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Abstract
India’s policy towards South Asia has undergone a distinct shift in the 
21st century: instead of seeking to constrain external powers’ increasing 
presence in its neighborhood, it has chosen to rely on the presence of other, 
friendly external actors. This choice is motivated by India’s limited capacity, 
China’s rising influence, and smaller South Asian states’ desire for enhanced 
leverage in the region. This article argues that Russia should respond to this 
shift, and identifies associated opportunities and challenges. 

Keywords: India, South Asia, Russia, China, Afghanistan, India-Russia 
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The term ‘South Asian subcontinent’ encompasses India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, the Maldives, 
and Afghanistan. (Together, these form the South Asian 

Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC).) On the basis of 
historical legacies, India has long considered itself the leading power 
in South Asia. However, notwithstanding its economic success, India 
has not reached the status of regional hegemon and has never been able 
to dominate the entire subcontinent. In recent years, India’s ambitions 
in South Asia have been seriously challenged by China, which has 
strengthened its economic, military, and political position there. 

Seeking to constrain external powers’ increasing presence in 
the immediate neighborhood, New Delhi has embraced the role of 
friendly non-regional actors in the region. This policy shift stems from 
awareness of its limited capacity as a developing country and of its 
inability to unilaterally impose its will on the region

These trends have become increasingly important for Russia as 
it seeks to develop its relations with the rest of the world, following 
their breakdown with the West. India remains one of the key powers 
determining the balance in South Asia, and its shift in approach is 
already affecting the policies of other stakeholders. New Delhi also 
remains Moscow’s key partner in the subcontinent, as Russia’s relations 
with other South Asian powers are limited. Therefore, the shifts in 
Indian policy will be used to highlight the evolving trends in South 
Asia, which will help evaluate the opportunities and challenges for 
Russia therein. Building closer economic ties with South Asia is crucial 
for Russia, given its limited resources and numerous challenges. 
Moscow’s non-coherent policy towards South Asia must be overhauled 
to support Russia’s pivot to the East and position in the Indian Ocean.      

This study also highlights the Global South’s heterogeneity, 
underlying the necessity of a careful policy regarding it.

RUSSIA IN SOUTH ASIA
Although Russia enjoys a “special and privileged strategic partnership” 
with India as the leading South Asian power, Moscow does not have 
a “comprehensive” strategy towards the subcontinent (Topychkanov, 
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2017). In the aftermath of the USSR’s collapse, Russia was not in a 
position to maintain extensive relationships with smaller South Asian 
states, and it was focused on other regions considered to be of greater, 
“existential” importance (Korolev, 2023). Like the U.S., it sought to 
prevent nuclear confrontation on the subcontinent and to contain the 
threat of Islamic extremism (Bajpai, 2021). Beyond that, its regional 
policy has been piecemeal and focused on India (Bakshi, 1999).

Russia is one of India’s leading arms suppliers, although its share 
has declined recently. Conversely, energy cooperation has grown since 
2022, with India importing record volumes of oil at discounted rates 
and pushing bilateral trade over the $60 billion mark for the first time 
since the Cold War. However, the growing economic cooperation faces 
challenges: the threat of secondary sanctions, imperfect connectivity, 
trade imbalance, and payment difficulties. Although China has 
emerged as Russia’s key partner in recent years, Moscow has ensured 
its own neutrality on issues that involve both China and India. India 
has similarly wished to avoid alienating Russia, lest Russia seek even 
closer ties with China. 

Russia has been careful about how it engages with Pakistan, given 
the Indian sensitivities involved. So far, there has only been limited 
cooperation between the two countries, and apart from limited arms 
sales and joint military exercises, there has not been a perceptible shift 
in economic or strategic engagement. Between 2000 and 2023, Russia 
supplied Pakistan with arms worth $692 million, as per SIPRI estimates, 
constituting 3.2% of all exports to Pakistan. In contrast, the exports to 
India were worth $37.9 billion, which comes to 63% of all exports 
to India. Although Russia’s deference to India’s concerns can lead to 
negative Pakistani perceptions of Russian actions as “unpredictable” 
(Topychkanov, 2017), Moscow has so far been unwilling to antagonize 
New Delhi in pursuit of strengthened relations with Islamabad. 
Pakistan’s economic and political instability contributes to Russian 
concerns about its reliability as a partner (Ivashentsov, 2019); hence, the 
relationship has remained focused on specific issues like Afghanistan. 

