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Coast Guards and Maritime Partnerships:

An Over-the-Horizon Perspective

Prabhakaran Paleri*

Coast guards are unique forces with global potential. The first coast guard was created
nearly four centuries ago in Europe, but countries are still unable to make the most of
these forces even in the post-UNCLOS (United Nations Convention on the Law of the
Sea) world. This paper underscores their strategic role and argues that the coast guards
can accentuate their value in the geostrategic context by establishing maritime
partnerships. Engaging the coast guards in maritime partnerships can also lead to
combined and enhanced responsibility towards the global commons at sea.

Introduction

An overture leading to strategic appeal, like the idea of this paper, should contain factual
and considered definitions of principal facets that hold it together. Parachuting an idea
for realisation straight into the midst of anchored ships at sea or a gathering of knights
in the legendary Camelot before a strike may not be appropriate. Such an attempt may
unleash surprise, but is sure to lose its shine sooner or later. Often governments are not
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serious about ideas shot at them, though some may invite them for egalitarian appeal.
Mostly governments focus their search for methods and procedures in the tunnels of
bureaucracy and the mumbles of confidants. This statement is also suggestive that the
topic of this paper can only be realised by governmental systems: but governments do
have their own limitations.

This paper is about transforming a coast guard in the geostrategic context to maximise
the yield; however, it needs the will of governments at global level. No government, barring
some exceptions, has realised the potential of the coast guard as yet. For this reason, the
coast guards remain one of the most highly undervalued and underutilised forces in the
world. One of the reasons is the inherent landclasp syndrome embedded in the human
system, but there are signs that things may change. Presently, the United States is the
only country that is engaged in long-range coast guard operations with definite national
objectives. However, China has understood the need for power, size and range for its
coast guard and is developing and exploiting an outward-looking coast guard.” Although
China’s plans for a coast guard are yet to unfold, it is expected to have vessels about three
times larger than the 4500-ton ‘Legend class’ cutters of the US Coast Guard.” The good
news is that the reluctant others may take cues from such a change of policy and exploit
their coast guards for the better. The bad news is reserved.

Defining the Terms

The title is a marquee statement. In strategic parlance, the paper is not about a force-specific
approach. The coast guard on its own doesn’t have to be at the centrum of geostrategic
context for any government. A wavering glance may shift the concern to maritime partner-
ship which obviously has to be between countries of the global archipelago. The coast guard
could be one of the chosen instruments, causative to the geostrategic policies of govern-
ments through maritime partnership. The over-the-horizon perspective in the title is see-
mingly a spoiler in the literal sense; but there are reasons for inching it in. All these need a
thorough overhauling of terminologies for clarity of perception with respect to the pro-
jected idea, else the perception can turn indistinct.

Coast Guard — an Armed Force in Water

There were 142 summarily identified armed forces that perform the functions of
the coast guards in the world comprising 277 geostrategic entities, according to a
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not-so-recent study.” The world body on maritime shipping, the International Mari-
time Organization (IMO), has 174 members including three associate members
(2015), out of which some are landlocked.” The entities transform by the forces of
micronisation or macronisation, mostly by the former in the present-day world that
is weary of annexations by force.® The process, even lawful, induces demographic
stress and strain. International partnerships and supervision can reduce the associated
human agony and hardship.

The geostrategic entities are either landlocked, coastal or islands.” There are 48 land-
locked entities® but in the global scenario, every entity is ocean dependent.” United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) applies equally to all countries
and the world ocean. Under this argument, the landmass of the world can be modeled
as geostrategic islands in the ocean. This viewpoint is necessary to appreciate maritime
partnerships. The coast guards of the world can contribute significantly towards their
respective national objectives in this regard without serious tribulations, and it is there-
fore a question of national governance. The idea presented in this paper is to under-
stand the need for geostrategic partnerships across the ocean divisions for the
wellbeing of people, and the role the coast guards can play in it. To that extent, the
absence of a coast guard could be a geostrategic handicap for a country, including
some of the landlocked ones. The wider the micronisation, the narrower and more
are the pieces for engagement in geostrategic partnerships. Hence, micronisation
increases the demand for partnership regimes.

The coast guard is an armed force with a domain-specific operational character. The
sea in the strategic and tactical context is a terrain where the game is played.'® The
concept of terrain originates from land but is applicable to every deviated space occu-
pied by strategic game plans, geographically or otherwise. It is their integration with
respect to the land in the operational process that ultimately rings in the change."'
Coast guards predominantly operate in oceans, but these also operate in inland seas
and other partially or fully enclosed waters to meet specific requirements of a
country. This leads to the finding that the coast guards are country-specific national
armed forces that operate mostly over the oceans under specific charter. They have
been assigned to the ocean for a long time, with the first coast guard formed in
Sweden in 1638."* That was a decade before the establishment of the Westphalian
order that the world still continues to follow as a model of dominion.

