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InternatIonal exerCIse partICIpatIon by  
the IndIan arMed forCes

According to the Annual Reports of the Ministry of Defence (MoD), 
Government of India, from 2011–12 to 2015–16, the Indian armed forces 
have been engaging a number of countries through regular international 
military exercises in India and abroad (see Appendix Table A1).12 Partner 
countries for international military exercises that India conducted or was 
part of from 2012 onwards are depicted in Figure 3. The share of various 
countries in these international exercises by Indian armed forces is given 
in Figure 4. Singapore and the US head the list with 12 engagements 
since 2012 amongst the list of 23 countries in this category. 

The Indian Army has expanded the engagement envelope for 
international exercises focused on various domains of warfare that are 
decided mutually with the partner countries. The Indian Navy regularly 
exercises with various foreign navies at both at bilateral and multilateral 
levels in three participative formats: passage exercises (PASSEX); 
occasional exercises; and institutionalised exercises. PASSEX are 
conducted when ships of either navy pass near the other’s coast, with the 
duration and complexity determined as per the operational considerations 
and degree of interoperability attained. Occasional exercises are those 
periodic international exercises on maritime security or HADR in which 
the Indian Navy participates occasionally on the sidelines of overseas 
deployments. Institutionalised exercises are conducted on regular basis 
with partner countries in areas of maritime interest, with the scope 
and content progressively enhanced for traditional and non-traditional 
maritime challenges.13 Exercise Malabar (with the US since 1992); 
Exercise Thammar-al-Tayyib, renamed as Exercise Naseem-al-Bahr in 
2007 (with Oman since 1993); SIMBEX (with Singapore since 1994); 
Exercise Varuna (with France since 2001); Exercise INDRA (with 
Russia since 2003); Exercise Konkan (with the UK since 2004); Exercise 
SLINEX (with Sri Lanka since 2005); Exercise IBSAMAR (with Brazil 
and South Africa since 2008); Exercise JIMEX (with Japan since 2012); 
AUSINDEX (with Australia since 2012); and Exercise KOMODO (with 
Indonesia since 2015) all into this category.14

The Indian Air Force (IAF) has come a long way after its first 
international exercise with participation of fighter aircraft, Exercise 
Garuda-I with France, in India in 2003. Other exercises in various 
formats have also been conducted since then. These include: Exercise 
Cooperative Cope Thunder, later renamed Exercise Red Flag-Alaska 
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Single Service or Multi Service

In a single-service international exercise, it is possible to ensure that the 
exercise objective is in consonance with the service core. Engagement 
with countries with state-of-the-art technologies already inducted in 
their armed forces makes for the best case for single-service interaction. 
However, with all other partners, multi-service engagement is optimal 
because in war as well in HADR missions multi-service engagement is 
envisaged. 

Where

Ideally, international exercises should be held alternatively in partner 
countries. However, this is not an advisable solution in the case of 
a multilateral exercise. The basic infrastructure for conduct of an 
international exercise and availability of combat elements to achieve 
the stated objectives are essential to assess the suitability of a venue. 
Administrative challenges apart, hosting a multilateral exercise is 
operationally and financially the best option as it provides the opportunity 
to grant exposure to the maximum number of combatants. 

Sequence

The scale of international military exercises should be defined based 
on the designated objectives to be achieved. Logically, the engagement 
must commence with calling/sending observers from the countries that 
are planning to engage through military exercises to other international 
military exercises. This can be followed by a tabletop exercise and 
systematically upgraded to a staff exercise (or command post exercise or 
war gaming) before undertaking missions with combat assets. However, 
this process can be fast-tracked based on mutual understanding achieved 
between the militaries. 

Scale

The scale of participation must be based on the intended objectives and 
should invariably consist of at least one independent combat element. 
For exercises planned outside the country, owing to various financial 
and technical factors, the minimum forces that participate should be: 
one company (army), one ship (navy), four fighter aircraft/one transport 
aircraft/four helicopters (air force), along with the requisite operational, 
maintenance and logistics support elements. However, for the 
international exercises planned within the country, the aim should be to 
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give exposure to the maximum number of personnel within the defined 
exercise objectives, and resources should be committed accordingly. With 
countries operating similar combat equipment, bilateral exercises can be 
held without movement of combat assets by utilising the host nations 
assets and benefitting from the resultant low costs. 

