in a report for Brookings’s Global China project, U.S.
policymakers should be vigilant about the development of Chinese capabilities in the
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Indian Ocean region that clearly overmatch benign mission sets such as counterpiracy;
and about Chinese efforts to invest in resilient logistics and ISR platforms that could
presage attempts to coerce state adversaries.64

“

As part of this review, U.S. officials can
also work to identify all-source collection
gaps related to South Asia that India might
be well-positioned to fill. Reciprocity is at
Reciprocity is at the heart of
the heart of sustainable and structured
sustainable and structured intelligence
intelligence exchanges, and by regularizing
exchanges.
bilateral coordination focused on filling
collection gaps, both countries could lay the
foundation for more meaningful exchange.
One relatively easy place to start would be collaboration on the collection and analysis
of open source intelligence (OSINT), including but not limited to public documents in
Chinese and other regional languages. OSINT often poses challenges of scale that
are well suited to collaboration, while avoiding the risks associated with sharing highly
sensitive information.
Identifying and addressing mutual collection gaps, which is already complicated by both
countries’ natural reluctance to reveal their own blind spots and risk exposure of sensitive
sources and methods, may be complicated further by India’s 2018 reorganization of its
national security structure, in which it eliminated the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC),
which had served as a key interlocutor for the U.S. ODNI.65 It is also unclear what has
become of the bilateral Strategic Intelligence Dialogue (SID), which once served as a
forum for high-level analytic exchange. Given these institutional changes, ensuring that
coordination on both collection and strategic-level analysis is on a strong footing should
be a priority for the new administration.
With respect to substantive matters, there are indeed opportunities for deepened
coordination on both of the principal topics of mutual interest: terrorism issues, and
Chinese activities in the region. Regardless of the trajectory or ultimate outcome of the
peace efforts currently underway in Afghanistan, both U.S. and Indian officials should
prepare for the possibility that the militant landscape in Afghanistan and Pakistan
becomes even more complex in the coming years.66 Indian leaders remember well that
the end of the Afghan jihad in the late 1980s marked the beginning of a new wave of
Pakistan-sponsored militant activities in Kashmir in the early 1990s, and are rightly
anxious about the prospect of a new generation of Afghanistan-based militants turning
their attention to India.67
While U.S. officials will presumably continue to seek cooperation from Pakistan on dealing
with transnational terrorist threats, the gradual decline in those threats emanating from
the Afghanistan-Pakistan region that target the U.S. homeland, and the concomitant
decrease in high-level U.S. attention on Pakistan — which began in the latter years of the
Obama administration and accelerated under the Trump administration, culminating
with the suspension of most security assistance in early 2018 — have made U.S. officials
feel, at least for the time being, less encumbered than they once did by perceived
dependencies on Pakistan. This may create space for somewhat more fulsome analytic
exchange and cooperation on Pakistan-based threats. There is an existing mechanism,
the U.S.-India Counter Terrorism Joint Working Group and Designations Dialogue, which
brings together the analytic, operational, and legal experts on both sides. The U.S.

Foreign Policy at Brookings | 16

AFTER THE FOUNDATIONAL AGREEMENTS: AN AGENDA FOR US-INDIA DEFENSE AND SECURITY COOPERATION

decision to leverage assertively its influence in the Financial Action Task Force to compel
Pakistan to constrain the financing and public space available to militant groups reflects
a newfound willingness by U.S. officials to discomfit Pakistan in pursuit of perceived U.S.
security objectives that are shared — but not driven by — India.
With respect to China, public reporting suggests that the United States has been
proactive in offering intelligence support to India to help it manage recent border
crises.68 The signing of the BECA, a broad framework agreement, enables both parties
to establish more specific arrangements related to sharing classified and controlled
unclassified information. The exchange of sensitive maritime information on subjects
such as Chinese submarine transit of the Indian Ocean, and geospatial data pertaining
to the disposition of Chinese forces along the Sino-Indian border, are two natural areas
on which to pursue such arrangements.

