Strategic Pivot: Russia's Engagement in the Indo-Pacific Region

Russia has always been an important player in the international politics. Ever since the Union of
Soviet Socialist Republics broke apart, Russia has been trying to regain its standing in world
politics. The end of the Cold War reshaped Russia’s global stance and considerably changed its
foreign policy. From being a global contender of international power to a middle power trying to
find its identity in a newly emerged international order, Russia needs to rethink its strategy on
many fronts. One of these fronts is the emerging region of the Indo-Pacific.[1] This up-and-
coming buzzword has taken the world of international politics by storm. Indo-Pacific has
emerged as a region for contention between the world powers. Its growing geopolitical
significance can be attributed to its economic and trade significance. With the United States
(US) and China already vying for important strategic gains in the region, Russia and its strategy
are being assessed from various standpoints, as it aims to challenge these powers in the Indo-
Pacific Region (IPR).[2],[3]

Figure 1: Indo-Pacific Region, Source: forces.net
Russia’s Strategic Interests in the Indo-Pacific

Russiain the 21st Century has been bogged down in various wars, mostly with the previously
controlled socialist republics. These wars have affected Russia in a number of ways, with the
Russian economy taking a major hit.[4] The emergence of IPR as a significant region presented
Russia with opportunities to engage economically with Indo-Pacific countries. Russia actively
trades with these countries and engages with them through investment and energy cooperation.
Russiais acting as an energy supplier in the region and fulfils the energy needs of countries
such as India and Vietnam.[5],[6] In addition to energy needs, Russia also supplies arms and
weapons to these countries, by acting as an alternative to US and China. Arms trade helps
Russia generate revenues while strengthening defence ties with the countries involved.[7]

In addition to being an active supplier of goods to this region, Russia also acts as a
counter-balance to already present regional powers in the IPR. The Southeast Asian nations at
times look for alternative partnerships, and Russia presents them with this opportunity to go the
other way. This way of challenging the dominance of Western-centric institutions weakens their
standing in the international community and divides the power between multiple centres by
creating a multipolar world order.

Arctic Exploration and its Impact

The 21st Century is very often referred to as the age of Arctic exploration.[8] Climate change is
affecting the world in several ways and has presented Russians with an opportunity to explore
the Arctic region. The resources in the Arctic region could be a potential flashpoint for the major
powers in the Northern Hemisphere.[9] This significantly increases its strategic importance. The
melting ice caps could also be game changers in the region, with potential shorter trade routes
on the cusp of formation. This development could potentially be game-changing for the Russian
economy due to its proximity to the Arctic Region. The Northern Sea Route can act as an
alternative to the Suez Canal route, making it easier for the European countries to supply goods
to the Indo-Pacific Countries by making it cheaper for them.[10] Suez Canal is prone to clashes
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between countries in the Gulf region, further complicating the trade routes. The dynamics of the
Indo-Pacific could change drastically in case this development becomes a reality, as a shift
could be expected to the Arctic region in case this happens.

Figure 2: Northern Sea Route, Source: The Economist
Russia’s Strategy

Russia aims to balance the US interests in the region, by providing an alternative to the Western
countries. Russia is also fostering closer ties with the Chinese, who already have a significant
presence in the IPR. This could substantially affect the strategic goals of the Western world
order, as they compete to gain strategic advantages in the region. Russian strategy also involves
strengthening bilateral ties with the South and Southeast Asian countries. Russia has leveraged
their historical ties with countries like India, Vietnam and Indonesia. Bilateral military exercises
are often conducted with countries in the IPR region, offering them an alternative to the Western
Bloc.[11]

Russia also aims to engage selectively with the topics in the domain of the Indo-Pacific, by
targeting the ones which will prove beneficial for its narratives and interests in the IPR. Russia
promotes the idea of a ‘Multi-Polar’ world order, and the strategy of selective engagement helps
in the achievement of the same.

The Russian strategy in the IPR is still under development since it has taken the brunt of the
ongoing Russia-Ukraine War. The balancing act of Moscow needs a lot of work, as its
diminishing influence in the IPR could be a sign of its growing insignificance in the world order.

Challenges and Hurdles

Russiais facing a lot of hurdles when it comes to dealing with the challenges related to the IPR.
The ongoing Russia-Ukraine war has impacted its strategy the most. Due to the questionable
nature of the reasons given by Moscow for the War, the global standing of Russia has taken quite
a serious hit. There’s a reluctance in countries worldwide to engage with Russia. This limits
Russia’s ability to project power in the IPR and press a narrative that would be supportive of its
cause. The economic condition of Russia was also affected due to this. Without economic
might, it would be tough for a country like Russia to project its regional strategy.[12]

Figure 3: Russian Troops in Ukraine, Source: Business Insider

The Quad alliance also complicates things for Russia. The Quad’s main aim is to contain
the Chinese aggression in the IPR, but it also works as a counter to Russian interests in the
region. Russia has strained its relations with Australia due to the ongoing war, with Australia
emerging as a vocal critic of Russia’s ‘Special Operations’ in Ukraine. Russia’s long-standing
disputes with Japan over the Kuril Islands further complicate the matter, leaving next to no room
for diplomacy and talks over the issue. India is also a part of the alliance and has been a
longstanding ally of Russia, but the Russian shift towards China due to the war could further
push India towards the Western side.[13]
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Figure 4: Quad Leadership, Source: PTI
Conclusion

The future of Russia is very unpredictable right now. Russia is already bogged down in Ukraine
and its reserves are dwindling very rapidly. Due to the tumultuous time Russia is going through,
it would be tough for the Russian policymakers to focus on the IPR. It can be expected that it is
not going to stabilise anytime soon, as the war keeps ongoing, with no major change in the
stance of both sides. The Weakened military and economic capabilities of Russia have limited
its influence all over the world, and this can be seen in the IPR as well. Although Russia offers an
alternative to the currently existing major powers in the IPR, its dwindling resources and
weakened global standing could prove to be a major hurdle in the process. Amidst all the things
that are happening all over the world, it can be expected that Russia would continue to be a
marginal player in the IPR, while dominant powers such as the US and China would continue to
exert their influence.
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