Frequency

Conducting an international military exercise puts a strain on the annual 
training programme of the armed forces, and the exercises planned 
outside the country result in additional financial liability. However, 
international military exercises are essential for operational growth and 
ensuring rapid HADR support. In order to balance these two contrary 
requirements, a calendar needs to be chalked out to ensure engagement 
with all countries in the intended group at least once every five years. 

IMpaCt of InternatIonal MIlItary exerCIses

Benefits

Strategically, international military exercises assist in forging a bond 
between participating nations and enhance the level of cooperation 
between them. This cooperation in military affairs has the potential 
to expand to other arenas, especially related to technology, human 
resources, training, education and the economy. Mutual benefits from 
this expansion lead to greater synergy and a cohesive policy formulation. 

International exercises assist in operational interaction with military 
professionals trained in an entirely different operational environment. 
Although a number of restrictions are laid down during the conduct 
of the exercise, a large number of tactical surprises are experienced 
by the participants. This, in fact, constitutes the biggest gain from 
this interaction as it helps in grooming combatants in tackling varied 
operational situations. This forms an important input for refining training 
methodology too. Another area of significance is the force application 
planning process. Each participant, based on the defined objectives, plans 
an independent force application. While the plan springs no surprises 
as it is normally based on time-tested military principles, the process 
followed by each participant is different and thus assists in understanding 
the different routes and ways along with stabilising/destabilising factors. 
This ultimately leads to a greater understanding of the force application 
methodology that can be employed in an operational scenario. It is not 
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necessary that in an international military exercise no benefit accrues 
by engaging a force with lower technology or combat experience. An 
analysis of Exercise Cope India 2004, which was conducted with the US 
Air Force (USAF) in India, assisted it a great deal in understanding the 
tactical advancements that were underway in a specific context.17

Military exercises carried out between combat elements of a country’s 
own forces suffer from a ‘Blue-on-Blue’ tactical employment as both sides 
are trained together in the same environment with same set of military 
lessons. Interacting professionally in an operational situation, albeit as 
a training event as part of international military exercise, highlights 
the weaknesses of tactical employment plans as both participants have 
been trained differently. Additionally, empirical data can be obtained to 
support a theoretical comparative analysis of the combat equipment of 
participants.

International military exercises assist in bridging gaps between the 
participating militaries. As military conflict is the last stage of relationship 
between any two countries, the involvement of their militaries in a joint 
exercise, rather than in war, is the best form of CBM. The Hand-in-Hand 
series of exercises between the Indian Army and the PLA, undertaken 
every year and with the location alternating between India and China, 
are a perfect example of the power of international military exercises as 
a CBM.

Forces that need to operate in an overlapping operational environment 
for war or for humanitarian and disaster relief need to have common 
operating processes to obviate the risk of sub-optimal operational 
efficiency. International military exercises are ideal tools for formulating, 
testing and finalising such interoperable processes between the partners. 
Once inter-operability is established, the participants will be able to 
achieve high level of operational efficiency. 

The strategic, operational and tactical growth of the armed forces is 
inherently organic in nature and stems from their operational experience. 
Development in this regard also takes place by learning and analysing 
events of military significance that are occurring in other parts of the 
world. However, interaction with military operators and forces which 
have directly or indirectly participated in significant military events is 
of immense military value for learning the outcome of various strategies 
and tactics. Such interaction takes place through visits and seminars but 
is most productive during an international military exercise. The lessons 
learnt by each participant during his/her operational experience find 
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a way in his/her thought process, operational procedures and tactical 
employment. Therefore, the best practices of the participants can be 
learnt and followed as well as employed in one’s own processes, with 
suitable modifications as per the prevailing operational environment. 
For example, various techniques of ‘Broadcast Control’ found their way 
into the IAF through lessons learnt from international exercises with the 
French Air Force, the UK’s Royal Air Force(RAF) and USAF.

The purpose of armed forces across the globe is the same, yet 
each country develops its armed forces as per its requirements. Based 
on the objectives and initial model of development, various processes 
associated with the armed forces gradually develop for optimisation. The 
organisation of combat elements into various groupings, their tactical 
deployment, equipment profile, and associated logistical tentacles are 
based on operational doctrine of the force. Interaction at a tactical level 
through international military exercises gives an insight into the factors 
affecting these aspects and its development process in different settings. 
This is a very useful knowledge and cuts down the development time for 
creating an optimal model whenever the objectives or equipment profile 
undergo a transformation. 

International exposure of combatants and their interaction with 
similarly placed combatants of other forces during an international 
military exercise helps in getting out of the ‘frog-in-the-well’ syndrome. 
Exposure during international military exercises induces a systematic 
change in the work culture and operational thought process. These two 
attributes appear intangible, yet have a profound impact on the overall 
force capability and its functioning.