VI. Mitigating emerging risks
Sixth, the United States should deepen its consultations with India, largely out of
public view, to mitigate emerging risks in the cyber, space, and nuclear domains.
The U.S.-India conversation on cyber-related risks has substantially broadened in recent
years. A dialogue that was once largely focused on identifying and addressing network
threats from malign state actors has expanded to include discussion of 5G technologies,
AI/ML, and the security implications of various models of internet governance. India
rightly sees itself as an important global player in these conversations.
The Biden administration has the opportunity to build on this strong foundation. During
the Obama administration, the cybersecurity coordinator at the National Security
Council (NSC) staff was a valuable interlocutor with India on a range of cyber-related
issues, particularly given that the NSC’s Indian counterpart, the National Security
Council Secretariat (NSCS), has established a leading role on cyber issues for the
Indian government. A decision to restore the cybersecurity coordinator or a similar role
would helpfully recreate this institutional symmetry and, with it, a natural channel for
sensitive high-level discussions. An NSC/NSCS-led dialogue is also well-positioned to
bridge the gap between defense cyber institutions and internal security institutions (the
U.S. Department of Homeland Security and Indian Home Ministry) that are responsible
for critical infrastructure. It could also provide leadership and oversight for sensitive
defense cooperation on cyber issues. After years of deliberation, India in 2018 created
a tri-service Defense Cyber Agency (DCA); U.S. Cyber Command is a natural interlocutor
with this new agency on a wide range of defense cyber-related issues, including
assessments of China’s offensive cyber capabilities.69
Countering disinformation is an increasingly important challenge for open societies
around the world, and it deserves a place alongside discussions of defense-related
cyber issues. U.S. officials should look for ways to integrate consultations on
disinformation into civilian cyber dialogues, wider bilateral or quadrilateral discussions,
or global fora such as the proposed “Summit of Democracy.” Ideally these consultations
would address both technology policy questions that are faced by both countries (e.g.,
protecting vulnerable communities from the effects of misinformation), and issues
related to foreign influence, though the latter may be challenging given that two of the
leading foreign purveyors of disinformation in the U.S. domestic context are reported to
be Russia and Iran,70 countries with whom India enjoys close ties.
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In the space domain, the United States and India have established modest but growing
cooperation on civil space matters and are in the early stages of exploring bilateral
commercial partnerships. While these activities continue apace, it is an opportune
moment to pursue a more candid dialogue about space security. India’s first successful
kinetic energy anti-satellite (ASAT) test in March 2019 surprised the international
community and raised questions about India’s intentions and future capabilities in
space.
India’s ASAT test should prompt two kinds of engagement by the next U.S. administration.
Recognizing that the underlying impetus for the test was unquestionably China’s
investment in ASAT capabilities that might neutralize India’s own space assets, the United
States should ensure that there is an active bilateral effort for exchanging intelligence
information on China’s increasingly sophisticated and diversified counterspace
capabilities.71 The U.S. and Indian militaries presumably share very similar concerns
about the ability of the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA) to degrade command, control,
communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (C4ISR)
assets in a conflict environment. India will naturally want to retain autonomy over its own
satellite and communications systems, but joint efforts on satellite resilience could be a
profitable dual-track avenue of cooperation that benefits both commercial and military
space assets.
Parallel to this kind of technical cooperation, U.S. officials should be using India’s ASAT test,
and global concerns about an arms race in space, as impetus for renewed engagement
with India and other key spacefaring countries to, at a minimum, bolster norms against
debris-generating events. This is likely to be a challenging diplomatic effort given the
disparate views among China, Russia, the United States, and India. There are reasons
to believe, however, that India could be a helpful partner in this effort.72 Its relatively
nascent capabilities may make it amenable to an agreement that puts constraints on
China. And, as my Brookings colleague Frank Rose has rightly speculated, the timing of
India’s test suggests that it “probably wanted to ensure it had demonstrated a military
capability to destroy a satellite before international prohibitions on testing were put in
place.”73 The United States and India announced in 2014 a dialogue on space, which
met in 2015, 2016, and again in 2019 just prior to India’s successful ASAT test, and
which provides a forum to explore a multilateral path forward on this issue.

