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AIMS AND SCOPE OF THE JOURNAL
OF INDIAN OCEAN RIM STUDIES
The Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies
(JIORS) is aimed at strengthening research and
academic findings within the Indian Ocean
Region (IOR). The overall aim is to enhance the
understanding of the issues involved related
with the six priority areas as well as Women
Economic Empowerment and the Blue Economy
of the Association. The JIORS aims at providing
a platform for researchers, academics, scholars,
resource persons and practitioners to share their
research findings which would enrich and
enhance stock of knowledge within IORA.
The JIORS is currently seeking research
articles, discussion papers or policy papers on
the following six priority areas of IORA:
• Maritime Safety & Security;
• Trade & Investment Facilitation;
• Fisheries Management;
• Disaster & Risk Management;
• Academic, Science & Technology
Cooperation;

Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies

• Tourism & Cultural Exchanges; and;
The Association focuses on two special crosscutting areas namely:
•

Women's Economic Empowerment;
and

•

The Blue Economy

In keeping with the Charter of IORA, the JIORS
would be established to promote research in:
Understanding of sustained growth and
balanced development of the region and of the
Member States;
Ensuring Capacity Building in the six IORA
priority areas of the Association;
Capacity building to create common ground for
regional economic cooperation;
South-South Cooperation and issues related to
the global economy; and
Matters related to the IORA focus areas of
Women's Empowerment and the Blue
Economy.
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are the common bond of water across the Indian
Ocean and a common commitment to the
prosperity and sustainable economic growth of
the region.

FOREWORD
I am pleased to learn that Prof. V. N. Attri, Chair
in Indian Ocean Studies (CIOS), has been
successful in bringing the Special Issue of the
Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies (JIORS) on
the Indo Pacific on the eve of the sixth Indian
Ocean Dialogue, to be held on 13 December
2019, in New Delhi, India. This Special Issue of
the Journal is very timely as IORA is articulating
its position on the Indo Pacific construct.
IORA is the apex regional organisation of 22
member states and 10 dialogue partners, of the
Indian Ocean Region (IOR) and committed to
balanced growth by promoting regional
economic cooperation which is manifested in six
of its priority areas and two cross cutting focus
areas. Over the last five years, three Ministerial
Conferences on the Blue Economy were held in
Mauritius, Jakarta and Bangladesh respectively;
and I do hope that the Indo Pacific construct will
provide opportunities as well as some
challenges in sustainably using the ocean
resources.
Sustainable Development and balanced
regional stretching from South Africa in the west,
running up the eastern coast of Africa, along the
Gulf to South and Southeast Asia, ending with
Australia in the east. IORA stands committed to
work for a peaceful and prosperous Indian
Ocean rim. This membership reflects the
remarkable diversity of the Indian Ocean region.
Countries range from small island-countries,
such as Comoros and Seychelles, to G20
members such as India, Indonesia and
Australia. What unites this noteworthy diversity
Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies

As the third largest ocean woven together by
trade routes, commands control of major sealanes carrying half of the world’s container ships,
one third of the world’s bulk cargo traffic and two
thirds of the world’s oil shipments, the Indian
Ocean remains an important lifeline to
international trade and transport. Home to nearly
2.7 billion people, member states whose shores
are washed by the ocean are rich in cultural
diversity and richness in languages, religions,
traditions, arts and cuisines. IORA countries
vary considerably in terms of their areas,
populations and levels of economic
development. Despite such diversity and
differences, these countries are bound together
by the Indian Ocean. 80% of the Indian Ocean
is open ocean and includes nine large marine
ecosystems.
Coral
reefs
cover
c.
2
200,000 km (77,000 sq mi). The coasts of the
Indian Ocean includes beaches and intertidal
zones covering 3,000 km2 (1,200 sq mi) and
246 larger estuaries. In terms of the variety of
species, Indian Ocean is richer than the other
oceans. This indicates enormous possibilities of
new emerging ocean industries in the Indian
Ocean Region with the help of collaboration and
cooperation with the countries of the Indo Pacific
construct.
I hope that this Special Issue of the JIORS on
Indo Pacific will generate an academic and
research-oriented momentum in the discussions
and deliberations among the researchers and
policy makers in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR)
and beyond, among the relevant stakeholders in
the Indo Pacific Ocean. I congratulate Prof. V. N.
Attri and his team for their relentless efforts in
bringing this Special Issue on Indo Pacific well in
time.
H.E. Ambassador Dr. Nomvuyo N. Nokwe
Secretary-General,
Indian Ocean Rim Association
hq@iora.int
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the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) along with Small
and Developing Island States (SIDS) within
IORA.

MANAGING EDITOR FOREWORD
The Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies
(JIORS) is moving towards the direction where
very soon will be able to bring quarterly issues
of the Journal. I am happy to share with you the
Volume 2 Issue 2 October-December 2019
(Special Issue on Indo Pacific). The relevance of
this Special Issue lies in the fact that in the CSO
meeting, in October 2018, in Durban, South
Africa, the reference to Indo Pacific was made
and it was decided to have IORA Position on
Indo-Pacific which is under process.
The objective of the special issue is to generate
momentum among the scholars, researchers
and policy makers in the Indian Ocean Region
(IOR) to begin to think about the relevance,
importance and implications- economic, social,
environmental as well as strategic for the Indian
Ocean Region (IOR).
Indo Pacific, sometime known as the Indo West
Pacific or Indo Pacific Asia, is a biographic
region of the earth’s seas – is also a distinct
marine realm. The term especially useful in
Marine Biology – having high species richness
found nowhere in other oceans – the composite
marine richness of Indo Pacific is vital for
optimization of oceanic resources; promoting
science-based policy making; enhancing
Science, Technology and Innovation oriented
reasoning in the Indo Pacific construct which is
highly relevant for IORA.
The Indo Pacific construct will also provide
momentum to trade and investment inflows,
infrastructure development, enhancing skills and
improving capacity building as well as sharing
best practices of the experiences in trade and
financial liberalization, better understanding of
fiscal imbalances, and national debt problems of
Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies

The economic potential of Indo Pacific is
enormous, and it may be mega-regional
groupings in the world in future. This aspect of
Indo-Pacific construct needs further research so
that the mechanisms of integration of IORA with
Indo Pacific may be evolved, based on
inclusivity, free and open sea lanes of
communication (SLOCs), rule-based system
and adherence to the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).
The seven articles in the issue discusses the
historical and cultural, geo-strategic, geoeconomic, and geo-political aspects of the Indo
Pacific construct. Hope this issue will initiate the
process of better understanding of the concept
of Free and Open Indo Pacific (FIOP); capable
of bringing peace and prosperity around the
globe by optimum utilization of marine
resources; and achieving the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by
2030. This Special Issue of the JIORS will be
soon available online on the IORA website.
The CIOS expresses his gratitude to Dr. N.
Nokwe, IORA Secretary General, for her
continuous support and visionary leadership.
We are thankful to the Editorial Board of the
JIORS and the authors who have contributed to
this special issue. Without their timely
contribution, the special issue would not have
been published on the eve of the sixth Indian
Ocean Dialogue (IOD). The CIOS is thankful to
Ms. Madvee Jane Moteea, Research Assistant
to the CIOS and his team Mr. Sun Veer Moollye
and Ms. Daniella Smit. Thanks are due to Mr.
Mr. Navin Rughoonundun and Ms. Anishta H.
Parsotim.
The issue is before the readers of the Indian
Ocean Region (IOR) and it is hoped that it will
help in their understanding about the different
aspects of the Indo Pacific construct.
Prof V.N Attri
Editor in Chief and Managing Editor
Chair in Indian Ocean Studies
Indian Ocean Rim Association
vn.attri@iora.int
vi
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THE TWO OCEANS WORLDVIEW
THE INDO-PACIFIC AS AN EMERGING GEOSTRATEGIC CONSTRUCT
AND THE IMPLICATIONS FOR AFRICA AND THE INDIAN OCEAN
REGION
Prof Anil Sooklal1, Mr Dave Malcomson2 and Mr Jaimal Anand3

ABSTRACT
Based on the analysis presented in this paper, it would be accurate to argue that the Indo
Pacific-as we envision it today- is essentially a construct born of the nations of the South. It
is therefore within our immediate and strategic purview, as nations of the South to initiate a
dialogue and build a narrative that is both inclusive and relevant.
Keywords: Indo-Pacific, Asia-Pacific, Two Oceans Strategy, Postcolonial, Sustainable
Development

1.

INTRODUCTION

The Indo-Pacific concept, on one level, is simply expanding the Asia-Pacific notion to reflect that India,
with its Look East–Act East policy, has become an economic and strategic actor in a larger maritime
theatre. In practical terms. It has meant a modestly enhanced military role to the ‘pivot’ or ‘rebalance’ of
the Obama administration stretching it from Asia-Pacific to India, itself only a modest extension of longstanding US policy toward the Asia-Pacific.
The idea of the Asia Pacific reflects World War II definitions and maps that were in developed in the
context of the Japanese air and sea battles after Pearl Harbour. The Indo Pacific centralises the Indo
Pacific with the Indian Ocean as a Region as opposed to the IORA for example. It is at this point that
Africa is part of and joins with the defined region. However, ASEAN and APEC are central to these
organisations.

Prof Anil Sooklal- Deputy Director-General Asia Middle East, IORA Focal Point, Department of International Relations and
Cooperation, South Africa, responsible for both bilateral and Regional Organisation. Current Sherpa for BRICS, IBSA, and
from 2016 to 2019 the G20. Wide range focus on Asia Africa Solidarity and has participated in all the afore mentioned
organisations since their inception after 1994.
2 Mr Dave Malcomson-Chief Director Regional Organisation, Department of International Relations and Cooperation, South
Africa, including BRICS, IBSA, IORA FOCAC at high level interactions and engagements, professionally rooted in issues of
African development.
3 Mr Jaimal Anand, Research Branch Asia Middle East, Department of International Relations and Cooperation, South Africa,
Focus on geo-political and strategic developments including IORA, BRI, Eurasia and Indo Pacific. Focus on developmental
issues and builds analysis on security assessments.
1

Facts and opinions published in the Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies (JIORS) express solely the opinions of the
respective authors. This in no way represents the views of IORA. The Authors are responsible for their citing of sources and
the accuracy of their references and bibliographies. The editors cannot be held responsible for any lacks or possible violations
of third parties’ right.
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The United States (US) concerns about China’s emergence is becoming less benign. The concerns by
US policymakers and foreign policy specialists predated the arrival of Donald Trump to the White House.
Since China began its economic reform policies in 1979, the US had not anticipated the growth spurt and
development of Chinese influence globally. This may have triggered the US to drive the security elements
of the Indo Pacific.
That said, it is important to note that Indonesia, and not the US is critical to the development of the
framework, and the earliest record of a strategic approach was formulated in the Two Oceans Strategy
articulated by Mohammed Hatta in 1953. Joko Widido. In 2014 mimicked this thinking with Indonesia
maritime strategy in respect of the two oceans.

1.1

Pre-History

Anthropological studies show that human migrations occurred in the Pacific in prehistoric times. About
3000 BC, the Austronesian peoples on the island of Taiwan mastered the art of long-distance canoe
travel and spread themselves, and their languages south to the Philippines, Indonesia, and maritime
Southeast Asia; west towards Madagascar; southeast towards New Guinea and Melanesia (intermarrying
with native Papuans); and east to the islands of Micronesia, Oceania and Polynesia.4
China’s interaction with the ‘eastern seas’ is recorded in the tale of Xu Fu who was born in 255 BC in Qi,
an ancient Chinese state. He served as a court sorcerer in Qin Dynasty in China. He was sent by Qin Shi
Huang to the Eastern Seas on two occasions to seek the elixir of life. His two journeys occurred between
219 BC and 210 BC. It was believed that the fleet included 60 barques, around 5,000 crew members,
3,000 men and women, and craftsmen of different fields. After he embarked on a second mission in 210
BC, he never returned.5
The Indian cultural sphere or “Indosphere” are the countries and regions in South and Southeast Asia
that were historically influenced by Indian culture. The term Greater India is used to encompass the
historical and geographic extent of all political entities of the Indian subcontinent, and the regions which
are culturally linked to India or received significant Indian cultural influence.6
The South East Asia countries have in varying degrees been transformed by the influence of the cultural
and institutional elements of India. Since around 500 BC, Asia's expanding land and maritime trade had
resulted in prolonged socio-economic and cultural stimulation and diffusion of Hindu and Buddhist beliefs
into the region's cosmology, in particular in Southeast Asia and Sri Lanka.7
It is now a matter of fact that the people of Asia have traversed Pacific Ocean since prehistoric times.
The Pacific was named by Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan during the circumnavigation of the
world in 1521, he encountered favorable winds and calm seas while sailing through the Pacific Ocean.
Magellan called it Mar Pacífico, which in both Portuguese and Spanish means "peaceful seas.

Stanley, David (2004). South Pacific. David Stanley. p. 19.
Liu, Hong. The Chinese Overseas: Routledge Library of Modern China. Published by Taylor & Francis, [2006] (200
6 Kenneth R. Hal (1985). Maritime Trade and State Development in Early Southeast Asia pp65
7 Fussman, Gérard (2008–2009). "History of India and Greater India". La Lettre du Collège de France (4): 24–25
4
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The German geopolitical analyst Major Karl Haushofer first used the term Indo Pacific in the 1920s in his
academic work called "Indopazifischen Raum". Since then, intermittently, many analysts sought to
describe the 'geo-economic' connect between the Indian and Pacific Oceans.8
1.2

The World Ocean/ Global Ocean

The idea of a single ocean has existed in one form or another on Earth for centuries, and the notion dates
back to classical antiquity in the form of Oceanus. The contemporary concept of the World Ocean was
coined in the early 20th century by the Russian oceanographer Yuly Shokalsky to refer to the continuous
ocean that covers and encircles most of Earth.
Based on this, the number of principal oceanic areas have been charted for legal, navigational and
geographical purposes. The World Ocean is then divided into the Atlantic Ocean, Arctic Ocean (or the
sea of the Atlantic), Indian Ocean, Pacific Ocean, and Southern Ocean. These demarcations were
defined by the International Hydrographic Organization (IHO) in 2000. In turn, oceanic waters are
interspersed by many smaller seas, gulfs, and bays. 9
The Pacific Ocean is the largest and deepest of Earth's oceanic divisions. It extends from the Arctic
Ocean in the north, to the Southern Ocean toward Antarctica in the south. This southern region is within
South Africa’s direct purview and is further reinforced by Asia and Australia in the west, with the Americas
in the east (for SA it’s the other way around).
The notion of the World Ocean is important in making geostrategic calculations, the understanding of the
Oceanic terrain from a scientific perspective is important, and locating ourselves in that terrain is crucial.
The Pacific Ocean is the largest ocean, Australia and Asia, and the Americas. The Pacific Ocean meets
the Atlantic Ocean south of South America at Cape Horn, the Atlantic Ocean in turn meets the Indian
Ocean at the Cape Agulhas in South Africa.
The Indian Ocean is the third largest washing the shores of India, the Arabian Peninsula, and Southeast
Asia in Asia, and between Africa, Asia and Australia in the east. Importantly, the Indian Ocean then joins
the Pacific Ocean to the east, near Australia.
The Arctic Ocean joins the Atlantic Ocean near Greenland and Iceland and joins the Pacific Ocean at the
Bering Strait. The Arctic Ocean is partially covered in sea ice, the extent of which varies according to the
season. The Southern Ocean remains a proposal, and is dominated by the Antarctic current, and is the
second smallest of the five named oceans.
South Africa’s unique, strategic location is well placed to examine the seas and oceans from a One World
Ocean or a Global Ocean perspective. To realise this, the IORA becomes crucial in reaching out to the
Pacific through the various existing partnerships in the ocean space. Consolidating South Africa and
Africa’s role and global position is primary to laying out a strategic, African narrative on the Indo Pacific.

Karl Ernst Haushofer, Lewis A Tambs, Ernt J Brehm. An English translation and analysis of Major General Karl Ernst
Haushofer's Geopolitics of the Pacific Ocean: Studies on the relationship between Geography and History. (Lewiston, N.Y,
Edwin Mellen Press: 2002)
9 Rosenberg, Matt (May 1, 2005). "Do You Know the World's Newest Ocean?". ThoughtCo. Retrieved December 16, 2017.
8
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2.
2.1

POST COLONIAL 20TH CENTURY HISTORY
Africa Asia Solidarity and the Indian Ocean

The Two Oceans Strategy or worldview was originally proposed by Mohamed Hatta, Indonesia’s post
liberation Prime Minister, Foreign Minister and confidant of President Sukarno.
In 1953, Mohamed Hatta penned an essay entitled Indonesia’s Foreign Policy 10 which was probably the
first post-colonial strategic framework for International cooperation and development across the Indian
and Pacific Ocean’s, this document was revived and remains central to President Joko Widodo’s
internationalism, and Indonesia’s maximisation of Indonesia’s strategic and tactical regional advantage.
It is both appropriate and accurate to recognise Mohamed Hatta from the African perspective, and more
so the South African perspective. The generation of leaders in the 1950’s played an integral role in hosting
and coordinating the first Africa Asia Solidarity Summit in Bandung, Indonesia 1955. The post liberation
context, within the broader Cold War reality was crucial in forging notions of solidarity among the nations
of the South. The seeds of a united and formidable new world order, based on solidarity, multilateralism,
cooperation, mutual respect and the agenda of the so called Third World during the Cold War were
starting to germinate.
The most significant outcome of the Bandung conference was the formation of the Non-Aligned
Movement in Belgrade from 1-6 September 1961. This history is important, as it is intertwined with the
destinies and the solidarity between Africa and Asia, the Indian Ocean as a region and now with the
revival of the idea of the Indo Pacific.
The afore mentioned 20th Century developments set the stage for the 21 st Century analysis on the Indo
Pacific, early in the 20th Century. In this context, and in addition to the geo economic analysis scholars
began to observe the 'security dimensions and linkage between the two Oceans. In the 21 st century, the
term was revived in an authoritative work authored by Gurpreet Khurana, which was carried, as early as
the January 2007 issue of the Strategic Analysis journal (Routledge/ IDSA) titled "Security of Sea Lines:
Prospects for India-Japan Cooperation".11
Prime Minister Shinzō Abe, in his speech to the Indian Parliament in August 2007, brought to attention
"Confluence of the Indian and Pacific Oceans" as "the dynamic coupling as seas of freedom and of
prosperity" in the "broader Asia".12
From 2010 onwards, the term Indo-Pacific joined the lexicon of the Indian government. The term has
increasingly developed as part of the strategic, and high-level government leadership in Australia, Japan
and the US. However, Australia’s Defence White Paper, 2013 was the first to bring the notion to the fore.

Hatta, M, Indonesia’s Foreign Policy, Foreign Affairs, April 1953
Khurana, Gurpreet S. , (2007) 'Security of Sea Lines: Prospects for India-Japan Cooperation', Strategic Analysis, Volume
31, No. 1, pp. 139–153
12https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/pmv0708/speech-2.html
10
11
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3.

THE INDIAN OCEAN AND THE PACIFIC

The emergence of the Indo-Pacific as a concept, a discursive notion that is altering the visual perception
of the world as we have known it since the end of the World War II.
For Africa and South Africa, our strategic location, among the seas and continents of the world, requires
our further attention. The last time that this level of interest was shown in the Indian Ocean Region was
during the age of colonisation. The lessons that we have learned from history are critical, the balance of
forces must be monitored closely and our foreign policy positions must be coordinated and managed in
line with those assessments.
(i)

Geographically the use of the term Indo Pacific, as opposed to Asia Pacific is strategically inclusive
of Africa. The East Coast of Africa and the Indian Ocean have interacted globally for centuries, the
Indian Ocean Rim and the Pacific Rim countries act as a ‘bonding agent’ between the Pacific and
the Indian Ocean region;

(ii)

The above mentioned is illustrated with the number of Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA)
member states that are also member of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)
organisation and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Within the APEC we have
Australia, Singapore, Thailand, Indonesia and Malaysia. In ASEAN we have the same without
Australia. When we include the IORA (Asia Pacific) dialogue partners namely, the United States,
Japan, China and South Korea, notwithstanding Russia’s absence from the IORA, we have a very
important mix of states, with all major global powers fully represented;

(iii)

With the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the India and Japan Asia Africa Corridor initiative the Indo
Pacific will gradually be gaining the attention of the global community from both a security and
economic perspective;

(iv)

These developments are critical to South Africa, as access to the Atlantic and Indian oceans as
well as the America’s, Asia and Europe are accessible through the strategic location of the Cape
Agulhas. The IORA brings South Africa and Africa in contact with the Pacific, with South Africa’s
bilateral partnerships in the Indian and Pacific Oceans we form part of a frontier that we have yet
to explore in respect of its potential benefits.

(v)

Maritime safety and security is central to maintain and secure a Zone of Peace, Development and
Prosperity in the Indian Ocean, and the larger ocean space. The reality of great power rivalries will
surely impact on the securitisation of the region. As both the IORA and Africa, we do not welcome
insecurities. Economic development, and the African Union’s Agenda 2063 secures Africa’s
development agenda as an apex priority.

3.1

The Economic Terrain Pacific Rim

Many of the countries surrounding the Pacific Ocean have helped to create an economic miracle that has
become associated with the Pacific Rim.
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The Pacific Rim countries includes countries bordering the Pacific Ocean from North and South America
to Asia to Oceania, in the immediate vicinity of the Indian Ocean Rim is Australia, Cambodia, China (Hong
Kong, Taiwan) Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, the Philippines, Singapore,
South Korea, Thailand, and Vietnam with all the key regional formation within reach.
In 1944 the political scientist and geographer N.J. Spykman published a theory about the "rim" of Eurasia.
He proposed that the control of the rimland, as he called it, would effectively allow control of the world.
Now, more than fifty years later we can see that part of his theory holds true since the power of the Pacific
Rim is quite extensive.13 Joining with the Indian Ocean Rim, the economic future may be exponential.
Most of these countries have experienced major economic change and growth to become components
of an economically integrated trade region. Raw material and finished goods are shipped between Pacific
Rim states for manufacture, packaging, and sale.
To maximise the advantages and potential of Asia’s development and growth in the last twenty years,
Africa will work with Asia, both as bilateral partners as well as within key forums like the IORA, the AU,
APEC, BRICS, ASEAN and the BRI.
The United States, China, India, Japan and the ASEAN states make up the key engines of growth and
development in the region and the world at large. After the Unites States, China is the second largest
economy in the world, and is expected to grow at 6-6.3% in 2019.
Various structures and formations exist in the South Asia region with a view to improve connectivity and
infrastructure development including BIMSTEC, BCIM, BBIN; ASEAN; the India-Japan Asia Africa
Growth Corridor, as well as Chinas Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
ASEAN as a grouping, can be read as the 7th largest economy in the world, with a combined GDP of
$2.6trillion in 2018, and is projected to be the 3rd largest in 2050. India’s GDP in 2018 was at USD2.6
trillion, United Kingdom at USD2.4 trillion, France at USD2.3 trillion, Brazil at USD1.7 trillion, Russia at
USD1.5 trillion, and Australia at USD1.2 trillion.
According to the World Bank the following key trends are expected to continue;14
China’s ongoing policy-guided slowdown, combined with the high stakes trade war with the United States
will lead to 6.2 percent growth in 2019 and 2020, down from 6.6 percent in 2018. Despite the downward
trend the value of the GDP in 2018 was at nearly 16 trillion USD, with a purchasing power parity of over
23 trillion USD in 2018, this is extremely high in relative terms. 15 Growth in Indonesia and Malaysia is
projected to remain unchanged in 2019, while growth rates in Thailand and Vietnam are expected to be
slightly lower in 2019. In the Philippines, a delay in approving the 2019 national government budget did
not have a positive impact on GDP growth in 2019, but growth is anticipated to stabilize in 2020. Growth
prospects among the smaller economies in Asia Pacific remain favorable. Through BRI and other regional

Harm de Blij: Why Geography Matters Study Guide Steven Alan Samson (2006)
http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/eap/publication/east-asia-pacific-economic-update
15 http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/eap/publication/east-asia-pacific-economic-update
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investments, infrastructure projects are expected to accelerate growth throughout the region. Myanmar’s
economy is well managed in the short term, with proposed structural reforms that are expected to support
growth in the medium term.16
Growth is expected to pick up in Papua New Guinea in 2019 as the economy recovers from a catastrophic
earthquake in 2018. Growth in Fiji is projected to continue to rise, albeit at a more tempered pace as
reconstruction efforts near completion in the aftermath of tropical cyclones. Small Island Developing
States (SIDS), in the Pacific and the Indian Ocean are yet to fully realise their potential.
The World Bank classifies by the eleven Pacific Island countries that are members of the bank and have
a combined population of about 2.3 million people, scattered across an area equivalent to 15% of the
globe’s surface.17
The main feature in the regional blocs creating the Indo Pacific will be the structural reforms in the medium
term – increasing productivity, boost competitiveness, create better opportunities for the private sector,
and strengthen countries’ human capital. The intensification of some risks also highlights the need for
continued investments on social assistance and insurance programs to protect the most vulnerable, the
report argues. Today, developing EAP has the lowest social assistance coverage among the poorest
twenty percent of the population than any other developing region. The United Nations Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) 14, to conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources
for sustainable development, are central to the economic benefits that the SIDS could leverage
However, for the Pacific Island Countries and the America’s it is crucial to ensure debt sustainability.
Pacific Island public debt is relatively low, however structural factors such as modest long-term economic
growth prospects, high vulnerability to natural disasters, and high costs for public services and
infrastructure, place the Pacific Island countries at high risk of long term debt accrual.
In 2017 the World Bank launched Pacific Possible, a comprehensive study which projected 25 years
ahead, to quantify the potential opportunities and significant challenges for the region, focusing on: i)
climate and disaster resilience, ii) deep-sea mining, iii) health and non-communicable diseases, iv)
financing for development, v) labor mobility, vi) tourism and tuna fisheries.
For South Africa and Africa, the regional economic indicators, and our key priority areas create
opportunity for cooperation in a multitude of areas. The AU Summit on 6-8 July 2019 finalised the
membership of 54 African States to the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) which would unite
1.3 billion people, create a $3.4 trillion market;18
In line with this, it is important to isolate key areas linked both to the IORA priorities as well as the broader
developmental agenda. We can therefore propose the following key areas of possible cooperation, these
are listed below;

16http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/eap/publication/east-asia-pacific-economic-update
17
18

https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/pacificislands/overview
https://au.int/en/happening/72
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-

Sustainable Development
Infrastructure
Investment Facilitation
Energy
Digital Economy
Financial Systems
Blue Economy

Like the IORA, these sectors are also inclusive of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’), the
rights of Women, Youth and vulnerable groups and Maritime Safety and Security especially on illicit
criminal and extremist linked movements.
Policy recommendations, to the IORA, and these six key priority areas will help address some of the
structural causes of economic mediocrity, realising growth potential and interacting organizationally with
the ASEAN, China and India. Maximizing opportunities with China, Japan, Russia, the United States,
Australia and other strategic regional actors will be paramount.
Conclusion
At the Shangri-La Dialogue in 2018, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi pronounced on India’s position
on the Indo-Pacific by saying that. In India’s definition of the Indo-Pacific, it “stands for a free, open,
inclusive region, which embraces us all in a common pursuit of progress and prosperity. It includes all
nations in this geography as also others beyond who have a stake in it.”
He added that India fully supports the centrality of ASEAN and emphasises inclusivity with South East
Asia as a core area in the region, “India does not see the Indo-Pacific region as a strategy or as a club
of limited members. Nor as a grouping that seeks to dominate. And by no means do we consider it as
directed against any country.”
For South Africa this is fundamental, to write off the Indo Pacific as a theoretical or conceptual point is
flawed, the idea has a long-established pedigree. From Mohamed Hatta’s vision of a two-ocean world
view, to Joko Widodo’s adoption of the strategy. The world is poised for a radical rethink of geography
especially correcting the distortions created in the post-World War II era.
The IORA is central, both as regional neighbour and friend, the Indian Ocean Region vs The Indian Ocean
Rim is simply a matter of organisational distinctions, i.e. not all Indian Ocean states are members of the
IORA. That said the Indian Ocean remains the key area of engagement across the Pacific, members of
the IORA and the region are represented on all the key formations mainly the APEC and the ASEAN, this
is to our advantage.
South Africa shares a unique geostrategic role in the geography, politics and economics of the World
Ocean it is unavoidable for SA and the continent to ignore these developments in respect of regional and
global trends. The IORA adds to this fray a new dimension of engagement.
South Africa must formulate a clear posture and vision on the Indo Pacific. A vision that potentially brings
Africa in line with current centre of the global gravity. Analysing the balance of power is crucial, in an age
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of power rivalries resembling the colonial mode of operation in the region, IORA and Africa is obliged to
reflect on our role, and build a narrative and dialogue supporting this role
The One World Ocean is not an alien or ‘flat earth’ concept, beyond the legal boundaries, there is really
no scientific separation among our oceans and seas. This is important for South and Southern Africa, we
are the only region that does not border is the Pacific, however the Indian Ocean brings us in closer and
direct in proximity to the Pacific and reduce the distance among nations.
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INDO-PACIFIC CONSTRUCT: EVOLVING AN IORA’S PERSPECTIVE IN TERMS OF
STRATEGIC REGIONAL ECONOMIC COOPERATION
Prof. V.N. Attri1
Abstract
The main objective of this paper is to evolve an IORA’s perspective in terms of enhanced
economic cooperation in the emerging Indo Pacific construct. The focus of IORA needs to
be on the regional economic cooperation to achieve Sustainable Development and balanced
growth in the region for the prosperity of the people in the Indian Ocean Region; Sustainable
Blue Economy; combating the issue of Illegal, Unreported and Unreported Fishing (IUU) and
promoting Fourth Industrial Revolution which comprise of disruptive technologies and trends
such as the Internet of Things (IoT), robotics, virtual reality (VR) and artificial intelligence (AI)
which are changing the way we live and work; and achieving the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) 2030 by focussing on Science, Technology and Innovation (STI)
as a transformative power through North-South, South-North, and South-South cooperation
which comes under the umbrella of Indo Pacific construct. The paper concludes IORA needs
to strengthen its mechanisms of promoting trade liberalization in goods and services;
intellectual property rights; trade and investment facilitation; and harmonization of standards
and custom rules and regulations in order to be competitive in relation to other regional
groupings such as APEC, ASEAN, CPTPP and BIMSTEC etc.
Keywords: Indo Pacific construct, Maritime Safety and Security, United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) 2030, Science, Technology and Innovation (STI)
1.0 Introduction
The paper focuses on exploring the possibilities of economic cooperation including trade and investment,
maritime cooperation, Blue Economy and connectivity in the Indo-Pacific region from the viewpoint of
IORA; keeping in view its objectives of promoting regional economic cooperation for peace and prosperity
in the region. The paper highlights the four main issues related with the Indo-Pacific concept: “(i) the
distinction between the IORA and the Indian Ocean as a region needs to be clarified when Indo-Pacific
concept; (ii) APEC is the leading organization which already encompasses the Indo-Pacific, however,
IORA should also look at its relationship with ASEAN which incorporates many of the Indo-Pacific states;
(iii) Australia, Singapore and India (IORA Member States) and the USA (an IORA Dialogue Partner) are
favoring the concept of “a free and open Indo-Pacific from the West Coast of the USA to the West Coast
of India.”
Prof. V. N. Attri is Chair in Indian Ocean Studies (CIOS) at Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA), 3rd Floor, Tower 1,
NeXTeracom Building, Cybercity, Ebene, Republic of Mauritius.
1
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respective authors. This in no way represents the views of IORA. The Authors are responsible for their citing of sources and
the accuracy of their references and bibliographies. The editors cannot be held responsible for any lacks or possible violations
of third parties’ right.
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“But to date, IORA and Africa have been missing from this discussion; (iv) the zone of peace, stability
and development in the Indian Ocean is critical to the IORA and must form part of the agenda when
engaging the concept of the Indo-Pacific, the IORA must actively formulate an agreed upon position in
respect of the Indian Ocean as a region; the quadrilateral security dialogue (the Quad) established in
2004 and again revived in 2017; and Djibouti Code of Conduct which have been adopted by 20 littoral
countries of Southern and Eastern Africa and the Arabian Peninsula in January 2009; which was further
amended in Jeddah in 2018.” However, to date IORA and Africa have been missing from this discussion.
He also pointed out the Zone of Peace, Stability and Development in the Indian Ocean which is critical
to the IORA and must form part of the agenda when engaging the Concept of the Indo–Pacific. IORA
must actively formulate and agreed upon position in respect of the Indian Ocean as a region. Finally, he
informed participants that IORA could consider the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue concept, known as
“the Quad” and the Djibouti Code of Conduct.”2 During the discussions held in the Strategic Workshop,
several important questions were raised related with the Indo-Pacific concept such as: Is Indo-Pacific
political construct or economic construct? How to bridge political construct with economic construct? Or
is it the concept of marine biology covering reason from East Coast of Africa to West Coast of Africa?
How to integrate various forums such as Pacific Island Forum (PIF) established as the South Pacific
Forum (SPF) in 1971; Forum for India–Pacific Islands Cooperation (FIPIC); Asia Pacific Forum etc. In
addition to this, many other points were also raised during the discussion such as engaging of other
international organizations in Indo-Pacific region such as ASEAN, African Union (AU), and Pacific Islands
Forum (PIF); it was emphasized that the importance should be given to prioritize our engagements with
other organizations and to define the book ends of the Indo-Pacific region.
The IORA Strategic Planning Workshop, held on 9-10 April 2019, Flic-en-Flac, Mauritius, in Session Two,
discussed the Indo Pacific Concept. Two issues were addressed namely (i) some existing concepts of
Indo Pacific and (ii) engagement with relevant international organizations. The outcomes and
recommendations were related to the following: IORA needs to formulate its own views of the Indo-Pacific
concept and IORA’s role; the Indian Ocean Rim Academic Group (IORAG) and the CIOS to undertake a
study on Indo-Pacific concepts and determine how IORA fits in; IORA to consider hosting a conference
on IORA’s role within the Indo-Pacific at the IOD; IORA needs to strengthen its engagement with other
International Organizations in Indo-Pacific region, such as: ASEAN, APEC, African Union (AU), Pacific
Islands Forum (PIF), Indian Ocean Commission (IOC), the European Union (EU) and the Commonwealth.
The main objective of IORA is to promote Sustainable Development and balanced growth in the Indian
Ocean Region (IOR) through regional economic cooperation. Indo-Pacific is a greater and powerful
region than IORA int terms of land area, population, and Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (size); but IORA
is vital as it is an organization of 22 Member States and 9 Dialogue Partners of which USA, UK, Japan,
France, South Korea, and China are major players in Indo-Pacific. In terms of regional groupings, APEC,
ASEAN, SAARC, BIMSTEC, GCC, PIF, SADC, COMESA, etc. seems to be a part of Indo-Pacific
construct- How to define our relationships with these regional groupings in terms of our development
agenda is a major issue for deliberations among the Member States. Secondly, what are the attributes
of a cooperative and collaborative architecture of IORA and what is the role for Dialogue Partners in this
architecture?
Paper on Indo-Pacific presented by Mr Timothy Walker, Senior Researcher, Peace Operations and Peacebuilding of Institute
for Security Studies (ISS), Pretoria South Africa
2
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2.0 Origin of the term ‘Indo-Pacific’
The term Indo-Pacific as a geopolitical framework came into existence in 2006 when India and Japan
began sharing strategic assessments; although academically, the origin of the term goes back to the
International Symposium held in Pune, India from 19-21 December 1978.3 If we view Indo-Pacific as a
biographic region, the use of the term goes back to 1758 and 1828. 4
2.1 Definition of Indo-Pacific
According to Wikipedia, the Indo-Pacific is commonly referred to as the Indo-West Pacific or Indo-Pacific
Asia. The Indo-Pacific region is defined as “a biogeographic region of Earth’s seas, comprising the
tropical waters of the Indian Ocean, the western and central Pacific Ocean, and the seas connecting the
two in the general area of Indonesia. It does not include the temperate and polar regions of the Indian
and Pacific oceans, nor the Tropical Eastern Pacific, along the Pacific coast of the Americas, which is
also a distinct marine realm.”5 The Indo-Pacific spans over the Indian Ocean, the western and central
Pacific Ocean, and the seas connecting the two in the general area of Indonesia.6
This geographic description of the Indo-Pacific is used in the fields of marine biology, ichthyology (a
branch of zoology pertaining to fish science) and other related fields. The Indo-Pacific region has an
exceptionally high species richness, including 3000 species of fish, compared with around 1200 in the
next richest marine region, the Western Atlantic, and around 500 species of reef building corals,
compared with about 50 species in the Western Atlantic.7 The bio-geographic conceptualisation of IndoPacific seems to be the most relevant in the context of optimum utilization of resources from the oceans
under Sustainable Blue Economy and especially in the context of Indian Ocean Region (IOR).
In order to avoid ambiguity related with the concept of Indo-Pacific, let us begin with a hypothesis stating
that “Is Indo-Pacific -an enlarged curve?” as it leads to a composite view of Indo-Pacific encompassing
all the regional economic groupings within IORA as well as other regional economic groupings in Indian
and Pacific oceans.8
In order to evolve “Indo-Pacific” concept from the viewpoint of IORA as a point of discussions, we need
to understand the different versions of Indo-Pacific concept. Different countries in Indo-Pacific region
have articulated their own version of Indo-Pacific. Recently, on 23 June 2019, ASEAN has come up with
the ‘ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific’ focusing on the centrality of ASEAN in the Indo-Pacific concept.
Prior to this, on 1 June 2019, the Department of Defense of US has produced the ‘Indo-Pacific Strategy
3 The proceedings of this symposium were published in the form of a book entitled “Recent Advances in Indo-Pacific Prehistory:

Proceedings
of the International Symposium Held at Poona, December 19-21, 1978”, edited by V.N. Misra and Peter Bellwood, and published in 1985 3.
The book presents a rich account of industrial, agricultural and mining activities in the Indo-Pacific.
4 See Lavery SD, Farhadi A, Farahmand H, Chan T-Y, Azhdehakoshpour A, et al. (2014) Evolutionary Divergence of Geographic Subspecies

within the Scalloped Spiny Lobster Panulirus homarus (Linnaeus 1758. PLoS ONE 9(6): e97247. p.1, doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0097247;
See Schofield, P.J. (2009), Geographic extent and chronology of the invasion of non-native lionfish (Pterois volitans [Linnaeus 1758] and
P. miles [Bennett 1828]) in the Western North Atlantic and Caribbean Sea, Aquatic Invasions (2009) Volume 4, Issue 3: 473-479
DOI 10.3391/ai.2009.4.3.5
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Pacific
6 https://ceoworld.biz/indo-pacific/
7 https://ceoworld.biz/indo-pacific/
8 Indo-Pacific as an enlarged curve is the view of the CIOS based on the geo-political, geo-strategic, geo-economic and geo-biographic
discussions available on the various studies on Indo-Pacific.
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Report’ stating that “The United States is a Pacific nation and has a natural and enduring interest in the
Indo-Pacific. For more than 70 years the United States, along with our like-minded allies and partners,
has helped underwrite a stable security environment that allowed the people, economies, and nations in
the Indo-Pacific to rise and prosper. Our vision for a free and open Indo-Pacific encompasses values
shared by our allies and partners in the region – one that emphasizes upholding a foundation of mutual
respect, responsibility, transparency, and accountability. As great power competition returns, we will
continue to invest, act, and orient ourselves to ensure that the principled international order from which
all countries in the region benefit endures. To uphold a free and open Indo-Pacific, we will base our
outreach and activities in the region on our strong alliances and partnerships. We will also enhance our
posture and presence while building the capabilities of like-minded countries, as we promote a networked
and more integrated region, engage our burgeoning set of partners, and invest for the future.” 9 It is to be
pointed out here that USA, Japan, Australia and India (through undertaking naval exercises in
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, QSD known as QUAD which was initiated in 200710 by Japan, USA,
Australia and India. The dialogue was paralleled by joint military exercises of an unprecedented scale,
titled Exercise Malabar.
Before going in to the details of geostrategic and geo-economic content of the concept; it will be
appropriate to discuss in brief the geography of Indian Ocean as well as Pacific Ocean and also to
examine the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and Nature Conservancy divide of the Indo-Pacific into three
realms (or sub-realms). This may help in evolving an over-arching approach to Blue Economy, ocean
governance issues related with climate change and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to be
achieved by 2030.
2.2 Indian Ocean
The Indian Ocean is the third largest body of water in the world, covering about 20% of the Earth’s water
surface. It is bounded on the north by Southern Asia (including the Indian subcontinent, hence its name);
on the west by the Arabian Peninsula and Africa; on the east by the Malay Peninsula, the Sunda Islands,
and Australia; and on the south by the Southern Ocean. It is separated from the Atlantic Ocean by the
20° east meridian running south from Cape Agulhas, and from the Pacific by the 147° east meridian. The
northernmost extent of the Indian Ocean is approximately 30° north latitude in the Persian Gulf. This
ocean is nearly 10,000 kilometres (6,200 mi) wide at the southern tips of Africa and Australia; its area is
28,400,000 mi², including the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf.
The ocean’s volume is estimated to be 70,086,000 mi3. Small islands dot the continental rims. Island
nations within the ocean are Madagascar (formerly Malagasy Republic), the world’s fourth largest
island; Comoros; Seychelles; Maldives; Mauritius; and Sri Lanka. Indonesia borders it.
The ocean’s importance as a transit route between Asia and Africa has made it a scene of conflict.
Because of its size, however, no nation had successfully dominated most of it until the early 1800s

Department of Defense (01 June 2019), Indo-Pacific Strategy Report, p. 53, Available online at <
https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jul/01/2002152311/-1/-1/1/DEPARTMENT-OF-DEFENSE-INDO-PACIFIC-STRATEGY-REPORT2019.PDF>
10 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quadrilateral_Security_Dialogue
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when Britain controlled much of the surrounding land. After World War II, the ocean has been dominated
by India and Australia.11

Figure 1 showing countries in the Indian Ocean12
2.3 Pacific Ocean
The Pacific Ocean is the largest and deepest of Earth’s oceanic divisions. It extends from the Arctic
Ocean in the north to the Southern Ocean (or, depending on definition, to Antarctica) in the south and is
bounded by Asia and Australia in the west and the Americas in the east.
At 63,800,000 square miles in area (as defined with an Antarctic southern border), this largest division of
the World Ocean—and, in turn, the hydrosphere—covers about 46% of Earth’s water surface and about
one-third of its total surface area, making it larger than all of Earth’s land area combined. The centres of
both the Water Hemisphere and the Western Hemisphere are in the Pacific Ocean.
The equator subdivides it into the North Pacific Ocean and South Pacific Ocean, with two exceptions:
the Galápagos and Gilbert Islands, while straddling the equator, are deemed wholly within the South
Pacific. Its mean depth is 4,000 meters (13,000 feet) The Mariana Trench in the western North Pacific is
the deepest point in the world, reaching a depth of 10,911 meters (35,797 feet). The western Pacific has
many peripheral seas.
The 42 sovereign nations bordering the Pacific Ocean are: Australia, Brunei, Cambodia, Canada, Chile,
China, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, Guatemala,
Honduras, Indonesia, Japan, Kiribati, North Korea, South Korea, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Mexico,
11
12

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indian_Ocean
http://www.yourchildlearns.com/online-atlas/indian-ocean-map.htm
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Nauru, Nicaragua, New Zealand, Palau, Panama, Papua New Guinea, Peru, Philippines, Russia,
Samoa, Singapore, Solomon Islands, Taiwan, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Tonga, Tuvalu, United States,
Vanuatu, Vietnam.
The territories bordering the Pacific Ocean are: American Samoa (US), Baker Island (US), Clipperton
Island (France), Cook Islands (New Zealand), Coral Sea Islands (Australia), Easter Island (Chile), French
Polynesia (France), Guam (US), Hong Kong (China), Howland Island (US), Jarvis Island (US), Johnston
Island (US), Kingman Reef (US), Macau (China), Midway Atoll (US), New Caledonia (France),
Niue (New Zealand), Norfolk Island (Australia), Northern Mariana Islands (US), Palmyra Atoll (US),
Pitcairn Islands (UK), Tokelau (New Zealand), Wallis and Futuna (France) and Wake Island (US).13

Figure 2 showing island countries in the Pacific Ocean 14
2.4 World Wildlife Fund (WWF) conceptualisation of the Indo-Pacific in terms of marine provinces
The relevance of this conceptualisation is of paramount importance in view of the growing interest of the
countries in the Indian Ocean as well as Pacific Ocean to implement the Blue Economy in order to
generate productive employment and increase the rate of growth of Gross Domestic Product (GDP). The
Indo-Pacific region is becoming important in terms of geo-economic and strategic sense. Whether
economic interests precede before the strategic interests or strategic interests determine the economic
interests in the region, may be a point of discussions and deliberations.
The World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and Nature Conservancy divide the Indo-Pacific into three realms (or
sub realms), and each of these into a number of marine provinces such as (1) Central Indo-Pacific; (2)
Eastern Indo-Pacific); (3) Western Indo-Pacific.15
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pacific_Ocean
https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/which-island-countries-are-located-in-the-pacific-ocean.html
15 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Pacific
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1. Central Indo-Pacific: The Central Indo-Pacific includes the numerous seas and straits
connecting the Indian and Pacific oceans, including the seas surrounding the Indonesian
archipelago (with the exception of Sumatra’s northwest coast, which is part of the Western IndoPacific), the South China Sea, the Philippine Sea, the north coast of Australia, and the seas
surrounding New Guinea, western and central Micronesia, New Caledonia, the Solomon
Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji, and Tonga. The Central Indo-Pacific, due in part to its central location at
the meeting of two oceans, has the greatest diversity of corals and mangroves.
2. Eastern Indo-Pacific: The Eastern Indo-Pacific surrounds the mostly volcanic islands of the
central Pacific Ocean, extending from the Marshall Islands through central and southeastern Polynesia to Easter Island and Hawaii.
3. Western Indo-Pacific: The Western Indo-Pacific covers the western and central portion of the
Indian Ocean, including Africa’s east coast, the Red Sea, Gulf of Aden, Persian Gulf, Arabian
Sea, Bay of Bengal, and Andaman Sea, as well as the coastal waters surrounding Madagascar,
the Seychelles, Comoros, Mascarene Islands, Maldives, and Chagos Archipelago.
3.0 Evolution of the concept of Indo-Pacific
The term ‘Indo-Pacific’ became increasing used since 2011 especially in the global strategic and
geopolitical discourse. The first usage of the term date back to the 1920s when the German
geopolitician Karl Haushofer first used it in his academic work called “Indopazifischen Raum.” Since then,
scholars have tried to describe the ‘geo-economic’ connect between the Indian and Pacific Oceans.
However, in the contemporary context, beginning the 2000s, analysts began to observe the ‘security’
linkage between the two Oceans. In this context, the term was first used in an article authored by Gurpreet
Khurana, which was carried in the January 2007 issue of the Strategic Analysis journal (Routledge/ IDSA)
titled “Security of Sea Lines: Prospects for India-Japan Cooperation”. In the article, the term ‘Indo-Pacific’
refers to the maritime space stretching from the littorals of East Africa and West Asia, across the Indian
Ocean and western Pacific Ocean, to the littorals of East Asia. Following this usage, Japan’s Prime
Minister Shinzō Abe, used the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ in his speech to the Indian Parliament in August 2007
that talked about the “Confluence of the Indian and Pacific Oceans” as “the dynamic coupling as seas of
freedom and of prosperity” in the “broader Asia”. As he spoke about the confluence of the two seas, he
said “The Pacific and the Indian Oceans are now bringing about a dynamic coupling as seas of freedom
and of prosperity. A ‘broader Asia’ that broke away geographical boundaries is now beginning to take on
a distinct form.”16
As from 2010, the term Indo-Pacific acquired salience within the Indian government and has since been
used often by India’s apex political leadership. From about 2011 onwards, the term has been used
frequently by strategic analysts and high-level government/ military leadership in Australia, Japan and
the US to denote said region. “The reason the term Indo-Pacific acquired salience since 2010 was India’s
growing economic and security engagement with Southeast Asia, west and east of the Malacca Strait,
and India’s deepening security arrangements with other liberal democracies like Australia, Japan and the

16"Confluence

of the Two Seas" Speech by H.E. Mr. Shinzo Abe, Prime Minister of Japan at the Parliament of the Republic of India (August
22, 2007), Accessed at < https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/pmv0708/speech-2.html>
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United States. It also reflects the growing Chinese maritime appearance in the Eastern Indian Ocean,
South China Sea and Western Pacific.”17
However, a formal/ official documented articulation of the term first appeared in Australia’s Defence White
Paper, 2013.18 In 2013, US officials have begun using the term “Indo-Asia Pacific”. This enabled America
to maintain its geographic inclusiveness in the new coinage of ‘Indo-Pacific'. The term's profile was raised
when it found mention in the joint statement issued by the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and
United States President Donald Trump after the former's state visit to the White House on 26 June 2017.
"As responsible stewards in the Indo-Pacific region, President Trump and Prime Minister Modi agreed
that a close partnership between the United States and India is central to peace and stability in the region.
In marking 70 years of diplomatic relations between India and the United States, the leaders resolved to
expand and deepen the strategic partnership between the countries and advance common objectives.
Above all, these objectives include combatting terrorist threats, promoting stability across the Indo-Pacific
region, increasing free and fair trade, and strengthening energy linkages".19

TABLE 1: MATRIX SHOWING SALIENT FEATURES OF MAJOR STAKEHOLDERS IN INDOPACIFIC CONSTRUCT
COUNTRY/
REGIONAL
ORGANISATION

SALIENT FEATURES OF INDO-PACIFIC CONSTRUCT

ASEAN Outlook on the Indo- The brief, five-page, final document of the ASEAN Outlook on the IndoPacific (AOIP)
Pacific (AOIP) , which was released in conjunction with the ASEAN Summit
held in Thailand during its chairmanship of the grouping, represents the first
official and publicly disclosed version of ASEAN’s view on the Indo-Pacific
concept.

“The Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean regions are amongst the most dynamic
in the world as well as centres of economic growth for decades. As a result,
these regions continue to experience geopolitical and geostrategic shifts.
These shifts present opportunities as well as challenges. On the one hand,
the economic growth of the region opens up possibilities of cooperation to
alleviate poverty and elevate living standards of millions of people. On the
other hand, the rise of material powers, i.e. economic and military, requires
avoiding the deepening of mistrust, miscalculation, and patterns of
behavior based on a zero-sum game.

Scott, D. (2012), India and the Allure of the ‘Indo-Pacific’, International Studies 49(3&4), p. 2 Accessed at
<https://dscottcom.files.wordpress.com/2017/03/india-indo-pacific-allure.pdf>
18 http://www.defence.gov.au/whitepaper/2013/docs/WP_2013_web.pdf
19 Joint Statement - United States and India: Prosperity Through Partnership (27 June 2017) Accessed at <https://mea.gov.in/bilateraldocuments.htm?dtl/28560/United_States_and_India_Prosperity_Through_Partnership>
17
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ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific envisages ASEAN Centrality as the
underlying principle for promoting cooperation in the Indo-Pacific region,
with ASEAN-led mechanisms, such as the East Asia Summit (EAS), as
platforms for dialogue and implementation of the Indo–Pacific cooperation,
while preserving their formats. Furthermore, ASEAN may also seek to
develop, where appropriate, cooperation with other regional and subregional mechanisms in the Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean regions on
specific areas of common interests to complement the relevant initiatives.

Consistent with decades of ASEAN’s role in developing and shaping
regional architectures in Southeast Asia and beyond, and with ASEAN’s
norms and principles as contained in the ASEAN Charter and other
relevant ASEAN documents, ASEAN Outlook on the Indo Pacific
envisioned by ASEAN consists of the following key elements: o A
perspective of viewing the Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean regions, not as
contiguous territorial spaces but as a closely integrated and interconnected
region, with ASEAN playing a central and strategic role; o An Indo-Pacific
region of dialogue and cooperation instead of rivalry; o An Indo-Pacific
region of development and prosperity for all; o The importance of the
maritime domain and perspective in the evolving regional architecture.

Areas of cooperation include: Maritime Cooperation, Connectivity, UN
Sustainable Development Goals 2030 and Economic and Other Possible
Areas of Cooperation which focusses on: South-South Cooperation
(including South - South Triangular Cooperation /SSTC), Trade Facilitation
and Logistics Infrastructure and Services, Digital Economy and the
facilitation of cross-border data flow, Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises,
Science, Technology Research and Development, and Smart
Infrastructure, Climate Change and Disaster Risk Reduction and
Management, Active ageing and innovation, Deepening economic
integration, ensuring financial stability and resilience, as well as
strengthening and promoting trade and investment by supporting the
implementation of the ASEAN Economic Community Blueprint 2025 and
other free trade agreements including the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP), Cooperation on preparing for the Fourth
Industrial Revolution, including by facilitating the sharing of experiences
and expertise on ways to benefit from, and address challenges of, the
digital revolution, Development of private sector, including Micro, Small
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and Medium Enterprises, can also be further explored to enable their
participation in the regional and global value chains .”20

Australia

Australia perceives itself as key to the Indo-Paciﬁc concept, long before the
concept gained traction. Its Defence White Paper of 2013 is the ﬁrst-ever
‘ofﬁcial’ articulation of the concept in the contemporary times. Australia
defines the ‘Indo–Pacific’ as the region ranging from the eastern Indian
Ocean to the Pacific Ocean connected by Southeast Asia, including India,
North Asia and the United States. The stability of the Indo–Pacific region,
which has underpinned its economic transformation, cannot be assumed.
The Government of Australia will promote an open, inclusive and
prosperous Indo–Pacific region in which the rights of all states are
respected. The Indo–Pacific encompasses our most important economic
partners and its dynamism supports economic growth in Australia, creating
jobs and increasing standard of living.
To support a balance in the Indo–Pacific favourable to our interests and
promote an open, inclusive and rules-based region, Australia will also work
more closely with the region’s major democracies, bilaterally and in small
groupings. In addition to the United States, our relations with Japan,
Indonesia, India and the Republic of Korea are central to this agenda.
Australia will remain committed to working with Papua New Guinea, other
Pacific island countries and Timor–Leste to support their economic growth
and governance, and to strengthen cooperation. The Government is
delivering a step change in our engagement with Pacific island countries.
This new approach recognises that more ambitious engagement by
Australia, including helping to integrate Pacific countries into the Australian
and New Zealand economies and our security institutions, is essential to
the long-term stability and economic prospects of the Pacific.
Australia will intensify work on global issues with the countries of the Indo–
Pacific, including to ensure multilateral institutions are focusing on the
region by continuing close cooperation with Japan on issues such as WMD
proliferation and UN reform; working more closely with China in response
to global challenges; and Australia is also committed to ensuring
multilateral processes and institutions factor the interests of Pacific island
countries into decision-making.21

Link to the full document is available online at <https://asean.org/storage/2019/06/ASEAN-Outlook-on-the-IndoPacific_FINAL_22062019.pdf>
21
Government
of
Australia,
2017
Foreign
Policy
White
Paper,
<file:///C:/Users/media.IORA/Downloads/2017_foreign_policy_white_paper.pdf>
20
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“We want a rules-based system that respects the sovereignty and the
independence of every single country and a commitment then to regional
security that is always the precondition for prosperity.” – Prime Minister of
Australia, Scott Morrison, address at the APEC CEO Summit November
17, 2018

India

The first current Indian usage of the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ was by Gurpreet
Khurana (2007) from outside government, who specifically linked the term
to vigorous trade flows and possible military conflict. In terms of Indian
engagement in the region, the Indo-Pacific term fits easily into India’s
existing geopolitical formulations, combining as it does the Look South
(Indian Ocean) and Look East (Pacific Ocean) settings used in India’s
‘extended neighbourhood’ framework (Scott, 2009). This extended
neighbourhood framework is one where interests are there to be gained,
maintained, and defended by India.
The main catalyst for the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept was the growing strategic
convergence between India and Japan on many regional and global
issues. Prime Minister Modi’s speech at the Shangri La Dialogue in
2018 clearly indicates the geographical swath of India’s conceptualization
of the Indo-Pacific to stretch from Africa to Americas, thereby covering the
entire Indian and Pacific oceans, in tandem with that of Japan. Prime
Minister Modi emphasized that the in this “strong multi-polar world order”,
“an important pillar of […] is our shared vision of an open, stable, secure
and prosperous Indo-Pacific Region.”22
Further afield, India and Australia have moved together in a partnership
described by the two governments as common interest “in the maintenance
of stability and security through the Indian-Pacific region” (India-Australia,
2012). India increasingly explains its partnership with the US in Indo-Pacific
terms. India’s simultaneous strengthening of bilateral links with Japan and
with the US, coupled with strengthening Japan–US relations, has led to an
India–Japan–US trilateral formation.
Admittedly, the role of China, and response to China by India, in the IndoPacific remains an open question; but then, we come back to the general
feature that a noticeable degree of China-centric soft balancing in the Indo-

Prime Minister’s Keynote Address at Shangri La Dialogue (June 01, 2018), Accessed at <https://www.mea.gov.in/SpeechesStatements.htm?dtl/29943/Prime+Ministers+Keynote+Address+at+Shangri+La+Dialogue+June+01+2018>
22
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Pacific region has come from India and some other countries, even as they
try to also engage within an overall strategic hedging.23
Indo-Pacific Regional Dialogue initiated by India
Indo-Pacific Regional Dialogue (IPRD) - 2019
The second edition of Indo-Pacific Regional Dialogue (IPRD) - 2019 was
held on 05 and 06 March 2019 at the Manekshaw Centre, New Delhi. The
idea of an annual IPRD was first conceptualised and conducted in 2018,
as the apex level conference of the Indian Navy, organised by the National
Maritime Foundation (NMF) as the Navy’s Knowledge Partner. The
objective was to provide a platform to focus attention on the Indo-Pacific,
as a maritime geographical-entity, while deliberating aspects of great
relevance to regional geopolitics. The permanent theme was the Review of
India’s opportunities and challenges in the Indo-Pacific region. This
dialogue examined five fresh themes: (i)Practical solutions for achieving
cohesion in the region through maritime connectivity; (ii) Measures to attain
and maintain a free-and-open Indo-Pacific; (iii) A regional approach to the
region’s transition from a ‘Brown’ to a ‘Blue’ economy; (iv) Opportunities
and challenges arising from the maritime impact of ‘Industry 4.0’; and (v)
How the twin conceptualisations of ‘SAGAR’ and ‘SAGARMALA’ might best
be made mutually-reinforcing on a regional level. Policy-makers from
thirteen countries of the Indo-Pacific — Australia, Bangladesh, Canada,
China, Indonesia, Israel, Japan, Seychelles, Singapore, South Korea, Sri
Lanka, the United Kingdom, and the United States of America attended this
event.24
Singapore

Singapore and India conducted the year 2018’s iteration of the SingaporeIndia Maritime Bilateral Exercise (SIMBEX) from November 10 to 21, and
they also held the third iteration of the India-Singapore Defense Minister’s
Dialogue on November 20 in Visakhapatnam in India.
The interactions spotlighted both the overall significance of the bilateral
relationship for both sides as well as the increasing regional importance of
India-Singapore defense ties as well. On the former, some of the
developments were more incremental, be it the expansions of exercises
or the renewal or inroads made on agreements. For instance, SIMBEX,
which was at its 25th iteration this year in the Andaman Sea and Bay of
Bengal, saw close to 30 participating assets from the Republic of

Scott, D. (2012), India and the Allure of the ‘Indo-Pacific’, International Studies 49(3&4), p.1-24 Accessed at
<https://dscottcom.files.wordpress.com/2017/03/india-indo-pacific-allure.pdf>
24 https://vajiramias.com/current-affairs/indo-pacific-regional-dialogue-iprd-2019/5c7baf301d5def14e565dc08/
23
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Singapore Navy (RSN) and the Indian Navy (IN), the largest number of
assets from both navies thus far.
India and Singapore are already close bilateral and regional partners and
their defense relationship has been gradually growing over the past few
years, with the inking of the Defense Cooperation Agreement (DCA) in
November 2015 and the convening of the first Singapore-India Defense
Ministers’ Dialogue (DMD) in June 2016.
Indonesia

According to the Indonesian Foreign Minister, countries must together
develop a framework of cooperation in Indo-Pacific. Various countries have
already proposed initiatives of Indo-Pacific cooperation. While all views are
important and can enrich regional cooperation, Indonesia is of the view that
the initiatives have created a rare opportunity for synergy. In implementing
its vision, Indonesia has also promoted several inherent key principles for
Indo-Pacific cooperation. They include an emphasis on ASEAN centrality,
openness, transparency, inclusivity and respect for international law, to
enhance mutual trust, respect and benefit.

The realization of such a vision is undertaken through a two-pronged
approach. First, Indonesia must continue strengthening ASEAN-led
mechanisms — particularly the East Asia Summit (EAS). Second, we will
continue to bridge and connect these mechanisms with other non-ASEAN
regional mechanisms in the Indo-Pacific region.25
USA

“In 2017, President Trump announced our nation’s vision for a free and
open Indo-Pacific at the APEC Summit in Vietnam, and our commitment to
a safe, secure, prosperous, and free region that benefits all nations. This
vision flows from common principles that underpin the current international
order, which has benefited all countries in the region – principles we have
a shared responsibility to uphold: (i) Respect for sovereignty and
independence of all nations; (ii) Peaceful resolution of disputes; (iii) Free,
fair, and reciprocal trade based on open investment, transparent
agreements, and (iv) connectivity; and, (v) Adherence to international rules
and norms, including those of freedom of navigation and overflight.
The American vision for an open Indo-Pacific is one that promotes
sustainable growth and connectivity in the region. This means all nations
enjoy access to international waters, airways, and cyber and space
domains, and are able to pursue peaceful resolution of territorial and
maritime disputes. On an economic level, this means fair and reciprocal

25

https://www.thejakartapost.com/academia/2019/03/20/insight-time-to-deepen-indo-pacific-cooperation.html
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trade, open investment environments, and transparent agreements
between nations.”26
The U.S. approach to the Indo-Pacific focuses on three vital areas:
economics, governance, and security which focuses on Enhancing Shared
Prosperity; Partnerships for Prosperity; Building Momentum in Energy,
Infrastructure, and Digital Economy; Growing Economic Partnerships
through APEC; Strengthening People-to-People Connections;
Championing Good Governance and Civil Society; Ensuring a Peaceful
and Secure Regional Order; The Indo-Pacific Strategy Report (IPSR) of
USA.
The Indo-Pacific Strategy Report (01 June 2019) is the first document of its
depth on the strategic megaregion referred to as the Indo-Pacific, which in
the U.S. conception ranges from the western coast of India to the west
coast of the United States. The “Indo-Pacific” concept has now been part
of the U.S. policy repertoire since at least late-2017, when former U.S.
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson leveraged the concept in a speech on U.S.India relations. Apart from its Asian-based partners, the U.S. wants to
closely cooperate with the UK, France, and Canada in the Indo-Pacific as
well, with the end result being that a multitude of bilateral relationships is
being leveraged by America to its grand strategic ends. Naturally, it makes
sense for the U.S. to “weave together these partnerships with a purpose”
in creating what it describes as a “networked security architecture” that
amounts to the multilateralism of these separate relationships.27
Japan

In August 2016, Prime Minister Abe announced his vision for “Free and
Open Indo-Pacific” in his keynote address at TICAD VI held in Kenya. A
key for stability and prosperity of the international community is dynamism
that is created by combining “Two Continents” : Asia that is rapidly growing
and Africa that possesses huge potential of growth; and “Two Oceans” :
Free and open Pacific Ocean and Indian Ocean: Develop a free and open
Indo-Pacific region as “international public goods”

Department of Defense, (June 1, 2019), The Department of Defense Indo-Pacific Strategic Report Preparedness, Partnerships, and
Promoting a Networked Region, p. 3-4, Accessed at < https://media.defense.gov/2019/May/31/2002139210/-1/1/1/DOD_INDO_PACIFIC_STRATEGY_REPORT_JUNE_2019.PDF>
27 Korybko A., (June 2019), The Pentagon’s “Indo-Pacific Strategy Report” Is All About Containing China, Available online at <
https://www.globalresearch.ca/u-s-indo-pacific-strategy-report-all-about-containing-china/5679332>; Office of the Spokesperson,
Washington, DC (November 2018), Fact Sheet Advancing a Free and Open Indo-Pacific Region, Available online at
<https://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2018/11/287433.htm>; Panda, A. (2019), The 2019 US Indo-Pacific Strategy Report: Who’s It For? The
new Indo-Pacific Strategy Report brings little new to the table, Available online at < https://thediplomat.com/2019/06/the-2019-us-indopacific-strategy-report-whos-it-for/>; Savin L. (June 2019), The Pentagon’s New Strategy For The Indo-Pacific Region, Available online at
< https://orientalreview.org/2019/06/05/the-pentagons-new-strategy-for-the-indo-pacific-region/>
26
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Apart from its own insecurities as an island nation, the reason that Japan
is so clearly united with India and the United States is Japan’s vigilance
against and concerns about China’s rising economic and military
capabilities.28

Three pillars of Japan’s efforts to realize a free and open Indo-Pacific: (1)
Promotion and establishment of the rule of law, freedom of navigation, free
trade, etc; (2) Pursuit of economic prosperity Improve three connectivities;
(3) Commitment for peace and stability: Capacity-building for Maritime Law
Enforcement, Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA), Human Resource
Development; and HA/DR for Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief,
Anti-Piracy, Counterterrorism, Non-Proliferation, Peacekeeping Operations
(PKO).

