Delhi need not choose

An expanded BRICS will not hurt India’s interests.
It must engage with all — BRICS, SCO, Quad and G7

SHYAM SARAN

THE RECENT BRICS surmmit in johanneshurg,
South Africa, which witnessed naore than a
doubling of its original membership of five
major emerging economies, has led to exag-
gerated expectations of the grouping's rising
inflwence on the global economy and on the
restructuring of global governance regimes,
The grouping was established in 2009 with
Brazil, Russia, India and China as members.
South Africajoined ayear later, At the initiative
of China, supported by Russia, six new mem-
bers — Argentina, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, Saudi
Arabia and the UAE — have been inducted.
Several other developing countries have re-
portedly conveyed their interest injoining the
group and there could be more rounds of ex-
pansion. Earlier there were indications that
India and Brazil were not enthusiastic about
an expansion, Neither would have wanted
BRICS to become a blatantly anti-Western
platform. India would additionally have had
resenvations abaut anexpanded mermbership
adding further clout to an already dominant
China. However, it appears that the choice of
new memtbers is the result of political com-
promise rather than the application of any
agreed criteria, The new members, with the
exception of Iran, have significant stakes in
their relationship with the West. Therefore,
China has not succeeded in transforming
BRICS into an anti-West lobby.

Why haveso many countries of the Global
Southshown such unusual interest in BRICS?
The answer lies in their desire to hedge inan
increasingly uncertainweorld with shifting po-
litical and security equations. There is wide-
spread anxiety about theirvulnerability o US
sanctions of the kind that froze a significant
part of Russia’s foreign exchange reserves.
There may also be an expectation of the
Chineseleading ashift toan alternative global
currency. This is unlikely o happen for saome
time as global financial and currency markets
are still dominated by the 1S dollar and may
remain so for the foreseeable future. In the
mantine, promotion of trade inlocal cumen-
ciesandthe raisingof funds through local cur-
rency bonds, which BRICS has been promot-
ing are a modest and useful beginning. Inthe
15 years of its existence, BRICS key achieve-

The interest in BIRICS also
reflects a growing frustration
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that their interests and
aspirations continue to he
ignored by the developed
countries. International
institutions like the UN and
mutltilateral financial
imstitutions such as the IMF
ancl the World Bank
continue to be dominated by
the (G7. As the economic and
security profile of the major
emerging economies
continues to expand, there is
a more insistent demand for
agreater voice in global
governance. These are
sentiments that India can
relate to and therefore its
membership of and active
participation in an expanded
BRICS will continue to

be of value.

ment has been the BRICS New Development
Bank (MDB), which has become a modest
source of development finance for develop-
ing countries. Its current loan portfolio totals
590 hillion. But its business is conducted in
U5 dollars, even though diversifying away
fronn the dominant US currency is a stated ob-
jective of the grouping. BRICS has setup acon-
tingency reserve which may be drawn upon
by a member who may be facing balance of
payvments problems, It has not been used so
far. There has been more recent progress in
promating theuse of local curvencies for trade
settiement. but the talk of creating an alter-
native BRICS currency rivalling the LS dollar
has remained just that = talk.
Theinterest in BRICS also reflects agrowing
frustration among developing countries that
their interests and aspirations continue to be
ignored by the developed countries,
Intermational institutions like the UN and mul-
tilateral financial institutions such as the IMF
and the Worbd Bank continue to be dominated
Iy the G7. As the economic and security profile
of the major emerging economies continues
toexpand, there isa more insistent demand
for a greater voice in global govenance, These
are sentiments that India can relate to and
therefore its membershipof and active partic-
ipation inanexpanded BRECS will continue (o
be of value, China will be influential in the
grouping but the presence of additional mid-
die powers which are exercising sreater agency
thanin the past, would balance China's role,
The role of BRICS will expand as the eco-
nornic, technological and military capabilities
ofits memberscontinue to increase and nar-
row the gapwith the G7 advanced countries.,
India's successiul Chandrayan mission coin-
ciding with the BRICS summit underscored
the fact that this was a grouping of substan-
tial powers, not like the gathering of the weak
that was characteristic of the Non-Aligned
Movement during the Cold War. The ex-
panded membership will make BRICS an en-
ery superpowern with Saudi Arabia, [ranand
Russiadominating the global energy market,
But unlike the G7, BRICS lacks a broad ideo-
logical affinity and coherence. The G7 has also
matured over half a century since its birth in

thewake of the oilcrisis and resultant high in-
flation in 1973, BRICS has a history of only 15
years, Furthermore, while in terms of GDP,
trade and investment volumes, BRICS has
caught up with the G7, its members have
sharper internal contestations, The India-
China rivalry is an example. The G7 are also a
tighthy knit security grouping. Allits members
are also members of NATO and Japan is a US
treaty ally. The BRICS countries do not have 4
COMIMAON Security perspective,

There is apprehension in the West that
BRICS is determined to undermine the inter-
national order set in place by the West inits
phase of ascendancy. The reality is thatitis the
Western countries themsetves who have been
systematically eroding and flouting the nules
and norms of this order, This includes the
steady marginalisation of the UN, the adop-
tionof blatantly protectionist trade measures
and aselfish attempt to shift the energy tran-
sition o more sustainabie growth onto the de-
veloping countries. There is selective applica-
tion of the tenets of the “liberal international
order” and thisis no longer acceptable to the
increasingly powerful emerging countries,
Thereis no altemative tothe G7 engaging with
the emerging powers to fashion a mew set of
mutually acceptable rules of the game. It is
maore likehy that this new architecture of in-
temational governance will be fashioned in
forumssuch as the G20, where both advanced
and major emerging economies ane repre-
sented, rather than be spearheaded by BRICS
orthe G7,

For India, a policy of participating in mul-
tiple groupings, which helps address its now
multi-faceted interests and aspirations, has
proved tobe a sourd one. An expanded BRICS
need not detract from India’s interests and it
does not need o choose between BRICS, the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, the Cuad
and regular engagement with the G7 as has
0w become the practice over several years.
These expand India's diplomatic options and
heelp in smocthing the rough edges of an in-
creasingly polarised world,
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