P.L. RAJMAINS Q& A —-DAY 118

Navigating the Chabahar Crisis - Sovereignty vs. Sanctions
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LECTURE: THE CHABAHAR DILEMMA & INDIA'S STRATEGIC AUTONOMY
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India at Crossroads.
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American penalties.

‘ SUMMARY: lStrategic Autonomy is not just a policy—it is the ability to pursue

national interest in a U.S.-dominated financial system. To lose Chabahar is to
lose a slice of India’s independent foreign policy.
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In the complex theatre of international relations, India currently faces a defining geopolitical
dilemma. On April 26, 2026, the United States allowed its long-standing sanctions waiver for Iran’s Chabahar
Port to lapse. This decision places New Delhi at a critical crossroads, forcing a choice between safeguarding
a $620 million investment and adhering to the "maximum pressure” campaign mandated by Washington.
For Civil Services aspirants, the Chabahar saga is more than a trade dispute; it is a litmus test for Indida's
Strategic Autonomy and its role as a rising power in an increasingly polarized world.

The dream of Chabahar dates back to 2003, when Prime Minister A.B. Vajpayee signed a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) to develop the Shahid Beheshti Terminall.

The Necessity - Strategically located on Iran’s Makran coast, Chabahar serves as India’s gateway to
Afghanistan and Central Asia, effectively bypassing Pakistan, which has historically restricted India’s land
transit access.

Infrastructure Connectivity - Beyond the port, India invested heavily in the Zaranj-Delaram highway to link
the Iran-Afghanistan border to Kabul, facilitating the movement of humanitarian aid, wheat, and medical
supplies.

Trilateral Cooperation - In 2015, following the JCPOA (Iran Nuclear Deal), Prime Minister Narendra Modi's
government formalized a trilateral agreement with Iran and Afghanistan to transform Chabahar into a
regional trade hub.

India’s engagement with Chabahar has often been a "start-stop” affair dictated by shifting winds in
Washington.

The JCPOA Collapse - When the Trump administration withdrew from the nuclear deal, it re-implemented
strict sanctions on Iran. While India was granted a specific “carve-out” to use Chabahar for Afghan aid, that
window has now closed.

Energy Constraints - Under U.S. pressure, India was previously forced to halt oil imports from Iran,
Venezuela, and Russiag, highlighting a pattern of American influence over India’s independent energy and
trade decisions.

The Recent Direction - The U.S. has now given India a "wind-down" period to exit the port operations. In
response, India has already withdrawn personnel and is considering transferring its stake in the terminal to
an Iranian entity.

The lapse of the waiver threatens to chill the Indo-U.S. strategic partnership while simultaneously damaging
India’s regional standing.

Connectivity Paralysis - Abandoning Chabahar would essentially kill India’s connectivity plans for Central
Asiq, leaving the region more dependent on China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

Strained Ties with Tehran - Turning its back on Iran during a time of conflict (the West Asia war) could
permanently damage New Delhi's credibility as a reliable partner in the Global South.

BRICS and Global Alignments - Threatening sanctions on BRICS members further complicates the bilateral
relationship, as India seeks to maintain its status as a leading voice in multi-aligned forums.

At the heart of the Chabahar issue lies the principle of Sovereign Autonomy.
Foreign Policy Independence - If India yields to every U.S. demand regarding its trade partners, it risks being
perceived as a junior partner rather than a sovereign power.
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National Interest vs. Global Pressure - Strategic autonomy allows India to pursue policies based on its own
security and economic needs—such as energy security and regional connectivity—rather than strictly
following the dictates of a third party.
A "Pragmatic” Retreat? While temporarily dropping the project might seem like a way to avoid immediate
sanctions, it "slices away" India’s ability to pursue a truly independent foreign policy in the long run.
Conclusion

The Chabahar crisis is a pivotal moment for Indian diplomacy. India must weigh the immediate cost
of U.S. sanctions against the long-term strategic loss of its footprint in Central Asia and its reputation for
independent decision-making. As the West Asia war continues to destabilize the region, the future of the
Shahid Beheshti Terminal remains uncertain. However, for India to truly claim its place as a "Vishwa Mitra”
(Global Friend) and a global power, it must find a way to navigate these pressures without compromising
the "family silver” of its strategic autonomy.
GS Mains Model Question (General Studies II)
"The lapse of the U.S. sanctions waiver on the Chabahar Port poses a significant challenge to India’'s
regional connectivity and its principle of strategic autonomy. Critically analyse the implications for
India's foreign policy.” (38 words)
Introduction - Define the Chabahar project's significance and the recent lapse of the U.S. sanctions waiver
on April 26, 2026.
Body Paragraph 1 (Strategic Necessity) - Discuss the port as a gateway to Afghanistan and Central Asiq,
bypassing Pakistan. Mention the $620 million investment.
Body Paragraph 2 (The U.S. Factor) - Analyze the history of "start-stop” engagement due to U.S. pressure,
the JCPOA withdrawal, and the recent "wind-down" order.
Body Paragraph 3 (Sovereignty vs. Pressure) - Discuss the pattern of U.S. demands regarding oil from
Russia/lran and the impact on India's claim of sovereign autonomy.
Conclusion - Summarize the need for a balanced approach that protects national interests without
permanently rupturing ties with either Washington or Tehran.
Practice question for Preliminary Examination
Question - With reference to India’s strategic engagement with the Chabahar Port in Iran, consider the
following statements -
The project for developing the Shahid Beheshti terminal was first formalized through a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) in 2015.
The Zaranj-Delaram highway was constructed by India to provide a land route from the Iran-Afghanistan
border to Kabul.
The port serves as a key component of India’s strategic autonomy by bypassing land transit restrictions
imposed by Pakistan.
Recent developments in 2026 have seen the U.S. permanent waiver for the port become a binding
international treaty, ensuring long-term immunity from sanctions.
Which of the statements given above are correct?
A) 1,2, and 4 only
B) 2 and 3 only
C) 1and 3 only
D) 2, 3, and 4 only
Answer and Explanation
Correct Answer - B) 2and 3 only
Detailed Explanation -
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Statement Tis Incorrect - Although the trilateral agreement between Indig, Iran, and Afghanistan was
signed in 2015, the roots of the project go back much further. Prime Minister A.B. Vajpayee signed the initial
MoU for the development of the Chabahar project in 2003.

Statement 2is Correct - India constructed the Zaranj-Delaram highway specifically to connect the border
crossing at the Iran-Afghanistan frontier to Kabul, ensuring that goods arriving at the Iranian coast could
reach the Afghan capital.

Statement 3 is Correct - Chabahar’s primary strategic value for India is that it provides a gateway to
Afghanistan and Central Asia while bypassing Pakistan, which has historically restricted India’s land transit
access to the region. This is a key example of India exercising its strategic autonomy.

Statement 4 is Incorrect - Far from becoming a permanent treaty, the U.S. actually allowed the sanctions
waiver for Chabahar to lapse on Sunday, April 26, 2026. The U.S. administration directed India to "wind-
down" operations, and India has since begun withdrawing personnel and considering transferring its stake
to an Iranian company.



