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Abstract: India took an unprecedented step 10 years ago by setting up a joint theatre
operational command for the Andaman and Nicobar Islands (ANC). This article seeks
to examine the following questions: why did India decide to establish its first joint operational command? Why has the creation of this and other unified commands been so
incremental in the Indian context? What are the arguments for and against jointness,
integration and joint operational commands in the Indian context? The article will firstly
discuss the concept of joint operational commands and then theories of organisational
military change. Secondly, it will look at the debate in India about jointness and these
commands, and how this led to the creation of the ANC. Lastly, it will conclude with
observations about the ANC and the future of similar commands in the Indian context. Unless disaster or political events incentivise Indian politicians to force change
on the defence establishment, it is unlikely that there will be any further joint operational theatre commands (like the ANC) in the future, but joint operational functional
commands (like the strategic forces command, SFC) are more likely.

ndia took an unprecedented step 10 years ago by setting up a joint regional command
for the Andaman and Nicobar islands. The development of jointness and joint operational commands has been very slow in India. Moreover, there is a specific puzzle
about the establishment of the Andaman and Nicobar Command (ANC). The geostrategist would automatically assume that the strategic position of the Andaman and
Nicobar islands would be an obvious focus for Indian strategic planning and development. However, the Indian civilian and military leadership has been slow to develop
and exploit this strategic location. Why has this been the case? The ANC thus provides
an excellent opportunity to examine the current debate about jointness and specifically
joint operational commands within the Indian security community.
This article seeks to examine the following questions:

I

• Why did India decide to establish its first joint operational command?
• Why has the creation of this and other unified commands been so incremental in
the Indian context?

