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About the Speaker:

Dr. Happymon Jacob is an Associate Professor of Diplomacy and Disarmament at the
School of International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU). He is the founder
of the New Delhi based think tank ‘Council for Strategic and Defence Research’. He has
held various teaching and research positions at national think tanks and is a member
of the International Council of the Nobel Prize winning Pugwash Conferences on

Science and World Affairs.

An author with various publications, including the “Line on Fire: Ceasefire Violations
and India-Pakistan Escalation Dynamics (Oxford University Press, 2019)” and the “Line
of Control: Traveling with the Indian and Pakistani Armies (Penguin Viking 2018)”, he
is a columnist with The Hindu and hosts a weekly video show on national security, on

The Wire. In.
About the Moderator:

Saideep Rathnam is the Chief Operating Officer of Mizuho India Japan Study Centre,
bringing a wealth of 47 years of industry and academic experience to the Centre. An alum
of IIM Bangalore, from Hindustan Aeronautics Ltd. to British Aerospace, UK he has spent
over 2 decades in the aeronautics industry and over 18 years in the automotive sector in
various capacities including president of manufacturing excellence at Anand Automotive

Ltd. He is also a Certified Chartered Management Accountant [CMA], UK. He wears many




hats, and has chaired Anand University, helping companies in the fields of management of
change and innovation. Recently, he drives the Visionary Leaders for Manufacturing (VLFM)

program as a Senior Advisory Committee Member of CII.

INTRODUCTION

Dr. Jacob proposes to cover 3 key aspects in the upcoming discussion: An analysis of the
current geopolitical situation in the Indo-Pacific region, the dynamics between India and
Japan in the geopolitical context, and the combined ability of India and Japan to provide
developmental, infrastructural, as well as normative and security alternatives to the

South Asian regions.

He talks about how one comes across an India-Western nation collaboration in joint
military and economic agreements more often than an India-Japan collaboration.
However, it is natural for India and Japan to work together more, he says, considering the
recent collaborative efforts in technology, infrastructure, and security, and our historical

ties of several decades.
Setting the context:
What is the geopolitical context in which an India -Japan collaboration is situated?

Dr. Jacob alludes to all the geopolitical turbulence the world is witnessing. He says in
order to appreciate the merit in collaborations, one has to understand the long-term and
short-term reasons for the geopolitical churn, and why the Indo Pacific region is affected

in particular.
He outlines the causes as follows:

Long term causes: The slow decline of the U. S’s foothold in West Asia to Central Asia, the
steady rise of China’s influence, and the inability of global institutions such as the United

Nations to provide global governance.

Proximate causes: The onset of the pandemic and the economic damage it caused, the
initial control China had on the situation, giving it an upper hand, and the deteriorating

relation between the U.S. and China since President Trump.

He identifies the most proximate cause of all as the Russian invasion of Ukraine.




He opines that the implications of this event would affect East Asia the most, and that it

heightens the need for India and Japan to study the situation and act on it.

Elaborating on why he thinks we are the most affected region, he talks about China’s

actions, which are undeniably the root of all the animosity. The highlights of his

observations are as follows:

>

China has been actively trying to replace India as the dominant power in South
Asia.

The U.S. has withdrawn from Afghanistan and displayed a declining interest in the
Middle East as well, clearing the path for other powers looking to take control.
The international community tried to build a democratic, pluralistic society in
Afghanistan, but the failure of such efforts is evident from the Taliban’s rise to
power, supported by China, Pakistan, and other nations, while India has limited
access to that region.

The uncertainty around Iran’s course in the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) is also an issue of concern, as there is a likelihood that if they do not
partake, they may fall under the same category Russia and China in their
geopolitical stance.

China has come to dominate the Asian Economy as well, the One belt One Road
initiative is a huge, ambitious infrastructure project, spending over 200 billion
dollars, and an estimated 1.2 to 3 trillion in the next 5 years. on these projects,
exerting economic power.

Being almost the biggest trading partner in Asia, despite its standoff with India in
2020, we do considerable trade with China, and there is almost no way for
countries in the region to get away from China’s economic influence.

There are many trade agreements such as the Regional Comprehensive Economic
Relationship (RCEP) and the Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-Pacific
Partnership (CPTPP) among others, of which Japan is a part of, and India is not.
On the militarily front, China has already established bases in many countries in
the region, and continues to negotiate in Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, and

Tanzania among others.




Options for recourse: How can the threat of China’s domination be addressed?

Dr. Jacob next addresses the question as to how nations can assert their position in the

wake of China’s domination and what role can India and Japan play in particular.

He asserts that India and Japan are in the best position to take constructive action. Firstly,
he explains that unlike the western powers who had to geographically relocate to
establish a presence in the Indo-Pacific regions, India and Japan are resident powers that
already understand the history, culture, and politics of the region. We are countries that

have a lot to gain from having a strong presence in the region.

