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Abstract 

This research paper provides a comprehensive comparative analysis of Indian maritime law and 

international maritime law, focusing on their convergence, divergence, and implications for global 

governance. It examines key legislative frameworks, including India's Merchant Shipping Act, 1958, and 

the Admiralty (Jurisdiction and Settlement of Maritime Claims) Act, 2017, in the context of the United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and conventions established by the International 

Maritime Organization (IMO) and different legal framework safety and Environmental standards. The 

paper highlights areas of alignment, such as territorial sea and exclusive economic zone regulations, while 

addressing implementation challenges related to environmental protection, safety standards, and dispute 

resolution. Furthermore, it explores India's role in maritime governance, particularly through its SAGAR 

initiative, which emphasizes regional cooperation and maritime security in the Indian Ocean. The findings 

underscore India's potential as a key player in shaping global maritime governance while identifying 

necessary reforms to enhance its legal framework and enforcement mechanisms. Ultimately, the paper 

argues that effective integration of domestic and international maritime laws is crucial for India's continued 

influence in maritime affairs and the sustainable development of its maritime resources. 

 

Keywords: Indian maritime, International Maritime Law, United Nations Convention on Law of the Sea 
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1. CHAPTER: INTRODUCTION 

The seas and oceans are vital to global trade, security, and environmental sustainability, necessitating 

robust legal frameworks to govern maritime activities. As one of the world's leading maritime nations, 

India plays a crucial role in regional and global maritime governance. Its strategic location along the Indian 

Ocean, which serves as a conduit for a significant portion of international shipping, underscores the 

importance of harmonizing its maritime laws with international standards. This paper aims to conduct a 

comparative analysis of Indian maritime law and international maritime law, examining the alignment, 

challenges, and implications for global maritime governance. The foundation of maritime law lies in the 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), adopted in 1982, which establishes the 

legal framework for the use of the world's oceans and their resources. UNCLOS addresses various issues, 

including territorial seas, exclusive economic zones (EEZs), navigational rights, and marine 

environmental protection. Additionally, conventions set forth by the International Maritime Organization 

(IMO), such as the International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) and the International 

Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL), further delineate safety and 

environmental standards that maritime states are expected to follow. This paper will explore the key 
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components of Indian maritime law and compare them with relevant international frameworks, identifying 

areas of convergence and divergence. By examining India's role in regional maritime security through 

initiatives like the SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the Region) doctrine, the research will 

highlight the country’s contributions to maritime governance in the Indian Ocean.  

1.1 Objectives: 

Analyze the key provisions of Indian maritime law in relation to international maritime law in relation to 

international maritime law, particularly UNCLOS and IMO conventions. 

Evaluate the effectiveness of India’s maritime legal framework in implementing international standards, 

focusing on safety, environmental protection and dispute resolution. 

To explore India’s role in global maritime governance and its impact on regional security and cooperation 

in the Indian. 

To identify gaps and opportunities for reform existing gaps in India’s maritime policies for sustainable 

development and resource management in the context of global maritime governance. 

Examine the implications for India’s sustainable development and resource management in the context of 

global maritime governance. 

1.2 Research Questions: 

How does Indian maritime law align with international maritime law, particularly with respect to 

UNCLOS and IMO conventions? 

What are the key challenges faced by India in implementing international maritime standards within its 

domestic legal framework? 

How do India’s maritime policies and legal frameworks contribute to sustainable development and 

environmental protection in its maritime zones? 

What role does India play in shaping global maritime governance and how can it enhance its influence in 

international maritime law discussions? 

1.3. Research Methodology: 

The research methodology for comparative analysis of Indian maritime law and international maritime 

law employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating both qualitative and quantitative techniques. A 

through review of academic literature, legal texts and governmental reports and through interviews and 

surveys to understand the practical challenges and perceptions of Indian maritime law. 

1.4. Review of literature: 

The literature on India’s maritime power in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) is extensive, covering 

historical perspectives, strategic developments, geopolitical challenges, and emerging trends in maritime 

security. This review explores prominent themes in the field, providing insights into India’s evolving 

maritime strategy, its role in regional security, and the complexities posed by international rivalries and 

non-traditional threats. 

Bose. S. (2018), “The Indian Navy: A Historical Perspective.”, emphasizes the historical significance of 

the ocean for India’s cultural and trade links with Asia, the Middle-East, and Africa. The author argues 

that India’s maritime focus has fluctuated over centuries due to colonialism and shifting national priorities 

post-independence resulting in the Navy emerging as key pillar of national security. 

Ghosh, A. (2021), “India’s Maritime Strategy: The Role of the Navy in the Indian Ocean”, that India’s 

post-colonial maritime ambitions remained limited until the late 20th century, when regional security 

threats and economic liberalization renewed India’s focus on the IOR. 
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Desai, R. (2016), “Maritime Security and India’s National Interests in the Indian Ocean”, analyses the 

evolution of India’s strategic doctrine noting that India’s 2015 Security and Growth for All in the Region 

(SAGAR) policy represents the shift from continental to a maritime oriented strategy, reflecting the 

recognition of the Indian Ocean’s centrality to India’s security and economic interests. 

 Rajagopalan, R. (2022), “India’s Blue Economy: Opportunities and Challenges.” The study explains that 

India’s SAGAR initiative promotes security and development in the region while IONS facilitates 

multilateral cooperation and trust- building among IOR navies. 

Kapila, S. (2020), “Maritime Power and National security: India’s Challenges in the Indian Ocean”. The 

author discusses resource constraints as a major hurdle noting that limited defence budgets and lengthy 

procurement processes delay naval modernization and restrict India’s operational capabilities. 

 

2. CHAPTER: INTERNATIONAL MARITIME LAW: AN OVERVIEW 

International maritime law, also known as the "law of the sea," is a body of rules and principles that govern 

the use and management of the world's oceans. It establishes frameworks for navigation, maritime security, 

environmental conservation, and the equitable sharing of marine resources. Its foundations are based on 

centuries-old practices and have been formalized through key international conventions and institutions. 

This overview explores the evolution, key components, sources, enforcement mechanisms, and current 

challenges of international maritime law. 

 

2.1. Evolution of International Maritime Law:1 

The evolution of international maritime law is a journey spanning centuries, reflecting the changing 

priorities of coastal states, advances in navigation, and the need for cooperative management of ocean 

resources. From early regional codes to the comprehensive frameworks of modern treaties, international 

maritime law has adapted to address both conflicts and shared interests among nations. This account 

examines key phases in the evolution of maritime law, highlighting major principles, conventions, and 

institutions that have shaped the field. 

1. Ancient and Medieval Periods:2 

Rhodian Sea Laws: One of the earliest examples of maritime regulations, the Rhodian Sea Laws from 

around 900 BCE were used by Greek city-states to govern shipping and resolve trade disputes in the 

Mediterranean Sea. This code established basic principles of liability, especially in cases of jettison and 

salvage. 

Roman and Byzantine Laws: The Digest of Justinian (6th century CE) further developed maritime law, 

covering ship ownership, cargo rights, and crew duties. The Byzantine Nomos Rhodion Nautikos (circa 

600 CE) expanded on these principles, emphasizing the regulation of shipping activities, salvage rights, 

and liability. 

Medieval Maritime Codes: In Europe, medieval maritime laws such as the Consolato del Mare (14th 

century) and the Laws of Oleron (12th century) were instrumental. The Consolato del Mare, influential 

around the Mediterranean, and the Laws of Oleron, widely adopted in Northern Europe, established rules 

for dispute resolution, crew safety, salvage rights, and shipowner responsibilities. 

 

 
1Bose, S. (2018). "The Indian Navy: A Historical Perspective." Journal of Defence Studies, 12(4), 45-63. 
2Bose, S. (2018). "The Indian Navy: A Historical Perspective." Journal of Defence Studies, 12(4), 45-63. 
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2. Early Modern Period and the Doctrine of Freedom of the Seas:3 

The Influence of Hugo Grotius: Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius published Mare Liberum (The Freedom of the 

Seas) in 1609, advocating for the principle that seas should be open to navigation by all nations. This idea 

countered claims of exclusive ownership by powerful states like Spain and Portugal, who controlled vast 

oceanic territories. Grotius’ principle of freedom of navigation became foundational for international 

maritime law, promoting unrestricted access to the seas for trade, exploration, and communication. 

Territorial Waters Concept: While freedom of the seas became widely accepted, some states, notably 

England and France, asserted limited rights over territorial waters. The concept of a three-nautical-mile 

territorial sea emerged, based on the range of a cannon shot, representing the area within which a coastal 

state could exercise jurisdiction. 

3. 19th Century Developments and the Rise of International Treaties:4 

Abolition of Piracy and Slavery: As piracy and the transatlantic slave trade became significant concerns, 

19th-century treaties began to address these issues. Major European powers cooperated to combat piracy 

and establish norms against the slave trade, leading to the international prohibition of piracy as a crime. 

International Law and the Suez Canal: The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 highlighted the need for 

rules governing international waterways. The Constantinople Convention of 1888 declared the canal a 

neutral zone, setting a precedent for international cooperation over strategically important waters. 

Maritime Safety Conventions: The International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) was 

first established in 1914, prompted by the Titanic disaster. SOLAS laid foundational safety requirements 

for ship construction, navigation, and communications, emphasizing the global community’s 

responsibility for passenger safety. 

4. 20th Century and the United Nations’ Involvement:5 

League of Nations and Early Maritime Cooperation: After World War I, the League of Nations promoted 

maritime cooperation through the development of the Geneva Conventions on the territorial sea, 

contiguous zones, and the high seas. Although not universally accepted, these conventions were initial 

steps toward codifying maritime boundaries. 