• What are the arguments for and against jointness, integration and joint operational commands in the Indian context?
It will firstly discuss the concept of joint operational commands and then theories
of organisational military change. Secondly, it will look at the debate in India about
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jointness and these commands, and how this played into the creation of the ANC.
Lastly, it will conclude with observations about the ANC and the future of similar
commands in the Indian context. Unless disaster or political events incentivise Indian
politicians to force change on the defence establishment, it is unlikely that there will be
any further joint operational theatre commands (like the ANC) in the future, but joint
operational functional commands (like the strategic forces command, SFC) are more
likely.
Joint operational commands
One of the key aspects of US hard and soft power has been the US military’s joint operational commands.1 These can be a functional command that unifies units with similar
functions across services (like SOCOM for special forces and USTRANSCOM for
logistics) or a regional/theatre command that unifies all the various service assets in a
particular geographic area (PACOM for Asia-Pacific, CENTCOM for the Middle East,
etc.).2 The success of the joint authority of these combatant commanders in operations
after the Cold War, like JUST CAUSE (Panama), DESERT STORM (Iraq, 1991) and
DELIBERATE FORCE (Bosnia), stands in contrast to the difficulties and inter-service
squabbling of Grenada and Lebanon in the early 1980s.3 While the general argument
for joint operational commands (and the arguments against them) tended to focus
on their advantages for forward presence or power projection, a case can also be
made for them in terms of territorial defence and dealing with non-traditional security
issues.4 Because joint operational commands have a regional perspective and tremendous resources at their disposal, they can be useful when dealing with non-traditional
security issues, in particular in terms of coordinating assets.5
Many other major powers have joint operational commands (either functional
and/or theatre/regional commands), in particular those states with power projection
capabilities like the UK and France, but also those Commonwealth countries that are
active in defence matters, like Australia, Canada and New Zealand.6 Moreover, even
large, developing countries like China and Russia, which have traditionally worried
more about territorial defence than power projection, have regional joint operating
commands.7
In contrast, India has not had any joint operational commands for the first 50 years
after independence. While each service has its own regional commands, they are not
joint and not in the same geographic location (in the west the air force has one command, while the army has two, etc.).8 In 2001, the Indian ministry of defence created its
first joint operational theatre command, the Andaman and Nicobar Command (ANC),
in Port Blair in the Indian Ocean. There has been much opposition—both from inside
and outside the military—to jointness and the setting up of joint operational commands
like the ANC, and this makes its creation all the more remarkable.
Organisational military change
The above begs the question: if joint operational commands are common amongst the
great powers, why did it take India so long to develop them? Why is the ‘joint’ innovation so difficult, particularly in the Indian context? The traditional explanation makes
the case that military innovation will likely emerge from an external threat or problem
that will cause the civilian leadership to force change on a reluctant military that will
resist efforts to change.9 As Barry Posen writes: ‘In general, only civilian intervention
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can shake loose these inter-service treaties and jealousies to produce an integrated
grand strategy’.10 The example par excellence is the Goldwater-Nichols Act, which
originated as a Congressional legislation in response to US expeditionary difficulties
in Grenada and Lebanon.11
In terms of a realist explanation, one would expect to see India respond to changes
in the international system. For example, if India were concerned about the rise of
Chinese military power and its expansion into South East Asia and the Indian Ocean, it
would seek to reform its military and defence organisations to better meet the possible
threat. One could hypothesise that the creation of the ANC resulted from a civilian
leadership forcing integration on a reluctant military as an appropriate response to
deal with China.12 However, this view does not match up well with the Indian defence
experience, which has been marked more by incrementalism than radical reforms and
initiatives to deal with threats. The reforms implemented in the wake of disasters and
surprises like the 1962 war with China, the 1999 Kargil Conflict and the 2008 Mumbai
terrorist attacks have been more changes of degree than of kind. In the case of India,
perhaps ‘the dogs that do not bark’ have more to say.13
Social learning theories posit that policy is normally structured around a set policy paradigm. In the words of Peter Hall, the ideas of this paradigm ‘specified what
the [policy] world was like, how it was to be observed, which goals were attainable
through policy, and what instruments should be used to attain them’.14 In terms of
learning, there are three orders of changes. The first-order change is essentially conducting policy through standard procedures in response to events, and it is normally
marked by incrementalism. The second-order change takes place when the instruments
of policy are modified but ‘without radically altering the hierarchy of goals behind
the policy’.15 The third-order change involves a radical reformation of the paradigm,
essentially replacing the old paradigm with a new one. This happens when ‘supporters of the new paradigm secure positions of authority over policymaking and are able
to rearrange the organisation and standard operating procedures so as to institutionalise the paradigm’.16 It goes beyond internal policy changes inside the government
but also involves a wider debate and the evolution of thinking in society,17 for example
the radical shift of the US in the 1940s from being a regional power with weak national
security institutions into one which saw itself as a global superpower with a robust
national security state.18 According to social learning theory, although the end results
of third-order change are similar to those predicted by realism, the path to that end will
be more difficult and convoluted.
Jointness and joint operational commands in the Indian Context
The policy paradigm for higher defence organisation in India is marked by the separation between civilian and military leadership, and lack of jointness between the
individual services.19 After independence, a strong divide was created between the
civilian leadership, the bureaucracy and the uniformed services.20 The uniformed services were not integrated with their civilian counterparts in the ministry of defence
(MoD).21 As a result, by the early 1950s the military leadership contributed little to political and strategic issues, but maintained a great deal of autonomy in
military matters.22 The service chiefs effectively wore two hats: they would have
staff/administrative duties and also be the operational commanders of their services.23
This lack of effective communication between civilian political leadership, the
civilian bureaucracy and the military has been evident in many of the conflicts in
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India’s recent history.24 Similarly, in peace and wartime, the services were mostly
independent of each other. They were free to create separate doctrines and procurement
plans, and they tended to fight parallel rather than joint campaigns during wartime.25
While a joint military doctrine was released in 2006, it remains classified and comments by the defence minister, Pranab Mukherjee, on its release indicate that this was
seen as a limited first step: ‘There is a need to evolve a road map toward furthering the
process of joint commands’.26
In the aftermath of the surprise of the 1999 Kargil War, many former policymakers, military leaders and defence experts called for drastic changes to the existing
system.27 This movement was spearheaded first by the Kargil Review Committee
(1999–2000) and then by the group of ministers (GoM, 2000–2001), and their subsequent reports.28 The doyen of the Indian strategic studies community, the late K.
Subrahmanyam, encapsulated the view for the reformers:
KRC [Kargil Review Committee] said that the decision-making process and procedures and
organisation were 52 years old, formulated by Lord Ismay on the higher direction of war.
India’s Army, Navy and Air Force were all inherited from the British just like the police force
and the judiciary. Unfortunately, we have not done anything to think for ourselves in all the
above mentioned spheres and make our own legislation over the last 60 years. Since then, there
has been the emergence of nuclear weapons and the revolution in military affairs. There has
been no attempt to think about these developments in respect to India’s security. The type of
armed forces that we should have or the future should be the subject matter of a high-powered
independent commission.29