Speaking about the current areas where India and Japan are collaborating successfully,
he refers to the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QSD) or colloquially QUAD along with
Australia and the U.S., the Malabar Naval exercises, and most importantly the Indo Pacific

Economic Framework.

Although within these multilateral treaties there may be drifts, caused either by the
domestic trade frictions for India and Japan, or a separate Australia, U.S., and UK
partnership without their Asian counterparts, on the whole we have a record of fruitful
relations with Japan. Especially since the start of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy

and the 2+2 talks, a continuing partnership has prospered.

How can India and Japan jointly give rise to geopolitical alternatives to the Indo

Pacific region?

Dr. Jacob elaborates on what methods India and Japan can employ to combine strengths
and provide alternative power and functional systems in the Indo-Pacific. The highlights

of his observations are as follows:

» India and Japan are non-western regional power with high stakes, presence, and
a strong foothold in the region. Therefore, we can jointly strategize on pushing
back Chinese aggression. Earlier, India could still consider building a harmonious
relation with China, but post 2020, it is a distant dream.

» If India and Japan can mobilize resources with a clear strategy, we can provide an
effective alternative to China’s trade and infrastructure. At present geographical

connectivity is China’s priority, therefore, it should be India and Japan’s too.




» Where bilateral relations can succeed: Japan is a natural partner to India, and
also a step ahead in trying to establish economic ties with other Asian countries.
By August 2021, Jap has invested 259 billion dollars in Malaysia, Thailand,

Vietnam, and Indonesia, as opposed to China’s only 69 billion.

» As seen clearly the Japanese can bring technological and financial competence to
the region. Whereas India has an advantage of close historical and cultural ties
with other Asian nations, along with amicable diplomatic relations. Since ancient
times India has welcomed collaboration and not taken an expansionist view.

» India has assisted Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bangladesh and other neighbours with
investments of up to 3 billion dollars,. However, India and Japan have strategized
to wrestle control from China, like the instance in 2018, in the Dhaka metro line
bidding.

» Thebottom line is that Japan’s technological and economic abilities combined with

India’s strong diplomacy would make us a power couple.

» Where multilateral ties can succeed: In military defence however, the level of
success cannot be replicated, as Japan does not boast of a robust military prowess.
Since the World War two, Japan has adopted an antimilitaristic approach. It would

be a better strategy to involve other QSD members for security collaborations.

» Location is everything in geopolitics, and the two countries need to create a
synergy by prioritizing sectors where they can overtake China and take swift

action.

Q AND A

Q: China’s ancient Military strategy has also been ‘lead away a stray goat in passing’
meaning never let an enemy’s slip up go in vain and accomplish hidden motives through
regular moves. They have been able to take over geographical, economic control or

circumvent high-sea laws. How can other countries counter these moves?




Ans: Indeed, it has been China’s strategy to disguise their moves and force other nations
to believe they are rising peacefully. Even the U.S. has been hoodwinked. However at this

point, one cannot wish away trade and other well cemented relations.
Ways to counter this can be:

» Build narratives against relations with China, especially in areas where countries
can be self-sufficient. An example is the IT sector, and how the world did away
with Huawei.

» Develop independent supply chains, especially for electronics and enabling
technology like chips.

» Focus on building geographical infrastructure independent of China.

Q: China has managed to impose a neocolonialismwith its debt traps in countries like Sri

Lanka. How can a partnership counter this?

Ans: China has always sought to leverage its overcapacity by exporting Chinese labour,
material, and capacities across Asia and Europe. China also has a list of financial
institutions to fund its infrastructure projects such as the Asian infrastructure investment

bank, New development bank, Silk road fund, and Contingent reserve arrangement.

In Sri Lanka’s case, they have taken over 85% of control of the Hambanthota port, for 99
years. There have also been actions against Sri Lanka for returning ineffective fertilizers,
in a rash decision of the government to make the country’s agriculture entirely organic,

and depend on China for the supply of fertilizers and other resources.

India has woken up late to this predatory infrastructure building and debt trap. There is
little one can do to overcome poor economic decisions. Just as they wait for the opposition

to slip, we need to wait for China to slip up.

Q: How can we create an alternative supply chain to overcome China’s global dominance?

Which would be a better strategy, bilateralism or multilateralism?

Ans: In this case, we would have to pick our battles strategically. In areas where self-
sufficiency is possible, an anti-China narrative can be built, and we can seek to secure
control over specific domains such as technology and maintain previous ties for other

trade relations. Another step could be to get involved more in Asia’s regional trade




agreements such as the RCEP rather than distance ourselves. Being a part of the game can

give us more options than not.
CONCLUSION

In closing, Dr. Jacob remarked that India also needs to take ownership of Buddhism and
the cultural influence it has extended over Asia, as China tends to associate with

Buddhism as well.

Synergy and action at the right time can lead to a future where India and Japan lead the

Geopolitics of the Indo-Pacific region.
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