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India and OBOR: A Political Discord

Shivani Sharma

An initiative, known as ‘One Belt, One Road” (OBOR), is one of the
major foreign policy actions by the Chinese government under
President Xi Jinping. Presented as a development strategy based on
cooperation and connectivity, China claims that the project is an
innovative method of cooperation in global governance in the face of
a worsening economic climate and simmering geopolitical problems.
Founded on the idea of building a network of global partnerships,
OBOR aims to create a new way of thinking about regional and
global ties, including both bilateral and multilateral cooperation in
political, economic, cultural and other fields. It envisions the creation
of multiple economic corridors encompassing more than 60 countries
linking the most dynamic FEast Asia Economic Zone with the
advanced Buropean Economic Zone. China demonstrates that the
project is not meant for unilateral advantage only, but for the
common prosperity and stability of the whole world. The Chinese
President Xi Jinping describes OBOR as a “chorus” rather than a
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“soloist singing”.
The Indian government, on the other hand, has been skeptical and

apprehensive about the OBOR initiative proposed by the Chinese
government from the very beginning, particularly with regard to the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) that runs through
Pakistan Occupied Kashmir (POK), a territory illegally occupied by
Pakistan. CPEC, a multibillion-dollar development project, is part of

! Yafei, He, “Connecting the wotld through “Belt and Road”, China-US Focus,

October 13, 2015, [Online:Web] Accessed January 11, 2017 URL: http://

of-cooperation-in-global-governance


mailto:info@sadf.eu
http://www.sadf.eu
http://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/the-belt-road-initiative-offers-new-model-of-cooperation-in-global-governance
http://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/the-belt-road-initiative-offers-new-model-of-cooperation-in-global-governance
http://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/the-belt-road-initiative-offers-new-model-of-cooperation-in-global-governance
mailto:info@sadf.eu
http://www.sadf.eu
http://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/the-belt-road-initiative-offers-new-model-of-cooperation-in-global-governance
http://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/the-belt-road-initiative-offers-new-model-of-cooperation-in-global-governance
http://www.chinausfocus.com/foreign-policy/the-belt-road-initiative-offers-new-model-of-cooperation-in-global-governance

China’s OBOR initiative. Both China and Pakistan signed multiple accords worth 46 billion dollars to
build the economic corridor through the disputed territory of Gilgit-Baltistan. India has publicly
expressed its resolute disapproval of the initiative on various occasions. Recently being formally invited
by China to participate in the six separate forums as part of the Belt and Road project held in Beijing
from May 14 to 16, 2017, India refused to participate and did not send its diplomatic representation.
The Indian government maintains its long standing stance on opposing the projects undertaken by the
Pakistani and Chinese governments in the disputed POK region. While refusing its participation on the
basis of the project violating the sovereignty of the country, the Ministry of External Affairs official
spokesperson, Gopal Baglay, remarked that the “connectivity projects must be pursued in a manner
that respects sovereignty and territorial integrity”” He also underlined that the “connectivity initiatives
must be based on universally recognised international norms, good governance, rule of law, openness,

transparency and equality.””

Indian Ministers and officials have been expressing their disagreement about the project since the very
beginning. During his inaugural speech at the second Raisina Dialogue in New Delhi, the Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi stressed the following: “Connectivity in itself cannot override or undermine
the sovereignty of other nations. Only by respecting the sovereignty of countries involved, can regional
connectivity corridors fulfil their promise and avoid differences and discord.” The foreign secretary of
India, S. Jaishankar, have recently expressed his feelings of resentment towards the project by stating
that, “China is very sensitive about its sovereignty. The economic corridor passes through an illegal
territory, an area that we call Pakistan occupied Kashmir. You can imagine India’s reaction at the fact

that such a project has been initiated without consulting us.”

