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As the competition between the two great emerging
powers in the Asian littoral gather momentum, the
question is whether the maritime competition between
China and India leads to an inevitable conflict and if
there are possibilities to mitigate it. The security dilemma
is about a political condition in which the attempt to
increase the security of one nation alarms another.
Seemingly prudent moves by one state are followed by
similar moves by the other, leading to mutual tension, an
arms race, and, more broadly, reduced security for both
nations. Security dilemmas arise from the fact that there
is no authority higher than the state in the international
system and that each state is obliged to look after its own
security. Unlike in domestic politics, where the state
enjoys the monopoly on violence, enforces a set of laws,
and mediates conflict between different entities, states
are on their own in the international system. The logic of
security dilemma does not differentiate between the
political nature of the government locked in it. Even a
liberal state in general could generate fear and insecurity
among other states that it is arming itself to achieve
superiority and embark on military conquest. The other
states respond in kind, and we have the basis for a vicious
circle of competition, arms race, and likely conflict (Herz,
January 1950).

India’s insecurities about China have been driven
by Chinese aggression in 1962 and Beijing’s sustained
support to Islamabad, including in the area of nuclear
weapons and missiles, to balance India in the
subcontinent. More broadly, India is riled at China’s
relentless attempts at undermining New Delhi’s primacy
in the subcontinent and a deliberate policy of
“encirclement”. In this connection China is equally
defensive. The sources of Chinese insecurity vis-à-vis
India are the stability of Chinese control over Tibet and
the security of China’s sea lines of communication across
the Indian Ocean. Garver points out,” the state of play in
the Sino-Indian relation is that Beijing is mobilising
pressure to compel New Delhi to acquiesce to an open
aided expansion of China’s military links and security
role in the South Asian – Indian Ocean region. New Delhi
is mobilising counter-pressure on China via the Look
East Policy to compel Beijing to suspend, or roll back its

deep and growing military involvement in the South
Asian – Indian Ocean region (Wheeler, 2008).”

That a “security dilemma” describes the current
conditions between Beijing and New Delhi is not in doubt.
Exponents of the security dilemma “recognise the
difficulties” of mitigating it, but do not rule it out. They
advocate that the security dilemma could be diminished
by policies providing for more peaceful relations. It is
quite possible to conceive of factors that could mitigate
the ineluctable evolution of a security dilemma into an
overt conflict. These include: -

• Political decision makers committed to
moderation,

• Synchronised diplomacy,
• Wide-ranging cooperation,
• Peaceful resolution of conflicts, and
• Institutions of regional and international

collective security.
The unexpected deterioration of Sino-Indian

political relations during 2008-2011showed the fragility
of the two-decade-old rapprochement. At the highest
levels, the Indian and Chinese political leaders have
constantly asserted that they do not pose a threat to each
other. The joint statement issued at the end of President
Hu Jintao’s visit to India in November 2006, affirmed:
“Both sides agree that the relationship between India
and China, the two biggest developing countries in the
world, is of global and strategic significance. Both
countries are seeking to avail themselves of historic
opportunities for development. Each side welcomes and
takes a positive view of the development of the other, and
considers the development of either side as a positive
contribution to peace, stability and prosperity of Asia
and the world. Both sides hold the view that there exist
bright prospects for their common development, that they
are not rivals or competitors but are partners for mutual
benefit. They agree that there is enough space for them to
grow together, achieve a higher scale of development,
and play their respective roles in the region and beyond,
while remaining sensitive to each other’s concerns and
aspirations (Bureau, November 21, 2006).
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Sino-Indian Confidence Building Measures.
Four factors produced significant instability in the

bilateral relationship in the mid-2000s. One was the
modernisation of the Chinese transport and
communication infrastructure, including the rail link to
Lhasa and the road networks across Tibet and Xinjiang,
which from the late 1990s significantly improved the
logistics of the PLA in the border regions. As per Indian
Army’s assessments, the mobilisation time for a two-
battalion offensive by the PLA shrank from two weeks to
one, a two -brigade assault from four weeks to two and
the mobilisation of two divisions from ninety days to
twenty (Holslag, December 2009).Second, improved
logistics of the PLA meant more aggressive patrolling on
the border. From the Chinese perspective, this might have
made sense given the ongoing boundary negotiations to
determine possible territorial compromises between the
two nations. In New Delhi, the aggressive Chinese
patrolling translated into what the Indian establishment
called “incursions” across the Line of Actual Control.
Because there was no mutually agreed alignment of the
Line of Actual Control, “incursions” are common
wherever the mutual perceptions of the overlapped. A
third factor that shook Sino-Indian relations in the late
2000s was the entirely unexpected revolt in Tibet in
March 2008. Sino – Indian relations have always been
sensitive to the internal situation in Tibet. When Tibet is
tranquil, so are Sino-Indian relations. Finally, the Chinese
attempt to undermine approval of the Indo-US civil
nuclear initiative at the Nuclear Suppliers Group in the
fall of 2008 raised serious concerns in India about
persistent Chinese hostility. For its part, Beijing had
consistently viewed the nuclear deal as part of a larger
Indo-US strategic partnership to limit Chinese influence
in Asia.

The political limitations of the Sino-Indian
confidence-building programme came into view when
India suspended military exchanges with China in
August 2010. New Delhi was responding to a Chinese
decision to give a “stapled visa” to the Indian general
leading the Northern Command, which includes the
region of Jammu and Kashmir (Bagchi, August 27, 2010).
For nearly two years before that, India had begun to notice
that Beijing was refusing to stamp visas on the passports
of Indian citizens from the state of J&K. It offered instead
visas on separate pieces of paper that were stapled to the
passports. Indian immigration officials, in turn,
prevented, where they could, passengers with stapled

visas from boarding flights to China. It also advised its
citizens from J&K not to accept stapled visas from the
Chinese Embassy and consulates in India. When the
Chinese policy on Kashmir visas touched on a top military
commander of the Indian army, the government of India
could no longer remain passive.

