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Abstract 
The past three years have sorta rewired global 

energy trade in a pretty fundamental way. Since 

Russias full scale invasion of Ukraine in February 

2022, and the follow on Western sanctions regime, 

India somehow became one of Moscows most 

consequential oil customers. Back then it was 

importing virtually no Russian crude, and by 2024 it 

was taking nearly 36 percent of its total crude intake 

from Russia, which is not a small shift. Meanwhile, 

instability has been building across the Middle 

East—especially with Houthi-led disruption of Red 

Sea shipping since late 2023. That situation 

basically showed how brittle Indias usual energy 

supply corridors can be. Against all that, both 

countries have been speeding up cooperation around 

the Northern Sea Route (NSR), which is a polar 

maritime corridor hugging Russia’s Arctic coastline. 

The NSR could cut voyage distances to Asia by 

around 40 percent compared with going via the Suez 

Canal. In this piece we look at the strategic logic, 

the economic pull factors, and the geopolitical limits 

that sit underneath this developing Arctic energy 

relationship. It follows the arc of Indo Russian oil 

trade, it looks at why the NSR and the Chennai-

Vladivostok Eastern Maritime Corridor actually 

matter operationally, and it considers how Western 

pressure—especially American tariffs and 

sanctions— is reshaping the decision-making 

calculus for both sides. 
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I. Introduction 
Energy security tends to look simple on 

paper. You identify where you need the oil to come 

from, you plot the shortest sea route, and you sign 

contracts. Reality, of course, is far messier. 

For decades, India built its crude import 

architecture around a relatively predictable axis: buy 

from the Gulf, ship it through the Strait of Hormuz, 

and transit the Suez Canal to European markets for 

refined products. It was convenient. Gulf states are 

geographically close, and the shipping lanes, while 

never entirely risk-free, were broadly functional. 

Then two things happened in quick succession that 

shattered this comfortable arrangement. 

First came Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 

February 2022, which triggered sweeping Western 

sanctions and caused Moscow to dramatically 

discount its crude exports to attract Asian buyers. 

Russia had supplied barely 2.5 percent of India's 

crude imports before the war. By FY 2023–24, that 

figure had jumped to 35.9 percent, and it held at 

35.8 percent in FY 2024–25 as India became 

Russia's largest seaborne crude buyer. 

Second came the Middle East’sunravelling. 

The Gaza conflict that popped up in October 2023, 

sort of cascaded into a wider regional crisis, and 

then the Iran backed Houthi movement turned the 

Red Sea into a maritime war zone, not just trouble 

but like full on war lanes. Between December 2023 

and April 2024, Red Sea shipping traffic fell by 70 

percent. global freight rates jumped by 30 percent 

and the ships rerouting around the Cape of Good 

Hope were taking on additional costs, roughly one 

million dollars per voyage. 

Now the pressures all coming together has 

pushed both India and Russia toward this 

unconventional answer, the Arctic. The Northern 

Sea Route, which for a long time was viewed as a 

quiet geographic curiosity rather than a practical 

commercial corridor, is now sitting at the middle of 

a bilateral energy partnership with real strategic 

weight. This piece looks at why it happens, and 

what it means for the global energy order. 

 

II. India's Energy Exposure: A Structural 

Problem 
2.1 The Scale of Dependence 

India's oil situation is, in a word, 

precarious. The country is the world's third-largest 

consumer of crude oil, with consumption rising to 

265.7 million metric tonnes in 2025, growing at 3.7 

percent annually. Domestic production covers only 

about 11 percent of needs, forcing India to import 

the rest. That import dependence is not going to ease 

anytime soon. The International Energy Agency 

projects India's oil demand will climb from 5.5 

million barrels per day in 2024 to 8 million barrels 

per day by 2035, with import dependence projected 

to rise to 92 percent by 2035. 
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So the country is essentially locked into 

buying massive quantities of crude from wherever it 

can get it, across maritime corridors it cannot 

control. 

The Middle East historically filled that gap. 

Approximately 45 percent of India's crude oil, 60 

percent of its natural gas, and over 90 percent of its 

LPG imports originate from the Middle East. 