Prime Minister Abe proactively promotes fundamental principles including
rule of law, freedom of navigation, openness and free trade in the IndoPacific region. Japan promotes quality infrastructure investment in
accordance with international standards, such as “G20 Principles for
Quality Infrastructure Investment”, which includes openness, transparency,
economic efficiency, and debt sustainability.29

“We must ensure that these waters are a public good that bring peace and
prosperity to all people without discrimination into the future.” - Prime
Minister of Japan, Shinzo Abe, policy speech to the 196 th session of the
Diet January 22, 2018

South Korea

In 2019, South Korea has for the first time lent the US Indo-Pacific strategy
some support. This was shown as President Moon visited the US and
stated in his Joint Press Conference on 30 June 2019 that “under the
regional cooperation principles of openness, inclusiveness and
transparency, we have agreed to put forth harmonious cooperation
between Korea’s New Southern Policy and the United States’ Indo-Pacific
Strategy”.
The New Southern Policy (NSP) was announced in 2017; an implicit IndoPacific framework for closer political and economic relations with Southeast
Asia (especially Indonesia) and South Asia (especially India). In such vein,

28 https://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/indo-pacific-strategy-background-analysis-20714
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South Korea became a dialogue partner of the Indian Ocean Rim
Association (IORA) in December 2018.
The priority of dealing with North Korea remains a factor diminishing the
relative importance of the Indo-Pacific in South Korea’s foreign and
defence policy. Nevertheless, South Korea’s economic outreach under the
New Southern Policy (NSP) is apparent, and with it particularly stronger
relations with India. Also apparent is a political and security shift towards
giving some support now to the US Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP)
proposals.30
China

“China has been circumspect about ‘Indo Paciﬁc’ since November 2012,
when the US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton lauded India as an important
player in the Indo-Paciﬁc region. China has not expressed any ofﬁcial
reaction, but its academia (that reﬂects and supports ofﬁcial policy making)
has expressed an enhanced concern, especially after President Trump’s
articulation of the “Indo-Paciﬁc…”. Meanwhile, Beijing has capitalised upon
the Indo-Paciﬁc concept by reinforcing its geo-economic connects with the
IOR countries. Chinese academic literature refers to China’s Maritime Silk
Road (MSR) initiative as “Indo-Paciﬁc with Chinese characteristics”. The
MSR has been augmented lately by the government approval for ‘Hainan
Free Trade Zone and Port’ (to be completed by 2025- 35),which is being
expressed by the Chinese analysts as the ‘Indo-Paciﬁc gateway.31

Indirectly, the Indo-Paciﬁc concept has also enhanced the legitimacy of
Chinese military presence in the Indian Ocean. Chinese academic
literature refers to China’s Maritime Silk Road (MSR) initiative as “IndoPaciﬁc with Chinese characteristics”. The MSR has been augmented lately
by the government approval for ‘Hainan Free Trade Zone and Port’ (to be
completed by 2025- 35), which is being expressed by the Chinese analysts
as the ‘Indo-Paciﬁc gateway’. Indirectly, the Indo-Paciﬁc concept has also
enhanced the legitimacy of Chinese military presence in the Indian
Ocean.”32

In 2018, China announced the inclusion of the region in One Belt One Road
as the “Polar Silk Road” and emphasized its self-declared status as a
“Near-Arctic State.” China is also expanding its engagement and
Scott, D. (July 2019), South Korea’s Indo-Pacific harmonization, Available online at <http://www.natofoundation.org/indo-pacific/southkorea-indo-pacific-harmonization-nato-fondation/>
31
Khurana G. (July 2018), The Focus is on the Indo-Paciﬁc, p. 24-28 in Khurana G and Chauhan, P. (ed) (2019), Maritime Perspectives
2018, National Maritime Foundation, India: New Delhi
32 Ibid.
30
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capabilities in the Antarctic, in particular by working to finalize a fifth
research station, which will diversify its presence across the continent.

Russia

Russia started its “Turn to the East” – a foreign policy re-orientation towards
Asia for more than half a decade earlier. Russia seems to follow very active
policy on “Integration of Integrations” which implies that the existing and
upcoming regional economic groupings such as recently established
Eurasian Economic Union (the EEU) including Russia, Armenia, Belarus,
Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan (2015); Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)
which involved countries as Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan,
Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore and Vietnam (modified
TPP in March 2018) after the withdrawal of USA from the original TPP of
2016.
Russia seems to follow very active policy on “Integration of Integrations”
which implies that the existing and upcoming regional economic groupings
such as recently established Eurasian Economic Union (the EEU) including
Russia, Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Kyrgyzstan (2015); TransPacific Partnership (TPP) which involved countries as Australia, Brunei,
Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore
and Vietnam (modified TPP in March 2018) after the withdrawal of USA
from the original TPP of 2016.33

Koldunova E. (6 May 2019), Russia’s Ambivalence about Indo-Pacific Strategy, Asia Pacific Bulletin, No. 476, Washington, DC: EastWest Center, Accessed online at <https://www.eastwestcenter.org/publications/russia%E2%80%99s-ambivalence-about-indo-pacificstrategy>
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4.0 The key attributes of the Indo-Pacific Region
It is worthwhile investigating this keen interest that has been generated around the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept.
The ‘Indo–Pacific’ construct has gained significant attention globally and is advancing rapidly. Countries
falling in the direct hinterland of the vast Indian and Pacific oceanic expanse are termed ‘IndoPacific countries.’ It is a multipolar region, contributing more than half of the world’s GDP and population.
The motivation for a larger bloc always comes from the sheer size, resources it owns, and, the scope and
size of the economies of scale that it can generate. This is, in fact, a region in which several Asian powers
are once again rising, especially in geo-economic terms.
The Indo-Pacific contributes two-thirds of global growth in gross domestic product (GDP) and accounts
for 60 percent of global GDP. This region includes the world’s largest economies – the United States,
China, and Japan – and six of the world’s fastest growing economies – India, Cambodia, Laos, Burma,
Nepal, and the Philippines.
The attributes of the Indo-Pacific are also highly appealing. The region comprises at least 38
countries that share 44 percent of world surface area and 65 per cent of world population, and account
for 62 per cent of world–GDP and 46 per cent of the world’s merchandise trade.
Indo-Pacific has all ingredients to generate regional trade and investment opportunities, thereby
benefitting the people of the region. However, the region is highly heterogeneous in terms of economic
size and level of development, with significant differences in security establishments and resources. It
also faces complex challenges in terms of economy, security and the environment.
An encouraging attribute of the Indo-Pacific construct is that it is driven by a host of developing countries
and LDCs (least developed countries) and some important developed countries such as Japan, US and
Australia. It is, thus, a near-perfect case of a multipolarity, which not only motivates greater South-South
cooperation but also promotes North-South cooperation. It has several important regional trading blocs,
many of which have implemented free trade agreements (FTAs) in goods and services and some of
which have even been elevated to the Customs Union.
The maintenance of peace, stability and security in, upon and over the seas; unimpeded lawful
commerce; freedom of navigation and overflight and other internationally lawful uses of the oceanic
and air space; and the protection and preservation of marine resources, as well as a sustainable and
responsible fishery–framework, are all critical towards building a regional consensus on maritime security
and cooperation in Indo-Pacific.
5.0 Composite Economic Cooperation View of Indo-Pacific and IORA
The composite view of Indo-Pacific and IORA implies the understanding of the opportunities as well as
challenges arising in terms of geo-economic, geo-strategic and geopolitical as well as geo-marine term
which has wider regional and global implications. The linkage of IORA with Indo-Pacific will bring all these
issues in the forefront. This linkage is better understood if we understand the main objectives of setting
up different regional groupings in the Indo-Pacific region. In context of IORA, the realization of its main
objectives such as sustainable development in Indian Ocean Region (IOR), manifested in terms of its six
priority areas as well as two cross-cutting focus areas, become the most important objective to be
achieved. Another important expectation from this conceptualization may be achieving the Sustainable
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Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030 as well as coping with Industrialization 4.0 so that no one is left
behind.
The understanding of the overlapping character of IORA in terms of regional economic groupings such
as Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical
and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), African Union (AU),
African Integrated Maritime Security (AIMS), South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation
(SAARC), Southern African Development Community (SADC), Common Market for Eastern and
Southern Africa (COMESA), Arab Maghreb Union (AMU), Community of Sahel-Saharan States (CENSAD), East African Community (EAC), Economic Community of Central African States
(ECCAS), Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), African Continental Free Trade Area
(AfCFTA), is also very important in order to have discussions in IORA in context of Indo-Pacific. The
Figure 1 below indicates the relative importance of these regional economic groupings. Indo Pacific
construct as a perspective regional grouping may be the largest mega regional grouping accounting for
64.23% of world’s population; 70.79% of world’s GDP; 58.49% of world’s exports; 59.85% of world’s
imports; 56.33% of world’s exports in services; and 54.94% of world’s imports in services. It covers
55.80% of world’s FDI Inflows; as per available data for the year 2017. The economic potential of the
Indo Pacific construct happens to be enormous and it may lead the global economy into the era of peace
and prosperity through sharing of common confluences of the two oceans.
IORA, as shown in the Figure 3, below, stands at number 4 in terms of population, its share in world
GDP, share in world exports, share in world imports, FDI Inflows and share of world exports and imports
in services. APEC is number 1 followed by CPTPP at number 3; but in terms of population, IORA is
number 3 – indicating its vast market access. Therefore, it is imperative that IORA creates efficient
mechanisms for trade and investment facilitation, liberalization and harmonization of standards, customs
rules and regulations as per decision of the past CSO meetings. This will further enhance IORA’s position
in terms of geo-economic and geo-strategic in the Indo Pacific construct. Figures 4 to 11 from Appendix
A shows the position of Indo Pacific construct in terms of GDP per capita, GDP, exports, imports, export
in services, imports in services, FDI Inflows, and the percentage of Indo Pacific countries in terms of
these economic variables. Figures 12 to 18 shows the relative positions of Indo Pacific, ASEAN, IORA,
SAARC, GCC, APEC, COMESA, SADC, AU, BIMSTEC and CPTPP in terms of all of these variables for
the year 2017.
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Figure 3: Relative Importance of Indo -Pacific Countries compared
to other Regional Groupings in terms of Population (2018), GDP
(2017), Exports and Imports in Services (2017), Foreign Direct
Investment (FDI) Inflows (2017) in millions USD
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Imports (MI) (millions of USD) 2017 59.85 7.60 11.17 2.00 3.18 45.29 0.60 1.12 2.63 3.36 23.85
Exports (TX) (millions of USD) 2017 56.35 2.16 12.62 3.86 2.29 27.11 0.71 0.52 1.66 1.66 26.04
Imports (TI) (millions of USD) 2017 54.94 2.34 12.76 3.56 4.44 28.66 0.67 0.51 2.29 1.22 34.94
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Compiled by CIOS from The World Bank IBRD.IDA Data and UNCTAD Handbook of Statistics 2018
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6.0 Economic Dimensions of the Indo Pacific Construct
In order to understand the implications of perspective economic cooperation under the Indo-Pacific
construct, it is relevant to discuss in brief the state of the global economy in 2019. The latest IMF’s World
Economic Outlook, October 2019, is states that “After slowing sharply in the last three quarters of 2018,
the pace of global economic activity remains weak. Momentum in manufacturing activity, in particular,
has weakened substantially, to levels not seen since the global financial crisis. Rising trade and
geopolitical tensions have increased uncertainty about the future of the global trading system and
international cooperation more generally, taking a toll on business confidence, investment decisions, and
global trade.” […] Global growth is forecast at 3.0 percent for 2019, its lowest level since 2008–09 and a
0.3 percentage point downgrade from the April 2019 World Economic Outlook. Growth is projected to
pick up to 3.4 percent in 2020 (a 0.2 percentage point downward revision compared with April), reflecting
primarily a projected improvement in economic performance in a number of emerging markets in Latin
America, the Middle East, and emerging and developing Europe that are under macroeconomic strain. 52
Further, it concludes that “Across all economies, the priority is to take actions that boost potential output
growth, improve inclusiveness, and strengthen resilience.”53 Along with the weakening of growth, global
investment and trade is also slowing down as shown in the following figures. The analysis in the IMF
World Economic Outlook, October 2019 report, suggest a modest pickup in growth in the first half of 2019
for the emerging market and developing economy group, but it was well below its pace in 2017 and early
2018, that indicates the slowdown in the pace of economic growth during 2017 and 2018. China’s growth
was lifted by fiscal stimulus and some easing of the pace of financial regulatory strengthening initiated in
the second half of 2018. In other emerging economies, growth seems to slow down sharply during the
first half of 2019 due to elevated policy uncertainty. Figure 19, 20, 21 confirms this trend.

52
53

IMF World Economic Outlook, October 2019, p. xvi
IMF World Economic Outlook, October 2019, p. xvii
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Figure 19

Figure 20
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Figure 21

Source: International Monetary Fund (IMF), October 2019, Global Manufacturing Downturn, Rising Trade
Barriers, p. 3

7.0 Identification of the common issues in IORA and Indo-Pacific construct
“Devising a comprehensive strategy for one of the most diverse, complex, and contested regions in the
world is by no means an easy task, and no individual or organization can comprehensively predict the
best ways to grapple with Indo-Pacific strategy in the near future with pinpoint accuracy.”54 The ocean is
a lawless frontier in terms of high ocean whereas within two hundred nautical miles of their coast, the
nations hold jurisdiction; but for many countries in Indian and Pacific oceans- an effective control of these
waters is a practical impossibility due to high cost of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) along with their
Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs). IUU fishing has long plagued the world’s oceans undermining socioeconomic development, food security and national security including human rights. The Working Paper
of World Resources Institute (October 2019), on the “The Scale of Illicit Trade in Pacific Ocean Marine
Resources”, states that “The Pacific Ocean’s six major fishing areas produce about 62 million tonnes of
marine catch per year, but 24 percent of that (15 million tonnes) is unreported. The share of the
unreported catch that is traded illegally (3.7 million–7.2 million tonnes) constitutes about 50 percent of all
marine resources that enter illegal international trading networks. This has far-reaching economic and
social consequences for many developing and developed economies.” Further, the paper analyses “the
costs to Pacific countries of illegal trade in marine resources by looking at the loss in gross revenues from
unreported catch, the impact across the fish value chain (economic impact), the loss to household
Litwin, P. (2019), Next steps for the United States’ strategy in the Indo-Pacific,
<http://pennpoliticalreview.org/2019/08/next-steps-for-the-united-states-strategy-in-the-indo-pacific/ >
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incomes (income impact), and the loss in tax revenues (tax impact). Overall, results indicate that while
the estimated loss in gross revenues to the formal economy is substantial (US$4.3 billion–$8.3 billion per
year), the losses are substantially higher when the economic impact ($10.8 billion–$21.1 billion per year),
income impact ($2.8 billion–$5.4 billion per year), and tax revenue impact ($0.2 billion–$1.6 billion per
year) are considered.”55
Implementing the Sustainable Blue Economy in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) can be one of the
common issues in the Indo Pacific construct. Almost in all the three Blue Economy Ministerial
Declarations, international cooperation as well as the role of the other developed countries including
Dialogue Partners of IORA, which happens to be major stakeholders in the Indo Pacific construct, can
play a major collaborative and cooperative role in boosting economic growth and employment generation
in the Indian Ocean Region.
In addition to this, Indo Pacific construct can also play an important role in promoting accelerated
technological change, Artificial Intelligence, Robotics, Digitalization as well as strengthening of Science
and Sustainability in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) so as to strengthen transformative role of Science,
Technology and Innovation (STI) in ushering prosperity in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR).
The Indo Pacific construct will also help in finding solutions to the global issue of climate change through
identified five ocean-based climate actions: (i) Ocean-based renewable energy; (ii) Ocean-based
transport; (iii) Coastal and marine ecosystems; (iv) Fisheries, aquaculture, and dietary shifts; (v) Carbon
storage in the seabed.56 It is argued in the report that these measures will help to stay the temperature
under a 1.5°C change relative to pre-industrial levels.57
No such estimate are available for Indian Ocean though the IUU has been a serious issue and it has
been discussed in all the IORA’s CSO and COM meetings since 1997, therefore, the Indo Pacific
construct may be relevant and vital for IORA in terms of its objectives; IORA Economic Declaration
(October 2014); Blue Economy Ministerial Conferences (2015, 2017, 2019); Jakarta Concord (March
2017); IORA Action Plan 2017-2021; Abu Dhabi Communique (November 2019) and six priority areas of
IORA to boost economic cooperation in the region.

8.0 Maritime Safety and Security in the Indo-Pacific
According to International Crime Services (ICC) International Maritime Bureau, “119 incidents of Piracy
and Armed Robbery Against Ships have been reported to the IMB Piracy Reporting Centre (IMB PRC)
in 2019, compared to 156 incidents for the same period in 2018. Overall, the 2019 incidents include 95
vessels boarded, 10 vessels fired upon, 10 attempted attacks, and four vessels hijacked. The number of
crew taken hostage through the first nine months has declined from 112 in 2018 to 49 in 2019.” 58 There
were 78 incidents of armed robbery against ships for the period 01 January to 30 June 2019 globally, out
of which Indo-Pacific’s share was 22: Indonesia (11); Malaysia (3); Philippines (3); China (3); India (2)
Konar M., Gray E., Thuringer L., Sumaila U. R, (2019), The Scale of Illicit Trade in Pacific Ocean Marine Resources, Accessed online at
< https://wriorg.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/scale-illicit-trade-pacific-ocean-marine-resources.pdf >
56 Ove Hoegh-Guldberg, (2019), The Ocean as a Solution to Climate Change Five Opportunities for Action, Accessed online at
<https://www.ourdynamicplanet.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/HLP_Ocean_Solution_Climate_Change.pdf >
57 Ibid., p. 9
58 https://www.icc-ccs.org/index.php/1282-maritime-piracy-incidents-down-in-q3-yet-gulf-of-guinea-remains-a-hot-spot
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which is 28.20% of tot total crimes occurred till 30 June 2019. According to the latest quarterly report of
ICC-IMB Piracy and Armed Robbery Against Ships Report from 01 January 2019 to 30 September 2019,
the total number of crimes was 43 out of 119, out of which Indonesia (20); Malaysia (10), Philippines (4);
Singapore Straits (1); China (3); India (3); Vietnam (2) which makes a total of 43 crimes- which is 36.13%
of the total crimes occurred till 30 September 2019- indicating that the number of robbery during the last
three months has increased by more than 8% which implies that maritime safety and security is a great
matter of concern in the Indo-Pacific construct. See Annexure B for more details. Similarly, the research
indicates the strong case for trade and investment, Blue Economy and connectivity in the Indo-Pacific.
We are omitting the details of these aspects due to constraints of being brief and to be point. See Table
2 and Figure 22 in Appendix C.

9.0 Different Perspectives on Indo-Pacific concept
The ‘Indo-Paciﬁc’ idea is thus premised on the need for enhanced geo-economic connectivity between
the Indian and Paciﬁc oceans, shared prosperity, and the attendant need for good order and strategic
stability. It also involves exerting restraining pressures upon disruptive tendencies, of either state or nonstate players. This idea germinated about a decade ago and involved a series of notable events. Amongst
these was the January 2007 Annual Dialogue between the Institute for Defence Studies and Analysis
(IDSA) and the Japan Institute for International Affairs (JIIA). During the discussions, it was noted that
the ‘geo-economic connect’ between the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) and the Western Paciﬁc (PaciﬁcAsia) in terms of the increasing dependence of the East and South-East Asian on the natural resources
of the IOR. Such dependence had begun some decades ago with the growing industrialization of the
economies in Paciﬁc-Asia. However, the ‘security connect’ was a new development. For instance, since
2004, the Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI) was launched by the US to counter the proliferation of
Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD), which operated across the entire maritime swath stretching from
West Asia (Iran and Syria) to North-East Asia (North Korea). During the Dialogue, China’s increasing
geopolitical assertiveness and growing inﬂuence in the IOR was also discussed. A couple of years earlier
in 2005, a US think-tank had reported the ‘String of Pearls’ in the Indian Ocean.
The Japanese were becoming wary of the increasing risks to their geo- economics interests in the IOR.
The Indians were worried over the possibility of a permanent Chinese naval presence in the IOR. Both
were equally anxious over the ﬂuidity of Balance of Power (BoP) in maritime Asia, and how the new
balance would affect their respective strategic interests. The participants, therefore, discussed China’s
strategic vulnerability – its energy lifelines transiting the Indian Ocean. The ‘Indo-Paciﬁc’ idea was an
opportunity to showcase the Indian Navy’s ability choke China’s jugular, and thereby, dissuade its
growing assertiveness. This led to the publication of paper, titled ‘Security of Sea Lines: Prospects for
India-Japan Cooperation’ in IDSA’s Strategic Analyses journal. The paper introduced and explained the
‘Indo-Paciﬁc’ concept, elaborating on the vulnerability of Japan’s Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC).
The aim was ‘strategic communication’; to send a subtle message to China that its own SLOCs could be
targeted if it continued its behaviour of politico-military assertiveness. A few months later in August 2007,
the Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe addressed the Indian Parliament, speaking of the ‘Conﬂuence
of the Paciﬁc and the Indian Oceans dynamic coupling as seas of freedom and of prosperity’. In August
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2016, Shinzo Abe expanded this vision further to ‘free and open Indo-Paciﬁc ‘. The views of the major
players in the Indo Pacific construct are summarized in Table 1 below:
10. CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
On the basis of the above discussion, it is evident that IORA has a bright future in terms of augmenting
its geo-economic and geo-strategic position, being a part of Indo Pacific construct; but for that significant
and fundamental changes are needed to strengthen the existing mechanisms and frameworks within
IORA. The major conclusions of the paper are as follows:
Firstly, in terms of strategic regional groupings, IORA emerges number 4 in terms of population, GDP,
imports, exports, FDI Inflows, and exports in services and imports in services. The main objective of
IORA is to promote Sustainable Development and balanced growth in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR)
through regional economic cooperation. The objectives of other regional groupings are such as to sustain
the growth and development of the region; to ensure positive gains both for the region and the world
economy as a consequence of increasing economic inter dependence, including by encouraging the
flows of goods, services, capital and technology as well as to develop and strengthen the open multilateral
trading system; and greater utilization of their agriculture and industries, studying the problems of
international commodity trade; establishment of a Payment Union; and to promote cooperation in all fields
of human activity as well as promoting research in all fields in particular in Science and Technology (S&T);
to promote and defend peace and security; and to strengthen all major aspect of economy etc. Therefore,
it is the recommended to have wider discussions on the Emerging Pathways of mutually beneficial
regional economic cooperation with the other countries of Indo Pacific region.
Secondly, Indo-Pacific is a greater and powerful region than IORA int terms of land area, population, and
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (size). Indo Pacific concept is vital for IORA as it will like other regional
groupings under the Indo Pacific will play a significant role in strengthening the multilateral trading system
as well as promoting trade and financial liberalization in Indian Ocean Region (IOR). In this context, IORA
needs to come up with its post 2017-2021 Action Plan for the next five years that is Action Plan for 20212025 in terms of trade and investment facilitation, including liberalization of trade, investment and financial
services, people to people contact, digitalization, and maritime safety and security.
Thirdly, one of the six priority areas of IORA has been Maritime Safety and Security (MSS); followed by
Trade and Investment Facilitation (TIF). Keeping in view, the deliberations held on strategic, regional
issues, as reflected in ASEAN and other regional groupings; it is suggested that the deliberations may
be held on the setting up of IORA Regional Forum (IRF) on the pattern of ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF)
in line with ‘ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific’.
Fourthly, IORA needs to deliberate on the implementation of Blue Economy through formulating realistic
projects for the benefit of the region. In this context, it needs to deliberate on commercially viable projects
which may be helpful in setting up new emerging ocean industries as well as re-vitalizing the existing
traditional ocean industries of the Blue Economy.
Fifthly, IORA needs to deliberate on the issues related with Sustainability, climate change, plastic
pollution, sustainable urban development and other related issues in line with other regional groupings
which are part of the wider Indo Pacific construct.
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Sixthly, IORA needs to come up with its own “IORA Outlook on the Indo-Pacific” based on IORA’s main
objectives, its priority areas and IORA Economic Declaration which was adopted in Perth, Australia, on
09 October 2014. IORA needs to deliberate on the attributes of a Cooperative and Collaborative
Architecture within Indo Pacific construct.
The paper paves the way for other scholars to make in depth study of the Indo Pacific construct in terms
of investigating Indo-Pacific as an enlarged curve including geo-economic, geo-strategical and geopolitical dimensions of the Indo Pacific conceptualization aiming at Free and Open Indo Pacific based on
inclusivity, a rules-based framework and good governance of the oceans so that the oceanic resources
under the Sustainable Blue Economy may be optimally harnessed to enhance the peace and prosperity
in the region.
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Appendix A

Figure 4: GDP per Capita (USD) of Indo -Pacific Countries compared to
World Total GDP per Capita
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Figure 5: GDP (million USD) of Indo-Pacific Countries
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Figure 6: Merchandise Trade: Exports of Indo -Pacific Countries (million
USD) (2017)
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Figure 7: Merchandise Trade: Imports of Indo -Pacific Countries (million
USD) (2017)
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Figure 8: Trade in Services: Exports in Services of Indo -Pacific Countries
(million USD) (2017)
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Figure 9: Trade in Services: Imports in Services of Indo -Pacific Countries
(million USD) (2017)
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Figure 10: Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) Inflows of Indo -Pacific Countries
(million USD) (2017)
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Figure 11: Percentage of Population, GDP, Exports, Imports, Exports in Services,
Imports in Services and FDI Inflows of Indo -Pacific Countries 2017
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FIGURE 12: GDP OF REGIONAL ORGANISATIONS (MILLION USD) (2017)
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FIGURE 13: GDP PER CAPITA OF REGIONAL ORGANISATIONS (MILLION USD )
(2017)
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FIGURE 14: MERCHANDISE TRADE: EXPORTS OF REGIONAL ORGANISATIONS
(MILLION USD) (2017)
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FIGURE 15: MERCHANDISE TRADE: IMPORTS OF REGIONAL ORGANISATIONS
(MILLION USD) (2017)
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FIGURE 16: TRADE IN SERVICES: EXPORTS OF SERVICES IN REGIONAL
ORGANISATIONS (MILLION USD) (2017)
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FIGURE 17: TRADE IN SERVICES: IMPORTS OF SERVICES IN REGIONAL
ORGANISATIONS (MILLION USD) (2017)
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FIGURE 18: FOREIGN DIRECT INVESTMENT (FDI) INFLOWS OF REGIONAL O RGANISATIONS
(MILLION USD) (2017)
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Countries in Indo Pacific- Composite View
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Table 2
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The Figure 22 below shows the number of incidents from 2009 to 2018.

Source: Annual Report 2018 PIRACY AND ARMED ROBBERY AGAINST SHIPS IN ASIA, p. 7
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THE ‘INDO-PACIFIC’ IDEA: ORIGINS, CONCEPTUALIZATIONS AND THE
WAY AHEAD
Gurpreet S. Khurana1
Abstract
The Indo-Pacific concept—representing the maritime ‘underbelly’ of Asia—is being used
increasingly in the contemporary geopolitical discourse. The paper examines the progressive
genesis of the Indo-Pacific idea since the 1920s, along with the circumstances that led to its
rebirth in 2006. Essentially, this was a result of the increased ‘security’ linkages between the
two oceans, with China being a major factor. In the main analysis, the paper explores the
strategic drivers, interests, approaches and perspectives of the key regional players and
stakeholders—like the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Australia, China, the
European Union (EU), Japan, and the United States of America (US), with a specific focus on
India. Based on an exploratory research methodology, the paper analyses the current trends,
deducing a policy-relevant prognosis for the regional countries and stakeholders. In particular,
it examines the emerging Indo-Pacific multilateral architecture, and the leading role that the
existing organizations like the East Asia Summit (EAS) and the Indian Ocean Rim Association
(IORA) could play in it, along with the new Quadrilateral Dialogue (Quad 2.0). The paper
concludes with recommendations to meet the overarching objective of the Indo-Pacific vision:
economic, material and societal prosperity of maritime-Asia. These are of much relevance for
Indian policymaking, considering its long-overdue formal articulation of a national-strategy. In
context of the Quad 2.0, it suggests that ‘security’ issues need not receive undue salience,
since military strategy is merely a mechanism for ‘assurance’ and ‘insurance’ to achieve the
ends of the Indo-Pacific vision.
Keywords: Security, Regional Groupings, Multilateral Architecture, QUAD, Indo-Pacific
vision
1.
Introduction
Since 2010, the concept of Indo-Pacific has gained increasing prevalence in the geopolitical and strategic
discourse and is now being used increasingly by policymakers, analysts and academics in Asia and
beyond. The term Indo-Pacific combines the Indian the Pacific oceans into a singular regional construct.
However, in geopolitical terms, the two regions are vastly dissimilar, including with regard to geo-
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economics that shape such geopolitics, and even in terms of the security environment. If so, is the
concept of Indo-Pacific a conceptual aberration?
This contemporary geopolitical ‘aberration’ did not exist up to the 18 th Century AD because for many
centuries before that, the civilizational ethos of India and China had a profound impact on Asia and
beyond, and the two together contributed to more than half of the world’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP).
Premised on this historic fact, in 1920, a German geopolitician Karl Haushofer predicted Asia’s
resurgence, and sought to capture the historical narrative on the concentration of humanity and culture
of the Chinese and Indian civilizational entities, and their roles on the future power relations in the ‘Greater
Indo-Pacific Ocean’, which he called Indopazifischen Raum (Indo-Pacific Space). Importantly, he
addressed the era when the two civilizations never had a continental interface. With Tibet separating
them, India and China were linked via the sea, and, therefore, his narrative aptly reflected the reality of
the bygone era.
Quite possibly, the contemporary Indo-Pacific idea is a reincarnation of the erstwhile spirit in a new form,
though with new geopolitical realities. A 2011 report of the Asian Development Bank (ADB), titled ‘Asia
2050: Realizing the Asian Century’ avers that,
‘Asia is in the middle of a historic transformation... By nearly doubling its share of global gross
domestic product (GDP) to 52 per cent by 2050, Asia would regain the dominant economic
position it held some 300 years ago, before the industrial revolution…’.
Notably, in the past half-century, it is not only China and India, but also the other countries in the entire
swath of the Afro-Asian rimland and Australasia that have developed more rapidly than the rest of the
world and are still rising. The GDP of the countries in merely in the maritime underbelly of Asia is poised
to surpass 50 per cent of the global GDP, much sooner than what was predicted in the 2011 ADB Report.
An analysis indicates that the combined GDP (PPP terms) of the 36 countries of ‘maritime Asia’ already
constitutes 48 per cent of the global GDP (2017). For the 62 Indo-Pacific countries of the Afro-Asian
rimland—including Oceania—the proportion is 51.5 per cent. Furthermore, all 74 countries of the wider
Indo-Pacific region (inclusive of the Americas) contribute to nearly 72 per cent of the global GDP. This
indeed makes the ‘Rise of Indo-Pacific’—rather than the ‘Rise of Asia’—a more appropriate maxim.
However, as the ADB Report also says, ‘Asia’s rise (and therefore, of the Indo-Pacific) is by no means
preordained… (and is fraught with)… multiple risks and challenges’ in the coming years and decades.
The process could be disrupted due to various factors, and encounters growing challenges, particularly
in terms of good maritime order rooted in adherence to the established norms and international law. This
led to the combined imperative of ‘enormous liveliness brought forth through the union of two free and
open oceans and two continents’, as articulated by the Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo during his
address in Kenya in August 2017, which is now being referred to as the ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific
Strategy’.
In this context of the aforesaid, it is important for the regional countries and other stakeholders in the
region to fathom these new geopolitical realities. Accordingly, this chapter seeks to examine the IndoJournal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies
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Pacific concept in terms of its genesis, drivers and the geopolitical interests and approaches of some key
actors. Furthermore, based on current trends, the analysis presents a policy-relevant prognosis on the
future relevance of the Indo-Pacific concept.
2.
Early Usage of Indo-Pacific Term
Concepts like the Indo-Pacific that lead to creation of new mental maps of how countries view the world
are rather profound, evolving over a considerable period of time. The process is an amalgamation of the
thoughts of statesmen, think-tanks and the academia over many years and decades, and is underpinned
by the imperatives of the geopolitical environment.
For long, the vast geopolitical dissimilarities between in the Indian Ocean and Pacific Ocean littorals
translated into the term Indo-Pacific being used merely by biographers to denote the commonality and
interlinkages of marine eco-systems in the tropical swath of the Indian and Pacific oceans. However, the
work of Karl Haushofer in 1920 (Indopazifischen Raum) was probably the first ‘geopolitical’ statement on
the Indo-Pacific. Since then, ‘Indo-Pacific’ was often used in oral discourse, largely in Australia, which
was largely premised on Canberra’s two-ocean geo-strategic imperatives. Nonetheless, until the
beginning of the 21st century, there was rare, if any, formal academic articulation on the ‘Indo-Pacific’
concept.
In 2005, however, the Indo-Pacific concept began to take root once again. In the fall of 2005, the noted
analyst of New Zealand, Peter Cozens wrote a paper in the Maritime Affairs journal, wherein he reflected
upon sixty years of maritime developments in the Indo-Pacific region, which he described as a maritimestrategic continuum that “extends from the northern extremities of the Indian Ocean to include…South
Asia, Southeast Asia, Australasia, the islands of Melanesia, Micronesia and Polynesia, and the eastern
countries of Asia”. Dr Cozens’ thoughts having been triggered by the formation of the East Asia Summit
(EAS), with its constituent membership stretching eastwards to include India, he very insightfully
perceived the Indo-Pacific as representing the ‘non-Atlantic view of the world’, thereby rejuvenating the
views of Karl Haushofer in 1920.
3.
Contemporary Revival
In contemporary geopolitics, the Indo-Pacific idea began to achieve traction following the speech made
by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in the Indian Parliament in August 2007. It was based on the emerging
geo-economic imperatives of the countries of the Asian rim-land, shared prosperity, and the attendant
need for good order and strategic stability. The idea also necessitated exerting restraining pressures
upon disruptive tendencies, of either state or non-state players. Therefore, ‘security’ became the driver
for the reincarnation of the Indo-Pacific concept. The primal catalyst for this was the shared concern
between India and Japan with regard to the increasing politico-military assertiveness of China.
Consequently, Japan sought to enhance the security of its Sea Lines of Communication (SLOCs). India
was also wary due to the imminence of Chinese strategic presence in the Indian Ocean, as indicated by
the Booz Allen Hamilton a report on China’s ‘String of Pearls’, which could potentially translate into
Chinese military bases in the Indian Ocean.
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In 2006, in tandem with the enhanced political interactions between India and Japan, the think-tanks of
the two countries also intensified their exchanges. During the October 2006 Dialogue between the Indian
Institute for Defence Studies and Analysis (IDSA) and the Japan Institute for International Affairs (JIIA)
held in New Delhi, the author represented the IDSA as a maritime expert. During the discussions, the two
sides noted the well-established geo-economic connect between the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) and the
Western Pacific in terms of the increasing dependence of the East Asian and Southeast Asian countries
on the natural resources of the IOR. Such dependence had begun some decades ago with the growing
industrialization of these countries. However, the security-connect was a new development. For instance,
a couple of years earlier in 2004, the US had launched the Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI) to counter
the proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD). The PSI operated across the entire maritime
swath stretching from West Asia (Iran and Syria) to Northeast Asia (North Korea).
During the Dialogue, China was also discussed. The Indians and Japanese were especially worried about
China’s new-generation Type 093 (Shang-class) nuclear attack submarines (SSN). The first 093 SSN
was launched in 2002-03 and was commissioned a few months earlier in 2006. In addition, China’s
increasing presence in the Indian Ocean was leading to a fluidity of balance of power in maritime-Asia,
leading to questions as to how new balance will affect their respective strategic interests.
The Dialogue veered into China’s strategic vulnerabilities. Ironically, these were expressed by the
Chinese President Hu Jintao himself only three years earlier in November 2003 through his coinage of
‘Malacca Dilemma’, wherein ‘certain major powers’ were bent on controlling the strait. The reference to
India was implicit, yet undeniable. The ‘Indo-Pacific’ idea was, thus, proposed by the author to showcase
the Indian Navy’s ability to choke China’s jugular, and thereby dissuade its growing assertiveness. This
led to the publication of his January 2007 paper titled ‘Security of Sea Lines: Prospects for India-Japan
Cooperation in the IDSA’s Strategic Analyses journal. The paper began by introducing the Indo-Pacific
concept and its geographical boundaries and stated that ‘… (although) the threats to SLOCs (Sea Lines
of Communication) due to military conflicts have receded globally…. Exceptions, nonetheless, persist in
the Indo-Pacific region’. It sought to highlight the vulnerability of SLOCs, with the aim of sending a subtle
message to China that considering the Indian Navy’s focus on SLOC-security and the “measures (that it
has taken to) facilitate the monitoring of mercantile traffic in the Indian Ocean”, China’s own SLOCs could
be targeted if it continued its politico-military assertion, and should thus reconsider its approach.
A few months later in August 2007, the Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe visited India and addressed
the Indian Parliament. Drawing from the 1655 book authored by the Mughal prince Dara Shikoh titled,
‘Confluence of the Two Seas’, he proposed the formation of ‘the Arc of Freedom and Prosperity’ in ‘the
broader Asia”, comprising ‘an immense network, incorporating the United States of America and
Australia’, and enabled by a ‘Strategic Global Partnership of Japan and India’ located at the book-ends
of the Indo-Pacific region. He added that as maritime states, both India and Japan have vital interests in
the security of sea lanes (emphasis added).’
Thereon, the term Indo-Pacific caught on to inspire acceptability in strategic discourse worldwide. Among
the earliest of these references was carried in Robert Kaplan’s 2010 book Monsoon, wherein he
demonstrates the criticality of Indian Ocean for the future of US power in the 21st century geo-politics of
the Indo-Pacific continuum. Later that year, the US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton spoke about
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‘expanding our work with the Indian Navy in the Pacific, because we understand how important the IndoPacific basin is to global trade and commerce. Her speech was significant on two counts. Firstly, it was
a precursor to US President Obama’s impending visit to India. Secondly, while much of her speech
maintained the reference of Asia-Pacific, the term Indo-Pacific was used only in reference to naval
cooperation with India. In 2012, the noted Australian analyst Rory Medcalf wrote that he was convinced
that ‘Indo-Pacific’ is ‘a term whose time has come’.
4.
Inadequacy of the Asia-Pacific Term
The Indo-Pacific concept acknowledges the importance of the IOR in Asia’s geopolitical and security
construct and thereby enables a more holistic comprehension and analyses in comparison to the term
Asia-Pacific, wherein the IOR was never included, at least not explicitly. D. Gnanagurunathan of the
Indian Council for World Affairs (ICWA), New Delhi writes,
‘Japan and Australia promoted the term ‘Asia Pacific’ in the 1970s and 1980s to draw them closer
to the United States and the economically burgeoning East Asia. India was far, geographically,
from the region, and politically, economically and strategically remained uninvolved for inherent
reasons.’
5.
The India Factor
The coinage of Indo-Pacific has much to do with the increased eminence of India with the turn of the 21st
Century. It began in the 1990s with India’s impressive economic growth, and later, its nuclear
weaponisation. In 2006, Donald Berlin wrote that the ‘rise of India’ is itself a key factor in the increasing
significance of the Indian Ocean. India could no longer be excluded from any overarching reckoning in
the Asia-Pacific; be it economic or security-related. For example, India was an obvious choice for
inclusion in the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) in 1996 and the EAS in 2005. Even for the PSI (2004),
President Bush sought to enrol India as a key participant. However, even while being located in the area
of responsibility of the US Pacific Command (PACOM)—now renamed as Indo-Pacific Command
(INDOPACOM)—to many analysts, India never belonged to the Asia-Pacific. During the Shangri La
Dialogue 2009, India’s former naval chief Admiral Arun Prakash highlighted this contradiction, saying,
‘I am not quite sure about the origin of the term Asia-Pacific, but I presume it was coined to include
America in this part of the world, which is perfectly all right. As an Indian, every time I hear the
term Asia-Pacific I feel a sense of exclusion, because it seems to include north east Asia, south
east Asia and the Pacific islands, and it terminates at the Melaka Straits, but there is a whole world
west of the Melaka Straits....so my question to the distinguished panel is ... do you see a
contradiction between the terms Asia-Pacific, Asia and the Indian Ocean region?’
The Indo-Pacific concept helped to overcome this dilemma by incorporating India in the affairs of
maritime-Asia, even though the ‘Indo-’ in the compound word Indo-Pacific stands for the ‘Indian Ocean’,
and not ‘India’.
National geostrategy cannot be formulated without factoring geographical realities, and a nation’s
geography is never perfect. One cannot alter geography, but can modify its geo-strategic orientation,
Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies

