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The rising sun in India-Japan relations

New Delhi should be confident that Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga is willing to accord primacy to bilateral ties

HARSH V. PANT &
SHASHANK MATTOQO

ontrary to the expectations
C of many, Japanese Prime Mi-

nister Yoshihide Suga has
turned out to be a true successor
of his predecessor, Shinzo Abe, on
the foreign policy front. His visit to
the United States last month has
set the agenda for the wider Indo-
Pacific engagement of Tokyo and
its evolving priorities.

Focus on China
Right at the outset, it was clear
that the crux of the discussions
during this first in-person meeting
between the newly anointed Presi-
dent of the United States, Joe Bi-
den, and Mr. Suga would revolve
around China. To begin with, To-
kyo and Washington drilled down
to brass tacks on their joint securi-
ty partnership given the need to
address China’s recent bellige-
rence in territorial disputes in the
South and East China Seas as well
as in the Taiwan Strait. Both sides
affirmed the centrality of their
treaty alliance, for long a source of
stability in East Asia, and pledged
to stand up to China in key region-
al flashpoints such as the disputed
Senkaku Islands and Taiwan. Re-
flecting the changed nature of con-
flict, both sides acknowledged the
importance of extended deter-
rence vis-a-vis China through
cooperation on cybersecurity and
space technology.

Discussions also touched upon

Chinese ambitions to dominate
the development of new age tech-
nologies such as 5G and quantum
computing. Given China's recent
pledge to invest a mammoth $1.4
trillion in emerging technologies,
Washington and Tokyo scrambled
to close the gap by announcing a
Competitiveness and Resilience
Partnership, or CoRe (https:/
bit.ly/3eN6DIT). The two allies ear-
marked billions in funding for the
deployment of secure 5G net-
works, committed to building digi-
tal infrastructure in developing
countries and promised to collab-
orate on setting global digital stan-
dards. Both sides have also sig-
nalled their intent to continue the
Trump-era policy of pressure on
China to reform economic practic-
es such as “violations of intellec-
tual property rights, forced tech-
nology transfer, excess capacity
issues, and the use of trade distort-
ing industrial subsidies” (https:/
bit.ly/2Sbb81H).

Tokyo and Washington also ral-
lied around the standard of shared
values. Both powers repeatedly
emphasised their vision of a Free
and Open Indo-Pacific that res-
pects the rule of law, freedom of
navigation, democratic norms and
the use of peaceful means to settle
disputes. In the aftermath of the
successful Quad Summit (https:/
bit.ly/2Rfcp7n), both parties ex-
pressed their continued support
for the four-nation grouping of the
United States, India, Australia and
Japan. China’s human rights viola-
tions in Xinjiang, its heavy-handed
suppression of protests in Hong
Kong and military aggression to-
wards Taiwan came in for heavy
criticism.

Given that the Japanese premier
plans to visit India as soon as the
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situation permits following the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, his dealings
with the U.S. are a preview of what
New Delhi can expect from Tokyo.

A preview

First, one can expect a continua-
tion of the balancing security poli-
cy against China that began with
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and Shinzo Abe in 2014. During a
phone call with the Indian Prime
Minister, Mr. Suga expressed con-
cern over China’s “unilateral” ac-
tions in the East and South China
Seas, Xinjiang and Hong Kong.
Crucially, India’s clashes with Chi-
na in Galwan have turned public
opinion in favour of a more con-
frontational China policy.

In just a decade, New Delhi and
Tokyo have expanded high-level
ministerial and bureaucratic con-
tacts, conducted joint military ex-
ercises and concluded military
pacts such as the Acquisition and
Cross-Servicing Agreement (ACSA)
logistics agreement. Further, no
meeting would be complete with-
out an affirmation of New Delhi
and Tokyo’s support for a Free and
Open Indo-Pacific and continued
willingness to work with the Quad,
which is fast emerging as a central
pillar of the security strategies of
both nations. A Modi-Suga meet-
ing, accompanied by the planned
2+2 Ministerial meetings, will like-

Iy aim to take stock of the state of
play in the security relationship
while also pushing the envelope
on the still nascent cooperation on
defence technology and exports.

Technology partnership
Second, the two powers will look
to expand cooperation in sectors
such as cybersecurity and emerg-
ing technologies. During the Shin-
zo Abe years, New Delhi and To-
kyo put together a digital research
and innovation partnership that
ran the gamut of technologies
from AI and 5G to the Internet of
Things and space research. As
with the U.S.-Japan summit, Mr.
Suga and Mr. Modi may look to
deepen cooperation between re-
search institutes and expand fund-
ing in light of China’s aforemen-
tioned technology investment
programme. It is yet unclear
whether Mr. Suga will attempt to
stir the pot and bring up the dis-
agreements over India’s insistence
on data localisation and continued
reluctance to accede to global cy-
bersecurity agreements such as
the Budapest Convention.

