Defense Exports — The ‘Tejas Mk-1A’ Deal with Argentina

Context: The signing of the definitive contract for the supply of 15 Tejas Mk-1A Light Combat Aircraft
(LCA) to the Argentine Air Force (January 2026). Key Theme: From 'Net Security Provider' to 'Global
Defense Manufacturer'. Keywords: HAL Tejas, Martin-Baker Seat Veto, Defense Diplomacy, Global
South Partnership.

1. The Context: A Deal Years in the Making

Argentina has been seeking a replacement for its retired Mirage fleet since 2015. However, its
options were severely limited due to the UK’s Arms Embargo (post-Falklands War), which vetoed any
aircraft containing British components.

In January 2026, after years of negotiation, India’s Hindustan Aeronautics Limited (HAL) finally
clinched the deal, beating out China’s JF-17 Thunder and South Korea’s FA-50.

2. The Breakthrough: Overcoming the 'British Veto'
The biggest hurdle was the Martin-Baker ejection seat (British-made) used in the Tejas.

e The Jan 2026 Solution: The contract signed this month confirms that the export version of
Tejas for Argentina will feature a "De-Britished" Cockpit.

e The Alternatives: HAL has successfully integrated the Russian K-36 ejection seat (modified)
and replaced other British sub-systems (like the quartz radome) with indigenous or non-
British alternatives.

¢ Significance: This proves India’s engineering capability to "customize" platforms for
geopolitical constraints, a key selling point for other sanctioned nations in the Global South.

3. The Strategic Value: Hard Power in Latin America
For PSIR students, this is a massive doctrinal shift.

¢ Beyond the Neighbourhood: Historically, India’s defense exports were limited to small arms
or regional neighbors (Myanmar, Armenia). Selling widespread fighter jets to a major Latin
American power projects India’s Hard Power into the Western Hemisphere for the first time.

¢ The "China Alternative": Argentina was on the verge of buying the Chinese JF-17. By
swooping in with the Tejas (which offers better avionics and open architecture), India has
denied China a strategic foothold in the South Atlantic. It aligns perfectly with the US
Southern Command’s interest in keeping Chinese military hardware out of the region.

4. Economic Impact: The $5 Billion Target

e The Numbers: This single deal is valued at approximately $1.2 Billion. It single-handedly
pushes India’s defense exports past the Rs. 40,000 Crore mark for FY 2025-26.

e The Ecosystem: It’s not just HAL. The deal involves a supply chain of over 100 MSMEs (Tata
Advanced Systems, Dynamatic Technologies, etc.) who will supply components, creating a
domestic "Military-Industrial Complex."

5. Mains Analysis: The "Reliable Partner" Narrative



No Political Strings: Unlike US weapons (which come with human rights end-use monitoring)
or Chinese weapons (debt traps), India positions its defense exports as "Transaction-based,
not Interference-based."

Maintenance Diplomacy: A fighter jet deal is a 30-year relationship. This ensures that Indian
engineers and pilots will be embedded in Argentina for training and maintenance for
decades, creating long-term diplomatic leverage.



