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Foreword

The ocean functions as a connective rather than a divisive domain — its governance
and security depend upon multilateral cooperation to ensure that this shared
space remains peaceful, rules-based, and prosperous. Since the advent of the
twenty-first century, the ownership of maritime security has progressively shifted
from the exclusive domain of the State to the broader stewardship of multilateral
constructs. Historically, States assumed primary responsibility for protecting sea
lanes, countering piracy, and maintaining maritime law and order within their
territorial waters and exclusive economic zones. However, the past two decades have
witnessed a marked transformation in this paradigm — from State-centric control to
collective, multilateral engagement. At a recent high-level open debate on maritime
security, the International Maritime Organisation (IMO) Secretary-General, Arsenio
Dominguez, aptly observed that “multilateralism is key here; maritime security is a
shared responsibility.” This assertion underscores a critical reality: the pursuit of
cooperative security at sea has become indispensable in light of the transnational,
multidimensional, and increasingly complex nature of maritime threats. Challenges
such as piracy, illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing, maritime
terrorism, cyber vulnerabilities, and environmental degradation transcend national
jurisdictions, necessitating coordinated frameworks that integrate the capacities,

information systems, and legal mechanisms of multiple States and institutions.

Consequently, multilateral constructs now serve as the principal vehicles for
promoting maritime stability and resilience — transforming what was once a
fragmented, State-driven endeavour into a collective enterprise grounded in shared
responsibility and mutual security. Within India’s immediate and extended maritime
strategic geography of the Indo-Pacific (comprising its eastern segment, namely the
Pacific Ocean as well as its western segment, namely, the /ndian Ocean) this shift is

particularly evident. Over time, a range of multilateral and minilateral frameworks —




most notably the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD), the Indian Ocean Rim
Association (IORA), the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS), and the Forum
for India—Pacific Islands Cooperation (FIPIC) — have emerged as key instruments
for advancing cooperative maritime security and governance. Though distinct in
composition, mandate, and scope, each has progressively embedded the maritime
domain at the core of its strategic agenda, reﬂecting a growing convergence between
regional stability, sustainable development, and the security of the global commons.
It is within this context that the first section of this volume, Envisioning a Free,
Open, and Secure Indo-Pacific through Collaborative Mechanisms, offers a lucid and
timely exploration of India’s engagement with emerging multilateral and minilateral

frameworks that shape the region’s evolving maritime order.

The opening chapter, “The Wilmington Declaration — Charting Indias Role in a
Resilient and Cooperative Indo-Pacific”by Captain KS Vikramaditya, situates the Quad
as a cornerstone of contemporary maritime cooperation. It traces the grouping’s
evolution from an informal dialogue to an operational mechanism that now drives
regional initiatives such as the Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain
Awareness (IPMDA) and MAITRI. Through these platforms, Indias leadership
in capacity-building, technology sharing, and maritime training reflects a growing
commitment to collective security and the maintenance of a rules-based order at
sea. The subsequent chapter, “Leveraging FIPIC for India’s Indo-Pacific Ambitions” by
Ms Kripa Anand, draws the reader’s attention to India’s engagement with the Pacific
Island Countries. It repositions the “Forum for India-Pacific Islands Cooperation”
(FIPIC) not merely as a diplomatic forum but as a manifestation of South-South
cooperation — one that underscores India’s role as a responsible development partner.
By focusing upon climate resilience, renewable energy, digital connectivity, and
maritime cooperation, the chapter demonstrates that the concept of a “Free, Open,
Inclusive, and Prosperous Indo-Pacific” is as much about sustainable partnerships as it
is about strategic balance. In the final paper of this section, entitled “7he Power of
Three at Sea”, the author, Ms Saaz Lahiri, demonstrates how trilateral partnerships
— particularly that between India, France, and the UAE, and the one between India,
France, and Australia — bridge the space between bilateral diplomacy and expansive

multilateralism. These focused groupings enable agility, promote trust, and further




practical cooperation in areas such as maritime exercises, information-sharing, and
protection of critical infrastructure such as subsea cables.

The next section, entitled, “Invigorating Maritime Partnerships under Indias IORA
Leadership”, highlights the trajectory of India’s evolving maritime engagement —
from its foundational leadership within IORA and cross-institutional collaboration
with BIMSTEC, to the cultivation of new partnerships with extra-regional powers
such as the Republic of Korea, and finally to the strengthening of capacity and
capability in the Western Indian Ocean. As India prepares to assume the Chair
of the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) for the period 2025 to 2027, this
section highlights the evolving contours of India’s maritime diplomacy, marked by a
renewed emphasis on regional cooperation, partnership-building, and institutional
consolidation across the Indian Ocean. Taken in aggregate, the four papers within
this section illustrate how India’s leadership is set to guide IORA towards a more
project-oriented and action-driven phase that bridges strategic vision with tangible
implementation.

The opening paper, jointly penned by Mr John ] Vachaparambil and Ms Muskan
Rai is entitled “TORA at 28: Indias Chairmanship and the Path Forward”. It traces
IORAs institutional evolution and India’s long-standing engagement as a founding
member and advocate of a ‘blue’ model of economic development. It argues that
India’s chairmanship presents an opportunity to address key institutional challenges
— funding shortfalls, procedural inertia, and limited coordination — and to build
a more digital, financially resilient, and outcome-based IORA. The next piece,
“Operationalising the IORA-BIMSTEC MoU” by Ms Muskan Rai, explores how
partnerships can enhance IORA’s functional reach. The discussion on the IORA-
BIMSTEC Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) situates this partnership within
a wider framework of regional integration, identifying the Blue Economy, Marine
Spatial Planning, and Climate Resilience as priority domains for joint action. In the
third chapter, entitled “Optimising the RoK's Dialogue Parmership with IORA during
Indias Chairmanship” the author, Ms Arijita Sinha-Roy, situates Seoul’s engagement
within its Indo-Pacific Strategy and ITEM framework, demonstrating how middle-
power cooperation can support India’s IORA agenda through targeted investments,
innovation, and capacity-building under the new Indian Ocean Cooperation Fund.
The section concludes with Ms Anum Khan’s analysis of “Tndias Maritime Capacity-




Building and Capability-Enhancement in the Western Indian Ocean” (W10). She
points out that through initiatives such as /OS SAGAR and Exercise AIKEYME, India
has emerged as a ‘preferred security partner”in eastern Africa. The chapter emphasises
the shift from donor-based capacity-building to the need for locally owned, needs-
based approaches, focusing upon risk assessment, information-sharing, and legal

harmonisation.

This final section, entitled “Translating Vision into Action: IONS Comes of Age”,
builds upon the preceding discussions on India’s maritime partnerships under IORA
and its broader Indo-Pacific engagements. It explores how India’s resumption of
the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS) chairmanship for the 2025-27 cycle
can consolidate its leadership across the institutional, operational, and strategic
dimensions of maritime security cooperation. Taken in aggregate, the three chapters
of this section, all of which have been penned by Ms Sruthylacshmi B Bhat, provide
a comprehensive evaluation of how Indias chairmanship can reposition IONS
as a more action-oriented and regionally responsive framework for cooperative
maritime security. The section opens with a piece entitled “Revitalising IONS: India
at the Helm”, which undertakes a critical institutional audit of IONS. It traces the
forum’s evolution since its inception in 2008 and situates its role within the wider
constellation of Indian Ocean and Indo-Pacific maritime architectures. The chapter
identifies IONS’ enduring value as consultative mechanism — inclusive, apolitical,
and geographically comprehensive — between the principal maritime-security
agencies of the countries of the Indian Ocean, while simultaneously highlighting
its structural limitations: an absence of a permanent secretariat, a lack of resource
autonomy, minimal digital presence, and limited coordination with political-level
bodies such as IORA. The author advocates an agenda of institutional renewal that

prioritises deliverable-based engagement and sustained visibility.

Building on this institutional groundwork, the subsequent chapters examine the
regional contexts most critical to India’s chairmanship: West Asia and South Asia.
The chapter on Maritime Geostrategies of the West Asian maps the evolving security
calculus of Iran, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates — five
IONS member States that collectively anchor the northwestern Indian Ocean. It

examines the manner in which energy interdependence, chokepoint vulnerabilities,
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and external military presences, have redefined the maritime balance in the region.
The paper also highlights India’s strategic opportunity to use IONS as a trust-
building mechanism between rival regional actors, balancing engagement with Iran
and the GCC States, while ensuring that the forum remains non-political, inclusive,
and focused on collective maritime governance.

Sruthylacshmi’s final chapter, Maritime Geostrategies of the South Asian Littorals,
turns the analytical lens toward India’s immediate neighbourhood — Sri Lanka, the
Maldives, Bangladesh, and Pakistan — underscoring its centrality to India’s maritime
endeavours. Despite robust bilateral cooperation through exercises such as SLINEX,
DOSTI, and BONGOSAGAR, as well as the commendable integration achieved
through the “Information Fusion Centre-Indian Ocean Region” (IFC-IOR), South
Asia’s participation in IONS remains fragmented. The author proposes a more
structured approach to embed regional priorities within IONS, recommending the
establishment of a “South Asia Maritime Working Group”, an IONS Capacity-
Building Charter, and common Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) for HADR,
EEZ surveillance, and counter-IUU operations. She further recommends the
introduction of an IONS Climate—Maritime Nexus Dialogue, aligning the forum’s
agenda with the existential challenges faced by Small Island Developing States (SIDS)
and low-lying coastal nations.

The message that emerges from this volume is both pragmatic and forward-looking:
that India’s maritime rise is best expressed not through unilateralism, but through
stewardship — through the ability to lead by building, to secure by sharing, and to
prosper by cooperating. As the ocean that connects continues to define the destinies
of its rim nations, India’s task as a maritime leader is to ensure that this shared space

R —

Vice Admiral Pradeep Chauhan
AVSM and Bar, VSM, IN (Retd)

Director-General

remains inclusive.

Happy Reading! Sam no Varunah!

National Maritime Foundation
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Envisioning a Free, Open, and
Secure Indo-Pacific through
Collaborative Mechanisms






The Wilmington Declaration — Charting India’s
Role in a Resilient and Cooperative Indo-Pacific

Captain KS Vikramaditya

he Indo-Pacific encompasses diverse economies, complex security challenges,

and critical sea lanes essential for global trade. The region has emerged as a central
theatre of geopolitical competition, characterised by strategic rivalries, territorial
disputes, and economic coercion.! Increasing Chinese assertiveness in the South and
East China Seas, alongside grey-zone activities such as illegal fishing and maritime
militia operations, has heightened regional tensions.> These developments have, for
some time now, underscored the need for a unified response to safeguard navigational
freedoms, uphold international law, and support smaller nations in resisting coercive

pressures. The Quad is a significant manifestation of this requirement.?

Evolution of the Quad

Initially established as an informal dialogue following the 2004 Indian Ocean
tsunami,* the Quad was revitalised in 2017, with an enhanced focus on ensuring
a ‘free and open Indo-Pacific.” Over the years, the Quad’s collaborative agenda
has expanded significantly,” addressing diverse security and resilience concerns —
including maritime domain awareness, infrastructure development, disaster response,
and economic security — and addressing both immediate and long-term regional
challenges. However, the Quad remains a non-military construct, limiting its direct
security engagements and emphasising instead, cooperative measures that reinforce

regional sovereignty and stability.




The Wilmington Summit

The sixth Quad Leaders’ Summit, held in Wilmington, Delaware, on the 21 of
September 2024, marked a pivotal moment for collaboration within the grouping.
The joint statement released at the end of the summit, now being referred to as the
“Wilmington Declaration”,® provides a roadmap for the Quad’s unified approach
to maritime security, upholding international law, and addressing threats through
joint initiatives. Emphasising the principles of peace, stability, and cooperation, the
declaration highlights several areas that are critical for sustaining the Indo-Pacific’s
security architecture, including support for the 1982 United Nations Convention
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), capacity-building for regional maritime partners,
and technological investments in surveillance and infrastructure resilience. Since the
Indo-Pacific is primarily (although not exclusively) a maritime geography;, it is only

natural that the primary focus of the Quad’s varied endeavours remain maritime.

This paper, referencing the Wilmington Declaration, will examine the Quad’s
evolving role, and highlight India’s potential contributions, particularly its leadership
of the Maritime Initiative for Training in the Indo-Pacific (MAITRI), and its
prospective roles within the Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness
(IPMDA), underwater infrastructure protection, and climate-resilient infrastructure
development. By analysing the Quad’s strategic imperatives and limitations, the
paper will propose actionable pathways for advancing a resilient, cooperative, and
rules-based Indo-Pacific through India’s proactive engagement. It would be prudent
to take forward this discussion in terms of the four primary themes related to the

maritime domain, that were touched upon during the Quad Summit.

Theme 1: Maritime Security

The Wilmington Declaration explicitly brings out that the Quad comprises four
leading maritime democracies in the Indo-Pacific, each of which emphasises peace and
stability across the region as being indispensable for global security and stability.”
The declaration thus lays preeminent importance upon maritime security, within

which it touches upon several ongoing and future initiatives.




Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA)

The Wilmington Declaration details the Quad’s significant effort to bolster maritime
domain awareness (MDA) through the IPMDA. MDA is essential for safeguarding
maritime territories, especially for monitoring EEZs to detect illegal fishing,
unregistered vessels, and other unlawful activities.® Since the programme’s inception,
the IPMDA has expanded its network across various regional hubs, including the
Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency (PIFFA) and the Information Fusion Centre
— Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR). This expansion allows over two dozen countries
to gain access to critical data on “dark vessels” — ships that deliberately disable their

tracking systems to avoid detection.’

By providing these partners with real-time,
integrated information, the Quad enhances their ability to enforce maritime laws
within their waters. Prospective collaboration includes the sharing of satellite data,
training in data analysis, and integration with local coast guard and naval operations."
Further, over the coming year, Quad partners intend to layer modern technology
and data into the IPMDA, thereby continuing to deliver cutting-edge capability
and information to the region. India can play a defining role in the fruition of the

IPMDA to its envisaged levels.