United Nations Conferences on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS I, II, III): The First UN Conference on the 

Law of the Sea (UNCLOS I) in 1958 produced four conventions, including those on the territorial sea, 

high seas, continental shelf, and fishing rights. These treaties, however, left ambiguities, particularly 

regarding territorial waters and resource rights. UNCLOS III, held between 1973 and 1982, resulted in the 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), a comprehensive treaty that formalized 

maritime zones, freedoms, and responsibilities. UNCLOS introduced a structured framework that 

included: 

Territorial Seas and Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ), extending up to 200 nautical miles for resource 

rights. 

Freedom of Navigation on the high seas and transit passage rights through straits. 

Deep-Sea Mining regulations under the International Seabed Authority (ISA) and the designation of the 

deep seabed as the "common heritage of mankind." 

 
3Chacko, P. (2019). "India's Strategic Vision for the Indian Ocean Region." International Journal of Maritime Studies, 18(2), 

155-174 
4International Maritime Organization (IMO). "Conventions and Codes.", available at: https://www.imo.org/ 
5International Maritime Organization (IMO). "Conventions and Codes.", available at: https://www.imo.org/ 
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5. Establishment of the International Maritime Organization (IMO):6 

Foundation and Mandate: Established in 1948 and becoming operational in 1959, the International 

Maritime Organization (IMO) is a specialized UN agency responsible for regulating shipping. Its mandate 

includes improving maritime safety, environmental protection, and the prevention of pollution from ships. 

Key IMO Conventions: SOLAS (Safety of Life at Sea): Updated and expanded since its inception, SOLAS 

remains a primary safety standard for vessels. 

MARPOL (Marine Pollution): Adopted in 1973, MARPOL addresses pollution from ships, regulating oil 

spills, hazardous substances, and waste disposal. 

STCW (Standards of Training, Certification, and Watchkeeping for Seafarers): This 1978 convention 

standardizes training for seafarers to ensure safe and efficient vessel operation. 

Contemporary Challenges and Ongoing Evolution7: Climate Change and Rising Sea Levels: The impacts 

of climate change have introduced new challenges to maritime law, especially regarding the rights of 

coastal and island states facing rising sea levels. UNCLOS provisions on baselines and EEZs may require 

adaptation to account for submerged territories.  

Marine Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ): The BBNJ Agreement under UNCLOS, 

finalized in 2023, represents a significant step toward conserving marine biodiversity in the high seas. 

This legally binding agreement aims to address issues of access, resource sharing, and environmental 

protections for areas beyond national jurisdiction. 

Technological Advances and Autonomous Vessels: Innovations in autonomous shipping, deep-sea mining 

technologies, and underwater drones challenge traditional regulations, creating a need for updated 

frameworks to govern the use of these technologies. 

Piracy, Terrorism, and Security Concerns: Modern piracy and maritime terrorism, particularly in regions 

like the Gulf of Aden and the Strait of Malacca, remain security concerns. International collaborations, 

such as naval coalitions and regional agreements, continue to evolve to address these threats. 

The evolution of international maritime law reflects the ongoing need to balance the interests of states, 

protect the global commons, and manage ocean resources sustainably. UNCLOS and IMO conventions 

provide a foundation for maritime governance, but new challenges necessitate continuous adaptation. The 

development of international maritime law underscores the significance of cooperation, as nations 

navigate the complex intersection of sovereignty, resource rights, environmental protection, and security 

in the global maritime domain. 

 

2.3. Regulatory Frameworks in Maritime Law:8 

The regulatory frameworks in maritime law provide a structured set of rules and guidelines that govern 

activities on the world’s oceans. These frameworks, established through international treaties, 

conventions, and national laws, address critical areas such as safety, environmental protection, labor 

rights, and the equitable use of resources. The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) serves as the foundational treaty for maritime governance, complemented by specialized 

regulations from the International Maritime Organization (IMO), International Labour Organization  

 
6International Maritime Organization (IMO). "Conventions and Codes.", available at: https://www.imo.org/ 
 
7Raghavan, S. (2018). "Regional Dynamics and India’s Maritime Interests." Asian Security, 14(1), 1-20. 
8 Mohan, C. R. (2020). "India’s Maritime Security Strategy: Navigating Challenges in the Indian Ocean." Journal of Strategic 

Studies, 43(5), 700-718. 
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(ILO), and other international and regional bodies. 

1. United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS): 

Overview: Adopted in 1982, UNCLOS is often considered the "Constitution of the Oceans." It provides a 

comprehensive legal framework that defines maritime zones, navigational rights, resource management, 

and environmental obligations for nations. 

Maritime Zones: UNCLOS delineates the territorial sea (up to 12 nautical miles), contiguous zone (24 

nautical miles), exclusive economic zone (EEZ, up to 200 nautical miles), and the high seas. It provides 

coastal states with rights over resource use and limited enforcement within these zones. 

Deep-Sea Mining and the Common Heritage Principle: UNCLOS designates the deep seabed beyond 

national jurisdiction as the "common heritage of mankind," managed by the International Seabed 

Authority (ISA) to ensure resource exploitation benefits all humanity. 

Dispute Resolution: UNCLOS offers mechanisms for dispute resolution through the International Tribunal 

for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS), arbitration, and the International Court of Justice (ICJ). These 

mechanisms are critical for handling conflicts over territorial claims, resource rights, and navigational 

freedoms. 

2. International Maritime Organization (IMO) Regulations:9 

Role of the IMO: Established as a United Nations agency in 1948, the IMO develops and enforces global 

maritime safety, environmental, and operational standards for ships. Its conventions and codes set essential 

standards for vessel construction, pollution prevention, and crew competencies. 

Major IMO Conventions:  

Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS): First adopted in 1914, SOLAS is one of the oldest and most significant 

IMO conventions. It prescribes safety standards for vessel construction, navigation, firefighting 

equipment, and emergency procedures, aiming to protect life and property at sea. 

Marine Pollution (MARPOL): Adopted in 1973, MARPOL addresses pollution from ships, regulating oil 

discharges, noxious liquid substances, sewage, garbage, and air pollution. Its annexes set specific limits 

on emissions and waste disposal, making it a cornerstone of environmental regulation. 

Standards of Training, Certification, and Watchkeeping for Seafarers (STCW): STCW, established in 

1978, ensures that crew members are adequately trained and certified. The convention’s standards aim to 

reduce human error-related incidents, improving operational safety and vessel management. 

Ballast Water Management Convention (BWM): Effective since 2017, BWM regulates the discharge of 

ballast water to prevent the spread of invasive species. It requires ships to manage and treat ballast water 

to reduce ecological disruptions in foreign ecosystems. 

3. International Labour Organization (ILO) Maritime Regulations10 

Maritime Labour Convention (MLC): The Maritime Labour Convention (MLC), adopted by the ILO in 

2006, sets minimum standards for working and living conditions on ships. Known as the “seafarers’ bill 

of rights,” the MLC covers key issues like wages, working hours, accommodation, health, and safety. It 

also mandates compliance inspections by port and flag states to ensure fair treatment for seafarers. 

Core Standards and Compliance: The MLC requires shipowners to provide contractual employment rights 

and protection, while port states inspect foreign vessels to enforce compliance. The convention's 

inspection regime strengthens accountability for labour standards on a global scale. 

 
9Chacko, P. (2019). "India's Strategic Vision for the Indian Ocean Region." International Journal of Maritime Studies, 18(2), 

155-174. 
10International Maritime Organization (IMO). "Conventions and Codes.", available at: https://www.imo.org/ 
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4. Environmental and Resource Management Frameworks:11 

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD): The CBD addresses biodiversity conservation in marine and 

coastal areas. It encourages the sustainable use of marine resources and the establishment of marine 

protected areas (MPAs) to preserve ecosystems. 

Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMOs): RFMOs are intergovernmental organizations 

responsible for the sustainable management of fish stocks in international waters. These organizations 

work to regulate fishing quotas, prevent overfishing, and protect marine habitats, ensuring the long-term 

viability of fisheries and biodiversity. 

Paris Agreement and IMO’s GHG Strategy: While the Paris Agreement focuses on climate change, the 

IMO’s Initial GHG Strategy aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from shipping. The IMO targets a 

50% reduction in emissions by 2050 compared to 2008 levels, adopting measures for cleaner fuels, 

efficient vessel designs, and slow steaming practices. 

5. Piracy and Security Regulations:12 

Suppression of Unlawful Acts (SUA) Convention: The SUA Convention, established by the IMO in 1988, 

addresses unlawful acts against the safety of maritime navigation. It criminalizes piracy, terrorism, and 

acts that threaten the security of maritime routes, providing legal grounds for prosecuting offenders. 

United Nations Security Council Resolutions: In response to piracy, particularly in areas like the Gulf of 

Aden, the United Nations has passed several resolutions allowing states to conduct anti-piracy operations 

and establish regional cooperation frameworks to secure international shipping routes. 

International Ship and Port Facility Security (ISPS) Code: Part of SOLAS, the ISPS Code establishes 

security protocols for vessels and port facilities to protect against terrorism. It mandates security plans, 

risk assessments, and compliance measures for both ships and ports, aiming to prevent security threats in 

the maritime domain. 

6. Challenges in Maritime Regulatory Frameworks:13 

Jurisdictional Issues and Enforcement: Despite established frameworks, enforcing maritime law across 

jurisdictions remains challenging. For instance, flag states are responsible for enforcing laws on their 

registered vessels, but lax regulations or limited resources in some flag states lead to inconsistencies and 

potential violations. 

Emerging Technologies: The rise of autonomous ships and advanced mining technologies requires updates 

to current regulatory frameworks, as traditional laws do not fully cover these innovations. Autonomous 

vessels, in particular, pose questions regarding accountability, navigation rights, and operational safety. 

Climate Change and Adaptation: Climate change impacts, such as rising sea levels and shifts in marine 

biodiversity, require adaptive legal frameworks. There is growing pressure on regulatory bodies to 

establish more stringent environmental regulations and sustainable practices to address climate challenges 

effectively. 

Dispute Resolution: Maritime disputes, especially over resources and territorial claims, present challenges 

for international law. While UNCLOS provides dispute resolution mechanisms, political complexities can 

impede their effectiveness, leading to tensions and potential conflicts. 