Essentially, for some, it seemed that the existing defence paradigm of the Indian
state was obsolete in the new strategic situation. India was in the 21st century with
a command structure better suited for the mid-20th century.
Of all the recommendations made by the GoM report, three are of the most interest
to this subject: integration of the services both with each other and with the MOD; the
creation of a chief of defence staff (CDS); and joint operational commands.30 With
regard to integration, as the Kargil Review Committee observed, ‘India is perhaps the
only major democracy where the Armed Forces Headquarters are outside of the apex
governmental structure’.31 In terms of integrated commands, the Lok Sabha’s (lower
house of parliament) Standing Committee on Defence also stated in its 14th session:
‘The Kargil Review Committee had observed that there was serious lack of synergy
amongst the three Services of Armed Forces. Apart from that, there was also lack of
coordination between the Armed Forces and Civil authorities’.32
However, this does not mean that there is consensus on what reforms are necessary
within the services themselves, or the larger security community. Of all the services,
the navy has been the most consistent proponent of more jointness and the creation of a
CDS and unified commands. Much of this has to do with the navy’s need to operate in
a maritime-littoral environment and also to project power from the sea to land, which
intrinsically involves cooperation with the other services.33 This also has to do with the
navy’s interest in non-traditional security issues in the Indian Ocean region, which call
for great inter-service cooperation. One can speculate that since the navy is the smallest
service, it has the least to lose if there are radical changes in defence structures, making
it easier for it to be pro-reform.34
In contrast, the air force tends to be the most resistant to concepts of jointness
that focus on the creation of either a CDS or theatre commands. This has much to
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do with both the history of the air force and its organisational and operational culture. Historically the air force has resisted being seen as only a supporting arm of the
army and has fought to secure an independent strategic role (air control/supremacy,
and strategic targeting inside the enemy country).35 In terms of organisational and
operational culture, the air force strongly resists the ‘top-down’ approach to jointness
of a CDS and theatre commands, and counters that jointness needs to come from the
‘bottom up’ by ensuring jointness first at the planning and acquisition stage, and in
the MoD in general.36 The air force strongly believes in the primacy of ‘indivisible
air power’ and centralising its assets in order to effectively use them in wartime.37
This makes the air force hostile to the idea of parcelling out assets to dedicated
theatre commands.38 This is particularly true since the resource procurement levels
are generally not viewed as being adequate for meeting the needs of existing command
structures, let alone theatre commands.39
The army lies between these two extremes and is divided into two camps. One
group of reformist officers takes a line similar to the navy’s and calls for increased
jointness and the creation of both a CDS and theatre commands.40 On the other side
are officers who are concerned about border conflicts and internal insurgencies and feel
that theatre commands are unsuited for India.41 There is a general perspective amongst
these officers that joint operational commands are only useful for power projection, and
not for defence or border security.42 Given the operational demands of various security
duties at the internal level (Jammu and Kashmir, the northeast, etc.) and the border level
(some 8,000–9,000 miles of disputed borders), the army tends to focus on more current,
practical matters than possible future reforms. Lastly, there are also concerns regarding
‘losing’ commands to the other services because most of the border commands tend to
fall under the army bailiwick for addressing internal and border security issues. There
is opposition to giving over commands to air force or naval officers in areas where the
army is actively engaged in operations and has the most assets.
One must also add that while this fear is not always expressed, the services are
concerned that the objective behind integrated commands is to reduce the power of
service chiefs.43 As mentioned earlier, the service chiefs are both staff officers and
operational commanders. Any evolution from the current system to one of a CDS and
theatre commanders would result in the service chiefs being deprived of their operational command.44 In the words of Prakash: ‘One would like to emphasise the fact that
since no Chief would like to preside over his own divestment, it is unrealistic to expect
a favourable recommendation for the CDS system from the Services’.45
Beyond the services, it is more difficult to determine the position of the politicians
and civilian bureaucracy with regard to integrated commands and jointness in general. Civilian politicians are generally not particularly interested in questions relating
to defence.46 The exceptions are the few dedicated MPs that serve on the Standing
Committee on Defence in the Lok Sabha. Judging by their consistent questioning of
MoD officials about why recommendations on further jointness and the CDS were not
followed up by the bureaucracy, one can surmise that they are both supportive of further reforms, and are frankly surprised that more integration has not been accomplished
since 2001.
The position of the bureaucracy on integrated commands and jointness is perhaps harder to determine. The bureaucrats are widely acknowledged to be the most
influential actors in terms of defence, and act as the principal interface between the
civilian decision-makers and the services. However, given their powerful position, they
are often criticised on several counts for: (1) being a ‘wall’ between the two groups;
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(2) having limited knowledge about or interest in defence issues; and (3) being resistant
to change.47 In addition, given their resistance to the recommendations of the Standing
Committee on Defence on the integration of the services into the MoD, one can assume
that they are generally not supportive of further integration of the military services.48
Lastly, the belief that India does not need joint operational commands because these
are seen to only be useful for power projection is fairly widespread in the army, air
force and in the bureaucracy as per many accounts.49
When some officials on the GoM task force, like Arun Singh, pushed for the establishment of theatre commands, there was strong resistance against further integrated
command, for the above-mentioned reasons.50 The argument given in favour of this
was that the existing system had worked well and did not need to be changed.51 In
addition, many felt that theatre commands were unsuited in the Indian context where
defence of territory and not power projection remains a priority.52 The reformers
had a difficult balancing act to perform and a less radical compromise solution was
achieved.53 Instead of a CDS, there would be a limited Integrated Defence Staff (IDS),
and two experimental integrated commands: the Strategic Forces Command (SFC) and
the Andaman and Nicobar Command (ANC).54
The Andaman and Nicobar Command
The Andaman and Nicobar islands are situated in a central location in the Bay of
Bengal. They are only 160 km from Indonesia and 45 km from Myanmar’s Coco
Islands, and are astride the western end of the Malacca Strait. In contrast, they are
1,200 km from the Indian mainland. About 600 islands and islets make up the two
island chains, but it is possible to develop infrastructure only on 10–12 of these.55 As
with most island territories, it supplements India’s Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) by
making up a massive 30 per cent of it.56 Sea Lines of Communication (SLOCs) in the
Indian Ocean are critical in terms of the increasing amounts of goods and energy supplies that a rapidly growing India needs.57 While geography would seem to indicate the
importance of these islands, it is interesting to note that it took the Indian government
several decades to invest in them.58
In contrast, since at least the 1940s several other powers have appreciated the strategic importance of the islands. The Imperial Japanese army seized them from the British
during the Second World War.59 There was some discussion in the British leadership
after the war about maintaining British rule over the islands even after independence
because of their strategic location, but this did not happen.60 Some thinkers within the
Congress leadership did appreciate the importance of the islands. Even before independence, the historian and diplomat K.M. Pannikar identified the Andaman and Nicobar
islands both in terms of a vulnerable frontier that needed to be protected and as an area
from which to project power:
The strategic area in Indian warfare was not so much Burmese frontier, as Malaya, Singapore
and the neglected Andaman Islands . . . The possession of the Andamans and the Nicobars
gives to India strategic bases which if fully utilized in co-ordination with air power can convert
the Bay of Bengal into a secure area.61

