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It gives me great pleasure to be with you here at the Oceans Dialogue 2017. I am thrilled that 

the organizers have included a separate session on “ASEAN-India Relations - Towards a 

Maritime Partnership,” not only because we celebrate the 25th anniversary of the ASEAN-

India dialogue relationship this year but because the maritime domain promises to be one of 

the key pillars of this dynamic partnership going forward, and indeed of the entire Act East 

Policy itself .  

The oceans hold the key to the fortunes of the fast evolving global order. Covering 72% of 

the Earth's surface and constituting over 95% of the biosphere, oceans provide a substantial 

portion of the world's population with food and livelihood. 80% of the global goods trade 

travels via sea, and the marine and coastal environment is a big tourist attraction as well.   

Our host state Kerala, fabled for its beautiful backwaters, bears testimony to this.   The 

seabed currently provides 32% of the global supply of hydrocarbons, and oceans hold 

massive potential for production of renewable energy. Emerging technologies are opening 

up new frontiers of marine resource development, leading, among other things, to the 

mining of seabed mineral resources. 

Oceans have historically been the cradles of civilisations and civilisation can prosper only 

when the oceans, seas and waterways are safe, secure and free for all. 

Our region is home to two great oceans the Indian and the Pacific leading an increasing 

number of people to refer to it as the Indo-Pacific. In both the Asia-Pacific (which, in the 

context of ASEAN and India, is seen as co-terminus with the footprint of the East Asia 

Summit) as well as the wider Indo-Pacific, emerging maritime issues and trends are driving 

geo-strategic transformation. These include (i) the need for a rules based maritime order; (ii) 

increasing cooperation amongst littoral states to develop maritime infrastructure to 

enhance their ability to exercise greater control over their Exclusive Economic Zones; and (iii) 

efforts to explore the feasibility of development of a seamless chain of maritime security 
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coalitions spanning the region, while simultaneously enhancing bilateral cooperation among 

states in the maritime domain. These trends merit sustained discussion amongst 

stakeholders and the Oceans Dialogue 2017 is therefore opportune.  

There is today a felt need by the countries of the Asia-Pacific in general and ASEAN and India 

in particular to strengthen cooperation to preserve the integrity, inviolability and security of 

the maritime domain, at a time when ASEAN unity and centrality in the region has come 

under immense strain due to pressures arising out of the maritime domain. As we know all 

too well, disputes in the maritime domain do not simply originate from competing claims for 

sovereignty, they also involve jousting for access to and control over maritime resources, and 

the imperative of maintaining freedom of navigation in the open seas, which is a global 

common. 

While the existing maritime architecture in the Asia-Pacific was in the past able to deal with 

most non-traditional security issues, it is evident today that it needs buttressing to deal with 

newer 21st century challenges. 

The UNCLOS establishes the international legal order of the seas and oceans and provides a 

reasonable framework for resolving historical maritime issues, enabling the sustainable 

exploitation of marine resources and development of a code of conduct for the Blue 

Economy. We may need to examine ways and means to further strengthen it.  

Maritime security and cooperation have been vigorously debated in recent years in the East 

Asia Summit as well as other ASEAN-centric regional fora such as ASEAN Defence Minister's 

Meeting Plus, ASEAN Regional Forum and Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum.  Ministerial and 

senior officials meetings leading up to the East Asia Summits in 2015 and 2016 saw 

protracted negotiations on maritime issues, including the feasibility of designating maritime 

cooperation as a defined priority area of cooperation. 

At the 10th East Asia Summit in November 2015, the Leaders underscored the importance of 

enhancing regional cooperation in promoting maritime safety and security and adopted a 

comprehensive EAS Statement on Enhancing Regional Maritime Cooperation. At the 11th 

East Asia Summit in September 2016, Leaders encouraged activities to implement the 2015 

Statement on Enhancing Regional Maritime Cooperation.  