While the Chinese seemed surprised by India’s
deliberate escalation of the dispute, New Delhi had good
reason to raise the stakes. India saw Beijing’s practice of
stapled visas as a departure from the apparent Chinese
neutrality on the Kashmir dispute between India and
Pakistan. Even in 1963, when Pakistan transferred a
sliver of Jammu and Kashmir territory under its control
to China, the bilateral agreement had declared that the
final disposition of this territory would depend on a
settlement between New Delhi and Islamabad.China’s
stapled visas made it clear that Beijing was treating the
J&K territories under India and Pakistan differently. By
giving normal visas to Pakistani passport holders from
Jammu and Kashmir, Beijing seemed to say that the
state’s territories administered by Islamabad were not in
dispute while contesting India’s sovereignty over J&K.
Given the national neuralgia on the question of J&K, New
Delhi had no choice but to confront Beijing. India raised
the issue at the higher political levels with Beijing, and
the question of Kashmir visa was at the top of the agenda
when Prime Minister of China Wen Jiabao visited New
Delhi in December 2010. After the meeting between Mr.
Wen and Indian Prime Minister Mr. Manmohan Singh,
the Indian side seemed hopeful that China would abide
by Wen’s promise to resolve the question soon.  By the
time Singh met the Chinese President, Hu Jintao, at the
BRICS(Brazil, Russia,  India, China, and South Africa)
summit on Hainan Island during April 2011, the two
agreed to put the Kashmir visa issue behind them and to
resume defence exchanges (Samanta, April 12,
2011).There was nothing to suggest that China had
reconsidered its policy on J&K , but it did stop issuing
stapled visas to Indian citizens from there. India in turn
helped China save face by sending a military delegation
in June 2011 headed by a General from its Northern Army
Command, one rank below that of the Commander-in-
Chief who was denied a regular visa in 2010.

Bilateral Naval Confidence Building Measures.
The prospects for naval confidence building, in contrast
to those on the Himalayas, should be easier to accomplish
given the absence of overlapping maritime territorial
claims. As the Indian Ocean became a contested arena in
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the 2000s, both capitals recognised the need to structure
confidence-building measures between the maritime and
the naval communities of the two countries. Naval
confidence building has a long tradition in the history of
modern international relations. In fact, one of the earliest
forms of arms control as we know it today goes back to
the Washington Naval Conference of 1921-1922, which
produced an agreement among five major powers of the
day- Britain, the USA, France, Japan and Italy- to prevent
a naval arms race after the First World War (Hill,
1989).Naval confidence building differs from the
confidence -building measures between land-based
armed forces. This is because naval forces have distinct
characteristics:  mobility, flexibility, long-range and
potentially global reach. Operating in international
waters, they are not separated by national boundaries.
And unlike armies on the border that tend to be controlled
quite tightly by headquarters, the naval forces have
greater room for initiative and leadership by the
Commander at sea. Navies also as a matter of routine
tend to intersect with commercial and law and order
imperatives at sea. All this provides for greater
opportunities for contact and communication between
navies. The distinctive character of the naval forces also
presents a range of difficulties. Restrictions on size,
technical and operational abilities, and movement
demand trade-offs between a range of parameters on both
sides that is not always easy to manage.

The Indian and Chinese navies have begun to
explore possibilities of a variety of bilateral confidence
building measures. Ship visits and port calls have been
the easiest ones the two sides could engage in. The earliest
Indian ship visit to China was in 1958 when the Sino-
Indian relationship was warm, and another visit took
place in 1995 as part of the rapprochement launched in
the late 1980s (Joseph, November 15, 2003). Chinese
ships in turn had visited Indian ports from the late 1980s
when the ships began to frequent the Indian Ocean. The
naval chiefs of both the countries visited each other during
2000s.The two sides also began to conduct simple
exercises near each other’s waters starting in 2003. As
the frequency of Indian forays into the western Pacific
and Chinese excursions in the Indian Ocean began to
expand, it was quite convenient physically and politically
as well for both sides to signal mutual goodwill through
joint exercises of a simple kind. In 2009, as the Chinese
navy celebrated the sixtieth anniversary of its founding
at Qingdao Port, the Indian Naval Chief travelled to

China and his naval contingent made an impressive
representation at the fleet review in Qingdao.

The Chinese and Indian navies have barely
begun to scratch the surface of possible bilateral naval
confidence-building measures. One important possibility
is the drafting of an “incidents at sea agreement.” Such
agreements, now being negotiated between various naval
powers, are modelled on the US-Soviet template. The US-
Soviet Incidents at Sea Agreement, signed in 1972, came
at the apogee of arms control between the two nations
during the era of détente. As the Soviet navy began to
emerge as a credible force and demonstrate the capacity
to project power, it came into frequent contact with the
US Navy, and the competitive dynamics  between them
began to generate maritime tension. The US-Soviet
Incidents at Sea Agreement provided for information
exchange on various encounters between the two navies,
a joint committee to review annually such incidents, and
a framework to develop mutual understanding. The
widespread assessment was that the agreement was a
success (Lynn-Jones, Spring 1985).Some naval analysts
argue that the success of incidents at sea agreements had
a number of very specific reasons: mutuality of interest,
involvement of only one governmental agency (navy to
navy), absence of politics, a workable arrangement, and
bilateralism (Hilton, 1990).

