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Abstract: Over the past decade, India has attempted to revitalise its engagement with Asia and 
the Pacific under the aegis of the Act East Policy. The policy has pursued enhanced economic 
and security cooperation, connectivity outreach, and infrastructure development. Exemplar 
initiatives are Sagarmala, Project Mausam, Cotton Routes, and Security and Growth for All in 
the Region. One of the rationales for this diplomatic initiative is China’s rising capacity, 
however, is it also being undertaken to re-establish India’s ties with its ancient trade partners. In 
the COVID-19 world, over reliance on Chinese supply chain networks is a significant concern 
and thus these initiatives are of increasing geostrategic importance. Hence this paper highlights 
the evolving Indian foreign policy approach towards China during the pandemic. It focuses on 
India’s connectivity initiatives in the Indo-Pacific and its engagement with “like-minded” 
partners. The significance of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, India’s growing 
alignment with the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue partners and its increasing acceptance of the 
US-led initiatives are all considered.  
 
Keywords: Act East Policy, Belt and Road Initiative, China, India, India-China relations, 
India-Quad relations, Indian foreign policy, Indo-Pacific, Middle Power 
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Introduction 
 
Over the past decade, India has made strenuous efforts to revitalise its engagement with East, 
South and Southeast Asian countries, as well as with the Pacific Island states under the aegis of 
the Act East Policy (AEP). The policy has pursued enhanced economic and security cooperation, 
connectivity outreach and infrastructure development across the Indo-Pacific states principally 
for Indian focused development. Increasingly however a secondary reason for this diplomatic 
initiative has become China’s rising might in the region, primarily through its flagship Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI). India aims to enhance its own outreach and balance against Chinese 
influence. Thus India has launched several initiatives such as Sagarmala (literally, “ocean 
necklace”); Project Mausam (meaning “weather”); Cotton Routes; and Security and Growth for 
All in the Region (SAGAR), in order to re-establish ties with its ancient trade partners in the 
Indian Ocean Region (IOR). In the COVID-19 world these initiatives are more prominent as 
geostrategic tools with more specific goals such as to quickly reduce reliance on Chinese supply 
chain networks. 
 
Nonetheless, India’s foreign policy until recently did not explicitly acknowledge the emerging 
China threat in its outreach initiatives to the Indo-Pacific states. Rather, it has always stressed 
India’s long-standing “China Connect” policy of economic engagement. However, under the 
current government, foreign policy has been hued with nationalism in order to boost the “parity 
of power” with China and showcase India as an emerging power.1 India’s response after the 
Doklam clash in 2017 did just that. The China connect framework received a further jolt with the 
recent clash in the Galwan Valley, Ladakh, along the Line of Actual Control.2 Besides, China’s 
reactions to the crises in Hong Kong and Taiwan, its continued military posturing in the 
Indo-Pacific and its growing assertiveness with the United States of America (US), too, clearly 
indicates that the notion of “peaceful rise” is a thing of the past.3 All things considered, India has 
realized that the time is up for its China appeasement policy. Hence, in this COVID-19, post-
Galwan era, there has been a perceptible shift in India’s China policy, which has considered the 
growing anti-China rhetoric both domestically and globally.4 India, as either a great or middle 
power, depending on ones definitional perspective, is thus set to exhibit new forms of statecraft 
beyond the middle power behavioural approaches expectations of how middle powers should 
behave.5   
 
Hence this paper highlights the evolving Indian foreign policy approach towards China in the 
emerging context. It focuses on India’s connectivity contours in the Indo-Pacific and its 
engagement with “like-minded” partners. The paper explores the importance of India’s AEP in 
the current environment and re-examines its connectivity initiatives in the region. It also looks 
into the significance of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN); India’s growing 
alignment with the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) partners – namely the US, Japan and 
Australia; and its increasing acceptance of the US-led initiatives in the Indo-Pacific, such as the 
Blue Dot Network (BDN) and the emerging narrative of the Quad Plus. 
 
