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Introduction
The Indian Ocean region is vital to Australia’s future. But as an area of policy focus, it has often been overshadowed 
by the economic heft of Northeast Asia relationships, and security preoccupations in the Pacific and South China 
Sea. This collection of essays sets out eight fresh perspectives on the key concerns of Indian Ocean states: 
Bangladesh, Maldives, India, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand. Together, these make the 
case for smarter Australian engagement in its other ‘near neighbourhood’.

The rising Indian Ocean tide
The economic case for the Indian Ocean region is clear. It includes some of the world’s fastest-growing large 
economies, hosts more than half the world’s container traffic, as well as critical infrastructure such as ports and 
undersea cables, and sea lines of communication vital to global energy trade1. Five of Australia’s top 15 trading 
partners—India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand—border the Indian Ocean2. The ‘blue economy’ is 
expected to add about $100 billion to Australia’s gross domestic product by 20253. 

With economic significance comes strategic competition, including from non-Indian Ocean states such as China. 
To improve its access to resources and supply chains, China has invested in ports in Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri 
Lanka, Myanmar, and beyond4. It has also enhanced its diplomatic, development, and naval presence in the region. 
China constructed its first overseas military base on the far western edge of the Indian Ocean, in Djibouti. 

These shifting power balances are driving new partnerships. The India chapter of this report notes that India is 
increasingly open to working with likeminded partners—even those from outside the region—on core national interest 
issues including maritime security. The United States has increased its regional presence5. And the economic and 
strategic importance of the Indian Ocean has been a critical factor in these and other states—Australia included— 
centralising the ‘Indo-Pacific’ construct in their foreign policymaking. 

The authors also highlight environmental and non-traditional threats emerging from the Indian Ocean region: 
climate change, natural disasters, fisheries depletion, and ocean plastics; piracy, and trafficking of people and 
illegal goods; and illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing. These challenges will directly impact Australia.

The complex regional calculus
Geopolitical contestation has complicated the foreign policy choices of Indian Ocean states. Smaller and/or still 
developing states have often welcomed the additional attention and support that it affords them. As the chapter 
on Maldives notes, many Indian Ocean states view China as simply another valuable external partner. And they 
welcome the aid and economic commitments arising from other parties competing with China for influence. 

On the other hand, most Indian Ocean states remain uneasy about aligning too closely with any single power or 
grouping of powers, particularly in the security sphere—a familiar experience for Australian policymakers working 
in the Pacific. The Indonesia chapter highlights that most Indian Ocean littoral states recognise India’s regional 
significance. But South Asian states are more wary of India’s dominance. Those wishing to foster closer regional 
linkages, Australia included, must be sensitive to this diversity of perspectives.

Driving Indian Ocean collaboration is challenging due to a lack of strong regional institutions. Most states surveyed 
in this collection wish to better engage Australia through groups including the Indian Ocean Rim Association, 
Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation, and South Asian Association for 
Regional Cooperation. Yet most of these organisations face problems such as inadequate resourcing and coverage 
of issues. With some states also often unenthusiastic, or even concerned, about engaging through groupings such 
as the Quad—comprising Australia, India, the US, and Japan—stronger Indian Ocean institutions will be important 
to improving regional integration.

ENHANCING AUSTRALIA’S ENGAGEMENT 
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The lack of a distinct Indian Ocean regional identity incorporating South Asia, Southeast Asia, and Australia—let 
alone areas further west—is another barrier to increased cooperation, and also explains why regional institutions 
remain under-developed. The range of interests connecting Indian Ocean littoral countries continues to grow, 
particularly in the maritime domain. Yet regional governments largely approach common interests on a sub-
regional level at best.

Improving Australia’s engagement
Expanded Indian Ocean engagement serves Australia’s economic and security interests. 

Australian policymakers have already taken small steps towards operationalising the ‘Indo’ component of the 
Indo-Pacific, including via an early 2022 commitment of $36.5 million for maritime and disaster preparedness, 
trade, investment, and connectivity in the northeast Indian Ocean6. But this engagement pales in comparison 
with the billions allocated to Australia’s ‘Pacific step-up’7.  

It is understandable, and necessary, that the strategic realignments underway in the Pacific occupy much of 
Australian policymakers’ attention. But that need not preclude thinking about the Indian Ocean region and how 
Australia can better shape its future. Decisions Australia takes now will help determine the character of its Indian 
Ocean environment during the next ten to twenty years.

This report outlines the Indian Ocean opportunities for Australia, from eight different country perspectives. There 
are numerous common interests across the states represented. The most prominent are infrastructure, climate 
change, blue economy, and maritime security. Indian Ocean states want to cooperate with Australia on meeting 
their own and the region’s needs. 

Enhancing Australia’s Indian Ocean engagement will not be straightforward. Targeted commitments to the issues 
that matter most to regional states will be important. The report authors offer creative suggestions, including 
infrastructure partnerships to meet regional needs, commitments on mitigating and adapting to climate change, 
centres for enhancing knowledge on the blue economy, and new assets and information for maritime security.

As Australia grapples with strategic uncertainty not seen since the Second World War, attention to the Indian 
Ocean region will assume more importance. It is also critical to realising Australia’s broader Indo-Pacific strategy. 
Implementing the regional engagement options outlined in this report could help transform the Indian Ocean 
from an uncertain frontier into a comfortable new domain for advancing Australia’s interests.

Contributors:
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AUTHORS:
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Sumathy Permal, Senior Fellow, Maritime Institute of Malaysia

Nazia Hussain, Associate Research Fellow, Centre for Multilateralism Studies, S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies

Kitti Prasirtsuk, Professor of International Relations, Thammast University
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Chapter 1.

Bangladesh’s 
Indo-Pacific 
emergence



AUTHOR: LAILUFAR YASMIN

The ‘Asianisation’ of the world centres on the strategic 
rebirth of the concept of the Indo-Pacific. Bangladesh, at the 
mouth of the Bay of Bengal, occupies a significant position 
in this new world order. Bangladesh’s Indo-Pacific pivot 
is part of a strategy to expand its global footprint. This 
chapter is divided into three sections. The first outlines 
Bangladesh’s contemporary significance. The second probes 
Bangladesh’s regional priorities and concerns relating to the 
Bay of Bengal and wider Indo-Pacific, and simultaneously 
identifies areas of potential cooperation with Australia. The 
chapter concludes by arguing that Bangladesh’s strategic 
significance is on the rise and notes its position as an 
‘emerging middle power’.

The Bangladesh miracle
During the 1970s, Bangladesh’s economic struggles saw 
it considered a “test case of development”8. Today, the 
country has emerged as the second-largest economy in 
South Asia. The economic sustainability that emerged around 
2013-14 saw the phrase ‘Bangladesh miracle’9 emerge, 
typically in reference to how the country’s development 
defied typical western models. Bangladesh can no longer 
be seen through the 1970s prism as a fledgling economy10. 
In the past five decades, it has transformed from being 
an aid-dependent to trade-dependent country in the heart 
of South Asia11.

In the early 2010s, Bangladesh also started to portray itself 
as a ‘maritime nation’ after ratifying the United Nations 
Convention on Law of the Sea. Sandwiched between India 
and Myanmar, Bangladesh identified the Bay of Bengal 
as its natural domain12. This provided much leeway in 
the manoeuvring of strategic priorities and positioning 
the country as an integral part of the Indo-Pacific region. 
Bangladesh is also eager to align with the broader global 
shift towards an Indo-Pacific outlook. The government is 
now formulating its own Indo-Pacific Vision, outlining its 
strategic needs, priorities, and areas of engagement13. 

International narratives have, however, often been slow 
to reflect the considerable progress Bangladesh has made 
in the past few decades. If Australia wishes to engage 
more closely with Bangladesh as part of its Indian Ocean 
outreach, it will need to rectify this.

Regional outlook and strategic 
priorities
Bangladesh is an advocate of South Asian regionalism, 
as evidenced by its engagement with India, Sri Lanka, 
Maldives, Nepal, and Bhutan. Bangladesh’s location at the 
mouth of the Bay of Bengal is important, in that the country 
provides sea access to the landlocked Nepal and Bhutan, 
as well as northeast India. Bangladesh shares almost half 
its international border with India’s northeast. The Siliguri 
Corridor—the narrow strip of land that connects the majority 
of India with the northeast—has enormous geopolitical 
significance. It is a vital trade corridor for Nepal and Bhutan 
to the Mongla seaport, though Bangladeshi vehicles are 
prohibited from crossing Indian territory. This poses an 
interesting challenge for South Asian regionalism. The 
distance between the Kolkata Port and Tripura (a Northeast 
India state) has reduced from 1650 kilometres to 400km as 
Bangladesh has granted India the right to use its territory 
to transport goods. However, similar reciprocity was not 
granted to Bangladesh in gaining direct access to Nepal and 
Bhutan for Bangladeshi goods using the Siliguri Corridor14. 
Tariffs on Bangladeshi goods and restrictions on the types 
of exports to India which land ports can handle are also a 
problem. These impositions contrast with the 99% duty-
free access enjoyed by Bangladeshi products headed to 
China from September 202215. The situation necessitates 
greater political trust-building through institutions such 
as the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC). There is, on the other hand, greater regional 
cooperation in the maritime domain, where Bangladesh-
India direct shipping is increasing business competitiveness 
on both sides. 