 
11Rajagopalan, R. (2022). "India’s Blue Economy: Opportunities and Challenges." Economic and Political Weekly, 57(16), 31-

36 
12Mohan, C. R. (2020). "India’s Maritime Security Strategy: Navigating Challenges in the Indian Ocean." Journal of Strategic 
Studies, 43(5), 700-718 
13ida 
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The regulatory frameworks of maritime law form complex system designed to ensure safety, security, and 

environmental protection in the world’s oceans. UNCLOS, IMO conventions, ILO standards, and regional 

agreements create a structured approach to maritime governance, addressing diverse areas from labor 

rights to pollution control. However, evolving challenges like climate change, emerging technologies, and 

enforcement inconsistencies highlight the need for continued adaptation and cooperation among states to 

protect the global maritime commons for future generations. 

 

2. 4. Sovereignty vs. Freedom of Navigation:14 

In International maritime law, the concepts of sovereignty and freedom of navigation represent a delicate 

balance between the rights of coastal states to govern their territorial waters and the rights of all nations 

to access the high seas. Both principles are fundamental to the structure established by the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which defines how these competing interests coexist and 

the limits of each. 

1. Sovereignty in Maritime Zones:15 

Territorial Waters (12 Nautical Miles): Coastal states have sovereignty over their territorial sea, extending 

up to 12 nautical miles from their baseline. Within this zone, they exercise full jurisdiction similar to their 

land territory, governing matters such as law enforcement, resource extraction, environmental protections, 

and navigational rights. 

Contiguous Zone (24 Nautical Miles): Beyond the territorial sea, the contiguous zone extends another 12 

nautical miles (up to 24 nautical miles from the baseline). Here, coastal states have limited sovereignty, 

mainly to prevent violations of customs, immigration, and environmental regulations within their 

territorial waters. 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ, 200 Nautical Miles): In the EEZ, which stretches up to 200 nautical 

miles from the baseline, a coastal state holds exclusive rights over natural resources, including fishing, 

mining, and energy production. However, unlike territorial waters, the EEZ is not subject to the full 

jurisdiction of the coastal state; other states retain rights to navigate, fly over, and lay submarine cables in 

the EEZ, subject to international law. 

2. Freedom of Navigation on the High Seas16 

High Seas (Beyond EEZ): The high seas are considered international waters, lying beyond the EEZ of any 

state. Here, freedom of navigation is a core principle, allowing all nations unrestricted access for shipping, 

fishing, and resource exploration. This freedom is essential for international trade, military movements, 

and scientific research, and it ensures the global economy remains interconnected. 

UNCLOS and Freedom of Navigation: Article 87 of UNCLOS enshrines freedom of navigation as a 

fundamental right on the high seas, permitting vessels from any country to navigate, fish, conduct 

scientific research, and engage in peaceful activities without interference. The right of innocent passage is 

also guaranteed, allowing vessels to traverse another state's territorial sea as long as it is not prejudicial to 

the peace or security of the coastal state. 

3. Balancing Sovereignty and Navigation: Key Mechanisms in UNCLOS: 

Right of Innocent Passage: UNCLOS permits foreign vessels to pass through a coastal state’s territorial 

sea under the right of innocent passage as long as they do not engage in activities that threaten the security, 

 
14Sarkar, S. (2021). "Navigating the Indo-Pacific: India’s Maritime Strategy." Journal of International Affairs, 74(1), 25-45. 
15United Nations. (1982). United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). 
16Ida 
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public order, or environment of the coastal state. Innocent passage allows coastal and landlocked nations 

to maintain unimpeded access to the sea while respecting the sovereignty of coastal states. 

Transit Passage Through International Straits: For straits used for international navigation, such as the 

Strait of Hormuz and the Strait of Malacca, UNCLOS provides the right of transit passage. This allows 

continuous and expeditious navigation through these narrow, strategic waters without interruption by the 

coastal state. Coastal states may not suspend transit passage but can regulate it to ensure safety and 

environmental protection. 

Archipelagic Sea Lanes Passage: For archipelagic nations like Indonesia and the Philippines, UNCLOS 

introduces archipelagic sea lanes passage, allowing ships and aircraft to pass through designated sea lanes 

without interference while respecting the sovereignty of the archipelagic state over its waters. 

4. Tensions Between Sovereignty and Freedom of Navigation:17 

South China Sea Dispute: In the South China Sea, China's claims over significant portions of the region 

have raised tensions with other nations asserting freedom of navigation. China’s artificial islands and 

military presence in disputed areas have led to conflicts, with the United States and other nations 

conducting freedom of navigation operations (FONOPs) to challenge what they view as excessive 

maritime claims. 

Arctic Navigation and Resources: With melting sea ice opening new Arctic navigation routes, sovereignty 

claims by states such as Russia and Canada are challenged by other countries seeking access to these 

waters for commercial shipping and resource exploration. As Arctic routes become more viable, freedom 

of navigation in these waters will be a growing issue. 

Piracy and Security Concerns: In areas with high piracy rates, such as the Gulf of Aden, coastal states like 

Somalia and other nations’ navies coordinate to secure freedom of navigation while respecting the 

jurisdictional rights of states in the region. The use of international coalitions highlights the need to balance 

security with legal jurisdiction. 

5. Future Challenges and Legal Developments: 

Technological Advances and Autonomous Vessels: Emerging technologies, including autonomous 

vessels, pose new challenges in defining sovereignty and navigation rights. With these vessels operating 

without traditional crews, questions arise regarding how states will regulate, inspect, and enforce 

jurisdiction in their waters. 

Environmental Regulations and Navigation Rights: As environmental concerns increase, coastal states 

may implement stricter environmental regulations within their EEZs, potentially affecting freedom of 

navigation. Balancing the environmental responsibilities of coastal states with the navigational rights of 

other nations will require ongoing international collaboration. The tension between sovereignty and 

freedom of navigation is central to maritime governance, reflecting the need to protect national interests 

while preserving the seas as a shared resource. Through UNCLOS, states have established a framework 

to balance these interests by recognizing the rights of coastal states to govern their waters and the rights 

of all nations to access the oceans. This framework must continue to adapt to new challenges, such as 

climate change, technological advances, and geopolitical shifts, ensuring a sustainable and cooperative 

approach to the global maritime commons. 

 

 
17Chaudhuri, S. (2020). "China's Maritime Silk Road: Implications for India." Strategic Analysis, 44(3), 230-245. 
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2.5. Overview of Indian Maritime Law18 

Indian maritime law has evolved significantly over the years, establishing a well revised framework to 

govern India's maritime zones, protect its coastal interests, and support its expanding blue economy. 

Rooted in ancient maritime practices and shaped by modern legislation, India's maritime law addresses a 

range of issues from navigational rights and environmental protection to commercial operations and 

security enforcement. Indian maritime law aligns with the principles of the United Nations Convention on 

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), and the country has enacted several statutes to implement international 

standards and address its unique maritime challenges. 

1. Historical Background and Evolution of Indian Maritime Law: India has a rich maritime history, 

with evidence of trade and navigational practices dating back to the Indus Valley Civilization. The ancient 

port cities of Lothal and Dwarka highlight India’s long-standing engagement with maritime trade and 

exploration. During the colonial era, India adopted British maritime laws, which heavily influenced its 

legal framework. Post-independence, India focused on developing its own legislation while aligning with 

international standards to address its changing maritime needs. 

2. Key Legislation in Indian Maritime Law: India’s maritime law includes a variety of statutes that 

address issues such as sovereignty, safety, environmental protection, and resource management. Key 

legislation includes: 

The Territorial Waters, Continental Shelf, Exclusive Economic Zone and Other Maritime Zones Act, 

1976: This Act defines India's maritime zones, in line with UNCLOS, including territorial waters (12 

nautical miles from the baseline), contiguous zone (24 nautical miles), exclusive economic zone (EEZ) 

(200 nautical miles), and continental shelf (up to 350 nautical miles). The Act grants India rights over 

natural resources in its EEZ and continental shelf, enabling it to exploit marine resources, including 

fishing, oil, and gas exploration. It also allows India to establish laws for security, environmental 

protection, and economic activities within these zones. 

The Merchant Shipping Act, 1958 (Amended 2014): The Merchant Shipping Act is the primary legislation 

regulating the registration of Indian ships, safety standards, crew requirements, and other commercial 

shipping aspects. The Act is aligned with IMO standards, covering critical areas like maritime safety, 

pollution control, and certification of seafarers. The 2014 amendment introduced provisions for ship 

recycling in line with the Hong Kong International Convention for the Safe and Environmentally Sound 

Recycling of Ships, allowing for the safe dismantling of ships and addressing environmental concerns in 

the shipbreaking industry. 

The Indian Ports Act, 1908 and The Major Port Authorities Act, 2021: The Indian Ports Act, 1908 and its 

amendments govern the operation and management of ports in India, establishing rules for port authorities 

and infrastructure management. The Major Port Authorities Act, 2021 replaced older legislation to give 

more autonomy to India’s 12 major ports, enabling faster decision-making and greater operational 

efficiency. It allows port authorities to streamline cargo handling and improve logistics operations, 

enhancing India's maritime trade capabilities. 

The Coast Guard Act, 1978: The Coast Guard Act established the Indian Coast Guard as a maritime law 

enforcement agency responsible for the security of India’s waters. Its duties include ensuring maritime 

safety, conducting search and rescue operations, and enforcing environmental regulations within India's 

 
18Raghavan, S. (2018). "Regional Dynamics and India’s Maritime Interests." Asian Security, 14(1), 1-20. 
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EEZ. The Indian Coast Guard also plays a critical role in anti-piracy operations, drug interdiction, and 

other security-related activities. 

The Marine Aids to Navigation Act, 2021: This Act replaced the colonial-era Lighthouse Act of 1927 and 

provides a modern framework for navigational aids, including lighthouses and other navigation aids for 

safe maritime transit. It aligns with international standards for the maintenance, establishment, and 

modernization of marine aids to navigation to improve safety in Indian waters. 