“

Cooperation with India to reduce risks
in the nuclear domain is a relatively
underdeveloped dimension of the bilateral
The sometimes stilted nature of U.S.security partnership. On the one hand, U.S.
India nuclear dialogues is increasingly
and Indian officials have worked closely
since 2005 to secure an exceptional position
incongruous with the trajectory of the
for India in the global nonproliferation order,
overall security relationship.
a difficult effort that has built trust and a
degree of mutual understanding about each
other’s civilian nuclear enterprises and nonproliferation commitments. On the other
hand, India remains markedly adverse to discussing nuclear issues in bilateral fora. U.S.
officials have, in private, noted that Pakistan is often more candid with the United States
about its nuclear posture, doctrine, safety, and security practices than India is, and that
while this arguably reflects each country’s perceived incentives, the sometimes stilted
nature of U.S.-India nuclear dialogues is increasingly incongruous with the trajectory of
the overall security relationship.
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This will likely change only gradually, and U.S. officials should continue to approach
these topics with a posture of discretion and reciprocity. Two issues in particular are
worth engaging with some persistence. The first is Chinese nuclear developments and
their potential impact on strategic stability in the Indo-Pacific. China retains a relatively
recessed nuclear posture, but is investing heavily in new delivery systems, including a
hypersonic glide vehicle that may be dual-capable, a new sea-launched ballistic missile,
and multiple-warhead variants of existing land- and sea-launched ballistic missiles.74
Some of these developments may eventually affect the credibility of India’s deterrence
posture. Indian officials have reason to be anxious as well about future U.S. posture
and capability developments in the western Pacific that might degrade or disrupt SinoAmerican deterrence stability.75
There are existing U.S.-India channels to discuss strategic stability issues, but it is
not clear that they are well suited to address the emerging threat environment.76 The
reality is that shared U.S. and Indian concerns about the Chinese nuclear enterprise
are increasingly inextricable from concerns about the PLA’s offensive cyber and
counterspace capabilities, and that meaningful U.S.-India consultations on regional
nuclear matters need to include these dimensions, and bring diplomats, intelligence
analysts, and defense officials to the table.
U.S. leaders also need to sustain a quiet dialogue with their Indian counterparts about
the changing nature of nuclear escalation risks with India’s western neighbor. Apart
from the Korean Peninsula, the India-Pakistan border remains perhaps the world’s most
likely site of a nuclear conflict. The Modi government, unimpressed by the restraint of
its predecessors in responding to terrorist attacks linked to Pakistan, has pursued a
new policy of conventional ripostes that have included special operations raids and air
strikes into Pakistani territory.77 Although the outcome of the 2019 Pulwama standoff between the two countries has generally been read by both Indian and Pakistani
officials as a notable success, many U.S. analysts are considerably less sanguine. They
note that attacks by Pakistan-based militant groups on India continue unabated, and
that India’s new pattern of conventional responses appear to be increasing the risk of
inadvertent escalation — providing political catharsis without any discernible deterrent
to Pakistani provocation. (The Trump administration’s nod of approval to India’s crossborder strike arguably further increased this risk.78) There are also concerns that Indian
leaders’ understandable frustration with their limited conventional response options
may be prompting them to consider the development of counterforce capabilities that
would be both deeply destabilizing and exorbitantly expensive.79
U.S. efforts to deepen ties with India as a strategic partner and invest in its military
capabilities will, to some extent, always be in tension with the United States’ interest in
preserving crisis stability between India and Pakistan. That said, the United States will
likely continue to play a unique and unavoidable role as a crisis manager in any future
India-Pakistan conflict, and should do what it can to urge restraint, mitigate escalation
risks, and build relationships that could facilitate de-escalation. For this reason, it is
arguably to India’s advantage that U.S. officials sustain constructive ties with Pakistan
so that they have an open line during future crises. The lingering discrepancy in U.S.
and Indian views about the nuclear risk environment should, however, prompt further
bilateral dialogue, and the United States would be wise to continue support to Track-2
and Track-1.5 engagements as well as pursue candid discussions in official channels.
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The respective cyber, space, and nuclear agendas outlined here are each important for
advancing risk reduction efforts in their particular domains. Although the U.S. and Indian
bureaucracies might well be overtaxed in the near term by a cross-domain dialogue that
addressed the growing interrelationships among these three issues, this could be a
forward-looking area of investment for Track-2 and Track-1.5 efforts. Scenario-based
dialogues or TTXs by domain and regional experts could help to identify realistic crossdomain escalation pathways and mitigation strategies that could then be taken up in
official channels.