Skeptics would argue that it might be somewhat
premature for China and India to consider naval
confidence-building measures that Washington and
Moscow agreed upon during the Cold War or similar
arrangements of the kind China and the USA have begun
to embark upon in the post-Cold War world. During the
Cold War, the areas of naval operation between the Soviet
and US navies had a significant overlap all around the
Eurasian land mass, especially in the waters of the
northern Atlantic, Mediterranean, Black Sea, and the
northern Pacific. The logic of nuclear deterrence in the
Cold War added to the complexity of the naval situation,
and the incidents at sea agreement provided a valuable
tool for escalation due to incidents at sea. The US and
Chinese navies are now rubbing against each other in
the western Pacific, and a series of incidents during 2008-
2009 have underlined the importance of incidents at sea
types of arrangements between Washington and Beijing.
The two countries did sign a ‘Military Maritime
Consultative Agreement’ in 1998, and there was a
resumption of military-to-military dialogue in 2009
(Schofield, Summer 1999).
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In contrast to the US-Soviet and US – Chinese
situations, the overlap between the naval footprints of
China and India is limited at present. The principal area
of Indian naval operations remains the Indian Ocean;
for the Chinese navy, it’s the western Pacific. This,
however, does not mean there is no urgency for naval
confidence building between the two naval forces. As
the Indian navy goes to the South China Sea and the
western Pacific more often and its Chinese counterpart
shows up in the Indian Ocean on a more sustained basis,
overlap between the areas can only increase. Although
the intensity of this overlap might not be too high the two
navies are bound to run into each other more frequently.
A naval incident in early 2009 points to one possible
danger that could confront the Chinese and the Indian
navies.

Shortly after the PLAN launched its first
sustained naval operation in the Gulf of Aden at the end
of 2008, Chinese media reported an incident. A report in
the South China Morning Post   from Hong Kong, citing
mainland Chinese language media, said a Chinese naval
unit and an Indian attack submarine were “locked in a
tense stand-off” on January 15. 2009, in the waters near
the Bab-el-Mandeb strait in the Gulf of Aden (Chung-
yan, February 4, 2009). The report suggested that the
Chinese ships “managed to force” an Indian Kilo class
submarine to surface after a few rounds of manoeuvring.
The report went on: “The submarine tried to evade the
Chinese warships by diving deeper. But the warships
continued the chase... the Chinese ships sent an
antisubmarine helicopter to help track the submarine,
which had tried to jam the Chinese warship’s sonar
system. But the two destroyers eventually cornered the
submarine and forced it to surface… the submarine had
been trailing the Chinese ships since they had entered
the Indian Ocean on the way to Somalia (ibid).”This
triumphal account from Beijing was, denied in New
Delhi. India’s Naval Headquarters denied that any of its
submarines had surfaced in the Gulf of Aden and insisted
that “nobody can force anybody to surface in international
waters (Pandit, February 5, 2009).”Senior naval officials
in New Delhi confirmed that its ships routinely monitor
the movement of ships in the waterways of the Indian
Ocean. China surely does the same thing in the East and
South China seas. The veracity of the presumed encounter
between the Chinese and Indian navies- many indeed
have questioned it – is less important than the fact that it
reportedly took place in the Gulf of Aden.

This in turn underlines the need for a credible
set of arrangement between the two navies to promote
mutual trust and confidence and keep any of these
incidents from escalating to a major crisis in bilateral
relations (Mohan, February 6, 2009).In another reported
encounter in the South China Sea in July 2011, an Indian
ship sailing off the coast of Vietnam was warned by a
caller identifying itself as the Chinese navy not to enter
Chinese waters (Shivakumar, August 31, 2011).India
denied the confrontation but confirmed that the Indian
ship did receive a call on the radio from a voice
identifying itself as the Chinese navy. As per the Indian
account, the vessel went on to Haiphong without any
hindrance. While playing down the incident, New Delhi
asserted India’s right to freedom of navigation in
international waters, including in the South China Sea,
and the right of passage in accordance with the accepted
principles of international law. These principles should
be respected by all (Affairs, September 1, 2011).” While
the incident might have been overblown, it could be seen
as a possible Chinese shot across the bow warning
against the Indian Navy’s ambitions in the South China
Sea. It also underlined the need for more maritime
confidence building between India and China (Mohan,
Future Tense:India and the South China Sea, September
2, 2011).

Toward a Maritime Strategic Dialogue.rt calls,  high
level naval exchanges, and exercises improve familiarity
between the naval establishments and provide valuable
channels of communication, but they do not generate the
political space for a frank discussion of the conflict
dynamics and the means to address mutual concerns
and misperceptions. While the political leadership
repeatedly affirms that they are not a threat to each other
and that Asia is large enough to accommodate their
aspirations and simultaneous rise, the strategic
communities on both sides have nurtured adversarial
images of each other. Take, for example, how quickly the
notion of “string of pearls” has come to symbolise in
New Delhi the presumed Chinese maritime hostility.
Similarly, dark views of India’s maritime cooperation with
the US have taken root in China. It has become axiomatic
for many Chinese scholars that India might gang up with
US navy to choke Beijing’s energy lifeline at the Strait of
Malacca. To address the growing number of
misperceptions about each other’s strategic intentions
in the Indo-Pacific, India and China agreed to launch a
maritime security dialogue in April 2012when Chinese
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foreign minister Yang Jiechi was in India (Tuteja, April
14, 2012).

While the nature of the mechanism and its
mandate is likely to evolve over a period of time, the Sino-
Indian maritime engagement will have to address two
important sets of issues. The first is the notion of exclusive
spheres of maritime influence. In New Delhi the idea of
Indian primacy in the subcontinent has had a powerful
influence. The sense of primacy, however, was not limited
to the land areas of the subcontinent but also extended to
the waters of the Indian Ocean. The articulation of Indian
primacy in the Indian Ocean going back to the early
navalists of India such as K.M. Panikkar is a legacy from
the Raj and has often been expressed along the lines of
the US Monroe Doctrine (The Monroe Doctrine refers to
the US policy of affirming its primacy in the Western
Hemisphere and keeping the European powers out. The
policy was declared by President James Monroe in
1823.).While the contexts and circumstances are
different, the idea that the influence of other powers must
be limited in the Indian Ocean has been an enduring
theme of the post-independence Indian Naval discourse
from Jawaharlal Nehru, the first prime minister, to his
more recent successors, who have claimed that the sphere
of Indian interest extends from the north western corners
of the Arabian Sea to the South China Sea. Whether or
not New Delhi is in a position to enforce such a doctrine,
it generates concerns in Beijing that India inimical to
China’s pursuit of its interests in the Indian Ocean. An
effort to undermine India’s primacy in the region appears
to Beijing as a logical approach, which in turn rings alarm
bells in New Delhi.