Numerous other points of friction in the India-Bangladesh 
relationship frustrate effective regionalism. Indian Border 
Security Forces’ continued killing of Bangladeshis attempting 
to enter India—despite both countries committing to a “zero 
tolerance” approach to the issue—are a prominent example16. 
The situation is illustrative of the problematic nature of 
India’s hegemonic position in South Asia. Though India 
has unquestioned soft power appeal in Bangladesh, this 
has not translated to acceptability of its stances on many 
regional issues. There is also little, if any, recognition in 
India of how Bangladesh contributes to the Indian economy. 
This is despite Bangladesh being one of India’s top five 
remittance source countries17. On the contrary, Indian 
media have often cast Bangladesh’ economic miracle in 
a negative light18.
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Relations with India exert a significant influence on the 
broader foreign policy of South Asian countries, including 
their engagement with the Indo-Pacific. The hegemonic 
behaviour of India and asymmetric nature of regional ties has 
often made smaller states more open to Chinese offers of 
economic and political assistance. Bangladesh’s purchasing 
of two Ming class submarines from China in 2018 is one 
example. China also assisted Bangladesh with Covid-19 
vaccines during the height of the pandemic. Bangladesh 
subsequently built its indigenous vaccine production 
and inked deals with both China and Russia for technical 
assistance and knowledge sharing19.

At the same time, Bangladesh cannot easily ignore its 
geographic realities. The Bangladesh-India relationship 
is already heavily institutionalised. And Bangladesh will 
have a continuing need to live with its big neighbour and 
the challenges it poses. This at least presents a potential 
opportunity for engagement with external partners, who 
can work to foster collective trust-building. One example 
for Australia could be helping build a new energy corridor, 
principally focused on liquefied natural gas, between 
Bangladesh and India. Discussions on this are already 
in train20.

Potential partners to Bangladesh must remain conscious 
that its regional engagement is inevitably driven by national 
interest and based on expectations of reciprocity. The 
government has been consistent in its opposition to joining 
any strategic alliance, either in South Asia or beyond. 
Bangladesh instead emphasises a tradition of peaceful 
co-existence21. It does not view relationships in zero-sum 
game terms but on the ideal of mutual development. It is 
for this reason that Bangladesh has not joined the Colombo 
Security Conclave— a forum that deals with non-traditional 
issues of the Bay of Bengal—and remained only an observer 
state22. Bangladesh is also eager to work with any partners 
on non-traditional security issues arising in the Bay of 
Bengal on these same terms.

Bangladesh’s difficult recent history of involvement with the 
Rohingya refugee crisis arising in neighbouring Myanmar 
further influences its international engagement. Bangladesh 
now hosts 1.1 million Rohingyas. While the international 
community has provided humanitarian aid, it has not offered 
meaningful assistance on resolving the crisis. While some 
of Bangladesh’s developmental partners have condemned 
the actions of the Myanmar junta—particularly after its 
coup of 2021—they have often continued to provide it with 
military and other support. India, for example, provided 
submarines to Myanmar as recently as 2020. This was 
seen as a strategic move to counter China’s influence in 
the country23.

The Rohingya affair has highlighted the current fragility 
of the international order in an age of rising great power 
contestation. States are increasingly inward-looking and 
prioritise short-term interests. This has often produced 
hastily conceived schemes for managing crises that fail to 
identify clear objectives or prioritise long-term sustainability. 

Increased support for Bangladesh towards humanitarian 
assistance and repatriation of the Rohingyas would be a 
strong sign that Australia can rise above these challenges.

A further characteristic of the current international order 
is that strategic issues cannot be easily separated from 
economic calculations and individual partnerships from 
broader systems of alliances. This has created further 
challenges for Bangladesh’s policy of neutrality, which has 
traditionally made allowances for economic cooperation. The 
decision on whether to join the new Indo-Pacific Economic 
Framework for Prosperity is, for example, complicated by 
the fact that it is an extension of the broader United States 
Indo-Pacific Strategy.

Priorities for Bangladesh-
Australia cooperation 
INFRASTRUCTURE

Bangladesh’s economic development has created an 
infrastructure boom reflected in the Padma Bridge. The 
project will reduce the distance between Dhaka and Mongla 
seaport, making the seaport more competitive24. Steps 
are now being taken to construct new economic zones25. 
Bangladesh is also building two other seaports at Payra 
and Matarbari26. These investments position Bangladesh 
as a future regional trade hub. The country has already 
started direct shipping with China and several ports in 
Europe27. Bangladesh is also planning to create green 
inland waterways as a further means of boosting commerce.

There are opportunities for Australia to provide technical 
and financial assistance in increasing Bangladesh’s future 
infrastructure capacity. This should necessarily pay attention 
to where China has enjoyed success on this front—particularly 
in the ports sector—rather than simply opposing it. This 
will entail the Australian government and private sector 
studying the country’s needs and devising strategies for 
lowering risk in ways that satisfy Bangladeshi concerns.

CLIMATE CHANGE

The Bay of Bengal is one of the most natural disaster-
prone regions of the world. Challenges arising from 
climate change are coupled with this. While countries of 
the Global South have low carbon footprints, they are more 
vulnerable to the side effects of human-induced warming. 
Nowhere is this more evident than in the Indo-Pacific, 
where several countries are existentially threatened. A 
Bangladeshi citizen is reported to have become the first 
environmental refugee, in France in December 202028. 
Bangladeshi scholars are also leading the call for a healthy 
environment as a human right29. As chair of the Climate 
Vulnerable Forum, Bangladesh is working closely with 
other climate-affected countries in identifying risks and 
attracting financial assistance. Internally, Bangladesh has 
addressed climate adaptation through a unique bottom-up 
approach that recognises community-level engagements 
and awareness. 

ENHANCING AUSTRALIA’S ENGAGEMENT 
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Despite these efforts, Bangladesh needs technical assistance 
and knowledge sharing. This could be a priority for 
Australia’s South Asian engagement on disaster resilience 
and information sharing. Bangladesh particularly needs 
adaptation assistance in addressing inundation of coastal 
areas. Bangladesh also requires technical know-how to 
gradually transition from  carbon-based to green energy. 
Japan has recently withdrawn funding from the Matarbari 
coal-fire project as part of its global commitment to reduce 
its international carbon footprint30. The next stage must be 
international development partners assisting on providing 
assets that can replace this capacity. Australian could 
make a difference in this area.

BLUE ECONOMY

Blue economy is a burgeoning area of attention as 
Bangladesh looks to diversify31. The Bay of the Bengal is 
relatively untroubled by the depletion of fish resources 
found elsewhere in the world. Bangladesh is also yet 
to fully utilise resources like sand and some rare earth 
materials found in the bay32. It requires expertise and 
capacity in areas including deep-sea fishing, offshore wind 
generation, monitoring and protecting maritime resources, 
environmental management, and assessing the extent 
of minerals.

DIGITAL ECONOMY

Bangladesh is pursuing the creation of a digital economy. 
It is already the second-largest supplier on online labour 
after India33. It is now pursuing objectives such as the 
‘Connected Bangladesh’ project, which aims to introduce 
digital connectivity to rural areas. The World Bank has 
provided financial support to the project34. The digital 
economy has the potential to reduce the gender gap as 
more women are inclined to work from home. It could thus 
address unemployment problems. Bangladesh, however, 
lacks the small-to-medium enterprises necessary to advance 
digitisation. It has also seen slow progress on logistics. This 
is still heavily paper-based, even as digitalisation could 
deliver estimated savings of US$700 million per year35.

Economic security threats came to the fore during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. The vulnerability of supply chains 
and logistics, the value of block chain technology, and the 
dependency on computer chips in modern economies became 
topics of considerable international concern. Bangladesh 
could play a major role in removing some regional and 
global vulnerabilities. It could, for example, leverage its 
strategic location and infrastructure potential to emerge as 
a hub of green transportation and logistics. Australia could 

again play a role in assisting this journey, for example, in 
providing technical assistance on container standardisation 
and harmonisation of policies in areas including supply 
chain development, block chain, and trade digitisation36.

GENDER MAINSTREAMING

One final, non-traditional, area of potential Australia-
Bangladesh cooperation is gender mainstreaming. 
Bangladesh has played a particularly prominent role in 
promoting women’s inclusion in the areas of security. It 
was pivotal in advancing the ‘women, peace and security’ 
(WPS) agenda at the United Nations and the eventual 
adoption of the related Security Council Resolution 1325 
in 200037. Bangladesh subsequently adopted its National 
Action Plan (NAP) on WPS in 2019. Bangladesh has 
achieved considerable success in implementing its NAP 
policies through gender mainstreaming, where resources 
allocated to women’s issues are not seen as a threat of 
shifting resources away from men’s issues38. Bangladesh 
and Australia could adopt truly two-way knowledge and 
experience-sharing relations in this space. They could 
extend this to interactions with other Indian Ocean states.

Betting on Bangladesh
Bangladesh is well-positioned to emerge as a fulcrum for 
future South Asian and Indian Ocean engagement. It has 
had an impressive rise from an aid-dependent country to an 
emerging economic power. It has a resilient populace and 
enviable social policies aimed at empowering the poor, and 
particularly women. Bangladesh has shown tremendous 
resilience in tackling Covid-1939. There are also signs it 
may emerge from the recent global economic malaise in 
a relatively short timeframe. The value of the local taka 
currency is slowly rebounding after falling consistently 
during the first part of the 202240 and new investors are 
targeting the garment industry and other sectors. Bangladesh 
is also set to begin a free trade agreement with India that 
is tipped to lead to 1.72 percent GDP growth41.