India’s robust space and satellite capabilities, notably through the Indian Space
Research Organisation (ISRO), and ongoing Space Based Surveillance (SBS)
programmes,'' would allow New Delhi to contribute advanced monitoring and
surveillance data within the IPMDA. Such collaboration would not only strengthen
regional security but also position India as a key technology partner and enabler,
offering capacity and/ or capability to the Indo-Pacific nations that may not have
access to cost-effective and high-quality surveillance tools. Further, the IFC-IOR,
with its global linkages,'? is well placed to function as the IPMDA Hub for the Indo-
Pacific. Towards this, the Centre would be well advised to increase its focus from
just the IOR to the wider Indo-Pacific — by hosting International Liaison Officers
(ILOs) from South Pacific Island nations and developing linkages with all the IFCs
in the broader region, including the Pacific Fusion Centre Vanuatu and the PIFFA."
However, providing capacity would not, by itself, be enough. The success of the

IPMDA would also depend upon imparting relevant training and other measures




aimed at capability-enhancement. These measures would be covered in subsequent

sections of the paper.

Maritime Initiative for Training in the Indo-Pacific (MAITRI)

The Maritime Initiative for Training in the Indo-Pacific (MAITRI) represents a
proactive training programme that is focused on empowering Indo-Pacific countries
to leverage MDA tools, especially those provided by the IPMDA and other Quad
initiatives.” Such training would include strategies for monitoring maritime spaces,

securing maritime territories, and deterring illegal activities.

India is scheduled to host the first MAITRI workshop in 2025." This underscores
not only the Quad’s commitment to regional capacity building, where nations gain
both practical and technological skills necessary for maritime security enforcement,
but also presents India with an opportunity to leverage its substantial capacities and

capabilities in this field.

The IFC-IOR would thus become India’s early contribution for MDA-related
training and analytics, to speed-up timelines for operationalising MAITRI. At this
juncture, it would be prudent to also mention the “Regional Maritime Security
Centre of Excellence” (RMSCE)'¢ that is being established at New Delhi under the
Maritime Security pillar of the Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative (IPOI)."”” The RMSCE
is an India-UK initiative to address common challenges via capability-enhancement.
Both constructs would need to synergise their activities towards covering the entire

gamut of training that would further the concept of holistic maritime security.

India has long been addressing the requirements of partners on a bilateral basis
through Mobile Training Teams (MTTs),'® which provide 7z sizu training to partner
States. Dovetailing this concept with MAITRI, especially for small island nations
of the IOR and the Pacific, would yield substantial benefits. This also presents the
opportunity to put in place a number of multinational MT'Ts, comprising members
drawn from amongst Quad members. These could, at a later stage, be supplemented
by members from other countries of the Indo-Pacific, imparting this concept with a

regional and collaborative flavour of inclusivity. This would also result in substantial




capability-enhancement, as also cultural sensitisation amongst the Quad members
themselves.

Quad Maritime Legal Dialogue

The Wilmington Declaration mentions the launch of the Quad Maritime Legal
Dialogue to support efforts to uphold the rules-based maritime order in the
Indo-Pacific.” It may be discerned that this is a direct outcome of the active and
widespread use of lawfare by China,” especially in (but not limited-to) the South
China Sea, where through twisting of historical facts, and interpreting international
maritime law as per its convenience, China claims and seeks to exert control over
almost 85% of this sea.’’ Another way in which China convolutes maritime law is
by the widespread use of “grey zone” activities* against its adversaries, a majority of
whom are unable to respond because of a large differential in comprehensive national
power.

China’s increasing presence in the IOR (warships, research and survey vessels, and
fishing boats),* and its proclivity for stretching the boundaries of law, is of concern to
India, too. India must, therefore, wholeheartedly support this dialogue, lest Chinese
actions to shape ‘new normal’ succeed, with adverse impact upon regional maritime
security. In addition to publicising all such incidents of transgression immediately,
Quad countries could establish a standing legal cell that would provide support and
advice to help regional partners uphold their sovereign rights and address maritime
disputes legally, in the face of Chinese coercion. It would also be prudent to synergise
the activities of the legal dialogue with those of MAITRI, with each supplementing
the other.

Quad-at-Sea Ship Observer Mission

The “Quad-at-Sea Ship Observer Mission” planned for 2025, involving coast guards
from the US, Japan, Australia, and India, would enhance interoperability and
strengthen a coordinated response to maritime security threats.* Such missions could
include joint training exercises, shared patrol operations, and collaborative responses

to piracy, illegal fishing, and other non-traditional maritime security threats.




The proposed “Indian Ocean Ship” programme,” wherein India would assign
a dedicated warship to conduct EEZ patrols in the small island nations of the
Indian Ocean, could be synergised with the Ship Observer Mission, so as to ensure
deconfliction and maximise geographical coverage. These endeavours must plough
back seamlessly into both IPMDA and MAITRI, towards creation of a self-sustaining,

virtuous feedback-and-action loop.

Theme 2: Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR)

The Quad’s HADR initiative has its roots in the historic collaboration among these
nations during the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and #sunami response.” Building
upon that legacy, the Quad’s recent HADR efforts are now more formalised under
the “Quad Partnership on Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief in the Indo-
Pacific.” This formal partnership is structured to enable rapid coordination among
the four nations in the event of natural disasters in the Indo-Pacific, whose frequency
is now higher and whose effects are increasingly severe, largely due to climate change

and environmental challenges.””

In 2022, the Quad countries established operational guidelines for the
Quad HADR partnership.”® These guidelines outline protocols for immediate
communication, task allocation, and resource sharing, to maximise the speed and
efficiency of response efforts. This protocol enables a faster, more cohesive response,
ensuring that essential relief supplies, personnel, and logistics are deployed promptly
to areas in need. This foundational coordination reflects the Quad’s commitment to
addressing disaster vulnerability and improving resilience across the region.

The Wilmington Declaration, in continuation of the existing structure, lays stress
29

on the “pre-positioning of essential relief supplies.” Strategically pre-positioned
relief supplies across Indo-Pacific nations would ensure that response times are
minimised. Quad nations could enhance regional capacity by providing logistic
support, essential goods, and medical resources, pre-emptively in disaster-prone

areas.

Collaborative disaster response is essential to address emergencies, which often

overwhelm the capacities of individual countries. In cases such as the landslide




in Papua New Guinea and Typhoon Yagi in Vietnam, the Quad demonstrated its

capability for joint response.’

This coordinated approach, whereby combined
resources and expertise are brought to bear, is especially relevant to complex
emergencies that require sustained relief and recovery support, thereby reducing the
burden on any one country and providing a robust, multilateral response to regional

needs.

The launch of the “Quad Indo-Pacific Logistics Network” (QIPLN), mentioned
in the Wilmington Declaration, is particularly significant in the context of
collaborative HADR. Recognising the logistical challenges posed by the vast and
dispersed geography of the Indo-Pacific, the QIPLN focuses on enhancing shared
airlift capacity among the four nations, allowing them to mobilise resources more

effectively and reach disaster-stricken areas faster.’!

This initiative leverages each
country’s logistical strengths, offering collective capabilities for a rapid and scalable
response during crises. This network aims to leverage shared airlift capacity to

support rapid civilian disaster response and quick deployment of aid.

India, due to its strategic position and infrastructure of a high order, is suitably
placed to play a pivotal role in terms of acting as a HADR logistic hub, especially
for the IOR. Since effective HADR is contingent on quick response, alongside the
above two endeavours, customs and regulatory harmonisation, and digital logistics
platforms need to be promoted in all earnest for smooth and effective movements of
supplies.®” This also presents the opportunity of exploring synergies with India’s “Gazi
Shakti”3 and the “National Logistics Portal (Marine)”** for further optimisation.
Further, India could examine whether the NLP digital platform could be used as a
model for deployment of a similar platform under the aegis of QIPLN. At a later
stage, other regional stakeholders could be brought into the QIPLN architecture,
ensuring that the logistics network is not just Quad-centred but also has more
inclusive regional participation, including, for example, the ASEAN member-States.

The time has also come for integrating other countries that have the required
capacity and capability, into the Quad HADR framework. In this regard, countries
such as South Korea, Singapore, and Indonesia, are particularly relevant.

HADR is a domain that requires specialised training, including cultural

35

sensitisation.” Once again, India, because of its location, cultural diversity, and




other resident strengths, is optimally placed to take a lead in this activity. The Quad
could think of setting up an HADR Centre of Excellence in India, which would
undertake training, articulation of standards and SOPs, and predictive analytics in

terms of foretelling the occurrence of extreme weather events and natural calamities.

Considering the importance of the subject, and the prospective long-term
strategic benefits that could accrue, it is recommended that the Government of
India (Gol) set up a multi-domain task group to examine the issues brought out
above. This would also align with India’s lead of the IPOI pillar of “Disaster Risk
.36

Managemen Conceptual support for this endeavour, under its mandate of

furthering holistic maritime security, would be provided by the RMSCE.

Theme 3: Quality Infrastructure

The Wilmington Declaration articulates the Quad’s commitment to improved
regional connectivity through the development of infrastructure that is not only of
high quality but also ranks high on resilience, too. As part of this, the declaration
highlighted certain key areas that are progressing.

The Quad Ports of the Future Partnership

The Quad Ports of the Future Partnership represents a significant strategic initiative
aimed at enhancing the resilience, sustainability, and security of port infrastructure
across the Indo-Pacific region.”” This initiative aims to leverage the collective
expertise and resources of Quad members to foster the development of high-quality,
climate-resilient port facilities that are based on the principles of sustainability and
designed to withstand both, natural disasters and other disruptions/ threats.”® The
partnership emphasises the importance of regional collaboration, knowledge sharing,
and the mobilisation of both public and private sector investments. As part of this
broader effort, the Quad, through the Wilmington Declaration, also recognises the
integral role of digital infrastructure in supporting modern port operations, with
particular attention to cybersecurity and undersea cable connectivity, underscoring

the interconnectedness of the region’s physical and digital infrastructure.”

10



It is significant that the Declaration brings out that a “Quad Regional Ports

and Transportation Conference” would be hosted by India at Mumbai in 2025.4

This presents an opportunity for India to showcase its expertise in the development

of infrastructure that is customised to the requirements of the region, and more

importantly, is affordable. The recently commissioned Vizhinjam Port presents a

model for the region in terms of green port initiatives and sustainable practices.

41

This workshop also presents the opportunity to highlight India’s willingness and

capability in promoting climate resilient infrastructure in the Indo-Pacific, wherein

the following are particularly relevant:

(a)

(b)

India needs to take a leadership role in the Quad’s efforts to build climate-
resilient infrastructure by sharing its own expertise in sustainable development
and climate adaptation. This programme could focus on climate-proofing
ports, coastal cities, and transportation networks to withstand extreme

weather events — a priority for island nations and low-lying coastal areas in
the Indo-Pacific.?

India’s advances in solar, wind, and hydrogen technologies provide an
opportunity to lead renewable energy projects across the Indo-Pacific.’
By providing affordable, sustainable energy solutions for climate-resilient
infrastructure, such as solar-powered backup systems in ports or solar arrays
in island nations, India can help these countries mitigate energy disruptions
and reduce dependency on traditional energy sources. India could also
showcase its use of low temperature thermal desalination* technology in the
Lakshadweep islands for adoption by small island nations of both the Indian
Ocean and also those of the South Pacific.

India mustaspire to become a regional leader, and a hub for imparting training
on climate-resilient and sustainable infrastructure. This may require the
setting-up of a dedicated facility, which could be undertaken in consonance
with the other Quad members and institutional linkages with organisations
such as the CDRI® and the International Solar Alliance. Dovetailing such
endeavours with broader programs such as the Blue Dot Network,* the Bring
Back a Better World initiative, and the EU’s “Global Gateway”" programme

would help leverage complementary benefits.

1"



Quad Partnership for Cable Connectivity and Resilience

The Wilmington Declaration recognises and reaffirms the criticality of the capacity,
durability, and reliability of undersea cable networks to the security and the prosperity
of not only the Indo-Pacific, but also the entire world.*® The Declaration highlights
the increasing relevance of the Quad.

Partnership for Cable Connectivity and Resilience. In this context, the Declaration
brings out the constructive role being played by the Australian Cable Connectivity

and Resilience Centre,?

and the role being played by Quad in enhancing cable
connectivity across the Indo-Pacific. The Declaration also makes a mention of the
feasibility study commissioned by India to examine the expansion of undersea cable

maintenance and repair capabilities in the Indo-Pacific.

The Wilmington Declaration also brings out the inherent vulnerability of
undersea cables to cyber threats. Towards this, there is active engagement in taking

forward the Quad Action Plan to Protect Commercial Undersea Telecommunications

Cables, which has been developed by the Quad Senior Cyber Group.

Recognising the criticality of uninterrupted undersea communications to national
security, it is in India’s interest that it develops organic capacity and capability in
repairing undersea cables. This would require suitable seagoing platforms, and
relevant expertise in terms of trained human resources. Most cable manufacturers
and consortiums involved in cable laying operations are of Western origin (mostly
from the US).”° India must leverage its position in the Quad to develop the required
human resources. Along with this, it would be prudent to convert at least two
Offshore Support Vessels (OSVs) into Cable Repair Ships. While this would depend
on commercial considerations, the fact that China is investing heavily in cable repair
capacity building,”' makes this even more meaningful. Private players backed by
suitable sovereign risk mitigation arrangements could be encouraged to take forward
such an endeavour. Further, the backing of the Quad towards recognising such
a facility as not only an alternative, but also an addition to existing cable repair
arrangements, especially in the Indian Ocean, would reap very substantive and
substantial dividends.

12



India must contribute its expertise to Quad-led initiatives that are focused upon
improving the cyber resilience of undersea cables, by providing technical knowledge
and sharing best practices. Further, India should aspire to play a defining role in
defining cybersecurity standards and protocols for subsea cables. These would help
India gain a stake in digital and cyber governance within the region.”

