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BUILDING THE INDIAN COUNTERWEIGHT:  

A STRATEGIC DIVISION OF LABOR TO SECURE  

LONG-TERM INDIAN OCEAN STABILITY 

 
LINDSAY HUNDLEY 

 

 

 

 

China‘s rapid development towards a blue water navy threatens U.S. access to the Indian Ocean, 

a region vital to commerce and energy security. To counter this threat, the United States has 

sought an alliance with India based on joint training and the sale of advanced weapons 

technology, facilitating India‘s quest for sea control capability.  

 

This brief argues that an Indian naval doctrine premised on sea control is shortsighted and 

undermines its ability to balance against China by accelerating a costly arms race. Instead, the 

United States and India should agree to an interim division of labor in the Indian Ocean. India 

would pursue cost-effective sea denial at strategic chokepoints to deter any potential Chinese 

aggression and reallocate resources towards its economic growth. The United States, in turn, 

would continue to ensure open sea lines of communication in the short-to-medium term with the 

goal of increasingly involving India in this effort. This proposed partnership is a proactive 

intermediate step for achieving long-term stability in the Indian Ocean by fostering the 

emergence of India as an economically and militarily robust counter to China. 

 

  

The Threat of Chinese Naval Ambitions and Expansion in the Indian Ocean Region  

 

Due to its strategic vulnerability at the Malacca Straits, China has adopted an expansionist naval 

strategy to secure commercial trade and energy resources in the Indian Ocean.
1
  

 

The following characteristics of China‘s naval expansion threaten U.S. interest in the region: 

 

 Acquisition of Offensive and Denial Capabilities: Since 2000, the PLAN has doubled the 

number of vessels entering into service. In addition to its ten 093 class nuclear 

submarines, China plans to develop five aircraft carriers by 2020.
2
 The military has also 

unveiled new anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) technology, including the DF-21D anti-

ship ballistic missile (ASBM) and J-20 stealth fighter, which can penetrate even the most 

advanced U.S. naval defense systems.
3
  

 

 Naval Presence near the Strait of Hormuz: Currently, China is building a deep water port 

at Gwadar, only 250 miles from the Strait of Hormuz. Upon completion, China will be 
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able to both monitor U.S. naval activity and potentially threaten access to Persian Gulf oil 

supplies.
4
  

 

 Growing Influence in the Indian Ocean: China is establishing a number of friendly ports 

in littoral states, such as Myanmar and Bangladesh, under its ―String of Pearls‖ strategy. 

Since many of the ports serve as surveillance and logistical facilities, these sites provide 

the support necessary for the PLAN to execute disruptive submarine warfare against 

opponents‘ sea lines of communication (SLOCs).
5
 

 

With such offensive capability and technological sophistication, China could potentially disrupt 

critical Indian Ocean SLOCs, through which 20% of world energy resources and 45% of global 

commerce must transit.
6
 Without a regional counterweight, the United States would have to 

shoulder the burden of checking China‘s growing naval capabilities.  

 

 

Responding to Chinese Expansion: Indian Sea Control 

 

To counter China‘s naval expansion, India is also pursuing blue water capabilities under a sea 

control strategy. This strategy not only encompasses the ability to impose sea denial, but also 

requires a costly and extensive navy to ensure dominance outside of coastal waters.
7
 

  

Current Indian naval strategy has the following three primary components: 

 

 Power Projection through Carrier Fleets: By 2020, India expects to have three aircraft 

carriers in service, two of which will be indigenously built.
8
 A three carrier fleet will 

enable India to maintain one carrier group on each seaboard to respond to diverse combat 

contingencies.
9
  

 

 Efforts to Control the Malacca Straits: India plans to expand the Andaman and Nicobar 

Command (ANC)—stationed approximately 1,000 miles from the Malacca Straits—into 

the Far Eastern Naval Command in 2012. This command would require 12,000 additional 

troops; six primary airbases; and advanced fighter squadrons, including the Sukhoi, 

Jaguar, Mirage-2000, and MiG aircrafts.
10

 Moreover, the Andaman and Nicobar islands 

will likely host two floating docks of Navy (FDN) by 2014, allowing India to dock all 

naval vessels except aircraft carriers and oil tankers.
11

  

