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ABSTRACT

Tiirkiye’s expanding presence in the Indian Ocean has emerged as a subject of growing
interest within Indian strategic discourse, particularly in light of its increasing engagement
in the western Indian Ocean region. This development carries significant implications for
India’s maritime geostrategy and its broader Indo-Pacific vision. As Tiirkiye deepens its
diplomatic, economic, and military footprint—most notably through its partnerships in
East Africa and its growing defence ties with Pakistan—questions arise about the potential
impact on India’s strategic positioning. In this context, it becomes essential to examine
Tiirkiye not in isolation, but in conjunction with its growing alignment with Pakistan. This
article, therefore, provides an integrated assessment of Tiirkiye’s maritime activities in the
region and examines how the Pakistan—Tiirkiye nexus—particularly their ongoing maritime
cooperation—may hinder India’s broader strategic objectives and reshape the existing regional
maritime order. The article argues that this collaboration undermines not just one but three
key maritime goals of India. By mapping Tiirkiye’s evolving maritime posture and evaluating
the strategic depth of its partnership with Pakistan, the article lays the groundwork for a
comprehensive understanding of the long-term implications of this axis for regional stability
and the consequent shaping of India’s maritime strategy.
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INTRODUCTION

Tiirkiye’s maritime outlook, and its preference for ‘maritimity over ‘continentality
as conceptualised by Saul Cohen appears to be shaped more by geography and
! Bordered by seas on three sides— the Black
Sea, the Aegean Sea, and the Mediterranean— along with strategic control over

necessity than by strategic choice.

the Dardanelles and Bosphorus straits, Tiirkiye’s emphasis on maritime affairs,
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particularly its maritime defence industry, assumes considerable importance.?
As a result, maritime focus has been integrated into national policy since the
early years of the Republic. This is best reflected in the words of Mustafa Kemal
Atatiirk, who stated, “We must think of maritime as the great national ideal of Turks
and achieve it as soon as possible.”

However, being surrounded by water does not automatically translate into
maritime power, and Tiirkiye is no exception. The concept of maritime’ power—
often incorrectly conflated with $e2’ power— encompasses more than naval
strength alone. It may be defined as

“the ability (to use the seas for ones own purposes while dissuading, deterring and preventing
others from using them in ways that are to our disadvantage)... and comprises political’
‘economic’ and ‘military’ power exercised through the use of the sea.™

While Tiirkiye has long depended on maritime trade and activity due to its
geographic proximity to major waterways, it is only in the past decade or two
that it has started to operationalise a coherent maritime strategy and integrate it
into its evolving foreign policy. This newfound coherence and assertive maritime
strategy largely emerged as a response to its conflicts in the Mediterranean,
particularly regarding maritime borders with Greece and Cyprus, which led to
the formation of the Mavi Vatan (Blue Homeland) doctrine. The Blue Homeland
doctrine— central to Tiirkiye’s maritime policy— outlines its perceived maritime
borders in the Black Sea, Mediterranean, Marmara, and Aegean Seas.” In essence,
Blue Homeland defines the “geographic boundaries of Tiirkiyes maritime rights
and interests”.° Tt provides a basis for Tiirkiye’s maritime claims, helps secure its
energy interests, and, most importantly, outlines a path for broader international
engagement—oparticularly in Africa and Asia. While its application lacks the
consistency and coherence necessary to be considered a fully-fledged policy, Blue
Homeland functions as political leverage in Tiirkiye’s pursuit of strategic autonomy
and active neutrality.” This is especially relevant as Ankara attempts to carefully
balance its interests between the West, Asia, and Africa.

Within this evolving maritime framework, Tiirkiye’s strategic alignment in South
Asia—particularly its growing convergence with Pakistan—has acquired renewed
relevance. Tiirkiye and Pakistan have long shared strong political, cultural, and
diplomatic relations. While both India and Pakistan established ties with the
Republic of Tiirkiye around the same period, Tiirkiye’s alignment has historically
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tilted more decisively towards Pakistan. This inclination is attributable to a
combination of geopolitical, ideological, and historical factors. Although India
and Tirkiye enjoyed goodwill and a sense of solidarity during their respective
national movements for independence, much of this affinity shifted towards
Pakistan after partition— primarily due to religious and cultural affinities rooted
in a shared Muslim identity. During the Cold War, this alignment deepened as
both Tiirkiye and Pakistan joined the Western bloc through US-led alliances such
as the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO), in contrast to India’s pursuit of a
non-aligned foreign policy.® The convergence of strategic interests— particularly
the goal of countering Soviet influence— was further reinforced by ideological
and religious commonalities between Ankara and Islamabad.

