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ABSTRACT 

The Indo-Pacific region has emerged as a critical geopolitical and economic hub in the 21st century, 

characterized by increasing strategic competition, especially between China and other regional and global 

powers. India’s role in this dynamic landscape has grown significantly, as it seeks to safeguard its national 

interests and promote a stable, rules-based order. This paper examines India’s strategic and diplomatic 

initiatives aimed at ensuring regional stability amidst the expanding influence of China. It explores India’s 

Act East Policy, maritime collaborations, participation in multilateral forums such as the Quad, and defense 

partnerships with key Indo-Pacific nations. Additionally, it analyzes India’s efforts to balance assertiveness 

and diplomacy while fostering economic, security, and infrastructural engagement across the region. By 

assessing these initiatives, the paper aims to highlight India’s evolving approach as a key stakeholder in the 

Indo-Pacific and its implications for regional and global stability. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The Indo-Pacific region is one of the most strategically significant areas in the world, stretching across the 

maritime spaces between the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean. This region is home to over half of the 

world’s population and accounts for approximately 60% of global GDP, making it a key engine of economic 

growth and international trade. With major shipping lanes running through the region, it is crucial for the 

transport of energy, goods, and vital resources that power the global economy. Additionally, the Indo-Pacific 

encompasses some of the world’s most critical maritime chokepoints, such as the Strait of Malacca and the 

Lombok Strait, through which a substantial portion of global oil and gas shipments pass, emphasizing the 

region's importance in global energy security.  

In recent years, the Indo-Pacific has become a focal point of geopolitical competition, particularly between 

China, the United States, and other regional powers like India, Japan, and Australia. China’s assertive policies, 

especially in the South China Sea, have raised concerns about regional stability, leading to a complex security 

environment. Countries within the region have responded by strengthening their defense capabilities and 

forging new strategic alliances, notably through frameworks like the Quad (Quadrilateral Security Dialogue) 

involving India, the United States, Japan, and Australia. These dynamics reflect the Indo-Pacific’s growing 

centrality in the global geopolitical landscape, where security, trade, and diplomatic ties intertwine.  

At the heart of the region lies India, a rising power whose strategic location and growing economic clout have 

made it a key player in shaping the future of the Indo-Pacific. India’s position between the Indian Ocean and 

the Pacific Ocean places it at the crossroads of critical global trade routes, making its role in maintaining 

maritime security essential. As the world’s largest democracy and one of the fastest-growing economies, India 

is seen as a counterbalance to China’s expanding influence in the region.      

  

INDIA’S STRATEGIC INTEREST IN THE INDO PACIFIC 

India’s interests in the Indo-Pacific region are driven by its historical, geographical, and economic 

considerations, as well as its need for regional security and influence. As a major power in South Asia and a 

rising global player, India has a vested interest in shaping the regional order in ways that protect its 

sovereignty, promote economic prosperity, and ensure the freedom of navigation in critical maritime routes. 

This section explores India’s core strategic interests in the Indo-Pacific, which include ensuring maritime 

security, promoting regional stability, safeguarding energy security, and countering China’s growing 

influence.  
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Maritime Security and Freedom of Navigation  

India's primary strategic interest in the Indo-Pacific is maintaining maritime security and ensuring the freedom 

of navigation in vital sea lanes. These maritime routes, such as the Strait of Malacca, Lombok Strait, and 

Sunda Strait, are key to the global trade network, and India is particularly invested in their security due to its 

significant reliance on these sea lanes for energy supplies and trade.  

The Indian Navy plays a critical role in safeguarding these maritime routes. India’s Act East Policy, aimed at 

enhancing India’s engagement with the ASEAN countries, particularly in the areas of defence and maritime 

cooperation, aligns with this interest. India views its naval power as crucial for preventing disruptions in sea 

trade and ensuring regional peace. Moreover, India advocates for freedom of navigation under international 

law, particularly in the South China Sea, where China has made aggressive territorial claims (Saran, 2016). 

By strengthening its naval capabilities, India seeks to preserve a rules-based order that emphasizes free and 

open access to international waters. Countering China’s Growing Influence  

China’s rise as a global power, especially its assertiveness in the South China Sea and the expansion of its 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), has presented India with a significant strategic challenge. India’s core interest 

in the Indo-Pacific is to counterbalance China’s growing dominance, which it sees as a potential threat to its 

own security and regional influence.  

China’s presence in the Indian Ocean region, especially through its increasing military and economic presence 

in Sri Lanka, Pakistan, and the Maldives, has raised concerns in India. To counter this, India has sought to 

strengthen its relationships with regional powers like Japan, Australia, and the United States, as well as its 

strategic partnerships with Southeast Asian nations (Chaudhury, 2018). India has also become more involved 

in multilateral security arrangements such as the Quad, aiming to ensure that China does not dominate the 

Indo-Pacific region and that the interests of smaller nations are protected.  

Economic Interests and Trade Routes  

As one of the world’s largest economies, India has a significant stake in the economic stability and prosperity 

of the Indo-Pacific region. The region is vital to India’s economic growth, given its role in global trade and its 

dependence on energy imports.  

India’s trade with Indo-Pacific nations, particularly ASEAN countries, has seen substantial growth over the 

past few decades, making economic cooperation a key strategic interest. With increasing trade volumes, India 

has emphasized improving regional connectivity through initiatives such as the India-ASEAN Free Trade 

Agreement and the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) (Raghavan, 2020). Furthermore, 

India is keen on ensuring energy security, as much of its crude oil and natural gas imports come from the 
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Middle East and Africa, through maritime routes passing through the Indo-Pacific. Safeguarding these energy 

routes is essential for India’s energy security and economic stability.  

Regional Stability and Security Cooperation  

India is deeply committed to fostering regional stability in the Indo-Pacific. The region is marked by territorial 

disputes, particularly in the South China Sea, where competing claims have raised tensions among countries 

like China, Vietnam, the Philippines, and Malaysia. India believes that regional security should be maintained 

through dialogue, multilateral cooperation, and adherence to international law.  

India’s approach to regional security emphasizes building partnerships with countries like Japan, Australia, 

and the United States to address common security concerns. As part of the Quad initiative, India has been 

working alongside these nations to ensure a free and open Indo-Pacific while promoting peace and security 

in the region (Pant, 2020). India also works with Southeast Asian nations to address non-traditional security 

challenges such as maritime piracy, natural disasters, and climate change.  

Enhancing Strategic Partnerships and Alliances  

A key component of India’s strategic interests in the Indo-Pacific is the strengthening of its strategic 

partnerships and alliances. India has prioritized deepening its diplomatic and defence ties with key global and 

regional powers, such as the United States, Japan, and Australia, to enhance its influence in the region and 

counterbalance China’s growing power.  

India’s partnership with the United States has particularly grown, with cooperation in areas such as military 

exercises, intelligence sharing, and counterterrorism. Similarly, India’s security ties with Japan have 

expanded, with both countries focusing on regional security, maritime cooperation, and trade (Panda, 2020). 

In addition, India’s relationship with Australia has strengthened under the Quad framework, as both nations 

seek to ensure a rules-based order in the Indo-Pacific region and enhance security cooperation.  

  

INDIA’S DIPLOMATIC ENGAGEMENT IN THE INDO – PACIFIC  

India’s diplomatic engagement in the Indo-Pacific region has grown significantly in recent years, driven by 

the country’s desire to enhance its geopolitical influence, promote regional stability, and ensure economic 

prosperity. India's diplomatic initiatives in the region are not just a response to the rising influence of China 

but also part of its broader strategy to foster relationships with key regional powers, strengthen multilateral 

cooperation, and contribute to the creation of a rulesbased international order. India has focused on 

bilateral, trilateral, and multilateral diplomacy to assert its presence and protect its strategic interests in the 

Indo-Pacific.  
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India’s Role in the Quad and Trilateral Partnerships  

One of India’s most significant diplomatic initiatives in the Indo-Pacific is its active involvement in the Quad 

(Quadrilateral Security Dialogue). The Quad, which includes India, the United States, Japan, and Australia, 

represents a strategic partnership that aims to promote a free and open IndoPacific and counterbalance China’s 

growing assertiveness in the region. This trilateral grouping has held numerous joint military exercises and 

increased strategic cooperation, particularly focusing on maritime security, counterterrorism, and 

infrastructure development.  