The Admiralty (Jurisdiction and Settlement of Maritime Claims) Act, 2017: This Act replaced outdated 

admiralty laws from the colonial era, establishing a clear legal framework for the jurisdiction and 

settlement of maritime claims. It grants jurisdiction to High Courts in coastal states over matters like ship 

arrest, salvage, and maritime liens, making it easier to resolve disputes in line with UNCLOS and other 

international conventions. The Act facilitates the enforcement of maritime claims, including claims related 

to damages, crew wages, salvage operations, and pollution. 

The Maritime Zones of India (Regulation of Fishing by Foreign Vessels) Act, 1981: This Act regulates 

fishing by foreign vessels in India's EEZ to protect the nation’s marine resources from unauthorized 

exploitation. It enables authorities to monitor, regulate, and restrict foreign fishing activities, promoting 

sustainable resource management in Indian waters and safeguarding the interests of domestic fishermen. 

The Prevention and Control of Pollution Act, 1981: Although not specific to maritime pollution, this Act 

addresses pollution control in Indian waters and aligns with international efforts to curb marine pollution. 

It empowers authorities to take action against pollution caused by ships, offshore platforms, and other 

sources, ensuring compliance with environmental standards and protecting marine biodiversity. 

3. India’s Compliance with International Conventions: India is a signatory to multiple international 

conventions developed by the International Maritime Organization (IMO), including, International 

Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS): Ensures that Indian vessels meet international safety 

standards in construction, firefighting equipment, and life-saving appliances. 

International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL): India enforces 

MARPOL regulations on Indian and foreign vessels operating in its jurisdiction to control pollution from 

oil, sewage, garbage, and air emissions. 

International Convention on Standards of Training, Certification, and Watchkeeping for Seafarers 

(STCW): India adheres to the STCW convention, providing training and certification standards for Indian 

seafarers to ensure global compliance and competency. India has also signed other conventions, including 

the Ballast Water Management Convention, the Hong Kong Convention on Ship Recycling, and the 

Nairobi International Convention on the Removal of Wrecks. 

4. Maritime Security Framework:19 

Indian Navy and Indian Coast Guard (ICG): India’s maritime security is maintained by the Indian Navy 

and Indian Coast Guard, with both agencies working to ensure the protection of India's maritime borders, 

prevent piracy, and secure offshore assets. 

Coastal Surveillance and Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA): India has strengthened its coastal 

surveillance capabilities with radars and monitoring systems along its 7,516-kilometer coastline. The 

Information Management and Analysis Centre (IMAC) is the central hub for maritime data, enhancing 

India’s ability to monitor and respond to maritime threats. 

 
19Kapila, S. (2022). "Maritime Power and National Security: India's Challenges in the Indian Ocean." Asian Security, 18(2), 115-
134 
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Anti-Piracy Efforts: India actively participates in anti-piracy missions in the Indian Ocean and Gulf of 

Aden, deploying naval vessels to protect merchant ships from piracy and facilitate safe passage for 

commercial vessels. 

5. Environmental and Fisheries Management: 

Marine Pollution Control: India enforces stringent pollution control measures in line with MARPOL and 

other international conventions, regulating waste disposal, emissions, and ballast water management to 

prevent marine pollution. 

Protection of Marine Biodiversity: India has designated Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) along its 

coastline, including regions like the Gulf of Mannar and Sundarbans, to conserve biodiversity and protect 

endangered marine species. 

Fisheries Management: To prevent overfishing and maintain fish stocks, India has developed policies for 

sustainable fisheries management, regulated by the Department of Fisheries and state governments, 

especially within its EEZ. 

6. Recent Developments and Challenges:20 

Ship Recycling Industry: India is a leading country in ship recycling, with the Alang-Sosiya Ship 

Recycling Yard being one of the largest facilities globally. The industry follows the Hong Kong 

International Convention for the Safe and Environmentally Sound Recycling of Ships, aiming to minimize 

environmental impacts. 

Blue Economy Initiatives: India’s blue economy initiatives focus on sustainable development of ocean 

resources. The government emphasizes offshore renewable energy, aquaculture, tourism, and responsible 

fisheries to harness the economic potential of its maritime zones. 

Geopolitical Tensions: India faces challenges in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) due to increasing strategic 

competition, particularly from China’s naval presence and influence in the region. India has strengthened 

its maritime diplomacy with countries like the United States, Japan, and Australia through frameworks 

such as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) to enhance its regional influence and protect its 

maritime interests. 

7. Future Directions: 

Strengthening Legislation and Infrastructure: India is investing in port modernization, improving maritime 

infrastructure, and enhancing coastal security to support economic growth and ensure security. 

Sustainable Practices and Climate Adaptation: India aims to adopt sustainable maritime practices in line 

with climate adaptation goals. Policies promoting renewable energy, eco-friendly ship recycling, and 

pollution reduction will help protect its marine environment. 

Digital Transformation: The government is also embracing digital solutions, including e-navigation, 

maritime data integration, and satellite surveillance to improve maritime management, enhance safety, 

and facilitate efficient logistics.  India’s maritime law reflects a balance between national security, 

environmental sustainability, and economic development. Rooted in historical tradition and adapted to 

international standards, Indian maritime law provides the country with a comprehensive framework to 

manage its vast maritime resources, enforce legal obligations, and contribute to global maritime 

governance. As India navigates new challenges and opportunities in the maritime domain, it continues to 

update its legal and regulatory frameworks, ensuring alignment with international conventions and the 

sustainable development of its blue economy. 

 
20Pandey, R. (2021). "The Emerging Geopolitical Landscape in the Indian Ocean." South Asian Survey, 28(1), 19-36. 
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3. Chapter: Comparative Analysis of Indian Maritime Law and International Maritime Law 

Indian maritime law, developed over centuries, incorporates both traditional maritime practices and 

modern principles of international law. As a significant maritime nation, India aligns its domestic laws 

with global standards, particularly under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS). However, there are areas where Indian maritime law diverges or has unique adaptations suited 

to its national priorities. This comparative analysis examines key aspects of Indian maritime law vis-à-vis 

international law, with examples and case studies highlighting the convergences and divergences in areas 

such as jurisdictional boundaries, maritime security, environmental protection, and resource management. 

 

3.1. Jurisdictional Boundaries and Sovereignty in Maritime Law 

Jurisdictional boundaries and sovereignty are central concepts in maritime law, defining the rights of 

coastal states to control activities, manage resources, and enforce laws in various maritime zones. 

International maritime boundaries are largely governed by the United Nations Convention on the Law of 

the Sea (UNCLOS), which sets standard boundaries and provides legal frameworks for resolving disputes 

over these zones. India’s interpretation and adaptation of these principles reveal both alignment with and 

distinct applications of UNCLOS provisions, tailored to its national and regional needs. 

1. UNCLOS Framework for Jurisdictional Boundaries:21 

Internal Waters: Coastal states have complete sovereignty over internal waters, including bays, rivers, and 

ports. Here, the state’s control is as absolute as it is on land, allowing for unrestricted jurisdiction. 

Territorial Sea (up to 12 nautical miles): Within the territorial sea, a coastal state exercises full sovereignty, 

though foreign vessels enjoy the right of "innocent passage"—transit that does not threaten the peace or 

security of the state. 

Contiguous Zone (24 nautical miles): Extending beyond the territorial sea, the contiguous zone grants the 

coastal state limited authority to enforce laws related to customs, immigration, sanitation, and fiscal 

regulations. However, the state does not have complete sovereignty here. 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ, up to 200 nautical miles): The EEZ allows the coastal state sovereign 

rights for resource exploration and use, but not full sovereignty. Here, the state can regulate activities like 

fishing, mining, and energy production but must respect international navigation rights. 

Continental Shelf: A coastal state may exercise rights over the continental shelf up to 350 nautical miles 

from the baseline for natural resources on the seabed but must permit navigation and other freedoms as on 

the high seas. 

2. India’s Maritime Zones Act, 1976: Adapting UNCLOS Principles: 

India’s Maritime Zones Act, 1976, established before its ratification of UNCLOS in 1995, defines India’s 

maritime boundaries, largely aligning with UNCLOS zones (territorial sea, contiguous zone, EEZ, and 

continental shelf). However, the Act introduces certain unique adaptations: 

Historical Waters: The concept of “historical waters” recognizes India’s claim to waters with longstanding 

ties to Indian sovereignty. This concept has been invoked in disputed areas such as Sir Creek and the Palk 

Strait, allowing India to assert jurisdiction based on traditional use. 

Sovereign Enforcement: India has extended its right to enforce laws in its contiguous zone, especially 

concerning security matters. Additionally, the Indian Coast Guard Act, 1978 and the Merchant Shipping 

Act empower Indian authorities to patrol and secure these areas. 

 
21Borgese, E. M. (2002). "The Oceanic Circle: Governing the Seas as a Global Resource." United Nations University Press. 
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3. Case Study: Sir Creek Dispute between India and Pakistan:22 The Sir Creek dispute between India and 

Pakistan is a longstanding and complex border disagreement involving a 96-kilometer estuary in the Rann 

of Kutch between the Sindh province of Pakistan and the Gujarat state of India. This narrow, marshy area 

in the Arabian Sea is of particular strategic significance due to its potential oil and gas reserves and the 

impact it has on the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) of both countries. The dispute reflects the broader 

issues of territorial sovereignty, resource access, and maritime jurisdiction in international law. The roots 

of the Sir Creek dispute date back to colonial times. During the British Raj, Sindh and the princely state 

of Kutch, under British India, had contested boundaries, with Sir Creek marking one such contentious 

area. The 1908 Bombay Government Resolution defined the creek as part of Kutch. However, after India 

and Pakistan gained independence in 1947, the boundary line remained unresolved, and both countries 

claimed the territory as their own. 

