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If the Government of India is to jot down a list of reliable strategic partners willing to help 

New Delhi in the direst of situations, Russia arguably comes out on top. The Soviet Union – 

preceding the Russian Federation – was among the first to establish diplomatic relations 

with India on 13 April 1947, months before India gained independence. Since then, the 

relationship between the two states has only flourished. At a time when India had just 

attained independence with little resources and knowledge, Russian (Soviet) technical and 

financial assistance supported India’s development and advancement into a new age of 

industrialisation. Celebrating 70 years of ties in 2017, President Putin of the Russian 

Federation recalled the several initiatives through which the Soviet Union established 

goodwill among the newly independent Indian populace: metallurgical complexes in Bhilai, 

Visakhapatnam and Bokaro, mining equipment plant in Durgapur, a thermal power station 

in Neyveli, electromechanical enterprise in Korba, antibiotics plants in Rishikesh, a 

pharmaceutical plant in Hyderabad; Soviet and later Russian academics participating in the 

establishment of research and education centres in India including the Indian Institute of 

Technology in Bombay, research institutes of the petroleum industry in Dehradun and 

Ahmedabad as well as Soviet aid to India’s space and civilian-use nuclear energy 

programmes2. 

 
1* The Author is a postgraduate student at the Jindal School of International Affairs and Research 

Assistant at the Centre for Security Studies, JSIA. 

2 Putin, V. (2017, May 30). Russia and India: 70 years together. Retrieved from The TImes of India: 
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/toi-edit-page/russia-and-india-70-years-together/ 
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Relations between Moscow and New Delhi reached a new precedent in August 1971 with the 

signage of the Treaty of Peace, Friendship and Cooperation. This renewed friendship proved 

its mettle in December of the same year, in the form of Russian military flexing in the Indian 

Ocean Region when India received military threats from the United States after having 

liberated the Bangla people from Pakistani oppression and genocide. The demise of the 

Soviet Union would have suggested the end of the line of relations between the people of the 

two states: leaving India virtually alone in a new world. However, the Russian Federation 

which emerged from the ashes of the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics assumed the 

latter’s diplomatic ties, and in 1993 under new Russian President Boris Yeltsin renewed a 

new Treaty of Peace, Friendship and Cooperation between Russia and India, on the grounds 

of fundamental principles of warmth and mutual progress, that had guided Indo-Soviet ties 

in the past. 

A sense of consistency has remained throughout the 7 odd decades of Indo-Russo ties. 

Throughout this time, the Soviet Union and then the Russian Federation has remained the 

primary source of Indian defence and military imports as well as technology transfers. 

Despite warming ties with Washington, New Delhi continues to rely upon Moscow for 

sourcing arming its fighting force, with an estimated 70-85 per cent of Indian military 

equipment and platforms being of Russian origin. The Indian Army is rated the highest user 

of Russian-origin equipment at approximately 90%, while the Navy and the Air Force utilise 

41% and 66% (approximates) equipment and platforms of Russian-origin3. Sameer Lalwani, 

a researcher at the Stimson Centre at Washington DC comments that: 

“India’s dependence on Russian-origin systems is most acute in the Army, but also in 

its Air Force and even its Navy, especially when focusing on India’s higher-end strike 

platforms. Because this dependence will endure for decades due to the long lifespan 

of these systems, an enhanced US-India strategic cooperation will have to figure out 

 
3 Singh, S. (2020, July 22). 86 per cent of Indian military equipment of Russian origin: Stimson Center paper. 
Retrieved from The Indian Express: https://indianexpress.com/article/india/86-per-cent-of-indian-military-
equipment-of-russian-origin-stimson-center-paper-6517136/ 

https://indianexpress.com/article/india/86-per-cent-of-indian-military-equipment-of-russian-origin-stimson-center-paper-6517136/
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/86-per-cent-of-indian-military-equipment-of-russian-origin-stimson-center-paper-6517136/
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ways to work around this, ranging from policies (like CAATSA) to military 

interoperability”4. 