Pitfalls

International military exercise engagements are undertaken with the 
aim to boost one’s national interests and image. However, media reports 
in 2015 of a ‘12–0’ score in Exercise Indradhanush between the IAF 
and the RAF, and the follow-on debate ended up undoing a lot of the 
goodwill that was generated by the bilateral exercise.18 In fact, after this 
event, media reports for all international exercises have been restricted to 
primarily Press Information Bureau (PIB) press releases. 

International military exercises are carried out within well-defined, 
pre-decided and mutually agreed rules of engagement (RoE). Context is 
of considerable importance in such cases. Therefore, the lessons drawn 
from such engagements need to be viewed in light of the restricted space 



International Military Exercises 35

and conceptualisation of operations. Applicability of the lessons learnt 
across a broad spectrum could be disastrous and thus needs to be handled 
with utmost care.

Each participant in an international exercise keeps certain capabilities 
out of bounds for the exercise in order to retain operational independence. 
However, there are certain capabilities/deficiencies that come to fore 
during the exercise and become known to all participants. There is risk in 
the ability of the partner nation to withhold this information within its 
organisation as this information has low significance level. Any leakage 
to a nation/organisation inimical to one’s own could result in a security 
compromise. 

the Way forWard

International defence cooperation is an imperative for building our 
capabilities to deal with how we envisage our current and emerging role in 
the international arena.19 International military exercises are, thus, efficient 
tools to engage partnering nations and enhance existing relationships. 
These exercises actively support military diplomacy alongwith other 
aspects such as military training, port calls, delegation visits, and combat 
equipment support. Besides projecting Indian capabilities and enabling 
doctrinal learning, such exercises assist in benchmarking our capabilities 
against international standards.20

The Indian armed forces must continue to hold international 
military exercises in India and also participate in similar exercises held 
in other countries. Although the number of countries India has engaged 
with (23 countries as of now) is good for a period of five years, notable 
absentees in the list are ROK, Germany, Myanmar, Vietnam, Egypt 
and Iran. Furthermore, the scope of engagement with our South Asian 
neighbours—Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Afghanistan and Nepal—too 
needs a revision owing to the high probability of involvement of the 
Indian armed forces in these countries in case of HADR missions. Our 
engagement policy needs to be re-visited and, if required, the frequency 
of military exercises with certain countries reduced in order to engage a 
greater number of countries. The gains from engaging different countries 
would far outweigh repeated engagement with the same partners. 
Gradually, multiservice and multinational exercises with an enhanced 
scope need to be organised in India to make the entire process of military 
engagement more efficient. 
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appendIx

Table A1 List of International Military Exercises by Indian Armed Forces 
from 2012 onwards

S. No. Year Forces Exercise Participants Location

 1. 2012 IA Bold Kurekshetra Singapore India

 2. 2012 IA Ekuverin-IV Maldives India

 3. 2012 IA Garuda Shakti-I21 Indonesia India

 4. 2012 IA Hariman Shakti Malaysia Malaysia

 5. 2012 IN IBSAMAR-III Brazil, South 
Africa

South Africa

 6. 2012 IA INDRA-V Russia Russia

 7. 2012 IN INDRA-VI Russia Arabian Sea

 8. 2012 IN JIMEX-I Japan Japan

 9. 2012 IAF JMT Singapore India

10. 2012 IN Konkan UK UK

11. 2012 IN Malabar US Pacific Ocean

12. 2012 IA Nomadic Elephant Mongolia India

13. 2012 IN SIMBEX Singapore Bay of Bengal

14. 2012 IN Varuna France Mediterranean 
Sea

15. 2012 IA Yudh Abhyas US India

16. 2013 IA Ajeya Warrior22 UK India

17. 2013 IA Bold Kurekshetra Singapore India

18. 2013 IAF Eastern Bridge-III Oman Oman

19. 2013 IA Garuda Shakti-II Indonesia Indonesia

20. 2013 IA Hand-in-Hand-III23 China China

21. 2013 IA INDRA-VI Russia India

22. 2013 IN JIMEX-II Japan Bay of Bengal

23. 2013 IN Konkan UK Arabian Sea

24. 2013 IA Limitiye Seychelles India

25. 2013 IN Malabar US Bay of Bengal

26. 2013 IA Mitra Shakti-I Sri Lanka India

27. 2013 IA Nomadic Elephant Mongolia India

28. 2013 IA SF Poland India

29. 2013 IA SF Tajikistan India
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S. No. Year Forces Exercise Participants Location