 

Legal and Geographical Basis of the Dispute: 

The Thalweg Principle: Pakistan argues for a division along the thalweg principle, a concept in 

international law that draws the boundary at the deepest part of a navigable waterway. Pakistan claims 

that the creek’s centre line should be the dividing boundary, which would place more of the marshland 

and surrounding waters within its jurisdiction. Pakistan supports this claim by citing the Sindh 

Government’s 1925 map, which shows the centre line as the boundary. 

Historical Waters Claim by India: India, on the other hand, asserts that Sir Creek belongs entirely to it, 

referencing the 1914 map signed by the Government of Sindh and the ruler of Kutch, which placed the 

entire creek within India’s jurisdiction. India also claims Sir Creek and its surrounding marshlands as 

historical waters based on long-standing use by its local fishing communities, arguing that this supports 

its right to control the territory. 

Strategic and Economic Importance 

Resource Potential: Sir Creek’s importance goes beyond just territorial control; it impacts both countries’ 

Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs). Control over the creek determines how each country can extend its 

EEZ into the Arabian Sea, influencing access to potential offshore oil and gas reserves in this area. Should 

one country gain control of the entire creek, its EEZ boundary would extend, giving it exclusive rights to 

resources in a larger area of the sea. 

Security Concerns: The area has strategic significance for both countries. Its proximity to the sensitive 

India-Pakistan border makes Sir Creek an important buffer region for coastal security. The creek’s marshy 

and uninhabited nature has made it susceptible to illicit activities, such as smuggling and unauthorized 

fishing, necessitating heightened security patrols by both nations’ coast guards. 

Attempts at Resolution: Over the years, India and Pakistan have engaged in several rounds of bilateral 

negotiations to resolve the Sir Creek dispute, but none have resulted in a definitive agreement. These 

discussions have been part of broader Confidence-Building Measures (CBMs) aimed at de-escalating 

border tensions. 

Joint Surveys: In 2007, India and Pakistan conducted a joint survey of Sir Creek to establish a clearer 

understanding of the creek’s geographic and navigational characteristics. While the survey provided 

updated information, both countries interpreted the results differently, and the dispute remained 

unresolved. 

 
22Ghosh, P. S. (2017). "India-Pakistan Maritime Dispute: The Case of Sir Creek." Asian Affairs, 48(1), 113-128. 
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Bilateral Talks: Since the 1990s, the Sir Creek dispute has been included in the Composite Dialogue 

Process between India and Pakistan, a platform for discussing and resolving bilateral issues. Talks on the 

creek have sometimes made progress but have often been stalled by larger geopolitical issues, such as 

tensions over Kashmir and incidents of cross-border violence. 

Recent Developments and Current Status 

The Sir Creek dispute remains unresolved, but the Line of Control (LoC) in the Kashmir region has largely 

taken precedence in discussions between India and Pakistan, with Sir Creek often relegated to a lower 

priority. However, sporadic border skirmishes, arrests of fishermen crossing perceived boundaries, and 

ongoing surveillance activities underscore the ongoing tension in the area. Both countries routinely patrol 

the creek and detain fishermen who inadvertently cross into what each considers its territory. 

Implications for Maritime Law and Jurisdiction 

Sovereignty and Jurisdictional Challenges: The Sir Creek dispute highlights challenges in maritime 

boundary delineation when two countries have conflicting historical claims. It emphasizes the 

complexities of applying international legal principles like the thalweg in territories with intertwined 

histories. The unresolved boundary impacts the definition of each nation’s EEZ, affecting resource access 

and complicating enforcement of fishing and maritime security laws. 

International Mediation and Arbitration: While India and Pakistan have historically preferred bilateral 

negotiations over international mediation, some analysts argue that seeking arbitration under international 

law might provide a clearer resolution framework. However, this approach faces resistance due to 

sovereignty concerns. 

Environmental and Community Impacts: The Sir Creek area is part of the Indus Delta, an ecologically 

sensitive zone home to various species and crucial fishing grounds for local communities. The dispute has 

affected local communities’ access to traditional fishing areas and poses environmental concerns over 

sustainable management. Communities from both sides are affected by stringent security measures, 

arrests, and detentions when crossing boundaries, underscoring the human impact of unresolved maritime 

disputes. The Sir Creek dispute serves as a complex case study of territorial sovereignty, the application 

of international law principles like the thalweg, and the impact of historical claims on contemporary 

maritime boundaries. While the issue remains unresolved, it emphasizes the need for collaborative 

approaches in dispute resolution, particularly in regions where historical, legal, and practical interests 

intersect. India and Pakistan’s ongoing dialogue on Sir Creek, though slow-moving, represents an 

important aspect of their bilateral relations and reflects broader themes in international maritime law, 

particularly in disputed or overlapping territories. 

4. Case Study: India-Sri Lanka Maritime Boundary Agreements23:  The India-Sri Lanka Maritime 

Boundary Agreements are a series of bilateral treaties that define the maritime boundaries between India 

and Sri Lanka in the Gulf of Mannar, Palk Strait, and Bay of Bengal. These agreements have been 

instrumental in establishing clear jurisdictional boundaries, promoting peaceful coexistence, and enabling 

resource-sharing between the two nations. Despite the legal framework set by these agreements, 

challenges remain, particularly concerning traditional fishing rights and the livelihood of coastal 

communities on both sides. 

Strategic Importance: The maritime boundary between India and Sri Lanka runs through the Gulf of 

Mannar, Palk Strait, and Bay of Bengal. This boundary separates the Indian state of Tamil Nadu and the 

 
23Chandrasekharan, S. (2015). "India-Sri Lanka Maritime Boundary Agreements: History and Implications." South Asia Analysis 
Group Report No. 1631 
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Jaffna Peninsula in Sri Lanka. Due to its proximity, the area has been historically significant, culturally 

linked, and shared by fishing communities on both sides. Following India and Sri Lanka's independence, 

it became essential to define maritime boundaries to regulate fishing rights, resource exploration, and 

security matters. 

Key Agreements: The maritime boundary agreements were finalized in three stages: 

First Agreement (1974): Gulf of Mannar and Palk Strait: The first treaty between India and Sri Lanka, 

signed in 1974, established boundaries in the Palk Strait and Gulf of Mannar. This agreement aimed to 

resolve territorial disputes and recognize sovereign rights in these areas. The agreement notably delineated 

Katchatheevu Island as part of Sri Lanka, though historically, it had been used by Indian fishermen. The 

agreement granted both countries sovereignty rights and prohibited fishing across boundaries, but it 

allowed for Indian fishermen to access Katchatheevu for religious pilgrimages without requiring visas. 

Second Agreement (1976): Bay of Bengal: The second agreement, signed in 1976, extended the maritime 

boundary to cover the Bay of Bengal. This treaty established the territorial waters and the Exclusive 

Economic Zones (EEZs) for both countries, preventing each from exploiting marine resources on the 

other’s side. This agreement further aimed to delineate the continental shelf boundaries, crucial for 

managing mineral resources, oil exploration, and fishing rights. 

Additional Arrangements: In 2008, a joint working group was formed to discuss fishing rights and address 

incidents of boundary violations. This arrangement aimed to protect the interests of both nations' fishing 

communities and facilitate cooperative measures to curb illegal fishing. 

Key Provisions of the Agreements:  

Maritime Boundary: The agreements established clear maritime boundaries, respecting sovereignty and 

maintaining territorial integrity. This delineation addressed jurisdictional and resource-sharing issues and 

minimized the potential for territorial conflicts. 

Traditional Rights: Although the agreements limit fishing access to respective territorial waters, provisions 

were included for traditional access by Indian fishermen to Katchatheevu Island, allowing them to 

participate in annual religious pilgrimages to the island’s shrine.  

Resource Sharing and Management: Both nations agreed to explore options for collaborative marine 

resource management and adopt sustainable fishing practices, although enforcement of these principles 

has been challenging due to local economic pressures. 

Challenges and Ongoing Issues 

Fishing Rights and Traditional Access: Indian fishermen, particularly from Tamil Nadu, have historically 

fished in Sri Lankan waters near the maritime boundary. The agreements restricted this, but fishermen 

argue that these waters, especially around Katchatheevu, have been part of their traditional fishing grounds 

for centuries. The restriction of fishing rights has led to frequent cross-border incursions, with Sri Lankan 

authorities often arresting Indian fishermen for illegal fishing, confiscating boats, and imposing penalties. 

These incidents strain diplomatic relations and affect the livelihood of fishing communities in Tamil Nadu. 

Katchatheevu Island Controversy: The 1974 agreement transferred Katchatheevu Island to Sri Lanka, 

which remains a point of contention. Indian fishermen and political representatives in Tamil Nadu have 

raised concerns, arguing that the decision impacts their economic well-being and traditional fishing rights. 

Some parties in India have called for a review or renegotiation of the Katchatheevu agreement, 

emphasizing the island’s economic and cultural importance for Indian fishermen. However, Sri Lanka 

asserts its sovereign rights over the island as defined in the 1974 agreement. 
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Security Concerns: Given the region's proximity to Sri Lanka’s Northern Province, which has a history of 

political tension, the maritime boundary poses a security concern. In the past, the Liberation Tigers of 

Tamil Eelam (LTTE) exploited these waters to transport supplies during the Sri Lankan Civil War, leading 

to intensified naval surveillance by both countries. This history has influenced Sri Lanka’s stringent 

enforcement of boundary policies, which sometimes results in clashes with Indian fishing boats entering 

Sri Lankan waters. 

Environmental and Economic Impacts: Overfishing and destructive fishing practices, such as bottom 

trawling, often practiced by Indian fishermen have resulted in significant depletion of marine resources in 

the area. Sri Lanka has expressed concerns about the environmental impact, as these practices affect fish 

stocks and the health of marine ecosystems. To curb the negative impacts of overfishing, both governments 

have been exploring joint management initiatives and encouraging alternative fishing practices. However, 

finding a balance that satisfies both parties’ economic needs and environmental goals has proven 

challenging. 

