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GAUHATI, INDIA: A wild elephant from a nearby hill of India’s northeastern Meghalaya state, sprays water on itself as it
stands and eats grass in the wetlands of Telalia. — AP

NEW DELHI: India has stepped up efforts
to sell an advanced cruise missile system to
Vietnam and has at least 15 more markets
in its sights, a push experts say reflects con-
cerns in New Delhi about China’s growing
military assertiveness. Selling the superson-
ic BrahMos missile, made by an Indo-
Russian joint venture, would mark a shift
for the world’s biggest arms importer, as
India seeks to send weapons the other way
in order to shore up partners’ defenses and
boost revenues.

The government of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has ordered BrahMos
Aerospace, which produces the missiles, to
accelerate sales to a list of five countries
topped by Vietnam, according to a govern-
ment note viewed by Reuters and previously
unreported. The others are Indonesia, South
Africa, Chile and Brazil. The Philippines is at
the top of a second list of 11 nations includ-
ing Malaysia, Thailand and United Arab
Emirates, countries which had “expressed
interest but need further discussions and
analysis”, the undated note added.

A source familiar with the matter would
only say the note was issued earlier this year.
New Delhi had been sitting on a 2011
request from Hanoi for the BrahMos for fear
of angering China, which sees the weapon,
reputed to be the world’s fastest cruise mis-
sile with a top speed of up to three times the
speed of sound, as destabilizing. Indonesia
and the Philippines had also asked for the
BrahMos, which has a range of 290 km and
can be fired from land, sea and submarine.
An air-launched version is under testing.

Wary eye on China
Unlike Vietnam, the Philippines and

Malaysia, India is not a party to territorial
disputes in the South China Sea, a vital

global trade route which China claims most
of. But India has an unsettled land border
with China and in recent years has grown
concerned over its powerful neighbor’s
expanding maritime presence in the Indian
Ocean. It has railed against China’s military
assistance to arch-rival Pakistan and pri-
vately fumed over Chinese submarines
docking in Sri Lanka, just off the toe of
India. “Policymakers in Delhi were long
constrained by the belief that advanced
defense cooperation with Washington or
Hanoi could provoke aggressive and unde-
sirable responses from Beijing,”    said Jeff
M. Smith, Director of Asian Security
Programs at the American Foreign Policy
Council in Washington.

“Prime Minister Modi and his team of
advisers have essentially turned that
thinking on its head, concluding that
stronger defense relationships with the
US, Japan, and Vietnam actually put India
on stronger footing in its dealings with
China.” India’s export push comes as it
emerges from decades of isolation over its
nuclear arms program. It is poised to join
the Missile Technology Control Regime
(MTCR) after talks between Modi and US
President Barack Obama in Washington
this week. BrahMos’ range means it falls
short of the 300 km limit set by the volun-
tary organization.

India’s accession to the MTCR may also
strengthen its case for joining another non-
proliferation body, the Nuclear Suppliers
Group, a move China has effectively
blocked. Both groups would give India
greater access to research and technology.
BrahMos Aerospace, co-owned by the
Indian and Russian governments, said dis-
cussions were underway with several coun-
tries on missile exports, but it was too early

to be more specific. “Talks are going on,
there will be a deal,” said spokesman
Praveen Pathak. India is still a marginal play-
er in global arms exports. The unit cost of
the missile, fitted on Indian naval ships, is
estimated at around $3 million.

Getting closer to Vietnam
India has been steadily building military

ties with Vietnam and is supplying offshore
patrol boats under a $100 million credit line,
its biggest overseas military aid. This week
Defense Minister Manohar Parrikar held
talks with his Vietnamese counterpart
General Ngo Xuan Lich in Hanoi and both
sides agreed to exchange information on
commercial shipping as well as expand
hydrographic cooperation, the Indian
defense ministry said in a statement on
Monday. A source at the defense ministry
said India was hoping to conclude negotia-
tions on the supply of BrahMos to Vietnam
by the end of the year. The Indian govern-
ment is also considering a proposal to offer
Vietnam a battleship armed with the
BrahMos missiles instead of just the missile
battery, the source said.

