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Deep Dive

India’s Muted Iran Response Draws Questions

a 30-day waiver. Russian crude
gained further import share, and
Indian refiners also increased
purchases from West Africa and
Latin America. The Indian Navy
launched Operation Urja Surak-
sha, deploying over five warships
to escort Indian-flagged cargo
ships in the region. India also
installed piped gas connections
to 580,000 new households in
March alone to reduce cylinder
dependence.

Now that a cease-fire is in
place and Iran and the US are
at the negotiating table, what
role can India play in these
talks? Can India act as a medi-
ator or facilitator, or does it re-
main under Western pressure?
The window for India to act as
a mediator in the Iran-US talks
has already closed, and India it-
self shut it. Mediation requires
trust from both sides. India
condemned strikes on Ameri-
can bases without mentioning
Iran, while refusing to condemn
the assassination of Ayatollah
Khamenei. Tehran has no reason
to view India as a neutral broker.
A mediator that stays silent while
one side kills your Supreme
Leader is not a mediator — it's a
bystander wearing neutrality as
a costume.

The Islamabad Talks on April 11-
12 were moderated by Pakistan,
with the US team led by VP ]JD
Vance, Witkoff, and Kushner, and
Iran’s team led by Parliamentary
Speaker Qalibaf and Foreign Min-
ister Araghchi. The “Islamabad
process” is now institutionalized.
Just recently, Iran’s Foreign Min-
ister Araghchi was in Pakistan
meeting Pakistani officials as
part of their ongoing mediation.
India resumed Iranian crude
imports only after Washington
issued a 30-day waiver, mean-
ing India’s energy decisions are
already subject to US approval.
A country that needs American
permission to buy oil cannot si-
multaneously position itself as an
independent mediator between
America and Iran. Mediation re-
quires proactive diplomacy. In-
dia’s entire posture has been re-
active — waiting, watching, and
hedging. The emergence of Paki-
stan as the primary back-chan-
nel interlocutor is a stinging
strategic setback for New Delhi.
However, India will work its way
to balance the situation in the
coming days.

During the war, did India’s
cooperation with China on
Iran-related issues (e.g., in the UN
Security Council or through diplomatic
channels) increase, or did geopo-

litical rivalries prevent coordi-
nation? And in the current ne-
gotiation context, do India and
China hold aligned positions?
China took a clear, activist posi-
tion from day one. Beijing pub-
licly condemned the US-Israeli
strikes, provided limited materi-
al assistance to Iran, and let Iran
leverage BeiDou navigation sys-
tems to direct attacks across the
region. At the UNSC, China and
Russia vetoed the Bahrain-spon-
sored Hormuz resolution, calling
it biased against Iran.
Diplomatically, China played a
key role in convincing Iran to ac-
cept Pakistan’s two-week cease-
fire proposal, with Pakistan pro-
viding the practical channel and
China providing political weight
and strategic backing. China and
Pakistan jointly launched a five-
point peace initiative calling for
an immediate cease-fire, halt to
infrastructure attacks, and re-
opening of the Strait of Hormuz.
India sat on the opposite end of
the spectrum. While China part-
nered with Pakistan to drive the
cease-fire process, India was con-
spicuously absent. There was no
India-China joint statement, no
coordinated BRICS initiative,
and no shared diplomatic track.
India ignored Tehran’s request
to coordinate through BRICS
despite being the group’s chair,
while China was simultaneously
co-authoring cease-fire propos-
als with Pakistan.

Today, the cease-fire remains
fragile, with the Islamabad Talks
having ended without a deal on
the Strait of Hormuz and Iran’s
nuclear program. China remains
actively engaged in back-chan-
nel diplomacy. India remains a
bystander. Their positions are
not aligned. China seeks to pre-
serve Iranian leverage; India fo-
cuses more regarding the Strait
reopened to restore its energy
supply, regardless of the broader
political outcome.

Given possible damage to the
Chabahar Port’s infrastructure
during the war, what plans
does India have for its recon-
struction or replacement? Has
New Delhi used this oppor-
tunity to reduce dependence
on Pakistan and expand the
North-South Corridor?

The Indian Budget for 2026-27,
released just weeks before the
strikes, had already slashed the
allocation for Chabahar to zero.
With the US sanctions waiver on
Chabahar expired on April 26,
2026, India has been forced to
consider temporarily divesting
its stake in India Ports Global
Chabahar Free Zone to an Irani-

an entity, with a condition that
the stake be returned once sanc-
tions are lifted. India has already
pumped nearly $120 million
into the port. New Delhi insists it
does not plan to completely exit
as there are plans to expand con-
nectivity through a rail link.

