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THE INDIA-U.S. DEFENCE PARTNERSHIP IS DEEPENING 
The optics around the 2+2 Dialogue in Delhi are defining — the defence ties between  

the two countries have come of age 
 The India-United States defence partnership received a major boost earlier this week with the visit of 

U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and U.S. Defence Secretary Mark Esper for the third round of the 2+2 

Dialogue with their Indian counterparts, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar and Defence Minister Rajnath 

Singh. The joint statement spells out the highlights but the optics are what define the visit. At a time when 

most ministerial engagements and even summits are taking place virtually, the significance of two senior U.S. 

officials travelling to Delhi a week before the U.S. goes to the polls conveys an unambiguous political message 

— the defence partnership has come of age. 
 

A long road 

 It has been a long process, with many ups and downs since the first modest steps were taken with the 

end of the Cold War three decades ago. The 1991 Kicklighter proposals (Lt. Gen. Claude Kicklighter was the 

Army commander at the U.S. Pacific Command) suggested establishing contacts between the three Services to 

promote exchanges and explore areas of cooperation. An Agreed Minute on Defence Cooperation was 

concluded in 1995 instituting a dialogue at the Defence Secretary level together with the setting up of a 

Technology Group. 

 The end of the Cold War had helped create this opening but the overhang of the nuclear issue 

continued to cast a shadow on the talks. There was little appreciation of each other’s threat perceptions and 

the differences came to a head when India undertook a series of nuclear tests in 1998. The U.S. responded 

angrily by imposing a whole slew of economic sanctions and leading the international condemnation 

campaign. 

 An intensive engagement followed with 18 rounds of talks between the then External Affairs Minister, 

the late Jaswant Singh, and then U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott spanning two years that helped 

bring about a shift in perceptions. Sanctions were gradually lifted and in 2005, a 10-year Framework for 

Defence Relationship established, followed by a Joint Declaration on Defence Cooperation in 2013. The 

Framework agreement was renewed in 2015 for another decade. 

 The Framework laid out an institutional mechanism for areas of cooperation including joint exercises, 

intelligence exchanges, joint training for multinational operations including disaster relief and humanitarian 

assistance, technology transfer and a sharing of non-proliferation best practices. Initial movement was slow; it 

gathered momentum once the nuclear hurdle was overcome in 2008 with the India-U.S. civil nuclear deal. 

 There were other factors at play too. Equally important was the progressive opening up of the Indian 

economy that was registering an impressive annual growth rate of over 7%. Bilateral trade in goods and 

services was $20 billion in 2000 and exceeded $140 billion in 2018. The four million-strong Indian diaspora in 

the U.S. has come of political age and its impact can be seen in the bipartisan composition of the India Caucus 

(in the House) and the Senate Friends of India group. From less than $400 million of defence acquisitions till 

2005, the U.S. has since signed defence contracts of $18 billion. 
 

A bipartisan consensus 

 A bipartisan consensus supporting the steady growth in India-U.S. ties in both New Delhi and 

Washington has been a critical supporting factor. The first baby steps in the form of the Kicklighter proposals 

came in 1991 from the Bush administration (Republican) when P.V. Narasimha Rao led a Congress coalition. 

Following the nuclear tests, Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee (Bharatiya Janata Party) welcomed President 

Bill Clinton (Democrat) to Delhi. The visit, taking place after 22 years — the previous one being U.S. President 

Jimmy Carter’s visit in 1978 — marked a shift from “estranged democracies” to “natural allies”. A Congress 

coalition led by Prime Minister Manmohan Singh carried the process forward with a Republican Bush 

administration. Heavy political lifting was needed to conclude the historic nuclear deal in 2008, removing the 

biggest legacy obstacle. 

http://www.vanik.org/
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 The biggest push has come from Prime Minister Narendra Modi overcoming the “hesitations of 

history” and taking forward the relationship, first with a Democratic Obama administration by announcing a 

Joint Strategic Vision for the Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean Region in 2015, followed by elevating the India-U.S. 

Strategic and Commercial Dialogue (launched in 2009 and the first round held in 2010) into the 2+2 dialogue in 

2018 with the (Republican) Trump administration reflecting the ‘Comprehensive Global Strategic Partnership’. 
Mr Modi is not constrained (at least on the strategic side) unlike Dr. Singh during his second term who faced 

opposition within his party, had a Defence Minister who preferred to shy away from any decision, and often 

had to prod a reluctant bureaucracy. 

