Journal
of Current Affairs Vol. 1, Nos.1&2: 123-137
Indian Military Buildup: Impact on Regional Stability

Indian Military Buildup: Impact on Regional Stability
Khurram Abbas*
Abstract
Despite more than 269 million or 21.92 per cent of the total
population of India living in abject poverty, the country
raised its defence budget in real terms from 9 per cent in
2014-15 to 11 per cent in 2015-16 in order to modernise its
defence capabilities. 1 In the past one decade, India has
remained a major and important arms market for Russia and
remained the largest conventional weapons‟ importer
globally. Indian enhancement of its military budget is
indicative of its hegemonic designs for South Asia. New
Delhi often justifies its increasing defence posture in the light
of its threat perceptions about China, but in reality, Indian
military buildup is more South Asia centric. This buildup is
creating a security dilemma among its neighbouring
countries. In this backdrop, the paper discusses Indian
military buildup in the last fifteen years and its future
security implications for regional stability.

Key words: India, Regional Security, Military Buildup, Defence Budget,
Arms Race.

Introduction

T

hough pursuance of power and security is a desire and a legal right of
every state, it can often lead to insecurity for other countries. In the
last fifteen years (2001-16), India has tried to revolutionise its military
capacity by importing sophisticated conventional arms. Due to excessive
import of conventional arms, regional stakeholders in general, and Pakistan
in particular, have serious concerns. It has been one of the largest arms
importer for the past 25 years, purchasing almost 75 per cent weapons from
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Russia. 2 In addition, India is maintaining and developing a private arms
industry in order to overcome the financial burden of its foreign imports
since 2001. 3 Over the past decade, spending on defence has remained
between 2.3 per cent to 3 per cent of its total GDP.4 While analysing the
different time intervals, since 1996 to the present, Indian military spending
has reached 82.8 per cent.5 During 1998-2007, military spending was 64 per
cent;6 and overall defence spending was only 4.9 per cent of its GDP from
1994-2003.7 India increased its conventional weapons purchase from 200105 following the announcement of its Cold Start Doctrine (CSD) with
influx from major weapon suppliers around $ 9,355 million. 8 Russia
provided 25 per cent of its arms‟ deliveries during this period to India.9
From 2005-09, Russian weapons‟ exports to India reached the 77 per cent
mark,10 much higher than exports during 2003-07.11 India‟s arms‟ imports
during 2006-10 was 21 per cent higher than during 2001-05.12 The stark rise
in weapons imports during 2009-12 was due to the Indian government‟s
focus on strengthening counterterrorism measures after the Mumbai attacks
of 2008.13
Russia has been the largest beneficiary of Indian weapons imports.
From 2004-05, Russia was the largest arms supplier to India with 25 per
2
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cent of the total global conventional deliveries. In this period, India
remained the largest importer of arms, constituting 12 per cent of global
arms transfer.14 In Asia, India was the second country to receive 20 per cent
of Russian arms exports after China. 15 From 2005-09, seven per cent of
global arms were transferred to India, which again made it a major recipient
after China. Russia was the largest arms supplier with 24 per cent of its
arms sales going to India. Moreover, during these years, 15 per cent of
United Kingdom‟s total arms were exported to India. 16 Figure 1 shows
country-wise expenditure on arms imports.

Figure-1
Leading Developing Nations Arms Purchasers (2004-11)
Rank

Countries

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Saudi Arabia
India
UAE
Egypt
Pakistan
Venezuela
Brazil
Algeria
Israel
South Korea
All other developing
countries

11

Amount Spent ($ Million)
75,700
46,600
20, 300
14,300
13,200
13,100
10,900
10,300
9,500
9,200

% of
Total
21
13
6
4
4
4
3
3
3
2
145.168 39

Source: Richard F. Grimmett and Paul K. Kerr, Conventional Arms Transfers to
Developing Nations, 2004-2011, report (Washington, D.C.: Congressional
Research Service, 2012), https://fas.org/sgp/crs/weapons/R42678.pdf.
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Indian Defence Expenditure: A Quantitative Perspective
The bulk of India‟s arms acquisitions have been motivated by
perceived external threats from Pakistan and China as well as
India‟s ambitions to become a regional power in competition
with China.17

