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Over the two years since its historic announcement, the AUKUS agreement has elicited

a broad range of regional responses. While some countries have welcomed the strategic
alignment that AUKUS brings, others share concerns over increased regional instability, the
emergence of antagonistic security blocs, and nuclear proliferation.

To guarantee the security that the pact promises, Australia and its fellow AUKUS partners
will need to understand the region’s perspectives.

This series is designed to provide insight into regional responses to AUKUS, two years on.
It will delve into the concerns, qualms, and avenues for opportunity in seven Indo-Pacific
countries, through the eyes of regional authors.
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SUMMARY:

71 Though India’s response to AUKUS has been conservative, its actions suggest that it

welcomes the pact in the Indo-Pacific.

71 AUKUS sends a clear message of strategic balancing to China. For India, continued US-
China competition brings both strategic and diplomatic benefits.

71 Enhanced Australian naval capabilities will leave the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Navy
more invested in the South China Sea and its regional waters and less focussed on the

Indian Ocean — India’s regional priority.

71 AUKUS has opened more avenues for defence technology cooperation. India will benefit
from greater competition among defence technology vendors.

The announcement of the AUKUS strategic
defence pact in September 2021, to use the
words of The Economist, represented a "profound
geopolitical shift."" Under the agreement, the
three Anglo-Saxon powers declared their
cooperation in building a fleet of six nuclear-
powered submarines for the Australian Navy.
The pact also announced cooperation across
wide-ranging military technology, including

Al, quantum computing, cyber warfare, and
undersea technologies.? Through AUKUS, the

US, Australia, and the UK have committed
wholeheartedly to keeping the Indo-Pacific "free
and open’ from China's growing influence.

India’s reactions to AUKUS matter significantly:
it is the Indo-Pacific's only other rising power,

a major military and diplomatic force in the
Indo-Pacific, a strategic partner of the US

and its allies, and has its own politico-military
competition with China.® In the public domain,
Indian decision-makers were rather reserved —
Harsh Shringla, India’s Foreign Secretary, argued
that “AUKUS is a security alliance between the
three countries” with no relevance for the Quad
nor India®.

Official nonchalance was accompanied by some
criticism within the Indian strategic community.
Some argued that AUKUS would overshadow and
desecuritise the Quad (a minilateral between
India, Japan, Australia and the US),® others
lamented India’s lost opportunity to build its
naval strength® and the lack of similar defence
technology support from the US to India.”

And yet, others have reflected on the potential
space AUKUS opens for Indian diplomacy. For one,
the Quad’s increasing focus on non-traditional
security and development issues complemented
AUKUS’ more robust military response to

China’s rise.? Second, the habits of cooperation
engendered by the Quad and AUKUS could
facilitate a future merger.? Overall, the balance

of strategic commentary in India was clearly in
favour of the deal.

Official Indian conservatism towards AUKUS

is easily explained by the timing of its
announcement. AUKUS was announced just a

few days before the first summit level meeting
between the Quad countries in Washington DC on
September 239, 2021.'° Having sincerely invested
in the Quad, New Delhi obviously did not want the
summit to be overshadowed by AUKUS. However,
within a fortnight of AUKUS" announcement,

India rallied with the AUKUS countries to thwart
China’s anti-AUKUS resolution at the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). China wanted to
portray the deal as infringing on AUKUS members’
nuclear non-proliferation commitments. India
convinced IAEA member states of the legitimacy
of the “technical evaluation” of AUKUS done by
the IAEA, which eventually found it compliant
with the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty." India’s
diplomatic positioning at the IAEA revealed its
inherent preferences.

AUKUS has strategic, military, and technological
implications for India's foreign policy and security
strategy. And these implications work for, rather
than militate against, India's core interests. New
Delhi's realpolitik indicates that it has more than
welcomed the deal.
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1 The Strategic Messaging

The Australian Navy is still at least a decade
away from operationalising its nuclear submarine
fleet. Therefore, the immediate and principal
significance of AUKUS lies in its strategic
messaging. For a long time, Washington appeared
indecisive about tackling China's rise.