 The signing, last week, of the Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement (BECA) providing for the 

sharing of geospatial data is the last of the foundational agreements. The first, General Security Of Military 

Information Agreement (GSOMIA), relating to security of each other’s military information was signed in 2002. 

The Congress-led United Progressive Alliance government signed the End Use Monitoring Agreement (EUMA) 

in 2009 but then dragged its feet on the others on the grounds that it would jeopardise India’s strategic 

autonomy. However, it was apparent that as military exercises with the U.S. expanded, both in scale and 

complexity, and U.S. military platforms were inducted, not signing these agreements was perceived as an 

obstacle to strengthening cooperation. Nearly 60 countries have signed BECA. In 2016, Logistics Exchange 

Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA) relating to exchange of logistics support had been concluded, followed 

by Communications Compatibility and Security Agreement (COMCASA) in 2018 permitting encryption 

standards of communication systems. More than a 100 countries have signed these agreements with the U.S. 

Equivalent agreements on logistics and mutual security of military communication have also been signed with 

France but without the political fuss. 
 

Breaking away from ‘labels’ 
 Developing the habit of working together has been a long process of building mutual respect and trust 

while accepting differences. The U.S. is used to dealing with allies (invariably junior partners in a U.S.-

dominated alliance structure) and adversaries. India falls into neither category. Therefore, engaging as equal 

partners has been a learning experience for both India and the U.S. Recognising this, the U.S. categorised India 

as “a Major Defence Partner” in 2016, a position unique to India that was formalised in the National Defense 

Authorisation Act (2017) authorising the Secretaries of State and Defence to take necessary measures. It has 

helped that India also joined the export control regimes (Australia Group, Missile Technology Control Regime 

and Wassenaar Arrangement) and has practices consistent with the Nuclear Suppliers Group where its 

membership was blocked by China spuriously linking it to Pakistan. In 2018, India was placed in Category I of 

the Strategic Trade Authorisation, easing exports of sensitive technologies. 

 In every relationship, there is a push factor and a pull factor; an alignment of the two is called the 

convergence of interests. An idea matures when the timing is right. After all, the Quad (Australia, India, Japan 

and the U.S.) was first mooted in 2007 but after one meeting, it petered out till its re-emergence now. 

Alongside the ministerial meeting in Tokyo earlier this month, India was invited for the first time to also attend 

the Five Eyes (a signals intelligence grouping set up in 1941 consisting of Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the 

United Kingdom and the U.S.) meeting. 

 The policy debate in India is often caught up in ‘labels’. When Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru 

described non-alignment as the guiding principle of Indian foreign policy, it was designed to expand India’s 

diplomatic space. Yet, in 1971, when the Cold War directly impinged on India’s national security, a non-aligned 

India balanced the threat by signing the Treaty of Peace, Friendship and Cooperation between the 

Government of India and the Government of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. However, during the 

1970s and 1980s, it was often hijacked by the Non-aligned Movement tying up policy in ideological knots. Such 

became the hold of the label that even after the Cold War, India defined strategic autonomy as Non-alignment 

2.0! The Indian strategic community needs to appreciate that policies cannot become prisoners of labels. 

Ultimately, the policy objective has to enhance India’s strategic space and capability. That is the real 

symbolism of the in-person meeting in Delhi. 
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Meanings of Difficult Words: 

 

 deepen (verb) – grow, increase, intensify. 

 optics (noun) – (typically in a political situation) 

the way in which an event is recognized by the 

public. 

 ties (noun) – bond, association, relationship. 

 come of age (phrase) – if something has come of 

age, it has become fully established; if something 

has come of age, it has reached its full successful 

development. 

 counterpart (noun) – equivalent, equal (person); 

fellow, peer. 

 spell out (phrasal verb) – explain, make 

clear, elucidate/clarify. 

 highlight (noun) – main feature, focal point, most 

interesting part. 

 engagement (noun) – participation, taking part, 

involvement; meeting, session. 

 summit (noun) – meeting, conference. 

 virtually (adverb) – practically, nearly, almost. 

 unambiguous (adjective) – unarguable, 

undebatable, unquestionable. 

 ups and downs (phrase) – unpredictability, 

 instability, uncertainties. 

 modest (adjective) – small, ordinary, simple. 

 the Cold War (noun) – The Cold War was a state 

of political and military tension after World War II 

between powers in the Western Bloc (the United 

States and a group of countries) and powers in the 

Eastern Bloc (the Soviet Union and a group of 

countries). 