Analyses of Tiirkiye—Pakistan relations are often accompanied by reflections on
the trajectory of India—Tiirkiye ties, particularly focusing on factors that have
impeded closer cooperation. Although India and Tiirkiye have maintained
diplomatic relations since 1948, their bilateral engagement has been marked
by underlying complexities.” While India-Tiirkiye ties have evolved, Tiirkiye’s
steadfast support for Pakistan— particularly since President Erdo an came to
power— remains an enduring feature of Ankara’s foreign policy.'” As C Raja
Mohan observes, ‘the Turkish establishments uncritical embrace of Pakistan has been
unchanging, irrespective of who dominated Ankara—the secular army or the current
Islamist leadership.™"

Against this backdrop, Tiirkiye’s maritime outreach in South Asia—anchored
by its growing defence cooperation with Pakistan—poses significant strategic
implications for India. Within this geopolitical context, this article examines
the maritime dimensions of Tiirkiye—Pakistan relations and the broader strategic
dynamics affecting the Indo-Pacific. It argues that despite historically cordial
diplomatic ties, India is unlikely to rival Pakistan in Tiirkiye’s strategic calculus.
The trust deficit between New Delhi and Ankara is expected to persist in the
foreseeable future. However, this reality does not preclude India from adopting
a pragmatic, interest-driven engagement strategy. By recognising and responding
to the geopolitical sensitivities that underpin the Ankara—Islamabad axis, India
can recalibrate its approach to regional diplomacy. Accordingly, this article traces
the evolution of Tiirkiye—Pakistan cooperation— particularly in the maritime
domain— while juxtaposing it against the broader trajectory of India—Tiirkiye
relations. In doing so, it aims to uncover the strategic motivations behind the
growing Ankara—Islamabad nexus and to offer policy-relevant insights and
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recommendations. These are intended to guide India in managing its relations
with Tiirkiye in a manner that preserves and enhances its influence within its
maritime neighbourhood and broader regional sphere.

EXPANDING INFLUENCE IN THE INDIAN OCEAN
AND BEYOND

Although Tiirkiye has not historically been considered a maritime power, it now
aspires to become one, leveraging its extensive 8,333-kilometre coastline.'> Like
other emerging powers, Tiirkiye’s maritime ambitions have expanded beyond its
immediate neighbourhood. Yet, Tiirkiye’s increasing engagement in the Indian
Ocean signals a maritime vision that transcends traditional geographic limits. This
shift suggests a broader strategic intent, one that goes beyond the conventional
scope of the Blue Homeland doctrine and aligns Tiirkiye’s maritime assertiveness
with its expanding foreign policy agenda.

Tiirkiye’s intent to affirm its position in the Indian Ocean region (IOR) is evident
in the words of President Erdo an, who described the nation’s interests as “7esiding
in the Suez Canal, the adjacent seas, and from there extending to the Indian Ocean.” "
Unlike itsimmediate and pressing concerns in the Eastern Mediterranean, Tiirkiye’s
presence in the Indian Ocean is driven by its strategy to diversify its foreign policy
and adapt to the region’s geopolitical shifts. These evolving relations take various
forms, including bilateral trade, defence agreements, and humanitarian aid.
Through these engagements, Tiirkiye aims to reduce its reliance on traditional
allies by expanding its bilateral partnerships. Its most notable presence has been
in parts of Africa, where Tiirkiye has emerged as a significant player and a reliable
partner alongside other major powers.' Over the past twenty-five years, Tiirkiye’s
expanding footprint in Africa has drawn considerable attention, strengthening its
influence in the region and extending its reach into the Indian Ocean.

The deliberate and institutionalised integration of Africa into Tiirkiye’s foreign
policy, which began in 1998 with the initiation of the Africa Action Plan by the
Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, has evolved into a robust and multidimensional
presence, positioning Tiirkiye as a notable actor alongside other major external
powers operating on the continent in the past two decades. While Tiirkiye’s
activities across Africa carry broad geopolitical consequences, its presence in
Somalia is of particular relevance for Indian policymakers, as they provide Ankara
with a direct gateway to the Indian Ocean.
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A key milestone in this trajectory was the establishment of the TURKSOM military
base in 2017, located southeast of Mogadishu.” At the time of its construction,
TURKSOM was Tiirkiye’s largest military base abroad, symbolising a deepening
strategic commitment.'® This presence gained renewed importance in 2024, when
Tiirkiye and Somalia signed two major agreements: a comprehensive maritime and
defence pact in February, followed by an oil and gas cooperation deal in March."”
Under the maritime agreement, Tiirkiye will rebuild, equip, and train the Somali
Navy in exchange for 30 per cent of the revenue generated from Somalia’s Exclusive
Economic Zone (EEZ)."® This arrangement is particularly consequential, not
only because it reinforces Tiirkiye’s defence ties with a strategically located littoral
state, but also because it facilitates access to critical maritime chokepoints such
as the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait and the Mozambique Channel. Collectively, these
developments contribute to the consolidation of Tiirkiyes strategic presence in
the Western Indian Ocean and underscore its long-term ambitions as a maritime
actor in the region.

