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The Return of the Rajapaksas, the ‘Debt
Trap’ and India

Dr. Sriparna Pathak

Sri Lanka has been featured in the international news again recently -
and not only due to its electoral results. The small island nation - which
is important to both India and China owing to its geostrategic location -
was the first nation falling prey to China’s ‘debt trap’. The country was
forced to secure a 99-year lease of its Hambantota port to China as it
failed to meet its debt repayment obligations. Since then the relations
between the two countries have presented an erratic mix of conflict and
cooperation. In 2019, Sri Lanka’s former President Maithripala Sirisena

alleged corruption by a Chinese company contracted to build the Lotus

Tower, and a Sri Lankan parliamentary panel affirmed that it would
investigate. On its part China has repeatedly denied any wrongdoing in
its infrastructure investments in Sri Lanka. Immediately after the 2015
election, Sirisena had suspended all Chinese investment projects in Sri
Lanka on grounds of overpricing, corruption and disregard for Sri
Lankan governmental procedures. Projects nevertheless resumed the
next year after a demand was made for changes in infrastructure
projects.

Contrasting with Sirisena’s term as President, a heavy tilt towards
China was seen in Sri Lanka’s foreign policy under Mahinda
Rajapaksa’s term. Mahinda Rajapaksa is now the Prime Minister of Sri
Lanka after his brother, Gotabaya Rajapaksa, was elected President in
elections in November this year. With the return of the Rajapaksa’s, the
assumption is that the tilt towards China will re-emerge. Sri Lanka’s
closeness to China has been an eye sore for China. The Hambantota
port in particular has been a cause of concern since it could be used in
the future to refuel Chinese warships and submarines traversing the

Indian Ocean.
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Assuaging concerns over the lack of an independent foreign policy, Gotabaya Rajapaksa has stated
that Sri Lanka wants to maintain an equidistant yet cordial relationship with all countries. During
his campaign, Gotabaya Rajapaksa promised to revisit the Hambantota agreement. Ajith Nivard
Cabraal, a former central bank governor under Mahinda Rajapaksa, said that “The perfect
circumstance is a return to the norm. We pay back the loan in due course in the way it was
originally agreed without any disturbance at all.” However, there is no indication from China that
the Hambantota agreement is to be reviewed. On the contrary, all indications are in favour of

further development projects.

In his congratulatory message to Gotabaya, President Xi Jinping stated that he is ready to work with
him for “greater progress” in bilateral, strategic ties - and ensure “high quality” projects under the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The BRI is Xi’s pet initiative and the Chinese government will only
further its foreign economic, diplomatic and cultural outreach under the aegis of the BRI. Sri Lanka
is therein a key node given its geostrategic location in the Indian Ocean.

India watches closely every move in the realm of Sri Lanka-China relations. While it was assumed
that the return of the Rajapaksa’s would be a surprise to India, the opposite seems the case. India
was prepared for this result since February last year when Mahinda Rajapaksa’s Sri Lanka Pdujana
Peramuna (SLPP) swept local elections, thereby indicating a wave of support in his favour. After
that, in September 2018, PM Modi proactively met up with Mahinda Rajapakse when he was in
Delhi for a personal visit. The two met again in June 2019 during Modi’s first bilateral visit to Sri
Lanka after his re-election in May. PM Modi was among the first leaders to call President elect
Gotabaya Rajapaksa after his victory to invite him to India at his early convenience. The invitation
was followed by the External Affairs Minister Dr S. Jaishankar’s visit to Colombo on November 19,
during which he formally forwarded Modi’s invitation. The invitation was accepted, and Gotabaya
visited India on November 29"- which was his first foreign visit after being elected. Also, the
choice of Anuradhapura by Gotabaya for his swearing in means a conciliatory gesture towards India,

given the town’s ancient links.

During Gotabaya’s visit, India announced two separate lines of credit worth USD 450 million - out
of which USD 400 million has been earmarked for development assistance and USD 50 million for
counter terror cooperation. The SLPP’s election campaign also revolved around Gotabaya’s image
of being strong on national security. Gotabaya’s past record of dealing with the LTTE only helped
build on this further. The previous government led by Wickeremesinghe of the UNP as PM
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(Maithripala Sirisena as president), was seen as having failed to act on crucial intelligence inputs
that could have prevented the April 21% Easter Sunday blasts. India’s USD 50 million assistance in
the realm of counter terrorism is well thought out and laudable.

The problem with India previously has been the decrease in development assistance to Sri Lanka as
soon as Sirisena’s government came to power, Which was seen as being more India-friendly.
However, India seems to have learnt from its experience - even before the coming back to power of
the Rajapaksa’s India has increased its development aid to Sri Lanka, which had experienced a dip
in 2015-16. New Delhi allotted a 1.65 billion rupees for the period of 2018-19 and 2.5 billion
rupees for 2019-20.

Even though Gotabaya has made campaign promises of revisiting the Hambantota deal, New Delhi
cannot expect or assume Colombo to reduce its commercial and economic engagements with
Beijing. The desire to revisit the deal has more to do with domestic politics than with economic
concerns. What India needs to ensure in this context is that there is a need to strengthen ongoing
engagements with Sri Lanka and move into arenas in which the Chinese have a limited presence —
for example cooperation in the realm of counter terrorism or intelligence sharing. Also, timely
deliverables will ensure that Sri Lanka actually has an equidistant relationship with both India and
China.
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