 

 Expansion of Submarine Fleet: India is currently building six indigenous Scorpene ―next-

generation‖ submarines under French supervision with plans for six more in the near 

future. Moreover, India aims to develop a 5-6 indigenous, nuclear submarine fleet. Its 

first nuclear-propelled submarine, the INS Arihant, debuted in July, 2009.
12
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U.S. Alliance-Seeking and the Expansion of Indian Military Capability 
 

The United States seeks an alliance with India to contain China‘s expanding military capability 

while avoiding direct confrontation with a valuable trading partner. To date, the United States 

has used weapon sales and joint training exercises to foster a closer relationship with India and 

expand its military capability. 

 

 

U.S. Weapon Transfers to India 

 

Recent U.S. arms transfers to India include:  

 

 12 P-8I Maritime Patrol and Reconnaissance Aircraft;
13

 

 

 6 C-130J Hercules Transport Aircraft;
14

 

 

 10 C-17 Globemaster-III Strategic Airlift Aircraft;
15

 

 

 1 USS Trenton Amphibious Transport Dock (Renamed the INS Jalashwa);
16

 

 

U.S. Arms Suppliers are also competing for a $10-$12 billion deal to sell India 126 new 

multi-role fighters. If acquired, the United States will provide lifetime maintenance and 

support for these aircrafts.
17

  

 

 

U.S.-India Joint Training Exercises 

 

The United States and India have increased military cooperation throughout the past decade, 

as evidenced by its participation in nine joint land exercises in 2010-2011 alone. Both 

nations‘ air forces and navies are also planning similar programs.
18

 Such exercises promote 

interoperability through the exchange of tactics, techniques, and procedures.  

 

Prominent U.S.-India Joint Operations include: 

 

 Yudh Abhyas, an annual, bilateral conventional-forces training exercise; 

 

 Cope India, a regularly-scheduled, bilateral air-combat exercise; 

 

 Exercise Habu Nag, an annual, bilateral amphibious training exercise; 

 

 Exercise Malabar, an exercise focusing on strategic naval operations;
19

  

 

 U.S. Red Flag, an advanced aerial combat exercise for close U.S. allies. 
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The Flaw of Current Policy: Accelerating a Costly and Unsustainable Arms Race 

 

U.S. policy hinges on the assumption that India will prove able to counter China‘s growing naval 

capabilities. India‘s current naval doctrine, however, accelerates an unsustainable and costly 

arms race. Underlying economic problems will likely prevent India in the long run from being 

able to match China‘s expansion.  

 

 

The Excessive and Unnecessary Expense of Sea Control 

 

India does not yet require a navy capable of sea control and can avoid the economic burden 

of developing such capability.  

 

 The Economic Burden of Sea Control: Aircraft carriers, the primary vessels required 

for sea control, are incredibly expensive to acquire and maintain.
20

 For example, the 

cost of the INS Vikramaditya carrier is valued at $2.33 billion, approximately 80% of 

the Indian navy‘s 2011 acquisition budget.
21

 Although India‘s indigenously 

developed carriers are expected to be significantly less expensive, their initial costs 

still constitute over 25% of the acquisition budget and could likely increase in price 

during construction.
22

  

 

 Minimal Deterrence Necessary to Protect SLOCs: China current fleet does not pose a 

significant threat to either the U.S. or Indian navies in the Indian Ocean, nor will it 

likely in the near future. Until China reaches a settlement over Taiwan, the first and 

second island chains will restrict the movement of large naval tasks forces into the 

Indian Ocean.
23

 Therefore, the most significant naval presence China could hold in 

the region would be dispersed through the distant nodal ports established under its 

String of Pearl strategy. As a result, India‘s geographic advantages would enable it to 

conduct both naval and aerial operations from land-based stations capable of 

countering Chinese aggression.
24

 Thus, India does not need the extensive carrier task 

forces necessary for sea control.  

 

 

The Acceleration of Arms Racing 

 

India‘s current sea control naval doctrine requires a massive expansion of its naval fleet, 

launching the nation into a maritime ―Great Game‖ with China.
25

 Its quest for naval 

dominance in the Indian Ocean has produced a parallel increase in Chinese naval power and 

activity, which then further provokes Indian naval expansion.  