The critical Chabahar-Zahedan
railway line, slated for 2026
completion, now faces indefinite
delays as Iran shifts focus from
civil engineering to wartime mo-
bilization. Transit insurance and
security costs along the corridor
have skyrocketed. Rather than
seizing the crisis to reduce Paki-
stan dependence, India finds its
Pakistan bypass route paralyzed
precisely when it needs it most.
All Indian investments in Chaba-
har are now on hold while China,
which faces no such sanctions
pressure, remains relentless in
pursuing regional connectivity.
The INSTC route is 30% cheaper
and 40% shorter than the tradi-
tional Suez Canal route, a trans-
formative corridor India has
spent decades trying to build.
The war has not prompted India
to double down,; it has forced an
embarrassing tactical retreat,
with New Delhi surrendering
leverage it spent years accumu-
lating, under pressure from the
very partner, Washington whose
strategic alignment it has been
cultivating.

How has the conduct of the US
and Israel in this war affected
the perception of Western reli-
ability among Indian political
elites? Does India remain com-
mitted to its strategic partner-
ships with the US and Israel,
or is it moving toward a more
independent foreign policy
(reminiscent of the Non-Aligned Move-
ment era)?

India’s positions on Israel, Iran,
Russia, and trade have con-
verged with Washington even
where they contradicted Indian
interests, yet Washington offered
nothing in return during India’s
energy crisis. The IRIS Dena ep-
isode crystallized this: former
Indian Navy chief admiral Arun
Prakash stated publicly that an
American nuclear submarine had
been operating in waters close to
India for days without New Delhi
being informed, and called on the
government to formally convey
its displeasure to Washington.
India is moving away from its
tradition of independent foreign
policy toward a pro-imperialist
alignment, increasingly tethered
to the strategic priorities of the
United States and Israel. The
UAE-India-Israel axis may grow
tighter after the war and that
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Indiais not pivoting
backto NAM-era
non-alignment.
Butthewar has
measurably eroded
elite confidence
intheUSasa
dependablecrisis
partner, with
analysts notingthat
theassumption
oftheUSasa
dependable partner
inmoments of crisis
hasbeen repeatedly
tested, makingIndia
likelyto diversify
partnershipsthat
outlastthe current
conflict. The result
islessastrategic
rupturethana
quietrecalibration,

deepeninghedging
while publicly
maintainingall
partnerships.
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Pakistan’s temporary mediation
role does not represent a struc-
tural shift.

India is not pivoting back to
NAM-era non-alignment. But the
war has measurably eroded elite
confidence in the US as a depend-
able crisis partner, with analysts
noting that the assumption of
the US as a dependable partner
in moments of crisis has been
repeatedly tested, making India
likely to diversify partnerships
that outlast the current conflict.
The result is less a strategic rup-
ture than a quiet recalibration,
deepening hedging while public-
ly maintaining all partnerships.

In a post-sanctions scenar-
i0 (should the negotiations succeed),
what priorities will India have
toward Iran? Will New Delhi
quickly try to restore econom-
ic and transit ties with Tehran
to pre-war levels, or will it de-
fine a new framework of coop-
eration?

The port remains India’s anchor
in Iran. With the US sanctions
waiver on Chabahar expired on
April 26, 2026, India is consid-
ering temporarily transferring
its stake to an Iranian entity but
with a guarantee that the stake
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reverts to India once sanctions
are lifted. This maneuver reveals
New Delhi’s core strategy: pre-
serve the foothold at all costs,
even symbolically. Post-sanc-
tions, India will move quickly
to restore operational control
and push the long-delayed Cha-
bahar-Zahedan rail link, which
would unlock the full INSTC to
Central Asia and Russia.

India will seek to revive Iranian
crude imports and reopen talks
on the Farzad-B gas field, where
ONGC Videsh holds discovery
rights. However, any serious
Indian engagement with Iran
now operates inside a US-led
sanctions architecture that can
reprice commercial behavior al-
most overnight, meaning Indian
banks, insurers, and refiners will
move cautiously even after for-
mal sanctions relief.

India’s likely policy is persistence
under constraint, preserving
Chabahar, limiting exposure,
avoiding major new bets, and
holding on to Iran as a dimin-
ished but still usable option. This
is a narrower, more pragmatic
Iran policy than the transforma-
tive gateway New Delhi once en-
visioned — honest about limits,
but strategically indispensable.
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Pakistani and Chinese teams, headed by their respective foreign ministers, work on

a five-point initiative for restoring peace and stability in the Persian Gulf and the

Middle East amid the US-Israeli war on Iran, in Beijing, China, on March 31, 2026.
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