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Space diplomacy? India’s new regional policy under Modi 
and the “South Asia Satellite”
Dimitrios Stroikos

Department of International Relations and LSE IDEAS, London School of Economics and Political Science 
(LSE), London, UK

ABSTRACT
India’s space program has for long been seen as an under-
exploited source of its foreign policy and diplomacy. However, 
there are grounds to support that this has changed under Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi, reflected in his proposal for the “South 
Asia Satellite” as India’s “gift” to its neighboring countries in line 
with his “neighborhood first” policy. A number of scholars and 
the media have celebrated the launch of the satellite as an 
important step toward regional integration and cooperation in 
South Asia through space diplomacy. Setting the South Asia 
Satellite in the context of India’s regional policy, this article 
explains why the utilization of space technology as an instru-
ment of India’s foreign policy may be accelerating now mainly 
as a response to China’s growing economic and political impact 
on the region, which also involves the establishment of closer 
space ties between China and India’s neighbors.

Introduction

One of the most remarkable aspects of India’s regional policy in recent years 
has been the launch of the so-called “South Asia Satellite” (GSAT-9) in 
May 2017, a geosynchronous communications satellite dedicated to offering 
services to the region, such as telecommunications and broadcasting applica-
tions, including telemedicine, tele-education and disaster management 
support.1 Proposed by Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi in June 2014, 
the satellite was initially intended to be used by the member countries of the 
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) as “a gift from 
India”.2

Apart from Pakistan, which eventually decided not to participate in the 
project, the other SAARC members – Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
Nepal, the Maldives, and Sri Lanka – welcomed India’s initiative. After the 
launch of the satellite, the leaders of the participating countries joined a video 
conference to celebrate the project as an important step toward greater 
regional integration and cooperation. It was also seen as a successful example 
of India’s “neighborhood first” policy under Modi that involves promoting 
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regional cooperation with SAARC members without Pakistan, usually referred 
to as “SAARC minus Pakistan.”3 Equally, the satellite was hailed by pundits 
and the media as an indication of India’s growing recognition that its 
advanced space program can be used as a foreign policy tool, which can 
serve to enhance its regional leverage, especially with regard to its relations 
with its smaller South Asian neighbors.4

A focus on the South Asia Satellite is important for at least three reasons. 
First, although international cooperation has been a key feature of India’s 
space program since its inception, it is noteworthy that New Delhi had not 
opted to draw on the use of space technology as a foreign policy tool before the 
South Asia Satellite. Thus, it is worth exploring why New Delhi has increased 
its attention to the region through space. Second, despite the fact that the 
South Asia Satellite follows close on the heels of other high-profile projects of 
India’s vigorous and ambitious space program, especially space exploration 
missions, until recently India’s space program has been driven almost entirely 
by the scientific community and a powerful bureaucratic agency, the Indian 
Space Research Organization (ISRO), in pursuit of technological innovation.5 

Therefore, it is useful to consider the extent to which Modi’s direct involve-
ment in the South Asia Satellite project reflects an effort to chart a new course 
for the use of space technology as an instrument of India’s foreign policy and 
diplomacy. Third, in terms of the existing literature, the above considerations 
are significant because most analyses that examine India and regional space 
dynamics are confined to space exploration missions associated with the so- 
called “Asian space race.” But even when regional mechanisms and the provi-
sion of public goods related to the governance of space activities are consid-
ered through the lens of regional influence and the contest for leadership, 
attention has been paid to China and Japan, not India.6

In pursuing these lines of inquiry, this article explains why India has 
increased its attention to the South Asia region now using space technology 
by setting the South Asia Satellite in the context of Modi’s “neighborhood 
first” policy of revamping India’s engagement with the region, highlighting the 
salience of regional space developments. Informed by distinct bodies of 
research that deal with India’s approaches to foreign policy, regionalism, and 
space policy in an interdisciplinary context, it argues that the South Asia 
Satellite initiative has been largely a response to the perceived growing pre-
sence of China in South Asia, characterized by Beijing’s effort to strengthen 
space cooperation with New Delhi’s neighboring countries in what India 
traditionally views as its own sphere of influence. As a result, the satellite 
project can be understood as part of the contest for leadership and influence 
through the use of space technology in South Asia, which is increasingly 
entangled with evolving competition in the wider Indo-Pacific. It also under-
lines other interrelated factors driving India’s effort to enhance and leverage its 
regional influence through the use of its advanced space program, such as an 
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increasing awareness that India should play a more active role in promoting 
regional connectivity and integration through the delivery of public goods 
associated with Modi’s new regional policy; and the recognition under Modi’s 
leadership that India’s space program remains a rather untapped source of soft 
power, national prestige, economic opportunities, and great power status. In 
doing so, although the discussion that follows is mainly empirically oriented, it 
is in accordance with works that emphasize the benefits of eclectic research in 
the study of Asian international relations and space policy.7

The article opens up with a brief overview of India’s South Asia policy and 
then moves on to explore the extent to which Modi has signaled a change in 
New Delhi’s overall foreign policy outlook, with a particular focus on his 
“neighborhood first” policy as background. Next, it offers a discussion of the 
key space actors and their activities in the region, including a brief overview of 
China. The article then discusses the South Asia Satellite in some detail, 
considering its justification and the responses of other regional states. It also 
highlights the key factors that help to explain the South Asia Satellite by 
employing an eclectic approach, and assesses the effectiveness and impact of 
the project. In doing so, it argues that the evidence for the success of the South 
Asia Satellite is rather mixed.

