
I
n the shifting landscape of modern

warfare, drones have rapidly emerged

as the frontline tools of combat. Once

limited to surveillance, drones—

or Unmanned Aerial Vehicles

(UAVs)—are now spearhead-

ing offensive operations, re-

defining military strategy and

doctrine. India’s recent Operation Sin-

door, launched in response to the Pahal-

gam terror attack, marks a critical turning

point in the country’s approach to drone

warfare, underscoring a broader global

trend that is revolutionising battlefields.

Operation Sindoor: A Tactical Shift

In Operation Sindoor, the Indian Armed

Forces integrated drones with standoff

weapons to execute precision strikes

on terror targets in hostile terrain.

This marked the first signifi-

cant instance of drones being

used offensively in a domestic

anti-terror operation. The move signals

India’s willingness to adapt to the new

realities of combat, where drones offer

real-time surveillance, surgical precision,

and minimal risk to human lives.

India’s drone doctrine, still in evolution,

draws heavily from global precedents.

Countries like Ukraine, Azerbaijan, and

Myanmar have demonstrated how

drones—both military-grade and impro-

vised commercial variants—can reshape

battle outcomes. Ukraine’s Operation

Spider Web, for instance, inflicted signif-

icant damage on Russian air bases

using low-cost UAVs, showing how ac-

cessibility and innovation can rival brute

force.

The New Face of Combat

Drones are no longer niche tools—

they’re now central to warfare. Their use

blurs the line between military and

civilian technology. Commercial off-

the-shelf drones, often modified with

open-source software and 3D-

printed components, are

n o w

capable of offensive

operations once re-

served for expen-

sive, complex

aircraft.

India, like other major powers, is learn-

ing that the future lies in volume, modu-

larity, and adaptability. Operation

Sindoor is a case in point: employing

drones enabled strategic ambiguity and

demonstrated India’s capacity to strike

with precision, speed, and minimal es-

calation. It sends a strong message, es-

pecially to adversaries like Pakistan and

China, both of whom are rapidly building

their own drone arsenals.

Global Lessons and Emerging

Threats

The 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh war was

an early wake-up call, where Azerbai-

jan’s success relied heavily on Israeli-

made “kamikaze” drones like the Harop

to dismantle Armenian air defences.

Similarly, Ukraine’s war with Russia

has transformed into a drone-ver-

sus-drone theatre, with swarm

tactics, electronic warfare,

and AI-guided drones

shaping the course of battle.

These developments present both

opportunities and challenges. For India,

the threat is not just from state actors.

The widespread availability of drones

raises fears of terrorist and non-state ac-

tors weaponising commercial UAVs.

This calls for internal security reforms

and investments in counter-drone tech-

nologies.

Building Resilience in Drone Warfare

India’s Integrated Air Command and

Control System (IACCS) proved effec-

tive in recent skirmishes, intercepting nu-

merous drone incursions from across the

border. However, experts warn that re-

silience in drone warfare depends on re-

dundancy and scale. India must be

prepared for high attrition rates and sus-

tain drone losses through rapid, do-

mestic manufacturing—a lesson under-

scored by Ukraine’s industrial adapt-

ability.

The use of 3D printing, as seen in

Myanmar and Ukraine, offers India a

roadmap to decentralise and expe-

dite drone production. This shift can

bypass traditional supply chain bot-

tlenecks and empower both state and

private defence sectors to scale up

swiftly during a crisis.

Way Forward

To stay ahead in this fast-

evolving domain, India must

invest in a robust defence in-

dustrial base. This includes in-

centivising private

manufacturers, reduc-

ing procurement

uncertainty, and

supporting R&D

in modular drone

systems and AI-enabled navigation.

Moreover, India’s defence planners

need to see drone warfare not as a

standalone tool, but as a complement to

its existing arsenal—a bridge between

conventional and asymmetric capabili-

ties, especially in scenarios along the

Line of Actual Control (LAC) with China

or volatile borders with Pakistan.

In conclusion, Operation Sindoor isn’t

just a response—it’s a statement. India

has entered a new era of warfare where

drones are not just eyes in the sky but

weapons of choice. The challenge now

lies in scaling up, innovating faster, and

building the infrastructure to support this

transformation—because the drone age

is here, and it’s changing the rules of

war.

Drones Redefine Warfare
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India’s use of drones in Operation Sindoor signals a turning point in modern warfare,

as unmanned systems reshape strategy, deterrence, and defence preparedness.