This level of achievement has led some analysts to consider 
Bangladesh an “emerging middle power”42 and speak of 
the “Bangladesh model” that other countries in its region 
might follow43. Bangladesh needs more external assistance 
and promotion of its positive narrative. Taking up these 
tasks would be a wise investment for Australia. It could 
help position Australia as a key partner to broader South 
Asia and an important player in the surrounding Indian 
Ocean region.
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Chapter 2.

Partnering on 
development 
and climate 
security: 
Australian 
opportunities 
with Maldives



AUTHOR: ATHAULLA RASHEED

Maldives’ growing importance in Indian Ocean strategic 
relations was most apparent during the 2013-2018 period. 
Rising Chinese investments in the archipelagic nation 
increased tensions among key Indo-Pacific players44. The 
reaction was particularly strong in India, which continues 
to be the main regional power and strategic actor in South 
Asia. This tension remains despite Maldives reiterating 
its ‘India-First’ policy since a change of government in 
2018. It has significant implications for other countries’ 
engagement with Maldives. This includes India’s fellow 
Quad member Australia.

This chapter explores the regional security implications of 
Maldives’ engagements with foreign development partners, 
with a focus on India, China, and Australia. How Maldives 
defines its security interests—particularly around achieving 
political stability and sustainable development—helps 
determine its regional and extra-regional partnerships. 
Understanding the domestic factors driving these decisions 
is important. Key among these are the importance of the 
tourism industry to national development and the growing 
threat of climate change to this and other economic sectors. 
Understanding the drivers of Maldives’ relationships with 
India and other regional partners on managing such issues 
will be critical to Australia developing new avenues 
for engagement.

Political economy and 
development 
Maldives established its democratic constitution and held its 
first multi-party elections in November 2008. Since gaining 
independence from British protection in 1965, Maldives 
had maintained an authoritarian government. The new 
millennium ushered in a time of political transformation 
and democratic reform that enacted a constitution and 
established a multi-party system45. The introduction of 
multi-party politics also introduced multiple rights and 
associations that influenced political and public opinion. 
Governments are constantly under pressure to meet election 
promises and development goals. While political stability 
is crucial to socio-economic progress and national security, 
political and ideological differences have occasionally 
challenged democratic governance. For example, in 2012, 
the first democratically elected government was ousted by 
an alleged coup by opposition parties. A new government 
with a more authoritarian outlook was elected in 201346. 

Maldives boasts a vibrant economy mostly supported and 
driven by a fast-growing tourism industry. According to the 
World Bank, “tourism and related services directly contribute 
to 40 per cent of the economy, 80 per cent of exports and half 
of total revenues”47. Tourism is correspondingly a primary 
influence on policymaking. The government’s responses to 
Covid-19 highlighted this, with policies generally directed 
towards protecting the industry48,49. While the government 
managed the pandemic relatively well, it continues to 
face socio-economic challenges of rising demands for 
improved basic needs such as public services, housing, 
and infrastructure. This has led the government to seek 
improved revenue and avenues for infrastructure that 
supports sustainable development. The growing threat 
of climate insecurity challenges the ability to deliver this.
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Climate security and development
As with other island nations, climate change has become 
the greatest threat to the development, sustainability, 
and security of the Maldives economy, and the biggest 
influencer of national development and foreign policy choices. 
Maldives has been a leading advocate of international climate 
policy under the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change. It has made strong national commitments 
supporting climate action, most recently with the adoption 
of the Climate Emergency Act in 202150.

Maldives’ national interest revolves around protecting its 
low-lying lands from sea level rise, coastal storms, and 
flooding. Impacts of sea level rise affect the capacity of 
island coastal infrastructure to support socio-economic 
activities. Loss of land and water and food insecurities 
are major concerns that disproportionately affect groups 
including women and children51.

According to the World Bank: 

[The] Maldives may be the hardest hit out of 
the six South Asian countries (incl. Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India, Nepal, and Sri Lanka) in terms of 
total economic loss due to climate change — the 
mean outcome of the simulation indicates that 
the economic damage may be on average 2.3% 
of GDP in 2050, with estimates of 12.6% of GDP 
by 210052. 

Climate change threatens numerous economic activities. 
Governments have over the years invested in infrastructure 
developments such as land reclamation projects that 
can improve resilience, including through consolidating 
populations in certain centres53. While international 
climate finance provided through multilateral channels 
has supported building national capacity through adaptation 
and mitigation, dependence on individual external actors 
for development is inevitable. This has invited unorthodox 
foreign policy choices that contrast with traditional security 
considerations and regional practices54. 

Partnering countries and 
institutions
Maldives depends on external cooperation for development 
and climate security. The UN, World Bank, and Indo-Pacific 
partners including India55, the United States56, and Australia57 
have traditionally dominated its foreign aid space. India 
has been Maldives’ biggest development partner and 
security provider. As a Quad partner, India has a broader 
responsibility for maintaining Indian Ocean maritime 
security. This includes promoting democratic and rules-
based governance, and preventing single-power dominance.

Engagements with various institutions support Maldives’ 
regional security platform. These include the South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), whose 
members are Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, 
Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. Working within 
this regional platform has been customary for building 
trust and political confidence and establishing development 
cooperation between regional actors58. SAARC’s areas 
of focus include socio-economic, cultural, and regional 
security matters. 

National development and security requirements also 
demand enhancing bilateral and extra-regional cooperation. 
The Maldives government has recently highlighted the 
Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) as an avenue for 
strengthening development outreach and cooperation59. 
Maldives has sought IORA cooperation in the areas of 
climate change, development, and security. One recent 
outcome was a memorandum of understanding (MoU) from 
December 2020 on regional coordination and co-operation 
of search and rescue services in the Indian Ocean region60.

Maldives cannot, however, meet all its needs through 
engagement with traditional partners or regional 
institutions. This has opened the door to close diplomatic 
ties and cooperation with China. Maldives undertook major 
infrastructure developments with Chinese aid in the 2013-
2018 period61. This included land reclamation to form the 
country’s second largest residential island, Hulhumale, 
and a bridge connecting that island to capital island Malé. 
These directly contributed to improved climate security.

Former president Abdulla Yameen’s decision to bring China 
closer was neither influenced nor prevented by Maldives’ 
‘India-First’ policy. Nor was it shaped by India’s regional 
security agenda. The great demand for infrastructure 
development and need to fulfill political promises directed 
the government to take non-traditional turns in foreign 
partnerships and investments. Chinese investment deals 
were comparatively more attractive than those provided by 
traditional partners including the International Monetary 
Fund and World Bank62. 

ENHANCING AUSTRALIA’S ENGAGEMENT 
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Curbing Chinese interactions makes eminent sense to 
India—and countries such as the US and Australia—when 
considered in the broader Indo-Pacific strategic context. 
However, Maldives officials often view China as just 
another development partner. Other countries overly 
securitising, or militarising, the relationship creates 
significant complications for their future engagement, 
especially when domestic identities and cultures are not 
shaped by extra-territorial norms.

China’s economic expansion in Maldives presented potential 
challenges for India to remain a regional partner of choice63. 
In 2018, Maldives’ new government, standing for more 
rules-based ideals, reiterated its India-First policy64. This 
revitalised traditional modes of Maldives-India cooperation, 
though alongside some Chinese investments. India’s initial 
engagements included providing relief aid “to climb out 
from under a mountain of Chinese debt [reportedly US$1.5 
billion]”65. India extended a US$800 million line of credit, 
provided 1000 education scholarships, and introduced 
the US$100 million Greater Malé Connectivity Project in 
August 202266. This is the largest infrastructure initiative 
in the Maldives67 and will build a causeway linking Malé, 
Villingili, Gulhifalhu, and Thilafushi islands. India has also 
seen deeper engagement in the Maldives in the regional 
security space. In 2019, for example, Maldives and India 
signed a technical agreement on sharing White Shipping 
information between the Indian Navy and Maldives National 
Defence Force68. 

Maldives has particularly benefitted from India’s climate-
centric aid and development  investments. These include:69 

 ↗ Renewable energy projects to complement the Maldives 
net zero emissions target for 2030

 ↗ A water supply and sewerage system project in 34 
islands – one of the largest developments supporting 
climate resilience in the Maldives

 ↗ Cooperation to strengthen maritime security and 
disaster risk management

India in turn influences the cooperation Maldives pursues 
with other extra-regional actors, including the US. In 
September 2020, Maldives and the US signed a defence 
pact70—the first Maldives has signed with a country other 
than India—“to deepen engagement and cooperation in 
support of maintaining peace and security in the Indian 
Ocean”. India welcomed this after  previously objecting to 
either the US or China establishing strategic ‘footprints’ in its 
Indian Ocean domain71. The US has also made commitments 
to climate action in Maldives, including a US$10.5 million 
five-year adaptation project launched in 2022 by the United 
States Agency for International Development72.

Australia’s engagement options
Australia has room to further its cooperation and engagement 
with Maldives73. This could align with Australia’s broader 
Indian Ocean priorities and leverage its existing ties with 
India. The Indo-Pacific construct now embedded in Australian 
foreign policy provides a framework for cooperating with 
Maldives, including with other partners, on development 
and foreign investment. So too does the Quad grouping 
in which it participates alongside India, as well as Japan 
and the US. India has a particular interest in aligning 
Maldives’ foreign policy with its own regional priorities, 
particularly in the security sphere74.

