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RSTV SUMMARY: BIG PICTURE: Sri Lanka’s India First Policy 

GS-II: Effect of Policies & Politics of Countries on India's Interests; India and its Neighbourhood 

Introduction: 

 In an outright display of thaw in ties between India and Sri Lanka, Sri Lanka has made it clear that it’s strategic security 

policy will have an “India first” approach though Colombo remains open to dealing with other key players for economic 

development. 

Recent Developments: 

 The new Sri Lanka government has adopted a posture of neutrality in its dealings with key powers at the regional and 

global level. 

 Sri Lanka assured that it cannot become a “staging area” for any country to do “anything against another country – 

especially...India”.  

Changes in Sri Lanka Policy: 

                                                   “INDIA IS RELATIVE, WHERAS CHINA IS A FRIEND” 

                                                                        In South Asian context  

                                                     RELATIVES ARE FOR KEEPS, FRIENDS WILL COME AND GO” 

 Sri Lankan government will not hand over total control of strategic national assets to a foreign power following the 

experience with Hambantota port, which was given to China Merchant Port Holding for 99 years. 

 Sri Lanka will not do anything harmful to India's strategic security interests and termed Hambantota port deal with China a 

mistake. 

 In future ventures, Sri Lanka will retain a 51% stake in any project with foreign investment. 

 Despite stiff opposition from port worker trade unions, President Rajapaksa went ahead with the memorandum of 

cooperation signed with India on the Colombo Port’s Eastern terminal. 
 The previous Sirisena government signed the MoU with India and Japan for a tripartite effort to develop the terminal, and it 

is ready to honour the agreement.  

Significance of Sri Lanka for India: 

 The relationship between India and Sri Lanka is more than 2,500 years old 

 Both countries have a legacy of intellectual, ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic interaction 

 Sri Lanka is India’s closest maritime neighbour and is strategically located in Indian Ocean and Bay of Bengal.  
 70% of Indian cargo comes through the Colombo port, which is a largest trans-shipment port of South-Asia. 

Missed opportunity 

 Sri Lanka had offered India Hambantota first but New Delhi did not undertake the project following which it went to a 

Chinese company.  

Measures taken by India: 

 India has focussed on improving ties with Rajapaksa’s administration.  
 India was the first country to congratulate the present President of Sri Lanka on being elected. 

 India announced a $400-million currency swap facility for Sri Lanka under the Saarc framework 

 Colombo’s request for a bilateral swap facility for $1.1 billion is also being considered by India. 
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 When Rajapaksa visited India after becoming president, New Delhi announced a $400-million line of credit to boost 

infrastructure and development, and offered another $50 million to fight terrorism and enhance intelligence gathering. 

 Modi’s neighbourhood policy is predicated on his ‘sabka saath, sabka vikas’ vision for inclusive growth. 

 India has promoted regional cooperation in South Asia in a spirit of generosity, without insisting on reciprocity.  

 Before covid hit, largest number of tourist visiting SL were Indians.  

 Defence cooperation’s are foundation of Indo-Lanka relation, which involve active cooperation of forces, cooperation at 

foreign ministry level. 

Challenges in front of Sri Lanka: 

 China is the second-largest economy and India is considered the sixth-largest, Sri Lanka is trying to make a balance between 

two economic giants. 

 It is difficult choice for Sri Lanka as China is one country willing to invest and they have the capacity to do it but it should not 

threaten security of India in the name of economic prosperity. 

Acts that display of thaw in ties between India and Sri Lanka 

 The visit of Sri Lankan Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa to India in February marked the beginning of a new chapter in ties 

with a friendly neighbour, one with which India has close historical bonds straddling culture, religion, spirituality, art and 

language.  

 There is a growing convergence against terrorism following the Easter attacks in Sri Lanka last April.  

 Several infrastructure projects, direct flights between Chennai and Jaffna, resumption of ferry services, India’s new lines of 

credit and construction of houses for the internally displaced, homeless and landless people, are indicative of a new 

warmth in relations.  

 Both Mahinda Rajapaksa and his brother President Gotabaya chose India as the destination for their first overseas visits 

after assuming office bodes well. 

 There is deep appreciation in Sri Lanka for the free emergency services provided through 280 ambulances gifted by India, 

now operational in eight of the country’s nine provinces.  
 There are much better prospects today for tri-lateral cooperation between India, Japan and Sri Lanka in the development of 

the East Container Terminal at Colombo port. 