Background: India’s South Asia policy

Although the relative weight of the key drivers behind India’s approach to the 
region has varied over time, depending on a range of external pressures and 
internal influences, there is agreement among scholars that India’s South Asia 
policy has been largely informed by its place at the center of the regional order. 
It is not hard to see why: India’s size, population, history, and geographical 
location have cemented India’s self-image as South Asia’s natural hegemon.8 

But in part this self-image has been reinforced by the perception shared among 
Indian elites that India inherited the strategic outlook of the British Raj.9 Thus, 
from the outset, India’s regional policy was underpinned by the goal of 
preserving its preeminence in South Asia and ensuring that the Indian sub-
continent remained its exclusive sphere of influence by limiting extra-regional 
intervention.10 This resulted in an effort to shape the foreign policy prefer-
ences of smaller states in ways that would accommodate India’s predominance 
and further its national interests and agendas throughout the Cold War, albeit 
with limited success.11

The historical context

More specifically, Nehru, as the first Prime Minister of India, played a central 
role in establishing this pattern of India’s engagement with the smaller South 
Asian states. Typifying this was the signing of security treaties with Bhutan, 
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Sikkim, and Nepal in the 1950s, which were partly intended to send 
a message to China that India considered the Himalayan kingdoms as part 
of its sphere of influence.12 Significantly, Indira Gandhi adhered to the main 
tenets of Nehru’s regional policy, but, under her leadership, India adopted 
a more assertive regional stance that did not preclude the use of force as 
a way to safeguard India’s regional preeminence and keep extra-regional 
actors in check, which is usually referred to as the “Indira Doctrine,” an 
Indian variant of the Monroe Doctrine for South Asia.13 This was evident in 
India’s intervention in East Pakistan in 1971 that led to the victory over 
Pakistan and the creation of the independent state of Bangladesh. It was also 
evident in the annexation of Sikkim in 1975. During the 1980s, under Rajiv 
Gandhi, India’s involvement in Sri Lanka and the trade embargo on Nepal 
dramatically highlighted the continuing influence of the Indira Doctrine on 
its South Asia policy.14

Nevertheless, since the end of the Cold War, India has sought to recalibrate 
its South Asia policy as part of a broader foreign policy reorientation. 
Emblematic of this change in India’s regional policy was the introduction of 
the so-called “Gujral Doctrine” by I.K. Gujral, the then minister of external 
affairs, in 1996. The Gujral Doctrine involved an effort to improve bilateral ties 
with India’s neighbors on the basis of “non-aggression” and “non-reciprocal 
benevolence.”15 It also involved the goal of accelerating the development of its 
neighbors. As a result, there was an increase in higher level meetings, attempts 
to settle bilateral disputes through building trust, and the declared ambition to 
strengthen economic ties and foster development.16

Some important steps were also taken toward advancing South Asian 
regionalism through SAARC, exemplified by the South Asian Preferential 
Trade Agreement (SAPTA) and, later, the South Asian Free Trade 
Agreement (SAFTA). However, these steps have had only limited success to 
date, not least because of the continuing hostility between its two largest 
members, India and Pakistan, which has hindered SAARC from reaching its 
full potential.17 Another factor impeding regional economic cooperation is the 
competitive rather than complementary nature of South Asian economies.18 

Besides, New Delhi has been reluctant to promote SAARC as a regional 
multilateral arrangement that encompasses security and political cooperation, 
concerned that this possibility could potentially undermine its hegemonic 
position. Instead, India has opted for a regional policy that favors strengthen-
ing bilateral relations with SAARC members.19

Considering the above, despite the enormous benefits that could be derived 
from the use of space-based technology for socio-economic development and 
disaster management in South Asia, it is not surprising, perhaps, that regional 
cooperation on space through SAARC has been remarkably very limited, 
confined largely to training programs organized by the SAARC Disaster 
Management Centre.20 Even though a few ideas for projects have been 
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proposed over the past decades related to the utilization of space applications, 
such as the launch of a South Asian Regional Satellite (SARSAT) dedicated to 
the survey of natural resources, communication, and broadcasting as part of 
a SAARC Technology “Mission” or the launch of a satellite for educational 
purposes, these have not been put into effect.21

However, the general point to make is that by the early 2010s, India seemed 
more keen to accommodate its smaller neighbors, but its regional policy was 
still “both too often reactive and at times quite dismissive.”22 Along with this, 
India’s approach to the region continued to be carried out largely in an ad hoc 
manner and through bilateralism.23 Meanwhile, its neighbors kept on resisting 
India’s bid for regional hegemony by involving extra-regional powers.24 

Recently, this has been further complicated by Beijing’s growing clout in the 
region, as South Asian states have been attempting to use the China card in 
their dealings with India. It is in this context that India under Modi has tried to 
reverse this trend by invigorating its interest in South Asia, which has 
involved, among other things, the use of space technology. The key aspects 
of Modi’s foreign policy and regional strategy are particularly germane, to 
which I now turn.

India’s evolving regional strategy under Modi

There has been a great deal of debate about the impact of Modi’s government on 
the core tenets of Indian foreign policy since his rise to the Indian premiership 
in May 2014. Modi’s party, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), was the first to win 
a landslide victory after 25 years of a succession of coalition governments. 
Unlike his predecessors, who lacked a parliamentary majority, therefore, Modi 
seemed to enjoy a relative room for maneuver available to many of India’s 
policies, especially in security-related areas. This raised expectations about the 
future direction of Indian foreign policy, at a time when New Delhi was already 
feeling the pressure to respond to a number of structural and geopolitical 
pressures. Modi’s nationalism, in combination with his charismatic and author-
itative style of leadership, further amplified expectations about the prospects of 
change in Indian thinking about its regional and international relations.25

