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I know this is the conclusion of several days of fruitful and constructive dialogue 

on oceans and the building of a new framework for maritime prosperity, ranging from 

conservation to climate change to humanitarian assistance and infrastructure, but in 

my avatar as the local Member of Parliament, allow me to welcome you not only to the 

city of Thiruvananthapuram but also to my home state of Kerala. This is a land of 44 

rivers, and a region whose very history and heritage has been influenced, if not shaped, 

by the seas and the world of opportunity—economic as well as cultural and political—

that international waters and commerce brought with it over centuries, from time 

immemorial. If we have gathered here to discuss the future of the oceans and our seas, 

we must remember that Kerala was integral to its past.  

As someone once said, the history of the world is written in the history of the 

seas, and this is certainly true of Kerala. The Book of Kings in the Old Testament refers 

to King Solomon’s flourishing trade with Kerala, importing gold, silver, ivory, and more. 

Cleopatra sent her ships to this land, so much so that upon her defeat in the Battle of 

Actium it was to this coast that she planned to escape, and seek refuge. Our links 

extended east too—in the sixth century, a Keralite led an embassy to China, while in 

the fourteenth century, when the Moroccan traveler Ibn Batuta came here, he 

discovered in one port alone 12,000 Chinese merchants and soldiers. Arabs, Jews, and 

Christians were all embraced by Kerala, enriching the land not only with culture, ideas, 

and a world of experience, but also leading trade and commerce across the seas.   

It is no surprise, then, that the oceans remain even today a source of livelihood 

and economic sustenance globally for over 3 billion people. They are a potential market 

of 3 trillion, directly or indirectly employing some 200 million. There is great 

opportunity in the oceans, but precisely for this very reason, the challenges we face are 

also grave. And while we concern ourselves with sustainability and conservation, we 

cannot turn our eyes away from the fact that in India today, millions of people depend 

on coastal biodiversity one way or another, and that some of these are among the most 

vulnerable communities in the country. Their future must remain a part of discussions 

on the future of the oceans.  

Take, for instance, the fishermen of Kerala. Fishing is the primary activity 

engaging 800,000 poor fisher folk from 222 fishing villages, for whom open access 



fishing is critical to their everyday survival. These communities in turn provide food 

security to over 30 million people in this state alone, dependent for protein on 

affordable varieties of fish like the sardine and mackerel. Over the years, fishing in the 

state has seen a shift from traditional labour intensive techniques to mechanized 

labour saving and subsequently towards highly capital intensive methods. This has, as 

one report put it, resulted in “chaos as the real fishers became wage earners and 

thereby changing the very structure of the fishery into petty capitalistic composition 

with owners of the mechanized system getting the major share of the catch.” 

The annual trawling ban designed to conserve rapidly depleting fish stock, while 

a necessary measure, has also created large-scale unemployment and misery in the 

coastal belt. During the ban, communities do not have alternative employment and lack 

requisite skills to seek other vocations. While younger fishermen are more open to the 

idea of alternative professions, older fishermen understandably less able to cope. In 

desperation, as fish stock in nearby waters are depleted, they sail deeper into the 

ocean, often landing in trouble as the recent incidents around the capture of Indian 

fishermen by Sri Lankan authorities, has illustrated. It is, of course, essential that 

sustainability and conservation of maritime resources are addressed. But it is also a 

reality—and I can say this as someone who interacts directly with fishermen on a 

regular basis—that vulnerable communities cannot be forgotten in the formulation of 

maritime policy.  

Then there is the matter of shipping, which conveys 90% of the world’s goods 

across countries and markets. As an emerging economy, India has commenced a series 

of initiatives to increase port capacity from 1400 million tonnes to 3000 million tonnes 

by 2025. While the potential ecological impact of such a massive development push on 

already fragile coastal ecosystems raises issues, for a country facing the scale of 

problems India does, development is not a cause that can be undermined. The Indian 

government, for instance, is aware that despite steady growth in recent decades, the 

vast majority of India's container traffic is either trans-shipped at ports outside the 

country, mainly at Colombo, Singapore, in Malaysia and Oman, and Dubai, or delivered 

by smaller, less efficient ships to relatively shallow Indian ports. India still has no major 

all-weather, deep-water port near international sea lanes to process large mainline 

container vessels. We have a 7500 kilometre coastline and 200 ports, but most - even 

our 13 "Major Ports" -- have a depth of between nine to eleven metres. In the top 30 

ports in the world, there isn’t a single Indian name.  

