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Emerging Dimensions of India-Mongolia Relations

Sharad K Soni*

India became the first country outside the Socialist bloc to establish diplomatic
relations with Mongolia on December 24, 1955. 2015 marked the 60th
anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic relations between the two
countries. Their bilateral relationship received a boost with the first ever visit
by an Indian Prime Minister to Ulaanbaatar in May 2015. This visit has not
only enhanced India-Mongolia bilateral relationship but also has elevated it
from ‘comprehensive partnership’ to a ‘strategic’ one.

India and Mongolia are two ancient Asian civilisations whose spiritual
and cultural bonds go back to antiquity. The recent visit of Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi to Mongolia, a small but a geo-strategically important
country, has changed the spectrum of the existing bilateral relationship.
Mongolia has now emerged as a part of India’s new Asian outreach, both
culturally as well as diplomatically. Question arises whether the Prime Minister’s
visit was a ‘strategic step’ to make India’s presence felt in East Asia and
North East Asia in particular and whether using Buddhism as a cultural and
religious linkage would provide the much needed bulwark to realise its strategic
vision in future? The answers to these two questions will be discussed in this
paper.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to Mongolia on 17 May 2015 attracted
wide attention, not only in the electronic and print media but also in political
and academic circles. This is so because it was the highest level visit to a
country that is generally off the radar in normal times. However, it is worth
noting that Mongolia today is one of the fastest growing economies in the
world, with a double-digit growth since 2011 owing to the sudden boom in
the mining sector - especially in uranium, gold, coal and copper. The country
is listed among the world’s top ten in terms of natural resources. The Mongolian
economy is expected to triple by 2020 because of coal extraction and the
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presence of other ‘mega-mines’. Some writers even refer to the country as
“Minegolia”!1 It is also relevant to note that mining boom has not resulted in
broad-based inclusive growth, which demands sustainable and effective
management of the vast natural resources. This is a challenge that Mongolia
has been seeking to overcome with external support from countries like India.
Modi’s visit is a testimony to the fact that India is willing to provide its
determined support to Mongolia for the latter’s development, both in internal
as well as in external affairs. To this end, Modi’s visit seems to have been
influenced by certain key factors: India’s ‘Act East’ Policy, the China factor,
and relevance of Buddhism to promote diplomatic ties. India’s position has
been elevated as ‘third neighbour’ by Mongolia as a part of its revised foreign
policy perspectives.

India’s ‘Act East’ Policy

For quite some time, there has been a geostrategic dimension to India’s
engagement with Mongolia. This is more so because Northeast Asia has now
become the new regional identity of post-Soviet Mongolia. Earlier, during the
Cold War period, Mongolia belonged to the Soviet-led security system that
provided it the much needed security assurances. Thus, its identity was linked
to that of the Soviet bloc. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, Northeast
Asia has become the obvious choice for its new regional identity in order to
ensure its political, economic and strategic security. Indeed, the unique
positioning of India in the geopolitics of the Asian continent offers a real
opportunity to forge mutually advantageous regional cooperation which, in
turn, could sustain its eagerness to participate in various regional integration
endeavours, including the East Asia Summit.

The 1990s saw the beginning of India’s emergence as a major regional
power of Asia. In fact, this policy can best be described as a strategic shift in
India’s vision of the world, and her place in the evolving global economy.2  In
this sense, it is essentially more than an external economic policy: it is also a
manifestation of the belief that “developments in East Asia are of direct
consequence to India’s security and development.”3  It has, thus, started
creating bonds of friendship and cooperation with East Asia which have a
strong economic foundation and “a cooperative paradigm of positive inter-
connectedness of security interests.”4  Their mutual efforts, of course, have
born some fruits, including exchanges of high-level visits between India and
the East Asian nations, improvement in Sino-Indian ties, confidence building
and transparency measures, as well as India’s inclusion in regional groupings
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such as the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF).5

The rapid growth in trade and investment and multiple links between
India and East Asia are the results of India’s increasing engagement with the
ASEAN following the launch of the Look East Policy. The India-ASEAN
engagement has grown from a sectoral dialogue partnership in 1992 to a full
dialogue partnership in 1995, and subsequently to a summit level interaction
with the first India-ASEAN Summit held in 2002 in Phnom Penh. The
increasingly closer relationship has led to strengthening of not only economic
but also political ties between India and ASEAN. Over the last few years,
collaborative initiatives have been taken between India and the ASEAN in
many sectors, and strong institutional mechanisms of cooperation have also
been put in place.

