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INDIA’S STRATEGIC FOCUS ON WEST AFRICA

Context
e Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s recent visit to Nigeria marks a significant milestone in India-Africa
relations, reflecting India’s growing ambitions to strengthen its role in the Global South.
¢ This is the first visit by an Indian Prime Minister to Nigeria in 17 years, symbolizing the importance of
deepening bilateral ties with West Africa’s largest economy and democracy.
+ |t highlights India’s strategic efforts to counterbalance China’s growing influence in the region.

Strengthening Strategic Partnerships

¢ Recognition of India’s Role: PM was honored with Nigeria’s second-highest national award, the Grand
Commander of the Order of the Niger, emphasizing Nigeria’s acknowledgment of India as a critical global
player.
+ This recognition positions India as a trusted partner in fostering socio-economic development in West

Africa.

e Defense and Security Cooperation: India supports Nigeria in combating Boko Haram and other extremist
groups through counterterrorism operations and defense equipment supplies.
+ Nigeria has expressed interest in Indian arms, reinforcing India’s role as a key defense supplier to Africa.

e Development Assistance: India has provided $100 million in concessional loans and initiated capacity-
building programs, showcasing a model of sustainable engagement.
+ These efforts focus on infrastructure development, health, and education.

e Shared Global South Aspirations: Both nations aim to amplify their voices in international forums, such as
the UN Security Council, advocating for equitable growth and sustainable development.

India and West Africa Relations

e The recent PM highlights India’s commitment to fostering deeper bilateral and regional ties with Nigeria in
particular and West Asia in general.

e Historical Context: India’s ties with West Africa date back to the colonial era, with both regions sharing a
history of struggle against colonialism and a commitment to post-independence development.

+ India’s engagement with West Africa has been steadily growing, marked by strategic partnerships,
economic cooperation, and cultural exchanges, focusing on capacity building, infrastructure
development, and economic cooperation.

e Economic and Trade Relations: India imports a variety of goods from West Africa, including crude oil,
gold, and agricultural products, while exporting pharmaceuticals, machinery, and textiles.

+ The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) presents new opportunities for Indian businesses
to tap into a unified African market.
+ Strengthening ties with Nigeria allows India to influence regional dynamics and establish a foothold in
Africa’s political and economic frameworks.
e Security Cooperation: With challenges such as terrorism, piracy, and drug trafficking, India has offered
support through defense supplies and counterterrorism training, equipment, and support to counterterrorism
operations against groups like Boko Haram.

+ Nigeria has shown interest in Indian arms and defense technologies. India has become a key defense
supplier in Africa, catering to countries like Nigeria, Egypt, and Tanzania.
e Political and Diplomatic Ties: Nigeria, as Africa’s largest economy and democracy, holds a critical position
in West Africa and on the African continent.

+ High-level visits, bilateral agreements, and participation in multilateral forums have strengthened political
ties. It includes:
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+ India-Africa Forum Summit: This platform has facilitated dialogue and cooperation between India and
African nations, including those in West Africa.

+ Peacekeeping. India has contributed to United Nations peacekeeping missions in West Africa,
demonstrating its commitment to regional stability and security.

Health and Education: India’s pharmaceutical industry plays a crucial role in providing affordable medicines

to Nigeria, while educational exchanges and scholarships help build a skilled workforce.

+ India has been a key player in capacity building in West Africa, offering scholarships and training
programs to students and professionals.

+ |nitiatives like the Pan-African e-Network Project have enhanced educational and medical access
across the continent.

Developmental Assistance: India has extended developmental assistance to Nigeria through concessional
loans and capacity-building programs.

¢ ltincludes initiatives under the Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation (ITEC) program, which
aims to enhance human resource development and institutional capacity.

Global South Leadership: Both India and Nigeria share aspirations of amplifying the voice of the Global

South in international forums such as the UN Security Council and the WTQO, focusing on equitable growth

and sustainable development.

Challenges for India in West Africa

Chinese Dominance: With investments of over $47 billion, China has a stronghold in Nigeria’s infrastructure,
telecommunications, and mining sectors. Projects like the Lekki Deep Sea Port and the Abuja Light Rail
highlight China’s influence.

+ Huawei's significant presence in Nigeria's telecom sector and cybersecurity poses a challenge for
Indian tech companies.

Trade Volatility: Trade decline due to India’s increased oil imports from Russia. The trade volume

between China and West African countries has surged, with China importing significant quantities of oil,

minerals, and agricultural products.

+ |t has provided West African countries with access to Chinese markets and technology.

+ Nigeria is China’s largest export market and its second-largest trading partner in Africa. On the
other hand, China is Nigeria’s third-largest export market.

Political and Military Ties: China has strengthened its political ties with West African nations through

diplomatic engagements and military cooperation.

+ Chinese peacekeepers have been deployed in various UN missions in the region, and China has
provided military aid and training to several West African countries, posing a challenge to India’s
influence in the region.

India’s Strategic Advantage

Focus on Sustainability: India can leverage its expertise in renewable energy to support Nigeria’s transition

to greener energy sources.

+ Collaboration on global challenges like climate change and resource management strengthens bilateral
ties.

Strengthening Regional Leadership: By partnering with Nigeria, India reinforces its role as a leader in the
Global South, promoting equitable trade and development.

Way Forward

Enhanced Diplomatic Engagement: Regular high-level visits and dialogues can strengthen political ties
and address mutual concerns. Establishing a dedicated secretary in the Ministry of External Affairs for
African affairs could streamline efforts.
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Digital Economy: Leveraging India’s expertise in information technology can support the digital
transformation of West African economies, fostering innovation and economic growth.

Trade Facilitation: Simplifying trade procedures and reducing non-tariff barriers can enhance market
access for Indian businesses. Bilateral trade agreements and regional cooperation frameworks can support
these efforts.

Infrastructure Development: India can play a significant role in addressing infrastructure deficits by
investing in transportation, energy, and digital projects. Public-private partnerships can be a viable model
for such investments.

Security Cooperation: Strengthening security cooperation through joint training programs, intelligence
sharing, and maritime collaboration can address common security threats.

Cultural Exchange Programs: Promoting cultural exchange programs and educational initiatives can
bridge cultural gaps and build long-term relationships. Scholarships and training programs for West African
students in India can be beneficial.

Conclusion

India’s engagement with Nigeria and West Africa demonstrates its commitment to fostering sustainable
partnerships that go beyond economics.

By addressing challenges, leveraging strategic advantages, and promoting mutual growth, India is
positioning itself as a vital partner in Africa’s development, bolstering its influence in the Global South and
ensuring a future of shared prosperity.

Mains Practice Question

To what extent has India’s engagement with West Africa been successful in achieving its
strategic goals, and what challenges remain in further strengthening this relationship?
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