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For the countries of South Asia, three themes dominate the way they look on the Indian Ocean: India; China; and economics. Beyond that, their interest reflects geography, economics, political relationships, and each country’s extra-regional role. For India, the Indian Ocean has huge and growing strategic significance, and it figures importantly in relations with the United States.. For Pakistan, it is an arena in their epic rivalry with India. The strategic perspectives of Sri Lanka and Bangladesh are more inward-looking, but the major significance of the Indian Ocean is economic. 


India is the country most concerned with the Indian Ocean as a geostrategic space (as opposed to a regionally significant one). India’s traditionally land-oriented strategic vision has expanded in the past two decades to place greater weight on its maritime environment, and the Indian Ocean is now looked on as part of the inner ring of India’s security environment. It is also the pathway to international trade, especially to secure energy supplies, as well as a potential arena for competition with a rising China, and a setting for security cooperation with the United States. 

India’s big strategic concern in the Indian Ocean is China, and India has been watching with great suspicion China’s growing presence. This includes not just the “string of pearls” – places along the littoral where China is arranging for preferential access (including the new ports of Gwadar in Pakistan and Hambantota in Sri Lanka, both being built with Chinese financial help, and China’s role in Sittwe, where India is also involved), but also the political links that China is building with these three countries and with Bangladesh. This concern is accentuated by China’s increasingly vocal assertion of its territorial claims against India, especially to Arunachal Pradesh, the only part of the disputed Sino-Indian border that has a significant population.

Other security threats in the Indian Ocean have achieved a higher profile in the past decade. With the end of the war in Sri Lanka, the menace of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and its naval wing is presumably off the table – at least for the time being. Piracy in the Arabian Sea, to India’s west, has become the major menace. 

In the past, India regarded with suspicion any country or development that challenged its ability to dominate the maritime space. As India’s economy has grown and as it has become more integrated with the world economy, this perspective has shifted. For the past decade, India has recognized that it could not dominate on its own, and has come to regard the U.S. presence as neutral or even beneficial to India’s interests. 

India’s expanding economy and the growing share of trade in its economy – 42 percent in 2008/9, compared with under 15 percent a decade earlier – makes the Indian Ocean strategically and economically more important than ever. India imports some 70 percent of its oil and gas, and some two-thirds of this travels through the Indian Ocean. Crude oil is India’s largest import – about $100 billion per year, and one-third of all imports; refined oil is its largest export, at about $29 billion per year. India’s rapid growth – expected to reach 8.5 percent this year, and hoping to resume the 9 percent growth of the three years before the financial crisis – depends on a steady supply of energy. The presence of some 5 million Indians in the Persian Gulf further enhances this importance. 

In India’s internal government deliberations, all these factors enhance the strategic importance and bureaucratic clout of the Indian navy, which has been consistently built up since 1990, the period of India’s greatest economic growth. The navy accounts for a relatively modest share of Indian military spending – about 18 percent in 2008 – but a significantly larger share of new procurement: 24 percent. Indian officials speak of its mission in language reminiscent of their American counterparts: “naval diplomacy,” with a focus on humanitarian operations like tsunami relief.

India’s approach to the Indian Ocean is primarily as a solo player. So far, it has been wary of direct involvement in multinational enterprises such as international anti-piracy organizations. It has sought other ways to coordinate with the other nations concerned – cooperation rather than joint operations. Anti-piracy ought to be the major arena for international organizations to shape regional policymaking, but it has thus far been a relatively ineffective one as far as India is concerned. 

India has participated in the Indian Ocean Rim Association for Regional Cooperation (IORARC), an organization founded in 1997 and dedicated to strengthening economic cooperation among the coastal states.  More recently, India launched a consultative group for the navies of the countries bordering the Indian Ocean, the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS). Because of the naval focus of IONS, it is likely to attract a greater degree of attention, but it is noteworthy that the Indian government has emphasized its responsibility not just for security but also for disaster management, ocean resources, and environmental issues, signaling India’s desire to build a broad-based set of relationships around this vital waterway. Neither of these organizations, however, alters the basic judgment that multilateral organizations have had a relatively modest impact on how India addresses Indian Ocean issues – and that India’s absence from the multinational anti-piracy task force limits the impact of that multilateral effort.

Pakistan’s only coastline is on the Indian Ocean, which is therefore a vital access point for trade and specifically for energy supply. Pakistan’s major interests in the Indian Ocean are preventing India from dominating the areas closest to Pakistan itself, and protecting its vital import and export routes. 

Pakistan by itself can do relatively little about India’s standing or naval presence in the Indian Ocean, so as so often happens with Pakistan’s rivalry with India, it has turned to two things: its own military, and large external balancers. Pakistan’s navy is very much the junior service to the army and air force, however, and this is reflected in its budgetary resources. 