In 2001, Indian arms manufacturers were among the top 100
companies worldwide, with earnings of around 1.9 billion dollars. This rate
decreased to 1.6 billion dollars in 2002 (with 0.8 per cent of the world‟s
total arms sales), which is 17 per cent less than 2001. 18
There was a decrease in Indian military spending in 2001 due to
economic constraints following sanctions after the nuclear explosions in
1998. India spent 2.9 per cent of its total GDP share on military expenditure
in 2001, while the figure stands at 11.1 per cent expressed as a percentage
of general government expenditure.19 In 2003, three ordinance companies of
India sold around 2.3 billion dollars of arms to different states, which
constitutes one per cent of the total arms of the world.20 In same year, India
ranked third among the top buyers, spending 12.4 billion dollars on military
expenditure and 9 per cent of the total global arms transfer.21 During this
year, India remained the largest recipient of 79 per cent of the total Russian
arms.22 In 2004, three Indian arms producing companies had sales of around
2.7 billion dollars, which was one per cent of the total world share.23 In
2003 and 2004, Indian defence budget was around 14 billion dollars, 2.3 per
cent of its GDP.24 With an increase in budget of 16.2 per cent in 2004,25
India introduced its Cold Start Doctrine which has enhanced Indian
capability to mobilise its forces within 72 hours for limited warfare,
particularly against Pakistan.26
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Grinbaum and Jackson, “5. The Indian Arms-Production.”
Sköns, Perdomo, Perlo-Freeman and Stålenheim, “10. Military Expenditure.”
19
SIPRI, “SIPRI Military Expenditure Database,” Stockholm International Peace Research
Institute, accessed November 15, 2016, https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex.
20
J. Paul Dunne and Eamon Surry, “9. Arms Production,” SIPRI Yearbook 2006:
Armaments, Disarmament and International Security (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2006), http://www.sipri.org/yearbook/2006/09.
21
Sköns, Perdomo, Perlo-Freeman and Stålenheim, “10. Military Expenditure.”
22
Sam Perlo-Freeman, Elisabeth Sköns, Carina Solmirano and Helén Wilandh, Trends in
World Military Expenditure, 2012, fact sheet (Solna: Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute, 2013), http://books.sipri.org/files/FS/SIPRIFS1304.pdf.
23
Dunne and Surry, “9. Arms Production.”
24
Sköns et al., “10. Military Expenditure.”
25
Holtom et al., Trends in International Arms Transfers.
26
Perlo-Freeman et al., “4. Military Expenditure.”
18

126

Indian Military Buildup: Impact on Regional Stability

Figure-2
Annual Indian Defence Budget GDP %
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Source: Department of Statistics and Information Management, Reserve Bank of
India, Handbook of Statistics on Indian Economy.

Russian arms‟ supplies to India in 2005 were seen as „operational
marketing.‟27 Again three Indian companies were ranked in the top 100 with
arms sales of 3 billion dollars,28 comprising 1.1 per cent of the total arms
sales of the world.29 Ranked 10th in the world in 2006, India‟s excessive
arms spending (28 billion dollars) was around 81.7 per cent of South Asia‟s
total defence spending. 30 Total arms sales was 1.1 per cent of the total
world arms share.31 Moreover, India sold 3.7 billion dollars of arms to other
states.32 Later in 2007, Russia sold its latest military weapons, missiles and
sub systems to different states in which India was the major importer. In
2008, India ranked 10th in the top 15 military expenditure states, with
almost 30 billion dollars in military expenditure. This was 2.1 per cent of
the total world share, and constituted 2.5 per cent of the Indian economy.33
Its military expenditure in 2009 was 36.3 billion dollars, 13 per cent more
than 2008.34 According to the official statistics, India exported 70 million
dollars of its arms to other states; and both India and Russia signed a
military cooperation agreement in which Russia agreed that it would
provide India arms for another ten years.35 In 2010, India spent 41.3 billion
27
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dollars on defence, which is 2.8 per cent lower than 2009, but 54 per cent
more as compared to 2001. 36
In 2011, India established its position as the largest recipient of arms,
with military expenditure of 48.9 billion, 66 per cent more as recorded in
2002. It constituted 2.6 per cent of the total Indian GDP. The military
spending of India was around 46.1 billion dollars in 2012, which was 2.5
per cent of the total GDP.37 In 2013, the country became the largest arms
importer by importing 14 per cent arms worldwide.38 Moreover, it refused
to publish the list of transfers of guided missiles and arms deals with
Russia. These weapons substantially increased the state‟s ability to threaten
or attack small targets without putting its military personnel in harm‟s way.
In 2014, India increased its major and small arms imports by one per cent
and remained the top importer of major and small arms with 15 per cent of
the world‟s share.39 In the same year, neighbouring Pakistan decreased its
arms imports by one per cent.40

