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Integration of The Armed Forces: Background And Status 

Col. Vivek Chadha, Research Fellow MP-IDSA 

Success on the modern battlefield is the ability of a country to orchestrate 

its national resources as a cohesive entity, rather than relying on organs of the 

state that fight to their individual strength. The need for integration of the armed 

forces has been flagged for some time now. However, the evolutionary process 

remained slow. This endeavour received its first major impetus immediately 

after the Kargil conflict in 1999. The Kargil Review Committee as well as the 

Group of Ministers (GoM) of 2001 identified issues with limited integration and 

made far-reaching recommendations to overcome these. 

The recommendations led to a number of changes; there were however, 

some major exceptions. These included the creation of the post of the Chief of 

Defence Staff (CDS) and the integrationof the armed forces with the Ministry of 

Defence (MoD). The changes undertaken since 2019 reveal the Government’s 

intention to integrate the armed forces in what can be seen as the most 

transformative structural change since independence. 

This Brief provides a background to the changes that have taken place since 

India’s independence to integrate the armed forces, and provide an assessment 

of the status of the ongoing structural reforms. 

Background to Armed Forces Integration 

Any discussion of the integration of the armed forces is interpreted as the 

creation of structural integration of the services as part of a single entity. On the 

other hand, a similar term ‘jointness’ is often used interchangeably. Conversely, 

this implies the ability to operate together seamlessly. A joint organisation may 

not necessarily be integrated but can still operate together. However, if there are 

flaws either in concept or in terms of implementation, an integrated structure 

may still not function as a joint entity. 

The second factor that deserves emphasis is the scope of integration. The 

concept of integration includes two distinct elements. The first, the three 



Services (Army, Navy and Air Force) and the second, the structural 

incorporation of the armed forces into the MoD. Often the concept of 

integration had been limited to the first factor alone, even as the second 

remained equally important. 

On 15 August 1947, with India gaining independence, the first post-

independence integrated defence structure came into existence,  based on the 

recommendations of Lord Ismay, the Chief of Staff under Lord Mountbatten. 

According to Ismay’s recommendations, India would have Commanders-in-

Chief for each Service to look after operational as well as administrative needs.1 

Collectively, they would form a part of the Chiefs of Staff Committee, with a 

mandate to advice the government on defence matters. 

However, as envisaged by Ismay, the subsequent integration of the armed 

forces with the MoD did not take place beyond the apex level within the 

Services, and that too based on seniority of the chiefs with limited ability to 

reach tough decisions. 

Mountbatten, who was closely involved in advising Indian leaders on 

defence procurement and structure, recognised the limitation of the system in 

place. He did recommend appointing a permanent chairman of the COSC soon 

after independence. Having realised the inter-se seniority and experience 

differential between the Army on the one hand and the Navy and Air Force on 

the other, he suggested deferring it for twelve years, by which time the 

leadership of the two smaller Services would have gained similar seniority and 

experience. Mountbatten raised the subject again with Nehru in 1960, yet again 

recommending the appointment of a Permanent Chairman or CDS.2 

Mountbatten recalls that Krishna Menon, the defence minister, opposed this. 

The recommendation,especially regarding General Thimayya as the first 

incumbent, further complicated the decision, given the differences between 

Krishna Menon and Thimayya.3 



Mountbatten subsequently made similar recommendations to Y.B. 

Chavan and Indira Gandhi, with little success.4Manekshaw’s role in the victory 

during the 1971 Indo-Pak War and his willingness to take up the appointment as 

the first CDS in India, did not succeed, with opposition coming from within the 

armed forces and the government.5 

The Kargil conflict of 1999, forced a rethink on the vital aspect of 

integration, not only amongst the armed forces but also within the government. 

The Kargil Review Committee pointed to a number of shortcomings and made 

far-reaching recommendations. This was immediately followed up by the 

creation of a GoM in 2000 for the purpose of national security reforms (where 

does the quote end?) “vide Cabinet Secretariat OM No. 141/1/2000/TS dated 

April 17, 2000”and to further, “review the national security system in its 

entirety and in particular, to consider the recommendations of the KRC and 

formulate specific proposals for implementation.”6 The GoM set up four task 

forces to include Intelligence Apparatus, Internal Security, Border Management 

and Management of Defence. The GoM submitted its Report in 2001 and this 

became the basis for major reforms within the national security apparatus of the 

country. 