Reportedly, Nehru appreciated the importance of the islands as well, seeing them as an
anchor for his Pan-Asian policies of the late 1940s and early 1950s, to counterbalance
the natural tilt of Delhi towards West and Central Asia.62
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However, the islands were never a focus for Indian foreign and security policy in
the first 20 years of independence. It was only in the 1960s that security threats to
the islands came to the attention of Delhi. These included tensions with Burma and
Indonesia over sovereignty of some of the islands, the utilisation of some islands by
Burmese militia groups for arms and drug smuggling, encroachments by illegal squatters and fish poaching in particular, given the sheer size of the island chain and the
large number of mostly uninhabited islands.63
In the 1980s and 1990s, the Indian military presence on the islands was expanded
beyond modest naval and coast guard forces.64 In 1981, the command of the islands
was upgraded to Fortress Andaman and Nicobar (FORTAN) with a rear admiral in
command.65 Along with new command arrangements, military assets also increased
with the addition of an infantry brigade and helicopters.66 There were several reasons
for this expansion, including a greater interest in the Indian Ocean region, the buildup of the Indian navy and India’s ‘Look East’ policy of the 1990s that focused on
strengthening relations with South East Asia.67
In order to minimise the threat to these neighbours, one of the major functions of
the command was to increase military-to-military cooperation with South East Asia.68
Over the past 15–20 years, forces deployed to FORTAN have proved useful for building
maritime links with Thailand and Singapore, and repairing relations with Malaysia and
Indonesia.69 India also started inviting South East Asian countries to participate in the
MILAN exercises in 1995.70 These efforts helped in giving India a larger role in the
region, especially when India became a ‘dialogue partner’ of the ASEAN and then a
member of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) in 1996.71
By the end of the 1990s and particularly since 2000, there have been Indian concerns about Chinese interest in the Indian Ocean.72 This has mainly been because of
Chinese military and dual-use infrastructure development in Burma/Myanmar.73 In
the late 1990s and early 2000s, these concerns only increased with further Chinese
dual-use infrastructure developments in Sittwe and a potential Kra Isthmus Canal
in Myanmar, Hambantota in Sri Lanka, and Gwadar in Pakistan.74 By the close of
the first decade of the 20th century, it seemed that Chinese analysts also came to
realise the importance of the islands. These concerns focused upon the perceived leverage that the islands give to India over important SLOCs, in particular the Malacca
Strait.75
These developments seem to have spurred the Vajpayee government to upgrade
the status of the islands. In January 1999, the minister for defence, George Fernandes,
visited the islands and referred to the Andamans as India’s ‘farthest frontier’ and the
most ‘insecure region’.76 Both Arun Singh, one of the leading figures in the GoM task
force, and Fernandes were interested in developing the capabilities of the command.77
These efforts of the Vajpayee government were overtaken by events—the surprise of
the Kargil War, which was followed by the setting up of the KRC and the GoM in
1999 and 2001. The GoM report warned, ‘The Andaman and Nicobar Islands, far
removed from the Indian mainland, are increasingly vulnerable particularly in the context of the emergence of the Islamic separatist movement in Aceh’.78 Moreover, the
report recommended that:
In view of the growing strategic importance of the Andaman and Nicobar group of islands,
the replacement of the Fortress Commander Andaman and Nicobar (FORTAN) by a Joint
Andaman and Nicobar Command has now become necessary. This Command may jointly control the assets of the three Services and the Coast Guard and would be the first Joint Command
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in the country. This proposal may be processed by the MoD and approval of the competent
authority obtained expeditiously. The Commander of the Andaman and Nicobar Command
may report to the CDS.79