Figure-3: India’s Defence Budget 2009-16

Source: Ritika Behal, “Indian Defence Budget 2015-16: An Analysis,” Defence
ProAc, Defence Production and Acquisition News, accessed February 22,
2016, http://www.defproac.com/?p=2079.
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Impact on Regional Stability
India has been raising its military budget by 7 to 9 per cent every year over
the last decade in order to modernise its defence.41 In the coming decade, it
plans to raise its military spending even further. It has been importing large
quantities of sophisticated weapons and weapon systems, which is raising
concerns of its neighbouring states. Indian scholars often claim that India is
competing with China by improving its defence posture. Indian officials
also assert that China is the major security challenge to Indian national
security. 42 However, both these countries do not share a plain terrain.
Weapons such as T-90 Bhishma Main Battle Tank, Arjun Main Battle
Tank, T-72 Ajeya Main Battle Tank, Vijayanta Tank and T-55 Main Battle
Tank are designed for plain terrain, likely to be used against Pakistan.
Production, upgradation and import of these MBTs further increases the
possibilities of implementation of Cold Start Doctrine (CSD), which was
introduced by Indian Army in 2004. Currently, India is heavily investing in
production of Arjun MBT. A total of 800 T-90 tanks are presently
operational with the Indian Army, while more than 1000 would be inducted
by 2020. 43 These developments could harm deterrence between the two
South Asian nuclear powers.
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Figure-4
Military Expenditures 2000-15 in Local Currencies (India,
Pakistan and China)
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Source: SIPRI, “World Military Expenditures from 2000-2015 in Local
Currencies,” Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, accessed
October 26, 2016,
https://sipri.org/sites/default/files/Milex-local-currency.pdf.

Deterrence between Pakistan and India is very important for the
peace and stability in the region. SIPRI data is evidence that Indian military
budget since 2008 has been on a rising trajectory, which is compelling
Pakistan and China to increase their defence expenditures. Therefore, since
2008, both these countries have also increased their defence budget. Former
President of Pakistan, Pervez Musharraf considered deterrence between
Pakistan and India as a critical factor which averted full-scale war between
the two nuclear powers of South Asia in the 2002-03 standoffs. 44 The
ongoing Indian military modernisation would bring vast power differential
between Pakistani and Indian armies. Consequently, the growing
conventional military disparity will bring reduction in strategic stability in
South Asia. Indian military modernisation will also likely increase its
aggression against the neighbouring states generally and particularly against
Pakistan. Since 2013, the Indian Army has been frequently violating the
Indo-Pak ceasefire agreement by shelling the civilian population. Indian
Army committed a series of Line of Control (LoC) ceasefire violations
along Kashmir and Sialkot sectors in 2014. More than 50 Pakistani citizens

