
 

 Russia Prepares for Major Deal with India  

on Northern Sea Route:  

Strategic Implications for China  
 

 

 

 

 

 

WHY IN NEWS ? 

Recent developments indicate that Russia is intensifying efforts to collaborate with India on the 
Northern Sea Route (NSR), a strategic maritime corridor in the Arctic Ocean along Russia’s northern 
coast. 

This route offers a significantly shorter and faster trade pathway between Asia and Europe, reducing the 
distance by about 40% compared to the traditional Suez Canal route, saving approximately 10-14 days of 
transit time. 

Russia is heavily investing in the NSR to establish it as a global trade artery and India is emerging as a key 
partner in this endeavor.  

This potential deal not only promises economic benefits but also carries significant geopolitical 
implications, particularly in strategically encircling China from multiple fronts. Below is a detailed 
breakdown of the deal, its components and its broader implications. 

Key Components of the India-Russia NSR Deal 

1. Construction of Icebreaker Ships:  

o Russia has proposed that India participate in building four non-nuclear icebreaker ships, with 
an estimated cost exceeding ₹6,000 crore (approximately $750 million). These ships are 
critical for breaking ice along the NSR, ensuring year-round navigability in the Arctic’s harsh 
conditions. 

o Indian shipyards, such as Cochin Shipyard, are likely candidates for this joint production effort. 
This move prioritizes India over China, which had previously shown interest in similar projects. 

o Significance: This collaboration will transfer advanced shipbuilding technology to India, create 
jobs and position India as a player in Arctic maritime infrastructure. 
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2. Cargo Transit and Trade Connectivity:  

o The NSR offers India an opportunity to boost imports of Russian oil, gas and other commodities at 
lower costs due to reduced transit times. In 2024, India began using the NSR to export agricultural 
products to Russia, marking a milestone in bilateral trade. 

o Projections suggest that by 2025, India’s cargo transit volume via the NSR could reach 5 million 
tons, significantly enhancing trade efficiency. 

o Plans are underway to link the NSR with India’s Chennai-Vladivostok maritime corridor and 
the Chabahar Port in Iran, creating a seamless trade network connecting South Asia, the Middle 
East and Europe via the Arctic. 

3. Joint Working Group and Training:  

o During Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to Moscow in July 2024, India and Russia 
established a Joint Working Group to advance NSR cooperation. The group’s first meeting 
occurred in October 2024, focusing on:  

 Training Indian sailors for polar navigation in the Arctic. 

 Exploring joint shipbuilding projects tailored for Arctic conditions. 

o Russia is offering technical expertise and training to Indian personnel, enhancing India’s capacity 
to operate in the Arctic. 

o The upcoming visit of Russian President Vladimir Putin to India in December 2025 is expected to 
finalize key agreements, potentially sealing the “Arctic Pact.” 

Key Aspect Details Benefits for India 

Icebreaker 
Construction 

4 non-nuclear icebreakers, joint production at 
Cochin Shipyard (target: 2025) 

Technology transfer, job 
creation 

Cargo Transit 5 million tons by 2025, oil/gas imports via NSR Lower costs, faster delivery 

Connectivity 
Linking Chabahar Port and Chennai-Vladivostok 
route to NSR 

Integration with INSTC, 
Asia-Europe link 

Training/Shipbuilding 
Russian training for Indian sailors, joint Arctic 
shipbuilding 

Capacity building in Arctic 
navigation 
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Strategic Implications: Why China Faces a “Double Encirclement” 
This India-Russia collaboration on the NSR poses a significant challenge to China’s geopolitical and 
economic ambitions in the Arctic and beyond. Here’s how it creates a strategic “encirclement” of China: 

1. China’s Ambitions in the NSR:  

o China has been aggressively pursuing its “Polar Silk Road” initiative, aiming to integrate the NSR 
into its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). In 2025, China launched the Lianyungang-Arkhangelsk 
container line under its “Ice Silk Road” project, signaling its intent to dominate Arctic trade 
routes. 

o However, Russia’s decision to prioritize India over China for the icebreaker deal and broader NSR 
collaboration undermines China’s aspirations for dominance in the Arctic. By choosing India, 
Russia is diversifying its partnerships and reducing reliance on China. 

2. Geopolitical Balancing by Russia:  

o Since the onset of the Ukraine conflict, Russia has faced Western sanctions, making it heavily 
dependent on China for trade and economic support. However, Russia is wary of becoming overly 
reliant on Beijing and is seeking to balance this relationship by strengthening ties with India. 

o India has emerged as Russia’s largest oil buyer (after China), accounting for a significant portion of 
Russia’s energy exports. By deepening NSR cooperation, Russia gains a strategic partner in India, 
reducing China’s leverage over Moscow. 

o This move aligns with Russia’s broader strategy to counterbalance China in global forums like 
BRICS, where both nations aim to reduce reliance on the U.S. dollar in trade. 