India’s participation in the Quad Cable Connectivity and Resilience Partnership
offers a multitude of opportunities. By taking an active role in infrastructure
development, cybersecurity, research, and regional cooperation, India can help
enhance the resilience of global undersea cables while positioning itself as a digital
leader in the Indo-Pacific. This initiative would also align well with India’s broader
geopolitical and economic objectives, such as improving connectivity, fostering
digital inclusion, and strengthening strategic alliances with the Quad, as also with

other regional partners.

Theme 4: Working Together to Address Regional and Global Issues

The Wilmington Declaration reaffirmed the Quad’s unwavering support for the
concept of ASEAN centrality and its leadership role in the East Asia Summit (EAS).>
The Declaration was explicit in its support for the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-
Pacific (AOIP). The Declaration also brought out the lead role of the Pacific Islands
Forum (PIF), and support for the “2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent”,
which lays great emphasis on climate action, ocean health, resilient infrastructure,
maritime security, and financial integrity.** The importance of IORA and the role
played by India in finalising the IORA Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (IOIP) were also

mentioned.”

This Quad theme is in complete consonance with India’s own maritime policy of
“Security and Growth for All in the Region” (SAGAR), now “Mutual and Holistic
Advancement for Security and Growth Across the Regions™® and consequently, the
“Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative” (IPOI), which provides first-order specificity to
SAGAR. Itwould thus be prudent for India to identify points of congruence between
the IPOI, the AOIP and the IOID, and prioritise projects that leverage the consensus
provided by the three political constructs that have formulated these separate yet
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similar outlooks for the Indo-Pacific.”’” This would assist in removing the existing
confusion and, to an extent, the competition that exists within these endeavours, and
help synergise activities on the ground. Towards this, India could take the lead in
setting up a coordination group comprising members from countries invested in these
three initiatives and aimed at identifying complementarities, achieving synergy, and
deconflicting projects. This would facilitate a holistic and comprehensive approach
to all-round development in the Indo-Pacific and is especially relevant considering
that India is set to assume the chair of IORA in 2025.%

The Wilmington Declaration also brings out the importance of maintaining a
free and open Indo-Pacific and the rules-based international order. Without explicitly
naming China, it clearly articulates its concerns regarding coercive, intimidating, and
aggressive actions in the East and South China seas, disruption of offshore resource
exploitation activities, and the dangerous use of coast guard and maritime militia —
all a clear denunciation of Chinese activities. The most pertinent aspect of this theme
is that the Quad has unambiguously brought out the indisputable legal validity of the
2016 Arbitral Award on the South China Sea.” This is of considerable significance,
since it indicates that India has, perhaps for the first time, clearly articulated its stand

on this issue.

Considering China’s propensity for, and extensive use of lawfare, India would
be well advised to maintain a proactive stance in bringing transparency to Chinese
attempts at obfuscating legal positions to its advantage. This is even more relevant
in view of increasing Chinese presence in the IOR, and its geoeconomic interests

therein.

The Trump Factor

The re-election of Donald Trump to the US presidency presents a multifaceted yet
complex opportunity for the Quad as it navigates the evolving security architecture
of the Indo-Pacific. It needs to be appreciated that the first Trump presidency
(2017-2021) had a significant and positive impact on the development and strategic
cohesion of the Quad. Under President Trump, the United States shifted its foreign

0

policy focus toward countering China’s rising influence,” especially in the Indo-
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Pacific. This priority aligned closely with the goals of the Quad. It was during the
Trump presidency that the Quad, which was initially formed in 2007, was revived and
institutionalised. While President Trump’s approach invigorated the Quad, certain
policies, such as a transactional approach to diplomacy®' and his scepticism towards

multilateralism, have led to questions being raised on long-term US engagement in

the Quad.

On the other hand, given President Trump’s historical focus on countering
China’s influence, it is likely that the second Trump administration would maintain,
if not escalate, efforts to align Quad countries in strategic competition with China.
His second term could favourably impact the Quad by consolidating efforts against

China’s influence, strengthening strategic ties, and broadening the Quad’s scope.

Conclusion

The Wilmington Declaration, especially in the maritime domain, encourages
an integrated and complementary approach to holistic maritime security. The
protection of undersea infrastructure and maritime domain awareness is one such
complementarity. While the IPMDA focuses upon real-time surface-level maritime
monitoring, undersea cable protection ensures the integrity of critical underwater
infrastructure. Together, they embody a holistic strategy that accounts for both,
the security of physical assets (such as data cables) and the ability to monitor and
respond to surface-level maritime activities. Similarly, there is a natural synergy
between HADR and MDA initiatives. For instance, the IPMDA’s real-time tracking
technology could be used not only for monitoring illegal activities but also for
tracking weather patterns, storm formations, or emergency situations at sea. In times
of crisis, this data can be shared with regional partners, helping to inform decisions

regarding evacuation, search and rescue, and relief operations.

In summary, the Wilmington Declaration articulates a clear stance in favour of
maintaining stability, legality, and cooperative holistic-security efforts in the Indo-
Pacific. The Quad’s initiatives demonstrate a unified approach to counter illegal
maritime activities, build regional capacity, and foster adherence to international

law. Through collaborative tools, training programmes, and legal frameworks, the
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Quad seeks to empower Indo-Pacific countries to uphold their maritime rights
and enhance collective security, ensuring that the region remains open, secure, and

resilient against external pressures.

The Wilmington Declaration has firmly established the Quad’s intent to deepen
cooperation across a broad spectrum of issues — ranging from maritime security to
resilient supply chains, critical and emerging technologies, and climate adaptation.
However, it is highly likely that US foreign policy could face a major recalibration
in consonance with President Trump’s views on each of these individual subjects
(his recalcitrance on climate adaptation is especially well known) and could alter
the Quad’s trajectory, demanding both strategic foresight and pragmatic adaptation

from member States.

India, because of its strategic location, the feeling of trust and dependability that
it evokes from the Global South, its substantial capacity and capability in practically
all the issues being addressed by the Quad, and its unique competitive advantage as
a low-cost manufacturing and services hub, is well placed to take advantage of the
opportunities presented by the September 2024 Quad Leaders’ Summit. If India
aspires to become a part of the select group of countries that formulates norms, sets
agendas, and wields discursive power, New Delhi must step forward and go the extra
mile in leveraging these advantages and attempt to take a pre-eminent position in

each of the lines of effort articulated in the Wilmington Declaration.
25 December 2024
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Leveraging FIPIC for India’s Indo-Pacific
Ambitions

Ms Kripa Anand

he “Forum for India-Pacific Islands Cooperation” (FIPIC) was established in

2014 as a strategic initiative by India to strengthen its diplomatic, economic,
and cultural engagement with the Pacific Island Countries (PICs). FIPIC comprises
14 Pacific Island nations — Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Micronesia,
Nauru, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu,
and Vanuatu.! These countries hold geostrategic significance due to their location,
maritime resources, and votes in international forums such as the United Nations.
For India, engagement with PICs serves as a means to counterbalance growing
Chinese influence, deepen development partnerships in areas such as energy and
sustainable growth, and promote cultural and diplomatic ties. However, despite its
potential significance, FIPIC remains relatively unknown outside diplomatic and
academic circles. This paper explores the reasons behind the lack of global awareness
surrounding FIPIC and proposes ways to effectively leverage the platform as a

strategic instrument to advance India’s presence across the southern Pacific subregion
of the Indo-Pacific.

The Establishment of FIPIC

Established during Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to Fiji in November 2014,
FIPIC marked a significant shift in India’s outreach to the Pacific. By bringing
together India and 14 PICs under a formal multilateral framework, FIPIC signalled
a renewed and sustained commitment to building closer political, economic, and

development ties with the region. Over time, it has evolved into a key mechanism
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for deepening India’s engagement with Pacific island nations, aligning with India’s

broader maritime and Indo-Pacific strategy.

The inaugural FIPIC Summit, held at the level of heads of government, took
place in Suva, Fiji, on 19 November 2014, with the goal of fostering stronger
partnerships with the PICs.?

The second FIPIC Summit followed in Jaipur, Rajasthan, in August 2015.
Building upon the outcomes of the initial meeting, leaders discussed important
shared concerns, including climate change, sustainable energy, food security, and the
need for reform in the United Nations.

In September 2019, on the sidelines of the 74* United Nations General
Assembly (UNGA) in New York, Prime Minister Modi engaged with the leaders of
the Pacific Island Developing States in a plurilateral setting.> During the meeting,
he emphasised the common values and shared future between India and the PICs,

reaffirming India’s dedication to supporting the development goals of the region.s

The third FIPIC Summit took place in Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea, on
22 May 2023, and was co-hosted by Prime Minister Modi and Papua New Guinea’s
Prime Minister, James Marape. On the sidelines of the third FIPIC summit, Prime
Minister Modi was conferred the Republic of Fiji’s highest civilian honour— the
Companion of the Order of Fiji (CF)— by Prime Minister Rabuka, on behalf of
Fijian President HE Mr Ratu Wiliame Maivalili Katonivere.” This gesture not only
reflected the strengthening bilateral relationship between India and Fiji but also
signalled a broader strategic shift, as India positioned itself as a reliable and long-term
partner for the Pacific Island nations amid intensifying geopolitical competition in
the region. It marked a significant evolution in India’s Act East Policy, signalling its

growing intent to extend its strategic footprint beyond Southeast Asia and into the
wider Indo-Pacific.

India’s “Look East” and “Act East” Policies

India’s “Look East” policy became a cornerstone of its foreign policy in the post-Cold
War era. Initiated in 1991 under the leadership of Prime Minister Narasimha Rao,
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the policy aimed to strengthen political ties, boost economic integration, and enhance
security collaboration with Southeast Asian nations.® It signified a major shift in
India’s global outlook, acknowledging the strategic and economic significance of
Southeast Asia for India’s national interests.” Prime Minister Modi formally initiated
the “Act East” policy in 2014, furthering the vision of the “Look East” policy with a

stronger emphasis on implementation and engagement.”

India’s “Act East” policy (AEP) has increasingly emphasised engagement with the
PICs, notably through multilateral frameworks such as FIPIC. However, despite its
potential, FIPIC has not garnered significant international recognition or become
a magjor subject of discourse. A key reason for this has been the absence of a robust
strategic communication and outreach strategy, limiting India’s ability to effectively

project its soft power and strategic interests across the Pacific.

This gap is particularly notable considering that the AEP completed a decade
in 2024. While there has been substantial scholarly and policy focus on India’s
engagement with ASEAN under the AED, literature and policy discourse around
FIPIC and India’s Pacific outreach remain sparse. The dominant narrative continues
to prioritise Southeast Asia, overlooking the critical opportunities and challenges

emerging in the wider Indo-Pacific, especially among the Pacific Island nations.

In recent years, however, India has begun cultivating a more pronounced
maritime consciousness, aligning its strategic posture with its oceanic geography.
Central to India’s evolving maritime foreign policy is a recognition of the Indo-
Pacific as a continuum, wherein the Pacific Islands form an increasingly important
component. Strengthening platforms like FIPIC is therefore essential, not only
to advance development cooperation but also to reinforce India’s credibility and

strategic influence across the broader Indo-Pacific region.

FIPIC and the Future of India’s Strategic Outreach

In his book, The India Way: Strategies for an Uncertain World, India’s External Affairs
Minister, Dr S Jaishankar, emphasises the need for India to adopt a more proactive,

multi-aligned, and interest-driven foreign policy, especially in an era of shifting
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global power dynamics.”" He argues that India must be a decider or a shaper, not
just an abstainer or a bystander in global affairs.”> This ethos directly supports the
idea that India must step-up its engagement with underrepresented but strategically
significant regions such as the Pacific Islands, where the geopolitical vacuum is
increasingly being filled by other powers, particularly China.

EAM Dr S Jaishankar repeatedly argues for India to craft and project its own
narrative, rather than rely on global institutions or Western powers to define its
role. He warns against passivity in foreign policy and insists upon strategic clarity,
institutional activism, and visibility in international affairs. He also stresses the
importance of building coalitions beyond familiar platforms (not limiting diplomacy
to just the G20, Quad, or ASEAN), and engaging across the “Global South” to build
diplomatic equity and moral authority. FIPIC exemplifies this shift: it is a uniquely
Indian initiative that amplifies the voices of Small Island Developing States (SIDS),
provides tangible development support, and fosters South-South cooperation. In
this context, strengthening FIPIC through sustained institutional support, strategic
outreach, and proactive diplomacy would align closely with EAM Dr S Jaishankar’s
vision of a more self-assured India shaping its own global narrative and strategic
direction.

The Pacific Islands have evolved into a theatre of great power competition with
China’s growing influence in the region— highlighted by its security pact with the
Solomon Islands— and the US working to dissuade Pacific Island nations from
forging similar security ties with Beijing.” The US maintains no fewer than eight
defence and security arrangements with nations across the Pacific region.' In 2023,
the United States signed an agreement with Papua New Guinea (PNG), granting
the US military “unimpeded” access to key military bases and facilities across the
country, significantly strengthening its strategic foothold in the region.” Earlier,
in 2020, Washington had also entered into a defence and security pact with Fiji,
further consolidating its security partnerships across the Pacific Islands in response
to growing geopolitical competition.'®

Amid this intensifying geopolitical contestation, Indias own engagement—
through FIPIC— offers a distinct, non-militarised alternative. While FIPIC

holds strategic importance in India’s foreign policy and is well recognised within
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diplomatic, policy, and regional circles involving India and the 14 Pacific Island

countries, the grouping is relatively unknown in a global context, especially when

compared to major multilateral groupings such as ASEAN, the Quad, or APEC. In

Indian strategic circles, of course, FIPIC is seen as a key initiative to deepen ties with

the Pacific Island nations. Among the elites of the PICs, it is appreciated as a unique

platform where India engages directly with leaders of these nations, outside of larger

power frameworks. India is seen as a development and climate partner rather than

a military competitor. Possible reasons for a lack of global awareness about FIPIC

include:

Niche Regional Focus:

FIPIC involves India and 14 Pacific Island nations within which grouping,
even the more important, PICs have fairly limited global political heft,
military capacity, or economic weight, when compared individually to larger

powers, such as Japan, Australia, or the US.

