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Ever since coming into office again in May this year, Russian president Vladimir Putin has been snubbing countries like an archetypal snob. After turning down the chance of becoming the first Russian president ever to visit Pakistan, he then went on to rebuff Turkey, and this week Putin delivered the biggest snub yet – to India.

 

The reasons touted for Putin’s latest rebuff range from a back injury to bilateral contentions over the Kudankulam Nuclear Power Plant and Sistema. Our mountain-skiing, sport-loving judo black-belt could of course have tweaked a muscle or two in one of his exercise routines. However, the greater likelihood is that the issue of nuclear liability law and the cost hike engulfing the Russo-Indian agreement for the third and fourth Kudankulam Plant units and the 2G license cancellation of the Russian telecom giant are the reason for the Russian president’s change of heart. 

 

This is confirmed by reports of Russian Deputy Prime Minister Dmitry Rogozin’s rather acrimonious talks with Indian foreign minister S M Krishna last week regarding core bilateral issues, in which the former famously accused the Indian hierarchy of “changing the rules before the game is over.”

 

Whenever a nation has given either India or Pakistan the tongue-out, it is usually preceded or followed by beguiling the other. Russia would be an intriguing case study for political scientists, since Moscow has given both the nations the cold shoulder within a span of four weeks.

 

However, Gen Ashfaq Parvez Kayani’s successful visit to Moscow following Putin’s postponement of his Pakistan visit illustrated the fact that the talks of a serious Russo-Pakistani rupture was premature. And while Russia might have been expecting a more positive response from Islamabad over giving Gazprom construction rights for the Iran-Pakistan (IP) pipeline, their pursuit of a strong bilateral bond with Pakistan shows no sign of halting just yet, with the impending exodus of Nato forces from Afghanistan leaving a mammoth vacuum of influence crying out to be filled. Moscow’s support over the past couple of years has come at a time when Washington is bullying Islamabad on multiple fronts-IP included-while even Beijing wasn’t quite living up to its “all weather friend” billing. And the raison d’etre behind Moscow’s manoeuvres is simple: the stakes are that big.

 

While exploring Pakistan’s energy sector, infrastructure and trade possibilities has benefits of its own for Russia, it is the queue of nations vying to answer the Afghan question that Russia is striving to head by wooing Islamabad. Moscow is concerned about Afghanistan coming under Taliban rule once again, and the rising influence of Afghan terrorist organisations in the Central Asian states. And the odds are that, post-2014, Russia will stop cooperating with Nato troops, leaving one of these two possibilities:

 

1. Despite the withdrawal of American troops, the budding US-India partnership formulates the status quo in Afghanistan.

 

2. The Russia-Pakistan-China axis takes centre stage and takes charge of geopolitical decision-making in the region

 

For (1) to be true, India will have to continue distancing itself from Russia – something it has been doing since the famous summersault after the Soviet collapse – cement itself in the US camp by toeing the US line and keep on opting for French and American arms and weaponry; and continue investing in infrastructural works in Afghanistan. Even if the whole reshuffling bid doesn’t go according to plan India will still have the opportunity of flanking Pakistan from both sides by increasing its influence in Afghanistan. (1) is also dependent on the United States’ “pivot” towards Asia and the Far East-which, in turn, is dependent on President Obama being re-elected as president-and how it might influence the American interest in Afghanistan.

 

For (2) to be true, Pakistan will have to take a leap of faith and realise that even though Russia might not be a substitute for the US, it still is by far its best bet for getting this country out of both the energy predicament and having a major say in the region again. We must realise that rarely in geopolitical reshuffles do we get like-for-like replacements; it’s more of a case of reinstating equilibrium in the region, even though the individual weights of the players might vary from those that formulated the previous equilibrium. 

 

Possibility (2) is also dependent on China converting its fiscal wherewithal into geopolitical clout, being opportunistic enough to sense the budding Russo-Pakistani bond and being the crucial catalyst to accelerate its fulfilment, and in turn becoming an integral cog in a three-pronged regional setup. Arguably, the most crucial aspect that could instigate (2) is if Pakistan finally opts for one of IP or TAPI (Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India) pipelines; and if Russia finances the opted project it would give much-needed spine to a relationship which, as things stand, is unfortunately all fluff and no matter.

 

Current bilateral issues aside, Putin’s latest snub is arguably the offshoot of India continuing to hobnob with the US, and being oblivious to all the times Moscow rescued New Delhi with its veto in the UN. Russia has relentlessly supplied India with arms and was the only one supporting Indian nuclear material, while everyone else was striving hard to stifle their nuclear supplies. India might have short-term memory syndrome, but Moscow successfully bonding with Islamabad could give New Delhi a few haunting flashbacks.
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