Russia has increased high-level interaction with Pakistani officials 
in the last couple of years (Zakharov, 2024a). 2023 saw the first contract 
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by a private Pakistani refining company for the import of Russian oil, 
and Pakistan is considering increasing those imports despite difficulties 
with payments, pricing, delivery, etc. (TASS, 2023; RIA Novosti, 
2023). Islamabad imported 800,000 tons of wheat from Russia in 2023 
(Izvestiya, 2023). In July 2023–March 2024, Pakistan imported 2.1m 
tons of Russian wheat (5% of Russia’s wheat exports), becoming Russia’s 
fourth-largest customer (TASS, 2024a).

Russia has taken account of Islamabad’s strong influence in Kabul. 
It forms part of both the Extended “Troika” on Peaceful Settlement in 
Afghanistan and the Moscow Format of Consultations on Afghanistan. 
The exclusion of India from meetings of the Extended “Troika” convened 
by Russia invited a sharp response (Laskar, 2021), highlighting the careful 
diplomacy that Moscow has had to practice in this domain. 

Although India began a careful outreach to the Taliban, with the 
first public engagement in 2021 in Doha followed by a humanitarian 
aid campaign (Sareen, 2022), it does not have significant influence with 
the current leadership of Afghanistan. Meanwhile Russia, seeking to 
prevent violence spilling into Central Asia and beyond, has continued 
its engagement with Pakistan on Afghanistan (Kapoor, 2021). It 
cites drug trafficking, ISIS, and arms smuggling as necessitating its 
engagement with the Taliban (Stepanova, 2018). Apart from managing 
the security situation, Russia sees its role in Afghanistan as part of 
its status as a key Eurasian power, especially after the withdrawal of 
U.S. forces (Bordachev, 2021). It has hosted the Moscow Format of 
Consultations on Afghanistan (involving Russia, Afghanistan, China, 
Pakistan, Iran, India, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, 
and Turkmenistan) since 2017. 

Russia’s relations with Bangladesh have a cordial history dating 
back to the latter’s independence in 1971, but the first visit by a Russian 
foreign minister since then took place only in 2023 with a working visit 
by Sergei Lavrov. In 2017-2021, Russia was the second-largest supplier 
of arms to Bangladesh (at 9.2%) but dropped out of this position 
and has not regained it since (SIPRI, 2022). Although post-Soviet 
relations have not been close, some economic and military contacts 
have been maintained. The Pacific Fleet’s 2023 visit to Bangladesh, the 
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first ever, signaled an attempt to renew military diplomacy between 
the two countries (Zakharov, 2024b). The key bilateral achievement 
is the Rooppur nuclear power plant, currently under construction. 
Additionally, Gazprom is negotiating drilling five onshore wells 
on Bhola Island in the Shahbazpur, Bhola North and Shahbazpur 
Northeast fields. These fields have a combined capacity of 2.8 Tcf, 
while Bangladesh’s remaining gas reserve (proven + probable) stands at 
9.57 Tcf (Energy Scenario of Bangladesh, 2024). Since 2012, Gazprom 
has drilled 17 gas wells in Bangladesh (The Financial Express, 2022b). 
However, aside from rising agricultural exports from Russia, bilateral 
trade has remained limited, reaching $2.7 billion in 2023 (Sputnik 
India, 2024). It now also faces additional challenges due to Dhaka’s 
compliance with Western sanctions, which have complicated the efforts 
of the EAEU-Bangladesh joint working group to enhance trade (The 
Financial Express, 2023).

Russia’s relations with Sri Lanka, the Maldives, and Nepal have 
remained cordial but limited. While presidential visits to Moscow 
from Sri Lanka happened only in 2010 (a working visit) and 2017 (an 
official visit), the   foreign ministries maintain regular contact (MID, 
2022). The foreign ministers of both countries have emphasized their 
interest in maintaining regular contact (MID, 2024), which also includes 
regular inter-parliamentary exchanges, meetings between defense and 
law enforcement agencies, as well as people-to-people contact (MID, 
2022). Trade remains limited, having touched $373 million in 2021, 
with discussions for future cooperation revolving around nuclear energy 
(Gubin, 2022), supply of coal and petroleum products, cooperation in 
the pharmaceutical and chemical industries, and hydropower. 