There are misgivings and a knowledge deficit in the appreciation of the coast guard as
a maritime force. While some governments have been able to appreciate the importance
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of coast guards, the character, structure and application of the operational matrix of the
coast guards around the world differ significantly. Unlike the naval forces that have uni-
versal semblance in design and purpose, the coast guards are need based, limited and
curtailed to the conceptual notions of the holder."” The differences between the
coast guards of the world are not based on national power projection as in the case
of navies, but on the conceptual notions and demand.

The United States Coast Guard could be stated as the best operational coast guard in
the world, and it is far ahead in every respect. The reason is embedded more in the
national security policy of the government than the period that the coast guard has
been in existence. The changes it has undergone since September 9, 2001, strengthen
this point.14 In contrast, the Indian Coast Guard, barring some acquisitions and
budget allocations, actually lost its appeal in operational freedom, and command and
control, since the distressing terror attacks on November 26, 2008. The accountability
of a force gets eroded under de facto supervision. The Indian Coast Guard is seemingly
restricted in operations to the limits of the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) post the
terror strike, unlike the US Coast Guard, in spite of an exemplary act giving it necessary
operational freedom and unrestricted maneuverability, in the national interest. Restric-
tions under de facto supervision can limit the accountability of a force. This also means
an act alone will not be sufficient unless followed by governmental insistence of
accountability compliant to the act.

The US Coast Guard is still considered to be a model for other coast guards, includ-
ing the Indian Coast Guard. But the design and purpose keeps changing according to
the decisions of the government of the time. This can arrest the continuity of an armed
force and stall its headway. Such changes do not occur in a navy unless there are econ-
omic reasons or a national policy to downsize the navy. The coast guards are entity
specific, and the entity could be a nation, territory, union, worldwide authority or
supranational authority. Being entity specific, the demand for the coast guard should
have been increasing all over the world. But governments are unable to appreciate
the deficit. The coast guards are tailormade for the purpose of perceived necessity
which vacillates under governmental decisions.

A coast guard is not a force designed for combat, and therefore it doesn’t have to be
de jure or de facto under a combat force like in some parts of the world. Such practice,
where it exists, is not in order. It can damage the coast guard as well as its controlling
military agency.'> A subordinate force, where necessary, can be created under the act of
the controlling military armed force that could command and control it. Such forces
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become paramilitary in usage. Coast guard is different: it has two purposes — law enfor-
cement and services with entity-specific functions under constitutionally chartered
duties in the national interest in the maritime domain including the coastal interface
and inland navigable waters. This is also applicable to landlocked nations according
to their geospecificity. The landlocked countries do not have any maritime claim
except the rights specified under international law,'® and most of them do not exercise
their rights in the ocean seriously.

The coast guard is not meant to hang out along the coast. The term is a misnomer, or
rather an oxymoron. The coast guard is not a substitute for a combat military navy."”
Similarly, the combat navy should not attempt to be a coast guard or to control it. By
doing so, the navy can blunt the cutting edge of its human element. This is an impor-
tant aspect when considering the management of the human element in differentially
focused operations — warfighting, law enforcement, humanitarian aspects, diplomacy
and so on."® It is not a question of compatibility, but of activity or performance inver-
sion.'” The expectations from the human element in coast guards are serious in their
own way under extreme conditions, but different from those of a combat naval force.
The command and control and leadership patterns will be different from those of the
navy. In addition, there are also constitutional demands within the political system.
The two armed forces, therefore, are not comparable though they are highly compati-
ble. It is often said that the coast guard is a cost-effective navy, which is a futile com-
parison. The coast guard has its own cost factor, and a cost-benefit analysis is vital prior
to a nation’s decision to have a coast guard.”® The coast guard could be deployed in
war-like situations like any other armed force of the government within its capabilities
and designed purposes.21 However, this does not make it a combat service, and this has
to be seen in the tactical initiatives during war. The United States has understood this
statement and the results are clear and present. What a nation has to see is maximising
the overall maritime operational effectiveness of the forces available to it in an inte-
grated manner is in the national interest.