Recent Creation and Limited Summits:

After the inaugural summit in 2014, only two additional FIPIC Summits
have been held, that too, with an eight-year gap between them (2015 in
Jaipur and 2023 in Port Moresby)! In contrast, major groupings meet

annually or have more structured institutions.

Developmental, Not Security-Focused:

Many global groupings such as the Quad or APEC gain visibility because
of security or economic cooperation, whereas FIPIC focuses mainly on
development partnerships focused upon more amorphous non-traditional
facets of holistic security such as climate change, renewable energy, and
capability-enhancement (very often but nevertheless incorrectly labelled

‘capacity-building’)— sectors that often remain underreported.

Lack of Strong Institutional Backbone:

FIPIC does not have a permanent secretariat, formal treaty structure, or
regular coordination mechanisms like the ASEAN Secretariat. Without
institutional visibility, momentum fades between successive Summits. This

27



is in particularly stark contrast with other far more robust structures such as

the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF).

* Limited Public Diplomacy:

Neither India nor the PICs comprising FIPIC have promoted FIPIC
aggressively or even vigorously in global forums, multilateral meetings, or
media spaces. Consequently, awareness— outside specialised elite diplomatic
circles— remains low. Once again, this lackadaisical approach by New Delhi
offers a stark contrast with other far more robust and dynamic structures such
as the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF), the “Pacific Community” (SPC) collective,
“Council of Regional Organisations of the Pacific” (CROP), and even relatively
specialised ones such as the “Pacific Regional Environment Programme”
(PREP), the “Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency” (FFA). Since the South
Pacific is seen by Australia and the US (as also by New Zealand and France)
as their strategic ‘backyard’, India is unable to leverage extant trilaterals (such
as the India-Australia-France trilateral, for example) or even the Quad to its
advantage, in its endeavours to position India as a significant player.

Achievements Under FIPIC

New Delhi’s ineptitude in its ability to sustain strategic messaging is all the
more ironic— if not tragic— given the several laudable achievements of FIPIC.
For one thing, under FIPIC, India has moved beyond generic aid to implement
targeted projects in sectors critical to the Pacific region, such as healthcare, digital
connectivity, climate resilience, and skill development. Through a blend of grant-
based assistance and training programs, India has positioned itself, at least amongst
a narrow stratum of PIC elites, as a trusted development partner. India provides
an annual grant-in-aid of US$ 200,000 to each of the 14 PICs to support localised
development projects such as solar electrification, community infrastructure, and
livelihood initiatives.”” Through the Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR),
India offers scholarships for students from PICs to pursue higher education in Indian
institutions, strengthening people-to-people connections and human capital.’
Under the “Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation” (ITEC) programme,
professionals from PICs receive fully funded technical training at premier Indian
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institutions, in fields such as IT, agriculture, public policy, and entrepreneurship.”
Climate cooperation has been central, with initiatives such as the solarisation of
government buildings— announced at FIPIC-III in 2023, and broader alignment
with the “International Solar Alliance”.” While not officially a FIPIC initiative,
the “Barefoot College”, based in Tilonia, Rajasthan, has worked with the Ministry
of External Affairs to train women from the Pacific and other regions to install and
maintain solar lighting systems, often in areas without access to electricity.’ This
program promotes both sustainable energy access and women’s empowerment and
has been highlighted in Indian diplomatic efforts as a flagship example of South-

South cooperation.

Under PM Modi’s 12-point action plan announced at FIPIC-III in Port
Moresby, India significantly scaled-up its commitments. These include setting up
dialysis centres, a regional IT and cybersecurity hub, solar infrastructure, fisheries
support, traditional medicine collaboration, and enhanced digital and maritime
partnerships.”? The visit of Indian Naval Ships to Papua New Guinea, and Indian
naval hydrographic support further signal India’s strategic intent in the Pacific.
These initiatives aim to position FIPIC as a key component of India’s Global South
diplomacy, as being distinct from other security-intensive initiatives, through its
strong focus upon empowerment, sustainability, and mutual respect.

It is reiterated that while FIPIC has yielded tangible benefits and goodwill, it
nevertheless remains under-recognised internationally. Greater institutionalisation,
a clever and sustained publicity programme that provides heightened visibility,
and greater diplomatic investment— aligned with Indias Indo-Pacific Oceans
Initiative (IPOI) that gives first-order specificity to India’s current maritime policy
of MAHASAGAR (Mutual And Holistic Advancement of Security And Growth across
Regions) and EAM Dr § Jaishankar’s call for India to act as a ‘decider” and narrative-

shaper— will be key to strengthening India’s role as a credible, long-term partner in
the Pacific.

Recommendations

Against the foregoing backdrop, the following policy recommendations are offered
for consideration by the MEA and other concerned ministries:

29



1. Craft a Strategic Narrative and Institutional Framework

(a) To elevate FIPIC’s profile and long-term impact, the Government of
India needs to articulate and consistently disseminate a clear, consistent
narrative that frames FIPIC as a values-driven, inclusive platform focused
on sustainable development and mutual respect, rather than as a tool of
geopolitical balancing. This would align with India’s broader foreign policy
vision of being a responsible and responsive global leader.

(b) Institutionalising FIPIC as a regular biennial Summit with sectoral working
groups (on climate resilience, renewable energy, maritime cooperation, and
health security) would lend structure and continuity to the partnership.
Additionally, launching an “India—Pacific Islands Strategic Dialogue”, a
permanent forum for high-level exchange on Indo-Pacific security, regional

connectivity, and blue economy priorities would deepen strategic alignment.

(c) Simultaneously, public diplomacy must be amplified through targeted
outreach that showcases concrete deliverables, such as solar electrification
projects, disaster resilience efforts, student scholarships, and health
collaborations. Communicating these successes widely can help turn FIPIC
into a recognised symbol of meaningful South-South cooperation.

2. Formalise an Annual India-Pacific Dialogue. Sponsor a Track 1.5 or 2.0
Dialogue Series, bringing together policymakers, scholars, business leaders, and civil
society from India and the PICs to exchange ideas on climate change, governance,
connectivity, and cultural ties. This would embed FIPIC more deeply within India’s
Indo-Pacific strategic framework (especially the IPOI) and reinforce its image as a
credible development partner and an emerging global leader with strong roots in

South-South cooperation.

3. FIPIC Website. Establishing a government-led digital presence for FIPIC
would significantly reinforce India’s leadership and credibility in the Indo-Pacific
region. It would offer Pacific Island stakeholders a transparent, accessible platform
for information exchange and collaboration, enabling more direct engagement with
Indian initiatives. While there is, indeed, a FIPIC website hosted by the Federation
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of Indian Chambers of Commerce & Industry (FICCI), which focuses primarily on
trade and investment promotion, there is a clear need for an official government-
managed portal dedicated to the FIPIC. Unlike a business-oriented platform such
as the FICCI-managed site, a government-driven portal would provide a more
comprehensive and strategic overview, encompassing trade, development assistance,
cultural exchange, and diplomatic engagement, thereby ensuring a holistic
representation of India’s multifaceted partnership with the Pacific Island nations.
Such website, directly administered by the Government of India (by the Ministry
of External Affairs or a dedicated secretariat), would serve as a comprehensive and
authoritative platform, consolidating all dimensions of India’s engagement with the
Pacific Island nations. Obviously, offering the site in English, Hindi, and selected

Pacific Island languages would enhance its accessibility and outreach. This website
should include:

(a) Official summit declarations, joint statements, and policy documents.

(b) Updates on development partnerships, grants, technical cooperation

programs, and scholarship initiatives.

(c) Information on cultural exchanges, people-to-people ties, and capacity-
building projects.

(d) Multimedia content (videos, interviews, webinars) showcasing collaborative
efforts.

(e) Interactive features such as event calendars, virtual forums, and feedback

channels.
4. Leveraging of FIPIC by the Indian Navy.

(a) The Government of India needs to leverage FIPIC to demonstrate regional
leadership by exploiting the Indian Navy’s established competence in
maritime capacity-building and capability-enhancement, especially in
terms of humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HADR). Given the
vulnerability of PICs to natural disasters, India can position its naval assets

as vital instruments of goodwill through pre-positioned relief supplies, rapid
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response operations, and disaster management exercises. Simultaneously,
FIPIC offers a strategic avenue to expand Indias role as a net provider
of security in the region. This includes enhancing maritime situational
awareness (MSA), information-sharing leading to more comprehensive
maritime domain awareness (MDA), conducting combined patrols and
naval exercises, offering technical training to Pacific Island naval personnel,
and hosting regular port visits. Taken in aggregate, these initiatives would
solidify India’s image as a reliable and benevolent maritime partner in the
Indo-Pacific.

Conclusion

Over a decade since its launch in 2014, FIPIC has emerged as a pivotal— yet largely
neglected (even within the MEA itself)— pillar of India’s diplomatic engagement
with the PICs. Through summits, grants, and capacity-building programmes such
as scholarships and training, FIPIC reflects India’s commitment to South-South
cooperation and inclusive multilateralism. Yet, despite its relevance in the current
geopolitical landscape, the forum remains relatively obscure outside policy and

diplomatic circles.

This limited visibility stems from the absence of a sustained strategic narrative
to drive FIPIC’s evolution. Meanwhile, China, Australia, and the United States
continue to deepen their presence in the Pacific through expansive economic and
military engagement, consistently outpacing India’s efforts in scale and particularly
in terms of visibility. As EAM Dr S Jaishankar advocates in The India Way, India
must craft and project its own foreign policy narrative, particularly in regions like the

Pacific where PICs can amplify India’s global standing and strategic reach.

Going forward, institutionalising FIPIC through a dedicated digital platform,
expanding its thematic scope to include climate finance, digital infrastructure, and
blue economy partnerships, and embedding it more deliberately into India’s broader
Indo-Pacific vision especially through the first-order specificity provided by the IPOI
to India’s maritime policy of MAHASAGAR— will be critical. Moreover, positioning
and then leveraging FIPIC as a flagship initiative of India’s Global South diplomacy
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not only aligns with India’s evolving maritime and multilateral strategy but also offers

a meaningful pathway to reaffirm India’s role as a responsible, responsive, and trusted

development partner in an increasingly contested region.

18 June 2025
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The Power of Three at Sea: India’s Trilateral
Partnerships in Action

Ms Saaz Lahiri

Trilaterals represent a pragmatic diplomatic relationship designed to overcome
the inherent limitations of both, purely bilateral engagements (which often have
limited reach and scope) and unwieldy multilateral forums (which are frequently
hampered by slow decision-making and outcomes that reflect the lowest common
denominator). By creating a flexible, yet potent, middle ground for collective action;
trilaterals are optimised for efficiency and effectiveness in specific contexts where
broader cooperation is difficult or insufficient. The operationalisation of the India-
France-United Arab Emirates (IFU) and India-France-Australia (IFA) trilaterals in
the maritime domain demonstrate a pragmatic approach toward enhancing regional
security through focused cooperation. These partnerships leverage existing bilateral
strengths to address contemporary challenges, from traditional threats to emerging

concerns like critical infrastructure protection and climate change.

This article offers a focused examination of India’s maritime trilateral cooperation
with France through two key groupings: the India-France-UAE trilateral and the
India-France Australia one. Concentrating exclusively on the maritime domain,
the analysis explores how each trilateral promotes combined naval exercises,
maritime domain awareness and information-sharing, as well as defence technology
cooperation and co-production.  The India-France-UAE trilateral is further
assessed in the context of strategic collaboration on critical raw minerals essential
for maritime and defence applications, while the India-France-Australia trilateral
is examined with particular emphasis on the protection of undersea infrastructure,

especially submarine cables. By situating these trilaterals within the broader Indo-
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Pacific landscape, the article underscores their growing relevance in shaping regional
maritime security. It concludes by identifying the key challenges confronting these
frameworks and proposes a set of recommendations to strengthen and operationalise

trilateral maritime cooperation.

India-France-UAE Trilateral

The India-France-UAE trilateral cooperation was formally launched with a joint
statement in February 2023, following ministerial talks in September 2022. It
represents a significant step towards a more integrated security architecture in the
Indian Ocean. This partnership is rooted in shared strategic interests, particularly
in the Indo-Pacific, and builds upon strong bilateral ties between India and France,
and India and the UAE." For France, the UAFE’s strategic location serves as a crucial
staging post for military operations between mainland France and the broader Indo-
Pacific, reinforcing its comprehensive Indo-Pacific strategy.? Additionally, France’s
major overseas base is located in Abu Dhabi (part of a larger French military presence
known as Camp de la Paix) and serves as foothold for France in the northwest Indian
Ocean.’ The trilateral’s agenda extends beyond traditional defence, encompassing

technology, energy, and environmental cooperation.*

Combined Maritime Exercises. Combined maritime exercises are a cornerstone of
the India-France-UAE trilateral, they serve to enhance interoperability and collective
response capabilities. The first-ever trilateral Maritime Partnership Exercise (MPX)
was conducted off the Gulf of Oman in June 2023.> This two-day exercise involved a
wide spectrum of naval operations, including surface warfare with tactical firing and
missile engagement drills, close-quarter manoeuvres, advanced air defence exercises
featuring French Rafale and UAE Dash 8 MPA aircraft, and helicopter cross-landing
operations.® The exercise also included drills for replenishment at sea and the cross-
embarkation of personnel, facilitating the exchange of best practices. Participating
surface combatants included INS 7arkash and the French Ship Surcouf, both with
integral helicopters, along with French Rafale aircraft and UAE Navy Maritime Patrol
Aircraft” This maiden exercise significantly strengthened maritime ties through the

demonstration of a collective commitment to address both, traditional and non-
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traditional threats, thereby ensuring the safety of mercantile trade and freedom of
navigation on the high seas. Beyond maritime drills, the trilateral has also expanded
to include air combat exercises. The air combat exercise DESERT KNIGHT was
launched in January 2024 over the Arabian Sea, further bolstering trilateral defence
cooperation and enhancing interoperability among the three air forces in complex
combat scenarios. The Indian Air Force contributed Sukhoi-30MKIs, Jaguars, and
1[-78 mid-air refuellers, alongside Airborne Early-Warning and Control (AEW&C)
systems. French Rafale jets and UAE F-16s participated from the A/ Dhafra airbase
in the UAE.®

MDA and Information Sharing. Information-sharing is a critical pillar of the
IFU trilateral, aimed at enhancing Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) and enabling
coordinated responses to threats. The initial trilateral meeting of focal points in
July 2022 discussed maritime security and explored potential areas for cooperation,
including information exchange.” This commitment was further solidified in the 7*
India-France Maritime Cooperation Dialogue, held in January 2025, where both

nations agreed to strengthen existing mechanisms for information-exchange.'