30. 2013 IN SIMBEX Singapore South China 
Sea

31. 2013 IN SLINDEX Sri Lanka Bay of Bengal

32. 2013 IA Surya Kiran Nepal India

33. 2014 IAF Avia Indra-I Russia Russia

34. 2014 IAF Avia Indra-II Russia India

35. 2014 IA Bold Kurekshetra Singapore India

36. 2014 IA Ekuverin-V Maldives Maldives

37. 2014 IA Garuda Shakti-III Indonesia India

38. 2014 IAF Garuda-V France India

39. 2014 IA Hand-in-Hand-IV China India

40. 2014 IN IBSAMAR-IV Brazil, South 
Africa

South Africa

41. 2014 IA INDRA-VII Russia Russia

42. 2014 IN INDRA-VIII Russia Sea of Japan 

43. 2014 IAF JMT Singapore India

44. 2014 IN KOMODO-I Indonesia Indonesia

45. 2014 IA Maitree Thailand Thailand

46. 2014 IN Malabar US, Japan Sea of Japan

47. 2014 IA Mitra Shakti-II Sri Lanka Sri Lanka

48. 2014 IA Nomadic Elephant Mongolia Mongolia

49. 2014 IN RIMPAC US US

50. 2014 IA Sampriti Bangladesh Bangladesh

51. 2014 IN SIMBEX Singapore Andaman Sea

52. 2014 IA Surya Kiran Nepal Nepal

53. 2014 IA Yudh Abhyas US India

54. 2015 IA Ajeya Warrior UK UK

55. 2015 IN AUSINDEX-I Australia Bay of Bengal

56. 2015 IA Ekuverin-VI Maldives India

57. 2015 IA Hand-in-Hand-V24 China China

58. 2015 IN IFR Japan Japan

59. 2015 IAF Indradhanush-IV UK UK

60. 2015 IA INDRA-VIII Russia India

61. 2015 IAF JMT Singapore India

62. 2015 IN Konkan UK UK
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S. No. Year Forces Exercise Participants Location

63. 2015 IN Malabar US, Japan Bay of Bengal

64. 2015 IA Mitra Shakti-III Sri Lanka India

65. 2015 IA Nomadic Elephant Mongolia India

66. 2015 IA Sampriti Bangladesh India

67. 2015 IN SIMBEX Singapore South China 
Sea

68. 2015 IN SLINDEX Sri Lanka Arabian Sea

69. 2015 IA Surya Kiran Nepal Nepal

70. 2015 IN Varuna France Arabian Sea

71. 2015 IA Yudh Abhyas25 US US

72. 2015 IAF Siam Bharat Indonesia India

73. 2016 IAF Desert Eagle-II26 UAE UAE

74. 2016 IA Ekuverin27 Maldives Maldives

75. 2016 IA Garuda Shakti-IV Indonesia Indonesia

76. 2016 IA Hand-in-Hand-IV28 China India

77. 2016 IN IBSAMAR-V Brazil, South 
Africa

Arabian Sea

78. 2016 IN INDRA-IX29 Russia Bay of Bengal

79. 2016 IA INDRA-VIII30 Russia Russia

80. 2016 IAF JMT Singapore India

81. 2016 IN KOMODO-II31 Indonesia Indonesia

82. 2016 IN Konkan32 UK Arabian Sea

83. 2016 IA Maitree33 Thailand Thailand

84. 2016 IN Malabar34 US, Japan Pacific Ocean

85. 2016 IA Mitra Shakti- IV35 Sri Lanka Sri Lanka

86. 2016 IA Nomadic Elephant36 Mongolia Mongolia

87. 2016 IAF Red Flag-16 US US

88. 2016 IN RIMPAC37 US US

89. 2016 IA Sampriti38 Bangladesh Bangladesh

90. 2016 IN SIMBEX39 Singapore Bay of Bengal

91. 2016 IA Yudh Abhyas40 US India

92. 2017 IAF Eastern Bridge-IV41 Oman India

93. 2017 IA Surya Kiran42 Nepal India

Source: Ministry of Defence, Government of India, Annual Reports (2011–12 to 
2015–16).

Note: IA: Indian Army; IN: Indian Navy; IAF: Indian Air Force.
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In addition, Indian Navy has carried out a number of PASSEX in this 
period during the overseas deployment of Indian naval ships or when foreign 
naval ships have transited close to Indian shores.
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