62

Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies, October-December 2019
Special Issue on Indo Pacific

which India attempted nearly three decades ago through its Look East Policy of 1991. However, India
was not too proactive in its pursuit of this Policy. The Indo-Pacific concept of 2007 was, therefore, also a
subconscious effort of Indian academia to give wind to India’s languishing easterly geo-strategic
reorientation. This gained strength in 2014, with the Act East articulation of Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
which is now providing policy ballast to the Indo-Pacific idea within India. India’s strategic rationale was
largely driven by its geo-economic objectives. Towards this end, New Delhi sought to ensure a benign
environment in its extended maritime neighbourhood, but that was not all. India also sought to stretch its
geostrategic frontiers eastwards to reinforce its ‘strategic deterrence’ against China.
This led to a strategic convergence with the Washington, which was more than willing to partner with New
Delhi. During her visit to Perth, Australia, in November 2012, the US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton
lauded India as ‘an important player in the Indo-Pacific region’ that needs to play a larger role in the
region's affairs. She applauded the upswing in Australia's bilateral ties with the ‘world's largest
democracy’ India and encouraged Canberra to strengthen its military cooperation with New Delhi.
During his address at the 2018 Shangri la Dialogue, the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi clearly
indicated the geographical swath of New Delhi’s conceptualisation of the Indo-Pacific to stretch from
Africa to Americas, thereby covering the entire Indian and Pacific oceans, in tandem with that of Japan.
He, however, emphasised on a few key facets reflecting New Delhi’s policy perspective on Indo-Pacific,
which included ‘inclusiveness’, ‘openness’, ‘ASEAN centrality and that the concept was not directed
against any country. These are indicative of the Prime Minister’s policy guidance that ‘strategic
deterrence’ needs to be reinforced in tandem with more ‘gentle’ persuasive and dissuasive pressures
upon China.
6.
Interests and Approaches of Other Key Players
1.1 Australia
Since long, Australia has realized its geo-strategic centrality in the Indo-Pacific continuum, but never
formally articulated it. As soon as the concept began to gain acceptance in the early years of the current
decade, the Australian government made haste to articulate it in its Defence White Paper of May 2013,
which therefore, became the first-ever ‘official and formal’ statement on the Indo-Pacific in the
contemporary times. The White Paper notes two key contributing factors in the emergence of concept:
first, the emergence of India ‘as an important strategic, diplomatic and economic actor, looking east, and
becoming more engaged in regional frameworks’; and second, the ‘growing trade, investment and energy
flows across this broader region (that) are strengthening economic and security interdependencies…(with
both factors) increasingly attracting international attention to the Indian Ocean’.
Commenting on the White Paper, Rory Medcalf endorsed India’s centrality in the Indo-Pacific construct
stating that ‘Australia’s new defence policy recognises India’s eastward orientation’. The Australian
conception is also reflected in the writing by a renowned Australian analyst David Brewster. Interestingly,
however, alike Japan, Australia has envisioned a ‘free and open Pacific’, but Canberra’s geo-strategic
conceptualisation does not encompass Japan, and stretches merely from India to the Western Pacific.
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1.2 Indonesia
Indonesia is another country, whose geographical centrality in the Indo-Pacific holds much geopolitical
significance for the region as much as for the Jakarta. This led to President Jokowi embracing the new
concept with much optimism. In his address at the 9 th EAS Summit in Myanmar in November 2014, he
stressed on maritime cooperation with Indonesia being the ‘Porus Maritime Dunia’ (Global Maritime
Fulcrum)… in determining the future of the Pacific and Indian Ocean regions (the Pacific and Indian
Ocean Region - PACINDO).’ In May 2013, the Indonesian Foreign Minister, Marty Natelegawa,
highlighting the fact that it was indeed Jakarta’s initiative to include Australia and India in the EAS, the
Foreign Minister even went to extent of proposing an ‘Indo-Pacific wide Treaty of Friendship and
Cooperation’, which would further strengthen the EAS.
With Indonesia being an active member of both EAS and IORA alike Australia, it could potentially play a
major role in larger geopolitics of the Indo-Pacific. Furthermore, the military-strategic significance of
Indonesia’s geographical location and disposition cannot be ignored. As an archipelagic State
overlooking the four key maritime chokepoints, it virtually controls the movement of strategic commodities
and military communications between the Indian and Pacific oceans.
1.3 United States
Sometime about 2009-10, the US began to realize the inadequacy of the Asia-Pacific term to meet its
geopolitical objectives in Asia. Most likely, the key reason was that China’s military-strategic footprint had
begun to expand into the Indian Ocean, beginning with its anti-piracy mission in the Gulf of Aden launched
in December 2008. This led the US to seek India’s proactive role in the pan-Asian security architecture,
as evidenced by the statement made by the US Secretary of Defense Robert Gates in his address at the
2009 Shangri La Dialogue. He said that the US looked to India to be a partner and ‘net provider of security
in the Indian Ocean and beyond’. In 2010, the US officially recognized Indo-Pacific for the first time
through the address by US Secretary of State Hillary on ‘expanding our work with the Indian Navy in the
Pacific because we understand how important the Indo-Pacific basin is to global trade and commerce’,
as mentioned earlier. However, until 2011, the US conceptualisation remained confined to the ‘AsiaPacific’, which, unfortunately for Washington, was tied to President Obama’s ‘Rebalance to Asia’. As
Evan Feigenbaum writes,
‘For Washington, the problem is at once intellectual, strategic, and bureaucratic. Intellectually, the
United States still has three separate foreign policies in Asia one for East Asia, another for South
Asia, and a third for Central Asia… As Asia reintegrates, then, the United States is too often stuck
in an outdated mode of thinking’.
The US geostrategic reorientation began sometime in 2012, leading the dilation of the ‘Asia-Pacific’
formulation to ‘Indo-Asia Pacific’. In his 2013 posture report to Congress, Admiral Samuel Locklear, the
then Commander of the U.S. Pacific Command referred to his area of responsibility as the “Indo-AsiaPacific”. As Rear Admiral Michael McDevitt of the US Centre for Naval Analyses (CNA) explains,
‘Indo-Asia-Pacific was necessary to make sure that India was “connected” to a traditional AsiaPacific policy orientation, and the U.S. government’s military, policy, and diplomatic policy organs
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were better oriented to adapt to the contours of a more integrated Asia, to become more effective
in helping manage US interests in the region’s future.’
During his Asia tour in November 2017, however, President Trump further altered the ‘Indo-Asia-Pacific’
formulation to ‘Indo-Pacific’, making repeated mentions of the newer term, and contextualizing it with the
‘partnership’ with India, which was expected to play a more active security role. It led the media, the
strategists and the policymakers worldwide scrambling, trying to delve deeper into his intent and its
ramifications. Analysts averred that President Trump had implied a new ‘alliance’. Whether or not it was
a reincarnation of the ‘Rebalance to Asia’, the tone and tenor indicated a desire for an anti-China
partnership, thereby polarizing the Indo-Pacific region, and distorting the original ‘Indo-Pacific’ idea,
which, in the author’s view, was not constructive. This led to his op-ed in the Washington Post titled
‘Trump’s new Cold War alliance in Asia is dangerous’. The write-up expressed the concern on the
contemporary ‘Indo-Pacific’ idea having drifted away from the original constructive India-Japan
proposition of a geopolitical amalgamation of the Indo-Pacific towards regional stability.
As Australia’s former Prime Minister Kevin Rudd also averred that the ‘bifurcation of the region between
Chinese and American spheres of influence (will lead to)… brittle, binary strategic choices (being thrust
upon) the regional governments’. It may be recalled that the former Australia-India-Japan-US
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QSD) established in 2007 collapsed following the withdrawal of Australia
during the tenure of Mr Kevin Rudd as the Prime Minister. Nonetheless, within days following President
Trump’s ‘Indo-Pacific’ articulation, Australia, India, Japan and the US held their first joint-secretary level
meeting of the Quadrilateral Dialogue (Quad). This may have been timed to enhance the pressure upon
Beijing, but contributed further to constricting the strategic options of the regional countries, especially
the smaller ones.
1.4 Association for South East Asian Nations (ASEAN)
Consequent to the US President’s articulation and its temporal coincidence with the revival of the Quad,
collectively, the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) was initially averse to the ‘Indo-Pacific’
idea. From the ASEAN perspective, the US President’s conceptualisation would force smaller countries
to take sides between the US and China, leading to weakening of the ASEAN. However, driven by their
respective national interests, some key ASEAN countries like Vietnam, Indonesia and Singapore
embraced the Indo-Pacific construct, albeit careful not to accentuate the fault-lines in the ASEAN. To
assuage the ASEAN, during the ASEAN+ Foreign ministers’ meeting in August 2018, the US Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo emphasised that ASEAN would be central to Washington’s Indo-Pacific strategy.
Finally, the ASEAN is now aboard the Indo-Pacific idea. The 34th ASEAN Summit at Bangkok
(June 2019) culminated in adoption of the document named ‘ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific’ (AOIP).
Based on the traditional principles of ASEAN – notably, norm-building, dialogue and inclusivity – the AOIP
builds a perspective and provides a narrative on how ASEAN should be driving the region in the midst of
global uncertainty and major powers’ rivalry, mainly referring to China and the United States (US). The
AOIP does not take sides between major powers. This conforms to India’s own conceptualisation of the
Indo-Pacific of being neither a club of limited members, nor a (military-) strategy directed against any
country.
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1.5 European Union
The initial reaction of the European Union (EU) to the US President’s articulation was similar to that of
the ASEAN. From the EU’s perspective (as one German analyst puts it), ‘A strategic alignment of the
Indo-Pacific Quad is tempting (but) involves a quasi-military alliance, which would run counter to the EU’s
approach of strengthening regional solutions and cooperation’. Therefore, the concurrent launch of the
Quad did aggravate the polarisation of the region. However, alike some ASEAN countries, some major
European powers like France and the UK are more amenable to strategic partnerships in the region under
the rubric of the Indo-Pacific.
1.6 China
China was silently circumspect about the Indo-Pacific idea since it was first noted by Beijing in 2012. In
October 2012, Australian writers Nick Bisley and Andrew Phillips wrote,
‘...Viewed from Beijing, the idea of the Indo-Pacific...appears to be to keep the US in, lift India
up, and keep China out of the Indian Ocean... the Indo-Pacific concept has (therefore)…received
a frosty reception in China...’.
A year later in 2013, Chinese analysts prodded Beijing to integrate itself within the Indo-Pacific to secure
its own national interests. In his June 2013 article titled ‘The Emerging Strategic Triangle in Indo-Pacific
Asia’, Minghao Zhao wrote,
‘…And it is true that a power game of great significance has unfolded in Indo-Pacific Asia. The
US, India, Japan and other players are seeking to collaborate to build an “Indo-Pacific order” that
is congenial to their long-term interests. China is not necessarily excluded from this project, and
it should seek a seat at the table and help recast the strategic objectives and interaction norms
(in China’s favour).’
However, Beijing was evidently more inclined to adopt the contrarian view, such as one of the Chinese
analysts, Zhao Qinghai Zebian, expressed around the same time in July 2013. He set forth his analysis
of Indo-Pacific concept in Mandarin language, which when translated into English, read ‘India too concept
and its implications for China’. The analysis avers that the Indo-Pacific concept ‘promotes India’s strategy’
to the detriment of China. The following year, in December 2014 (six months after the new Modi-led
government assumed power in New Delhi), the Chinese government’s People’s Daily ran an exercise in
strategic communications, which appeared in the Global Times. The write-up said that Mr. Modi ‘wants a
peaceful and stable periphery that will allow him to concentrate on domestic economic structural reform
and infrastructure building’. It further stated that the ‘Indian government and scholars have not endorsed
the Indo-Pacific geo-strategy scripted by countries such as the United States and Japan to use India with
the aim to balance and even contain China’s increasing influence in the Asia-Pacific region and the Indian
Ocean’.
The concern among Chinese analysts rose palpably after President Trump’s ‘Indo-Pacific’ November
2017 articulation. The Chinese language People’s Daily analysed this as a reincarnation of the erstwhile
US ‘Rebalance to Asia’ strategy to ‘restrict China and weaken its influence in Asia-Pacific, wherein India
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would be the strategic pillar’. It added that the complexion of US-India partnership has changed from
‘diplomatic-plus-trade during the Obama presidency, to defence-plus-security under President Trump’.
The analysis also alluded to the Quad, saying that,
‘the US is actively promoting India's Act East policy, which is deeply integrated with the IndoPacific strategy of the US and Japan, and gradually forms the Asian security architecture
dominated by the United States, India, Japan and Australia’.
In March 2018, China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi dismissed the ‘Indo-Pacific’ as ‘an attention-grabbing
idea’ that would ‘dissipate like ocean foam’.
Interestingly, a section of the Chinese think-tanks has lately proposed an alternative view. Based on the
Chinese saying, ‘It doesn't matter whether a cat is black or white, so long as it catches mice’, these
academics seek to turn an adversity into an opportunity. They have been prodding Beijing to capitalize
upon the Indo-Pacific idea, which was supposedly meant to ‘restrict China and weaken its influence in
Asia-Pacific’, by reinforcing its geopolitical connects with the IOR countries. Accordingly, much academic
literature in China has been referring to the Maritime Silk Road (MSR) initiative as ‘Indo-Pacific with
Chinese characteristics. The MSR was augmented by the Chinese government’s approval for Hainan
Free Trade Zone and Port (by 2025-35), which is being seen by the Chinese analysts as the ‘Indo-Pacific
gateway’.
China’s geo-economic focus in its regional approach still appeals to many countries in the Indo-Pacific
region. Even though many of these countries have realised the pitfalls of the MSR, if Beijing plays its
cards well, the Indo-Pacific concept could potentially bolster the rationale of MSR, and even the legitimacy
of Chinese military presence in the Indian Ocean. If so, the key countries endorsing the Indo-Pacific
concept–Australia, India, Japan and the US–may become victims of their own conceptualisations.
2.
The Emerging Regional Architecture
The prognosis of the Indo-Pacific concept, and the way ahead to achieve its envisaged objectives remain
key questions for all stakeholders in the region, particularly for the 62 countries of the Afro-Asian rimland,
including Oceania. Though the answers are not yet available, these will emerge from the broader regional
architecture, and the manner that it is fleshed out. The notional architecture is beginning to emerge, with
a hierarchical structure represented by the triangle, as shown in Figure 1 below. It illustrates the Free and
Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) vision at the apex. The key to the Indo-Pacific vision are the complementary
adjectives ‘Free’ and ‘Open’, which are being interpreted differently by various countries based on the
prioritisation of their interests. However, in the context of the Indo-Pacific vision, to put it in the simplest
terms, ‘free’ stands for the lack of barriers of any sort to use the seas for prosperity of all countries, which
may be extrapolated to include freedom from security threats arising in and from the sea. The term ‘open’
stands for an environment that facilitates sea-going enterprise enabled by inclusiveness of the comity of
nations that seek to meet their national ends through the fairness of such enterprise.
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Figure 1 – The Emerging ‘Indo-Pacific’ Architecture (Notional)

Midway in the hierarchical triangle lies the Political Level, and at the bottom lies the ExecutiveLevel representing functional cooperation. The functional issues at the Executive Level are presently
uncertain, and yet to be firmed up. The future contours of the regional geopolitical and security
environment will be based upon how the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept is materialised through the cooperative
structures at the Political Level, and what functional activity supports it at the Executive Level. The
regional architecture will need to be shaped appropriately by acknowledging a few key geopolitical
imperatives.
2.1 Key Geopolitical Imperatives
The First is the need to maintain ASEAN centrality in Indo-Pacific multilateralism. This implies that the
ASEAN-centred EAS would need to take the lead at the political level, with the IORA also having a major
role to complement the EAS. Also, even though the Quad does not incorporate the ASEAN, it is required
to supplement the EAS and IORA, since it also does not incorporate China, and is therefore, valuable as
a means of dissuading Beijing, and preventing its aggressive behaviour, if required. However, the Quad
would also need to incorporate the views of ASEAN, which may be represented in Quad meetings as an
observer.
Second, will the Quad 2.0 (2017) glue hold after Quad 1.0 (2007)? This question is being asked
by many. The region cannot afford to witness the regional uncertainties that emanated from the collapse
of the (former) Quad 1.0 in 2007. Soon thereafter, China renewed its militarisation of the South China
Sea and also established a permanent naval presence in the IOR. The narrative surrounding the Quad
of 2007 was tied up almost exclusively in democratic values. Shared values are important instruments of
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statecraft but cannot alone form the basis of policy-formulation, and therefore the narrative needs to
incorporate the element of ‘shared interests’ as well.
Third, the focus of the United States on ‘hard’ military cooperation to preserve its global interests
is unhelpful. The current trend of the United States’ military disengagement with the Chinese – for
instance, China’s exclusion in the 2018 RIMPAC exercise and the proposed establishment of a US-led
‘multi-national Standing Indo-Pacific Maritime Group (SIPMG)’ alike the Standing NATO Maritime Groups
(SNMGs) – though driven by the functional imperatives of the US INDOPACOM, may harden China’s
stance and reverse the process of regional confidence building.
Fourth, China is winning the game of regional influence vis-à-vis the United States. This is
accompanied by an emerging geopolitical environment, wherein the role of the US is uncertain. This is
unhelpful for a stable balance of power in the region, and thus necessitates a more proactive role of the
other regional powers like Australia, India and Japan. It is in this context that in 2014, Raja Mohan and
Rory Medcalf averred the role of ‘middle power coalitions’ to respond to the ‘Indo-Pacific rivalry’.
Fifth, the foremost aim of the Indo-Pacific concept has always been to achieve ‘freedom and
prosperity’. Towards this end, moderating the behaviour of China is only a way-point, not the ultimate
end-state. While the core objective is common, each Quad member is driven by differing interests. China
is likely to react to the actions of Quad within the Indo-Pacific concept. One could expect its reaction to
be carefully calibrated to exploit the fault-lines among the Quad members, in terms of their respective
levels of sensitivity to Chinese reactions.
3.
The Way Ahead
The functional cooperation with the Indo-Pacific architecture at the Executive Level need to be
undertaken as per objectives, which are to be prioritised as indicated in Figure 2 below. For instance, the
highest priority needs to be accorded to fulfilling the objectives of geo-economic and confidence building.
The lower priority objectives would need to be achieved without undue visibility and symbolism.
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Figure 2 – Prioritised Cooperative Approach in ‘Indo-Pacific’ Architecture

The Tier-One constitutes the foremost priority for cooperation within the existing regional mechanisms –
including the Quad. It encompasses geo-economics, including maritime connectivity models through port
development, as viable alternatives to the Chinese MSR. Towards this end, cooperation at the existing
multilateral organizations like the EAS and IORA is valuable. The India-Japan Growth Corridor (AAGC)
needs to be fast-tracked. The regional countries also need to be assisted in capacity-building for
sustainable development of marine resources and ocean economy in general, under the concept of Blue
Economy. To facilitate geo-economics, the regional structures would also need to focus on strengthening
maritime safety and maritime security vis-à-vis maritime crime, which is not only benign objectives, but
also much due to the rapidly increasing maritime activity in the Indo-Pacific. The cooperative endeavours
at this level would also need to achieve enhanced through confidence-building among maritime-security
forces, such as extending the WPNS Code for Unplanned Encounters at Sea (CUES) to the IONS.
The Tier-Two priority would be to consolidate the existing inclusive multilateral mechanisms,
particularly the EAS and IORA, with more proactive participation of member States who are more vocal
in their cohesive approach to meeting the objectives of the Indo-Pacific vision. The Quad as the only
non-inclusive mechanism would also need to be active, albeit being maintained as an informal
consultative mechanism, without a formal institutionalized structure. The Tier-Two would also involve
coordination among major powers towards capability enhancement (including capacity-building) of the
regional maritime-security forces to reduce power asymmetries vis-à-vis China and maintain a stable
regional balance of power.
The Tier-Three priority objective would be to counter China’s emerging narrative of its historic
maritime claims in the South China Sea through rigorous fact-finding analytical research. The regional
countries would also need to reach a consensus on the interpretation of UNCLOS with regard to freedom
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of navigation and overflight, thereby preventing China from exploiting these fault-lines in the prevailing
international law. It would also entail politico-diplomatic persuasion and dissuasion of China, such as by
encouraging countries like Indonesia, Malaysia and Vietnam to subject China to international legal
arbitration.
The Tier-Four priority would need to be ‘hard’ military cooperation as a mechanism for assurance,
deterrence and insurance against disruptive tendencies of States. Towards assurance, calibrated
pressures need to be exerted upon China through multilateral mechanisms like the Western Pacific Naval
Symposium (WPNS) and the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS), linking up the activities of the two.
It will enable a coordinated approach to exert subtle pressures upon China through multilateral exercises
like the RIMPAC involving the IOR navies and coastguards under the IONS.
Towards insurance, although India does not seek a military alliance or a collective security
agreement with any of the other Quad members, it could nonetheless partner with them in some key
areas, which will also enable the Quad to respond collectively to adverse contingencies. The first area is
achieving situational awareness at the strategic and operational levels. In this context, India has
operationalised ‘white shipping’ information-sharing agreements with the US and Australia and is likely
to enter into a similar agreement with Japan. The second key area is enhancing maritime-military
sustenance through a web of logistic agreements among the Quad members. In this regard, India has
operationalised the Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA) with the US and is likely
to enter into a similar agreement with Japan. The third key area is developing operational compatibility
(inter-operability) through the combined naval exercises like the India-US Malabar-series, which Japan
joined in 2014. and Australia seeks to join it as well. The signing of the India-US Communications
Compatibility and Security Agreement (COMCASA) in September 2018 is another step in this direction.
Conclusion
Undeniably, China has been the key factor in the contemporary revival of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept about
a decade ago. However, there lies a nuanced—albeit important—difference between the original
conceptualisation of Indo-Pacific in 2006-07, and the current one envisioned by the President Trump in
2017. In the mid-2000s, China’s increasingly assertive behaviour was causing anxieties both in India and
Japan. For the Japanese, the ‘Indo-Pacific’ provided a notional assurance from India as an emerging
power in the wider ‘maritime Asia’. On the other hand, India was seeking Japan’s help to make its own
strategic assessments on China. Also, following futile efforts by New Delhi to persuade Beijing to adopt
a conciliatory approach, India was compelled to scale up its outreach to Japan in order to moderate
China’s behaviour through ‘dissuasion’. In contrast, President Trump’s re-interpretation of the ‘IndoPacific’ construct amounts to partnering with India to create a China-specific alliance, and its temporal
coincidence with the revival of the ‘Quad’ is not very helpful for shaping a benign and stable environment
in the wider region.
Notwithstanding the above, as trends indicate, the Indo-Pacific concept is likely to increasingly
gain acceptance, even while differences persist among the key players in terms of their respective
geostrategic interests, and the attendant interpretations of its geographical scope. However, the
effectiveness of ‘Indo-Pacific’ in meeting its original objective of freedom and prosperity will depend much
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upon how the regional structure is fleshed out at the political level, and for functional cooperation among
the key stakeholders, including the regional countries. Towards this end, the stakeholders will need to
factor three key imperatives.
First, even though ASEAN centrality is valuable for Indo-Pacific multilateralism, and should be
upheld, the lead role of EAS would need to be supplemented by the IORA and the Quad. Second, while
moderating the behaviour of China remains a way-point to the overarching objective of ‘Indo-Pacific’, the
cooperative endeavours would need to avoid military focus and exclusivity. Third, the emphasis would
need to be laid on geo-economics, maritime safety and good order at sea, including freedom of
navigation. Fourth, China is winning the game of regional influence vis-à-vis the United States. This is
unhelpful for a stable balance of power in the region, and thus necessitates a more proactive role of the
other regional powers like Australia, India and Japan.
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INDO-PACIFIC AS AN EVOLVING GEOPOLITICAL CONSTRUCT AND
MARITIME SAFETY AND SECURITY IN IOR
Ambassador (retired) Yogendra Kumar1
Abstract
The rapidly growing currency of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ as a geopolitical construct has become a driver
of geopolitical churn in the wider region of the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean. Although
this concept, cognising the strategic developments in one Ocean affecting the other, has been
long in existence, Indo-Pacific as a geopolitical construct, as espoused by the US, is expected
to impact on strategic perspectives of the major powers as well as on the evolution of maritime
governance institutions across the entire region. Yet, different stakeholders provide different
geographical definitions of this construct making the task of shaping these institutions, in terms
of their capacities to meet the full spectrum maritime challenges of the 21st century, more
challenging and, even, buffeted by the gathering geopolitical headwinds. The paper analyses
these aspects and posits that, in the interest of securing peace and socio-economic progress of
countries big and small, the prevailing strategic equilibrium in the various parts of the wider IndoPacific region must not be allowed to be disturbed. In this context, India’s own conception and
diplomatic role is explored.
Keywords: Indo Pacific, Geopolitical Construct, Maritime Challenges, APEC, ASEAN
1.
Introduction
The geopolitical construct of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ has been around for over a decade. Yet, US President
Trump’s use of this coinage, at the recent APEC summit in Vietnam, in 2017, and the renaming of the
US Pacific Command as the US Indo-Pacific Command have invested this expression with a new reality
which has triggered developments of its own and policy responses from several stakeholders in the state
of affairs in this wider region. Different countries have responded to this reinvigorated coinage in their
respective geopolitical interests. However, unlike other geopolitical constructs, the contours of the
political space framed by it remain diffuse and, therefore, present a conundrum for policymakers as well
as the geopolitical theorists. Its diffused character, as regards its meaning, does nevertheless provide a
vast canvas for the unfolding power play which might, conceivably, be the main drama in the 21 st century
international diplomacy. What kind of geopolitical dynamics is generated by its diffused character?
The proposition in this geopolitical construct is that the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean have
developed a strategic link where events in one Ocean shape developments in the other. To a certain
Yogendra Kumar is former Indian Ambassador to Philippines and Tajikistan and High Commissioner in Namibia. He has
authored ‘Diplomatic Dimension of Maritime Challenges for India in the 21st Century’, and edited and contributed to ‘Whither
Indian Ocean Maritime Order?’
Facts and opinions published in the Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies (JIORS) express solely the opinions of the
respective authors. This in no way represents the views of IORA. The Authors are responsible for their citing of sources and
the accuracy of their references and bibliographies. The editors cannot be held responsible for any lacks or possible violations
of third parties’ right.
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extent, such a link has already been in existence in that the accelerating march of technology, especially
naval, and the overwhelmingly maritime dimension of globalisation, that is, the strategically heighted
salience of seaborne commerce, provide the locomotive power for the growth of global economy. The
pre-eminent articulator of this concept being the US, it is important to bear in mind as to what kind of
geographical spaces are the subject of this discourse and as to how the different stakeholders are
positioning themselves vis-a-vis this articulation.
2.
Differing geopolitical perspectives
2.1 US
For the US, the expression ‘Indo-Pacific’ is co-terminus with the area of responsibility of the renamed US
Indo-Pacific Command which stretches from the western Pacific coast of the US to the west of the
peninsular India along the imaginary India-Pakistan maritime boundary line; the US commentators,
including high officials, describe it more colourfully as the area stretching from ‘Hollywood to Bollywood’.
The rest of the Indian Ocean region is further divided, in the US theatre command system, between the
CENTCOM, the Africa Command or AFRICOM and the Europe Command or EUROCOM.
The latest US Department of Defence strategy paper on the Indo Pacific 2 states that the major challenge
to the existing international maritime order is emerging in the form of China. Its rising military capability
and compellance diplomacy threaten to undermine the existing equilibrium in the western Pacific, the
East China Sea, the Taiwan Strait, as well as the South China Sea. Not only is this growing military power
being used to browbeat the smaller neighbours but its flagship Belt-and-Road-Initiative (BRI) is becoming
an instrument of Chinese diplomacy to acquire excessive power over the recipient countries through the
opacity of execution of its infrastructure projects as well as through excessive indebtedness. China’s
aggressive patrolling in the East China Sea, especially in regard to the Senkaku,/Diaoyu islands disputed
between it and Japan, the establishment of an Air Defence Identification Zone (ADIZ) in the East China
Sea with its attendant destabilising strategic ambiguity, the vast construction of military or dual-use
infrastructure on the Spratlys and the Paracels islands as well as its excessive maritime claim, imprecisely
expressed, in the ‘nine-dash-lines’ in the South China Sea are seen as instances of calibrated attempt
by the Chinese government to not only upset the existing equilibrium in the region but also to impede the
freedom of navigation and overflights in the oceanic commons as a result. The paper articulates the US
position on these changing geo-strategic circumstances by advocating a ‘free and open’ maritime system
which is based on free and unimpeded trade and economic relationships with respect for national
sovereignty. The paper has proposed the US approach to counter this challenge which entails the
strengthening of its military alliance system as well as having a network of naval and maritime
relationships with other countries so as to prevent strategic disequilibrium. This approach, as expounded
in this paper, covers not just the Western Pacific region also the parts of the Indian Ocean within the area
of responsibility of the US Indo-Pacific Command.