Case Studies and Incidents 

2014 Arrest of Indian Fishermen: In 2014, over 200 Indian fishermen were detained by Sri Lankan 

authorities for allegedly crossing the maritime boundary. This incident led to diplomatic discussions and 

emphasized the ongoing tensions around fishing rights. The Indian government intervened, and through 

bilateral dialogue, most of the fishermen were released. However, this incident highlighted the need for a 

more effective dispute resolution mechanism to address frequent cross-border detentions. 

Katchatheevu Church Festival: Despite restrictions, Indian fishermen participate in the annual religious 

pilgrimage to St. Anthony’s Shrine on Katchatheevu Island. The Sri Lankan government allows this 

pilgrimage as per the 1974 agreement, reflecting the importance of maintaining cultural ties even within 

restricted waters. This event helps the delicate balance between respecting traditional rights and enforcing 

national sovereignty. 

Efforts to Resolve Disputes: India and Sri Lanka have taken steps to address ongoing issues by establishing 

bilateral mechanisms and exploring joint initiatives. Some key measures include: 

Joint Working Groups on Fisheries: This group meets periodically to discuss fishing-related issues, 

seeking solutions to cross-border fishing incidents. The working group encourages sustainable fishing 

practices and aims to mitigate the livelihood impact on coastal communities. 

Naval Cooperation: Both countries have increased naval cooperation to curb illegal fishing, human 

trafficking, and other unlawful activities in the area. Joint patrolling and information-sharing initiatives 

have been established, aimed at improving maritime security and reducing accidental boundary violations. 

Promoting Sustainable Fishing Practices: Both governments have initiated programs to encourage 

environmentally friendly fishing practices. India, for instance, has begun promoting deep-sea fishing 

among Tamil Nadu fishermen, incentivizing them to reduce dependency on Sri Lankan waters. 

The India-Sri Lanka Maritime Boundary Agreements have successfully defined the maritime boundaries 

between the two countries, setting a legal foundation for sovereignty and resource-sharing. However, the 

agreements continue to face challenges, especially regarding fishing rights and traditional practices around 

Katchatheevu Island. The ongoing diplomatic efforts, joint initiatives, and emphasis on sustainable fishing 

practices reflect both countries’ commitment to resolving disputes peacefully and promoting a cooperative 

maritime relationship. This case study underscores the complexities of implementing maritime boundaries 

in regions with deep-rooted cultural, economic, and historical ties, highlighting the need for flexible and 

innovative approaches to transboundary resource management and local community engagement. 
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5. Balancing Sovereignty and International Navigation Rights 

Innocent Passage in Territorial Waters: UNCLOS grants foreign vessels the right of innocent passage 

through a country’s territorial sea, but India emphasizes stringent monitoring and security measures to 

prevent unauthorized entry, particularly in sensitive regions like the Andaman and Nicobar Islands. This 

stricter approach reflects India’s prioritization of national security alongside adherence to UNCLOS 

norms. 

Military Exercises in the EEZ: India asserts that prior consent is required for foreign military activities 

within its EEZ, a stance that aligns with its security-focused interpretation of UNCLOS. For example, the 

U.S. Navy’s 2021 Freedom of Navigation Operation (FONOP) in India’s EEZ near the Lakshadweep 

Islands, conducted without India’s consent, led to diplomatic protests from India, underscoring this policy. 

Sovereignty in Practice: India’s Role in the Indian Ocean: India’s strategic location in the Indian Ocean 

positions it as a key stakeholder in regional maritime security. It emphasizes sovereignty through policies 

that protect national interests while supporting international norms of freedom of navigation. India’s 

involvement in initiatives like the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) and partnerships with countries 

like the U.S., Japan, and Australia under the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) reflect this balance 

between asserting sovereignty and contributing to regional security cooperation The balance between 

jurisdictional sovereignty and international norms in maritime law is complex. India’s application of 

UNCLOS provisions, alongside unique measures in its Maritime Zones Act, demonstrates its commitment 

to both national interests and international cooperation. Through its domestic laws and international 

partnerships, India seeks to maintain secure and sovereign maritime boundaries while participating in 

global maritime governance. 

 

4. Chapter: India’s Role in Global Maritime Governance 

India's strategic location, with a coastline of approximately 7,516.16 kilometres and positioning along 

major global maritime routes in the Indian Ocean, grants it a unique and significant role in global maritime 

governance. India's active participation in international maritime law frameworks and regional security 

initiatives has positioned it as a major player in ensuring maritime security, fostering economic growth, 

and advocating for sustainable development in the oceanic domain. This analysis explores India's role in 

shaping and contributing to global maritime governance, focusing on its strategic initiatives, security 

policies, economic activities, and environmental responsibilities. 

4.1. Strategic Importance of the Indian Ocean and India’s Maritime Domain:24 

The Indian Ocean is a critical artery of global trade, connecting major economies across Asia, Africa, and 

Europe. Approximately 80% of global oil shipments and over 50% of the world's container traffic traverse 

the Indian Ocean. India's geographical position along this ocean places it at the forefront of maritime 

governance and enables it to exert influence over crucial sea lines of communication (SLOCs). India’s 

growing naval and economic capabilities have transformed it into a regional maritime power, with 

responsibilities extending to anti-piracy operations, disaster relief, and supporting regional trade security. 

With the advent of China’s expanding naval presence and infrastructure development in the Indian Ocean 

region (IOR) through initiatives such as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), India’s role in upholding a 

stable, rule-based maritime order is increasingly recognized globally. 

 

 
24  
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4.2.  India’s Approach to Maritime Governance 

1.  Adherence to International Maritime Law: India is a signatory to the United Nations Convention on 

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and has aligned its domestic maritime laws with international conventions. 

This alignment reinforces India's commitment to upholding freedom of navigation, responsible marine 

resource utilization, and the peaceful resolution of maritime disputes. India’s Merchant Shipping Act and 

Admiralty Act are examples of domestic legislation that reflect international standards. Through this 

alignment, India has solidified its role as a reliable partner in global maritime governance. India has also 

expressed support for UNCLOS’s role in dispute resolution, as seen in its emphasis on diplomatic 

negotiations with neighbouring countries over maritime boundary issues. India’s adherence to UNCLOS 

principles strengthens the rule-based order in the Indian Ocean and advocates for peaceful, cooperative 

engagements across nations. 

4.3.  SAGAR: Security and Growth for All in the Region25: India's SAGAR (Security and Growth for All 

in the Region) policy, introduced in 2015, reflects its commitment to fostering a secure, stable, and 

prosperous maritime environment in the Indian Ocean region. SAGAR emphasizes regional cooperation, 

capacity building, maritime domain awareness, and a shared commitment to maritime security. This policy 

is built on five key pillars: 

Enhanced partnerships with IOR countries to counter non-traditional security threats, including piracy, 

terrorism, and trafficking. 

Capacity building and training support for neighbouring countries in maritime security and surveillance. 

Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR) operations, particularly in regions vulnerable to 

natural disasters. 

Sustainable development, including environmental conservation efforts in marine ecosystems. 

Mutual cooperation for a free, inclusive, and rule-based maritime order, aligned with UNCLOS principles. 

The Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA): India is an active member of the Indian Ocean Rim 

Association (IORA), a regional organization that promotes sustainable development and economic 

cooperation. Through IORA, India has advocated for several key initiatives, including: 

Maritime Security: Strengthening regional security cooperation to address issues like piracy, drug 

trafficking, and illegal fishing. 

Blue Economy: Promoting sustainable economic growth through sectors like tourism, fisheries, and 

renewable energy, essential for economic development and environmental preservation. 

Disaster Management: Assisting IORA nations in developing early warning systems and disaster response 

strategies, improving regional resilience against natural disasters. 

India’s leadership within IORA reflects its commitment to creating an inclusive and prosperous Indian 

Ocean regions. 

4. India's Contributions to Maritime Security26: India's maritime security role extends beyond its 

national waters, given the rising geopolitical tensions and non-traditional threats in the Indian Ocean. As 

a key player in ensuring regional security, India has adopted several measures: 

Anti-Piracy Operations: The waters off the Somali coast and the Gulf of Aden have long been hotspots 

for piracy. India has been a critical player in anti-piracy efforts in these regions, frequently deploying 

 
25Kumar, A. (2020). "SAGAR Initiative: India’s Pursuit of a Secure and Stable Indian Ocean Region." Maritime Affairs: Journal of 
the National Maritime Foundation of India, 16(1), 55-68. 
26Ghosh, A. (2021). "India’s Maritime Strategy: The Role of the Navy in the Indian Ocean." Naval War College Review, 74(1), 
45-63. 
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naval vessels to escort merchant ships and conducting patrols to deter pirate activities. India’s proactive 

approach, in collaboration with international coalitions such as the Contact Group on Piracy off the Coast 

of Somalia (CGPCS), has significantly contributed to reducing piracy incidents and ensuring safe passage 

for maritime trade in these waters. 

Naval Diplomacy and Partnerships: India has strengthened its naval diplomacy through bilateral and 

multilateral naval exercises with countries such as the United States, Japan, Australia, and France. The 

Malabar Exercise with the U.S., Japan, and Australia is one of the most significant initiatives, focusing on 

high-end tactical training in maritime security operations. These collaborations enhance India's 

interoperability with other navies, enabling collective responses to maritime threats and promoting a free 

and open Indo-Pacific. 

5.  Information Fusion Centre - Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR): Established in 2018, the Information 

Fusion Centre - Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR) in Gurugram, India, facilitates real-time information 

sharing on maritime activities, enhancing domain awareness among partner nations. The IFC-IOR serves 

as a platform for maritime states in the Indian Ocean to monitor and address security threats such as piracy, 

illegal fishing, and smuggling. By sharing intelligence, India strengthens regional cooperation and 

response capabilities in the face of shared security challenges. 

 

4.4. Economic Role and the Blue Economy27 

India’s role in maritime governance extends to promoting sustainable economic development through the 

Blue Economy. This concept emphasizes the sustainable use of ocean resources for economic growth, 

improved livelihoods, and marine ecosystem health. 

