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Chabahar’s opportunities and challenges

The geopolitics around India’s play in Chabahar and Iran’s leverages are interesting
Kabir Taneja is Fellow, Strategic Studies Programme, Observer Research Foundation

The recently concluded contract between India and Iran, which gives New Delhi rights to invest in and
operate the Shahid-Behesti terminal at Chabahar Port for another 10 years, has created many headlines.
The port remains the crown project anchoring economic relations between the two countries. The deal
came at a precarious time in West Asia as the war in Gaza continues unabated, Israel-Iran tensions
remain critical, and the passing of Iran’s President and Foreign Minister in a helicopter accident
challenges domestic politics in Tehran.

Representative of India’s thinking

There is no denying that the Chabahar project is an important endeavour for both economic and strategic
reasons. At the core of it, Chabahar, for India, represents its thinking from the perspective of an extended
neighbourhood, and not necessarily as part of its West Asia outlook. The port is a fulcrum of the
International North-South Transport Corridor, a project looking towards seamlessly linking India with
Central Asia and Russia, bypassing Pakistan. Beyond this, Chabahar is also astutely tuned into the ‘new’
realities of Afghanistan. The Taliban-led interim government in Kabul has also thrown its weight behind
the port, offering an investment of $35 million as it looks to secure alternatives and not be economically
reliant on Pakistani ports such as Karachi or the China-backed Gwadar. In November 2023, Taliban
leader Mullah Baradar visited Chabahar, with Shahid-Behesti visible in the background.

Bilaterally for India and Iran, Chabahar is also a symptom of challenges between the two states. While
there is a lot of public championing for the project, and for good reasons, if it was not for Chabahar, India-
Iran ties today would look extremely dry. The reasons are multifaceted and tied to both country’s views
of their national, regional, and geopolitical interests. Instead of expanding projects and economic
cooperation beyond Chabahar, many older ones, such as the gas field Farzad-B which was discovered by
Indian state-owned enterprise ONGC Videsh, have now been written off. Another old bilateral platform,
the IranoHind shipping company, was dissolved in 2013 because of sanctions. Chabahar, is a legacy
project, which has its foundations going back to 2003. This was an era when India was opening to
developing economic assets abroad. Chabahar in Iran was one, Sakhalin-I in Russia, was another.

A reflection of diplomacy

The geopolitics today that surrounds India’s play in Chabahar, and Iran’s leverages, make for an
interesting study. This latest iteration of the deal was signed not too long after both Israel and Iran
exchanged missile fire and came critically close to a full-scale conflict. India’s Adani Group, meanwhile,
has also invested in a large port project in Israel. The company bought Israel’s Haifa port on the
Mediterranean Sea for $1.2 billion. This was also made possible in part due to India’s participation in new
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diplomatic and economic endeavours with the United States, Israel, and Arab partners, such as the [2U2
and India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor.

The fact that India’s buy-in into Haifa was not a constraint for the Chabahar deal to go through is not only
a testament to Indian diplomacy but also for the U.S. to also recognise that this kind of access which New
Delhi has is beneficial, and not detrimental, to Washington.

Recent remarks from the U.S. over potential sanctions against Chabahar stand out as myopic. India’s
relations with Iran and the continuity of Chabahar’s development, which offers access to difficult political
terrain such as Central Asia, and even Afghanistan, could bring in a significant level of integration and
help in building alternatives to China-backed projects. Despite public discourse, China’s heavy financial
might and the 2021 strategic deal with Iran, does not automatically make Tehran subservient to Beijing.
Iran is a quintessential survivalist state and plays a diverse set of cards in its playbook of geopolitics.

The Biden administration would benefit by not blindly following former U.S. President Barack Obama’s
doctrine on how to deal with India-Iran ties, and Chabahar, at its centre. New Delhi burnt its fingers by
giving Mr. Obama too much room when it completely stopped importing oil from Iran. This took Tehran,
consistently among India’s top-two suppliers of oil for decades, out of the top 10. Even if India’s thinking
was to build influence in Washington around the nuclear deal negotiations, Donald Trump as the U.S.
President and the unilateral exit of the U.S. under his watch from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) in 2018, recalibrated how non-partisanship and the stability of critical U.S. foreign policies were
to be viewed thereafter.

The bigger picture

Finally, for Chabahar, there are two main points to consider moving forward. First, the port project
cannot be the singular major play in the bilateral relationship. This concentration of interests is volatile.
Second, the U.S. must move towards being accommodative on sanctions against Chabahar. Viewing the
port as a collateral against problematic Iranian policies in West Asia would not be an accurate
understanding of the big picture of India’s own outreach towards its extended neighbourhood which

could benefit larger American aims as well.