In addition to its growing role in Africa, Tiirkiye has been fostering closer ties with
countries like Pakistan, China, Indonesia, Malaysia, and others in the Indo-Pacific.
The Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs has acknowledged that “the defining theme
of the 21st century will be the rise of the Asia-Pacific region,” reflecting Tiirkiye’s
recognition of the region’s strategic importance.” Launched in 2019, Tiirkiye’s
Asia Anew initiative offers a renewed vision for its foreign policy towards the
continent.”® While Tiirkiye’s engagement with Asia is not entirely new, its formal
inclusion in the country’s foreign policy framework carries strategic implications
for other major players in the region. Furthermore, Tiirkiye’s involvement with
multilateral organisations such as the G20, IORA, ASEAN, and the SCO, along
with its growing interest in BRICS, warrants a detailed analysis. In this regard,
groupings like MIKTA (Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, Tiirkiye and Australia)
need separate attention.

TURKIYE’S STRATEGIC REALIGNMENT

Tiirkiye’s shift in stance and its aspiration to re-establish itself as a connecting hub
between Europe and Asia are drawing it closer to its non-traditional allies such
as Russia and China. The ongoing Russia-Ukraine conflict further amplifies its
significance, as Tiirkiye, despite being a NATO member and a strategic partner of
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the EU, has positioned itself as a mediator, balancing between opposing sides.*!
On one hand, Tiirkiye continues to secure bilateral trade and defence deals with
Russia, resulting in reactions and sanctions, for instance, CAATSA from the US.?
On the other hand, it remains cautiously engaged with the EU, prioritising its
more pressing concerns. Although relations with the United States are expected
to improve under the Trump administration, Tiirkiye seeks to strategically
balance its ties with both Russia and the US without fully aligning with one
at the expense of the other. Nonetheless, the path forward remains uncertain.
This shift in Tiirkiye’s foreign policy— centred on diversifying partnerships and
reducing dependence on the West— has emerged from years of dissatisfaction
and perceived neglect by its traditional allies.

Among recent developments in Tiirkiye’s regional engagement, its bilateral
relationship with Pakistan has garnered particular attention due to deepening
strategic and defence ties. Beyond longstanding diplomatic relations, Tiirkiye has
emerged as the second-largest arms supplier to Pakistan, reinforcing a significant
defence partnership.?® This relationship is further complemented by a growing
maritime dimension, which has become increasingly central to their cooperation.
Both navies participate regularly in key bilateral and multilateral exercises—
TURGUTREIS, hosted by Tiirkiye, and AMAN, conducted by Pakistan—aimed
at enhancing interoperability and advancing strategic coordination.?* Tiirkiye has
also supported Pakistan through initiatives in naval training and base development,
reflecting a broader effort to institutionalise defence cooperation.

Their ideological alignment, combined with a deepening defence partnership,
has raised questions about the strategic implications for India. In the wake
of heightened tensions between India and Pakistan following the Pahalgam
terror attack, Turkish support for Pakistan, alongside China, has intensified
concerns about a potentially emerging Pakistan-Tiirkiye-China nexus aimed at

> Whether these developments carry lasting strategic

counterbalancing India.?
weight or represent short-term diplomatic manoeuvres driven by immediate
interests will be examined separately, with particular attention to the underlying
motivations shaping Tiirkiye-Pakistan ties. As detailed in subsequent sections,
this convergence spans historical alliances, defence industrial cooperation, and
ideological positions. A nuanced understanding of these dynamics could help
India chart a more informed strategic path—anticipating possible rifts between
the other two nations and identifying opportunities to convert regional shifts into

strategic advantage.
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Tiirkiye’s strategic recalibration is interpreted differently across the global
landscape. For the United States and Europe, its deepening alignment with Russia
and China is seen as a potential move towards an alternative power bloc—one
that poses considerable challenges to the Western-led order, particularly given
underlying ideological divergences. Conversely, for India, Tiirkiye’s growing
proximity to China and Pakistan raises serious concerns, especially as it threatens
India’s ambitions to sustain a dominant maritime presence in the Indian Ocean
region.

MILITARY MODERNISATION AND MARITIME AMBITIONS

Tiirkiye’s transformation from an import-dependent defence industry to a
prominent global arms exporter marks a significant shift in its strategic military
objectives. Over the past two decades, this shift has been particularly successful,
with Turkish defence imports—accounting for around 80% in 2004—falling to
just 20% by 2022.% This evolution, driven by substantial increases in defence
spending, has been especially evident in the navy, which has become central to
Tiirkiye’s growing military ambitions. The commissioning of the 7CG Anadolu
in 2023, Tirkiye’s largest warship and reportedly the world’s first drone carrier,
epitomises the country’s emergence as a serious maritime power, although experts,
including retired Admiral Alaettin Sevim, have noted that “Tiirkiye remains in a
transitional phase. While it is recognised as a large-scale regional naval force, it is still

»27

secking to establish itself as a medium-sized global player.