India’s involvement in the Quad has also been complemented by trilateral partnerships with other regional 

powers. India’s relationship with the United States has evolved into a comprehensive strategic partnership, 

with growing cooperation in defense, technology, and economic trade. Similarly, India’s trilateral cooperation 

with Japan and Australia is focused on enhancing regional security, economic connectivity, and infrastructure 

projects (Rizvi, 2019). These partnerships reflect India's growing diplomatic and strategic footprint in the 

Indo-Pacific and its commitment to fostering stability in the region.  

Strengthening Bilateral Relationships with Key Regional Players  

India has also prioritized strengthening its bilateral relationships with several key Indo-Pacific countries, 

including Japan, Australia, Vietnam, and Indonesia. These relationships focus on a wide range of issues such 

as defense cooperation, trade, and regional security.  

India’s ties with Japan are particularly noteworthy, as the two countries have increasingly cooperated on 

regional security matters, especially in maritime domain awareness, disaster relief, and counterterrorism. The 

India-Japan Special Strategic and Global Partnership has seen growing defense cooperation, including joint 

naval exercises and the sharing of critical defense technology (Sharma, 2020).  

In addition, India’s relationship with Australia has flourished under the Comprehensive Economic 

Cooperation Agreement (CECA) and defense agreements. Both countries have collaborated in regional 

security forums like the East Asia Summit (EAS) and ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), as well as increasing 

trade ties and infrastructure development projects (Brewster, 2021). These bilateral relationships not only 

enhance India’s strategic positioning but also contribute to a stable and prosperous Indo-Pacific.  

Active Participation in Multilateral Organizations  

India has long recognized the importance of multilateral diplomacy in securing its interests in the Indo-Pacific 

region. As a member of key regional and global organizations, India has actively contributed to shaping 

regional policy and fostering multilateral cooperation.  
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India’s engagement with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is a cornerstone of its Indo-

Pacific strategy. India has been involved in ASEAN-led initiatives such as the East Asia Summit and ASEAN 

Regional Forum, promoting peace, stability, and economic growth in Southeast Asia. Through these 

organizations, India has built strong ties with Southeast Asian countries and contributed to regional economic 

integration and security cooperation (Mohan, 2020).  

India has also been an active player in the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA), focusing on maritime 

security, regional economic development, and cooperation on transnational challenges such as climate change 

and disaster management. Furthermore, India’s participation in the United Nations and other global forums 

allows it to influence international norms on issues like maritime freedom, terrorism, and climate change, 

reflecting its commitment to global governance.  

Promoting Connectivity and Infrastructure Development  

Another key diplomatic initiative by India in the Indo-Pacific is the emphasis on promoting connectivity and 

infrastructure development across the region. India views infrastructure connectivity as essential for 

enhancing regional trade and economic ties, especially in the Indian Ocean Rim and ASEAN countries.  

India has increasingly engaged in capacity-building projects in countries such as Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and 

Myanmar, focusing on developing infrastructure such as ports, roads, and energy facilities. These initiatives 

are aimed at enhancing economic cooperation while simultaneously strengthening India’s strategic presence 

in these regions. India’s Asia-Africa Growth Corridor (AAGC), in partnership with Japan, aims to connect 

Africa and Asia through enhanced infrastructure development, thus improving regional connectivity and 

supporting economic growth (Raghavan, 2020).  

India has also participated in the SAGAR initiative (Security and Growth for All in the Region), which focuses 

on promoting security and connectivity across the Indian Ocean. These diplomatic initiatives underscore 

India’s commitment to creating a more interconnected, secure, and prosperous Indo-Pacific.  

INDIA’S SECURITY AND DEFENCE STRATEGY IN THE INDO - PACIFIC 

India’s security and defence strategy in the Indo-Pacific region is shaped by its evolving role as a regional and 

global power, the growing threat of Chinese assertiveness, and its interest in maintaining peace and stability 

in a geopolitically complex environment. As a maritime power and a significant player in the Indo-Pacific, 

India’s security strategy focuses on safeguarding key sea lanes, countering non-traditional security threats, 

and strengthening defence partnerships with regional powers. This section outlines India’s strategic defence 

initiatives, military capabilities, and its approach to maintaining security in the Indo-Pacific.  
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Strengthening Maritime Security and Naval Power  

India’s maritime security is a central aspect of its defence strategy in the Indo-Pacific. With an extensive 

coastline and a critical geographic location at the crossroads of the Indian and Pacific Oceans, India is 

particularly concerned with ensuring the security of its maritime trade routes. These sea lanes, including the 

Strait of Malacca and the Lombok Strait, are vital for India’s trade and energy security, as well as for the 

broader global economy.  

To bolster maritime security, India has been significantly strengthening its naval capabilities. The Indian Navy 

is one of the most powerful and well-equipped in the region, with a focus on enhancing its blue-water 

capabilities to project power across the Indo-Pacific. India has invested in advanced submarines, aircraft 

carriers, and multi-role combat aircraft to safeguard its maritime interests (Pant, 2021). Furthermore, India 

has increased its participation in joint naval exercises such as Malabar, a trilateral maritime exercise involving 

the United States, Japan, and Australia. These exercises not only showcase India’s naval strength but also 

reinforce its commitment to regional maritime security and freedom of navigation.  

Counterterrorism and Non-Traditional Security Threats  

India’s security strategy in the Indo-Pacific also extends to addressing non-traditional security threats such as 

terrorism, piracy, and natural disasters. Given the transnational nature of these threats, India has sought to 

enhance cooperation with regional powers and international organizations in combating terrorism, organized 

crime, and environmental challenges.  

India’s involvement in regional anti-terrorism initiatives, such as cooperation with ASEAN and the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization (SCO), reflects its commitment to regional security. In addition to counterterrorism, 

India has been a proactive contributor to disaster management efforts in the Indo-Pacific. India’s National 

Disaster Response Force (NDRF) regularly participates in joint humanitarian missions, and the country has 

been at the forefront of providing disaster relief and reconstruction aid following natural calamities in 

neighboring countries (Rizvi, 2020).  

India’s defense policy also involves strengthening its border security and combating cyber threats, which are 

becoming increasingly prevalent in the digital age. This multidimensional approach ensures that India can 

address both traditional and non-traditional security challenges in the region.  

Regional Security Cooperation and Alliances  

India’s security strategy emphasizes the importance of regional security cooperation with likeminded 

countries to counter security threats and ensure peace in the Indo-Pacific. India’s active participation in 
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multilateral defense dialogues and frameworks has allowed it to forge security partnerships with countries 

such as Japan, Australia, and the United States.  

The Quad, which includes India, the United States, Japan, and Australia, represents a key pillar of India’s 

defense strategy in the Indo-Pacific. This strategic forum enables the four democracies to coordinate on 

regional security issues, enhance defense cooperation, and ensure the protection of maritime trade routes. 

India’s   

collaboration with the United States has also been expanded through initiatives such as the Lemoa Agreement 

(Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement) and COMCASA (Communications Compatibility and 

Security Agreement), which facilitate closer military cooperation and the sharing of defense technologies 

(Sharma, 2020).  

