
NEW DELHI/HONG KONG: India and the United States
are in talks to help each other track submarines in the
Indian Ocean, military officials say, a move that could
further tighten defense ties between New Delhi and
Washington as China steps up its undersea activities.

Both the United States and India are growing con-
cerned at the reach and ambition of the Chinese navy,
which is taking an increasingly assertive stance in the
South China Sea and is challenging India’s domination
in the Indian Ocean. New Delhi, shedding its decades-
old reluctance to be drawn into America’s embrace,
agreed last month to open up its military bases to the
United States in exchange for access to weapons tech-
nology to help it narrow the gap with China.

The two sides also said their navies will hold talks on
anti-submarine warfare (ASW), an area of sensitive mili-
tary technology and closely held tactics that only allies
share. “These types of basic engagements will be the
building blocks for an enduring Navy-to-Navy relation-
ship that we hope will grow over time into a shared
ASW capability,” one US official familiar with India-US
military cooperation said, speaking on condition of
anonymity. Indian naval officials say Chinese sub-
marines have been sighted on an average four times
every three months. Some are seen near India’s
Andamans and Nicobar islands that lie near the Malacca
Straits, the entry to the South China Sea through which
more than 80 percent of China’s fuel supplies pass.

India and the United States, which already conduct
joint naval exercises, both fly the new version of the P-8
aircraft, making information sharing easier on highly
sensitive submarine tracking activities. The P-8 is
Washington’s most advanced submarine hunting
weapon, equipped with sensors that can track and
identify submarines by sonar and other means.

An Indian naval spokesman declined to comment on
the proposed anti-submarine warfare cooperation with
the United States. But an Indian naval source, briefed on
the discussions, said the focus of the next set of joint
exercises to take place in the northern Philippine Sea in
June will be on anti-submarine warfare.

Japan, a close US al ly whose submarines are
believed to track Chinese submarines in the western
Pacific, will also be a participant in the exercises.

INTENSE SURVEILLANCE
Two linked factors are driving the co-operation, say

regional military attaches and security experts. The
prospect of active patrols by nuclear-armed Chinese
submarines has sparked intense surveillance activity
around the China’s southern submarine base on Hainan
Island, and nearby waters.

India, meanwhile, is preparing to launch its first local-
ly-built submarine armed with nuclear tipped missiles.
So just as US attack submarines are seeking to track the
Chinese nuclear armed submarines in the Pacific, the
Chinese are expected to send their own attack sub-
marines to the Indian Ocean in greater numbers to scru-
tinize the Indian patrols.

Collin Koh, a submarine expert at Singapore’s S.
Rajaratnam School of International Studies, said
increased US submarine and surveillance activity was
being seen across the region. “We will see the Indian
Ocean grow in importance, too, particularly around tra-
ditional chokeholds, such as the approaches to the
Malacca Straits and the Nicobar islands, so an improved
US relationship with the major submarine player in the
area, India, is very significant,” Koh said.

BOLSTERING INDIAN CAPABILITIES
Initially, the United States as the world leader in anti-

submarine warfare is likely to be bolstering Indian capa-
bilities in the field. But in time, experts say each country
could be covering stretches of the Indian Ocean
through which two-thirds of the world’s trade moves.

David Brewster, an expert on the strategic rivalry in
Indian Ocean at the Australian National University, said
anti-submarine warfare collaboration may eventually
include Australia, another US ally which just ordered 12
new submarines. “We are likely to ultimately see a divi-
sion of responsibilities in the Indian Ocean between
those three countries, and with the potential to also
share facilities.” China for its part is seeking to secure its
energy and trade transportation links by building ports
and other infrastructure for countries such as Sri Lanka
that lie along the vital shipping route.

Asked about collaboration between India and the
United States on submarine warfare, Hua Chunying, a
spokeswoman for China’s Foreign Ministry, said China
had noted countries in the region engaging in military
cooperation. “We hope that the relevant cooperation is
normal, and that it can be meaningful to the peace and
stability of the region,” she said. — Reuters
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KOCHI: In this 22, 2012 file photo, Italian marines
Salvatore Girone (left) and Massimiliano Latorre, arrive at
the Ciampino Rome airport from Kochi, India. — AP
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India, US, Japan plan anti-sub exercises in June

NEW DELHI/KATHMANDU: Nepal and parts of
northern India are battling their worst forest fires in
years that have devastated thousands of hectares of
woodland, killed at least 18 people and sent a pall
of smoke across the southern Himalayas that can
been seen from space.

In Nepal, 11 people have died while trying to
fight fires that have razed 280,000 hectares (692,000
acres) of forest across the country, the worst in six
years. “This year we have experienced a longer spell
of dry weather and the temperatures have risen sig-
nificantly, contributing to the disaster,” Forest
Ministry official Krishna Prasad Acharya told Reuters.

The worst forest fires in four years in India’s
northern Uttarakhand state have killed at least sev-
en people and disrupted the lives of thousands, an
emergency official said yesterday. The Uttarakhand
fires have intensified in the past week, torching
more than 2,000 hectares (4,900 acres) of forest.