Functional Universality of Coast Guards

Though the coast guards may have different duties to perform in their respective
national interests, there is universality in their functional characteristics. They function
under the common principles of law enforcement and service in the maritime domain.
Law enforcement also includes national obligations under various treaties. This
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function may sometimes be declared as law and treaty enforcement by governments.
The functions are based on the demand under national interests, which can vary not
only among countries but also within the country with respect to changes in the policies
of central and local governments. Since national interests can differ, the operational
roles of the coast guard under the dual functions of law enforcement and service too
can be at variance. This makes the coast guards operationally different from each
other even though their functional profiles are similar. Law and treaty enforcement
and services will be confined to the national designated and identified maritime
zones of a country. This can extend to the whole of the ocean including the domain
of global commons where national interests exist, under international understanding
and acceptance. Some such zones are the space around a vessel or other platform of
a country, or the notion of citizenship with respect to the crew or passengers aboard.
There could also be fixed maritime zones such as a station in Antarctica or a seabed
mining platform outside a country’s designated maritime zones as defined in the inter-
nationally agreed laws.”> They too need to be taken as terrain-specific areas of oper-
ational engagement. The functions of the coast guard are all about protection of
national interests, primarily in other-than-war situations in the maritime zones,
which are not limited to those interpreted under constraint by authorities.”> There
could be differences among interpreters, though.

An example is the case of the killings of two Indian fishers in a boat off the Kerala
coast of India on February 15, 2012, allegedly under mistaken identity. It is a one-of-a-
kind case that is unlikely to be repeated. While the crux of the issues was never seriously
discussed, one of the arguments that may matter, according to the author, is that the
victims were Indians who fell dead on the deck of an Indian fishing boat,** and there-
fore it is a case of homicide of two Indian nationals.

The law enforcement charter of a coast guard may extend from a simple crime of
theft on a vessel at sea to the protection of own or visiting forces at sea or in
harbour, internal or overseas. An incident such as the USS Cole in Aden (October
12, 2000) should come under the purview of the coast guard for force protection.
Force protection is a coast guard task under the law enforcement function. A certain
level of maritime partnership with the host country is required here, even if the
latter is deploying its own coast guard for the protection of the visiting vessel. The func-
tion of the coast guard may contain activities including everything that a country needs
to be done at sea. From a simple ferry carrying ballot papers during the national elec-

25

tions,”” it can include search and rescue, environmental protection, international ice
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patrol and even clearing the snow-blocked channel with an icebreaker for movement of
oil or coal to an upstream power plant.”® The functions of the coast guard are huma-
nitarian in outlook and character; they are not adversarial but may lose their acceptabil-
ity once they become adversarial. Nevertheless, their acceptability can be strengthened
by maritime partnership engagements.

Maritime Partnerships

Maritime partnership means friendly and receptive engagement and cooperation
sans adversarial intent between nations through the medium of the ocean for
common benefit. It is not an exclusively articulated charter of the coast guard
but an implied functional activity in the conception of the force. The concept of
the coast guard along with its functions, therefore, has to widen and envelop the
ocean as a whole in the national and international interests. This is obvious from
the principles of designated and variable maritime zones holding national interests,
as mentioned earlier. Limiting the coast guards within the territorial sea, exclusive
zone or any localised zone in the maritime domain is legally, technically and oper-
ationally imprudent and incompetent on the part of governments. They are armed
forces in water dealing with the interests of the respective nations in law and treaty
enforcement, and national and international services related to environment, life,
property and so on. But they remain confined. The US Coast Guard is an exception
and the Chinese Coast Guard is likely to be the next to come of age in extended
operations.

Maritime partnership is not a function; instead, it is a way of action in executing
functions. It is an amplified operational statement of the coast guards’ mission
statements in the extended realm of ocean utility. Barring some exceptions, the
primary colour of the coast guard is white. It speaks of concern and an understand-
ing of humanity that is achievable through partnerships. There are two observations
here:

1. There is no specific mention of maritime partnership in the charter of a coast guard;
and
2. The coast guard is not primarily aimed for combat.

The coast guards within this context have been involved in a variety of partnerships.
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Types of Partnerships

Though the functional design of a coast guard is based on specific national interests, the
force is projected internationally in a non-adversarial role. This has an over-the-horizon
advantage for joint engagements. Some of them are listed as follows:

e Treaty partnerships, as in maritime search and rescue;

e Partnerships under memorandum of agreement or understanding;

e Partnerships for common cause such as countering human trafficking, migrant pro-
blems, piracy, resource denial to rogue organisation527 and so on;

e Partnerships similar to NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organisation) navies as exclu-
sive to coast guards;

¢ Joint partnerships under an International Coast Guard Organisation (ICGO).