India’s defense cooperation with Japan is also growing, particularly in areas like maritime security and the 

India-Japan Joint Exercise. The two countries regularly hold naval drills and are committed to enhancing their 

strategic and defense ties in the Indo-Pacific to balance China’s growing power. Similarly, India’s security ties 

with Australia have deepened, with both countries seeking to strengthen their collective defense posture 

through increased military exercises and the IndiaAustralia Mutual Logistics Support Agreement.  

Indian Ocean Region (IOR) Strategy and the SAGAR Initiative  

The Indian Ocean is a critical focus area for India’s defense strategy, as the region holds significant strategic 

importance in terms of trade, energy security, and maritime dominance. India has consistently emphasized the 

need for a free, open, and secure Indian Ocean, with a particular focus on ensuring the freedom of navigation 

and preventing external powers from dominating the region.  

India’s SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the Region) initiative, launched in 2015, reflects its approach 

to security in the Indian Ocean. SAGAR aims to promote peace and stability in the Indian Ocean, focusing 

on fostering stronger ties with littoral states, improving maritime security, and countering the influence of 

external powers, particularly China, which has been increasing its presence through its Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) (Panda, 2021). India’s defence engagement with countries such as Sri Lanka, the Maldives, 

Mauritius, and Seychelles underscores its commitment to ensuring that the Indian Ocean remains a zone of 

peace and cooperation. These countries have collaborated with India in countering piracy, improving maritime 

surveillance, and enhancing port security.  
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INDIA’S ECONOMIC INTEREST IN THE INDO – PACIFIC  

India’s economic interests in the Indo-Pacific are driven by the region’s significance as a key hub for global 

trade, investment, and economic growth. The Indo-Pacific is home to some of the world’s fastest-growing 

economies, and India sees the region as an essential component of its broader economic strategy. India’s goals 

include enhancing trade and investment ties, securing energy resources, and promoting regional economic 

integration. This section explores India’s economic priorities in the Indo-Pacific and its approach to leveraging 

the region’s economic potential.  

Enhancing Trade and Investment in the Indo-Pacific  

India has consistently sought to enhance its economic ties with the countries of the Indo-Pacific, given the 

region’s growing importance in global trade and commerce. The Indo-Pacific is home to major trading partners 

for India, such as China, Japan, and Australia, as well as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 

which collectively constitute a significant share of India’s trade.  

India has focused on expanding its trade agreements and economic cooperation with Indo-Pacific countries. 

One such initiative is India’s involvement in the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), 

which includes ASEAN and other regional players, although India decided not to join the pact in 2019 due to 

concerns over market access and trade imbalances (Raghavan, 2020). Instead, India has sought to deepen its 

bilateral trade agreements with key partners, including Australia, Japan, and the United States, aiming to boost 

sectors such as information technology, pharmaceuticals, and renewable energy. India also seeks to enhance 

its trade relations with Southeast Asia, leveraging its Act East Policy to promote regional economic 

cooperation and investment.  

India’s growing economic ties with the Indo-Pacific are also reflected in increased foreign direct investment 

(FDI) flows into the country, particularly from Japan and the United States, as companies look to India as a 

key investment destination in the   

region. In return, India has also begun to invest in the infrastructure development of its neighbouring countries, 

contributing to projects in energy, ports, and transportation, which, in turn, foster regional economic 

integration.  

Energy Security and Resource Access  

Energy security is a critical concern for India, which relies heavily on imports to meet its growing energy 

demands. The Indo-Pacific region is vital for India’s energy security, as a significant portion of its crude oil, 

natural gas, and liquefied natural gas (LNG) imports come from countries in this region, including the Middle 

East, Southeast Asia, and Australia. India has been working to secure reliable and diversified sources of energy 
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through diplomatic engagement with key energy producers. Australia, with its vast reserves of coal and natural 

gas, plays an important role in India’s energy security strategy. Similarly, India’s relations with countries like 

Indonesia, Malaysia, and Vietnam are centered around energy cooperation, including joint ventures in oil and 

gas exploration, as well as renewable energy partnerships. India is also exploring partnerships in the Indian 

Ocean, as it seeks to ensure the free flow of energy resources through critical maritime chokepoints such as 

the Strait of Hormuz and the Strait of Malacca (Saran, 2018). Additionally, India is focusing on increasing the 

use of renewable energy sources in the Indo-Pacific. India’s commitment to clean energy is evident in 

initiatives like the International Solar Alliance (ISA), which aims to promote solar energy across countries in 

the Indo-Pacific and beyond. The ISA brings together countries from Asia and the Pacific to collaborate on 

solar energy production and investment.  

Infrastructure Development and Connectivity Projects  

India recognizes the importance of improving regional connectivity in the Indo-Pacific to boost trade and 

investment. As part of its economic strategy, India has been involved in various infrastructure development 

projects in the region, ranging from port construction to transportation and energy infrastructure. India’s Asia-

Africa Growth Corridor (AAGC), developed in partnership with Japan, focuses on promoting connectivity 

between Asia and Africa, including the Indo-Pacific region. The AAGC emphasizes infrastructure 

development, capacity building, and trade facilitation, aiming to create a seamless and efficient economic 

corridor that enhances trade between these regions (Mohan, 2020). India’s SAGAR (Security and Growth for 

All in the Region) initiative also focuses on strengthening regional maritime and air connectivity, which helps 

enhance trade flows and facilitate economic growth in the Indian Ocean and Indo-Pacific regions.In addition 

to these regional projects, India has also supported specific infrastructure development initiatives in countries 

such as Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Myanmar. These efforts focus on the development of ports, roads, and 

other critical infrastructure to facilitate economic exchange and promote connectivity throughout the region. 

Through these partnerships, India not only bolsters its economic ties with its neighbours but also asserts its 

role as a leader in regional connectivity and economic growth.  

Digital Economy and Technology Cooperation  

The Indo-Pacific region is a major hub for the digital economy, and India has increasingly sought to capitalize 

on this through initiatives aimed at promoting technological collaboration, innovation, and investment. The 

growing demand for digital infrastructure and services presents significant opportunities for India to 

strengthen its economic ties with countries in the region, particularly in sectors such as information 

technology, telecommunications, and cybersecurity.India’s information technology (IT) industry is a global 

leader, and the country’s expertise in software development, digital solutions, and data analytics offers 

opportunities for collaboration with IndoPacific countries seeking to modernize their digital economies. India 
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has been actively engaging with regional players like Singapore, Japan, and Australia to enhance digital trade, 

e-commerce, and technological partnerships. Additionally, India has been working to build regional 

cybersecurity frameworks to address the growing challenges of cyber threats and ensure the security of digital 

infrastructure (Brewster, 2021). India has also emphasized the importance of data privacy and digital 

governance, working with countries in the Indo-Pacific to develop frameworks for digital regulations and 

ensure that the region benefits from the global digital economy while protecting its citizens' rights and privacy.  

  

INDIA’S ENGAGEMENT WITH THE SOUTH CHINA SEA  

The South China Sea (SCS), a region of significant geopolitical and economic importance, has been at the 

centre of global attention due to territorial disputes, especially concerning China's aggressive claims and 

militarization. As a rising global power, India has been actively involved in the South China Sea, advocating 

for a rules-based order, freedom of navigation, and peaceful dispute resolution. India’s engagement in the SCS 

is also driven by its economic interests, particularly maritime trade routes and energy security, as well as 

regional security concerns.  

India’s Advocacy for Freedom of Navigation and International Law  

One of India’s primary concerns in the South China Sea is ensuring the freedom of navigation (FON), which 

is crucial for global trade and maritime security. The SCS is one of the world’s busiest maritime routes, with 

more than $3 trillion worth of trade passing through it annually. India has consistently supported the United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which outlines the legal framework governing the 

rights of states in maritime areas, and advocates for its application to resolve territorial disputes in the region. 