In 2019, a working visit by Maldivian Foreign Minister Abdulla 
Shahid to Russia led to the establishment of visa-free travel for Russians, 
and the country received its highest number of tourists from Russia 
in 2023 after a dip in 2022 (Forbes, 2024). After 2022, the Maldives 
became a conduit for Russian import of U.S.-made semiconductors, 
although this eventually led to U.S. sanctions (U.S. Department of 
Treasury, 2023). In 2024, the Russian government announced plans to 
open a consulate in the capital city Male. 
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Thus, Russia’s engagement in South Asia is marked by three factors: 
India’s position as its key partner, Afghanistan’s importance, and 
cordial but limited relations with the rest of the subcontinent. In view 
of Russia’s limited capacity in South Asia and the intensely competitive 
environment there, some Russian experts have called for Russia to 
follow a “kind of non-alignment policy in South Asia” (Ivashentsov, 
2019), avoiding entanglement in regional affairs and promoting the 
peaceful resolution of disputes. This is considered important in the 
context of the escalating U.S.-China rivalry and the need for Russia 
to be seen as a neutral player in Asia (Valdai Discussion Club, 2023).

That remains a good rule of thumb but needs to be supplemented by 
specific policy measures. Given the breakdown of the Western vector 
of its foreign policy, Russia must enhance its presence throughout 
the East, and South Asia can better link it to the Indian Ocean. Also, 
focusing on specific regions in the East can help Russia avoid the 
pitfalls of policy making based on broad categories like ‘the Rest’ or 
the ‘Global South.’

It is in this context that India’s policy shift in South Asia—inviting 
the cooperation of non-regional powers—becomes relevant to Russia.

INDIA AND CHINA
China’s steadily increasing presence in South Asia and the Indian 
Ocean region—diplomatic, strategic, and economic (Bajpai, 2021)—
and rising tensions with it have fed a “sense of encirclement” in India 
(Smith, 2020). 

Indian concerns about China’s growing military power (Joshi and 
Mukherjee, 2020) have been exacerbated by the latter’s drift away from 
previous understandings about the “peaceful handling of disputes” 
(Gokhale, 2021) and by increasing border clashes since 2008, with 
the 2020 Galwan Valley clashes marking a turning point. India is also 
increasingly wary of China in the Indian Ocean. China, conversely, 
resents India’s opposition to the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and 
its support of “free, open, inclusive, peaceful, and prosperous Indo-
Pacific” (Jaishankar, 2022) that includes cooperation with the U.S. in 
the region and Quad (which China perceives as directed against itself), 
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contributing to rising mistrust on both sides (Gokhale, 2021). And 
while India’s recent economic growth allows it to respond to China’s 
moves in its neighborhood, the latter are far greater in scale. 

As China’s economy grew rapidly, it expanded its trade with 
countries like Pakistan and Bangladesh in South Asia (see Table 1). Its 
trade remains heavily concentrated on exports, with a steady increase 
seen since 2014 in the cases of Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. 
News reports indicate that China has become the largest overseas 
investor in Maldives, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka in recent years (Livemint, 
2020). China also became the largest source of FDI in Bangladesh in 
2022 (The Financial Express, 2022a), ahead of India (The Daily Star, 
2022). New Delhi remains the leading investor in Nepal and Bhutan. 

China has become a leading arms supplier to both Pakistan and 
Bangladesh. The expansion of Chinese naval capacities, and its rising 
influence with “key island states” like the Maldives and Sri Lanka 
raise Indian concerns (Tellis, 2009). The docking of a Chinese military 
surveillance ship in Sri Lanka’s Hambantota port in 2022, and in the 
Maldives in 2024, has only underscored India’s concerns. The People’s 
Liberation Army has also been expanding its links with Nepal and 
Bangladesh, whereas earlier it was confined mostly to Pakistan 
and Myanmar (Baruah and Xavier, 2023). China has stepped up its 
infrastructure and connectivity projects in the subcontinent in recent 
years, especially since the announcement of the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI). All of India’s neighbors, except Bhutan, have joined the BRI. 
Within South Asia, Pakistan has received the largest share of BRI 
investment (Nouwens, 2023)—including for the India-opposed China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)—followed by Nepal, Sri Lanka, 
and the Maldives. The projects cover the areas of energy, transport, 
digital infrastructure, special economic zones, industrial parks, etc.