All these developments attest to the fact that India’s Look East Policy for
over two decades had worked in the right direction, though the focus has
been confined mainly to Southeast Asia and Northeast Asia has largely remained
untouched, particularly in terms of regional cooperation. However, with the
initiation of the Act East Policy in November 2014, a more action-oriented
policy towards East Asia - in contrast to India’s original Look East Policy -
Northeast Asia has come to occupy an important place in India’s foreign
policy. Since Northeast Asia is becoming a major factor in India’s strategic
vision in the East Asian region, Modi’s Mongolia visit can be seen in that
direction as well. During his stay in Mongolia, Modi said: “Today, Mongolia is
also an integral part of India’s Act East Policy” and that “the destinies of India
and Mongolia are closely linked with the future of the Asia Pacific region. We
can work together to help advance peace, stability, and prosperity in this
region.”6

The China Factor

In recent years, China has made an effort to enlarge engagement with India’s
neighbours in the subcontinent as well as in the Indian Ocean. In fact, the
1990s saw China revamping its foreign policy towards its neighbouring
countries in the Asia Pacific through what it calls its ‘periphery policy’ or
‘good-neighbourhood policy’.7 The main idea behind devising such a policy
was aimed at exploring “the common ground with Asian countries in both
economic and security arenas by conveying the image of a responsible power
willing to contribute to stability and cooperation in the region.”8 Hence both
the non-traditional security paradigm such as economic diplomacy as well as
traditional security concerns formed the main guiding principles of China’s
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periphery policy.9 Moreover, establishing or maintaining good relationships
with neighbours was intended to provide China “with a more secure
environment in its periphery as a leverage to increase its influence in world
affairs.”10

However, several quarters still believe that by pursuing its periphery policy
or good neighbourly policy, China has been trying to make its presence felt in
its neighbourhood in order to expand its influence, be it in South Asia or in
East Asia. Since India too needed to cultivate good relations in China’s
backyard, Modi’s visit to Mongolia seems to have been aimed in this direction
as well. In this vein, enhancing relationship with China’s neighbouring
countries, based on Buddhism, has emerged as an important facet of foreign
policy of the Modi Government. This can also complement a major concern
of Mongolia’s 2011 revised foreign policy concept in which the need to develop
closer relations with third neighbours has been emphasised in order to
counterbalance the economic predominance of either China or Russia. But,
the fact remains that Mongolia’s trade with China represents more than half
of its total external trade. In particular, China receives more than 90 per cent
of Mongolia’s exports, and is its largest investor as well as largest trading
partner with trade figures reaching as high as US$ 6 billion, and the two sides
have set the goal of raising this figure further to US $ 10 billion by 2020.11

On the other hand, despite signing a number of bilateral agreements,
India’s trade and economic ties with Mongolia have not been impressive.
Evidently, the total bilateral trade remained at just US $ 17.4 million in 2010,
which while increasing sharply to reach US $ 60.2 million in 2012, came
down to US $ 35 million in 2013. In 2014, the trade figure further declined to
as low as US $ 15.7 million, with India’s exports decreasing for the first time
in many years.12 The main reason behind this unimpressive trade figure is the
distance between the two countries which points to very high transportation
costs as everything will have to pass through China which could impose a lot
of restrictions. Even the import of uranium or copper or natural resources is
not a driving factor in building ties with Mongolia. Several analysts suggest
that India should acquire uranium, from wherever possible as it already has
agreements on uranium supplies with many countries from where it is easier
to ship uranium than from landlocked Mongolia. One website even carried a
story with title “Forget Uranium. Real reason behind PM Modi’s Mongolia
visit is China”.13 In several ways, Mongolia offers a newer opportunity and
strategic leverage for India in dealing with China in more or less the same
way Vietnam, Philippines, and Myanmar do. In that sense, Modi’s visit to
Mongolia can be termed as “more of a strategic step”.
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The Buddhist Factor