India has made clear its opposition to China’s expansive territorial claims in the South China Sea, particularly 

its assertion over nearly 90% of the sea through the Nine-Dash Line. India has repeatedly emphasized the 

importance of adhering to international laws, including UNCLOS, to resolve these disputes peacefully. India’s 

stance on the issue is aligned with its broader vision of maintaining global maritime security and ensuring that 

vital sea lanes remain open and free for all nations, especially considering India’s own significant maritime 

interests in the region (Brewster, 2020). India has also made diplomatic efforts to strengthen its position on 

FON. The country has held numerous consultations with other stakeholders, including ASEAN nations and 

the United States, to reaffirm the need for a rulesbased international maritime order. India has emphasized 

that disputes in the South China Sea should be settled peacefully, without resorting to force or coercion, and 

with respect for the rights of all countries under international law.  
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Bilateral and Multilateral Diplomacy in the South China Sea  

India’s engagement with the South China Sea is not limited to regional diplomacy but extends to bilateral and 

multilateral interactions with key stakeholders. India’s relations with Southeast Asian countries are central to 

its policy in the South China Sea, particularly in the context of ASEAN. India has consistently supported 

ASEAN-led mechanisms for addressing regional security challenges, including the SCS disputes. India’s 

relationships with countries like Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia, and the Philippines have been pivotal in the 

context of the South China Sea. For instance, India has significantly deepened its defense and economic ties 

with Vietnam, with a focus on energy exploration in the South China Sea. India and Vietnam have cooperated 

on oil and gas exploration projects in the SCS, particularly in Viet Nam’s Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), 

which has been a point of contention with China. These joint ventures reflect India’s interest in contributing 

to regional stability while promoting the free access to energy resources (Raghavan, 2019). India’s diplomatic 

engagement extends to the United States, Japan, and Australia, particularly in the context of the Quadrilateral 

Security Dialogue (Quad). These countries have shared concerns regarding China’s aggressive tactics in the 

South China Sea, and India’s alignment with the Quad reinforces its commitment to a free, open, and inclusive 

Indo-Pacific. Through these multilateral platforms, India has been advocating for the peaceful resolution of 

disputes and a rules-based order in the SCS.  

Economic Interests and Energy Security in the South China Sea  

For India, the South China Sea is not only a matter of geopolitical and security concern but also of economic 

interest. The region is rich in energy resources, particularly oil and natural gas. As India’s energy needs 

continue to grow, securing access to resources in the SCS is of paramount importance. India has been involved 

in oil and gas exploration projects in the South China Sea, particularly in the Vietnamese EEZ. However, these 

operations have been met with strong opposition from China, which claims much of the South China Sea. 

Despite this, India has remained firm in supporting Vietnam’s right to explore and develop energy resources 

within its sovereign waters, as granted by international law (Panda, 2020). In addition to energy security, the 

SCS is also crucial for India’s maritime trade routes. The South China Sea is a critical chokepoint for global 

trade, including India’s trade with Southeast Asia, East Asia, and the broader Pacific. India’s maritime 

connectivity with these regions is vital for the economic growth of its Eastern and Southern regions, and India 

is committed to ensuring that the Strait of Malacca and other key waterways remain open and free from any 

form of regional dominance or coercion.  
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India’s Naval Presence and Military Engagement in the South China Sea  

India has also demonstrated a growing naval presence in the South China Sea as part of its broader maritime 

strategy in the Indo-Pacific. While India has refrained from directly involving itself in the territorial disputes, 

it has regularly deployed its naval assets to conduct freedom of navigation operations (FONOPs), in line with 

its commitment to international maritime law and the protection of vital sea lanes. The Indian Navy has 

participated in several joint naval exercises with countries in the region, including Vietnam, Japan, and 

Australia, aimed at enhancing interoperability and demonstrating a shared commitment to regional security. 

The Indian Navy has also held joint maritime patrols in the South China Sea, emphasizing its presence and 

support for a rules-based maritime order. Moreover, India’s engagement with the United States and Japan in 

the Malabar exercises — a multilateral naval drill that also includes Australia — serves as a platform for 

strengthening maritime security and countering China's growing military presence in the South China Sea. 

These exercises aim to foster closer coordination and enhance regional security in the face of rising maritime 

threats (Sharma, 2021).  

  

INDIA’S ENGAGEMENT IN REGIONAL MULTILATERAL FRAMEWORKS 

India's approach to the Indo-Pacific region involves active participation in regional multilateral frameworks 

that help ensure peace, stability, and cooperation amidst the growing influence of China. India recognizes the 

importance of multilateral diplomacy in addressing shared challenges such as security, economic growth, 

climate change, and regional connectivity. India’s involvement in these frameworks is a strategic effort to 

maintain a rules-based order, safeguard freedom of navigation, and foster cooperation with key regional 

players. Key forums like ASEAN, the East Asia Summit (EAS), and the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue 

(Quad) play pivotal roles in India’s Indo-Pacific strategy.  

India and ASEAN: Strengthening Economic and Security Ties  

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is central to India’s strategic engagement in the Indo-

Pacific region. As one of the world's fastest-growing economic regions, ASEAN's influence is crucial to 

India’s aspirations for a prominent role in the Indo-Pacific. India has fostered closer economic and security 

ties with ASEAN nations through its Act East Policy, which was launched in 2014 to enhance India’s 

integration with the region. India's economic engagement with ASEAN has flourished in recent years, with 

India being one of ASEAN's dialogue partners since 1992. The ASEAN-India Free Trade Area (AIFTA), 

established in 2010, has significantly boosted trade relations between the two sides. In addition, India has 

made substantial investments in ASEAN countries, particularly in sectors such as infrastructure, energy, and 

technology. India’s partnership with ASEAN also extends to addressing non-traditional security challenges, 
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such as counter-terrorism, cybersecurity, and disaster management (Pillai, 2021).Security cooperation has 

been another key pillar of India-ASEAN relations. India has actively contributed to maritime security 

initiatives in the region, including joint maritime patrols and information-sharing mechanisms. The India-

ASEAN Defense Ministers' Dialogue and the India-ASEAN Maritime Exercises have strengthened military 

cooperation and fostered interoperability between the Indian and ASEAN armed forces. India’s support for 

ASEAN centrality in regional security architecture and its active participation in the ASEAN Regional Forum 

(ARF) and the East Asia Summit (EAS) are vital elements of its broader vision for the Indo-Pacific. By 

reinforcing ASEAN's role in regional security, India seeks to promote a rules-based order that ensures regional 

stability amidst the growing competition for influence, particularly from China.  

India’s Role in the East Asia Summit (EAS)  

The East Asia Summit (EAS) is another key regional platform where India plays an influential role in shaping 

the security and economic landscape of the Indo-Pacific. Established in 2005, the EAS brings together 18 

countries, including ASEAN members, the United States, China, India, Japan, South Korea, Russia, and 

Australia. The EAS serves as a critical forum for addressing regional security issues such as maritime security, 

terrorism, disaster management, and climate change. India has been a strong advocate for a comprehensive 

security approach in the EAS, emphasizing the need for cooperation on regional challenges without the 

domination of any one country. India's participation in the EAS reflects its commitment to shaping a 

multipolar order in the Indo-Pacific, where no single country, particularly China, can dictate terms. India’s 

emphasis on the rules-based order in the EAS aligns with its broader Indo-Pacific strategy, which calls for 

peaceful dispute resolution and freedom of navigation in international waters. In addition to security, India 

has also promoted economic cooperation within the EAS framework, advocating for inclusive growth, 

sustainable development, and improved regional connectivity. India’s growing participation in regional trade 

and infrastructure initiatives further strengthens its role in shaping the economic trajectory of the Indo-Pacific 

(Nair, 2019).  

The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad): A Strategic Partnership  

One of the most significant multilateral frameworks in which India plays a leading role is the Quadrilateral 

Security Dialogue (Quad), an informal strategic forum involving the United States, Japan, Australia, and India. 