CONCLUSION
The Biden administration will inherit a daunting array of domestic and global challenges
that will demand high-level attention from day one. The U.S. defense and security
relationship with India is a modest but important piece of that wider agenda, and one
that will require steady investment and recalibration rather than major redesign. Given
the structural and political stresses on the U.S.-India relationship more broadly, U.S.
policymakers should not take for granted that the positive trajectory will simply continue
as a matter of course. That trajectory will be shaped in part by the choices that Indian
leaders make about how ambitious they wish to be in aligning with the United States, and
the kind of tradeoffs they are willing to accept in order to realize the gains from security
cooperation. The new U.S. administration will also have a role in shaping the trajectory of
the defense and security relationship. Any successful effort to do so will be predicated on
four broad imperatives.
The administration would, as a first order concern, have to rebuild a broader bilateral
relationship with India that is not disproportionately dependent on defense and security
ties. This requires, as I argued above, considering revisions to the existing structure of
dialogues, but also a wider effort to work with India as a leading partner in tackling global
challenges from climate change to health security.80
This kind of wider agenda has a dual value. It reflects President-elect Joe Biden’s plainly
stated priorities: reaffirming a values-based foreign policy, reassuring close partners,
restoring U.S. competitiveness, and reclaiming global leadership. And it recognizes
that the American people stand to gain from a multifaceted relationship with India that
includes robust economic and people-to-people ties. It also has the benefit of making
more palatable to the Indian public a U.S.-India defense relationship that is increasingly
visible and, at times, cuts against the grain of India’s traditions of nonalignment. The
United States must be able to sustain the argument that the U.S.-India partnership has
the potential to be both deep and mutual.
Alongside this effort, the administration would have to be disciplined about setting and
resourcing its Indo-Pacific priorities, particularly in pursuing effective competition with
China and avoiding new dependencies on Pakistan. Notwithstanding its abundant failings,
the Trump administration was right to frame its engagement in Asia in wider “Indo-Pacific”
terms, and to pursue a more competitive relationship with China.81 Crafting and resourcing
a broad-based China strategy, in collaboration with Congress and other stakeholders, is
arguably one of the most pressing tasks for the new administration.82 Indian leaders will
be closely watching to see the contours of this new policy approach and, so long as U.S.
rhetoric on China remains firm but not overly combative, are likely to believe that a tough
U.S. policy line toward China paradoxically gives New Delhi comparatively greater room for
maneuver to sustain some political and economic ties with Beijing.83
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India’s willingness to make choices to deepen defense ties with the United States will
also be shaped to some extent by the new administration’s posture toward Pakistan.84
There is no doubt that Pakistan will, and ought to, remain important for the United States.
But the U.S.-Pakistan relationship has changed dramatically in recent years. The United
States provides Pakistan a small fraction of the economic assistance it once did; virtually
all security assistance has been suspended; Pakistan has moved even deeper into the
Chinese economic and political orbit; and there is a healthy skepticism in Washington
about efforts to alter fundamentally Pakistan’s long-standing destabilizing policies vis-àvis India. At the same time, Indians are understandably concerned that the United States
will, irrespective of what happens with the Afghan peace process, revert to a co-dependent
relationship with Pakistan as a means of compensating for the lack of direct access to
counterterrorism infrastructure in Afghanistan. For U.S. assurances to the contrary to be
credible, they will have to be accompanied by a demonstrable restraint, and willingness
to pursue counterterrorism options that avoid undue encumbrances with Pakistan.
Even as it pursues a long-term investment in the relationship with India, the new
administration would have to be realistic about India’s political, fiscal, and capability
constraints, especially in the near term.85 The Modi government has been willing in
many respects to signal publicly its alignment with the United States in ways that its
predecessors did not, but has done so only within the context of an omni-directional
foreign policy that does not require making difficult choices.86 India’s ties with Russia,
which are anchored in its ongoing dependence on Moscow for defense equipment and
supplies, its recognition of Russia’s support in the U.N. Security Council, and its deepseated fears of the emergence of a Sino-Russian condominium, will continue to constrain
the possibility frontier of U.S.-India technology cooperation.87
One of the most salient enablers of deepening U.S.-India defense ties over the last four
years has been Chinese President Xi Jinping’s clumsily aggressive treatment of countries
across Asia, which has markedly diminished China’s standing and renewed fears of
Beijing’s hegemonic ambitions.88 In this light, some commentators have suggested that
the combination of the 2017 Doklam standoff and this year’s Sino-Indian border crisis
have precipitated a major rupture in trust and a fundamental shift in India’s orientation
toward China. But the Modi government’s muted rhetoric tells a more ambiguous
story, and should suggest to U.S. observers that India’s posture toward China will likely
continue to be marked by caution, concession, and contradiction. A more subtle Chinese
approach, for example, in which Beijing pulled back from provocative border tactics
and “wolf warrior” propaganda while proffering modest economic inducements, might
conceivably prompt a new bout of Indian reticence about overt defense cooperation with
the United States.
Apart from its political decisionmaking, India faced major fiscal and domestic political
constraints on its ability to invest in defense capabilities even prior to the COVID-19 crisis.
Absent bold economic reforms and a return to high levels of growth, these constraints will
likely become only more acute in the coming years. The Sino-Indian border clashes have
diverted Indian senior-level attention and resource planning to the continental domain
at a time when China is more clearly than ever investing in sophisticated maritime
capabilities in the Indian Ocean. Cognizant of these limitations, U.S. policymakers should
encourage Indian planners to avoid overstretching their resources by carefully weighing
the value of engagements east of Malacca and in the Middle East, and considering ways
to pursue risk reduction measures and economize conventional force requirements visà-vis Pakistan.89
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Finally, the Biden administration would have to be willing to invest in high level
engagement at the leader and Cabinet levels to sustain an ambitious agenda and
address the inevitable array of bilateral frictions. For differing but complementary
reasons, Joe Biden and Vice President-elect Kamala Harris will each bring considerable
personal credibility to their engagements with Indian leaders, and they have each been
forthcoming and positive about their visions for deepening U.S. ties with India.90