On the contrary, China continues to claim that the country have “no intention of interfering in the
territorial dispute between India and Pakistan. China has long believed that the two neighbours should

solve their dispute through dialogue and consultations, and it has repeatedly emphasised that the
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construction of the CPEC would not affect its stance on the issue.”” It therefore considers India’s
concerns as “unwarranted” and proposes it to adopt an “objective” and more “pragmatic” attitude
towards the OBOR proposal. Moreover, China states that the project should be seen as an open and
inclusive regional integration program, and that both OBOR and the CPEC are economic initiatives.
Therefore, if India joined the initiative, it would strengthen its economic ties with China and possibly
shift the initiative’s centre of gravity from a dispute to being a pioneer in regional economic integration.
Along the same lines, the Prime Minister of Pakistan, Nawaz Sharif, remarked that the “China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor was open to all countries in the region” and it “must not be politicised”. While

directing his remark on growing India’s apprehensions, he emphasised that, “One Belt One Road

project negated the logic of polarisation and rejected the encirclement of any country.””

However, as mentioned earlier, India has been questioning the legitimacy of the projects undertaken in
the disputed territory of Gilgit-Baltistan from the eatly stages. India claims that the area occupied by
Pakistan and ceded to China is constitutionally a part of the Indian State of Jammu and Kashmir —
India has raised objections to the construction of Karakoram highway in a disputed territory and
objected to an increased presence of Chinese workers and troops in the region. Since most of the
expansion projects in the area are carried out by Chinese companies and corporate houses, India fears
the increased stronghold of China in the area and perceives it as their larger geo-strategic agenda of
attempting to counter-balance India in the South Asian region. Major concerns were raised by New
Delhi as the multifarious projects carried in the POK area would strengthen Pakistan’s position —
economically and strategically — and would help to exert its physical presence to counter India’s claim
over Gilgit-Baltistan. The territory of Gilgit-Baltistan is essential for the successful implementation of
the CPEC as it is the only land connection between Pakistan and China and all the roads and pipelines
and most of the communication networks runs through this mountainous area. It will thus help the
corridor to reach the port of Gwadar in Pakistan through which China will be able to access the Indian
Ocean (the Arabian Sea) and other strategically important areas. The access to Gwadar will enable
China to gain immense control over the strategic locations in South Asia, Central Asia and West Asia at

the mouth of the Persian Gulf, just outside the Straits of Hormuz.

A recent report by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI, 2017), for instance,

declared that the CPEC pose a dangerous security implications for India as it runs through territories
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that it disputes with Pakistan and China. The report also stated that India opposes China’s non-
adherence to the international law by allowing the CPEC to run through disputed territory and
therefore has a fundamental objection to it. Moreover, the assertiveness and swiftness of Chinese
actions in the South China Sea have implanted a preoccupation among China’s critics in India that an
increased foothold of China in the Arabian Sea (through Gwadar) might result in making claims of

national interest on India’s maritime sphere.”

Hence, despite the increased popularity of the OBOR initiative, India shall continue to maintain its
stand and not compromise on its territorial integrity and sovereignty. It should maintain its long held
position of opposing the infrastructural projects undertaken by Pakistan in a disputed territory under
the realm of international norms. Moreover, the increased presence and deployment of Chinese troops
and forces in the area has further tensed the security environment for India. Although China has
repeatedly emphasised that its involvement in the creation of the CPEC will not alter its stand on the
Kashmir issue. However, it seems implausible as the huge investments made in the area will deter China
to maintain its neutral and objective stand. Despite India’s displeasure (and while ahead of the OBOR
summit), China and Pakistan inked various infrastructure agreements, including setting up of ports,
upgrading the main railway line track (ML-I) and establishing of Javelin Dry Port. The China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor project has further strengthened the strategic relations and ‘all-weather friendship’
between Pakistan and China. The CPEC and other multifarious projects undertaken in the area
deepened the Sino-Pakistan relations and at the same time intensified the ‘Kashmir issue’ and soured

the already tensed relations between India and its neighbours, Pakistan and China.
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