The Quad, which began in 2007 and was revived in 2017, has become increasingly important in addressing 

regional security challenges, particularly those posed by China’s growing influence and assertiveness in the 

Indo-Pacific. The Quad aims to promote a free, open, and inclusive Indo-Pacific, with a focus on ensuring 

freedom of navigation, maritime security, and unimpeded trade. The member states share concerns over 

China’s aggressive territorial claims in the South China Sea, its growing military presence in the region, and 

its influence in regional economic and political institutions. The Quad is viewed as a response to these 
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challenges, promoting a balance of power that counters coercion and maintains regional stability. India's 

participation in the Quad highlights its commitment to a multilateral approach to regional security. India has 

emphasized that the Quad is not aimed at containing China, but rather at ensuring a free and open Indo-Pacific, 

where no country dominates or imposes its will on others. Through the Quad, India also seeks to enhance its 

strategic partnerships with the United States, Japan, and Australia, strengthening its geopolitical influence in 

the region (Mohan, 2020). In addition to security cooperation, the Quad members have also explored 

opportunities for economic collaboration, climate action, and infrastructure development, positioning the 

group as a positive force for regional development. India’s involvement in the Quad reflects its growing role 

in regional and global governance.  

India’s Engagement with the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP)  

While India initially expressed interest in joining the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), 

a mega free trade agreement involving ASEAN, China, Japan, South Korea, Australia, and New Zealand, it 

ultimately decided to opt out of the agreement in 2019. India's decision was based on concerns that the deal 

would not adequately protect its domestic industries, particularly in sectors such as agriculture and 

manufacturing, from the influx of cheaper imports, particularly from China. Despite this, India continues to 

engage with RCEP members through other bilateral and multilateral trade agreements, seeking to enhance its 

economic footprint in the region. India remains committed to promoting free trade, regional connectivity, and 

inclusive growth, but it has also expressed a preference for trade agreements that prioritize the interests of its 

own economy and population. India’s active participation in ASEAN+1 trade agreements and IndiaASEAN 

Free Trade Agreement exemplifies its commitment to deepening economic ties with Southeast Asia while 

balancing its domestic economic priorities (Jha, 2020)  

  

INDIA’S ECONOMIC DIPLOMACY IN THE INDO PACIFIC  

India's economic diplomacy in the Indo-Pacific has evolved significantly over the last two decades, driven by 

the region’s importance as a global trade hub and India's growing economic interests. The Indo-Pacific region 

is vital not only for India’s economic growth but also for securing its energy needs, trade routes, and regional 

economic partnerships. As a rising economic power, India seeks to enhance its economic footprint in the 

region while maintaining a balance between promoting trade, fostering regional stability, and securing 

strategic interests.  
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Trade Relations and Free Trade Agreements  

India’s economic diplomacy in the Indo-Pacific is largely centered around trade relations, with the region 

being crucial for India’s trade and investment flows. India has actively pursued bilateral and multilateral trade 

agreements with countries in the region to boost its economic ties. One of the primary goals of India’s trade 

diplomacy is to promote free trade agreements (FTAs) that enhance connectivity, reduce trade barriers, and 

create avenues for deeper economic cooperation. India's most significant trade agreements include the 

ASEAN-India Free Trade Area (AIFTA), which came into effect in 2010. This agreement has allowed India 

to boost its trade relations with the ten ASEAN countries, positioning India as a vital trading partner in 

Southeast Asia. The economic integration between India and ASEAN members also opens greater access to 

the IndoPacific market, improving India’s ability to participate in regional value chains (Mukherjee, 2020).  

However, India's decision to opt-out of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) in 2019 

marked a significant development in India’s economic diplomacy. Concerns over issues like the trade 

imbalance with China, lack of adequate protection for domestic industries, and the potential impact of RCEP’s 

tariff liberalization led India to refrain from joining the pact. Despite this, India has sought alternative avenues 

for deeper economic integration in the IndoPacific, including bilateral trade agreements and participation in 

initiatives like the Asia-Africa Growth Corridor (AAGC) with Japan (Sharma, 2021).  

Infrastructure and Connectivity Initiatives  

Infrastructure and connectivity play a crucial role in India’s economic diplomacy in the IndoPacific. India is 

increasingly engaged in projects that promote regional infrastructure development as a way of increasing 

economic influence and securing trade routes. Initiatives like the AsiaAfrica Growth Corridor (AAGC), a 

partnership between India and Japan, are aimed at enhancing infrastructure, strengthening connectivity, and 

supporting economic development in the IndoPacific and African regions. India has invested in various 

infrastructure projects in Southeast Asia, including the Mekong-Ganga Cooperation and the Chabahar Port 

Project in Iran, which offers an alternative route for trade to and from Afghanistan and Central Asia. 

Additionally, India’s growing involvement in infrastructure projects in countries like Myanmar, Sri Lanka, 

and Bangladesh is aimed at ensuring smoother connectivity across the region, improving access to markets, 

and strengthening India’s role as a regional hub for trade and commerce (Raghavan, 2020). The development 

of maritime connectivity is also a focus, with India pursuing shipping links and port development projects 

across the Indo-Pacific, including in countries like Mauritius and Seychelles. These efforts are designed to 

reduce logistical costs and improve the efficiency of global trade routes, benefiting India’s economic growth 

and facilitating better access to resources and markets. Energy Security and Regional Economic 

Cooperation  
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Energy security is a fundamental component of India’s economic diplomacy in the Indo-Pacific. The region 

is home to vital sea lanes through which a significant portion of global energy trade flows. India relies heavily 

on the Indian Ocean for its energy imports, making the region crucial to its energy security. Ensuring the 

protection and smooth flow of energy resources through the Strait of Malacca and the Persian Gulf is vital for 

India’s economic stability and growth. India has deepened energy cooperation with countries in the Indo-

Pacific, particularly with Australia, Indonesia, and Vietnam, in areas such as oil and gas exploration and 

renewable energy initiatives. The Indian government has encouraged Indian companies to expand their 

operations in the energy sector, especially with Southeast Asian nations that possess vast offshore energy 

reserves (Sinha, 2020). India has also engaged in joint energy ventures with countries like Vietnam, especially 

in the South China Sea, to explore offshore oil and gas fields, despite China’s territorial claims in the area. 

Additionally, India’s push for clean energy cooperation has strengthened its ties with countries like Japan and 

South Korea. India is working on solar energy partnerships and green technology investments, aligning with 

regional initiatives aimed at climate change mitigation and sustainable energy development.  

Investment and Economic Partnerships  

India's economic diplomacy also emphasizes attracting foreign direct investment (FDI) and fostering 

economic partnerships with Indo-Pacific countries. India has been working to improve its investment climate, 

making significant strides in simplifying foreign investment regulations, promoting startup ecosystems, and 

increasing participation in global supply chains. In Southeast Asia, India has attracted investments from Japan, 

South Korea, and Singapore in sectors such as automobiles, electronics, and IT services. As a member of the 

Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and other regional groupings, India is positioning itself as a 

prime destination for investment, particularly in the technology and manufacturing sectors. Additionally, India 

has been encouraging Indian companies to invest in the region through public-private partnerships (PPPs) and 

corporate diplomacy, aimed at creating long-term economic linkages. Notable efforts include expanding 

India’s investment in ASEAN nations, Sri Lanka, and Bangladesh, especially in energy, infrastructure, and 

telecommunication sectors (Sridhar, 2021).  