The primary duties of this command include:

• Defence of the territorial integrity, waters and airspace of the islands;
• Ensuring that eastern approaches to the Indian Ocean remain free from threats
for unhindered passage of shipping;

• Monitoring of SLOCs in designated AOR [Area of Responsibility];
• Exercising surveillance over EEZ;
• Establishment of an ADIZ [Air Defence Identification Zone] for air defence and
Downloaded by [Hawaii Pacific University] at 16:57 24 May 2012

air space control; and

• Undertaking joint planning for contingencies and infrastructure planning.80
Again, it must be stressed that for all the attention that the security analysis gave the
command, the assets and even the role of the ANC are relatively modest and are focused
more on congratulatory roles rather than on building up a base for power projection
past the Malacca Strait.81 A decade after the formation of the command, its assets
remain: one army infantry brigade; 5–6 air force transportation helicopters; 5–6 naval
patrol boats; and some amphibious and landing craft.82 It is also reported that the
support infrastructure on the islands is barely able to handle the constabulary duties,
let alone being a major military base for deterring a major power.83
It must, however, be said, on looking back a decade later, that the ANC has been
quite successful as an experiment or ‘crucible for jointness’. Most officers who have
commanded or served in the islands, no matter what their service, have been very
positive about how well jointness has worked.84 There were many problems to work
out, in particular with regard to budgets, logistics, and communications, but these were
resolved with innovative and practical solutions.85 For example, when the first army
commander-in-chief arrived, it was made sure that he had a naval chief of staff to assist
him with regard to maritime issues.86
This is not to say there have been no difficulties with the ANC. The difficulties
have focused upon three broad areas: (1) lack of interest of some services and the
mainland; (2) problems with the civilian support staff; and (3) problems with interfacing a joint command with non-joint services back on the mainland. As to the first
point, the services in varying degrees have a tendency not to be very interested in the
ANC. At various times they have stopped funding or removed assets from islands when
needed, and have not been interested in stationing valuable assets there.87 Secondly, in
the first couple of years, one persistent difficulty was finding adequate numbers of civilian staff to work at the ANC.88 However, there have been some administrative reforms
in the past couple of years that appear to have mitigated many of these problems.89
Lastly, there have been problems with having a joint command ‘outpost’ amidst a
larger defence establishment that is decidedly non-joint. In the words of one MoD
official: ‘[CinC ANC] has got the powers to execute whatever he has been directed to
do. Whatever orders are given, he has to execute, but the instruments of execution are
under Component Commanders which are Service-specific’.90 For example, each service maintains its own legal codes and jurisdictions, which can cause problems.91 More
difficult has been the dependence of the ANC on the mainland for food and refitting of
its military assets.92 As the prime minister’s envoy stated in 2009: ‘It is my experience
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that “outposts” tend to become just that. They command only episodic attention from
decision makers and certainly only limited claim on budgetary resources’.93
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Conclusion
There are a couple of points that one must return to. Why the ANC for India’s first
theatre command? And will there be more integrated commands in the future?
Why ANC?
The development of the ANC does not match up well with the traditional explanation of internal balancing against an external threat, meaning China. We would really
need to see a radical shift in thinking about the ANC as an exposed outpost to be
defended, to a defence asset or force multiplier for control of the Bay of Bengal.94
As stated earlier, the command has concentrated on the roles of (1) constabulary and
non-traditional security in the islands and their surrounding waters; and (2) military
and diplomatic engagement with ASEAN and other Asia-Pacific powers.95 There are
indications that the ANC as conceptualised today is merely the foundation for a larger
and more important command for dealing with more conventional contingencies in the
future (i.e. China), but evidence for this is rather fragmentary.96
While there is concern in Delhi about the rise of China and Chinese efforts to
build infrastructure for potential entry into the Indian Ocean in the future, it needs to
be put into a longer-term perspective. Most experts feel that although conflict is not
inevitable between these two major Asian states in the future, there will be a critical
moment 10–15 years from now when both powers will have the capacity to enter into
each other’s regions.97 Many observers have noted that the Indian efforts to monitor
and possibly counter Chinese expansion into South East Asia and the Indian Ocean
have been cautious and usually in reaction to Chinese actions, rather than preventive
measures. In the words of John Garver:
It also responded to the growing Chinese involvement in Burma’s maritime sector by strengthening its naval presence in the Andaman Islands. Again, the pattern seems to be one of India
responding to, accommodating, the expansion of the Chinese presence, rather than finding an
effective way to thwart the growth of that presence.98