There could be more cooperation based on ideation by demand. What the coast
guard needs in such cases is a kind of metamorphism, not isomorphism. Often,
coast guards succumb to isomorphism of all kinds. Organisational metamorphism is
vital for coast guards, and individual governments may be found wanting in this
regard because of various limitations. An international regime for coast guard may over-
come such barriers. This can be mandated under various concerns that have yet to catch
the attention of international governments, such as:

1. Sea level rise and its impact on geoproperty rights; and

2. The inability of UNCLOS in handling the issues at sea.”®

IMO, on the other hand, is a global organisation for the management of the mer-
chant marine. However, it cannot indulge in activities undertaken by a coast guard
even though many coast guards handle or work with maritime shipping globally.

Over-the-Horizon Perspective

An over-the-horizon perspective in the context of the paper means developing the coast
guards and extending their operations jointly without any functional change over the
global commons. Coast guards of Japan, India, South Korea, etc., have been
engaged, though in a very limited manner, in bridging maritime partnerships. The

MARITIME AFFAIRS Vol. 11 No. 2 Winter 2015



Coast Guards and Maritime Partnerships 107

perspective may encourage the coast guards as tools of international diplomacy, which
is also an operational extension of the modern navies. But there are differences, as the
navies are considered adversarial forces even in other-than-war situations in the inter-
national mindset. Maritime partnership is one of the prime roles of the navies in
modern times as the navies are instruments of power projection in an unstable
world. The coast guard can play the balancer in the geostrategic role. The world gov-
ernments, though reluctantly, are getting accustomed to over-the-horizon rationality.
The role of the coast guard is vital and diverse in maritime partnerships, and the exact-
ness of this role can be established only after governments find the idea probable.

Interestingly, Somali pirates called themselves the coast guard: probably bitten by the
original idea that didn’t materialise in the absence of a working government in the
country. They operated unlawfully with zeal and zest, reaping fat benefits of ransom.
They had amazing reach with minimum infrastructure and operated at extreme
ranges from the shore with rickety mother vessels and highly maneuverable skiffs,
which will be an interesting study for “enforcement” at sea.

Coast Guards and Maritime Partnership

The existing appreciation of the coast guard in maritime partnerships can be enlarged if
national policies of governance in relation to geostrategic security are relocated to
include the coast guards as one of the instruments of diplomacy.”” No serious
change will be required in preparing for such a move at governmental levels, except
a change in attitude. However, this change is required at the international level
under United Nations initiative. An international regime for the coast guards will be
required for defining the roles of coast guards in the oceanic global commons,
similar to IMO for merchant marine or IHO (International Hydrographic Organis-
ation) for hydrographic standards. Such an agency can guide the nations in the devel-
opment of their coast guards and maritime partnerships against the common concerns
in the ocean, with sufficient authority under international law for executing law and
treaty enforcement as well as services. It will also prevent or preempt any intent of
adversarial design in future that could invite serious consequences.

The natural stasis of the ocean is in its dynamics which is balanced by the forces of
nature even when it is cyclical. The drivers may not be easily observable at the time of
their occurrence, like the butterfly effect on weather. An example is sea level rise and
inundation of low-lying areas that may create an unrivaled situation in demographic
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and ethnic issues in an overcrowded world.?® It will be a windfall for human smugglers
and traffickers whose coffers are already brimming. The coast guards jointly can be a vital
tool in handling such issues since the world needs to be prepared for that and more.

Conclusion

This paper is a subtle advisory for governments that are unable to appreciate ocean
affairs, which is much larger than the oft-used term “maritime affairs”. The challenges
of the new millennium are much more demanding, and the centre of gravity of global
security, the extended form of national security, can shift regularly to the ocean. The
landclasp syndrome can blind the decision makers. Although this statement is debata-
ble, it can be taken as a chance hypothesis for verification. It is time the world regimes
on international affairs see the ocean in holistic terms. The freedom of the ocean for
unlawful activities and disaster engines is clear and present, and the international com-
munity will be a hapless victim of unlawful activities and calamitous situations at and
from the sea. UNCLOS may be an amazing umbrella regime for oceanic equity, but is
weak in dealing with the perils and the unlawful dimension of the sea. The govern-
ments have a lot to do in this regard. One such activity is partnering the world coast
guards for non-adversarial maritime engagements supported by an international
regime. The coast guards should come out of their sheltered niches as envoys of
good will and protectors of life, property and environment, and should act as enforcers
of law and treaties under universal understanding and accountability.
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