  

INDIA’S MARITIME SECURITY AND THE INDIAN OCEAN REGION  

India’s maritime security and its strategic interests in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) are pivotal elements of 

its broader Indo-Pacific policy. The Indian Ocean serves as a vital passage for international trade, energy 

shipments, and maritime security, and its security is crucial for India’s economic prosperity and national 

defense. India is located at the center of the Indian Ocean, making it a natural regional leader in securing 

maritime trade routes and ensuring stability in the region. The region is critical for maintaining global 
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maritime security, and India has increasingly engaged in efforts to protect its sea lanes, counter piracy, and 

respond to regional challenges.  

Strategic Importance of the Indian Ocean Region  

The Indian Ocean is of immense strategic importance for both India and global powers. Nearly one-third of 

global trade passes through the Indian Ocean, including vital energy shipments from the Persian Gulf to East 

Asia. This makes the region a critical axis for global commerce and energy flows. For India, the Indian Ocean 

also serves as the conduit for its own energy imports, making its maritime security integral to ensuring energy 

security and economic stability (Chakrabarti, 2020). Moreover, the Indian Ocean is increasingly becoming 

the focal point for geopolitical competition, particularly between China and the United States. China’s 

growing presence in the region, through its String of Pearls strategy (a series of ports and military bases along 

the Indian Ocean littoral), poses a direct challenge to India’s strategic interests. India has responded by 

strengthening its naval presence and forming strategic partnerships with countries such as the United States, 

Japan, and Australia through forums like the Quad (Vikram, 2021).  

The Role of the Indian Navy in Maritime Security  

India’s Indian Navy plays a central role in ensuring maritime security in the region. The Indian Navy is tasked 

with safeguarding India’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ), preventing piracy, and ensuring freedom of 

navigation in the Indian Ocean. The Navy also conducts regular maritime surveillance and patrols, with a 

special focus on critical chokepoints such as the Strait of Hormuz, the Malacca Strait, and the Babb-el-Mandeb 

(located between the Arabian Peninsula and the Horn of Africa) (Das, 2020). One of India’s significant 

contributions to maritime security in the Indian Ocean has been its active participation in anti-piracy 

operations, especially off the coast of Somalia. India has been part of multilateral naval efforts to combat 

piracy, participating in missions like the Combined Task Force 150 and the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium 

(IONS). The Indian Navy’s strategic outreach through these operations underscores its role as a security 

provider in the region, enhancing regional maritime stability (Singh, 2019). India’s naval modernization 

efforts have also been focused on enhancing its blue-water capabilities, allowing the Indian Navy to project 

power across the Indian Ocean and beyond. The INS Vikramaditya, an aircraft carrier, and other advanced 

warships and submarines are crucial to India’s naval strategy in maintaining a dominant presence in the region 

and ensuring peace and security in the face of growing maritime challenges.  

Regional Partnerships and Multilateral Engagement  

India has increasingly focused on building strategic partnerships with countries in the Indian Ocean Rim to 

enhance maritime security. Bilateral defence cooperation with countries like Sri Lanka, Maldives, Indonesia, 

Mauritius, and Seychelles has been strengthened through joint naval exercises, information sharing, and 
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capacity building initiatives. India has also helped enhance the maritime security capabilities of these nations, 

including training naval personnel and aiding in coastal surveillance. Additionally, India’s engagement with 

regional multilateral frameworks such as the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) and the Indian Ocean 

Naval Symposium (IONS) has allowed it to enhance cooperation on issues such as counter-piracy, disaster 

management, and climate change adaptation. Through these platforms, India fosters cooperation with other 

littoral states to tackle common security challenges and promote the free flow of trade across the Indian Ocean 

(Chakrabarti, 2020). India has also participated in regional maritime security forums such as the Malabar 

Exercise alongside the United States, Japan, and Australia. These exercises not only enhance interoperability 

among partner navies but also send a strong signal regarding India’s commitment to rules-based maritime 

order in the region.  

Protecting Maritime Trade Routes and Freedom of Navigation  

India has consistently stressed the importance of freedom of navigation and unimpeded trade in international 

waters, particularly in the Indian Ocean. The Strait of Malacca and the Strait of Hormuz are particularly 

important as they are key choke points for global energy shipments. India has actively worked to ensure that 

these crucial maritime routes remain open and secure, especially as Chinese influence in the region increases. 

India has expressed concerns over China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), particularly its maritime 

component, which seeks to build infrastructure and expand Chinese influence along strategic sea lanes. India 

has opposed projects such as the ChinaPakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), which passes through the 

disputed region of Gilgit-Baltistan.  

India perceives these initiatives as potentially undermining its strategic interests in the region (Vikram, 2021). 

By strengthening its own naval capabilities and forging strategic partnerships, India aims to maintain a free 

and open Indo-Pacific, where all nations have equal access to trade routes. India’s involvement in the Freedom 

of Navigation Operations (FONOPS), particularly in the South China Sea, where China’s territorial claims are 

disputed, reflects India’s commitment to ensuring that international maritime law is upheld and that no nation 

can assert dominance over critical global sea lanes.  

  

INDIA AND CHINA: MANAGING STRATEGIC RIVALRY  

India and China are two of the largest countries in Asia, both possessing significant economic, military, and 

geopolitical influence. Their relationship has been historically complex, marked by both cooperation and 

rivalry. As China’s global influence grows, especially in the Indo-Pacific, India has increasingly found itself 

in strategic competition with its neighbor. The rivalry between these two powers spans various dimensions, 

including territorial disputes, economic competition, and regional leadership. India’s approach to managing 
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this rivalry is shaped by its broader goal of preserving its regional influence while safeguarding its interests 

in the face of China’s assertiveness.  

Territorial Disputes: The Legacy of the Sino-Indian War  

One of the central issues in the India-China relationship is the territorial dispute over the Aksai Chin region 

and Arunachal Pradesh. The root of the conflict lies in the Sino-Indian War of 1962, where China gained 

control of Aksai Chin, a strategically vital area that links Tibet with Xinjiang. Although the war ended in a 

ceasefire, the boundary dispute remains unresolved to this day. Tensions along the Line of Actual Control 

(LAC) have flared periodically, with skirmishes and border standoffs continuing into the 21st century, most 

notably the 2017 Doklam standoff and the 2020 Galwan Valley clash. India views these territorial disputes as 

a challenge to its sovereignty and has taken a firm stance on defending its borders. The Galwan clash in 2020, 

which resulted in casualties on both sides, marked a significant escalation in the India-China border standoff, 

highlighting the fragility of the bilateral relationship. For India, territorial integrity is a national priority, and 

it seeks to protect its interests through both diplomatic engagement and military preparedness (Saran, 2020). 

China, on the other hand, sees these areas as integral to its strategic interests and has built infrastructure along 

the disputed borders. The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), passing through Pakistan-occupied 

Kashmir (PoK), has also raised concerns in  

India, as it challenges India’s territorial claims and strengthens China’s presence in South Asia.  

China’s growing military presence in the South China Sea and its naval outreach to Sri Lanka, Pakistan, and 

the Maldives are seen as strategic encirclements, which India views as detrimental to its regional security.  

Economic Competition: Trade Imbalance and Strategic Rivalry  

In addition to territorial disputes, economic competition is a significant factor in India-China relations. China 

is India’s largest trading partner, but the economic relationship is marked by a significant trade imbalance, 

with India consistently running a trade deficit with China. While India imports a range of goods from China, 

including electronics, chemicals, and machinery, it exports relatively fewer products to China. This trade 

imbalance has become a point of contention, with India’s economic policymakers concerned about the 

dependency on Chinese goods (Raghavan, 2021). The growing economic influence of China, particularly 

through initiatives like the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), has led India to adopt a more cautious approach to 

Chinese investments and infrastructure projects in the region. India has actively pushed back against China’s 

BRI in South Asia, seeing it as an attempt by China to expand its strategic influence at India’s expense. India’s 

opposition to the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) is an example of this rivalry, as it involves the 

construction of infrastructure in Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, a region disputed by India. At the same time, 

China’s growing technological dominance, especially in the 5G sector, presents a challenge to India’s 
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economic autonomy. India has imposed restrictions on Chinese firms like Huawei, citing security concerns. 