In announcing the opening of a new High Commission in 
Maldives on 11 February 2022, then-Foreign Minister Payne 
highlighted three priority areas of cooperation: maritime 
security; combatting transnational crime; and climate change 
and the blue economy. These align with the development, 
strategic and security interests of Maldives as a large ocean 
state. Australia can enhance engagements in these areas 
through both multilateral and bilateral approaches. This 
will also require overcoming some governance challenges.

SAARC is the most useful South Asian body for dealing with 
regional and extra-regional matters. However, IORA offers 
a potentially useful forum for extra-regional actors such 
as Australia to engage. The MoU on regional coordination 
and cooperation in search and rescue services in the Indian 
Ocean region signed in December 2020 is a good example of 
IORA’s utility. It provided opportunities for jointly addressing 
maritime threats such as drug trafficking, illegal fishing, 
and environmental harm in Maldivian territories. With its 
very recent membership, Maldives is also in the phase of 
exploring a range of cooperation options and agreements on 
other IORA programmes. Australia could help identify these. 

Australia must also remain aware of Maldives’ recent history 
of non-traditional bilateral interactions, particularly with 
China. Regional organisations can play a significant role 
in promoting liberal norms and market-based practices 
to better support the individual and collective interests of 
states. However, they will likely fail to effectively respond 
to the Maldives government’s strong demand for more 
targeted developmental and political support75. The most 
strategically successful investments Australia could make 
will not be in technical training and governance projects 
but more direct loans and grants. These can support 
development programmes the government desires to 
complete as part of its election promises. Collaboration 
could thus be more effective on a bilateral basis in the 
short-and medium-term.
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Maldives President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih speaks at the Commonwealth reception at COP26 in 2021. Photograph by Will 
Crowne/ UK Government via Flickr.
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In the medium and long run, Australian engagement 
should principally recognise the high degree of maritime 
challenges facing Maldives as a large ocean state. The 
effects of climate change on ocean-based resources and 
activities exacerbate these. Infrastructure development 
remains a key policy priority for addressing both climate-
induced land and sea challenges and protecting the socio-
economic contributions of the maritime sector. India’s 
engagements and aid already support action in this policy 
space, but further partnerships would be beneficial.

Maldives needs improved international support to improve 
its capacity to monitor and respond to various maritime 
issues. Improving its porous maritime borders and 
enhancing maritime domain awareness (MDA) is essential 
to guard against transnational security threats, including 
narcotics trafficking and smuggling’76. Maldives receives 
support from the United Nations Office and Drugs and 
Crime and government of Japan to respond to these, 
but more could be done77. A study commissioned by the 
Maldives government found that “432 non-Maldivian vessels 
performing unauthorised activities inside the Maldives 
exclusive economic zone (EEZ) without the required 
permits or licenses were identified through international 
cooperation”78. The country has limited resources to 
adequately monitor its large EEZ. It could benefit from 
improved technology, including guidance, navigation, and 
information systems to support local agencies.

Australia could play a more prominent role in responding 
to these challenges. It has already made some favourable 
interventions, including ministerial-level bilateral visits 
and meetings during 2021 between Australian ministers 
and Maldivian ministers and senior officials to extend and 
explore further avenues of cooperation79. Australia could 
step up its contributions and engagements through the 
Indo-Pacific framework and groupings such as the Quad. 
One key starting point would be to strengthen the existing 
data systems in the maritime security space. This will align 
with its commitments as part of the Quad’s MDA initiative 
announced in May 202280. This cooperation could happen at 
an inter-agency level, including working with the Maldives 
National Defence Force, police service and its fisheries, 
economic, environment, and foreign ministries. 

Australia should also remain aware that corruption and other 
governance issues are key challenges for Maldives. The 
2008 constitution established an independent legislature, 
executive, and judiciary to ensure checks and balances 
in the political process. However, the Maldives political 
system continues to suffer from authoritarian tendencies 
that can result in these institutions undermining the proper 
functioning of others. Engagements must thus be consistent 
and committed in the short, medium-, and long-run to 
avoid falling prey to rent-seeking by governments of the 
day. A lack of attention to governance and transparency 
has continued to be a challenge for Solih's administration 
as it moves forward with meeting its development goals. 
Funds provided during the Covid-19 pandemic have, for 
example, not been transparently accounted for and media 
reporting on the current political goals of the government 
have often overshadowed corruption challenges.

Australian engagement with Maldives inevitably prioritises 
region-wide outcomes. Yet policymakers should always 
remain conscious of the domestic factors driving Maldives’ 
development and security agenda and engage accordingly. 
This will provide the basis for a successful long-term 
relationship between the two Indian Ocean-fronting countries.
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For a considerable time, Indo-Pacific discussions have 
centred on the eastern Indian Ocean and western and 
southern Pacific—all areas where China’s growing footprints 
have become most noticeable. For countries such as 
Australia, the northeast Indian Ocean has suffered from 
a relative neglect in its strategic planning in general and 
its Indo-Pacific policy in particular. Most of Australia’s 
focus on the region has been on strengthening ties with 
India. Other areas of general foreign policy focus have been 
Southeast Asia and the South Pacific, where the ‘Pacific 
Step-up’ policy has kept Australian foreign and defence policy 
planners occupied. Now this narrative is changing. In the 
2020 Defence Strategy Update, the northeast Indian Ocean 
was listed as a priority area for Australia, and Canberra is 
seeking to expand its influence westward through a range 
of diplomatic and economic measures81.

India has long been regarded as a ‘net security provider’ 
in the Indian Ocean region82. But, faced with  challenges 
of a growing Chinese presence, it has realised the need to 
work with like-minded partners in the maritime domain. 
Where India had once been wary of the presence of foreign 
navies in the Indian Ocean, Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
spoke in 2015 of welcoming the idea of “deepening economic 
and security cooperation with our friends in the region to 
strengthen maritime security capacities”.83 He also outlined 
the interests of other stakeholders, saying that “those 
who live in this region have the primary responsibility for 
peace, stability and prosperity in the Indian Ocean…we 
recognise that there are other nations around the world, 
with strong interests and stakes in the region”84. In essence, 
Modi was justifying and inviting cooperation with other 
powers in the region, including the United States, Australia, 
Japan, and France. These countries have partnered with 
India in conducting security dialogues, military exercises, 
and exchanges.

Australia can work with India in the Indian Ocean in a way 
that respects and does not challenge India’s regional role. 
Given India’s already established presence, reach and 
resources, it will also be beneficial for Australia to align 
with India and use the context of strong India-Australia 
ties in its negotiations with countries such as Bangladesh 
and Sri Lanka. 

This chapter will map out why is it beneficial for both 
countries to work together in the northeast Indian Ocean 
region; the areas of convergence the two can further explore; 
how joint capacity building will contribute to the evolving 
strategic climate of the Indian Ocean in particular and 
the Indo-Pacific in general; what areas beyond maritime 
security the two countries can work together on; and how 
Australia’s increasing efforts can avoid impeding India’s 
net security provider regional image.

Australia, India, and the 
Indian Ocean
Australia is an important Indian Ocean country. It has 
the region’s longest Indian Ocean coastline and largest 
search and rescue zone. It is home to lucrative offshore 
hydrocarbon reserves. Over half of Australia’s sea-borne 
exports leave Indian Ocean ports and approximately half of 
Australia’s naval fleet is located on the Indian Ocean. The 
Indian Ocean also hosts Australian offshore territories. The 
Heard Island and McDonald Islands in the Southern Indian 
Ocean, for example, are located over 4000 km southwest of 
Perth, which gives a sense of the sheer scale of the ocean 
area in which Australia has national interests. Policymakers 
also increasingly view other Indian Ocean territories such 
as Cocos (Keeling) Islands as having potential to build 
defence cooperation with regional allies. This includes 
maritime patrols and surveillance to combat threats such 
as illegal fishing85.

Despite being so geographically significant to Australia, the 
Indian Ocean region has not found much prominence in its 
historical policy planning. Australia has long championed 
the concept of the Indo-Pacific alongside countries such 
as India, the US, and Japan. It has also been one of the 
leading players in the evolving strategic climate of the Indo-
Pacific. But the increasing importance of the Indo-Pacific 
has derived from the growing significance of the maritime 
space and the two constituent oceans. Australia’s focus 
has mostly been on the Pacific, especially the western and 
south Pacific. This is logical given that the South Pacific 
is Australia’s neighbourhood, but it is also imperative for 
Australia to turn its attention to the Indian Ocean and the 
substantial interests it holds there. 
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Australia-India relations have grown exponentially in the 
past few years. Australia has also been more actively 
participating in regional platforms including the Indian 
Ocean Rim Association (IORA) and Indian Ocean Naval 
Symposium (IONS)86, in which India has a strong presence. 
Maritime cooperation between Australia and India has been 
on an upwards trajectory for the past few years. The two 
countries signed a Mutual Logistics Sharing Agreement in 
June 202087. Australia has had a liaison officer posted in 
the Information Fusion Centre in Gurugram since February 
202188. Australia has also been a partner in India’s Indo-
Pacific Oceans’ Initiative89, where cooperation focuses on 
marine ecology. India and Australia have a joint statement 
on shared cooperation in the Indo-Pacific90 and are part 
of the Quad with Japan and the US. Australia joined the 
India-hosted Malabar naval exercises in 202091.