Some BRI projects have suffered from problems ranging from 
partner states’ financial situations (Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Maldives) to 
delays in Nepal-China railway link and China-Pakistan Economic 
Corridor (CPEC). But India’s concerns regarding Chinese connectivity 
projects relate also to longer-term “geopolitical effects” (Minwang, 
2020), including the “fears that China is using the BRI to encompass 
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wider political, ideological, cultural, military, and social linkages” 
(Jacob, 2020) as well as to promote “Chinese-centric norms” in setting 
standards in “digital governance, security and development” (Nouwens, 
2023). As China’s economic and infrastructure activities have expanded, 
so has its political influence in South Asia. It promotes links with 
political parties, offers scholarships to students and professionals, and 
expands media outreach to improve its image and build up its soft 
power (Jacob, 2020).

The scale of the BRI has added to preexisting Indian worries about 
the effect of Chinese inroads on the “choices of India’s neighbors” 
(Baruah and Xavier, 2023).   China has increasingly supported parties 
in South Asia—Nepal, the Maldives, Sri Lanka, and Bhutan (Xavier, 
2020a)—that have a more negative attitude towards India. 

Graph 1. 

Volume of India’s and China’s Trade with South Asian countries (2023)
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INDIA AND OTHER SOUTH ASIAN STATES
The changes in South Asia have been driven not just by the India-China 
equation, but also by the subcontinent’s smaller states’ balancing and 
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bargaining with the two dominant powers, “play[ing] one...off against 
the other” (Xavier, 2017) to avoid overdependence and “check” the 
rising capabilities of both (Xavier, 2018).

The sheer geographic and economic size of India long prevented 
its neighbors from directly challenging its primacy, but the rise of 
China has given them leverage. China has helped South Asian states to 
diversify their trade. Countries like Sri Lanka, Nepal, and the Maldives 
were attracted to the BRI not only by the infrastructure on offer, but 
also by the prospect of escaping total dependence on New Delhi. The 
regional states use the India-China rivalry to “play one off against the 
other” to gain more benefits (Xavier, 2017), China is seen both as a 
“developmental partner” and a “balancing factor” with regard to India 
(Pal, 2021). The scale of its investments, staying power, and “less-
conditional” offers of assistance are also viewed positively. 

At the same time, most South Asian states tend to pursue a policy 
of engaging with multiple powers to avoid overdependence on any one 
major player and “check” the rising capabilities of both India and China 
(Xavier, 2018). Engagement or deals with one side are also sometimes 
used to signal displeasure or improve one’s bargaining position with 
the other (Pal, 2021). However, such policy shifts do not lead to a 
permanent breakdown of relations between the states. 

For instance, the 2015 Indo-Nepalese supply crisis (which Nepal 
saw as a blockade by the Indian government) prompted Nepal to sign 
a Trade and Transit Agreement with China in 2016, acquiring access to 
seven Chinese ports that theoretically relieve it of dependence on India 
for trade (Giri, 2023). This, and the dispute over the Kalapani region 
(claimed by both India and Nepal but controlled by India) that flared 
up again in 2019, sparked Indian concerns that third parties might 
take advantage of the situation (Muni, 2020; The Wire, 2016). India 
made a “course correction,” building and improving cross-border rail, 
road, and waterway links and improving cargo movement of Nepali 
goods through Indian ports via an electronic system (Xavier, 2020b). 
Meanwhile, by 2023, the transit agreement with China had not led to 
any actual shipments. It was only in 2024 that Nepal sent its first batch 
of exports via Tianjin port in China (Xinhua, 2024). 
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The Maldives tilt towards India or China depending on their current 
government. The newly-elected Muizzu government is seen as close to 
China and campaigned on an ‘India Out’ platform, while the previous 
Solih government had a distinctly ‘India First’ approach (The Sunday 
Guardian, 2023).

