Delhi’s moment as
voice of Global South

The Global South is still
an amorphous entity that
will begin to crystallise
slowly. India, not China,
will have the first-mover
advantage in emerging
as its leading voice

he G20 summil has con-

eluded with host India and

its political leadership

basking in the sweet glow

of success, and domestic

and international adula-
i, There was a massive public rela-
tions build-up to the summit, cele-
brating the occasion as an affirmation
of India’s emergence as one of the
most consequential nations of the
world and ins leader, Privne Minister
{PM) Narendra Modi as an interna-
tional statesman, There were doubis
whether the outcontes would live up
to the celebratory ambience,

There was the knotty issue of the
Ukraine War, the unexpected absence
of China's top leader Xi Jinping from
the summit and, of course, the legacy
of complex issues from earlier sum-
mits, including the indebredness of
poorer developing countries, particu-
larly from Africa, the tepid response
to the climate crisis even as it threat-
ens planetary survival, and the
unwillingness to engage in interna-
tional cooperation and regulation of
powerful technologhes such as cyber

and Artilicial Intelligence, which can
greatly enhance human welfare but
could, If unrestrained, becoime instr-
ments of wnnitigated doom.

On all these counts, the New Dethi
summit proved to be more substan-
tive and forward looking than its pre-
decessors, and that too, ina fractured
geopolitical seiting. with deepening
tenslons anvong the major G20 coun-
tries. Importantly, India declared
carly onitls intention bo rep-
restnt ”‘IL‘ concerns and
aspirations of the Global
South and the propasal oo
Invite the African Union
{ALT) was part of this effort.
India succeeded in mobilis-
ing a consensus to admit the
AU into the G20 at the very
first of the three sessions.
This iz an important
achievement and will enhance India’s
credentals as a friend and well-
wisher of Africa. The Global South is
still a largely amorphows entity, lack-
ing a clear identity but will begin to
crystallise slowly. India. not China.
will have the first-maver advantage in
emerging as its leading voice.

How India would manage the
deeply polarising issue of Ukmaine was
the chief precccupation at the sum-
mit. The lack of aconsensus language
oy this divisive isswe would mean that
the New Delhd Declaration would end
up with a chair summary instead of a
consensus declaration. There would
be comparisons with the previous Ball
surnmit In 2022, when hest Indonesia
managed o secure a consensus docu-
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ment A consensus formulation on
Ukraine did emerge and all credit
musi go o India’s extremely able
negotisting tearn. But without detract-
ing from India's consensius-building
abilities, it is clear that a decision was
taken by the United States (US) and
other G7 countries to accept consider-
ably weaker language on the Ukraine
‘War than at Bali as the price o be
pakd for not spoiling India's coming
Ot party.

Unlike at Bali, there was no
dircet condemmnation of Rus-
ska for its aggression against
Lkraine and its oocupation of
that Ccountry's sovereign ter
ritory. Ukraine was quick to
criticise this with justifiable
wehemence.

Xi Jinping's absence from
the summit did not dim
India’s shining moment. While Pre-
mier Li Qiang attended the sumnmit,
his presence and that of his country
barely registered. Had Xi participated,
some of the attention from India’s
presidency would have been deflected
1o his anticipated bilateral meeting
with U5 President Joe Biden.

There might have been a bilateral
with PM Modi, and against the back-
ground of recent tensiens en the
India-China border, this, too, would
have kept the spotlight on kim irre-
spective of the outcome. Instead, the
spotlight stayed throughout on Modi.
It is unusual for China to be away
from the centre of intermational atten-
thon. Xi's absence should be counted
as a diplomatic misstep by Beijing.

-

There were other important devel-
opments al or around the summit
that were notewerthy. On the eve of
the summit, there was a bilateral
meeting between Biden and Madi and
a joint statement was issued. This is
unusual since Maodi had undertakena
State visit to-'Washington in June this
vear and a lengihy and substantive
Joint statemaent was already issued at
that time. Much of that earlier joint
staternent found reflection in the lat-
est one, but on a couple of important
ftems, such as the GE-jet engine tech-
nology ransfer deal and the aoquisi-
tion of advanced drones, there was
swilt progress.

Eoth sides appear cager to portray
their growing partnership in defence
and high technology. The US has
clearly taken a bet on India and is
cager to demonstrate this. Despite its
multi-alignment professions, India is
more aligned with the US today than
it ever was with the erstwhile Soviet
Union during their extended strategic
partnership. This is an important and
consequential shift in the evolving
Asian and world geopolitics,

Another important initiative is the
proposed India-Middle East-Europe
Eeonomic Corridor announced on the

India declared itsintention to represeat concerns of the Global Seuth — #n

sidelines of the summit. This will
Involve sca links between India and
West Asian ports, from which rail
links are planned to the Mediterra-
nean ports such as Haifa (lsrael) and
Piracus (Greece).

Key partners are the US, Saudi Ara-
bia, the United Arab Emirates, the
European Union and several Euro-
pean countries. This is potentially a
stgnificant project rivalling China's
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) that has
run into difficulties.

The declaration and other docu-
ments reflect several ambitios come
mitments on climate finance, indelbt-
edness, multilateral  development
bank reforms and tackling financial
risks. The wish list is ambitious but
the developed world itselfl is facing
severe economic headwinds, The
times are not propitious for delivery
on these commitments, Mevertheless,
India Ras done well to raise the profile
of these challenges and it will now be
the turn of Brazil to raise the torch
higher. Tt will be a difficult act 1o fol-
low.
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