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 

 minute (noun) – an official memorandum/ 

contract/agreement (which is recommending a 

course of action). 

 institute (verb) – begin/start. 

 set up (phrasal verb) – establish, start/begin, 

inaugurate, create. 

 overhang (noun) – a situation which is lingering, 

indecisive and it is also having (a negative effect). 

 cast a shadow over/on (phrase) – spoil, diminish, 

let down. 

 perception (noun) – understanding/ 

interpretation, idea/thought, belief, discernment. 

 difference (noun) – disagreement, difference of 

opinion, misunderstanding. 

 come to a head (phrase) – reach a crisis, come to 

a climax, reach a critical point, reach a turning 

point. 

 slew of (noun) – a large number of, lot, range. 

 sanctions (noun) – action taken, or an order given 

to force a country to obey international laws by 

limiting or stopping trade with that country, by 

not allowing economic aid for that country, etc. 

 condemnation (noun) – censure, criticism, 

castigation, stricture. 

 span (verb) – range over, last, extend over (a 

period of time). 

 bring about (phrasal verb) – cause to 

happen, make happen, result in, give rise to. 

 lay out (phrasal verb) – outline, draw up, 

formulate. 

 mechanism (noun) – procedure, process, 

method/technique. 

 intelligence (noun) – (military) information. 

 humanitarian (adjective) – compassionate, 

humane, socially concerned. 

 non-proliferation (noun) – prevention of the 

spread of  something (nuclear weapons, weapons 

technology & etc.). 

 gather momentum (phrase) – to get strength; to 

become stronger, to become effective. 

 hurdle (noun) – obstacle, difficulty, problem, 

 impediment. 

 at play (phrase) – active as something  to  be  

considered. 

 progressive (adjective) – forward-looking, 

forward-thinking, dynamic, advanced. 

 open up (phrasal verb) – make something  

available/accessible. 

 bilateral (adjective) – involving two groups or 

countries. 
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 diaspora (noun) – the people who spread/scatter 

from their own country to places across the world. 

 bipartisan (adjective) – involving cooperation 

between two (opposite & big) political parties. 

 composition (noun) – formation, structure, 

arrangement. 

 caucus (noun) – (in the US) a party-organized 

gathering of members to discuss their presidential 

preferences, elect local party leadership and 

discuss issues that make up the party’s platform. A 

closed meeting of supporters or members of a 

specific political party or movement. It is also 

defined as hours-long voting meeting run by a 

political party. 

 consensus (noun) – an idea or opinion that is 

shared by all the people in a group, agreement, 

 concurrence. 

 Senate (noun) – the upper house or chamber in 

some bicameral legislative systems. (for example 

in the US, Australia, Canada). 

 acquisition (noun) – obtaining, acquiring/ 

procuring, appropriation. 

 baby step (noun) – a very small step. 

 estranged (adjective) – alienated, hostile, 

disaffected/antagonized. 

 carry forward (phrasal verb) – have something to 

continue/handle at a later stage (to make 

progress). 

 heavy lifting (noun) – difficult work. 

 legacy (noun) – something received from a 

predecessor or from the past. 

 push (noun) – effort. 

 hesitation (noun) – unwillingness, disinclination,  

reluctance. 

 take forward (phrasal verb) – deal with, cope 

with, tackle, address. 

 elevate (verb) – raise, lift up (to a higher 

position/level). 

 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal, exhibit. 

 comprehensive (adjective) – all-inclusive, broad-

based, complete/thorough. 

 strategic partnership (noun) – it is a long-term 

interaction between two countries based on 

political, economic, social and historical factors.  

 constrain (verb) – restrict, limit, restrain. 

 shy away from (phrasal verb) – avoid,  recoil,  

withdraw nervously (due to fear/surprise/ pain/ 

dislike). 

 prod (verb) – stimulate, motivate, encourage. 

 reluctant (adjective) – unwilling, disinclined, 

unenthusiastic. 

 bureaucracy (noun) – officials (in the 

administration, government, the establishment) 

as a group. 

 Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement 

(BECA) for Geo-Spatial cooperation (noun) – BECA 

agreement will allow India to use US expertise on 

geospatial intelligence and to enhance military 

accuracy of automated hardware systems and 

weapons like cruise, ballistic missiles and 

drones. This is the third foundational agreement 

to be signed between India and the US after the 

Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement 

(LEMOA) and the Communications Compatibility 

and Security Agreement (COMCASA) in 2016 and 

2018 respectively. 

 geospatial (adjective) – relating to an information 

tied/connected to a particular location. 

 General Security Of Military Information 

Agreement (GSOMIA) (noun) – It provides for 

specific measures to ensure security standards for 

safeguarding critical information shared by the 

U.S. with India. It was signed by the two countries 

in 2002. 

 End Use Monitoring Agreement (EUMA) (noun) –
 EUMA will allow the US to periodically carry out 

an inspection and inventory of all articles 

transferred to India. It was agreed to between 

India and the U.S., in 2009. 

 drag one’s feet (phrase) – delay, procrastinate, 

postpone action, put off doing something. 

 ground (noun) – reason, factor, basis, rationale, 

foundation. 
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 jeopardise (verb) – put at risk, put in danger, 

endanger. 

 strategic autonomy (noun) – the ability of a state 

(country) to pursue its national interests and 

adopt its preferred foreign policy without being 

constrained in any manner by other states. 

 induct (verb) – allow into, introduce to.  

 Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement 

(LEMOA) (noun) – India and the U.S. inked the 

Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement 

(LEMOA) in 2016 that allows their militaries use 

each other’s bases for repair and replenishment of 

supplies as well as provide for deeper 

cooperation. 

 Communications Compatibility and Security 

Agreement (COMCASA) (noun) – India and the 

U.S. signed another pact called COMCASA 

(Communications Compatibility and Security 

Agreement) in 2018 that provides for 

interoperability between the two militaries and 

provides for sale of high end technology from the 

U.S. to India. 

 encryption (noun) – the process of encoding a 

message or information to protect from 

unauthorized person. 

 fuss (noun) – excessive/unnecessary excitement, 

activity; uproar, disturbance. 

 break away (phrasal verb) – leave, split with, 

come apart, separate from. 

 label (noun) – identification, tag, designation. 

 invariably (adverb) – always, every time, each 

time. 

 adversary (noun) – rival, enemy,  nemesis/ 

opponent, competitor. 

 categorise (verb) – class, group, list. 

 spuriously (adverb) – falsely, fraudulently. 

 convergence (noun) – coming together, 

 intersection, confluence (a process of merging). 

 moot (verb) – put forward, present, propose, 

suggest. 

 

 The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QSD)/The 

Quad (noun) – an informal strategic forum 

between the United States, Japan, Australia and 

India that aims to strengthen the defence and 

security cooperation amongst these four 

countries. It was initially proposed by former 

Japan PM Abe in order to check China’s growing 

influence and assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific 

region. 

 peter out (phrasal verb) – disappear or decrease 

gradually; fade away, come to an end, taper off. 

 Five Eyes (FVEY) (noun) – it is the multilateral 

intelligence-sharing alliance. The “five” in the 5 

Eyes refers to the five Anglophone (English-

speaking) countries that Australia, Canada, New 

Zealand, the UK, and the US. These countries are 

parties to the multilateral UKUSA Agreement, a 

treaty for joint cooperation in signals intelligence. 

 (be) caught up in (phrasal verb) – become 

involved in (something unintended). 

 non-alignment (noun) – a term used for an 

international organization who do not want to 

officially align themselves with, or against, any 

major power bloc (group of countries). 

 guiding principle (noun) – a set of moral 

values/beliefs that helps you to make decisions in 

a difficult situation. 

 diplomatic (adjective) – (delicate & sensitive) 

consular, foreign-policy. 

 impinge on (verb) – influence, have an effect 

on, encroach on. 

 hijack (verb) – commandeer, seize/take over, 

expropriate, confiscate. 

 tie up (phrasal verb) – bind, attach, join, connect, 

link. 

 ideological (adjective) – relating to a system of 

ideas. 

 prisoner (noun) – a person who feels 

confined/trapped by a situation. 

 in-person (adjective) – physical, personal, actual. 
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