The simultaneous development of the MILGEM (National Ship Project),
MILDEN (National Submarine Project), and MUGEM (National Aircraft Carrier
Project) reflects Tiirkiye’s ambitious naval expansion.”® This coordinated effort,
encompassing the construction of 31 new warships— including an aircraft carrier
and destroyer— represents the largest naval investment in Tiirkiye’s history, with
an estimated cost of US$8 billion.”” These initiatives underscore Tiirkiye’s intent
to modernise its naval capabilities and project influence beyond its traditional
regional sphere, particularly targeting the strategically vital Indian Ocean region.
The Indian Ocean, with its critical sea lanes and increasing geopolitical relevance,
presents Tiirkiye with an opportunity to showcase its advanced naval capabilities,
build strategic partnerships, and challenge the existing power dynamics, particularly
those involving India.



TURKIYE IN THE INDIAN OCEAN AND THE TURKIYE-PAKISTAN NEXUS 59

TURKIYE AND PAKISTAN: A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF
ALIGNMENTS AND SHIFTS

The foundations of Pakistan—Tiirkiye relations are deeply rooted in shared
religious, cultural, and historical ties. Since Pakistan’s independence in 1947,
these commonalities have played a pivotal role in shaping and advancing bilateral
relations.”® Tiirkiye was among the first countries to recognise Pakistan, appointing

3t However, Tiirkiye’s early support for

Yahya Kemal as its first ambassador.
Pakistan extended beyond diplomatic formalities. It played a practical role in
aiding the newly formed state by assisting with the printing of its currency and
signing a Treaty of Friendship in 1954, which laid the groundwork for future
defence cooperation.”? The following year, both countries joined the Baghdad
Pact— later renamed the Central Treaty Organisation (CENTO)— alongside
Iran and the United Kingdom.”* This alliance, aimed at containing Soviet
influence from Europe to South Asia, represented a strategic convergence within

the Western bloc.

During the Cold War, Pakistan and Tiirkiye aligned closely with the United States
in efforts to counter the Soviet Union’s expansionist ambitions. Throughout
the 1950s and 1960s, the two nations collaborated on developing joint security
strategies across the Middle East and South Asia. Although CENTO eventually
dissolved, it had provided a lasting platform for strategic cooperation. In 1964,
Pakistan, Tiirkiye, and Iran initiated the “Regional Cooperation for Development”
(RCD), focused on socio-economic collaboration.* Although dissolved in 1979,
the RCD was later revived as the “Economic Cooperation Organisation” (ECO)

in the 1990s, expanding to include newly independent Central Asian republics
(CAR).»

The 1970s saw further consolidation of bilateral ties amidst significant geopolitical
upheavals. During the 1971 Indo-Pakistani War, Tiirkiye extended strong political
and military support to Pakistan.® In return, Pakistan backed Tiirkiye’s 1974
military intervention in Cyprus, making it one of the few nations to offer such
unequivocal support.”” These episodes underscored how shared national security
imperatives fostered deep mutual solidarity.

The 1980s marked another period of intensified cooperation, driven by shared
strategic interests in countering Soviet aggression after the 1979 invasion of
Afghanistan and managing the regional impact of Iran’s Islamic Revolution.’®
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Under the leadership of military regimes— Zia-ul-Haq in Pakistan and Kenan
Evren in Tiirkiye— both nations aligned with the United States and played key
roles in curbing Soviet influence and advancing Western-aligned stability in the
region.”

The 1990s, however, witnessed a relative cooling of bilateral ties. Although
political engagement remained consistent, economic cooperation stagnated.
Tiirkiye shifted its foreign policy priorities toward Central Asia and the Balkans,
while Pakistan became deeply involved in Afghanistan, notably supporting the
Taliban.® Conversely, Tiirkiye favoured the opposing Northern Alliance, leading
to a divergence in their Afghanistan policies.

The early 2000s ushered-in a renewed phase of collaboration, particularly in
the context of post-2001 efforts to stabilise Afghanistan following NATO’s
intervention. Tiirkiye took on a mediating role between Afghanistan and Pakistan
and also worked to support Pakistan’s internal stability.*' Pakistan and Tiirkiye
have continued to align on major global Islamic issues. Both countries have
consistently voiced support for the Palestinian cause and taken proactive stances
against the rise of Islamophobia. Their shared vision of forming a unified Islamic
bloc reflects broader aspirations for leadership within the Muslim world. In
recent years, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has deepened Tiirkiye’s engagement
with Pakistan, partly driven by his ambition to position himself as a leader of the
Muslim Ummah.® His vocal advocacy for the Kashmir cause and condemnation
of violence against Indian Muslims have resonated strongly in Pakistan.”® Erdogan’s
consistent support for Pakistan’s stance on Kashmir has been warmly received by
both Pakistani officials and separatist leaders in the region.

These ideological alignments have also solidified the trilateral nexus between
Pakistan, Tiirkiye, and Azerbaijan. Pakistan remains the only country in the world
that does not recognise Armenia and has staunchly supported Azerbaijan’s claims
over Nagorno-Karabakh.** This strategic alliance has significant geopolitical
implications: Armenia supports Indias stance on Kashmir, while Azerbaijan
aligns with Pakistan.” These reciprocal relationships underscore how contested
territorial issues continue to shape regional alliances.