India’s Indo-Pacific Connectivity Outreach  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has severely tested the global economic order that has been marked by 
China’s dominance in manufacturing and supply chain networks and the world’s over reliance on 
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them. This has reiterated the importance of sustainable and diverse infrastructural connectivity 
networks. A report by the Asian Development Bank in 2017 had estimated that “developing Asia 
will need to invest US$26 trillion from 2016 to 2030, or US$1.7 trillion per year if the region is 
to maintain its growth momentum, eradicate poverty, and respond to climate change.”6 With the 
pandemic further complicating the funding and creation of infrastructure, the infrastructure needs 
will likely skyrocket. India, therefore, must encourage infrastructure investments in the region to 
pursue inclusive regional development, boost its image as an emerging global leader, and check 
increasing Chinese assertiveness. 
 
India’s strategic location – close geographic proximity to vital regions (i.e., Middle East, 
Southeast Asia, Central Asia, South Asia and China) and position at the centre of the Indian 
Ocean – can be a viable tool to regain influence in the Indo-Pacific.7 It’s historic links with the 
states in these regions must be utilized to chart its post-Galwan and post-COVID-19 connectivity 
outreach. In this context, it must be noted that India played key roles in Korea, Japan, and China 
immediately post-independence.8 However in the late 1950s and early 1960s, due to the second 
five-year-plan induced economic slowdown; India’s alienation from the West; and the 
India-China War of 1962, India’s influence began to wane. Between 1962 and 1992, India did 
not participate in any critical developments in Asia and was out of the regional security or 
economic architecture, including Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation and ASEAN. The 
post-Cold War shift in foreign policy, however, helped India regain some of its lost glory. 
 
The Need for the “Look East Policy”  
 
In early 1990s, under the P. V. Narasimha Rao government, India liberalized its economy with 
several reforms. During the same period, India also experienced a shift in its foreign policy: one 
of the highlights was the Look East Policy (LEP). This policy aimed to bolster India’s relations 
with East and Southeast Asian nations to attract foreign direct investment along with other 
economic benefits. Japan became the first country to offer official development assistance to 
India, and South Korean companies entered a liberalizing Indian market. Notably, the policy 
didn’t simply improve India’s ties with the Asian nations, but it also helped India to embrace 
market trends and work with US allies. This enabled India to view political blocs in a more 
favourable light; hence, by 1992, India established official relations with ASEAN, which is 
presently at the centre of India’s Indo-Pacific policy.9  
 
From “Look East” to “Act East”  
 
By the 2000s, India’s LEP evolved into the AEP. This resulted from India’s expanded regional 
capabilities and growing global ambitions, but also in part due to China’s regional assertiveness. 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi officially articulated AEP at the 12th ASEAN-India Summit and 
the 9th East Asia Summit (EAS) in November 2014.10 The AEP focuses on the “extended 
neighbourhood in the Asia-Pacific region”.11 It also aimed to fill a gap in the post-Cold War 
security order, by establishing India as a leading regional power, aiming to become a US$5 
trillion economy by 2025;12 the impact of COVID-19 will make this goal more difficult to 
achieve. 
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AEP is thus responsible for all significant Indian tie-ups, initiatives, and projects in the 
Indo-Pacific. Connectivity is acknowledged as the main economic challenge and demand. As 
noted above, the Indo-Pacific’s $26 trillion infrastructure deficit is thus the primary target.13 
However, the AEP is also India’s political commitment to ensuring a “free and open” 
Indo-Pacific, where New Delhi itself is a key strategic player. Thus, AEP, as an updated version 
of the LEP, is more action-oriented and, unlike its predecessor, is not only driven by economic 
demands. Instead, it factors in broader geopolitical, strategic and security areas that look beyond 
Southeast Asia. Hence the AEP covers the entirety of the Indo-Pacific and the IOR and focuses 
on matters of maritime trade and security to bring about a balance of power in the region. In 
short, the AEP has four main objectives: (1) ensuring a secure Indian Ocean and overall Indo-
Pacific; (2) campaigning for more robust integration with South Asian nations; (3) encouraging 
and engaging in strategic partnerships with “like-minded” countries; and (4) effectively 
managing India-China relations. Thus, Indian great/middle power is not simply concerned with 
good international citizenship, avoidance of conflict and compromised through multilateral 
solutions but aims to purposefully shape its region both economically and politically through all 
forms of statecraft that will produce outcomes in an effective and efficient manner. 
 