India, of course, is not alone, in its seeming pursuit
of its own Monroe Doctrine. Beijing’s own policies point
to the emergence of a Chinese Monroe Doctrine in East
Asia and the Western Pacific. Beijing’s long standing
emphasis on “Asia for the Asians” and its attempts to
limit the influence of other great powers in the region is
probably no different than the Monroe Doctrine. The
Chinese navy’s anti access strategy, aimed at weakening
the American naval presence in the western Pacific, and
its assertive approach to the territorial claims in the South
China Sea, are seen by some as reflecting the aspirations
for Beijing’s hegemony in Asia. While many contest this
view, others see this as a natural consequence of Chinese
power.

This brings to the second set of issues – the need
to limit the misperception of each other’s interests and

demonstration of some sensitivity to the concerns of the
other. It is not often, for example, that one sees in the
Indian discourse an acknowledgement of the many
legitimate interests that China might have in the
subcontinent and the Indian Ocean region. The general
narrative is one of Beijing’s hostile motives, a bias toward
negative interpretation of facts, and the reaffirmation of
the fear of China’s strategic encirclement of India. There
is little effort in the Indian narrative to factor in the
resource security imperatives of China and the naval
consequences that might follow. This in turn boosts the
negative perceptions of many Chinese analysts, who
believe India will forever try to deny China access to the
Indian Ocean. Unlike the current naval debates in New
Delhi, K.M.Panikkar, who laid the foundation for an
expansive naval vision for India at the turn of its
independence, was prescient about the implications of
the rise of China and the need for India to accommodate
the legitimate interests of Beijing in the Indian Ocean. He
argued that “the emergence of China as a first class
Asiatic Power is one of the predictable results” of the
Second World War and that its “status in world affairs
will only grow with time (Panikkar, 1943).”Speaking
about a regional arrangement for the Indian Ocean and
Asia underwritten by the great powers after the war,
Panikkar suggested that “in regard to Indo-China and
Thailand,” China “will have a special responsibility for
defence. In regard to Burma, her interests are limited to
the use of Rangoon as a free port and to maintenance of
the Burma Road as an international highway. In respect
of the defence of Singapore she will naturally have to
share responsibility along with other powers (ibid).”

The question is not whether Panikkar’s
assessment of Chinese interests and the need to integrate
them into any sustainable order in the Indo-Pacific have
stood the test of time. What is absolutely important,
however, is the need for India to be realistic in the
appreciation of China’s interests and signal its sensitivity
toward them. Some Indian decision makers are beginning
to show that understanding in their formal statements
about Chinese interests in the Indian Ocean. One of
India’s leading China hands, Shivshankar Menon,
speaking amid growing tensions between the two
countries in 2009, rejected the notion that China had
already acquired bases in the Indian Ocean, recognised
that China has legitimate interests in energy security in
keeping open the Indian Ocean sea lines of
communication, and proposed cooperative security
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arrangements among the major powers.
While sections of the Indian establishment are

beginning to show greater realism in their understanding
of China’s interests in the Indian Ocean, the public
discourse remains dominated by negative and hostile
sentiment. In China, too, as the Indian naval capabilities
expand, the Chinese military community has begun to
pay greater attention, and most of the commentary has
been negative. A content analysis of PLA Daily and the
journal Modern Navy from the mid-1990s to 2006 shows
a sharp increase in the references to Indian naval
developments. Chinese concerns include the perceived
Indian ambitions to dominate the Indian Ocean, its
increasing collaboration with the US Navy, and the
relative openness of Southeast Asian nations to
expanding maritime engagement with India. Other
reviews highlight the prospect of India’s potential alliance
with the US in blockading China’s oil supply routes. The
review of the debate goes on to say that Chinese analysts
note India’s “enhanced ability to project power to the
east,” establishment of the Andaman and Nicobar
Command, “growing operational presence in the
Andaman Sea and the Malacca Strait area, and increased
exercises with the US Navy. “Some Chinese observers
are concerned that “it is the fleets of the US, Japan and
India that, together, ‘invariably constitute overwhelming
pressure on China’s oil supply (Goldstein, Spring
2009).’”

Yet a close examination of potential scenarios
suggests how difficult enforcing a blockade of oil supplies
to China might be. “A distant naval energy blockade (say,
in the Persian Gulf), though it could be conducted with
low to moderate tactical risk with some navies’ force
structures, could probably not prevent the delivery of oil
to China by means of alternative sea routes, falsified bills
of lading, or transhipment of oil via third parties. Such a
blockade will become even less feasible as China extends
the reach and lethality of its naval and aerial forces. A
close blockade (near the Chinese seaboard), on the other
hand, would require large numbers of ships to operate in
close proximity to the People’s Republic of China’s
impressive and increasingly lethal anti-access weaponry,
where they would be subject to attrition, with attendant
escalatory risk. A blockade by convoy would also require
a very large force structure, and a supply-side blockade
of oil shipments to the PRC would only drive up prices
for all global oil consumers (Murray, Spring 2008).”
Clearly the fear of outside powers choking off Chinese

energy supplies feeds into a variety of bureaucratic
politics inside the Chinese establishment.  Those seeking
new investments in pipelines, expanding the size of the
navy, and a more assertive naval diplomacy have a clear
interest in emphasising the dangers of energy supplies
being cut off and on the “Malacca Dilemma.” Others
apparently are cautioning against an over determination
of the threat to Chinese resource sea lines of
communication. They point to the dangers of an
aggressive Chinese maritime posture.