Amid heightened India—Pakistan tensions in 2025, Tiirkiye has once again
demonstrated unequivocal support for Pakistan, including providing military
assistance under the banner of goodwill.®® By refraining from criticising
Pakistan’s alleged links to terrorism and consistently backing Islamabad in
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international forums, Ankara has made a calculated decision. Tiirkiye’s actions
and sustained support for Pakistan—particularly during periods of heightened
tension and ensuing armed conflict such as the recent Op SINDOOR— have
seriously jeopardised its diplomatic relations with New Delhi, highlighting the
deliberate strategic choice Ankara has made to prioritise ideological alignment
and geopolitical partnership with Islamabad.

DEFENCE DIPLOMACY IN ACTION

Defence diplomacy has emerged as one of the most robust pillars of the Pakistan—
Tiirkiye bilateral relationship, with foundations stretching back to the early Cold
War era. The 1954 Treaty of Friendship laid the groundwork for formal military
cooperation, enabling joint efforts in training, military education, and the
development of defence capabilities.”” This framework was further institutionalised
through the establishment of the Pakistan—Tiirkiye Military Consultative Group
(MCG) in 1988 and the High-Level Military Dialogue Group (HLMDG) in

2003—mechanisms that continue to facilitate strategic coordination.*®

Since the early 2000s, strategic convergence between Ankara and Islamabad has
deepened, driven by shared regional security interests and expanding defence
industrial capacities. Combined military exercises such as ANATOLIAN EAGLE
and INDUS VIPER have become recurring engagements aimed at enhancing
interoperability between their armed forces.” In February 2025, Pakistan and
Tiirkiye concluded the combined military exercise ATATURK-XIII, further
reinforcing operational synergy and defence ties.”® This synergy was in stark

evidence during Op SINDOOR.

In May 2025, Pakistan launched a large-scale drone offensive along India’s
western border, deploying 300-400 Turkish-manufactured drones—including
Asisguard Songar and Bayraktar TB2 models—across multiple Indian territories.’!
The unprecedented nature of the attack highlighted Pakistan’s growing reliance
on Turkish military platforms, as well as the operational presence of Turkish
advisors within the Pakistani defence establishment. India’s retaliatory campaign,
Op SINDOQOR, allegedly resulted in the elimination of two Turkish operatives,
underscoring Ankara’s covert involvement in the conflict.”> Meanwhile, the
Turkish Navy’s 7CG Biiyiikada made a port call in Karachi amid ongoing

hostilities, reinforcing perceptions of strategic alignment between the two



62 ADITI THAKUR

militaries.” However, the high failure rate of Turkish drones during the offensive
has raised serious questions about their operational credibility, becoming a subject
of scrutiny in emerging assessments of Tiirkiye’s drone diplomacy.™

Industrial cooperation in defence, too, has witnessed exponential growth. As of
2023, it was Pakistan’s second-largest arms supplier, accounting for 11% of the
country’s total defence imports.”® Pakistan’s acquisition of four MILGEM Class
corvettes from Tiirkiye and the 2018 agreement for 30 T129 ATAK helicopters
exemplify high-value transactions.*® Although the helicopter deliveries faced delays
due to the US sanctions and export licence restrictions related to the CTS800
engine, Tiirkiye’s Tusas Engine Industries (TEI) has been tasked with developing
an indigenous alternative, underscoring Ankara’s resolve to maintain strategic
autonomy and honour its defence commitments. Islamabad has responded with
flexibility, extending delivery timelines— a clear indication of political trust
and mutual confidence. Tiirkiye has also contributed to the modernisation of
Pakistan’s naval capabilities, notably through STM’s upgrade of two Agosta 90B
submarines, with a third project underway, further details of which are discussed
in the section on maritime cooperation.

Importantly, Pakistan is not merely a recipient but also a contributor to Tiirkiye’s
defence sector. In 2017, a contract for 52 Super Mushshak trainer aircraft was
signed with the Pakistan Aeronautical Complex (PAC), marking a rare instance
of Pakistani defence exports to a NATO member.”” Although the COVID-19
pandemic caused delays, deliveries resumed by late 2022, reaffirming the reciprocal
nature of the defence relationship.

Technological collaboration, too, has expanded. Pakistan has acquired Turkish-
made TB2 and Akinc: drones™ and has expressed interest in participating in
Tiirkiye’s fifth-generation fighter jet programme, KAAN.> This reflects a shared
ambition to co-develop advanced platforms and solidifies the deepening of
strategic defence cooperation.