This is important to be considered at a time when the U.S. itself maintains a channel with the Iranians not
only through Swiss intermediators but, increasingly, through Oman and Qatar as well.

g I gedl FT FT IST I W@ &

AdeT HITd, ( AT F 3YAHPR )
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907 # U Geligd IRAR F 17 T @5 & AA H 4 @R dof T ¥ FR T §U @ S1$F HART H
e AR &, SHd voh gaeh AR gach 1 Al & 7| 57 T aad 7 @ g A Is93A7 §l deae ot
17 |l & TRdl ofgeh &l gy T Tele =IgC| qEr, 17 Aol & fohell Fgeh &l eRme &gt et =nfgw
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R AT ol GRS ST G Felledl =TI R 3HS dd9]g, 36 N FR dT oI5 o Ig 6 |

ISHT AT § (3Hb 18 a¥ &7 gl H 3180 4 FEA AV §), SV 3 W FJdASel AEeq a5 H AT
gol forar T O AT # ATGT-TAr FI SWRERT AT ST g1 9IS AT ST 91T AT, AT 39
TS LT W 300 el & Gt foEs & Idgde & Ay R Tedl A 71g| et AHem Fafer o7l
T AR fSesT 1 R o927 2 I3 H FR Telld §C & glegR ST AR I Ag &ar § 3R 335
IRART I w3l o WA BeT el &6 & &l &1 el & a1e ST 3Mehier el aram| 3N & foTw &3y & FHar
3R eeplel TSI T AT &1 TS| R YOI & U &G P QU AT| $H TG & I S JHHeGFT ol g S
g, I FHEIT gl et Bl

AT el 3T Ted TRAN-FIefadl & A& gl HATAT T oI5 $EA § o &7 30a geai i Ridar
O A §| HRA T IfT FiFd NS & Ay & Goey AR HT Gedr i Wod $o qudH A & -0
4G IS &1 39 WHCMY T TAWIA fhaT S WIfgT, Afhe TE I AIY Fo 997 GAEANW N AAT T &
STH @ T YT AEAT g- qedl T Ueh TaEY ARl H WaRer Hie|

aE Sl o ITI-ER arell safad g, Wi |t & v +fead §1 TeT Fg Yer-HAeparer, w5 IR
fees a1 dfFca-angs @ #E 3T PR A g W §gd HUS Fed @d €, @ IFH TodAr IR
fasra @1 F[HAT TgT Fhd &l PR oI F I AU 3eR @ &, A 38 QAR AR AT & IR
# 9T 8T T 91Tl S A of o IERAT FHIY w1 IRUMA §, fSHA s & g7 AT g T S g
forad ATar-far @rad § & 9o & R a1 & Adad ¢ 38 3RE @ 3P garvd, 3ar 3R Qard
Vel e 3R 38k TET A I dlell §X &1UT & g Sl WF A FTdr Th 0 A, Tedsces
IfFd & ®F F 9T @Y Fohdl g, S 3T Tde T & Aol A AT Hlad ol 36T &1 W F 35af&e-
39T, A 3H H W WA 3R ST AT, ITARRYUT-cTagR & dMdsfg Teal Toh @l cafdd & &7 &
99T BT g1 38R WaRe f9ar fhdr gy & 3R TR g@ &1 domr & &gl # gidr § 3R I8
TNHRAT FTARTH St aFad H TEEr 1 e &

mgﬁmaﬁaggémaﬁaﬁgéa—cﬁ,aa'aﬂa's"q’rﬁ-a”w’qgﬁé‘r%waﬁraowmla‘s’rl?rzaGT
A & Ual H Hoedlged W & oWl T X @ AT| §AT & Y, 7 a1 H QU geanraen & & a5 399
HT ST & ST, Fifeh Teh AT & 16 W 3o B’ Il =TT §6 I ol &l 34T ge-afder, a-
Hifehar eFGER & HROT IH AU 1T § IS T S SRR HeGH g‘é’é’ﬁﬁl J9 g #H 3 @F e
3R 3T A & Helar Hig AR YA, 3T AT TSI FAET g, o 3T gredH A AR & 96 W B
gl
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W A AR & AU I8 g0 FTE & I & F 30 ot F IR AR G Aedr & @ a5 A
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St e T AT & HE g S §l d R & A W AT e F R W 7w & AT gR A o
gl ofhed 3o¢ IIc @ TIRT foF T@r AT dT F d Ned TS A gd| aedd #, gAR g ar
qEd ¢ o §F 3ot fAT S @0 a0 X, St 3¢ gfad1 & HHH ool A HAeg A gl
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R ARl §Fe 3TY YR, doialell, Sheilesh 3R HAGRISE Tl HT IR HIA §U
gdl d¢ @ aRuA dF Tl W gAG-3FAE W AR @ AR S R e gl §, WOREIT HI-g87
gHT & FShl W gl arel RAfEI-cTe & A g1 @Il S 38T Rg, 316 feaAt & 37 2,000 foradr dr
AT & SRIT g HE o oIgd Sl IS <ol ol F8T 37S|