In answer to the first question, it must be said that of all the possible joint operational theatre commands for India, the ANC was the easiest to organise. As mentioned
earlier, Arun Singh and other members of the GoM were enthusiastic about theatre
commands, but apparently ran into opposition from other members of the task force.
However, the navy offered the command as a ‘crucible/experiment’.99 As Admiral
Arun Prakash put it: ‘ANC came virtually as a gift from the IN [Indian navy], and was
a net gain for the other two Services’.100 Since the navy gave up the command, it did
not come into conflict with the other services whereas a more important area would
have created a conflict among the services (in particular one on a land border or one
with large numbers of army assets assigned to it).
Secondly, the command creation was less controversial since there was a foundation
of jointness in the islands for the past decade or more.101 While much is made of
the ANC as the formation of the first service command in 2001, it must be said that
from the late 1980s FORTAN was effectively a tri-service command in practice, if not

Downloaded by [Hawaii Pacific University] at 16:57 24 May 2012

Strategic Analysis

449

formally.102 Because of the nature of the territory, the need for cooperation to deal with
non-traditional security issues, the wide variety of small islands and islands, narrow
and/or shallow waters, the sheer size of the territory and so on, the three services, plus
the coast guard, had to work together in order to effectively patrol and monitor the
islands.103
Moreover, the small size of the forces deployed and their isolation from mainland India made development of a ‘working jointness’ both relatively easy and also
inevitable.104 This is true both in terms of ease of working together and in terms
of the services being ‘willing to give them up’. Small assets like a handful of helicopters, or patrol boats consigned to an isolated position, are far easier to cede to a
theatre command than squadrons of advanced aircraft or a strike corps in a critical
location along the Pakistani or Chinese border.105 For example, the air force argues
that with the increase of range with air-to-air refuelling techniques, mainland-based
Indian fighters have the range to cover almost all of the Indian Ocean region, rendering
pre-deployment to the ANC (or other potential theatre commands) superfluous.106
From most indicators the ANC has been successful. There have been problems,
such as difficulties with civilian staff shortages and problems with integrating services,
but many of these were to be expected. However, the ANC has had two stand-out
successes: the response to the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and the reduction in poaching incidents. The devastation inflicted upon the Andaman and Nicobar Islands by the
2004 tsunami was quite horrific, and according to one former commander, the situation was as close to the conditions of actual warfare that one could get short of combat,
given the level of devastation and chaos.107 The three services, the coast guard and the
civilian administration were able to respond well to the disaster, not only in terms of
dealing with devastation on the islands but also in coordinating disaster response in
the region. Secondly, poaching incidents have dropped sharply in the years since the
creation of the ANC.108 In summary, the ANC is widely seen as a success in its region,
even by those who are against more theatre commands for India.
Organisational learning and future integrated commands
In the summer of 2011, the Indian government announced the formation of the Naresh
Chandra Task Force on National Security. The common theme that emerges from many
of the editorials of the task force was the question of whether or not there would be any
recommendations on setting up more integrated commands.109 The primary insight
from the organisational learning is that most organisational change will be of the first or
second order, and will rarely involve fundamental change unless those who believe in a
new paradigm reach positions of authority and force a re-conceptualisation of the structures and issues at hand. When one examines the slow pace of change in both higher
defence in India in general and the development of the ANC in particular, it matches
well with the predictions of first- and second-order change.110 The change proposed
and partially implemented by the GoM report would constitute second-order change.
As Admiral J.G. Nadkarni offered, ‘Incremental changes are far easier to digest than a
monumental overhaul, which can easily throw the entire set-up into chaos for years’.111
Given the earlier discussion about the resistance to jointness and joint operating
command, it is unlikely that there will be more theatre commands created in the near
future. The conventional wisdom, even among those who want theatre commands and
view the ANC as a success, is that it is too early to replicate the ANC for other
commands.112 What made the ANC work is that it was not seen as important by most of