Key mechanisms for information-sharing include exchange between India’s
Information Fusion Centre-Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR) in Gurugram, the
Regional Coordination Operations Centre (RCOC) in Seychelles, and the Regional
Maritime Information Fusion Centre (RMIFC) in Madagascar.!"  This network
facilitates real-time information-exchange, strengthening Maritime Situational
Awareness (MSA) across the Indian Ocean Region.'” The partners also agreed to
develop a joint assessment of maritime security threats, encompassing illicit activities
such as piracy, armed robbery, maritime terrorism, contraband smuggling, illegal
unreported and unregulated fishing (IUUF), and maritime cyber-security threats.'
This collaborative approach to threat assessment and information-sharing is vital for
developing coordinated surveillance and response mechanisms to ensure maritime

safety and stability.

Technology Transfer and Co-production. Technology-transfer and co-

production are central to the India-France-UAE trilateral’s long-term vision, which
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aims to enhance defence manufacturing capabilities and promote self-reliance
among partners. Cooperation through joint development and coordination across
semiconductors, battery technologies, data processing, renewable energy components,
and the defence and aerospace sectors, stand at the heart of this trilateral.’ Critical
minerals are intrinsic to this agenda, driving demand for advanced defence
applications such as enhanced precision features, laser guidance, missile propulsion,

and stealth capabilities.”

India and France have a longstanding defence industrial partnership, exemplified
by the progress in constructing Scorpene submarines in India, with a focus on
integrating India’s indigenously developed Air Independent Propulsion (AIP)
system.'® Discussions are also underway for incorporating the Integrated Combat
System (ICS) into future submarines. Collaboration extends to missile systems,
helicopter engines, and jet engines, with France’s Safran Group working closely with
Indian defence entities on codeveloping critical aerospace technologies to boost
India’s self-reliance. France has also included India as an observer in the Eurodrone
MALE" programme.'® The launch of FRIND-X (France-India Defence Startup
Excellence) in Paris further fosters innovation by connecting startups, investors, and

defence agencies."’

The trilateral also focuses on critical minerals, recognising their importance for

0 Fach nation

data centres, defence manufacturing, and transition technologies.”
brings complementary strengths: India with rare-earth deposits and R&D capabilities,
France with advanced R&D in data-centres and defence, and the UAE with expertise
in smart grids and Al integration. Collaborative initiatives include establishing
recycling infrastructure, sharing expertise in processing (e.g., India’s copper and
manganese, France’s hafnium), investing in alternative materials to reduce rare-
earth usage, and exploring technology patents.”’ The trilateral also aims to promote
capacity-building, capability-enhancement, and value-addition from mine-to-
market, particularly in partnership with African countries, by exploring alternative
financing models to counter existing dependencies.”” This comprehensive approach
to co-production and technology-transfer is designed to build resilient supply chains

and enhance strategic capabilities across multiple sectors.
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India-France-Australia Trilateral

The India-France-Australia trilateral dialogue, initiated via videoconference on 09
September 2020, marked a significant step in strengthening cooperation in the
Indo-Pacific.”? Co-chaired at the Foreign Secretary level, the dialogue focused on
geostrategic challenges; strategies for a free, open, and inclusive Indo-Pacific; and
prospects for cooperation, particularly in the maritime sector and in global commons
such as climate and biodiversity.* This trilateral builds on existing robust bilateral
relationships, with India and France being strategic partners since 1998, and India’s
ties with Australia elevated to a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership in 2020.%
While the dialogue was placed in abeyance following the AUKUS announcement,
it resumed in September 2022, reaffirming a shared commitment to a rules-based
order in the Indo-Pacific.* The third Focal Points Meeting in June of 2024 further
solidified cooperation across sectors such as maritime safety and security, marine and

environmental cooperation, and multilateral engagement.”’

Combined Maritime Exercises. Of similar consequence, combined maritime
exercises are integral to operationalising the IFA trilateral. Although the primary
trilateral exercises are still evolving, India and Australia have significantly increased
bilateral defence engagements, tripling them in the past decade. This includes
Australia joining India’s annual Exercise MALABAR (with Japan and the United
States) in 2017 and hosting it for the first time three years later.”® India also
participated in Exercise TALISMAN SABRE for the first time in 2025 (albeit this

was limited to personnel alone rather than platforms).

A key multinational exercise involving both India and Australia, led by
France, is Exercise LA PEROUSE. The fifth iteration of LA PEROUSE, held off
the coast of Indonesia between 20 and 24 January 2025, involved 13 ships and
over 30 aircraft from as many as nine Indo-Pacific nations, including Australia,
France, and India. Conducted by the French Carrier Strike Group (CSG) led by
the ENS Charles de Gaulle nuclear-powered aircraft carrier, the exercise focused on
strengthening maritime safety, developing interoperability, and enhancing the ability
to act collectively in maritime crises.”® Missions included boarding operations, air-

based search-and-rescue procedures, and training in the use of IORIS (Indian Ocean
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Region Information Sharing) — an EU-developed web-based communication and

coordination system for information-exchange.”

Information-Sharing. Information-sharing is a crucial component of the India-
France-Australia trilateral. The trilateral dialogue has consistently emphasised
enhancing information-exchange and combined surveillance efforts.> Since 2020,
Australia and India have cooperated on bilateral MDA by deploying patrol aircraft
to each other’s territories on eleven separate occasions.” The partners aim for a near-
constant coverage of the Indian Ocean through trilateral MDA cooperation, enabling
a truly shared common operational picture of the maritime neighbourhood. A
trilateral information-sharing workshop on MDA has been held at India’s IFC-IOR,
where both France and Australia have assigned liaison officers.** This mechanism,
along with potential information-sharing between humanitarian and disaster relief
agencies, is vital to address shared security concerns, particularly in the northeastern
Indian Ocean (Bay of Bengal).” The trilateral also seeks to develop collaborative
strategies to address non-traditional security threats, including IUUEF, piracy, and
transnational crime, through enhanced information-sharing and operational

coordination.?®

Technology Transfer and Co-production. Technology transfer and co-
development are emerging areas of focus for the India-France-Australia trilateral,
particularly in terms of capacity-building and capability-enhancement for maritime
security in the Indo-Pacific. While the direct co-production initiatives within this
specific trilateral are less explicitly detailed than the India-France bilateral, the
broader strategic alignment emphasises leveraging complementary technologies to

address shared challenges.

One significant area of cooperation is the protection of critical subsea
communication cables.”” These cables form the backbone of modern communications,
carrying over 95 per cent of international data across the Indo-Pacific — yet, they
are vulnerable to natural hazards, negligence, and intentional acts of disruption.”
Australia, France, and India possess unique and complementary capabilities in this
domain; France has adopted a Seabed Warfare Strategy and its companies such as
Alcatel Submarine Networks and Orange Marine are major players in cable supply
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and repair. Likewise, Australia has developed impressive regulatory frameworks for
undersea cable protection and cybersecurity.” For its part, India’s strategic location
and skilled workforce makes it an attractive regional hub for cable-laying and
irs.* The trilateral could expl ities fi ional cable-layi d
repairs. e trilateral could explore opportunities for a regional cable-laying an
repair hub in South India, work with the International Cable Protection Committee
on security standards, and facilitate information-sharing on suspected cable attacks.*!
Further, there is potential for a co-branded project wherein Australia leads efforts in

the Pacific, and India and France lead in the Indian Ocean.*?

Beyond cables, the trilateral can foster innovation through joint start-up
funds in collaboration with the private sector, and explore collaboration in marine
biotechnology.® The three countries also need to collaboratively address norms for
technology governance and data transfer, especially at international forums such
as the International Telecommunication Union (ITU).* While direct defence co-
production projects within the trilateral are not as prominent as in the India-France
bilateral (which involves Scorpéne submarines, missiles, helicopters, jet engines,
and the FRIND-X platform),* the emphasis needs to be on leveraging combined
technological strengths to reduce maritime security risks in order to build regional

capacities for resilience.

Challenges and Future Trajectories

Despite the inherentadvantages and strategic imperative driving trilateral cooperation,
these frameworks are not without their challenges. The India-France-Australia
trilateral, for instance, experienced a substantial period of inactivity following the
announcement of the AUKUS security partnership in 2021, highlighting how
broader geopolitical realignments can impact specific minilateral initiatives.** While
the dialogue has since resumed, such instances underscore the need for careful
diplomatic navigation in order to maintain cohesion and promote trust.

The competitive nature of State behaviour, even amongst partners, can influence
the depth and scope of cooperation.?” For example, while France’s freedom of action
on IUUF is constrained by European Commission prerogatives, it has the ability to
act independently only on maritime law enforcement — necessitating a nuanced

approach to trilateral efforts in this area.*®
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Operationalising complex initiatives across three distinct national systems also
presents practical hurdles related to capacity, capability, coordination, and technical
interoperability. Issues such as uneven levels of expertise in dealing with maritime
cyberattacks across partners, or the sheer scale of MDA needs (e.g., the presence
of several hundred Chinese vessels in certain maritime segments), highlight the
vast requirements that even focused trilaterals must address.”” Further, the risk
of minilaterals being perceived as exclusive or confrontational, particularly in the
context of major power competition, can lead to half-hearted participation or limit
their scale and efficacy. Ensuring that these partnerships are seen as contributing to
broader regional stability and inclusivity, rather than solely as containment strategies,

remains a diplomatic balancing act.

Way Ahead. The future trajectories of the IFU and the IFA trilaterals point
towards deeper integration and expanded scope, driven by the persistent and evolving
maritime security challenges in the Indo-Pacific. These partnerships are poised to
become increasingly action-oriented, leveraging their combined strengths to address

a comprehensive range of threats.
For the India-France-UAE trilateral:

* A key area of future focus could be the continued development of a robust
critical minerals’ ecosystem. This includes the systematic creation of recycling
infrastructure, sharing of expertise in processing, investment in alternative
materials to reduce rare-earth usage, and the collaborative development
of technology patents that could become new currencies in future climate

negotiations.*

e The trilateral will also likely expand its capacity-building and capability-
enhancement efforts, particularly in partnering with African countries to
foster sustainable cooperation in the critical minerals’ ecosystem, learning
from past mistakes of the hydrocarbon economy and exploring viable
alternative financing models. The application of Artificial Intelligence (AI)
and Machine Learning (ML) models in mining processes and equipment to

offset ecological costs also presents a significant opportunity.”’
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e The India-France-UAE trilateral should consider pushing for the integration
of the Port of Marseille into the India-Middle East-Europe Economic
Corridor (IMEC) as a key EU gateway. For India, this would strengthen
access to European markets through a stable French-administered entry
point, reducing the overdependence on northern ports and the instability
in Aegean Sea. For the UAE, this would position Emirati ports as central
transshipment hubs linking South Asia to Europe, leveraging existing logistics
infrastructure to expand trade and influence along the corridor.

For the India-France-Australia trilateral:

Given the infrequency of formal dialogues between the three partners, Track
One-point-Five informal workshops could provide actionable recommendations to
policymakers. Such workshops would feed into the existing trilateral architecture
on issues such as maritime security and surveillance, operational and technical
interoperability, seabed infrastructure protection, regional maritime governance,
amongst others. Revival of the India-France-Australia trilateral on maritime issues

could even take a leaf out of the successful Australia-India-Indonesia one.

Enhanced cooperation on the protection of critical seabed infrastructure and
undersea communication cables will remain a priority, potentially leading to co-
branded initiatives for cable laying and repair hubs. Additionally, this trilateral could
establish dedicated task force focusing on safeguarding submarine cables via joint
monitoring and patrols, harmonising regulatory frameworks (legal and operational
standards), investing collectively in the research and development of resilient
cable technologies, and collaborative crisis management (including rapid response

mechanisms and simulation exercises).

The trilateral must leverage the Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative (IPOI) and the
Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) to lead coordinated action on maritime
security, marine environmental protection, and climate resilience by incorporating
each country of the trilateral into the seven maritime lines-of-thrust (spokes/pillars)
of the IPOI. For instance, India could take the lead in terms of maritime security,
Australia could do the same in terms of marine ecology, and France could lead in
disaster risk reduction. This would allow such projects to be undertaken jointly
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under the framework of IORA while simultaneously providing substance to the IPOI.
Likewise, funding joint initiatives on blue carbon mapping, clean port infrastructure,
and anti-IUUF operations through IORA’s seed funds and IPOI networks would

also be beneficial.

Both trilaterals are expected to continue building on their respective bilateral
foundations, expanding combined training exercises and technology exchanges to
enhance operational and technical interoperability. The increasing comfort of India
with minilateral formats suggests a sustained commitment to these agile partnerships

as a means of projecting influence and securing interests in a multipolar Indo-Pacific.

Conclusion

The operationalisation of the IFU and IFA trilaterals in the maritime domain
represents a strategic and pragmatic adaptation to the complex and evolving
security landscape of the Indo-Pacific. These minilateral frameworks clearly offer
distinct advantages over broader multilateral initiatives, primarily their enhanced
agility, focused objectives and rapid capacity to build upon bilateral relationship.
This allows for greater synergy, efficient decision-making and targeted responses to
specific threats and problems across diverse geographic areas. Looking ahead, these
trilaterals will obviously depend upon sustained political will, consistent resource
allocation, and a proactive approach to addressing emerging challenges. Deepening
technology transfer and co-production, expanding the scope and complexity of
combined exercises, and strengthening information-sharing networks will be critical.
These partnerships are not merely reactive measures but proactive instruments of
statecraft, enabling India, France, Australia and the UAE to collectively shape the
dynamics of the Indo-Pacific.