Therefore, some analysts have been quick to suggest that a “Modi Doctrine” 
has emerged, while others have contended that the direction of India’s foreign 
policy behavior under Modi has been altered. Yet, most analysts agree that 
there is more continuity than change, underpinned by Modi’s pragmatic 
approach to foreign policy and diplomacy.26 For example, Sumit Ganguly 
notes that, while it is clear that Modi has “brought renewed energy to India’s 
foreign policy . . . the changes that he has instituted, though far from super-
ficial, have not constituted a fundamental break from India’s past policies.”27 

In a similar fashion, as Eswaran Sridharan points out, underlying Modi’s 
leadership is “a more energized version of earlier foreign policy changes.”28
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In this regard, it has been argued that the major continuity has been India’s 
strategy of “multialignment,” characterized by engagement in new regional 
multilateral institutions, the establishment of strategic partnerships, and “nor-
mative hedging.”29 Others have pointed to the continuing significance of key 
strategic aims under Modi, including attaining great power recognition; 
achieving a multipolar world order; and implementing the “Act East” 
policy.30 For Alyssa Ayres, achieving great power status remains a powerful 
influence, but economic growth and the development of national capabilities 
have become equally important factors in shaping India’s international beha-
vior in recent years.31

Whatever the merits of such arguments, for the purposes of our discussion, 
one of the most remarkable aspects of Indian foreign policy under Modi has 
been a renewed interest in revamping New Delhi’s relations with its smaller 
neighbors.32 At least three interlinked factors help to explain why Modi has 
been keen to prioritize improving India’s relations with its neighbors. First, 
underscoring Modi’s regional diplomacy is the promotion of “a trade-and- 
investment-led agenda,” with an emphasis on international trade, investment, 
and the provision of infrastructure loans to South Asian countries as a way to 
facilitate regional connectivity, integration, and economic development.33 

Second, characteristic of the “neighborhood first” policy is the acknowledg-
ment that India’s emergence as a great power rests on restoring its primacy in 
the region.34 Third, boosting regional integration and safeguarding India’s 
regional primacy can be seen as part of an effort to address the challenge of 
China’s growing profile in South Asia and the Indian Ocean region.35 As 
Constantino Xavier observes, the most important factor influencing New 
Delhi’s focus on regional connectivity under Modi has been China’s expand-
ing economic and political links in India’s neighborhood.36

Arguably, dealing with the challenge of China has been a longstanding and 
ongoing component of India’s regional strategy, as noted earlier. In the last 
decade, however, New Delhi has been closely watching how its small neighbors 
have strengthened their ties with Beijing, typified by Chinese investment in 
a number of infrastructure projects of potential strategic significance. Some of 
these projects are now supported through China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI), an ambitious global program to invest vast amounts of money in 
infrastructure, transportation, and energy, linking Beijing with countries 
across the world.37 Tellingly enough, apart from Bhutan, all of New Delhi’s 
South Asian neighbors have signed up for the BRI. In this respect, China’s 
growing footprint in South Asia was a growing source of concern for India 
even before the launch of the South Asia Satellite, especially given that Beijing 
was already carrying out or planning key projects as part of the BRI in several 
of New Delhi’s smaller neighboring countries in addition to Pakistan. More 
specifically, in Sri Lanka China has invested in the Hambantota and Colombo 
port projects. Despite Chinese and Sri Lankan claims that these projects are 

INDIA REVIEW 51



commercial in nature, New Delhi is concerned that they give China a strategic 
foothold near critical sea lanes in the Indian Ocean, as well as access to 
facilities that could potentially be used by the Chinese Navy as military 
bases.38 Notably, in December 2017, Sri Lanka formally granted a 99-year 
lease of the Hambantota port to a Chinese state company as a consequence of 
its inability to repay the Chinese loans that it had borrowed heavily to build 
it.39

Within South Asia, other examples abound of how Beijing’s growing influ-
ence had begun to challenge New Delhi’s regional sway around the time of 
Modi’s announcement of the South Asia Satellite initiative. More concretely, 
since Dhaka joined the BRI in 2016, China has stepped up its investments in 
several Bangladeshi infrastructure projects, including the construction of the 
Padma Multipurpose Bridge project.40 From 2013 to 2018, the Maldives also 
gravitated much closer to China under the presidency of Abdulla Yameen. 
Even though relations between the Maldives and India have been on a firmer 
footing since the election of President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih in 2018, the 
ongoing jostle for influence between Beijing and New Delhi has emerged as 
a key determinant in the domestic politics of the small South Asian island- 
nation.41 Recent years have also witnessed China’s growing clout in Nepal, 
manifested in the signing of deals concerning investments in large infrastruc-
ture and transportation projects.42 In addition to India’s smaller neighbors, it 
is not surprising that China has continued to strengthen its ties with Pakistan, 
its closest ally in the region, exemplified by the China-Pakistan Economic 
Corridor (CPEC), a conglomeration of infrastructure and energy projects 
worth of roughly $60bn that is now a central part of the BRI. Significantly, 
a key element of the CPEC is the development of the strategic port of Gwadar 
on the Arabian Sea, which helps China extend the projection of its maritime 
presence in the Indo-Pacific.43

Consequently, Beijing’s forays in New Delhi’s neighborhood reinforced the 
perception among Indian strategists that China is attempting to encircle India 
as part of a grand strategy that rests on building a network of bases in the 
Indian Ocean, embodied in the popular “string of pearls” thesis.44 As Carla 
Freeman argues, while China’s increasing engagement with the region through 
the provision of regional public goods is largely driven by a multidimensional 
understanding of security that sees economic development as closely linked to 
security, Indian policymakers and analysts tend to perceive Beijing’s growing 
regional profile in terms of strategic rivalry as a result of their perennial 
mistrust and territorial disputes.45