Some of this has been the result of our own lack of vision, as obsolete cabotage 

rules will demonstrate, with their rigid regulation of transshipment. Under existing 

laws, whether it is an Indian merchant moving goods from one port to another in the 

country, or an international container headed for another Indian port, these can only 

be done under the Indian flag. Preferences is always given to Indian-flagged ships over 



cargo and foreign ships, and these latter are allowed only when no Indian vessel might 

be available. It is no surprise, then, that Colombo in Sri Lanka trans-ships more Indian 

goods than all of India’s own ports combined—in 2014-15, nearly 50% of all of India’s 

foreign transshipment came through Colombo. 

Indeed, according to our own Shipping Ministry, the volume of goods moving 

through Colombo nearly doubled from 652,000 Twenty-foot Equivalent Units (TEUs) in 

2013-14 to almost 1.2 million TEUs in 2014-15. This, interestingly, also accounts for 45% 

of that port’s overall traffic, and there are serious geopolitical implications-- India 

prohibits Chinese firms from investing in our ports, but in effect condones the 

transshipment of the lion's share of our cargo via Chinese-operated Colombo.In effect, 

our economy helps pay for ports abroad, while our exports remain uncompetitive and 

imports are expensive. The Indian economy will remain less competitive compared to 

those of China, Singapore and Malaysia till we have a domestic deep-water 

transshipment terminal.  

Interestingly, Kerala has the most pragmatic and immediate answer to this. And 

this answer is called Vizhinjam, a port development project not too far from where we 

are all now sitting. Vizhinjam’s geographical location is uniquely close to shipping 

routes between Asia and Europe. The key Suez-Malacca shipping lane runs ten nautical 

miles away, much closer than to any other Indian port, for instance, and as close as 

Colombo. With changing technology, ships of over 18,000 TEUs are the future of sea 

cargo because they involve lower costs per container shipped. But bigger ships require 

deeper ports. Typically a vessel greater than 10,000 TEUs in size requires water depth 

greater than 14 metres, which is artificially created through costly dredging in most 

transshipment hubs across the globe. Vizhinjam, on the other hand, has a natural un-

dredged draft of up to 24 meters, perfect for all mother vessels. Ships of up to 20,000 

TEU or more can easily berth there from day one.  

Since Vizhinjam is being built from scratch, it has the ability to deploy "best in 

class" equipment and could handle the largest ships in the world as efficiently as 

Singapore, Hong Kong or Rotterdam for decades to come, not to speak of ensuring that 

standards of sustainability and conservation are also met. The Vizhinjam I see is an 

integrated maritime logistical confluence featuring a dry dock with the capacity to 

handle large vessels, an ancillary major port, a centre for ship design to manufacture 

commercial ships, and an academy to develop all the professional skills necessary to 

support such an integrated maritime hub. A project like this would not only develop 

significant forward and backward linkages but also address commercial, security, and 

other long term questions of ecological sustainability. 

There are challenges-- port traffic management, a non-uniform tariff structure, 

and issues of connectivity to the hinterland, not to speak of perennially delayed 



environmental clearances—but there is also nothing to suggest that these cannot be 

addressed. To begin with, Vizhinjam is being developed in partnership with a private 

company on a “design, build, finance, operate, and transfer” formula. The government, 

last year, also relaxed cabotage rules to some extent, allowing for the first time 

international heavy-weights like Maersk to bring foreign-flagged special category 

vessels into Indian waters. I also know from the Minister for Shipping that a “total 

relaxation” of cabotage regulations is also in contemplating, throwing open India’s 

territorial waters and ports to commercial operations by major international shipping 

lines. 

These shifts in policy are also in keeping with India’s long term strategic 

interests. China’s ambitions have extended into the Indian Ocean, and the prospect of 

a looming Chinese shadow has aroused anxiety in a number of littoral states, which look 

to India as an alternative security provider. So far India — which has long been better 

at projecting soft power in the region than exercising hard power — has not always 

been up to the task, leading some observers to suggest that we are gradually 

being strangled by a “string of pearls” around our oceanic neck. But New Delhi is 

conscious of the danger of being outrun in its own neighborhood, and Prime Minister 

Modi’s trip to the Indian Ocean littoral was evidence that this awakening is being 

translated into action. 

