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Foreword
The liberal economic order in the Indo-Pacific region was primed for high
economic growth through various multilateral institutions fostering
interdependence and integration. However, this order is now witnessing
unprecedented turbulence, partly due to heightened rivalry, resulting in
adversarial security dynamics between the United States as the established
great power, and China as a rising power. The latter has been building
significant capacities and capabilities to overcome any obstacles to what it
claims is a ‘peaceful rise.’ The re-emergence of their power play has
triggered reverberations that have impacted the entire region, albeit at
different levels, causing unprecedented economic and security turbulence.
Many regional states are experiencing politico-diplomatic dilemmas and are
confronted with difficult choices with respect to the two Indo-Pacific powers.
This situation also challenges the ‘centrality’ of ASEAN, which had hitherto
been driving the region’s security architecture through its multilateral
organizations and multi-faceted arrangements.

The dominance of the maritime powers in the Indo-Pacific has
undergone a sea change in the last decade. It is anticipated that power
dynamics in this region will determine the global power structure in the
coming decades. The shift in the focus of the major global powers, leading
to the formation of various groups/alliances in this region, foretells that the
Indo-Pacific region could be the epicentre of international politics, trade,
and peace in the days to come.

In this scenario, the waters of the Indo-Pacific region, which
encompasses both the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean, have emerged
as an arena of competition. China has consistently challenged the US’s idea
of a “free and open Indo-Pacific” and undertaken several initiatives that
are escalatory in character and are obstructing the growth of the maritime
enterprise. India has enduring strategic interests, as well as economic and
commercial trade linkages in the Indo-Pacific region and the imperatives of
connectivity, necessitate that these large maritime spaces remain ‘open,
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inclusive and free.’ The emergence of China, not only as an economic power
but also as a mighty military power, disrupting maritime equations and the
balance of power, is the dominant story of the 21st century. Climate change,
piracy, sea lanes of communication and connectivity are other vital areas of
interest.

Dr. Vijay Sakhuja and Prof. W. Lawrence S. Prabhakar have sought
to provide a net assessment of regional challenges and opportunities in this
study of the Indo-Pacific region’s security dynamics viewed through the
‘maritime variant’ of the Regional Security Complex Theory. This scholarly
work reveals the highly tense emergent order in the maritime zone of the
Indo-Pacific. It is hoped that this volume, which combines academic insight
with practitioner perspectives would spur critical thinking and assist India in
defining, articulating and building maritime doctrines tailored to deal
effectively with the contemporary and future dynamics of the Indo-Pacific
region.

Along with the Western Pacific Rim of the Indo-Pacific, two other
contiguous zones are also essential to understanding the region; the Western
Indian Ocean Southern Ocean and the Arabian Sea Littoral encompassing
the India-Persian Gulf Region-Horn of Africa. Authors Dr. Avinash Anil
Godbole, Dr. Takeshi Daimon-Sato, Dr. Pragya Pandey, Dr. R. P. Pradhan,
Dr. Shelly Johny, Dr. Sankalp Gurjar, Rear Admiral Krishna Swaminathan,
Dr. Uma Purushothaman, and Dr. Vivek Mishra highlight the vital aspects
of this subject in detail. It has been a relevant and timely attempt by the
Centre for Public Policy Research with generous support from the Indian
Council for World Affairs. I take this opportunity to thank all the speakers
and organizations for presenting a critical case before the academic
community and governments concerned. I am certain that the book would
enrich the debates about the issues of concern and emerging opportunities
pertaining to this maritime region.

D. Dhanuraj Ph.D 
Chairman, Centre for Public Policy Research
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Introduction
Global affairs, in its holistic scope of political-diplomatic, economic-

commercial, science-technology-industrial and military-technological
transformations, as well as social constructions of identity and its
manifestations, have been in the throes of comprehensive transformation
through long cycles of historical, economical and structural (systemic)
change. These transformations, over the years, decades and centuries, have
spurned the evolution of regions and identities formed through security and
economic interdependence, the interplay of inter-regional and intra-regional
dynamics of security and strategy as well as institutional growth and
governance. The complexity of different regions varies in scope and
significance from one another. Focusing on the security complex of one
region provides an insight into the intra-state, inter-state and the intra-regional
conflicts and wars that determine the stability and order of that particular
region.

The study of regions and their respective “security complexes”
provides a deep understanding of the complex issues, challenges, threats
and perils that impact each region. Inherent in each region are various
traditional and non-traditional security challenges as well as threats that go
beyond the statist interpretation and encompass evident competitive,
cooperative and convergent security trends. Security complexes are
therefore not confined to a state or the international system, but go beyond
the conventional interpretation.

The Regional Security Complex Theory in its maritime variant (the
Regional Maritime Security Complex) finds relevance in expounding a policy
research perspective on how the ‘global order’ of maritime regions are
‘constructed.’ Further, the convergent maritime security paradigm could
also be a possible framework of analysis to assess how the dynamics and
vistas of cooperation converge on a wide swathe of issues, whether
traditional, non-traditional or transnational, that have vital implications for
maritime security. For instance, climate change and consequent sea level
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rise would be a vital factor affecting littoral and human security, wherein
the livelihood of the coastal communities has a bearing on regional security.

This study commences by expounding the conceptual and theoretical
issues of the regional security complexes and their salience. In analyzing
the various aspects of any regional security complex in Chapter 1, the referent
role of the state, the importance of the region and the prevailing levels or
benchmarks of securitization and desecuritization are critical. Deeper
understanding of the regional security complexes is achieved by examining
their maritime dimensions, evaluating the maritime order and studying various
aspects of maritime security.

Geography and history are key determinants in understanding the
regional security complexes, and their maritime dimensions also assume
importance. Chapter 2 elucidates the geographical factors and the historical
realities that condition various regional security complexes. Geography
provides the permanent feature of territoriality and determines the economic
and security derivatives of the region. History shapes the identities and
constructs the norms and ideas of social behavior and creates cultural images
of the region. In this chapter, the maritime geography of the Indo-Pacific
region has been analyzed to infer the regional security dynamics of the seas
and oceans that in turn impacts and exerts influence on the littorals.

Chapter 3 is an exposition of the maritime security complex of the Indian
Ocean, an important dimension of study, given various levels of securitization
associated with the multiple traditional and non-traditional security issues of
the region. The inter-state and intra-state dimensions and the regional overlay
of transnational issues are analyzed in the context of the maritime dynamics
of the Indian Ocean. The analysis levels range from hard security issues at
the high end to illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing issues and
the environmental impact of organic life depletion at the lower level.

The regional security complex and the associated maritime security
dynamics in the Northern Arabian Sea Crescent are analyzed in Chapter 4.
An attempt is made to examine the traditional interstate conflicts and the

Maritime Security Complexes of the Indo-Pacific Region
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irregular insurgency conflicts that have been raging in the region and
impacting governance, development and growth. Analyzing security trends
includes studying the nature of challenges and threats arising in the traditional,
non-traditional and transnational spectrum. The role of extra-regional powers
and their interventionist policies also aggravate the regional dynamics.

The Bay of Bengal is a sub-complex of the regional complex of
South Asia and Indian Ocean. Chapter 5 is a case study of how the inter-
regional dynamics between South Asia and Southeast Asia plays out.  The
Bay of Bengal is a maritime sub-regional complex that is intense due to a
host of non-traditional and transnational challenges and threats that surmount
the two regional security complexes of South Asia and Southeast Asia. The
region also houses various regional institutions that have been built to provide
capacity for greater integration and development.

Chapter 6 focuses on the Western Pacific regional security
complexes of the Asia-Pacific and the Indo-Pacific. It features high levels
of securitization of the traditional security challenges and threats emanating
from the powerplay of great powers and their competitive strategies. The
military-strategic security dynamics perhaps constitutes the fulcrum of
security dynamics in this region.

The naval nuclear dynamics represents the quest of both the nuclear
weapon states and the new nuclear states to develop their sea-based
deterrence based on the nuclear logic of strategic stability, which, in turn, is
derived from credibility and survivability. The narrative for assured retaliatory
capability against a decapitating nuclear strike by a nuclear adversary and
the dictates of strategic stability have determined the naval nuclear dynamics,
which is understood to have provided states, especially the medium and the
middle powers, with the means to enlarge their strategic depth to counter
the overwhelming threat of any nuclear first strike. The naval nuclear
dynamics in the Indo-Pacific region is fleshed out in Chapter 7.

The objective of this volume is to ascertain the regional security
dynamics and assess securitization as a driving force. It infers the scope of

Introduction
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traditional, non-traditional and transnational security issues and their regional
impact, with a specific focus on the maritime perspectives of regional security
dynamics and also envisages the potential interplay of these factors as they
continue to influence and shape future discourse.

  Vijay Sakhuja
 W. Lawrence S. Prabhakar

Maritime Security Complexes of the Indo-Pacific Region
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Chapter 1

Theoretical Framework of Regional Security Complexes
and Strategic Futures

For more than half a century, there has been interest and focus on the role
and dynamics of regions and states. During the Cold War, the focus on
regionalism trends was high. The concept of regions is imagined and
constructed and therefore, the populations in these regions are understood
to be imagined communities. From a constructivist perspective, the focus
on regionalism has been perceived as the process of creating a ‘new world
order’ in which shared identities, values and cultures are portrayed. Regions
nurture a sense of commonality of values and ideals, which facilitates regional
cooperation through the formation of multilateral organizations in later stages.
However, multilateral organizations alone do not fully explain the emergence
of mutually exclusive regions and the intensity of the dynamics within them.
Within a region, mutual interests exist, whether or not all the regional states
have a shared sense of identity. One of the salient aspects of regionalism is
the presence of materialist and rationalist features in which territorial
boundaries and power lead to the conceptualization of regional formations.
These features are seen in the density of interactions and the limited projection
of power. Thus, regions are territorially bounded and embedded within power
distributions.
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The Regional Security Complex Theory (RSC theory) is the central
focus of the present study. This theory envisages the importance of
territorially coherent subsystems that are defined by interlocking patterns
of securitization. In this schema, there are existing non-territorial security
constellations, which could take the form of transnational, global, or even
sub-systemic non-territorial securitizations that are largely ignored.

The conditions of regional security that may be recognized by states
within the regional security complex are individual/joint responses intended
to deal head-on with security issues. These include prevailing general
security problems of inter-state defense and are characterized by the
‘security dilemma’ consequence. The RSC theory has a new focus on
significantly autonomous localities that face insecurity and witness securitizing
activities.

There are two aspects of regional security: (a) the scope and patterns
of threat and conflict within the region; and (b) the core conflict that may
threaten the integrity of the region. These are autonomous localities of
insecurity that are defined as ‘regional security complexes’ (RSC) within
the scope of the RSC theory. The RSC theory thus defines the various
identifiable groups of states as ‘security complexes’ because they portray
certain specific, regionally bounded inter-state and mutually affective intra-
state security conditions and conduct.

Nature and Salience of Regional Security Complexes

The scope of the RSC theory is consistent with the established neorealist
understanding of the international system. RSCs, however, identify a new
level of inter-state relations characterized by the regional dynamics evolving
from these relations. The formation of RSCs is derived from the interplay
between the anarchic structure of the international and regional system.
This implies that on the one hand, the RSC must be composed of two or
more autonomous units operable with the balance-of-power dynamics, and
on the other hand, there must be pressures stemming from local geographical
proximity.1 Within the RSCs, power relations are an important component.

Maritime Security Complexes of the Indo-Pacific Region



7

Polarity is another feature that shows the distribution of power that would
form part of the “essential structure” of an RSC.2

The RSC theory is characterized by ‘identity’ factors and hence it
has constructivist roots. It is evident that the formation and operation of
RSCs depend on patterns of amity and enmity among the constituent units,
which makes regional systems dependent on the actions and interpretations
of actors.3 Besides the state-centric security that remains the focus of interest
and concern, RSCs do account for non-territorial, non-military security issues
and concerns.

A second characteristic salient in inter-state relations and security
affairs is the regional-level developments evident in every security complex.
The salience of the regional developments and dynamics evolves as the
‘security community’ for that specific region. The security community feature
has a particular reference to Southeast Asia. The ‘regional security
community’ analysis emerged out of the tradition of peace studies and
research in international relations evident in the early 20th century, in the
aftermath of World War ll. The regional security community studies have a
salient normative content, with imperatives for peace in a world prone to
conflict and operating within an international system dominated by great
powers.

While analyzing regional security complexes, it is evident that the
security interdependence is more intense on a regional scale rather than on
a global scale. The reason why regions, rather than individual states, matter
in the power quotient is that the majority of sovereign states lack the ability
to project power beyond their own region. From the Cold War period, the
region as a level of analysis gained importance over individual states. This
trend continued in the post-Cold War period also. The importance of theorizing
about the regional level is inevitable, since regions are not micro-versions of
the global system, but these two levels are innately different and incorporate
their own dynamics.4 Thus, regions are not strictly “natural, objective and
ontologically given spaces, instead, regions are spatial and temporal constructs
that are contingent on a variety of interests and agendas.”5

Theoretical Framework of Regional Security Complexes and Strategic Futures
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 The regional level is characterized within a historical and
geographical context and thus the proximity and familiarity within the region
enable intensive interactions between actors within these groupings. There
is also inherent flexibility in the way regional parameters are defined and
they are not as rigid as in the prevailing global system. Regions undergo
change and are adaptable to various configurations.

The scope of the regional level of security has become increasingly
autonomous based on two foundational assumptions; First, territoriality is
still a primary feature of international security dynamics and second, in the
post-Cold War era, the regional level is an essential feature of any coherent
analysis of international security.6 Regionalism resulted in the rise of
multilateral institutions in regional settings. For many state actors, regionalism
has now become an increasingly viable means of organizing comprehensive
security mechanisms.  Threats within the region are in short proximity rather
than at long distances.7 Regionally coherent security subsystems emerge
as a response to political and military ones and are strongly felt at close range.

Certain security threats tend to be regional in scope and are so
intertwined that they cannot be wholly resolved or analyzed without
considering the other units that exist within the dynamic of the complex. It
is a fact that substantial parts of the ‘securitization’ and ‘desecuritization’
processes in the international system are evident in regional clusters. These
clusters are durable and distinct from global-level processes. Regional
security interdependence is a pivot for governments and a key driving force
behind regional projects.

In the contemporary context, the concept of security has evolved
and moved beyond its traditional roots in the military or political spheres.
The pursuit of a strong and secure state implies that the state can no longer
be the sole referent object of security. It provides for a reconceptualized
definition of security. The nature of a security threat is an issue posited by
securitization. It is explained as a threat to the survival of some referent
object __ nation, state or the liberal internal economic order.

Maritime Security Complexes of the Indo-Pacific Region
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The conceptualized definition of security highlights the element of
perception, whereby all security threats must be viewed. They are determined
by the process of two further definitions viz securitization and de-
securitization. Securitization is defined as “the discursive process through
which an intersubjective understanding is constructed within a political
community to treat something as an existential threat to a valued referent
object and to enable a call for urgent and exceptional measures to deal with
the threat.”8

The idea of securitization highlights the process by which a threat
is treated equally by all involved as being a mutual and imminent concern
that requires action.  The process of regional securitization requires that all
actors view the issue to be harmful to the same extent, to the referent
object being threatened. In the conventional concept of security, what was
viewed as most dire were those threats that emerged from within the state,
since the state was acting as a unitary actor within the international system.

Desecuritization is defined as “the discursive process by which a
political community downgrades or ceases to treat something as a threat.
De-securitization is the process by which the threat is no longer considered
an imminent reality but as an issue that can be dealt with within the ordinary
framework of day-to-day politics.”

Defining the Region

In the context of the regional security complex, defining a region is not
direct as no such definition exists that is comprehensive to satisfy all
perspectives and theoretical issues. A region, in security terms, “means that
a distinct and significant subsystem of security relations exists among a set
of states whose fate is that they have been locked into geographical proximity
with each other.”9

Geography is a critical factor that determines the nature and scope
of the threats. It is the concrete situation for each state that has its influence
on processes of (de)securitization. Geography cuts the world into distinct
parts so that the actors in a given region share the regional properties as a

Theoretical Framework of Regional Security Complexes and Strategic Futures
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structural context. In maritime terms, combating piracy provides a case in
point. In the maritime regional security complex, securitizing the freedom of
movement within shipping lanes is an important concern for various regions,
but it is a non-existent one for others. Thus, geography remains a crucial
factor that cannot be removed from this equation.

A regional security complex could therefore be defined as a “set of
units whose major processes of securitization, desecuritization or both are
so interlinked that their security problems cannot reasonably be analyzed or
resolved from one another.”10 However, the framework of RSC theory is
not dictated by geography, culture, patterns of current events or the whims
of analysts, but local discourses about regionalism. Therefore, RSCs are
socially constructed by their members consciously or unconsciously, by the
ways in which their processes of (de)securitization interlock with each
other.”11

The essential structure of an RSC consists of four elements:
boundary, anarchic structure, polarity and social construction. It is the
combination of these four elements that differentiates the lines of the complex
and may be characterized as follows:

An RSC has a distinct dynamic between a particular set of states
within a geopolitical context. The existence of an RSC is
highlighted by a clear distinction between those units within
the complex and those outside of it. The relationship between
the states within the complex is characterized by elements of
familiarity and proximity. The RSC is characterized by the
structure of anarchy and are defined by two kinds of relations,
power relations and patterns of amity and enmity.12 Buzan &
Waevar (2003), op cit., pp.46-7.

Furthermore, historical hatreds and friendships, as well as specific
issues that trigger conflict or cooperation, all form part of an overall security
constellation of fears, threats and friendships that define an RSC. The
patterns of amity and enmity are part of traditional International Relations

Maritime Security Complexes of the Indo-Pacific Region
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Theory. They represent the salience of the density of regional interactions.
The patterns of amity and enmity focus the interactions between states
within the specified regional context.

Having examined the generic importance of the regional security
complexes, it is important to analyze the maritime dimension of the regional
security complexes and their peculiar characteristics, which vary from one
geographical region to another. Variations are evident in how each region of
the world exhibits unique features that are different from other regions.

Regional Maritime Security Complexes

The salient features of regional security complexes include the nature of
boundary, anarchic structure, polarity and social construction. They include
the dynamics of securitization and desecuritization that has its discursive
impact on the nature and importance of regional dynamics. The derivation
of the salient features of a regional security complex needs to be correlated
with the maritime domain. The emergence of the maritime security agenda
in international relations has its significance in national strategic, policy and
doctrinal dimensions. Regional maritime security dynamics involves the issues
of maritime security, naval power, patterns of international interaction,
maritime governance and the political order at sea.

Theorizing security at sea is premised on the Realist and Liberal
theoretical vistas. Besides, the theorizing of security at sea is premised on
constructivist thinking or influenced by critical security studies.13 Exploring
the dimensions of the regional maritime security complexes essentially focus
on the issues of securitization and desecuritization at sea. The exercise
involves dimensions of both the Liberal and Realist fields of study.

The Liberal interpretations of security at sea have resulted in the
rise of various international regimes governing such activities. These regimes
indicate that the marine environment has increasingly come under some
form of collective public order and legal regulation.

The Realist interpretations are best defined as national security
issues, corresponding largely to long-established traditions of naval strategy

Theoretical Framework of Regional Security Complexes and Strategic Futures
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and sea power. The Realist derivation explores the national security
component of maritime security involving the development and application
of naval power, which covers military power projection, homeland defense
at sea, and use of warships to protect maritime trade routes, including security
of the sea-lanes of communication and commerce as well as traditional
naval functions of deterrence, surveillance and interdiction.  The articulation
of Realist issues of maritime security and order is evident in the various
global hotspots of maritime geopolitics and competition.

The discursive debate of securitization in the regional maritime
security complexes stresses the importance of the marine environment.
Regulation, order and governance spans a wide range of issues such as
marine pollution, vessel safety and regulation, maritime search and rescue,
state of the ocean health and the impacts of climate change. Within the
range of non-security issues, the assessment of the marine environment
comes into sharper focus. The marine environment is a well-known and
long-established concern in maritime affairs and its genesis lies in various
international efforts to regulate shipping and other activities at sea through
intergovernmental organizations such as the International Maritime
Organization (IMO) or other coordination bodies working under the aegis
of the United Nations.

The scope of the desecuritized dimensions of maritime security
complexes refers to marine environment issues, which in turn, relate to
maritime security in a number of ways. The maritime environment does
represent a wider canvas of environmental security concerns at sea and in
the coastal areas. In its securitized dimension, they focus on the security
and safety of commercial shipping, as ships are a potential target for criminals,
terrorists and pirates, and also serve as a medium for trafficking in persons,
illicit goods or weapons.14

The maritime environment has to deal with prominent hybrid security
challenges that include the scope of environmental degradation caused
through fisheries crime and other environmental crimes, with its potential to
increase the grievances of coastal populations thereby leading to maritime

Maritime Security Complexes of the Indo-Pacific Region



13

instability. Yet another fact is that the marine environment issues are closely
linked to a third domain, that of economic development. The Blue Economy
at sea has immense implications that underpin the maritime security agenda.
It should be noted that 90% of global trade travels by sea, and marine
resources such as fisheries or offshore oil are key economic assets that
need to be secured and protected.15

Some sections of the global maritime commerce travelling within various
security complexes face threats of piracy, criminality or other forms of
maritime disruption. These have emerged as the dominant issues in the
security agenda of the regional maritime security complexes of the world.

Coastal states which primarily rely on the Blue Economy are
preoccupied with strengthening marine resource protection and promoting
development. An important domain in regional maritime security complexes
is to address the issues of human security at sea, which is evident in the
insecurities experienced by individuals and local communities as well as
affected states.16

Human security issues penetrate much of the maritime security
agenda. Human security involves ensuring livelihood security at sea. This
includes the protection and sustainability of fisheries that underpin the
livelihoods of millions living in coastal regions. Littoral communities in coastal
areas are also most vulnerable to the adverse impacts of climate change
and maritime pollution. Such concerns relate not only to the security of
individuals and coastal communities but also to human insecurity, which
facilitates the emergence of piracy or criminality as alternative sources of
employment in regions suffering from significant economic deprivation or
breakdown.17

Maritime order and governance is yet another facet of the maritime
security complexes that plays a vital role in the ensuing ‘construction’ of
maritime security complexes in every region. Maritime governance envisages
the sharing of policy-making competencies in a system of negotiation between
nested governmental institutions at several levels (international,
(supra)national, regional and local) on the one hand, and governmental actors,

Theoretical Framework of Regional Security Complexes and Strategic Futures
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market players and civil society organizations on the other, in order to govern
activities at sea and their consequences.18 Maritime governance enables
identification of the discursive dynamics of securitization and desecuritization
and provides the capacity for the regional maritime security complexes to
address various challenges and perils in the maritime domain, even as they
work together as an integrated architecture to resolve emergent challenges,
both human and nature-induced, as well as threats at sea and in the littorals.

Maritime governance constitutes the dichotomous feature, which
along with maritime security emphasizes the safety of shipping and of humans
at sea, and also deals with the various operational aspects that govern
maritime activities. Maritime safety is “the combination of preventive and
responsive measures intended to protect the maritime domain against, and
limit the effect of, accidental or natural danger, harm, and damage to
environment, risks or loss.”19  Maritime safety is concerned with securing
lives at sea and their livelihoods, which constitutes the desecuritized
dimension of the regional maritime security complex and its operations at
sea.

Maritime governance and the ensuing good order at sea are two
foundational pillars of any regional maritime security complex that would
mediate conflicts and issues within the region and enable the region to address
the various challenges that littoral human communities face in the long run.
Maritime governance implies collaboration between different national and
international authorities that are of equal importance. Maritime governance
and its attributes and operations are the vital foundation of the neoliberal
institutional order that constitutes the basis for building intergovernmental
institutions that are to mitigate the negative impact of disorders and challenges
at sea. Maritime governance as a process activates and enables the dynamic
operations of the law at sea and regulates the code of conduct of the various
stakeholders. Maritime governance within the framework of the maritime
regional security complexes creates the multi-layered interdependency
between national and international actors as well as coheres the activities
of the wide range of stakeholders, which include states, international

Maritime Security Complexes of the Indo-Pacific Region
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organizations, international corporations, local communities, media and
various non-government organizations engaged in collective maritime
endeavours.20

Regional maritime security complexes are also engaged in the
description of the patterns of ‘amity and enmity’ within the scope of traditional
and non-traditional maritime security. Amity and enmity are within the
securitized scope of competition and cooperation among the various state
and non-state actors at sea.

This study of various regional maritime security complexes would
be predicated on the various maritime regions and the analysis would cover
the nature and scope of securitization and desecuritization, the nature and
structure of anarchy as evident in various challenges and threats, examine
the polarity of the issues in terms of traditional, non-traditional and
transnational scope of threats and challenges and the various onshore and
offshore issues that impact and influence regional maritime security dynamics.

Scope of Strategic Futures

The assessment of strategic futures has important implications and
significance when the study of regional security complexes is made. Regional
security complexes unveil a host of ‘prospects and perils’ for the states and
regions, given the levels and scope of securitization and desecuritization.
The scope of shifts in power balance, nature of threats and the scope of
hybrid threats vary in this context. Strategic futures enable the identification
of challenges, threats and perils in each region and envisage the responses
in the intra-state and the inter-state levels of interaction.  Strategic futures
facilitate the futuristic understanding of evolving issues, challenges and
threats in the various regional maritime security complexes through the
unique characteristics of each issue pertinent to the region. Four issues
accrue from such an analysis:

(a) Changing scope of challenges and threats would be evident in the
way the various land and maritime challenges as well as threats change
across the spectrum of traditional and non-traditional security with its

Theoretical Framework of Regional Security Complexes and Strategic Futures



16

unique focus on maritime security. As regionalism and regions change
in their patterns of development and growth, the milieu of the various
issues at stake for maritime security complexes also changes. Strategic
futures would essentially probe the prognostic dimensions of various
changes and how it impacts overall maritime security and the regional
order. Thus, regional orders have a pertinent impact on the changing
scope of challenges and threats that would characterize the nature and
scope of anarchy in the region and its mitigation.

(b) Changing scope of maritime security issues and impact is an
inevitable reality as the nature of maritime security and safety would
be a dynamic issue for analysis. The scope of maritime security issues
and their impact on regional security complexes would critically
determine the scope of maritime orders, regulation and governance.
Be it within the state context or the regional context, maritime security
issues would have a crucial impact on issues including competitive,
cooperative and convergent security dynamics.

(c) Changing dynamics of securitization and desecuritization has a
long-range impact as to how regional security complexes define and
derive the nature of security or non-security content in each issue.
Securitization and desecuritization eventually determine the scope and
manner in which regional security complexes work, how the various
issues, challenges and threats are structured and discussed on the
security agenda and how they are derived in terms of the individual and
collective impact they have on the regional security order.

(d) Regional transformation of maritime regional security complexes
would ensue even as the regional orders change according to the milieu
of regional security threats, challenges and dynamics. The impact across
regions of how various security and non-security issues, challenges
and threats reverberate would be the source of regional transformation.
Futuristic studies would be able to cast the trajectory of the evolving
transformation of various maritime regional security complexes and
assess the impacts across these maritime security complexes.

Maritime Security Complexes of the Indo-Pacific Region
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Strategic futures thus emerge as an important framework in the
assessment of how regional security complexes in the maritime domain
evolve and how they impact and transform regions and processes.

In summation, this chapter has examined the nature of regions and
regional security, the dynamics of how regional security complexes are
contextualized and examined in terms of securitization and desecuritization
narratives. It has also analyzed the maritime dimension of regional security
complexes, which is derived from the generic framework of regional security
complexes. The importance of strategic futures as a viable framework for
analyzing future trends and developments within regional security complexes
is also highlighted. With this framework, it would be useful to analyze various
regional complexes and the issues pertaining to the dynamics of their
operations.
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Chapter 2

Geographic Constants, Historical Connections
and Modern Formulations

The Asian-African-Australian-American maritime-littoral space is
surrounded by two large bodies of water, namely, the Indian Ocean and the
Pacific Ocean. The Indian Ocean covers nearly 20% of the Earth’s water
surface (about 292,131,000 sq km) and is the third largest ocean. It is home
to important seas, the more prominent of these being the Red Sea, Persian
Gulf, Arabian Sea, Bay of Bengal and Andaman Sea. Several island
groupings, archipelagos and numerous large and small islands dot the waters
of the Indian Ocean. The average depth of this ocean is about 3,890 m and
several underwater ridges create natural basins. Among these, the Java
Trench at 7,450 m is the deepest.  The crustal plates of Africa, India and the
Antarctic converge to form the Indian Ocean seabed.

The Indian Ocean is also home to oceanic gateways also referred to as
maritime choke points (Bab-el-Mandeb, Strait of Hormuz and Strait of
Malacca) and these connect the Indian Ocean with the Red Sea and the
Mediterranean Sea through the Suez Canal, Persian Gulf and the Pacific
Ocean. These geographic constants support intense maritime activity and
many Indian Ocean sea-lanes connect with the Pacific Ocean and the
Atlantic Ocean. Towards the west, the sea-lane runs into the Red Sea to
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pass through the Suez Canal; towards the south, it rounds the Cape of Good
Hope; and in the east, it goes through the Malacca Strait before joining the
Pacific Ocean. It is estimated that over 100,000 vessels sail annually through
the Indian Ocean. Nearly half of the world’s traded oil passes through Strait
of Hormuz and 50% of the 28 ships that enter the Arabian Gulf each day
are tankers. Likewise, nearly 200 ships pass through the Strait of Malacca
daily, while nearly 24,000 vessels transit annually through the Suez Canal.

The contemporary economic dynamism of the Indian Ocean is
rooted in its ancient history. The monsoon winds played a pivotal role in the
movement of trade, cultures, ideas and religion. The Arab navigators named
these wind patterns as ‘mausim’ (‘set time’ in Arabic), now referred to as
the monsoon,1 which enabled mariners to sail long distances across the
Indian Ocean for trade. These winds also facilitated links among other
maritime trading systems of the Greeks, Romans, Egyptians, Jews, Arabs,
Indians and Chinese.

In contemporary times, the Southern Indian Ocean has gained higher
strategic and economic significance. The French territories in the Southern
Ocean (French Southern and Antarctic Territories [TAAF] not including
Scattered Islands and Adelia Land) generate 2,070, 356 square kilometers
of Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ).2 Among these, the Réunion Island has
a significant ethnic population of nearly 895,312 people (in 2020) of African,
Indian, Malagasy, Chinese and European descent.3 These people arrived
from Africa, Asia and Europe over the last 300 years.

It is not surprising that the Indian Ocean is a critical element in the
calculus of economists, politicians, military commanders and the strategic
community. Significantly, economics and security have been the twin drivers
that have shaped the historical and contemporary geo-political, geo-economic
and geo-strategic discourse in the region.

Southern Ocean

The Southern Ocean is contiguous to the southern Indian Ocean and the
Pacific Oceans but is the least “studied and sampled of all the world’s
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oceans.”4 It “extends from the coast of Antarctica north to 60 degrees
south latitude” and is “now the fourth largest of the world’s five oceans
(after the Pacific Ocean, Atlantic Ocean, and Indian Ocean, but larger than
the Arctic Ocean).”5 It is a rough, cold and remote area to operate in, given
that the gale-force winds known as “Roaring 40s, Furious 50s and Screaming
60s” are “terrifying in the intensity they evoke” and “long feared for the
devastation they could wreak” and this natural phenomenon determined the
shipping routes.6 It is not surprising that if “anything does go wrong, help is
a long way away.”7 This roughness and harshness of the Southern Ocean
is best demonstrated by the international efforts (made by 34 ships and 28
aircraft from seven different countries8) to locate the wreckage of the
Malaysian Airlines flight MH 370 in the Southern Ocean, a search that took
place from 2014 to 2017.

There were many challenges encountered by the rescue ships,
platforms and agencies, which confronted strong winds, rough weather,
adverse sea conditions and above all, the remoteness of the region.
Significantly, this sea space is rarely visited by ships and therefore there is
little or no shipping traffic on this route. Although there are many clear
dangers to movement of any type of maritime transport in the Southern
Ocean and the southern Indian Ocean, yet these are popular among polar
and ocean research vessels for Antarctic research and climate science as
also among yachtsmen.9 On occasions when they require assistance due to
accidents/bad weather, the regional countries (NAVAREA Coordinators)
are bound by international agreements to launch rescue operations.