Downloaded by [Hawaii Pacific University] at 16:57 24 May 2012

450

Patrick Bratton

the services and the bureaucracy, and the assets deployed are acceptable to be ‘lost’ to a
theatre command. In more traditionally vital areas with large assets, this will raise difficult questions of how to portion out valuable assets.113 Perhaps more difficult would
be how to decide whether some commands would be assigned to a specific service,
or whether there would be rotation by services as in the case of the US. Given the
sheer size of the army and its pre-eminence in terms of territorial defence, it would be
difficult to find a solution to this and balance it with the air force’s traditional fear of
being subsumed by the army and being treated as a supporting service.114 So it seems
unlikely that more joint operational theatre commands will be set up until the political
leadership forces change on both the bureaucracy and the services.
Additionally, two things need to be kept in mind. Firstly, just because the US has
established such commands does not mean that every other country must follow in the
US’s footsteps. Secondly, the US experience was long and drawn out and not straightforward. With regard to the first point, while there has been a general move towards
jointness in many defence establishments at least since the Second World War, there
is no single, universal model of integration. Because of the power and size of the US
and its armed forces, there is a tendency to see the US as a model to emulate. One
extreme, as we have mentioned, has been India, with very little top-down integration
until the early 2000s. Another extreme has been Canada, with a completely integrated single service since 1968 supported by various integrated functional commands
(Communication Command, Air Command, Canadian Expeditionary Force Command,
and so on).115
It must also be said that while these terms are often used interchangeably, there are
also some differences between the American concept of a chairman of the joint chiefs
of staff and a British/Commonwealth-style chief of defence staff. In the US context,
the chairman is not an operational commander and operations are commanded by joint
operational theatre commanders (combatant commanders).116 In contrast, many of the
Commonwealth countries have a CDS that originally commanded the forces, but since
the 1990s most of these countries have taken operational command away from the CDS
and given it to a joint operational expeditionary command under it.117
As far as the second point is concerned, the US experience when viewed in the long
term does not stand out as always being an example of foresight and rationality. Even in
the US, the establishment of full jointness was a slow and often painful process lasting
40 years from the Second World War until the passing of the Goldwater-Nichols Act in
1986.118 Those who lambast the slow nature of change in the Indian system would do
well to remember how difficult the US experience was and how that change was forced
on the services by Congress.
In India also, jointness is unlikely to come from within the services themselves,
so reforms would need to come from parliamentary intervention.119 For example, to
make jointness work, a critical component that will need to be implemented is to
make joint service a requirement for promotion to incentivise officers and for their
services to value it, and this will need to come from outside the services.120 However,
with a few exceptions, most elected politicians are not interested in defence issues
and are unwilling to spend political capital on pushing difficult reforms that challenge
both the services and the bureaucracy. Comparing the American and Indian cases, K.
Subrahmanyam noted in one of his last interviews:
As a matter of fact, the creation of a Department of Defence in the United States had also met
with stiff resistance. While taking major decisions on strategic bombers and aircraft carriers,
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the decision had to be taken by sacking six admirals in a single day—thus, exhibiting strength
of character by the political class in the US. Change is always resisted and has to be enforced.
Unfortunately, we do not have such people in India at present . . . The NSC in the US came
into being as a result of legislation as did the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). In India, the
difficulty arises since our Parliament does not even debate the reports that have been tabled in
the Parliament. The Parliament today is defaulting on its principal role of governance[.]121