Critically, more than two-thirds of India's oil 

imports and nearly 50 percent of its LNG imports 

transit the Strait of Hormuz. That's a single 

chokepoint responsible for a majority of the 

country's primary energy supply. Any serious 

disruption there does not just cause fuel price spikes, 

it threatens the industrial heartbeat of a 1.4 billion-

person economy. 

 

2.2 The Middle East Unravels 

The Strait of Hormuz has been kind of 

under geopolitical shadow for years, but in 2023 the 

risk came back in a visceral manner. The Gaza war 

lit up Houthi attacks on commercial shipping that 

the Red Sea, which is basically the precursor 

waterway to the Suez Canal , had never seen before, 

at least not on this scale. From November 2023 to 

October 2024, the Houthis carried out over 190 

attacks on vessels moving through the Red Sea and 

Gulf of Aden, and it was enough to make insurance 

premiums jump, plus it pushed most big shipping 

lines to reroute around the Cape of Good Hope. 

Even with some decline in Houthi attacks 

in 2025, commercial traffic through Bab al-Mandab 

hit a record low in June 2025, down 65 percent from 

June 2023, while Suez Canal revenues went down 

with it. This disruption didnt just pinch shipping 

firms. It redirected vessels transporting Russian 

Arctic crude toward Asian markets, and it also 

increased the expense of Middle Eastern crude 

arriving in India via the usual routes, you know the 

traditional paths. 

The IEA’s World Energy Outlook 2024 

pointed out that worsening conflict across the 

Middle East, and Russia’s war in Ukraine, were 

happening at the same time and both were lifting 

energy security risks worldwide, it said that 

dependencies have shown they can flip into 

liabilities, with alarming speed. 

For India, this was not a theoretical warning. It was 

happening in real time. 

 

III. The Russian Turn: Opportunism or 

Strategy? 
3.1 How the Numbers Shifted 

The Western sanctions put on Russia after 

February 2022 had this odd, kinda paradoxical effect 

on India. When European buyers got cut off, it 

basically created a huge supply surplus that Moscow 

had to dump somewhere, and it ended up doing that 

with discounts which Indian refiners found hard, 

like really hard to ignore. 

In 2022 India was still getting discounts of 

as much as $30 per barrel on Russian crude, but 

according to reports from the Centre for Research 

on Energy and Clean Air , those discounts didn’t 

stay wide for long. Over time they narrowed a lot, 

and for certain grades the price dynamics even 

leaned toward a premium. Even with all that, the 

overall draw of Russian crude stayed strong enough 

to keep import volumes at record levels. 

India’s Russian crude purchases rose from 

about 50,000 barrels per day in 2020 to around 1.7 

million barrels per day in 2024. So India became the 

second biggest destination for Russian crude and 

condensate after China. The total bill for India’s 

crude oil imports from Russia hit $52.73 billion in 

2024, as shown in UN COMTRADE data. 

And this wasn’t just a short-term arbitrage 

maneuver. The trade link between India and Russia 

expanded fast, from roughly $12 billion in 2021 to 

$66 billion in 2025, with crude oil taking the largest 

share of that increase. The connection deepened so 

quickly that pulling it back became difficult in a 

structural sense,and for India it also looked 

strategically unwise. 

As shown in Figure 1, India's Russian crude import 

share underwent a dramatic transformation between 

2020 and 2025. 
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Figure 1: India's Share of Russian Crude Oil in Total Imports, FY 2020–21 to FY 2024–25 

 

So this bar chart sort of shows the 

percentage share of Russian crude oil in India’s 

overall crude oil import totals across five back-to-

back fiscal years, from 2020–21 through 2024–25. 

On the horizontal axis you have the fiscal years, and 

on the vertical axis you’re looking at the percentage 

share. What stands out is that Russian crude’s share 

climbed from around 2 to 2.5 percent in FY 2020–

21 up to 21.6 percent in FY 2022–23, and then it 

jumped hard to 35.9 percent in FY 2023–24. After 

that, it kind of leveled off at 35.8 percent for FY 

2024–25. Overall, the chart illustrates this step-

change movement in trade flows, basically linked to 

the Russia-Ukraine war and the Western sanctions. 