 

India-Sri Lanka Bilateral Relations: 

Political Relations: 

 Unpleasantness in bilateral relations raised in 1983, when the Anti-Tamil violence in Sri Lanka dragged India into Tamil-

Sinhalese Conflicts.  

 With an objective of improving ties, Indo-Sri Lanka Peace Accord or Rajiv Gandhi-Jayewardene Accord was signed in 1987, 

which proposed devolution of power to the nine provinces in Sri Lanka. (Popularly known as 13th Amendment to the Sri 

Lankan Constitution) 

 India-Sri Lanka relations hit a new rock bottom when in 2009, 2012 and 2013 India voted against Sri Lanka at UNHRC 

resolution to investigate human right violations and war crimes by state government against Tamil rebels. 

Commercial Relations: 

 India is one of the largest investors in Sri Lanka with cumulative investments of around USD 1.2 billion. 

 Sri Lanka is one of India’s largest trading partners in SAARC.  
 Trade between the two countries grew rapidly after India-Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement 2000.  
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Development Cooperation: 

 Indian Housing Project, commitment to build 50,000 houses for the war affected as well as the estate workers in the 

plantation areas. In 2017, PM signed an agreement to commence construction of 10,000 additional houses. 

 The aid package includes funding for electricity power projects and north-south railway development. 

 An auditorium named after Rabindranath Tagore in Ruhuna University, Matara was constructed and handed over by India. 

 India announced a new US$ 100 million Line of Credit for undertaking solar projects in Sri Lanka during the Founding 

Conference of the International Solar Alliance. 

Defence and security Cooperation: 

 To enhance regional security both countries cooperates in both traditional (Terrorism) and non-traditional security issues 

(human trafficking and drug smuggling).  

 Capacity building and training of armed forces and police personnel of Sri Lanka has been the core area of cooperation 

between the two countries.  

 To ensure maritime security  

o India-Sri Lanka conduct ‘SLINEX’ a joint naval exercise  
o India, Sri Lanka and Maldives conduct “DOSTI” a trilateral naval exercise  
o India and Sri Lanka hold annual joint military drill 'Mitra Shakti’  to boost counter-terror cooperation 

Indian Community: 

 The People of Indian Origin (PIOs) comprise Sindhis, Borahs, Gujaratis, Memons, Parsis, Malayalis, Telugu speaking person 

and Indian Origin Tamils (IOTs) form a significant portion of Sri Lanka population. 

Challenges ahead: 

 Pro-China tilt: Sri Lanka is a member of China’s Belt and Road Initiative(BRI) 

 Fishermen issue: fishermen from both sides have difference on IMBL restriction and traditional fishing grounds. Indian 

fishermen are accused of fishing deep into Lankan water and using big mechanised trawlers that is affecting both economy 

and ecology of Sri Lanka. 

 Delays in projects proposed by India for e.g. not much is known about the status of a project to renovate Kankesanthurai 

harbour in Northern Province and little progress has been made in developing the Palaly airport. 

 India urges devolution of powers based on the 13th amendment while Sri Lankan government favours a homegrown 

solution.  

Way Ahead: 

 Indian government should refrain from interfering even indirectly in Sri Lankan internal political affairs 

 Indian government should urge Sri Lanka to focus on plight of war affected Tamils. As the Sri Lankan government is 

backtracking on its commitments to displaced Tamils using the recent terror attacks as an excuse   

 India must negotiate with Lankan leader to get approvals for all pending projects 

Reference:  

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E20YOAQASM8 

 https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/sri-lanka-to-have-india-first-approach-for-security-policy-says-foreign-

secretary-colombage/story-RXHgJlYecIxu5JzOtQJy1L.html 

 https://www.timesnownews.com/india/article/sri-lanka-will-adopt-india-first-policy-says-foreign-secretary-calls-

hambantota-deal-with-china-a-mistake/643133 
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https://www.timesnownews.com/india/article/sri-lanka-will-adopt-india-first-policy-says-foreign-secretary-calls-hambantota-deal-with-china-a-mistake/643133
https://www.timesnownews.com/india/article/sri-lanka-will-adopt-india-first-policy-says-foreign-secretary-calls-hambantota-deal-with-china-a-mistake/643133
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