Indian Air Force helicopters have been scooping
and dumping water from reservoirs in an attempt to

douse the flames, but operations were hampered by
poor visibility. A dozen locations, including in
Almora, Pauri Garhwal and Chamoli districts, were
badly hit, said Anil Shekhawat, a spokesman at the
National Disaster Response Force.

“This can be compared with the worst fire of
2012,” Indian Minister for Environment, Forests and
Climate Change Prakash Javadekar said in New
Delhi. Four people had been arrested on suspicion
of starting forest fires, he added. The number of
reported forest fires has jumped to 1,689 so far this
year in Uttarakhand, compared to 207 for the whole
of 2015, according to data from the Forest Survey of
India.

Forests cover about a quarter of India’s total area.
“The fire is under control and has shown a down-
ward trend in the past two days,” said S Ramaswamy,
additional chief secretary of Uttarakhand. India typi-
cally sees a rise in forest fires as temperatures rise
from mid-March until the rainy season begins in
June. — Reuters

ROME: An international tribunal in The Hague has
decided that an Italian marine being held in India in the
shooting deaths of two Indian fishermen mistaken for
pirates can return home for the duration of arbitration,
the Italian foreign ministry said yesterday.

The tribunal’s decision, approving an Italian request,
was expected to be officially announced in The Hague
today. India has accused two marines, Salvatore Girone
and Massimiliano Latorre, of the shootings in 2012
while they were assigned to anti-piracy duties aboard
an Italian commercial ship, the Enrica Lexie.

Latorre has been in Italy since 2014 for medical treat-
ment following a stroke suffered while detained in
India. The Italian government had insisted that Girone
also be allowed to return to Italy, for the length of the
arbitration process, which could take years. Italy con-
tends the incident occurred in international waters. It
disputes India’s claim to jurisdiction, insisting the case
should be handled by the Italians. The Hague tribunal
has been asked to rule on the jurisdiction dispute.

India has been bullish in insisting its sovereignty in
the case be recognized. Its government didn’t immedi-
ately issue any official comment yesterday’s develop-
ment, or indicate when Girone might return. “The condi-
tions of (Girone’s) return will be agreed upon by Italy
and India,” Italy’s foreign ministry said in a statement.
The tribunal’s decision on Girone “is good news for the
two marines, for their families and for the reasons con-
tended by the (Italian) government and by our lawyers,”
the ministry said. “The government is counting on a
constructive attitude by India.”

The Italian government was going to immediately
start consultations with India so that the tribunal’s deci-
sion can be carried out “in brief time,” the ministry said.
Earlier in the dispute, the two marines were allowed to
return home to see their families on holiday, but then
were sent back to India under the terms of that arrange-
ment. — AP
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NEW DELHI: Indian taxi drivers and owners shout slogans as they block a road during a protest in New Delhi yesterday
against the banning of diesel cabs from plying the roads of the Indian capital. — AFP

NEW DELHI: Hundreds of taxi drivers protested in New
Delhi yesterday against a ban on diesel cabs, the latest ini-
tiative aimed at improving air quality in the world’s most
polluted capital.

India’s top court on Saturday ordered taxis run on the dirty
fuel off the city’s roads, refusing industry requests for more
time to switch to greener compressed natural gas (CNG).

Many of Delhi’s taxis already run on CNG, but the ban will
impact about 30,000 traditional cabs and some working for
app-based Uber and Ola services, according to taxi operators.

The Supreme Court has been pressuring authorities to
reduce dangerous levels of haze and dust that choke the city,
with a string of orders last year including a ban on new, large
diesel cars, affecting all road users. Angry taxi drivers blocked
key intersections in Delhi and neighbouring satellite city of
Gurgaon yesterday morning, bringing peak-hour traffic to a
standstill for hours.

“You can’t have knee-jerk solutions to long-standing prob-
lems,” Balwant Singh, who heads a taxi union of 500 mem-
bers, told AFP at a noisy demonstration in central Delhi. “Why
go after commercial passenger vehicles only? Private diesel

cars are running freely on the roads, why not stop them?”
Some drivers said they knew of no available technology to

switch from diesel to CNG and would instead be forced to
buy new taxis.

“I sold my house to buy the taxi and now I will have to sit
at home and twiddle my thumbs. How will my family of five
survive you tell me,” said driver Tarun Kumar. A 2014 World
Health Organization survey of more than 1,600 cities ranked
Delhi as the most polluted, partly because of the nearly 10
million vehicles on its roads.

The ban by the court, which was acting on a petition,
came just days after the end of another two weeks of “odd-
even” that kept about one million cars off Delhi’s roads. The
government scheme, first tested in January, restricts cars to
alternate days according to whether they carry odd or even-
numbered licence plates. But Delhi-based research institute
TERI said its analysis found the measures had not significantly
reduced concentrations of PM 10 and PM 2.5 during the first
week.  These fine particles measuring less than 2.5 microme-
tres are linked to higher rates of chronic bronchitis, lung can-
cer and heart disease. — AFP
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MUMBAI: Indian youth stand in the shade of a monu-
ment on a hot afternoon at the Arabian Sea coast in
Mumbai yesterday. Much of India is reeling under a
weeks-long heat wave and severe drought conditions
that have decimated crops, killed livestock and left at
least 330 million Indians without enough water for
their daily needs. — AP