The data is sourced from India’s Directorate General 

of Commercial Intelligence and Statistics (DGCIS), 

as referenced in Ministry of Commerce and Industry 

reports, 2025. 

 

3.2 Why India Resisted Western Pressure 

From Washingtons perspective, Indias 

purchases were sort of “fueling” the Kremlin’s war 

effort, basically. The United States slapped a 25 

percent duty on Indias Russian oil buys on August 

27, 2025, on top of the reciprocal tariffs already in 

place, and later sanctioned Rosneft, Lukoil, and 

their subsidiaries starting November 21, 2025.   

India did not stay quiet. New Delhi pushed 

back, calling the tariffs “unjustified” and saying it 

would defend its economic interests, no matter what. 

In fact, the Indian government’s argument made 

sense in a straight line: India is the world’s third-

largest oil consumer, oil is about a quarter of 

primary energy usage, and India imports almost 87 

percent of its crude oil—so cost control and steady 

supply are absolute priorities for the country. 

This is not a country that can afford to pay 

premium prices for ideological reasons. And while 

the sanctions did bite, Russia's share in India's 

import mix fell below 25 percent for the first time in 

two years between December 2025 and February 

2026, with imports coming down to around 1–1.2 

million barrels per day amid sanctions pressure, the 

underlying structural preference for Russian crude 

had not vanished. It had simply become more 

complicated. 

 

IV. The Arctic Route: Geography as Strategy 

4.1 What the Northern Sea Route Actually Offers 

The Northern Sea Route is not some 

fantastical shortcut. It is a real, increasingly 

navigable maritime corridor running along Russia's 

northern coastline from the Barents Sea through to 

the Bering Strait. And its geographic advantages are 

genuinely significant. 

The distance from Northern Europe to China 

via the NSR is approximately 12,800 kilometres, 

about 40 percent shorter than via the Suez Canal at 

21,000 kilometres, and 10 to 15 days faster. For bulk 

cargo like crude oil, that translates directly into 

lower fuel costs and faster vessel turnarounds. 

Studies cited by shipping companies have 

estimated that the Arctic passage could reduce 

overall transit costs by 17 to 33 percent, largely 

because fuel consumption drops by around 40 

percent due to the shorter distance. Fewer piracy 

risks and lower exposure to conflict zones can also 

reduce insurance premiums. 
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Think about what that means operationally. 

A tanker running the same India-to-Russia route 

repeatedly in a year completes more rotations and 

delivers more cargo in the same number of months. 

For a country like India, which moves 95 percent of 

its merchandise trade by sea and handles nearly 

1,400 million tonnes of cargo through its major 

ports annually, even marginal improvements in 

shipping efficiency translate into billions of dollars 

in savings. 

The problem, historically, has been ice. 

Large sections of the NSR are only navigable for 

two to four months per year, requiring nuclear-

powered icebreaker escorts managed by Russia's 

Rosatom. That adds time, complexity, and cost. 

Climate change is changing this equation, but 

gradually, not instantly. 

 

4.2 The Chennai-Vladivostok Eastern Maritime 

Corridor 

The more immediately practical piece of 

Indo-Russian maritime integration is the Chennai-

Vladivostok Eastern Maritime Corridor (EMC). This 

route avoids the Arctic ice problem entirely by 

running along Russia's Pacific coast down to India's 

eastern ports. 

The traditional India-Russia route via the 

Suez Canal, running from Mumbai to Saint 

Petersburg, covers approximately 8,675 nautical 

miles. The Chennai-Vladivostok route covers 

around 5,647 nautical miles, cutting roughly sixteen 

days of travel time. The EMC has been operational 

since 2024, cutting travel time between India and 

Russia from over 40 days via Suez to about 24 days, 

and already moves crude, coal, fertilizers, 

machinery, and textiles. 