Strategic balancers are the more important part of Pakistan’s Indian Ocean strategy. The United States is probably not looked on by Pakistan as a reliable partner in shoring up its Indian Ocean security, especially in light of the high profile of the Indian Ocean in the growing U.S. security dialogue with India. But Pakistan is an active participant in the multilateral anti-piracy task force (indeed, its role is undoubtedly one of the unstated reasons for India’s non-participation). 

The more important balancer is China. Pakistan stands to benefit from the “string of pearls,” and is eager to have the new port of Gwadar, near the Pakistan-Iran border, attract a regular stream of Chinese military visitors. Indeed, Pakistan was willing to have China involved in port construction even though the construction was entirely carried out with Chinese workers – a fact that increased the Pakistan government’s chronic heartburn from the restive province of Balochistan.

Pakistan’s relationships in the Persian Gulf are also strategically important. The United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia have been major sources of financing. Pakistan’s relations with Iran are troubled because of Iran’s involvement in sectarian violence in Pakistan. But in the Islamic countries to its immediate West, Pakistan has traditionally worked hard to avoid letting India get too deeply engaged.

Pakistan’s economic stake in Indian Ocean security, like India’s, is considerable: its fragile balance of payments is dependent on sea trade for much of the country’s $17 billion in export revenues; oil represents over 25 percent of the country’s import bill; remittances from the Pakistanis working in the Gulf is equal to about one-third of Pakistan’s exports. But in Pakistan, even these important economic stakes take a back seat to its India-centered security concerns.

Sri Lanka is geographically dominated by the Indian Ocean, which surrounds it on all sides, but its strategic vision has traditionally been directed inward, toward the ethnic conflict that has torn the island apart for so much of its history, and toward India. 

The formative experience for Sri Lanka’s national leaders is the ethnic war that they successfully won in May 2009. This has three consequences for their view of the Indian Ocean. First, it removes what Sri Lankans considered their only serious maritime threat, the small naval force of the LTTE.

Second, the president and a large majority of Sinhalese Sri Lankans believe that the country’s western aid donors were unsympathetic during the war, accusing the government of war crimes while putting less stress on the terrorism practiced by the LTTE. Accordingly, since the end of the war, Sri Lanka has made a point of reaching out to China and Iran for new aid and energy supply contracts, and one of these aid contracts involves construction of a new port on the southeastern corner of the island, at Hambantota. This is a source of some anxiety to India; interestingly, however, India, after a long period of being kept at arms length following their disastrous intervention in Sri Lanka in 1987, has quietly resumed an active role, including major aid offers. 

The other side of that coin is a strained relationship between Sri Lanka and its Western aid donors, including the United States. There are severe limitations on military assistance from the U.S. and Europe. In practice, this means that Sri Lanka’s involvement in the international discussion about Indian Ocean security is likely to run through India. 

Third, as the government has focused on consolidating its power, a successful economy has become a vital factor, not only in maintaining strong Sinhalese support, but also for working with the Tamil community. Whether that approach will succeed is a topic for a different conversation, but it gives Sri Lanka’s economic stake in the Indian Ocean major importance for the country’s leaders. Sri Lanka moves its trade entirely by air or sea, and trade represents about 40 percent of the economy. It has no oil resources of its own, and limited hydro power. Port modernization in Colombo has begun to have a significant impact on the ease and expense of moving cargo.  

Bangladesh, like Sri Lanka, has not put the Indian Ocean at the top of its security agenda. For historical reasons, it has a land-centered military and a land-centered security concept. India is the big neighbor that galvanizes Bangladeshi political disputes, but India-Bangladesh issues generally are land-based ones: the border, with its enclaves and exclaves; the flow of water through the rivers; illegal migration; the accusations of Pakistani-funded terrorist sanctuaries; and India’s large trade surplus.

Bangladesh has also maintained close relations with the United States and China. The former is not an issue with India (and U.S.-Bangladesh relations are not particularly focused on the Indian Ocean). China, however, is a concern for India, with Chinese involvement in Bangladesh, and especially in Chittagong port, seen in Delhi as part of a Chinese move into the Indian Ocean. 

For Bangladesh, the main direct importance of the Indian Ocean is once again trade access. Trade represents nearly 40 percent of GDP. Because of its natural gas resources, Bangladesh is somewhat less import-dependent for energy supplies, but the ocean still represents a critical economic lifeline.

Looking ahead, the major impact on Indian Ocean peace and security will come from India and from the external powers who are regularly present there: the United States and, increasingly, China. India’s role is a major worry for Pakistan, and Pakistan’s eagerness to bring in China is a significant concern for India. 