Third, economic ties and infras-
tructure development are likely to
be top drawer items on the agen-
das of New Delhi and Tokyo. While
Japan has poured in around $34
billion in investments into the In-
dian economy over the course of
the last two decades, Japan is only
India’s 12th largest trading partner
(https://bit.ly/3xENISD), and trade
volumes between the two stand at
just a fifth of the value of India-Chi-
na bilateral trade. A Modi-Suga
summit will likely reaffirm Japan’s
support for key manufacturing in-
itiatives such as ‘Make in India®
and the Japan Industrial Town-
ships. Further, India will be keen

to secure continued infrastructure
investments in the strategically vi-
tal connectivity projects currently
under way in the Northeast and
the Andaman and Nicobar Islands.

Third country outlook
Finally, a Suga-Modi Summit
would undoubtedly devote much
attention to evolving a joint strate-
gy towards key third countries and
multilateral bodies. In years past,
New Delhi and Tokyo have collab-
orated to build infrastructure in
Iran and Africa, provide vital aid to
Myanmar and Sri Lanka and ham-
mer out a common Association of
Southeast Asian Nations outreach
policy in an attempt to counter
China’s growing influence in these
corners of the globe. However, un-
like previous summits, the time
has come for India and Japan to
take a hard look at reports suggest-
ing that joint infrastructure pro-
jects in Africa and Iran have stalled
with substantial cost overruns. To-
kyo will also likely continue its
charm offensive on the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Part-
nership in an attempt to get New
Delhi to reverse its decision not to
join the massive trade compact.
Writing in 2006, Shinzo Abe, in
his book, Utsukushii Kuni E (To-
ward a Beautiful Country), ex-
pressed his hope that “it would
not be a surprise if in another 10
years, Japan-India relations over-
take Japan-U.S. and Japan-China
relations”. Thus far, New Delhi has
every reason to believe that Ja-
pan’s Yoshihide Suga is willing to
make that dream a reality.

Harsh V. Pant is Director, Studies, at the
Observer Research Foundation (ORF),
New Delhi. Shashank Mattoo is a research
intern at the ORF
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Felled by insensitivity, incompetence

A catastrophe has hit India and there is no sign that the fetoc1ous second wave is being dealt with competently

C. RAMMANOHAR REDDY

arlier this week, a young wo-
E man in Uttar Pradesh tweet-

ed a cry for help. Her grand-
mother’s oxygen level had fallen to
40. “Pls help us in getting one bed
in hospital in Bareilly,” she wrote
in desperation. Soon a handle that
called itself “Team Hindu Unlimit-
ed” was on her: “Stop trying to de-
fame UP government and Yogi Ji.
Delete this tweet or you will face
consequences.” This ugly tweet
has since been deleted, but the
plaintive response of the young
woman is still there. “I'm just ask-
ing for help,” she had to say.

The storm troopers were the ad-
vance guard. Now, the State itself
has decided it will step in. The
Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh has
threatened hospitals with punitive
action if they dare to publicly
speak about low supplies of oxy-
gen. How could they when there is
no shortage? Nineteen Eighty-Four
has arrived four decades late, the
Ministry of Truth has at last been
established in India.

This is where we are today.

India floundering

A catastrophe has hit India,
caused in the main by a combina-
tion of arrogance and incompe-
tence at the highest levels of the
government and political leader-
ship. Yet, the hubris has not ebbed
and there is no sign that the com-
petent have replaced the incompe-
tent in dealing with the ferocious
second wave of the pandemic.

Since public health services
cannot deal with the catastrophe,
citizens have been left to their dev-
ices to, literally, survive. When
they seek each other’s help to care
for the sick in their families, the vi-
gilantes who now prowl our vir-
tual and physical streets, threaten
violence as they defend the repu-
tation of their political heroes.

Power in one office
We may claim otherwise, but with
all its extreme economic and
caste-driven inequalities, Indian
society was never known for its
compassion. What we have be-
come today though is something
else. We have a government that
has no moral compass to guide it;
its only compass is to remake India
into one where all are not equal
and where it must be “mukt” of all
diversity. In carrying out this agen-
da over more than five years, it has
transformed the purpose and ca-
pacity of the state. To govern is not
the main purpose; to create a Hin-
du Rashtra is the aim. To do so, it
has bribed, threatened, or brow-
beaten all independent institu-
tions and deprived them of an in-
dependent voice. It has made a
mockery of federalism and re-
duced State governments to near
vassals. It has centralised power in
one office, the ominous sounding
“PMO”. Tt has weakened the bu-
reaucracy to an extent that civil
servants are too terrified to do
anything other than what their
political masters want. To achieve
its objective, it is focused entirely
on winning every single election,
from the municipal to the nation-
al, or failing that, engineering de-
fections by hook or by crook so
that it can wield untrammelled
power.