The Department of Defence, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report: Preparedness, Partnerships, and Promoting a Networked
Region, 1 June, 2019
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2.2 China
China uses the earlier expression, namely, Asia-Pacific which would, essentially, stretch from the
Eurasian landmass (minus area west of South Asia) to the Pacific Ocean, including the South China Sea.
China, predictably, is accusing the US in a similar vein. It describes, in its latest national defence paper3,
that the situation in the western Pacific, including the South China Sea, as largely stable except for the
recent actions by the US. It confines itself to the Pacific region and speaks of its network of cooperative
relationships, both bilateral as well as ASEAN-related, and its avowed objective of resolving all the
regional disputes bilaterally without interference by any extra-regional power(s). It states that the US
Navy’s freedom of navigation patrols (FONOPs) are a major cause of rising tension in the region. It states
that, reflecting as well its conceptual approach to the Indo-Pacific geopolitical construct, ‘(a) balanced,
stable, open and inclusive Asian security architecture continues to develop’. Apart from the US activities,
it points out that both Japan and Australia have changed their security postures in a negative direction.
On the Eurasian landmass, it refers to ‘regional hotspots and disputes’ such as the Korean Peninsula,
India-Pakistan ‘conflicts’, unsettled situation in Afghanistan and other regional disputes over territorial
and maritime rights and interests and other types of discord. Apart from its own internal and externally
inspired challenges, such as separatism (Taiwan, Tibet and Xinjiang), it refers also to unresolved land
territorial disputes, issues of territorial sovereignty of some islands and reefs, and maritime claims; its
national security is sought to be undermined by extra-regional countries through ‘frequent close-in
reconnaissance’ on land and sea, and ‘illegally enter(ing) China’s territorial waters and the waters and
space near China’s islands and reefs’. It continues to exercise its national sovereignty to build
infrastructure and deploy ‘necessary defensive capabilities on the islands and reefs in the South China
Sea’ and to continue patrols ‘in the waters of Diaoyu Islands in the East China Sea’.
2.3 ASEAN
At its Senior Officials Meeting (SOM), in June 2019, the ASEAN adopted an ‘Outlook’ statement on the
Indo-Pacific. Considering that there are member countries which are situated on the littoral of both the
South China Sea as well as the Indian Ocean and that different powers were taking positions on this
geopolitical construct, ASEAN also felt that they might lay out their own stakes. It has done so, reflecting
its own penchant for diplomatic tightrope walk, by equivocating between the ‘Asia-Pacific’ and the ‘IndoPacific’ geopolitical constructs even as it recognises that the Pacific and Indian oceans are two separate
water bodies having a certain geopolitical linkage. Describing south-east Asia as the centre of the two
regions, the document states that, ‘it is in the interest of ASEAN to lead the shaping of their economic
and security architecture’. Disavowing any intention of ‘creating new mechanisms or of replacing existing
ones’, an initiative is envisaged ‘in forging and shaping the vision for closer cooperation in the IndoPacific… to continue being an honest broker within the strategic environment of competing interests.
Underlining ASEAN-centrality ‘for promoting cooperation in the Indo-Pacific region”, it states that ASEAN,
and its related bodies, will serve as a platform for dialogue to develop such an architecture where the
East Asia Summit (EAS) would play an important role since the last named organisation comprises not
only the ASEAN member states and also China, Japan, South Korea, India, Australia, New Zealand, US
and Russia. Apart from maritime safety and security, the Outlook posits that such an architecture can be
The State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China, China’s National Defense in the New Era, July
2019
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built on some common requirements, namely, connectivity, the UN SDGs (sustainable development
goals), humanitarian and disaster relief efforts and the founding principles of ASEAN’s dialogue
relationships with other countries; the ASEAN Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in South-East Asia (TAC)
provides the basis of the organisation’s approach towards the development of an Indo-Pacific regional
architecture. In this endeavour, it expresses interest in dialogue relationships with other ‘sub-regional’
(sic) organisations like IORA (Indian Ocean Rim Association), BIMSTEC (Bay of Bengal Initiative for
Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation), Mekong sub-regional organisations etcetera.
2.4 India
The Indian position on the ‘Indo-Pacific’ has already been articulated by Prime Minister Modi in his
Shangri-La dialogue speech (2018). He defined the geographical space as stretching from the US
western Pacific coast to the eastern coast of Africa. He advocated ‘free, inclusive and open’ maritime
order in the entire Indo-Pacific region; the distinction here is that whilst the US talks about inclusive
institutions in the region, its conception of the Indo- Pacific maritime order is that it should be ‘free and
open’. He spoke about the significance of free trade, freedom of navigation and overflight, rules-based
international order and the infrastructure projects being implemented on a transparent and economically
viable basis. There must be respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, good governance,
transparency, viability and sustainability, adherence to international law and for all disputes to be resolved
without recourse to force; India is prepared to work with everyone ‘individually or in formats of three or
more, for a stable and peaceful region But, our friendships are not alliances of containment.’ He
mentioned about the civilizational values that India shares with the countries of Indo-Pacific and that
binds India ever together to them; ‘we will promote a democratic and rules-based international order, in
which all nations, small and large, thrive as equal and sovereign’. He also underlined the centrality of the
ASEAN institutions in the architecture for the Indo-Pacific; the EAS and RCEP (Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership) embrace the wider geography. His more granular conception of a maritime order
was in his earlier speech in Mauritius (2015) wherein he expounded his concept of SAGAR (‘Security and
Growth for All in the Region’) which has been applied to the Indian Ocean region. In that, he talked in
terms of the littoral states being responsible for the security of the Indian Ocean region whilst recognising
the legitimate interests of other non-littoral countries in the use of the Indian Ocean based on
transparency, mutual trust, and rules-based international order. Apart from the purely security
perspective, this concept envisages collective cooperation for preparedness for emergencies such as
natural disasters and search and rescue in multilateral and bilateral formats, greater regional integration
on the basis of sustainable development and blue economy. He recognised the key role of IORA and the
collective of Indian Ocean littoral navy chiefs with dialogue partners, namely, IONS (Indian Ocean Naval
Symposium).
2.5 Japan
Japan’s conception of Indo-Pacific, as a geopolitical construct, is similar to India’s. It can be traced back
to Japanese Prime Minister Abe’s 2007 speech at the Indian Parliament on ‘Confluence of the Two Seas’,
that is, the Indian Ocean and the wider Asia-Pacific region. In his speech, at the Sixth Tokyo International
Conference on African Development in 2016, he stated, ‘Japan’s bears the responsibility of fostering the
confluence of the Pacific and Indian Oceans and of Asia and Africa into a place that values freedom, the
rule of law, and the market economy, free from force or coercion, and make it prosperous. Japan wants
Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies
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to work together…in Africa in order to make the seas that connect the two continents into peaceful seas
that are governed by the rule of law.’ 4 Its ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy’ (FOIP) reflects the policy
changes about the rules governing the deployment and engagement of its Maritime Self-Defence Forces
as also in the strengthening of its strategic relationships with the US, Australia and India in addition to
enhanced maritime cooperation with ASEAN organisations and the countries in the Western Pacific,
South China Sea, and the Indian Ocean. There is a China dimension as well given their tense relations.
The FOIP strategy is for promotion of peace, stability and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific based on rule of
law, freedom of navigation and overflight, peaceful settlement of disputes, and promotion of free trade. 5
It attaches importance to ASEAN centrality and unity and is based on the three pillars of promotion and
establishment of rule of law, freedom of navigation, free trade et cetera; pursuit of economic prosperity
through improving connectivity in strengthening economic partnership including FTAs and investment
treaties; and, commitment for peace and stability through capacity building on maritime law enforcement,
HA/DR (humanitarian assistance and disaster response) cooperation et cetera. 6 In his speech at the 2019
Shangri-La dialogue, the Japanese Defence Minister stated that Japan welcomes the strong US
commitment to the vision of the ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ (FOIP), an expression which it has also
adopted.
2.6 Australia
In Australia’s 2013 Defence White Paper, it is stated, ‘a new Indo-Pacific strategic arc is beginning to
emerge, connecting the Indian and Pacific Oceans through Southeast Asia. This new strategic
construct…is being forced by a range of factors… The Indo-Pacific is a logical extension of this concept
(‘the wider Asia-Pacific region’), and adjusts Australia’s priority strategic focus to the arc extending from
India through Southeast Asia to Northeast Asia, including the sea lines of communication on which the
region depends.’7 This geopolitical construct, similar to that of the US, puts Southeast Asia and ASEAN
at its centre; it also becomes easy for it to liaise with the US Indo-Pacific Command, having a co-terminus
area of responsibility.
2.7 Russia
Russia considers ‘Asia-Pacific’ as a natural region in that it encapsulates the Asian land mass as well as
the maritime Pacific. Its geopolitical embrace includes China, the Koreas, Northeast Asia which, thus,
represents a strategic space in its calculus. In that sense, its policy has a Soviet inheritance, that is, to
prevent containment by US, which continues at present. The improvement of relations with China and its
growing strategic partnership is the critical component of its current security outlook. It considers the
‘Indo-Pacific’ construct as a recent coinage aimed, by its proponents, at the containment of China and,
thereby, weaken its own strategic capabilities under the current circumstances; it does not see any logic
in trying to put a strategic link between the Indian and the Pacific Oceans. Its approach to the Indian
Shinzo Abe, Address by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe at the Opening Session of the Sixth Tokyo International Conference on
African Development, 27 August, 2016.https://www.mofa.go.jp/afr/af2/page4e_000496.html. Accessed on 25 September,
2019
5 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan website, Free and Open Indo-Pacific. https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/ 000430632.pdf.
Accessed on 25 September, 2019
6 ibid
7 Department of Defence, Australian
Government, Defence White Paper 2013. p. 7. www.defence.gov.au/white
paper/2013/docs/WP_2013_web.pdf. Accessed on 25 September, 2019
4

Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies

93

Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies, October-December 2019
Special Issue on Indo Pacific

Ocean littoral countries, including India, is not part of the strategic approach to the countries in the Asian
Far East. With this aim in view, it is developing Russian Pacific seaboard as a hub for economic and
industrial development. According to one commentary8, Russia is significantly increasing its military
assets and carrying out military exercises in its Far East: Russian air force units have increased by 300
new upgraded aircraft between 2013-18; Russian Pacific Fleet is expected to receive some 70 new
warships by 2026 including 11 nuclear/diesel-electric submarines; and lastly, the Vostok 2018 war
games, largest in 37 years, involved 297,000 personnel, more than 1000 aircraft and 80 warships. It is
also actively developing security and military relationships with the countries in the Far East as well as
the South China Sea.
3.
Implications of the divergences in geopolitical ‘Indo-Pacific’ perspectives
The primary driver for these recent geopolitical constructions is the changing strategic scenario in the
western Pacific Ocean, including the South China Sea, and China’s expanding naval footprint, presently
light, in the Indian Ocean signifying the rise of its economic and military heft in the entire Indo-Pacific.
This development has manifested itself in its diplomatic as well as military assertiveness in the western
Pacific and in the perceptions about the prevailing balance of power there being undermined with
attendant geopolitical uncertainty; its strong economic leverage with the individual littoral countries in the
region being deployed even at the cost of the regional organisational cohesion, further compounding
concerns about the unpredictability inherent in a disruptive alteration in the balance of power. Yet, this
changing situation poses dilemma for all stakeholder countries as to how their own individual bilateral
relationships with China are to be so managed as to prevent the prospect of strategic disequilibrium in
that region. Given the seaborne interconnectedness of the global economy, these dilemmas are not
confined just to the countries in the Western Pacific littoral. In an atmosphere of growing naval
modernisation and rivalry, formulaic expressions of support for international law and the provisions of the
UN Law of the Sea Convention (UNCLOS) characterise official statements and diplomatic discourse;
however, actions on the ground are rationalised in diametrically contradictory interpretations of these very
principles reflecting a highly volatile situation. Hence, the institutionalisation of the respective
perspectives on the Indo-Pacific signifies the likely onset of a new – but uncertain – phase in the evolution
of the security architecture; as evident from the foregoing paragraphs, new strategic line-ups are coming
to the fore.
For the US, a security framework, as represented by the INDOPACOM, already exists; its task is to make
it more efficacious in the changing circumstances. Its recognition of the geo-strategic link between the
Pacific and the eastern Indian Ocean still underscores its objective of strengthening a certain political
order which is different from China’s at least in its likely disruptive aspects, be they economic or military.
In this objective, the US finds that other stakeholders, including India, are supportive although their
positions are somewhat more nuanced in that they find that neither major confrontation between US and
China nor US policy uncertainties would suit their strategic interests for their implications for the strategic
equilibrium. These differing perspectives bring out these nuances towards inclusiveness in the envisaged

Alexey D Muraviev, "Russia is a rising military power in the Asia-Pacific, and Australia needs to take it seriously", The
Conversation, 31 October, 2018. theconversation.com/russia-is-a-rising-military-power-in-the-asia-pacific-and-australianeeds-to-take-it-seriously-105390. Accessed on 26 September, 2019
8

Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies

94

Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies, October-December 2019
Special Issue on Indo Pacific

maritime order. The ASEAN sees a role for itself in this effort even though its roadmap – and the
wherewithal for its realisation – is far from being fleshed out: the premise of ‘ASEAN-centrality’, so far,
has been applicable to the South China Sea region and, somewhat remotely, to the western Pacific. The
other, ‘counter-balancing’, approach, namely, of China – and the Russian alignment – puts excessive
pressure on the existing institutions, such as they are, for some kind of cohesive strategic and political
order for the Indo-Pacific.
4.
Challenges in the creation of an Indo-Pacific institutional framework
There is no pan-regional institutional framework for the creation of a stable and resilient maritime system
capable of minimising strategic distrust amongst the big powers as well as of meeting the challenges of
both ‘traditional’ and ‘non-traditional’ security threats of the 21 st century. With intensifying naval rivalry
amongst the big powers and amongst the littorals, the trend lines are worrying in the face of gathering
challenges of looming disequilibria.
The entire Indo-Pacific region, in the Indian conception, has multiple sub-regional organisations aiming
to provide governance mechanisms in different parts of it. The western Pacific region does not have any
pan-regional organisation except for the Pacific Islands Forum, essentially for the southern Pacific, which
has established dialogue partnerships with various powers; its institutional capacity is quite limited. The
South China Sea has a much more extensive mechanism centred on ASEAN-related bodies with
intensive dialogue amongst its members as well as with external dialogue partners covering all aspects
of maritime governance; however, as the recent trends show, Chinese military and diplomatic
assertiveness has led to polarisation and policy gridlock in the organisation on critical issues of regional
security even as it tries to maintain a delicate balance between the contending great powers. The Indian
Ocean Region (IOR) has several sub-regional organisations with an active maritime interface and has
two pan-IOR organisations, namely, IORA (Indian Ocean Rim Association) and IONS (Indian Ocean
Naval Symposium) which are developing the policy and interoperability frameworks from the point of view
of maritime safety and security; this process is still in its incipient phase.
The developing Indo-Pacific outlook of the various powers is injecting a new dynamic into these regions
aiming to prevent any alteration of the balance of power stretching from the Bay of Bengal to the western
Pacific; in that sense, the geopolitical objective is oriented at China for which various types of multilateral,
plurilateral and bilateral instrumentalities are being fashioned, as evident in the preceding paragraphs.
The Bay of Bengal, until now quite the backwaters, is also ‘opening up’ pari passu with the developments
in Myanmar and the Chinese BRI projects giving the latter access to the Indian Ocean bypassing the
choke points across the South China Sea. The western Indian Ocean has a different strategic dynamics
centred around the Middle Eastern geopolitics, safety of energy supplies, and the safety of sea lines of
communications (SLOCs); although US and other Western countries prefer the Indian Navy to take the
lead in the region, it bears noting that the convergence of Indian geopolitical interests in this region are
not like those in the US conception of Indo-Pacific geopolitical construct. Overlaying these geopolitical
twists and turns are the common challenges in the form of climate change, political and economic fragility
and lack of institutional capacities of the littoral states, trans-national crimes like human trafficking, drug
trafficking, terrorism, and illegal migrations which act as challenge-multipliers and prevent smaller
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countries in developing comparable stakes in these diverse, prevailing maritime governance
mechanisms.
In this wider Indo-Pacific geopolitical construct, it is evident that the task of creating robust and resilient
institutions of governance is the most challenging one. It is even more difficult to make them seamlessly
connected across several sub-regions against the background of strategic distrust amongst the major
powers and the fluidity of current geopolitics; even now, the current state of geopolitics is negatively
impacting on their institutional evolution. Although expressions of intent are evident, there is no tangible
progress in the establishment of ‘institutional handshakes’ across the entire Indo-Pacific which alone will
provide structures and capacities for coping with multitudinous maritime challenges and help in reducing
strategic distrust and arms rivalry. This is despite the fact that most of these organisations have
overlapping memberships, dialogue partnerships with major powers, and individual bilateral relationships
cutting across the entire region.
4.1 Indian approach to the Indo-Pacific construct
The Indian policy has been to go along with both the US conception of the Indo-Pacific as also the wider
one which is its own. The establishment of the Indo-Pacific division in the Ministry of External Affairs is a
diplomatic signal that a common perspective is applicable to organisations in both the Indian Ocean and
the Pacific Ocean; it is, however, early to detect any tangible impact on India’s approach to these two
sets organisations. The US renaming its theatre command as the Indo-Pacific Command and its
acknowledging, in its National Security Strategy (NSS) document9 (December 2017) of the leadership
role of the Indian Navy in the Indian Ocean region, is recognition enough that there is a high comfort level
in terms of the strategic convergence between the two countries even if the nuances in their respective
perspectives are not to be missed. Whilst India remains conscious about its policy towards the Pacific
being welcomed by ASEAN, its strategic convergence with the US in the western Indian Ocean,
especially in the context of its concerns with Pakistan, Afghanistan, the Persian Gulf, and the Red Sea
regions, is still not foursquare even as its cooperation with the CENTCOM is growing.
The increasing sophistication of the interoperability capabilities through the trilateral Malabar Series
between the Indian Navy, USINDOPACOM, and the Japanese Maritime Self-Defence Force, being held
alternately between the Bay of Bengal and the Western Pacific, is a clear signal that the three powers
have stakes in the existing strategic equilibrium in the Bay of Bengal and the Western Pacific; the
upgraded facilities of the Indian Tri-Services Command in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands and the
Indian Navy’s ‘forward deployment’ to keep an eye at the eastern Indian Ocean chokepoints of the Straits
of Malacca, Sunda, Lombok and Ombai-Wetar testifies to its recognition of these constituting the fulcrum
of the balance of power in the Indo-Pacific from its point of view. Although the recently started
quadrilateral dialogue between India, US, Japan, Australia is being approached somewhat gingerly, the
Indian vision is for it to embrace the entire Indo-Pacific region despite its current focus being the South
China Sea and the western Pacific.

President of the United States, National Security Strategy of the United States of America. https://www.whitehouse.gov/wpcontent/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-summary.pdf
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2.1 Indian approach to the IOR maritime safety and security
The scope of bilateral and multilateral cooperation in maritime safety and security includes accidents and
incidents at sea, safety of vessels and marine environment, trans-boundary challenges such as piracy,
armed robbery at sea, terrorism, trafficking in persons, people smuggling, illicit drugs/wildlife trafficking,
crimes in the fisheries sector and environmental crimes, and freedom of navigation and overflight in
accordance with international law and UNCLOS. For any multilateral cooperation in this sphere, there is
the requirement for agreement and practical experience in standard operating procedures (SOPs) and of
sharing of intelligence and benefiting from maritime domain awareness (MDA). A critical dimension is the
capacity of the littoral countries to be able to husband and sustainably exploit the maritime resources,
living and mineral, in their respective Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs).
As it is actively engaging with the ASEAN and other countries in the western Pacific, India is playing a
leading role in the IORA and IONS structures for a strengthened role for themselves in the Indian Ocean
region. In addition, it is also helping in the building up of BIMSTEC which aims to develop a strong Bay
of Bengal community. It also has dialogue partnerships with the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and
with the African Union (AU) and the East African littoral states’ organisations, namely, East Asia
Community (EAC) and The Southern African Development Community (SADC). In all these relationships,
maritime capacity building remains an important component of India’s engagements. In the Indian Ocean
region, there are insufficiently developed institutions amongst the littoral countries as well as between
them and extra-littoral countries to develop the basic ground rules for the use of the maritime resources
in the Indian Ocean region.
IORA
The landmark, first-ever summit meeting of IORA member states (7 March 2017), adopted an Action Plan
(2017-21) where in short term, medium term, and long-term steps to promote maritime safety and security
have been spelt out. Apart from capacity issues, it underlines the importance of developing ground rules,
surveillance network for maritime transportation systems, as well as a Centre of Excellence for Maritime
Safety and Security (in Malaysia). Under this Action Plan, an IORA Working Group on Maritime Safety
and Security has been set up. As of now, the terms of reference of this Working Group have been adopted
and a work plan of cooperation developed pending its approval at the level of ministers. India, on its part,
set up, in December 2018, an Information Fusion Centre-Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR), outside Delhi,
for sharing its capabilities for maritime domain awareness and to enhance overall surveillance capabilities
along with other such facilities on the East African seaboard and Singapore. In terms of Prime Minister
Modi’s SAGAR vision of a holistic and resilient maritime system, there is a major task ahead against the
backdrop of multiple challenges gathering in the Indian Ocean region.
Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS)
The other pan-IOR organisation, not affiliated to IORA and with a different membership composition
including dialogue partners, is IONS. Its current charter10 describes its principal objectives as promotion
of shared understanding of maritime issues and formulation of strategies for regional maritime security,
PK Ghosh, 'Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS), Whither Indian Ocean Maritime Order?, ed. Yogendra Kumar (New
Delhi:KW Publishers, 2017). p. 127
10
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capacity building, HADR (humanitarian assistance and disaster relief) and setting up of multilateral
maritime cooperative mechanisms. It has working groups on HADR, maritime security, and information
sharing and interoperability. Its member countries have held joint search and rescue exercise and a tabletop exercise on HADR. Whilst IONS’s value as the platform for heads of regional navies, along with their
extra-regional dialogue partners, to discuss cooperation in maritime safety and security is incalculable, it
lacks the political steer and interface with IORA on areas of common interest. As a result, the impact of
this organisation remains limited unlike the Western Pacific Naval Symposium (WPNS) upon which it has
been modelled.
BIMSTEC
This organisation has gained prominence in recent times for developing multi-faceted cooperation
amongst many of the Bay of Bengal littoral countries, plus Nepal and Bhutan, including for maritime safety
and security. However, there is no agreed agenda for such cooperation which is the primary necessity
for standardised legal framework and capacity building. A preliminary exercise, including secretariat
support, is underway.
Other IOR sub-regional organisations
Although other sub-regional organisations, such as GCC, EAC, and SADC, have/aim to have a maritime
security and safety dimension to their activities, they do not constitute part of the larger IOR-wide maritime
picture because of lack of engagement with the other pan- or sub-regional organisations.
India’s bilateral/plurilateral initiatives for IOR maritime safety and security
The Indian Navy and the Coast Guard have an active programme of diplomatic engagement in the Indian
Ocean littoral and beyond. In broad terms, these would fall into several categories. With some of its key
littoral partners, the Indian Navy carries out patrols in their EEZs to enable its partners to better secure
their resources and to check illegal activities; it also carries out coordinated patrols with other friendly
navies along the international maritime boundary lines (IMBLs) with India. It also presents accurate
hydrographic maps to the partner countries for the sustainable exploitation of the marine resources. The
installation of radars and other infrastructure building helps its partners in improved maritime domain
awareness as well as the capacity to protect their respective maritime zones. With other partners, it has
joint programmes for training as well as for transfer of naval platforms. Through port calls and sharing of
non-lethal logistics facilities with other countries especially the US, it is able to enhance its patrolling area
for the IOR maritime security. In coordination with a large number of countries, the Indian Navy has played
a singularly important role in the global fight against piracy in the Indian Ocean which had emerged as a
significant threat to international shipping. It has also been a very critical participant in carrying out largescale HADR operations, including evacuation of stranded civilians from conflict zones. In his SAGAR
speech, the Prime Minister especially highlighted the role of the Indian Navy in helping develop a holistic,
resilient maritime system in the Indian Ocean for the 21st century. For better mutual understanding in
tackling different types of maritime challenges in safety and security, the Indian Navy’s flagship
international MILAN series of exercises off the Andaman and Nicobar Islands have grown into sharing of
practical experiences with a large number of navies in the wider Indo-Pacific. The Indian Chief of the
Naval Staff’s conclave of navy chiefs in Goa provides a useful forum for sharing of ideas about the
shaping of the maritime system in the Indian Ocean. In like manner, the Indian Navy participates in
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bilateral and multilateral naval exercises, conclaves organised by other friendly navies as well as their
discussion forums.
Apart from the mandated tasks of national defence in an environment of enhanced maritime salience, the
Indian Navy’s most recent doctrinal articulation11, in 2015, states that it also aims to maintain freedom of
navigation and strengthening of the international legal regime at sea, especially the UNCLOS, and to
avail itself of the ‘considerable scope and value in undertaking cooperation and coordination between
various navies, to counter common threats at sea’. Ships and aircraft are deployed in ‘pole-positions’
along critical sea lanes and chokepoints: ‘(t)he deployed assets are ready to meet any eventuality across
the spectrum of operations’12.
Concluding remarks
The emergence of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ as a geopolitical construct has, by itself, become a driver of
geopolitical churn in the wider maritime Asia. It is also a response to the changing strategic scenario in
the region. The increasing military and economic heft of China as manifest in its assertiveness of
excessive maritime claims imprecisely defined and not supported by international law including UNCLOS,
construction of large scale dual-use infrastructure on the land features in the South China Sea,
declaration of its peculiar form of Air Defence Identification Zone (ADIZ) in the East China Sea with its
accompanying unsettling strategic ambiguity, and its tendency to resort to economic compellence
diplomacy, have all added up to strategic volatility in the western Pacific. This assertiveness is also having
a negative impact on ASEAN cohesion and policy gridlock and further aggravating this regional volatility
given that organisation’s centrality in the regional security architecture in the South China Sea.
Although a major catalyst in the evolving thinking on this geopolitical construct has been the US initiative
in renaming of its largest theatre command as Indo-Pacific Command, a strategic trend of responding to
the recent scenario has been going on for several years already. Apart from the US, Japan, Australia,
India, China, ASEAN and Russia have articulated their own respective perspectives on the Indo-Pacific;
here, US, Japan, Australia, and India have found a degree of convergence on these developments whilst
China and Russia have their own with ASEAN walking a thin line but leaning towards the former. The
larger concern, especially on India’s part, is about regional stability and rapid, potentially destabilising
competitive naval and military build-up there.
India is acting on its concerns through a stronger engagement with ASEAN as an organisation as well as
with its member countries, besides conveying its commitment to maintaining the strategic equilibrium in
the Bay of Bengal and the Western Pacific through its participation in the India, US and Japan trilateral
Malabar Exercise series; it is also conveying a similar message through the participation in the
quadripartite dialogue on the Indo-Pacific with the participation of US, India, Japan, and Australia. Yet,
its own geographical definition of this construct aligns with Japan and ASEAN rather than the US and
Australia.
Indian Navy, Ensuring Secure Seas: Indian Maritime Security Strategy. [New Delhi: Integrated Headquarters, Ministry of
Defence (Navy), 2015]. p. 6
12 Ministry of Defence, Annual Report (2018-19). p. 32
11
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The varying perceptions of this geopolitical construct mean that creation of overarching institutional
architecture is an uphill task with no clearly defined roadmap against the backdrop of deepening strategic
distrust. Developing capacities for maritime safety and security, or ‘good order at sea’, as well as
commonly understood ground rules become a confoundingly complex challenge. Across the entire IndoPacific region, which India defines from East African seaboard up to the US western coast, such
capacities vary starkly and are never at a moderately effective level. As two pan- IOR organisations,
IORA and IONS are taking initial steps in this direction with a lot of ground remaining to be covered for
standardised practices and regulatory frameworks as well as capacity building. The MDA infrastructure
does not fully cover IOR and remains a work in progress. A robust framework is critical to develop a
holistic maritime system capable of meeting the full spectrum of 21 st century challenges and for smaller
countries, lacking capacities to husband and tap their considerable marine resources, to develop stakes
in such a system. India is fully engaged in this maritime diplomacy in multilateral, plurilateral and bilateral
formats and expects to play an even bigger role in the future.
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ENVISIONING IORA’S ROLE IN THE INDO-PACIFIC
G.V.C. Naidu 1
Abstract
The idea of the Indo-Pacific is fast becoming a new conceptual framework to better understand the
phenomenal shifts the region is witnessing. It is a part of the historical process in Asia where regions and
subregions have been defined and redefined premised on cultural, geopolitical and geoeconomic factors
and thus is a dynamic process. The Indo-Pacific rather than undermining the rise of the Indian Ocean in
fact would boost its salience as its links with the vibrant West Pacific get further strengthened. IORA,
which so far has not been successful to playing a key role in the Indian Ocean regional affairs, need to
reinvent itself in the light of the emergence of the Indo-Pacific by undertaking several proactive initiatives
to remain relevant.
Keywords: Indo Pacific, IORA, Geo-Economic, ASEAN, Regional multilateralism

At the broader regional level in Asia, two themes that are dominating the discourse: the emergence of
the Indo-Pacific as the new framework and the rise of the Indian Ocean and its deepening links with the
West Pacific.2 The Indo-Pacific idea that has come into prominence since the early 2010s has
engendered an animated debate not merely its applicability for conceptual purposes to understand the
remarkable shifts sweeping the vast region but also considerable confusion it has created in several
respects, especially in terms of its geographical contours. Yet, it certainly has raised prospects for a more
stable regional order since it better reflects the current realities and also because it covers a vast
geographical region thus offering larger space for mutual accommodation of great power interests (than
a relatively smaller space that could potentially lead to stepping on each other’s toes and thus ratcheting
up suspicions and tensions) as well as for regional multilateralism to play a meaningful role. The IndoPacific, nonetheless, has also raised many doubts and concerns on a range of issues. Doubts are about
the countries and/or regions that can be considered as belonging to the Indo-Pacific and whether it is a
kind of exclusive club that includes only certain countries. Whereas the former is legitimate since there
has not been one broadly accepted definition what exactly it constitutes but the latter is baseless. Ever
since the idea of Indo-Pacific came into prominence in the early 2010s, it has posed more questions than
provided answers. One, by strongly advocating the Indo-Pacific, will it replace the so far dominant theme,
that is, the East Asia/Asia-Pacific?3 Two, what will be future role of the extant region-wide multilateral
organisations, in particular the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and many others that it
Prof. G.V.C. Naidu is former Chairperson, Centre for Indo-Pacific Studies, School of International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru
University, New Delhi. He was instrumental in founding the Centre. He can be reached at: gvcnaidu@gmail.com
1