04 August 2025
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IORA at 28: India’s Chairmanship and the
Path Forward

My John ] Vachaparambil and Ms Muskan Rai

n 1995, former (Late) President Nelson Mandela of the Republic of South Africa

during his visit to India said, “7he natural urge of the facts of history and geography
should broaden itself to include the concept of an Indian Ocean Rim for socio-economic
cooperation and other peaceful endeavours. Recent changes in the international system
demand that the countries of the Indian Ocean shall become a single platform™.! This
statement emphasised the significance of economic cooperation amongst countries
either bordering the Indian Ocean or located within its expanse. It also laid the
foundation for the Indian Ocean Rim Initiative (IORI) in March 1995, which was
followed by the establishment of the Indian Ocean Rim Association for Regional
Cooperation (IOR-ARC) in March 1997.

Today, the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA), formerly the IOR-ARC,
stands as a principal regional organisation, comprising 23 member States and 12
dialogue partners. Its geographical span extends from South Africa in the west, along
the eastern coast of Africa, through the Persian Gulf, across the South and Southeast
Asia, and ends with Australia in the east. Annually, 07 March is observed as the
‘IORA Day’, dedicated to raising awareness about the Association’s significance and
achievements. This year, as it celebrates its 28" anniversary, the Association looks
forward to India’s upcoming chairmanship, a testament to the country’s enduring

commitment to fostering regional collaboration and economic integration.

This article, therefore, aims to not merely trace the evolution of the IORA but,
of greater consequence, to outline India’s path forward, offering insights into the

Association’s past achievements and future aspirations under India’s chairmanship.
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Jurisprudence of the IORA

In March 1995, representatives from seven countries — Australia, India, Kenya,
Mauritius, the Sultanate of Oman, Singapore, and South Africa, convened to
explore avenues for enhancing economic cooperation in the Indian Ocean Region
(IOR). This group, initially known as the ‘core group States’ or ‘M-7’, issued a joint
statement affirming their commitment to the principles of open regionalism and
inclusivity. Their objectives, centred on trade liberalisation and strengthening trade
cooperation, also focused on facilitating trade, promoting investment, and fostering

economic collaboration.

The second meeting held in September 1996, expanded the membership of the
Association to include Indonesia, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, Yemen, Tanzania, Madagascar,
and Mozambique. With these additions, the group came to be known as the ‘M-14’.

On 07 March 1997, during the first Ministerial Meeting in Port Louis, Mauritius,
the Charter establishing the IOR-ARC was adopted (Refer Figure 1).

Figure 1: First Ministerial Meeting of IOR-ARC in 1997

% FOR REGIONAL CO-OPERATION
5 FIAST MINISTERIAL MEETING
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Source: Traly-IORA Committee
https://iora-italy.org/iora-day-2024-congratulations-on-your-27th-anniversary/
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In 2010, during the 10" meeting of the Council of Ministers (COM), held in
Sana’a, Yemen, the Charter was reviewed. In 2014, during the 13™ meeting of the
COM, convened in Perth, Australia, the Charter was amended, and the Association
was renamed the “Indian Ocean Rim Association” (IORA). In 2018, further
amendments were made to the Charter during the 18" meeting of the COM, held
in Durban, South Africa.?

Mandate of the Association

The Charter of the Association mentions that it aims to foster understanding and
mutually beneficial cooperation through a consensus-based, evolutionary, and non-
intrusive approach. It does not impose binding laws or contracts, and all decisions
are made by consensus. Cooperation is guided by the principles of sovereignty,
equality, territorial integrity, political independence, non-interference in the internal

affairs of member States, peaceful coexistence, and mutual benefit.

However, the Charter explicitly excludes discussions on bilateral and other
contentious issues that could hinder regional cooperation. This ensures that
cooperation within the Association does not prejudice the rights and obligations of
member States under the economic and trade agreements. Rather than serving as
a substitute, IORA aims to reinforce, complement, and remain consistent with the
bilateral, plurilateral, and multilateral commitments of its member States, adhering

to an open regionalism approach.

Membership of the IORA

The membership of IORA is open exclusively to all sovereign States in the Indian
Ocean Region (IOR). Article 4 of its Charter mentions that to become a member,
a State must adhere to the principles and objectives enshrined in the Charter of
the Association.” Further, it mentions that the COM can also grant the status of
‘Dialogue Partners’ or ‘Observers’ to other States that have the capacity and interest
to contribute to IORA.

Currently, there are 23 member States in the IORA inclusive of the ‘M-14". It
also has 12 dialogue partners — China, Egypt, the European Union, Germany, Italy,
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Japan, Republic of Korea, Saudi Arabia, Russia, Turkey, the United Kingdom and
the United States of America (Refer Figure 2). These dialogue partners are integral
to IORA’s activities, offering financial and technical assistance, sharing best practices,

and participating in its events.®

The Association has two specialised agencies — (1) the Regional Centre for
Science and Technology Transfer (RCSTT), located in Tehran, Iran, and (2) the
Fisheries Support Unit (FSU), located in Muscat, Oman. The former was established
in 2008 to promote technological collaboration, while the latter was established in

2011 to enhance regional fisheries cooperation.”

IORA also has two observers — (1) the  Figure 2: IORA member States and
Indian Ocean Research Group (IORG), and Dialogue Partners
(2) the Western Indian Ocean Marine Science
Association (WIOMSA) — which actively
provide scientific and academic expertise and
significantly enrich IORA’s initiatives. The
IORG and the WIOMSA also conductin-depth
research on marine ecosystems, environmental

trends, and sustainable resource management,

providing evidence-based insights that inform
policy-making and operational strategies. Their Alrengthening Regions| Arehitecture:
Reinforcing Indian Ocean ldentity

academic inputs not only help refine IORA’s ,_
. . Source: IORA (https://www.iora.int/)
strategic plans but also facilitate cross-border
collaboration among researchers and experts, ensuring that decisions are grounded
in the latest scientific findings and international best practices. This collaborative
approach strengthens regional resilience and fosters innovative solutions to maritime

security threats, disaster preparedness, and environmental conservation.®

All levels of IORA meetings, as well as those of its specialised agencies and
observers, are required to comply with IORA’s “Rules of Procedure”. These Rules
remain effective until amended by the COM.?
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Achievements, Key Initiatives and Projects of IORA

Over the past 28 years, IORA has made significant strides in promoting regional
cooperation and economic integration among its member States. One of its key
achievements is the establishment of a robust framework for cooperation across
diverse sectors, including trade and investment, maritime technology, and tourism
and cultural exchanges.” In this regard, IORA has facilitated numerous trade and
investment forums, resulting in increased intra-regional trade and investment flows.
It has also developed action plans and strategies to enhance collaboration in areas such
as the “Blue Economy”, which emphasises the sustainable use of ocean resources."
Another notable achievement is the strengthening of maritime safety and security in
the IOR.” Through collaboration with member States and dialogue partners, IORA
has addressed challenges such as piracy and illegal, unreported, and unregulated
fishing (IUUF), as also other maritime threats, while promoting capacity-building
and capability-enhancing initiatives to bolster the degree of agency of its member
States.

Additionally, in disaster risk management, the Association has coordinated
regional responses to natural calamities such as cyclones and tsunamis, establishing
mechanisms for information sharing and mutual assistance that have enhanced the
region’s resilience.”” Similarly, IORA has fostered cooperation in education and
human resource development through scholarships, training programmes, and
academic exchanges, contributing to a skilled workforce and knowledge sharing

across the region."

Amongst its many key initiatives, the “lORA Sustainable Development
Programme” (ISDP) stands out. This is a flagship initiative, promoting sustainable
development through capacity-building, capability-enhancement, and technical
assistance.”” Another significant effort is the “lORA Blue Carbon Hub”, which focuses
on the conservation and restoration of blue carbon ecosystems such as mangroves

and seagrasses — to mitigate climate change and enhance coastal resilience.®

Further, the “lORA Womens Economic Empowerment Initiative” seeks to

advance gender equality and a sharply increased degree of participation of women
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in economic activities across member States.” Additionally, the Association has
established working groups, and committees on thematic areas such as trade and
investment, tourism, and science and technology, which drive cooperation and
oversee the implementation of a variety of projects.

India’s Role in the IORA

India’s involvement with the Association dates back to its inception, with the vision
for the IORA emanating during the visit to India of President Nelson Mandela, in
the year 1995. Indeed, being one of the founding members of IORA, India’s role has
been pivotal. It not only influences IORA’s agenda, but also helped India leverage its
position as one of the largest economies in the IOR.

India has hosted numerous meetings, including that of the COM,* reaffirming
its commitment to facilitating regional dialogue and fostering consensus among
other member States. Notably, during the 11* meeting of the COM, in 2011, which
was held in Bengaluru, India was able to reinvigorate IORA by prioritising its agenda
and by setting new directions. Six priority areas were identified during this meeting
— (1) maritime safety and security, (2) trade and investment facilitation, (3) fisheries
management, (4) disaster risk reduction, (5) academic and science and technology
cooperation, and (6) tourism promotion and cultural exchanges.”

Additionally, within IORA, India has emerged as a champion of the “Blue
Economy”, a concept introduced in 2014 to drive sustainable socio-economic
growth. The “Blue Economy” encompasses the sustainable development of ocean
resources, including fisheries, marine biotechnology, and renewable energy. India
has hosted several workshops and shared its expertise. Indias “Federation of
Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry” (FICCI) has played a significant
role in these, culminating in seminal publications such as the “Blue Economy Vision
20257 (released at the 2017 IORA Meeting of IORA Senior Officials, in Jakarta),

0 India’s efforts have focused on the sustainable

and fostering regional dialogue.”
management of ocean resources, the promotion of innovations in disciplines such as
marine biotechnology, and ensuring that these efforts and endeavours remain aligned
with [ORA’s Action Plan 2017-2021, which includes capacity-building programs in

the sectors of fisheries and renewable energy.”!
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India has also played a key role in supporting IORA’s specialised agencies through
financial and technical contributions. In 2018, the nation established the “IORA-
RCSTT [Regional Centre for Science and Technology Transfer] Coordination Centre”
in Lucknow at the “Central Institute of Medicinal and Aromatic Plants” (CIMAP)
to enhance regional collaboration in science and technology. > This centre facilitates
knowledge sharing and the commercialisation of medicinal plants among the IORA
member States. Additionally, India contributes to the IORA Special Fund, which
supports the Fisheries Support Unit (FSU) in Muscat, Oman.

In 2024, members of the research faculty of the National Maritime Foundation
(NMF), New Delhi, participated in a series of workshops and national-level seminars,
which substantively contributed to the enhancement of regional cooperation, as also

the sharing of expertise and information on a number of maritime issues.”

India’s IORA Chairmanship: Way Ahead

As the Association celebrates its 28th anniversary this year, it will also welcome
India as its chair for the period 2025-27. This chairmanship transition, expected
to occur during the COM meeting in late-2025, will mark a pivotal moment for
India and underscore New Delhi’s enduring commitment to regional cooperation

and sustainable development across the IOR.

This also aligns closely with India’s maritime policy, encapsulated in the acronym
‘SAGAR’ (Security and Growth for All in the Region) which articulates India’s desired
end-state of a peaceful, secure, and prosperous maritime region, fitting in perfectly
with India’s broader “Act East” policy and its lesser known but equally important
“Link and Act West” one. Through IORA, India can further institutionalise her
role as a net provider of security, reinforcing regional stability through cooperative

mechanisms rather than relying solely upon unilateral approaches.

Additionally, India’s leadership will be instrumental in advancing the objectives
outlined in the IORA Vision 2030 and Beyond’ plan. This plan focuses on

economic integration, sustainable development, and climate action — all of which

are areas in which India’s experience and expertise can drive meaningful progress.”
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Strengthening partnerships with dialogue partners and international organisations

will be critical in mobilising the necessary resources and technical support required

to implement these long-term goals.

Despite its significance and achievements, the IORA continues to face several

structural and operational challenges. The diversity of its member States and

dialogue partners, ranging from large economies to small island developing States

(SIDS), often makes consensus-building complex. Consequently, in its tenure as the

IORA chair, India must focus on some specific areas, including:

1.

3.

Strengthening Institutional Frameworks. India is expected to focus on
enhancing IORAs institutional frameworks to improve efficiency and
decision-making.  Building on initiatives undertaken during its vice-
chairmanship (2023-2025), such as the introduction of an e-office system
at the IORA Secretariat,”® India will need to push for further digital
transformation and procedural streamlining. Efforts should also be directed
towards strengthening the Association’s financial sustainability by expanding

funding sources beyond voluntary contributions.

Promoting Maritime Security. Given that the Indian Ocean is the principal
conduit for approximately 80 per cent of global oil trade and 50 per cent
of containerised cargo, India will need to prioritise safety and security of
shipping lanes (ISLs), the countering of illicit maritime activity (including
but not limited to piracy) and a variety of other non-traditional threats, so as

to ensure uninterrupted maritime commerce.”’

Advancing the Blue Economy. As a long-standing advocate of the “Blue
Economy”, India must promote sustainable ocean resource management
within IORA. Initiatives such as the “lORA Blue Carbon Hub”, which
focuses on conserving and restoring marine ecosystems, align with India’s
broader environmental commitments. Additionally, India will need to
drive collaborative efforts in marine biotechnology, sustainable fisheries, and
renewable ocean energy, ensuring that the economic growth does not come

at the cost of ecological degradation.
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Enhancing Disaster Risk Management. With its extensive experience
in disaster management, India is well-positioned to strengthen regional
mechanisms for disaster preparedness and response — and New Delhi must
be (and be seen to be) proactive in this critical area. Given the Indian Ocean’s
vulnerability to extreme weather events such as cyclones and #sunamis, as
also rising sea levels, India will need to advocate strongly for enhanced early
warning systems, capacity-building programs, and coordinated humanitarian
assistance. Institutions such as the Indian National Centre for Ocean
Information Services (INCOIS) will play a key role in providing technical
expertise to [IORA member States.”