It was in this reconfigured overarching geopolitical context that Modi 
decided to tout his “neighborhood first” policy, which involved engaging 
with India’s smaller neighbors. At the same time, persisting tensions with 
Pakistan had the effect of hindering cooperation through the SAARC frame-
work. As a consequence, the focus of the “neighborhood first” policy under 
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Modi shifted toward promoting subregional connectivity by taking advantage 
of New Delhi’s unique geography, strategic position, history, culture, and 
economic potential. Manifestations of this shift included an interest in sub-
regional groupings, such as the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral 
Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) and the Bangladesh- 
Bhutan-India-Nepal (BBIN) Initiative.46 Whether it is possible to draw 
major conclusions from Modi’s regional strategy is a moot point: the existing 
evidence about its effectiveness and success is rather mixed, not least because 
India’s neighborhood remains a fundamentally volatile and dynamic regional 
environment.47

Be that as it may, suffice to say at this stage that Modi’s decision to utilize 
India’s advanced space program as a foreign policy tool has also been influ-
enced by such strategic considerations and dynamics related to India’s regio-
nal role in the face of China’s growing challenge in its neighborhood. To 
understand more clearly the significance of the South Asia Satellite, however, 
it is helpful to place India’s space program in its historical context.

India, China, and space activities in South Asia

India has one of the oldest and most advanced space programs encompassing 
a wide range of space activities and capabilities that have already rendered it an 
emerging great space power in the current international space order as well as 
the leading South Asian space actor. As far as the origins of India’s space 
program are concerned, it should be noted that Indian scientists played a key 
part in the International Geophysical Year of 1957–58 (IGY), one of the most 
important global scientific projects concentrating on geophysical activities.48 

Encapsulating scientific internationalism, the IGY contributed to ushering in 
the beginning of the Space Age with the launch of Sputnik in October 1957.49 

But the involvement of top Indian scientists, such as Vikram Sarabhai, in the 
organization of IGY projects also spearheaded space research in India that 
culminated in the establishment of the Indian National Committee for Space 
Research (INCOSPAR) in 1962, the institutional precursor of the Indian Space 
Research Organization (ISRO).50

The importance of the principal role of the Indian scientific community 
in setting up the country’s space effort lies largely in the fact that the 
civilian uses of space for socio-economic development became the main 
focus of the program. To be sure, as the program advanced, space assets 
also provided military benefits and spin-offs, not least because of the 
inherent dual-use nature of space technology.51 In contrast to other space 
powers, however, the rationale for the program remained predominantly 
oriented toward economic development, which was evident in the pursuit 
of practical applications in the fields of communications, natural resource 
management, and meteorology.52 To this end, the Indian scientific 
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community under the leadership of Sarabhai was successful in formulating 
and implementing a vision of India’s space activities that placed emphasis 
on the ways in which a developing country like India should tap the 
socioeconomic benefits from key space applications to “leapfrog” into 
modernity.53

This influential vision was enmeshed in a conceptualization of technology 
as an enabler of modernization, progress, and development that was not only 
shared by India’s scientific elites, but it was also facilitated by Prime Minister 
Nehru’s own view that science and technology should be central in the 
building of postcolonial India.54 In this respect, as with the nuclear program, 
the space program also emerged as a powerful symbol of postcolonial India’s 
modernity, statehood, and national prestige.55

One of the distinctive features that came to characterize India’s space 
program throughout this formative period was international cooperation.56 

Certainly, cooperating with other countries was a necessity rather than an 
option for a nascent space program, as it allowed Indian scientists to develop 
essential skills in space as part of a long-term approach to ultimately acquire 
indigenous capabilities. Even so, India scrupulously avoided the possibility of 
dependence by collaborating with several leading space powers at the same 
time.57 In this way, one of the earlier illustrations of India’s interest in 
international cooperation was the establishment of the Thumba Equatorial 
Rocket Launching Station (TERLS) in 1963, a launching facility that spurred 
initial collaboration between India and the United States using sounding 
rockets and soon involved cooperation with the Soviet Union and France. In 
1965, the United Nations provided sponsorship for the operation of the 
TERLS facility.58 A key result of this period was the gradual acquirement of 
India’s indigenous Rohini sounding rockets that paved the way toward build-
ing a launch vehicle.59

India’s space program witnessed notable progress in the years after the 
establishment of ISRO in 1969, marked by a series of experimental projects 
that helped accumulate much useful experience and expertise in space tech-
nology. For example, the Satellite Instructional Television Experiment (SITE) 
was carried out in 1975–1976. Under a collaborative agreement with NASA, 
the project’s goal was to broadcast educational television programs to rural 
areas. This was followed by the Satellite Telecommunication Experiments 
Project (STEP), which was conducted during 1977–1979 using the Franco- 
German Symphonie satellite.60 Meanwhile, in addition to acquiring indigen-
ous launch capabilities, India’s space program went forward with the devel-
opment of a series of space applications in the field of telecommunications and 
remote sensing. In 1983, the Indian National Satellite (INSAT) system became 
operational, followed by the Indian Remote Sensing (IRS) satellite program 
five years later. Reflecting the developmental rationale of the program, these 
assets were instrumental in several applications, such as disaster monitoring, 
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the management of natural and earth resources, and tele-education and tele-
medicine, to name just a few.61