Facts and opinions published in the Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies (JIORS) express solely the opinions of the
respective authors. This in no way represents the views of IORA. The Authors are responsible for their citing of sources and
the accuracy of their references and bibliographies. The editors cannot be held responsible for any lacks or possible violations
of third parties’ right.
2 The bilateral trade conflicts between the U.S. and China and between Japan and South Korea are different kind of issues.
3 While some argue that there are technical differences between the two, most use them interchangeably. So, for the purpose
of present discussion no distinction is made.
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leads whose purview both in strategic and economic terms encompasses for most purposes the entire
East Asian region if Indo-Pacific were to become the new framework? Three, will Indo-Pacific undermine
the Indian Ocean and its significance at a time when this ocean is regaining its glory and becoming the
global maritime centre of gravity? Four, what would be China’s reaction and likely strategy if the IndoPacific were to become the principal reference point? Five, what are the overall likely implications if most
powers from the U.S. to Indonesia and Japan to India increasingly make their policies and strategies
centred on Indo-Pacific? Six, is Indo-Pacific a geopolitical or geoeconomic concept or both? Finally, in
the context of this study, what is the future of the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA), which has been
struggling to find a role for itself, in the Indo-Pacific?
Since the focus of this paper is on IORA and its likely role in the Indo-Pacific, much of the analysis
is limited to this theme. However, in order to examine the issue in perspective, it would explain the concept
of Indo-Pacific, the rationale and its relevance to the unfolding geostrategic and geoeconomic
environment. An attempt is also made to explicate the need for employing the Indo-Pacific as a
conceptual framework to better understand the remarkable shifts the region is witnessing in its security
and economics. Thus, the paper is divided into three parts: one, it briefly assesses the rationale in using
the Indo-Pacific construct; two, the rise of the Indian Ocean; three, the role of IORA in the changing
context of the emergence of the Indo-Pacific. It ends by concluding that IORA, which otherwise has so
far been moribund for all practical purposes, has to reinvent itself by fundamentally reorienting its role by
taking advantage of the Indo-Pacific Century that is already taking shape with proactive innovative
initiatives.
Indo-Pacific
It needs to be clarified at the outset on what constitutes the Indo-Pacific region in terms of geographical
boundaries. For that, it is important to keep in mind that names and geographical compositions of regions
in Asia are a dynamic process as can be seen historically. They are primarily socially or geopolitically
constructed, and increasingly now economic exigencies are playing a pivotal role in defining and
redefining regions. The terminology such as the Near East, Middle East and Far East were coined by the
Europeans, seen from their perspective of geography. For a long time, the East was viewed something
exotic and wealthy more in cultural terms by calling it the Orient, a region broadly ‘east of the Ganges’.
There is, however, a civilizational dimension that predates the Christian era wherein present three distinct
regions—Northeast Asia, Southeast Asia and the Indian Subcontinent—shared innumerable common
traits such as religion and spirituality, language and literature, dance and drama, art and architecture,
etc., to varying degrees. The origins of these links between India and East Asia can be traced back to
the 5th century BC. Beginning with trade and commerce, these links became very expansive to include
may other cultural, religious and linguistic aspects.
As the Europeans set sailing looking for trading opportunities, India was their main target as it was
already reputed for its wealth and riches since the days of Greek and Roman Empires. The foremost in
this quest was Vasco da Gama of Portugal who undertook the first-ever sea voyage from Europe to Indies
(derived from the word Indus), or India, to land at Calicut in the southwestern coast of India in 1498, thus
connecting the Atlantic with the Indian Ocean by sea route for the first time, which turned out to be the
most momentous in the world history. About a century later, other European powers such as Britain, the
Netherlands and France joined the race to get a share in the lucrative trade with the East. That was the
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beginning of a major transformation in regional commercial relations. For many Europeans, India and the
lands beyond it were something like Greater India. The present-day Indonesia (which is a combination of
two Greek words- Indus (Indian) and Nesos- islands), which was coined by the Europeans, had several
other Saskrit names such as Yawadvipa (Java), Suvarnadwipa (golden islands) and an indigenous name
Nusantara. It became East Indies after America was discovered (Columbus-led voyage landed on the
Caribbean islands and named them as West Indies assuming that it was part of India that lay in the
southwest), and after the Dutch colonisation, it became Dutch East Indies to differentiate from British
Indies or India.4 The Indies or India was so popular that the United States had created a squadron of
ships called East India Squadron in 1838 to protect its rapidly expanding interests in the Far East. In fact,
Commodore Mathew Perry of the U.S. undertook his famous expeditions by commanding the East India
Squadron to force Japan to open its market for trade (which had been closed as part of feudal Tokugawa
shogunnate “Seclusion” policy for nearly 220 years till Perry’s arrival) in the 1850s, which turned out
equally momentous for Japan and certainly for the rest of Asia following the Meiji Restoration in 1868 and
subsequent massive expansion.
Remarkable shifts started to occur during and in the aftermath World War II too. The Pacific War,
as it came to be known as, ushered in for the first time the idea of Southeast Asia when the British-led
Southeast Asia Command as a unified command of the Allied forces was created in August 1943 in the
wake of Japanese forces sweeping the entire Southeast Asia (by then both China and Korea had already
come under Japanese control). Importantly, Delhi was the headquarters of this command with Lord
Mountbatten as the Supreme Commander and American General Joseph Stilwell as Deputy Supreme
Commander.5 It means, there was no concept of Southeast Asia before this development. Delhi was at
the centre of much of its activity and thus India was certainly a part of that in terms of its geographical
scope.6
Partly in response to the cold war exigencies and partly to better appreciate distinct cultural and
other differences, the idea of subregions came to the fore within the ambit of larger regional conception.
The creation of ‘area studies’ programmes in a big way especially in the U.S. universities gave a major
push to study subregions with greater focus. For better clarity, Far East was replaced with several
nomenclatures such as Asia and Pacific, Asia-Pacific, Pacific Rim, Pacific Asia, and more recently East
Asia. Yet, ambiguity around its geographical delineations remained. It is so because it is a largely dynamic
process and depending on certain factors and developments, they are subject to change. Two examples
can be cited in this regard. One, the creation of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in
1967 is interesting in many respects. No question that the cold war played the main role in its founding
amidst rising fears about the spread of communism and the spectre of falling dominos at a time when it
was becoming clearer that Americans were fighting an unwinnable war in Vietnam. However, ASEAN
was also a nascent expression of shared interests and concerns at the subregional level. It is not the
issue whether or not the founding fathers had an idea what should constitute Southeast Asia. It appears
they did not if conceding to the Sri Lankan request to become a member of the Association is to go by. It
Both Malaysia and Singapore are of entirely recent origin.
The Headquarters was shifted to Kandy in Sri Lanka in April 1944.
6 India’s key role is due to two reasons. One, after occupying Burma (Myanmar), Japan had occupied India’s Northeast as
well as Andaman and Nicobar Islands. Two, India supplied the largest contingent of soldiers to fight the Japanese across the
entire East Asian region numbering over 700,000 thousand out of which about 55 thousand died.
4
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is well known that Colombo sought and was offered the membership, but it backed out for whatever
reason in the last minute. Had Sri Lanka joined ASEAN, the geographic boundaries of Southeast Asia
would have been quite different from what it is now. Similarly, both Malaysia and Singapore wanted India
to join (while others, especially Indonesia remained non-committal and certainly none opposed outright)
but it was New Delhi that failed to show interest. Had India joined ASEAN then, once again the idea of
Southeast Asia would have been very different. Consequently, Southeast Asia as it is today began to
take shape only in the early 1990s wherein geopolitical factors played a significant role. 7
The second example is the idea of East Asia. It was the World Bank that for the first time not only
popularised but also defined it by including two subregions, i.e., Southeast Asia and Northeast Asia,
through its sponsored study that came out in 1993 called The East Asia Miracle: Economic Growth and
Public Policy. Taking cue from this, Mahathir Mohamad of Malaysia proposed his conception of East Asia
Economic Grouping in 1997 to form a kind of trade bloc, where he restricted his focus to the two above
mentioned subregions. India (and Australia and New Zealand) was nowhere in the reckoning, as it was
not considered to be part of East Asia. East Asia as a distinct region gained currency in the late 1990s in
the wake of the 1997-98 financial crisis that battered the region leading to the creation of ASEAN Plus
Three (ASEAN plus China, Japan and South Korea or APT), which became a precursor to the creation
of the East Asia Summit (EAS). By the time the EAS came into being in 2005, its geographical footprint
had expanded to included India, Australia and New Zealand, a remarkable redefining of the region while
being still referred to as East Asia. Once again with the US and Russia on board the EAS, the region has
acquired a different meaning. These examples prove the point that in East Asia nomenclatures of regions
and their geographic boundaries are not static, but a dynamic process driven by geopolitical and
geoeconomic exigencies.
Now several questions have arisen such as why the Indo-Pacific, what has prompted several countries
to use this as the new framework and what are the bases. To put the issue in perspective, an elaboration
on what constitutes the Indo-Pacific region is necessary. For the purpose of the present analysis, it
includes India, Southeast Asia, Northeast Asia, Australia and New Zealand. Obviously, the U.S., the most
dominant and influential power, constitutes a key player in the Indo-Pacific but geographically not part of
it.
Thus, it is the East Indian Ocean and the West Pacific Ocean that can be considered as Indo-Pacific.
The rationale for this is explained below. Before the Atlantic gained prominence consequent to the
Industrial Revolution and the rise of the European metropolitan powers, and later the United States at the
turn of the 20th century, the Indian Ocean was the principal conduit and theatre of global activity wherein
India played a key role not only spreading its culture but acting as the bridge to the regions to the west
too. In particular the region comprising the East Indian Ocean and the West Pacific Ocean—from India
to Northeast Asia—was the hub for much of international relations with implications far and wide beyond
this region. For nearly two millennia till the colonization took place, this region was one large cultural and
economic region marked by vibrant links.

In 1954 the U.S. created a military alliance to fight communism called the South-East Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO)
comprising most unlikely members such as Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, Thailand, France, the United Kingdom
and the U.S.
7
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While the above constitutes the historical and cultural basis, in more recent times three developments,
inter alia, prompted the genesis of the Indo-Pacific. One, this region, which was fragmented during the
colonial era with the disruption of earlier links that were organic, started to reestablish bonds since the
early 1970s with Japan emerging as an economic power. Its massive aid and reparations programme
followed by huge investments helped to create economic bonds beginning with Taiwan, South Korea,
Hong Kong and a few Southeast Asian countries, a phenomenon that gradually spread to China and
other countries since the mid-1980s and later to Indochina, Myanmar and India in the 1990s. Deepening
of economic links within the region is particularly marked since the early 2000s. Accordingly, one can see
economic aspects contributing to the consolidation of Indo-Pacific as the geoeconomic framework. It is
well known that the region which is witnessing fastest economic cooperation and integration is IndoPacific (after the European Union, which in any case has a long and different history and hence cannot
be compared). Both intra-regional trade and investments have grown phenomenally in the past two
decades. The largest number of free trade agreements have been entered into are in this region, in part
thanks to the deadlocked WTO talks. Besides, the world’s largest free trade agreement, the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), is in the last leg of finalization covering the Indo-Pacific,
i.e., China, Japan, South Korea, India, Australia, New Zealand and the 1o ASEAN countries. With nearly
half of the world’s population of 3.5 billion people, 40 percent of global GDP or more than US$50 trillion,
it will be mega trading block once launched. No question the momentum on regional economic
cooperation will increase once RCEP becomes operational, which, in turn, will lead to greater
consolidation of regional value chains and thus paving the way for further integration. Trump’s trade tirade
against China on trade will expedite this process. An important upshot of this process will be a big boost
to the role of geoeconomic factors influencing geopolitics, a phenomenon that is already visible ever since
China successfully embarked on the economic reform programme.
Two, the rise of India both as a military (second largest military with nuclear weapons and a variety of
ballistic missiles and the large navy in the Indian Ocean region) as well as an economic power (third
largest economy in PPP terms). From being of little consequence to East Asian security dynamics till
about two decades back, now no discourse is complete without a reference to India. Similarly, it is a rising
economic power—although not as spectacular as China—and its potential to emerge as a key global
economy is duly recognized. In fact, according to 2018 World Bank statistics, India’s GDP in PPP at US$
12 trillion is larger than all 10 ASEAN countries put together, which was about US$ 8 trillion. The word
‘Indo’ or ‘Indies’ historically has been used both in the West and East to mean India, not the Indian
Ocean.8
Three, in many ways related to the above developments is the rise of the Indian Ocean, a kind of history
repeating itself. Perhaps no other ocean is so geostrategically located as the Indian Ocean connecting
the East with the West flanked by some of the most important regions, which can seriously endanger
international peace and security but can also significantly contribute to global prosperity. With over onethird of the world’s population residing in its littoral and endowed with vast natural and human resources,
as the second fastest growing region in the world, its economic potential is immense. The signs that the
world’s maritime centre of gravity in many ways has begun to shift to the Indian Ocean are unmistakable

8

Indeed, India is called Indo in Japanese and Korean, Yindu in Chinese and Ando in Vietnamese.
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not simply because the rim is richly endowed with natural resources (not just oil and gas) but due to the
fact that more than half of world’s trade that traverses through this ocean is critical to the global economy.
Unlike other oceans, notably over two-thirds of the trade is carried out by countries outside the region
indicating how critical this ocean is to the rest of the world. In a remarkable repeat of history, today, a key
development is the close interdependence and interface that is developing between the two fastest
growing regions, that is, the West Pacific Ocean and the Indian Ocean. Indeed, it is this to a large extent
has given rise to the Indo-Pacific idea. Thus, if the much-talked about Indo-Pacific century were to
happen, to an extent it would hinge on developments in the Indian Ocean.
Logically, by the above argument, the Indian Ocean, or the entire rim region, is a part of the Indo-Pacific.
It is here that a couple of clarifications are in order. To be considered a region (or a subregion), it has to
have certain commonalities. True, the delineation and construction of spatial regions is a dynamic
process and can undergo changes, however, the underlying principle is the indispensability of certain
common binding factors. Among these, the most important is geographical proximity along with other
attributes such as a network of political and defence bonds, or high levels of economic interdependence,
or shared history, or shared political attitudes and behaviour, or even cultural and social homogeneity.
That is how regions and their names have come into being and newer ones have replaced the older ones
along with geographical boundaries. Seen in this perspective, it is not easy to categorise the entire Indian
Ocean as belonging to the Indo-Pacific as some contend.
Two, the Indo-Pacific not merely a new fanciful terminology; it is a reflection of unfolding realities. To
appreciate its import, it must be understood that the Indo-Pacific is as much geoeconomic construct as it
is geostrategic. True, the hydrocarbons from the Middle East (and Africa) have played and continue to
play a critical role in the rise of East Asia and its remarkable economic dynamism. That is, however,
qualitatively different from the kind of production networks that are evolving and deep economic
integration that is taking place among the RCEP countries, for example. Similarly, because to a large
extent China and to a lesser extent Japan and India are investing heavily in Africa, no country or
subregion (such as Southern or Eastern Africa) can be a part of RCEP or become a key cog in the
regional value chain, for the foreseeable future.
In the same way, geopolitically too the Indo-Pacific has acquired its own distinct character as a strategic
region with its own unique problems that range from power shifts and a lack of classic balance of power
to a number large of unsettled border and boundary issues and unabated tensions in relations among
great powers (mostly between China and others). Even though an armed conflict is the most unlikely
prospect, tensions cast a long shadow over regional security. There are common links that affect almost
all the countries in the region if an armed conflict were to occur. The point is, the security dynamics that
operate in this region wherein most issues are inter-related cannot be related to the western Indian Ocean
regions such as the Persian Gulf or Eastern/Southern Africa, which have their own different kind of
challenges that do not affect the Indo-Pacific security.
A clarification is warranted here. Given that it is a dynamic process depending on certain critical
developments, the Indo-Pacific as defined above potentially can undergo changes just as the Far East
has transitioned to Indo-Pacific passing through Pacific Asia, Asia and the Pacific, Asia-Pacific, and East
Asia in the past six decades or so. Yet, the Indo-Pacific as defined in this paper is most unlikely to change
from a short to medium-term point of view.
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Regional multilateralism in the Indo-Pacific
Region multilateralism is a significant phenomenon in the Indo-Pacific. It has come a long way since the
U.S. created multilateral military alliances such as the 1954 Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO)
with the sole ideological objective of countering communism in this part of the world. Perhaps ASEAN,
although itself a cold war creation, could be said the first attempt at regionalism and regional
multilateralism. The definitions of regionalism widely vary since it is an evolving concept. Put it simply,
regionalism is cooperation on certain issues of common interest among countries within a geographical
region. Regionalism began in a more formal and meaningful way in West Europe in the aftermath of
World War II in the form two trends—military (CEATO for instance) and economic (European Coal and
Steel Community). However, regionalism had been used to be primarily referred to regional economic
cooperation. Regional multilateralism is regionalism under regional multilateral institutional mechanisms.
John Ruggie defines it as “an institutional form which coordinates relations among three or more states
on the basis of 'generalized' principles of conduct ... which specify appropriate conduct for a class of
actions, without regard to particularistic interests of the parties or the strategic exigencies that may exist
in any occurrence.”9 Regional multilateral structures can be highly centralised, rules-based or lose,
consensus-based decision making. The latter is what is largely practiced in Asia where processes are
more important than structures.
ASEAN should be credited for fashioning a unique approach that included in its agenda politico-security
as well as economic issues. Having confined itself to issues related to Southeast Asia during the cold
war, it quickly adapted itself to the changed environment. The rapid growth of economic interactions with
Northeast Asia, especially with China, and with India to a lesser extent, and concomitant profound shifts
in regional security set in motion a new dynamic by way of creating frameworks covering the larger East
Asia region with the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) formed in 1989 as the precursor. Several
multilateral mechanisms came into being since the early 1990s to deal with security issues, ASEAN
Regional Forum (ARF), for instance, and to deal with economic issues following the 1997-98 financial
crisis, such as ASEAN Plus Three (APT), that badly hit several countries in East Asia. This was later
extended to take advantage of buoyant economic conditions by creating other mechanisms like the East
Asia Summit (EAS) and the RCEP FTA. Some of them have failed to live up to their initial expectations
but no question that regional multilateralism is an important facet and is playing a key role in managing
regional affairs with ASEAN at the helm. In the recent past regionalism in East Asia has undergone a
transformation. It is increasingly seen as a multi-dimensional approach to promote regional cooperation
by constantly expanding the agenda. The name of the global economic game now is regionalism and
regional multilateralism. Indeed, many of these initiatives are increasingly looked at both as instruments
to promote economic cooperation and to address political-security issues, and even as an attempt to
build regional communities.
IORA and Indo-Pacific
When the Indian Ocean Rim Association for Regional Cooperation (IORA’s previous avatar) was
launched in 1997, conditions were far less propitious than today to embark on serious cooperation given

9

John Ruggie, "Multilateralism: The Anatomy of an Institution” International Organization, 46:3, summer 1992, pp. 561-598.
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that the subregions were too preoccupied with their regional affairs and most of them already had their
own multilateral outfits such as ASEAN, SAARC, GCC, and SADC (Southern African Development
Community). The Indian Ocean rim region was simply too diversified to forge any tangible cooperation in
view of weak economic links. It appeared the IOR-ARC was created more because there was clamour
for regional multilateral institutions than great expectations of cooperation and tangible benefits. It was
Nelson Mandela’s idea but none of the big players such as India, Indonesia, Australia and Iran, showed
much interest. That began to change from the early 2010s as the Indian Ocean came under greater focus
even as its geostrategic and geoeconomic significance began to grow.
From a geostrategic standpoint, two developments in the past two decades in the Indo-Pacific region are
most notable. One, the focus has been shifting to the maritime sphere for diverse reasons such as
globalisation warranting greater economic interactions with the rest of the world, rising critical
dependence on sea lanes for trade, including energy imports, maritime boundary disputes, and a number
of non-traditional security challenges. Two, rise of new regional maritime powers in Indo-Pacific. Both
China and India, which had historically been continental powers, are rising as great maritime powers
whose sea power—equipped with carriers, attack submarines and ocean-going ships—and maritime
strategies are being crafted to project power and be able to operate far from their shores. Japan, which
has one of the modern, sophisticated navies, is gradually carving a niche place for itself in the emerging
Indo-Pacific maritime equilibrium by a series of steps to become strategically autonomous to the extent
possible. Acquiring offensive and power projection capabilities is no more taboo. The Japanese Navy
has become far more outgoing by securing a military facility in Djibouti, forging defence/security
cooperation agreements with a number of countries in the region and undertaking a number of other
activities, including sharing advanced dual-use technologies with close strategic partners.
Despite several geopolitical problems and tensions, as noted, geo-economic setting presents a different
picture with remarkable advances in regional economic cooperation and integration. Along with
regionalism, notwithstanding extreme diversity and complexity, and irrespective of changes in
geographical composition and names of the region, regional multilateralism has taken root and carved a
niche place for itself. Indeed, continued political flux and economic compulsions are helping
multilateralism to consolidate itself.
Insofar as IORA is concerned, it has been beset with problems right from its inception. Weak institutional
structures, a lack of tangible agenda and poor political backing by member states, especially the big four,
have hobbled its progression. A major criticism that IORA has to face is that the Indian Ocean region is
not a composite region and subregions are widely dispersed besides the fact that it is too vast, complex
and highly heterogeneous and hence it is very difficult for regionalism to succeed. Whereas geographical
proximity certainly a key factor to promote regionalism, it is not necessarily always the case given
remarkable strides in communication and transport technologies in the recent past as the Trans-Pacific
Partnership (TPP), which includes countries from both sides of the Pacific, and the RCEP proposal,
comprising an extremely diverse and complex region, that is currently being negotiated, have proved.
A bigger problem that IORA faces is that it somehow has failed to come up with innovative ideas and
initiatives to promote cooperation not just economic but even in many other areas of common concern.
Aside from other factors, for regionalism to succeed instilling a sense of identity and belongingness
among stakeholders is indispensable. The sense of ‘Indianoceanness’ is something sorely missing in
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part because of low political commitment. Fortunately, that is changing with the rising importance of the
Indian Ocean. The second is the IORA’s flawed approach to economic cooperation. For instance, the
IOR-ARC Charter explicitly stated that it ‘is firmly based on the principle of open regionalism …” Open
regionalism means regional economic integration without discrimination against others. The idea of open
regionalism was adopted taking cue from APEC’s open regionalism approach.10 The problem with this
approach is that the concessions that are made within a group are extended to outsiders as well without
discrimination, which acts as a disincentive for members in a particular grouping. That is a major reason
why APEC failed to make much headway despite the initial lofty goals whereas numerous other bilateral
and multilateral comprehensive economic partnership/cooperation agreements have made enormous
progress in the Indo-Pacific and paved the way for mega RCEP deal that preferred not to follow the open
regionalism route.
No question that it is about time IORA charted a new course for itself by taking cognizance of the profound
changes. The global centre of gravity, for instance, has already shifted to the Indo-Pacific and this reality
is reflecting in the foreign and security policies of great powers such as the U.S., Japan and India. ASEAN
certainly seems to be gearing itself to make itself for a key role in the Indo-Pacific. China’s reticence is
due to the concern that its overall salience may get undermined with the Indo-Pacific where India figures
prominently unlike the Asia-Pacific. However, Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative in many ways is its IndoPacific policy. Equally important is that the Indian Ocean owes its rise to the rise of East Asia (in particular
China) to a large extent and thus its destiny is linked to East Asia. Against the above background, IORA’s
future is tied to the Indo-Pacific. Hence, it would be foolhardy to look at itself as a standalone venture.
Lest we forget, two vital subregions (Southeast Asia and India) of the Indian Ocean are part of IndoPacific.
A two-track strategy is imperative if IORA were to make itself relevant and play a key role. On one hand,
it has to take concrete steps on certain things. For instance, cooperation and sharing of information on
disaster management—early warning, satellite imagery, etc., —and relief efforts is one area where there
is huge scope since this ocean is most prone to natural disasters in the world (almost 70 percent).
Similarly, harnessing blue economy benefits through sustainable development is another area of shared
interest. It requires investment and identification and development of appropriate technologies, which can
be best developed under the coordination of IORA than individual countries. Even though security has
been brought under the ambit of the Association, so far it has been confined to conference halls than
concrete initiatives. The recent piracy menace in the Gulf of Aden has proved that collective efforts go a
long way in mitigating a number of challenges in the non-traditional security domain. Once again, none
is better placed to initiate and coordinate activities on this than IORA. These and several others have
been identified and included in the agenda, but progress is abysmal. In order to provide policy inputs, it
is imperative to have robust Track-II mechanisms of academics and experts.
On the other hand, engaging the Dialogue Partners more robustly (which is missing for some strange
reasons), especially the Asian economic giants China and Japan, can yield considerable economic
benefits especially because both have recently stepped up their investments and aid to the countries of
10

In the early 1990s, APEC had reasons to propound open regionalism: Japan wanted an active US participation whereas the
American interest was to extract concessions from the East Asia countries due to mounting trade deficits, and concluding the
Uruguay Round by using trade liberalised regime of APEC.
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the Indian Ocean through their BRI and Free and Open Indo-Pacific policies respectively. Secondly, IORA
needs to fashion solid institutional links especially with ASEAN and ASEAN-led organizations (by
securing an observer status to begin with and a Dialogue Partnership with ASEAN). Thirdly, region-wide
projects such as the Indian Ocean Comprehensive Economic Partnership (IOCEP) agreement along with
other connectivity issues (digital, people-to-people, physical, etc.) are absolutely essential not only to
reap economic benefits but also create a sense of identity and belongingness. Indeed, the vastness and
enormous economic and political heft that the Indo-Pacific offers unique opportunities for IORA.
Conclusion
The emergence of the Indo-Pacific is a reality. It is a part of a historical trend whereby names and regional
configurations have been constantly changing. In its latest incarnation, the Indo-Pacific is fast catching
up as the appropriate framework that can capture the profound emerging geopolitical and geoeconomic
shifts which is why most countries are beginning to design policies and strategies around this idea. Since
it covers a vast region which is becoming the new global centre of gravity, it offers more opportunities as
well gives more room to accommodate the interests of great powers leading to the establishment of a
stable multipolar order and also allow the regional multilateralism to flourish.
The ‘Indo’ denotes India, whereas most tend to equate Indo with the Indian Ocean, which resultantly
creates confusion. Thus, in terms of its geographical contours, from a historical and cultural and more
recent geopolitical and geoeconomic standpoints, the Indo-Pacific constitutes as of now India, Southeast
Asia, Northeast Asia, Australia and New Zealand. If this is understood, it becomes easier to comprehend
the concept of the Indo-Pacific and its import. To be sure, it is not merely the emergence of India that has
given rise to the Indo-Pacific. China’s astounding rise and its rapidly spreading tentacles across the IndoPacific region in particular and the economic rise of the entire region in general, apart from many
geopolitical factors, have contributed to make the Indo-Pacific a more suitable framework. Even ASEAN,
which had been reticent so far, has come out with an ‘Outlook for Indo-Pacific’ in 2019. It is a noncommittal statement that neither endorses nor rejects the Indo-Pacific idea, yet the fact that the regional
organisation that is spearheading multilateralism has expressed a view is an unmistakable sign of a
paradigm shift.
In this backdrop, in order for IORA to remain relevant and to make a mark, it has to closely align itself
with the Indo-Pacific and its multilateralism especially in view of the fact that it is seen as a moribund with
little or nothing to show on its record of achievements except grandiose statements. True, there are
factors that limit IORA realising its full potential, not least are geopolitical issues. However, they are not
unique to IORA, most other regional multilateral organisations too face them. Despite these constraints,
opportunities can be created for greater cooperation. IORA should leverage the Indian Ocean’s rapidly
increasing geostrategic and geoeconomic significance. Indeed, it can become an institutional bridge
connecting the Indo-Pacific and the rest of the Indian Ocean, the two regions whose interdependence is
growing, for a mutually beneficial relationship. To accomplish this, IORA has to evolve an innovative
agenda and undertake a number of initiatives proactively.

Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies

111

Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies, October-December 2019
Special Issue on Indo Pacific

THE INDO-PACIFIC CONSTRUCT AND IORA: A PERSPECTIVE
Ruchika Rishi1
ABSTRACT
More than two years after the Indo-Pacific concept was highlighted as the central tenet of USA’s foreign
and security policies, the time has come to look at how far it has progressed. This paper collates efforts
of key players along with underpinning compulsions that have driven or limited their actions. It then goes
a step further and, in section 3, suggests the active utilization of minilateral fora like IORA in sub-regions
within the overall Indo-Pacific construct to actualize the proposed objectives of the latter. The author also
urges identification of ‘lead’ nations within each such grouping in order to ensure focussed direction and
implementation of agreed agendas; for example, in the IOR, IORA may be greatly supported by India,
and guided by the SAGAR doctrine. The conclusion, in section 4, draws on preceding sections to arrive
at the interpretation that with lack of clarity around the Indo-Pacific construct, and major players in the
region pursuing their own priorities, a future for the Indo-Pacific construct will depend on this sub-regional
approach.
Key words: Indo-Pacific, Indian Ocean Region (IOR), Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA),
SAGAR, minilateralism
Section I
1.

Introduction

It is said that “geography does not change, but perception does”. The Indo-Pacific concept has been
around for quite a few years now, although it saw the spotlight about two years ago, when the United
States of America (USA), announced its version of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP). Much has
already been written about it and much more will undoubtedly be told as events unfold. Two years down
the line, what have been the substantial responses from key players, what direction is the strategy moving
towards, and what does it mean for the Indian Ocean region (IOR)?
The rise of the Indo-Pacific concept underscores the fact that the Indian Ocean has replaced the Atlantic
as the world’s busiest and most strategically important trade corridor, carrying two-thirds of global oil
shipments and one-third of bulk cargo. The Indo-Pacific region harbours 60% of world population and
witnesses the flow of one-third of international trade.
This concept recognises that growing economic, geopolitical, and security connections between the
Pacific and Indian Ocean regions are creating a single strategic system, where major changes in one
Ruchika Rishi is a serving officer of the Indian Police Service and former Director for Maritime Safety and Security, and
Disaster Risk Management at the IORA Secretariat, Mauritius.
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part of the system affect what happens in the others. It is a maritime “super-region” with its geographical
centre in Southeast Asia . This connect further leads to strategic vulnerabilities, which influence
diplomatic relations, partnership building, and hard-power priorities like naval modernization. Together,
these developments are making the Indo-Pacific the world’s economic and strategic centre of gravity.
There are varying perceptions about Indo-Pacific as a term in itself. One view is that although ‘Indo’ does
not refer to India but the whole Indian Ocean, the term Indo-Pacific underpins India’s growing regional
importance. The other narrative reveals the Indo-Pacific construct’s association with a China-balancing
agenda.2 “The trigger for the “Indo-Pacific” coinage was China’s increasing politico-military assertiveness
and the ensuing enunciation of China’s “String of Pearls” strategy in 2005 by a U.S. think-tank”.3
But the Indo-Pacific power chronicle is not only about China and India. Enmeshed in the region are the
crisscrossing interests of at least four major powers (China, India, Japan, and USA) as well as significant
middle players including Australia, European powers, and the most substantial of the Southeast Asian
countries. In addition, the continued strategic role and presence of USA in both the Pacific and Indian
oceans is an important aspect.
“The basic components of the Indo-Pacific include: maritime security, i.e. securing sea lanes of
communication, freedom of navigation, maintaining an open and transparent rules-based order, abiding
by international law, open dialogue and discussions, and fostering regional development by engaging in
infrastructure and connectivity projects.”4 Many countries have adopted this concept, in various ways,
with myriad connotations.
Whether the region’s strategic future is dominated by competition or unfolds in a more cooperative fashion
will depend on the incredibly complex interlinkages among its players, which will announce if the IndoPacific strategy carries weight or is another term to be consigned to dusty history. The following sections
therefore, briefly look at the posture of key players in the region, to draw an indication towards the future
direction of this vision which could be guided by a unipolar, multipolar, multilateral or ‘minilateral’ system.
This is imperative if a meaningful cooperative strategy for ensuring peace, progress and prosperity in this
region is to be evolved.