Pacific Ocean

The Pacific Ocean (155 million sq km) is the world’s largest ocean and
covers nearly 46% of the earth’s water surface area, which is double the
size of the Indian Ocean. It is bounded by the maritime littoral spaces of
Asia, Western Australia and the west coasts of the Americas. In the north,
it adjoins the Arctic Ocean and in the south, it is contiguous to the Southern
Ocean close to Antarctica. There are several large and medium water bodies
within the Pacific Ocean, namely, the South China Sea, the East China Sea,
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22

the Sea of Japan, the Sea of Okhotsk, the Philippine Sea, the Coral Sea,
the Tasman Sea and the Yellow Sea lying to the west of the Sea of Korea.
The Malacca Strait, Sunda Strait, Lombok Strait and Torres Strait connect
the Pacific and the Indian Oceans. Similarly, the Drake Passage and
the Strait of Magellan link the Pacific with the Atlantic Ocean,
while the Bering Strait connects the Pacific with the Arctic Ocean.

The mean depth in the Pacific Ocean is 4,000 m and the deepest
point in the world is the Challenger Deep (10,928 m) in the Mariana Trench,
followed by the Horizon Deep (10,823 m) in the Tonga Trench and the Sirena
Deep also located in the Mariana Trench. Thus, the geography-topography-
oceanography of the vast Asian and Pacific regions is diverse and complex.

Historical Connections and Post-colonial Realities

In its ancient-historical context, the Pacific Ocean was an outlier and
remained undiscovered. However, the Western Pacific waters, particularly
along the coast of China and Indo-China were burgeoning with maritime
activity. Ships with traders from India, Arabia, Persia and Southeast Asia
frequently called at ports in the region even as far eastward as China, which
resulted in a flourishing maritime enterprise. Importantly, a sophisticated
maritime trading system involving China, India, Southeast Asia, Persia and
Arabia had emerged. The great fleets of King Rajendra I and Admiral
Zhung Ho crisscrossed the Indian and the Pacific Oceans through the Straits
of Malacca and Sunda, projecting power, defeating challengers and
establishing spheres of influence.

The decline in the maritime power of China and India in Southeast
Asia resulted in a vacuum, which was quickly filled by Europeans whose
quest for new lands and trade imperatives with the affluent East encouraged
them to venture into the Indian and the Pacific Oceans. This European
quest was led by the Portuguese. While Vasco da Gama made a pioneering
voyage and returned home in 1499, Afonso de Albuquerque was successful
in controlling the maritime trade routes of the East and built permanent
fortresses with settled populations (in Socotra, Ormuz, Goa and Malacca)
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and set the stage for Portuguese hegemony in the East. In 1512, António de
Abreu and Francisco Serrão led an expedition to southern China followed
by another led by Jorge Álvares in 1513. Meanwhile, the Spaniards led by
navigator Ferdinand Magellan crossed the Isthmus of Panama in 1513 to
reach the Pacific Ocean. They named it Pacífico or Pacific meaning
peaceful. Later, the Dutch established themselves in Sumatra and the British
and French followed. Soon the Indian Ocean littorals were dotted with forts
and factories to support domestic demands and in the process, strong maritime
foundations were built that continued well into the 20th century.

The historical connections among various regions have been
maintained by various sea-based trade routes and the movement of people
between these regions. Sea trade not only brought about commerce and the
movement of goods and people, but facilitated the exchange of ideas, beliefs
and values across high seas. The pre-colonial period saw a great deal of
civilizational connect and trade between various regions within Asia and the
Pacific encompassing South Asia, Southeast Asia and East Asia. The
colonial period witnessed competitive rivalries among the colonial powers,
who used sea power to control and subjugate various regions. It saw the
restructuring of the economic order, the political control of the regions and
the retreat of civilizational legacy.

After the end of the World War II, the process of decoloniza-tion
occurred, resulting in the liberation of the Afro-Asian and Latin American
countries. Three trends were evident in the historical process of
decolonization.

The first trend was that colonization had resulted in cartography
demarcated by the expediency and convenience of the ruling imperialist
power. Cartographic demarcations of borders and boundaries of various
countries suited colonial administrative requirements, but it was completely
detached from the cultural, social and political ground realities in these
countries and regions. Arbitrary cartographic demarcations resulted in the
eruption of internecine conflicts in various regions and countries. On the
one hand, partition complexities led to regional conflicts and tensions as
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well as increased security challenges and threats, while on the other, they
threw up various challenges in social and economic development. Often the
vicious cycle of conflicts and wars resulting from border and boundary
issues has created a net dependency in these states, stemming from their
security problems and challenges. It has created a constituency for the
buildup of arms and of large military establishments geared for war purposes.

The second trend was that the state and nation-building process in
the new states after decolonization has resulted in various inter-state and
intra-state economic, social, political and governance complications. Often,
these complications have triggered a surge of internal conflicts in various
countries. The spate of conflicts has been witnessed in the spectrum of
ethnic, lingual, sectarian and sub-regional dimensions, further aggravating
various structural complications of these states. In some cases, these have
triggered separatist tendencies and have resulted in the state use of its
military to control and subjugate conflicts. This, in turn, has often led to the
collapse of governance and military takeovers from civilian leadership. In
other cases, civilian leadership has engaged the military in various governance
tasks and has aggrandized its position to establish dictatorships. Governance
failure has resulted in several popular uprisings and challenges to state
authority.

The third trend has been the complexities of economic development
and growth that have affected several nations since decolonization. Economic
development and growth have seen a mixed performance in the states of
Asia and in the Pacific region. The impact of economic growth, the process
of development and the rise of Asia-Africa and the Pacific regions have
important consequences. Along with the nature and scope of political
development, social stability, economic development and growth, the regional
security dynamics is being determined by a number of domestic and external
factors.

The Indo-Pacific

There has been a strong element of continuity in the 21st century and the
Asian-African-Australian-American maritime littoral space has been labelled
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as the Indo-Pacific region. As a maritime theater of ancient civilizations,
the Indo-Pacific region represents an eclectic blend of cultures, ideas and
the transmission of historical memories through ancient voyages, which have
led to the evolution of contemporary globalized states who rely on the seas
for their economic growth and power potential. The region is burgeoning
with maritime activity led by Asian countries, particularly China, India, Japan
and ASEAN member states.

The United States continues to be the pre-eminent power with global
interests and is the most vociferous proponent of the concept of a free and
open Indo-Pacific. At least three more countries, namely, Australia, India
and Japan have supported the Indo-Pacific, albeit with a differentiated
understanding of the region and varying cartographic definitions. For the
United States, the Indo-Pacific sea-space encompasses the whole of the
Pacific Ocean and, in the Indian Ocean, it is limited to the southern Asian
landmass until the western border of India.10 For India, the Indo-Pacific is a
large sea area comprising the Western Pacific Ocean to the western Indian
Ocean along the east coast of Africa. The Australian understanding of the
geography of the Indo-Pacific is similar to that of the United States, while
the Japanese formulation of the Indo-Pacific spans the Pacific and the Indian
Oceans and is represented by the “Confluence of the Two Seas.”11

While spatial formulation and understanding of the ‘Indo-Pacific’
may be driven by a number of contending political priorities, competing
economic interests and expansive strategic interests among regional as well
as extra-regional powers, it has also attracted different labels such as ‘Indo-
Pacific’ (Australia, Japan and India), ‘Indo-Asia-Pacific’ (United States
National Security Strategy) and ‘Pacindo’ (Indonesia as a Global Maritime
Fulcrum in the Pacific and Indian Ocean region or PACINDO).  

The Indo-Pacific is home to a number of cooperative organisations,
multilateral structures, bilateral and multilateral arrangements. Among these,
ASEAN leads the regional initiatives for a stable and peaceful security
architecture. There are visible signs of interest in the Indo-Pacific by the
European Union, France and Germany. The Netherlands and the United
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Kingdom have argued about stakes based on economic and strategic interests
in the region. In essence, the Indo-Pacific region offers numerous opportunities,
presents complex challenges, and has its share of competition and rivalries,
with some states showing a strong proclivity to dominate regional affairs.

The Indo-Pacific region is currently witnessing three paradigm shifts.
First, the economic growth and regional economic integration is noteworthy
but the complex interplay of non-traditional and transnational challenges in
the region has grown and has been intensely conflictual in nature and scope.
This has resulted in the formation of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue
(QSD) or the Quad, which has heralded the call for a “rules-based order”
in the region since great power rivalry, regional maritime contestations and
the threat of escalatory war has been evident.

Second, the rise of China has triggered debate on the perception of
an apparent power shift from the United States to China. This has widened
the trust deficit between the US and China and resulted in the US military
surging into the Pacific as a strategic response to escalatory geo-economic
and geo-strategic contestations.

Third, the potential for escalation of regional conflicts in the West
Asia-Gulf region and the Korean Peninsula has triggered extra-regional
power intervention. This is marked by the consolidation of access and the
setting up of bases in the entire swathe of the region.

Notwithstanding the contemporary formulation of the Indo-Pacific,
both the Indian and the Pacific Oceans have been experiencing several
transformations in the security and economic dynamics and therefore
necessitate analysis as distinct Maritime Regional Security Complexes
including sub-complexes.

As outlined in the scope of this study, the analysis and assessment
of the dynamics of the regional security complexes in their maritime vistas
would provide a deeper understanding of how each region evolves and
responds to the milieu of the various challenges, threats and perils with
which they are confronted.

Maritime Security Complexes of the Indo-Pacific Region
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The succeeding chapters will focus on four separate Maritime Sub-regional
Security Complexes: (a) Indian Ocean; (b) Northern Arabian Sea Crescent;
(c) Bay of Bengal; and (d) Western Pacific Ocean.
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Chapter 3

Maritime Security Complex of the Indian Ocean

The Indian Ocean is the third largest oceanic expanse next to the Pacific
and Atlantic Oceans. The Asian littoral rims the Indian Ocean, which also
features the Arabian Sea, the Bay of Bengal and the South China Sea.
Littoral events influence and shape the regional security complex of the
Indian Ocean region. The salient threats in this region are varied and include
challenges that are traditional, non-traditional and transnational in nature
and scope.  It is evident that the post-Cold War debates have largely been
between the traditional security school and the non-traditional security school.
However, perceptions differ over the theory, nature, scope and range of the
“new security challenges” and its implications in the context of national,
regional and global security policy.1

The traditional security school asserts that the referent frames of
security are solely restricted to the regional and global orders based on
state actors, and that inter-state security issues are the predominant issues.
The traditional security school asserts that regional security complexes such
as the Indian Ocean could be better elucidated with the focus on state-
centric issues. However, the non-traditional school believes and affirms the
concept and theoretical frame of ‘security’ as encompassing the entire gamut
of the social, civic, political, economic, environmental and human dimensions,
with multiple referents besides the state.2
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The spectrum of the traditional versus non-traditional security debate
is based on three trends: (a) the emergence of globalized networks that has
exponentially increased state vulnerability to non-state actors and to a wide
range of transnational threats; (b) the new technological developments in
weaponry that have generated new threats, and brought states closer together,
integrating them regionally and globally; and c) the globalized information
networks that have contributed to increased demands for action with an
associated impact on international law.  Consequently, the search for solutions
to the new threats requires regional and even global mechanisms for
cooperation and coordination.3

The Indian Ocean and the Southern Ocean region is an insecure
zone, given its highly diverse sub-systems and the perennial proclivity to
undergo a series of crises that frequently affects the region. The Indian
Ocean region is unstable and has often been referred as the “arc of crisis.”
There is high-intensity competition from state actors, increasing incidence
of assertion by non-state actors and their corrosive impact has aggravated
state, inter-state and regional concerns regarding insecurity.

Traditional security threats and challenges as well as non-traditional
threats and challenges in the Indian Ocean region are characterized by an
interplay of various causes, factors and consequences. Certain threats, such
as terrorism using the maritime medium with state support, could be classified
as traditional security threats since they pose direct peril to the state and its
armed forces. The following are the milieu of threats that is currently evident
in the Indian Ocean region.

Inter-state conflicts and naval competition: Inter-state conflicts
in the Indian Ocean region have increased in their intensity. There are several
limited wars as well as short conflicts that have been going on for years,5

although conventional wars have become rare, given their high escalatory
levels. However, the provocations for conventional wars have come from
low-intensity conflict triggers, endangering the security and stability of the
region. Inter-state wars and conflicts have not faded away but have their
causal triggers in low-intensity conflicts. Hence to categorize terrorism and
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its variants purely into non-traditional threats would not be adequate since
such cases of asymmetric conflict are as significant as traditional security
threats.

Inter-state conflicts in the Indian Ocean region have a strong
incidence of naval arms buildup in terms of attack submarines (both
conventional and nuclear, in the case of India), naval anti-ship missiles and
Land Attack Cruise Missiles (LALMs). Besides, surface warships of all
categories have featured in the naval buildup. In particular, the India-Pakistan
naval buildup has seen phenomenal growth. Pakistan has been heavily aided
by China to acquire various classes of frigates and destroyers as well as
naval craft. The Indian naval buildup has been impressive, with new aircraft
carriers, guided missile destroyers and stealth frigates. Air Independent
Propulsion (AIP) submarines, new anti-submarine warfare aircraft of the
Boeing P-8I Poseidon class and Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) have
also featured in the Indian naval buildup.6

In the Indian Ocean littorals therefore, inter-state conflicts,
conventional arms buildup, and the escalating nuclear arms race between
India and Pakistan, abetted by China’s strategic modernization, are catalyzing
inter-state competitive rivalries at a high pace.

Maritime asymmetric threats: These asymmetric threats reflect
and include traditional security threats although they also show the
involvement of violent non-state actors such as terrorists, pirates and
insurgents. The rationale behind classifying them as traditional threats is
that there is the direct engagement of the state’s armed forces in combatting
them, given their thorough military orientation in training and tactics and
their clear political and military objectives.

Terrorists have used the maritime medium to attack land targets—
as was amply demonstrated in the Mumbai attacks of 26/11 and the earlier
bomb blasts of 1993. Of the three threats, terrorism using the maritime
medium predominates as a traditional security threat, while the other two,
piracy and narcotics smuggling, have lesser significance. Three of the most
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successful acts of maritime terrorism have been conducted in the Indian
Ocean region. Three terrorist groups—the Al Qaeda, the Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and the Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT)—have been most
active. It should be noted that while the attacks conducted by these groups
ultimately failed, they gained tactical success. The LTTE’s naval arm known
as the Sea Tigers was thoroughly trained and equipped with submersibles
and ships that had logistical and operational capabilities that challenged and
dented the Sri Lankan Navy.

The use of kamikaze-style attacks destroyed many naval craft of
the Sri Lankan Navy. Maritime asymmetric threats emanating from terrorism
are well supported by piracy and arms smuggling, posing a direct traditional
threat to states. Navies in their traditional roles on the high seas have to
adapt to contend with asymmetric threats at sea. The role of the Coast
Guard along with the Navy assumes importance, as these agencies would
have to adopt combined operational doctrines and tactics to deal with such
threats.

Maritime asymmetric threats of terrorism and piracy have grown
considerably with the increased operational capabilities of the terrorists and
their exploitation of technological capabilities —such as the Global Positioning
System (GPS)—and improved high-speed inflatable craft pose serious threats
to the state. State responses have largely been through enhanced Maritime
Domain Awareness and use of maritime intelligence to coordinate land and
sea assets, employing tactics such as surveillance, identification, interdiction
and elimination.

Failing/Failed states: Failing and failed states are also emerging
as traditional security threats in the Indian Ocean region. Despite the
enormous wealth and human capital in the region, rising numbers of states
are witnessing failing governance and frequently resort to the Praetorian
custodianship of governments. Failed/Failing states are unable to tackle a
host of social, civic, political, sectarian and secessionist challenges and grave
economic problems that wreck their governance. Afghanistan (a hinterland
state), Somalia and Yemen in the Indian Ocean littoral are prominent countries
that have to contend with these serious challenges and perils.7
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Failing/Failed states face four serious challenges: (a) they feature
relatively larger but underdeveloped populations with low literacy levels,
poor health and hygiene conditions, and low economic development and
growth. Human security, human development and human rights are non-
existent in these countries though they have elected governments. Failed/
Failing states encounter complex problems of religious sectarianism, ethnic
conflict, poverty and severe deprivation, which serve as catalysts for endemic
civic and political conflicts. Consequently, these regimes are unable to effect
proper governance; (b) the prevalent situation is galvanized by terrorism
and radicalism, aggravating civil war conditions as evident in Yemen, Somalia
and Afghanistan. Conditions are aggravated further by the smuggling of
narcotics, trafficking in humans and arms, all of which fuel conflicts involving
heavy military intervention, resulting in a perennial state of insurgency in
these countries. The conflation of traditional security challenges and non-
traditional factors aggravates the situation; (c) piracy, insurgency, terrorism
and protracted civil war result in the weakening of the administration and
the highly fractured social and political order jeopardizes any reasonable
operations of governance; and (d) Failed/Failing countries feature militaries
and paramilitaries that are armed with large repositories of conventional
arms, small arms and light weapons, fuelling the perennial conflicts in their
countries. The Yemeni conflict, the Somali piracy situation, the Afghan
internal conflict with Pakistani interference—all have arms as the main
catalyst in the conflict. Failing/Failed States also have direct consequences
in the form of traditional threats that have to be tackled by the states in the
Indian Ocean region. The conflation of non-traditional causes and such
consequences converging on traditional state-centric threats is a significant
outcome that cannot be ignored.

Proliferation of nuclear weapons and missiles: The proliferation
of nuclear weapons as well as ballistic and cruise missiles is a prominent
traditional security threat that is now enveloping the region. India and
Pakistan are the foremost Indian Ocean littoral states with nuclear weapons.
Both states are now developing the nuclear triad, and the current preference
is more towards sea-based nuclear deterrence. India has deployed its fleet
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ballistic missile submarine the INS Arihant and is now building a four to six
boat squadron that would deploy Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missiles
(SLBM). India’s present K-15 SLBM is a short-range missile with a range
of 800 km. India is also developing the longer-range K-5 5000 km SLBM
for its fleet ballistic missile submarine.

India’s Strategic Forces Command integrates and directs the
operation of its strategic forces.8 Pakistan is deploying low-yield nuclear
weapons across a variety of naval platforms that would enable Islamabad
to acquire escalation dominance and greater strategic depth. This would
help reduce the incentives for a pre-emptive strike on its nuclear assets.
Pakistan inaugurated its Naval Strategic Forces Command headquarters in
2012 and has declared its intent to develop its own sea-based deterrent.
Pakistan has preferred an unconventional naval nuclear force structure,
strongly emphasizing dual-use platforms and strategic ambiguity. China is
also likely to provide assistance to Pakistan to develop the Babur naval
cruise missile to be adapted to its Agosta-90B class submarines, and launched
from its 533 mm tubes. Modifying the missile, interfacing with Chinese
guidance, and integrating it with the submarine’s fire control system is also
a real possibility.9 Pakistan is making attempts to nuclearize its naval fleet
with Chinese assistance to overcome any difficulties. China’s deployment
of its fleet ballistic missile submarines in the Sanya Naval Base in Hainan
Island, and its deployment of nuclear fleet ballistic submarines of the Type-
094 with the JL-2 SLBM could target the entire Indian homeland from the
South China Sea, while the prospect of its nuclear attack class submarines
(with nuclear-tipped) LAMCs in the waters of the Bay of Bengal and the
Indian Ocean is, in fact, real.10

The PLA-Navy could also deploy its Type 093 attack submarines
in the region, along with its C-802, 801 anti-ship cruise missiles and the DH-
10, YJ-63 and Kh-55sm LACMs inventory in the Indian Ocean region.
Beijing has been regularly deploying its nuclear attack submarines and its
conventional submarines (featuring LACMs) into the Indian Ocean and the
Bay of Bengal in proximity to Sri Lanka and conducting port visits to Sri
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Lanka. Besides the state-centric development of nuclear-capable naval
ballistic and cruise missiles, there has been the sea-based transit of weapons
of mass destruction (WMD)—particularly ballistic and cruise missiles—on
merchant ships by North Korea in the 1990s. Although there has not been
any recent news about such movements, the sea transit of ballistic and
cruise missiles indicates the trend of missile proliferation in the region. The
proliferation of nuclear weapons as well as ballistic and cruise missiles is
indicative of the persistence of state-centric conflicts, and the continuing
relevance of the primacy of deterrence.

However, the lessons of the Cold War in terms of the US-Soviet style of
deterrence, and the imperatives of strategic stability are yet to be imputed
into the India-Pakistan-China nuclear deterrence order.

Non-traditional Maritime Security Threats in the Indian Ocean

Non-traditional maritime security threats in the IOR have a wide ambit that
ranges from various transnational crimes in the region, its causal factors
and threats of piracy and terrorism, and various other challenges such as
illicit trafficking of drugs and weapons, human trafficking, climate change,
natural disasters, illegal migration and food shortages. Non-traditional
maritime security threats and challenges are primarily intra-state and trans-
state in scope, and are non-military in nature. The causal factors and threats
of terrorism in the maritime domain, and the exploitation of the maritime
domain to conduct land attacks and piracy are both in the traditional and
non-traditional category of threats. The non-traditional challenges are also
transnational.11

The nature and scope of the non-traditional challenges are neither
preventive nor mitigated; therefore, the only redress lies in the coping
mechanisms that require collective and cooperative regional and multilateral
approaches to address them.

Non-traditional security challenges and threats could be human-
induced (such as organized crime, piracy, terrorism, human trafficking,
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narcotics trafficking, small arms and light weapons trafficking) or nature-
induced (such as climate change and sea level rise). Piracy is defined as a
low-risk criminal activity having good returns. It has been prevalent in the
Indian Ocean from the start of the colonial period when the lucrative spice
trade was plying between Asia and Europe. As the East India Companies
of the Dutch and the British strengthened their naval presence in Southeast
Asia and South Asia, the Royal Navy began to assert its command over the
sea and controlled piracy to a great extent. Thus, piracy remained largely
dormant through much of the colonial period.

In the post-colonial period, the rising incidence of piracy in the Indian
Ocean region has been primarily due to poverty and stagnant economic
growth. In the case of Somalia, besides the endemic conflicts in the country,
other factors such as state failure, economic stagnation and prolonged
drought, turned the Somali fishermen into pirates.

In Southeast Asia, primarily in Indonesia, the incidence of piracy
increased in the aftermath of the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997, which had
plunged many countries into abject poverty. This crisis proved to be a strong
pull factor for piracy, and more people were drawn into maritime crimes
due to falling wages, higher food prices and job losses. Indonesia suffered
much in this economic crisis and the situation became a catalyst for the
increasing incidence of maritime piracy in the region.12

Piracy gained momentum by exploiting the opportunities arising from
maritime globalization. With the phenomenal increase in maritime traffic of
merchandise, raw materials, oil and natural gas and container traffic in the
region, piracy proved attractive and increased in incidence. With the maritime
traffic transiting through congested and narrow chokepoints, the Strait of
Malacca, the Strait of Bab-el-Mandeb and the Hormuz Strait became the
ideal hotspots for piracy in the region. The slow-moving heavy container
and tanker traffic through these maritime chokepoints made the shipping
lanes vulnerable to increasing piracy attacks, thus creating a nightmare for
commercial shipping.
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Controlling piracy cannot be achieved solely through sea operations
without addressing the underlying social and economic discontent, political
chaos, malgovernance and institutional and structural deficits on land.
However, the stunted social and economic development in parts of the world,
the collapse of governance and the persistent challenges of the maritime
commons have catalyzed piracy as the single dominant transnational threat.

Therefore, maritime asymmetric threats could be better handled if
the sources of peril in the littorals are addressed in a viable manner. The
formation of the Combined Maritime Forces with US and NATO involvement
as the Combined Task Force 150, 151 and the EU Naval Task Force
(EUNAVFOR) has enabled the forging of maritime multilateralism in the
region. The EU Naval Task Force has also been able to expand its out-of-
area operations into the Indian Ocean region with the support of the Japanese
Maritime Self Defense Force, the Royal Australian Navy, and the Republic
of Korea Navy. One of the clear benefits of the EUNAVFOR platforms
has been the interoperability exercises.

Moreover, there have been various bilateral exercises by the
EUNAVFOR with the Indian Navy and the Pakistani Navy, while the other
littoral navies have been providing them with immense value addition in
terms of Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA), enhanced maritime
surveillance, reconnaissance capabilities and more resilient operations in
the warmer waters of the Indian Ocean-Arabian Sea. It is a fact that there
have been dedicated Indian naval operations in the Gulf of Aden since
October 2008. It deployed a stealth frigate earlier, followed by a guided
missile destroyer. These operations have assisted not only Indian-flagged
merchant vessels, but Indian warships have also provided escort protection
to ships of other countries. Indian naval escort operations have been thorough,
with the physical escort of the vessels from the starting point to the end of
the Gulf of Aden. India has been also evolving its own means on the counter-
piracy platform, Shared Awareness and Deconfliction (SHADE), although
it is not part of the multinational Combined Task Force 150, 151. Indian
operations have resulted in the seamless and robust sharing of intelligence
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and surveillance. Closer coordination between the Indian Navy and NATO
(Operation Ocean Shield), the European Union (Operation Atlanta) and the
Coalition Maritime Forces has been achieved during various operations in
the region. China has been deploying naval warships from its South China
Sea Fleet in “out of area deployments in the northern Arabian Sea and off
the coast of Aden with rendezvous at Gwadar port.”

Maritime terrorism: Maritime terrorism has been on the rise in the
Indian Ocean region, both in terms of terror attacks at sea as well as by
using the maritime medium to launch terror attacks on land. The heightened
maritime threat scenario is evident in the growing conflation between piracy
and terrorism. Piracy could be leading to maritime terrorist attacks, given
the possibilities of shared information and domain awareness. Pirates are
motivated by financial gains with little or no political and ideological motives,
while terrorists aim at spectacular mass attacks that send signals to the
governments through violence at sea, targeting soft targets. Pirates and
maritime terrorists have the potential to collaborate and provide assistance
to each other in terms of money, arms and supplies. It is a fact that the
terrorists lack the skills and experience needed to conduct maritime attacks,
while pirates could provide them with the required insight. Pirates and
maritime terrorist groups do have common advantages as evident in the key
vulnerabilities of inadequate coastal surveillance, lax port security, and the
overwhelming dependence on trade passage through chokepoints. In the
Indian context, the Mumbai 26/11 events have become a typology of state-
sponsored spectacular mass terrorist attacks, employing crafts of opportunity
(COOP) to hit soft land targets.13

There is increasing sophistication in the execution of maritime
asymmetric threats in terms of the capabilities and operations of non-state
actors. Their reliance on lethal light weapons and the use of GPS devices
for communication opens new templates in the asymmetric sophistication
of their operations.

The perpatrators of the 26/11 Mumbai terror attacks had skillfully
exploited the spectrum of GPS communication for navigation, using COOP
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and effortlessly transported the entire contraband cargo of light weapons
and explosives that sustained their operations in Mumbai for over five days.
The real challenge in naval network-centric operations lies not in the
sophistication of the platforms or their networked systems, but in the ability
to create and sustain a 24/7 MDA with a credible real-time intelligence
feed of information, surveillance and reconnaissance. In the opacity of the
high seas and the highly congested littoral waters, sustaining a 24/7 scanning
operation of COOP that surfaces as lethal maritime terrorist threats is a
formidable task.

India’s overall responsibility has been tasked with the Indian Navy
and assisted by the Coast Guard, with coordinated assistance from the state
police, state and central agencies. It has also created four joint operations
centres (JOCs) established at each of the three naval commands at Mumbai,
Visakhapatnam and Kochi, with the integrated theater command based at
Port Blair in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands.14

Human trafficking: Human trafficking is a primary concern in the
Indian Ocean region. The International Labour Organization (ILO) has
revealed that there are at least 2.45 million victims of human trafficking
worldwide, of which 1.36 million victims are in Asia and the Pacific region.15

Illegal migration and smuggling in the Indian Ocean have increased due to
organized criminal groups that have been controlling and trafficking people.
During the war in Sri Lanka and in the post-war situation, the LTTE often
resorted to these operations, although it also carried out evacuation operations
for Tamil refugees from the Northern Provinces and took them as far as
Australia. Transnational crime networks have been intensely engaged in
human trafficking in the Bay of Bengal and the Arabian Sea. Human
trafficking has also resulted in money laundering and counterfeit
documentation, which have been derivatives of these operations.16

Narcotics trafficking: Narcotics trafficking has been fueling the
Afghan and Sri Lankan ethnic conflicts as well as various conflicts in the
Indian Ocean region for some time. Besides smuggling contraband narcotics,
insurgent and terrorist groups have been incessantly engaged in the cultivation
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and smuggling of narcotics throughout the littorals of Pakistan, Thailand,
Myanmar and Laos. The conflation between smuggling of narcotics, small
arms and light weapons has been intense, and has been directly linked to
conflicts in the region.17 The end of the Afghan war and the repatriation of
refugees have also boosted heroin production and with Pakistan acting as
the conduit, narcotics from Afghanistan find a sea route through Karachi to
various destinations. Interdiction operations against narcotics smuggling have
been conducted by the CTF-150,151 operating within the region.

Small arms and light weapons trafficking: Small arms and light
weapons (SALW) trafficking has been the outcome of increased
transnational crime that has now proliferated throughout the littorals of the
Indian Ocean region. Such trafficking has resulted in high crime rates and
seriously impacted the social and economic stability of the Indian Ocean
region states. The prevalent insurgencies in India (the Naxalites and Maoists
are good examples) and various other terrorist groups have been the primary
consumers of small arms, explosives and light weapons. The conflation
between narcotics traffickers and illicit arms dealers has been strong.
Counterfeit versions of Chinese and Russian arms, along with various
Western-made SALWs have been in increasing circulation. The end of the
Cold War and, more recently, the Afghan War had resulted in huge arms
surpluses in the Asian markets, and the various sub-regions of the Indian
Ocean region are heavily infested with them.18

Moreover, internal conflict and instabilities in the Indian Ocean have resulted
in a greater demand for illegal arms, with increasing numbers being
transported through the high volume of inter-regional seaborne commerce
traversing the Indian Ocean. Lax control in many ports in the Indian Ocean
allows these arms to evade detection and reach the hinterland, perennially
fueling conflicts.19 Besides, the porous coastal zones provide landing and
transmitting platforms for this huge infusion of small and light weapons.
The networks for smuggling SALWs extend from Iran to Yemen, and
onwards to the Eastern Mediterranean via the Suez Canal. They are routed
between the Arabian Peninsula and the Horn of Africa.20
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The most common types of weapons trafficked in the IOR are
anti-aircraft guns, anti-personnel mines, anti-tank guided missiles, anti-tank
mines, assault rifles, C-4 plastic explosives, hand grenades, handguns/side
arms, sniper rifles and ammunition.21

The proliferation of SALWs has fueled terrorism and insurgency.
Terrorism and insurgency, abetted by SALWs not only inflict deaths and
injuries but go beyond these direct effects to undermine state security and
economic development. Terrorism, insurgency and secessionist movements
are rooted in extreme poverty, social inequality and ethnic tensions. These
are neither adequately recognized nor managed effectively, since their root
causes lie not only in conflicts but also in the uninterrupted flow of SALWs
and the collapse of governance.22

Climate change in the Indian Ocean region: Climate change in
the Indian Ocean region is a stark reminder of how the corrosive effects of
these perils are affecting the littorals. The region is still struggling to evolve
a suitable response to global warming and sea level rises that threaten in the
near future to inundate low-lying coastal areas of the littorals and submerge
the islands of the Indian Ocean.23 Scientific studies reveal that climate change
is likely to aggravate “inter-state” and “intra-state” competition in the region
over natural resources, especially fresh water.24 The Indian Ocean littorals
feature nearly 40% of Asia’s four billion inhabitants living within 100 km of
the coastline. The effects of sea level rise in the region are likely to be
serious.25

Sea temperatures in the Indian Ocean are rising more rapidly than
global oceanic temperatures, and the effect of melting glaciers and Himalayan
snow is compounding the impact on rising sea levels, adversely affecting
river flows in the region. Maldives, Kiribati and Tuvalu face the dire prospect
of submergence. Similarly, projected sea level rise could affect millions of
people living in the low-lying areas of Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka,
India, Vietnam, Myanmar and Indonesia.26

Coastal erosion is currently destroying beaches, mangroves and
coastal wetlands. Weather changes in the Indian Ocean region are also
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resulting in unpredictable cyclones, floods and tsunamis. Moreover,
increasing seismic activities are resulting in earthquakes that are the most
devastating of the natural hazards hitting the region frequently. In other
words, climate change has aggravated environmental degradation, and has
increased the competition for natural resources. All this is now complicating
regional security, with major implications for the IOR littoral countries.27

Depletion of ocean organic resources: The depletion of organic
resources in the Indian Ocean is a human-induced, non-traditional security
threat, apart from increasing ocean pollution, which is destroying its organic
resources. The consequences of global, transnational, illegal, unreported
and unregulated (IUU) fishing operations are adversely affecting the
important tuna-rich waters of Seychelles, Madagascar, Mauritius and
Comoros in the southern and south-west Indian Ocean.28  IUU fishing has
already decimated several species of fish, leaving nothing for the littoral
countries and thereby destroying the livelihood of the fishing communities
of the littoral countries. The colossal amounts of IUU fishing have gravely
affected the food supply of the littoral communities and caused loss of
economic benefits and livelihood for the island states. IUU fishing goes
unchecked in the Exclusive Economic Zones of the coastal states that lack
capacity and governance.29  Thus, the fishing communities are being depleted
of their resources.