India’s longer history in the region makes for more complicated 
relationships with its neighbors. Beijing has found it easier to present 
itself as a friendly actor while capitalizing on anti-Indian sentiment 
(Storey, 2023). However, it suffers from doubts about the long-term 
viability of some of its projects, from allegations of corruption, and from 
suspicions about its companies’ lack of transparency in their operations 
in smaller states. Lessons learnt from working with Chinese investors are 
shared across the region. Sri Lanka’s experience serves as a cautionary 
tale, while Bangladesh’s engagement with different partners appears as 
a good example to follow (Makarevich and Savishcheva, 2023). 

While India is a leading trade partner for all of its neighbors except 
Pakistan, South Asia may constitute only 1.7%-3.8% of India’s total 
trade (Sinha and Sareen, 2020). Overall, South Asia remains one of 
the least integrated regions, with intra-regional trade at just 5% of the 
region’s trade with the outside world (Sinha and Sareen, 2020). The 
expansion of India’s ties in the subcontinent has not been smooth, 
plagued by project delays, insufficient infrastructure and investment, 
and accusations of “interference and bullying” (Xavier, 2020a).

The key for India is to respond to its neighbors’ needs, without 
repeating past mistakes, to avoid further loss of influence to China. 
India has accordingly announced new programs such as ‘Neighborhood 
First’ and ‘Act East’ (2014), more investments, favorable deals etc. (Xavier, 
2020a). However, India’s $650 million foreign aid budget (The Print, 
2023)—of which about two-thirds is directed to South Asia (Lee, 2020)—
remains small when compared to Chinese megaprojects like the BRI.

INDIA’S POLICY SHIFT
In response to these pressures, India has enacted a “striking change” 
in its policy (Bajpai, 2003), which previously sought to exclude 
external powers from South Asia. It now seeks the cooperation of 
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states like the U.S., Japan, Australia, and France, which it perceives 
as sharing interests. This is both to bolster its own capacity to deliver 
in South Asia and also to capitalize on the concerns about China 
among other regional and global stakeholders to its benefit (Raja 
Mohan, 2023).

This has been visible in India’s engagement with several of its 
neighbors. In Sri Lanka, India has persuaded Japan to “re-engage” 
after the economic crisis that toppled the Rajapaksa presidency 
in 2022 (Baruah and Xavier, 2023), with plans to restart the East 
Container Terminal (ECT) project in Colombo. India, Japan, 
and France are jointly heading a committee to assist Colombo in 
its debt restructuring and economic recovery (Shivamurthy and 
Dutta, 2023). The U.S. has announced a loan for a terminal project 
on the port of Colombo where India’s Adani Group is the majority 
shareholder (Asia Financial, 2023). In Nepal, the U.S. has extended 
a $500 million grant for, among other things, enhancing Nepal-
India electricity trade (U.S. Department of State, 2023). India is 
partnering with Japan in Bangladesh to develop infrastructure in 
the Bay of Bengal (Suzuki, 2024). Australia is investing $4.3 million 
to “support relationships across the LNG supply chain between 
Australia, India and Bangladesh” (Laskar, 2022). In 2021, India and 
the UK announced a Global Innovation Partnership program that 
will support the achievement of Sustainable Development Goals in 
South Asia (FCDO, 2022) through the transfer of Indian innovations.

India has also engaged with other multilateral initiatives like the 
Asian Development Bank, which has been implementing the South 
Asia Subregional Economic Cooperation (SASEC) program that 
“brings together Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Myanmar, 
Nepal, and Sri Lanka in a project-based partnership” (ADB, 2023). 
It seeks to strengthen “multimodal cross-border transport networks” 
and infrastructure that boost trade and industrial growth (ADB, 
2023). India has also announced its own multilateral initiatives like 
the International Solar Alliance and the Coalition for Disaster Resilient 
Infrastructure, with the participation of regional and some friendly 
extra-regional powers, but not of China (Xavier, 2023).
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RUSSIA
Given this Indian approach, some policy recommendations can be 
offered for joint India-Russian cooperation in South Asia, which ought 
to be explored within a long-term framework.

