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India’s ‘Backyard’ Ocean: A Thriving Economic Hub 
 
By Meenakshy Menon 
 
There is a link between security in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) and conservation of the                
global common — the Indian Ocean. Global common is defined as the “domains where the               
Earth’s shared natural resources are found such as the high oceans, the atmosphere, outer              
space and the Antarctic in particular”. The Indian Ocean is considered to be part of the Global                 
commons since it is one of “Earth’s shared water resources” and all the countries have access                
to it. Moreover, it is one of the largest resources of marine and fisheries and has the potential for                   
a thriving blue economy in the Asian region. According to a recent news report, India is seeking                 
out bidders for the construction of warships worth $2 billion in the domestic shipyards. This is                
just the first in a series of steps that would be taken by the Indian government to maintain                  
maritime security around the Indian Ocean.  
 
The Indian subcontinent is situated in the centre of the Indian Ocean which makes it a major                 
player in decision making, mainly in security aspects and maritime cooperation between            
countries surrounding the Ocean. Indian strategists support the idea that the Indian Ocean is              
India’s ‘backyard’, which is a controversial statement in terms of the geopolitical scenario. With              
countries like China in Asia and the US in the Asia-pacific region trying to gain power around the                  
IOR, India claiming to be a potential owner of this global common will eventually lead to conflicts                 
between these countries. Apart from the geopolitical conflicts between the countries, piracy and             
terrorism are some of the other security issues. Therefore, it is the need of the hour for the                  
countries around the IOR to come together to ensure maritime security. By giving importance to               
the security aspect of the IOR, the conservation and protection of its blue economy in this global                 
common also adds to the priority list of the countries.  
 
India is highly dependent on the IOR for its development as 90 per cent of its trade is reliant on                    
merchant shipping and imported sources of energy. In terms of the fishing industry, the amount               
of fish production had increased from 861,000 tons in 1950 to 11.5 million tons in 2010. This                 
means that the Indian Ocean, unlike the other oceans which have limited production due to               
climate change, still contains the capacity to sustain increased production. Unlike the other             
countries that surround the Ocean, the Indian Ocean is vital for India since its lifelines are                
concentrated in the area. Most importantly, India’s freedom of navigation and trade is             
determined by the freedom of the coastal surface. Therefore, this region could prove as India’s               
pathway to rise as a superpower in the Asia-Pacific region.  
 
The recent rise of China as a power in Asia has been a threatening factor mostly to the Indian                   
Ocean littoral states and the US. They are making stable economic gains in the South East Asia                 
by moving their manufacturing base to the ASEAN nations which is profitable for both the               
groups. The South East Asia is a key area since it connects the Indian and the Pacific Ocean.                  
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Recently, China has been building ports around the region which includes the Kyaukpyu Port in               
Mynamar and Chittagong port in Bangladesh in the East, Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka in the                
South, Djibouti Port in the South West and Gwadar Port in Pakistan in the West. The purpose of                  
these ports is to increase the economic connectivity alongside China’s One Belt One Road              
Initiative. This Chinese activity was termed as “String of Pearls” by its competitors and China’s               
rapid expansion in the IOR is said to have a detrimental effect on the littoral states. India, being                  
the country which feels most threatened by this, could combat this by emphasising on its Act                
East Policy to strengthen its relationship with the nations in the Southeast. India and Southeast               
Asia are also connected by other aspects such as trade, culture, language and the Indian               
diaspora. Not to mention, 10.6 per cent of India’s trade comes from the ASEAN countries.               
Moreover, India along with its allies in the Quadrilateral and the Indo-Pacific grouping could help               
play a major role in ensuring a “free, open and inclusive region” and securing India’s part in the                  
Indo-Pacific region. The intended reason for the revival of Quad, as mentioned by strategists, is               
the increasing military settlements by China in the region.  
 
Apart from this, India has been part of cooperations and tie-ups such as India, Maldives, Sri                
Lanka Trilateral cooperation, the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) — an intergovernmental            
organisation that promotes sustainable development within the IOR through its 22 member            
states — and nine dialogue partners. Out of the member states, 19 countries are the littoral                
states of the Ocean. Other cooperations like India Maritime Security Strategy and the Indian              
Ocean Naval Symposium, both initiated by the Indian Navy, provide a platform for discussion of               
maritime cooperation and security issues among IOR littoral state navies.  
 
With more number of countries dependent on the Indian Ocean, there will be an increased               
amount of shipping and trade activities in the region. This would directly accelerate the effects of                
climate change. Man-made climate change is the number one reason for the deterioration of the               
Earth’s natural resources. The health of our oceans is important to achieve the 14th sustainable               
development goal which concerns with the conservation and sustainable use of oceans and             
marine resources. Indian Ocean is known for its abundance of resources; specifically in the              
sectors of “fisheries, sea-bed mining, ocean energy, aquaculture and minerals”. It will be the              
hub for economic activities such as “marine shipping and tourism activities”, which is at the               
centre of the blue economy. As far as the sustainable goals are concerned, the major steps to                 
achieve these goals are seen in the initiatives taken by the Western Indian Ocean (WIO) states                
with the help of the African Union. 
 
There are about 60 million people inhabiting the coastal areas of the WIO and 40 per cent of the                   
resources that they take pride in are fisheries. The WIO states such as Mauritius and Seychelles                
are known for strategies to develop the blue economy. Mauritius is the first country to have a                 
Blue Economy Roadmap which will help in making the country an ocean state by making ocean                
economy as one of its pillars of growth. It is trying to transform into a high income country by                   
2025 through this strategy. Additionally, the Seychelles is working on Seychelles Sustainable            
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Development Strategy 2012–2020 which is important to underpin the development of fisheries            
and marine resources for the development of the country. The country also has launched a Blue                
Economy Strategic framework which has an aim of “implementing the concept of blue economy              
in the national level which will help in integrating the sustainable development goals” as well.               
Most importantly, as the first country to launch the world’s first sovereign blue bond, it has raised                 
$15 million to fund marine and fisheries project, govern the fisheries projects and also fund the                
World Bank’s South West Indian Ocean fisheries governance and shared growth programme.  
 
Moreover, thanks to the sub regional approach of the IORA countries. India seeks to have a “15                 
year vision of consultation process for integrated defense and internal security”, initiated by the              
NITI Aayog. It is high time that India absorbed the maximum potential out of the IOR, as                 
strategically India needs the Indian Ocean for pushing its economic growth trajectory. The Union              
Budget of 2019 mentioned that “connectivity is the lifeline of the economy”, which reflects the               
importance of connectivity between the IOR littoral states and India. Even though India has set               
a goal of $5 trillion economy, with the economic growth in the IOR it may escalate up to $10                   
trillion in the next 10 years.  
 
India lies in a geo-strategic location which helps it to improve the connectivity between the               
littoral states and proves it to be prosperous enough to be at the centre of a wide plethora of                   
resources. However, with resource wealth comes compeititors, and security must be a priority to              
conserve the blue economic hub of the ocean. Thus, there is a connection between the security                
in the IOR and the protection of the global commons. This eventually leads to the conservation                
of the blue economy of the region — a prospective axis for economic activities — which will also                  
help in India’s growth.  
 
Meenakshy Menon is a Research Intern at CPPR-Centre for Strategic Studies. Views            
expressed by the author are personal and need not reflect or represent the views of               
Centre for Public Policy Research. 
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