The Indian Ocean region presents a picture of complex sub-regional
geopolitical and geostrategic associations, driven by competing interests.
While cooperation is feasible in economy and trade, it suffers from a serious
deficit in its security architecture and processes. The security deficit stems
from high levels of distrust and the lack of will among states owing to their
competing traditional security interests. In the non-traditional sector of
security, this deficit is perilous as it would disrupt the good order at sea.30

Cooperative maritime security is, therefore, imperative in the common tasks
of managing and mitigating disasters, providing humanitarian assistance and
limiting environmental security challenges. India’s initiatives at Milan in 1995
and the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS) in 2007 have been focused
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on consultative and cooperative efforts to contend with various maritime
asymmetric threats. Initiatives and multilateral exercises such as ‘Komodo
2014’ provide the operational value addition and capacity-building for the
navies and coast guards in the region.31

Conclution

In summation, the regional maritime security complexes of the Indian Ocean
are diverse and complex with a full milieu of challenges and threats. The
discursive debate on securitization perceives the region as being highly
securitized in view of the multiple threats and challenges that straddle the
traditional, non-traditional and transnational realms. The complexities of inter-
state rivalries and the complications of non-traditional threats have been on
the increase over the years and have resulted in heightened contestations.
The line separating traditional and non-traditional security is increasingly
blurred as the spillover of conflicts from the two spheres has created a
Gordian knot that is too complex to unravel.
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Chapter 4

Security Dynamics in the North Arabian Sea
Crescent

The North Arabian Sea Crescent (NASC), stretching along the Makran
Coast (Iran-Pakistan) and covering the Persian Gulf, Gulf of Aden and the
Red Sea is of enormous political, economic and strategic significance. In
ancient times, Greco-Roman civilizations, which flourished around the
Mediterranean Sea were connected to the Indian Ocean through the Persian
Gulf waters. The construction of the Suez Canal (1859-1869) enabled a
direct shipping route between the Mediterranean and the Red Seas. There
is a strong element of continuity, and the NASC assumes geo-political, geo-
economic and geo-strategic significance for the global community for several
reasons. It is a major source of oil and gas, a prominent transshipment hub,
and a strategic area that controls access to Central Asia and Eurasia. These
waters are of politico-strategic value to a number of extra-regional powers
that have forward deployed their forces within the region in support of their
respective national interests. Consequently, the NASC littoral countries have
developed military capabilities and also entered into politico-military alliances
and partnerships.

Currently, NASC security dynamics has been a subject of debate and
analysis at two levels. The first is at the level of classic security, pivoting on
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numerous past and ongoing wars/operations involving regional countries
such as Iraq and Iran (1980 -1988); Iraq and Kuwait in 1991; Saudi Arabia
and Yemen (since 2015), Iran and Israel (since 1967), and contestations
between the member states of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and
Iran. The GCC is a political and economic alliance of six members, Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Bahrain and Oman,
established in 2001, which comprises  These wars and contestations provided
opportunities for extra-regional powers such as the United States, NATO
allies, along with other European and Asian countries that joined the US-led
groupings and other task forces to partner with the GCC states to prevent
Iranian coercion. Also, since the Gulf War of 1991, a number of extra-
regional powers have deployed their forces in the Gulf Region. This is best
showcased by their presence during the First Gulf War (1991), Operation
Enduring Freedom (2001), Operation Iraqi Freedom (2003), and the ongoing
war on terror in Afghanistan-Pakistan.

The second level of analysis concerns operations against violent
non-state actors such as Al-Qaeda, Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS),
an offshoot of the Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), Hezbollah, Hamas, Al Shabaab
(Somalia) and the ongoing operations against the Ansar Allah1 (Houthis) in
Yemen. Additionally, the region attracted international navies seeking to
counter Somali piracy in the Gulf of Aden.

Regional Naval Capability

Individually, the Persian Gulf states have acquired a wide range of military
hardware for a number of reasons that span the politico-economic-strategic
continuum. The rationale has been to possess conventional forces that would
reinforce deterrence. This includes nuclear capability in the case of Iran
and Saudi Arabia, which has exhibited interest in countering Iran. Their
focus has been on modernizing their own navies and air forces,
notwithstanding varying national economic conditions and priorities. At the
multilateral level, the GCC collective defense arrangement envisages that
“Interference from any entity in the internal affairs of one of the member-
states is interference in the internal affairs of all the nations of the council.”2
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Accordingly, under the agreement, an attack on any GCC member state is
considered an attack on the entire council.

There are at least seven important reasons for the growth of navies
in the overall military ‘order of battle’ of the NASC countries. First, the
constants of geography necessitate that these countries invest in naval power
to protect sovereignty and safeguard national interests. This role is applicable
to both big and small navies and features prominently in their naval strategy.
These reasons are often projected as the rationale for building a naval force,
albeit at differing levels of sophistication and capability. A second reason
for the building up of naval forces has been the necessity to exercise
jurisdiction and control over national sea spaces (including the continental
shelf, exclusive economic zone, and contiguous and territorial waters), under
the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).
These sea spaces contain massive living and non-living resources and
contribute to national GDP. The third reason is the desire among regional
navies to develop offensive capability to ensure self-defense, preclude
coercion and maintain regional balance of power. The fourth rationale for
naval build up has been the forward presence of extra-regional naval forces
in the region. The NASC is witness to the navies of major powers, notably
the United States, the United Kingdom, France, China and more recently,
Russia and Israel, which from time to time send submarines to the north
Arabian Sea. These navies are forward deployed in both cooperative and
competitive formats. The fifth reason is to develop naval and air
interoperability between the navies and air forces of the alliance partners,
in order to facilitate joint operations under various scenarios. The sixth reason
is the need to engage in constabulary roles and missions to respond to
asymmetric, low-intensity threats and challenges posed by violent non-state
actors. The region is also known for piracy, particularly in the Gulf of Aden,
as well as drug smuggling originating from the Makran coast in Pakistan,
WMD proliferation, gun-running and IUU fishing. Iran, the UAE and Saudi
Arabia have dispatched their navies to counter piracy in the Gulf of Aden.
Last but not the least, the seventh reason for naval growth is the
understanding that the naval forces are important instruments for creating
political advantage and furthering diplomacy.
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Extra Regional Presence in the NASC

The United States is the predominant extra-regional military power in the
Gulf Region and has instituted and established a number of treaties,
partnerships, alliance arrangements as well as access and basing agreements
with Bahrain, Iraq, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE. The
US presence in the Gulf region is built around the Central Command
(CENTCOM), which has a large area of responsibility that encompasses
20 countries of the Middle East (excluding Israel), Central Asia, South Asia
(Afghanistan and Pakistan), the Red Sea, the Gulf waters and the western
portion of the Indian Ocean. The US Navy’s 5th Fleet is headquartered in
Bahrain and hosts a number of sophisticated naval platforms, including
aircraft carriers, submarines and other expeditionary vessels that regularly
call at ports in the Gulf region. The Combined Task Force 59 (CTF 59), a
special unit dedicated for responding to humanitarian and other emergencies,
such as oil spills and evacuations, is also located in Bahrain.

The strategic relationship between the United States and Persian
Gulf States, wherein the United States is widely regarded as a factor
promoting stability, heightened resilience and better protection for the national
interests of these regional countries, has been a significant arrangement for
the regional countries. Likewise, the role of other extra-regional powers is
considered as complementing that of the United States and all these states
have therefore been welcomed by the regional powers.

In a similar vein, under a 2008 agreement between France and the
United Arab Emirates (UAE), France has based some army, navy and air
force units in Abu Dhabi, for possible forward deployment in the Persian
Gulf. Apparently, these forces are targeted against Iran and serve to
complement US forces in the region. In 2014, the United Kingdom announced
its plan to set up a permanent military base at Mina Salman in Bahrain3 to
support forward deployment of the Royal Navy. It also plans to develop
infrastructure to store equipment and house military personnel.

China has steadily made inroads into the economic-security dynamics
of the NASC and established a foothold in several countries within the
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region.  China’s 21st century Maritime Silk Road (MSR) under the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI) is both a symbolic and substantive representation of
the above narrative and is marked by various infrastructure projects. China’s
attempts to dispel fears over the BRI have not yielded good results. Instead,
it is now widely believed that the MSR has several pivots of crucial strategic
and military significance and indicates the intent-capabilities of the Chinese
economic-infrastructure development plans for the region. These are dual-
use facilities and support the Chinese naval strategy for the Indian Ocean,
wherein these port facilities can support PLA Navy’s operations. China has
invested heavily in developing infrastructure in Djibouti, including the
upgrading of its port facilities and a military facility in the northern Obock
region. Similarly, the Gwadar port on the Makran coast is a strategic maritime
outpost and has figured prominently in China’s Indian Ocean calculus. Beijing
had generously invested US$ 198 million of the US$ 248 million in the project.
Gwadar offers China several economic and military advantages. The Chinese
military facilities in Djibouti are noteworthy and significant enough to support
deployment of its aircraft carriers and expeditionary ships.

Russia now has access arrangements to Indian Ocean ports in
Eritrea, Egypt and Mozambique, and since 2016, its naval vessels have also
been making regular port calls. In 2020, Moscow signed an agreement with
the Sudanese government to set up a military-naval facility at Port Sudan.4

During the past two decades, Sudan has acquired Russian weapons valued
at US$ 1billion and Russian military instructors and advisers have been
training the Sudanese armed forces.5

The Russian facility is strategically located astride the Red Sea
overlooking the Indian Ocean and is also close to Djibouti, which now hosts
military outposts of the United States, China, France, Japan, Italy and Spain.
The military-naval facility at Port Sudan fits into Russian stakes in the Black
Sea-Mediterranean-Red Sea naval corridor (with naval bases in Sevastopol,
Tartus in Syria and Port Sudan), which supports operations by the Russian
Federation Navy in the Indian Ocean and the Gulf of Aden.
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Non-traditional Security Threats

The NASC has its fair share of non-traditional security threats (NTS) and
other challenges. The region has witnessed activities by various terrorist
groups: the Al-Qaeda, Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), a Pakistan-based outfit, the
Hezbollah (Palestine), Al Shabaab (Somalia), and the Houthi (Yemen). In
recent times, these terrorist groups have begun to use modern technology
to conduct their operations. In particular, drones are popular among some
non-state actors who see these as a low-cost solution for sabotage and
interference.

Houthi rebel forces operating in Yemen have been most proactive,
launching suicide boat attacks and laying sea mines in the Strait of
Bab-el-Mandeb in the Red Sea, targeting Saudi shipping in their long-running
civil war.6 In 2019, the Houthi group launched over two dozen drones in
multiple waves from multiple directions, attacking the Aramco oil processing
facilities at Abqaiq and Khurais in Saudi Arabia, completely defeating the
powerful Saudi air defences, including the potent Patriot and Crotale surface-
to-air missiles.7

The NASC region is also known for piracy, particularly in the Gulf
of Aden. This led to the adoption of Resolution 1816 by the UNSC in June
2008 that authorized nations to deploy warships in Somalia’s territorial waters
and conduct counter-piracy operations. Navies from a number of countries
and alliance partners are currently engaged in counter-piracy operations in
the Gulf of Aden: the US-led Task Force 151, EUNAVFOR through Operation
Atlanta, NATO in support of Operation Ocean Shield, the naval Chinese
Task Force (CTF 525) and warships from India. NASC countries such as
Iran, Pakistan, the UAE and Saudi Arabia also dispatched their navies to
counter piracy in the Gulf of Aden.

Where drug smuggling is concerned, Afghanistan is an important
opium-producing region and drug shipments transit through unmarked land
routes across Pakistan and thence through sea routes. The East African
coast (comprising Djibouti, Eritrea, Kenya, Somalia and Tanzania) has
emerged as the transshipment hub.
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The nexus between drug smugglers and small arms transporters is
well established.  The porous land border with Afghanistan, coupled with
weak coastal security in Pakistan, offers an easy outflow of drugs and
inflow of weapons. Similarly, the easy availability of drugs in East Africa
appears to have encouraged Al Shabaab, which is most active in Somalia,
to have links with drug cartels, as the drug business helps the organization
with acquisition of weapons and other logistical needs.

Another vital issue in the debate on NTS threats relates to the proliferation
of WMDs and related technologies.  Although the development of WMD
has been the forte of technologically advanced countries, a number of actors,
both state and non-state, has been part of the global proliferation network,
thus undermining international efforts at containing WMD proliferation. North
Korea’s clandestine trade in WMD with Pakistan, Iran, Libya, and Syria
has been the singular proliferation dynamic, which has resulted in the rapid
acceleration of the missile and nuclear programs of these countries.

Another significant challenge in the NASC are crimes relating to
the fisheries sector such as IUU fishing, which has an adverse impact on
marine ecology and ocean health. The regional countries have called for
strict adherence and compliance with legal and binding instruments relating
to fisheries, particularly those concerned with prevention and elimination of
IUU fishing.

The regional countries acknowledge that cooperation offers the
best opportunity for economic growth and development. They have displayed
synergy and attempted to pursue cooperative approaches to respond to
NST and challenges. This understanding has led to bilateral and multilateral
naval arrangements, which address issues of maritime security in the Indian
Ocean through exercises, training and capacity building. For instance, in
response to piracy in the Gulf of Aden (2008 onwards), a number of multi-
nation institutional mechanisms was established. These include the Shared
Awareness and Deconfliction (SHADE), Contact Group for Piracy off the
Coast of Somalia (CGPCS) and the Internationally Recommended Transit
Corridor (IRTC). The Djibouti Code of Conduct (DCoC), signed on 29
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January 2009, is another significant initiative for the repression of piracy
and armed robbery against ships in the western Indian Ocean and the Gulf
of Aden.

The Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) acknowledges that this
region “faces many traditional and non-traditional safety and security
challenges including piracy, armed robberies at sea, terrorism, human
trafficking, irregular movement of persons, drugs trafficking, illicit trafficking
in wildlife, trafficking of weapons, fishery-related crimes such as IUU
fishing, degradation of ocean health, unlawful exploitation of marine resources
and climate change with its related repercussions on environmental security.”8

Maritime Safety and Security (MSS) is also one of the important six pillars
of the IORA. In 2017, the IORA Leaders’ Summit in Jakarta, Indonesia,
entitled “Strengthening Maritime Cooperation for a Peaceful, Stable and
Prosperous Indian Ocean” acknowledged the importance of strengthening
regional cooperation. In 2018, the IORA set up a Working Group on MSS
(WGMSS), which is currently developing a regional agenda through an ‘MSS
Work Plan.’

At the operational-tactical level, the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS)
is a voluntary program to enhance cooperation among the regional navies.9

It has been in existence since 2007 and has grown to be a 36-member
association that facilitates exchange of views among naval professionals to
evolve a common understanding of maritime security issues in the region.
The IONS is an important initiative for institutional dialogue and can be
credited with promoting naval confidence-building measures among the Indian
Ocean littorals to augment regional stability.

Strategic Dynamics in the NASC

It is useful to assess at least three elements in the dynamics of alliances and
coalitions that may emerge out of the US-Iran imbroglio, in view of the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), an agreement reached by the
P5+1 in July 2015; President Trump pulling the United States out of the
JCPOA in 2018; and President Biden’s administration announcing its intention
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in March 2021 to reengage and join the JCPOA. These elements discussed
below can potentially shape the security dynamics of the Persian Gulf.

First, the China-Iran-Russia axis, which has been spurred by the
QSD. At the behest of Iran, Russia along with China participated in the joint
maritime drill codenamed Marine Security Belt (MSB) in December 2019.10

These were timed to respond to stepped up tensions between Iran and the
United States. An Iranian state television report heralded the drills as a
“new triangle of sea power” in the region, with a declaration that the “era
of American free action in the region is over, and [U.S. forces] must leave
the region gradually” and that Russia would continue to seek new partners
in Africa, and join coalitions and partnerships to counter the US influence in
the Horn of Africa.11

Second, Israel, the United States and the European Union are likely
to unite for a preemptive and coercive strategy against Iran on account of
its nuclear program or WMD proliferation. Although the P5+1 and the
international community hailed the historical and successful nuclear deal
with Iran, mutual attacks by Israel and Iran on each other’s maritime targets
can potentially trigger another localized confrontation.

Third, a China-Iran-North Korea alliance could be a possible sequel
to an attack on Iran by the US-led coalition. China is a longstanding friend
of Iran and its engagement spans politico-diplomatic, economic, trade and
energy relations. It is noteworthy that in March 2021, China and Iran signed
a 25-year strategic cooperation agreement.12 Although the agreement is
focused on economic issues, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi made pointed
remarks noting that US sanctions on Iran were “unreasonable unilateral
sanctions imposed on Iran” and referred to “the evil consequences of
external interference on the regional situation,” clear references to the US
policy towards Iran.12  From the North Korean perspective, there is enormous
suspicion about the United States, which is further colored by the ongoing
sanctions that have apparently been defeated by the resilience shown by
successive regimes in Pyongyang.  In this context, the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea (DPRK) or North Korea could be labeled as a brinkman-
ship actor.
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In summation, it is quite evident that the states in the Gulf Region
have acquired a large and varied arsenal for reasons that span the politico-
economic-strategic continuum. In the post-P5+1 scenario, it remains to be
seen how the security dynamics in the Persian Gulf takes shape. The nuclear
issue (discussed in greater detail in a subsequent chapter) will loom large in
the region despite the presence of US naval platforms and other military
assets, which provide a potent security cover to the regional countries against
Iran.

Interestingly, the northern Arabian Sea complex is a crescent-shaped
geographical topography with the states of the Gulf and West Asia converging
upon it. The securitization trends of the West Asia-Gulf states invariably
influence and impact the region. Given the West Asia-Gulf region’s high
proclivity to unresolved territorial conflicts and the prevalent disputes over
waterways in the region, the incidence of traditional state-to-state conflicts
is at an all-time high. The region features high military expenditures and
arms races, with intra-regional conflicts often spilling over into the adjacent
regions. Intra-regional conflicts and the prevalent ethnic and sectarian
conflicts have also prompted a high degree of extra-regional power
intervention that emanates from the Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian
conflicts, and Iran’s assertive power and its intervention in the Levant, which
in turn have accentuated the various regional conflicts in Lebanon, Syria
and Yemen. Moreover, the non-traditional threats of piracy, arms and narcotics
smuggling remain issues of high concern, with these challenges getting
conflated with the traditional security threats. Additionally, the transnational
threat of climate change compounds the vulnerability of the region. The
northern Arabian Sea regional complex has, perhaps, the highest incidence
of threats and challenges, specifically hybrid threats that complicate the
security predicament of the region.

The Northern Arabian Sea Crescent also witnesses the high-octane
race for access and basing that is going on within the region with several
extra-regional powers vying with one another. Djibouti, Duqm and the various
access points in Eritrea are coveted by the Great Powers for their basing.
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In particular, Djibouti has been transformed into a converging strategic real
estate for the United States, China, Japan and India, and similarly Duqm
has been coveted by the United Kingdom and France. The deployment of
Israel’s Dolphin class submarines with nuclear-tipped missiles against Iran
in the Bab-el Mandeb Strait provides the escalatory dimension in the Israel-
Iran escalation spiral. Thus, the northern Arabian Sea and the Gulf region
reveal an overlay of high-level security threats of the WMD category. The
escalatory consequences of any war here would spill into the South Asian
region due to the Israeli nuclear naval deployments and Israel’s capability
to inflict punitive and retaliatory strikes on mainland Iran.

The conflation of traditional security threats in this region with non-
traditional and transnational threats is perilous. Cumulatively, they pose a
serious risk for escalation and there are high prospects of inadvertent conflict
breakouts. The highly destabilizing role played by violent non-state actors
with proxy war situations provides a disastrous recipe for flashpoints of
conflict and escalation. Stabilization measures or risk reduction tactics have
not been viable in the region, given the deep schisms in inter-state conflicts
and intra-regional rivalries. Great Power intervention has failed to facilitate
any deconfliction measure or to reduce tensions, on the contrary, it has
aggravated regional tensions to a considerable extent.
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Chapter 5

Security Dynamics in the Bay of Bengal

The Bay of Bengal region lies at the intersection of the two sub-regions of
South Asia and Southeast Asia and is emblematic of shared histories, cultural
and religious connections and practices, linguistic transmissions and mutations.
The ancient regional trading links involving the Arabs, Chinese, Indians and
Southeast Asian states was the centerpiece of the Asian maritime trading
system. In the 21st century, the Bay of Bengal region is reliving its ancient
glory and exhibits newfound vibrancies that are shaping its future.

The Bay of Bengal region is geo-strategically important to
international commerce. The Strait of Malacca connects the vital sea route
between the Indian and the Pacific Oceans. On an average, 200 ships transit
every day through this strategic chokepoint. The shipping traffic, before
entering or after exiting the Strait of Malacca, transits through the Bay of
Bengal and this mercantile reality endows the Andaman and Nicobar Islands
with enormous strategic significance for the maritime world, and particularly
for India.

The Bay of Bengal littorals, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Thailand,
Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, Sri Lanka and India, are in the throes of
maritime rejuvenation evidenced by burgeoning maritime enterprise, which
displays strong elements of continuity from the historical past. In fact, the



60

Bay of Bengal currently mirrors the sophisticated ancient maritime trading
system that had emerged in Asia, which not only contributed to its own
growth, but promoted linkages with other trading systems of the Indian
Ocean and with countries as far west as the Mediterranean.

The Bay of Bengal littorals have also invested in regional and sub-
regional cooperation initiatives such as the South Asian Association for
Regional Cooperation (SAARC); Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Forum
for Regional Cooperation (BCIM); Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-
Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC); and Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India, Nepal (BBIN) Initiative, with quadrilateral agreements on
water resource management, power connectivity, transport and
infrastructure.

At another level, the Bay of Bengal littoral states are poised at the
crossroads, where two possible futures loom ahead, largely driven by
uncertainties emerging from socio-economic insecurities, ecological-
environmental challenges and the traditional state-centric military-strategic
contestations. As a co-author of this book has argued elsewhere, the
scenarios in the Bay of Bengal reflect both a sense of “fear and hope.”1

There are at least three discernable frameworks for security in the
Bay of Bengal. The first is ‘convergent maritime safety’ under which selective
elements of cooperation are built in order to develop capacity that enables a
state to deliver ‘public goods’ at sea. These include safety and security
issues arising from natural or human-induced catastrophes, disasters and
emergencies such as tsunamis, cyclones, storm surges and climate change-
induced sea level rise. These entail search and rescue (SAR) and
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HADR) operations, which are
voluntarily undertaken by navies and coast guards.

The second is ‘cooperative maritime security’ that involves a web of
agreements among the Bay of Bengal littoral states, which are committed
to ensure ‘order at sea.’ Under such an arrangement, navies and maritime
law enforcement agencies conduct operations with alliance partners to
counter piracy, respond to terrorism at sea, prevent drug smuggling and
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gun-running, and suppress human trafficking and illegal migration. The war
on terror and counter piracy in the Gulf of Aden is a good example of
cooperative maritime security in which like-minded states have come
together to address common threats and challenges.

The third is about classic ‘competitive maritime security,’ which is
centered on the state and involves cooperation among allies and coalition
partners sharing common ideologies and political interests, wherein these
strategic actors come together to sustain a favorable balance of power.
Although there is an apparent ‘power shift’ in the Indo-Pacific region, its
manifestation in the Bay of Bengal region is currently not quite apparent
and states do not exhibit any desire to perpetuate competitive security
dynamics.

Non-traditional Threats: Nature-induced Challenges

It is now widely acknowledged that global warming, meteorological and
hydrological fluctuations are adding to the vagaries of nature and causing
hazards in the Bay of Bengal. These are unfolding in the form of droughts
or floods, loss of habitat and sea level rise. Similarly, natural events in the
form of tsunamis result in the destruction of coastal infrastructure and cause
damage to coastal communities. The Bay of Bengal littoral countries are
most vulnerable to climate change and this is best understood by the fact
that “in the last five decades, the region has experienced an average per
decade rise of 0.1–0.3oC in temperature. It is expected to increase on
average by 1.5 to 2.0oC by 2065 and by 2.4–4.5oC by the end of the
century.”2 Also, the region is prone to extremely severe cyclones or storms
of high intensity.3

As far as the impact of climate change is concerned, nearly “200 million
people in the world will live below the sea level line by 2100.” Seventy
percent of these would be from eight countries in Asia and it is anticipated
that “Bangladesh and India would also be hit hard.”4 According to a study
focusing on Bangladesh’s coastline on the Bay of Bengal (about 580 km)
comprising a large portion of the Ganges River delta, “an estimated 41% of
its 163 million people live at elevations lower than 10 m.”5 
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Sagar Island in the Indian Sundarbans, a huge mangrove delta in
the Bay of Bengal, has now become “emblematic for climate scientists and
researchers as a climate change “hotspot.”6 The sea level in the Sundarbans
has risen by an average of 3cm over the past two decades, “leading to one
of the fastest rates of coastal erosion in the world.”7

Oxygen Depletion and Acidification in Bay of Bengal

The other challenge in the Bay of Bengal region is oxygen depletion, which
results in loss of biodiversity and marine life, and impacts food security. The
decline in oxygen is a result of several factors, particularly shore-based
pollutants, sewage and industrial waste that drain into the sea. Further, “the
oxygen minimum zones (OMZs) are expanding and rapidly impacting the
survival of marine organisms that rely on dissolved oxygen for survival and
affecting the biogeochemical cycling of carbon and nitrogen, potentially
aggravating global warming.”8

The OMZs generally have been discovered at depths of 200 and 800 m and
the biggest OMZ patch is in the Indian Ocean, more specifically in the
Arabian Sea (spread over approximately 70,000 sq ml in the Gulf of Oman)
and the Bay of Bengal (60,000 sq km).9 According to a study, “should a
similar global trend apply to the Bay of Bengal, its OMZ will trip to anaerobic
mode, like in the Arabian Sea.”10 The current OMZ in the Bay of Bengal is
attributed to pollutants from rivers. For instance, the Buriganga River in
Bangladesh is highly polluted and Dhaka, the country’s capital, dumps nearly
4,500 tons of solid waste into the river daily with about 80% being untreated.11

Likewise, rivers from Myanmar and India carry untreated water that is
discharged into the sea. It has been noted that the “physical processes and
the temperature-salinity structure in the BoB directly influence the OMZ
and the depth of the oxycline and nutricline, thereby affecting the
phytoplankton and marine mammal communities.”12

It has been warned that the “dead zone of the Bay of Bengal is
now at a point where a further reduction in its oxygen content could have
the effect of stripping the water of nitrogen, a key nutrient. This transition
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could be triggered either by accretions of pollution or by changes in the
monsoons, a predicted effect of global warming.”13

As far as ocean acidification is concerned, nearly 19% of the world’s
coral reefs are estimated to have been damaged already. For instance, as
many as 26 of the 66 coral species of Saint Martin’s Island in Bangladesh
have apparently gone extinct between 1997 and 2008.14 Increased acidity
is also depleting calcium carbonate in clams, sea snails, lamp shells and sea
urchins. Similarly, the mangroves of the Ganga basin that act as a nursery
for fin-fishes, shrimps, crabs and cockles are adversely affected due to
ocean acidification. Mangroves in Thailand are believed to be dying from
the root upwards due to acidification.15

Natural Disasters: Tsunamis, Cyclones and Storm Surges

Occurrence of cyclones in the Bay of Bengal is a near continuous feature
and impacts infrastructure and the lives of people, particularly in Bangladesh,
India and Myanmar.16 Further, on an average, in the Bay of Bengal, “five to
six tropical cyclones form every year, of which two or three could be
severe.”17According to an assessment, “Over the past two centuries, 20
out of the 23 major cyclone disasters in the world have occurred bordering
the Bay of Bengal, particularly in India and Bangladesh.”18 Further, 24 out
of the 35 deadliest tropical cyclones in world history (in which lives in excess
of 100,000 people were lost) occurred in the Bay of Bengal.19 The Bay of
Bengal also witnessed the fury unleashed by the 2004 tsunami. On 24
December of that year, high tidal waves hit the shores of eleven countries,
six of them located in the Bay of Bengal: Bangladesh, Myanmar, India,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Sri Lanka and Thailand. Among these Indonesia, Sri
Lanka and Thailand were hit the hardest. Extensive damage was also
experienced along the coastal areas in Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh and
the Andaman and Nicobar Islands.20

Non-traditional Threats: Human-induced Challenges

The Bay of Bengal region has had its fair share of piracy and terrorism.
However, due to consistent efforts by the littoral states, these crimes have
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reduced drastically. For instance, ports in Bangladesh were notorious for
piracy and armed robbery in the early 2000, but the country took decisive
steps to curb this menace. The number of reported incidents of armed robbery
in ports and anchorages in Bangladesh has dropped dramatically and
according to the International Maritime Bureau (IMB), there were only
three (2016), eleven (2017), twelve (2018), nil (2019) and four (2020) incidents
during the last five years.21

Similarly, the threat of terrorism emanating from the Bay of Bengal
is low. As per the Global Terrorism Index 2020, Bangladesh ranked 33rd out
of 163 countries and according to the Director General of the Rapid Action
Battalion (RAB), Bangladesh has “significantly controlled the militant outfits
till date.”22 In Sri Lanka, after the decimation of the LTTE, the island state
has successfully warded off terrorist acts, barring the 2019 Easter bombing
at Christian churches and hotels by a militant Sri Lankan group which
supports the Islamic State (IS).23

Poppy cultivation and heroin production in the ‘Golden Triangle’
comprising Myanmar, Thailand and Laos is well known. Myanmar tops the
list as the centre for heroin production in the Golden Triangle. In 2020, the
“area under opium poppy cultivation in Myanmar was estimated at 29,500
(21,000 to 50,400) ha.”24 Myanmar’s heroin shipments are trafficked through
unmarked transit land routes passing through Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, China
and India before joining up with sea routes (Lashio-Mandlay-Yangon/
Moulein) in the Bay of Bengal and Gulf of Thailand.25

In the Bay of Bengal, illegal migration is quite common due to land-
sea connectivity. Bangladeshi migrants travel to India by land and sea, and
in the case of the latter, they arrive on board small boats, particularly from
areas in Bangladesh severely impacted by climate change and sea level
rise. A study notes that “Sea-level rise is also projected to aggravate storm
surge, flooding, erosion and other coastal hazards, resulting in significant
losses of coastal ecosystems. The coastal regions of Sri Lanka and India
(Andaman, Nicobar and Lakshadweep Islands) are likely to be worst
affected by the phenomena.”26 The climate-displaced migration spills into
neighbouring countries.27
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In recent times, the Bay of Bengal has also witnessed Rohingya
migration due to the ethnic turmoil in Myanmar. The migrants’ boats are
frequently intercepted by navies and maritime law enforcement agencies
and are pushed back to sea. This has resulted in many migrants perishing,
while those who manage to land on shores are either pushed into camps or
deported as in Malaysia. The Rohingya community is highly traumatized
and it has been noted that the “continuing Rohingya crisis has shown how
little the sub-region is equipped to deal with such a movement of displaced
people from one member state to another.”28

Marine Litter, Debris and Underwater Noise

At another level, inefficient land-based wastewater and solid waste
management practices and ‘disposable’ lifestyle habits have caused immense
damage and harm to the marine ecosystems. Nature too has impacted the
health of the oceans and seas, given the growing evidence of global warming,
acidification and de-oxygenation. Many large water bodies have been
severely affected by these manmade events and nature-induced phenomena,
and marine life and its associated food chains have come under stress.