AUKUS signifies two substantial departures in
US policy.

First, it represents an emphatic embrace of

the balance of power logic in the US approach
towards the Indo-Pacific.’? In one stroke,
Washington has enmeshed two of its most critical
Anglo-Saxon allies in an explicit alliance against
China. It further underlines that the US approach
to containing China will fully use its defence
technology and allies.

Furthermore, the exceptional nature of the
agreement is an indicator of increasing American
vulnerability vis-a-vis China’s growing naval
power in the region. In sheer numbers, the rise of
the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) in the
region has been nothing less than miraculous.
From a small coastal navy in the 1980s and the
1990s, the PLAN has emerged as the “largest
navy in the world.”* Without counterbalancing
measures, the PLAN will fully dominate the Indo-
Pacific by 2035. AUKUS, therefore, is also an
acceptance of the US' growing vulnerability in
the region.

Second, AUKUS is the first instance of an alliance
formation since the end of the Cold War that
responds to China.'* US bilateral alliances in the
region — whether with South Korea, Japan, or
Australia — are otherwise of Cold War vintage.

By agreeing to transfer the most prized strategic
military technology — nuclear propulsion — to
Australia, Washington has conveyed to the rest of
the world that, rather than regional stability and
its commitment to non-proliferation, it first and
foremost values its primacy in the Indo-Pacific.’

AUKUS underlines that the US-China competition
will intensify and that to succeed, the US will
need to strengthen its allies and partners with all
means necessary, including cutting edge defence
technologies. AUKUS is, therefore, immensely
significant for New Delhi. First, since strategic
decisions like AUKUS create long term effects
and require sustained commitment, India can

be reassured that US-China competition is

here to stay. AUKUS has buried any fears of US
retrenchment from the Indo-Pacific or, worse,
the prospect of the US ceding ground to China
through a G-2 (Group of Two where the US

and China divide their spheres of influence)
understanding.’®* AUKUS also indicated that the US
is willing to renegotiate how it does business with
its allies and partners. It is ready to relinquish its
traditional approach — emphasising arms control
and normative commitment to non-proliferation
of critical technologies — to the demands of
geopolitics and the needs of its allies.” Many in
India feared that the US would never part with
key military technologies beyond its Anglo-Saxon
allies. However, just over a year after AUKUS'
announcement, India and the US launched the
Initiative on Critical and Emerging Technologies
(iCET)."® Under this framework, the US has agreed
to part with critical technologies for fighter
aircraft engines.”
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2 The Military Balance of Forces

AUKUS shows that the US will not let China
dominate the region without a fight.

Both technology and the presence of allies
provides a significant edge to the US. The US
Navy enjoys technological superiority even when
the PLAN can field more naval combatants.?®
AUKUS therefore aims to hit China where it hurts
the most. Nuclear submarines in the hands of
American allies will not only hem the PLAN within
the South China Sea bordered by the first island
chain (Japan, Taiwan, Philippines), but it will also
neutralize the asymmetric advantage China has
gained by developing and deploying ship-killing
missiles such as DF-21.

AUKUS will provide the Australian Navy
with the capability to contain and
potentially militarily engage with China in
the South China Sea.

Though the US Navy operates along the length
and breadth of the Indo-Pacific, Japan, Australia
and India cover three critical zones of the Indo-
Pacific’s maritime geography: Northeast Asia

and the Northeastern Pacific Ocean (Japan), the
Southeastern Indian Ocean and Southern Pacific
(Australia) and finally, the Northeastern Indian
Ocean and the Western Indian Ocean (India).
Collectively, therefore, Quad countries dominate
the maritime geography of the Indo-Pacific. Given
the growing asymmetry of naval power between
China and the maritime democracies of the
Indo-Pacific, ensuring their maritime safety lies in
dividing the defence of the Indo-Pacific among
their zones of interest and influence.?'

