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Defending India’s Interests in the Indian Ocean
by
Lalit Kapur

Speaking at the commissioning ceremony of the India built Coast Guard ship
Barracuda at Mauritius on March 12, 2015, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
observed:

‘India is becoming more integrated globally. We will be more
dependent than before on the ocean and the surrounding regions.
We must also assume our responsibility to shape its future. So,
Indian Ocean Region is at the top of our policy priorities”.

Elucidating further on what was to become his SAGAR outlook, he said:

“Our vision for Indian Ocean Region is rooted in advancing
cooperation in our region; and, to use our capabilities for the
benefit of all in our common maritime home”.

The first element of his vision was:

“We will do everything to safeguard our mainland and islands and
defend our interests. Equally, we will work to ensure a safe, secure
and stable Indian Ocean Region that delivers us all to the shores of
prosperity”.

Why has the Indian Ocean assumed such importance for India? What are these
interests that must be defended? How severe are the challenges to them, and
how prepared is India to deal with these challenges? Who are the potential
partners India can count upon, and what is the level of support it can expect
from them? What are the areas that must be addressed on priority by Prime
Minister Modi's newly re-installed government? These are some of the
important questions this analysis seeks to answer.

When the Cold War ended in 1991, the US dominated unipolar world moved to
embrace globalisation, creating a complex system of integrated production and
supply chains that depend extensively on trans-oceanic corridors and
undersea cables for the connectivity required by both the industrial and
services economies. This accelerated the Asian economic boom, bringing the
Indian Ocean into the heart of the global trading system. Energy from the
Persian Gulf, the world's largest source of exportable hydrocarbons, flows out
from Indian Ocean rim nations to power the growing economies of India,
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China and others who make up the Asian economic miracle. Manufactured
products flow across it, connecting industries of South, East and South East
Asia with markets in Europe and the Atlantic coast of the Americas. In 2018,
the Indian Ocean connected nations with a combined nominal GDP of over
$54 trillion, including 12 of the 16 members of the trillion-dollar club. By 2033,
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21 of the 25 members of
the trillion-dollar club
of that time will rely on
the Indian Ocean for
trade connectivity. In
comparison, only 12
such nations will be
connected by  the
J Atlantic and 13 by the
. Pacific. The Atlantic
formed the backbone of
the global trading
system of the past. The
Indian Ocean is effectively taking over that role today, and as Asia continues to
grow in the years ahead, the share of global trade it carries will continue to
grow. It was the recognition of this reality that led PM Modi to say:

The World’'s 20 Largest Economies in 2030. Map
created by DPG using mapchart.net

“Today, the world speaks of 21t century driven by the dynamism
and the energy of Asia and the Pacific. But, its course will be
determined by the tides of the Indian Ocean. This is why the
Indian Ocean is at the centre of global attention more than ever
before”.

If the seas are to be kept safe, secure and free for all, Indian policy makers must
provide for the different types of challenges emerging in the maritime domain.
These can broadly be divided into three categories. Firstis the humanitarian or
“benign” category, arising from sources beyond human control, where state
responsibility is essentially providing succour to those in distress. It includes
Search and Rescue, Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief, and non-
combat evacuation operations. The second category encompasses governance
or “constabulary” action to secure maritime transportation routes and nodes
against criminals and non-state actors seeking financial or political gain, as
well as the enforcement of international law. State responsibility here
encompasses deterrent, preventive and punitive actions against such criminal
elements or non-state actors. The third category comprises state-backed
coercive or military challenges, and state responsibility is to deter or defeat
such coercive acts. For much of the unipolar globalised era, the focus in the
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Indian Ocean has been humanitarian and governance challenges. Coercive
challenges have been present, as in the Mumbai terror attacks of 2008, but these
have been largely viewed as India specific and not of global concern. But this
era of relative comfort is ending.

A geopolitical ‘great game’ between different visions of order is brewing not
just in the Indo-Pacific as defined by the United States (US) in its National
Security Strategy (NSS) 2017, but also in the entire Indian Ocean. This game
seeks domination of global trade routes for national benefit. The tools used by
players remain the same as in the past: economic, military (both potential
instruments of coercion as well as of reassurance) and diplomatic. The major
players can be divided into three categories. First come the two superpowers
(US and China), who act as poles in themselves and are the prime protagonists.
Next come the middle powers, including India, Indonesia, Japan, Russia,
Australia, France and the EU, who either aspire to become poles or support one
or the other of the two superpowers. These two categories comprise active
players. Last come the smaller nations, who are effectively bystanders; they can
provide diplomatic and moral support as well as raw materials and
replenishment facilities to the players, but lack the heft to play on their own.

India is rapidly transitioning from being a bystander to becoming an active
player. But before coming to India's strategic options in this game, it is
necessary to understand the interests, objectives, strategy, strengths and
limitations of the other key players.
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