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Introduction

India and Sri Lanka share an intricate relationship shaped by geography, history, culture,
and economics. Separated by just 30 kilometers of the Palk Strait, these two nations
have centuries-old ties, from ancient maritime trade to contemporary diplomatic
engagements. This article delves into the nuances of India-Sri Lanka relations, providing
insights into their shared journey, challenges, and opportunities.

Historical Background

India and Sri Lanka have interacted for over 2,500 years. Cultural exchanges, Buddhism,
language, and even political ideas traveled across the waters.

e Buddhism, introduced from India to Sri Lanka in the 3rd century BCE, remains a
significant cultural bridge.

e Colonial history saw both nations subjugated by European powers, although

their experiences differed slightly in timelines and rulers.

After gaining independence—India in 1947 and Sri Lanka in 1948—both nations
established formal diplomatic relations.

Political Relations

Political relations between India and Sri Lanka have been largely cordial but occasionally
strained.

e The Tamil Issue: In the 1980s, ethnic tensions in Sri Lanka involving the Tamil
minority had a significant impact on bilateral ties. India’s intervention through
the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) between 1987-1990 remains a
sensitive topic.

e Fishermen Disputes: Regular tensions arise over fishing rights in the Palk
Strait.



e Strategic Balancing: Sri Lanka’s growing ties with China, particularly regarding
infrastructure projects like the Hambantota Port, have led India to recalibrate its
regional strategy.

Despite occasional friction, both countries consistently work to maintain diplomatic
dialogue.

Economic and Trade Relations

India is one of Sri Lanka’s largest trading partners.
Key highlights include:

e India-Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement (ISFTA), signed in 1998, boosted
bilateral trade significantly.

o Bilateral trade volume: As of 2023, trade between India and Sri Lanka stands
at around $5 billion annually.

¢ Indian Investments: Companies like Indian Oil Corporation (I0C) and Taj Hotels
have substantial investments in Sri Lanka.

* Energy Cooperation: Renewable energy collaborations and power grid

connectivity are being explored.

India also regularly extends lines of credit and financial aid to Sri Lanka, especially
during economic crises.

Strategic and Defense Cooperation

Given their geographical proximity, security cooperation is a cornerstone of India-Sri
Lanka relations.

e Defense Exercises: Joint military exercises like SLINEX (naval) and Mitra
Shakti (army) enhance interoperability.

¢ Maritime Security: Both nations collaborate closely to ensure security in the
Indian Ocean Region (IOR).

e Counter-Terrorism: Post-2019 Easter bombings in Sri Lanka, intelligence
sharing and security dialogues intensified.

Cultural and People-to-People Ties

* Pilgrimage Tourism: Religious tourism is significant, with Indian pilgrims
visiting sacred Buddhist sites in Sri Lanka, and Sri Lankans visiting Hindu temples
in South India.



e Scholarships and Education: India offers scholarships to Sri Lankan students
through programs like the Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR).

e Cultural Festivals: Joint celebrations, exhibitions, and cultural exchanges
continue to promote goodwill.

Recent Developments

e Humanitarian Assistance: During Sri Lanka’s 2022 economic crisis, India
extended over $4 billion in aid, including food, fuel, and medicine.

e Infrastructure Projects: India is involved in developing ports, renewable
energy projects, and railways in Sri Lanka.

e Tourism and Air Connectivity: Flights between Indian cities and Colombo have
resumed robustly post-pandemic, boosting tourism and business ties.

Challenges and Opportunities

Challenges
e Geopolitical competition involving China’s influence.
e Domestic political changes affecting bilateral treaties.

e Persistent issues like fishermen disputes.

Opportunities
e Expanding trade through new Free Trade Agreements.
e Collaborating on renewable energy and green tech.

e Strengthening regional security through collective action in the Indian Ocean.

Conclusion

India and Sri Lanka’s relationship is rooted in deep historical ties, enriched by trade,
culture, and strategic imperatives. Despite occasional hurdles, the future of India-Sri
Lanka relations appears promising, with numerous opportunities for growth and
collaboration. With mutual trust and pragmatic engagement, both countries can
continue to strengthen their partnership in the 21st century.

FAQs on India-Sri Lanka Relations



1. What is the main focus of India-Sri Lanka relations?
The main focus is on trade, security, cultural exchange, and regional cooperation.

2. How much aid did India provide to Sri Lanka during the 2022
crisis?

India provided over $4 billion in humanitarian assistance, including fuel, food, and
financial aid.

3. What are the major agreements between India and Sri Lanka?

Key agreements include the India-Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement (ISFTA) and
defense cooperation agreements.

4. How does China affect India-Sri Lanka relations?

China’s growing investments in Sri Lanka, particularly in strategic ports, have led India
to enhance its engagement to protect its regional interests.

5. What cultural ties exist between India and Sri Lanka?

Cultural ties include shared Buddhist heritage, pilgrimage tourism, language exchanges,
and regular cultural festivals.
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