AUKUS’ capability enhancement of individual
Quad members — Australia and the US —
complicates Chinese naval strategy in two ways.??
First, it divides the focus and concentration

of China's naval forces. Balancing naval power
across maritime zones will be highly costly for
China, irrespective of the current trajectory of
its maritime growth. Second, as Quad members
substantially augment their naval capabilities,
decision-makers in Beijing will have to carefully
weigh the gains of imposing their claims and
influence against the costs associated with
accidental, unintentional, and even deliberate
escalation. Insofar as AUKUS will enhance
Australia’s maritime capability across the
Southeastern Indian Ocean and Southern Pacific,
so too will it augment naval deterrence against
China. In the long run, the systemic effects of
AUKUS will benefit the Quad's overall interests in
the Indo-Pacific.

All military developments that complicate
China's maritime calculations in the
South China Sea and the Pacific are highly
advantageous for New Delhi.

India is especially concerned about Chinese
expansionism. Chinese dominance over Taiwan,
the South China Sea, and Southeast Asia would
collapse the first geographical impediment in
China's military expansionism, the so-called

first island chain.?®* Should the PLAN expand its
presence beyond the first island chain, Chinese
nuclear and conventional submarines would
then be able to break through the barrier of US
anti-submarine forces. This in turn would allow
Chinese nuclear-powered ballistic-missile-
carrying submarines (SSBNs) unfettered access
to the Pacific Ocean and free up China's naval
resources for operations in the Indian Ocean.?* It
would also provide China with substantial control
over the Sea Lines of Communication going
through the East and South China Sea.
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Potential Chinese Naval Expansionism
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Therefore, countries such as India, which fear China's creeping influence in the Indian Ocean, want
these waters to remain highly contested, both through the involvement of Southeast Asian States and
other regional powers such as Japan and Australia.>* Not without reason is New Delhi keen on providing
anti-access platforms such as Brahmos cruise missiles to smaller Southeast Asian states which can

be used against PLAN assets in the South China sea.?® Insofar as AUKUS engenders further military

crowding of these maritime spaces, a robust Australian Navy will provide more breathing space for
India in the Indian Ocean.
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3 Deregulating the Military Technology Market

Initial reactions to AUKUS by India’s strategic
community also underestimated the potential
benefits of AUKUS for India’s nuclear submarine
program and the larger global market for sensitive
military technology.

Of the four Quad countries, only the US and India
have indigenous nuclear submarine programs. So
far, India has concentrated on SSBNs to complete
its triad of nuclear-delivery platforms. India’s
nuclear submarine program is based on Russian
technology. However, India's strategic planners are
keen to procure SSNs (nuclear-powered attack
submarines) and to lessen the Indian military's
dependence on Russia.?” The Navy wants

six SSNs.

The program is stuck for two reasons.? First,
while India has absorbed considerable nuclear
propulsion expertise through its SSBN program, it
is based on Russian technology from the 1970s.
India’s SSBN fleet is therefore very underpowered.
The reactor aboard the first of its submarines,

INS Arihant, can produce barely 85 megawatts of
energy compared with the 190 megawatts from
modern attack submarines.

However, power isn't a huge issue for SSBNs
because their missions don't require constant
surveillance of, or engagement with, an
adversary's naval assets. SSN reactors need to
withstand very high-power surging or power
fluctuations. New Delhi and the Indian Navy
aren't confident of the indigenous program's
capacity to satisfy this requirement—at least
not yet. More importantly, it is challenging to find
suitable foreign vendors. France and Russia are
the only states offering nuclear propulsion. They
can therefore sell what they want at the price
they want. Nuclear non-proliferation restraints
exacerbate the lack of vendors.