“A frigate integrated with the BrahMos
can play a decisive role, it can be a real
deterrent in the South China Sea,” the
source said, adding New Delhi would have
to expand the line of credit to cover the cost
of the ship. Indian warships are armed with
configurations of eight or 16 BrahMos mis-
siles each, while sets of two or four would
go on smaller vessels. A Russian official said
exports of BrahMos to third countries was
part of the founding agreement of the
India-Russia joint venture. Only now India
had armed its own military with the
BrahMos was there capacity to consider
exporting, he added. — Reuters

India eyes expanded 
missile export drive

India seeking to join global nuke groups

Mexico supports India’s bid to 
join Nuclear Suppliers Group

MEXICO CITY: Mexico supports India in efforts to join non-pro-
liferation body the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), President
Enrique Pena Nieto said on Wednesday, and was thanked by
visiting Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi. India is emerging
from decades of isolation over its nuclear arms program, and is
poised to join the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR)
after talks this week between Modi and US President Barack
Obama in Washington. Both groups would give India greater
access to research and technology, but China has so far
blocked India’s accession to the NSG. “Mexico recognizes
India’s interest in joining the Nuclear Suppliers Group,” Pena
Nieto said at his Los Pinos residence.  “As a country we have a
positive and constructive backing for this.”

Mexico supported India’s membership because of Modi’s
“commitment to the agenda of nuclear disarmament and
non-proliferation,” he added. New Delhi’s bid for full member-
ship of the 48-nation club, if granted, would tip the balance of
power in South Asia against its arch-rival Pakistan, whose own
application has been backed by China, despite questions over
its proliferation record. Pena Nieto’s support is a boost for
Modi, but he must still win China’s support to seal India’s
membership of the non-proliferation body at the group’s
annual meeting in South Korea this month. “I thank President
Pena Nieto for his positive and constructive support for India’s
membership of the Nuclear Suppliers Group,” Modi said.

The backing represents a historic policy shift for Mexico,
which has held a firm position on nuclear disarmament and
non-proliferation for decades. One of Mexico’s crowning
diplomatic achievements was the 1967 Treaty of Tlatelolco,
which declared Latin America and the Caribbean a zone free
of nuclear weapons. Switzerland this week agreed to sup-
port India’s bid for membership made last month, after win-
ning a waiver in 2008 allowing it to trade in commercial
nuclear technology. Modi tacked on Switzerland and
Mexico as extra stops on a five-country tour to seek their
support on joining the NSG. — Reuters

17 people ‘an hour’ die 
in India road accidents 
NEW DELHI: India’s transport ministry admitted yester-
day it has so far failed to improve road safety but said it
was pushing for stricter laws, as new figures revealed 17
people die in traffic accidents every hour. Transport
minister Nitin Gadkari acknowledged an urgent need to
improve road infrastructure as the numbers showed
traffic accidents were one of the single biggest causes of
death in India.

The report found 146,133 people died in 501,423
road accidents in 2015, an increase of almost five per-
cent from 2014, while half a million more were injured.
Nearly eight in ten accidents were caused by drivers,
with 62 percent of those blamed on speeding.
“Accidents are killing more people in India than terror-
ism or natural disasters and yet we never talk about
them,” Gadkari said at a press conference to mark the
release of the report. “It saddens me that there has been
a negligible impact on reducing the number of deaths
despite our best efforts in the past two years,” he said. 

Gadkari said the ministry was working to expand the
country’s highway network from 96,000 to 200,000 kilo-
meters to ease the burden on crumbling roads.  Road
accidents shave three percent off the country’s GDP
every year, the minister said. The ministry said it is focus-
ing on improving poorly designed roads and identifying
black spots, and plans to deploy electronic surveillance
to deter traffic offences. It is consulting state govern-
ments over a new road safety bill, which will be tabled
in the next parliament session. 

The proposed law would crack down on traffic
offences and suggests steep penalties for offenders,
including minimum seven-year jail terms in accidents
that result in deaths. Transport analysts blame India’s
high numbers of road accidents on poor roads, badly
maintained vehicles and reckless driving, as well as
inadequate road safety laws.  Some 30 percent of Indian
driving licences are believed to be fake, the government
has said. India owns just one percent of the world’s vehi-
cles but accounts for 15 percent of global traffic deaths,
according to the World Bank. — AFP 