Is it any wonder then that when

the storm clouds gather, there is
no one to tell the Emperor he is
not wearing any clothes? There
was no institution, no group and
no individual in the circles of pow-
er to say that India was no Vishwa-
guru, that India was not special
and that the pandemic was not in
retreat. There was no one to tell a
Chief Minister that holy as the
Ganga’s waters are, this round at
least will be won by the evil of
SARS-CoV-2 if devotees gather ev-
ery day in tens of thousands on the
banks of the river.

The Election Commission of In-
dia has become such a shell of its
former self that it dare not do
anything that will reduce huge
“road shows”, that new hallmark
of Indian democracy that the rul-
ing party specialises in. And there
is no one to tell the Prime Minister
that to say with pride (without
wearing a mask), “I have never
seen such a large crowd” at an
election meeting, as he did in
Asansol in mid-April when daily
new cases of COVID-19 were over
200,000, is an invitation to create
a public health disaster. The hu-
bris of our political leadership has
indeed turned the Government of
India into a “Vishwaguru” of a cer-
tain kind — one that catalyses, not

prevents, a humanitarian disaster.

A government that has lost its
sense of purpose in governance
will not have a machinery that can
cope with a public health catas-
trophe. Its incompetence has des-
cended to such levels that it can-
not match numbers on supply
with demand when it draws up a
vaccination drive. It is so eager to
shirk responsibility that it aban-
dons a decades-long policy of free
universal vaccination and then
places half the burden of vaccina-
tion on the financially crippled
States. It does not seek coopera-
tion and support from the Opposi-
tion. It instead thinks it is more im-
portant to abuse former Prime
Ministers who offer suggestions.
And it is so obsessed with manag-
ing the narrative that it sends ano-
nymous WhatsApp messages to
the media with talking points
about how to criticise the Opposi-
tion. It has created such an immo-
ral universe that as people lie on
pavements outside hospitals seek-
ing medical help, the market feels
free to engage in price gouging of
the desperate.

No compassion

This is a government that is incap-
able of showing any compassion
for those who are suffering. The
DNA of the state has changed so
much that it does not even think it
should reach out with messages of
comfort to those who are bewil-
dered with what has overwhelmed
them. The political leadership is
so much in love with showing its
‘strength’ that it thinks compas-
sion is another word for weakness.
A strong government is not one
that uses every occasion to ask its
citizens to demonstrate their
sense of nationalism. It is instead
one that can admit it is wrong,

seek forgiveness for its actions that
have created harm and show com-
passion for those who are strug-
gling to stay alive.

When it does so, it can surely
draw everyone into a collective ef-
fort to deal with this catastrophe.
It is not just a question of compe-
tence, this is a mammoth crisis
that no government can handle on
its own. The Government of India
needs the support of citizen
groups, of the Opposition, of the
courts, of the medical profession,
of industry — of everyone who is
willing to help get the better of this
nightmare. It was in a similar situa-
tion this time last year that it had
the opportunity to form a national
government (https://
bit.ly/3h3B6yT). It instead chose
the first wave of the pandemic to
further centralise power, push
State governments aside, use the
infamous Delhi police to throw
young people into jail on false
charges, issue a slew of ordinances
and then railroad unpopular legis-
lation through Parliament. It used
the pandemic in 2020 not to build
a healthier society but for short-
term political gain to further cen-
tralise power in one office.

It may be against the nature of
this government to accommeodate
differences of opinion and seek
everyone’s help. But Indians are
now struggling for something as
basic as oxygen as this vast coun-
try finds itself felled not by the vi-
rus but by a government’s insensi-
tivity and incompetence. There i3
much more at stake than the self-
interest of one political party and
one individual. Hubris and com-
passion sit on two mountains.
Which one are we going to climb?