India’s relations with Mongolia are based on historical-cultural ties which are
more than 2500 years old. Buddhism travelled to Mongolia in different periods
from India and Tibet to emerge as the dominant religious faith. Not only did
Buddhism help the once scattered and nomadic Mongols grow into united
and civilised communities but also enabled them to absorb various dimensions
of Indian philosophy and applied knowledge such as astrology, poetry, art,
medicine, etc. Over the years, Buddhism even served the Mongols as a major
source of a common identity and an effective instrument for inciting Mongol
nationalism, both in the past and the present. In spite of the oppression of the
Stalinist era and dominance by the Soviets, Buddhism as a religion survived.
It was only after the Soviet collapse in 1991, that Buddhism saw its revival.
The role of Indian Monk-Diplomat Kushok Bakula is praiseworthy in the
post-Soviet revival of Buddhism during the period of democratic reforms in
the early 1990s. He established monasteries and nunneries, hosted His Holiness
the Dalai Lama, invited Lama Zopa Rinpoche several times, and granted
ordination to many Mongolians. He was often called “Elchin Bagsha” or the
“teacher ambassador” who contributed immensely to strengthen India-
Mongolia ties, besides promoting Buddha Dharma in Mongolia.14

After decades of apathy, democratic reforms in the 1990s gave way to
religious freedom in Mongolia, resulting in a large number of Mongols, both
from the city and the countryside, flocking to Buddhist monasteries in the
capital Ulaanbaatar to receive blessings, to venerate various Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas, and to ask admittance for their sons and daughters.15 Such
developments indicate that Buddhism still dominates Mongol ethnic and religious
identities. Buddhism is considered to be of prime importance in the
Constitution,16 and in recent years, politicians have increasingly used religion
to attract public support by regularly taking part in religious rituals, such as
organising mantra recitals by Buddhist monks. The beginning of state-led
revival of religious practices based on Buddhist rituals and ceremonies initially
aimed at building a “national brand of public culture” that could make its
contribution to identity formation. The cult of Chinggis Khan today has its
association with Buddhism because “Chinggis Khan was recognised by the
Mongolian Buddhists as the reincarnation of the Bodhisattva Vajrapani.”17

This is evident from the fact that, after the expansion of this cult, Chinggis
Khan began to be worshipped as a Chakravartin, the universal ruler in the
Buddhist tradition. In addition to Chakravartin, Chinggis Khan’s titles also
contain the words Devaditya and Arya which are mentioned in some of the
colophons of Kanjur volumes.18
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As a religion and matter of faith, Buddhism certainly has been successful
in getting a place in the political space of Mongolia in very many ways. Directly
or indirectly, it also points to the role of Buddhism in diplomacy in
contemporary international relations. Today, Buddhism as a part of cultural
diplomacy or as a soft power tool is playing a critical role in foreign policy.
India is venerated in Mongolia not only as the homeland of Buddha but also as
a country with the highest attainments in wisdom and learning.19 That is to
say, India is seen as a divine place wherein emphasis is given to Buddhist
principles denouncing anger and hatred, violence and rancour, apart from
promoting universal peace and harmony through individual attainment of
compassion and serenity.20 That is why India and Mongolia have often been
referred to as “spiritual neighbours”.

Thus the spiritual linkages between India and Mongolia make it imperative
for the two sides to cooperate with each other not only for mutual benefits
but also for regional integration. At the centre of his regional engagement,
Modi’s visit to Mongolia was part of this shared religious heritage with
neighbours. Indeed, Mongolia, offers many possibilities for cultural
(Buddhist) diplomacy. To a great extent today, Buddhism remains at the
very forefront of India’s new Asian outreach, both culturally as well as
diplomatically.