Russia has always been viewed as the closest state fulfilling the requirements of being 

designated India’s ‘all-weather-ally’. While warming ties between Washington and New 

Delhi have shifted eyes of military commanders and high-office bearers to the American 

arms market in recent years, Russia has remained the largest supplier of defence equipment 

and technology. 

ACQUISITIONS OVER THE YEARS 

Over the decades, a unique bond of trust and reliance has developed in New Delhi for the 

Russians. Russian equipment and platforms have been tried, tested and judged on the 

battlefield, having proved their value and reliance. The dependency of the Indian military on 

Russian arms and technology is likely to last for decades to come, with more than 55% of 

Indian defence imports since 2014 having been from Russia, in deals with an accumulated 

value of over USD 9 Billion5. The Galwan valley clashes in June 2020 – that led to 20 Indian 

Army soldiers being killed in action against the People’s Liberation Army – struck an 

immense sense of terror across New Delhi and partner capitals, showcasing one of the most 

absolute instances of Chinese aggression in decades. This was followed by the swift 

departure of Defence Minister Rajnath Singh to Moscow, where he initiated and finalised 

agreements on the acquisition of defence equipment including 12 Mikoyan Mig-29 air-

superiority fighters and 12 Sukhoi Su-30 MKI multirole fighter-jet on urgent basis. The 

reason for this, as per officials of the Ministry of Defence, has been “India and Russia’s 

longstanding defence relationship and there is familiarity with each other’s processes and 

 
4 Singh, S. (2020, July 22). 86 per cent of Indian military equipment of Russian origin: Stimson Center paper. 
Retrieved from The Indian Express: https://indianexpress.com/article/india/86-per-cent-of-indian-military-
equipment-of-russian-origin-stimson-center-paper-6517136/ 
5 Ibid 

https://indianexpress.com/article/india/86-per-cent-of-indian-military-equipment-of-russian-origin-stimson-center-paper-6517136/
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/86-per-cent-of-indian-military-equipment-of-russian-origin-stimson-center-paper-6517136/
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systems,” with the second being “dependability: based on the Russian track record in the 

past”6. 

In the last decade, India has acquired sophisticated and high-technology equipment from the 

Russians, including the Almaz-Antey S-400 Triumf mobile surface-to-air missile/anti-

ballistic missile system. In 2018, India and Russia signed a deal to acquire five such systems 

for USD 5.43 billion, with the first delivery assured to be made by late 2021. The advanced 

platform can seek and destroy targets and trajectories at a range of 400 km and a ceiling 

height of up to 30 km. The five systems will include platforms such as long-range radar 

systems, command vehicles, engagement radars and launch vehicles. The opposing option 

was the American made Thermal High Altitude Area Defence System, better known as 

THAAD. However, New Delhi decided to go ahead with the Russian S-400 in the face of 

American threats of sanctions under the Countering America’s Adversaries Through 

Sanctions Act (CAATSA), rating the S-400 Triumf as being the better system. However, the 

single largest deal between New Delhi and Moscow in terms of size was the acquisition of 

the INS Vikramaditya – a modified Soviet-era Kiev-class heavy aircraft cruiser/carrier, 

originally named the Admiral Gorshkov. The transfer of the vessel over to the Indian Navy 

came with a price tag of USD 2.35 billion, excluding the acquisition of its aerial wing of 

Mikoyan Mig-29KUB carrier-capable fighter jets and Kamov Ka-28 and Ka-31 helicopters. 

The INS Vikramaditya after years of bureaucratic tussle entered operations in June 2014. 

While high-technology equipment is being customised, manufactured and purchased from 

Russia, much of the Russian equipment and platforms that the Indian armed forces operate 

are made under license in India. This ranges from the Kamov Ka-226 light utility helicopter, 

the T-90S Bhishma, the Sukhoi Su-30 MKI fighter jet, Mil Mi-17 transport helicopters, 

Kalashnikov AK-203 assault rifles, Smerch multi-barrel rocket launchers as well as the 

advanced Brahmos supersonic cruise missile. 

