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India’s quest
for energy

is reshaping
its diplomacy

By Somini Sengupta

NEW DELHI: Fed by a decade-long economic
boom, India's ever-growing appetite for energy
is quietly reshaping the way it operates in the
world, changing relations with its neighbors, ex-
tending its reach to oil states as far flung as Su- |
dan and Venezuela, and overcoming Washing-
ton's resistance to its nuclear ambitions.

Hovering over India’s energy quest is its
biggest competitor: China, which is also scour-
ing the globe to line up new energy sources.

The combined appetite of the two Asian giants
is raising oil prices and putting greater demands
| on world oil supplies.

Already India’s energy ambitions have led to
developments unthinkable just a couple of years
ago: a proposed pipeline to ferry natural gas from
Iran across Pakistan; a new friendship with the
military government in gas-rich Myanmar,
formerly Burma; and budding talks with the
United States to let India buy nuclear technology.

Nuclear power is expected to top the agenda |

when Prime Minister Manmohan Singh visits
‘Washington to meet with President George W.
Bush in July. While India covets new equipment
to strengthen its feeble nuclear energy program,
the United States has prohibited the sale of nu-
clear technology to India since it tested a nuclear
bomb in 1998.

“International cooperation, international un-
derstanding of India’s nuclear ambition, can
help to ensure our nuclear energy program
moves forward at a faster pace,” Singh told for-
eign journalists on Monday.

To understand India’s need for energy, consider
the conditions in its commercial capital, Mumbai,
formerly Bombay. It was enveloped in darkness in
May because of a severe power shortage.

These days, the prime minister is engaged ina
politically “explosive argument with leftist
parties after suggesting that the government cur-
tail giving free electricity to farmers. As the
world's fifth-largest consumer of energy, India
used energy at the equivalent of 538 million tons
of oil daily in 2002, the most recent year for
which figures were available from the Interna-
tional Energy Agency.
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That demand is expected nearly to
double by 2030. d,

Today, India imports about 70 per-
cent of its oil; in another 20 years, the
Indian government estimates, that fig-
ure will rise to 85 percent.

India’s demand for natural gas is also
expected to grow, and most of it would
have to be imported.

“Our dependence is rising,” Mani
Shankar Aiyar, India’s petroleum min-
ister, said during a recent interview. “I
welcome that, because it reflects India
moving on.”

Indeed, it is. “Mutual dependencies”
is the buzzword of the day, signaling the
way oil and gas links among South
Asian countries stand to rewrite the en-
mities of the past.

“The foreign policy of India will have
a lot to do with energy,” said Ashutosh
Varshney, a political scientist at the
University of Michigan. “That is a new

| imagination and one likely to stay.”

That vision is not without its chal-
lenges.

On the one hand, India seeks to cast
itself as the model of democratic plural-

| ism, as in its bid for a permanent seat on

the United Nations Security Council.

On the other, its hunt for fuel is push-
ing it to reach out to authoritarian gov-
ernments like those of Sudan and My-
anmar, which the United States has
sought to isolate. In both of those coun-
tries, China’s weight is also keenly felt.

But India is quickly making inroads.
1t has persuaded a wary Bangladesh to
agree, at least in principle, to a pipeline
that would ship gas from Myanmar to
India. Aiyar, the petroleum minister,
has been shuttling to Saudi Arabia, In-
dia’s largest oil supplier, to persuade it
to invest in Indian oil and gas projects,
among other things. He has also sought
to lure foreign investors to explore for
reserves in the Bay of Bengal, off India’s
eastern coast — what he calls “the
North Sea of South Asia.”

By far, New Delhi’s most ambitious

=

proposal is a $4 billion, 2,600-kilometer,
or 1,600-mile, pipeline that would ferry
natural gas from Iran across Pakistan to
India, though a final deal is nowhere
near fruition.

Talks resumed on Saturday, when
Aiyar visited Islamabad. Pakistan
stands to collect handsome transit fees
from the pipeline. But how it would en-
sure the facility’s security across vast,
restive Baluchistan Province, where
disgruntled tribal armies routinely at-
tack gas installations, remains a mys-
tery.

Among Aiyar’s “fanciful dreams,” as
he calls them, is a yet another pipeline
that would dispatch gas from Turk-
menistan through Afghanistan, then in-
to Pakistan and India.

“We now realize we have to get a
large part of our energy from our exten-
ded neighborhood, and that means we
have to engineer and structure new re-
lationships,” said R. K. Pachauri, direc-
tor general of Tata Energy Research In-
stitute in Delhi. The nonprofit institute
estimates that India will need to invest
$766 billion in the energy sector to meet
the growing demand over the next 25
years.

India’s changing relationships re-
garding energy are inspiring a delicate
diplomatic dance with the United
States. Publicly, Bush administration of-
ficials, including Secretary of State
Condoleezza Rice on her visit to India
in March, have frowned on India’s plans
for working with Iran. India is pursuing
nuclear technology as the United States
and European nations are trying to get
Iran to give up its own nuclear pro-

gram.

Last week, a senior Indian official,
Montek Singh Ahluwalia, was in Wash-
ington to meet with the secretary of en-
ergy, Samuel Bodman, to discuss,
among other things, nuclear energy op-
tions. Whether the United States will
turn a blind eye to the Iran pipeline or
consider selling nuclear reactors to In-
dia remains uncertain.

Aiyar did not miss an epportunity to

remind the United States that India
would not countenance interference in
one of its foreign policy priorities —
buying gas from Iran. “We are sensitive
to the concerns and interests of other
nations,” he said, “even as we expect
other nations to be sensitive to our con-
cerns and our requirements.”

When it comes to molding and mar-
keting India’s energy needs, Aiyar likes
to think grandly. He never tires of artic-
ulating a chief goal: to persuade China
to cooperate rather than compete for oil
and gas abroad. Some analysts greet the
idea with skepticism. *

Sundeep Waslekar, an analyst with
Strategic Foresight Group in Mumbai,
notes that China can offer a much more
comprehensive and lucrative package
— including arms sales — to energy-
supplying countries like Iran, Sudan or
the former Soviet republics of Central
Asia. Unless India can offer something
strategic to China — food, for instance
— China would have little reason to join
efforts.

China-India energy cooperation in
the oil and gas sector is “a beautiful aca-
demic idea,” Waslekar said. “I don't see
how it could work politically.”

Aiyar is unbowed. He offers the idea
of an Asian gas grid that would stretch
from former Soviet republics like Ka-
zakhstan to the Gulf all the way to
China.

Every chance he gets, he pushes the
analogy of the European coal and gas
community, the precursor to the Euro-
pean Union. He demands to know why
China and India cannot create the East-
ern equivalent? “An Asian oil and gas
community, which could eventually
blossom as an Asian identity in the pol-
itics of the world,” he said.

Of course, for now, a majority of Indi-
ans continue to live in the dark — that is
to say, without electricity — and the
most common fuels for Indian house-
holds remain among the worst for respi-
ratory health: charcoal and animal
dung.
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