As China’s technological rise and global trade ambitions continue to advance, India seeks to balance the 

economic benefits of engaging with China with the strategic risks posed by an increasingly dominant Chinese 

economy (Bajpai, 2020). Military and Strategic Competition: Defense Modernization and Alliances  

The military dimension of India-China rivalry is marked by ongoing defense modernization efforts by both 

countries. China’s military modernization, which includes advanced technologies such as hypersonic missiles, 

stealth aircraft, and naval assets, has prompted India to invest heavily in its own defense capabilities. India 

has focused on enhancing its land forces along the border with China, modernizing its air force, and 

strengthening its naval capabilities to counter China’s growing influence in the Indian Ocean and the South 

China Sea. India’s defense strategy also emphasizes strategic partnerships with other countries, notably the 

United States, Japan, Australia, and France. Through mechanisms like the Quad, the Malabar Exercises, and 

other bilateral defense agreements, India aims to strengthen its deterrence capabilities and build a regional 

security architecture to counter China’s growing military footprint in the Indo-Pacific. The development of 

China’s military bases in the Indian Ocean, particularly in Djibouti, Gwadar (Pakistan), and Hambantota (Sri 

Lanka), has led India to bolster its naval presence and engage in strategic partnerships with countries like 

Japan and Australia. These countries share a common interest in maintaining a free and open Indo-Pacific, 

free from coercive influences and military dominance by any single power, particularly China (Srinivasan, 

2021).  

Diplomatic Engagements and Regional Initiatives  

Despite the ongoing rivalry, both India and China have engaged diplomatically through various platforms, 

aiming to manage tensions and cooperate on regional and global issues. They are both members of major 

international organizations such as the United Nations, BRICS, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

(SCO), where they coordinate on matters like counterterrorism, trade, and global governance. However, 

China’s growing influence in the AsiaPacific and its attempts to expand its presence in South Asia through 

infrastructure projects and military cooperation with India’s neighbors are sources of concern. India has 

countered China’s influence by strengthening its diplomatic ties with the United States, Japan, and Australia, 

forming the Quad and deepening engagement in forums like the East Asia Summit (EAS) and the ASEAN 

Regional Forum (ARF) (Tiwari, 2020). Moreover, India has used economic diplomacy and development aid 

to counter China’s growing influence in countries like Sri Lanka, Nepal, and Bangladesh, offering alternatives 

to Chinese investments in the region. India’s emphasis on sustainable development and regional stability is 

often presented as an alternative to China’s infrastructure-heavy approach under the BRI.  
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INDIA’S ACT EAST POLICY AND RELATIONS WITH ASEAN  

India’s Act East Policy is a key component of its broader foreign policy strategy, aiming to strengthen ties 

with countries in the East Asia and the Indo-Pacific region. The policy is rooted in India’s recognition of the 

growing importance of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) as a central actor in the region’s 

security and economic architecture. With the rise of China’s influence in the region, India seeks to deepen its 

engagement with ASEAN, enhancing political, economic, and security cooperation to ensure peace, stability, 

and prosperity in the IndoPacific.  

The Origins and Objectives of the Act East Policy  

The Act East Policy was formally articulated in 2014 by India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi as an evolution 

of the earlier Look East Policy, which focused on enhancing India’s engagement with Southeast Asia. The 

transition to the Act East Policy reflects the growing recognition of the strategic importance of the Indo-

Pacific region, particularly in light of China’s expanding influence. India’s engagement with ASEAN countries 

is seen as vital to countering the Chinese challenge and promoting a rules-based regional order that ensures 

freedom of navigation and regional security.  

The key objectives of the Act East Policy include:  

• Strengthening economic ties with ASEAN through trade agreements, investments, and infrastructure 

development.  

• Enhancing defence cooperation to ensure maritime security in the Indo-Pacific.  

• Cultural and people-to-people exchanges to deepen diplomatic ties and foster mutual understanding.  

• Collaborating on issues such as counterterrorism, climate change, and regional stability (Kumar, 

2020).  

India’s engagement with ASEAN has significantly grown, focusing on political dialogues, economic 

integration, and strategic collaborations that benefit both India and the ASEAN countries.  

India’s Economic Engagement with ASEAN  

ASEAN countries collectively form India’s fourth-largest trading partner, and India has worked to enhance its 

economic engagement with the region. Trade agreements, such as the ASEAN-India Free Trade Area 

(AIFTA), signed in 2010, have facilitated greater economic integration between India and ASEAN. The 

agreement covers goods, services, and investment, helping to increase trade flows and bolster economic ties. 

India’s economic diplomacy with ASEAN is focused on enhancing regional connectivity, promoting 
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infrastructure development, and addressing trade imbalances. Connectivity projects, such as the India-

Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway, have improved overland trade routes between India and Southeast 

Asia, enhancing India’s access to regional markets. In addition, India’s investments in sectors like 

telecommunications, energy, and infrastructure have been expanding, benefiting both India and ASEAN 

countries. India also seeks to collaborate with ASEAN on regional economic initiatives like the Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), although India eventually opted out of the agreement in 2019 

due to concerns over trade imbalances and market access. Nonetheless, India remains committed to enhancing 

its economic ties with ASEAN, exploring other pathways to ensure mutual economic prosperity (Ramaswamy, 

2021).  

Security and defence Cooperation with ASEAN  

As part of the Act East Policy, India has sought to enhance security cooperation with ASEAN nations, 

particularly in the areas of maritime security, counterterrorism, and disaster management. India’s strategic 

location in the Indian Ocean and its growing naval capabilities make it a key player in ensuring the security 

of regional maritime routes, which are vital for global trade. India has actively participated in the ASEAN 

Regional Forum (ARF) and other security dialogues to promote stability in the region. India’s naval exercises 

with ASEAN countries, such as the Singapore-India Maritime Bilateral Exercise and the Malabar Exercise, 

are key components of this cooperation, aimed at improving interoperability, enhancing maritime surveillance, 

and ensuring freedom of navigation in the Indo-Pacific. Additionally, India has supported ASEAN-led 

mechanisms like the East Asia Summit (EAS) and the ASEAN Defense Ministers' Meeting Plus  

(ADMM-Plus), which provide platforms for multilateral discussions on defense and security issues. India’s 

focus on defense cooperation with ASEAN has been crucial in maintaining a peaceful, stable, and secure Indo-

Pacific region, where all nations can thrive without facing coercion or undue influence (Vijayan, 2020).  

India-ASEAN Strategic Partnerships  

India’s strategic engagement with ASEAN has led to the establishment of strong bilateral partnerships with 

individual ASEAN nations. India shares close relations with countries such as Vietnam, Singapore, Indonesia, 

and Thailand, which are key regional players. These partnerships have been bolstered by joint efforts in trade, 

investment, and military cooperation, as well as shared interests in maintaining a rules-based order in the 

Indo-Pacific. India has also engaged in highlevel diplomatic exchanges with ASEAN, organizing annual 

summits and dialogues to discuss regional and global issues.   
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INDIA’S MARITIME STRATEGY AND THE INDIAN OCEAN REGION  

The Indian Ocean Region (IOR) holds significant geopolitical, economic, and strategic importance for India, 

owing to its location, vital maritime trade routes, and proximity to several key global players. As India is a 

maritime nation with over 7,500 kilometers of coastline, its maritime strategy has evolved in response to 

both regional and global challenges. India's strategic interests in the IOR are primarily driven by concerns 

over regional security, maritime trade routes, and the rising influence of China in the region. Given the 

region's role in global trade, security, and energy flows, India’s maritime strategy plays a central role in 

shaping its foreign policy and ensuring its influence in the Indo-Pacific (Kumar, 2020).  