1. LNG provides an avenue for cooperation between India and 
Russia in Bangladesh. There, Novatek and H-Energy (India) have a 
memorandum of understanding regarding long-term LNG supply 
cooperation, regarding joint investment in future LNG terminals of 
H-Energy, and regarding the establishment of a joint venture to market 
LNG and natural gas not only to India, but also to Bangladesh and 
other markets. Natural gas (local production and imported LNG) meets 
about 59% of energy demand in Bangladesh (Ministry of Power, Energy 
and Mineral Resources, 2023). The country has been facing a gas crisis 
and its demand is expected to rise from 3,700 million standard cubic 
feet per day (mmscfd) in 2023 to 6,000 mmscfd within a decade (The 
Business Standard, 2024). Therefore, Dhaka is looking both to drill 
more gas wells and to increase its import of LNG through long-term 
contracts. At present, Bangladesh has four long-term deals for LNG 
with Qatar (2), Oman (1), and U.S.-based Excelerate Energy Inc (1). 
To deal with the current shortfall, the Bangladeshi government is now 
considering importing about 300mmcfd re-gasified liquefied natural 
gas (RLNG) from H-energy by 2025 (S&P Global Commodity Insights, 
2023) via a cross-border pipeline from West Bengal to Bangladesh (Gas 
Outlook, 2023). It must be noted that there has been no update on the 
MoU with Novatek since it was signed in 2019.

2. A 2014 India-Russia joint statement calls for examining “avenues 
for participation in petrochemical projects in each other’s country and 
in third countries. Such opportunities are available in Bangladesh, 
which has been interested in securing discounted oil from Russia. 
Due to the limitations of Bangladesh’s own refineries, this might best 
be done via India (The New Indian Express, 2022). At present, this 
arrangement faces challenges from the threat of sanctions and the 
absence of agreement on the details. Bangladesh’s crude oil imports 
could reach about 15 million tons by 2030 at current growth rates 
(Ministry of Power, Energy and Mineral Resources, 2023). The country 
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also imports 4.3 million metric tons of refined petroleum products 
per annum, since diesel remains the dominant liquid fuel used in 
the country. Bangladesh has a long-term contract for the supply of 
high-speed diesel via the India-Bangladesh Friendship Pipeline, with 
a capacity of one million metric tons per annum (MMTPA), operating 
since 2023. The diesel will be transported from Numaligarh Refinery 
Limited (NRL) in West Bengal (India) to Bangladesh Petroleum 
Corporation (Hindustan Times, 2023). NRL also plans to expand 
its exports to Nepal and would look at Myanmar once the internal 
situation stabilizes. NRL is working to expand its refinery capacity 
from 3 MMPTA to 9 MMTPA and will gradually start looking to 
import additional supplies of crude from abroad. While over 80% of 
NRL output is meant for the domestic markets, the rest is available for 
export. NRL has said that it would consider imports from Russia if 
they were economical (Mathur, 2024), which might become especially 
relevant given NRL’s construction of a crude oil import terminal at 
Paradip Port in Odisha on India’s eastern coast.

3. India and Russia are already building the Rooppur nuclear 
power plant in Bangladesh, with Indian companies involved in “the 
construction, installation and supply of non-critical equipment” 
(Rosatom, 2018). A 2019 India-Russia joint statement reaffirmed the 
two sides’ readiness to expand such cooperation to other countries. 