Afret TF T & g TuEED F T F1 {AAY AReeh o 8 et & g8 Ui Ty F Al
% 36T ¥ Ygel & AR &I THE UT, SId T Hegl IR AdBi W &6 Sigd fhar siar ar 3R g5 =75
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S Tel AT| $HD AT oo G §F G g, el A I & ATIHA 3G I A FgT F b o
AL & HART F aI¢ & d gaid H g, FAie o ooy Taefa T ade & & I Al o Hr
deortel f3elladl &7 &3t T 3R Tohd X B |

gferar & faReye HR & IR & ST Rd gV fPURYUNT W §gd SN &d &, Sifh 3 R Isfehfa
qGcl ‘SRR T U F gH S F1 o fR W8S A gH aarr F faemRuRT asaiEt & fow gl g
aifear 3R Aderm o IR faeey el Rl & IR 81d 81 T a0 & Ie[AR, O SR A #elaT &
Wﬂﬂﬁﬁwmﬁqﬁrmﬁm?maqw g- 3eTh! fegea & foamumT & wfd
HeAT H P Sfdeeerar e T E

M7 & GEX WOT 7 §A Felled T, gl & I ) AR G dsd 389 dod g & Ghd & ©
& Sfafeh AgRISE 7 - sel @ N Al w iy afed Iy & RET & g F gEU 9 AR TS
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Il §1 FIeMY & FeR 30T HiAd & Teh Tl o gH I fob #AgRISe # 3cI9T-819 HAR g am §
AR FAlBRAT ool FA § & §oIRT T T&IT H JaT Yol T & &1 TeT harmet S HcAgcansit a1 Fear
ey &7 & 7R gl

AR 3o ol RAffet TAT 1 T ST g ¥, IR T HRAG IR TRAR et & fAw o g e
T 39 W gl 8T HideT &l gTelifer ARl & Y Fda H e T g w137 g, JdfhaT 33T 839
gC Fhll &1 3R 8 SR 9T & AR & ToA1d Sl §, of I& T WA g Sieen foh Ay 3R sarerar
ST ¥ ST Holgd g W@ &, [ ARA oiehcd 1 Tl §1 a9 $6 &l W =6l & g Seen foh @
FH FAACY & T HY AT F Tohd o
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IANST # 38 ¥ T gl &1 3HFE W1 AT § T AN I a¥ H g@ Aol N A e LA
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$H Tl 38% A W AT §1 30 AT @ $o AT gerdf & 3 & A 9gd gy W & g, e
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9 T 7.5 e A Teht 25 HIe, JdhsFel W 25 F Jga 50 e o &ar ar| gead 31w 310
forstell =nfld arget o X 25 & aoT X 100 e X fear a1dr §1 g6 3Heldl, $& Gietsl T3 st
Jwse AR Avac e MAST 8, W FX Ugel olgl ool AT, W 2026 & SoAd! 25 Hrag FHr AT 7 o
fear = §1 Useufd 9 & 3T EagR Sles eu o ot FeT & F 9 AR F gl ver & 3T w®
o B 1 G ¥ Y g7 &N, oifeh AN gA FRTT W@l IR IARGT # 0 0@ ad §, d #Rd
R & faudia 3R 939, Fifs ARA &1 ARST & Ty FAa Jhlead 25 3RT ek & XK g

a3, AT 3T IARF & v & 781, O f cady ot a9 rdegaeun3i & v FHET a1 31 @I
¢l s8% NS N &1 i efar AT HROT B, S @ /e da W @R g de dr e ot A
Rod a-dd g T 39 9d W IF dfgd har siar § & a7 & @l Fras @ fiue e&\3ar &
AU T 3cleal | @id &S auf § dieT & o] A I ARRHT 1 3uHET 77 Sy i Jorar H
fava & @t 93 fawRAd Aol & T FA &l T Dol 3ggAT # FIR T2t f AT ge AT A g
A ¢, ST i AT 3¢ fad & q@ Hehl H GUET Usdl gl e H el 3 AT Ig & 6 a8
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DT Fr 3F Afaat 7 IgF TR W FIg FAAT AR THeaar agr @ g1 Aded, qeT &1 9=
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faeor g 9 & S &, Ous guad Fs AT g Rarfoar YT g v &1 38 off ewr ar §
& o w8 avf @ AR DN 7 9fa afFa 3usier e ar & gefr 748 & @ &, sefF afFaat & g
faeha S 3UsY §1 ARG g6l & Tord el 3T Fo 69T g