China’s new “Maritime Silk Road” is, of course, anchored in history: the ancient 

Maritime Silk Road of the 15th century started from Southeast China and traversed the 

South China Sea, through the Straits of Malacca, to Sri Lanka and India, crossing the 

Arabian Sea to reach the Gulf countries and East Africa. Its revival now, however, is a 

facet of contemporary Chinese foreign policy. But it would also be worth remembering 

what kind of history-- that the Silk Roads, even in their earlier avatar, caused serious 

geopolitical concerns. The celebrated Admiral Zheng He, in the fifteenth century, 

erected a stone tablet — translated into Chinese, Persian, and Tamil — near the Sri 

Lankan coastal town of Galle, with an inscription appealing to the Hindu gods to bless 

his efforts to build a peaceful world based on trade and commerce.  

In reality, though, Zheng’s expeditions involved the use of military force in 

present-day Indonesia, Malaysia, Sri Lanka and India to install friendly rulers and control 

strategic choke points across the Indian Ocean. He intervened in the dynastic politics 

of Sri Lanka and Indonesia, abducting and executing local rulers in Kandy and 

elsewhere. The countries along Zheng’s route therefore recall his adventures not just 

as initiatives to promote trade and establish commercial links, but also as direct military 

intervention in their affairs, under the pretext of ushering in a harmonious world order 

under China’s emperor. Those who seek to revive historical links might also wish to 

remember historical iniquities. 



What we need is a free and open Indian Ocean, not just for regional security but 

indeed, the future of the world. The American writer Robert Kaplan’s premise, in his 

2010 book Monsoon, is that the Indian Ocean, from the Horn of Africa to Indonesia, ‘may 

comprise a map as iconic to the new century as Europe was to the last one’—indeed, to 

him the Indian Ocean is ‘the essential place to contemplate the future of U.S. power’. 

Perhaps that is what President Obama was doing when he flew from India to Indonesia 

and contemplated the vastness beneath.  

From an Indian point of view, though, the strategic importance of an ocean, at 

whose central point our subcontinent stands, is easy enough to grasp. The Indian Ocean 

is vital to us as the place through which most of our trade is conducted; keeping it safe 

from the depredations of pirates or the dominance of hostile foreign navies is 

indispensable for our national security. Our coastlines represent both points of 

engagement with the world and places of vulnerability to attack from abroad (as we 

saw most recently on 26/11). And these threats, in some measure or other, affect all of 

us, around the world as well, so that any answers we find must be global answers in a 

global system of governing the seas.  

What should we be doing about it? The Indian defence establishment is already 

cognizant of the security aspect. The invention of an Indian Ocean Naval Symposium 

that brought together over 50 countries is testimony to our commitment to develop a 

cooperative framework. But we also need constructive diplomatic action. Regional 

associations have been created on a variety of premises: geographical, as with the 

African Union; geopolitical, as with the Organization of American States; economic and 

commercial, as with ASEAN or Mercosur; security-driven, as with NATO. There are 

multicontinental ones too, like IBSA, which brings together India, Brazil and South 

Africa, or the better-known G-20. And even Goldman Sachs can claim to have invented 

an inter-governmental body, since the ‘BRIC’ concept coined by that Wall Street firm 

was reified by a meeting of the heads of government of Brazil, Russia, India and China 

in Yekaterinburg in 2009, and has continued since, with South Africa joining the 

grouping in 2011.  

But what international association brings together 21 countries straddling three 

continents thousands of miles apart, united solely by their sharing of a common body 

of water and their interest in keeping those waters safe and secure? The answer is 

something I believe you have already touched upon over the last few days. I refer, of 

course, to the Indian Ocean Rim Countries’ Association for Regional Co-operation, 

blessed with that unwieldy acronym, IOR-ARC (but which I will refer to as “arc” here). It 

remains the most extraordinary international grouping you’d have heard of—an 

association that unites Australia and Iran, Singapore and India, Madagascar and the 

United Arab Emirates, and a dozen other states large and small—unlikely partners 

brought together by the fact that the Indian Ocean washes their shores. As minister of 



state for external affairs, in 2009 I attended the ARC’s ministerial meeting in Yemen, 

and the potential of this body was visible to me and to everybody there, a potential 

that 8 years later hasn’t quite evolved in the way it should or could have. 