“

Unless the Sino-Indian border crisis
escalates in the spring as snow melts
in high altitude border areas, India may
History would suggest that leadership
not be a “day one” item for the new
by the president, vice president,
administration. But history would suggest
national security advisor, and Cabinet
that leadership by the president, vice
president, national security advisor, and
secretaries is essential to driving
Cabinet secretaries is essential to driving
progress in the U.S.-India relationship.
progress in the relationship. Formalizing
annual leader-level summits and planning a
presidential or vice-presidential trip to India in the first year of the administration would
immediately mobilize the bureaucracies to begin addressing the range of outstanding
issues, including constructively situating the defense and security relationship in a
wider bilateral and multilateral agenda. Past administrations have also benefited from
informally designating a secretary- or deputy secretary-level official at the State or
Defense Department to serve as a regular high-level interlocutor with Indian counterparts
between ministerial engagements.
Ultimately, these four imperatives for the new administration represent enablers,
not guarantors, of a strong defense and security relationship with India that serves
U.S. interests over the long term. Many of the most important factors that will shape
the health of that relationship have less to do with specific U.S. defense or security
policies, and more to do with the decisions that leaders in both countries make about
how to navigate the complex array of political, economic, and strategic pressures being
generated by the global pandemic, the weakening of both domestic and international
institutions, and the rise of an assertive Chinese party-state intent on reshaping the
Asian order.
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