44
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“Pak‟s Conventional Deterrence Averted War: Musharraf,” Rediff.com, June 22, 2002.
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lost their lives during these ceasefire violations in 2014.45 Moreover, border
shelling damaged houses and schools in nearby villages in Sialkot.46
Fears that India‟s military modernisation is adversely affecting IndoPak deterrence extends beyond the subcontinent. For example, former U.S.
Assistant Secretary of Defense Peter Lavoy contends that „India‟s military
modernisation programme has led to a growing disparity between the Indian
and Pakistani conventional military capabilities,‟47 the result of which „will
be either a regional arms race and/or a lowering of the nuclear threshold.‟ 48
Renowned South Asian expert Rodney Jones has argued for nearly a decade
that „the growing conventional force imbalance between India and Pakistan
has destabilising effects on their nuclear relationship.‟ 49 Since border
disputes are haunting their bilateral relationship, therefore, a severe conflict
can emerge at any time as it happened in 1999, during the Kargil crisis.
Jones believes that „India is outstripping Pakistan in revolutionary military
assets such as high-performance aircrafts, wide-area communications,
reconnaissance, and battlefield awareness.‟ 50 Indeed, a number of
researchers in Washington, including at the Carnegie Endowment, the
Congressional Research Service, the Council on Foreign Relations, and the
Hudson Institute have endorsed Michael Krepon that „Pakistan‟s recent
embrace of the utility of tactical nuclear weapons and broader Pakistani
efforts to enhance the quality and quantity of their nuclear arsenal is a result
of India‟s growing conventional capabilities and its more proactive and
aggressive military plans.‟ 51 The same opinion has been shared by
renowned nuclear strategist Paul Bracken who argues that „India has
45
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D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2012),
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invested heavily in satellites, advanced radars, signals intelligence, and
reconnaissance‟ assets to cultivate new military capabilities.‟ 52 He further
argues that „as India develops transformative military capabilities, this
conventional asymmetry increases the danger of the conventional and nonconventional arms race.‟53
An arms race in South Asia due to Indian military buildup cannot be
denied, irrespective of the fact that it carries strategic as well as economic
burden. It hinders sustainable people-centric development processes. In
fact, states divert their resources in order to ensure their territorial integrity
and sovereignty. Inflation, economic deprivation, lack of basic social
services and fragile national economies are some of the consequences of an
arms race which this region has been facing since the last decade or so.54
Moreover, countries behave more assertively in regional politics once
they acquire sophisticated conventional weapons. In recent years, India has
influenced Afghanistan and engaged it militarily, economically and
politically. Various arms transfer and strategic cooperation deals have been
inked between the two in recent years.55 Pakistan views such developments
with concern and considers this cooperation a national security challenge.56
Lack of resources, opportunities for human development and
human security often leads people to extremism and militancy. In case of
India, resources, which should be spent on the development and prosperity
of its people, are being spent on death machines. Despite more than 362
million or 29.5 per cent of the total population of India living in abject
poverty, its defence budget is swelling with an unprecedented pace. It
stands at 130th among 188 countries in the Human Development Index.57 It
is 76th in the world corruption index.58 Effects of such marginalisation are
noticeable in the uprisings and movements in various parts of India,
whether they are over environmental issues, for basic rights or against
52
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corruption or for equality. 59 Moreover, the growing extremism and
contending voices of ethnic and religious groups can further weaken the
regional security apparatus. Non-state actors often find fertile grounds in
economically and politically deprived communities.
Likewise, expanding military assets may also exacerbate strategic
competition between China and India.60 „In 2009, India established two new
mountain-infantry divisions, followed by the raising of India‟s first
offensive Strike Corps in 2013, all for the Eastern Sector of the border
dispute with China.‟ 61 Over the years, India has developed long-range
ballistic missiles with a five thousand kilometer range. Strategists believe
that while medium range ballistic missiles are meant for Pakistan,
development of long-range ballistic missiles are supposedly intended to
target China.
India has put extensive efforts into developing its indigenous air craft
carriers and nuclear submarines. 62 It has purchased sensor-fused bombs,
Apache helicopters, P8-I surveillance aircraft, M-777 howitzers, C-130J
and C-17 transport aircraft, and a large amphibious transport dock.63 India
has gradually increased its joint military exercises with the U.S. According
to a recent report, the U.S. has conducted the most joint military exercises
with India than any other country in recent years.64 Such activities create
negative perceptions amongst the Chinese policy-making circles as well as
on regional peace and security. Currently, India and China have 1325,000
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and 2335,000 active military personnel.65 On the other hand, Pakistan has
620,000 active military personnel.66
Territorial disputes in the region, particularly the Kashmir dispute and
Sino-Indo territorial disputes have further negatively affected the security
situation of the region. With an aggressive Indian military posture, these
territorial disputes can become flashpoints between the two regional giants.
Moreover, the flashpoint between India and Pakistan is Kashmir. India has
deployed 400,000 regular and 350,000 para-military forces in a disputed
territory. 67 Indian human rights atrocities in Indian Occupied Kashmir
(IoK), and ceasefire border violations can trigger an armed conflict between
the two countries.