 
6 EurAsian Times Desk. (2020, July 23). Why India Went Running To Russia After The Deadly India-China 
Border Clash At Galwan Valley? Retrieved from The EurAsian Times: https://eurasiantimes.com/why-india-
ignored-the-us-rushed-to-russia-after-india-china-clash-at-galwan-valley/ 

https://eurasiantimes.com/why-india-ignored-the-us-rushed-to-russia-after-india-china-clash-at-galwan-valley/
https://eurasiantimes.com/why-india-ignored-the-us-rushed-to-russia-after-india-china-clash-at-galwan-valley/
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TRANSFER OF TECHNOLOGY AND JOINT VENTURES 

The Indian Army is the largest user of Russian-origin equipment and platforms. Over the 

years, it has gradually acquired an increasing number of units of the T-90S Bhishma main 

battle in a bid to increase armoured capabilities and improve the strength of armoured corps 

to come out on top in the case of a two-front war scenario. The T-90s first arrived in India in 

the year 2001 and owing to the successful integration of the platform within the Army, 

further orders were made. The T-90 Bhishma’s are manufactured since then in India, at the 

Heavy Vehicles Factory, Avadi in Tamil Nadu. As recently as November 2019, the Ministry of 

Defence closed the deal on the domestic manufacture of 464 T-90S Bhishmas, paying USD 

1.2 billion in technology transfer charges to Russian original equipment manufacturer 

UralVagonZavod and Russian arms export agency Rosoboronexport, while also paying USD 

1.92 billion to India’s Ordnance Factory Board for local manufacture. The Ministry of Defence 

stated that this deal would increase domestic production of the tank from the current 40 per 

cent to a stipulated 80 per cent. OFB and UralVagonZavod are expected to manufacture 120 

T-90S tanks per year and complete the project within four years7. 

The Indian Army’s hunt for a new standard assault rifle to fulfil new requirements & 

parameters and replace the ageing INSAS assault rifle was also concluded with thanks to 

deep Indo-Russo military-technical cooperation. A Russian official was quoted saying that 

‘the joint venture to produce Kalashnikov rifles at a factory in Amethi was the fastest ever 

created by Russia for an Indian venture and had `firm political will’ from the highest levels 

on both sides’8. Committing to the ensure the success of ‘making in India’, Russia’s 

Kalashnikov Concern with 42 per cent share, Rosoboronexport with 7.5 per cent share and 

India’s Ordnance Factory Board with 50.5 per cent share launched the Joint Venture Indo-

 
7 Raghuvanshi, V. (2019, November 26). India pays Russia $1.2 billion in technology transfer fees for T-90S 
tanks. Retrieved from Defense News: https://www.defensenews.com/land/2019/11/26/india-pays-russia-
12-billion-in-technology-transfer-fees-for-t-90s-
tanks/#:~:text=NEW%20DELHI%20%E2%80%94%20India%20has%20awarded,little%20fanfare%20earli
er%20this%20month. 
8 Pubby, M. (2019, July 9). Joint venture for AK 203 rifles factory at Amethi was the `fastest ever’ created with 
Russia. Retrieved from The Economic Times: https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/joint-
venture-for-ak-203-rifles-factory-at-amethi-was-the-fastest-ever-created-with-
russia/articleshow/70144865.cms 

https://www.defensenews.com/land/2019/11/26/india-pays-russia-12-billion-in-technology-transfer-fees-for-t-90s-tanks/#:~:text=NEW%20DELHI%20%E2%80%94%20India%20has%20awarded,little%20fanfare%20earlier%20this%20month
https://www.defensenews.com/land/2019/11/26/india-pays-russia-12-billion-in-technology-transfer-fees-for-t-90s-tanks/#:~:text=NEW%20DELHI%20%E2%80%94%20India%20has%20awarded,little%20fanfare%20earlier%20this%20month
https://www.defensenews.com/land/2019/11/26/india-pays-russia-12-billion-in-technology-transfer-fees-for-t-90s-tanks/#:~:text=NEW%20DELHI%20%E2%80%94%20India%20has%20awarded,little%20fanfare%20earlier%20this%20month
https://www.defensenews.com/land/2019/11/26/india-pays-russia-12-billion-in-technology-transfer-fees-for-t-90s-tanks/#:~:text=NEW%20DELHI%20%E2%80%94%20India%20has%20awarded,little%20fanfare%20earlier%20this%20month
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/joint-venture-for-ak-203-rifles-factory-at-amethi-was-the-fastest-ever-created-with-russia/articleshow/70144865.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/joint-venture-for-ak-203-rifles-factory-at-amethi-was-the-fastest-ever-created-with-russia/articleshow/70144865.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/joint-venture-for-ak-203-rifles-factory-at-amethi-was-the-fastest-ever-created-with-russia/articleshow/70144865.cms
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Russia Rifles Private Limited at Amethi, Uttar Pradesh, to manufacture over 670,000 units of 