But while the use of space for socio-economic development remains 
a principal mandate of India’s space program even today, there has been 
a growing focus on high-profile missions in recent years that have attracted 
much attention, especially in the context of a purported Asian space race.62 In 
particular, India’s 2008 Chandrayaan-1 lunar probe and the 2013 Mars 
Orbiter Mission (MOM), also called Mangalyaan, indicate that this much 
higher profile in space marks a departure from its longstanding emphasis on 
the use of space technology for development purposes. There is also an 
increasing interest in the use of space assets for national security considera-
tions as a response to external challenges, especially China, at a time when 
space activities are becoming militarily important for a larger number of 
states.63 This trend was recently manifested in India’s decision to conduct its 
first successful anti-satellite (ASAT) test on March 27, 2019.64 For some 
observers, the militarization of the Indian space program will spark an arms 
race with Pakistan that will have major implications for the regional security 
order.65

Whatever potential there may be for competition between India and 
Pakistan in space, it is clear that New Delhi is increasingly becoming con-
cerned about Beijing’s growing profile in space that extends beyond military 
security. Although some aspects of China’s rise as a great space power may be 
overstated, a couple of points are worth making here. First, one of the most 
notable and visible features of China’s space program in recent years has been 
its remarkable progress in human spaceflight and space exploration, which has 
helped cement its status as a major space power. Since the launch of Shenzhou 
5 in 2003, which orbited Yang Liwei, its first astronaut, China has carried out 
several other human spaceflight missions, while it recently completed the 
construction of the Tiangong space station in low-Earth orbit. Meanwhile, it 
has launched a series of lunar missions, known as the Chang’e program, and 
landed its first robotic spacecraft on Mars in 2021.66

Second, China has taken steps to assume the role of a “responsible great 
power” in space through the provision of public goods. More concretely, 
working with the United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA), 
the China Manned Space Agency (CMSA) has announced the “United 
Nations/China Cooperation on the Utilization of the China Space Station” 
program under the framework of the UNOOSA’s Access to Space for All 
Initiative. The program is open to all nations, intended to provide opportu-
nities to scientists for building capabilities in space science and technology on 
board China’s space station. At the regional level, China has attempted to 
enhance its leadership credentials by actively promoting multilateral coopera-
tion in space science and technology through the formation of the Asia-Pacific 
Space Cooperation Organization (APSCO). Headquartered in Beijing, this 
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regional organization was formally inaugurated in 2008 with the participation 
of eight members: China, Bangladesh, Iran, Mongolia, Pakistan, Peru, 
Thailand, and Turkey.67 Equally, China has expanded the BRI to outer space 
through the “Space Information Corridor,” also known as the “Space Silk 
Road,” which involves providing a variety of satellite-based services to coun-
tries along the BRI, such as communications, remote sensing, broadcasting, 
and navigation and position. It has also established an emergency response 
mechanism aimed at sharing satellite-based data with BRI countries to help 
with weather monitoring and disaster management.68

Notwithstanding the hype that has accompanied the idea of an Asian space 
race, it is not controversial, therefore, to suggest that the shift in Indian space 
policy goals toward space exploration projects is partly driven by considera-
tions of prestige and relative international standing vis-à-vis China.69 At the 
same time, the technological feats achieved by the Chinese space program 
present a challenge for India’s leadership role in South Asia. This is important 
to keep in mind, because in recent years South Asian countries have shown 
increased interest in the possible benefits to be derived from the use of space 
technology, highlighting a trend evident in developing countries more 
generally.70 To be sure, South Asia displays variation in the level of space 
capabilities, cooperation, national ambitions, and the way space activities are 
organized. This is not surprising given how heterogeneous South Asia is.

Yet, despite this diversity, it is plain that South Asian states have begun to 
turn their attention to the use of space.71 To begin with, as early as 1961, 
Pakistan was taking steps toward benefiting from space utilization with the 
formation of the Space and Upper Atmosphere Commission (SUPARCO). 
Since then, progress has been rather slow, largely confined to the development 
of the Rehbar rocket series and the subsequent launch of few satellites in 
collaboration with other countries, such as the Badr satellite series. Of late, 
however, an important feature of Pakistan’s space program is the growing 
space ties with its “all-weather partner” China. For instance, in 2011 China 
built and launched the PAKSAT-1 R communications satellite for Pakistan 
and in 2018 Beijing launched two satellites for Islamabad, the PRSS-1 remote 
sensing satellite, developed by the China Academy of Space Technology 
(CAST), and the scientific experiment satellite PakTES-1A, built by 
SUPARCO. Moreover, Pakistan was the first foreign country to utilize 
China’s Beidou navigational system and its participation in China’s BRI that 
envisages the incorporation of a “Belt and Road Space Information Corridor” 
noted above is likely to provide further stimulus to their space relationship.72

Beyond India and Pakistan, the smaller South Asian states have also made 
strides toward the use of space. In 2012, Sri Lanka launched its first commu-
nications satellite, SupremeSAT-1, from China as part of a partnership between 
the Sri Lankan SupremeSAT (Pvt), a private company, and the state-owned 
China Great Wall Industry Corporation (CGWIC). This made Sri Lanka the 
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third South Asian country, after India and Pakistan, to operate a satellite. In 
2014, Afghanistan also launched its first satellite, Afghansat 1, 
a telecommunications satellite, while Bangladesh acquired its own geostation-
ary satellite with the launch of Bangabandhu-1 in 2018.73 As far as Bhutan is 
concerned, in 2018 it launched its first satellite, Bhutan-1, an educational 
nanosatellite as part of the Joint Global Multi-Nation Birds Satellite (BIRDS) 
project supported by Japan.74 More recently, in November 2022, ISRO 
launched the India-Bhutan SAT, a customized nanosatellite that was jointly 
developed by India and Bhutan and will support the latter’s management of 
natural resources.75 Similarly, in June 2019, Nepal became the latest South 
Asian country to join the list of developing countries that embrace space 
utilization when it launched its first satellite, NepaliSat-1, a cube satellite as 
part of the BIRDS project, and it is currently laying the groundwork for its first 
geostationary satellite.76