Progress in the bilateral relationship provides an opening 
for Australia to work with India on a regional basis. This 
could tap India’s already established presence, influence, and 
resources in the northeast Indian Ocean to grow networks 
and partnerships. A necessary note of caution is that India 
considers the Indian Ocean region its primary theatre 
of interest. This means Australia must be careful while 
pursuing its interests, so as not to impede or threaten 
India’s own engagements.

If Australia wants to be recognised as an Indian Ocean 
player, it should also develop ties with the other littoral 
countries of the region, such as Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, 
and Maldives. 

India too, took its own time to realise the potential of the 
maritime space surrounding it. India previously  possessed 
a continental mindset, and maritime security formed a 
secondary component both in foreign and defence policy 
planning. This most notably started to change after the 
2008 Mumbai terrorist attack, which was perpetrated by 
terrorists using the maritime route. India is now working 
towards developing a credible maritime strategy centring 
on the Indian Ocean. As Observer Research Foundation 
America Director Dhruva Jaishankar has noted, “India’s 
Indian Ocean Region strategy—which is only just taking 
shape—conforms closely to global priorities for preserving 
the ocean as a shared resource: an important channel for 
trade, a sustainable resource base, and a region secure 
from heightened military competition, non-state actors, 
and catastrophic natural disasters”92. 

India’s leadership role will remain important for the 
remainder of the Indian Ocean’s littoral states, and even 
those outside the region. India is located at the ocean’s 
centre, and it has over 7500 kilometres of Indian Ocean 
coastline93 As well as a net security provider, India has 
been identified as the  ‘first responder’ in the region94. 
India has indeed been proactive in sending humanitarian 
assistance and relief to countries including Indonesia, 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Myanmar following natural 
disasters. India is also a part of the Vaccine Maitri initiative 
that has delivered Covid-19 vaccines to regional countries.

India’s policy of Security and Growth for All adopted in 2015 
contributes towards the capacity building of Indian Ocean 
littoral countries. India has transferred the Indian-made 
patrol vessel Barracuda to Mauritius and P-8I aircraft 
to Seychelles for surveillance of its exclusive economic 
zone95. In 2020, after a gap of six years, the India-Sri 
Lanka-Maldives trilateral focusing on maritime security 
in the Indian Ocean resumed. India has been integrating 
states such as Mauritius, Seychelles, Maldives, Sri Lanka, 
Bangladesh, and Myanmar into its coastal surveillance 
network and has installed radar stations in many. This 
has augmented maritime domain awareness (MDA) in 
the Indian Ocean96. 

Indian efforts are very much aligned with Australia’s stated 
intentions in the northeast Indian Ocean, including disaster 
resilience, MDA, information sharing, and capacity building.  
The two countries could enhance bilateral and multilateral 
strategic relationships through capacity and capability 
building for security and economic wellbeing. At the start 
of 2022, Australia announced a $36.5 million package over 
five years to improve regional cooperation on maritime 
shipping, disaster resilience, and information sharing in 
the northeast Indian Ocean97. In 2021, Australia gave 4200 
vessel monitoring systems and a radio tracking system 
to help Sri Lanka monitor its fishing fleet98.

There is willingness and intent on the part of both India and 
Australia  to do more in the northeast Indian Ocean. Both 
countries are looking to enhance the capacity of littoral 
countries. This would leverage their likeminded nature and 
their joint focus on addressing growing Chinese footprints.

ENHANCING AUSTRALIA’S ENGAGEMENT 
WITH THE INDIAN OCEAN REGION18



Policy recommendations
There are several obvious areas where India and Australia can work together and with regional partners 
in the northeast Indian Ocean: infrastructure development; environmental security and blue economy; 
disaster relief, preparedness, and humanitarian assistance; MDA; and maritime security. These are 
areas where some work has already been initiated at both ends of the relationship. They reflect the 
fact that northeast Indian Ocean nations are highly prone to disasters and challenges brought about 
by climate change. The commitments to MDA and information sharing also acknowledge the growing 
presence of Chinese fishing and research vessels in the region. Once Australia and India become more 
comfortable working in this region, it is logical that they could explore other priorities. A combination 
of both bottom-up and top-down approaches will help make significant contributions in all areas.

Working within these broad parameters, Australia and India could take the following specific actions:
 ↗ Build resilient infrastructure in countries including Sri Lanka, Maldives, and Seychelles, which face 

particularly acute exposure to natural disasters. Australia is already a member of India’s Coalition 
for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure and should further invest in this initiative. Australia and India 
could also work to establish disaster preparedness centres and provide related training for defence 
officials and citizens in Indian Ocean littoral countries

 ↗ Establish a regional blue economy research centre. This could increase knowledge and understanding 
in areas including sustainable use of marine resources in the northeast Indian Ocean and its littoral 
countries. Australia and India should also encourage Bangladesh, Maldives, and Sri Lanka to join 
India’s Indo-Pacific Oceans’ Initiative to enhance cooperation on marine ecology

 ↗ Host new training exercises involving Indian and Australian navies and their equivalents in Bangladesh, 
Sri Lanka, Maldives, and Seychelles. There should also be exchange programs allowing service officers 
from these countries to attend naval war colleges in India and Australia. India and Australia should 
export more surveillance ships, including patrol vessels, to Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Maldives. 
They should conduct more frequent search and rescue exercises for Indian Ocean countries. They 
should additionally look to host new dialogues for the naval chiefs of India, Australia, Bangladesh, 
Sri Lanka, and Maldives, facilitated by the Sea Power Institute of Australia

 ↗ Host a yearly Track 1.5 Indian Ocean dialogue engaging policy experts and former and current 
government officials from India, Australia, Sri Lanka, Maldives, and Bangladesh. This could be 
organised by the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Department of Defence and India’s 
Ministry of External Affairs and Ministry of Defence to discuss maritime security and related issues. 
These same agencies could fund research and development in Indian and Australian universities 
and think tanks to develop regional capacity building.
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Despite establishing a two-ocean policy in the late 1980s, 
Australia has until recently viewed itself as a largely Pacific 
country, with the Indian Ocean relegated to its ‘second sea’99. 
However, evolving geostrategic challenges—principally the 
rise of China and return of great power contestation—have 
seen national policymakers pivot more to the Indian Ocean. 
This creates both significant opportunities and imperatives 
for Australia to engage with Sri Lanka.

Australia’s warmer Indian Ocean embrace is evident in 
documents such as the Defence White Paper of 2016, 
Foreign Policy White Paper of 2017, and Defence Strategic 
Update (DSU) of 2020. These emphasised the importance 
of maintaining the peace and stability of the entire Indo-
Pacific100. The DSU identifies the Indian Ocean, particularly its 
northeast, as part of Australia’s immediate region. Australia 
has the longest Indian Ocean coastline and biggest search 
and rescue zone of any country101. Significant national 
wealth is transported across the Indian Ocean. Australia’s 

active engagement with the Quad grouping and AUKUS 
military pact have also occurred in the context of increasing 
strategic cooperation with the United States and its allies 
and partners across the two-ocean region.

Sri Lanka should be considered a critical partner to 
Australia’s nascent strategic reorientation. Its position in 
the middle of the Indian Ocean sea lines of communication 
has made it an increasingly important actor in evolving 
geopolitical affairs. Global powers such as the US, China, and 
India are also competing to influence Colombo’s decision-
making, including in the wake of its current economic 
and political crisis102. Australia-Sri Lanka relations have 
steadily grown since the 1970 and the two have many 
opportunities to deepen engagement, particularly in the 
maritime space.
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Sri Lanka’s place in the 
Indian Ocean
The nature of the Indian Ocean map will be an important 
determinant of future geopolitics103. Sri Lanka’s destiny 
is strategically linked to the Indian Ocean. The country 
abuts the major sea lines of communication that traverse 
the waterway and it has a significant exclusive economic 
zone (EEZ) seven times bigger than its land territory104.

The Indian Ocean has become a space of immense interest. 
While there are opportunities in the blue economy, fishing 
and mineral resources, security risks are also increasing 
and subject to a lack of effective governance105. Undoubtedly, 
the Indian Ocean offers Sri Lanka the potential for large-
scale employment and wealth generation. Yet the country’s 
general understanding of its ocean riches is comparatively 
low. It has not made optimal use of its EEZ. In 2021, the 
fisheries sector contributed only 2.7% of national gross 
domestic product despite a record-breaking year106.

Moreover, Sri Lanka has not fully realised its maritime 
aspirations due to the three-decade-long conflict with the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). It is only after 
the end of the conflict in May 2009 that it revisited its 
connection with the Indian Ocean. Successive governments 
have sought to reclaim the country’s regional identity and 
incorporate it into policies that advance development. This 
includes adopting the blue economy concept in 2016107.

These developments have had subsequent implications 
for Sri Lanka’s security calculus. Maritime diplomacy and 
aspirations have taken on a more assertive character. Sri 
Lanka has focused on maritime domain awareness (MDA) 
to protect its interests. It has sought to develop its profile 
as an Indian Ocean state. Sri Lanka has hosted the major 
international naval conference, the Galle Dialogue, since 
2010108. It is also a founding associate of the Indian Ocean 
Conference hosted by the India Foundation. In 2016, the 
Sri Lanka Navy (SLN) released its Maritime Strategy 2025, 
followed by the Maritime Doctrine of Sri Lanka in 2020. 
Both clarified the significant maritime security challenges 
facing Sri Lanka and its lack of responsive capabilities.