Fostering Economic Cooperation. IORA’s economic agenda remains crucial
to regional development. India’s chairmanship must meaningfully address
the need to reduce trade barriers (both tariff and non-tariff ones), improve
investment flows, and strengthen trade facilitation mechanisms amongst
member States. Particular attention will need to be given to digital trade
solutions and the enhancement of connectivity between ports in order to
ensure resilient supply chains. The integration of small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) within the regional trade networks is another area that

India will need to emphasise, thereby fostering inclusive economic growth.”

A few additional key takeaways from the recently concluded national conference

on “India and IORA: Pathways Ahead” held at Kurukshetra University’s International

Centre for Indo-Pacific Studies on 27 February 2025, merit recounting here:

L.

Strategic Shift from Asia-Pacific to Indo-Pacific. Unlike the Asia-Pacific,
which has traditionally been dominated by economic cooperation among
States of East- and Southeast Asia, the Indo-Pacific construct integrates the
Indian Ocean and acknowledges India’s strategic and economic importance.
For India to effectively lead in the Indo-Pacific, it must enhance IORA’s
visibility and institutional capacity. In this regard, it is critical that under
India’s chairmanship, the 2" IORA Summit organises, so as to provide a

high-level platform for member States to align their interests and strategies.
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II. Addressing Resource Constraints. A recurring concern involves IORA’s

I1I.

financial limitations. Despite its vast geographical scope, it suffers from
seriously inadequate funding, thereby limiting its ability to implement
meaningful projects. To overcome this, India should take the lead by
providing a generous quantity of “seed funding”, which could serve as a
catalyst to attract financial contributions from other member States and
dialogue partners. The IORA also needs to market its initiatives far more
effectively, particularly by developing a detailed publication outlining past
and future projects which could help in engaging business and industry
stakeholders ensuring better financial backing and practical implementation
of the IORA’s objectives. Expanding funding mechanisms through Public-
Private Partnerships (PPPs) could also enhance financial sustainability and

project implementation capacity.

Improving Ocean Governance. It is imperative that a series of high-level
conferences be organised on themes such as maritime safety and security,
and the Blue Economy, in order to catalyse regional cooperation. Further,
it is also necessary to leverage the IORA Indian Ocean University Network
(UNIOR) and to meaningfully foster collaboration amongst universities,
academics, and think tanks. Additionally, a vigorous process of engagement
with the media is essential in order to bring editors and journalists into
discussions on maritime affairs. ~ Similarly, an “Alliance of Coastal
Communities” within the IORA needs to be established to strengthen
grassroot-level connections.

IV. Addressing Human Activities vs Ocean Health. Given the growing

concerns over the impact of human activities on ocean health, IORA under
India’s chairmanship must adopt a long-term vision for sustainable ocean

governance.

Countering Aggressive Extra-regional Influences. India must proactively
strengthen the IORA’s maritime security framework in order to counter the
aggressive policies of some States that choose to be outliers in the prevailing
consensually derived international rules-based order. Competing constructs

such as the “Indian Ocean Forum”, need to be exposed for what they truly
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are — thinly disguised extensions of one or another country’s geopolitical
strategy in the IOR. Perhaps the best way to do this is by creating stronger
linkages between the IORA and the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium
(IONS).

VI. New Mechanisms for Regional Cooperation. India needs to revive and
strengthen its own historical maritime consciousness while highlighting
shared cultural and commercial histories of Indian Ocean communities,
through the reinvigoration of initiatives such as “Project Mausam”. Further,
the “SAGAR Samvaad Initiative” must be leveraged as a harbinger for new
geopolitical engagements in the Indo-Pacific, reinforcing regional identity

and fostering a sense of maritime unity among IORA member States.

VII. Strengthening MDA/MSA and Connectivity. Maritime Situational
Awareness, Maritime Domain Awareness, and information-sharing are
crucial mechanisms through which IORA can enhance regional security
cooperation. India should focus on building flexible strategic partnerships
through which information can be meaningfully shared to regional benefit.
In this regard, a significant strengthening of the connectivity between IPOI,
BIMSTEC, and the QUAD, too, is necessary.*’

Conclusion

From its inception in 1997 to date, the potential of IORA for maritime safety and
security, economic integration, and sustainable development, has grown exponentially,
binding its 23 geographically disparate member States and 12 dialogue partners in
a common endeavour to create and consolidate a sub-region in which the comity of
nations is both intrinsic and assured, where every nation, big or small, is treated as
an equal, where multiple options of governance are recognised as being functions
of the independent choice of the people of each nation-State, where poverty stands
banished and prosperity sits in its place, where the people of every State of the
region can live in dignity and peace, where the State protects the individual and the
individual preserves the State in a symbiotic relationship that establishes and spreads

stability and prosperity across the region.
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India’s foundational contributions — strengthening trade, championing the Blue
Economy, and enhancing regional resilience — have culminated in its imminent
chairmanship, and the country is poised to advance institutional reforms, security,
and sustainability in alignment with the TORA Vision 2030 and Beyond’. With the
support of its member States, dialogue partners, and its specialised agencies, IORA
is well-positioned to seize emerging opportunities. This moment is not just relevant
to reflect upon past successes but to generate and sustain a renewed commitment to
a prosperous, stable, and cooperative future for the countries of the IOR — a legacy

of unity that continues to evolve.

07 March 2025
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Operationalising the IORA-BIMSTEC MoU

Ms Muskan Rai

On 03 April 2025, at the Sixth BIMSTEC Summit held in Bangkok, the
Secretary-General of the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA), Mr Sanjiv
Ranjan, and the Secretary-General of the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral
Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), Mr Indra Mani Pandey, signed
a landmark Memorandum of Understanding (MoU)' that formally linked two of
the Indian Ocean Region’s most prominent regional organisations and established
a cooperative framework spanning trade and investment, maritime security, science
and technology, environment and climate change, and people-to-people engagement.
Notably, it placed particular emphasis on emerging sectors such as blue economy,
ocean governance, and fisheries management, all of which are critical for ensuring
sustainable development across the interconnected maritime spaces of the Bay of

Bengal and the wider Indian Ocean.

Arriving at a strategically important time, this MoU coincides with India’s
ongoing leadership role as a founding member of BIMSTEC and its assumption of
the IORA Chair for the period 2025-2027. It also fits into the current recalibration
of India’s maritime policy thereby driving a number of the several maritime strategies
of Indian that emanate from this policy. Indeed, in March of 2025, during an official
visit to Mauritius, Prime Minister Narendra Modi introduced an evolved avatar of
India’s maritime policy, now encapsulated in the acronym MAHASAGAR (Mutual
and Holistic Advancement for Security and Growth Across Regions) — which has
replaced the earlier maritime policy acronym SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in
the Region).> MAHASAGAR retains the regional emphasis of SAGAR but extends
its strategic focus to encompass not only subsume India’s expansive conceptualisation
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of the Indo-Pacific but also the wider Global South, reinforcing India’s commitment
to equitable maritime cooperation, inclusive growth, and capacity-building across
regions. The Government of India has subsequently framed MAHASAGAR as a
guiding doctrine’® for its ocean endeavours. Importantly, the Indo-Pacific Oceans
Initiative (IPOI) — a non-treaty-based, voluntary initiative aimed at promoting
cooperation for a free, open, and rules-based Indo-Pacific region — continues to

provide the first-order specificity to this maritime policy/doctrine.

With the signing of the IORA-BIMSTEC MoU, two of the major institutional
frameworks operative within the Indian Ocean — perbaps better thought-of as the
western segment of the Indo-Pacific, with the Pacific Ocean forming the eastern segment)
— are sought to be harmonised under the policy rubric of MAHASAGAR. As may
be seen from Figure 1, there are, of course, other important multilateral institutional
frameworks extant within

Figure 1: Multilateral Constructs in the Western Segment of the Indo-Pacific
(the Indian Ocean)

Cambodia

, Vietnam
\, Philippines

Indonesia
Malaysia
Singapore

Canada

Botswana

DR Congo Ch“e_
Lesotho Brunei
Eswatini 1 Mozambique Mexico

Namibia "\ South Africa

Zambia New Zealand

Zimbabwe
Swaziland
Malawi

W\, Tanzania

Source: Vice Admiral Chauhan, “India’s Maritime Geopolitics”, NMF Internship Teaching-
Capsule, PowerPoint Slides, 18 February 2025

68



Figure 2
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Council, the Southern Africa Development Community [SADC], amongst
others). However, as may be seen in Figure 2, given the comparative inclusiveness
of IORA (twenty-three members, twelve dialogue partners, two specialised agencies
and two observers) — which was established in 1997 as the “Indian Ocean Rim
Association for Regional Cooperation” before being renamed in 2014 as the “Indian
Ocean Rim Association” — the IORA-BIMSTEC partnership offers an exciting

template that could be used for similar sub-regional harmonisation.

As may be seen in Figure 3, the agenda of IORA —which was founded in 1997 as
the Indian Ocean Rim Association for Regional Cooperation (IOR-ARC) but was
renamed IORA in 2014 — covers maritime safety and security, trade and investment
facilitation, fisheries management, disaster risk management, science and technology
cooperation, tourism, women’s economic empowerment, and the blue economy,*and

addresses a broad swath of maritime issues from security to sustainable development.
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Turning to BIMSTEC, it Figure 3: Priority Areas of IORA
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of BIMSTEC are connectivity;

environment and climate change; people-to-people contact; science, technology and

innovation; security; and trade, investment, and development, plus eight sub-sectors
such as the blue economy, energy, disaster management, and fisheries’. It should
be noted that while there are significant thematic overlaps with IORA, BIMSTEC
focuses principally, if not exclusively, upon the Bay of Bengal. BIMSTEC is,

therefore, often viewed as a “minilateral” construct.

This semantic distinction between a multilateral construct and a minilateral one
notwithstanding, what is of very much greater significance is that the MoU under
review institutionalises cooperation between two complementary multinational
frameworks. Through this convergence, both IORA and BIMSTEC are positioned
to capitalise upon each other’s comparative advantages. For instance, BIMSTECs
established connectivity and corridor-development mechanisms can feed into
IORA’s wider trade and economic facilitation initiatives.® Concurrently, IORA’s
specialised working groups — such as the “Blue Economy Working Group” —
can transfer domain-specific knowledge and best practices to BIMSTEC member
countries, particularly in areas such as ocean governance and sustainable resource

management.
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The MoU has been widely welcomed, with BIMSTEC leaders describing it as
a ‘milestone in deepening inter-regional cooperation”™ and highlighting its potential to
enable collaborative projects, enhance institutional capacities, and promote structured
knowledge exchange.! Operationally, this agreement permits the rationalisation of
parallel efforts — for example, unifying fisheries management and disaster resilience
programmes, which might otherwise be duplicated — thereby optimising resources,
avoiding redundancies, and enlarging the potential scope for donor engagement
and multilateral financing. More broadly, the MoU aligns with India’s Indo-Pacific
approach, which combines ASEAN centrality with Indian Ocean regionalism.® It
provides a mechanism to actualise India’s maritime policy of MAHASAGAR (poorly
described by an MEA source as a “vision”)" as well as the Indo-Pacific Oceans
Initiative (IPOI), both of which seek to integrate regional institutions into a cohesive

and mutually reinforcing architecture.

While the IPOT is not a regional framework in and of itself but rather, a collation
of thematic maritime lines-of thrust, it nevertheless invokes synergy with existing
regional frameworks such as IORA and BIMSTEC and, as has already been stated,
provides first-order specificity to India’s maritime policy of MAHASAGAR.

India’s Strategic Role

India’s leadership is pivotal at this juncture. As it prepares to assume the chair of
IORA this year, India is uniquely positioned to advance the agenda of intra-regional
cooperation outlined in the IORA-BIMSTEC MoU. Importantly, India has long
regarded BIMSTEC as the institutional cornerstone of its “Act East” policy and a vital
complement to its “Neighbourhood First” approach in the Bay of Bengal."" As the
IORA Chair, New Delhi can — and, indeed, must — play a decisive role in translating
the MoU’s ambitions into action, steering projects through working groups, aligning
sectoral priorities, and building consensus across member States. With Bangladesh,
too, assuming the chair of BIMSTEC this year,”” India’s informal influence across
both platforms creates a rare window of opportunity to institutionalise India~Indian

Ocean cooperation and deliver strategic outcomes.
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Indo-Pacific Framework

To effectively operationalise the IORA-BIMSTEC Memorandum of Understanding
(MoU), it is imperative to reference their joint, collaborative efforts to one or more
of the maritime lines-of-thrust of the Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative (IPOI). Such
alignment would not only enhance regional cooperation but also attract global
partners and funding, thereby preventing policy silos.

For instance, the “IORA Blue Carbon Hub”, established in Perth and led by
Australia, focuses on the protection and restoration of blue carbon ecosystems such
as mangroves, tidal marshes, and seagrasses.” These ecosystems play a crucial role
in climate mitigation and adaptation, supporting livelihoods and reducing disaster
risks. This initiative aligns with the IPOI’s marine ecology spoke, which represents a
specific maritime line-of-thrust. Similarly, BIMSTEC’s emphasis on environmental
and disaster management complements the IPOI’s disaster risk reduction and

management spoke.

It is noteworthy that the European Union (EU) became the 12 Dialogue Partner
of the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) in October 2023, and subsequently, in
February 2025, volunteered to lead one or more of the seven maritime lines of thrust
represented by the seven spokes of the deeply interconnected web that constitutes the
IPOI (even though the specific line[s] of thrust that the EU would like to advance
has not yet been promulgated). This dual engagement of the EU with IORA and the
IPOI, exemplifies how major global actors can integrate into regional architectures,
effectively serving as conduits for a variety of cooperative and/or collaborative
endeavours. The European Union’s (EU) participation in both IORA and IPOI
serves as a precedent for such integrative approaches.* The EU’s involvement has
amplified initiatives like sustainable fisheries management, combating maritime
crime, and marine conservation. This model demonstrates how major global actors
can integrate into regional architectures, effectively serving as conduits linking

various cooperative frameworks.