What merits emphasis is that as early as 2012, the launch of the 
SupremeSAT-1 carried out by SupremeSAT (Pvt) Ltd and the China Great 
Wall Industry Corp had already raised concerns in New Delhi that China was 
gaining a foothold in South Asia through space. This was despite reassurances 
from the Sri Lankan government that the launch was conducted on 
a commercial basis.77 In addition to the space ties between Colombo and 
Beijing, around the same time New Delhi was reportedly alarmed by China’s 
space cooperation with other countries in the region, including the sharing of 
satellite images with Bangladesh and an agreement with Myanmar on the 
sharing of remote sensing satellite data. As a result, in 2013, the Prime 
Minister’s Office requested ISRO to devise a strategy to counter China.78 

Likewise, reports by the Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), the foreign 
intelligence agency of India, underlined that China’s ability to strengthen 
space ties with South Asian states, such as Sri Lanka and the Maldives, was 
due to a lack of interest on the part of New Delhi in paying attention to its 
smaller neighbors, and that a more proactive approach was required from 
ISRO.79 It was against this backdrop of regional dynamics that Modi 
announced the South Asia Satellite in 2014.

The South Asia Satellite

Announcement, justification, and responses

In June 2014, just four weeks after his rise to power as Indian prime minister, 
Narendra Modi chose the occasion of the launch of the PSLV-C23 rocket by 
ISRO, which successfully put five foreign satellites in orbit, to propose the 
development of a satellite to be used by the SAARC member countries with the 
aim of providing “a full range of applications and services to all our neigh-
bours” as “a gift from India.” In his speech, Modi highlighted that the satellite 
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would be reflective of India’s “age-old ethos of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam” (the 
world is one family), adding that “India’s Space program, is thus driven by 
a vision of service to humanity. Not by a desire of power . . . We must there-
fore, share the fruits of our technological advancement, with those who do not 
enjoy the same. The developing world, and our neighbors in particular.”80

In his address at the 18th SAARC Summit held in Kathmandu in 
November 2014, Modi again referred to the satellite project. After emphasizing 
the merits of promoting regional integration and connectivity, Modi stressed 
that India’s vision for South Asia is premised “on five pillars – trade, invest-
ment, assistance, cooperation in every area, contacts between our people – 
and, all through seamless connectivity.” He also pointed out that infrastruc-
ture is South Asia’s “greatest weakness and its most pressing need,” but there is 
“a new recognition of inter-linked destinies; and, a new belief in shared 
opportunities.” It was in this context that the Indian prime minister reiterated 
the importance of “India’s gift of a satellite for the SAARC region” that will 
bring benefits for all “in areas like education, telemedicine, disaster response, 
resource management, weather forecasting and communication.”81

The reception of the other SAARC members to the satellite project was 
rather mixed and evolving.82 At one level, given that some South Asian states, 
such as Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, had already 
acquired their own space assets, it was not surprising that they were less 
keen to join in the early stages of the project. On the contrary, because of 
their limited space capabilities, Bhutan and the Maldives were more enthu-
siastic about the initiative and the benefits that could accrue from their 
participation. At another level, the SAARC satellite soon became embroiled 
in the wider rivalry between India and Pakistan, with Islamabad opposing it on 
national security grounds. Still, in June 2015, Pakistan proposed to provide 
financial and technical support to the project and suggested that it should be 
brought under the aegis of SAARC. But India rejected both proposals, making 
clear that this was an “Indian satellite for SAARC” as “a gift,” not “a SAARC 
satellite.” New Delhi also objected to the suggestion of the SAARC Secretariat 
to refer the project to the SAARC Technical Committee on Science and 
Technology. In the end, Pakistan announced its decision to opt out of the 
SAARC satellite project, so the name officially changed to South Asia 
Satellite.83

Whatever one thinks about the strategic rationale for Pakistan’s decision to 
withdraw from the satellite project, as noted earlier, the other SAARC mem-
bers eventually supported the initiative. After the successful launch of the 
South Asia Satellite by ISRO in May 2017, the leaders of Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, the Maldives, and Sri Lanka joined Prime 
Minister Modi in a videoconference to mark the launch. “Today is a -
historic day for South Asia. A day without precedence. Two years ago, India 
made a promise . . . to extend the advanced space technology for the cause of 
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growth and prosperity of our brothers and sisters in South Asia” Modi 
observed during his address at the joint videoconference, arguing that the 
launch of the South Asia Satellite signifies the start of a collective “journey to 
build the most advanced frontier of our partnership” as a “first of its kind 
project” in the region, which will touch the lives of the people of South Asia 
through space applications in the areas of communication, banking, education 
in remote areas, weather forecasting and resource mapping, tele-medicine, and 
dealing with natural disasters.84 The Prime Minister of Bhutan praised the 
launch of the satellite as an “impressive milestone in regional cooperation,” 
while the President of the Maldives thanked Modi and the Indian people “for 
the very special gift to the South Asian region.” Similarly, the leaders of the 
other South Asian states participating in the project welcomed the role of the 
satellite in promoting regional integration and development.85

Significantly, the Indian government has highlighted that the satellite would 
be offered for use at no cost, with its footprint covering all of South Asia. It is 
equipped with 12 ku band transponders, with each participating country 
granted access to at least one transponder that can be utilized for communica-
tions. The satellite was built by ISRO after three years at an estimated total cost 
of ₹230 crore.86 Remarkably, in January 2019, as an extension of the South 
Asia Satellite, it was reported that India was planning to set up 5 large ground 
stations and about 500 small terminals in Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, Sri 
Lanka and the Maldives under Modi’s “neighborhood first” policy aimed at 
strengthening regional cooperation and countering China’s influence in the 
region.87