Arguably, therefore, India in 2014 reshaped its Indo-Pacific policy as the AEP, to counter 
extra-regional challenges. In 2013, China under the new leadership of Xi Jinping announced the 
launch of its infrastructure-led development and connectivity driven projects, the Silk Road 
Economic Corridor and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road.14 Together, they came to be known 
as the BRI, which remains the largest and most ambitious state-sponsored mercantilist initiative 
in the world till date. With the launch of the BRI, the geopolitical importance of the Indo-Pacific 
came to the fore. The rise of China and its potential plans of global trade dominance threaten the 
existing global order, and countries have scrambled to reaffirm their own dedication to South 
Asia and the IOR. The US, Japan, South Korea, Australia, Indonesia and India have thus now 
become key collaborators in the Indo-Pacific, a region responsible for over 60 per cent of the 
global gross domestic product and over 45 per cent of merchandise trade.15 The actions of these 
great and middle powers are both a reactions to China’s own behaviour but also a validation of 
their long held values and interests. 
 
The Importance of “Act East” in the Post-COVID-19 Era 
 
China’s recent international behaviour has been increasingly aggressive and confrontational. 
Amid the COVID-19 pandemic that is raging across the world, China has been posturing 
militarily in its immediate neighbourhood (land as well as maritime) – including multiple 
incursions in the contested Diaoyu Islands (Senkaku Islands for Japan) in the East China Sea, 
increased military presence in the South China Sea (SCS), assertiveness in the Taiwan Strait, the 
bloody Galwan clash with India and the passing of the controversial new Hong Kong National 
Security Laws. Concurrently, it has engaged in “wolf-warrior diplomacy”, which has resulted in 
detrimental effects for Beijing. China-Australia relations are at an “all-time low”16: retaliating 
against Australia’s leading middle power call for an independent investigation into the origins of 
COVID-19,17 China imposed tariffs on Australian barley and banned beef from its major 
exporters.18 Australia called it a “wake-up call”19 and insisted that it will not be “intimidated” by 
China’s economic threats despite China being its largest trading partner.20 In the COVID-19 
world, Japan is also keen to reduce its economic dependence on China and has already 
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earmarked US$ 2.2 billion to shift businesses out of China. Further, China’s pre-COVID-19 
trade war with the US is showing no signs of abating but appears to be merely the first stage in 
an expanding conflict. In July 2020, the US Secretary of State Michael Pompeo officially termed 
China’s SCS claims “unlawful”, rejecting “any push to impose ‘might makes right’”.21 
 
All these bilateral incidents are not isolated, and thus highlight the end of a period of foreign 
policy restraint by Beijing.22 India has thus realized China’s growing disregard for the existing 
global order which is rightly based, fundamentally, on the rule of law. India’s post-Galwan 
foreign policy, therefore, appears to be considering China’s readiness to manipulate multiple 
conflicts in the region aggressively. For this reason, middle power or not, it is important for India 
to quickly expanded the AEP and adapt it further to be an action-oriented policy that enables 
enhanced economic and military alliances. 
 
Particularly now, when the BRI is witnessing a low phase amidst COVID-19, the AEP 
connectivity initiatives should be given a new thrust. Many actors in East and Southeast Asia, 
such as Taiwan and Vietnam, have handled the pandemic far more successfully than those in the 
West. Increased collaboration with these nations under a COVID-19-containment paradigm 
should be expanded. In the post-COVID-19 environment, countries will find it difficult to 
re-open their borders, as such, it makes practical sense to refocus on regional alliances and 
engagements. Moreover, India seems to have “both short-term and long-term imperatives to 
deepen its engagement with the region”.23 India must focus on collaborations, particularly in 
medical research and digital technology.  
 
Apart from the thrust on Southeast Asian nations, pursuing enhanced cooperation with 
“like-minded” nations, such as Quad partners US, Japan and Australia, and defence partners, 
such as Russia and France, it is also important to check the growing Chinese influence in the 
region.24 Importantly, the success of this new upgraded AEP will lie in its overall connectivity 
outreach.  
 
The “Indian-ness” in India’s Connectivity Promotion 
 
India’s central location as the crossroads of Asia has been pivotal in shaping its historical 
interactions and continues to ensure its position as a key player. India today is increasingly and 
extensively involved in the Indo-Pacific, improving its presence in regional dialogue 
mechanisms; it is a member of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, as well as a founding 
member of the EAS. In 2019, the Ministry of External Affairs even set up an Indo-Pacific 
division, successfully providing a bureaucratic alignment to Modi’s Indo-Pacific vision.25 India 
has included a certain “Indian-ness” in its Indo-Pacific narrative to ensure that one is not 
evaluated without the other. The strategic location of India aids this, and while India itself is a 
growing economy, it hopes to become the centre of economic and geopolitical power in the 
Indo-Pacific. To achieve this goal, India aims to draw on its rich historic past as a connectivity 
hub to further its modern-day interests in the Indo-Pacific. 
 