Some analysts emphasise the importance of
working with other powers to deal with the challenges
of energy and resource security and protection of the sea
lines of communication. It cites Chinese analysts as
saying that “Persian Gulf instability could harm Chinese
interests significantly” and that “China must cooperate
closely with India, South Korea and even Japan – which
might otherwise join US against China in any conflict –
in the energy sphere (Goldstein E. ).” Clearly, protecting
the sea lines of communication is a likelihood, India will
look towards cooperation with other major powers in
the Indian Ocean region to preserve and enhance its
strategic interests.

The Indian Ocean: India’s Backyard?
As India’s global economic and political pro?le has risen
in recent years, it has also, not surprisingly, tried to de?ne
its strategic interests in increasingly expansive terms.
Like other globalizing economies, India’s economic
growth is heavily reliant on the free ?ow of goods through
the Indian Ocean SLOCs, especially as around 90 percent
of India’s trade is reliant on merchant shipping. Given
India’s growing reliance on imported sources of energy,
any disruption in the Indian Ocean can have a potentially
catastrophic impact for Indian economic and societal
stability. India’s Exclusive Economic Zone in the Indian
Ocean, that according to the Law of the Seas runs 200
nautical miles contiguous to its coastline and its islands,
covers around 30 percent of the resource-abundant
Indian Ocean Region (Integrated Headquarters, 2004).
Any disruption in shipping across the important trade
routes in the Indian Ocean, especially those passing
through the “choke points” in the Strait of Hormuz, the
Gulf of Aden, the Suez Canal and the Strait of Malacca,
can lead to serious consequences for not only Indian but
global economic prospects. Unhindered trade and
shipping traffic ?ow is a sine qua non for the
implementation of India’s developmental process. Non-
traditional threats in the form of organized crime, piracy
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and transnational terrorist networks also make it
imperative for India to exert its control in the region.
Indian strategic thinkers have historically viewed the
Indian Ocean as India’s backyard and so have
emphasized the need for India to play a greater role in
underwriting its security and stability. India’s strategic
elites have often drawn inspiration from a quote
attributed to Alfred Mahan: “Whoever controls the Indian
Ocean dominates Asia. The ocean is the key to seven
seas. In the 21st century, the destiny of the world will be
decided on its waters.” This quote, though apparently
?ctitious, has been highly in?uential in shaping the way
Indian naval thinkers have looked at the role of the Indian
Ocean for Indian security (Roy-Chaudhury, 1995). While
sections of the Indian foreign policy establishment
considered India the legatee of the British rule for
providing peace and stability in the Indian Ocean,
India’s neighbours remain concerned about India’s
“hegemonistic” designs in the region. Underlining the
importance of the Indian Ocean for India, K.M. Pannikar,
a diplomat-historian, called for the Indian Ocean to
remain “truly Indian.” He argued that “to other countries
the Indian Ocean could only be one of the important
oceanic areas, but to India it is a vital sea because its
lifelines are concentrated in that area, its freedom is
dependent on the freedom of that coastal surface
(Pannikar, 1945).” Pannikar was strongly in favour of
Indian dominance of the Indian Ocean region much in
the same mould as several British and Indian strategists
viewed India’s predominance of the Indian Ocean as
virtually inevitable (Scott, 2006). It has also been
suggested that given the role of “status and symbolism”
in Indian strategic thinking, India’s purported greatness
would be reason enough for Indian admirals to demand
a powerful navy (Tanham, 1996).

In view of this intellectual consensus, it is
surprising that India’s civilian leadership was able to
resist naval expansion in the early years after
independence. India took its time after independence to
accept its role as the pre-eminent maritime power in the
Indian Ocean region and for long remained dif?dent
about shouldering the responsibilities that come with
such an acknowledgement. The focus remained on
Pakistan and China and the overarching continental
mindset continued to dictate the defence priorities of the
nation with some complaining that the Indian navy was
being relegated to the background as the most neglected
branch of the armed services (A. Cottrell and R. Burrell,
1972). As the great powers got involved in the Indian

Ocean during the Cold War years, India’s ability to shape
the developments in the region got further marginalized.
India continued to lag behind in its ability to project
power across the Indian Ocean through the early 1990s,
primarily due to resource constraints and a lack of a
de?nable strategy. It was rightly observed that “if the
Indian Navy seriously contemplates power projection
missions in the Indian Ocean, it has neither the balance
nor the required offensive punch to maintain zones of
in?uence (Tellis, December 1985).” India, for its part,
continued to demand, without much success, that “extra
regional navies” should withdraw from the Indian
Ocean, which met with hostility from the major powers
and generated apprehensions in India’s neighbourhood
that India would like to dominate the strategic landscape
of the Indian Ocean. India’s larger non-aligned foreign
policy posture also ensured that Indian maritime
intentions remained shrouded in mystery for the rest of
the world.

It has only been since the late 1990s that India has
started to reassert itself in the Indian Ocean and beyond.
This has been driven by various factors: the high rates of
economic growth that India has enjoyed since the early
1990s have allowed the country to invest greater resources
in naval expansion; the growing threat from non-state
actors that has forced India to adopt a more pro-active
naval posture; and, a growing realization that China is
rapidly expanding its in?uence in the Indian Ocean region,
something that many in the Indian strategic community
feel would be detrimental to Indian interests in the long-
term. India has a pivotal position in the Indian Ocean
because, unlike other nations in the region with blue-
water capabilities, such as Australia and South Africa,
India is at the centre and dominates the sea lanes of
communication across the ocean in both directions. There
are now signs that India is making a concerted attempt
to enhance its capabilities to back up its aspiration to
play an enhanced naval role in the Indian Ocean.