4. India and Russia have also voiced readiness to continue 
cooperation in the defense sphere by transforming it from a buyer-seller 
relationship to joint production of military equipment, especially as 
India seeks to build an indigenous defense industry. The two sides also 
have ambitions to export their jointly manufactured products to third 
countries, as is evident from their agreement regarding the BrahMos 
supersonic cruise missile (TASS, 2016). They have also mentioned the 
possibility of “joint manufacturing in India of spare parts, components, 
aggregates and other products for maintenance of Russian-origin arms 
and defense equipment” for “export to mutually friendly third countries” 
(Embassy of India, 2021). This could offer less expensive arms to other 
South Asian states. At present, Indian servicing of Bangladesh’s Russian-
origin equipment is a low-risk opportunity (Laskar and Singh, 2023).
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5. Russia can enhance its presence in the economically and strategically 
important Bay of Bengal through cooperation with India, Bangladesh, 
and Myanmar. In November 2023, the Russian Navy conducted joint 
exercises with Myanmar and visited Bangladesh. India and Russia also 
have their own biennial naval exercises called Indra, but cooperation 
between their navies remains generally low. Russia’s naval presence 
in the Indian Ocean is also inherently limited (Brennan, 2023), and it 
must avoid upsetting either China or India. Its engagement with Beijing 
in the Indian Ocean has already caused some concern in New Delhi 
(Singh, 2019), which Moscow would do well to allay. Keeping these 
factors in mind, in the Bay of Bengal, the sides could look towards 
focusing on Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR), 
Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA), maritime security, training, and 
provision of equipment. These areas build cooperation and goodwill 
while provoking little external concern and placing little strain on 
Russia's limited naval capacities in the Indian Ocean.

6. Russia and Sri Lanka have expressed intent to build a nuclear 
power plant in the latter. India could be invited as a partner following 
the Bangladesh example.

7. India has a presence in the Sri Lankan renewable energy sector, 
where Russia could join. In 2024, an Indo-Russian joint venture won 
the contract to run for 30 years the Mattala international airport 
(located close to the Hambantota port), which was built by Chinese 
financing in 2013.

8. Russia has indicated interest in providing technical assistance 
to Nepal’s hydropower (TASS, 2024b), which could become a site of 
trilateral cooperation with India, given the latter’s presence in Nepal’s 
energy sector.

9. India has had to recalibrate its Afghanistan policy since the 
Taliban’s 2021 victory. Even though India does not subscribe to 
the idea that the Taliban are a source of regional stability, Russia is 
important to it as a conduit to the Taliban (Taneja, 2023). Indian and 
Russian interests converge in preventing the spread of terrorism and 
drug trafficking from Afghanistan, where engagement can be further 
strengthened. 
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10. India and Russia could also collaborate to help the South Asian 
states achieve their Sustainable Development Goals, either trilaterally 
or through multilateral sector-specific initiatives like the International 
Solar Alliance (ISA) and the Coalition for Disaster Resilient 
Infrastructure (CDRI).

*  *  *
The above discussion establishes the causes and extent of India’s policy 
shift towards external powers in South Asia. As it welcomes friendly 
extra-regional states, India seeks to maintain its own leading position 
by providing economic and infrastructural benefits to its neighbors. 
India and its smaller neighbors are looking to manage Chinese power 
in South Asia, but the smaller regional states also wish to pursue a 
balanced foreign policy and reap the benefits of multilateral economic 
engagement. 

This has several implications for Russia. 
First, Russia should start thinking about projects that it can propose 

in the region, to bolster its own presence and strengthen its partnership 
with India.

Second, joint projects with India would allow Russia to counter 
perceptions that its South Asia policy is “motivated by external reasons” 
(Topychkanov, 2017) and that the subcontinent is not its actual focus. A 
calibrated approach can help Russia to enhance its presence in a region 
where it is weak and competition is high.

Third, the Indian policy shift offers Russia an opportunity to 
reduce some of its overdependence on China in the East. While 
the intensification of competition in South Asia between India 
and China means that Russia will have to tread carefully to avoid 
antagonizing either of its partners, the pragmatism of South Asian 
states in welcoming extra-regional powers, including Russia, provides 
an opening.

Fourth, the rising presence and competition of great powers in 
South Asia means Russia will have difficulty establishing a foothold 
or being seen as a desirable partner, given that others have a lead in 
engaging with the subcontinent and Moscow has limited investment 
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capacity. Hence, again, the need to cooperate with third parties, 
namely India.

Finally, the multiplicity of alignments between Western and Asian 
powers demonstrates how the latter are responding to the changing 
global balance of power. While the Global South does resist Western 
policies where necessary, it is also deeply pragmatic in pursuit of its 
interests, and Russia’s anti-Western message must be wielded carefully 
or not at all. Also, Russia would do well to understand various South 
Asian countries’ wariness towards China.

Russia’s efforts in the development-focused region will 
be complicated by its economic limitations, the absence of a 
comprehensive policy, and the demand for resources imposed by its 
confrontation with the West.
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