For this purpose, India has launched several regional initiatives such as Sagarmala, SAGAR, 
Bharatmala, UDAN, Project Mausam and Cotton Route Project to ensure collaborative 
opportunities. These Indo-Pacific initiatives cover the economic, trade, security, and cultural 
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realms of New Delhi’s connectivity outreach. The “free and open” spirit of these initiatives is 
shared by India’s Quad and Quad Plus partners, paving the way for more potent economic 
synergy with these nations. COVID-19 has posed significant challenges to the integration of 
South and East Asian nations, with prospects of integration depending immensely on 
coordination amongst countries. With the US-led order faltering in the region and growing 
anti-China rhetoric emerging regionally and globally, the time for middle powers and emerging 
economies like India is ripe for shaping a new order of Asian regionalism. The relevance of these 
inclusive, Indo-Pacific centred programmes has increased immensely in the COVID-19 world. 
Some of the features of these initiatives are discussed in brief, as follows: 
 
Sagarmala 
 
Sagarmala is India’s most-ambitious port development initiative, which was approved, under the 
chairmanship of Prime Minister Modi, by the Union Cabinet in 2015. At the National Maritime 
Summit in 2016, a National Perspective Plan was released highlighting how Sagarmala aims to 
develop ports across approximatley 7,500 km of Indian coastline and 14,500 km of navigable 
waterways.26 It envisions boosting India’s maritime economy by reducing transportation costs 
and modernizing national maritime infrastructure. The total estimated cost of this project is about 
Rs 70,000 crore, and more funds could be dedicated for capacity enhancement industrial 
development.27 
 
Ports are an integral part of the “dynamic and time-sensitive supply chain network”. Therefore, 
their importance in the post-COVID-19 world, which will been rocked by a near breakdown of 
supply chain networks, cannot be overestimated. The multi-modal connectivity has the potential 
to establish alternative supply chains – a welcome initiative during these trying times. Though 
the government has granted ports and shipping an “infrastructure status”, there is a need to give a 
greater fillip to this capital-intensive sector.28 For this purpose, India could liaise with 
like-minded partner countries such as the US, Japan, and Australia to enhance this initiative. For 
example, the US-led BDN could provide a much-needed infrastructure boost. 
 
SAGAR 
 
SAGAR is a maritime initiative launched in 2016, strictly speaking, under the Sagarmala project. 
It underscores India’s vision for a free and open Indo-Pacific.29 This vision, as reiterated by 
India’s External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar in 2019 is “for something” rather than “against 
someone” – a reference to the initiative’s inclusive approach, rather than it being anti-China.30 
India must encourage such initiatives to not only check the Chinese threat but also advance the 
development of the region. The goal is to ensure a climate of trust and transparency; regard for 
the rule of law; and respect for one another’s sovereignty while pursuing connectivity and 
economic interests. 
 
Bharatmala 
 
Bharatmala Pariyojana focuses on “bridging critical infrastructure gaps” via the development of 
“Economic Corridors, Inter Corridors and Feeder Routes, National Corridor Efficiency 
Improvement, Border and International connectivity roads, Coastal and Port connectivity roads 
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and Green-field expressways”. The Government of India approved this project in 2017 at a 
projected cost of about Rs 5,35,000 crore.31 In 2019, a total of 225 projects (cumulative length of 
approximately 9,613 km) had been “appraised and approved” under Phase-I of this project. 
Bharatmala will allow India to ensure better connectivity to its vast domestic market that will 
boost trade.32 
 
UDAN 
 
UDAN (which translates to “flight”) is a regional connectivity project of the Airports Authority 
of India, under the Ministry of Civil Aviation. UDAN stands for “Ude Desh ka Aam Naagrik” 
(loosely translated as “let the common citizen of the country fly”). The International Air 
Transport Association (IATA) in 2018 foresaw that India would become the world’s third-largest 
aviation market (defined in terms of traffic to, from and within a country, as per IATA) and 
overtake the United Kingdom by 2024.33 
 