Expanding Resource Base.Sustained rates of high
economic growth over the last decade have given India
greater resources to devote to its defence requirements. In
the initial years after independence in 1947, India’s
defence expenditure as a percentage of the GDP hovered
around 1.8 percent. This changed with the 1962 war with
China and Indian defence expenditure came to stabilize
at around 3 percent of the GDP for the next 25 years
(Singh, 2001). Over the past two decades, the military
expenditure of India has been around 2.75 percent but
since the country has been experiencing signi?cantly
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higher rates of economic growth over the last decade
compared to any other time in its history, the overall
resources that it has been able to allocate to its defence
needs have grown signi?cantly. The armed forces have
long been asking for an allocation of 3 percent of the
nation’s GDP to defence. This has received broad political
support in recent years. The Indian prime minister has
been explicit about it, suggesting that “if our economy
grows at about 8 percent per annum, it will not be difficult
for [the Indian government] to allocate about 3 percent of
GDP for national defence (France-Presse, 20 October
2005).” The Indian Parliament has also underlined the
need to aim for the target of 3 percent of the GDP. India,
with the world’s fourth-largest military and one of the
biggest defence budgets, has been in the midst of a huge
defence modernization programme for nearly a decade
that has seen billions of dollars spent on the latest high-
tech military technology. This liberal spending on defence
equipment has attracted the interest of Western industry
and governments alike and is changing the scope of the
global defence market. As for the share of the three
services, during the ten-year period between 1996-97 and
2005-06, the average share of the expenditure on the army,
navy and air force was 57 percent, 15 percent and 24
percent respectively. Though the navy’s share is the
smallest, it has been gradually increasing over the years,
whereas the share of other services has witnessed great
?uctuations. The Indian navy saw its allocation go up by
10.5 percent and procurement spending rise by 17 percent
in 2007 (Balance, 2008). In 2008-09, the navy’s share of
the total defence allocation was 18 percent, compared to
47 percent of the Army, and 53 percent of the Air Force
(Defence, 2007-08). In the overall defence expenditure for
the services, the ratio of revenue to capital expenditure is
most signi?cant in assessing how the services are
utilizing their allocated resources. Capital expenditure
is the element that is directed towards building future
capabilities. While the ratio of revenue to capital
expenditure has been around 70:30 for the defence forces
as a whole, there is huge variation among the services
with the ratio of navy being 48:52. Of the three services, it
is the only one that is investing in future capabilities to a
greater extent than current expenditure (Srinivas, spring
2006). Capital expenditure determines the trend of
modernization and with 52 percent of its allocation going
toward capital expenditure, the Indian navy is ahead of
the other two services in its endeavour to modernize its
operations. Three key acquisitions by the Indian navy—
long-range aircraft, aircraft carriers, and nuclear

submarines—are intended to make India a formidable
force in the Indian Ocean. While India’s global
aspirations are clearly visible in the modernization
activities of the Indian navy, nonconventional threats to
Indian and global security have also risen in recent times,
which might result in a change of priorities for the defence
forces.

Growing Threats from Non-State Actors. Non-
traditional threats to global security have grown
exponentially and maritime terrorism, gun-running, drug
traf?cking and piracy are the major threats that India is
facing from the sea-borders of the country. With vital
shipping lanes passing through the area, India has been
emphasizing the importance of maritime security in the
Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Aden. Various terrorist
organizations from Al Qaeda to Jammah Islamiah use
maritime routes around India in the Indian Ocean region
for narcotics and arms trafficking through which they
finance their operations. Indian intelligence agencies
have warned the government that India might face
seaborne attacks by terrorist groups against the nation’s
oil rigs, involving production and support platforms,
along both coasts of India (Singh A. K., 18 May 2008).
Piracy in various parts of the Indian Ocean, such as the
Malacca Straits and the Horn of Africa, is rampant,
requiring a strong Indian maritime presence. In line with
this perception, the Indian maritime doctrine states: “The
Indian maritime vision for the twenty-?rst century must
look at the arc from the Persian Gulf to the Straits of
Malacca, as a legitimate area of interest (Doctrine).” Most
of the attacks and hijackings on the high seas are
clustered in three areas: the Gulf of Aden and the eastern
coast of Somalia; the coast of West Africa, particularly off
Nigeria; and the Indonesian archipelago. In the ?rst
quarter of 2008, more than half of all attacks took place in
the Gulf of Aden (McDonald, 19 November 2008). In 2008,
at least 92 ships were attacked in and around the Gulf of
Aden, more than triple the number in 2007 and an
estimated $25 to $30 million was paid in ransom to Somali
pirates (Cowell, 20 November 2008).

 Following the hijacking off the coast of Somalia in
September 2008 of the merchant vessel MT Stolt Valor,
owned by a Japanese company with 18 Indian crew
members on board, the Indian government authorized
the Indian navy to begin patrols in the Gulf of Aden and
escort Indian merchant vessels. India has an economic
interest in ensuring the protection of even non-Indian
owned cargo ships in the Gulf of Aden shipping lanes,
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as around 85 percent of India’s sea trade on the route is
carried by foreign-owned ships, while around a third of
India’s total fleet of 900 cargo ships deployed in
international waters are at risk (Wax, 11 November 2008).
Patrolling by the Indian navy is intended to protect the
nation’s sea-borne trade and instil con?dence in the sea-
faring community as well as functioning to deter pirates.
Russia, NATO and the EU forces have also started
patrolling the region but efforts remain disjointed. India
has made a case that a peacekeeping force under a uni?ed
command is needed to provide security to international
shipping in pirate-infested regions (UN force needed to
prevent piracy: India, 14 November 2008). In the recent
past India’s stealth frigate, INS Tabar, shot at and sank a
pirate “mother vessel” in the Gulf of Aden, which later
turned out to be a Thai trawler. Since the trawler was
under the command of the pirates who refused to
surrender, the Indian naval vessel ?red in self-defence.
This incident once again highlighted the Indian navy’s
capability on the high seas, witnessed earlier by the world
in the conduct of tsunami relief operations and during
the evacuation of Indian nationals in the Lebanon War
of July-August 2006. Moreover, the Indian navy asserted
its autonomy and ability in the service of a collective good:
the protection of global maritime trade. India used this
act of its navy to project India as a country capable of
protecting its maritime interests and commercial sea
routes in international waters.