The second is that the US decision to share

its nuclear capabilities through AUKUS may
impact the monopolistic market for nuclear
submarine technology. Even if Washington does
not sell to New Delhi, it may provide an enabling
environment for other vendors. For example, the
2008 Indo-US Civilian Nuclear agreement did not
result in any direct sales of nuclear reactors from
Washington DC to New Delhi. However, it allowed
other vendors such as France and Russia to
transfer nuclear reactor technology and material
to India.

AUKUS will also strengthen India’s negotiating
position with the French and the Russians.

New Delhi has expressed an interest in French
Barracuda-class submarines at the highest

level but has received no firm response. The
economic and diplomatic fallout of AUKUS for
France may render Paris more amenable to
Indian entreaties. Influential analysts such as
Ashley Tellis have already argued for a trilateral
understanding between India, the US and France
('INFRUS') for production of nuclear submarines
for the Indian Navy. The US' role in any potential
INFRUS arrangements would be to “endorse and
midwife an Indo-French arrangement.”?° It would
also allow the US to achieve two major strategic
objectives.*® First, it would help mitigate the
fall-out in US-France relations after the AUKUS
announcement. Second, it would also reduce
India’s defence dependence on Russia.

Indian interests in French nuclear submarine
technology has also spooked Russia. The
prospect of French assistance made Moscow
offer its new Yasen-class SSNs.*!

By inducing competition in the market
from a new vendor with better technology,
AUKUS has substantially enhanced India’'s
bargaining power.
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This market deregulation from monopolistic
suppliers is not specific to nuclear propulsion.
As underlined earlier, AUKUS has laid the path
for technology transfer of the entire gamut of
military technologies from the US to allies and
partners. Even if the US does not provide nuclear
submarines to India, it has finally relented to
New Delhi's demands for other critical military
technologies. The India-US deal on the transfer
of General Atomic F-414 jet engines for India’s

indigenous fighter aircrafts is a case in point. The
US has never transferred such technology in the
past, even to its allies.?* Moreover, AUKUS enables
cooperation across a number of emerging
technologies such as Quantum computing,
hypersonic vehicles and cyber capabilities.
Possible Indian involvement in joint development
and cooperation in these other technology
domains cannot be ruled out.

BOX 1 - WHY AUKUS APPEALS TO INDIA

Its strategic messaging,
signifying that the US is
actively balancing China
by cooperating with
regional allies

It will keep China occupied in
the South China Sea,
and ultimately out of

the Indian Ocean

Reassures India that the
US is committed to the
Indo-Pacific

Creates an enabling

Enables greater US- environment for other vendors

India cooperation on
critical technology and
technology transfer

(Russia, France) to sell nuclear
submarine technology to
India, and in turn, enhances
Indian submarines

Strengthens India’s
negotiating position with
Russia and France
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Conclusion

Despite official neutrality,
strategically, militarily, and
materially, AUKUS is good for India.

First, it ensures that the strategic context
of Indo-Pacific’s geopolitics will remain
advantageous to New Delhi. Sino-US
competition augments India’s strategic
value and its role for both the US and
other Quad members. Such political
context provides immense strategic and
diplomatic opportunities and benefits.

Second, maritime defence of the Indo-
Pacific falls on the shoulders of its four
largest military powers — US, India, Japan
and Australia. The enhancement of the
maritime capabilities of any of these
powers, therefore, adds to overall naval
deterrence vis-a-vis China. Furthermore,
Australian nuclear submarine capability
will only render the task of the PLAN far
more complex in and around the South
China Sea. The more involved the PLAN
is in its maritime backyard, the lesser it
will be involved in India’s maritime zone
of influence.

Lastly, AUKUS has laid the path for
serious material benefits in the military
technologies market. It has enabled India
to engage major military powers for the
transfer of key defence technologies and
opened new avenues for cooperation. By
making the market more competitive, it
has also strengthened India’s bargaining
power to acquire technology transfers
from foreign vendors.

These implications are already playing in
India’s favour and will continue to do so in
the future.
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