Further institutional strengthening occurred during the 6* and 7™ sessions of the
High-Level Strategic Cooperation Council (HLSCC). Both nations pledged to
enhance collaboration in research and development, co-production, cybersecurity,
and counterterrorism. The 7% session, co-chaired by President Recep Tayyip
Erdo an and Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif in Islamabad, resulted in the signing
of 24 agreements and memoranda of understanding (MoUs), covering defence,

energy, mining, and broader economic cooperation.®
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In sum, the Pakistan—Tiirkiye defence partnership has evolved from a symbolic
Cold War-era alignment into a comprehensive, multidimensional strategic alliance.
It is underpinned by institutional mechanisms, mutual defence production,
and shared technological aspirations. This deepening relationship reflects not
only enduring bilateral trust but also a broader vision of regional autonomy and
geopolitical convergence in an increasingly multipolar world.

TURKIYE-PAKISTAN MARITIME COOPERATION

Tiirkiye has been steadily deepening its maritime cooperation with Pakistan
for more than two decades, framing this engagement as part of its broader
strategy to cultivate strategic relationships with Muslim-majority states. Naval
collaboration has become one of the most visible aspects of this trajectory,
reflecting the convergence of Ankara and Islamabad’s security interests and shared
geopolitical outlooks. This partnership has evolved through a combination of
defence procurement, joint exercises, training programmes, and naval industrial
collaboration.*!

The foundation for sustained cooperation was laid in 2006 with a bilateral
agreement aimed at meeting the naval defence needs of both countries.®> This
paved the way for a series of acquisitions by Pakistan from Turkish suppliers.
In 2007, Islamabad procured the PNS Zarrar, followed by the PNS Karrar—an
MRTP-33 fast attack craft—in 2008.%% These early transfers signalled Pakistan’s
interest in diversifying its defence partnerships, while Tiirkiye positioned itself as
a reliable partner in maritime modernisation. Joint naval exercises soon became a
regular feature of bilateral ties. The participation of PNS Shamsheer in Tiirkiye’s
2012 MAVI BALINA (Blue Whale) anti-submarine warfare exercise exemplified
the growing operational alignment between the two navies.*® These exercises
not only enhanced interoperability but also symbolised the common ambition
of both States to operate as regional providers of maritime security. Subsequent
deployments— such as the dispatch of PNS Alamgir in 2014 and bilateral drills
in 2016 focusing on anti-air warfare and joint manoeuvres— reinforced this
trend.®

Since 2017, Tiirkiye has participated in multilateral initiatives led by Pakistan,
notably the AMAN (Peace) series of naval exercises in the Arabian Sea, wherein
Turkish naval presence has been welcomed as a contribution to regional maritime
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stability.®® The 2018 edition of the MAVI BALINA exercise saw active Pakistani
participation, with PNS Szif playing a prominent role.”” These interactions serve
a dual purpose: enhancing professional naval cooperation and showcasing the
symbolic alignment of both countries in their approach to maritime security.

Beyond exercises, Tiirkiye’s defence industry has played an instrumental role
in upgrading Pakistan’s naval infrastructure. A 2013 agreement between STM
(Savunma Teknolojileri Miihendislik ve Ticaret A.S.) and Pakistan’s Ministry of
Defence led to the construction of a fleet tanker incorporating Turkish design,
technology, and armaments.®® STM is a Turkish company that provides project
management, systems engineering, technology transfer, technical and logistical
support, and consultancy services to the Presidency of the Republic of Tiirkiye’s
Presidency of Defence Industries (SSB) and the Turkish Armed Forces (TSK)
in areas requiring high technology for national security.”” The vessel’s logistical
and operational capacities were intended to enhance Pakistan’s blue-water naval
aspirations. In 2016, a further US$350 million contract was awarded to STM
to modernise the Agosta 90B-class submarines, previously developed by France.”
This marked a strategic shift in Pakistan’s procurement preferences and highlighted
Ankara’s growing credibility in delivering advanced maritime platforms.

The most ambitious collaboration to date has been the MILGEM-class corvette
programme, signed in 2018. Under this agreement, Tiirkiye’s ASFAT (Military
Factory and Shipyard Management Corporation) committed to co-producing
four corvettes for the Pakistan Navy, with two being built in Tiirkiye and
two at the Karachi Shipyard, alongside a comprehensive technology-transfer
arrangement.”! These ships, equipped with modern sensor suites and weapons
systems, are optimised for multi-domain operations and reflect a shift toward more
sophisticated defence co-production models. The launch of the first corvette,
PNS Babur, in Istanbul in 2021, followed by the launch of PNS Badr in Karachi
in 2022, symbolised the strategic nature of this partnership.”” Two corvettes
have already been delivered under the project, and the remaining vessels— PNS
Khaibar, launched in November 2022 in Istanbul, and PNS 7arig, the fourth and
final corvette, launched at Karachi Shipyard in August 2023— are expected to be
completed by 2025.7> Complementing these efforts, Tiirkiye has also supplied
smaller auxiliary vessels, including ASD tugs and pilot boats, under a $33 million
agreement in 2021 with Pakistan’s Port Qasim Authority.”* These platforms
enhance operational readiness and port security— particularly significant given
Pakistan’s increasing focus on securing its maritime zones in the face of regional
tensions.
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Figure 1 depicts the key milestones outlined above in chronological order,
highlighting the progression of Tiirkiye—Pakistanmaritime cooperation since
2006.