Strategic Importance of the Indian Ocean Region  

The Indian Ocean is one of the busiest maritime corridors in the world, facilitating over 50% of the world’s 

container traffic and one-third of global oil trade. It connects Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, making it a 

critical hub for global trade. For India, the IOR is not only a vital economic lifeline but also a region where 

strategic rivalry is intensifying, especially with China’s growing naval presence. India’s key interests in the 

IOR include ensuring freedom of navigation, protecting its energy supplies, and maintaining regional 

stability. The Chokepoints of the region, such as the Malacca Strait, Hormuz Strait, and the Bab el-Mandeb 

Strait, are crucial for the flow of energy and trade, making the security of these maritime routes a top 

priority for India. Additionally, India’s geographic location in the heart of the IOR positions it as a key 

player in securing maritime security for the region, especially with its significant naval capabilities 

(Raghavan, 2020).  

India’s Maritime Security Challenges  

India faces several maritime security challenges in the Indian Ocean, which have shaped its maritime 

strategy. One of the primary challenges is the increasing presence of China in the IOR. China’s expansion of 

its maritime infrastructure and naval capabilities has raised concerns for India, particularly in relation to 

China’s string of pearls strategy, which involves the development of ports and infrastructure in countries like 

Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Maldives, and Bangladesh. These developments are viewed by India as potential threats 

to its influence and control in the region (Mishra, 2019). China’s growing naval presence, including military 

bases in Djibouti and Gwadar (Pakistan), along with its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), is seen as a strategic 

challenge for India, particularly in maintaining its dominance in the Indian Ocean. The presence of Chinese 

submarines and warships in the region further exacerbates India’s concerns over its regional security and 

freedom of navigation. Additionally, India must address non-traditional security threats in the IOR, such as 

piracy, terrorism, and natural disasters. Piracy, particularly in the Gulf of Aden and off the coast of Somalia, 
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remains a persistent threat to maritime trade. The Indian Navy has taken part in several anti-piracy 

operations, ensuring the safety of maritime traffic in these critical sea lanes (Ramaswamy, 2021).  

India’s Maritime Doctrine and Strategy  

India’s Maritime Doctrine was formalized in the Indian Maritime Security Strategy (IMSS) in 2015, which 

outlines India’s approach to securing its maritime interests. The doctrine focuses on maritime power 

projection, deterrence, and cooperation with regional partners. It underscores the importance of maintaining 

a blue-water navy capable of operating across the Indian Ocean and beyond, in line with India’s growing 

global stature (Kumar, 2020).  

Key elements of India’s maritime strategy include:  

• Enhancing Naval Capabilities: India is focused on modernizing its naval fleet, which includes 

acquiring advanced platforms like aircraft carriers, submarines, and destroyers. The Indian Navy has 

also invested in surveillance systems, underwater warfare technologies, and missile defense systems 

to bolster its defense capabilities (Mishra, 2019).  

• Strategic Partnerships: India has strengthened its maritime security ties with countries like the 

United States, Japan, Australia, and France. Through the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad), 

India has worked to promote a free and open Indo-Pacific and has conducted joint maritime 

exercises such as the Malabar Exercises, enhancing interoperability with its strategic partners 

(Raghavan, 2020).  

• Coastal and Island Security: India has focused on securing its coastal regions and island territories, 

such as the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, which provide strategic control over key maritime routes. 

The islands serve as vital assets for India’s naval operations, providing forward bases for military 

and surveillance activities in the eastern and western parts of the Indian Ocean (Bedi, 2021).  

Maritime Diplomacy and Regional Cooperation  

India’s maritime strategy is not solely military; it also incorporates maritime diplomacy aimed at enhancing 

security cooperation with its neighbors and other Indo-Pacific nations. India seeks to maintain regional 

peace and security through bilateral and multilateral engagements with its maritime neighbors. These efforts 

include:  

• Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA): India is an active member of IORA, a regional grouping 

aimed at promoting cooperation in areas such as maritime security, trade, and environmental 
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protection. Through IORA, India works to foster regional collaboration on issues related to maritime 

safety, disaster relief, and sustainable use of maritime resources (Kumar, 2020).  

• Naval Diplomacy: The Indian Navy engages in port calls, humanitarian assistance, and joint naval 

exercises to strengthen ties with neighboring countries. For example, India has engaged in maritime 

cooperation with Sri Lanka, Maldives, Bangladesh, and Mauritius to enhance collective maritime 

security (Mishra, 2019).  

• Regional Maritime Security Initiative (RMSI): India has initiated the Regional Maritime Security 

Initiative, which promotes information sharing, joint patrols, and capacity building among regional 

naval forces to address common security threats like piracy and illegal fishing.  

India’s emphasis on maritime diplomacy is also evident in its efforts to strengthen its engagement with 

ASEAN nations, focusing on freedom of navigation and ensuring a peaceful maritime environment in the 

Indo-Pacific. India’s increasing involvement in ASEAN-led initiatives, such as the East Asia Summit and 

ASEAN Defense Ministers' Meeting Plus (ADMM-Plus), showcases India’s commitment to maintaining a 

rules-based maritime order in the region (Raghavan, 2020).  

The Role of the Indian Navy  

The Indian Navy plays a central role in India’s maritime strategy, acting as the principal instrument of power 

projection in the Indian Ocean. With its growing fleet and enhanced capabilities, the Indian Navy is 

becoming more adept at protecting India’s maritime interests and asserting its influence across the IOR. The 

Navy’s capabilities include:  

• Blue-Water Naval Operations: The Indian Navy is focused on expanding its ability to operate across 

the full expanse of the Indian Ocean, from the Strait of Hormuz in the west to the Strait of Malacca 

in the east.  

• Naval Expansion: India has made significant strides in expanding its naval forces with modern 

platforms, including indigenous aircraft carriers, nuclear-powered submarines, and long-range 

surveillance aircraft (Bedi, 2021).  
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CONCLUSION 

India's role in the Indo-Pacific region is shaped by its evolving strategic interests, diplomatic initiatives, and 

security concerns, particularly in the context of China's rising influence. The country's approach to regional 

stability emphasizes maintaining a rules-based order, ensuring freedom of navigation, and fostering 

multilateral cooperation through strategic partnerships like the Quad, ASEAN, and bilateral engagements with 

key Indo-Pacific players. Through its maritime strategy, economic diplomacy, and active participation in 

multilateral forums, India aims to not only secure its national interests but also contribute to the broader 

stability of the Indo-Pacific. India's maritime security strategy in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) underscores 

its commitment to safeguarding vital trade routes, countering emerging threats, and expanding its naval 

capabilities. As a growing maritime power, India has prioritized enhancing its naval assets, increasing 

cooperation with regional partners, and asserting its influence to ensure a peaceful and prosperous Indo-

Pacific.  

The country’s Act East Policy and its growing engagement with ASEAN and regional organizations highlight 

India’s active role in shaping the region’s economic and security architecture. Additionally, its partnerships 

with countries like the United States, Japan, and Australia demonstrate India’s intent to foster strategic 

alliances that enhance its regional influence and provide a counterbalance to China's assertive policies. 

However, challenges such as China's Belt and Road Initiative, territorial disputes, and non-traditional security 

threats require India to remain vigilant and adaptable in its strategies. By leveraging its diplomatic, economic, 

and military strengths, India continues to carve out a significant role for itself as a leader in the Indo-Pacific, 

committed to the region’s peace, prosperity, and stability. Ultimately, India's efforts to balance cooperation 

and competition in the Indo-Pacific region will be crucial to its success in ensuring a stable and secure 

environment that aligns with its long-term national interests. The Indo-Pacific will remain a focal point for 

India’s foreign policy, with India continuing to play an essential role in shaping the region's strategic and 

economic future.  
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