3. “Encirclement” of China:  

o From the East (Indian Ocean):  
 India’s Chabahar Port in Iran, developed as a counter to China’s Gwadar Port in Pakistan 

(part of the BRI), is being integrated with the NSR. This creates a robust trade corridor linking 
South Asia to Europe via the Arctic, bypassing China’s BRI routes. 

 The Chennai-Vladivostok maritime corridor further strengthens India’s presence in the 
Indo-Pacific, challenging China’s dominance in regional trade networks. 

o From the North (Arctic):  
 India’s entry into the NSR, supported by Russia, dilutes China’s influence in the Arctic. By 

collaborating with India on icebreakers and training, Russia is signaling that it prefers a 
multipolar Arctic framework over a China-dominated one. 

o Analysts view this as part of Russia’s strategy to “hedge” against China, ensuring that Beijing does 
not monopolize critical trade routes or gain excessive influence in Russia’s Arctic backyard. 

4. Economic and Strategic Setback for China:  

o China’s exclusion from the icebreaker deal and limited role in NSR development could hinder its 
Polar Silk Road plans. The NSR’s shorter transit times and lower costs threaten to divert trade 
away from China’s BRI routes, such as the Suez Canal or China-Europe land routes. 

o Additionally, India’s growing presence in the Arctic strengthens its bid for a larger role in the 
Arctic Council, where China is only an observer. This could further limit China’s influence in 
Arctic governance. 
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Benefits and Challenges for India 

Benefits: 
1. Economic Gains:  
o The NSR could reduce shipping costs by 30-

40% compared to the Suez Canal, particularly 
for energy imports (oil and gas) from Russia. 
This is critical for India, which relies heavily on 
imported energy. 

o Faster transit times (10-14 days less) will 
enhance trade efficiency, benefiting Indian 
exporters and importers. 

2. Strategic Leverage:  
o Collaboration on the NSR positions India as a 

key player in the Arctic, potentially paving the 
way for a stronger role in the Arctic Council. 

o The integration of Chabahar Port with the NSR 
strengthens India’s International North-
South Transport Corridor (INSTC), creating a 
counterbalance to China’s BRI. 

3. Technological and Industrial Growth:  
o Joint production of icebreakers and training 

programs will enhance India’s shipbuilding and 
polar navigation capabilities, fostering 
technological self-reliance. 

Challenges: 
1. Environmental Concerns:  
o The Arctic is an environmentally sensitive 

region and increased shipping could face 
scrutiny from environmental groups and Arctic 
Council members. India will need to balance 
economic interests with sustainable practices. 

2. Western Opposition:  
o Western countries, particularly the U.S., may 

view India’s collaboration with Russia 
skeptically due to ongoing sanctions on 
Moscow. India will need to navigate this 
diplomatically to avoid straining ties with the 
West. 

3. Logistical Hurdles:  
o Operating in the Arctic requires specialized 

infrastructure and expertise, which India is 
only beginning to develop. Scaling up capacity 
will take time and significant investment. 

4. Geopolitical Risks:  
o Aligning closely with Russia could complicate 

India’s relations with other powers, 
particularly if tensions escalate in the Indo-
Pacific or Arctic regions. 

Broader Context and Future Outlook 
The India-Russia NSR deal is a strategic masterstroke that aligns with both nations’ interests: 

 For Russia, it diversifies partnerships, reduces dependence on China and strengthens its position 
as a key player in Arctic trade. 

 For India, it enhances energy security, boosts trade efficiency and elevates its global geopolitical 
stature. 

The anticipated visit of President Putin to India in December 2025 will be a critical moment. If the 
“Arctic Pact” is finalized, it could mark a turning point in India-Russia relations and reshape global trade 
dynamics. The NSR has the potential to become a new artery of global commerce, challenging traditional 
routes like the Suez Canal and countering China’s BRI ambitions. 

Key Questions Moving Forward: 
 Will India and Russia successfully execute the icebreaker project by 2025? 
 How will China respond to this strategic alignment, particularly in the Arctic and Indian Ocean? 
 Can India balance its NSR ambitions with environmental and diplomatic challenges? 

In conclusion, the India-Russia partnership on the Northern Sea Route is poised to redefine trade and 
geopolitics in the Arctic. By leveraging this opportunity, India not only secures economic benefits but also 
positions itself as a counterweight to China, creating a strategic “encirclement” that could reshape the 
global balance of power. All eyes are now on the December 2025 summit, where the contours of this 
transformative deal may be finalized. 