Like any other large water body, the Bay of Bengal too has its
share of plastic litter both at sea, along the coastlines of the littoral states
and on the seabed.  According to researchers, the Bay of Bengal and the
South China Sea are the new plastic hotspots in Asia, and the Bay of Bengal
is more polluted than the Indian Ocean gyre.29 Further, this is due to
population pressure, poor waste management practices followed by the
regional countries, and, above all, poorly designed products. The Helmholtz
Centre for Polar and Marine Research of the Alfred Wegener Institute has
indicated that there is a variety of litter in the Bay of Bengal.

Yet another source of marine pollution is the noise generated by
shipping, fishing trawlers, offshore exploration, laying of oil and gas pipelines
and fiber optic cables as also the use of sonar by warships, which results in
casualties in marine mammals. A study has observed that underwater noise
in excess of “120dB can cause discomfort to these [marine] species, more
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than 170dB can cause serious internal injuries, bleeding and even
hemorrhages, and noise beyond 200dB can cause instant death.”30 Also,
powerful sonar transmissions from warships can potentially lead to internal
bleeding in mammals, causing damage to ear and brain tissues, resulting in
disorientation or death. It is also believed that whales may perceive sonar
waves as an attack, become panic-stricken and drive themselves towards
the shore. There have been instances of marine mammals getting stranded
along India’s east coast bordering the Bay of Bengal. In 2016, 80 short-
finned pilot whales were found stranded along the east coast but the largest
stranding took place in 1973 off the Tuticorin coast, when as many as 147
whales were found on the beach.

Disaster Diplomacy

Natural catastrophes such as tsunamis, cyclones and storm surges can occur
in any part of the world and impact the national economies of developed
and developing countries alike.31 This has led to several states offering
assistance to the affected country and this cooperation has been labelled as
‘Disaster Diplomacy.’ In recent times, Cyclone Nargis in 2008 left over
138,000 people dead and affected 2.4 million others. Ships and aircraft
carrying humanitarian assistance were dispatched by many countries,
including the United States and France.32 Under Operation Sahayata, two
Indian warships delivered relief materials, and these were supplemented by
two Indian Air Force AN-32 aircraft, which carried medicines and tents.33

Search and Rescue

According to Safety and Shipping Review 2018, natural events such as
typhoons and cyclones can result in loss of shipping. This review has identified
“South China, Indochina, Indonesia and Philippines maritime region” as
accounting for 32% of losses occurred. Although the Bay of Bengal is not
mentioned in the above report, the region witnesses high shipping and fishing
activity. As discussed earlier in this chapter, the region is prone to extreme
cyclonic activity and resultant accidents. The Bay of Bengal also suffers
from turbid waters that make the underwater domain opaque, posing immense
challenges for SAR operations.
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As far as SAR for submarines is concerned, most modern
submarines are fitted with rescue equipment/chambers and submarine rescue
tenders and other portable devices, which can facilitate crew evacuation. It
is also a practice that navies do not share many platform details and therefore
their operations are generally shrouded in secrecy. No navy discloses a
submarine accident and under such circumstances, international efforts are
unacceptable. Among the Bay of Bengal littorals, submarines currently figure
in the inventories of India, Bangladesh and Myanmar, while Thailand is
planning to acquire submarines from China.  In the event of any submarine
accident, the regional capacity to respond is limited to India, which can
quickly respond with specialist equipment, ships and aircraft with less
reaction time.

The Bay of Bengal littorals are also signatories to international SAR-
related conventions. These are (a) 1974 Convention for the Safety of Life
at Sea (SOLAS); (b) 1979 International Convention on Maritime Search
and Rescue (SAR); (c) 1982 UNCLOS; and (d) International Aeronautical
and Maritime Search and Rescue (IAMSAR). These conventions have
also been adopted by regional countries. India is also a member of the
International Submarine Escape and Rescue Liaison Office (ISMERLO).  

Blue Economy

The Bay of Bengal littoral countries are conscious of the economic potential
of the seas and view this medium as a source of wealth to leverage socio-
economic development for their people. A large proportion of the population
in these countries is dependent on the seas not only for livelihood but also
for food. The respective governments have internalized the concept of the
Blue Economy and their policies and pronouncements acknowledge their
national commitments to use sea resources in a sustainable manner.

Bangladesh has been leading the regional discourse on the Blue
Economy. It has not only internalized the concept, but has also been
championing and leading the contemporary understanding of the Blue
Economy and also promoting this vision at the international level through
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communiqués, regional growth strategy documents, bilateral agreements
and national development plans.

During the 2014 Blue Economy conference in Dhaka, Bangladesh’s
Foreign Minister A.H. Mahmood Ali proposed the idea of the ‘Bay of Bengal
Partnership for Blue Economy’ based on the principles of engagement
through ‘mutual trust, respect, mutual benefits, and equitable sharing of
benefits’ as an ‘inclusive and people-centric’ concept.34 Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, during his visit to Bangladesh in June 2015, signed
a ‘Memorandum of Understanding on Blue Economy and Maritime
Cooperation in the Bay of Bengal and the Indian Ocean.’

India being the largest among the Bay of Bengal littorals, marine
and ocean studies have been a priority area and consequently, India has
made significant scientific and technological advances in this domain. It has
established a number of research and development laboratories and
institutions to promote technological advancements in this field and to study
and exploit sea-based resources in sustainable ways.

Geopolitics and Security Dilemmas

The Bay of Bengal littorals are signatories to the 1982 UNCLOS  and have
ratified the same. India, Bangladesh and Myanmar have resolved their
boundary disputes. The case between Bangladesh and Myanmar i.e. “Dispute
concerning delimitation of the maritime boundary between Bangladesh and
Myanmar in the Bay of Bengal (Bangladesh/Myanmar)” was adjudicated
by the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS) through its
judgment on 14 March 2012.35 The Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA)
passed orders in the dispute between Bangladesh and India on 7 July 2014.
In the case of the latter, an area of 19,467 sq km, four-fifth of the total area
of 25,602 sq km comprising the disputed maritime boundary in the Bay of
Bengal with India, was awarded to Bangladesh.36

There are no major boundary disputes among the littorals barring a
few, such as the one between Myanmar and Thailand. Myanmar has
maritime boundaries with India, Bangladesh and Thailand. The boundary
dispute between India and Bangladesh has since been resolved but “a dispute
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with Thailand over the ownership of three small islets (Ginga Island/Ko
Lam, Ko Khan Island and Ko Ki Nu), has on occasion sparked the occasional
naval confrontation.”37 

While there are no major disputes among the Bay of Bengal littorals
that can potentially create security dilemmas for their respective
governments, the 21st century MSR a segment of the Chinese BRI has
caused geopolitical and geostrategic rumblings in the Bay of Bengal, as
some projects are based on ‘lend (money) and lease (infrastructure)’
agreements. This strategy has been labeled as ‘creditor imperialism’ and
‘light debt-trap diplomacy’38 amid fears that the host countries may partially
lose sovereignty and control of the areas where the infrastructure is being
developed.

China has obtained long-term leasing rights to a number of ports and maritime
spaces in the Bay of Bengal littoral countries through agreements.

Ports Under BRI and Lease Terms

Sl No Port Lease Country Lease Term
1 Port of Chittagong Bangladesh Not known
2 Colombo Harbour Sri Lanka 35
3 Hambantota Port Sri Lanka 99
4 Kuantan Port Malaysia 99
5 Kyaukpyu Deep Sea Port Myanmar None
6 Maleka Gateway Malaysia 99
7 Port of Pyra Bangladesh None
8 Port Kelang Malaysia Not known
9 Sittwe Port Myanmar Not known
10 Sonadia Bangladesh Not known
11 Feydhoo Finolhu Island Maldives 50
12 Malaka Gateway Malaysia 99
13 Piraeus Port Greece 35
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Source: Mohan Malik, “The China-India Nautical Games in the Indian
Ocean,” https://www.macdonaldlaurier.ca/china-india-nautical-games-
indian-ocean-part-one-mohan-malik-inside-policy/ (accessed 25 March
2021).

India is wary of the BRI and the stated policy of the Government
of India is not to participate amid concerns that the CPEC, a segment of the
BRI, passes through Pakistan-occupied Kashmir (PoK), a region claimed
by India. Although India is an important member of the Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB) and the second largest shareholder after China, it
has consistently maintained that “connectivity initiatives must be based on
universally recognized international norms, good governance, rule of law,
openness, transparency and equality, and must be pursued in a manner that
respects the sovereignty and territorial integrity.”39

The MSR has several pivots of crucial strategic and military
significance, and it indicates the intent-capabilities of Chinese economic-
infrastructure development plans for the region. Although the ongoing deep
and entrenching economic-maritime infrastructure engagements between
China and the Bay of Bengal littoral countries have been mutually beneficial,
these agreements also display covert motivations and evolving maritime
strategies. China has also leveraged port infrastructure development and
access in these countries for dual civilian-military use, reaping enormous
strategic-maritime-naval dividends. It has been the primary supplier of vast
quantities of cheap and serviceable military hardware to a number of Bay
of Bengal littorals.

Ports Under BRI and Strategic Purpose
Sl No Port Lease Country Strategic Purpose

1 Port of Chittagong Bangladesh Logistic Base
2 Colombo Harbour Sri Lanka Power Projection
3 Hambantota Port Sri Lanka Logistic Base
4 Kuantan Port Malaysia Trade
5 Kyaukpyu Deep Sea Port Myanmar Logistic Base
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6 Maleka Gateway Malaysia Power Projection
7 Port of Pyra Bangladesh Trade
8 Port of Tanjun Priok Indonesia Trade
9 Port Kelang Malaysia Trade
10 Sittwe Port Myanmar Trade
11 Sonadia Bangladesh Trade
12 Feydhoo Finolhu Island Maldives Submarine Facility
13 Malaka Gateway Malaysia Logistic Base
21 Kra Canal Thailand Overcoming the

Malacca Dilemma
Source: Authors’ assessments.

The long dormant Kra Isthmus project has triggered fresh interest in Thailand.
This involves building an artificial link (about 100 km long and 26 m deep)
through Thailand to connect the Bay of Bengal with the Gulf of Thailand.
China has shown interest in the project, which could cost about US$ 20
billion. The scheme is to build a two-lane canal, which would allow transit
by vessels of up to 500,000 DWT at a speed of 7 knots.40 The Kra Canal
project fits into the Chinese strategy of overcoming the ‘Malacca Dilemma,’
which has figured prominently in Chinese sea-lane security dynamics. This
mega-maritime project has the potential to become part of the Chinese
“MSR.”

Conclusion

The Bay of Bengal region with its high concentration of non-traditional
security threats presents unique challenges. These challenges pertain to
human, environmental and ecological security with direct impacts on food
security. Additionally, the region faces geopolitical and geostrategic
contestations marked by India-China rivalry, US-led QSD involving Australia,
India, Japan and the United States, and varying perceptioms and the  absence
of a common understanding among the BIMSTEC and ASEAN member
countries about the Indo-Pacific. Additionally, the Chinese BRI with its high
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dependence on Chinese economic and financial largesse has the potential
to cause geopolitical and geostrategic turbulence.  The countries in the region
also fear the ‘debt-trap’ risk that the Chinese projects entail and are wary
of the resultant domestic political upheavals, social disruptions, financial
stress and loss of sovereignty.
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Chapter 6

Security Complex of the Western Pacific Ocean

The Western Pacific has emerged as one of the highly contested regions of
the globe in the 21st century and is witnessing intense rivalry between two
great powers, the United States and China.1 It is also the most militarized
region, with six of the world’s 10 largest standing militaries2 and four nations
with nuclear weapon capabilities. The security dynamics in the region is
marked by politico-diplomatic tensions, military infrastructure buildup and
aggressive naval-air posturing quite similar to the Cold War period. The
centre of gravity of this contestation is the large maritime-littoral space
from Hawaii and Guam, through China’s First and Second Island Chains,
running close to the Chinese coast along the Taiwan Strait.

In this maritime theater, the United States and China have brought
to bear their respective military capabilities, both having been in a state of
high military readiness (short of war). This state of readiness has been
marked by restructuring and redeployment of forces, military exercises
including operations by aircraft carriers, strategic bombers, nuclear
submarines, special forces operations and buildup of military-related
infrastructure. Both sides do not show any signs of relenting, despite the
new US administration taking power. President Joe Biden, like his
predecessor, has pursued an aggressive policy against China, clearly
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reflecting the bipartisan consensus in Washington over China’s increasingly
aggressive pursuits that challenge the United States.

The US Interim National Security Guidance signed in March 2021
has targeted China and labelled it as the only “competitor potentially capable
of combining its economic, diplomatic, military and technological power to
mount a sustained challenge to a stable and open international system.”3

Similarly, Chinese President Xi Jinping has not shown any signs of “backing
off” and signaled to the US leadership that China’s march towards becoming
a major regional power under his “China dream” cannot be challenged
despite “pushbacks” from the United States.

In the above context, this chapter delves into three key issues: (a)
the US Pacific Deterrence Initiative (PDI) and bases and access
arrangements; (b) the emergence of Multiple Quads; and (c) China’s naval
buildup in the South China Sea and posturing by the PLA Navy.

Pacific Deterrence Initiative

The Western Pacific Ocean has continued to be the pivotal geographic
space for the United States during World War II and through the Cold War
period lasting nearly three decades. It has provided in the past and continues
to provide now, a security umbrella to Japan and South Korea against threats
from the Soviet Union/Russia and North Korea. In the post-Cold War period,
its support to these alliance partners was through security guarantees and
forward-deployed troops. Likewise, Washington has also accorded high
priority to the Western Pacific region in terms of foreign policy, trade and
economic engagements. During the last two US administrations, first, under
President Barak Obama, who advocated the “pivot” or “rebalancing”
towards the Asia-Pacific, and second, under President Donald Trump, this
large expanse of water has been a high priority region in the US strategic
calculus.

A closely associated issue is that of fiscal support to uphold the
prioritization accorded to the Western Pacific. In 2017, a White Paper4

prepared by late Senator John McCain warned about the deteriorating security
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in the region. The Paper had offered “detailed recommendations for the
armed services to improve capabilities incrementally but significantly.”5

Admiral Harry Harris, the then head of Indo-Pacific Command, filed
budgetary requirements in 2017 and 2018 and these later formed the basis
for the 2018 defense bill, the “Indo-Asia-Pacific Stability Initiative.”6  In
2019, the United States announced the PDI, which concerns fiscal support
for military activities and associated infrastructure investment plans7 in the
Pacific Ocean.

The PDI is similar to the 2014 European Deterrence Initiative (EDI),
which targeted Russia after it annexed Crimea. Under the EDI, the Congress
and the Pentagon were unanimous in their decision to “provide funds to
support rotational force deployments, infrastructure investments, and deliver
the right capabilities in key locations throughout Europe.”8 However, with
the emergence of US-China tensions,  the Pentagon announced the reduction
of US troops in Germany (from 52,000 to 25,000 military personnel)9 to be
redeployed to the Pacific, clearly displaying an urgency in Washington to
reinforce US military power in the Pacific region.

However, this may temporarily change given that the United States
has now announced the deployment of 500 additional US personnel in
Germany to “augment our existing abilities to prevent conflict,” setting up a
permanent station in the Wiesbaden area to “strengthen deterrence and
defense in Europe.”10 This is also to assure the NATO alliance members of
the US commitment amid rising tensions between Ukraine and Russia, after
the latter amassed troops along the borders with Ukraine.11

The PDI investment plan for fiscal 2022 through fiscal 2027 is
pegged at US$ 4.7 billion.12 The document submitted to Congress reads:
“Without a valid and convincing conventional deterrent, China is emboldened
to take action in the region and globally to supplant U.S. interests. As the
Indo-Pacific’s military balance becomes more unfavorable, the U.S.
accumulates additional risk that may embolden adversaries to unilaterally
attempt to change the status quo.”13
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The PDI “provides the foundation for establishing a forward-
deployed, defense-in-depth posture that defends our interests abroad, deters
aggression, assures allies and partners, and provides flexible response options
should deterrence fail.”14 It conspicuously targets China and aims to “focus
resources on key capability gaps to ensure U.S. forces have everything
they need to compete, fight, and win in the Indo-Pacific,” It supports the
proposed investment plan by the USINDOPACOM to ‘Regain the
Advantage,’ a concept that establishes necessary linkages between the
strategy, capacity, capabilities and budgetary priorities across four focus
areas: (a) Joint Force Lethality; (b) Force Design and Posture; (c) Strengthen
Allies and Partners; and (d) Exercises, Experimentation and Innovation.15

These investments are clear signals of the US commitment to keep
the Indo-Pacific ‘free and open’ against any attempts by China to dominate
regional security matters, prevent Beijing’s intimidation of Taiwan, and
reassure countries that have disputes with China over the Spratly and Paracel
Islands in the South China Sea.

Bases and Access Arrangements

Military facilities across the Western Pacific and Oceania are central to the
USINDOPACOM as it constitutes the core of its Indo-Pacific strategy and
tactical operations against China. The United States has begun to reinforce
these and is currently engaged in urgent upgradation of these military
facilities, with new/augmented military infrastructure at Guam, Hawaii, Wake
Island, Tinian and Pagan.

Guam is a small island (32 mi in length), which is home to 170,000
inhabitants. The Marine Corps Base Camp Blaz is being set up in Guam,
and a large tract of land close to the Andersen Air Force Base has been
cleared, which will house over a thousand Marines permanently and support
many thousands coming to the island on rotational basis.16  Camp Blaz will
also be home to 5,000 Marines relocated from Okinawa at the beginning of
2025. The redeployment will cost about US$ 8 billion, of which Japan’s
share would be about US$ 2.8 billion.17 The defense authorization bill for
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fiscal 2020 included US$ 226 million for the Navy and US$ 65 million for
the Air Force for military-related construction projects in Guam.18

The United States has also announced a “defensive ring” for Guam
and Pentagon, and has sought a “deterrence fund” to support a “360-degree
persistent and integrated air defense capability in Guam.”19 In 2020, Admiral
Phil Davidson, Commander of the USINDOPACOM had noted that
“America’s day begins in Guam and is not only a location we must fight
from, but we must also fight for — given future threats,”20 clearly prioritizing
the Chinese military threat. The United States has plans to set up an ‘Aegis
ashore’ to “detect threats and finish threats under the sea, on the sea and
above the sea, so that they can move with a mobile and maneuverable
naval force that they were designed to protect and provide their ballistic
missile defense.”21

In Hawaii, plans envisage “additional funding for missile defense
priorities, including the hypersonic and ballistic tracking space sensor
(HBTSS), components for an eight-terminal high altitude area defense
(THAAD) battery, Homeland Defense Radar-Hawaii and additional SM-
3IIA interceptors” envisaged under the National Defense Authorization Act
(NDAA) for fiscal year 2021.22

Located halfway between Hawaii and Japan, the military
infrastructure at Wake Atoll23  is being strengthened. It has been noted that
“Wake Island has always been a geographically important location for military
activities, including refueling…The re-investments done of late are not to
increase activity or capacity but rather replace aged infrastructure,”24 to
form a “layered missile defense system” against advanced missiles of China
and North Korea.  The powerful radar on the atoll was tested for its
effectiveness in 2019. An incoming intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM)
launched from Kwajalein Island was tracked by this radar and another
radar in the Pacific Ocean, and the ICBM was destroyed by ground-based
interceptors in California.25

 Tinian and Pagan Islands near Guam also support US military
operations in the Pacific Ocean. The airfield at Tinian is being revamped at
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a cost of US$ 20 million and will support operations by KC-130 aerial
refueling/transport aircraft. The possible use of Pagan as a diversionary
airfield for military aircraft is being explored with the authorities of the
Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands and, if successful, the US
Air Force plans “to build an airfield to serve as a backup in the event Guam’s
Andersen Air Force Base is damaged or otherwise unavailable.”26

Security Alliances, Guarantees, VFA & Partnerships

The United States has set up a complex network of formal security alliances
with Japan and Republic of Korea (RoK). These alliances endured since
World War II, notwithstanding pressures from domestic constituencies in
these countries asking US forces (about 56,000 active military personnel of
all four services27) to ‘leave.’ In recent times, the United States has been
pressuring them to pay “fair shares” for the ‘nuclear umbrella’ but under
the current circumstances, particularly the threat from China and the near
continuous danger of missile launches by the DPRK, the United States may
have reconsidered such demands, particularly when Washington and Tokyo
have endorsed the Indo-Pacific, the threat from China and the critical
necessity to “oppose actions that undermine a rules-based international order
and any one-sided action that attempts to change the status quo.”28 Japan is
also a leading proponent of the QSD, which has China as the primary
contender. It has been argued that “as extra-regional powers seek to expand
their roles in the Western Pacific, they are generally turning to Japan as
their partner of choice. Japan’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) vision
offers a common strategic umbrella that provides attractive utility for these
states.”29 Furthermore, Japan’s “expanded efforts to build its bilateral security
partnerships have been favorably received by powers outside the region,
making it their partner of choice in the western Pacific.”

Similarly, RoK, which is “an advanced democratic and free market
society” also supports “Biden’s efforts to restore multilateralism and rules-
based leadership in Asia.” However, RoK’s absence from the QSD is
noticeable and “represents a glaring weakness in Washington’s Indo-Pacific
coalition-building efforts.”30 There are over 27,500 soldiers, airmen/ women,
sailors and Marines stationed in South Korea.31
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The Philippines has been under extreme coercion by China. The
latter’s maritime militia has been masquerading as fishermen in the
Philippines-claimed features in the South China Sea. After more than 200
Chinese fishing vessels were detected anchored in Whitsun Reef, Beijing
defended the presence of the boats and clarified that they were seeking
shelter due to bad weather.32 However this did not cut ice with the Philippines,
prompting a warning that the “continued presence of Chinese maritime militias
in the area reveals their intent to further occupy features in the West
Philippine Sea (South China Sea).” This warning was followed up by
dispatching Philippine air force, navy and coast guard vessels to the area.
Past events and incidents such as these prompted the United States and
Philippines to reinforce their 1988 Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA) to
remain buoyant and allow resumption of access by US military aircraft and
vessels to Philippines military facilities.33

In April 2021, the United States issued a stark warning that “an
armed attack against the Philippines armed forces, public vessels or aircraft
in the Pacific, including the South China Sea, will trigger our obligations
under the US-Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty.”34 This was welcomed
by Manila, and the Philippine Department of National Defense noted that
the “U.S. admonition to China against the use of force on Philippine public
vessels and aircraft, which are performing their constitutional mandate to
protect and defend Philippine rights in the South China Sea, including the
West Philippine Sea, is an additional affirmation of the long-standing
partnership between our two countries.”35

The case of Taiwan is similar. China’s increasing belligerence
towards Taiwan is marked by violations of its airspace,36 specialist military
exercises simulating invasion of the island and the near continuous threats
to ‘forcefully incorporate Taiwan into the People’s Republic of China.’ In
January 2021, Antony J. Blinken, US Secretary of State reiterated his
country’s bipartisan commitment to Taiwan under the US-Taiwan Relations
Act (TRA) to “make sure that Taiwan has the ability to defend itself and to
make sure that we’re sustaining peace and security in the Western
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Pacific. We stand behind those commitments.”37 Furthermore, the
USINDOPACOM “maintains plans to defend Taiwan from Chinese
aggression,” through “the network of long-range precision weapons, sensors,
missile batteries, highly capable aircraft, surface ships and submarines. It
will be an all-domain fight requiring our forces to employ Distributed Maritime
Operations.”38 The United States continues to maintain a credible posturing
involving naval and air exercises whose frequency, intensity and quality has
improved significantly in recent times.

ASEAN

The United States has high hopes from the ASEAN vis-a-vis China and is
keen to support the member states of the grouping through military capacity-
building to withstand the pressures from a highly aggressive China,
particularly in the South China Sea, and also in response to the newly enacted
Chinese Coast Guard Law. The US policy for the South China Sea is best
understood though the statement that the “world will not allow Beijing to
treat the South China Sea as its maritime empire,” and Washington has
rejected China’s claims to offshore resources in most areas of the South
China Sea.39

The US position over the South China Sea presents the ASEAN
with complex challenges and a perennial dilemma of “who to choose.”
However, among the member states, Vietnam during its Chairmanship of
the ASEAN in 2020, “withstood the pressures from China over South China
Sea; it admirably warded off any US prodding against China.” However,
ASEAN has been unsuccessful in finding a “solution to Chinese assertiveness
and this weakness is apparently being filled in by the Quad which is fast
shaping the regional security dynamics.”40 The Quad member states (as
discussed in subsequent paras) have endorsed ‘ASEAN centrality’ in their
articulations concerning the Indo-Pacific. However, there are fears regarding
ASEAN’s feebleness when it comes to confronting China.

There is also a view that the United States should pursue “minilateral
cooperation” with select “like-minded” ASEAN countries, for “issue-specific
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cooperation” given that “only a few yet pivotal ASEAN countries are
interested in the South China Sea disputes and willing to pushback against
China.” Furthermore, “hopelessly watered down statements emanating from
ASEAN meetings”41 serve as a catalyst for growing Chinese assertiveness.
Even among themselves, ASEAN has been found wanting and this was
evident during the Myanmar domestic crisis in 2021, where ASEAN was
unable to breach the military Junta. This may have created opportunities for
India and Japan as Quad members to “prioritise an early and peaceful
solution” to the coup in Myanmar.42

Today, the United States has several options for access and basing
for its military in Southeast Asia. Singapore and Philippines are both primed
for providing operational and logistic support for US forces operating in the
Western Pacific. The NDAA for fiscal year 2021 makes note of the US-
Singapore Memorandum of Understanding dated 6 December 2019 to
“establish a fighter jet training in Guam and encourages the Secretary of
Defense to explore the merit and feasibility of future agreements.”43

Vietnam also offers excellent access and basing opportunities, but
Hanoi has not been persuaded to make such an offer due to its “long-
standing defense policy of the ‘three nos’ dating back to its first Defense
White Paper in 1998.” This is notwithstanding the fact that “Vietnam’s
2019 White Paper raised the tantalizing prospect that Vietnam might consider
altering its ‘three nos’ defense policy.”44

As far as Australia is concerned, since 2012, more than 6,800 US
Marines have served in Darwin to train alongside the Australian Defense
Force. The rotational force reached its full complement of 2,500 Marines
for the first time by July 2019.45 Cocos (Keeling) Island of Australia is a
“key strategic force multiplier for both Australian and allied-use”46 and can
potentially serve as a staging point for many US military aircraft.

Multiple Quads

Given the vast expanse of the Indo-Pacific maritime space, in 2020,
the then Navy Secretary Kenneth Braithwaite had promoted the idea of
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resurrecting the First Fleet since the current area of responsibility of the
Seventh Fleet (Western Pacific, South China Sea and Bay of Bengal) is
vast and the “area of increased tension” could have a “real void there.”47

The United States has plans to set up a ‘numbered fleet’ i.e. the First Fleet
which could be operating in the “crossroads between the Indian and the
Pacific oceans” based out of Singapore.48 Apparently, US allies and partners
such as India, Singapore and Japan may have endorsed its utility and agreed
to support it.

During the recent Summit meeting of the QSD49, the Heads of State
of Australia, India, Japan and the United States announced their intention
“to ensure that the Indo-Pacific remains accessible and dynamic, governed
by international law and bedrock principles such as freedom of navigation
and peaceful resolution of disputes, and ensure that all countries are able to
make their own political choices, free from coercion.”50

There is no doubt that the Indo-Pacific Quad Summit has upset
China. Beijing has labeled it as ‘Cold-War mentality’ and during a press
briefing, the Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson cautioned that “Certain
countries should shake off their Cold-War mentality and ideological prejudice,
refrain from forming closed and exclusive small circles, and do more things
that are conducive to solidarity and cooperation among regional countries
and regional peace and stability.”51

China now faces a new challenge from another convergence among
the Euro-Atlantic powers, namely France, Germany, Netherlands and the
United Kingdom, which have also pivoted to the Indo-Pacific. These
countries have announced their Indo-Pacific strategies and their navies are
now making a beeline for the South China Sea. The French Navy ships,
including a nuclear submarine, have already sailed through the South China
Sea and the French Minister for the Armed Forces has labeled such
deployment as “striking proof” of the French Navy’s capability to operate
“far and for a long time in connection with our Australian, American and
Japanese strategic partners.”52
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Germany also announced deployment by its naval ship to Asia in
August and stated that on its return voyage it would pass through the South
China Sea.53 It was also clarified that the German warship “would not pass
within the 12-nautical-mile limits China and rival states claim as territorial
waters around contested features in the strategic Waterway.” Meanwhile,
Germany and Japan are planning to sign an agreement on intelligence-sharing
in the Indo-Pacific as part of their defence cooperation initiatives.54

The British Royal Navy planned to begin deployment in the region
in May 2021, led by its latest and perhaps the most modern aircraft carrier
HMS Queen Elizabeth II, escorted by a powerful taskforce. This deployment
was to be complemented by “US Marine Corps and US Navy personnel
and equipment. This includes a detachment of US Marine Corps F-35B
Lightning II aircraft and the US Navy destroyer, USS The Sullivans.”55

This move was also intended to showcase and practice the ‘interchangea-
bility’ of crew and platforms.

The South China Sea issue also features in Dutch strategic thinking
and a foreign policy document notes that “the  EU should seek cooperation
with countries in the region for free passage and guarantee maritime safety…
In that context, the EU must express itself more often and more strongly on
developments in the South China Sea that violate the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea.”56 Earlier this year, the UK Ministry of
Defence had provided details of the likely composition of the HMS Queen
Elizabeth task group, which referred to a Dutch warship HNLMS Evertsen
being included, but this particular mention was later removed.

While individual European nations have spelt out their strategies
for the Indo-Pacific, the European Union’s strategic approach aims to ensure
“ secure free and open maritime supply routes in full compliance with
international law, in particular UNCLOS, in the interest of all,” and its
engagement in the region is premised on “a rules-based international order,
a level playing field as well as an open and fair environment for trade and
investment, reciprocity, the strengthening of resilience, tackling climate
change and support connectivity with the EU.”57
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The above discussion covers the significant European initiatives in
the South China Sea and it is not surprising that these moves have attracted
criticism in Beijing. A Chinese scholar has accused Britain of retaining its
colonial mindset and stated “London still views itself as an ‘empire on which
the sun never sets’ who sees betting in a contest between the world’s two
top powers, China and the United States, as something that suits its
international status.”58

FONOP and Naval Maneuvers

The South China Sea is an important water space from both economic and
strategic perspectives. Nearly US$ 3.5 trillion of world trade, corresponding
to 30% of global trade, transits through these waters. Also, 10% of the
marine fish consumed globally is sourced from this region. Besides, the
South China Sea is plagued by highly volatile contestations over maritime
boundaries, contested EEZ claims and issues of sovereignty over reefs.
This region also faces challenges stemming from the stated Chinese political
objective of unifying Taiwan with the People’s Republic of China. There
has been no other period in recent times that has seen such intense naval
sabre-rattling as in the Western Pacific.

