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This week's visit of Ariel Sharon to India the first ever by an Israeli prime minister is 
a new and significant milestone in the burgeoning relationship between the two 
countries. The upward surge in Indo-Israeli ties in the last decade is even more 
remarkable in light of the estranged relations that prevailed between Jerusalem and 
New Delhi for almost half a century. Both nations gained independence from British 
colonial rule in the late 1940s.  

The bilateral relationship between India and Israel got off to an inauspicious start. The 
newly born states could hardly have been more dissimilar in geography, demography 
and political affiliation. The early Indian leadership linked the Zionist enterprise to 
Western colonialism.  

Other factors also weighed against close and cordial bilateral bonds, such as New 
Delhi's fear of antagonizing its large Muslim population; pressures from the Arab 
world, India's major source of energy, and the adoption of an anti-Israeli policy by the 
nonaligned movement in which India was prominent.  

Moreover, in terms of strategic allegiances, an additional rift between the two states 
existed: Israel aligned itself firmly with the United States, while India, traditionally 
suspicious of American foreign policy, opted for close links with the Soviet Union.  

The significant disparity between the two countries hardly boded well for mutual 
cooperation between them. However, since the onset of the 1990s, with the fall of the 
Soviet bloc and the accelerating liberalization of the Indian economy, considerable - 
even dramatic - changes began to take place, bringing with them a marked 
convergence of Indo-Israeli interests.  

The culmination of this process took place in 1992, when full diplomatic relations 
were established. Since then, a more supportive Indian attitude toward Israel seems to 
be gradually emerging. For example, during the 2001 UN conference on racism in 
Durban India openly resisted Arab pressure to again equate racism with Zionism, and 
refused to back a vitriolic anti-Israeli resolution proposed by the Muslim bloc.  

Developments on the diplomatic front were paralleled by those on the economic one. 
With the policy of economic liberalization, instituted in 1991, India and its newly 
accessible markets emerged as an increasingly coveted objective for many of the 
world's largest corporations. This was accompanied by a growing interest in economic 



opportunities in India on the part of the Israeli business sector, and a spiraling volume 
of trade between the two.  

In fact, by 2002, civilian bilateral trade reached almost $1.3 billion (a figure six times 
higher than the volume in 1992 when diplomatic relations were established), with 
India becoming Israel's 11th largest trading partner.  

HOWEVER, IT is in the sphere of security that convergence of interests is most 
obvious. Both India and Israel face serious threats, internally and externally. Both 
countries continue to face the risk of military confrontation with dictatorial regimes 
armed with weapons of mass destruction along their borders.  

Among India's potential (and indeed current) antagonists are countries and 
organizations which may pose a threat to Israel in times to come, or are likely to ally 
themselves with Israel's adversaries in some future conflict. In both countries danger 
lurks from large domestic ethno-religious minorities fueled by growing 
fundamentalism in neighboring states. Today, Indo-Israeli defense ties incorporate 
arms procurement by India, cooperation in counterterrorism activities, and even plans 
for co-production of military equipment. India's quest for advanced military 
technologies dovetails with Israel's need to broaden the market for its military 
products.  

Indeed, Israel has become New Delhi's preferred source of military technology, and is 
now its second-largest defense supplier after Russia, (with France ranking third). 
Recent reports indicate that almost one-half of Israel's total military sales last year of 
$4.2 billion went to India.  

However, the most noteworthy deal between the two countries is the sale - with US 
approval - of the Phalcon airborne early-warning and control system. 
. 
The deal - reportedly worth $1 billion - is particularly significant given the fact that 
just over two years ago Washington acted vigorously to block a similar sale to China. 
This divergent US attitude to technological transfers from Israel to India on the one 
hand, and to China on the other, harbors far-reaching strategic significance.  

There is growing awareness in Jerusalem, New Delhi and Washington of the 
compelling logic in the notion of a trilateral strategic partnership. Perhaps the most 
explicit expression of this was made in May by Brajesh Mishra, India's national 
security adviser, at the American Jewish Committee Annual Dinner, where he 
declared: "India, the United States and Israel have fundamental similarities. We are all 
democracies, sharing a common vision of pluralism, tolerance and equal opportunity. 
Stronger India-US relations and India-Israel relations have a natural logic."  

He went on to call for the creation of a "core of democratic societies" involving India, 
Israel and US "which can take on international terrorism in a holistic and focused 
manner [and] would ensure that the global campaign against terrorism is pursued to 
its logical conclusion."  

The writer lectures in political science at Tel Aviv University.  
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