 

This naval arms racing has led to the buildup of offensive capabilities around strategic 

chokepoints throughout the Indian Ocean. If this trend continues, the area may soon host 

competing aircraft carrier fleets and an array of other advanced naval vessels.
26

 In essence, 

India‘s sea control doctrine has already and will continue to accelerate a dangerous, naval 

arms race with China.  
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Impeding India‘s Economic Development 

 

Despite its recent emergence as a world power, India still faces many economic obstacles 

which hinder its long-term development into a robust counter to China. 

 

Three notable impediments include:  

 

 Power Shortages: The World Bank identifies power shortages as the ―biggest 

bottleneck to investment and industrial growth.‖
27

 To date, approximately 20% of all 

villages remain off-grid, without any access to electricity. Moreover, limited 

implementation capacities and a shortage of skilled labor create energy shortages of 

roughly 11%. These inadequacies are estimated to cost India around 6% of its 2010 

GDP.
28

  

 

 Lack of Proper Sanitation Facilities: According to the Water and Sanitation Program 

(WSP), improper sanitation causes India to incur costs associated with disease 

treatment, premature deaths, lost productivity, and losses in tourist revenue. 

Combined, these costs accounted for a 4% loss in India‘s 2010 GDP. 
29

  

 

 High Malnutrition Rates: Approximately 40% of children in India are 

malnourished.
30

 Because these children tend to develop physical and mental 

impairments, the World Bank estimates India sacrifices at least 3% of its GDP to 

productivity losses.
31

 

 

 

The Failure to Balance in the Long-Run 

 

With its underlying economic barriers, India cannot currently hope to match China‘s naval 

expansion in the long-run. By 2030, China‘s economy is projected to be more than triple the 

size of India‘s economy: 

 

 China‘s 2030 GDP is projected to be $22.4 trillion, assuming an average growth rate 

of 5.56%.
32

 India‘s 2030 GDP is projected to be $6.0 trillion, assuming an average 

growth rate of 6.19%.
33

 

 

 China‘s 2011 defense budget increased by 12.7% to $91.5 billion.
 34

 In comparison, 

India‘s 2011 defense budget increased by 11.59% to $36.5 billion.
35

  

 

 Assuming both China and India maintain a defense budget at its current proportion to 

GDP, China‘s defense budget will be approximately $360 billion whereas India‘s 

defense budget will only be about $160 billion in 2030.  

 

Thus, China‘s disproportionately large economy enables it to devote more resources to its 

naval expansion. Former Indian naval chief of staff, Arun Prakash, has stated that India is 

already losing the naval arms race with China.
36

 The gap the Chinese and Indian 
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economies—and consequently, the amount each can spend on naval expansion—will only 

increase with time. 

 

 

A Strategic Partnership: The India-U.S. Maritime Cooperation Initiative  
  

In order to facilitate India‘s rise as a strong counterweight to China, the United States should 

encourage India to agree to an interim and strategic division of labor in the Indian Ocean. This 

arrangement would allow India to focus on economic development while simultaneously serving 

as a deterrent to potential Chinese aggression.  

 

 

The Role of India 

 

Two primary tasks comprise India‘s responsibilities under the proposed division of labor: 

 

 Minimal Sea Denial: Sea denial naval strategies seek to disrupt or deny an 

adversary‘s access to key SLOCs. A minimal sea denial strategy uses the bare 

minimum number of vessels and weaponry necessary to pose a significant threat to an 

adversary‘s ability to transit key maritime chokepoints.  

 

India would invest in advanced conventional submarines, long range airpower, long 

range anti-ship missiles, and C3I capability.
37

 By capitalizing on India‘s geographic 

advantages and China‘s gross dependence on oil imports and external trade, such 

investments enable India to threaten China‘s access to the Indian Ocean through the 

Malacca and Lombok Straits with relatively few military assets.
38

 The simple ability 

to disrupt—even temporarily—these critical SLOCs will serve as a strong deterrent to 

any potential military aggression.  