The United States has conducted freedom of navigation operations
(FONOP) relentlessly, which challenge China’s excessive maritime claims
and impose restrictions on the free flow of commerce through the South
China Sea. Below is a table of FONOPs undertaken by the US Navy. It is
pertinent to mention that the table only includes reported FONOPs, bearing
in mind there could be other such missions that were conducted but not
reported.
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US FONOP (2015-2021)

Date Ship(s) Location

27 Oct 2015 USS Lassen Within 12 nm of Subi Reef and
unspecified features claimed by the
Philippines and Vietnam

29 Jan 2016 USS Curtis Within 12 nm of Triton Island in the
Wilbur Paracels

10 May 2016 USS William P. Within 12 nm of Fiery Cross Reef
Lawrence in the Spratlys

21 Oct 2016 USS Decatur Within an “excessive” claim of
territorial waters by China between
two land features in the Paracels, but
not within 12 nm of the said features

24 May 2017 USS Dewey Within 6 nm of Mischief Reef in the
Spratlys

02 Jul 2017 USS Stethem Within 12 nm of Triton Island in the
Paracels

10 Aug 2017 USS John S. Within 12 nm of Mischief Reef in the
McCain Spratlys

10 Oct 2017 USS Chafee Entered excessive straight baseline
of the Paracels but not within 12nm
of any of the features

17 Jan 2018 USS Hopper Within 12 nm of Scarborough Shoal

23 Mar 2018 USS Mustin Within 12 nm of Mischief Reef in the
Spratlys

27 May 2018 USS Higgins and Within 12 nm of Lincoln, Tree, Triton,
USS Antietam and Woody Islands in the Paracels

31 Aug 2018 HMS Albion In vicinity of Paracel Islands

30 Sep 2018 USS Decatur Within 12 nm of Gaven and Johnson
Reefs in the Spratlys
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26 Nov 2018 USS In vicinity of Paracel Islands
Chancellorsville

07 Jan 2019 USS McCampbell Within 12 nm of Lincoln, Tree and
Woody Islands in the Paracels

11 Feb 2019 USS Spruance and Within 12 nm of Mischief Reef in
USS Preble the Spratlys

06 May 2019 USS Chung Hoon Within 12 nm of Gaven and
and USS Preble Johnson Reefs in the Spratlys

19 May 2019 USS Preble Within 12 nm of Scarborough Shoal

28 Aug 2019 USS Wayne Within 12 nm of Fiery Cross and
E. Meyer Mischief Reefs in the Spratlys

13 Sep 2019 USS Wayne Paracel Islands but exact features/
E. Meyer location unspecified. Mission chall-

enged concerned parties’ “unilateral
imposition of any authorization or
notification requirement for innocent
passage,”and Beijing’s 1996 declara-
tion of  straight baselines encompass-
ing the isles

20 Nov 2019 USS Gabrielle Within 12 nm of Mischief Reef
Giffords

21 Nov 2019 USS Wayne Challenged restrictions on innocent
E. Meyer passage in the Paracel Islands

25 Jan 2020 USS Montgomery Challenged restrictions on innocent
passage imposed by China, Vietnam,
and Taiwan, in the Spratly Islands,
near Fiery Cross Reef and
Johnson South Reef

10 Mar  2020 USS McCampbell Challenged excessive maritime
claims in the Paracel Islands

28 Apr 2020 USS Barry Challenged excessive maritime
claims in the Paracel Islands
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29 Apr 2020 USS Bunker Hill Within 12 nm of Gaven Reef in
the Spratlys

28 May 2020 USS Mustin Within 12 nm of Woody Island and
Pyramid Rock in the Paracels

14 Jul 2020 USS Ralph Johnson Within 12 nm of Cuarteron Reef and
Fiery Cross Reef in the Spratlys

27 Aug 2020 USS Mustin In the vicinity of Paracel Islands

09 Oct 2020 USS John S. In the vicinity of Paracel Islands; PLA
McCain statement claimed the destroyer

entered the “territorial sea” of Paracels

22 Dec 2020 USS John S. In the vicinity of Spratly Islands
McCain

24 Dec 2020 USS John S. In the vicinity of Con Dao Islands,
McCain off south Vietnamese coast

05 Feb 2020 USS John S. In the vicinity of Paracel Islands
McCain

17 Feb 2020 USS Russell In the vicinity of Spratly Islands

17 May 2021 USS Curtis Taiwan Strait transit
Wilbur

Source: Compiled by Collin Koh, Research Fellow, S. Rajaratnam
School of International Studies, Institute of Defence and Strategic
Studies, Singapore and posted on his Twitter account.

These FONOPs support the US understanding of the rules-based
international order and are now being endorsed by many US allies, partners
and like-minded nations which have conducted similar operations, much to
the discomfort of China, which has issued warning/dèmarche/protests. It
has also countered these through naval operations that have at times
contradicted the rules laid down in the 1982 UNCLOS

In response, the PLA Navy conducted intense military maneuvers and air/
naval exercises, including the launch of DF-26B and DF-21D ballistic missiles
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as a tool of “strategic communication” to counter US intimidation by its
carrier groups operating in the Pacific Ocean. China’s intent was to convey
to Washington that it would not be deterred as, it had been two-and-a-half
decades ago during the 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis, when the US Navy
deployed its aircraft carriers off Taiwan. The DF-21D and DF-26B ballistic
missiles are potent weapons and have attracted the label of ‘carrier killers.’
These have figured prominently in US congressional hearings, threat
perceptions, and in strategic and tactical calculus, particularly against the
carrier battle groups. These missiles are mobile and in 2018, the Chinese
state media reported that the “military had built an ‘underground Great Wall’
of 5,000 km (3,100 miles) of tunnels throughout the country to hide, move
and launch its nuclear counterstrike forces.”59

With regard to the force structure of the PLA Navy, the Chinese
aircraft carrier program has been the centerpiece of debate and discussion
among the strategic community and the naval connoisseurs, but the rapid
buildup of Chinese expeditionary capability merits equal attention. The Type
071 Amphibious assault ship and Type 075 landing helicopter dock are
noteworthy ‘platforms’ designed for power projection and carry STOVL-
type fighter jets, surveillance planes and helicopters. These can also “operate
with aircraft carriers, letting the carriers seize air superiority as they transport
troops, tanks, and armor vehicles to land, significantly improving the Chinese
Navy’s combat capability in a comprehensive system.”60 China plans to
use the LPD-type vessels for at least four purposes: (a) combat operations
against Taiwan; (b) protecting the occupied islands in the South China Sea;
(c) non-combatant evacuation operation (NEO); and (d) delivery of ‘public
goods at sea.’

Naval Confidence Building

The above narrative illustrates the ongoing power rivalry between the United
States and China in the 21st century, which is currently being played out in
the Western Pacific region. It mirrors the US-Soviet contestations during
the Cold War. Both sides signed the 1972 Incidents at Sea Agreement
(INCSEA) for confidence-building measures (CBM) at sea between the
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US and Soviet navies. Under this agreement, the commanding officers of
the ships were expected to “observe the rules of the road” and be “judicious
in their actions keeping in mind the other side’s interests and safety.”61

Another noteworthy naval CBM involves the Code for Unplanned
Encounters at Sea (CUES), a multilateral agreement on procedures for
“conduct at sea” during unexpected sightings or meetings of warships, which
was adopted by 21 countries62 of the Asia-Pacific region in 2014.

The Western Pacific region is perhaps the most contested sea space
of the globe. It is also the most militarized region with six of the world’s 10
largest standing militaries and four nations with nuclear weapon capabilities.
The security dynamics in the region is marked by politico-diplomatic tensions,
military infrastructure build-up, and aggressive naval-air posturing that is
quite similar to the Cold War period. The United States and China have not
only deployed their respective military capabilities, but have remained in a
state of high military readiness, albeit short of war, a situation which
necessitates confidence building between the two navies.

The 1995 - 1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis can be labelled as the starting
point of the ongoing US-China contestation at sea. Although the two navies
did not confront each other till the beginning of the crisis, a PLA Navy
nuclear submarine was spotted in 1994, lurking 450 NM from US aircraft
carrier Kitty Hawk in the Yellow Sea. It came as close as 21 NM from the
aircraft carrier and thereafter altered course and disengaged. This incident
forced both sides to explore arrangements or an agreement to avoid
misunderstandings and inadvertent tensions at sea, and work towards
common communication procedures.63

In 1998, the United States and China signed the “Agreement
Between the Ministry of National Defence of the PRC and the Department
of Defence of the USA on Establishing a Consultation Mechanism to
Strengthen Military Maritime Safety.”64 The Military Maritime Consultative
Agreement (MMCA) aimed to increase mutual understanding and reduce
the chances of miscalculation between respective naval and air forces.65  It
emerged as a forum for dialogue on maritime communication issues under
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which both sides met on regular basis to enhance mutual trust and encourage
cooperation between the two navies.66 The mechanism has since played an
important role in enhancing mutual understanding and trust, promoting China-
US maritime safety, and facilitating exchanges and cooperation between
the two navies.

Notwithstanding the provisions of the MMCA, the US Navy and
the PLA Navy have continued to challenge each other’s ships and aircraft.
The 2001 EP-3 spy plane incident; 67 the 2006 incident involving the USS
Kitty Hawk and a Chinese Song class diesel submarine;68 the 2015 Chinese
submarine stalking aircraft carrier USS Ronald Reagan;69 and many such
incidents involving other ships and shadowing of military aircraft are
manifestations of aggressive posturing by both sides. Significantly, the
incidents raise questions about intentions and commitment on both sides to
uphold the MMCA.

It is fair to argue that after two-and-a-half decades, both sides are
playing out the 1995 - 1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis but this time involving also
the South China Sea. Since June 2020, naval maneuvers by China and the
United States (occasionally joined by its allies and partners), show of force
through drills and exercises, FONOPs and standoffs have been regular
features in the region. The security situation in the South China Sea-East
China Sea-Yellow Sea, a space encompassing China’s First Island Chain, is
tense and can potentially turn into a flashpoint in which the centre of gravity
could be Taiwan and its adjacent waters. For instance, in August 2020,
China conduced simultaneous maneuvers and live firing drills in the Yellow
Sea, East China Sea and the South China Sea.

China has relentlessly intimidated Taiwan and attempted to cross
the ‘median line’ representing the Taiwanese Air Defence Identification
Zone (ADIZ) in the Taiwan Strait and conducted naval drills to demonstrate
and showcase its military power that can be brought to bear to capture
Taiwan.70 The Taiwanese have accused China of “misinformation
campaigns, hybrid warfare, and... grey zone activities”, and these are
indicators that forces in Beijing “seem to be preparing for their final military
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assault against Taiwan,” and they assert that they will “defend ourselves to
the very end.” 71

Both sides do not appear to show any signs of relenting, necessitating
an urgent dialogue among their respective military leaders. Such a dialogue
can build upon the 1998 MMCA, which remains stalled since December
2020. It now emerges that the United States has urged China for a meeting
and according to Pentagon spokesman John Kirby, the US officials “certainly
desire to have a dialogue with our counterparts in Beijing” and “we’re still
working our way through what that’s going to look like and how that’s going
to transpire.”72

Conclusion

China is now under tremendous pressure from the Indo-Pacific and Euro-
Atlantic Quads, which have added to its worries. These Quads are unlikely
to “wane and disappear” like “sea foam” as alluded to by Chinese Foreign
Minister Wang Yi, who had dismissed the Indo-Pacific Quad two years
ago. The US-China relations remain fraught and unlikely to move to a
rapprochement anytime soon. Indeed, the year 2020 saw a further
deterioration in the relationship, as the trade war continued unabated,
strategic decoupling in the tech sector deepened, and clashes arose over
political repression in Hong Kong and rights abuses in Xinjiang. The Covid-
19 pandemic served only to exacerbate these tensions. The US-China rivalry
is perhaps the most pressing geopolitical issue of the day. It creates
uncertainty and risk, retards trade, growth and prosperity, and diverts attention
away from critical issues such as climate change.

Currently, the Indo-Pacific Quad is poised to conduct more war
games, naval exercises and Freedom of Navigation (FON) missions in the
South China Sea.
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Chapter 7

Naval Nuclear Dynamics in the Indo-Pacific Region

The Asia-Pacific and the Indo-Pacific along with the West Asia-Gulf region
have emerged as the most intense theaters for nuclear weapons and ballistic
and cruise missiles. The proliferation of WMDs has been high, as conflicts
and levels of securitization have been rising steadily in this region since the
Cold War.

Asia has emerged as the global “fulcrum” of WMD proliferation
and the most nuclear-dense region, encompassing a conglomeration of
interlocking nuclear triangles such as US-China-Japan (as a non-nuclear
power with US extended nuclear deterrence), US-North Korea-South Korea
(as a non-nuclear power with US extended nuclear deterrence), US-China-
India, US-Russia-China, and India-China-Pakistan.

The three regions identified in this theater are the West Asia-Persian
Gulf, the South Asia and the Indian Ocean, and the East Asian region that
encompasses the Indo-Pacific. The WMDs order features the overlay of
the nuclear weapon states of the United States, Russia and China and the
regional states of Israel, Iran, India, Pakistan and North Korea. While the
three established nuclear powers have maintained the stability of deterrence
among themselves, the new nuclear weapon states have displayed their
zest to acquire WMDs/nuclear weapons and ballistic and cruise missiles to
deal with regional conflicts.
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Nuclear weapons and their impact on deterrence is a complex
paradigm yet vital in terms of strategic stability and regional order. The US-
Russia, US-China, Russia-China and the second-tier nuclear powers, namely
the United Kingdom and France, have reached the desired levels of strategic
stability in deterrence. However, the continuing quest by the new nuclear
states has introduced several trends and transformed the global proliferation
environment. While the new nuclear states have all been successful in
manufacturing and deploying first-generation nuclear devices such as free-
fall bombs deployed on fighter attack aircraft, the subsequent miniaturization
and deployment as nuclear warheads atop missiles has taken quite a long
time. The transformation of nuclear weapons from free-fall bombs to
miniaturized warheads loaded on ballistic and cruise missiles has been
achieved effectively only in recent years. Advances in technology
development, guidance and satellite navigation, targeting technologies and
operational strategies have improved over the years.

The proliferation of delivery vehicles and fissile material stocks of
the new nuclear states has resulted in both vertical and horizontal proliferation
patterns. Three important benchmarks characterize the nuclear arsenal of
the established nuclear powers and the new nuclear states: credibility,
survivability and stability of the force posture. There have been widespread
concerns about the nuclear forces of the new nuclear states on the basis of
these benchmarks and the inherent challenges arising from the stability-
instability paradox of these states in relation to the escalatory potential of
any conflict.

At the start of 2020, nine states—the United States, Russia, the
United Kingdom, France, China, India, Pakistan, Israel and the DPRK—
possessed approximately 13,400 nuclear weapons, of which 3,720 were
deployed with operational forces.1

Salience of Naval Nuclear Deployment

The salience of naval nuclear deployments needs to be inferred and analyzed
as this constitutes the increasingly preferred mode among the nuclear
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weapons states and the new nuclear nations. Naval nuclear deployments
are relatively invulnerable and dispersible. Nuclear deterrence logic dictates
that the credibility of nuclear arsenals relies on the reliability of any retaliatory
strike as that would balance and bolster deterrence. The logic of deterrence
dictates that the relative invulnerability of the second-strike capability is
vital for the survival of a state that faces the probability of a nuclear first
strike. In the context of nuclear deployments, specifically naval nuclear
deployments, it is essential to analyze the logic of second-strike capability,
which underscores the importance of the relative invulnerability of retaliatory
capability.

Land-based ballistic and cruise missiles as well as air-delivered
cruise missiles and free-fall bombs are all vulnerable to a potential
decapitating first strike. Such a strike could be launched by a nuclear power
or a new nuclear state with a view to cripple the nuclear first strike capability
deployed in both air-delivered and land-based ballistic or cruise missiles.
Therefore, relative invulnerability is a criterion in all second-strike capability
forces. Relative invulnerability is quite effective when the nuclear delivery
vehicles and their payloads have been deployed on board ships and
submarines as they are effectively dispersed and the targeting of naval
platforms is a complex task, given the opacity of the sea.

In addition to their relative invulnerability, naval platforms, whether
on the surface or submerged, have the advantage of quick maneuvering,
aided by the stealth of the sea. Hence the precise counterforce targeting of
naval platforms has been extremely complex. Naval-based nuclear
deployments have thus emerged as the assured retaliatory capability of the
nuclear powers (P-5), which include the United States, Russia, China, France
and the United Kingdom. The possession of naval nuclear capability
completes the deterrence equation as it establishes the full scale of retaliatory
capability along with a first-strike capability. The unique character of naval
nuclear deployment stems from five related issues:

Dispersal of assets: Nuclear payloads deployed on board surface
ships and submarines have the greatest advantage of being dispersed swiftly
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in the opacity of the world’s oceans. Given the vast oceanic theaters and
the advantage of very low or ultra-low frequency bandwidth of
communications, the dispersal of a submerged platform carrying ballistic
missiles with nuclear payloads is a routine matter. The main challenge is
that the dispersal of the platforms could lead to loss of secure communication.
This could happen through the voluntary disobedience of the ship’s
commander, who decides to act by himself, given the enormous destructive
power at his command, by autonomously launching the nuclear warheads.
However, the dispersal of nuclear assets is viewed as the optimal means to
reinforce the second-strike capability of the defending nuclear states. In
the contemporary context, the nuclear powers as well as the new nuclear
states are investing more in sea-based nuclear platforms.

Flexible targeting: This is a robust characteristic of sea-based
nuclear deterrence. Surface ships deploying sea-launched cruise missiles
and submarines deploying sea-launched ballistic and cruise missiles provide
the nuclear powers and the new nuclear states with the flexibility to change
and employ rapid targeting. Flexible targeting is based on the logic of flexible
response doctrines of nuclear deterrence that enable the nuclear command
authority to use nuclear deterrence not only in coercive attacks on the
adversary but also for the purpose of ‘compellence’ and ‘dissuasion.’ The
speedy deployment of nuclear-propelled submarines bearing nuclear missiles
and payloads provides rapid options in flexible targeting.

Stealthy and secure launch: This is the primary attribute of sea-
based nuclear-powered platforms. The ability of nuclear-powered
submarines to delve deeper and remain in stealth posture has been its primary
advantage. Running silent and deep enables the submerged platform to
position itself for the ‘cold launch’ of its SLBM payload from the depth by
using a pressurized pop-up gas that ejects the missile from the silo and
above the surface of the sea, before the point of ignition for target firing.
The stealthy launch enables the submerged platform to rapidly move away
after firing the missile payload. However, nuclear submarines launching
cruise missiles have to surface to fire the payload. Cruise missiles carrying
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nuclear payloads are however air-breathing and could employ endo-
atmospheric transmission to strike the targets.

Secure communication: This is an important operational attribute
to the sea-launched nuclear missile systems. The use of very low or ultra-
low frequency bandwidth enables the reliable encryption of communication
links with the submerged platform, transmitted through the density of water
over long distances. Reliable communication is an integral part of the C4ISR
(Command, Control, Communications, Computers, Intelligence, Surveillance
and Reconnaissance) architecture. While many strides have been made in
this area, it is the nuclear powers that have perfected this technology
architecture though with several limitations. The new nuclear states are still
in the process of developing this technology and do face serious technological
barriers in overcoming these limitations.22

Continuous at Sea Deterrence: This envisages the maintenance
of a nuclear-powered and nuclear payload-equipped submarine in continuous
sea patrols with a view to maintain a deterrence posture vis-à-vis a state’s
adversaries. Continuous at Sea Deterrence (CASD) enables the nuclear
power or the nuclear state to sustain marine deterrence and also acts as a
strategic insurance against any surprise first attack, since the retaliatory
strikes could follow from the deployed nuclear platform. The United States,
Russia, the United Kingdom, France and China do maintain CASD that
enables effective deterrence as well as enhances the war fighting posture
of these powers. Israel has also been deploying its Dolphin class submarines
armed with the Popeye Turbo cruise nuclear-tipped missiles vis-à-vis Iran.3

The salience of the naval nuclear deployments is that it enables and
envisages the maintenance of second-strike capability or assured retaliatory
capability against a punitive first strike that would decapitate the land-based
nuclear assets of a nuclear power or state. The challenges of maintaining
sea-based deterrence exact costs in terms of affordability and sustainability,
based on the number of platforms deployed at any given time and the
associated issues of readiness and mobilization. Besides maintaining the
deterrence posture, there are challenges stemming from the anti-submarine
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warfare that would be constantly targeting the sea-based nuclear deterrent,
which is deployed in the fleet ballistic and cruise missile submarines. Thus,
the fleet ballistic missile submarines are usually accompanied by the fleet
attack submarines, which would provide protection to the platforms or they
fleet ballistic submarines are usually deployed in bastions of sheltered
protection and are secured by attack submarines from adversary attack
submarines. Sea-based missile defenses are yet another threat posed by
the adversary that could potentially intercept the launch of sea-based ballistic
and cruise missiles in the pre-boost or post-boost phase.

The salience of naval nuclear deployments has prompted the quest
for acquiring assured retaliatory capability and the endeavor to achieve
robust deterrence, despite the complexities that the new nuclear states and
even nuclear powers like China are contending with in their deployment.

Naval Nuclear Dynamics of Nuclear Weapon States

The naval nuclear dynamics of the Nuclear Weapon States (NWS)
was led by the United States with its pioneering work in the design and
building of naval nuclear research reactors since the 1950s. The quest of
the NWS was to design robust and optimal naval nuclear reactors that
were miniaturized to suit the hull requirements of the nuclear submarines in
the fleet ballistic missile submarines as well as the fleet attack submarines.
The relentless development of technology resulted in the transformation
that saw nuclear propulsion as the fundamental requirement for naval nuclear
deployment of submarines with fleet ballistic missiles, followed later by the
deployment of cruise missiles.

Naval Nuclear Capability: Country Profiles

The United States of America

The US Navy operates its nuclear-powered strategic fleet ballistic
missile submarines through a fleet of 14 Ohio class submarines. Out of this
fleet of Submersible Ship Ballistic Nuclear (SSBN) vessels, 12 submarines
are usually operational, while two are at any time in the process of refuelling
and overhauling. Of the 14 submarines, eight are based at the Kitsap naval
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submarine base in Washington State on the Pacific coast and six are based
at the Kings Bay naval submarine base in Georgia. Each of the submarines
carry up to 20 Trident II D5 SLBMs. Given the Strategic Arms Reduction
Treaty Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) requirements, there are
12 deployable SSBNs and they carry no more than 240 missiles.4

On the normal routine patrol, around eight to ten SSBNs are normally
at sea, of which four or five are on alert in their designated patrol areas and
ready to fire their missiles within 15 minutes of receiving the launch order.
Since 2017, the US Navy has been replacing its Trident II D5 SLBMs with
an enhanced version known as the D5LE (LE for ‘life extended’). This
was followed by another 24 missiles deployed in 2018 with 24 more deployed
in 2019 and the upgrades are likely to be concluded by 2024.5 The D5LE is
equipped with the new Mark 6 (Mk-6) guidance systems. The D5LE will
arm Ohio class SSBNs for the remainder of their service lives up to 2042.
This service life extension would also be deployed on British Trident
submarines.

The US Navy would be arming the D5LE, the new Columbia class
SSBN and the USS Columbia (SSBN-826) that are scheduled to start patrols
in 2031. Subsequently, the D5LE would be replaced by a new SLBM,
presently known as SWS (Strategic Weapon System) 534 or D5LE2.6 The
2018 US Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) stated that the US Navy would
commence studies in 2020 to define a cost-effective, credible and effective
SLBM that would be the standard deployment in the incoming Columbia
class submarines.7

Russia

The Russian Navy has an operational fleet of 10 nuclear-armed and nuclear-
powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs). The fleet has six Soviet-era
Delfin class (Project 667BDRM or Delta IV NATO designation) submarines,
one Kalmar class (Project 667BDR or Delta III) submarine, and three Borei
class (Project 955/A) submarines, out of a planned total of 10. One of the
former Project 941 (Typhoon) SSBN has been converted to a test-launch

Security Complex of the Western Pacific Ocean



110

platform for SLBMs although it is not nuclear-armed.8 Currently, two of the
Borei class SSBNs are operational with the Pacific Fleet and the Northern
Fleet. The first of the improved design Borei-A (Project 955A) is being
built, while four others are under construction and expected to enter service
over the next decade.9 Russia aims to maintain an SSBN fleet equal to that
of the United States. Each SSBN type is being equipped with 16 ballistic
missiles and the Russian fleet can carry a total of 720 warheads. Out of the
total of 10 submarines, one or two SSBNs are normally undergoing repairs
and maintenance at any given time and are not armed. The nuclear warhead
loading on some missiles has been reduced to meet the total warhead limit
under the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (the New START). This
brings the estimated number of deployed warheads to about 560 out of the
total of 720 warheads.

China

China’s nuclear force modernization has focused more on improving the
range, accuracy and mobility of its land-based missiles. However, enough
effort and resources have also gone into advancing the submarine force.
China is serious about equipping its sea-based nuclear force with the intent
to reinforce the assured retaliatory capability with massive force, in case of
a nuclear conflict. China’s efforts are being focused on improving its ability
to penetrate the US missile defenses in any such conflict.

Future generations of Chinese nuclear submarines that are currently
being built are capable of operating undetected in the open ocean and could
challenge US missile defenses by attacking from an unexpected launch
azimuth from an unanticipated location.10

China has now progressed well beyond its first experiment in SSBN
technology: the sole, aging Type 092 or Xia-class boat that was designed in
the 1970s, commissioned in the 1980s and unveiled in a 2009 international
fleet review. This aging submarine has been replaced by its successor, the
Type 094 Jin class, based in the Yulin naval base on Hainan Island in the
South China Sea.11
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The Jin class Type 094 is considered to be China’s first “credible sea-based
nuclear deterrent” and it is likely that four of these platforms would be
operational, with a fifth under construction. Each Jin class Type 094 would
carry up to 12 JL-2 (Julang-2) SLBM, with an estimated range of 7,400 km,
enough to reach US territory from the waters of the Western Pacific.12

Additionally, China is developing an improved third-generation SSBN,
the Type 096, to be fitted with a long-range missile, the JL-3 (Julang-3) that
could reach the United States from the waters of the South China Sea.13

While these submarines are being built, the operational patrols of
the submarines with nuclear payloads have not yet commenced. The initial
operational capacity was determined as 2014 but had been subsequently
revised as 2015 and yet the deployments have not been operational. More
broadly, China is showing increased seriousness about its ability to conduct
prolonged submarine operations. Beijing had been conducting long-range
patrols of its nuclear submarines, notably in the Indian Ocean in 2013 and
2014. These patrols indicate the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN)
intention to test the operational procedures and endurance of its crew on
long-range submerged voyages such as those conducted by SSBNs.14 It is
a fact, as cited by a US Navy Vice Admiral, that a Chinese SSBN had
already conducted a 95-day patrol.15

France

France has a total nuclear arsenal of approximately 290 warheads. The
warheads are designated for delivery by 48 SLBMs and 50 air-launched
cruise missiles (ALCMs) produced for both land and carrier-based aircraft.
The French nuclear doctrine considers all of its nuclear weapons as strategic,
even though the weapons carried by the airborne component of its nuclear
forces have characteristics that would classify them as tactical.16

The primary component of France’s nuclear forces is the sea-based
Strategic Oceanic Force known as the Force Océanique Stratégique
(FOST). FOST deploys four Triomphant class SSBNs that are based on
the Île Longue peninsula near Brest. Each SSBNs payload is 16 SLBM. At
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any given point, one SSBN is out of service for overhaul and maintenance
work and is not armed. The Triomphant class submarines entered operational
service in 1997, replacing six older Redoubtable class SSBNs.17

One notable feature is that FOST and the French Navy have
maintained a continuous at-sea deterrent posture since 1972.18 France had
sustained its continual modernization of its force both in terms of the SLBMs
and associated warheads. The French Navy had completed work to modify
the Triomphant class submarines to carry the newer M51 SLBM, replacing
the M45 missile.19 The M51 is currently deployed in two versions. The
M51.1 is capable of carrying up to six multiple independently targetable re-
entry vehicle (MIRV) TN-75 warheads, each with an explosive yield of
100 kilotons (kt). This warhead is being replaced by an upgraded version
known as M51.2, with greater range and improved accuracy. The M51.2 is
designed to carry the new, stealthier oceanic nuclear warhead, the Tête
Nucléaire Océanique (TNO), with a reported yield of 100 kt.20 However,
the number of warheads on some of the missiles has been reduced in order
to improve targeting flexibility.21 France is working on the design of the new
M51.3 SLBM with improved accuracy. This is scheduled to replace the
M51.2 to be operational in 2025.22

France has also begun preliminary design work on a third-generation
SSBN, designated the SNLE 3G, which will eventually be equipped with a
new modification of the M51 (M51.4) SLBM.23 The construction of the
first of four submarines in the class is scheduled to begin in 202324

United Kingdom

The British nuclear stockpile as of January 2020 was between 195–215
warheads. By the 2015 Strategic Defence and Security Review (SDSR),
the British Government planned and reaffirmed that it would cut down the
size of its nuclear arsenal. Thus, the number of available operational nuclear
warheads has been reduced to no more than 120. The overall size of the
nuclear stockpile, including non-deployed warheads, will decrease to no
more than 180 by the mid-2020s.25
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The British nuclear deterrent consists exclusively of a sea-based
component: four Vanguard class Trident SSBNs. Two HMS Vanguard
submarines entered service in December 1994, while the last submarine in
the class, HMS Vengeance, entered service in February 2001.26

The United Kingdom operates a single deterrent capability without
the land and the air units. Britain has maintained the continuous at-sea
deterrence posture since 1969, by which one British SSBN is on patrol at
any given time.27 This deterrence posture also ensures that the second and
third SSBNs can be put to sea rapidly, although the fourth would take longer
because of the cycle of extensive overhaul and maintenance. Each of the
Vanguard class SSBNs is armed with 16 UGM-133 Trident II D5 SLBMs.
Britain does not own the missiles, but leases them from a pool of 58 Trident
SLBMs shared with the United States Navy at the US Strategic Weapons
Facility in Kings Bay, Georgia.28 With the stipulations of the 2010 SDSR,
while on patrol, the submarines are armed with not more than eight operational
missiles with a total of 40 nuclear warheads.29

The missiles are maintained in a ‘detargeted’ mode, which implies that the
target data would need to be loaded into the guidance system prior to launch,
and thus have a reduced alert status of several days before they are ready
for firing.30

Britain is working for the replacement of the Vanguard class SSBNs
with four new ballistic missile submarines.31 The new class of submarines
known as the Dreadnought would have a missile compartment that would
hold only 12 launch tubes, reduced from the earlier 16 tubes carried by the
Vanguard class. Britain and the United States are working out a cost-saving
measure with a Common Missile Compartment that will also equip the US
new Columbia class SSBNs. Britain and the United States have been working
to resolve technical problems with the manufacturing of the missile launch
tubes that would be used in the compartment.32

The Dreadnought submarines were originally expected to enter into
service by 2028 but this is likely to be delayed until the early 2030s.
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Salient features of deployment

The NWS have been able to develop full-fledged, dedicated nuclear
submarine forces that are nuclear-propelled and armed with the fleet ballistic
missiles. There are, however, submarine-launched cruise missiles deployed
by the US Navy, Russian Navy and China’s PLAN. These are deployed in
nuclear attack submarines and their payloads are not advertised in terms of
conventional or nuclear warheads. The nuclear weapons states thus have
the deployment capability by which the submerged platforms are technically
capable of global deployments.

The US Navy and the Russian Navy have accomplished such
deployments. Usually, the fleet ballistic missile submarines are accompanied
by nuclear attack submarines as force protection in extended deployments.
While in most cases, such as the Russian Navy, they are always deployed
in bastions such as the Sea of Okhotsk and are surrounded by the attack
submarines to prevent predatory attack submarines of adversaries from
attacking them. The CASD, however, enables them to involve the submarine
force deployments on routine patrols to designated regions. Thus, the NWS
navies are characterized as global nuclear powers since they carry a
preponderant strike capacity in terms of warheads, range and yield.