As a small island state, Sri Lanka is vulnerable to increasing 
geopolitical tensions, naval competition, and resulting 
insecurity. With rising geopolitical tension between the 
US-led western bloc and China, the conventional naval 
and nuclear balance in the Indo-Pacific is shifting. As India 
joins the ‘nuclear triad’ power group by deploying nuclear-
powered ballistic missile-carrying submarines, Pakistan 
will likely be compelled to restore the strategic balance109. 
This will end the Indian Ocean’s status as a nuclear-free 
zone during the Cold War period. 

As great powers and their allies increase their conventional 
and nuclear capabilities, the Indo-Pacific is at risk of hot 
wars. The issue of deliberate escalation is particularly 

concerning in regions characterised by closed, narrow, 
and shallow seas, and maritime chokepoints. There is 
also an increasing possibility of major players flouting 
existing rules of law and norms of behaviour in high and 
territorial seas. Sri Lanka has little existing capacity to 
respond to potential challenges. 

Rising geopolitical tensions also overshadow other issues 
impacting Sri Lanka. The Indian Ocean is, for example, 
subjected to numerous smaller and non-traditional security 
issues, including the trafficking of people, small arms, 
and drugs. Sri Lanka is often a transit point for these 
activities110. The enormity of the ocean diminishes the 
SLN’s ability to respond.

Though Sri Lanka has eradicated terrorism within its own 
borders, its region still suffers from numerous conflicts. 
Pakistan and Afghanistan remain breeding grounds for 
extremism111. India, Myanmar, Thailand, and Indonesia 
all also have strong organised crime and broader rule 
of law challenges. These pose potential spillover to 
Sri Lanka, particularly with the lack of a credible and 
coordinated regional system to manage drugs and small 
arms proliferation.

Other ongoing security challenges include illegal migration 
and piracy. As well as locals, foreign asylum seekers who 
previously transited through Thailand and Indonesia now 
prefer Sri Lanka. There have been prominent recent cases 
of multi-day fishing trawlers fostering illegal transfers 
to Australia112. The Indian Ocean high risk area (HRA) for 
piracy has been reduced following a decade of effective 
counter-piracy operations113. Yet a return to somewhere 
near the height of Somali-led activity, which brought the 
HRA to Sri Lanka’s periphery, cannot be discounted.

Sri Lanka is also vulnerable to illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing, environmental pollution, and 
climate change issues. IUU fishing has proven to be more 
problematic for fisheries that straddle the EEZ and the high 
seas or migrate across national boundaries. It contributes to 
the overexploitation of fish stocks and hinders the recovery 
of fish populations and ecosystems. In addition to causing 
economic loss, IUU fishing activities by Indian fishing trawlers 
in the Mannar basin have destroyed marine habitats. 

Environmental stresses including pollution threaten Indian 
Ocean biodiversity and marine life. By one estimate, Sri 
Lanka annually mismanages 1.59 million metric tonnes of 
plastic, of which the majority ends up in the ocean114. This 
is among the leading causes of plummeting fish stocks in 
Sri Lankan waters115. The tsunami of 2004—the most severe 
natural disaster in Sri Lanka’s recent history—and the 2021 
X-Press Pearl container ship sinking revealed the sensitivity 
of Sri Lanka’s coastal environment116. They also exposed 
its lack of adequate capabilities and need for extensive 
international cooperation on disaster preparedness and 
emergency response.
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Sri Lanka recognises the significance of its maritime 
challenges. The Maritime Doctrine of Sri Lanka notes it 
needs cooperation, coordination, and partnership with other 
countries to maintain continuous surveillance in the area117. 
It notes that no country, big or small, is capable of handling 
maritime security threats and challenges in isolation, 
particularly given the networked and technologically 
advanced nature of contemporary illegal actors. Thus, Sri 
Lanka advances a maritime doctrine that emphasises shared 
responsibility, seamless cooperation, and quick responses 
across various geographic domains and boundaries. 

Opportunities for engagement 
with Australia
Sri Lanka’s evolving maritime doctrine and Australia’s 
interest in the northern Indian Ocean open avenues for 
collaboration. The two countries have had considerably 
strong bilateral relations118 in the areas of education and 
skills migration119, but their maritime relationship remains 
underdeveloped. Australia’s 2016 Defence White Paper 
noted Sri Lanka’s location on a vital maritime corridor 
in the Indian Ocean120. The 2017 Foreign Policy White 
Paper echoed this and emphasised Australia’s interest 
in deepening joint exercises and building  MDA with Sri 
Lanka121. Recent years have seen Canberra and Colombo 
increase their interest in enhancing their defence and 
strategic partnership, especially in the maritime sphere.

JOINT MILITARY EXERCISES AND NAVAL 
DIPLOMACY

Canberra and Colombo have made some progress on 
joint military exercises to enhance interoperability and 
coordination of humanitarian and security responses122. In 
March 2019, Australia deployed its biggest naval deployment 
in Sri Lanka for the Indo-Pacific Endeavour 19123. This 
recognised the importance of Sri Lanka for Australia’s 
military activities in the Indian Ocean. It consisted of a joint 
task force that included the Royal Australian Army, Navy, 
and Air Force for the first time in coordination with Sri 
Lankan forces124. The two countries could expand on this 
promise in coming years. Options include jointly building 
mariner skills and amphibious capability125.

STRENGTHENING NAVAL CAPABILITIES

The SLN is the prime instrument for projecting national 
maritime power. It is also the main stakeholder in responding 
to maritime security threats. However, it is a relatively 
poorly battle-hardened navy and underequipped for 
asymmetric maritime warfare126. Despite having a role 
of protecting an EEZ of 200 nautical miles and a staggering 
search and rescue region of 1.7 million km2, it has only 
a few offshore patrol vessels and other patrol crafts127. 
Sri Lanka has historically relied on lease agreements 
and gifts in procuring vessels and is currently looking at 

ways to expand its maritime capabilities. Sri Lanka has the 
possibility of commissioning smaller vessels for domestic 
manufacturers. Given Australia’s experience as a small 
vessel manufacturer, Sri Lanka could seek investment and 
technology transfer opportunities.  Sri Lanka could also 
explore the possibility of gaining Canberra’s assistance 
and knowledge in expanding additional capabilities of its 
existing vessels for more cost-effective operations.

ENHANCING MARITIME SECURITY, 
GOVERNANCE, AND UNDERWATER DOMAIN 
AWARENESS

Sri Lanka recognises the vitality of maritime and underwater 
domain awareness128. It emphasises the importance of 
maritime information sharing by interacting with partners 
and like-minded countries. Sri Lanka’s MDA capabilities 
have substantially improved with the recent acquisition of 
advanced offshore patrol vessels, installation of coastal radar 
surveillance networks, and growth of the Sri Lanka Coast 
Guard. Yet numerous areas require further improvement. 
For instance, Sri Lanka requires distinctive knowledge and 
understanding of the underwater domain. Underwater 
surveillance systems and capabilities such as coastal censors 
and a fleet of unmanned underwater patrol vehicles would 
be assets in this respect. Such technologies will facilitate 
monitoring of unwanted activities in territorial waters and 
help fight drug trafficking and other criminal activities by 
non-state actors129. Australia could leverage its experience 
and expertise in underwater surveillance and security and 
promoting ocean management. Australia could cooperate 
with Sri Lanka to explore MDA through sharing information, 
as well as resources such as air staging facilities at Darwin 
and Cocos (Keeling) Islands130. 

COOPERATION ON NON-TRADITIONAL 
SECURITY

Since the early 2000s, Colombo and Canberra have 
cooperated to counter transnational crimes including human 
and drug smuggling. Australia has invested significantly in 
intelligence infrastructure and border forces to prevent the 
influx of undocumented migrants from third countries. As 
human trafficking emanating from Sri Lanka has increased 
in the last decade, Canberra and Colombo formed a joint 
working group on people smuggling and transnational crime 
in 2012131. Bilateral memoranda of understanding were 
also ratified on people smuggling and other transnational 
border crime, as well as legal cooperation against the 
smuggling of migrants, seeking permanent solutions to 
these problems132. 

Smuggling and illegal migration will continue to be the focus 
of future partnerships and cooperation on non-traditional 
security133. Australia could also leverage its experience, 
resources and capabilities to assist Sri Lanka in combatting 
IUU fishing and protection of ocean resources.
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Engagement in regional fora
Australia and Sri Lanka could also engage in Indian Ocean 
regional platforms. Sri Lanka is an active member of multiple 
multilateral fora which discuss Indian Ocean challenges. 
It has had a history of advocating for a strong rules-based 
regional order. During the Cold War, Sri Lanka was a key 
campaigner for creating the Indian Ocean Zone of Peace. This 
was adopted at the 26th United Nations General Assembly in 
1971 and highlighted the challenges great power struggles 
pose for small island states.

More recently, Sri Lanka has sought an active role in 
platforms such as the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA). 
Sri Lanka was appointed lead coordinator of IORA’s working 
group on maritime safety and security in 2017. The UN Office 
on Drugs and Crime recently also opened an office in Sri 
Lanka to headquarter the Indian Ocean Forum on Maritime 
Crime. This acts as a regional platform for  coordinating 
law enforcement responses to maritime crime. Australia 
and Sri Lanka could leverage these commitments to jointly 
respond to regional illegal smuggling.