In August 2019, during a two-day visit to Bhutan, Modi inaugurated the 
first of these ground stations in Thimphu as part of the South Asia Satellite 
project. According to the then ISRO chairman K. Sivan, ISRO bore the costs of 
setting up the station under an agreement between the Indian Ministry of 
External Affairs and Bhutan, while discussions were in progress with 
Afghanistan, Nepal, and the Maldives to install ground stations on their 
territory for accessing satellite data. Crucially, however, the ground station 
in Thimphu is also seen as a response to China’s decision to build an advanced 
satellite tracking center and astronomical observatory in the Tibet autono-
mous region, which is believed to be used to track India’s space activities. 
What should be added is that ISRO has also announced a capacity building 
training program within the UNISPACE framework, the UNispace 
Nanosatellite Assembly and Training (UNNATI) program, especially aimed 
at developing countries.88

What is worth noting briefly is that the importance of the China factor is 
also evident in the intensification of India’s space cooperation with key space 
actors in the broader Indo-Pacific region. In this vein, over the past years, 
India has established closer bilateral space relations with Australia, Japan, and 
the United States at a time when the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QSD), 
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also known as the Quad, an informal security mechanism between Canberra, 
New Delhi, Tokyo, and Washington, is paying more attention to space 
cooperation.89 Likewise, New Delhi has been cultivating space ties with 
Southeast Asian countries. An example is India’s construction of a tracking 
and data reception station and a data processing facility in Vietnam as part of 
India’s space cooperation with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN). While the facility is ostensibly aimed at improving New Delhi’s 
satellite tracking network and the sharing of remote sensing data, it is also 
expected that it will help India to keep an eye on China’s activities in the South 
China Sea.90

It is early to say how these plans will evolve and what impact they will have 
on the region. But it is clear that these more recent developments serve to 
illustrate how India’s use of space technology as a foreign policy tool in South 
Asia has gained some momentum that goes beyond a mere focus on the South 
Asia Satellite as a one-off event.

Explaining the South Asia Satellite
A number of observations are worth making about the main explanations for 
India’s space policy shift, building on a multicausal and eclectic approach that 
helps to capture the combination of material and ideational factors, while 
being attentive to both domestic-level and international-level explanations.91 

First, it is plain that a lot of India’s attention given to South Asia through the 
use of space technology as a foreign policy tool has been driven by perceptions 
of China’s growing influence in the region, which entails space cooperation 
with India’s smaller neighboring states. In this regard, India’s use of space 
technology as a foreign policy tool in South Asia and the Indo-Pacific signifies 
a tentative step toward joining the competition for prestige and soft power as 
well as regional leadership through the provision of services and public 
goods.92 Relatedly, it can also be seen as a form of “soft balancing” behavior 
against China. As Vidya Sagar Reddy points out, the South Asia Satellite also 
reflects India’s effort to balance China’s growing military power through 
building basic infrastructure in its neighborhood.93 As such, it is part of 
what Kai He has recently called “the balance-of-infrastructure game” in the 
Indo-Pacific, which involves efforts by the Quad countries, together and 
individually, to provide an alternative to China’s infrastructure projects 
under the BRI, aimed at offsetting Beijing’s influence.94

Second, to understand the South Asia Satellite and India’s space 
policy more generally, it is also important to move beyond such 
a realist thinking and recognize the influence of non-material factors. 
This is important because India’s space behavior is mediated by its 
history and national identity. From this perspective, the decision to 
conduct and project the satellite as “an Indian gift” to the region rather 
than as a joint initiative serves to illustrate how India’s regional policy 
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continues to be driven by a preference to deepen bilateral relations with 
SAARC members without conceding its hegemonic position in the sub-
continent, premised on the assumption that the formation of a common 
identity is subsumed by India’s civilizational identity.95 Akin to the role 
of history and identity, the discourse surrounding the South Asia 
Satellite encompasses the production and projection of India’s identity 
not only as an aspiring great power, but also as the region’s natural 
hegemon.96 It also signifies India’s transition from its self-image as 
a developing country that used to be a recipient of space technology 
from developed countries to a global space power that is more willing to 
assume international responsibilities through the provision of public 
goods.97 This is in line with the gradual metamorphosis of India into 
a major power.98

Third, in the context of offering domestic-level explanations, there is no 
doubt that Modi has played a key role in providing the impetus for the 
South Asia Satellite as his pet project, which dovetailed nicely with the aims 
of his “neighborhood first” policy and sub-regionalism as part of an 
attempt to reinvigorate India’s relations with its smaller neighbors by 
promoting integration and connectivity, while countervailing China’s 
increasing sway in South Asia. As we have seen, there is agreement 
among scholars that Modi’s foreign policy has been characterized by 
more continuity than change, and in many ways the same can be said 
about India’s space policy under his leadership. Not unlike his predeces-
sors, Modi has been a supporter of India’s space effort by attending satellite 
launches and other space-related events. However, unlike previous prime 
ministers, Modi has been keen to instill a distinctive direction in India’s 
space program, which is marked by his more direct involvement in key 
decisions pertaining to high-visible technoscientific projects that can serve 
as a source of great power status, techno-scientific prowess, soft power, and 
national pride. Despite the fact that space utilization has performed such 
roles in the past with the support of Indian politicians, the space program 
has been largely the purview of scientific elites and ISRO. Yet, evidence 
abounds of this change precipitated by Modi, epitomized by his 2018 
announcement of India’s first human spaceflight mission and the 2019 
“Mission Shakti,” India’s first anti-satellite (ASAT) test, mentioned earlier. 
Beyond such rationales, given his more pro-business agenda, it appears that 
Modi is also aware that India’s space program remains an underutilized 
source of economic opportunities in want of catching up with other space 
powers at a time when the commercialization and privatization of space 
activities are stepping up. To this end, the Indian government under Modi 
has been pushing for the introduction of institutional and policy reforms 
directed toward spurring space commercialization and attracting private 
investments in the space sector.99 Therefore, the South Asia Satellite 
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suggests the need to give prominent weight to how Modi has tried to 
exploit more directly the use of space as a tool to achieve broader political, 
economic, and foreign policy goals.