Naval nuclear deployments of the NWS thus fulfil the requirements
of short notice, first-strike capabilities as well as assured retaliatory
capabilities that provide them with the strategic room to take decisive actions
during an escalating crisis. The sea-based and the air-based deterrent thus
provide the inherent flexibility in terms of deployment, recall and standby of
force, thus providing the strategic factor of compellence in crisis escalation,
besides the readiness to deliver coercive action, should the need arise. The
submarine forces also provide the flexibility of deterrence in any situation
and are tailored to deal with brinkmanship threats from state actors by
resorting to a punitive strike. The advantage of the MIRV is that it is a
credible force multiplier. It enables multiple warheads in any payload of a
single missile, thus offering opportunities for multiple targeting.
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Having examined the force structure and the salience of
deployments of the nuclear weapon states, it would be interesting to analyze
the new nuclear states who are ambitious to field nuclear forces in the
naval domain. Although they are in the upward sweep of the technology
trajectory, yet the objectives of naval deployment have given them an
increased impetus for deterrence in the sea domain.

Naval Nuclear Dynamics of New Nuclear States

The naval nuclear dynamics of the new nuclear states(NNS) has been
characterized by ambiguity and secrecy. A survey of the naval nuclear
dynamics of these states reveals that the pace of various programs has
been fraught with technological challenges, operational complexities and
threat perception scenarios that they contend with from their adversaries
as well as from the nuclear weapon states. The new nuclear states have
also been subject to a variety of pressures, including sanctions, even as they
developed these programs, but they have worked to overcome these
challenges and have succeeded.

India

India’s nuclear forces are in the midst of extensive modernization. India’s
second-strike retaliatory capability against its two potential adversaries, China
and Pakistan, are not assured, despite the rhetoric voiced by the Indian
government. While India’s land-based missiles with shorter ranges deter a
nuclear-armed Pakistan, the sea-based nuclear submarine program is geared
to enhance India’s confidence that it will not be coerced or subject to
compellence by China. India’s land-based weapons, the long-range variants
of the Agni missile, are designed to target China. However, it would be the
submarine launch missile capability that would increase India’s confidence
regarding assured retaliation. Missile tests from submarines have been
routinely conducted.33 India’s successful tests would thus aim to complete
the nuclear triad that it has been aiming to build. In 2009, India launched its
first ballistic missile nuclear submarine, the INS Arihant.34 Four submarines
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are planned in total and an updated design is being planned for the fifth
submarine. A second such submarine is being built —to be put to sea
potentially within the within a year or two — and a third and possibly fourth
are also planned. There are reports that in the medium term, an updated
design is planned for India’s fifth SSBN.35 This design vessel would have a
larger and a more powerful reactor, allowing longer-range patrols.36

There are reports that the INS Arihant was a technology
demonstrator and was partly based on the earlier Soviet Akula class attack
submarine. The initial design had also resulted in a larger acoustic signature,
which would enable the potential tracking of the submarine by other states
and adversaries. Besides, the K-15 SLBM was to have been paired with
the submarine. The K-15 has a shorter range of 750 km and hence cannot
be viably deployed against China. Consequently, India has been testing the
navalized version of the Agni 3 that has more than 3,500 km range.37

Israel

The Israeli government neither confirms nor denies that it possesses nuclear
weapons. This ambiguous posture has been widely accepted by allies and
adversaries alike, as an indication that Israel has been a nuclear-armed
state for over half a century.

Israel had developed a nuclear warhead for a sea-launched cruise
missile that would be launched from its German-built diesel-electric Dolphin-
class attack submarines. Certain reports state that the nuclear-capable sea-
launched cruise missile is a modification of the conventional “Popeye Turbo”
air-to-surface missiles, while others state that Israel had converted the US-
supplied Harpoon—a long-standing US anti-ship missile—to nuclear
capability. 38

Israel plans to operate six Dolphin class submarines. The last three
editions of the submarines are 10 m (approximately 33 ft) longer than the
first three, due to the addition of an improved air-independent propulsion
system. After delivery of the first three submarines, rumors of nuclear
capability reportedly prompted Germany to demand that Israel give
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assurances that the additional submarines it ordered would not be carrying
nuclear weapons.39

Given this ambiguity, Israel has put a tight lid on information regarding
any of its nuclear plans. The specific number of Dolphin class submarines
equipped with cruise missiles is unknown and the number of missiles and
warheads that Israel possesses has also not been cited.

Pakistan

Pakistan, like Israel, has relied on diesel-electric submarines and on sea-
launched cruise missiles rather than developing fleet ballistic missile
submarines and SLBMs. Pakistan had made credible efforts in establishing
sea-based capability, although it is behind China and India. Islamabad had
sought to “equalize its strategic relationship with its neighbour.”40

Pakistan’s quest for sea-based capability stems from its perception
of the growing conventional imbalance with India and the lack of strategic
depth.41 Moreover, India has made determined strides in ballistic missile
defenses. Pakistan has deployed its Babur cruise missile on the Chinese-
supplied Yuan class submarines.4242

North Korea

North Korea had reported progress in fitting a submarine with vertical launch
tubes and testing a missile, constituting initial efforts to develop a sea-based
deterrent. In May 2015, North Korea announced that it apparently achieved
warhead miniaturization and successfully conducted missile tests.43 North
Korea claimed to have conducted these missile tests by improvisation of
the Soviet-era R-27 SLBM, which was in service from 1968 to 1988 as a
liquid-fuelled missile. However, this technology does not suit the SLBM.
Thus, the initial attempts by North Korea have been a failure.44

Salient features of deployment

The aspirations of the new nuclear states of India, Israel, Pakistan and
North Korea reflect the continued quest of these states to achieve strategic
stability through the acquisition of second-strike capability. The objective of

Security Complex of the Western Pacific Ocean



118

the new nations in terms of strategic stability and the penchant for an
‘equalizing’ status with the nuclear weapon states also arises because the
new nuclear states are themselves subject to varying pressures from the
Great Powers in terms of regional conflicts. Great Power intervention is
one issue that the new nuclear states must contend with and hence acquiring
nuclear capability and advancing it to an operable second-strike nuclear
capability have been their objectives. However, the new nuclear states face
a host of challenges in their deployment strategies. There are five main
challenges that daunt the new nuclear states in the maritime domain:

(a) The operational challenge is daunting for all the new nuclear states.
Israel is perhaps the exception, as its advanced technological
capabilities and improvisation have enabled the deployment of the
Dolphin class submarines with the Popeye cruise missiles equipped
with a tailored, miniaturized warhead. Israel’s most opaque deterrence
status is baffling and its quiet deployment of the submarines in a
strategic role has provided it with an insurmountable advantage against
its foes. Other new nuclear states contend with a host of operational
challenges and are working out ways to resolve them.

(b) The technological challenge has been the main hurdle, although
the new nuclear states have continued to pursue their objectives
despite various technological limitations. Great Power pressure in
curbing technologies and technology transfer has been the most
formidable challenge, even though these states have assiduously built
their technological capabilities. Technological capabilities and resource
investment have been the twin challenges that the states had to contend
with while they build their nuclear programs. The untiring efforts of
the new nuclear states to build sea-based deterrence have been
impressive. While the Great Powers and the nuclear weapon states
have proven maritime capabilities, the new nuclear states have been
making extraordinary efforts, even though their proven maritime
capabilities have been limited.

(c) The incidents at sea challenge constitutes an important dimension
of major incidents involving the compromising of nuclear assets at
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sea or succumbing to incidents that could trigger a clash on the high
seas. While various measures mitigating incidents at sea have been
negotiated, inadvertent incidents could still arise, given the highly
unstable operational environments in which the platforms of the new
nuclear states are running. This is an issue of heightened concern
and it is critically imperative for an agreement to avoid incidents at
sea involving nuclear platforms and those bearing nuclear assets.

(d) The risk of accidents involving nuclear platforms and nuclear
weapons is yet another major maritime safety issue that cannot be
overlooked. Accidents at port or at sea leading to major catastrophic
spillage or loss of radioactive or fissile material is an issue of critical
concern. Avoidance of accidents and averting of catastrophic events
does not only concern the new nuclear states but also the nuclear
weapon states that could encounter such critical perils either at the
ports or on the high seas. Cooperative arrangements enhancing
maritime safety from nuclear accidents are vital, as the proliferation
of nuclear platforms at sea is now on a higher drive.

(e) The loss of communication challenge is perhaps the most critical
challenge that could result in the loss of the nuclear platform or a
possible mutinous situation in which rebel commanders can take over
the vessel in an unauthorized manner and threaten a doomsday
scenario. These challenges, though considered remote, are certainly
feasible in any operational context.

Thus, there is a contrasting salience in the nature of the naval-
nuclear deployments between the nuclear weapon states and the new nuclear
states, which brings to the fore the differing scope of the naval nuclear
experience of these two categories of nuclear powers.

In summation, two vital issues are imperative in the context of the
naval nuclear dynamics of the nuclear weapon states and the new nuclear
states. One is the relevance of nuclear weapon-free zones in West Asia-
Gulf, Southeast Asia and Latin America. While the nations in the region
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have urged the elimination of nuclear weapons and a ban on the passage of
nuclear platforms, the nuclear weapon states and the new nuclear states
have been careful to abide by the principles of amity in the region. The
passage of nuclear platforms is thus obviated from these regions and the
demand for banning nuclear weapons is respected. Nuclear weapon-free
zones are thus an important factor that determines the regional security
complex of the regions, even as countries and regions are vocal in their
support.

At the same time, there are latent nuclear proliferation trends in
such regions that profess the nuclear weapon-free zone policies like Israel
in West Asia (although Israel neither confirms nor denies its nuclear/WMD
stance). This has accentuated the trends of WMD proliferation and nuclear
proliferation in the region. The second issue is that the regional security
complexes in the region feature the interventionist strategies of the Great
Powers, which though extra-regional, have featured naval deployments in
regions with high incidence of conflict, such as the United States and Russia
in West Asia, Northeast Asia and the Indo-Pacific. Quite often, the forward
presence of naval forces featuring nuclear-propelled platforms is deployed
in the conflict zones as a possible means of intervention and for providing
support for proxy war operations as is evident in the different regions.
Nuclear platforms like nuclear-powered aircraft carriers as deployed by
the United States are a routine feature of Great Power naval intervention in
regional conflicts.

The naval nuclear dynamics thus constitutes a critical dimension of
regional security and the maritime dimension of regional security complexes
is crucial, as it determines many issues relating to regional order and strategic
stability.
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Conclusion
The analysis and assessment of regional security complexes and their
maritime derivatives holds several important implications for intra-state and
inter-regional security dynamics. Regional security complexes and their
maritime derivatives feature prevailing internal security challenges and
threats, inter-state threats and perils, and also intra-regional challenges and
threats. The evaluation of all these threats and challenges is based on two
referents. First, the scope of state-actor dynamics in the context of traditional
security challenges and the regional dynamics of how states within the
region have been pursuing either a competitive or cooperative agenda.
Second, exploring the role of non-state actors and transnational challenges
that constitute hybrid threats. The scope of securitization and the intensity
levels of prevalent security challenges viz ‘traditional,’ ‘nontraditional’ and
‘transnational’ vary from one region to another, and the impacts generated
have also been varied. Hence, there is no uniformity in the scope of threats
and challenges across the region. The level of analysis, therefore, varies
with the differing levels of securitization of the key issues in each regional
security complex.

In exploring the conceptual and theoretical framework, the focus
has been on the nature of regions and regional security, envisaging the
dynamics of how regional security complexes are contextualized and
examined through the narratives of securitization and desecuritization.
Deriving the maritime dimension of regional security complexes from the



126

generic framework of these complexes further reveals the unique features
of maritime security and how they impact regional dynamics. The need to
prognosticate regional events highlights the importance of a framework
that analyses future trends and developments within the regional security
complexes. This framework would be useful in analyzing the various regional
complexes and the issues pertaining to their operational dynamics. As outlined
in the scope of this study, the analysis and assessment of the dynamics of
the various regional security complexes in their maritime vistas would provide
a clearer understanding of how regions evolve and respond to the milieu of
challenges, threats and perils that confronts them.

Assessing the regional maritime security complex of the Indian
Ocean with its full milieu of challenges and threats is a diverse and complex
task. The discursive debate on securitization perceives the region as being
highly securitized, in view of the multiple threats and challenges that straddle
traditional, non-traditional and transnational realms. The complexities of inter-
state rivalries and the complications of non-traditional threats have been
rising over the years and have resulted in increasing contestations.

The line separating traditional and non-traditional security is
increasingly blurred, as the spillover of conflicts from the two spheres has
created a Gordian knot that is difficult to unravel. The future of the Indian
Ocean region is characterized by the emergence of hybrid threats and
challenges. At one end is the high-octane traditional rivalry focused on
WMDs and nuclear weapons, and at the other end is the securitization of
various transnational challenges, from ecological deprivation to livelihood
security challenges.

Adjoining the Indian Ocean regional security complexes are the
two semi-enclosed maritime regional security complexes of the northern
Arabian Sea to the west and the Bay of Bengal to the east, which provide
two uniquely salient sub-regional complexes. The northern Arabian Sea
complex, interestingly, is a crescent-shaped geographical topography with
the states of the Persian Gulf and West Asia converging upon it. The
securitization trends of the West Asia-Gulf region invariably influence and
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impact the whole region. Given the West Asia-Gulf region’s high proclivity
to unresolved territorial conflicts and the prevailing disputes over waterways,
the incidence of traditional state-to-state conflicts is at an all-time high. The
region features high military expenditures and keen arms races, with intra-
regional conflicts often spilling over into the adjacent regions. Intra-regional
conflicts and the prevalent ethnic and sectarian conflicts have also prompted
a high degree of extra-regional power intervention that emanates from the
Arab-Israeli and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts and Iran’s assertive power
and its intervention in the Levant, which in turn have accentuated various
regional conflicts in Lebanon, Syria and Yemen etc. Moreover, the non-
traditional issues of piracy, arms and narcotics smuggling are conflated to a
great extent with traditional security threats. Additionally, the transnational
threat of climate change compounds the general vulnerability of the region.
The northern Arabian Sea regional complex has, perhaps, the highest
incidence of threats and challenges, including specific hybrid threats that
complicate the region’s security predicament.

The Bay of Bengal region presents unique challenges, including a
high concentration of non-traditional security threats. These affect human,
environmental and ecological security with direct impacts on food security.
Moreover, the region faces geopolitical and geostrategic contestations marked
by India-China rivalry, US-led QSD involving Australia, India, Japan and
the United States, and varying perceptions and the absence of a common
understanding amoung the BIMSTEC and ASEAN member countries about
the Indo-Pacific. Besides, the Chinese BRI with its high dependence on
Chinese economic and financial largesse can potentially cause geopolitical
and geostrategic turbulence.  The countries in the region also fear the ‘debt-
trap’ risk that the Chinese projects could entail, and the resultant domestic
political upheavals, social disruptions, financial stress and loss of sovereignty.

The Western Pacific regional maritime complex is characterized
by the prevalence of Great Power rivalry and competition, naval rivalry
dynamics, heightened arms race and strategic modernization. Amidst
traditional power rivalry, the Western Pacific region is contending with a
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host of non-traditional and transnational threats, coupled with a high incidence
of hybrid threats. China as the focus of intensified competition in the region
has overtaken all other security challenges.

Naval nuclear deployments are crucial, as they envisage and enable
the maintenance of second-strike capability or assured retaliatory capability
against a punitive first strike that would decapitate the land-based nuclear
assets of a nuclear power or state. The challenges of maintaining such sea-
based deterrence entail costs, which need to be analyzed in terms of
affordability and sustainability. Costs are based on the number of platforms
deployed at any given time and the associated issues of readiness and
mobilization. Two vital issues are imperative in the context of the naval
nuclear dynamics of both the nuclear weapon states and the new nuclear
states. One is the relevance of nuclear weapon-free zones in West Asia-
Gulf, Southeast Asia and Latin America. While the nations in the region
have urged the elimination of nuclear weapons and a ban on the passage of
nuclear platforms, the nuclear weapon states and the new nuclear states
have been careful to abide by the principles of amity in the region. The
passage of nuclear platforms is thus obviated from these regions and the
demand for banning nuclear weapons is respected. Nuclear weapon-free
zones are thus an important factor that determines the dynamics of the
regional security complex of the regions, even as countries and regions are
vocal in their support.

At the same time, there are latent nuclear proliferation trends in
such regions that profess the nuclear weapon-free zone policies like Israel
in West Asia, (althouth Israel neither conforms nor denies its nuclear/WMD
stance.) This has accentuated the treands of WMD and nuclear proliferation
in the region. The second issue is that these regional security complexes
feature the interventionist strategies of the Great Powers, which though
extra-regional, have authorized naval deployments in regions with high
incidence of conflict high incidence of conflict, such as the United States
and Russia in West Asia, Northeast Asia and the Indo-Pacific. Quite often,
the forward presence of naval forces featuring nuclear-propelled platforms
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is deployed in the conflict zones as a possible means of intervention and for
providing support for proxy war operations as is evident in the different
regions. Nuclear platforms like nuclear-powered aircraft carriers as deployed
by the United States are a routine feature of Great Power naval intervention
in regional conflicts.

Finally, the Indo-Pacific region is turning incrementally into an arena
of competition between the United States and China, a situation which would
naturally impel other countries from within and without the region to choose
sides, thus entailing numerous ‘strategic dilemmas.’ In particular, the political,
economic, and military-technological strategies of the United States and
China will merit close watch. Both countries possess significant military-
naval-space capabilities (nuclear and conventional) and their future
engagements would determine the security environment. These
engagements will also have an impact on the arms buildup race by Japan,
India, ASEAN and European powers, which would in turn compound Asian
(in)security.
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Indian Council of World Affairs (ICWA)

The Indian Council of World Affairs (ICWA) was established in 1943 by a
group of eminent intellectuals led by Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru and Dr. H.N.
Kunzru. Its principal objective was to create an Indian perspective on
international relations and act as a repository of knowledge and thinking on
foreign policy issues. The council today conducts policy research through
an in-house faculty as well as through external experts. It regularly organizes
an array of intellectual activities including conferences, seminars, roundtable
discussions, lectures and brings out a range of publications. ICWA has over
50 MoUs and partnerships with international and Indian think tanks, research
institutions, and universities to promote a better understanding of international
issues and develop areas of mutual cooperation.

Centre for Public Policy Research (CPPR)

The Centre for Public Policy Research (CPPR) is an independent public
policy think tank that is dedicated to extensive and in-depth research on
current economic, social and political issues.

Based out of Kochi, Kerala (India), its engagement in public policy
that began in 2004 has initiated open dialogue, policy changes and institutional
transformation in the areas of Urban Governance, Urban Transport,
Economy & Public Finance, Education, Health, Election Studies, Governance
& Law, International Relations, Defence & Security Studies, and Technology
Policy & Artificial Intelligence.
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CONCEPT NOTE

ONE-DAY VIRTUAL CONFERENCE ON
STRATEGIC FUTURES: REGIONAL MARITIME SECURITY COMPLEXES
(Western Pacific Rim; Indian Ocean - Southern Ocean; and the Arabian Sea Littoral)

Jointly organized by
INDIAN COUNCIL OF WORLD AFFAIRS AND CENTRE FOR PUBLIC

POLICY RESEARCH 18 AUGUST 2021

INTRODUCTION

In the third decade of this century, three contiguous regions in maritime
Asia and beyond have gained immense and critical strategic significance:
(a) Western Pacific Rim of the Indo-Pacific; (b) Western Indian
OceanSouthern Ocean; and (c) Arabian Sea Littoral encompassing the India-
Persian Gulf Region-Horn of Africa. India has enduring strategic interests
and economic-commercial-trade linkages in the region. The imperatives of
connectivity necessitate that these large maritime spaces remain open,
inclusive and free. Indias role and possible engagement/entanglement in
these regions merit elucidation and critical evaluation of a net assessment
of opportunities and capabilities for stabilization in the region through a
comprehensive policy-doctrinal-operational response.

The ICWA and CPPR jointly organized a one-day virtual seminar,
where across three plenary sessions, each of the three focus topics identified
above was discussed by a panel of Indian and international experts. The
seminar was the culmination of a joint research initiative of ICWA and
CPPR on Strategic Futures: Regional Maritime Security Complexes of the
Western Pacific Rim; Indian Ocean - Southern Ocean; and the Arabian
Sea Littoral.
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TOPICS

Topic 1. Western Pacific Rim Security Complex

The post-Cold War period of nearly three decades has witnessed dynamic
transformation. The United States still retains immense economic
capacity, scientific and technological capabilities and, above all, the
enduring edge in strategic military outreach. China’s spectacular rise,
aided by high rates of economic growth, unprecedented military
modernization and assertive politico-diplomatic momentum, has heavily
impacted the regional narrative and catalyzed the security dynamics in
the region. Furthermore, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) was the
singular narrative that epitomized China’s rise and acted as a catalyst to
the construction of the Indo-Pacific discourse, which envisages the ‘China
Rise’ and, eventually, the ‘China Threat’ scenarios, thus necessitating
debates and assessments around the Regional Security Complex of the
Pacific Rim (East Asia- Oceania-Southeast Asia) within the Indo-Pacific
region.

Topic 2: Western Indian Ocean - Southern Ocean Security Complex

The Indian Ocean Regional Maritime Security Complex is of immense
strategic importance to the countries of the region. It adjoins the Southern
Ocean, which is a vast maritime expanse directly impacting the realms
of the Indian Ocean. The Western Indian Ocean-Southern Ocean
maritime security complex spawns various issues of convergent security
— trilateral maritime convergence between India, Brazil and South Africa
through the IBSA, and India and the Indian Ocean Commission (IOC),
comprising Comoros, Madagascar, Mauritius, Reunion (French territory)
and Seychelles. These regions generate an entire gamut of issues
concerning good order at sea — Blue Economy; ocean-factored climate
change such as sea-level rise and other natural disasters; and food, water,
and energy security; and thereby exert a wide and deepening impact on
the socio-economic fabric of society.

Maritime Security Complexes of the Indo-Pacific Region
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Topic 3. Arabian Sea Littoral Maritime Security Complex

The Arabian Sea Littoral Maritime Security Complex is crucial for
international sea-based commerce, particularly in the context of sea-
lanes of communications (SLOCs) in the Indian Ocean, the strategic
chokepoints of Bab-el-Mandeb in the Red Sea (piracy, terrorism, human
migration, etc.), and the Strait of Hormuz in the Persian Gulf, due to
regional insecurities among the Persian Gulf States (Iran and Saudi
Arabia) and turbulence in the Horn of Africa region. Furthermore, the
persistent forward presence of extra-regional naval forces (United States,
United Kingdom, France, and China) in the region has added to the
complex geopolitical and geostrategic environment. These have given
rise to hyper momentum for hybrid warfare, which has profound
escalatory consequences.
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CONFERENCE INAUGURAL ADDRESS

Mrs. Vijay Thakur Singh IFS (Retd)
Director-General, Indian Council of World Affairs

It is my pleasure to address the webinar on ‘Strategic Futures: Regional
Maritime Security Complexes’ jointly organized by ICWA with its MoU
partner, the Kochi-based Centre for Public Policy Research (CPPR), as
part of a collaborative research project.

The Indo-Pacific region is the new geographic formulation that
combines two large bodies of water — the Indian and the Pacific Oceans
— in a seamless continuum. Traders from Arabia, Persia, India, Southeast
Asia, and China have sailed across the seas and oceans of the Indo- Pacific
since ancient times, creating a flourishing maritime enterprise.

In the 21st century, the Indo-Pacific region has gained immense
significance across the strategic political-diplomatic-economic spectrum.
The Indo-Pacific countries seek to harness the forces of globalization; and
this is reflected in the numerous bilateral and multilateral agreements/
arrangements that promote integration and interdependence, leading to
economic growth and prosperity.

This augurs well for the Indo-Pacific. The region is experiencing
unprecedented strategic turbulence, great power competition, and
confrontational security dynamics among regional powers. The norms and
principles for a peaceful region are being increasingly challenged.

The Indo-Pacific maritime theatre also has its fair share of non-
traditional threats and challenges. The countries from the region are using
the maritime medium for developing regional and international cooperation.
This is reflected in the ‘maritime multilateralism’ of the Indian Ocean Rim
Association (IORA), the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), the East Asia
Summit (EAS), the ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting Plus (ADMM Plus),
and the ASEAN Maritime Forum (AMF).
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Yet, the single geopolitical unit of the Indo-Pacific comprises several sub-
regions with their own inter-state and intra-regional challenges as well as
opportunities. Cooperative solutions to maritime threats and challenges that
can potentially contribute to stability and order, require the study of these
regional security complexes, their inter-connectedness, and the interplay of
their strategic concerns. The northern Arabian Sea security complex has its
fair share of non-traditional threats like piracy and terrorism, while traditional
threats and challenges also loom large. The western Pacific is currently
marked by intense great power competition, which has exacerbated regional
tensions. In the Bay of Bengal, under cooperative initiatives such as the
Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and economic
Cooperation (BIMSTEC), littoral countries are focused on issues such as
climate change and human development.

India has an all-encompassing vision for the Indo- Pacific and is
committed to a “free and open, inclusive and rule-based, secure and
prosperous Indo-Pacific region.” On August 9, Mr. Narendra Modi became
the first Indian Prime Minister to preside over a high-level debate at the UN
Security Council (UNSC). This was the first holistic discussion on the issue
of maritime security in the UNSC, at India’s initiative. Prime Minister Modi
called for international cooperation to enhance maritime security and combat
maritime challenges based on five principles related to India’s vision of
SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the Region). These are: (a) removing
barriers to legitimate maritime trade; (b) peaceful settlement of disputes
based on international law; (c) jointly fighting maritime threats created by
natural disasters and non-state actors; (d) preservation of maritime
environment and maritime resources; and (e) responsible maritime
connectivity. A Presidential Statement outlining the principles for international
cooperation to enhance maritime security and safety was unanimously
adopted at the end of the debate, marking the first comprehensive outcome
document by the UNSC on the issue of maritime security. With its greater
focus on maritime safety and security, this conference is timely, and I
compliment CPPR for choosing to study and understand the Indo-Pacific
region through regional security complexes. We look forward to receiving
the publications proposed under the collaborative research project.

Maritime Security Complexes of the Indo-Pacific Region
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CONFERENCE KEYNOTE ADDRESS

Ambassador TP Sreenivasan
Former Ambassador of India and Governor for India of the IAEA

I must compliment Dr. Dhanuraj and his CPPR colleagues and Ambassador
Vijay Thakur Singh and her ICWA colleagues for choosing ‘Maritime
Security’ as the topic of this conference, anticipating the focus it received
at the UN Security Council session presided over, for the first time in history,
by an Indian Prime Minister. I am certain the deliberations of this conference
will contribute towards the gathering momentum for India to build its maritime
security, even as it fosters international cooperation in exploring the vast
resources of the ocean, which is our common heritage.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi called for a framework of mutual
understanding and cooperation for the preservation and use of our common
maritime heritage. He set forth five principles: remove barriers from legitimate
maritime trade; work on the basis of international law; cope with natural
disasters and maritime threats created by non-state actors together; preserve
maritime environment and maritime resources; and establish responsible
maritime connectivity. These five principles should therefore guide the
deliberations at this conference.

In the limited time available to me, I would like to share with you
my own experience of the evolution of our maritime policy during my time
at the United Nations, leaving it to the scholars here to examine the various
theories relating to the operation of the maritime law and what course it
should take in the future.

I happened to be in our UN mission in the early ’80s, when the
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (‘UNCLOS) was
negotiated. It was a new experience for the international community to
codify the laws relating to the sea. Though it was left to the lawyers to
draft the Convention, it was also a highly political exercise in which ideological
differences came into play. Finally, it led to the United States not joining the
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Convention, despite attaching great importance to the Laws of the Sea
enshrined in the Convention. It was at that time that the world became
aware of the vast resources on the ocean floor, which led to the allocation
of areas to develop mining of precious materials and to lay down the laws
relating to international activities.

Around that period, there was a battle royal in the Ad-hoc Committee
on the Indian Ocean, created by Sri Lanka on behalf of the Non- Aligned
Movement (NAM), following the Declaration of the Indian Ocean as a
Zone of Peace (IOZOP). Although it was discussed in the First Committee,
which was responsible for disarmament and international security, this was
also the body where the issues of Cold War raged ferociously. While the
non-aligned group, under the instigation of India, defined the Zone of Peace
as a region free of foreign military presence, the western countries opposed
the idea and argued for free navigation. Within the non-aligned group, there
were some, notably Pakistan and Sri Lanka, who were wary of India’s
military growth, even as a regional power. The Soviet bloc accepted the
concept of IOZOP and used it to attack the West for their military bases in
the region. Consequently, all these countries paid lip service during an
international conference in Colombo, but undermined the concept because
no consensus was possible. In Moscow, PM Indira Gandhi made a distinction
between bases and passing ships and justified the Soviet position. The
conference got postponed from year to year.

By the time I returned to New York in 1992, after the end of the
Cold War, the situation had changed dramatically. India and others sought
the cooperation of external powers to exploit marine resources and to work
together for maritime security. However, divisions persisted within the non-
aligned group, since Pakistan pushed for declaring the region as a Nuclear
Weapon-Free Zone (NWFZ), even after clandestinely acquiring nuclear
weapons from China. India opposed Pakistan’s hypocritical proposal for a
NWFZ, as disarmament had to be global and not regional.

As China built up its naval presence in the Indian Ocean, India’s
position evolved further and it toyed with the idea of going back to the Zone
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of Peace concept of opposing foreign military presence in the Indian Ocean.
However, India’s stance did not take off due to the shift in the balance of
power in the Indo-Pacific region. The action shifted from the Atlantic to the
Indo-Pacific when the US forces moved to the region and set up its ‘Pivot
to Asia’. Initially, India was reluctant to embrace the idea, but eventually
found merit in cooperating with other democratic countries in the region,
leading to the formation of the Quadrilateral security dialogue. India still
maintains that the Quad is not a military alliance, but the Chinese incursions
into Ladakh brought India closer to the Quad and the United States as a
form of defense against Chinese expansionism. From a position of opposing
foreign military presence, India has begun to perceive international
cooperation as essential to ensure maritime security. This has also brought
about an agenda to combat the pandemic, climate change, and the exploitation
of natural resources.

In ancient times, India was considered secure, with the Himalayas
in the north and the Indian Ocean in the south. However, it was soon
discovered that India needed to fortify its natural frontiers to secure its
sovereignty and territorial integrity. It was the ocean which brought various
cultures to India, along with trade and even colonialism. The invasions from
the north also exposed the vulnerability of the country. India is now on a
quest to increase its interaction across the seas and the Himalayas and use
to its advantage. I hope this conference will contribute new ideas to that
quest. I wish the conference all success.

Conference Compendium



144



145

Western Pacific Rim Security Complex

Conference Compendium



146



147

INDO-PACIFIC AS A RESPONSE TO CHINA’S ASIA POLICY

Dr Avinash Anil Godbole
Associate Professor, Jindal Global University, India

The rise of China and its desire to become the norm maker is a sign of
its power growth, especially in the last couple of decades. However, it
also represents its aspirations and ambitions in the world order, indicating
that it is no longer interested in being the norm taker i.e. accepting the
norms developed by the West.

Broadly, there are three stages of China’s foreign policy strategy
when analyzed in a linear manner. The first phase was about capabilities,
and lasted roughly from 1992 to 2008, when the global economic
slowdown marked the end of this capabilities era. The power era began
in 2008 and continued till 2019-20, when the Covid-19 pandemic hit.
The current era is one of influence with China’s imprint on the
international system growing steadily.

