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Shaping a Security Architecture for the Indian Ocean

by
Lalit Kapur and Hemant Krishan Singh

Asthe global weight of the Indo-Pacific rises, another geopolitical “great game”,
centred this time on the maritime space abutting Asia, has come into play. The
outcome can determine the balance of influence and power over the world's
most dynamic region. The main players are the United States (US) and China,
two ideologically opposed great powers; one democratic, one authoritarian;
one located on the other side of the globe from India, the other sharing a long
and disputed land border with it; both competing to dominate the region and
shape its future. India, too, is a significant player in this unfolding saga, along
with other nations big and small, bordering the Indo-Pacific.

The Indo-Pacific is primarily a maritime region, connecting the thriving
economies of its rimland. Integrating it necessitates putting in place structures
that can provide the foundations of security and address the variety of
challenges in the maritime commons. These may be seen in three baskets of
increasingly greater complexity. On the lower end is the humanitarian
(HA/DR) basket, entailing provision of relief to those in distress on the seas,
evacuation of diasporas from strife torn areas, and assistance to people
impacted by natural disasters. Next is the governance or ‘constabulary’ basket,
whose focus is enforcement of international law in the ‘free’ seas and securing
maritime transportation routes against predators seeking illicit financial or
political gain. Most complex is the coercive (or traditional security) basket,
including grey zone assertions or military action by nation states to alter the
status quo in their favour.

For the purposes of this paper, the Indo-Pacific has been divided into four
distinctregions: East Asia and the East China Sea; South East Asia and the South
China Sea; the Southern Pacific, including Australia and Oceania; and the
Indian Ocean. Prominent players have differing levels of interest in these four
regions, as summarised in Table 1. Priority 1 describes regions that the player
considers the vital focus of its strategic outlook; Priority 2 comprises important
but not vital regions; and Priority 3 defines regions considered relatively less
important by the player concerned. As is evident from the table, the primary
interests of the major maritime democracies are divergent, brought together to
some extent by US alliances in East Asia. China alone appears to have strategic
interests in virtually all sub-regions, which it is seeking to align through the
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strategically driven Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and ambitious plans for PLA

(N) expansion.

Table 1: Areas of Interest of Indo-Pacific powers
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Player East China | South China Southern |Indian Ocean
Sea Sea Pacific
ASEAN Priority 2 Priority 1 Priority 3 Priority 3
Australia Priority 1 Priority 2 Priority 1 Priority 3
China Priority 1 Priority 1 Priority 2 Priority 1
France Priority 3 Priority 2 Priority 1 Priority 1
India Priority 3 Priority 2 Priority 3 Priority 1
Japan Priority 1 Priority 2 Priority 3 Priority 3
USA Priority 1 Priority 2 Priority 1 Priority 3

The Indo-Pacific's sheer size, the number of players, the spread of technology
and the varied nature of maritime challenges makes the burden of maintaining
comprehensive security and stability throughout the region unsustainable for
any one nation. DPG Policy Paper Vol. IV, Issue 15! had explored India's
interests and challenges in the Indian Ocean against the backdrop of the
interests, objectives, limitations and strategies of key Indo-Pacific players. This
paper seeks to explore the architecture required to realise India’'s emerging
vision for the Indian Ocean, as a subset of the Indo-Pacific, under the following

heads:

== =4 =4 A

The Balance of Power Model

The post-WWII era saw the emergence of two different types of structures
designed to maintain a stable peace and deter revisionism. The UN Security
Council provided a forum for dialogue on international peace and security,

The balance of power model.
The dialogue and cooperation focused model.
Existing institutions in the Indian Ocean.

Shaping structures to realise India’s Indian Ocean vision.

L https://www.delhipolicygroup.org/uploads_dpg/publication_file/defending-indias-

interests-in-the-indian-ocean-1165.pdf
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with veto power ensuring that no substantive resolution impacting adversely
on the core interests of the five permanent members could be adopted by that
body. But dialogue alone was not considered enough. Alliances such as NATO
and the Warsaw Pact were created, whose objective was maintaining a balance
of power and thus deterring unilateral coercive action by either of the Cold War
adversaries. These structures also sufficed to cater for the limited governance
and humanitarian challenges of the pre-UNCLOS era.

The Southern Pacific and East Asia have both relied on balance of power based
security constructs. Their focus is ensuring strategic stability, which means
maintaining the capability to deter coercion and to act if deterrence fails.
Tackling governance and humanitarian challenges is a subsidiary function,
well within alliance capabilities. The core by way of military muscle and
associated expenditure is provided by the US, in the form of a 'forward-
deployed presence’ designed to act as a trip-wire, coupled with maintenance
of a large and advanced military capability. The stability so created has
provided the foundation for the economic prosperity of key -
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