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India has one of the oldest space programs in the world—in operation for
more than ﬁve decades—and is considered an established spacefaring
power. Today, the country is gradually reorienting its space program
towards national security. This new approach is driving India to forge
partnerships with countries such as Japan, and revise and strengthen old
links with partners like the U.S. and France. India’s changing tack towards a
more security-driven space program is spurred by new geopolitical realities.
But could this changed stance on space policy also spark further
geopolitical competition?
Before we delve into the substance of India’s new space program, two
points need to be made. First, India’s space program remains
overwhelmingly focused on civilian initiatives, and the new and developing
attention on the security utilities of the program will not fundamentally
change its civilian orientation. The development of new capabilities that
help address India’s national security concerns is an addition to, and not a
replacement of, existing capabilities.
Second, India’s interest in developing these technologies is somewhat
reactive, driven by the development of such capacities in other countries:

China, for example. There is little to suggest that India’s expansion of the
scope of its space program is being driven by purely domestic political
interests or technological imperatives.
Japan and France, New Strategic Partners
The larger geopolitical developments in the region constitute a critical
factor. The India-Japan strategic partnership, which has been steadily
growing over the past decade, is a testament to the new geopolitical
realities in the region. It is worth recalling that for decades, these countries
had rather cool relations. Not anymore. China’s rise aﬀects both, and they
have reacted together. Space is one of the many arenas where this new
strategic cooperation can be seen.
Naoki Okumura, president of the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency
(JAXA), stated, “India and Japan will lead the space sector in the Asia-Paciﬁc
region.”
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe further elevated India-Japan space cooperation in September 2017,
when the two leaders underlined the importance of their bilateral
collaboration “in the ﬁeld of Earth observation, satellite-based navigation,
space sciences, and lunar exploration.” Emphasizing the signiﬁcance of the
countries’ joint lunar mission in November 2017, Naoki Okumura, president
of the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency (JAXA), stated, “India and Japan
will lead the space sector in the Asia-Paciﬁc region.”
Just a few weeks ago, India entered into similar engagements with France.
French President Emmanuel Macron’s recent visit to India saw surprisingly
strong statements of deeper strategic cooperation between the two
countries. So dramatic is this intensiﬁcation of the relationship that some
noted commentators have even suggested that France could be as
important an ally for India as Russia has been.
India and France will be collaborating on a range of issues in defense and
security. Their agreements on space and maritime security in the Indian
Ocean, in particular, stand out in terms of the actionable agenda that New
Delhi and Paris are working on. As is the case in collaboration between India
and Japan, India and France are driven by shared global and regional
security concerns, including maritime security, freedom of navigation and
overﬂight, and respect for international law, among other issues. The two
sides are planning on employing space assets to develop eﬀective maritime
domain awareness (MDA), given their increasing concern about maritime
security in the Indo-Paciﬁc.
As with France, India’s relationship with the U.S. is also undergoing a
strategic deepening, with the two countries sharing political and strategic
goals in the Indo-Paciﬁc region.
On the Road to Space Militarization?

This new focus on using space for security purposes has not come easily for
India. India has traditionally been opposed to using space for securityrelated functions. In fact, from early on, India played an active role in
pushing to keep outer space beyond interstate conﬂicts. In one of the ﬁrst
articulations on the issue at the United Nations, Indian representative
Krishna Rao argued in 1964 that outer space was a new ﬁeld, so “there
were no vested interests to prevent the international community from
embarking on a regime of cooperation rather than of conﬂict.” As he saw it,
space fortunately did not have any regimes in place, so the questions were
“not those of modifying an existing regime but of fashioning a new pattern
of international behavior.” This had consistently been the Indian position:
that space should only be used for peaceful, cooperative purposes.
In accordance with this position, India was stridently opposed to the U.S.
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) in the 1980s. In 1985, Muchkund Dubey,
India’s ambassador to the Conference on Disarmament, criticized the SDI
and “called for negotiations to prevent an arms race in outer space.” This
policy stance continued even after the end of the Cold War.
This had consistently been the Indian position: that space should only be
used for peaceful, cooperative purposes.
But over the last decade, there have been signs of change in India’s space
policy orientation, especially its position on space militarization. For
example, India supported the Bush administration’s decision to withdraw
from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, though this did not result immediately
in any speciﬁc changes in Indian space military capabilities or even
programs. This can be traced, partially, to larger political objectives.
A Response to China’s Geopolitical Positions
Real change in India’s space policy orientation came after January 2007,
when China conducted its ﬁrst anti-satellite (ASAT) missile test. This was
compounded by changing geopolitical alignments and the shifting military
balance in Asia. All of this is now driving new races, including in outer
space. Though the primary competition is between the U.S., Russia, and
China, there is a second rung of competition involving, among others, India
because of China’s growing capabilities and the ambiguity of its policies, as
well as the aggressiveness of some of its postures.
India has come to acknowledge that space may not remain a purely civilian
domain.
China’s ASAT test in January 2007 is particularly important in this regard.
China may have been responding to the capabilities already developed by
the U.S. and Russia during the Cold War, but its ASAT test was an eyeopener for New Delhi with regard to the kind of threats India must be ready
to confront right in its backyard. Since then, India has nuanced its position
on space militarization.
India has come to acknowledge that space may not remain a purely civilian

domain. The implication of this is that if India does not improve its own
capabilities, it may be left lagging behind in a critical area. Thus, India has
set up an “Integrated Space Cell” within its Ministry of Defence, and has
been discussing other administrative reforms.
There is, of course, little doubt that others, including Pakistan and China,
will respond to the growing sophistication of India’s capabilities. There is
little that India can do about this; what is clear is that the growing
geopolitical tensions in Asia are going to reach outer space.
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