This route has become especially valuable 

given Red Sea instability. Ships carrying Russian 

crude to India no longer need to run the gauntlet 

through Houthi-targeted waters. 

 

V. The RELOS Agreement and Arctic 

Formalization 
5.1 Formalizing the Partnership 

The transformation of this relationship 

from commercial opportunism into something more 

durable happened in December 2025, when Russian 

President Vladimir Putin visited New Delhi for talks 

with Prime Minister Narendra Modi. 

On February 18, 2025, Russia's State Duma 

had already ratified the "Reciprocal Exchange of 

Logistics Support" (RELOS) agreement, granting 

India access to Russian naval ports along the 

Northern Sea Route. The Putin visit in December 

2025 cemented a broader architecture. 

Russia now supplies over one-third of 

India's crude, and Putin pledged uninterrupted fuel 

flows during the visit. The RELOS pact extends 

India's military cooperation into Russia's Arctic 

ports and links New Delhi to a region central to 

Russia's nuclear forces and vast untapped oil, gas, 

and mineral reserves. 

The two countries also committed to 

deepening cooperation on three interconnected 

transport corridors: the NSR, the 4,500-mile 

International North-South Transport Corridor 

(INSTC), and the Chennai-Vladivostok Eastern 

Maritime Corridor, with Putin stating that 

cooperation on all three would accelerate under the 

new bilateral agreement. 

 

5.2 The Icebreaker Investment 

Practical Arctic cooperation requires more 

than political goodwill, it requires physical 

infrastructure. Russia, which operates the world's 

only nuclear-powered icebreaker fleet, cannot build 

enough vessels fast enough to handle growing 

demand. 

A $750 million Memorandum of 

Understanding was concluded between Rosatom and 

the Government of India to build four non-nuclear 

icebreakers, a significant industrial commitment that 

gives India a stake in Arctic maritime infrastructure. 

Russia also committed to training Indian mariners to 

operate in polar waters, deepening the alliance at a 

technical and operational level. 

At the first working group meeting on NSR 

cooperation held in October 2024, Rosatom officials 

and Indian counterparts discussed possible joint 

shipbuilding projects for reinforced Arctic 

merchantmen. This is the kind of painstaking 

institutional groundwork that rarely makes headlines 

but actually determines whether a strategic initiative 

survives political leadership changes. 
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Figure 2: Key India-Russia Arctic and Maritime Connectivity Architecture (2024–2025) 

 

This conceptual flowchart is kind of 

mapping three interlocking trade corridors that 

support the India-Russia sea partnership, kind of 

underneath everything. The Northern Sea Route, 

about 3,500 miles, runs along Russia’s Arctic coast 

and then it connects toward Asia through the Bering 

Strait. Next, you’ve got the Chennai–Vladivostok 

Eastern Maritime Corridor around 5,647 nautical 

miles which links India’s southeastern coast straight 

over to Russia’s Pacific side port, Vladivostok. And 

then there’s the International North–South Transport 

Corridor, roughly 7,200 kilometres, which ties India 

to Russia by way of Iran and Central Asia, but via a 

mixed mode overland plus sea approach. The arrows 

kinda indicate where these corridors meet at key 

ports, Vladivostok, Murmansk, and Chennai. 

Together they form a web of alternate trade arteries, 

that essentially bypass the Middle East chokepoints. 

Data pulled from Observer Research Foundation 

ORF, December 2025; Jamestown Foundation, 

January 2026; and IMPRI India, November 2025. 

 

VI. Challenges and Constraints 
6.1 Sanctions, Tariffs, and the US Factor 

No assessment of this partnership would be 

complete without sort of admitting how exposed it 

really is to outside political pressure. The United 

States has made its disapproval of India’s Russian 

oil purchases unmistakably clear, like not even 

subtle. Sanctions on Russian companies Rosneft, 

Lukoil, and their subsidiaries took effect in 

November 2025, they went after entities that 

together made up about 60 percent of India’s 

Russian crude imports. 

The immediate effect was noticeable. 