Similarly, Sri Lanka and Australia could utilise the Bay of 
Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic 
Cooperation (BIMSTEC) to respond to climate change 
threats. Climate change and other environmental issues 
pose common challenge for all Indian Ocean states. The Bay 
of Bengal is particularly vulnerable due to its geography, 
reliance on coastal industries, and, in some cases, weak 
state capacity. The region’s average vulnerability is rated 
well above the global average; Sri Lanka is ranked 123 in 
The Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative (ND-GAIN)’s 
country index, which measures a country's exposure, 
sensitivity, and ability to adapt to the negative impact 
of climate change134. BIMSTEC’s Centre on Weather and 
Climate in India promotes cooperation between member 
countries on responding to these challenges. Australia 
could enhance its cooperation with BIMSTEC, potentially 
by leveraging its existing ties with India. 

Conclusion
As a small developing state, Sri Lanka’s maritime strategy 
is limited to power projection within narrow boundaries. It 
seeks cooperation with like-minded partners to undertake 
burden-sharing in responding to collective security threats.

Australia is currently seeking to project its maritime 
capabilities beyond the Pacific Ocean. As the Indian Ocean 
region continues to move towards a multipolar future, 
and as China’s assertiveness continues to grow, Australia 
will need a comprehensive and robust strategy to ensure 
success. Improved engagement with other littoral Indian 
Ocean states will be key. Sri Lanka could be an increasingly 
important strategic partner in this process.

Australia-Sri Lanka relations have steadily grown since the 
1970s. However, there has been limited joint engagement 
beyond trade partnerships and cultural ties that are heavily 
influenced by the Sri Lankan diaspora in Australia. The 
two countries have been working together on border 
management and transnational crimes for years. Canberra 
should deepen its engagement with Colombo to make 
Sri Lanka a true partner in its strategy for the northeast 
Indian Ocean region. 
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Indonesia sits at the geostrategic and geopolitical heart of 
the Indian and Pacific Oceans. It is therefore the strategic 
fulcrum in the broader Indo-Pacific. But for decades Jakarta 
has focused its energy more on the Pacific side of the 
equation. Despite obvious strategic interests in the Indian 
Ocean region, Indonesia has lacked serious strategic 
investment and deep relationships with many key South 
Asian partners. This includes India, which plays the central 
role in managing regional dynamics.

Instead, Jakarta has become overly reliant on broad-
based multilateral platforms—primarily the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and Indian Ocean 
Rim Association (IORA)—to engage the Indian Ocean. It has 
recently started to re-consider closer partnerships with 
regional powers including India, Australia, and France. But 
even these bilateral engagements remain limited and narrow 
in their focus without renewed strategic energy, purpose, 
or framework—certainly not within an overarching strategy 
for the broader Indian Ocean region, which remains absent. 

Overall, Indonesia’s Indian Ocean engagement remains 
half-hearted, inconsistent, and much less impactful than it 
could be. Regional partners seeking to work with Indonesia 
on the Indian Ocean region, Australia included, should 
for the time being focus on building deeper engagement 
with Jakarta's current preferred tools such as ASEAN and 
IORA. They should simultaneously lay the groundwork 
for a wider range of mechanisms, including minilateral 
platforms, surrounding shared challenges like maritime 
security, defence cooperation, and connectivity. 

Baseline strategic interests
In principle, Indonesia’s baseline strategic interests in the 
Indian Ocean cover economic growth, maritime security, 
and great power politics. The shipping lanes between the 
Indian and Pacific Oceans serve as a vital economic artery 
for Indonesia’s growth. Much of Indonesia’s commodity 
exports reach South Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and 
European markets through the Indian Ocean. Nearly half 
of Indonesia’s oil imports since at least 2004 have come 
from the Middle East through these waterways135. In the 
future, the decline in Indonesia’s fish stocks might also 
push it to look further at the Indian Ocean’s rich fisheries136. 

Meanwhile, Indonesia’s porous borders along the Indian 
Ocean region have given rise to a whole host of security 
challenges, from illegal immigration to smuggling activities 
and illegal fishing. Human trafficking across the Bay of 
Bengal and Andaman Sea is estimated to be valued at 
between US$50-$100 million annually137. There are around 
13,700 illegal immigrants in Indonesia from different parts 
of the world, including Afghanistan, Myanmar, Iran, and 
Yemen.  Many of them came through the Indian Ocean138. 
The hundreds of Rohingya refugees that have come to Aceh 
province have also travelled through the Indian Ocean.

On top of these non-traditional challenges, great power 
politics have increasingly highlighted the strategic 
importance of the Indian Ocean. For one thing, the China-
India strategic rivalry in the Indian Ocean has been amplified 
alongside US-China competition. China’s growing strategic 
footprint in the Indian Ocean—such as its involvement in 
port developments in Bangladesh, Myanmar, Pakistan, and 
Sri Lanka—has partially led to India’s renewed interest in 
the South China Sea and the Malacca Strait (often seen 
as China’s critical lifeline). 

Indonesia is naturally concerned with the polarising great 
power politics in the Indian Ocean, even if it remains unable 
to develop a broader strategy to respond. After all, the 
spiralling great power politics in the area will also strain 
ASEAN’s ability to manage the broader regional security 
architecture. The ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP) 
document is unlikely to be effectively implemented with the 
Indian Ocean increasingly contested. Within the region, the 
China-India strategic rivalry is also playing out in Myanmar 
and has to some extent contributed to the prolonging of 
post-2021 coup crisis and hinders ASEAN’s effectiveness.

Indonesian President Joko Widodo meets Prime Minister Narendra Modi on the 
sidelines of the 2022 G7 Summit in Germany. Photograph by MEAphotogallery 
via Flickr.
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Perils of preferred platforms
While Indonesia has major strategic interests in the Indian 
Ocean, it has only dabbled in efforts to “push and shove” for 
key strategic outcomes in the area. Its policies remain mired 
in pre-existing multilateral platforms it feels comfortable 
in and are further hindered by an underwhelming strategic 
partnership with India. Under the Widodo administration, 
Indonesia’s incoherent and under-developed strategic 
policy ecosystem has exacerbated the problem. 

In recent years, Indonesia has relied on the 22-member IORA, 
particularly as chair in 2015-2017. Indonesia established 
the first (and only) IORA Leaders’ Summit and the Jakarta 
Concord, which sought to deepen cooperation on a wide 
range of issues, from maritime safety and security, trade, 
to fisheries, disaster, science, and others. Indonesia also 
promoted ‘blue economy’ projects and started the IORA 
Business Innovation Centre. Indonesia’s dabbling in strategic 
minilateralism also sprung from IORA. The Indonesia-India-
Australia trilateral senior officials dialogue began in 2017 
(India and Australia were the two preceding IORA chairs)139. 

But Indonesia has not fundamentally changed how IORA does 
business; the grouping remains lacking in political will and 
resources140. It also lacks the capacity to implement well-
resourced plans and policies. This is partially because IORA 
covers too many complex areas, from fisheries management 
to maritime security, and even cultural exchange. The 
highly divergent member capacity and priorities further 
exacerbates this problem141. 

But following Indonesia’s chairmanship, there has not been 
a significant strategic push for IORA reform in recent years. 
If anything, IORA has been “absorbed” into Indonesia’s 
ASEAN-centric foreign policy outlook; IORA was, for 
example, mentioned as a possible avenue to implement 
the AOIP142. The AOIP, which Indonesia initially drafted and 
proposed, nonetheless makes it clear that ASEAN views 
the Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean as “a closely integrated 
and interconnected” region.

Indonesia has thus effectively thrown its lot with ASEAN 
as the primary engagement tool for the Indian Ocean. In 
practice this means that any wider Indian Ocean cooperation 
will go through ASEAN-led mechanisms such as the East 
Asia Summit, ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting Plus, and 
others. Indonesia is unlikely to fully engage the Indian 
Ocean without ASEAN. 

Indonesia will also likely rely on ASEAN to engage India as 
the gateway to the Indian Ocean. Jakarta supported India’s 
membership in the ASEAN Regional Forum, the establishment 
of the ASEAN-India Summit, and its participation in the 
East Asian Summit143. This preference to engage India via 
ASEAN highlights the under-developed state of Indonesia-
Indian ties.

In principle, both India and Indonesia share similar strategic 
preferences, including concerns over China’s rise, support 
for security cooperation with the West, and aspirations to be 
recognised as major powers144. India also never had a history 
of intervening directly in Indonesia’s internal affairs145. Both 
sides signed a ‘Strategic Partnership’ agreement in 2005 
(later upgraded to ‘Comprehensive Strategic Partnership’ 
in 2018 along with a defence cooperation agreement). 

Both sides have also held a regular dialogue on defence 
technology sharing, which includes a possible export of 
India’s Brahmos missile systems to Indonesia146. Their navy-
to-navy cooperation remains a strong ballast to bilateral 
ties. Maritime security cooperation more broadly seems 
to have gradually grown in recent years147. 

But bilateral economic ties have stagnated. Trade has been 
steadily diminishing; falling from US$19.6 billion in 2018 to 
US$15.5 billion in 2020148. A former Indian Ambassador to 
ASEAN commented, “without greater economic engagement, 
the [India-Indonesia] relationship cannot become truly 
strategic”149. India’s public standing in Indonesia has also 
plummeted. A recent poll notes that less than six per cent 
of Indonesians have “a lot of confidence” in Prime Minister 
Modi to do the right thing in world affairs. India’s standing 
across the board was much lower compared to China and 
other regional powers, except for pop culture150. 