However, in view of the current global scenario, COVID-19 will surely impact the 
above-mentioned figures. The air transport sector, which has been severely affected by the 
ongoing pandemic, thus needs the UDAN initiative more than ever. Reportedly, “[Foreign Direct 
Investment] inflows in India’s air transport sector reached US$1.8 billion between April 2000 
and December 2018”; and the Indian government plans to “invest US$183 billion for the 
development of airport infrastructure and air navigation by the year 2026”.34 
 
UDAN has two components, domestic and international. The former aims to link under-served 
airports in tier-2 and tier-3 cities by paying subsidies to airlines to allow them to offer cheaper 
tickets. The latter aims to connect Indian cities to major travel destinations across the world in 
order to promote people-to-people ties as well as academic and industrial linkages.35 In addition, 
on March 26, 2020, amidst the COVID-19-induced nationwide lockdown, the Civil Aviation 
Ministry launched the “Lifeline Udan” project to “ensure a steady supply of essential goods to 
even remote parts of the country” and ease the movement of medical essentials.36  
 
Project Mausam and Cotton Routes 
 
By studying monsoon patterns, Project Mausam37 attempts to connect Indian Ocean littoral 
nations by focusing on cultural connections that empower maritime livelihoods. Concurrently, a 
revival of India’s Cotton Routes has begun that serves as a low-key counter to China’s Silk 
Road38 by improving India’s connect with Central Asian nations, which are major cotton 
producers. The aim is to revive ancient routes of cotton trade, while simultaneously building 
dialogues with these nations. 
 
ASEAN Centrality 
 
ASEAN adopted the “ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific” at its Senior Officials Meeting held 
in Bangkok, Thailand, June 20-23, 2019.39 The Outlook recognizes the geopolitical and 
geostrategic importance of the Asia-Pacific and the Indian Ocean; its use of the term Indo-
Pacific in the title of its vision statement signifies acceptance of the concept. It stresses the need 
for “collective leadership in forging and shaping the vision for closer cooperation in the 
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Indo-Pacific” and seeks to “continue to maintain its central role in the evolving regional 
architecture in Southeast Asia and its surrounding regions”.40 Thus, ASEAN centrality remains 
the central tenet.41 Moreover, rather than creating new mechanisms, the outlook focuses on the 
need for existing ASEAN-led forums like the EAS to promote cooperation in the region.42 The 
ongoing China-US trade war may have triggered the deliberations for ASEAN to develop such a 
vision43; however, the outlook does not focus on specific countries and envisages closer 
cooperation in the Indo-Pacific as a whole. India welcomed the 2019 ASEAN Outlook, saying 
that it saw “important elements of convergence with our own views, especially from the 
standpoint of principles”: in June 2018, Prime Minister Modi in his statement at the Shangri-La 
Dialogue had stressed the need for “a free, open, inclusive and rules-based Indo-Pacific”.44  
 
For India, ASEAN’s centrality in the region has been a defining factor of its regional foreign 
policy initiatives. Therefore, ASEAN, as a leading stakeholder in the region, gives fillip to its 
AEP as well, particularly in the post-COVID-19 recovery phase. Both India, through its AEP, 
and ASEAN are geared towards “deepening economic cooperation amongst countries” in East 
and Southeast Asia to fight the COVID-19-induced economic slowdown. There is an urgent need 
for sustained mechanisms that “facilitate public-private partnerships”. When ASEAN further 
liberalizes “the trade and investment regime to maintain the competitiveness of global value 
chains in the region”, India must be ready to capitalize and engage with the grouping to develop 
an inclusive regional architecture.45 India is engaged in connectivity initiatives that include some 
members of ASEAN, such as the Mekong-Ganga Cooperation (MGC) and the Bay of Bengal 
Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC). The MGC was 
launched in 2000 by India and five ASEAN countries, namely Cambodia, Lao, Myanmar, 
Thailand, and Vietnam for cooperation in tourism, culture, education, transport and 
communications. 
 
