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IN EARLY SEPT EMBER, shortly
after Prime Minister Narendra
Modi held a chummy meeting
with Vladimir Putin and Xi Jin-
pingin China, he dispatched his
_ hational security adviser to
Washington to help smooth
overfrayingties.

Ajit Doval came with a mes-
sageforSecretaryof State Marco
Rubio: India wanted to put the
acrimony between the two
nationsbehinditand getbackto
negotiatinga trade deal,accord-
ing to officials in New Delhi
familiarwith the meeting.

Doval told Rubio that India
wouldn’t be bullied by US Presi-
dent Donald Trump and his top
aides,the people said,and would
be willing to wait out his term,
having faced other hostile US
administrationsin the past.But

New Delhi wanted Trump and
hisaides todial down theirpub-

lic criticism of India so they
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difficult six-month period for
US-Indiarelations;’said Alexan-
der Slater, former head of the
US-India Business Council. “It
alsoaddstorecentsignalsabout
where India’s economic future
islikely headed”and “removes a
key impediment to what had
been India’s gradual but steady
alignment with the West.”
Despitethe rapprochement,
Indiahasreasontoproceed cau-
tiously with Trump,and is keen
. toassertitsstrategicautonomy.
Modi’s viral moment with Xi
and Putin, clasping hands and
chuckling together, was meant
toshow Trump that it has other
options, officials in New Delhi |
said.Modirolledout thered car-
pet for Putin in December, sho-
weasing tieswitha country that
remainsanimportantsource of
weapons and diplomatic sup-
portdatingbacktothe ColdWar.
Last week, Modi clinched a
free trade pact with the Euro-
pean Union after almost two
decades of talks, coming just
months after India’s trade deal




could get relations back on
track,Dovalsaidin the meeting.

Atthetime,Indiawas smart-
ing from Trump’s insults and
the 50% tariffs he'd slapped on

Department said that in keep-
ing with standard diplomatic
practice,it does not disclose the
details of private discussions.
On Monday, Trump

its goods in August. Trump had ~ announced he’dreachedatrade
called India a“dead” economy agreement with Modi that
withhightariffsand * would reduce tariffs
that-it was funding On Monday, on India’s goods to
Putin’s war in officialsinindia = 18%, lower than
Ukraine by buying  were takenby  most of its peers in
Russian oil. ' surprise when Asia.Apunitive25%
It wasn t long Trump posted duty that the US
after Doval’s meet- leader had slapped
ing, which was pre- about.the dea.l ON  6n India for buying
viously unreported, social media Russian oil was also
that thefirstsignsof 7 | scrapped.
an ease in tensions “The past year
emerged. On September 16, hasbeenonewherenegotiators,
Trymp called Modion hisbirth-  bothinthe USand Indiaworked
dayand praised himfordoinga feverishlytoget ustothis point,”

“tremendous job.” By the end of
the year, the two leaders had
spoken four more times on the
phone as they inched towards a
dealto bring down the tariffs.
India’s Ministry of External
Affairsand the Prime Minister’s
Office didn’t respond to emails
seeking further information. A
spokesperson for the US State

NishaBiswal,partneratTheAsia
Group and former US Assistant
Secretary of State for Southand
Central Asian Affairs, said. “It
benefits both the US and India
that you have an India that is
finally really opening up on
globaltrade” :
Publicly, there had been no
indication from either side that

adealwasimminent.Asrecently

aslastweek,US Trade Represen-
tative Jamieson Greersaid India
still had along way to go to con-
vince Washington it was halting
Russia crude buys.,

On Monday, officials in New
Delhi were taken by surprise
when Trump posted about the
deal on social media. Many
senior bureaucrats in the for-
eign and commerce ministries,
even those who had been
directly involved in the trade
negotiations, were oblivious
that a call had been scheduled
between the leaders that day.
Some were unable to confirm
key details related to the tariff
announcementwhen contacted
byreporterslate in the day.

Behind the scenes, though,
New Delhi had been working to
get relations gradually back on
track. Doval’s meeting with
Rubioin Septemberwasasignal
to Washington that it sees the
USasalong-term strategicpart-
nerand couldn’t afford to allow
ties to deteriorate further.

The prevailing view in New

Delhiwas that India needed US

- capital, technology and mili-

tary cooperation to deter China
and meet Modi’s goals of mak-
ing the South Asian nation a
developed economy by 2047.
Trump was just a blip over that
time frame, officials in New
Delhi said, and India needs to
stay focused on doing what’s
best overthelong term.

“New Delhi was never going
toseverrelationswith Washing-
ton following last year’s down-
turn in bilateral relations;” said

- Chietigj Bajpaee, a senior

research fellowfor South Asiaat
Chatham House.

Relations had spiralled
downwards ever since Trump
claimed creditin May forresolv-
ing a four-day clash between
India and Pakistan,a boast that
Modi vehemently rejected.In a
tense callbetween the twolead-
ers in June, Modi declined
Trump’s request to come to the
White House,where the US pres-
ident was hosting Pakistan’s
army chiefat the time. In Octo-
ber, Modi skipped a summit in

Malaysia to avoid a possibly
awkward meeting with Trump.

The arrival of new US

Ambassador Sergio Gor to New
Delhi in December appeared to
kick off more serious efforts to
get relations back on an even
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showed Indiawas serious about
diversifying its trade relation-
ships in the face of the impasse
with the US. Later this month,
Modi will host Canada’s Mark
Carney and Brazil’s Luiz Inacio
Lula da Silva in New Delhi, fur-

keel. Gor, a former ther using Trump’s
senior White Despite the new world order to
House officialand ~ rapprochement, forge closer eco-
longtime member  |ndia has reason to < omicand political
of Trump’s inner  5roc0ad cautiously  ties with so-called
circle who is also : . middle power
close to Rubio, has with Trump, an9| 'S countries.
repeatedly under- keen t‘° assert its Still, the US
scored the impor- strategic autonomy remains a crucial
tance of US-India partner for India,
ties. both as a market

A further thaw in ties was
evident during a meeting
between Gor and External
Affairs MinisterS Jaishankarlast
week,accordingto peoplefamil-

. larwith the matter.Gorsaidina

social-media post that the two
sides discussed “everything
from defence, trade, critical
minerals, and working towards
our common interests,’adding:
“Stay tuned for much more!”
“This appears to conclude a

and as a source of investment.
The nation ships about a fifth
of its exports to the US, a large
share of which are mobile
phones and electronic goods,
sectors that are key to Modi’s
manufacturing ambitions. US
companies lined up big invest-
ment pledgesin Indiain recent
months, especially in Al India
is also becoming more
important for the US financial
industry. —BLOOMBERG
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