Way Forward
There are chances that the dream of lasting peace in South Asia would
remain a dream, if the international community does not bar India from
increasing its military assets. Unfortunately, over the years the international
community has spent its resources and time on efforts to limit
nonconventional weapons in South Asia. Many initiatives including
reduction of fissile material, nuclear risk reduction measures, establishment
of frameworks for confidence-building measures have been proposed since
1998.68 However, the dangers associated with a conventional arms race has
remained an ignored subject. 69 Therefore, under the restrictive cloud of
nonconventional weapons, the Indian military establishment has stockpiled
and imported large quantities of nonconventional weapons over the last one
decade or so. Therefore, the international community needs to divert its
attention to nonconventional arms trade in general, and establish
frameworks for restraining such imports in the region.
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Moreover, a perception has been developed among the security
analysts that exclusionary and discriminatory policies have been developed
against Pakistan in the region for several years. For instance, the U.S. on the
one hand, signed the Indo-U.S. civil nuclear deal and is supportive of
India‟s membership in the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), while on the
other hand, it has rejected subsidising Pakistan for its F-16s fighter jets,70
and is rather pressurising the government to sign the Fissile Material Cutoff Treaty (FMCT). 71 Though, South Asian security apparatus revolves
around India due to its geography, size and population, however, Pakistan is
a vital player and cannot be excluded from emerging regional security
structures. Well-balanced conventional forces of both countries are the key
towards effective deterrence in the region. However, growing international
arms export to India, while imposing embargos on Pakistan‟s conventional
arms imports would likely compel Pakistan to seek new alliances for the
improvement of its national defence.
Joint economic development can be highly effective for strengthening
the regional security of South Asia. In this regard, the Chinese model of
shared development is the most effective and a recent example which needs
to be followed by India and Pakistan. Under the One Belt One Road
(OBOR) initiative, China has pledges to invest 46 billion dollars in Pakistan
under the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). The CPEC is a key
towards regional connectivity, which offers shorter trade route to various
South Asian, Central Asian and West Asian countries. It is encouraging that
Pakistan wants India to join CPEC for shared development in the region.72
Such offers of joint economic development should be welcomed by India
for the sake of human development and prosperity.
Furthermore, South Asia in general, and India in particular is energy
scarce. Efforts were made to import gas from West Asia in the early 1990s
by initiating the Iran-Pakistan-India (IPI) gas pipeline project. However,
during the early negotiating stages, India withdrew from the project based
on security concerns. 73 However, India is still part of the TurkmenistanAfghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) gas pipeline, which will provide 33
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billion cubic metre gas to Afghanistan, Pakistan and India for thirty years.74
Energy cooperation in these two pipelines may improve the relationship
between Pakistan and India. The concept of interdependence through
energy cooperation can reduce the mistrust and security concerns which are
directly proportional to the military buildup and arms race.
Lastly, multilateral consultative security mechanisms should be
established at the regional level for the promotion of regional security. A
combination of international and regional players can help in establishing
new mechanisms and initiatives, which may be helpful in restraining Indian
military buildup. For instance, the Conference on Security and Cooperation
in Europe (CSCE) 75 (now called the Organisation of Security and
Cooperation in Europe [OSCE]) „played a major role in winding down the
Cold War in favour of détente (e.g. via arms control)‟: 76
CSCE was not an organisation, but a process of „conference
diplomacy‟. The CSCE process was launched during the
détente phase of the Cold War in the early seventies, this
being a time when both East and West had come to realise that
they had to co-exist for an indefinite period, and that this coexistence had better be peaceful. The latter was far from
inevitable given the huge concentration of weapons,
conventional as well as nuclear, on European soil. 77

A similar agreement can be penned down through effective
multilateral diplomacy in South Asia. Though, reduction of defence
expenditures in the region is directly proportional to the Indian defence
budget, but an agreement of mutual reduction of defence budget between
India and Pakistan can be achieved through multilateral diplomacy.
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Conclusion
Indian military buildup has created a serious security dilemma among the
regional states, particularly for Pakistan and China. This buildup can affect
the economic and security situation of the region. The recent (September
2016) outcry over India‟s supposed execution of surgical strikes in
Pakistan78 and its persistent LoC violations are practical manifestations of
its offensive posture and overconfidence in its conventional force
superiority. The ongoing Indian military modernisation is designed to inflict
maximum damage to its neighbours generally, and Pakistan particularly. It
is the high time that the international community pressurises the Indian
security establishment to refrain from further advancement in military
capabilities both qualitatively and quantitatively, as it is compelling other
South Asian countries to divert their social development budget to defence
expenditure.
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