Another important economic grouping is BIMSTEC, which comprises countries in the littoral 
and nearby areas of the Bay of Bengal (i.e., Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, 
Myanmar and Thailand). It came into being on June 6, 1997. Prime Minister Modi has pushed 
for connectivity in the Bay of Bengal region through BIMSTEC dialogues; he even invited the 
BIMSTEC nations for his swearing-in ceremony in May 2019.46 India plans to extend its 
National Knowledge Network to the BIMSTEC countries and is in negotiations with these 
partners for a Coastal Shipping Agreement and a Motor Vehicle Agreement.47 Further, India’s 
active participation in regional forums like the Asia-Europe Meeting, EAS, ASEAN Regional 
Forum, ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting and Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum,48 and the 
Indian Ocean Rim Association adds to India-ASEAN growing synergy which must take on 
added focus in the COVID-19 and post-COVID-19 periods. 
 
India and the Blue Dot Network – Post-COVID-19 Connectivity 
 
India’s animosity towards China is growing rapidly. The barbaric Galwan valley incident was the 
deadliest attack since 1975 and it has hastened India to seek enhanced cooperation with 
like-minded nations, particularly its Quad partners. The Galwan border incident has thus had a 
severe impact on India’s foreign policy, as India is witnessing a China “dis-connect” and 
aligning towards the US and its allies, and increasingly independent middle powers such as 
Australia. In their joint statement49, during US President Donald J. Trump’s state visit to India on 
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February 24-25, 2020, the two leaders expressed a desire for India to engage with the BDN – the 
US’s joint Indo-Pacific venture with Japan and Australia. However, India has abstained from 
making any commitment to the network. 
 
The BDN is a multi-stakeholder initiative that was launched by the US Trade and Development 
Agency (USTDA), the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade and the Japan Bank 
for International Cooperation.50 It promotes transparent and sustainable infrastructural 
investment in the region and is increasingly being seen as an emerging effective counter to 
China’s BRI. The BDN, is antithetical to the BRI’s “debt-trap diplomacy”, and thus aims to 
create a “standard of excellence” in infrastructure investment. It naturally endorses the free and 
open Indo-Pacific vision of the Quad, which recently expanded to form the Quad Plus, 
comprising New Zealand, South Korea, Brazil, Israel and Vietnam.51 This expanded strategic 
consultative framework along with the BDN will undoubtedly help in the post-COVID-19 
economic recovery in the Indo-Pacific by building alternative supply chains and promoting 
quality infrastructure in the region – a convergence with India’s “continental connect” goal. 
 
India needs to work together with countries that can help build on its own goals and initiatives. 
The US-led BDN has the latent capacity to be extremely beneficial for India’s own Indo-Pacific 
connectivity initiatives as discussed above. The BDN would give India a strategic advantage in 
the Indian Ocean region, apart from providing capital to pursue quality infrastructure projects 
and providing a multilateral outlook to these initiatives. Its certification process will also ensure 
transparency and accountability.52 An India-plus BDN will promote the regional connectivity 
and development, much-needed for the post-COVID-19 recovery phase. The BDN, with its 
emphasis on public-private partnership, will help strengthen this process. It can also help 
implement India’s “engagement with equilibrium” policy towards China. Thus, India’s 
engagement with BDN could be an effective way to pursue “decoupling” from China, without 
offending the regional giant. If India decides to join the BDN, it would be a significant strategic 
endeavour within India’s evolving Indo-Pacific narrative. 
 
India-Japan Bilateral 
 
Japan has gradually emerged as India’s key ally and partner in connectivity initiatives, both 
domestically and regionally. The growing interdependence and strength of Japan-India ties also 
stem from a strong sense of camaraderie built between Prime Ministers Modi and Shinzo Abe. 
The relationship between the two leaders has gone a long way in ensuring the smooth 
functioning of India-Japan initiatives, as well as bilateral ties, and new Prime Minister Suga will 
find a similarly warm welcome from India and Prime Minister Modi. In the post-COVID-19 
order, with both Japan and India looking to actively break away from their economic dependence 
on China, the connectivity promotion between the two nations must receive primary focus. 
 