the AK-203 assault rifle, an export variant of the advanced AK-100 series. The 7.62 mm 

calibre assault rifle will cost USD 1,100 apiece, including the costs of technology transfer. The 

made in India, Russian assault rifle will replace the INSAS as the mainstay of the Indian Army 

for years to come. “It is for the first time in Indian history with Russia that we have done such 

work so fast ... in setting up the joint venture under Indian law and signing the agreements. 

There was firm political will at the very high level, and we were strongly supported on this,” 

Vladimir Drozhzhov, Deputy Director of the Russian Federal Service for Military-Technical 

Cooperation said9. 

India’s premier state-owned aircraft manufacturing corporation – Hindustan Aeronautics 

Limited (HAL) – manufactures the Sukhoi Su-30 MKI air-superiority fighter jet at its 

factories. The first deal was made as early as 2000, which enabled HAL to produce 140 such 

aircraft over a span of 17 years10, alongside the full transfer of technology from Russia’s 

Irkutsk aircraft plant. While initially the aircraft was assembled in India, from 2013 onward, 

the aircraft came to be built from scratch with all components made in India. In June 2020, 

amid the border standoff with China, India made an emergency purchase of 12 more Sukhoi 

aircraft, alongside Mig-29s to bolster the Air Force’s depleted squadron strength. The Indian 

Air Force today operates 272+12 units of the fighter aircraft. New Delhi and Moscow in 2020 

also agreed to the manufacture of the Kamov Ka-226 light utility helicopter in India. The light 

Russian helicopter is expected to replace the ageing HAL Chetak and HAL Cheetah 

helicopters of the Army Aviation Corps. As part of the deal, over 200 helicopters will be made 

in India, with suggestions of private sector participation – Pune based Bharat Forge – in the 

domestic production process11. The deal will include the transfer of technology, design, and 

 
9 Pubby, M. (2019, July 9). Joint venture for AK 203 rifles factory at Amethi was the `fastest ever’ created with 
Russia. Retrieved from The Economic Times: https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/joint-
venture-for-ak-203-rifles-factory-at-amethi-was-the-fastest-ever-created-with-
russia/articleshow/70144865.cms 
10 McGivering, J. (2000, December 28). India to build Russian fighters. Retrieved from BBC: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/1090754.stm 
11 Pubby, M. (2016, February 11). Indo-Russian Kamov chopper JV may rope in private players; Bharat Forge 
likely contender to make engines. Retrieved from The Economic Times: 
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/indo-russian-kamov-chopper-jv-may-rope-in-private-
players-bharat-forge-likely-contender-to-make-engines/articleshow/50938813.cms 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/joint-venture-for-ak-203-rifles-factory-at-amethi-was-the-fastest-ever-created-with-russia/articleshow/70144865.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/joint-venture-for-ak-203-rifles-factory-at-amethi-was-the-fastest-ever-created-with-russia/articleshow/70144865.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/joint-venture-for-ak-203-rifles-factory-at-amethi-was-the-fastest-ever-created-with-russia/articleshow/70144865.cms
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/1090754.stm
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/indo-russian-kamov-chopper-jv-may-rope-in-private-players-bharat-forge-likely-contender-to-make-engines/articleshow/50938813.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/indo-russian-kamov-chopper-jv-may-rope-in-private-players-bharat-forge-likely-contender-to-make-engines/articleshow/50938813.cms
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allied technical machinery and equipment, greatly boosting Indian private defence sector 

capabilities. 