China also uses history and victimhood to underline its posture
in the Indo-Pacific region as being benign. Additionally, it uses this posture
in a highly strategic manner to isolate Japan and to create the binaries
and fatalism for smaller states by offering them the choice of aligning
with either the United States (the Indo-Pacific) or China. There is need
for creativity to counter this narrative, which obviously runs the risk of
falling into ideological and identity lines. However, there is a need to
recognize that China is not the only victim of imperial powers and that it is
no more a victim. Its power is an outcome of accommodation and
cooperation. It needs to play its role in the rules-based international
order in the Indo-Pacific and in   the wider world.

The course of the Chinese assessment of Quad and the Indo-
Pacific suggests how the country is viewing these concepts. China
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perceives the United States as an imperial power trying to run the Asian
order once again.  It sees Japan as an opportunist country trying to
evade the constitutional constraints imposed by Article 9. It projects
Australia as an indecisive and reluctant power swinging between China
and the Indo-Pacific. Lastly, it sees India as being currently driven by
economic considerations. Importantly, within this division, there is the
hierarchy that China allocates to these four countries. Whether this
hierarchy can be employed, not only to suit India’s collective interests
but also to design the tasks ahead, is a potentially important question.

China’s posturing as a norm maker is also evident from the way
it is using the Afghan situation to question the credibility of US
commitments and promises. The comparison of Afghanistan and Taiwan,
for example, in recent Chinese social media and Ministry of Foreign
Affairs (MFA) posts is evidence of that. Norms and narrative building,
therefore, go hand-in-hand in the Chinese worldview, which is being
used to discredit the Indo-Pacific. In fact, one finds multiple Chinese
documents where the argument is made that, “Indo-Pacific is as shallow
as the froth on the sea wave. It dissipates on its own and you don’t need
to bother about it beyond a moment’s attention.”

Previously, the pertinent question was how to operationalize the
Indo-Pacific. However, the current question is, how can the Chinese
influence be countered. Spurred by recent Chinese activities, several
concepts have been conceived in response to that question. As the US
INDOPACOM Commander stated recently, to counter the Chinese
influence, “something we have to do is to establish credible deterrence,
something that is not seen by anyone as a bluff.” To bring credibility,
sustainable, resilient and joint deterrence needs to be built. Thus, the
US Navy as well as the Marines and Coast Guard, have already been
engaged in joint operations for the last couple of years. Within this
framework of sustainable, resilient and joint deterrence, there is also a
space for small powers, who will neither speak of the Indo-Pacific nor
endorse it openly, but would support this idea. How these states can be
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engaged in this field is crucial. South Korea is one country that will not
openly oppose the Indo-Pacific, and Indonesia is another. Malaysia and
Singapore also share the same stand to some extent.

These countries have similar concerns but may not be speaking
the language of the Indo-Pacific openly for fear of adverse consequences,
primarily because of their economic dependence on China. They can be
engaged through the framework of sustainable, resilient and join
deterrence strategies that allow some creative space. The most recent
Quad meeting discussed the idea of a free, open, inclusive and resilient
Indo-Pacific. India has been using these terminologies for long in its
individual statements. However, India is required to do more in terms of
highlighting the notion of an inclusive Indo-Pacific through more
documents and statements, elucidating how it applies to China as well
as to Southeast Asia and East Asia.

The capabilities-building approach is another way of extending
the kind of cooperation that has often been discussed. The development
of platforms and human resources is another area, where one can include
countries like Indonesia. Another significant strategy report that brings
out key issues and outlines the US strategy is the Interim National
Security Strategy Guidance, which was issued in March 2021. It mentions
China 15 times and the Indo- Pacific two or three times. However,
mention of China is accompanied with words like rivalry, assertion,
accountability, strategic competition, agenda-setting, manipulation and
so on. It also mentions working with China to further common interests
in fields like climate change. How does one balance such contradictions?
In fact, extensive US support in areas like climate change, global
commons and arms reduction infused China with a sense of power. For
example, US cooperation with China on climate change during the late
Bush tenure and the first term of President Obama went hand-in-hand
with the idea of G2. In fact, this cooperation gave China the technology
and capacity to develop electrical vehicle infrastructure successfully
over the last 20 years. There might be some doubts as to whether the
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Indo-Pacific is just one of many US strategies. If that is the case,
balancing all these strategies might be a concern. The United States is
required to answer these questions in terms of the credibility and longevity
of its own approach to the Indo-Pacific strategy.

Peace and prosperity are often considered equal pillars of the
Indo-Pacific but there is poor focus on prosperity. If prosperity is not
assured, then the idea of the Indo-Pacific as a peace strategy will not be
effective and that is something that demands more attention. Creating
jobs, developing manufacturing capabilities and expanding the middle class
is what will create power in Asia. In fact, China has benefited from that
power-sharing with the belief that it will become a normal country. Drawing
from the example of climate change and technologies, it is witnessed that
China is able to manufacture electric trucks now with American investment.
Democracies, however, did not get this sort of engagement. These are
the kind of anomalies that need to be addressed.

The United States is required to answer another question: What
does it think of China’s economic role in the post-pandemic economic
recovery and order? How do we reimagine the Indo-Pacific through G7
and the role of Europe through initiatives such as Build Back Better
World (B3W)? What is the viability of the Blue Dot Network? The Biden
Administration has not taken this forward, despite the possibility of the
same. Entanglements with non-tariff barriers need to be avoided to utilize
this space creatively within the Indo-Pacific framework.

It is worth mentioning the obvious. The Indo-Pacific is the idea
of finding strength in solidarity, as Rory Medcalf has argued in his recent
book. Our commonality is in nurturing, responding to and respecting
diversity, which is what the Indo-Pacific is all about – to engage multiple
partners, to have shared ideas and to create shared prosperity. This is
the only way we will be able to reassure smaller countries of the credibility
and viability of this idea. Finally, as long as we are able to prevent
coercive situations where diplomats turn into ‘wolf warriors’, as they
have been doing recently, the idea of the Indo-Pacific will succeed.
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SINO-JAPAN RIVALRY AND FREE AND OPEN INDO-PACIFIC INITIATIVES:
CAN INDIA PLAY A CATALYST ROLE?

Dr Takeshi Daimon-Sato
Professor, Waseda University, Japan

Introduction

A striking military coup took place in Afghanistan, led by the Taliban, one of
the most extreme Islamist fundamentalist groups, just a few weeks after US
President Joe Biden’s announcement of the US military withdrawal from the
country after 20 years. This is a déjà vu moment, comparable to the early
1990s, when the withdrawal of massive foreign aid from the Western
industrialized countries created a power vacuum, which eventually hosted the
entry of the extremist Taliban regime throughout the 1990s. Lacking a financial
and industrial base, the Taliban had to rely on money laundering by the
international terrorist group Al-Qaida under a symbolic leader Osama bin
Laden, until its collapse in 2001 soon after the 9/11 atrocities. The Taliban
regime collapsed with military attacks by the United States and the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). A democratically-elected government
was established, and just as in the early 1990s, Kabul received massive foreign
aid. However, this government was incapable of handling economic challenges
and could not establish the  basic rule of law in the country. The same strategy
repeated in the summer of 2021 ended, not quite unexpectedly, in failure.

Over the decades, the United States and Western democracies
had domestic priorities uppermost in mind, such as the pandemic and the
‘America First’ campaign under the Trump Administration.

The campaign had been so contagious that it led to similar ‘Japan
First’, ‘UK first’ and ‘China First’ campaigns all over the world that could
coexist comfortably with their fight against the  Covid-19 pandemic. Afghanistan
had remained out of their focus, and was considered strategically less important
than Iran or Iraq. China alone had a sensitive issue in its domestic Xinjian
Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR), where the authoritarian Xi Government
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had a core national interest. This region borders Pakistan and Afghanistan
and is located not far from Kashmir. Beijing quickly recognized the new Taliban
government and also had successive teleconferences with Russian and US
leaders. It is anticipated, at least in the short run, that there will be a temporary
coalition among US-Russia-China to deal with the Afghan crisis. With an
ethnic, cultural and religious commonality, Pakistan has high stakes in
Afghanistan, and the stability of latter greatly affects the stability of the former.
Needless to say, Indo-Pakistani relations or tensions have potentially a great
potential impact on the South and Western Asian region.

Given this context, the relevance of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific
(FOIP) initiative is recognized even more strategically in international
relations. The FOIP initiative was originally proposed by the Abe
Administration as a diplomatic counter force to the well-known Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI) of China. This paper addresses the issue of long-
standing Sino-Japan rivalry and FOIP, asking if India under the Modi
Administration is ready to play the role of a  catalyst in this battlefield.

Any Possibilities for Win-Win-Win?

Daimon-Sato (2021) proposed that the competition over hegemony between
Japan and China in Asia over FOIP and BRI can be mitigated by the
intervention of the recipient country, especially if the country has a balancing
interest between the rivals. Though still at conceptual level, the paper argued
that the Modi Administration, if it wants, can play a catalyst role in tapping
strategic interest  from both the initiatives, creating a Grand Coalition among
the three powers in Asia.

The Belt and Road Initiative, also known as the ‘New Silk Road’
Initiative, proposes to connect China and Europe via Central Asia by
‘Road’ (or ground transportation) and South Asia and East Africa by
‘Belt’ (or maritime transportation). As is known in world history, India
played an important role in connecting China and the rest of the world
via the Silk Road, in its original sense.
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India today has huge potential to reassume its role as a major player in the
BRI. India is expected to  grow rapidly and catch up with Japan in terms of
gross domestic product (GDP) by the end of the 2020s, to become the third
largest economy in the world.

Japan Welcomes India’s Role as a Catalyst and Vice Versa

India has been increasingly recognized as a ‘key’ player in this US–China–
Japan diplomatic triangle. The argument in favor of Japan is that establishing
a strategic partnership with India provides an additional security guarantee
for Japan. Free and Open Indo-Pacific or FOIP, in this context, symbolizes
a great expectation in Japan that India and Japan, as the two largest
democratic nations in Asia, can play an important role in expanding the
security–strategic network.

Mumbai-Ahmedabad High Speed Rail Project: In 2018, the
Japanese government extended soft loans totaling US$2.5 billion, equivalent
to the National High-Speed Rail Corporation with 50 years maturity at 0.1%
interest rate per year. This is by far the most generous ODA loan package
that the JICA has ever extended.

For Japan, the HSR project is a good practice of FOIP, as a
counterproposal of BRI. For India, this project is a matter of national pride
that will cement the support for the Modi Administration.
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Cautions Against China’s Entry into Game

China has expressed its ambition to develop Central Asia as an important
route for BRI, rich in natural resources, especially oil and natural gas. Central
Asian countries would also like to recover from the Covid-19 recession by
selling their natural resource products to Chinese market. However, it is not
a simple economic calculation.

On one hand, enhancing economic connectivity itself benefits
stakeholders, including India, through increased trade and investments. The
long-time dream of a gas-pipeline project connecting Turkmenistan-
Afghanistan-Pakistan-India, known as the TAPI project, can benefit all these
countries and enhance their energy security. Landlocked countries in Central
Asia can gain access to the Indian seaports through rail and road, which
will also create economic opportunities for India.

On the other hand, there is skepticism about Chinese dominance in
BRI. In many industrialized countries, along with most emerging markets,
China has caught up with India. Moreover, the inclusion of Pakistan and
Afghanistan could facilitate the flow of not only essential goods but also
unwanted goods, illegal drugs in particular. It could also help to foster terrorist
activities in the region. Regional security may thus be greatly endangered.

Concluding Remarks – Japan’s Position

Since its total defeat in World War II, and its military surrender to the US
Allies, the country had to keep a low profile and seek a “respectable position
in international society” (1947 Constitution).

Japanese national pride was greatly humiliated in often frustrating
dealings with China and Korea in their occasional use of the “history card”
to impose theirunilateral positions, however dubious they may be. Abe has
decided to deal straight with these former enemies to convey clear messages
based on universal values of freedom and democracy, which paved the
way for the FOIP proposal and its acceptance by an increasing number of
countries in the region.
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WESTERN PACIFIC

‘REGIONAL MARITIME SECURITY COMPLEX’ AMIDST
DYNAMIC STRATEGIC SCENARIOS IN THE INDO-PACIFIC

Dr Pragya Pandey
Research Fellow, Indian Council of World Affairs.

Introduction

The increasing salience of the Indo-Pacific in regional and global discourses
is coupled with intense geopolitical churning with complex, and at times
competitive, interests of regional and global powers. The region has some
of the most crucial International Sea-lanes (ISLs) through which plies much
of the trade between Asian countries, Europe, the Middle East and the
Pacific region. Therefore, the safety and security of these ISLs is critical
not only for the regional countries but also for ensuring international economic
stability.

The regional geopolitical environment has already been undergoing
unprecedented transformation, accelerated by the Covid-19 pandemic. One
of the key factors for this is China’s asymmetric rise and its increasing
foothold across the region. It has led to a situation where the region is
becoming increasingly securitized with other players in an apparent attempt
to balance China through their foreign, security and military policies.
Increasing friction between the United Stated and China, uncertainty over
US commitment in Eurasia and the South China Sea (SCS) conundrum
have all resulted in a situation where the security balance in the region
looks uncertain.

In the Reginal Security Complex (RSC) approach to international
relations, geographical proximity and regional balance of power largely
determines the actions of the state actors. This is being played out in the
western Pacific. The maritime subregions or what can be categorized as
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subcomplexes, i.e. SCs (as per the RSC theory), which include the contiguous
waters around the South Pacific and the Malacca, have enormous strategic
and economic value for global energy production and international maritime
trade. This paper, therefore, delves deeper into analyzing the present strategic
environment and possible strategic future in the western Pacific.

Why Regional Maritime Security Complex?

In the post-Cold War world, conventional representations and perceptions
have understood security as a subjective, elastic and essentially contested
concept. The nature of the threats to maritime peace and security has also
become multidimensional and multifaceted, challenged not only by the
traditional realist ‘state-centric’ threats but also from non-traditional
challenges that are often transnational in nature. No wonder that maritime
security is becoming a significant aspect of security studies in the field of
international relations.

The western Pacific Rim is an arena witnessing a new set of power
rivalries where naval powers with varying degrees of strength have been
competing for influence. Therefore, shifts in the distribution of sea power
will largely determine the region’s strategic future, which necessitates
discussion and debate about its regional maritime security complex.

Evolving Maritime Security complex in the Western Pacific

The varying interests of the players including rising China, emerging India
and the United States, as also of Australia, Japan and the Southeast Asian
countries creates a complex situation. Another important area in the overall
security complex of the Pacific Rim is the Oceania and, more specifically,
the South Pacific, which is “the strategic front line between Asia and the
Americas.”1 The region that has largely been dormant, is experiencing
increasing engagement from India, Japan, Indonesia and France (which
has overseas territories) in recent times. However, the most effective and
disruptive engagement by far, in the region has come from China.2

The Pacific Island Countries (PICs) lying at the crossroads of
strategically significant maritime trade routes, with large Exclusive Economic
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Zones (EEZs), abundance of natural resources, relatively lesser developed
economies and vulnerability to geophysical changes, are attracting attention
from regional and extra-regional powers. Until recently, the region was an
area of US influence managed under the trilateral military alliance set up by
the Australia-New Zealand-US (ANZUS) agreement of 1951. However,
China’s recent interest in the region seems to have challenged the traditional
western predominance, causing apprehensions among the regional players.

With recent large-scale Chinese investments in the region, the island
nations have begun to look more to their north for assistance. China has
been financing infrastructure projects such as the multi-purpose port in Manus
Island, Papua New Guinea, the Luganville Wharf Redevelopment3   in
Vanuatu and other such initiatives. This has stoked fear in the strategically
vital neighborhood.

The aid narrative has mainly determined the relationship of the PICs
with the larger countries. While Australia remains the largest aid and
development partner, over the past few years, China has gradually emerged
as one of the highest donors to the PICs, becoming the second largest after
Australia,4 challenging thereby, Canberra’s traditional dominance in the region.
This, in turn, has raised apprehensions about China’s active presence in the
region in future, considering examples from the past in the Indian Ocean
region of the strategic ports of Gwadar, Hambantota and the military base at
Djibouti. With Beijing bolstering its economic and diplomatic footprints, both
New Zealand and Australia have been vocal about their concerns regarding
China’s strategic ambitions in the region and its ‘chequebook diplomacy.’

Australia is enhancing its role in the region with its Pacific “step
up” policy that aims at augmenting security, economic and diplomatic
cooperation with the region. On the other hand, New Zealand announced
its “Pacific Reset” policy in February 2018, focusing on building deeper and
more mature partnerships with the PICs, as well as increasing its diplomatic
presence.5 France, Australia and New Zealand already have close relations
to coordinate their assistance in the Pacific Islands under the tripartite
FRANZ Agreement of 1992. In recent years, faced with the prospect of
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growing Chinese presence in the region, Australia and France have shown
renewed interest in their bilateral relationship.

Alongside these geopolitical tensions, the Pacific Island Forum (PIF),
which is the only significant regional organization, has been undergoing a
crisis, with five members deciding to quit the forum. This will have
implications for the region’s prosperity and stability in the long run.

Australia, with its unique geographical location, has an enduring
interest in the peace, stability and economic prosperity of the Indo-Pacific
strategic arc. Many ‘sore points’ have emerged in Australia- China relations
in recent time, including the issue of 5G, Canberra’s critique of Chinese
meddling in Australia’s domestic politics, Covid-19 and the subsequent trade
war between the two, which signal their deteriorating bilateral ties.

The United States has also expressed concerns over China’s
increasing investment across the region and the lack of transparency in its
actions. In June 2018, US-China Economic Review Commission’s report
titled, ‘China’s Engagement in the Pacific Islands: Implications for the United
States’ highlighted that “China is increasing its involvement in the Pacific
Islands region in recent years, driven by its broader diplomatic and strategic
interests, reducing Taiwan’s international space, and gaining access to raw
materials and natural resources.”6 It pointed out that a possible Chinese
base in the region could pose challenges to US defence interests and to its
key partners in the region, Australia and New Zealand.

The United States has recently been taking the Oceania region as
a whole much more seriously. This is reflected by some recent high-level
visits, including the first visit of the Secretary of State to the Federated
States of Micronesia (FSM) in 2019 and by a Defense Secretary to Palau
in 2020, which later offered to host a US base.7

A major development in the region recently has been Kiribati and
Solomon Islands switching allegiance from Taiwan to China. Kiribati is
particularly important for Beijing, as it houses China’s only offshore satellite
facility.8 In January 2020, the President of Kiribati Taneti Maamau during
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his visit to Beijing expressed willingness to support more Chinese investments
in Kiribati. China’s active presence in Kiribati can be a cause of apprehension
to the United States.

India’s approach towards the PICs has undergone a positive shift
in recent years; highlighting the government’s willingness for greater
engagement with these small island countries. This is reflected in the
formation of the action-oriented Forum for India and Pacific Islands
Cooperation (FIPIC) in 2014. It has provided a platform to facilitate
multilateral and multidimensional cooperation on focus areas such as climate
change, connectivity, disaster management, informational technology, trade
and investment, sustainable development, maritime security, human resource
development and people-to-people contact between India and these island
countries. India’s approach towards the PICs focuses on a transparent,
need-based approach and inclusive relationship with the region based on
shared values and a shared future.

Meanwhile India’s relationship with Australia has been on an upswing.
In 2020, both the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership (CSP) and Arrangement
concerning Mutual Logistics Support (MLSA) were agreed between the two
countries.9 MLSA allows  the possibility of India and Australia using each
other’s strategically located island territories i.e. India’s Andaman and Nicobar
Islands closer to the Malacca Strait, and Australia’s Cocos Islands located in
the Indian Ocean in close proximity to the Lombok, Sunda and Makassar
Straits.10 It will enhance their joint capacity, particularly in maritime domain
awareness. Both the countries are part of the Quad. Australia has made re-
entry into the Malabar exercises. Additionally, there are regular bilateral
exercises between the navies of the two countries.

The South China Sea (SCS) has an impact on the balance of power
of the larger western Pacific and, in turn, the much wider Indo-Pacific
geostrategic calculus. The SCS is the second most-used waterway and has
a vast amount of natural resources. Therefore, keeping the region free and
open is crucial for most of the countries in the Indo-Pacific region. The
region has witnessed the high pitch of regional tensions with the long-standing
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dispute between China and Southeast Asian countries (Philippines, Vietnam,
Malaysia, Brunei and Indonesia). China’s aggressive military activities and
posturing have continued even during the pandemic, with multiple instances
of Chinese fishing boats in waters adjacent to Indonesia’s Natuna islands
and deployment of survey vessels in the EEZs of Malaysia, Brunei, Vietnam
and the Philippines.11

In the United States, the Biden Administration has upheld its
predecessor’s rejection of nearly all the Chinese claims in the SCS. During
the fifth Anniversary of the Hague Tribunals Award in favor of the Philippines,
on 11 July 2021, a statement released by Anthony Blinken’s office reiterated
that “Nowhere is the rules-based maritime order under greater threat than
in the South China Sea. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) continues
to coerce and intimidate Southeast Asian coastal states, threatening freedom
of navigation in this critical global throughway.”12 Calling China to cease
its provocative behavior, the statement reaffirmed that “an armed attack on
Philippine armed forces, public vessels, or aircraft in the South China Sea
would invoke U.S. mutual defense commitments under the 1951 U.S.-
Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty.”13

Prioritizing China as “the number one pacing challenge” the United
States is set to establish a US$ 2.2-billion Pacific Deterrence Initiative (PDI)
to bolster deterrence and maintain competitive advantage14 in the Indo-
Pacific region and deepen cooperation with allies and partners.

India’s longstanding balanced position on the SCS underwent a shift
since the Galwan Valley incident. On the issue of SCS, speaking at the 15th
East Asia Summit 2020, the External Affairs Minister expressed concern
about “actions and incidents that erode trust in the region,” and also stated
that the “Code of Conduct negotiations should be in accordance with the
UNCLOS and not be prejudicial to legitimate interests of third parties”.15
From the strategic and economic point of view, the sea-lanes across the
region are crucial for India, as much of the country’s trade with East Asian
countries passes through the region. New Delhi has deep investment in
ensuring a free, open and rules-based order in the region. Moreover, with
its increasing economic and maritime military capabilities and strategic
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ambitions in the wider Indo-Pacific region, India is keen to look beyond the
east of Malacca. The South China Sea, therefore, has become a part of
India’s strategic calculus.

Recently, the Indian Navy announced deployment of a naval task
force of four ships for two months into Southeast Asia, the SCS and the
western Pacific, as part of regular deployment in pursuit of its Act East
Policy and the SAGAR initiative. During the course of deployment, these
ships will be participating in drills and exercise with friendly countries,
including Singapore (SIMBEX), Indonesia (Samudra Shakti) and Australia,
and a significant one with the Quad countries for the Malabar exercises off
the coast of Guam, which will be second in a row with all the four countries
participating in it.16

Conclusion

The expansive, non-transparent and unsustainable nature of Beijing’s
extensive projects under the Belt Road Initiative (BRI), its increasing foothold
in the Indian Ocean, its assertive actions in the SCS and push in the South
Pacific have caused apprehensions among the regional countries. For the
United States, interest in the Indo-Pacific is driven by the region’s size and
economic dynamism but clearly another important factor has been the rise
of China and willingness for closer partnership with India. The United States
has clearly articulated its continued commitment to the Indo-Pacific region.
With early engagement with Quad and PDI, the Biden Administration has
continued with its predecessors’ tough approach towards China. India is
keen to strengthen partnership across the region through various multilateral
and plurilateral platforms, to help build economic capabilities, improve
maritime security and connectivity, and promote sustainable development
and collective security. India endeavors to strengthen relationships with the
regional partners in a mutually supportive and cooperative manner under
the vision of ‘SAGAR’. This spirit was further enhanced under the Indo-
Pacific Oceans Initiative (IPOI) announced by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi at the 14th East Asia Summit in November 2019.
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Increasing competition, intractable disputes, most strategic hotspots, power
rivalry, increasing military expenditures and naval capabilities, unilateral
actions challenging the multilateral order and international laws are some of
the common concerns for the regional countries. In addition, there are
innumerable non-traditional challenges to the maritime security of the region,
such as climate change, piracy and unsustainable plundering of resources,
all of which require cooperative efforts to deal with. At this stage, given the
absence of any significant region-wide security architecture, the dynamic
geopolitical environment of the region and unprecedented pandemic-induced
shifts, the regional balance of power looks uncertain.
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ISLAND CHAINS AND THE SECURITY DILEMMA:
   HOW TO MOVE FORWARD?

Dr R P Pradhan
Distinguished Fellow (Political Economy), CPPR

Introduction

Former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe recognized the continuity of
the Indian and the Pacific Oceans. He called it the ‘Confluence of Seas’.
There are myriad small and big islands spread all across this confluence.
Some call it ‘Cloud of Islands’ or ‘Sea of Islands’. In geopolitical terminology,
they are called Island Chains. The First, Second, Third, Fourth and Fifth
Island Chains are the most contested maritime places today in the entire
Indo-Pacific. From Washington to Beijing, and Tokyo to Canberra, including
New Delhi, all major powers  want a stake in these Island Chains. Australians
are  the all-weather friends of the Pacific Island Countries. While the
Australians are watching in anxiety, China is on an island shopping binge
and some wealthy Chinese individuals have also bought islands for their
personal luxury. This island shopping spree could well be a political imperative
for the People’s Republic of China (PRC).

President Franklin Roosevelt once observed, “Across the Pacific,
islands, hundreds of them, appear only as small dots on most maps. But they
cover a large strategic area.” Islands dotting the Indo- Pacific are like stars in
the night sky. Naturally, star gazers from India, China, Turkey or Australia
may see many patterns and star constellations based on their perception.

In spite of their intricate correlation with nature and geology, in the
last five-hundred years, these islands, unlike the star constellations, have
been connected in particular groupings — an inter-relationship which is
neither natural nor inevitable. Island groupings have been a by-product of
military power and geopolitics.
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In the Indian Ocean, such Island Chains are the subject of geopolitical
competition between India and China. In the Pacific, these Island Chains
have triggered competition between the United States and China, or between
Japan and China. Several such islands are now possessions of the United
States, Great Britain, France, Japan, China, India and others. Despite their
small size, they are known as strategic ‘game changers’ in the Indo- Pacific.

Islanders and Mainlanders

In 1982, French information scientist Abraham Moles coined a term called
‘Nissology’ or ‘Nissonology,’ connoting the scientific study of islands.
Australian anthropologist Grant S. McCall put forward this term in the 1990s
as an emerging branch of study.

Islands in the modern times have been increasingly subjected to
geopolitical constructions and correspondingly fallen victim to mainland
strategic imaginations, narratives and formulations. Throughout Cold War
politics, ‘Island Chains’ were seen and strategized as maritime outposts of
the mainland security architect to facilitate geopolitical domination. From
Taiwan to Papua New Guinea or from Diego Garcia to Malta, all the islands
of the world are often  viewed as strategic constructions to the high power
of mainlanders. Back in November 1967, Arvid Pardo, Malta’s Ambassador
to the United Nations (UN), for the first time voiced his concern about the
mainlanders’ geopolitical overbearing on the islands. Seven months before
Ambassador Pardo’s famous speech in the UN,  the Torrey Canyon oil
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spill, one of the world’s most serious oil spills, occurred. The super tanker
‘SS Torrey Canyon’ ran aground on rocks off the south-west coast of the
United Kingdom in March 1967, spilling an estimated 25-36 million gallons
of crude oil. Apparently, in order to halt and minimize the oil spill which quickly
spread around 300 NM into the territorial waters of Spain, France, Germany
and the entire coastal region, the British Royal Navy and Air force bombarded
the vessel. As the records would tell us, apparently 45% of the bombs by the
British Navy and Air force missed its target. It was a huge environmental and
ecological disaster as well as a grave political scandal.

Malta, being the next-door island nation, Arvid Pardo’s UN speech
had an alarming tone of how the islands are being viewed in geopolitics.
Contrary to the strategic and geopolitical designs of big powers, Nissologists
are concerned that islands and islanders are victims of mainlander’s
geopolitical imaginations. Nissology, therefore broadly argues that it is a
science of 'island thinking’.

Christian Jacob’s ‘The Sovereign Map’ refers to the island as “a
minimal unit of cartographical space, a space reduced to the singularity of a
form.” This definition highlights the function of the insular figure as an
elemental graphic component of cartographical semiosis. Speaking on behalf
of islanders, Grant S. McCall and Christian Depraetere defined ‘Nissology’
as the study of islands on their own terms.

Islands and the Changing Dynamics

Nissology focuses more on the island people, the sea and ocean, the laidback
island culture, poetry and all that nature has bestowed on the islanders — a
bottom-up approach or a subaltern corridor away from the bustle of
geopolitics. However, in contrast, they have been handed a top-down
approach by the mainlanders. Structurally, they are seen as too small to
sustain any meaningful independence and, correspondingly, they are seen
as extensions of big power’s definition of what and how they should be.

Now times have changed for the islanders. While the big powers
are keen to invest money and resources in these islands, the islanders have
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also learnt to bargain. India is far too eager to help Maldives, lest the Chinese
might outdo its efforts. Under Washington’s Blue Dot Network program,
where Australians and Japanese are also involved, Pacific Island villages
are being electrified and local infrastructure is being developed. The Blue
Dot Network proposes to bring together governments, the private sector
and civil society under shared standards for global infrastructure development
— a counter to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Too many regional
organizations have also emerged, and investments are being promised. The
Indo-Pacific Islands are now blue-eyed destinations and the loyalties of
islanders are commensurate to the inflow of dollars.

Island Chains and the Security Dilemma

The protagonists of the Assemblage Theory simplify some of the dilemma.
Writing from the Assemblage theoretical platform, Sasha Davis, Lexi
Munger and Hannah Legacy argue that ‘Island Chains’ fail to be within any
country’s sphere of influence. They argue that since islanders have learnt
to navigate multiple foreign influences and to benefit from several, it cannot
be a zero-sum game. Each proximate power has to invest in physical
infrastructure on the islands based on how they want the island to be oriented.
Washington may view the Pacific Islands as a constellation of maritime
strategic assets and outposts. But when the Chinese talk of BRI  (MSR),
the islanders are bound to be influenced by the investment and infrastructure
it may bring and the connectivity that may open up.

Each of these physical and structural dynamics has direct and
dramatic effects on local landscape, popular psyche and the local or regional
political economy, which also influences the political narrative of the islands.
While each such material infrastructure and investment can orient or fashion
the islands in a particular direction, all such infrastructure can be redesigned
and redirected too. Therefore, any ‘Assemblage of Islands’ is always
normatively unstable and shall have a permanent security dilemma.
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The Way Forward

The top-down approach emerging from the mainland is fundamentally
fallacious. The time has come for the real-time empowerment of the islanders
and cooperative maintenance of islands’ natural, geographic and ocean-
centric physical features, which are critical as the global environmental
pulse points. Instead of colonizing islands through several means, the
nissologists must be given a chance and collectively, islands must be
preserved  on their own terms.
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EMERGING THREATS AND CHALLENGES TO THE
WESTERN INDIAN OCEAN SECURITY COMPLEX

Dr Shelly Johny
Senior Fellow (West Asian & Security Studies), CPPR

The major world powers in the post-Cold War era had identified the strategic
importance of securing the sea-lanes of communication (SLOC) and the
vital chokepoints of the larger Indo-Pacific region to ensure the economic
development of the fastest growing Asian economies. For example, a total
of 95% of India’s trade volume for the financial years 2005–2015 was in
the form of maritime trade, further underscoring the importance of protecting
the SLOCs. While earlier threats included piracy, terrorism, arms, drugs
and human trafficking and natural calamities, major developments in the
2010s had added new dimensions to the threats and challenges faced by the
Western Indian Ocean security complex. Recent tit-for-tat attacks on
commercial shipping between Iran and Israel reveal how the rivalry between
the two states has complicated the maritime environment around the Arabian
Peninsula, and threatens to escalate into a wider regional conflict, putting
the sea lanes and maritime chokepoints at great risk.