2Adducul,

L. A. M. (2018), The Indo-Pacific Construct in Australia’s White Papers: Reflections for ASEAN-Australia Future
Strategic Partnership, Centre for International Relations & Strategic Studies, VOL. V, NO. 6 | March 2018, Accessed online
at<http://www.fsi.gov.ph/the-indo-pacific-construct-in-australias-white-papers-reflections-for-asean-australia-future-strategicpartnership/>
3 Kuo. M.A. (2018), The Origin of ‘Indo-Pacific’ as Geopolitical Construct. Insights from Gurpreet Khurana, Accessed online at
https://thediplomat.com/2018/01/the-origin-of-indo-pacific-as-geopolitical-construct/
4 Prasad, N. (2019), India’s Foray into the Indo-Pacific: Embracing Ambiguity through Strategic Autonomy, Accessed online
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Section II
2.
Key Stakeholders
2.1 UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
The unipolar world has been witnessing the slow decline of USA since the end of the Cold War, notably
since its 2003 Iraq invasion and the 2008 financial crisis. Its share of the global economy has “fallen from
half to less than one-fifth since the end of World War II.” 5 The emergence of new regional and global
powers like China, EU, India and Russia limits its capacity to guide global agendas. This is exacerbated
by internal issues, burgeoning national debt, impacts of various invasions and ongoing wars, Obama’s
relatively reluctant global role and Trump’s unabashedly self-centric role. This arena of perceived
vulnerability mentored the Indo-Pacific strategy.
USA’s 2017 National Security Strategy described the Indo-Pacific as a region in which “a geopolitical
competition between free and repressive visions of world order is taking place” and where “China is using
economic inducements and penalties, influence in operations, and implied military threats to persuade
other states to heed its political and security agenda.” To counter this, it called for working together with
USA’s allies and partners, especially India, and boosting the Quad. The 2018 National Defence Strategy
re-affirmed the criticality of Indo-Pacific for “America's continued stability, security, and prosperity” for
which a suitable international order was required.
In 2018 itself, the State Department explained its view of FOIP:, “free” meaning that Indo-Pacific nations
be free from coercion in decision-making especially in terms of good governance, fundamental rights,
transparency and anti-corruption’ “Open” implying open sea lines of communication and airways, more
open logistics, infrastructure, investment, and free, fair, and reciprocal trade.
The 2019 Indo-Pacific Strategy Report (released to coincide with the Asia Security Summit) declared
“The Indo-Pacific is the single most consequential region for America’s future.” It labelled Asia as a
“priority theatre” and explicitly affirmed USA’s enhanced military presence in the region to “protect the
American people, the homeland, and the American way of life”, to promote American prosperity,
“preserve peace through strength” and “advance American influence by competing and leading in
multilateral organizations so that American interests and principles are protected.” By working with longtime allies and pursuing emerging partnerships,” FOIP promotes the image of a community of interests
linking USA and major Asian democracies, especially India, Japan and Australia, to join in curbing China
in the new framework of growing "Cold War" influence.6
But implementation of FOIP faces some basic dilemmas:
Firstly, there is a conflict between USA’s desire to make America great again and withdrawal from
international responsibility. USA’s status as the world’s sole superpower is grounded in the international
Bishara M. (2017), The battle for world leadership, Accessed online at <
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2017/07/battle-world-leadership-g20-170707105554887.html>
6 Chen D. (2018), The Indo-Pacific Strategy: A Background Analysis, Institute for International Political Studies), Accessed
online at <https://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/indo-pacific-strategy-background-analysis-20714>
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order built and led by itself, from which it has benefitted the most. Recent decisions to withdraw from the
Paris Agreement, Trans-Pacific Partnership, UNESCO, UNHRC and Iran nuclear deal have reversed
decades-old US policies, raising questions about its international credibility. Such actions have led allies
like Japan and South Korea to revive their participation to the Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership (RCEP) that includes China, USA’s main bugbear. Calls to US allies to share the cost of US
military deployment in their countries raise doubts on American commitment to bilateral security treaties.
Such worries will fundamentally disrupt implementation of the Indo-Pacific strategy.
Further, because its focus is regional competition with China, USA’s Indo-Pacific strategy fails to
acknowledge local dynamics that are changing the geopolitics of the area. Beyond the strategic triangle
with India and China, the strategy barely considers littoral states of the region. “While the varying
geographical sub-regions of the Indo-Pacific region are clearly interlinked, the implementation of US’s
vision for a FOIP will also have to take into consideration vast discrepancies between the various subregions in demography (population decline vs growth), economics (rapid growth vs slowdown), and
security (escalation or proxy conflicts across multiple potential flashpoints).”7 With an openly
confrontational pivot, USA’s Indo-Pacific strategy frames the regional environment as a zero-sum game,
under which local states have to position themselves vis-à-vis two distinguishable blocs. “Small and
medium-sized countries are caught between China and the US. On the one hand, they are afraid of the
regional order changes brought about by the rise of China. On the other hand, they do not want to lose
their share of the dividends brought about by China's economic development.”8
“On the economic front, after withdrawing from Trans-Pacific Partnership, the Trump administration has
done almost nothing to show the region it has a proactive trade policy.” 9 Initiatives like BUILD Act, Asia
EDGE, the Digital Connectivity and Cybersecurity Partnership are inadequate in design and resources.
“Mr Trump needs more than military cooperation, but economic cooperation and proactive multilateral
engagement”.10 All of this logically directs small countries to diversify their options and aspire to pursue
their own policies, regardless of Washington’s preferences.
The expansion of military ties with India to counterbalance China, has made USA the second biggest
supplier of arms to Delhi and its most frequent contributor to military exercises. However, this ignores the
asymmetric nature of Chinese-Indian relations. “It assumes an Indian ability to reach a potential balance
with China that is contradicted by the enduring superiority of the latter over the former in any economic
and military sectors, a reality that is well understood by officials in Delhi”11. It also ignores India’s tradition
Bassler C., Emerging Clarity, Muddled Action: The U.S Vision for a Free and Open Indo-Pacific, German Marshall Fund
Publication, Accessed online at <http://www.gmfus.org/listings/research/type/publication>
8 Chen D. (2018), The Indo-Pacific Strategy: A Background Analysis, Institute for International Political Studies), Accessed
online at <https://www.ispionline.it/it/pubblicazione/indo-pacific-strategy-background-analysis-20714>
9
Rogin J. (2018), Trump’s Indo-Pacific strategy: Where’s the beef?, Accessed online at
<https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/josh-rogin/wp/2018/06/06/trumps-indo-pacific-strategy-wheres-the-beef/>
10
Sophal S. (2018), Trump's Indo-Pacific plan is not new at all, Accessed online at
<https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/1490046/trumps-indo-pacific-plan-is-not-new-at-all>
11 Samaan, J. (2019), Confronting the Flaws in America’s Indo-Pacific Strategy, Accessed online at
<https://warontherocks.com/2019/02/confronting-the-flaws-in-americas-indo-pacific-strategy/>
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of strategic autonomy, as apparent in its ambivalent approach to Beijing that mixes elements of balancing
and accommodation. “Notably, the framework appears focused on pulling India more intensively into
regional activities to its east but does not necessarily take into account India’s own interests in the Indian
Ocean”12.
“The greatest challenge with regard to the FOIP for the United States is the ability of its own foreign policy
community to sustain focus on the region”13. US policymakers and analysts remain frequently more
preoccupied with other regions, from the Balkans to the Middle East. Additionally, there is inadequate
clarity within the US bureaucracy for coordination and unified effort to implement this vision. “A close
examination of official documents and public speeches by the Trump cabinet reveals that the strategy is
nothing new and appears to a large extent disconnected from the realities of the Indo-Pacific region.”14
Setting budgets is the strongest indication of the importance given to a new initiative, and the consensus
between administration and Congress of shifting foreign policy priorities. “After the Trump administration
had proposed cutting foreign military financing (FMF) grants to replace it with a loan program, Congress
rejected the proposal and restored many of the cuts. However… the final appropriations bill restored
almost no funding for the Indo-Pacific15. In 2018, the entire East Asia and the Pacific region was slated
for less than 1% of the State Department’s total FMF budget”16.
2.2

JAPAN

Japan considers China’s emergence as a global superpower to be the major geopolitical challenge in
coming years. Its strategy for a FOIP was tailored against this backdrop, as an all-encompassing effort
to manage the change along the lines of Japanese values and interests, and to counter the BRI, which
adds to its own economic challenges. “Arguing that it has become increasingly difficult for a single country
to respond to regional security concerns of the Asia-Pacific, Japan encourages and welcomes the
participation of regional allies in the enactment of its FOIP strategy.”17
Japan has been the earliest proponent of the Indo-Pacific construct: Starting with Prime Minister Abe’s
2007 speech to the Indian Parliament on the ‘Confluence of Two Seas’, Japan actively engaged
international partners and allies to take the concept forward: The Japanese Prime Minister declared that
peace, stability and freedom of navigation in the Pacific Ocean are linked to and depend upon the same
Ayres. A. (2019), The U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy Needs More Indian Ocean, Council on Foreign Relations, Accessed online
at < https://www.cfr.org/expert-brief/us-indo-pacific-strategy-needs-more-indian-ocean>
13 Bassler C., Emerging Clarity, Muddled Action: The U.S Vision for a Free and Open Indo-Pacific, German Marshall Fund
Publication, Accessed online at <http://www.gmfus.org/listings/research/type/publication>
14 Samaan, J. (2019), Confronting the Flaws in America’s Indo-Pacific Strategy, Accessed online at
<https://warontherocks.com/2019/02/confronting-the-flaws-in-americas-indo-pacific-strategy/>
15Epstein S. B., Lawson, M. L., Gill, C. R. (2018), Department of State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs: FY2018
Budget and Appropriations, Congress Research Service Report, Accessed online at
<https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R44890.pdf>
16 Sayers E. (2018), Assessing America’s Role in Indo-Pacific Budget Shortfall, Accessed online at
<https://warontherocks.com/2018/11/assessing-americas-indo-pacific-budget-shortfall/>
17 Yennie- Lindgren W. (2019), Old Sake, New Barrel? Japan’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy”, in Stirling, S. (2019),
Mind the Gap: National Views of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific, The German Marshall Fund of the United States, Asia
Program Report 9, Accessed online at http://www.gmfus.org/listings/research/type/publication
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in the Indian Ocean. He also spoke about cooperation between Japan, Australia, India and USA (now
the Quad) to secure and protect freedom of navigation in both these Oceans. Steadily deepening ties
with India led to an Indo-Japan joint vision statement in December 2015, which noted their “responsibility
for the peace and stability of the Indo-Pacific region”.18 In May 2017, the “Asia-Africa Growth Corridor”
(AAGC) was introduced, with the intention of extending development and connectivity projects between
the two regions through Indo-Japanese collaboration, thereby paving the path to realization of the FOIP
concept which was formally introduced during the sixth Tokyo International Conference on African
Development in August 2016. In November 2016, the Japanese and US Presidents discussed it, and
since the East Asia Summit of 2017, the USA took the idea forward.
Today, the idea of FOIP forms the core of Japanese foreign policy repertoire and is heavily used as a
strategic communications concept in diplomatic engagements. “The thrust of Japan’s Free and Open
Indo-Pacific Strategy…is to enhance global stability and prosperity, according to the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs.”19
Connectivity is the fulcrum for the economic element of Japan’s FOIP. In this, it emphasizes areas where
Japan has had a long history of engagement and where it can reinforce freedom of trade and its oversight.
Thus, ASEAN remains an economic focus area, also due to its geographic position. The development of
AAGC suggests that Japan’s FOIP was designed to compete with BRI. However, seeing the strategy as
a direct response to BRI may be incorrect: Japan has not ruled out the possibility of cooperation with
China, but it has emphasized that cooperation would have to come hand in hand with the values promoted
by its FOIP strategy. “Tokyo’s decision to consider cooperating with China on the BRI could make
economic sense, since it would give Tokyo some opportunity to hold China to higher levels of
transparency and accountability.” 20
Concerning security, especially maritime security, Japan views regional order as a “group initiative” that
requires the active involvement of not only its main security ally, the reluctant USA, but increasingly also
the Quad. To achieve the security initiative of assisting the coastal countries of the Indo-Pacific with
capacity building, Japan’s FOIP strategy prioritizes bilateral defence partnerships, increasing
interoperability and knowledge sharing.
However, despite over two years since its formal introduction, the content, intentions and objectives of
this strategy remain unclear, largely because its elements are not new or innovative. Many—such as
economic development, promoting market-based economies, capacity building and promoting peace and
prosperity through a rules-based international order—have been part of Japan’s foreign policy for
decades. “Recently, the Japanese government called FOIP a “vision”, instead of a “strategy”, as
previously – which has its own ramifications. Japan also seeks to collaborate with BRI through private

Ibid.
Yennie- Lindgren W. (2019), Old Sake, New Barrel? Japan’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy”, in Mind the Gap:
National Views of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific, The German Marshall Fund of the United States, Asia Program Report 9,
pages 35-40, Accessed online at http://www.gmfus.org/listings/research/type/publication
20 Elcano Royal Institute (2019) Tokyo’s ‘Free And Open Indo-Pacific’: Quality Infrastructure And Defence To The Fore –
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sector initiatives in third countries. This change of emphasis has confused Japan watchers about Japan’s
true intentions.”21
Finance is another problematic area. How is a country that suffers from a severe national debt and a
particularly challenging demographic outlook going to pay for the strategy? The economy is expected to
grow by 0.4% in 2020, and 0.8% in 2021. “Private consumption and the services sector—until now the
backbone of the economy in the wake of increased external headwinds—have also started to show signs
of fatigue. Consumer confidence plummeted to an over eight-year low in September and the services
PMI, despite remaining in positive territory, receded in the same month.” 22
Further, while Japan’s vision of FOIP is a value-based one, “emphasising the rule of law, human rights
and democracy as its guiding values and principles, Tokyo’s commitment to international law and
democratic values is sometimes selective as in the case of the Philippines and Burma/Myanmar.”23
2.3

INDONESIA AND ASEAN

The January 2018 ASEAN Summit saw Indonesia’s President enunciate his vision for a ‘stable, peaceful
and prosperous’ Indo-Pacific. “He said that Indonesia wants an ‘Indo-Pacific regional architecture’ based
on the principles of openness, transparency and inclusion, and built through a ‘habit of dialogue’ and
‘respect for international law’ using a ‘building block’ approach.” 24 The ‘building blocks’ were elaborated
to include: bilateral and plurilateral cooperation among regional countries; strengthening of IORA to
create new growth centres in the Indian Ocean; and creation of linkages between these two components
through ASEAN-led mechanisms. That Indonesia publicly proposed its own Indo-Pacific vision suggests
the arrival of a distinctly Indonesian conception of the Indo-Pacific within ASEAN, based on acceptance
of other versions of the concept; reliance on existing bilateral or ‘minilateral’ Indo-Pacific arrangements
(such as the Quad); non-targeting and non-exclusion to certain countries (such as China); and promotion
of the ‘ASEAN way’ (including the ‘habit of dialogue’) in the Indo-Pacific. This initiative may be understood
by recognising the national vision of Indonesia to mark its centennial in 2045, which includes the goal of
becoming one of the G-5 by 2045 (which would consist of Indonesia, Japan, US, China and India).
“Indonesia’s multilateral zeal stems partly from its historical success with ASEAN and UN institutions and
partly from its faith in the ability of multilateralism’s ‘multiplier effect’ to compensate for its lack of strategic
resources.”25
For ASEAN as a whole, the ASEAN Outlook on Indo-Pacific (AOIP) was announced in June 2019 two
years after the introduction of this concept, and after lengthy internal negotiations. AOIP established

Sahashi R. (2019), The Indo-Pacific in Japan’s Foreign Policy, Washington International Trade Association, Accessed
online at <https://www.wita.org/atp-research/the-indo-pacific-in-japans-foreign-policy/>
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23 Brown J. D. J (2018), Japan’s Values-Free and Token Indo-Pacific Strategy, Accessed online at <
https://thediplomat.com/2018/03/japans-values-free-and-token-indo-pacific-strategy/>
24 Laksmana E. (2018), An Indo-Pacific construct with ‘Indonesian characteristics’, Accessed online at
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25 Ibid.
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ASEAN and Southeast Asia as central to the Indo-Pacific, which was defined to also include the Indian
Ocean and Asia Pacific regions. This gave a new definition to ‘Indo-Pacific’.
ASEAN’s establishment of Southeast Asia as the centre to the Indo-Pacific region in the AOIP aims at
asserting their role as the primary player of this geostrategic region. By “centrality” ASEAN means that “it
is the primary driving force of regional and inter-regional dialogue and cooperation, and a force for peace
and moderation as an honest broker. From its perspective, a loss of centrality (would) lead to a decline
in its neutrality and manoeuvrability amid great-power competition.”26 The FOIP, led by either Japan or
USA, threatens this centrality, which is already severely challenged by China’s assertive behaviour in the
South China Sea. The resurgence of the Quad as the alternative driver of regional cooperation poses a
potential replacement for it. Therefore, it advocates that “only an ASEAN-adopted and ASEAN-centered
Indo-Pacific construct will enable nations to develop a common understanding of new regional
challenges, and provide the necessary diplomatic mechanisms to discuss and deal with these
challenges.”27
China is the largest and most influential trading partner for most Southeast Asian states. “In 2007, ASEAN
had almost equal shares of its trade with the United States, Japan, and China—at 11%, 10.7%, and
10.6% respectively. However, in 2017 China began to dominate.” 28 Economic interdependence has made
it virtually impossible for any Southeast Asian country to loosen or end ties with China. China’s BRI, the
anti-globalization movements in some advanced economies and the growing trade war between USA
and China have the potential to damage the long-term growth trajectory of ASEAN. Given this dynamic,
ASEAN welcomed the FOIP as a counterbalance to China’s overwhelming power in the region while
remaining somewhat reserved, due to concerns over possible entrapment into a binary choice between
Washington and Beijing. Yet, it is apprehensive about possible external interventions in domestic politics
through the FOIP. “Many in ASEAN … prudently…believe that ASEAN should not play a role in any overt
containment, complicating China’s relations with ASEAN, and thus, remain neutral. At the same time, if
ASEAN leaders intend to retain ASEAN centrality, they must stay on top of the discourse as well as
actively shape the embryonic and evolving order. This is ASEAN’s Indo-Pacific dilemma.”29
Therefore, AOIP enlarged on the rationale for an ASEAN-centred regional architecture for Indo-Pacific
by highlighting four areas of cooperation: maritime cooperation, connectivity, UN SDGs 2030, and
economic and other possible areas of cooperation. It accepted that “ASEAN may also seek to develop,
where appropriate, cooperation with other regional and sub-regional mechanisms in the Asia-Pacific and
Hanada, R. (2019), ASEAN’s Role in the Indo-Pacific: Rules-based Order and Regional Integrity, in Stirling S. Mind the
Gap: National Views of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific, The German Marshall Fund of the United States, Asia Program Report
9, Accessed online at http://www.gmfus.org/listings/research/type/publication
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Indian Ocean regions on specific areas of common interests to complement the relevant initiatives.” 30
However, it has yet to provide a policy framework or reform of existing ASEAN-led institutions to
effectively address urgent regional issues, nor does AOIP aim to do so; it instead talks about enhancing
ASEAN’s community building processes and strengthening existing ASEAN-led mechanisms.
Even if all stakeholders in the Indo-Pacific recognize ASEAN as an appropriate regional architect, and
agree on its broad goals of promoting cooperation and lessening tensions, doubts remain with regard to
the grouping’s efficiency. For the last 20 years, ASEAN has tried to ASEAN-ize East Asia and also the
great powers in their own interactions, but its success has been limited. “In procrastinating and
postponing core questions, ASEAN also contributed to making solutions more difficult and uncertain.
Indeed, power configuration today in the region is governed by trials of strength and realpolitik with the
potential to undermine “ASEAN’s ecosystem of peace, stability, and prosperity.” 31 ASEAN’s diplomatic
slowness might not only prove inappropriate for engineering a new dynamic in the Indo-Pacific, but also
counterproductive since it leaves the ground open for the most powerful and determined. Off the record,
many diplomats, including within Southeast Asia, keep complaining about the low performance and limits
of regional mechanisms. They feel uncomfortable with the stalemate member states produce in echoing
ASEAN centrality as much as they can without giving the Association the resources and attention this
centrality would imply.” (ibid)
Further, the organization suffers from diverse perceptions among its member on the geographical scope
and goals of the Indo-Pacific construct. This is clearly noticeable in the long winding negotiations to draft
a 5-page AOIP. This also limits ASEAN’s influence, its complex positioning in the new power
configuration, and contains risks for misunderstandings with its traditional partners.
Last but not least, it is interesting to note that ASEAN has insisted on a “rules-based order,” not to be
confused with the rule of law. Beijing contends that international law is not appropriate to solve regional
problems, which should instead be managed through regional mechanisms with regional characteristics.
ASEAN’s stance seems to imply the same, and as such, this deviation might prove to become the main
divider between ASEAN and all major Indo-Pacific stakeholders, with the exception of China. As a result,
ASEAN’s centrality is bound to be challenged, as also the future of the Indo-Pacific community.
2.4

INDIA

Since the mid-2000s, India has grown increasingly substantial in shaping the regional and global order.
This is evident in its increasing naval exercises with more partners, actions and statements in support of
international law, and signing of separate strategic partnerships with the US in 2005, Japan in 2006, and
Australia in 2009; the resurgence of the “Quad” in 2017 is a tangible outcome of renewed substantive
dialogue. India is increasingly included in various regional forums for overarching economic and security
reckoning in the region. In fact, the coinage of ‘Indo-Pacific’ has much to do with the increased eminence
Link to the full document is available online at <https://asean.org/storage/2019/06/ASEAN-Outlook-on-the-IndoPacific_FINAL_22062019.pdf>
31 Boisseau du Rocher S. (2019), Great Expectations: ASEAN and the Indo-Pacific Concept, Accessed online at
<https://thediplomat.com/2019/06/great-expectations-asean-and-the-indo-pacific-concept/>
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of India with the turn of the 21st century. It began in the 1990s with India’s impressive economic growth,
and later, its nuclear weaponization.32
India’s inherent relevance in this broader region is quite apparent — a country on the brink of becoming
the world’s most populous; “a stable democracy with the world’s sixth-largest economy, third-largest
military by personnel strength, and fifth-largest defence budget; and a commitment to rule of law and the
liberal international order.”33 In 2014, India’s foreign policy was modified from “Look East” to “Act East”
to deepen ties with ASEAN and the Asia-Pacific region. In January 2015, USA and India signed a “Joint
Strategic Vision for Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean Region”. To formalize its intentions in the region, India
launched its “Maritime Security Strategy” acknowledging the “shift in worldview from a Euro-Atlantic to
an Indo-Pacific focus”. Its vision for the IOR was defined in March 2015 as Security and Growth for All in
the Region (SAGAR). By this time China had announced its intentions to set up the BRI, then called
Maritime Silk Road and Silk Route projects. In December 2015, India and Japan signed a Joint Vision
Statement that extended their partnership to the “Indo-Pacific region”. Meanwhile India continued to
engage with China and Russia in the BRICS forum. It later became a new member of the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization (SCO). As apparent, India was playing a balancing role between continental
interests (Russia and China) and its maritime interests (with Japan and the US).
In the concept of Indo-Pacific, New Delhi found promise to further India’s national interests in its extended
eastern maritime neighbourhood. Considering that India’s geostrategic frontier vis-à-vis China is steadily
expanding eastwards from the Indian Ocean, New Delhi also sought to develop a credible strategic
deterrence against China. At the same time, there emerged a backlash against China’s so-called debttrap diplomacy (through its loans and BRI) not just in South Asia but in the wider developing world.
Fearing entrapment by China in a situation where their sovereignty might be compromised, “this rethink
resulted in countries seeking to renegotiate loan agreements with Beijing or even scrap some of the
projects that they have agreed to initiate.”34 The “Indo-Pacific” construct therefore provided India a
valuable opportunity to partner with the resident countries and major stakeholder powers of Indo-Pacific,
with converging interests.
The Indian Prime Minister outlined “India’s vision for the Indo-Pacific” for the first time at the Shangri-La
Dialogue in June 2018. “He enumerated India’s interests in this hyphenated region: an inclusive spirit,
special focus on Southeast Asia after its primary focus on the Indian Ocean region, adherence to a rulesbased order and the rule of law, open access to the commons including freedom of navigation, support
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for free trade, promotion of sustainable connectivity without predation, and amid an embrace of increasing
competition, a support for cooperation rather than conflict.” 35
USA and India are considered the main drivers of USA’s FOIP. Despite previous strained relations, their
rapport has improved to the extent that in 2010, the US President hailed it as “one of the defining
partnerships of the 21st century.” With USA’s policy shift on China becoming more pronounced, India’s
role in US policy is expected to increase.
However, India is not seen to merge seamlessly in the Indo-Pacific construct as per expectations of its
partners. This is because of its strategic goals: First, ensuring its sovereignty through territorial integrity
and security of the neighbourhood. Second, building a prosperous nation through robust economic growth
and poverty eradication. Third, to be a “leading power, rather than just a balancing power” in a multipolar
world by being brought into “agenda-setting institutions” with U.S. help, while not sacrificing its strategic
autonomy to “restrictive expectations.”36 Thus, India’s political interests and choices differ from those of
other Indo-Pacific players due to its nonalignment (or, more appropriately, “independent” foreign policy)
preferences and experiences, limited resources, strategic inclusivity, and preference for multipolarity. It
has historically been averse to formal military alliances. This stance opposes USA’s regional policy that—
in the absence of TPP — is now largely rooted in defence relationships. Ultimately, India actively seeks
to construct a multipolar order. This runs closer to China’s declared preference while USA, Japan, and
Australia prefer a U.S.-led liberal international order that has only thrived under bipolarity or unipolarity.37
India’s material position also influences its objectives and its ability to achieve them. The Trump
administration’s transactional approach to foreign policy is troubling India like it is troubling other U.S.
allies and strategic partners.38 India has unintentionally been the main victim of American sanctions
against Iran and Russia. Moreover, “the defining partnership” is itself yet to be clearly defined. Strategic
and military cooperation has improved to a limited extent in the last two decades but economic
cooperation is even less developed with the two countries yet to sign a free-trade agreement and several
WTO cases filed against each other. Unlike Japan and Australia whose economies are more dependent
on trade with China, India as a developing economy has less bargaining power to ignore Chinese
economic incentives or resilience to withstand Chinese economic coercion. It is less able to extract and
generate resources for power projection without external dependency. Further, India shares an approx.
4,000kms long border with China, making it both a partner and an adversary. Simply put, India is not in
position to categorically choose sides. It is therefore seen to be pursuing a soft-balancing strategy to
restrain China, particularly through limited alignments and informal ententes.
Lalwani S. (2019), Reluctant Link? India, the Quad, and the Free and Open Indo-Pacific, by Sameer Lalwani, in Stirling, S.
(2019), Mind the Gap: National Views of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific, The German Marshall Fund of the United States,
Asia Program Report 9, Accessed online at http://www.gmfus.org/listings/research/type/publicationI
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Gap: National Views of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific, The German Marshall Fund of the United States, Asia Program
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The outcome is that India’s Indo-Pacific policy appears to privilege breadth over depth in its external
relationships. Analysts charge it has very little to show on the ground. Further, the strategy of balancing
and hedging has led to a proliferation of diverse strategic partnerships. In August 2019, at the G20 summit
in Osaka, at the JAI meeting, the US and Japanese Presidents and the Indian Prime Minister discussed
the “Indo-Pacific region and how the three countries can work together in terms of connectivity,
infrastructure, and ensuring that peace and security is maintained.” In contrast, in an allusion to the
American hegemon, at the RIC meeting with presidents Putin and Xi, Modi professed to “promote a multipolar world, a world in which there are many centers of influence and stability. 39 These manoeuvrings
create several challenges: stretching of scarce resources and personnel, as each partnership requires
nurturing, dilution of their individual significance and utility; and conflicting signals that can create future
friction or liabilities, especially when it comes to choice of strategic partners.
2.5

AUSTRALIA

“Australia was one of the early proponents of the concept of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ as it saw itself straddling
between the Indian and Pacific Oceans, between the economic rise of China and simultaneous
deepening of security ties with the United States.” 40
Australia’s political commitment to the Indo-Pacific is sometimes viewed with scepticism; it was, after all,
Australia which reneged on the initial effort at the Quad in 2007, notably at a joint press conference with
the Chinese foreign minister. Since 2013, however, Australia has been a central proponent of
operationalizing the FOIP concept and is the first country to have enshrined it in public policy, advocating
it in its 2011 Defence White Paper, suitably revised in 2016. Its 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper
concretized the initiative. The Indo-Pacific concept has since become the compelling logic for Australia’s
strategic and defence planning. The region is described as evolving, within which Australia places focus
on the maritime environment’s crucial role in military strategy and partnerships.
Interestingly, the fundamental point in Australia’s 2016 Defence and 2017 Foreign Policy White Papers
is the need to strengthen the traditional Australia-US alliance system, “as Australia acknowledges that it
“does not have the capacity to unilaterally protect and further our global interests.” 41 As such, Canberra
has intentionally sided with a rules-based global order, perhaps thereby hoping to harmonize to an extent
USA’s relative decline in the Indo-Pacific in the face of an increasingly powerful and assertive China. This
is a tricky balancing act, as we shall see.
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The 2013 and 2016 Defence White Papers noted three developments responsible for shaping “the IndoPacific as a single strategic arc” — China’s rise, strategic growth of East Asia, and emergence of India
as a global power. The 2016 Defence White Paper, announced Australia’s “ambitious plan to regenerate
the Royal Australian Navy since the Second World War,” thereby confirming a central role in the regional
strategic order. This military focus in Australia’s FOIP strategy is hardly surprising as it aligns capability,
intent, and threat in one go. It is tailor-made for supporting an alliance-based FOIP which encourages
key allies to stay engaged in the region. The gathering of the “new” Quad in January 2018 signalled that
this strategy has had some success.
Traditionally, Australia had enjoyed a comfortable setting with its principal trading partner—first the United
Kingdom (UK), then USA —also acting as its key security ally. However, between 1999 and 2009, bilateral
trade between China and Australia increased three-fold, making China Australia’s primary trading partner.
“China now dominates the Australian economy, accounting for 23.8% of two-way trade in the 2014 to
2017 financial years, compared to 9.6% for the United States.” 42 Now Australia’s closest trading partner
and its principal military patron are not only different but also increasingly in direct competition. USA’s
2017 National Security Strategy plainly identifies great-power rivalry as the primary threat to its security.
Recent revelations around China’s covert soft-power influence, regionally and in Australian politics, have
left Australians nervous. Australia’s Foreign Policy White Paper is explicit about the implications of the
declining global US financial dominance for the region. A sense of rising authoritarianism in regional
countries, and escalating challenges to the so-called rules-based order are further problems. While
Australia considers US’ role in ensuring a rules-based global order as indispensable, it does not discount
the economic gains in relating with China. In this vice of competing interests - bilateral vs regional - lies
the importance of FOIP to Australia, which views it as an alternate strategy to sustain a rules-based and
multipolar system, even in the absence of US dominance.
In the long term, Australia wants to complement its maritime prowess with economic power within the
FOIP concept. The 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper identified India, Japan, Indonesia, and South Korea
as potential partners in this area. However, as the analyst Jeffery Wilson has stated, “By shifting the
functional orientation toward security, attempts to rescale to the Indo-Pacific jeopardize economic
cooperation in Asia.”43 Australia has, so far, struggled to define its economic plan for the Indo-Pacific.
“For the 2018–2019 fiscal year, Australia only budgeted A$4.2 bn for regional aid, or 0.22% of GDP. It
does not have a significant overseas investment fund for infrastructure programs either.” 44 Economic
initiatives seem to be based around snap decisions that are more reactive than strategic.
China’s BRI is too enormous to combat without vast financial weight which most countries do not have.
McDermott T. (2019), A Continent Between wo Seas? What the Free and Open Indo-Pacific Means for Australia, in Stirling,
S. (2019), Mind the Gap: National Views of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific, The German Marshall Fund of the United States,
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But as the conditions attached with Chinese investment come increasingly under the scanner, the
concept of “free and open” investment funds may prove to be one of the most powerful tools available.
This is an opportunity that Australia and its allies must increasingly seek to develop and leverage. The
signing of the 2018 trilateral partnership for infrastructure and connectivity investment projects among
Australia, Japan and the United States is a step in this direction.
While in the short term, Australia seeks to balance China’s emergence by continued if not enhanced
engagement of its allies in the region; in the long term, it wishes to recast its strategic geography in
alignment with Japan’s “values-oriented diplomacy”. Success will depend on sufficient investment in
different tools of national power, precisely where Australia finds it hard to strike the right balance. “The
hesitance of Australia to commit to freedom-of-navigation patrols alongside the United States shows that
it continues to walk a hedging tightrope between its national interests.” 45 The trick will be to balance hard
and soft power in a clear, long-term approach. With a fast-changing domestic political environment in the
last 10 years, the priority is political stability to execute such a campaign.
2.6

CHINA

China’s dramatic rise over the last three decades has unbalanced the rough equilibrium that hitherto
exited among roughly equal Asian countries. It is now the world's foremost manufacturer and has the
world’s second-largest, slated to be the largest by 2020. “By one measure, 35% of world growth from
2017 to 2019 will come from China, 18% from the US, 9% from India, and 8% from Europe. By 2050, the
top five largest global economies are most likely to be China, India, the US, Brazil, and Indonesia.” 46 The
scale of Chinese investments is staggering: The $900 billion BRI is the largest urbanization and
infrastructure development scheme on Earth, spanning 65 countries across Asia, Middle East, Africa and
Europe. China’s export credit and guarantee agencies, particularly China EximBank and Sinosure, are
playing a crucial role in fostering the rapid expansion of Chinese trade and overseas investments. China
is also setting the global pace on a digital economy, including cashless payments. It is investing heavily
in human resources (Chinese universities are vaulting to the top of the international rankings) and in
advanced technologies and military capabilities that will keep it in the lead for the coming decades.
“Beijing today spends more on R&D than Japan, Germany, and South Korea combined, and is second
only to the United States.” 47 Although its growth is now starting to slow down, China is still expanding at
“triple the rate of the US economy and six times the rate of Japan’s.” 48