India’s potential inclusion in the BDN would add immensely to the India-Japan bilateral 
connectivity collaboration synergy. In the post-COVID-19 order, with infrastructure needs only 
expanding, Japan’s recognition as a net-provider of quality infrastructure adds to Suga’s major 
economic-diplomacy aims, especially in light of an economically predatory China.53 Japan’s 
Expanded Partnership for Quality Infrastructure (EPQI) is complemented by the BDN process; it 
also builds on Tokyo’s Group of Twenty presidency, which aims at promoting quality 
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infrastructure via consensus building.54 BDN also adds to Japan’s Vientiane Declaration, 
announced at the 11th EAS in 2016 that seeks to build infrastructure-focused cooperation among 
ASEAN, India, Australia, Russia, New Zealand and the US.55 
 
India and Japan view connectivity through similar lenses, and Africa’s inclusion in the 
Indo-Pacific connectivity outreach is a common interest. The “Platform for Japan-India Business 
Cooperation in Asia-Africa Region”56 (formerly, the Asia Africa Growth Corridor) aims to 
provide transparent financial sustainability to the region – objectives similar to the BDN. The 
project is part of an intercontinental outreach initiative that incorporates the Indian Ocean, 
Africa, and Asia in one frame. 
 
Further, the alignment of Japan’s “Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP)” vision with India’s AEP 
is a great boost for development in the region. For example, the India-Japan Act East Forum 
provides a platform to identify “specific projects for economic modernization of India’s 
North-East region including those pertaining to connectivity, developmental infrastructure, 
industrial linkages”, and also to expand collaborations with Myanmar and Bangladesh.57 Japan 
has invested in multiple projects in India’s Northeast, such as the water supply project in 
Guwahati and the Assam-Meghalaya road network.58 Moreover, the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency has partnered with India in several transport projects like the North East 
Road Network Connectivity Improvement Project; Metro Rail projects in Delhi, Mumbai, 
Bangalore, Chennai, Kolkata and Ahmedabad; Western Dedicated Freight Corridor from the 
National Capital Region to Mumbai; and Mumbai-Ahmedabad bullet-train project.59 In addition, 
the Japan-India Business Platform combines Japan’s FOIP with EPQI, giving a further boost to 
inclusive connectivity in the Indo-Pacific.60 
 
US Indo-Pacific Initiatives and India 
 
Beyond the BDN, the US, like India, has released multiple Indo-Pacific-centred connectivity 
initiatives. The US Department of State in 2019 under Mike Pompeo released its “Free and Open 
Indo-Pacific Advancing a Shared Vision” strategy document.61 The document named India a key 
“strategic partner” and prioritized the US’s Indo-Pacific outreach in the IOR. The USTDA, too, 
under the Trump administration has upped its investment in the Indo-Pacific. In 2018, it 
launched three new government-wide initiatives that are advancing President Trump’s 
Indo-Pacific strategic outlook.62 These initiatives include the Digital Connectivity and 
Cybersecurity Partnership, Infrastructure Transaction and Assistance Network (ITAN) and Asia 
Enhancing Development and Growth through Energy (EDGE). 
 
The USTDA’s Indo-Pacific investments and strategies have rapidly developed and taken primary 
focus in the past few years, especially post the launch of the BRI. The policies have been shaped 
solely to fulfil the region’s demands for quality infrastructure and are the defining focus of the 
US’s clap back to Chinese advances in the region. The USTDA is the leader of America’s 
infrastructural development programmes in the Indo-Pacific and is viewed as the first line of 
defence against competition from “economic rivals that pose a threat” to commercial and 
political interests of the US. 
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To support President Trump’s Indo-Pacific vision, the USTDA launched Asia EDGE in July 
2018.63 The main aim of this fully funded government programme is to bolster secure, 
sustainable, and affordable energy markets across the Indo-Pacific. The initiative, drawing from 
US expertise in the field, seeks to incorporate international financial institutes through its 
resources and private sector engagements. In October 2019, the US State Department announced 
the first Asia EDGE-driven India-US energy initiative – the US Assistant Secretary for Energy 
Resources Francis Fannon launched the Flexible Resource Initiative (FRI) as part of the 
US-India Clean Energy Finance Task Force.64 The FRI is part of Asia EDGE and is meant to 
attract new investment openings for resources ranging from natural gas to batteries. India has 
gradually shown a willingness to move further away from its “power-partner” parity with China 
and take the US-India energy sector synergy into the SCS, especially post the release of US’s 
official “position” on the same, and is thus a step in the right direction.65 
 
In 2019, the Minister of Petroleum and Natural Gas Dharmendra Pradhan stated that India’s 
“projected energy demand growth is 4.2 per cent per annum up to 2035”; it will overtake China 
as the “largest growth market for energy in volume terms by 2030”, as per a BP Energy 
Outlook.66 Pradhan had also stated that India’s energy trade with the US was expected to grow 
by over 42 per cent to US$10 billion during 2019-20.67 In recent years, India has been keen to 
explore alternative sources of energy and move beyond the Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries to meet its surging demands. In 2019, the India-US bilateral energy cooperation was 
further deepened when Prime Minister Modi and President Trump addressed the “Howdy, 
Modi!” event in Houston, the world’s energy capital. The growth in energy cooperation works 
well for both countries. India looks to fulfil its growing demand, and the US gets to secure a 
major market for its energy products. 
 