Assessing the South Asia Satellite
However, when evaluating the effectiveness of the South Asian Satellite initia-
tive, the picture that emerges is rather mixed for a number of reasons. First, in 
many ways, the response that the satellite launch elicited from India’s smaller 
South Asian states and the media discussed earlier points to a successful 
publicity stunt in the sense that it helped to demonstrate New Delhi’s commit-
ment to regional connectivity and cooperation in line with Modi’s enhanced 
sub-regionalism in India’s neighborhood. It was also a smart move consider-
ing that the satellite was a relatively low-cost project based on advanced Indian 
space capabilities, used to project a positive image of India as a regional leader 
without openly antagonizing China. After all, New Delhi is not able to match 
Beijing’s space effort and influence, at least for now. Even so, Pakistan’s 
withdrawal cast a shadow over the project and India’s aspiration for regional 
leadership through space from the onset.

Second, the practical developmental, economic, and environmental benefits 
that can accrue from the application of the satellite in the region should not be 
underestimated. However, the reality is that assessing the actual impact of such 
a project is a challenging task, not least because its success depends not only on 
India, but also on the degree to which the other participating states will follow 
up with the necessary ground infrastructure and software.100 It also requires 
a long-term evaluation of how effectively the South Asia Satellite has been 
utilized by the participating countries and different end users. Complicating 
this is the fact that there is a variation in the level of space capabilities between 
South Asian states, corresponding to different national goals, organizational 
capacity, and different needs.

Third, although China and India are vying for influence and power in 
different domains including space, the agency of the weaker South Asian 
countries should also be recognized, as this has implications for assessing 
the impact of initiatives by China and India aimed at wooing smaller states. 
So far, it seems that the smaller South Asian states have been successful in 
achieving maximum economic gains from both China and India, without 
being compelled to choose sides, at least to some extent. This ability of small 
states to balance the two regional great powers has been facilitated by the fact 
that competition between China and India has remained rather limited under 
conditions of economic globalization.101 Whether this sort of agency will 
remain relevant amid much strategic uncertainty and political turmoil in the 
region is less clear, but much will also depend on how China and India decide 
to manage their relations in the region.
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What is more clear is that the diversification of the Indian space program in 
recent years has offered potential opportunities for the utilization of space as 
an instrument of foreign policy and diplomacy that allows New Delhi to direct 
its advanced capabilities toward new cooperative partnerships and 
activities.102 Yet, this raises the issue of the importance of a comprehensive 
space policy that is now absent.103 Indeed, several analysts have called for the 
need of formulating a long-term national space policy by the political leader-
ship that, among other things, should set out clear goals for international 
cooperation and define the means to achieve them.104 Such a policy should 
also emphasize the links between India’s space policy and its regional policy. 
Therefore, in the context of evaluating the South Asian Satellite, it is important 
to note that India’s effort to enhance its regional influence through space 
diplomacy will be a complex goal to accomplish, not least because of the lack of 
a comprehensive space policy without which translating space capabilities into 
actual regional influence is likely to be elusive.

Conclusion

The South Asia Satellite represents an illuminating case of how India’s use of 
space technology is increasingly becoming intertwined with political and 
international imperatives, reflecting the broader dynamics in the region. 
Indeed, while there are elements of continuity in India’s space endeavor, 
there has also been a significant shift over the last few years as a result of 
Modi’s push for subregional connectivity in South Asia and the Indo-Pacific, 
in tandem with his interest in utilizing space as an instrument of India’s 
foreign policy.

As this article has shown, one of the principal drivers of India’s growing 
attention to the region through space is China’s more active engagement with 
South Asian states, which also builds on the formation of closer space ties 
between Beijing and New Delhi’s neighbors. But while this change in Indian 
space policy is explained in large part by the contest for leadership and 
influence with China, this article has argued that it is necessary to take into 
consideration both domestic-level and international-level explanations, which 
are attentive not only to structural imperatives, but also to domestic and non- 
material factors, such as the role history, identity, and the agency of Modi. Still, 
when evaluating the effectiveness of the South Asia Satellite, this article has 
suggested that the picture that emerges is rather mixed as a result of a number 
of challenges pertaining to such a project, compounded by the complexity of 
regional dynamics and the lack of a comprehensive national space policy 
aligned with India’s foreign policy and diplomacy goals in the region.

In closing, as space assumes more importance across a range of political 
and economic areas at the regional and global levels, it is likely to witness 
India focusing more on attaining foreign policy goals through the use of 
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space technology. For those interested in the study of Asian regionalism 
and the international relations of the Asia-Pacific, space has already 
emerged as an important domain of interaction between states that 
requires more attention. Equally, it is necessary to recognize the complex 
amalgam of domestic and external factors that shape India’s space pro-
gram, while also acknowledging the importance of the regional context 
within which its space behavior is embedded. Therefore, this analysis 
helps to highlight the merits of examining the intersection of space policy 
and the international relations of the Asia-Pacific from an interdisciplin-
ary and eclectic perspective that can hopefully serve as the basis for future 
research.
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