 

 Resource Reallocation to Economic Development: Avoiding the excessive economic 

burden of sea control will allow India to focus additional resources on economic 

development in the short-to-medium term. The World Bank identifies the following 

two areas as avenues for promoting economic growth by through increased export 

competitiveness:  

 

- Structural Reforms: To lower the cost of conducting business, India needs to 

further relax red tape restrictions on Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) in the 

banking, insurance, and retail trade sectors. India must also institutionalize 

cross-state monitoring of FDI performance in order to adhere to international 

standards.
39

 

 

- Infrastructure Investment: Investment in infrastructure—most prominently, in 

India‘s power sector—would increase both productivity levels and standard of 

living.
40

 For investments to be effective, India would create public-private 

partnerships (PPPs) worth up to $500 billion for large-scale building 

projects.
41
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The Role of the United States 

 

The United States would perform the following functions under the proposed division of 

labor:  

 

 Ensuring Open SLOCs: The United States Naval Force Central Command 

(NAVCENT) will continue to protect open SLOCs throughout the northwestern 

Indian Ocean through Combined Task Force (CTF) 150, CTF 151, and CTF 152.
42

 As 

India‘s naval capabilities mature, the United States will increasingly coordinate with 

the Indian Navy to include it as a major component and potential leader of these 

multilateral efforts.
43

  

 

 U.S.-India Intelligence Sharing Agreement: As part of a growing security 

relationship, the United States and India should agree to an intelligence sharing 

arrangement to increase incentives for close cooperation between the two naval 

forces. Provision of satellite imagery to India will help it monitor maritime activity in 

the region and increase the efficiency in which India allocates its resources.
44

  

 

 

Policy Benefits 

 

 Minimizing Offensive Arms Racing and its Dangers: Focusing on the ability to deter 

Chinese aggression with minimal military assets, rather than developing the 

capability to force open sea lines of communication, removes a provocation for 

further Chinese naval expansion in the Indian Ocean. In addition, a minimal sea 

denial strategy reduces the number of military vessels operating in crowded shipping 

lanes and decreases the possibility that unforeseen accidents will lead to a military 

clash. 

 

 Enhancing Long-Term Stability: By curtailing India‘s naval expenditures in the 

interim, the proposed partnership allows India to focus on economic development and 

the removal of underlying barriers that impede its growth. The resulting expansion of 

the Indian economy lays the needed foundation for building a strong counter to 

China‘s growing naval capability.  

 

 

Policy Criticisms 

 

 Straining the U.S.-Pakistan Alliance: U.S.-Indian alignment could make Pakistan 

even more resistant to cooperation with the United States in combating the Taliban in 

Pakistan‘s Federally Administered Tribal Areas and North-West Frontier Province.
45

 

 

- Response: The proposed partnership primarily focuses on maritime 

cooperation and development of Indian and regional naval capabilities. It does 

not increase India‘s land threat to Pakistan and may provide a vehicle for 

naval cooperation between the two rivals. 
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 China’s Perception of a U.S.-India Partnership: Because much of China‘s insecurity 

regarding its ―Malacca Dilemma‖ derives from increased cooperation between the 

United States and India, a formal U.S.-India partnership could further exacerbate 

China‘s concerns about its energy security and provoke even more rapid Chinese 

naval expansion.
46

 

 

- Response: The proposed strategy is based on the minimal deployment of 

military assets and, therefore, should mitigate the need for or severity of naval 

arms racing between India and China.  

 

 

The Need for a Long-Term Strategy for Maintaining Stability in the Indian Ocean 

 

The Indian Ocean is too economically valuable to leave it to chance or even probability that 

China‘s ambitions will remain peaceful. As global energy competition increases, the incentives 

for an aggressive disruption of SLOCs will only increase. Moreover, even if their intentions do 

remain peaceful, the current clustering of offensive weaponry around narrow chokepoints 

dramatically increases the probability of naval accidents and misunderstandings which could 

devolve into military conflict.
47

  

  

Therefore, the United States must act now to minimize the threat of arms racing while 

simultaneously enhancing the prospects for long-term regional security. Simply put, India is too 

premature in its economic rise to handle this task on its own. Only through a strategic division of 

can the United States:  

 

(1) Secure the open access of SLOCs in both the short- and long-term; 

 

(2) Ensure both a continued influential position in the Indian Ocean; 

 

(3) Foster India‘s emergence as a militarily and economically robust counterweight to 

China.  
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