
Chinese assertiveness in the South East and East Asia is changing the 

geopolitics and the regional security architecture of the region. The 

ambitious project Belt Road Initiative (BRI), famously known as One 

Belt One Road (OBOR) project, which aims to link major sea-lanes 

with strategic road-ways spread across the globe is taking its toll in 

the Asia-Pacific (Nandini, 2016). With growing Chinese presence in 

the Indian Ocean, Persian Gulf and Arabian Sea, the balance is 

shifting in China’s favour. China has developed its first naval base in 

the east coast of Djibouti in the Horn of Africa; this alone is proof of 

its global power aspirations (Tiezzi, 2015). It also of course invests in 

the countries of South East and East Asia — in their infrastructural 

development, communication and connectivity. The timely completion 

of projects and delivering of what it proposed is fundamental for its 

growing influence in the region (Tiezzi, 2015). This way it is making 

its presence felt throughout the region in particular and more generally 

the entire globe. In the backdrop of this growing Chinese presence, the 

US remains the only security provider in the region that can act as 

balancer (Ghai, 2014). What is worrying, however, is the changing US 

behaviour that is happening along with the change in the leadership on 

Capitol Hill. The uncertainty over America’s role has brought new 

insecurities and challenges in the region. On the one hand, China is 

making claims over islands in both the South China Sea and East 

China Sea. It claims sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands in the East 

China Sea which are equally claimed by the Japanese. 
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Such claims have time and again led to limited skirmishes in the region. On the other hand, China is 

closing the gap in economic terms, with its GDP inching ever closer to the aggregate GDP of 

America (Aurora and Chandra, 2015). China has also dethroned Japan as the largest economy in 

Asia, and has increased its defence spending ($214bn) in past few years. It now stands as more than 

twice of the coupled defence expenditure of India ($56bn) and Japan ($46bn), the other two 

economic and military powers in the region (Shannon, 2015).  

The heightened security crisis in the Korean Peninsula following recent nuclear and missile tests by 

North Korea has led old Asian powers like Japan to look for allies beyond America to balance the 

changing regional security architecture. India should take advantage of this and pursue its ambitions 

in the region. India’s annual naval exercise with Japan, America, Australia and Singapore can help 

to counter threats emanating from North Korea and China.   

Other than that, what India (an aspiring super power) should do also depends upon its relations with 

its immediate neighbours and alliances. It is this context; India and Japan have grown closer to 

forming a new relationship that is strategically significant for maintaining security in Asia. India’s 

joint venture with Japan to bridge Asia with Africa by proposing an Asia-Africa Growth Corridor 

should be completed within the proposed time frame (Basu, 2016). This should become an 

alternative to the BRI.  

India has to effectively engage with countries like Nepal, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Bhutan 

and so on in order to counter Chinese influence. India has pledged billions in line of credit to 

develop infrastructure, communication links and developmental projects such as the upgradation of 

ports in Myanmar, Bangladesh and Maldives so as to match Chinese investment (Srikanth, 2016).  

The major projects so far undertaken by India under its Act East Policy are the Kaladan Multi-

Modal Transit-Transport project, the India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway Project, the 

Mekong Ganga Cooperation project, the Rhi-Tiddim Road Project, the Border Haat Project, and 

others. The Kaladan Multi-Modal Transport Project aims to connect the port in Kolkata to the 

Sittwe port in Myanmar, then continuing to the Lashio river and to Mizoram (in India’s North East) 

by road. This transport link is also significant for India’s alternative access to the North East 

(Srikanth, 2016). The members of the Mekong Ganga Cooperation project comprise Myanmar, 
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Thailand, Laos, Cambodia Vietnam and India. It is an institutional interaction based on assessment 

of the capabilities of the members in the project. This cooperation will help countries to freely 

navigate in each other’s waters within the Indian Ocean and Pacific Ocean (Srikanth, 2016). Thus, 

relation with the nations in the East and South East have become a multi-faceted endeavour 

encompassing strategic, political, defence and security ties. 

India’s reliance on soft power while dealing with nations in South East Asia and countries in its 

neighbourhood can come handy for building better relationships in the future. Tourism, Buddhism, 

people-to-people contact and shared historical as well as civilizational ties will help strengthen this 

relationship. University exchange programs and collaboration between think tanks, coupled with 

Track-2 diplomacy, will bridge trust deficits and make engagements with each other more frequent 

(Ashok, 2016). 

India also has to strengthen its association with nations in the South East through engagement with 

regional platforms such as ASEAN, ASEAN Regional Forum, the East Asia Summit, BIMSTEC, 

the Asia Cooperation Dialogue and others (Gaens and Ruohomäki, 2017). BIMSTEC focuses on 

cooperation in six sectors: trade and investment, technology, transport and communication, tourism, 

economy and fisheries (Gaens and Ruohomäki, 2017). India should encourage the establishment of 

free-trade zones in the region as well as cooperative mechanisms on economic, cultural, security-

related and military matters. India can effectively engage and pursue its national interests within 

other platforms as well.  

Thus India must pursue vigorously the proposed nationally-financed infrastructural projects in the 

Indo-Pacific region. The country must strengthen its relation with other countries on a non-profit 

basis. It must coordinate national action with developed countries such as Japan, Australia and 

America in order to take up joint projects in the India Ocean Region and South East Asia. Finally, it 

should find ways to overcome bureaucratic and institutional limitations for implementing and 

completing projects in a time bound manner.    
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