 To carry forward this agenda, India has hosted two very successful and well attended EAS 

Conferences on Maritime Security and Cooperation in November 2015 and 2016 to promote 

synergy in deliberations on maritime safety, security and development issues.   
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For India, maritime safety and security is a core issue due to our geo-strategic compulsions as 

a peninsular country, surrounded by two seas and an ocean. As the only country in the world 

with an ocean named after it, India has a long and proud maritime history and identity, which 

continues to date. Yet all is not rosy on this front. Terror visited India from sea. The tragedy 

of tsunamis and cyclones has left an indelible impression on our minds as well as our 

coastline.  The rising impact of climate change on our coasts and islands presents a 

formidable challenge.   

The rising maritime perspective in India's geo-strategic and geo-economic policy evolution 

provides a robust operational dimension to the Act East Policy. The Indian Navy and Coast 

Guard's role in this context is noteworthy. The Navy, in particular, regularly engages in joint 

patrolling and naval exercises; anti-piracy operations and undertakes humanitarian 

assistance, disaster relief and search & rescue missions.  

To give you some examples, India conducted the International Fleet Review in February 2016 

which saw participation of 12 ships from EAS participating countries, including 5 from ASEAN 

member states.  

The Indian Navy regularly participates in maritime exercises conducted by the ASEAN 

Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus countries (naval counter-terrorism exercises in Brunei last 

May) and Indian Naval Ships visit several EAS countries every year. This year, our attempt will 

be to have our ships make ports calls on all 9 seafaring ASEAN countries to mark the silver 

anniversary of our relationship.  

In consonance with India’s growing relations with the US and Japan, Indian Naval ships 

participated in the 20th edition of Ex MALABAR-16 with the US Navy and Japanese Maritime 

Self Defense Force (JMSDF) in June 2016. The primary aim of this exercise was to increase 

interoperability amongst the three navies and develop common understanding of 

procedures for Maritime Security Operations.  

 

India is also actively involved in the Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum (EAMF), a track 1.5 

diplomatic initiative focusing on cross cutting maritime issues of common concern. 

 

Moreover, we are active participants in non-ASEAN centric regional fora as well such as the 

Indian Ocean Rim Association; Indian Ocean Naval Symposium; BIMSTEC and the Council for 

Security Cooperation in the Asia-Pacific, where we are focused on contributing to evolution 

of a cooperative maritime strategy. 
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The oceans play a unique role in the 2030 development agenda. Goal 14 of the unanimously 

adopted Sustainable Development Goals 2030 relates to ‘conserving and sustainably using 

the oceans, seas and marine resources’. 

 

While the importance of Oceans for sustainable development had been recognised by the 

UN at Rio+ 20 held in 2012, however, the ongoing trends of exploitation and degradation of 

the marine ecosystem demand intensified efforts to ensure the sustainability of ocean 

resources. 

India is seeking a more cooperative and integrated future for the region through overall 

development of the ocean-based blue economy. A distinct feature of the Blue Economy lies 

in harnessing of marine resources for economic and social development and environmental 

sustainability without undermining the conservation and restocking aspects of these finite 

natural resources. 

Keeping this in mind, at the 11th East Asia Summit, Prime Minister Modi offered to share 

India's experience and build partnerships for protection of marine resource and tap the 

potential of the blue economy.  To take this forward, India would be organising, in 

partnership with Viet Nam, an ASEAN-India Workshop on the Blue Economy in Hanoi in latter 

half of 2017. The workshop would seek to: identify opportunities and challenges in 

developing the Blue Economy;  build the necessary institutional frameworks to support 

regional countries in developing the Blue Economy; foster support and commitments from 

regional countries and intergovernmental organizations in advancing the Blue Economy; and 

seek to integrate a blue economy approach into national and regional development 

strategies, making it a regional cooperation priority area. 

A critical but often neglected aspect of the current maritime discourse is the need for 

enhancing maritime connectivity.  At the 14th ASEAN India Summit held in September 2016, 

Leaders were seized of this issue and underlined the need to provide lower logistics costs for 

increasing trade.  

ASEAN is India's 4th largest trading partner, accounting for over 10% of our trade. Trade 

stood at $65 billion in 2015-16. Keeping in view the vast untapped potential of trade with 

ASEAN, India is taking steps to augment infrastructure and capacity at all major ports on the 

eastern sea board. New container and multi cargo terminals are under construction at ports 

in Kamarajar, Ennore (near Chennai), Visakhapatnam, V.O. Chidambaranar, Tuticorin, Paradip 
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and Kolkata.   