IARHT & ST WA o AT & [Ieey Tg T ThITh oKl 36T &1 A & FAT H ARG TR W
AT 7 3T Nl Hr Fured 3 TR W @ F AT &1 AT 3 F S & aseafd 7 3o Do
I IMET & GRIT 3 oI T 997 HEAT & @M & feT &7 Scueet &THaT TR &, ofchel b Told
42T *X W gfaeatiicas &THT HHGR g1 U=l TIMET, ITAT ST Jehdlel Tl Y ITT TS| el &
Y T qe ¥ ooy IREdT A F A doh e R 8 ¥ v B 1 5 & o
3T TAT IRT &7 foarel arfora arga, alv I 93 3nfe saa o o9 far ¢us & fAer & & e
Fr fAffed Asd 3caes Fufaar o el arfad agar & AT # 3R W 8

DT HT 5ot e AR & Tord aeg & @elr 93 AT Foor neifha ¢, FAfF 3egia ga & R
o A oA U s # Joarg IRadd & Heg & da HHergel IRade e § 3R @l me Al
d 3T AT B Ge E R BT 6 8, W Al & Told 3¢ 39 Ig THI giar Al oW Tl 0w o9
T § o aRdlentoT & g & HFd AR &7 & "eld Wl & 3cdal i SIRGR Yl 3eTeh B SR T
U g enfad T T B TohleeT Ueh &2 Yd 3 g el Beitek i HARKT SoX A wehrwsh 3mqfel
9% a1 oY, foreeh Tord 3MARET & Be] Peile’ q|d|<ﬁ1.5mmm§??},maﬁﬁ§qﬁ
39a 3nfde ANfaAt & enfAe fFar 3R 398 3799 Aderar 9T A
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T TSRl ITHAR W el gl 8, 59 AT &7 gree gl R ST I $ARA 3t ale 8
Sllg 95 Bl § A1 TR 38A G & gAied 39T =g fhv S a1 Y FRateaAs 3urdl H FRET e
gl & $ROUT d gFd W HIHA ¢ Fd| AR dd 96 S 8, ST 37 g H FARA il SIS arel &34t
H gt g1 a9 U et agl 31f8F Sdelar dTfad gldl gl TISC g, AR & fov &rhr gg do
e 3R yeys & cagear # @A 3WERT g1 3R 9§y S HafAd cgaer g, dsdd e auaT
o & YA B, TUEA YR GaRT WORE $ 3Td cgaedr g, df 3EMSTsl &l 'eart el Jehl ST
bl &l

qaTer AATAHAT & ¢ g1 AePe sARGr # AT T 3agear & SRUT HHAR R Wsfrar 787 a5
ST, Wfeal FHr gATTd cgaeAT LT glal, saceritel gerdf favve i R{eisi & HERUT & e 3T
T 87 skt St AR At & Ted g3icd A3 781 g1d| 37 99 dotal ¥ S ATl o -
AT T R AT AT ST & IS FI 75 IRESAT wAe1 &1 AT @ olh] INa e T o7l Eh &l
I F AGHE F gar F AT F Gl H P Hr VE-IT "geAT gedr & R s 'Y 398 Taer & 9
g, olfhel dgT HAIR W ST el §9T & SATal gl

aEdd H, g9 & 39T g8 39 s o e g 3R v F TR W AT 39 A #§ TR veifaar
H gH-aY g HETH gl 99 Fg ¢ o ATl Sl &7 aiidca fohdll 31 Uoidl 9T giem & 3R 38 @]
I T affca FAr 3T ToEY #1138 e $H Sy el vadr goredy g1 Geel & & aQisar
feeel faera wfasor (38I0) 91T §, Safe Wfeger asdd TR e & gare g1 ey asdd ool
AT SWAT &1 SoT 3ToTIT-37edT TITHAT & T THeTT &, A 3T o9l I Tgd AT Fohal §, S HIaAT
FT Tl Al T AR 8, FIR Solehl SIfeAdIU 3eTehl HLT W AT I8 ST &1 319 3iTelissT cgaear v
W &, arfe s vSif@ar U Tolehid 9 3ER AT @ fger I, #AIR 38 fav o H-ag & gl
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