Russian crude’s share in India’s import basket fell 

below 25 percent for the first time in two years, 

between December 2025 and February 2026. After 

those Indian refiners started diversifying again 

toward Middle Eastern and American suppliers, and 

the United States nudged its share of India’s crude 

imports higher, reaching 10.7 percent by October 

2025, up from around 3 percent in 2024. 

Still, the longer-term picture is less clear. 

India has repeatedly described its energy posture as 

driven by “national interest” instead of any external 

pressure. It has argued that buying Russian crude is, 

in practice, for the benefit of its citizens because it 

secures lower-cost crude, and the government 

explicitly said it would keep purchasing Russian oil 

even amid American threats. The NSR partnership, 

insulated from Suez-route interference and less 

visible to Western scrutiny, kinda slots into this idea 

of supply chain resilience, even if the politics keep 

circling around it. 

 

6.2 The Arctic's Own Limitations 

The NSR is not a silver bullet, no— a few 

things need to be said clearly about its constraints 

even if it looks smooth on paper. First, the 

navigability window is still limited, despite Arctic 

warming, large portions of the route need icebreaker 

escorts and are only reliably accessible from July to 

October. Russia's nuclear icebreaker fleet, though 

the world’s most capable, isn’t unlimited in capacity, 

not even close. 

Second, the infrastructure at Russian Arctic 

ports still isn’t matched to the kind of volume 
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ambitions both sides have been talking about. Yes, 

Russia has invested heavily in terminals like 

Murmansk and Sabetta, but the full buildout needed 

to handle substantial Indian volumes through the 

NSR will take years, maybe more than the headlines 

imply. Third, there’s the insurance and compliance 

question that doesn’t really go away. Russia's Arctic 

crude shipments in 2025 were carried largely on 

sanctioned tankers, with some vessels missing 

official permits, which creates legal and commercial 

risks for buyers. Indian refiners who operate in 

global capital markets cannot simply sidestep 

Western insurance and compliance systems, not 

entirely anyway. 

Still, the overall direction is clear. China 

expanded its use of the NSR a lot in 2025, finishing 

14 container ship voyages between Asia and Europe, 

double the number in 2023, and that does show the 

route’s growing commercial viability. India is 

watching it closely, moving deliberately and without 

rushing. 

 

VII. Conclusion 
The Arctic route between India and Russia 

is not a fantasy. It is an emerging reality, built on a 

convergence of necessity, economic logic, and 

strategic calculation that has moved faster than 

almost anyone predicted. 

Three years ago, Russia supplied less than 

three percent of India's crude. Today it supplies 

more than a third, and the two countries have signed 

agreements to train Indian Arctic mariners, build 

icebreakers together, operationalize a new maritime 

corridor, and grant India access to Russian Arctic 

ports. These are not casual commitments. They 

represent a structural realignment of one of the 

world's most important energy trade relationships. 

The Middle East instability that 

turbocharged this process, the Gaza war, the Houthi 

campaign, the Hormuz anxiety, is unlikely to resolve 

cleanly in the near term. The Strait of Hormuz 

remains a singular vulnerability through which 

approximately 30 percent of all global crude 

shipments transit, and any future blockade or 

conflict could provoke price volatility and supply 

shocks of enormous consequence for India. The 

Arctic route, however imperfect and seasonally 

limited, represents one credible way of insulating 

India against that risk. 

Western sanctions complicate the picture, 

and the US tariff campaign has demonstrated real 

capacity to constrain the trade in the short run. But 

the underlying structural case for this partnership, 

discounted Russian crude, shorter Arctic shipping 

routes, diversification away from Middle Eastern 

chokepoints, does not go away because of political 

pressure. India's energy calculus is too large, its 

import dependence too deep, and its economic 

stakes too high to make choices purely on the basis 

of geopolitical alignment. 

The Arctic route will not become the 

primary artery for Indo-Russian oil flows anytime 

soon. The logistics, the ice, the infrastructure gaps, 

all of those are real. But the direction of travel is 

unmistakable. What started as a wartime trade 

opportunity has evolved into something more 

durable: a foundational plank in India's energy 

security architecture for the decades ahead. 
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