The return of treaty diplomacy
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A new partnership agreement with the the Maldives that Prime Minister Manmohan Singh is expected to sign this week marks two definitive trends in India’s foreign policy. 

One is the growing importance of the Maldives in India’s strategic calculus, especially in the maritime domain.  The agreement with the Maldives also brings into bold relief India’s new “treaty diplomacy” with its neighbours. 

Straddling the vital sea lines of communication between East Asia and the Middle East, the Maldives has emerged as a critical element of any future security order in the Indian Ocean. It was the Maldives’ special geopolitical location — at the virtual centre of the Indian Ocean — which saw the British Raj develop an air base at Gan island on the Addu atoll (where the South Asian summit is taking place) during the Second World War. 

For nearly two decades after that, the Gan facility was an important waystation for the movement of troops and equipment between the Middle East and the Pacific. It also served as a communication facility for British and Western forces in the early years of the Cold War. 

Today, as the Indian Ocean becomes a new theatre for competing great powers as well as menacing pirates, cooperation between India, the Maldives and other island states such as Sri Lanka, Mauritius and Seychelles, has become essential for the maintenance of peace and stability in the region. 

The formalisation of a new partnership with the Maldives follows Delhi’s conclusion of far-reaching agreements with Afghanistan last month and Bangladesh in September. Taken together, these agreements mark a historic shift away from the old treaties that India had with most of its neighbours and the institution of new agreements that reflect contemporary realities.  

While India’s ties with each of its neighbours are unique, the new partnership agreements that India is signing with them underline Delhi’s commitment to build enduring security cooperation on the basis of equality and mutual benefit. 

Some of India’s past bilateral treaties with its neighbours have been widely seen as “hegemonic”. Rightly so. Take, for example, the 1949 treaty of friendship between India and Bhutan. Article 2 under the treaty talked about Bhutan being guided by India in the conduct of its foreign policy. 

That arrangement made sense in the middle of the 20th century, when the small Himalayan kingdoms like Bhutan and Nepal turned to India for protection against the consequences of Communist China’s entry into Tibet. But at the turn of the 21st century, unequal treaties are neither sustainable nor effective. Recognising the new imperative to modernise the relationships with its small neighbours, India revised the treaty with Bhutan in early 2007. The offending provisions were removed and a new basis was crafted for security and political cooperation between Bhutan and India. Thus, the treaty with Bhutan became the new template for India’s engagement with its other neighbours. 

Many in Nepal, especially the Maoists, have long denounced the 1950 treaty with India as a symbol of Delhi’s dominance over Kathmandu. Delhi, however, has been ready for quite some time to revise the treaty with Nepal. That commitment was reiterated during the recent visit of Nepalese Prime Minister Baburam Bhattarai. But Nepal’s divided political classes are some distance away from coming to an agreement on exactly what kind of a treaty they want with India. 

Some of India’s treaties were derived from the legacy of the British Raj, which provided security to a large number of countries and territories in Southern Asia and the Indian Ocean littoral. With India seen as the successor to the Raj after the partition of the subcontinent, many countries in the region looked to India for security assurances. 

Not all treaties that India signed with its neighbours after independence were unequal and hegemonic. Jawaharlal Nehru signed a friendship treaty with Afghanistan in 1950 that laid out a broad framework for bilateral cooperation as Kabul came to terms with the partition of the subcontinent and a new neighbour on its eastern frontiers — Pakistan. The strategic partnership agreement signed by Dr Singh and President Hamid Karzai last month recalls with great warmth the importance of the 1950 treaty and its commitment to “everlasting friendship” between Delhi and Kabul. 

Dhaka had good reasons not to recall an earlier peace and friendship treaty it had signed with India in 1972. The arrangement, signed in the immediate wake of the liberation of Bangladesh, was similar to the treaties that Delhi and Dhaka had signed with Moscow. The treaty, which was to be valid for 25 years, was quickly forgotten amidst the turbulent political evolution of our eastern neighbour during the last few decades. 

The framework agreement signed in September by Dr Singh and Sheikh Hasina does not recall the 1972 treaty but lays out a comprehensive basis for mutually beneficial cooperation on the basis of sovereign equality. 

In the early 1950s, Nehru and Prime Minister U Nu of Burma (now Myanmar) actively discussed the idea of a security treaty, but chose not to pursue it and decided instead on comprehensive functional cooperation. As India and Myanmar rebuild their cooperation in a very different context, the idea of a bilateral partnership agreement can’t be outside the realm of possibility. 

But there is one agreement that Dr Singh has found elusive. In 2006, speaking in Amritsar, not too far from the border with Pakistan, Dr Singh hoped that the negotiations with Islamabad would culminate in a comprehensive treaty of peace, friendship and security. 

If the peace process had taken a beating after the Mumbai terror attacks at the end of 2008, hope has again been rekindled in the last few months. While India must persist in its effort to normalise relations with Pakistan, the treaties it is signing with other neighbours constitute a new beginning in South Asia’s international relations. 

As our neighbours seek solid partnerships with India, it is up to Delhi to match its new treaty diplomacy with domestic institutions that can respond to the emerging regional opportunities. 
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