Partnership with ports located in Myanmar, including Dawei, can make Indian ports 

important gateways to ASEAN countries. The ongoing Kaladan Multi Modal Transit Transport 

project aims at providing connectivity between Indian ports on the eastern sea board and 

Sittwe Port in Myanmar, which would promote economic and commercial links with 

Myanmar, and facilitate transit of goods to and from the North East of India. The ‘Mekong-

India Economic Corridor’ is conceptualised as a corridor linking our eastern seaboard with 

Dawei in Myanmar, and via it all the way up to Vietnam.  

India has also proposed an ASEAN-India Maritime Transport Cooperation Agreement which is 

under negotiation. This Agreement would help improve access to maritime services through 

greater transparency in maritime regulations, policies and practices of trading partners; 

facilitating the flow of commercial goods at sea and at ports; and paving the way for 

establishment of joint ventures in the fields of maritime transportation, shipbuilding and 

repairs, maritime training, information technology including development of simulators, port 

facilities and related maritime activities. 

A Task Force on Maritime Connectivity is also being constituted to provide an institutional 

basis to our cooperation in this field.  It would be mandated to discuss issues such as 

ensuring the viability of a Coastal Shipping Network (short sea shipping), development of 

maritime cargo routes and a coastal shipping service between India and ASEAN countries 

which holds immense potential; training and capacity building; Mutual Recognition 

Agreements in shipping and logistic services, etc. 

ASEAN and India are weaving a futuristic partnership with yarns from our shared maritime 

past. India's two thousand year old links with South East Asia were forged via maritime 

voyages undertaken by adventurers, kings, merchants, savants, religious men, royal 

emissaries and others. These connections facilitated the cross-pollination of ideas and art, 

religion, language and statecraft.  Apart from ferrying commodities along the spice, silk and 

tea routes, cultural, religious and political influences were carried across the waves.   

We have all heard of maritime expeditions of the Sri Vijaya Kingdom and the Chola Empire. 

Indian traders set sail from the coasts of Mahabalipuram with cinnamon and pepper and 

carried various aspects of their culture to the shores of Java, Bali and Cambodia.  

Subsequent maritime links with colonial India resulted in the movement of Indian workforce 

who later became settlers and now constitute a sizeable and vibrant Indian diaspora in 
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Malaysia, Singapore, etc. The maritime interconnections between India and South East Asia 

have thus become a cherished shared heritage.  

In an effort to map our shared civilizational connect across the waters, the Government of 

India has commissioned two projects. The first, called “Sailing to Swarna Bhumi,” will chart 

and research all our maritime encounters and their mostly happy outcomes, as reflected in 

the syncretic cultures of India and South East Asia. The second will document inscriptions left 

by Indian nobles, traders and others along the Mekong River, which was the main artery of 

cultural interaction between India and mainland South East Asia for many centuries. 

In fact in 2012, one of the commemorative activities undertaken to mark 20 years of ASEAN 

India relations was a sailing expedition led by the Indian Navy in which INS Sudarshini 

retraced the sea routes developed during the 10th to 12th centuries, linking India with South 

East Asia.  Sailing from 15 September 2012 to 25 March 2013,  Sudarshini made 13 ports of 

call in (Padang, Bali, Manado, Brunei, Cebu, Manila, Da Nang, Sihanoukville, Bangkok, 

Singapore, Klang, Phuket and Sittwe), thus touching all nine seafaring ASEAN countries, 

along with Kochi, Chennai and Port Blair in India.  

To conclude, I am confident that the ensuing panel session will contribute to fostering, 

among India and ASEAN, a sense of maritime community of common interest and purpose, to 

respond effectively to the shared maritime challenges of the region, while encouraging 

greater maritime cooperation for the peace, progress and prosperity of our countries.  

I look forward to listening keenly to all the eminent speakers we have on this morning's 

panel, as well as to the views and comments of our distinguished audience. 

Thank you. 

 