India’s Elevation as Mongolia’s ‘Third Neighbour’

India has come to occupy an important place in Mongolia’s foreign policy. In
its revised foreign policy perspective of 2010, for the first time, India figured
as one of Mongolia’s ‘third neighbours’. The ‘third neighbour’ policy is driven
by Mongolia’s geopolitical, geo-economic, and geostrategic concerns which
have made this less populated country an important entity both within and
outside.21 It came into being as a policy of balancing Mongolia’s two geographic
neighbours China and Russia by developing bilateral and multilateral cooperation
with developed democracies in the areas of politics, economy, culture and
human security. This policy, however, is derived from both the close historical-
cultural ties as well as friendliness with other countries “which are often
based on shared values, common interests or even simply societal sympathy”22.
Mongolia is very clear that its identified third neighbours, particularly USA,
Germany, Japan, India, Republic of Korea, Turkey, Canada and Australia, are
geographically distant, and hence do not present the same risks that its
geographic neighbours do in terms of dominance.
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Ever since India’s elevation as Mongolia’s third neighbour was
declared, the two sides began to work towards giving a new impetus to their
bilateral ties which, in 2009, was converted into a comprehensive partnership
when the two sides entered into a civil nuclear agreement. India’s revised
position in Mongolia’s diplomacy today is that it is being perceived as its third
neighbour in both regional and international contexts, particularly in the context
of India’s role in promoting a multi-polar security structure in Asia.23 This is
in sharp contrast to the ordinary viewpoint that India-Mongolia relations are
merely based on age-old cultural linkages, particularly Buddhist traditions.24

However, there are also limits to Indian power play in Mongolia. Ulaanbaatar
has no interest in provoking either Russia or China by undertaking activities
hostile to them. Like all small states with large neighbours, Mongolia wants a
measure of “strategic autonomy” from dominant neighbours. However, the
country carefully calibrates its partnerships with other major powers. By
linking its security to a roster of states other than Russia and China, “Mongolia
has made its intention clear to act internationally with as much freedom as it
can muster from the constraints that Moscow or Beijing might wish to
impose”.25

Since the declaration of India as a third neighbour by Mongolia, PM
Modi’s visit is the first high level visit undertaken from either side. The
comprehensive partnership developed between the two countries reflects the
ways in which the two sides have redefined their geostrategic interests, leading
to declaring a strategic partnership during the visit. This declaration has been
an important step towards regional cooperation given that India’s traditional
South Asia centric security policies are being stretched out into East Asia and
the Pacific as well as in a northward movement to Central Asia. As its third
neighbour, India would like to support Mongolia in many ways. One significant
example is PM Modi’s announcement of extending a US $1 billion Line of
Credit to Mongolia for its infrastructure projects, which was projected in the
media with much hype as it was for the first time that India gave such a huge
amount. Mongolia’s infrastructure development has faced crisis by a slowing
Chinese coal market, and the Indian loan may be used primarily to fund an
unfinished rail link from its coal mines in the Gobi desert to overcome
bottlenecks in deliveries.

Emerging Dimensions of Bilateral Ties

If one looks at the nature of the entire bilateral relationship in the last few
years, since 2009 it has been developing in the framework of a comprehensive
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partnership based on deep civilisational, historical, spiritual, and cultural
linkages, common democratic traditions, and a shared desire for regional as
well as international peace and stability. In this context, PM Modi’s visit was
also aimed at consolidating the bilateral comprehensive partnership further,
particularly by agreeing to elevate the level further to a Strategic Partnership
conducive to the interests of both countries. This strategic partnership is
similar to the one which China and Mongolia signed in 2013.

On May 17, 2015,  in a joint statement issued in Ulaanbaatar, the Prime
Ministers of the two countries confirmed that developing a strategic partnership,
based on principles of sovereign equality of states,  principles of the UN
Charter, collective interests of the two peoples, and the fundamental ideals of
the 1994 Treaty of Friendly Relations and Cooperation, would be their common
yet new objective of their respective foreign policies.26 The two sides also
agreed to deepen defence cooperation, besides exploring the potential for tie-
ups in areas like the civil nuclear sector. The lack of technical knowhow for
the exploitation of Mongolia’s vast uranium reserves is a major concern for
Ulaanbaatar, and that is where India could be an important partner in view of
its experience with nuclear energy.27

In order to develop a strategic partnership, the two sides also put forward
frameworks for future cooperation and signed several bilateral documents
including energy, air services, Cyber Security Training Centre in the Ministry
of Defence of Mongolia,  cooperation between the National Security Council
of India and National Security Council of Mongolia, cooperation between
Ministry of External Affairs of India and Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Mongolia
and Memorandum of Understanding between Ministry of Home Affairs of
India and  Ministry of Justice of Mongolia for enhancing cooperation in Border
Guarding, Policing and Surveillance.28