Figure 1. Chronological Overview of Tiirkiye—Pakistan Maritime Cooperation

2006 —¥% DEFENCE AGREEMENT SIGNED TO MEET THE NAVAL NEEDS OF BOTH COUNTRIES

2007 —» PAKISTAN ACQUIRES ITS FIRST VESSEL FROM TURKIYE: PNS ZARRAR

2008 —» PURCHASE OF MRTP-33 ATTACK CRAFT: PNS KARRAR

2012 —» PNS SHAMSHEER PARTICIPATES IN 'MAVI BALINA-12' JOINT NAVAL EXERCISE

2013 —» STM-PAKISTAN DEFENCE MINISTRY SIGN FLEET TANKER CONSTRUCTION AGREEMENT
2014 —» PNS AL4AMGIR (FFG 260) DISPATCHED TO TURKIYE

2016 —» BILATERAL NAVAL EXERCISES FOCUS ON ANTI-AIR WARFARE, COMMUNICATION, JOINT

\—' MANOEUVRES

STM SIGNS $350M DEAL TO MODERNISE AGOSTA 90B-CLASS SUBMARINES

2017 —» TURKISH NAVY JOINS 'AMAN' MARITIME EXERCISES IN THE ARABIAN SEA

2018 — PNS S4/F (FFG 253) PARTICIPATES IN 'MAVI BALINA 2018' EXERCISE

L——— MILGEM-CLASS WARSHIP DEAL SIGNED: 2 TO BE BUILT IN TURKIYE, 2 IN PAKISTAN (TECH
TRANSFER INCLUDED)

2021 —¥%» TWO CONTRACTS SIGNED WORTH $33.46M: TURKIYE TO DELIVER 4 ASDTUGS + 2PILOT

Source: Compiled by the Author

Opverall, Tiirkiye’s maritime engagement with Pakistan reflects a broader strategic
calculus that blends ideological affinity with pragmatic defence cooperation. For
Islamabad, Ankara offers a dependable partner capable of delivering advanced
naval platforms and training without the political constraints associated with
Western suppliers. For Tiirkiye, the relationship with Pakistan serves as a gateway
to the Arabian Sea and a demonstration of its expanding role as a maritime-
industrial actor in the broader Muslim world. As this cooperation deepens, it
signals a growing alignment between two key regional powers seeking to enhance
their strategic autonomy and maritime influence.”

IMPACTS, CHALLENGES, AND STRUCTURAL HURDLES

Despite their multidimensional engagements, economic cooperation remains
the weakest link in the Pakistan—Tiirkiye bilateral relationship. This persistent
shortfall has been a matter of concern for policymakers and economists in Pakistan,
as Pakistan does not feature in Tiirkiye’s list of top ten trading partners, nor does
Tiirkiye appear in Pakistan’s.”® The situation is particularly stark when compared
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to Tiirkiye’s trade with India: despite their frequently strained political relations,
bilateral trade between Tiirkiye and India surpassed US$10.7 bn in 2021-22.77 In
contrast, Pakistan—Tiirkiye trade, even at an all-time high, only reached US$1.4
billion in 2024.78

There have been continuous efforts to unlock the economic potential of this
partnership, including trade agreements and, more recently, a move toward shared
dual citizenship.”” A significant development in this direction was the signing of
a Preferential Trade Agreement (PTA) between the two countries in May 2023.%°
The PTA entails tariff liberalisation on 130 tariff lines by Pakistan and 261 by
Tiirkiye.® However, many economists remain sceptical of the agreement’s long-
term impact, viewing it as overly ambitious in the short term and limited in
scope.

A majorstructural impediment to enhancing trade is the absence of a direct shipping
and logistical route between the two countries.®> As shown in Figure 2, maritime
trade currently requires goods to transit through two critical chokepoints— the
Suez Canal and the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait— rendering it highly susceptible to
broader geopolitical disruptions. This lack of logistical connectivity, combined
with underdeveloped economic ties, continues to constrain the emergence of a
more durable and strategic political alliance between Pakistan and Tiirkiye.

Additionally, the ideological dimension of Tiirkiye’s partnership with Pakistan
should not be overlooked. By consistently supporting Pakistan’s position on the
Kashmir dispute and advocating for the Palestinian cause, Tiirkiye appears to be
positioning itself as a leader of an alternative bloc within the Muslim world— one
that challenges the traditional dominance of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates.*> This ambition was evident during the 2019 Kuala Lumpur Summit,
jointly conceived by Tiirkiye, Pakistan, and Malaysia, which was notably boycotted
by Saudi Arabia and several other prominent member states of the Organisation
of Islamic Cooperation (OIC).3* These developments, combined with Tiirkiye’s
growing alignment with Pakistan and Malaysia, suggest the potential formation
of a Tiirkiye—Pakistan—Malaysia axis. However, for Pakistan, closer alignment
with this emerging bloc requires cautious diplomacy to maintain its strategic and
economic ties with Saudi Arabia and the broader Gulf region®. This balancing
act becomes even more significant as India continues to deepen its relations with

key Arab states, including Saudi Arabia and the UAE. India may seek to leverage
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Tiirkiye’s strained relations with these countries to bolster its own geopolitical
standing in the region.