Bilaterally, in terms of the ocean, India has cooperative arrangements with 

several countries stretching from the Seychelles to Vietnam, many of which have 

acquired security dimensions. Multilaterally, India has been an active participant in the 

Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery against 

Ships in Asia (ReCAAP), and maritime security has begun to loom larger in the 

consciousness of Indian decision-makers after those terrorists of 26/11 hijacked an 

Indian vessel and transported themselves to Mumbai. A counter-terrorism agreement 

with ASEAN reflects the region’s increasing worries about Islamist fundamentalism 

after the Bali bombings. Joint naval exercises have been conducted with Singapore also 

since 1993, with Indonesia since 2002 and occasionally, since 2000, with Vietnam; other 

exercises have featured Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines. One joint exercise that 

involved India, Singapore, Japan and Australia set the alarm bells ringing in Beijing and 

prompted a nervously Sinophile Canberra to pull the plug.  

But it’s fair to say there’s nothing quite like the ARC in the annals of global 

diplomacy. For one thing, there isn’t another ocean on the planet that takes in Asia, 

Africa and Oceania (and could embrace Europe, too, since the French department of 

Reunion, in the Indian Ocean, gives Paris observer status in IOR-ARC). For another, 

every one of Huntington’s famously clashing civilizations finds a representative among 

the members, giving a common roof to the widest possible array of worldviews in their 

smallest imaginable combination (just 21 countries). When IOR-ARC meets, new 

windows are opened between countries separated by distance as well as politics. And 

they meet on the basis of a common ocean, a vast expanse of water that has throughout 

history linked these countries and their cultures, one way or another.  

Malaysians talk to Mauritians, Arabs with Australians, South Africans with Sri 

Lankans, Iranians with Indonesians. The Indian Ocean serves as both a sea separating 

them and a bridge linking them together. Thepromise of the organization—as a forum 

to pool resources on a variety of issues as well as to develop tomorrow’s maritime 

governance agenda—is real. So whether it is blue-water fishing or maritime transport 

and piracy (in the Gulf of Aden and the waters off Somalia, as well as in the straits of 

Malacca), the ARC could have a tremendous role to play. Indeed, it doesn’t have to 

confine itself to the water at all: it’s the member countries that are members, not just 

their coastlines. So everything from the development of tourism in the member state 

to the transfer of science and technology is on the table. The poorer developing 

countries have new partners to offer educational scholarships to their young and 

training courses for their government officers. There’s talk of new projects in capacity 

building, agriculture and the promotion of cultural cooperation.  



The ARC was, in many ways, India’s brainchild. To let it languish is not just to write 

off another bureaucratic institution; it is to give up on our leadership of a region that, 

whether we like it or not, is indispensable to us. To engage with it and seek to revive it 

will take time, effort, energy and some resources—not more than twenty-first-century 

India can afford. The ARC could be the diplomatic arm of a two-pronged strategy to 

make Indian Ocean security and political, economic and cultural cooperation two sides 

of the same glittering coin. This is why we should not write off its immense possibilities.  

India must pledge itself to energizing and reviving this semi-dormant 

organization—as often happens with brilliant ideas, the creative spark consumes itself 

in the act of creation, and the ARC has been neglected by its own creators. But such 

teething troubles are inevitable in any new group, and the seeds of future cooperation 

have already been sown. Making a success of an association that unites large countries 

and small ones, island states and continental ones, Islamic republics, monarchies and 

liberal democracies, and every race known to mankind, represents both a challenge and 

an opportunity. This very diversity of interests and capabilities can easily impede 

substantive cooperation, but it can also make such cooperation far more rewarding 

The brotherhood of man is a tired cliché; the neighbourhood of an ocean is a 

refreshing new idea. The world as a whole stands to benefit if 21 littoral states can find 

common ground in the churning waters of a mighty ocean. And as India develops its 

own coastline, it must also remember this greater project. 

I hope your deliberations so far have been satisfying but that you have still found 

time to sample some of the natural beauty of the coastline here. If not, there is still 

time to do so! I wish you a successful conclusion to this conference. 

Jai Hind! 

 