Certain developments of the past few years threaten to convert the
Western Indian Ocean into a contested zone between the major powers of
West Asia and the Persian Gulf region besides the continuing rivalries
between the United States and India on the on the one side and China on
the other. Since 2015, Saudi Arabia has led a coalition of nations against the
Houthi rebels of Yemen who seized the capital Sanaa in 2014. As the Houthis
belong predominantly to the Shia sect, Saudi Arabia fears the growing
influence of Iran in Yemen. As part of this campaign, both Saudi Arabia and
the UAE have for all purposes annexed certain islands and a section of the
land-based territory of Yemen to secure their maritime strategic, security
and commercial interests. These seized Yemeni territories are seen as spoils
of war by the two powers. However, such neo-colonial projects risk further
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expanding the Iran-Arab Gulf rivalries into a vital chokepoint like the Bab-
el-Mandeb Strait, which can have repercussions in the future.

From the 2000s onwards, the Red Sea and the Horn of Africa
regions were prone to maritime security threats such as piracy, terrorism
and various kinds of trafficking. However, these regions have now turned
into zones of militarized and commercial maritime competition among various
powers, with visible potential to turn into clashes. New geopolitical conditions,
especially after the Arab Spring protests which began in late 2010, threaten
the security of the Red Sea and the Horn of Africa littoral states. While on
the one side, the Houthis have conducted attacks on commercial shipping,
the Saudis and the Emiratis are trying to acquire bases and staging posts in
this vital region for different reasons. While the Saudis are doing so as part
of their military campaign in Yemen, the Emiratis, who have mostly withdrawn
from the onslaught against the Houthis, want to secure their long-term
interests in the region. Such efforts have also meant that the rivalries of the
Persian Gulf region, including the one between Saudi Arabia, the UAE and
Bahrain on the one side, and Qatar on the other, leading to the blockade of
Qatar by the former powers and Egypt in 2017, are intensifying the
competition for acquiring military bases and access to commercial ports in
the Red Sea and the Horn of Africa littoral states. Egypt and Turkey, which
had taken sides in the Persian Gulf rivalry, have also entered this competition
in the Red Sea region.

Other West Asian powers like Israel also have their own security
arrangements in the region. External powers like Britain and France and
rivals of the larger Indo-Pacific region like China and India besides Japan
and South Korea are all involved in attempts to gain access to naval facilities
in the region. The Red Sea provides direct passage from and to the Arabian
Sea and the Mediterranean Sea through the Suez Canal to the north and the
Bab-el-Mandeb Strait to the south. If any event prevents access to these
Red Sea points for commercial shipping, rerouting them to shipping lanes
around the Cape of Good Hope off South Africa  would be three times as
long and expose shipping to new security vulnerabilities. It was earlier
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considered that only the land territories of the states of West Asia and the
Persian Gulf region were impacted by the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 and
the conflicts triggered by the Arab Spring protests of 2010. But now it is
clear that these conflicts threaten the safety of the sea-lanes of
communication and chokepoints around the Arabian Sea Peninsula.
Therefore, it is in the security interests of the entire Indo-Pacific region that
the rivalries and contests of major regional and external powers in the waters
of West Asia are halted and attention is directed once again towards the
larger maritime threats that impact all the states in the wider region.
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MAJOR POWERS AND WESTERN INDIAN OCEAN:
RECRAFTING INDIA’S POLICY

Dr. Sankalp Gurjar
Research Fellow, Indian Council of World Affairs

In the last few years, the strategic importance of the Western Indian Ocean
(WIO) has gone up significantly. The WIO includes the region lying between
Djibouti in the north, South Africa in the south and Mauritius to the west.
The region forms the western flank of the Indo-Pacific region and links
Asia with the resource-rich continent of Africa. The region is critical for
global energy security and economic prosperity as the petroleum traffic
between West Asia and Europe passes through it. The region is also
resource-rich in terms of fisheries, minerals and offshore energy.

Since the opening of the Suez Canal in the 1860s, the region has
attracted major global powers. Currently, major powers such as the United
States, China and Japan have established a firm foothold in the region.
France continues to maintain a substantial presence, while Russia, Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates are increasing their strategic footprint
in the WIO. The strategic rivalries between these powers are being played
out in the WIO1 and have implications for its evolving political and security
dynamics. For India, strategic developments within the region play a role in
shaping India’s foreign and strategic policies, especially towards Africa and
the Indian Ocean.

Major Powers in the WIO

Most WIO states are unable to deal with a number of non-traditional security
threats such as terrorism, maritime piracy, illegal, unreported and unregulated
(IUU) fishing, smuggling of arms and drugs, etc. due to their weak state
capacity. Therefore, major global powers found opportunities to enter the
region and assist the regional states in building their capabilities. Post 9/11,
the United States expanded its presence in the region through the Combined
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Joint Task Force–Horn of Africa (CJTF-HoA). It acquired a military base
at Djibouti and also opened smaller military facilities, including listening posts
for gathering intelligence and launching drone attacks against suspected
terror targets in Somalia and Yemen.2 France already had its military base
at Djibouti and control over strategically significant island territories such
as the Réunion and Mayotte.

Around 2007-08, maritime piracy began to threaten global shipping
passing through the Gulf of Aden, which Somalia was unable to contain or
control. As a result, a multi-national naval coalition came together to launch
anti-piracy patrols in the waters of the Horn of Africa,3 which was the
turning point in the geopolitics of the WIO. It provided an excellent
opportunity for Japan, South Korea and China to send their naval warships
to the Gulf of Aden.

Even Russia, Iran and India (being a residential naval power) have
contributed to this endeavor.4 It accelerated the process of integrating the
strategic concerns of the WIO with the Asia-Pacific and fast-tracked the
emergence of the Indo-Pacific as a single, geopolitical unit.

The expansion of interests and capabilities of Asian powers since the 1990s
has allowed them to engage with the littoral states and acquire a military
foothold in the region in the form of access to facilities/military bases and
economic investments. For instance, Japan opened its base at Djibouti in
2011. Now it hosts military bases of France, the United States, Japan and
China and has emerged as probably the “most valuable military real estate”
in the world.5

Similarly, Russia established a military base in the Red Sea after an
agreement with Sudan.6 The UAE has acquired military facilities in Eritrea,
Somaliland, and southern Yemen.7 Turkey trains Somalia’s troops and guards
the Mogadishu airport.8 These ties have helped these countries to expand
their influence in the region. South Korea deploys a unit of Special Forces
in the UAE for protecting its interests in West Asia and East Africa.
Interestingly, even Taiwan has established diplomatic contacts with the self-
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governing territory of Somaliland just south of Djibouti.9 Now Britain is also
deepening its defence partnership with Kenya and Oman. Greater British
presence, especially in the maritime domain, is on the cards. Consequently,
the evolving military presence and growing engagements of major powers
with the WIO is a reality.

India’s Interest

For India, the WIO has traditionally been an important region. The Indian
Navy has assisted the WIO states10 in a variety of ways. In 2019 and
2020, it had sent naval ships to Mozambique and Madagascar, respectively,
as Cyclone Idai and Cyclone Diane ravaged these states, making India the
first responder to the crisis in Madagascar. In 2015, India successfully
evacuated hundreds of nationals who were caught in war-torn Yemen. These
operations underscore India’s geopolitical relevance for the WIO.

Regarding maritime security, apart from its anti- piracy efforts in the
Gulf of Aden, India’s continuous naval presence has helped to make this
maritime space more secure. India is positioning itself as the net security
provider in the region. In the past, India had deployed naval warships in 2003and
2004 to secure the maritime perimeter around Maputo, as Mozambique hosted
the African Union (AU) and World Economic Forum (WEF) summits.11 India
has also invested considerable diplomatic capital in deepening military and
political relationships with Mauritius and Seychelles, where India is also
developing naval and air facilities.12 These operations would help India to
project its growing regional power and protect its vital national interests as the
country’s Indian Ocean and Africa policies converge in the WIO.

Ensuring security and stability in the WIO is a shared concern for
India, France, Japan, and the United States. Therefore, India’s ties with
these powers are growing. There have been reports of discussions on India
being granted possible access to the Japanese facilities in Djibouti. India
has also been admitted as an observer in the French-dominated Indian Ocean
Commission (IOC)13. In early 2021, the Indian Navy conducted naval
exercises with France and the UAE in the WIO. Subsequently, during the
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June 2021 visit to Kenya by Dr. S. Jaishankar, India’s External Affairs
Minister, the joint statement that was released framed Indo-Kenyan ties in
the context of the Indo-Pacific.14 These steps indicate the growing salience
of the WIO in India’s foreign and strategic policy calculations.

The growing presence of major global powers is reshaping the
geopolitics of the WIO and altering  its regional balance of power. China’s
growing presence in the region and expanding partnerships with Iran and
Russia present challenges for the United States and its allies. Despite the
real challenge of China, the overall geopolitical setting is complicated. It is
rebuilding ties with Iran, while Russia remains a key strategic partner, which
means that India can find areas of convergence with these countries even
within the WIO. However, the hostile relationship between the United States
and Russia, and between the United States and Iran constrains India’s
strategic space. In addition, the rivalries between the UAE, Turkey and
Iran also impact the overall security dynamics of the WIO. In this context,
India needs to protect its interests by keeping a close watch on the
developments and navigating through the strategic rivalries and complicated
geopolitics of the WIO.
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THE SECURITY DYNAMICS OF THE ARABIAN SEA
LITTORAL: ADDRESSING THE COMPLEXITIES

Rear Admiral Krishna Swaminathan, AVSM, VSM
Flag Officer, Offshore Defence Advisory Group and

Adviser,    Offshore Security and Defence to the Govt of India.

The Arabian Sea littoral maritime security complex is an interesting interplay
of words. Any discussion on strategic futures, especially of the Arabian Sea
maritime security, is indeed going to be very complex.

The security dynamics of the Arabian Sea area assumes significance
not only within the Indian Ocean region but globally as well. The geography
of this area is compact, like an inverted bowl, hemmed in by landmasses on
three sides. In the east is the Indian subcontinent, in the north the Makran
Coast that includes the coast of Pakistan and the coast of Iran, and then
there is the Gulf of Oman that provides entry and exit into the Persian Gulf.
There are also the coasts of Oman and Yemen. The Gulf of Aden provides
entry into the Strait of Hormuz and from there to the Red Sea and on to the
Suez Canal. There are also the Eritrean and the Somalian Coasts. Although
it is an important international sea space, this is a land that is hemmed in and
has a localized geography. As Admiral Murlidharan observed, it is a very
compact space and some of the distances are very small.

The people who have lived in this space have had interlinkages for
centuries. The monsoon trade winds facilitated the movement of traders
from the Indian subcontinent all the way up to the ports of East Africa,
Yemen and Oman as well as those in the Gulf. They would go in one season
and come back in another, interconnecting the people within these regions.
In the process, they would establish contacts that were of socio-cultural,
economic and traditional significance. This interconnectedness and compact
geography meant that a security threat  that manifested in one part of the
region could get easily exported to another. It has therefore been seen as
one compact security zone.
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Another issue faced by the Arabian Sea littoral states is related to several
unresolved, simmering disputes and internal conflicts in the region. The Indo-
Pak issue, the Iran-Iraq conflict,  the internal turmoil in Afghanistan, the
sectarian violence in Pakistan, the incidence of terrorism, and the presence
of several weak political establishments impede opportunities for economic
and social expression. People in these regions are impoverished, highly
nationalistic and fiercely parochial, leading to frequent ethnic and sectarian
clashes. Therefore, when studying the geography of this area, it is evident
how nations sharing borders with each other have rarely lived in peace and
harmony. Instead, they have always been engaged in a constant struggle
for domination.

Geography determines two important aspects of this region. The
first aspect covers the regional security threats, while the second aspect is
the geo-economics of this region, which is crucial for global geopolitics and
geo-strategy.

Coming to the security threats, this region is a hot bed of terrorism,
narcotic smuggling, arms smuggling, illegal migration and even armed robbery.
There have also been instances of piracy threats in the Gulf of Aden. It was
from this region that the United States led the global war against terrorism,
after the 9/11 attacks.

As far as the geo-economics of this region is concerned, it has a
critical contribution to global security and strategic stability. This is primarily
due to the two chokepoints to which Admiral Muralidharan alluded. The
first one is the Strait of Hormuz, which in its narrowest part, is just 21 NM
wide and has a navigable channel of only about six NM   wide. Therefore,
it is easy for two ships to get blocked. The chokepoint is huge and therefore
has significant ramifications for international trade. In 2020, about 18 million
barrels of oil were transported through the Strait of Hormuz, which amount
to about a third of the global seaborne oil and about a quarter of the liquefied
natural gas that is derived from it. This indicates that a feature of the trade
conducted through the Persian Gulf is that it not only feeds the economies
of the regional countries but also feeds the economies of many energy-
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deficient countries such as China, Japan and South East Asia as well as
some countries in Europe and North America. Therefore, turning off the
tap in the Strait of Hormuz has regional as well as global consequences.

The second chokepoint is the Bab-el-Mandeb, a strait that connects the
Indian Ocean region to the Arabian Sea and the Red Sea and from the Red
Sea to the Suez Canal. It is a key maritime waterway, as it makes international
trade viable and economically feasible for most countries.

For six days, 23–29 March 2021, the Suez Canal remained blocked
because a ship called Evergiven got itself wedged in the canal. This led to a
huge  financial loss that the Suez Canal authority itself claimed a compensation
of about US$ 910 million towards loss of revenue from the operator of the
vessel. After some hard negotiations, the amount was brought down to about
US$ 515 million. However,  the two parties finally brokered a deal at a much
lesser price. This incident is testament to the fact that any disruption in trade
either in the Suez Canal or in the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait has huge repercussions
for international trade and commerce as well as energy security.

This region witnesses two different cognitive considerations. The
first one is that it is prone to ideological, ethnic and sectarian violence. There
are plenty of simmering disputes and disagreements among the countries in
the region. On the one hand, there is political and social insecurity, and on the
other, this region is crucial for international trade and global economy. This
explains the large number of international warships that have been constantly
making their presence felt in the region for the last 20 years. While the Coalition
Task Force 150, the CTF 151, the CTF 152 and the UNAV4 have a distinct
presence, there is also a regional maritime security patrol. This is greatly
indicative of the national interest that all states have in ensuring that stability is
established and maintained in this strategic region. This has always been the
situation and is expected to continue in the foreseeable future.

Four significant developments that took place recently are going to
significantly impact the security dynamics in the North Arabian Sea and the
Indian Ocean region. The first is the drastic and sudden withdrawal of the
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US military from Afghanistan in August 2021. Subsequently, the Taliban
has taken over Kabul and most other parts of Afghanistan. This event can
potentially have huge ramifications in terms of regional security, raising fears
of militancy, terrorism, violence and armed conflict.

The second development, which is highly pertinent from the Indian
perspective, is the entry of China into the Indian Ocean region. China entered
the Indian Ocean region in 2008 under the pretext of undertaking anti-piracy
measures. As eyebrows were raised and questions asked, Beijing responded
that the entire international community had an interest in anti-piracy and so
did China. Since then, China has marked its permanent presence in the
Arabian Sea and is now the norm maker through its Anti-Piracy Escort
Force (APEF). Currently, China has 38 APEF there. The APEF is constituted
by a top-of-the-line destroyer, a frigate and a support ship that can keep
them in station for three or four months together. Back in 2008, this was the
only factor that legitimized China’s entry into the Arabian Sea. However,
now China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the ambitious vision of Xi Jinping,
has the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) at its core. The CPEC
has the deep seaport of Gwadar as its center of gravity, and that is hard
investment in hard national interest. The BRI, the CPEC and the seaport of
Gwadar connect the Arabian Sea to Kashgar in the Xinjiang province. It is
very important for India to take note of these developments.

The third and fourth developments are not military threats, but still
warrant a discussion. The Covid-19 pandemic has wreaked havoc in all
local economies all over the world and this region has not been an exception.
There has been a rise in unemployment and poverty, exacerbating social
inequality and insecurity and creating a lot of angst in many societies.

The fourth development is the release of the sixth assessment report
(AR6) by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). The
AR6 suggested that at 1.5°C — the cap that the international community
agreed upon in the Paris agreement in 2015 — is likely to be exceeded
sooner than we expect in the next two decades. The melting of snowcaps,
permafrost, rising sea levels and severe weather events are going to be
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manifested in coastal areas. These are areas that are tightly packed with an
impoverished population, one that remains ready to take on the non-traditional
threats to life and survival.

There are static factors like the geography, the economic potential
and the geo-economic importance of the area, and then there are dynamic
factors like the ascension of the Taliban, the abrupt withdrawal of the US
military from the area, the entry in force by China in the coming years
because of BRI and the Covid-19 pandemic. This is a region which demands
attention. Maritime security will take the centerstage in international relations
all over the world, specifically in the North Arabian Sea. As Prime Minister
Narendra Modi said in his address during India’s presidency of the United
Nations Security Council (UNSC), maritime security would indeed be a
shared concept. It will depend on collaboration, cooperation and
interoperability of like-minded nations in the five broad principles that the
Prime Minister talked about. Those five principles will be equally applicable
in this region too. To conclude, it takes collaboration, cooperation, capability
and credibility to come together to ensure maritime security. The Indian
Navy, as a principal manifestation of the nation’s maritime power, is ready
and prepared for that grave task and responsibility.
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CHALLENGES IN THE ARABIAN SEA:
AN INDIAN PERSPECTIVE

Dr Uma Purushothaman
Assistant Professor, Central University of Kerala, India

The littoral region of the Arabian Sea is undoubtedly one of the global
geopolitical hotspots as it is home to a number of historical and contemporary
rivalries and disputes. These have been exacerbated by the presence of
outside powers such as the United States, and now, increasingly China.

The region has had immense cultural influence on India. As former
Indian diplomat T.C.A. Raghavan says, unlike the Bay of Bengal, from
where India has projected influence, the Arabian Sea is a region from where
India got influenced. Some of the major religions like Islam, Judaism and
Christianity arrived in India via the Arabian Sea. As for trade, Arabs and
later Europeans came to trade with India via the Arabian Sea, which later
became the springboard for colonial rule in India. As the statesman and
historian K.M. Panikkar observes, India never lost her independence till
she lost command of the sea in the first decade of the 16th century.

The Arabian Sea region is strategically important for India for several
reasons. First, several of India’s major ports are located there. Second, the
omnipresent China factor is visible here as well. China is developing
Pakistan’s Gwadar port and connecting it through the China Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC) to the Xinjiang province, providing a vital land
route to China to enter the warm waters of the Arabian Sea. China has also
built a logistics base at Djibouti in the Horn of Africa. This base, the Gwadar
port and now Chinese investments in the Iranian port of Chabahar give
China access to areas near India, thereby challenging India’s primacy and
threatening its security. Third, from a security perspective, one of the worst
terrorist attacks on India, the 2008 attacks on Mumbai, was carried out
because the terrorists could use the sea route to enter the country. Fourth,
as the world’s third largest energy consumer after the United States and
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China, India is dependent on oil imports for its energy needs, and most of
that oil is projected to come from the Persian Gulf via the Arabian Sea.
Fifth, India has close economic and cultural ties with both the Persian and
Arabian shores of the Gulf. Approximately 3.5 million Indians work in Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) countries and send home billions of dollars
annually as remittances. Finally, as the largest littoral and most populous
country, India’s leadership role in the ocean is crucial for the region’s strategic
future and for ensuring the freedom of the sea-lanes of communication
(SLOCs). Thus, India has enduring strategic interests in the Arabian Sea
region, and therefore it needs this large maritime domain to remain ‘open,
inclusive and free.’

The Arabian Sea is of global strategic importance, as it is one of the
most nuclearized seas; it is home to India and Pakistan. In addition, countries
like Iran and Israel and extra-regional powers like the United States, China
and France have considerable presence in the region. The US

Navy has used its bases in the Persian Gulf to bomb Afghanistan
and Iraq. The region is also important for the US fight against Islamic
terrorism. The Arabian Sea also hosts crucial SLOCs like the Straits of
Hormuz and Bab-el-Mandeb. In 2018, its daily oil flow averaged about
21% of the global liquid petroleum consumption. Moreover, there are several
rivalries playing out in this region such as the US--China, China-¬India,
India-Pakistan, US- Iran and even Iran-Pakistan. Adding to these tensions
is Iran’s support to the three Hs, the Houthi rebels, the Hamas and the
Hizbollah. Saudi support for government forces in the civil war in Yemen
has complicated the regional situation further. So the Iran-Saudi proxy war
is yet another contributing factor to the current tensions. Finally, there is the
situation in Yemen itself, where a civil war has killed over 130,000 people,
of whom about 25% are children.

Given all these tensions and rivalries, drone attacks could be the
trigger for escalatory attacks. These threaten not only the peace and stability
of the region, but also the security of countries dependent on energy imports.
The second major threat to the region is the lack of democracy, the one
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defining characteristic of the region. Many of the littoral states are not
democracies and are unstable. However, the region might not witness its
own version of ‘Arab Spring’ because most of these governments now
have access to Pegasus or similar software. Third, this region has always
been known for piracy. Ibn Battuta, who was a victim of pirates off the
western coast of India, wrote that in the 14th century, ships in the Indian
Ocean travelled in armed convoys for protection. However, incidents of
piracy have come down due to concerted international efforts, including
India’s. Fourth, several incidents of marine terrorism have taken place such
as the USS Cole attack in the Gulf of Aden in 2000, the 2008 Mumbai
attacks and the 2014 attack on a Pakistani Navy frigate. Fifth, smuggling of
drugs, arms, and humans using traditional smuggling routes is a threat. Finally,
there is the threat of the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction
(WMD). In 1999, India had seized a North Korean vessel in Kandla port in
Gujarat carrying equipment for producing surface-to-surface missiles meant
for Pakistan or Libya. As for traditional security, the need for HADR will
probably increase in the coming years due to climate change. In the last
few years, the number of cyclonic storms in the Arabian Sea has increased
and the destruction caused thereby  has also intensified. According to a
study by the Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology, this is because the
surface temperature has risen by 1.2–1.4°C over the last 40 years. Many
coastal regions could become inhabitable, giving rise to climate refugees.
So HADR coordination between regional and extra-regional powers is
necessary.

Finally, land-based pollution like sewage, drainage and discharge,
and marine-based pollution caused by shipping like spillage and ballast water,
drilling and mining, and illegal waste dumping have deteriorated the water
quality of the Arabian Sea.

In conclusion, the security challenges in the Arabian Sea region are
very different from those in the Bay of Bengal. The security situation in the
Bay is more about governance challenges like illegal, unreported and
unregulated (IUU) fishing, pollution and marine conservation, along with
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some strategic coordination and exercises with friendly countries. In contrast,
the focus in the Arabian Sea is on constabulary and issues like piracy, drug
smuggling, IUU fishing, SLOC security and counter-terrorism. While the
Bay of Bengal is packed with geopolitical rivalries, it also has several inter-
governmental regimes, agreements and platforms such as BIMSTEC, which
temper and moderate these rivalries. However, the Arabian Sea coast lacks
such arrangements. Given the enormity of the challenges in the region of
the Arabian Sea, a single navy cannot assume complete responsibility. So, a
burden-sharing model in the region is the safest alternative, with India playing
the most important role. As the largest regional power with an advantageous
strategic location and good relations with most regional states, it can play a
significant role in creating an effective maritime security regime in the region.
The crucial part will be to expedite its capabilities, particularly drone
capabilities, as these can change the maritime dynamics in the region.
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FROM GREAT POWER DOMINANCE TO MULTILATERAL COOPERATION:
THE EVOLVING SECURITY COMPLEX OF THE ARABIAN SEA LITTORAL

Dr. Vivek Mishra
Research Fellow, Indian Council of World Affairs

The power play in the Arabian Sea littorals has directly impacted the maritime
regions surrounding the Sea. The Arabian Sea has been important historically
for two reasons. First, it has perhaps been the most strategically decisive
part of the Indian Ocean in terms of the balance of power. All great powers
(Great Britain, the United States, Russia and China) have sought access to
this region. Second, the Arabian Sea littorals have both been energy-rich
and marked by political instability, thereby attracting great power interventions
throughout history. China has been the most recent entrant in the region,
with its naval presence at Djibouti.

US as a Historically Predominant Actor

The maritime security complex of the Arabian Sea has been an increasingly
evolving landscape of competition and cooperation since World War II. The
entry of the US Navy in the Indian Ocean changed the dynamics for the
Arabian Sea littoral countries.1 In 1949, the US naval presence was
institutionalized in the form of the US Middle East Force (MIDEASTFOR).
The initial berthing of non-combatant ships by the United States was gradually
supplemented by sporadic deployments of combatant ships under the
umbrella of the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO). The concentration
of powers in the northwest Indian Ocean led to security concerns for littoral
Countries, especially those which considered themselves non-aligned during
the Cold War.

US dependance on Arab oil ensured that the Persian Gulf and its
corridors leading to the Indian Ocean were coterminous with security
concerns to guarantee a predictable flow of oil. The Arab- Israeli War of
1973 and the subsequent oil embargo imposed on the United States further
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underscored the deeply intertwined security matrix of the Arab world. The
Iran hostage crisis and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan anchored the role
of the United States as strategic player in the region even more firmly. The
Islamic Revolution which deposed Shah Reza of Iran marked the end of
support and predictability for US interests in the region. In the 1980s, the
United States and local Gulf Arab monarchies tried to create a favorable
balance of power.

For the United States , the end of the Soviet threat meant change in
its strategic posture in the Gulf to regional challenges and opportunities.
Since the end of the Cold War, American naval doctrine underwent a dramatic
transformation. While the need for ideological proximities with regional
regimes in West Asia waned, concerns regarding regional instability remained
predominant, prompting the United States to maintain a favorable military
balance.2

The Gulf War of 1991 proved that the United States could effectively
project power in the region. In its Aftermath, a credible space was created
for the US military in the Persian Gulf area. Several regional states showed
more willingness to accept an explicit US military presence in the region.
This allowed the United States to pursue friendly relations with other countries
in the littorals of the Arabian Sea, facilitated by the ‘Coalition of the Willing’
covering 40 countries, including NATO allies and several Arab nations. On
the contrary, the second Gulf War of 2003 left far more regional discontent.
This, in turn, created the need for the United States to rely on other Indian
Ocean littoral countries instead of just those in the Arabian Sea.

However, the 9/11 attacks changed the US approach to West Asia.
Counter-terrorism efforts in the region, anti-piracy and intelligence gathering
became the basis of renewed regional partnerships. Relations with Pakistan
and partnerships in the maritime domain with countries like India became
the new hallmarks of the US outlook on the Persian Gulf.

Enter China

Since 2000, China’s interests in the Indian Ocean including the Arabian
Peninsula have been growing. As the largest trading partner of Africa, China
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brings a new economic-strategic perspective to the geopolitics of the Arabian
Sea and the east African littorals. Through the extension of its Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI) to West Asia and Africa, China has consolidated its
strategic stakes in the region. Multiple MoUs with Arabian Sea littoral states
and African countries have given China unprecedented access to the region.
In particular, its stakes in Djibouti3, Gwadar port in Pakistan  and Lamu port
in Kenya have positioned China at the heart of the Arabian Sea security
calculus.

China seeks to bring unprecedented trade connectivity and
technology, and through them hybrid influence and control in the region.
The Chinese presence has two specific impacts on the region. First, Chinese
great power presence has grown disproportionately, creating the need for a
multilateral response to avoid a destabilized order. For instance, the
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QSD or Quad) and extensions of the Quad,
involving Pacific countries such as New Zealand, South  Korea and Vietnam.
Second, individual countries have sought to renew their linkages with the
countries of the region. As China’s strategic presence has heightened regional
competitive-ness, great power rivalry is slowly giving way to a coalition
mechanism that combines the multilateral and bilateral approaches of the
partner countries, while seeking their own unilateral interests.

Growing Multilateralism

The growing need for multilateralism in the Arabian Sea was driven by at
least three factors: (a) growing discontent among regional countries about
the US military presence in the region, especially after the 2003 Iraq invasion;
(b) resource constraints for supporting large US military contingents abroad;
and (c) the scramble by China and other powers to enter the region. The
global financial crisis of 2007-08 hastened this process, making regional
security in the Indian Ocean a multilateral concern.

This was also the period that saw the beginning of fatigue in the
United States with its ‘forever wars’ which prompted it to embrace the
reformed security outlook in the Indian Ocean, primarily by way of offshore
balancing. This created space for more multilateral cooperation for the United
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States and other countries. For instance, in 2002, the Combined Maritime
Forces, a broad security coalition of naval partnerships was launched to
ensure maritime security through counter-terrorism and counter-piracy
efforts. However, such large coalitions in the Indian Ocean proved
insufficient in restoring the balance of power and ensuring net security.
One reason for this was that resident Indian Ocean Rim (IOR) countries
with large littorals such as India were left out. Additionally, power
concentration in the Indian Ocean still remained largely in the Arabian Sea.
Amidst a new scramble for balance of power in the Indo-Pacific, India has
found renewed strategic outlooks, not just in the larger Indian Ocean but in
specific theaters such as the Arabian Sea in the north, East African Coast,
the Southern Indian Ocean and the Bay of Bengal, marking a strategic loop
in the region.

India and the Arabian Sea Littorals: Changing Dynamics

The multilateral effort in HA/DR after the 2004 Tsunami was institutionalized
through the conceptualization of the Indo-Pacific by the Japanese Prime
Minister. The concept and mandate of the Indo-Pacific helped diversify the
power concentration, hitherto asymmetrically stacked in the north-western
corner of the Indian Ocean. Besides the Quad, the embracing of the Indo-
Pacific has broadened the spectrum of strategic relations of the IOR
countries. For great powers like the United States, this broadening has meant
that there will be more offshore balancing. These changes in the security
complex of the Indian Ocean have tethered its security to the actions of the
regional countries more than ever. The centrality of India, with the most
powerful regional navy, in ensuring the security of the Indian Ocean has
been established and acknowledged, as evident from the western definition
of India’s role in the region as a ‘lynchpin’ to its own acknowledgement of
its ‘net-security provider’ role.

Historically, the waters of the Arabian Sea have remained more
distant for India than other parts of the Indian Ocean. India remained outside
the military coalitions of CENTO and SEATO, as well as outside the
Combined Maritime Forces since 2002. However, that has changed
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significantly in the past few years, as India has sought to rekindle its strategic
relations with the Arabian Sea littoral countries. Bilaterally, India has expanded
its strategic relations with the UAE, Oman, Bahrain and Iran, besides engaging
with the United States in the region. These engagements have taken the
form of war exercises and passage exercises, as well as joint training to
strengthen regional objectives.

For India, the regional security complex in the Arabian Sea has
changed on two counts. First, the increasing Chinese presence through the
China- Pakistan strategic relationship — Chinese submarine dockings and
port control in Gwadar, supplemented by its naval presence at Djibouti. In
the past few years, China’s own investments in the ports of the Arabian
Sea littorals through its BRI, seek to create a regional ecosystem of port-
led infrastructure. Chinese access in the region promises growth and
enhanced connectivity, however it disturbs the regional balance of power.

Second, the enhancement of India’s regional role in the Arabian
Sea through partnerships with countries such as the United States and France.
Newer strategic linkage and maritime coordination is expected between
India and the United States through the Logistics Exchange Memorandum
of Agreement (LEMOA),  Communications Compatibility and Security
Agreement (COMCASA) and Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement
(BECA). For better coordination regarding security and domain awareness
in the Indian Ocean, India has also placed a defense attaché in the US
Naval Command in Bahrain.4

The rising skepticism regarding US engagements in West Asia and
its ‘forever wars’ in the region could pave way for China to gain an
asymmetric advantage. The Chinese presence in Djibouti and its BRI
connections with Indian Ocean shores have necessitated a renewed
infrastructural push in the Indo-Pacific. Besides, the continued Arab-Israeli
rivalry, increasing strategic nexus between China and Pakistan, and India’s
own quest to partner effectively with countries of the Arabian Sea along
with its agreements with the United States  have thrown open a new quest
for security balance in the Indian Ocean.
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In the wake of the US pullout from Afghanistan, the case for offshore
balancing for the United States is likely to grow, possibly involving large
regional navies like India more holistically. Multilaterally, this could mean a
growing mandate for maritime cooperation in the Indian Ocean with other
partners having shared interests in the region.
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