WAY FORWARD: RECOMMENDATIONS FOR INDIA

In response to Tiirkiye’s expanding naval capabilities and its strategy of projecting
influence into the Indian Ocean region, India must adopt a calibrated and
multidimensional maritime strategy. This should include strengthening strategic
partnerships with key littoral states, enhancing Maritime Domain Awareness
(MDA), and accelerating naval modernisation to safeguard India’s strategic interests
and maintain regional maritime primacy. Multilateral platforms such as the
Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS) and the Indian Ocean Rim Association
(IORA) should be further leveraged to institutionalise regional cooperation and
present a collective front to extra-regional actors.

In addition to bolstering defence and security cooperation in the Indian Ocean,
India should deepen partnerships with states that share converging concerns
about Tiirkiye’s assertive posture—particularly Greece and Cyprus, with whom
India enjoys long-standing diplomatic ties. To counter Tiirkiye’s growing regional
footprint, India mustalso expand its military partnershipsand training programmes
in the Gulf and East Africa while strengthening strategic ties with Gulf states such
as the UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt, whose interests often diverge from Ankaras.
Maritime security must also be reinforced through intensified naval cooperation
with Indian Ocean littoral states and enhanced engagement with NATO navies to
monitor Tiirkiye—Pakistan collaboration in the Arabian Sea.

Simultaneously, to prevent further escalation of diplomatic friction, India must
undertake a serious review of its foreign policy towards Tiirkiye to make it more
national interest-based and transactional. Given Tiirkiye’s overt support for
Pakistan and the currently severed or limited bilateral ties, the government should
institutionalise Track-II dialogue mechanisms— such as the one held in February
2025, the International Conference on India-Tiirkiye Relations: Historical and
Contemporary Perspectives, organised by the Turkish and Indian think tanks SETA
and IDDF India, in partnership with the Embassy of India in Ankara®— to engage
Turkish think tanks, academia, and business communities. This approach would
allow India to maintain influence over elite opinion, gain insight into Tiirkiye’s



68 ADITI THAKUR

strategic thinking, and avoid being sidelined, thereby preventing Ankara from
freely strengthening a hostile nexus in a space created by India’s absence.

CONCLUSION

Tiirkiye’s naval expansion is not merely a reflection of national pride or
technological ambition, but a deliberate strategy aimed at projecting influence.
Through joint exercises, port visits, and defence partnerships with littoral states,
Tiirkiye seeks to enhance its defence-industrial footprint, strengthen its role in
extra-regional security affairs, and position itself as a significant actor in global
maritime security. This strategic shift, underpinned by substantial investments in
advanced naval platforms, reflects Tiirkiye’s growing aspirations to match— if not
directly compete with— the naval capabilities of established global powers such
as the United States and China. By extending its reach into the Indian Ocean,
Tiirkiye is employing its maritime forces not only as instruments of influence but
also as tools for shaping the broader geopolitical landscape, thereby reinforcing its
image as a globally engaged maritime power. Although Tiirkiye does not currently
qualify as a global naval power and its activities may not pose an immediate
threat to India’s objective of obtaining and retaining a favourable geostrategic
maritime position, disregarding its expanding presence could prove strategically
costly. Over time, Tiirkiye’s sustained naval growth may afford it greater leverage
in regional affairs, potentially undermining India’s long-term maritime interests
and ambitions.

Against this backdrop, the deepening strategic and maritime cooperation between
Tiirkiye and Pakistan poses multidimensional challenges to India’s core maritime
goals: safeguarding territorial integrity from sea-based threats, maintaining
regional maritime stability, and securing a favourable geostrategic position in the
Indian Ocean Region. Their growing naval exercises, submarine collaborations,
and joint defence production not only enhance Pakistan’s maritime capabilities
but also symbolise a broader realignment that could tilt the balance of power
in the Arabian Sea. For India, this evolving axis necessitates both vigilance and
strategic adaptation.

Encouragingly, India is already moving to recalibrate its posture. By strengthening
defence and diplomatic ties with Tiirkiye’s traditional rivals— such as Greece
and Cyprus— India is expanding its presence in the Eastern Mediterranean.



TURKIYE IN THE INDIAN OCEAN AND THE TURKIYE-PAKISTAN NEXUS 69

Moreover, India’s emergence as Armenia’s top arms supplier, a development that
has unsettled both Ankara and Islamabad, signals a more assertive and targeted
form of defence diplomacy.”” This multidirectional engagement reflects Indias
shift from a reactive to a proactive maritime strategy. To sustain this momentum,
India must continue leveraging strategic partnerships, invest in naval diplomacy,
and ensure that its maritime neighbourhood remains stable, rules-based, and
favourable to its long-term interests.
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