The GoM report specifically dealing with the management of defence 

emerged as an important milestone for the process of integrating the armed 

forces. It clearly laid out its objective as: 

The main focus of the GoM has been on bringing about improvements 

in the organisations, structures, processes etc. through integration of 

civil and military components and by ensuring “jointness” among the 

Armed Forces to the extent desirable.7 

It went on to indicate that the system of COSC had its apparent 

weaknesses,which included the inability to provide single-point advice on 

important issues like doctrine, planning and policy matters. Further, the GoM 

Report indicated a lack of synergy in the acquisition system. It flagged the 

absence of formal national security objectives, which adversely affected the 



ability to derive defence objectives. The lack of inter-Service prioritisation was 

yet another constraint that emerged from a disjointed structure.8 

Based on some of these observations, the GoM made certain recommendations 

that have continued to guide the process of armed forces integration even two 

decades after the report was submitted.9These included the following: 

 Redesignation of the Services as “Integrated Headquarters” of the MoD 

instead of being treated as “Attached Offices”. 

 Delegation of financial powers to the Services and the MoD. 

 Creation of the post and appointment of a CDS, who would have the 

following responsibilities: 

o Provision of single point advice to the government. 

o Administration of the strategic forces. 

o Improve intra and inter-Services cooperation as part of the 

planning processes. 

o Ensure jointness in the armed forces. 

 It was recommended that the CDS hold a four-star rank, though as primus 

inter pares within the COSC. 

 The CDS should be assisted by a Vice CDS. 

 Creation of a joint Andaman Nicobar Command, which would report to 

the CDS. 

A number of recommendations of the GoM were implemented soon after the 

report was submitted. This included the creation of a headquarter for Integrated 

Defence Staff, which would include officers from all three Services and be 

headed by an officer of the rank of C-in-C (Lieutenant General or equivalent). 

This move became an important stepping-stone for the creation of an integrated 

structure at the apex level to not only support the COSC, but eventually also the 

CDS, as and when the appointment fructified. 

The government also setup the Andaman Nicobar Command, which was also 

an integrated command, though not completely independent in terms of its 

operational and administrative needs. Two of the most important 

recommendations however, were not implemented. These included the 



appointment of a CDS and integration of the Services with the MoD in the real 

sense, beyond the change of nomenclature. 

The delay in implementation of some major recommendations of the 

GoM Report of 2001, continued to find reference in the Defence Standing 

Committee of the Parliament. The Standing Committee not only reinforced the 

importance of some of the defence reforms highlighted by the GoM Report, 

they also pushed for greater integration of the armed forces in all spheres of 

professional activity. 

The Standing Committee on Defence of the Fourteenth Lok Sabha, in its 

22ndReport, reviewed past recommendations and suggested a number of steps in 

this direction to the government. The Report indicated that of the 75 

recommendations of the GoM Report of 2001, the MoD had implemented 59. 

Action on six recommendations was pending, ongoing on two. However, 

importantly, eight recommendations related to creation of the post of CDS 

remained pending given the lack of political consensus on the subject.10 

The MoD in its reply to the Standing Committee stated that while the creation 

of CDS was pending, the Chief of Integrated Defence Staff (CISC) was 

overseeing the process of closer integration of the armed forces. This included 

coordination, training, planning, synergy of operations of the Andaman and 

Nicobar Command and interface with central government agencies. The Raksha 

Mantri had also released a joint doctrine to facilitate the process of jointness.11 

The MoD added, “it may be stated that pending creation of CDS the COSC with 

assistance of the CISC and HQ IDS is performing the functions of CDS to a 

large extent.”12 

The Defence Standing Committee continued to emphasise the need for 

creating the appointment of CDS during subsequent reports as well. In the 36th 

report of the 14th Lok Sabha, the Standing Committee observed, “In the long 

period of eight years that has passed since then, political consensus on the issue 

still could not be evolved. The Committee fail to understand the lack of political 



consensus on such an important issue concerning the security of the 

nation…Merely writing letters even from the level of the Defence Minister is 

not sufficient.”13 It went on to add, “The Committee further reiterate[s] that 

there is an urgent need to give appropriate authority to the Chairman, COSC in 

the present [setup] to ensure quick response and coordinated action in the urgent 

situations as an interim measure pending the decision on the appointment of 

CDS.”14 

It is in the light of a series of similar observations made by the Defence 

Standing Committee on issues of defence reforms and more specifically CDS, 

that the formation of a committee in 2012, should be seen. This committee was 

headed by Shri Naresh Chandra and included senior officers like Admiral Arun 

Prakash, Shri G. Parthasarathy and senior journalist Manoj Joshi. 

While the report of the committee was not made public, there was adequate 

input available to indicate that a recommendation had been given for the 

appointment of a Permanent Chairman of the COSC.15 However, despite this 

watered-down recommendation, the appointment did not see the light of day for 

a few years. 