While these agreements and MoUs will help build confidence for a closer
relationship, the two countries can examine various areas to expand their
economic and trade ties as well. India has made commitments to continue
supporting Mongolia’s endeavour to create a business friendly, foreign investment
regime.  Mongolia’s rich mineral deposits, including Uranium, could help power
India’s low-carbon growth, while India could help Mongolia in developing
indigenous capabilities and economic opportunities in the mining sector.29 Given
the huge potential to collaborate in the agriculture sector, the two sides can
foster deeper and closer cooperation in animal husbandry, the production of
dairy products, the sharing of  specific area expertise and know-how, technology
transfer, as well as other forms of cooperation in an effort towards developing
their strategic partnership. Using Buddhism as a tool of cultural diplomacy will
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provide the much needed bulwark to bilateral relations. As PM Modi himself
said on the occasion of Buddha Purnima: “without Buddha, the 21st century
would not be the Asian Century”. Also, for Mongolia, India is more than a
third neighbour; it is also a “spiritual neighbour”, and history is a witness that
the two sides have never shown animosity towards each other.

In future, further strengthening the Strategic Partnership would be the
“common yet new objective” of their respective foreign policies. The
agreements signed during the visit include various fields: political, security,
defence, economy, health, culture, and education. These only point to the
fact that both countries are interested in deepening their age-old relationship.
“The two Prime Ministers agreed to offer up to five scholarships each year to
the students upon the request of the other Party for learning Mongolian and
Hindi languages, and Mongolian and Indian culture in their academic
institutions”. These also need to be extended to include higher education and
research – not only for Mongolian scholars to visit Indian institutions, but
also for Indian scholars to study in Mongolia. Indian scholars working on
Mongolian politics, security, energy, etc. should also be encouraged and
supported to visit Mongolia.

Conclusion

PM Modi’s visit has given a much needed boost to Indo-Mongolian relations.
Unfortunately, a feeling of neglect had persisted with the Mongolians for
some time, despite their regard for India. The visit, in that context, appears to
have dispelled that impression. What is important now is careful planning and
proper implementation according to a strict timeline of the agreements and
MoUs signed during Prime Minister’s visit. The China factor will be more
relevant in India-Mongolia bilateral relations with passing time, as Mongolia
seeks to diversify its trade and investment relations. Besides, defence and
security ties would continue to grow through training, joint exercises, as well
as through participation in the multinational peace keeping exercises known
as “Khan Quest”. On the economic front, Indian companies have a lot to do
in Mongolia by exploring opportunities in Mongolia’s mining sector through
joint ventures and investment. The mining boom that Mongolia is experiencing,
is the key reason behind the high growth rates in the country. Several analysts
believe that Mongolia’s economic growth further depends on the exploration
of 170 billion tons of coal, 205 million tons of petroleum, and 68 thousand
tons of uranium reserves; an area where India’s involvement and contribution
will be very crucial.
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In terms of regional dimensions, the North East Asian identity of
Mongolia, together with socio-economic and political ties with other countries
(particularly in Asia) generate much scope for further expansion and
concretisation of India-Mongolian cooperation in various sectors. Herein, the
political role of Buddhism takes precedence in guiding engagements with
foreign partners and institutions. Therefore, Buddhism - both as a religion
and as a soft power foreign policy tool - must be seen in the context of
achieving the goals of peaceful co-existence, ensuring friendship from
generation to generation, and furthering mutual development through
cooperation in terms of foreign policy objectives. Buddhism in Mongolia’s
foreign policy perspectives may prove to be beneficial not only in the smooth
execution of relations with countries like India but also with Russia as well as
other countries of East Asia, including both Southeast and Northeast Asia
where Buddhist communities exist in large numbers. The convergence of
political, economic and social interests may get a definite push in Mongolia’s
bilateral and multilateral relations if its Buddhist diplomacy succeeds, especially
in the Asian context. In this vein, PM Modi’s Mongolia visit can be described
as a “strategic step” in order to make India’s strong presence felt in East Asia
in general, and Northeast Asia, including Mongolia, in particular.
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