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Washington has sent a pair of B-1B ‘Lancer’ bombers to India to participate in the India-US air force
drill ‘Exercise Cope India 23." The 12 days exercise between the Indian Air Force (IAF) and the US
Air Force (USAF) started on April 13 at Kalaikunda Air Force Station, West Bengal. ‘Exercise Cope
India’ was instituted in 2004 as a fighter training exercise. This year’s edition is taking place in two
phases: the initial phase was at Kalaikunda, while the second phase was at the Air Force Station
Agra.l The South China Morning Post reported that the US B-1B supersonic heavy bombers and
the USAF’s F-15 fighter aircraft would participate in a joint drill with the IAF fighters along the India-
China border areas in the second phase of the exercise.? The presence of supersonic bombers in
the US contingent is a strategic signal to China that India-US joint mechanism can be a lethal

counterweight to China’s military power in the Indo-Pacific.

Held alternately in India and the US every year, ‘Exercise Cope India/Thunder’ is the third
armed forces exercise between the US and India. The naval exercise ‘Malabar’ started in 1992, and
‘Yudh Abhyas’ by the armies established in 2002, are the other two. The 2022 edition of the “Yudh
Abhyas’ was also held in the Himalayan border area at Auli in Uttarakhand, about 100 km from the
Line of Actual Control (LAC).3

Even though the Indo-Pacific is a maritime construct, the US and China are competing for
aerial supremacy because, without it, naval assets on the seas are highly vulnerable, including
aircraft carriers. China’s anti-access area-denial (A2/AD) systems are to gain aerial supremacy in
the western Pacific. Last November, China unveiled its stealth bomber, the H-20. This is seen as an

answer to the US’ 6th-generation bomber B-21 ‘Raider.’

Bombers are gaining increasing importance in the air power dynamics of the Indo-Pacific. As
bombers are heavy aircraft, they can carry more weapons and have a longer range than fighter
aircraft; thus, they can conduct long-range precision strikes. As a result, the US had put on hold the
development of next-generation fighter aircraft after the 5th-generation of the F-35 Lighting and F-
22 Raptor and instead focused on developing the world’s first 6th-generation bomber, the B-21
Raider.# However, recently, the US Navy and Air Force have revived the 6th generation fighter
program but has not finalised yet about the type of the system and the company.> The Pentagon
believes that the B-21 Raider could fly under the nose of Chinese S-400 air defence systems and
Northrop Grumman is producing five such bombers for the USAF.6 The B-21 Raiders are going to
be the mainstay of the US bomber category for the next three to four decades, and the USAF plans

to induct a minimum of 100 Raiders.”
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This is the first time ever that the US is despatching a bomber for the India-US air force drill.
The presence of bombers is a clear signal to China about the importance India attaches to air
superiority in areas of interest on land and at sea in partnership with strategic partners. The B-2 is
the existing advanced bomber of the USAF. The USAF B-1B Lancer is another strategic bomber
with deep-strike capability outside the defence zone. However, due to its heavy maintenance costs,
the Lancer makes few appearances in drills. The IAF doesn’t have a bomber in its inventory, while
China has a total of 150 bombers of four types from the H-6 series (H-6M, H-6-H, H-6K, and H-6N).8
In recent times, China has enhanced its airfields in western China, including the Hotan, Gar Gunsa,
Hopping, Kashghar, Linzhi, Dkonka Dzong, and Pangat airbases in the Xinjiang and Tibet regions.
The People’s Liberation Army Air Force has already deployed Sukhoi-30MKKSs and six H-6 bombers

with KD-63 cruise missiles at the Kashgar airbase in Xinjiang.®

The participation of a US bomber in the India-US air exercise will allow IAF personnel to
become familiar with jointly operating bombers and fighter aircraft with the US in future combat
operations. The US defence systems are technologically advanced, and Washington is pushing
India to buy more arms from the US to ‘avoid overdependence on Russia.’1® As a result, India-US
defence cooperation has transformed from buying supporting systems from the US to joint

development and buying offensive systems for the Indian armed forces.

Conclusion

Bringing advanced new systems into the joint exercise will help improve interoperability between the
two forces. It will also enable the IAF to understand technological changes in the aerial domain. Both
countries’ air forces have been increasingly cooperating in recent times; last year, the IAF joined the
multilateral ‘Exercise Pitch Black 2022’ with the USAF in Australia. Even though multirole fighter
aircraft would be used in the Himalayan theatre against China but given China’s increased military
focus towards the Indian Ocean, bombers could be handy against China in ajoint India-US operation
in the maritime theatre. In this regard, the participation of bombers in an air exercise is a strategic

boost for New Delhi to counter the threat from Beijing.
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