Coastal Infrastructure Development: Sagarmala Project: The Sagarmala Project is a flagship initiative 

aimed at transforming India’s coastal economy through port modernization, port connectivity 

enhancement, coastal community development, and maritime logistics optimization. This project not only 

strengthens India’s position as a trade and logistics hub but also facilitates regional economic growth by 

improving trade efficiencies across the Indian Ocean. 

4.5. Fisheries and Marine Resources Management: India has promoted sustainable fishing practices 

and marine resources management in line with international conventions such as the MARPOL convention 

to prevent marine pollution. India’s National Policy on Marine Fisheries aligns with the blue economy 

principles, promoting sustainable fishing practices and protecting coastal ecosystems from over-

exploitation. This approach supports India’s commitment to environmental conservation and food security 

in the region. 

4.6. Environmental Stewardship:28 As a key player in global maritime governance, India is committed 

to addressing the environmental challenges facing the world’s oceans. India’s policies aim to protect 

marine biodiversity, mitigate pollution, and address the impacts of climate change on coastal communities. 

Marine Pollution Control: India has adopted international conventions, such as the MARPOL Convention, 

which focuses on preventing marine pollution from ships. Domestically, the Environmental Protection 

Act, 1986, and Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) Notification, 1991 guide efforts to regulate activities along 

the coast, protect ecologically sensitive areas, and maintain marine water quality. 

 
27Rajagopalan, R. (2022). "India’s Blue Economy: Opportunities and Challenges." Economic and Political Weekly, 57(16), 31-36 
28Sarkar, S. (2021). "Environmental Security and Sustainable Development in the Indian Ocean Region." Journal of Maritime 
Affairs, 15(2), 115-137 
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Climate Change and Disaster Preparedness: India is highly susceptible to climate change impacts, 

including sea-level rise and increased frequency of cyclones. Through IORA and UN Framework 

Conventions, India promotes resilience-building initiatives for disaster-prone regions and supports early 

warning systems for natural disasters. 

4.7. India's Vision for Global Maritime Governance: India’s proactive approach to global maritime 

governance underscores its vision for a free, open, and rules-based order in the Indian Ocean and the 

broader Indo-Pacific. India’s Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative (IPOI) emphasizes a collaborative approach 

to regional security, disaster risk reduction, sustainable marine economy, and connectivity, aligning with 

international standards and creating a framework for shared governance. Through multilateral platforms 

like the Quad (United States, Japan, Australia, and India), India has expanded its diplomatic reach and 

influence in maritime governance. These collaborations contribute to the establishment of a secure 

maritime environment and reinforce India’s commitment to uphold UNCLOS principles. 

India’s role in global maritime governance is multi-faceted, spanning security, economic development, 

environmental stewardship, and regional cooperation. As a regional maritime power, India’s commitment 

to the rule-based maritime order, as exemplified by its adherence to UNCLOS and active participation in 

multilateral organizations, contributes significantly to stability in the Indian Ocean. India's strategic 

initiatives, such as SAGAR and IFC-IOR, highlight its vision of fostering security and growth for all in 

the region, while its emphasis on the blue economy underscores the importance of sustainable economic 

development. With the growing complexity of geopolitical and environmental challenges, India's role in 

global maritime governance is critical. By enhancing its maritime capabilities, expanding its diplomatic 

influence, and promoting regional partnerships, India is well-positioned to shape the future of maritime 

governance in the Indo-Pacific and beyond. 

 

5. Chapter: India’s Power in the Indian Ocean: Strengths and Challenges 

India’s Maritime Power in the Indian Ocean and Its Challenges29 

India's unique geographical location and historical connection with the Indian Ocean establish it as a major 

maritime power in the region. India's maritime power includes its naval capabilities, strategic initiatives, 

and diplomatic relationships across the Indian Ocean Region (IOR), focusing on regional security, 

economic development, and environmental protection. However, India faces several challenges in 

asserting and expanding its influence, from regional geopolitical rivalries to resource limitations. 

5.1. India’s Maritime Power in the Indian Ocean: India’s maritime power in the Indian Ocean 

comprises various strategic assets, defence capabilities, and regional alliances that allow it to exert 

influence across this critical oceanic region. 

1. Naval Capabilities and Assets: India’s navy is the primary instrument of its maritime power, allowing 

it to project influence, ensure security, and support diplomatic missions. 

Fleet Strength: The Indian Navy includes aircraft carriers, destroyers, frigates, submarines, patrol vessels, 

and amphibious ships, with India operating one of the largest and most capable navies in the Indian Ocean. 

This fleet provides India with substantial blue-water operational capabilities, essential for maintaining a 

regional presence and ensuring maritime security. 

 
29Wadhwa, A. (2019). "The Importance of the Indian Ocean: Strategic Implications for India." International Journal of Maritime 
History, 31(2), 245-261 
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Aircraft Carrier Strike Groups: India operates the aircraft carrier INS Vikramaditya and recently 

commissioned INS Vikrant, which are integral to its power projection. These carriers enhance India's 

ability to operate in distant waters, conduct air operations at sea, and deter potential adversaries. 

Submarine Force: India’s fleet of conventional and nuclear submarines, including the INS Arihant 

(nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarine), strengthens its undersea capabilities, crucial for both 

offensive and defensive strategies. The nuclear triad ensures a second-strike capability, making it a 

powerful deterrent in the region. 

Andaman and Nicobar Command (ANC): India’s only tri-service command, located at the strategic 

Andaman and Nicobar Islands, provides a critical vantage point to monitor and control the entrance to the 

Malacca Strait, one of the world’s busiest maritime chokepoints. 

2.  Strategic Initiatives and Regional Partnerships: India has employed several strategic initiatives and 

partnerships to bolster its influence in the Indian Ocean. 

SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the Region): This policy, introduced in 2015, embodies India's 

vision for a secure, stable, and prosperous Indian Ocean. It emphasizes enhanced partnerships, capacity-

building in IOR nations, humanitarian assistance, disaster relief, and maritime security. 

Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS): India’s leadership in establishing IONS promotes a collaborative 

approach to security among Indian Ocean navies. IONS facilitates dialogue, joint exercises, and 

partnerships that strengthen India's influence and foster security cooperation. 

Malabar Exercise: India regularly participates in the Malabar naval exercise with the United States, Japan, 

and Australia, showcasing its commitment to a free and open Indo-Pacific. The exercise enhances India’s 

interoperability with other navies, fosters strategic alliances, and bolsters collective security capabilities 

in the region. 

Information Fusion Centre – Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR): India established the IFC-IOR in 2018 to 

enhance real-time information sharing and maritime domain awareness across the Indian Ocean. The 

centre assists in monitoring regional shipping, illegal fishing, piracy, and smuggling activities. IFC-IOR 

strengthens India’s role as a security provider in the region, offering a critical platform for cooperation 

with IOR countries and beyond. 

The Blue Economy and Coastal Development: India’s focus on the blue economy, as part of its maritime 

strategy, emphasizes sustainable use of ocean resources, especially fisheries, tourism, and offshore energy. 

Initiatives like the Sagarmala Project aim to modernize port infrastructure, enhance logistics, and support 

coastal community development, thus bolstering India’s economic influence in the IOR. 

Challenges to India’s Maritime Power in the Indian Ocean: Despite its significant maritime capabilities, 

India faces a series of challenges in the Indian Ocean, impacting its ability to maintain influence and 

address security threats effectively. 

Geopolitical Rivalries and China’s Presence30 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI): China’s BRI has led to increased investment in ports, 

infrastructure, and other assets throughout the IOR. Projects like Pakistan’s Gwadar Port, Sri Lanka’s 

Hambantota Port, and other developments in Myanmar, Maldives, and Djibouti extend China's strategic 

reach, presenting a competitive and security challenge to India. 

People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) Presence: The PLAN’s increasing deployment in the Indian 

Ocean, including submarines and research vessels, is seen as part of China's "string of pearls" strategy, 

 
30Pandey, R. (2021). "The Emerging Geopolitical Landscape in the Indian Ocean." South Asian Survey, 28(1), 19-36. 
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which aims to surround India with strategically placed facilities. This presence poses a direct challenge to 

India’s maritime security, pressuring India to monitor and counteract Chinese activities effectively. 

QUAD and the Indo-Pacific Strategy: India’s participation in the Quad (U.S., Japan, Australia, and India) 

has strengthened its alliances in the region, but also risks escalating tensions with China, which views the 

Quad as a containment effort. Balancing Quad commitments with diplomatic relations in Asia and 

managing China’s response is a delicate challenge. 

5 2. Resource Constraints and Defence Modernization: India’s naval power is constrained by limited 

resources, affecting its ability to fully modernize and expand its maritime capabilities. 

Budgetary Constraints: Although India’s defence budget has increased, limited funding restricts the 

Navy’s expansion plans. The Navy often competes for funds with the Army and Air Force, slowing the 

procurement of critical assets like submarines, helicopters, and drones. 

Delayed Modernization: The procurement process for new vessels, submarines, and aircraft faces frequent 

delays. Challenges in developing indigenous defence technology, coupled with dependency on foreign 

suppliers, hamper India’s naval modernization and affect its operational readiness in the Indian Ocean. 

Regional Dependencies and Diplomatic Balancing: India’s influence in the Indian Ocean requires delicate 

management of diplomatic relationships with neighbouring countries, many of whom maintain relations 

with both India and China. 

Sri Lanka and Maldives: While India has close ties with Sri Lanka and the Maldives, both countries have 

economic dependencies on China due to infrastructure investments under BRI. India must navigate these 

partnerships carefully, offering economic and security support to maintain influence without 

compromising these nations' economic needs. 

Pakistan and the Gwadar Port: China’s development of the Gwadar Port in Pakistan is a direct challenge 

to Indian interests in the region. The Gwadar Port’s proximity to India’s west coast and its access to the 

Arabian Sea enhances Pakistan's and China’s strategic depth, potentially limiting India’s access to the 

region and posing security concerns. 