However, the epitome of Indo-Russo collaboration in the field of military science and 

technology is the BrahMos medium-range ramjet supersonic cruise missile. Currently the 

world’s fastest cruise missile, the BrahMos is capable of launch from land-based launch 

systems, ships, underwater by submarines as well as from air by aircraft, with a variant-

varying operational range of 290-600 km, the operational ceiling at 15 km and a maximum 

speed of 4,300 kmph (Mach 3.5). The missile was developed as part of a joint venture 

between India’s Defence Research & Development Organisation with a 50.5 per cent stake 

and Russia’s NPO Mashinostroyeniya with a 49.5 per cent stake in JV BrahMos Aerospace12. 

The BrahMos was first inducted into the Indian Navy, followed by the acquisition of three 

regiments of the platform for the Indian Army. In January 2020, the Indian Air Force 

deployed a squadron of Su-30 MKIs capable of launching the BrahMos cruise missile, at 

Chennai, Tamil Nadu, making it an effective platform in countering any threats of Chinese 

naval aggression in the Indian Ocean Region. Former Deputy Prime Minister of Russia for 

Defence and Space Industry Dmitry Rogozin is quoted saying “BrahMos is not only a 

successful Joint Venture but also a model for cooperation which has immense political value 

for our two countries”13. India and Russia were previously members to other joint ventures 

as well, such as the development of a tactical transport aircraft (with HAL and Ilyushin) to 

replace the Air Force’s ageing fleet of Antonov An-32s, and the fifth-generation fighter 

aircraft programme (with HAL and United Aircraft Corporation). However, due to budgetary 

constraints as well as lack of political will, the programmes were forgone by New Delhi. 

While the Russians proceeded on their own to develop the Sukhoi Su-57, Indian Air Force 

Chief of Air Staff RKS Bhadauria stated that India would instead focus on the development of 

the indigenous HAL-DRDO advanced multi-combat aircraft. 

 
12 BrahMos Aerospace. (2020). BRAHMOS Supersonic Cruise Missile. Retrieved from BrahMos Aerospace: 
http://www.brahmos.com/content.php?id=10&sid=10 
13 Ibid 

http://www.brahmos.com/content.php?id=10&sid=10
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EVOLUTION OF POLICY 

Defence cooperation is one of the most crucial spheres of Indo-Russo relations. To ensure 

this, New Delhi and Moscow in the year 2000 set up an institutionalized structure to oversee 

the complete range of issues of military-technical cooperation – the Indo-Russian 

Governmental Commission on Military-Technical Cooperation (IRGCMTC). The inter-

governmental body is the apex institution for reviewing and guiding the military-technical 

cooperation between the two countries in entirety, jointly headed by the deputy prime 

minister on the Russian side and the defence minister on the Indian side14. The apex body is 

supported by two working groups (military and military-technical cooperation) and seven 

sub-groups, covering a vast array of military-technical issues. 

At the 2017 edition of the bilateral defence ministers meet, then Defence Minister of India 

Arun Jaitley in Moscow ‘invited Russian companies to come forward with proposals for 

technology transfer to Indian companies and facilitate manufacturing of more advanced 

components/parts and subsystems’ which could ‘start with platforms of Russian origin 

where the requirement is in large numbers and is recurring in nature’15. 

In the same year, the Defence Acquisition Council of the Ministry of Defence released new 

policies permitting the entrance of private firms as strategic partners with foreign original 

equipment manufacturers, emphasising the core idea of making in India. On this, Defence 

Minister Jaitley remarked: “Here again, Russia as India’s largest, oldest and most trusted 

partner in defence hardware and equipment, would have a comparative advantage in 

partnering with Indian companies for realizing ‘Make in India’ potential in defence 

production”16. 