In 2016, the government of the day appointed the Shekatkar Committee 

to look into defence reforms. While the Committee’s report was not made 

public, it was evident from interviews of members that creation of CDS was a 

major recommendation. General Shekatkar said, “The Committee of Experts 

headed by me had also recommended this (CDS). Out of 188 recommendations, 

this is one of the most important one given to the present government.”16 

In 2017, the Standing Committee on Defence, yet again reinforced the need to 

create the appointment of CDS at the earliest. It said, “The Committee desires 

that CDS should be appointed at the earliest, as he may also be helpful in 

avoiding duplication in purchase of equipment common to all the three Services 

and effective functioning of our higher defence organisation in both peace and 

war.”17 



This was reiterated in the 46thReport in January 2019 by the Standing 

Committee on Defence, referring to the passage of 12 years after seeking 

political views on the subject.18 

Even as the Defence Standing Committee was making these repeated 

reiterations, it was becoming evident that the government had commenced 

internal deliberations to enhance the level of integration. However, the nature 

and scope of changes were not yet clear.19 

Prime Minister Announces Appointment of CDS 

On 15 August 2019, Prime Minister Narendra Modi announced the 

decision of the government to appoint the CDS during his Independence 

DayAddress.20Immediately after the announcement, the government created a 

panel to work on the duties and responsibilities of the CDS.21 

Soon thereafter, the government not only announced the role of the CDS 

but also went on to create the Department of Military Affairs (DMA).22Given 

the longstanding debate on the issue of the integration of the armed forces, 

especially at the apex level, both decisions went a long way in addressing past 

concerns. This became evident from the role and responsibilities that were 

assigned to the triple-hatted appointment of CDS, who was also the Permanent 

Chairman of the Chiefs of Staff Committee and Secretary DMA. 

As the CDS, the individual concerned was nominated as the “Principal 

Military Advisor to Raksha Mantri on tri-Services matters.” This indicated that 

with the passage of time, as the scope of tri-Service matters would enlarge, the 

role of the CDS as advisor to not only the Raksha Mantri but also – when the 

need arose – to the CCS including the Prime Minister, would also increase. 

In addition to the advisory role as CDS, the Department of Defence (DoD) shed 

a major percentage of its responsibilities, and these were divested to the DMA. 

These included the following: 



 “The Armed Forces of the Union, namely, the Army, the Navy and the 

Air Force. 

 Integrated Headquarters of the Ministry of Defence comprising Army 

Headquarters, Naval Headquarters, Air Headquarters and Defence Staff 

Headquarters. 

 The Territorial Army. 

 Works relating to the Army, the Navy and the Air Force. 

 Procurement exclusive to the Services except capital acquisitions, as per 

prevalent rules and procedures.”23 

 In addition to the scope of work outlined, the DMA was also assigned 

responsibility for the following: 

 “Promoting jointness in procurement, training and staffing for the 

Services through joint planning and integration of their requirements. 

 Facilitation of restructuring of Military Commands for optimal utilisation 

of resources by bringing about jointness in operations, including through 

establishment of joint/theatre commands. 

 Promoting use of indigenous equipment by the Services.”24 

As Permanent Chairman of the COSC, the CDS was expected to 

undertake both a coordinating and operational role. This included the following: 

 “CDS will administer tri-services organisations. Tri-service 

agencies/organisations/commands related to Cyber and Space will be 

under the command of the CDS. 

o CDS will be member of Defence Acquisition Council chaired by 

Raksha Mantri and Defence Planning Committee chaired by NSA. 

o Function as the Military Adviser to the Nuclear Command 

Authority. 

o Bring about jointness in operation, logistics, transport, training, 

support services, communications, repairs and maintenance, etc. of 

the three Services, within three years of the first CDS assuming 

office. 

o Ensure optimal utilisation of infrastructure and rationalise it 

through jointness among the services. 

o Implement Five-Year Defence Capital Acquisition Plan (DCAP), 

and Two-Year roll-on Annual Acquisition Plans (AAP), as a 

follow up of Integrated Capability Development Plan (ICDP). 



o Assign inter-Services prioritisation to capital acquisition proposals 

based on the anticipated budget. 

 Bring about reforms in the functioning of three Services aimed at 

augmenting combat capabilities of the Armed Forces by reducing 

wasteful expenditure.”25 

Assessment of Responsibilities 

A brief assessment of responsibilities assigned to the CDS indicates the 

importance that has been given to the appointment. These responsibilities also 

address a large number of longstanding limitations that the previous structure of 

the higher defence organisation suffered from. 

By creating the DMA, the CDS and the military hierarchy were brought 

directly into the decision-making apparatus of the government. As a 

departmental head of the DMA, in his capacity as Secretary, the CDS now held 

administrative and financial powers commensurate to any other departmental 

head within the government. This gave the armed forces a direct say in 

decisions related to the Services. It included financial control over the revenue 

budget of the armed forces, which had been transferred from the DoD to the 

DMA. 

Further, in order to create balance in terms of experience within DMA, 

officers from the armed forces and civil servants were posted to the newly-

created structure. This included officers from the armed forces,officers 

appointed in senior positions equivalent to Additional and Joint Secretary, 

within the Government of India. 