Non-Traditional Security Threats31 

Piracy and Trafficking: Piracy, especially near the Gulf of Aden, poses a threat to commercial shipping in 

the region. Drug trafficking, illegal fishing, and human trafficking also challenge India's maritime security 

and require substantial resources for effective surveillance and enforcement. 

Environmental Challenges: Rising sea levels, climate change impacts, and pollution threaten coastal 

communities and marine biodiversity in the IOR. India’s long coastline is vulnerable to these challenges, 

which could undermine its coastal infrastructure and security operations, especially in low-lying areas. 

Maritime Terrorism: India’s coastline has been vulnerable to terrorist infiltration, as evidenced by the 

2008 Mumbai attacks, which involved terrorists entering India by sea. Securing the maritime domain from 

terrorism is an ongoing challenge, especially in a region with extensive and porous maritime borders. 

Capacity-Building and Humanitarian Assistance: India’s responsibilities as a security provider and 

disaster relief responder in the IOR stretch its naval resources. 

Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR): India is frequently called upon to respond to 

natural disasters in the IOR, such as the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. While this enhances India’s soft 

power, it also strains resources, requiring India to maintain versatile naval assets for rapid deployment 

during crises. 

 
31Rao, P. (2020). "Maritime Security in the Indian Ocean: An Indian Perspective." Journal of Defence Studies, 14(2), 89-104.  
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Capacity-Building for Regional Partners: India’s assistance to neighbouring countries in building 

maritime security capabilities requires significant investment in training, equipment, and resources. While 

this promotes regional stability, it diverts India’s focus and resources from its primary naval expansion 

goals. 

India’s maritime power in the Indian Ocean is marked by significant achievements, from its naval 

capabilities and strategic initiatives to its leadership in regional diplomacy. However, to sustain and 

expand its influence, India must address challenges such as resource limitations, geopolitical competition, 

and non-traditional security threats. Strengthening regional partnerships, modernizing its naval forces, and 

balancing its relationships with both regional and global powers are essential for India to maintain its 

status as a primary maritime power in the Indian Ocean. As India continues to shape its vision of a secure, 

stable, and prosperous Indian Ocean under the SAGAR policy, it must navigate these challenges 

proactively to ensure its influence and safeguard its strategic interests in the IOR. 

 

6. Chapter: Conclusion 

India’s role as a maritime power in the Indian Ocean is pivotal for regional security, economic growth, 

and geopolitical stability. Its strategic location, robust naval capabilities, and proactive initiatives position 

India as a leading force in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR). However, the complexities of geopolitical 

rivalries, particularly with China, coupled with resource constraints and non-traditional security threats, 

present significant challenges to India’s maritime ambitions. To navigate this complex landscape, India 

must focus on modernizing its naval capabilities, enhancing regional partnerships, and promoting 

sustainable maritime practices. By investing in advanced technologies, strengthening multilateral 

cooperation, and improving maritime domain awareness, India can effectively assert its influence while 

contributing to a secure and prosperous IOR. Moreover, balancing relations with neighbouring countries 

and addressing emerging challenges such as piracy, trafficking, and climate change will be critical for 

maintaining stability and fostering goodwill in the region. India’s commitment to humanitarian assistance 

and disaster relief further reinforces its role as a responsible maritime power. India's maritime power is 

not merely about military strength; it embodies a vision of collaborative security, economic development, 

and environmental stewardship. By leveraging its strengths and addressing its challenges strategically, 

India can enhance its maritime presence and play a crucial role in shaping the future of the Indian Ocean, 

ensuring it remains a region of peace, stability, and growth for all its nations. India's maritime domain is 

not only a foundation of its strategic identity but also a critical asset for securing its economic interests, 

maintaining regional stability, and asserting its role as a responsible power in the Indian Ocean. However, 

growing geopolitical competition, resource constraints, and non-traditional security threats demand that 

India adopt a comprehensive approach to maritime security and governance. By implementing these 

recommendations, India can build resilience in its naval capabilities, strengthen alliances, and establish 

itself as a cornerstone of regional stability. In doing so, India can address the challenges it faces, full fill 

its maritime aspirations, and ensure a secure, prosperous, and sustainable Indian Ocean Region for itself 

and its neighbours. 

1 Suggestions: 

The following recommendations are proposed for India to bolster its maritime power and address 

challenges effectively: 

Modernize Naval Capabilities and Expand Maritime Assets: Increase Budget Allocation for Naval 

Expansion. Enhancing budgetary support for the Indian Navy will enable the procurement of advanced 
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platforms, including submarines, aircraft carriers, frigates, and surveillance drones, strengthening India’s 

blue-water capabilities.  

Strengthen Submarine and Anti-Submarine Warfare (ASW) Capabilities Given China’s increasing 

undersea presence, India should invest in both nuclear-powered and conventional submarines and ASW 

technology. Modern submarines and ASW tools will bolster India's undersea deterrence and monitoring 

capabilities. 

Focus on Indigenous Defence Production: Boosting India’s domestic defence industry will reduce reliance 

on foreign suppliers and expedite procurement. Initiatives like "Make in India" for defence should be 

expanded to ensure timely delivery of critical maritime assets. 

2. Enhance Regional Partnerships and Multilateral Cooperation: India’s diplomatic approach should 

focus on building resilient partnerships within the IOR and strengthening multilateral cooperation 

frameworks. 

Deepen Ties with the QUAD: India should continue its engagement with the QUAD (United States, Japan, 

Australia, and India) to counterbalance China’s influence in the IOR. Joint exercises, information sharing, 

and technological collaboration within QUAD can provide India with enhanced strategic depth. 

Strengthen Engagement with Indian Ocean Rim Countries: India should promote mutual interests and 

development through diplomatic initiatives, emphasizing shared economic and security objectives with 

nations like Sri Lanka, Maldives, and Mauritius. Offering capacity-building programs, economic aid, and 

security assistance can help build goodwill and counter China’s influence in these countries. 

Leverage the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS): India should capitalize on IONS to foster stronger 

security ties among Indian Ocean navies, facilitating joint exercises and information sharing to combat 

piracy, illegal fishing, and trafficking. 

3. Develop Maritime Domain Awareness and Surveillance: To secure its waters and counter non-

traditional threats, India must invest in maritime domain awareness and improve its surveillance 

capabilities. 

Expand the Role of Information Fusion Centre – Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR): The IFC-IOR should 

be further developed as a regional hub for information sharing, enabling rapid response to maritime threats 

such as piracy, trafficking, and illegal fishing. 

Deploy Advanced Surveillance Systems: India should deploy modern radar and satellite-based 

surveillance systems to monitor strategic chokepoints like the Strait of Malacca and Bab-El-Mandeb. 

Enhanced surveillance will aid in tracking and responding to any suspicious maritime activity in real-time. 

Increase Collaboration with International Allies on Surveillance: Collaborating with countries like the 

U.S., Japan, and France on intelligence and surveillance can help India expand its situational awareness 

across the IOR. 

4. Promote the Blue Economy and Sustainable Development: India’s focus on sustainable ocean 

resource management will strengthen its economic influence and support coastal communities. 

Expand the Sagarmala Project: India should continue developing port infrastructure under the Sagarmala 

project to improve connectivity and promote coastal development. Efficient ports will support India’s 

growing trade needs and facilitate stronger economic linkages within the IOR. 

Focus on Fisheries Management and Marine Conservation: Sustainable fisheries policies and marine 

biodiversity conservation initiatives should be prioritized, as overfishing and marine pollution threaten 

India’s blue economy. Collaborating with IOR countries on environmental standards can enhance regional 

sustainability. 
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Invest in Renewable Energy Projects: Harnessing ocean-based energy resources, such as offshore wind 

and tidal energy, will bolster India’s energy security and contribute to sustainable development goals in 

the maritime sector. 

Improve Capacity for Disaster Relief and Humanitarian Assistance: India’s reputation as a reliable partner 

in the IOR will be strengthened by enhancing its disaster relief and humanitarian assistance capabilities. 

Enhance Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR) Preparedness: India should maintain 

versatile and rapidly deployable naval units capable of providing HADR assistance. Frequent drills and 

coordination with regional allies will ensure readiness to respond to natural disasters, thereby building 

goodwill and enhancing soft power. 

Establish Regional HADR Training Programs: India could lead regional training programs for IOR 

countries, sharing its experience and resources to improve collective response capacities. Regular training 

sessions would build partnerships and foster a spirit of cooperation among Indian Ocean nations. 

6. Balance Relations with China through Diplomatic Channels: While competition with China is 

inevitable, maintaining open diplomatic channels and strategic dialogues can help mitigate tensions in the 

IOR. 

Engage in Bilateral and Multilateral Dialogues: India should seek to establish regular dialogues with China 

to address maritime security and establish norms for responsible behaviour in the Indian Ocean. 

Confidence-building measures, like information sharing and protocol for encounters at sea, can reduce the 

risk of escalation. 

Work with Regional Partners to Counterbalance Chinese Influence: India should cooperate with regional 

players like Japan, Australia, and Southeast Asian nations to present a balanced approach to China’s 

presence in the IOR. A cohesive regional front could encourage a more balanced distribution of influence 

and prevent monopolization by any single power. 

7. Strengthen Cybersecurity and Technological Capabilities: As naval and maritime operations 

become more technologically advanced, India must protect its maritime assets and infrastructure against 

cybersecurity threats. 

Enhance Maritime Cybersecurity Protocols: Developing robust cybersecurity measures for naval systems 

and maritime infrastructure is essential to protect against cyber threats, especially as India moves toward 

more digitally integrated maritime operations. 

Invest in Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Autonomous Systems: Adopting AI-driven maritime surveillance 

and autonomous systems like drones can enhance India’s ability to monitor vast ocean spaces effectively. 

Such technological advancements will provide India with a competitive edge in surveillance and 

reconnaissance. 
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