 
14 Ministry of Defence, Government of India. (2019, November 6). Raksha Mantri Shri Rajnath Singh co-chairs 
IRIGC-M&MTCmeeting with his Russian counterpart General Sergei Shoigu;. Retrieved from Press Information 
Bureau, Government of India: https://pib.gov.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=194299 
15 Gady, F. S. (2017, June 23). India, Russia Sign ‘Military Cooperation Roadmap’. Retrieved from The Diplomat: 
https://thediplomat.com/2017/06/india-russia-sign-military-cooperation-roadmap/ 
16 Ibid 

https://pib.gov.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=194299
https://thediplomat.com/2017/06/india-russia-sign-military-cooperation-roadmap/
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CONCLUSION 

While India and Russia have come a long way, there is still a long way to go. While some 

projects have born their fruit, it came with extensive delays and blockages in bureaucracy. 

Many projects have also been forgone due to budgetary constraints and lack of political will 

from the leadership. India has already realised the value of its ties with the Russians but has 

yet to cement ties on the level of the private sector. It is crucial that New Delhi encourage the 

newly established private defence research and manufacturing sector to intermingle with its 

Russian counterparts and invest more in the acquisition of Russian technology through 

private means. Russian companies have in fact displayed an interest in making in India 

further by involving Indian firms in the process of providing after-sales support of Russian 

origin equipment to the Indian Armed Forces through long-term supply agreements, repair, 

overhaul and manufacturing of some spare parts and components17. 

The Russians have taken note of the apparent shift in India’s arms market demands with the 

onset of the Indian Government’s Make in India initiative, wherein New Delhi seeks not only 

to produce defence equipment and platforms under license from foreign manufacturers but 

now also seeks the transfer of technology. Keeping this in mind, Russian defence production 

firms are actively seeking the creation of joint ventures, with eyes on the success of JV 

BrahMos Aerospace18.  

Efforts have also been made consistently invite the transfer of military technology have been 

made, but perhaps it has been over-emphasised, which at times may go against the interests 

of governments as well as the business interests of private firms. Assurances guaranteeing 

the safety and discretion of such transferred technology can be made, with suggestions of 

Indian defence companies becoming beneficiaries of Russian military technology, be 

 
17 PTI. (2018, July 15). Russian defence companies keen on technology transfer, JVs with Indian firms. Retrieved 
from The Economic Times: https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/russian-defence-
companies-keen-on-technology-transfer-jvs-with-indian-firms/articleshow/57757747.cms 
18 Jha, P. K. (2020, April 18). From barter to partner in the Russia–India arms trade. Retrieved from East Asia 
Forum: https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2020/04/18/from-barter-to-partner-in-the-russia-india-arms-
trade/ 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/russian-defence-companies-keen-on-technology-transfer-jvs-with-indian-firms/articleshow/57757747.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/russian-defence-companies-keen-on-technology-transfer-jvs-with-indian-firms/articleshow/57757747.cms
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2020/04/18/from-barter-to-partner-in-the-russia-india-arms-trade/
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2020/04/18/from-barter-to-partner-in-the-russia-india-arms-trade/
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mandated that any improvement on the transferred technology that Indian defence firms 

make be shared with Moscow19. 

The concluding emphasis, however, must be on political will. India has in the recent past, as 

mentioned before, backed out of two major joint ventures, which can be said to have political 

implications on Moscow’s will to cooperate with New Delhi on military-technological issues. 

To tackle this, the central government must continue to increase investments in military 

technological research & development, which ensures both the availability of budgetary 

resources to Indian technicians & firms and also displays a rekindled view of India’s will to 

collaborate and establish joint ventures in the field. At the same, through several initiatives 

such as Make in India and Atmanirbhar Bharat, the key emphasis on the entrance of the 

private sector into the defence industry motivates the development of business-to-business 

ties between firms in India and Russia. 

  

 
19 Bommakanti, K. (2017, June 22). India-Russia military-technical cooperation: Beyond commercial relations. 
Retrieved from Observer Research Foundation: https://www.orfonline.org/research/india-russia-military-
technical-cooperation-beyond-commercial-relations/ 

https://www.orfonline.org/research/india-russia-military-technical-cooperation-beyond-commercial-relations/
https://www.orfonline.org/research/india-russia-military-technical-cooperation-beyond-commercial-relations/
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