The USTDA’s ITAN is another initiative that aims to develop sustainable and secure energy 
markets throughout the Indo-Pacific, which it defines as spanning “the California coast to 
western shores of India”.68 It focuses on providing infrastructure-related funds to Indo-Pacific 
nations in an attempt to lure them away from China. Furthermore, the US also introduced the 
Better Utilization of Investments Leading to Development Act in 2018 that established the US 
International Development Finance Corporation (DFC), “America’s development bank”.69 The 
DFC, in partnership with the private sector, seeks to finance projects in the developing world. It 
even funds emerging economies for projects in an underdeveloped part of the country for 
national security reasons. In the post-COVID-19 world, a stronger US-India relationship is 
needed not only to check China’s growing influence in the region but also to bolster the region’s 
post-COVID-19 economic recovery process. 
 
Australia and Quad Plus 
 
The Australia-India bilateral relationship has historically seen slow growth but the recent 
upgrade to “comprehensive strategic partnership” at the July 2020 virtual summit was a 
ground-breaking step!70 This increased the likelihood of Australia’s inclusion in the 
US-Japan-India trilateral Malabar naval exercise, that has recently been confirmed. Although the 
regional, bilateral synergy between the two countries has not grown at a scale like India’s ties 
with Japan or the US, in the post-COVID-19 order building both bilateral and military synergy 
with Australia has gained cognizance and is a priority for both nations. Prime Minister Modi’s 
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“Aatmanirbhar Bharat” scheme has shown immense potential for enhancing Australia-India ties; 
the scheme aims at making India “self-reliant” in a manner that “merges domestic production 
and consumption with global supply chains” without “being self-contained or being closed to the 
world”.71 Australia can emerge as a significant partner in areas such as maritime connectivity, 
economic resilience, supply chain diversification and digital infrastructure capacity building. As 
India transitions from favouring multi-alignment to pointed alignment with like-minded 
countries to increase its footprint in the Indo-Pacific, ties with Australia will grow quickly.72 
Australia is an innovative leading nation, a unique independent middle power, has a strong 
economy and robust democracy. It has developed leading and effective China-engagement 
policies such as banning Huawei and foreign interference and has significant scholarly 
knowledge and regional communities such as the East Asia Security Centre. The significant 
mutually beneficial opportunities of India-Australia bilateral relations should be seized. 
 
The same is also true for India’s engagements with Quad Plus nations, including Israel, Brazil, 
Vietnam, South Korea and New Zealand. It will in the given scenario look to enhance military, 
strategic and economic cooperation with these countries. India seems ready to build a “corridor 
of communication” with the Quad Plus countries so as to fulfil its long-standing objective of 
“continental connect”.73 
 
Conclusion 
 
India is looking to attain robust connectivity and sustainable infrastructure development in the 
Indo-Pacific, which will also have an impact on its geostrategic interests in the region. In the 
current global scenario, India’s efforts towards inclusive connectivity in the region will require a 
synergistic engagement with partner countries. Though the pandemic has disrupted the global 
economies in an unprecedented manner, it has also provided opportunities for cooperation and 
connectivity. However, given India’s increasingly fragile relationship with China, especially post 
its recent hostilities in the border area of Ladakh, India needs to reshape its foreign policy and fill 
the gaps, particularly in terms of its regional infrastructure connectivity objectives. It also means 
that India will need to re-examine its dealings with China-sponsored institutions like the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank – India remains the bank’s top borrower. Nonetheless, India’s 
growing partnership with Quad and Quad Plus partners is a positive sign. The partnerships will 
also give a stimulus to India’s AEP and its Indo-Pacific initiatives like Sagarmala. If India’s 
wishes for a more significant, leading role in the Indo-Pacific and wants to strengthen its 
connectivity contours, it must take advantage of its historic linkages and revitalize its initiatives 
in the region. 
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