C. Rammanohar Reddy is Editor of the
digital publication, ‘The India Forum’
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A timely warning

SC's caution against harassing those
needing help will deter ill-advised action

he Supreme Court has issued a timely warning to
Tthe States against any attempt to clamp down on

the dissemination of information about the se-
rious health crisis besetting the country, or calls for
help through social media from citizens affected by CO-
VID-19. The comment, obviously in response to the ut-
terly despotic threat issued by U.P. Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath that those “spreading misinformation” or
“rumour” would be detained under the National Secur-
ity Act (NSA) and their property seized, will surely help
prevent ill-advised action by the police and the adminis-
tration to treat appeals concerning shortage of hospital
beds, medical oxygen and vital drugs as attempts to
bring the government into disrepute. The police in
Amethi registered an FIR against a man who appealed
on Twitter for an oxygen cylinder for a family member
for allegedly circulating a rumour and seeking to cause
fear and alarm. Mr. Adityanath appears quite con-
vinced that complaints about oxygen shortage in his
State are either imaginary or, worse, malicious, and
wants to treat them as attempts to “spoil the atmosph-
ere”. While it is entirely in order that the government
has directed the police to crack down on the profiteer-
ing on medicines in the black market, it is quite a diffe-
rent matter if the administration starts seeing all ap-
peals for help in a grave crisis as nothing more than
activities aimed at tarnishing the government’s image.

Given the propensity of such leaders to treat the voic-
ing of grievances by citizens as a personal affront to
their administrative capabilities, the Court’s warning
that any attempt to stifle the people’s voices would at-
tract action for contempt of court is quite timely and
necessary. As Justice D.Y. Chandrachud, who heads the
Bench, remarked, any clampdown on information is
contrary to basic precepts. He underscored the signifi-
cance and necessity for the free flow of information
during a grave crisis by recalling the role it played in
containing a famine in 1970. The Court was apparently
drawing inspiration from the theory, articulated by eco-
nomist Amartya Sen, that the fundamental attributes of
democracy — such as a free press and the need to face
the people at elections and respond to political criti-
cism — help prevent famines. However, how far the pre-
sent regime feels itself accountable to the people at
large is now unclear. It faces criticism both within the
country and from the international media that a major
cause of the crisis is its reluctance to acknowledge its
own failure to prepare for a calamitous second wave.
Questions fired at it by High Courts are also on these
lines. Any move to stifle such criticism or believe that
this is a problem of managing perceptions will be of no
avail if the infections and body count keep rising alarm-
ingly and the health system draws close to a collapse.
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On the other hand, a spectrum of independent experts
have pointed out the problems in the system of death-
reporting in India. Though undercounting deaths in a
pandemic is expected, the concern in India has been that
of deliberate omission.
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Facts and figures

India must be transparent about COVID-19
deaths to be able to deal better with the crisis

ith India’s official death toll from the corona-

virus crossing 200,000, it is now placed

fourth, after the United States, Mexico and
Brazil. This is just another of the grim milestones in In-
dia’s wrenching journey through the pandemic, but it
dents the government’s year-long endeavour to obfus-
cate and dodge unpleasant reality. At Health Ministry
press briefings, officials have long sought to convey that
India’s death toll as a fraction of its population was low-
er than that of several countries. This is fact and conti-
nues to be so. The three countries with a higher death
toll have, per million, 1,600-1,800 deaths between
them. India’s is only about 150. This low count is meant
to impress that India has done a better job in protecting
its people. These numbers and the slackening of the co-
ronavirus curve in winter even prompted respected
scientists to hypothesise if genetic or peculiar social cir-
cumstances had combined to confer a certain broad im-
munity to the vast heterogenous population.
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On the other hand, a spectrum of independent ex-
perts have pointed out the problems in the system of
death-reporting in India. Though undercounting
deaths in a pandemic is expected, the concern in India
has been that of deliberate omission. As this paper
pointed out, on April 16, as per Gujarat’s health bulle-
tin, there were 78 official deaths. But 689 bodies were
either cremated or buried following COVID-19 protocol.
Last year, Tamil Nadu, Delhi and West Bengal did not
count deaths in those who had co-morbidities as CO-
VID-19 deaths. However, these backlogs were corrected
over time. Two in three deaths in India occur at home
and 14% of deaths are not registered. There are wide
discrepancies within States on how many deaths are ac-
tually recorded and among these, how many are attrib-
utable to COVID-19. However, the ferocity of the second
wave has brought COVID-19 deaths into renewed focus.
Visuals of bodies and of people on the threshold of
death from a lack of access to basic medical facilities
such as oxygen have made it harder for the government
to convince people that the coronavirus is better con-
trolled in India than anywhere else. The aged continue
to be the most vulnerable to the infection but that India
on average being younger than the West is less vulnera-
ble to death is a specious argument. The absolute num-
ber of the aged — coupled with the fact that they lack
the kind of access to health care their counterparts in
developed countries have, means that the coronavirus,
left unchecked, would wreak havoc. Even now, less
than 4% Indians above 60 have been fully vaccinated.
This when over 15 crore vaccine doses have been admi-
nistered so far. India must redouble its efforts at being
honest and transparent with its numbers, however un-
palatable they may be.
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