China’s Foray in the Indian Ocean.
China emerged as the biggest military spender in the Asia-
Paci?c in 2006, overtaking Japan, and now has the fourth-
largest defence expenditure in the world. The exact details
about Chinese military expenditure remain contested,
with estimates ranging from the of?cial Chinese ?gure of
$35 billion to the US Defence Intelligence Agency’s
estimate of $80-115 billion (Petter Stålenheim, 2007). But
the rapidly rising trend in Chinese military expenditure
is fairly evident, with an increase of 195 percent over the
decade 1997-2006. The of?cial ?gures of the Chinese
government do not include the cost of new weapons
purchases, research or other big-ticket items for China’s
highly secretive military. From Washington to Tokyo,
from Brussels to Canberra, calls are rising for China to be
more open about the intentions behind this dramatic pace
of spending increase and scope of its military capabilities.

 The Chinese navy, according to the Defence White
Paper of 2006, will be aiming at a “gradual extension of
the strategic depth for offshore defensive operations and

enhancing its capabilities in integrated maritime
operations and nuclear counter-attacks (Stålenheim).”
China’s navy is now considered the third-largest in the
world behind only the US and Russia and superior to
the Indian navy in both qualitative and quantitative terms
(Kleiber, June 2006). The Peoples’ Liberation Army Navy
(PLAN) has traditionally been a coastal force and China
has had a continental outlook to security. But with a rise
in its economic might since the 1980s, Chinese interests
have expanded and have acquired a maritime orientation
with an intent to project power into the Indian Ocean.

 China is investing far greater resources in the
modernization of its armed forces in general and its navy
in particular than India seems either willing to undertake
or capable of sustaining at present. China’s increasingly
sophisticated submarine ?eet could eventually be one of
the world’s largest and with a rapid accretion in its
capabilities, including submarines, ballistic missiles and
GPS-blocking technology, some are suggesting that China
will increasingly have the capacity to challenge America
(Kaplan, 21 September 2007). Senior Chinese of?cials
have indicated that China would be ready to build an
aircraft carrier by the end of the decade as it is seen as
being indispensable to protecting Chinese interests in
oceans (Balance). Such an intent to develop carrier
capability marks a shift away from devoting the bulk of
the PLAN’s modernisation drive to the goal of capturing
Taiwan. With a rise in China’s economic and political
prowess, there has also been a commensurate growth in
its pro?le in the Indian Ocean region. China is acquiring
naval bases along the crucial choke points in the Indian
Ocean not only to serve its economic interests but also to
enhance its strategic presence in the region. China realizes
that its maritime strength will give it the strategic leverage
that it needs to emerge as the regional hegemon and a
potential superpower and there is enough evidence to
suggest that China is comprehensively building up its
maritime power in all dimensions (Kane, 2002). It is
China’s growing dependence on maritime space and
resources that is re?ected in the Chinese aspiration to
expand its in?uence and to ultimately dominate the
strategic environment of the Indian Ocean region. China’s
growing reliance on bases across the Indian Ocean
region is a response to its perceived vulnerability, given
the logistical constraints that it faces due to the distance
of the Indian Ocean waters from its own area of operation.
Yet, China is consolidating power over the South China
Sea and the Indian Ocean with an eye on India,
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something that comes out clearly in a secret memorandum
issued by the director of the General Logistic Department
of the PLAN: “We can no longer accept the Indian Ocean
as only an ocean of the Indians… . We are taking armed
con?icts in the region into account (Bodansky, 30
September 1995).”

China has deployed its Jin class submarines at a
submarine base near Sanya in the southern tip of Hainan
Island in South China Sea, and the base is merely 1200
nautical miles from the Malacca Strait and will be its
closest access point to the Indian Ocean. The base also
has an underground facility that can hide the movement
of submarines, making them dif?cult to detect (Pubby, 3
May 2008). The concentration of strategic naval forces at
Sanya will further propel China towards a consolidation
of its control over the surrounding Indian Ocean region.
The presence of access tunnels on the mouth of the deep
water base is particularly troubling for India as it will
have strategic implications in the Indian Ocean region,
allowing China to interdict shipping at the three crucial
chokepoints in the Indian Ocean. As the ability of China’s
navy to project power in the Indian Ocean region grows,
India is likely to feel even more vulnerable despite
enjoying distinct geographical advantages in the region.
China’s growing naval presence in and around the Indian
Ocean region is troubling for India as it restricts India’s
freedom to manoeuvre in the region. Of particular note is
what has been termed as China’s “string of pearls”
strategy that has signi?cantly expanded China’s strategic
depth in India’s backyard (Gertz, 18 January 2005).