Tillett A. (2018), Fresh Calls for Australia to Challenge Beijing’s South China Sea Island Claims,” Australian Financial
Review, July 24, 2018., Accessed online at <https://www.afr.com/politics/fresh-calls-for-australia-to-challenge-beijingssouth-china-sea-island-claims-20180724-h132r0>
46Muggah R. and Tiberghien Y. (2018), The future global order will be managed by China and the US - get used to it, World
Economic Forum, Accessed online at https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/02/the-future-global-order-will-be-managedby-china-and-the-us-get-used-to-it/
47 China Power Team. "Is China a global leader in research and development?" China Power. January 31, 2018. Updated
March 26, 2019. Accessed online at <https://chinapower.csis.org/china-research-and-development-rnd/>
48 Kelly R. E. (2014), What Would Chinese Hegemony Look Like?, Accessed online at <https://thediplomat.com/2014/02/whatwould-chinese-hegemony-look-like/>
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China’s aggressive posturing on the seas may be traced to its 2015 defence white paper, which noted
that “great importance has to be attached to managing the seas and oceans and protecting maritime
rights and interests” through a “modern maritime military force” which would support China’s expansive
and growing “national security and development interests” which consist of securing long-term energy
supplies sources of other natural resources, plus expansion of markets. However, China is considered
too aggressive in the pursuit of its interests and faces claims of illicit trade practices, human and labour
right violations and unfair competition. Financing by China to LDCs and developing countries exceeds
that by other sources by billions of dollars but a “study on Chinese banks financing in Latin America,
showed that Chinese loans have more stringent demands than World Bank loans(...) In Africa, many riots
were spurred by the fact that Chinese workers had been brought in by Chinese investors instead of hiring
local labor. Cheap Chinese products are also flooding local markets.”49 Chinese leaders leave no
opportunity to repudiate any hegemonic superpower aspirations, but with escalating struggles over
“contested commons”, strategic concerns of a Sino-polar world loom large as China’s growing ambition,
power and reach run up against the interests of old, established powers.
One noteworthy factor is that China is not rising in a vacuum. Japan, India, small and middle powers
(Singapore, South Korea, Indonesia, Vietnam, Philippines, and Australia) are also manoeuvring in search
of markets, resources and bases, and jockeying for power and influence. Russia is using its vast energy
resources and growing demand for Russian weaponry and energy by China’s neighbours to stage a
comeback. It is a very complex and crowded geopolitical space. From Beijing’s perspective, “the main
issue is how to manage, and profit from America’s decline. The challenge, from Washington’s
perspective, is how to manage China’s rise within the U.S.-led order without diluting American role and
presence”50.
While there are very few open assessments made by high Chinese officials on the Indo-Pacific strategy,
China seems to treat the Indo-Pacific strategy with coldness, suspicion and indifference: although the
strategy alleges that it excludes no nation, it is more than obvious that China is the target. “In China’s
view, its military expansion in the South China Sea and increased presence in the Indian Ocean are
benign, so the United States and its allies shouldn’t do anything to respond. On the economic side, the
Chinese believe America and its partners have no capacity to compete with Beijing’s multitrillion- dollar
One Belt One Road Initiative, so they aren’t much concerned with U.S. complaints about it”. 51 Under
these unfriendly conditions, there is not much room for China to coordinate with USA, unless they reach
a strategic consensus. The Indo-Pacific construct can help China to expand its influence in the Indian
Ocean, and reinforce its geopolitical strategy being implemented through the BRI. This is possibly why
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China has not expressed any resentment of the Indo-Pacific, at least not explicitly.52 It is also questionable
that China seeks to supplant USA’s top spot in the international order as it has demonstrated minimal
interest in shouldering the burdens of global leadership. Rather, the competition is because China sees
USA as the main obstacle to its primary foreign-policy goal, which is to return to its ‘historical position’ as
the dominant power in Asia. “If China has a very different political system, it is not set on exporting it.
Outside China, ideology doesn’t matter much to the government: it prioritises economic interests in order
to ensure its domestic political survival, and pragmatically works with whoever it needs to.”53
2.7

FRANCE

France’s predominant interest in the Indo-Pacific is from the viewpoint of international security as the
foundation for stability, as stated in its 2017 Defence and National Security Strategic Review. As its
Minister of Armed Forces remarked in May 2019, France believes that the military assertiveness of a
growing number of established or emerging powers presents many challenges to multilateralism and
increases the instability and unpredictability we are confronted with. 54
France holds overseas territories in both the Indian and Pacific Oceans, where it considers itself a nation
with sovereign rights over a vast area: France has the second-largest EEZ in the world (11 mn km2), 93%
of which is in the two oceans, where 1.5 million French citizens also live. 55 France’s activities have
witnessed an upswing since the 2010s, driven by a search for markets and investments as well as
diversification of political and security partnerships. It is considered the most involved European nation
in the Indo-Pacific, and after Brexit, will become the only member of EU with a direct and multidimensional
presence in the region. Further, it is a leading European military power, like the UK. Unlike the latter,
however, it has never reduced its military presence or cut back its power-projection capabilities in the
region. Over the past few years, defence and military relations between France and several countries in
the region have improved significantly.
In May 2018, the French President elucidated the French strategy in the Indo-Pacific region: “to act as
an inclusive and stabilizing mediating power”56 through strong involvement in settling regional crises,
strengthening and increasing its strategic, multilateral and global partnerships in the region, and a
commitment to promote common goods. It is noteworthy that France’s goals, posture, and strategy in the
region have been set out more clearly than for most nations, in key strategic documents such as the 2017
Defence and National Security Strategic Review and the 2018 France and Security in the Indo-Pacific.

Kuo. M.A. (2018), The Origin of ‘Indo-Pacific’ as Geopolitical Construct. Insights from Gurpreet Khurana, Accessed online
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online at < https://aspeniaonline.it/a-geopolitical-commission-needs-power-not-to-confront-but-to-engage/>
54 France and Security in the Indo-Pacific, Accessed online at <www.defense.gouv.fr,>
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France considers Australia, India, Indonesia, Japan, Singapore and South Korea as strategic partners,
with shared values and interests. It is also very active in multilateral fora. Its political and diplomatic role
in the region is built on three pillars: nuclear non-proliferation, defending the rule-based international order
and the global commons especially with regard to Chinese activities, and dealing with non-state actors
and security threats (terrorism, illicit trafficking and climate change). Notably, security vulnerabilities are
drawn from almost every direction: natural disasters and climate change events are designated as military
events in the May 2019 edition of France And Security In The Indo-Pacific, as they “redraw maps, create
new tensions, displace populations…By creating new security vulnerabilities, these phenomena bring
new conflicts.”
Until a decade ago, France’s Indo-Pacific strategy was very much focused on China. Since 2012,
however, France has actively started investing in the different markets in the region and promoting its
economy to attract capital into France. The Indo-Pacific is now a key trading partner for France— an
aspect that is particularly important in light of the country’s trade deficit. While France’s trade policy is
linked to the EU, France gives priority to its economic growth mainly through increased armament supply
to the region, sale of weapons technology to allies, and emphasis on its own naval presence through
military exercises and permanently stationing its personnel in both oceans; all of which it believes
conducive to the building of regional security architecture. It has comprehensive and independent military
resources, as illustrated by its autonomous design and manufacturing capabilities and its rank as the
fourth-largest armament exporter in the world. “Sustaining the vitality of this ecosystem is a major concern
to protect French sovereignty.”57 Recently, Australia and France, agreed to facilitates joint scientific
research in Antarctica and development of logistics. In 2018, USA and France signed cooperation
agreements to establish annual US-French defence-industry symposiums and joint logistical support in
the Pacific between their armed forces. In March 2018, the Joint Strategic Vision of India-France
Cooperation in the IOR was signed along with an agreement on reciprocal logistics support for armed
forces. in July 2018, France and Japan signed an agreement to exchange ammunition and military
services, and in July 2019, the two parties agreed to the terms of a new bilateral format to discuss
challenges of maritime security and the fight against terrorism in the Indo-Pacific. “All this pivoting has
translated into increased arms sales and a more active role for France in the region. This has led it to
become one of the world’s leading weapons producers and suppliers.” 58
As in the case of other Western countries, France’s posture toward China has been rather contradictory.
Economic ties trump other considerations and assertions: In December 2017, the French Economy and
Finance Minister stated in an interview that “France was looking to China and Russia to act as a
counterweight to increasingly uncertain trade relations with the U.S. and Britain… France is aiming to
build a trade “backbone” that runs from Europe to Beijing via Moscow.” 59 In January 2018, the Chinese
and French Presidents sealed a flurry of multimillion-euro business deals. In May 2018 (after a visit to
www.defense.gouv.fr
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China), France introduced their own initiative to create a strategic Paris-Delhi-Canberra axis in the IndoPacific, to counter the threats China could pose.

2.8

UNITED KINGDOM

The UK has historical, commercial and military interests within the Indo-Pacific region through multi
layered interconnections with Commonwealth countries and special ties with USA. Its military contribution
to the regional security architecture dipped during the Cold War, but since 2001, with the start of the war
in Afghanistan, UK started increasingly pivoting toward Asia. Now it is one of the major arms exporters
in the world and views the Indo-Pacific, which it defines as “the centre of the world’s growth”60, as a
rapidly growing market, home to some of its main defence commercial partners.
In the shadow of Brexit, UK’s government has officially decided to turn its foreign policy, and specifically
its trade and economic strategy, outwards to increase engagement with the rest of the world. The “Global
Britain” strategy announced in 2016 arises from perceived increase in flexibility for UK on delinking from
EU and is intended to signal that UK will “continue to be open, inclusive and outward facing; free trading;
assertive in standing up for British interests and values; and resolute in boosting (our) international
standing and influence.”61 Thus it intends to enter into more bilateral and multilateral free trade
agreements within and outside EU, and promote UK’s soft and hard power through cooperation on crime,
terrorism and foreign affairs. These aims translate into a desire to preserve the free flow of goods (to
ensure economic prosperity at home), by maintaining a region that is open, stable, and safe from security
challenges (with UK playing a pivotal role in upholding a rules-based international order, in alliance with
the US which remains the UK’s top priority and cornerstone of global ambitions).
But the increase in China’s assertiveness and the political confusion of Brexit add contradictory layers of
complexity to the role that UK wants and can effectively play. China is UK’s third-largest commercial
partner after EU and USA. The 2015 Global Comprehensive Strategic Partnership is central to this
relation. Through the UK-China Infrastructure Alliance and its backing of BRI, UK proposes to further
prosperity and sustainable development across Asia and the wider world. However, it also perceives
China as a strategic challenge, in common with its Western allies, the US and EU included. So, the
strategic question for UK is to find the most appropriate framework for its regional posture - a proper
political structure with military and operational arrangements that can be actioned by partners. The latter
should include key regional actors, and should substantially anchor UK in the politics of the region.
Overall, Brexit may well lead to obstacles in UK’s financial and political efforts overseas. Indeed, although
the Global Britain policy was announced with much fanfare in 2016, so far it has been mired in confusion
over its method of implementation, with the only onward move to date being the creation of a Global
Parliament UK, Appendix: Memorandum from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, Accessed online at
<https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmfaff/780/78008.htm>
61 Parliament UK, Appendix: Memorandum from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, Accessed online at
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Britain Board in 2018. UK is also gripped by concerns in its immediate neighbourhood: “Even though
Brexit intrinsically brings the potential for a more global and independent role for the United Kingdom, it
may also force the government to increasingly focus on the immediate neighbourhood: a strong and
potentially unified European Union next door can be perceived, at least theoretically, as a more stringent
strategic challenge.”62 Perhaps this is why there is no concrete action on the Indo-Pacific by UK so far.
2.9

GERMANY

In stark contrast to other major players in the region, Germany has not adopted the term “Indo-Pacific”
as a regional or strategic classification. China is centric to Germany’s regional strategy due to
overwhelming economic ties: It has been Germany’s most important trading partner since decades. In
2017, it was the largest importer of German goods especially automobiles, machinery and vehicle parts.
Diplomatic ties, too, are very strong, with Germany classifying its relationship with China as a “strategic
partnership in global responsibility” in 2004, and upgrading it to a “comprehensive strategic partnership”
in 2014.
However, a change is slowly arising, with Germany increasingly conscious of uncertainties associated
with the rise of China, that impact not only the Indo-Pacific, but also Europe itself. This is reflected in the
more cautious tone of the 2018 (Germany’s) government coalition agreement with China, and its
emphasis that Germany and Europe must focus on not only the opportunities but also the risks of China’s
BRI. The agreement also recognises the growing potential for conflict in Asia. Soon after, in April 2018,
Germany’s Ambassador to Beijing joined 27 out of 28 EU Ambassadors in signing a report criticizing BRI
for illiberal trade practices, disregard for labour and human rights standards, unfair competition and
environmental degradation.
Unlike France and Britain, Germany has historically maintained a very limited military footprint
(capabilities and resources) in the region and cannot contribute meaningfully to the region’s security.
Therefore, its engagement in the region is primarily economic and political. With rising risk and
uncertainty, including over the long-term US policy, Germany's primary objectives are to maintain stability
and a rules-based order in the Indo-Pacific. As a result, while Germany still ranks China as one of its
most important economic partners, it is also pursuing a hedging and diversification strategy by deepening
bilateral ties with other countries, notably Japan and India, as democratic countries and market
economies with similar values. Working through a multilateral European approach, it is a strong advocate
of free trade agreements, including those finalized or close to completion with South Korea, Japan,
Vietnam, and Singapore.63
In 2018, Germany announced a new strategy of an “alliance of multilateralists”: a grid of countries with a
shared belief in the rules of the post-war order, which would counter destabilizing trends brought about
Gilli A. (2019), France’s New Raison d’tre in the Indo-Pacific, in Stirling, S. (2019), Mind the Gap: National Views of the
Free and Open Indo-Pacific, The German Marshall Fund of the United States, Asia Program Report 9, Accessed online at
<http://www.gmfus.org/listings/research/type/publication>
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the Free and Open Indo-Pacific, The German Marshall Fund of the United States, Asia Program Report 9, Accessed online
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62

Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies

130

Journal of Indian Ocean Rim Studies, October-December 2019
Special Issue on Indo Pacific

by great-power-rivalry and USA’s America First strategy of hyper-unilateralism. Shared history has
brought Japan to the forefront for Germany, as a counterbalance for both China and USA. The two have
prioritized trade and economics, and agreed to prioritize stability and a rules-based order in the region.
A per the multilateralist proposal, Germany and Japan have the potential to be “at the heart of the alliance”
which envisages a network of globally oriented states…that closely coordinates its foreign, trade and
climate policies.64
Section III
3.

India, SAGAR and IORA – A Sub Regional Construct For the Indo-Pacific

Nowadays, the centre of gravity of the world has shifted from the Euro-Atlantic towards the IOR with much
of global trade taking place in the latter, with one-third of the world’s bulk cargo and half of the world’s
container traffic transiting through it. The IOR is blessed with abundant energy resources (oil and natural
gas), particularly in the Middle East, Eastern Russia, and Central Asia. It has the largest concentration of
population in the world (more than 50%) and is rich in natural resources such as:
• 40% of the world’s offshore oil production
• Almost 15% of the world’s total fishing (which increased some 13-fold between 1950 and 2010
to 11.5 million tonnes. Aquaculture in the region has also grown 12-fold since 1980).65 Although
global fishing is reaching its natural limitations, the Indian Ocean may be able to sustain
increases in production.
• Mineral resources such as nickel, cobalt, iron, copper, zinc, silver and gold.
Also, since long, the IOR had been a maritime-conduit of resources to fuel the economic prosperity of the
pacific littoral countries. More than 80% of the world’s seaborne oil transits through the Indian Ocean,
with 40% crossing the Strait of Hormuz, 35% crossing the Malacca Strait, and 8% crossing the Bab-elMandab Strait.66 In the context of China’s economic ‘rise’ leading to its enhanced military power and
assertiveness, this linkage especially reveals Beijing’s strategic vulnerability, and thereby an opportunity
for deterring Chinese aggressiveness.
The IOR’s importance is not just about traffic and sea lanes. More than half of the world’s armed conflicts
are currently in this region, which also witnesses continuously changing strategic events. Militarily, the
region has grown and traditional European powers are being progressively supplanted by China, India,
Japan, South Korea, Australia, and some Southeast Asian states. With an eye on securing trade routes,
resource rights, and commercial interests, the naval forces of maritime states in the Indian Ocean region
64Spiegel
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and beyond are becoming increasingly active. Historically, IOR countries were severely constrained to
develop their economies. “Not only did the colonial rule of western powers last longer in the IOR, but also
that these countries were too diverse in all aspects, and were never self-compelled to integrate
themselves economically; they therefore, lagged behind East Asia substantially in terms of economic
progress, governance practices and military development. Therefore, the numerous maritime disputes in
the IOR remain dormant, and have not yet translated into military insecurities.” 67
The IOR is therefore not only qualitatively different from the Indo-Pacific, but may well be the world’s
“Strategic Crucible” in coming decades. Key initiatives by China in the IOR revolve around its increasing
military presence, as evident in its furtherance of the string of pearls theory and the establishment of
military bases in the region. “China’s presence and footprint in the IOR is likely to grow over the next five
years and Beijing may feel encouraged to assertively display its comprehensive national power and
related capability.”68
Where then, does that leave the machinations of key players in the region? From the previous section
we may infer that:
• The Indo-Pacific concept is greatly biased towards security aspects in the eyes of Western
powers, and focusses mainly on the Western Pacific region, international trade routes and a
small part of Southeast Asia. Efforts necessary for attaining sustainable socio-economic
development in the IOR seem rather neglected in comparison.
• In addition, despite this military focus, it is obvious that economics and domestic imperatives for
each nation are the silent power that decide actual manoeuvrings, whether coaction or coercion.
• ASEAN has chosen a role of “centrality” that oversees the entirety of the vast Indo-Pacific, and
is focused on application of established self-led but admittedly non-evolving standards and
mechanisms to the whole. Its geographical location manifestly underscores its importance, but
its membership does not count the vast majority of nations in the IOR or the Western Pacific; on
its own, it simply is not fully representative.
• A one-size-fits-all formula is not rational for the region. Further, “the geographic expanse of the
Indo-Pacific is so broad, that a single nation’s perspective would not capture the plurality of the
region.”69
In this scenario, it becomes plausible and pertinent to consider the Indo-Pacific not as a single region,
but a gathering of three main sub regions – the IOR, Southeast Asia and Australasia, and the Western
Pacific. These sub regions (or spheres of influence) can be overseen and provided sufficient structured
assistance to attain their particular social, economic, military and political needs only if they are not
treated as a homogenous whole but as separate (though also contiguous and overlapping) spheres.
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Further, within each sub region - instead of depending on individual nations each with its own interests
and limitations - a leading organization that gives direction and follows up on implementation of agreed
strategies is required. Such organizations would be most effective if they limit their membership to likeminded nations dealing with defined subjects, driven by a result-oriented outlook. Namely, minilaterals,
as defined by Stewart Patrick in his article “Foreign Policy”70
Finally, to truly make any organization effective, there is an undeniable need for a strong leader in each
organization, a first among equal nations, to draw disparate (in terms of natural endowments and
economic, political and military status) nations along in an inclusive, neutral and transparent manner, to
attain the common goals of long-term peace, prosperity and stability. Thus, the final requirement is of
assigning leading member states in such minilaterals.
As an example, attention is drawn towards the relatively neglected IOR as this region particularly impacts
the majority of population in the Indo-Pacific. Taking this contention forward, it is submitted that in the
IOR, the minilateral Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) is the most suitable sub-regional gathering to
work towards the overarching aims of the Indo-Pacific vision, and within IORA, India may be considered
for playing a strong internal leadership role without unduly disturbing existing structures and mechanisms.
The rationale is as follows:
3.1

India

For India, with an EEZ of 2.4 mn km2, 95% of (its) trade by volume and 68% of trade by value...and nearly
80% of (its) crude oil requirement71 transiting through the seas, connectivity, peace and security across
the Indian Ocean is critical for both economic prosperity and social stability.
In June 2019, India’s Prime Minister, during a visit to Sri Lanka, stated that “Over 90% of global
merchandise trade is carried on the oceans. Over the last 15 years, its value has grown from about $6
trillion to about $20 trillion. Oceans are critical for the global energy security as over 60% of world’s oil
production moves through sea routes.”72 Following this, India’s evolving IOR vision was expanded during
the 4th Indian Ocean Conference in September 2019, as one that “reinvents the Indian Ocean from the
‘Ocean of the South’ to the ‘Ocean of the Centre”.
India enjoys the image of a powerful yet relatively neutral leader in the IOR and Southeast Asia, with the
3rd largest GDP* globally, acknowledged military might, abundant resources and rising international
linkages and standing; its neutrality was earlier based in non-alignment and nowadays is showcased in
a non-partisan and “independent” foreign policy. India’s role as the key pivot in the Indian Ocean region
is a given, not only geographically but by virtue of a shared historical and cultural heritage. 73 Despite this,
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India cannot be considered a power-hungry nation: it seeks to be a regional partner rather than a regional
hegemon. India’s contribution to upholding and strengthening international law can be seen in the
concrete steps it has already undertaken, of which an outstanding example is the ceding of disputed
territory twice to Bangladesh following a 2014 UN tribunal ruling and a land boundary agreement in 2015.
It is no surprise then, that India is often called upon to lead the way for the development and strategic
securitization of the region, in which it undeniably has a stake. The setting up of a stand-alone IndoPacific division (integrating IORA, ASEAN and the Quad in one cluster) in April 2019 in India’s External
Affairs Ministry, clearly conveys that Indo-Pacific is crucial to India’s independent foreign policy.
Additionally, as India’s Foreign Minster remarked in June 2019, while India’s foreign policy lays stress on
SAGAR and Act East doctrines, “India's co-operation with any country should not be viewed as directed
against another, or part of a larger game plan.” 74 This policy of strategic inclusivity allows India to welcome
the role of ASEAN and the Quad in taking forward the Indo-Pacific vision, while its preference for
multipolarity is evident in its role as an important if not most active member and financial supporter of
IORA and the 35-member military grouping Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS). Such moves are
also aimed at protecting India itself: Except India, almost the entire South Asia and Indo-Pacific are a part
of China’s BRI. “New Delhi is highly concerned over the fear of strategic encirclement by China. In the
circumstances, India is keen to establish an alternative inter-regional connectivity and commercial
networks of its own.”75
3.2

SAGAR

When introducing India’s vision for the IOR (through the SAGAR concept) in March 2015, the Indian
Prime Minister stated, “The goal is to seek a climate of trust and transparency; respect for international
maritime rules and norms by all countries; sensitivity to each other`s interests; peaceful resolution of
maritime issues; and increase in maritime cooperation. We seek a future for Indian Ocean that lives up
to the name of SAGAR – Security and Growth for All in the Region.”
SAGAR filled a serious policy vacuum, being the first-ever apex-level foreign policy initiative in which
India used the word ‘security’, and highlighted the critically interdependent linkage between maritime
security, maritime cooperation and the blue economy. It provided a guiding framework for all regional
stakeholders (India itself, regional partners and extra regional players) in one stroke. India later also
specified that its response to security challenges in the IOR would be based on its national capabilities,
complemented by participation in relevant regional platforms.
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It is interesting to note that the Indian Prime Minister chose Mauritius, the headquarters of IORA, as the
soil upon which to announce this concept. IORA was especially mentioned in his speech and
subsequently at many important international fora by Indian leaders. At the June 2018 Shangri-La
Dialogue, the Indian Prime Minster stated “We are advancing a comprehensive agenda of regional cooperation through IORA.” (Indonesia, too, stands out as a staunch supporter of IORA at various
gatherings. At the 2018 ASEAN Summit, it specifically noted the strengthening of IORA to create new
growth centres in the IOR).
The concept of SAGAR was elaborated at the 1st Indian Ocean Conference by India’s then Foreign
Minister, who revealed a five-pronged approach: “enhancing capacities to safeguard land and maritime
territories and interests; deepening economic and security cooperation in the littoral; promoting collective
action to deal with natural disasters and maritime threats like piracy, terrorism and emergent non-state
actors; working towards sustainable regional development through enhanced collaboration, including
through the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA); and engaging with countries beyond our shores with
the aim of building greater trust and promoting respect for maritime rules, norms and peaceful resolution
of disputes.” SAGAR showcases an inclusive vision with politico-economic-security cooperation and
respect for international maritime laws as the key words. Its ideals are well congruent with those of the
FOIP, AOIP and other versions of the Indo-Pacific concept.
3.3

IORA

IORA consists of 22 member states located along the rim of the Indian Ocean, 9 dialogue partner states
(including four P-5 members – China, France, UK and USA; Germany and Japan are also partners) and
various formally or informally associated organizations. Established in 1997, with initial members
including India and Australia, IORA has been active in enhancing regional cooperation with the aim of
boosting sustainable socio-economic development. In recent years, its interest has centred round
maritime security and the blue economy.
With a greater number of participating members, across diverse stages of economic, political and military
development, IORA is actually a much more comprehensive and representative organisation for the IOR
than the ASEAN. It has rightly placed importance on the membership of Small Island and Developing
States (SIDS), who balance their small land and economic sizes with vast EEZs. The Association includes
countries from mainland and East Africa, West Asia, Southeast Asia and South Asia. One of the most
important aspects of this cooperation has been support to LDCs, such as Comoros, Madagascar, Somalia
and Yemen. IORA is also seeing rising interest in membership from more countries.
In 2011, India (as IORA’s then Chair) defined the work directions for IORA, by outlining six Priority Areas
to focus on: Maritime Safety & Security (MSS); Trade & Investment Facilitation; Fisheries Management;
Disaster Risk and Management (DRM); Academic, Science & Technology; and Tourism & Cultural
Exchanges (TCE). These six areas indicated a holistic approach to development in the IOR and were
further enhanced with cross-cutting areas of interest – Blue Economy (BE) and Women’s Economic
Empowerment (WEE) – in 2014 by Australia, which followed India as Chair. That the next Chair,
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Indonesia, saw the potential of the Association is apparent from the fact that it organised the 1 st IORA
Leaders’ Summit in March 2017, resulting in the Jakarta Concord, and a 5-year IORA Action Plan. The
subsequent Chair, South Africa, added to a chain of four G-20 nations at the helm of IORA. It took forward
Indonesia’s proposal for setting up Working Groups for IORA’s priority areas of MSS, BE and WEE, and
Core Groups for TCE (another Core Group for DRM is on the anvil); thus contributing tangibly to the
implementation of Work Plans in these areas. With UAE taking the baton from South Africa in November
2019, under the theme “Promoting a Shared Destiny and Path to Prosperity in the Indian Ocean”, it is
hoped that the strong trade and economic traditions of the former may be imbibed into IORA. Expo 2020
Dubai is expected to provide a boost to the organization’s visibility, and a proposed 2 nd Leaders’ Summit
will greatly help in solidifying IORA’s global image.
IORA is “walking the talk”, and credit is due to India’s foresighted direction provided by demarcating the
six Priority Areas. In a continuity of efforts, India’s SAGAR can provide the necessary framework for IORA
to expand and adapt into the Indo-Pacific construct. Although so far it has religiously distanced itself from
all political discussions, with changing tides, IORA should not squander the opportunity provided by the
Indo-Pacific vision to position and reengineer itself as a strategic organisation with a say in geopolitical
matters.
IORA is cognizant of the need for a comprehensive regional vision, with MSS as the non-negotiable
precursor for stability and peace, upon which socio-economic development may be built. Its Jakarta
Concord therefore committed members to “broadening IORA’s external engagement by… expanding
collaboration with countries outside the region and relevant regional and international organizations
based on mutual interest to increase the profile of IORA at international fora.” This vision is laid out linearly
in the objectives of the MSS Working Group, leading from the immediate to the regional viewpoint in
defined steps. Additionally, considering the overall priority given to security in both the SAGAR and IndoPacific concepts, IORA’s MSS initiative may be considered for development into a Regional Security
Complex (RSC), which is an increasingly significant feature of the Indo-Pacific milieu. An RSC is “a set
of units whose major processes of securitisation, de-securitisation, or both are so interlinked that their
security problems cannot reasonably be analysed or resolved apart from one another.” The RSC is
nurtured by exploring and identifying the elements of cooperation and stability among states.76
As apparent, the aims of IORA, India’s SAGAR and the Indo-Pacific are cohesive and inter-linked. That
IORA itself is keenly interested in contributing to this effort is evident - it held its first ever strategic
planning workshop in April 2019, with the central theme of “Indo-Pacific Strategy for IORA”. In November
2019, at the 19th IORA Council of (Foreign) Ministers Meeting, India announced it would host a flagship
IORA event later that year to evolve an IORA-specific understanding of the Indo-Pacific.

Barthwal N. (2019), India in the Indo-Pacific 'Regional Security Complex', National Maritime Foundation, Accessed online
at <www.maritimeindia.org>
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Section IV
4.

Conclusion

Overlapping and intersecting interests in the Indo-Pacific region underlie a complex strategic environment
characterized by growth and integration as well as vulnerability and potential for conflict, with flashpoints
aplenty. Apart from the overwhelming economic dynamic, it is necessary to keep in mind the impact that
inter and intra-regional conflicts could have. The possible role of the Middle East, especially oil-exporting
states, also deserves examination as do developments in Africa and the Pacific Islands. The impact of
the Indo-Pacific concept on the metamorphosis of the global order from a unipolar to a Sino-centric or
G2-oriented or multipolar order is likewise worthy of consideration. In this staggering diversity of
stakeholders there is increasing concern over aligning too closely with the initiator of the Indo-Pacific
construct, the USA, leading to doubts about the concept’s efficacy.
In continuation with issues raised for each of the key players in the region, and especially inferences
drawn in section 3, a final overview of the Indo-Pacific vision reads as follows:
• Two years after its ‘introduction’, the Indo-Pacific concept struggles with lack of clarity. The socalled ‘unified’ region does not even have the same geographical contour across key players:
India and Japan visualize Africa and West Asia to be part of the Indo-Pacific, meanwhile Australia
and the U.S. perceive the region from “Pacific Ocean until India”.77
• USA’s original object in FOIP to side-line China cannot be met: Despite a common recognition
of the challenge posed by China’s activities, each country in the region faces a mix of economic,
diplomatic, and domestic political constraints on their ability to respond to China. Between India
and Japan there appears to be a softening of the approach, to make it more inclusive. Stances
taken by Western powers are especially contradictory. Even within the Quad, which is viewed as
the military part of the Indo-Pacific strategy, the four member countries have their own bilateral
challenges and opportunities of relations with China, making it difficult for them to act as a whole.
• Next, while each country agrees to the need for a framework and acknowledges its role in the
concept, how far and how willing is it to cooperate with others in order to operationalise the
concept is yet to be determined. Existing in the same strategic space geographically does not
automatically result in the alignment of interests and notions of regional stability.78
• Although the genesis of the Indo-Pacific concept is rooted in the economic threat posed by
China’s BRI, a region that is demanding infrastructure and investment cannot pay allegiance to
the Indo-Pacific without viable alternate initiatives, transparent financing options and a credible
implementation strategy. None of these have been formulated so far.
• Further, maritime security cooperation is the most prominent area of focus. However, it is not in
the interests of developing and LDC nations of the region to focus first on security and later on
socio-economic development. Also, how connectivity initiatives intertwine with the maritime
security approaches of governments could complicate relations in the future.

Prasad, N. (2019), India’s Foray into the Indo-Pacific: Embracing Ambiguity through Strategic Autonomy, Accessed online
at https://www.ide.go.jp/library/Japanese/Publish/Download/Report/2018/pdf/2018_2_40_011_ch07.pdf
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•

Finally, peace and development will depend largely on mutual understanding, cooperation, and
constructive engagement. However, the lacuna of a sense of binding regionalism persists. There
are a number of regional political, economic, development, and security forums and also several
international inter-governmental organizations playing an active role in the region. But the
adequacy of these organizations for addressing the region’s many challenges is as yet limited. It
will pay to invest in them but this will require greater financial outlays for all the region’s
stakeholders, which in turn necessitates a greater appreciation of the importance of the Indian
Ocean for collective interests.

To conclude, the imperative in the coming time will be to shift the focus from the idea of the Indo-Pacific
to the realization of its content with clear political, economic, and security contributions, and original and
innovative features. The lasting validity of an Indo-Pacific strategy will rest on the perspective, choices
and behaviour of its members and also other countries, most notably China. Policy makers throughout
the region will need to collectively develop strategies to address interconnected goals. Clearly, the
effectiveness of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ in meeting its original collaborative and cooperative objectives, namely,
freedom of navigation, holistic-security, and regional prosperity, will greatly depend upon the manner in
which regional-structures are fleshed out, at the political level as well as the executive level, and the
degree to which functional cooperation is nurtured, not only amongst the countries of the region, but also
between regional and extra-regional maritime powers.79
Multi-dimensional regional cooperation within the Indo-Pacific would not only foster economic relations,
but would, in addition, strengthen regional capacity and enhance regional capability while dealing with
the region’s complex security challenges.80 Ultimately, the pertinence of sub regional minilateral
groupings is validated. The result will be a win-win situation for all, with the further alignment of the IOR
under the great umbrella of the Indo-Pacific.

79
80
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