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(From left) General Bipin Rawat, Air Chief Marshal Birender Singh Dhanoa, and Admiral Sunil Lanba. 

(Express Archive) 
What is an integrated theatre command? 
An integrated theatre command envisages a unified command of the three Services, under a single 
commander, for geographical theatres that are of security concern. The commander of such a force will be able 
to bring to bear all resources at his disposal — from the IAF, the Army and the Navy — with seamless 
efficacy. The integrated theatre commander will not be answerable to individual Services, and will be free to 
train, equip and exercise his command to make it a cohesive fighting force capable of achieving designated 
goals. The logistic resources required to support his operations will also be placed at the disposal of the theatre 
commander so that he does not have to look for anything when operations are ongoing. 
This is in contrast to the model of service-specific commands which India currently has, wherein the Army, 
Air Force and Navy all have their own commands all over the country. In case of war, each Service Chief is 
expected to control the operations of his Service through individual commands, while they operate jointly. 
But how is “jointness” among services different from integrated commands? 
Jointness means that while the 3 Services progress and develop in their respective spheres, maintaining their 
independent identity, they function together — and so coordinate their operations in war as to achieve the best 
results. Integrated commands, on the other hand, seek to merge individual Service identities to achieve a 
composite and cohesive whole. It implies enmeshing the three Services together at different levels and placing 
them under one commander for execution of operational plans. 
Okay, but why are we talking about integrated theatre commands now? 
An expert committee appointed by the Defence Ministry to recommend steps to enhance the combat potential 
of the armed forces and to re-balance defence expenditure, submitted its report in January. The committee, 
which was headed by Lt General DB Shekatkar (retd) has recommended the creation of 3 integrated theatre 
commands — northern for the China border, western for the Pakistan border and southern for the maritime 
role. The Ministry has sent this proposal to the HQ, Integrated Defence Staff for the views of the 3 Services, to 
be given by the end of this month. 
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How many commands does India have currently? 
The Indian armed forces currently have 17 commands. There are 7 commands each of the Army [Northern, 
Eastern, Southern, Western, Central, Southwestern and Army Training Command (ARTRAC)] and the Air 
Force [Western, Eastern, Southern, Southwestern, Central, Training and Maintenance]; the Navy has 3 
commands [Western, Eastern and Southern]. Each command is headed by a 4-star rank military officer. 
Interestingly, none of these 17 commands is co-located at the same station, nor are their areas of operational 
responsibility contiguous. In addition, there are 2 tri-service commands [Strategic Forces Command (SFC)] 
and Andaman and Nicobar Command (ANC)], which is headed by rotation by officers from the 3 Services. 
How are these 17 commands supposed to coordinate their actions in time of war? 
Coordination of operations is expected to be carried out at the level of Service Headquarters through the 
Chiefs of Staff Committee (COSC), which is headed by the seniormost Service Chief who is designated as 
Chairman, COSC. He is expected to simultaneously perform both the roles of Chief of his Service as well as 
the Chairman, COSC. The COSC generally functions on the principle of consensus, and this makes 
decisionmaking on jointness very difficult. 
Does India have an integrated theatre command anywhere in its area? 
Only one, which is the ANC. It was formed in 2001, following the Group of Ministers’ report on national 
security, after the Kargil War. It is a very small command, with limited resources, and there has been a 
demand to revert the control of command permanently to the Navy.  
The other tri-service command, the SFC, looks after the delivery and operational control of the country’s 
nuclear assets. It was created in 2003, but because it has no specific geographic responsibility and a designated 
role, it is not an integrated theatre command but an integrated functional command. There has been a demand 
for other integrated functional commands, such as the cyber, aerospace and Special Operations commands, but 
the government is yet to approve any. 
Why is there a difference of opinion among the 3 wings of the Armed Forces on having integrated 
commands? 
The Army believes, in the words of the former Army Chief General Deepak Kapoor (retd), that the armed 
forces need to move away from a “service specific approach to operations towards a system which avoids 
duplication, ensures optimum utilisation of available resources, brings in greater jointness, leads to timely and 
mature decisions to developing situations and ensures flawless execution of orders to achieve success in 
battle”. The IAF feels that it doesn’t have enough resources — fighter squadrons, mid-air refuellers and 
AWACS — to allocate them dedicatedly to different theatre commanders. It believes that India is not 
geographically large enough to be divided into different theatres, as resources from one theatre can easily be 
moved to another theatre.  
The Navy considers the current model of control by the Navy Headquarters ideally suited for its strategic role. 