This “string of pearls” strategy of bases and
diplomatic ties include the Gwadar port in Pakistan,
naval bases in Burma, electronic intelligence gathering
facilities on islands in the Bay of Bengal, funding
construction of a canal across the Kra Isthmus in
Thailand, a military agreement with Cambodia and
building up of forces in the South China Sea (Khurana,
January 2008). Some of these claims are exaggerated as
has been the case with the Chinese naval presence in
Burma. The Indian government, for example, had to
concede in 2005 that reports of China turning Coco Islands
in Burma into a naval base were incorrect and that there
were indeed no naval bases in Burma (Selth, 2007). Yet
the Chinese thrust into the Indian Ocean is gradually
becoming more pronounced. The Chinese may not have
a naval base in Burma but they are involved in the
upgradation of infrastructure in the Coco Islands and
may be providing some limited technical assistance to

Burma. Given that almost 80 percent of China’s oil passes
through the Strait of Malacca, it is reluctant to rely on US
naval power for unhindered access to energy and so has
decided to build up its naval power at “choke points”
along the sea routes from the Persian Gulf to the South
China Sea. China is also courting other states in South
Asia by building container ports in Bangladesh at
Chittagong and in Sri Lanka at Hambantota as well as
helping to build a naval base at Marao in the Maldives.
Consolidating its access to the Indian Ocean, China has
signed an agreement with Sri Lanka to ?nance the
development of the Hambantota Development Zone,
which includes a container port, a bunker system and an
oil re?nery. The submarine base that China has built at
Marao Island in the Maldives has the potential to
challenge the US navy in Diego Garcia, the hub of US
naval forces in the Indian Ocean. It is possible that the
construction of these ports and facilities around India’s
periphery by China can be explained away on purely
economic and commercial grounds but for India this
looks like a policy of containment by other means.

Policy option for India. With increasing
presence of Chinese Navy in the Indian Ocean and the
Persian Gulf, both Washington and Delhi will come
closer to monitor the activities of Chinese naval ships.
Both navies have begun to display higher levels of
interoperability, in large part thanks to the Malabar
bilateral or multilateral exercises held each spring. India
and the USA have recently upgraded their intelligence
sharing in the field of counter terrorism. In future, both
states may well findthat the surveillance of China's naval
activities in the region is an equally pressing
concem(Iskander, China's String of Pearls and India's
Enduring Tactical Advantage, Jun 08, 2010).'

India must seek a maritime intelligence sharing
agreement, share own radar and sonar data compiled in
the Andaman Sea and press for the US satellite imagery
in exchange for the same. The US and India however
must demonstrate to China that their initiative is part of
a larger effort to ensure maritime security in the region
from non-traditional threats and their synergy in this
regard is not directed against China(ibid).

India has already taken the initiative to establish
electronic monitoring systems in Madagascar in 2007
and in the Maldives in August 2009(ibid)''.Äpart from
gifting own patrol aircraft to Seychelles in reactive
response to Beijing's offer of military assistance and
launching Indian Ocean Naval Symposium in 2008,
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India needs to work closely with not only the US but also
with Sri Lanka, Oman, Bangladesh, Singapore and all
other countries in the lOR through positive engagement
and cooperation ensuring economic benefits to the host
nations .This would help India extend its presence and
ensure that the lOR remains a zone of peace. The
underlying message, therefore, is to build capacity and
ensure constructive engagement and partnership with
all friendly countries in the lOR to maintain the status
quo.

What is clear, however, is that there is no
compelling evidence yet to suggest that the Chinese Navy
has engaged in activities of an overtly military nature.
Nevertheless, this does not mean that it has no intention
to do so in the future. China is seeking to obtain a
permanent base in Gulf of Aden and the deep sea port of
Gwadar which is projected to undergo militarisation by
the Pakistani Navy. This implies that Chinese surface
and sub surface plattorms could easily be stationed there.
Hambantota or Chittagong can also have dual use. Some
observers believe that China's naval modernization is
increasingly oriented towards pursuing additional goals
like asserting or defending China's claim in maritime
territorial disputes, protecting China's SLOCs, displacing
US influence in the Pacific (Rourhe, June 10, 2010)
challenging Indian primacy in the lOR and undermining
Indian naval influences in the island countries such as
Sri Lanka, Maldives, Seychelles etc(B Raman). All these
are designed to assert China's status as a major world
power.

First and foremost India, therefore, must embark
on building naval capacity to address the deep sense of
vulnerability and neutralise all existential military threat
to Indian naval dominance. At the same time diplomacy
must reach out to effectively engage China in the lOR as
an equal partner in sharing each other's maritime
strategic interests.At the outset India must look at
maritime intelligence sharing with China as far as anti
piracy operations and security of SLOC are concerned.
Apart from encouraging regular port calls/ goodwill
visits and bilateral/multilateral exercises, India could
also öfter joint development of command and control
systems to combat both piracy and maritime terrorism.
India may also actively consider meeting refuelling needs
of Chinese Navy through one of her ports. Such a move
would not only make India an important client of China
in serving their economic and security needs but also
greatly marginalise the relevance of ports in ring states.

In fact, increasing dependence of China through the
secured passage provided by Gwadar and Chittagong
ports as an alternate route to meet their energy
requirement and other international trade to sustain its
economic growth, only makes her more vulnerable to
interdiction by Indian Air power. China will thus not
like to do anything to destabilise the region while India
sits over China's energy jugular. However, to ensure a
sustainable peace, stability and security in the lOR,
participation and engagement with China while
continuing to build own naval matching capability while
sharing US concerns on matters of maritime security may
perhaps be a step in the right direction to contain the
growing Chinese influence in IOR and their march
towards becoming a major global player.

This will, however, require astute diplomatic skills
on part of India to bring China on board to ensure their
engagement and participation. China is a rising naval
power in not too distant a future and rightly so it has
many core sensitivities mainly with regards to the US
dominance in the IOR, Tibet, Taiwan, Islamic
fundamentalism as also India' growing power in multi
dimensions to name a few. India must therefore tread
carefully. Substantive, result oriented engagement
supported by pragmatic military hedging from a position
of strength is the best strategy to influence and encourage
China to participate as a responsible stakeholder in the
IOR.

Under the present circumstances China's
assertiveness in the lOR is not likely to put India's
maritime security in jeopardy in the near future but
nonetheless a time will come when India will be
compelled to face this challenge in her backyard. India's
rise as an economic power is closely linked, to her military
modernisation, ascendancy in the limited strategic area
of influence in the lOR as also close integration with the
countries in the region. China has many core sensitivities
with regard to the maritime security in the lOR. India
needs to understand and accommodate these realities
through active participation and engagement with the
Dragon on the high seas in the coming decade.
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