As the Permanent Chairman, the CDS fulfils a number of important 

functions. He is on the Raksha Mantri’s Defence Acquisition Council. Since the 

CDS also assigns priorities for procurements, these combined responsibilities 

assist in the capability development of the armed forces. This must be seen in 

light of previous limitations, wherein, each Service looked at Service-specific 

capability development priorities. The erstwhile Chairman of COSC, did not 



have the mandate to resolve differences between the Services. By virtue of 

being both Service Chief and Chairman COSC, the seniormost chief, merely 

had a coordinating role rather than theresponsibilityfor arbitration. This implied 

that decisions were taken by consensus. By implication, differences of opinion 

would invariably lead to delay in decisions. At times these would be moved all 

the way upto the highest political office for arbitration. With the appointment of 

the CDS as Permanent Chairman, the first level of arbitration now existed 

within the COSC itself. 

This will also ensure that capital procurements would be a part of a 

cohesive military endeavour and a national approach to capability development. 

Itis likely to cut redundancies, which often crept up as a result of individual 

contracts being drawn up by the Services, at times for similar items being 

procured. 

Other areas of closer cooperation that can enhance efficiency and save 

resources are training and logistics. With the exception of a few joint training 

programmes, the services run their own training courses. In the case of service 

specific needs, this is understandable. However, integration in training can 

enhance efficiency in areas like combat aviation, Special Forces operations and 

joint command procedures. Similarly, in addition to provisioning ofService-

specific spares, demand for commonsupplies can be met through a joint 

logistics system. 

The appointment of CDS and creation of DMA are important steps for 

initiating further reforms within the defence structure of the country. The 

integration at the apex level will facilitate the creation of geographical theatre 

commands and specialist functional commands, which are not only the next 

logical step, but also part of the mandate given to the CDS. 

The Defence Minister, Shri Rajnath Singh, speaking at the Army Commanders’ 

Conference in 2021 said, “The formalisation of integrated theatre commands is 



the need of the hour and I am happy with the progress being made towards the 

same.”26 

Issues for Further Discussion 

The recent past has witnessed a number of important steps being initiated 

to enhance integration of the armed forces in India. Further initiatives had 

already been indicated by the late CDS, General Bipin Rawat and Shri Rajnath 

Singh over time. 

It is evident that the ongoing process of integration could prove to be the 

most far-reaching structural reforms within the armed forces and the MoD since 

independence. It therefore becomes that much more important to support this 

process and contribute to its logical culmination from the highest law-making 

body of the country. 

As part of this debate, successive Defence Standing Committees have 

made significant contribution. This Brief aims to suggest additional areas for 

discussion and debate to facilitate a more reasoned approach to the ongoing 

initiative. 

Role of CDS 

The CDS remains a key appointment for taking forward ongoing defence 

reforms and for strengthening the defence planning architecture within the 

country. As discussed earlier, a single individual fulfils three responsibilities as 

part of the triple-hatted role. The role of CDS is primarily advisory, Secretary 

DMA fulfils an administrative responsibility, while the Permanent Chairman of 

the COSC undertakes operational, coordinating and guidance responsibilities. 

The initial period saw the streamlining of thesemultiple responsibilities, and did 

need a single individual to establish procedures and protocols. However, over 

time, as the number of integrated structures increases, the CDS may find it 

difficult to fulfil both his administrative responsibility as Secretary DMA and 

operational role as Permanent Chairman. It could also adversely affect 

fulfilment of the mandate given to him. This raises the option of dividing this 



responsibility with the CDS continuing with his role as Permanent Chairman, 

even as the Chief of Integrated Defence Staff, takes over the responsibility of 

Secretary DMA. This is an area that deserves wider deliberation and discussion. 

A second aspect relates to the nature and scope of command responsibilities of 

the CDS as Permanent Chairman of the COSC. The government’s press release 

of 24 December 2019, clearly indicated that the CDS would not command 

troops. A look at defence structures within major countries the world over, 

suggests presence of a CDS in a coordinating or command function. Both 

havetheir advantages and limitations. The option that deserves greater 

deliberation is either a de-facto delegation of command responsibility by the 

CCS to the Chairman COSC along with other members of the COSC, or a de-

jure delegation of command authority over theatre commands. 

Integrated Theatres 

Integrated theatres are the core of structural changes that the armed forces 

will be undertaking in the future. There has been a vibrant debate on their 

numbers, composition and role. This not only includes geographical theatres, 

but also functional commands which will be established for specialist roles like 

logistics and training. 

Given the far-reaching impact of such structures within the defence 

establishment of the country, it would be useful to separately discuss the role 

that is likely to be fulfilled by these organisations. 
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