The stalled reforms recommended by the KRC and the GoM indicate that it is also
unlikely that reform will be supported by the bureaucracy. The bureaucracy has in many
cases simply ignored the recommendations or has delayed their implementation, even
when asked directly by the Parliament Standing Committee on Defence.122 A telling
example of this delay on the part of the bureaucracy emerged during the Standing
Committee’s 36th Report (14th Lok Sabha), entitled ‘Status of Implementation of
Unified Command for Armed Forces’, in 2008–2009. In this report, members of the
Committee had asked the MoD why they had not acted upon recommendations to allow
greater participation and integration of military officers in policymaking issues. The
reply was, ‘We do not really feel the need frankly’.123
So it seems unlikely that more joint operational theatre commands will be set up
in the near term unless another Kargil level disaster/surprise happens that forces the
political leadership to force change on both the bureaucracy and the services.124 This
is not to say that there is no chance for any more integrated commands in the future.
There is less opposition, in particular from the army, to having more functional commands. In this sense, the Strategic Forces Command, more so than the ANC, will be a
model and other likely candidates are often said to be integrated commands for space,
cyber, special forces, acquisitions, logistics, and so on.125 The SFC rotates through the
three services, and brings together members from not only the services, but also civilian organisations.126 The creation of a ‘joint functional civilian command’ for disaster
management, the National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) in 2005 shows
that there is a certain momentum towards function integration in order to deal with
the challenges of non-traditional security issues.127 Lastly, functional joint operational
commands also overcome one the largest objections to theatre commands: how to
divide up commands between services when a service views a particular geographic
region as ‘their’ region given the deployed assets and operations there.128
Organisational learning and Indian history indicate that in order for third-order
change or drastic reform to happen, there needs to be a ‘shock’ to make policymakers,
military leaders and even the informed public re-examine their beliefs on security.129
This will give civilian policymakers the incentive to force integration on services that
will be reluctant to accept change, and will also empower ‘mavericks’ or reformers
from inside the services that will partner with the civilian reformers.130
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Vinod Anand, ‘Integrating the Indian Military: Retrospect and Prospect’, Journal of Defence
Studies, 2(2), 2008, p. 33.
Rajesh Basrur, ‘Lessons of Kargil as Learned by India’, in Peter Lavoy, no. 24, pp. 318–320.
This was led by a fortuitous combination of leading political figures with a committed interest in defence (Arun Singh, Jaswant Singh, Brajesh Mishra), defence intellectuals
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Report of the Group of Ministers on National Security, Government of India, New Delhi:
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Kargil Review Committee Report, no. 19, p. 258. Service HQs are ‘attached’ to the
government, not formally part of it. Kargil Review Committee Report, no. 19, p. 259.
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Doctrine, Integrated Headquarters, Ministry of Defence, Navy, Delhi, 2009, especially
pp. 79–84, 105–122.
These include disaster response, piracy, counter-terrorism in the littorals, etc. This was born
out of a series of interviews by the author with several serving and retired naval officers
in Delhi in June and July 2011, and the writings of pro-integration naval officers such as
Admiral Arun Prakash (ret.), General Vijay Oberoi (ret.) and Brigadier Gurmeet Kanwal (ret.).
However, one has to speculate that the navy would object to losing its naval air arm or maritime commandos if these were deemed to be redundant in a future rationalisation of defence
assets under a joint umbrella. My thanks to A. Vinod Kumar on this point.
There are also concerns that given the land bias of civilians and the dominance of a large army,
there is a lack of understanding of air operations. Author’s interview with retired senior air
force officer, Delhi, June 2011; and author’s interview with P.R. Chari, July 5, 2011.
There is concern that the army in particular does not understand how to balance the importance
and requirements of strikes in a conflict, and that there needs to be an ‘educational’ component
of joint planning before top-down jointness can be implemented. Author’s interview with Air
Vice Marshal (ret.) Kapil Kak, Delhi, June 24, 2011; and author’s interview with retired senior
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the 1980s. See Raju Thomas, no. 21, p. 131. Also, in fairness, the air force perhaps has some
justification for its concerns about its roles and independence given that since the 1970s both
of the other services have encroached on its turf, in the form of the navy’s development of
naval aviation and the army’s development of aviation units. Admiral Arun Prakash, ‘India’s
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R. Venkataraman, no. 38, pp. 235–236.
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The author acknowledges there are different conceptions of what a CDS would look like, and
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The Indian National Interest Review, 14, May 2008, p. 13. For differences in conceptions of
the powers and responsibilities of a CDS, see R. Venkataraman, no. 38, pp. 218–234.
Admiral Arun Prakash (ret.), ‘India’s Higher Defence Organisation’, no. 23, p. 29. The full
quote reads: ‘In India, the Service Chiefs have since Independence, continued to wear two
hats; a “staff hat” as the Chief of Staff and an “operational hat” as the Commander-in-Chief
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posts. In their study of the higher civil service, Krishnan and Somanathan find that consistently
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Oxford University Press, Delhi, 2005, pp. 258–259, 296–297.
As MoD officials admitted to the Standing Committee on Defence (February 2009),
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See 36th Report, Standing Committee on Defence, 14th Lok Sabha (2008–09), ‘Status of
Implementation of Unified Command for Armed Forces’, p. 16. This resistance to change
is not new. See, for example, arguments against the creation of a CDS back in 1968 by the
then Defence Secretary P.V.R. Rao, ‘Governmental Machinery for the Evolution of National
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