There are also underlying fears about the smaller Services losing their autonomy and importance. The Services 
are aware that 4-star ranks will be reduced if the current system is to be replaced by 3 commands. 
So, what is the way forward? 
The Defence Ministry is yet to form a view on the subject. But experience from the US, Russia and China 
shows that the decision to create integrated theatre commands will have to be a political one, which will then 
be executed by the defence services. With the defence secretary set to retire this month and no full-time 
minister in charge, such a push looks unlikely in the immediate future.  
A precursor to the creation of integrated theatre commands has to be the appointment of a Chief of Defence 
Staff or Permanent Chairman, COSC. This was first proposed by the GoM in 2001, but hasn’t been 
implemented so far.  
Even the last Combined Commanders Conference at Dehradun in February, chaired by the Prime Minister, 
was inconclusive on the subject, with a consensus on taking the proposal forward.  
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grant social media sites and apps. There is now a growing global movement to treat data as one of the world's 
most valuable resources and, just like oil was a century ago, tightly regulate it in the public interest. 
And just as antitrust laws were passed in the US more than a century ago to break up the dominant Standard 
Oil Company , now even that flag bearer of free markets, the Economist, has endorsed a call to break open the 
data dominance of internet giants like Google, Amazon, Apple, Facebook and Microsoft. But even ardent 
trustbusters recognise the immense benefits such companies have developed for humankind and expressly seek 
to preserve those, aiming only to prevent the abuse of dominant power. By contrast, many pro-privacy and 
data protection activists in India are largely in denial about the benefits of Aadhaar, while correctly seeking to 
plug the threats related to it. Ironically, when it comes to other risky aspects of our growing connectedness, 
such as online financial transactions, even the most passionate activists seek reasonable security measures, not 
outright bans or curtailment. 
Our approach to Aadhaar must be the same, taking advantage of its immense potential for good while putting 
in place a modern legal framework to prevent abuse. Aadhaar has already led to the plugging of significant 
`leakages', a polite term for massive corruption, but the potential is far, far more. 
Many people remember late PM Rajiv Gandhi's 1980s comment that only 15 paise of every rupee spent by 
government ever reached beneficiaries. Newer data from the erstwhile Planning Commission between 2005 
and 2014 revealed that 40-73% of the money spent on the public distribution system (PDS) never reached 
beneficiaries. 
Similarly, mind-boggling amounts of taxes are evaded in India by the simple tactic of maintaining multiple 
permanent account number (PAN) cards, which are required for bank accounts and big transactions. India has 
approximately 19 million income taxpayers versus 250 million PAN cards, and there is no way to de-duplicate 
the latter without Aadhaar.There are several such examples of large-scale fraud or inefficiencies that could 
also be cleaned up. 
The conflation of alleged leakage of Aadhaar numbers as leakage of the underlying biometrics may be 
confusing to some. Nevertheless, whether cavalier or criminal, such misuse of private data is unconscionable 
and should attract punishment. In any event, irrespective of what one feels about Aadhaar, a comprehensive 
new data protection and privacy law is needed to supersede the inadequate and overlapping Indian Telegraph 
Act (1885), as well as the Information Technology Act (2000) and its Rules (2011). 
The data protection aspect of such a law must emphasise a person's rights to her personal data; require her 
informed consent to collect, process, remove or alter such data; oblige those who deal with data to keep it 
secure; and have a grievance mechanism to punish violations with hefty fines and imprisonment. 
However, the privacy aspect of any new law is bound to be complex and will undoubtedly stir even more 
controversy.Indian laws don't provide for a specific right to privacy , though court judgments have defined 
certain limited rights, and the SC has admitted yet another PIL on the topic. 
Meanwhile, some activists' insistence on citizens' absolute right to privacy will inevitably run afoul of security 
considerations, including in some cases national security . In this age of terrorism, the issue of surveillance 
will be a major point of debate. Standards will be needed which permit the anonymous surveillance of 
metadata, such as algorithms that flag frequent references to, say “RDX“ in emails, with prima facie evidence 
and warrants being required for further snooping. 
Like it or not, we have already ceded rights to absolute privacy , such as with body scanners at airport security 
, not to mention widespread adoption of CCTV cameras. New technologies enable these to have biometric 
capabilities too, allowing individual identification similar to Aadhaar. 
That should not mean more concessions of privacy are to be wantonly permitted. But neither should it mean 
the imposition of unreasonable, impractical rules that thwart 21st century life. 
The writer is a BJD Lok Sabha MP  
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