To replicate this success, IORA and BIMSTEC need to be well integrated
into all seven of the IPOI’s maritime lines-of-thrust. Joint initiatives under the
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IORA-BIMSTEC MoU should be explicitly declared as contributing to specific
IPOI spokes/pillars/lines-of-thrust. Such alignment would not only attract global
partners and donors but also ensure that new inter-regional projects are recognised

as core components of Indias Indo-Pacific outreach, fulfilling the objectives of

MAHASAGAR and IPOL.

Thematic Analysis

Maritime Security and Safety
Security of sea lines and coastal states is a shared priority. Both IORA and BIMSTEC

mandate security and counter-piracy cooperation. The MoU’s inclusion of ‘maritime
security and connectivity™ opens the door to coordinated patrols, information-
sharing, and best practices to counter non-traditional threats. For example,
Bangladesh and Myanmar have overlapping maritime boundary issues and counter-
smuggling challenges;'® Sri Lanka and India face piracy threats in the southern Indian
Ocean.” Joint forums can synchronise rules-of-engagement (e.g. combined naval
and coast guard exercises) and deepen maritime domain awareness. BIMSTEC has
already established an “Expert Group on Maritime Security”,' linking it with the
“Information Fusion Centre-IOR” (based in Gurugram, India). This could create a
broader intelligence network for alerts and MDA. Likewise, harmonising maritime
law enforcement databases and legal frameworks (e.g. on ship registries or fisheries
violations) would help tackle cross-border IUU (illegal, unreported, unregulated)
fishing and trafficking.

A unified security approach would deter crime and stabilise the region.
Operationally, coordinated patrols and shared domain-awareness systems (radars,
AIS) would enhance early warning of incidents (e.g. stowaways or intrusions) and
speed joint response. Fragmentation and uncoordinated actions at sea, by contrast,
risk creating gaps that transnational criminals could exploit. Economic losses from
piracy and smuggling (which the World Bank has estimated at billions annually in
the IOR) would persist unchecked.”” Moreover, rival powers could offer security
deals to smaller littorals (as China has begun to do), which might undercut regional

trust.?’
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Blue Economy, Climate and Environmental Resilience

Climate change and marine resources appear to lie at the heart of the agendas of
both IORA and BIMSTEC.* Natural mechanisms for carbon sequestration (such
as mangroves and seagrasses) are prime examples, given the threats that they face
from unsustainable human development. The Australia-led “IORA Blue Carbon
Hub” has been engaging think-tanks to explore the use of carbon markets to
finance mangrove restoration.”? A joint endeavour between IORA and BIMSTEC
member States to develop a ‘Bay-to-Rim’ Blue Carbon Market could pool projects
in Bangladesh, India, Sri Lanka, Seychelles, etc. As things stand, several of these
projects are being duplicated by the two institutional mechanisms. Such a joint
endeavour would also help in standardising measurements and the issuance of shared
carbon credits —examples that could then be proliferated to other institutional
constructs such as the IOC and SADC. Likewise, a unified credit registry could
reduce transaction costs and make credit fungible across the region. Both IORA and
BIMSTEC could agree — as early as 2026 — on common MRV (Measurement,
Reporting and Verification) methodologies and launch pilot projects. Given that
nations pursue blue carbon agreements only bilaterally at present, such a mechanism

would prevent fragmentation and be more effective in attracting global funds such as
the UN’s “Blue Carbon Fund”.

The fact that fisheries are critical requires no elaboration. Taken in aggregate,
BIMSTEC member States account for a large share of the overall Indian Ocean
catch.* A “Bay-to-Rim Fisheries Code” could establish a regional code of conduct that
seeks to counter IUU fishing by requiring certified tracking (catch documentation)
and sustainable quotas, akin to the UNFAO Port State Measures® or the EU ITUU
Regulation.” A joint “Seafood Traceability Certification” (an “eco-label”) would allow
products from the Bay-Indian Ocean region to command premium prices in global
markets (similar to the manner in which the “Marine Stewardship Council” label
works).”” For example, by 2027 BIMSTECs fisheries groups could coordinate with
IORA’s Fishers Forum and jointly issue the first “Bay-to-Rim Sustainably Sourced”
label. Scientific exchanges (e.g., fish-stock assessments) and shared surveillance
(e.g., combined maritime patrols) could then act as effective supplementary and

complementary mechanisms.
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A unified blue carbon and fisheries framework would multiply conservation gains
— enhancing carbon sequestration and ecosystem services through rehabilitated
mangroves, while curbing IUU and overfishing to restore fish stocks and coastal
livelihoods. The integration of “green financing” mechanisms such as carbon
credits and sustainable seafood certification, offers a direct revenue stream for local
communities engaged in ecological stewardship. Conversely, doing nothing risks
continued degradation leading to the destruction of mangroves as a consequence
of a lack of carbon finance, fish stocks collapsing, and lost opportunities to capture
climate funding (which is already being fiercely competed-for). Failure to align
standards could also invite market barriers. For instance, EU bans on unsustainable
fish imports could significantly fetter exports.

Energy conversion from Ocean Renewable Energy Sources (ORER) such as
offshore wind energy, ocean-mechanical energy conversion and ocean-thermal
energy conversion, constitutes another frontier that could be meaningfully pushed
by this MoU. Given that ocean renewable energy is a key component of a “blue”
model of economic development, BIMSTEC’s energy sub-sector and IORA’s blue
economy group could easily collaborate on the development of feasibility studies
for Bay of Bengal offshore wind or tidal projects, possibly via an Indo-Pacific energy

research consortium.

Marine Spatial Planning and Data-Sharing

The Bay of Bengal and its superset, namely, the Indian Ocean, face a common
challenge by way of competition for marine spaces. This competition incorporates,
inter alia, shipping lanes, fisheries grounds, conservation areas, and tourism zones.
It hardly needs to be emphasised that ad hoc efforts at deconfliction or spatial
management breed only inefficiencies and follow-on conflicts.”® A joint “Marine
Spatial Planning (MSP) Taskforce”would harmonise ocean zoning across the maritime
area of interest of IORA, while enabling BIMSTEC to focus such harmonisation
upon the Bay of Bengal, which is, it is emphasised, included, in its entirety, within
the IORA maritime space. Yet, by mapping overlaps (for instance, transboundary fish

migration routes, coral reef areas, shipping corridors), the taskforce can recommend
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allocations — designating, for example, a marine protected area that transcends
national boundaries, or aligning shipping lanes to avoid prime fishing grounds. It
is further recommended that this plan be underpinned by a “Regional Ocean Data
Observatory” which is envisaged as a shared data-platform where States upload
bathymetry, fisheries surveys, ocean currents, weather models, etc. Data-sharing
agreements and standardised formats (similar to UNESCO’s IOC programs)* would
ensure that all members, large and small, benefit. Moreover, harmonising marine-
space zoning and enabling cross-border data sharing will eliminate jurisdictional gaps
—especially given that the overwhelming bulk of the maritime space lies outside
national jurisdiction. Likewise, a unified system for exchanging meteorological
and oceanographic information would allow BIMSTEC States to tap directly into
IORA’s Indian Ocean Tsunami Warning System in real time, while IORA States
could similarly draw upon BIMSTEC’s more granular, local weather and sea-state
forecasts relevant to the Bay of Bengal. This would strengthen regional resilience and

ensure that vulnerable coastlines receive timely warnings and protection.

Efficient MSP would maximise sustainable ocean use and minimise conflict.
Moreover, shared data (from satellites to buoys) lowers costs and avoids duplication
of expensive hydrographic surveys. On the other hand, if this is neglected, coastal
States might end-up initiating unilateral projects (ports, dredging, fishing zones)
that damage neighbours (an example would be sediment runoff harming another
country’s reefs) and miss synergistic opportunities. Poor coordination can cause
clashes of interest (mercantile shipping vs fishing, for instance) and false starts (when

two agencies study the same thing in isolation).

Connectivity, Ports and Trade-Facilitation

Economic connectivity (ports, shipping, corridors, etc.) is another common interest.
The focus upon trade and investment facilitation® and on “transport connectivity”
(a BIMSTEC pillar) within the ambit of the MoU under review highlights this.
Rather than build new infrastructure in isolation, the two institutional frameworks
would do better to integrate their respective digital and physical transport networks.
One actionable idea is a “Smart-Port Collaborative Network”. By interlinking major
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ports (for example, Colombo, Chennai, Chittagong, Krabi, Port-Louis, Maputo,
etc.) through a common digital system, customs and logistics information could
be shared in real-time. The adoption of Al and IoT (automated cranes, blockchain
cargo tracking, predictive maintenance, etc.) across IORA-BIMSTEC ports would
standardise efficiency gains. A joint “Digital Trade Facilitation Platform”could likewise
be developed (perhaps under India’s leadership, drawing on its “Port Community
System” experience) to allow merchants in, say, Bangladesh to book cargo space on,

say, a Sri Lankan ship, seamlessly, with a one-stop customs clearance.

Beyond hard infrastructure, the two organisations can coordinate corridor
planning.  Examples might include linking BIMSTEC’s planned trans-Asian
highways or port links (such as the planned Myanmar—Bangladesh coastal highway)
into IORA’s ocean shipping networks. As a concrete step, a feasibility study could
be commissioned with a completion-target of 2026, for a multimodal “Bay-to-Rim
Corridor”, combining shipping lanes with coastal rail/road links (backed by IORA’s
“Transport Taskforce™' and BIMSTEC’s “Connectivity Working Group”).

Trade facilitation reduces shipping time and cost, thereby boosting exports.
Shared digital standards would translate into fewer delays at borders and be beneficial
for landlocked (perhaps better described as “land-linked”) BIMSTEC members —
Nepal and Bhutan — to access seaports, and for islandic IORA States to access
markets. A common platform attracts investment as it enhances the ease of doing
business. Failure to act would mean continued fragmentation, with each country’s
port systems using different technologies, leading to avoidable delays, and fostering
corruption. Emerging technologies (Al, IoT) would slip into disjointed adoption,
missing network effects.

Science, Technology, Education and People-to-People Ties

The MoU also underscores the importance of cooperation in terms of science and
technology, coupled with enhanced ‘people-to-people contact”, recognising that
academic and civil-society engagement underpins enduring regional integration.
Establishing an annual “lORA-BIMSTEC Maritime Innovation Challenge” would

create a structured platform for students and early-career professionals in marine
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sciences, oceanography, and maritime technology to collaborate on concrete
solutions.”? Hosting the event as a “hackathon” or “startup competition” modelled on
successful formats such as the “Storm 2025 Maritime Hackathon™ and “Maritime
Hackathon 2025” that was held in Singapore** would tap into interdisciplinary skills
and spark rapid prototyping. Co-hosting responsibilities shared between India’s
National Maritime Foundation (NMF) and institutions such as the “Bangladesh
Oceanographic Research Institute” would enable the NMF’s policy-research

expertise’ and BORI’s mandate in oceanographic science® to be leveraged to regional

benefit.

Seed funding and mentorship, inspired by best practices in early-stage financing
and accelerator programmes, could be awarded to winning teams to develop pilot
projects. Proposed prototypes might include autonomous plastic-cleanup robots
(akin to concepts showcased at the Ocean Hackathon),”” low-cost sensor kits for
artisanal fisherfolk,* and climate-resilient mariculture systems designed to withstand
rising sea temperatures. These initiatives would drive innovation, nurture regional
networks of young experts, and translate academic knowledge into tangible blue-
economy solutions. By corollary, a failure to establish such a challenge, risks
perpetuating siloed research efforts, slowing technology transfer, and undermining

the next generation’s capacity to address transboundary maritime challenges.

A recommended timeline is to launch the first challenge at a joint side-event of
the 2026 IORA Council and BIMSTEC Ministerial Meeting, with prizes aligned
to MoU-engendered themes (for example, with one track being utilised for coastal

resilience, one for blue economy startups).

A parallel recommendation is to form an “Academic Consortium on Indo-Pacific
Maritime Studies”, comprising universities and think tanks from IORA/BIMSTEC
countries. This consortium would coordinate joint research grants and hold annual
conferences (possibly merging IORA Day with BIMSTEC research symposia).
A “Track 1.5 dialogue series” involving maritime think tanks from IORA and
BIMSTEC (the latter including Nepal and Bhutan, both of which have meaningful
interest in the Bay of Bengal) would institutionalise exchange on policy ideas and
provide ‘second-order’ and ‘third-order’ specificity to MAHASAGAR, building upon
the first-order specificity that is already provided by the IPOI and the disambiguation
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of its seven maritime lines-of-thrust through forums such as the annual “Indo-Pacific
Regional Dialogue” (IPRD) organised for the Indian Navy by the NME There
is no gainsaying that such youth challenges and academic networks build human
capital and public support. They foster a generation of professionals with cross-
regional ties and a shared sense of purpose. Such bottom-up linkages strengthen
institutional cooperation (graduates become policymakers and technocrats who
know each other). If neglected, the integration remains purely inter-governmental
and top-down; opportunities for innovation and community-building are lost, and
the region may lack the research to guide decisions.

Disaster Resilience and Early Warning Systems

The Bay of Bengal and the Indian Ocean more generally constitute a major global
hotspot for extreme weather events and for accelerated sea-level rise. The MoU’s
emphasis on environment, climate change and disaster management, logically
extends to joint preparedness within both institutional constructs. To translate
this into operational readiness, the creation of a “Joint Climate Resilience Node”
is recommended — a fusion centre integrating both frameworks to harmonise
early warning systems and data protocols. Currently, many South Asian countries
participate in networks like the “Indian Ocean Tsunami Warning System” and regional
hydromet forums, but communications tend to remain fragmented.* The proposed
node would standardise protocols and share real-time alerts for cyclones, floods and
tsunamis across Bay-Indian Ocean coastal and island States of IORA and of all seven
constituent States of BIMSTEC. For example, Bangladesh’s cyclone bulletins and
India’s nuclear event alerts could be disseminated 