Maritime security cooperation has yet to translate into 
a wider strategic engagement. Education and training 
exchanges among security officers remain low and broad 
military exercises remain few and far between. Defence 
industrial cooperation and procurement plans remain 
comparatively small in value and scope. Indonesian 
strategic policymakers do not regularly engage with Indian 
counterparts compared to other regional powers. Overall, 
the relationship remains lofty in framework and aspirations 
but lacking in depth and sustainability.

ENHANCING AUSTRALIA’S ENGAGEMENT 
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What role for external partners?
Indonesian leaders have expressed the need to focus 
on the Indian Ocean. But Indonesia’s domestic strategic 
policymaking ecosystem remains under-developed. President 
Widodo has been less attentive to geopolitical affairs on a 
daily basis. In the absence of a centralised hub that integrates 
cross-domain strategic policies, each agency—from foreign 
affairs to the coast guard—develops and implements their 
own policies, including for the Indian Ocean. 

There is a disjuncture then between Indonesia’s baseline 
strategic interests in the Indian Ocean region and the 
existing tools available to defend them. The foreign 
ministry’s over-reliance on broad-based multilateral norms 
exercised through IORA and ASEAN has not been met with 
significant depth in the bilateral relationship with India. 
Trilateral mechanisms with India and Australia remain 
under-developed and Jakarta’s ambivalence on the Quad 
grouping of Japan, India, the United States, and Australia 
persists151. Indonesia-India bilateral maritime security 
cooperation, particularly navy-to-navy interaction, continues 
to provide limited benefits.

How can external partners then encourage greater 
Indonesian engagement on the Indian Ocean? 

For one thing, regional powers like Australia, Japan, and 
others will have limited options beyond strengthening 
Indonesia’s preference for IORA and ASEAN-related 
mechanisms. Until such time as Jakarta seriously develops 
non-multilateral options, venues like ASEAN remain the 
path of least resistance to get Indonesia’s attention and 
support. But how fast and furious ASEAN-led mechanisms 
engage Indian Ocean strategic challenges remains an 
open question.  

For another, without a deeper India-Indonesia strategic 
partnership, Indonesia’s engagement with the Indian 
Ocean region will be tepid. Indonesia has yet to develop 
broader, stronger, and institutionalised partnerships with 
fellow ASEAN members bordering the Indian Ocean like 
Myanmar and Thailand on issues facing the area, let alone 
with Bangladesh or Sri Lanka. The depth and quality of 
Indonesia’s strategic partnership with India is therefore 
the strategic bellwether of its broader engagement with 
the Indian Ocean.

Regional powers such as Australia should try to facilitate 
and support closer India-Indonesia relations, whether 
directly through trilateral or minilateral mechanisms, or 
indirectly through multilateral platforms. Perhaps in parallel, 
they should also encourage closer Indonesian cooperation 
with the other Indian Ocean coastal states. The onus, of 
course, is on Jakarta to develop and implement a broader 
Indian Ocean engagement strategy with these partners. 

In the meantime, Indonesia remains open to cooperation 
with regional partners like Australia, Japan, and others on 
a limited number of Indian Ocean issues. The challenge is 
to calibrate specific or limited cooperation (for example, 
over countering illegal, unreported and unregulated 
fishing, or trafficking) with different Indonesian agencies, 
without assuming or expecting that there will be a wider 
strategic interest or push to fully engage the Indian Ocean. 
In other words, tempering wider expectations should 
not hinder limited cooperation over a range of practical, 
operational issues.

Indonesia has in principle many key strategic interests 
in the Indian Ocean. But its strategic tools are limited, 
partially due to the path-dependent comfort level over 
multilateralism and partially due to an under-developed 
strategic policymaking ecosystem. Indonesia has only dipped 
its toes in the Indian Ocean through IORA and ASEAN and 
an incipient trilateral cooperation with India and Australia. 
Indonesia may be the strategic fulcrum between the Indian 
and Pacific Oceans, but thus far the tilt has been far more 
on one side than the other.
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Malaysia is a maritime nation located at the Indian and 
Pacific Oceans’ confluence. This makes the maritime domain 
crucial to Malaysia's economic and strategic growth in 
Southeast Asia. The broader Indo-Pacific region has 
gained significant attention and importance recently. It 
has emerged as a new economic and geopolitical centre. 
Endowed with vast sea areas offering a diverse range of 
living and non-living resources, the surrounding waters 
are of tremendous environmental, socioeconomic, and 
strategic value to Southeast Asian nations and users of 
the commons.

This purpose of this chapter is threefold. First, it outlines 
Malaysia's interests and key engagements in the Indian 
Ocean. Second, it highlights Malaysia's approach to ocean 
governance and vulnerabilities in the shipping industry, 
particularly in dealing with new and emerging challenges 
such as cybersecurity and maritime digitalisation. Third, 
it identifies maritime cooperation consistent with the 
1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), 
as emphasised in the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific. 
Cooperation with Indo-Pacific partners aims to address 
non-traditional maritime challenges and holistic security. 
It advances development of marine resources, marine 
environment protection, and healthy ocean governance 
that can sustain the maritime ecosystem in the long term.

Malaysia and the Indian Ocean
Malaysia's economy is strongly dependent on offshore 
natural resources. Its approaches to the maritime domain 
revolve around the nexus between economic prosperity 
and security. Some of the world's largest and busiest ports 
are located along the Indian Ocean rim. The world's top 20 
nations with the largest owned merchant fleets—namely 
India, Malaysia, and Singapore—are littoral states of the 
Indian Ocean, with a combined 81.4 million deadweight 
tonnage or 5.3 percent of the global total152. 

Underscoring the significance of the Indian Ocean in 
addressing multifaceted ocean-related challenges, Malaysia 
and Australia participate in several regional institutions 
on maritime cooperation, including the Indian Ocean Rim 
Association (IORA), Indian Ocean Naval Symposium, Indian 
Ocean Tuna Commission, Bay of Bengal Large Marine 
Ecosystem, Combined Maritime Forces Counter-Piracy 
Operations, Operation GATEWAY, International Technical 
Cooperation, and the Langkawi International Dialogue. 

All regional engagements and bilateral efforts involving 
Australia and Malaysia are important because of the value 
which both countries attach to the maritime domain. 

In recent years, the Indo-Pacific concept has gained 
momentum as the region becomes the new centre of 
gravity in the strategic, military, and economic interests 
of major powers. Many countries have introduced their 
own Indo-Pacific strategies. Malaysia’s participation in 
Indo-Pacific strategy is indispensable. It hosts several 
sea lines of communication which are critical for global 
maritime trade, as they provide extensive connectivity with 
emerging economies in Asia. Malaysia must participate 
in multilateral cooperation with Indo-Pacific nations to 
maintain the security of these routes.

Priorities for Indian Ocean 
regional engagement
MARITIME ECONOMY, TRADE, INDUSTRIES, 
AND FOOD SECURITY 

Trade and economic activities have played an influential role 
in shaping the history of the Indian Ocean. The surrounding 
region has 40 percent of the world's population153. The 
economic importance of the ocean—the world's third largest 
with an expanse of 73.5 million km2 — is underscored by the 
dependence of its coastal communities and international 
economy on the shipping lanes and living and non-living 
resources it provides. 

An extensive range of maritime economic activities takes 
place in the vast ocean and along its coasts, including 
shipping, port operations, shipbuilding/repairing, ship 
breaking, aquaculture, fisheries, and marine tourism. 
Approximately half of world maritime oil trade and one 
third of bulk cargo goes through the Indian Ocean154. The 
volume of seaborne trade passing through the Indian Ocean 
and the Malacca Strait is also set to increase. This presents 
significant opportunities for Malaysian ports, shipping 
companies, and maritime support service providers. The 
economic importance of maritime shipping has become 
more important than ever during the Covid-19 pandemic 
as a key sector for the supply of goods and healthcare 
throughout the world. Total trade among IORA nations 
increased from US$233 billion in 1994 to US$777 billion 
in 2015. Total trade in goods of IORA nations increased 
from US$806 billion in 1995 to US$787 billion in 2018155. 
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IORA identifies maritime safety and security as a key 
area of interest. In addition, the Indian Ocean faces many 
traditional and non-traditional security challenges such as 
piracy, illegal fishing, human trafficking, drug smuggling, 
trafficking of weapons, maritime pollution, and climate 
change. As such, the focus of IORA has been to ensure 
reliable, uninterrupted, and safe movement of people, 
goods, energy, and resource supplies.

Malaysia's participation in IORA focuses on efforts to build 
the association's agenda in the context of a strong economic 
development156. In the short to mid-term, it seeks to revive 
the marine tourism industry since Covid-19. Malaysia 
also participates in formulating the Indian Ocean Rim 
Academic Group work plan (2022-2027)157, which establishes 
cooperation among universities and other institutions on 
science and education matters. Another flagship IORA 
project concerns broadening cooperation among littoral 
nations on the regionally vital fisheries industry. 

A further Indian Ocean collaborative initiative involving 
Malaysia, Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Maldives, Myanmar, 
Sri Lanka, and Thailand is the Bay of Bengal Large Marine 
Ecosystem Project158. This aims to produce better lives for 
coastal populations by improving regional management 
of the Bay of Bengal environment and its fisheries. The 
lack of knowledge of the size of resources and the extent 
of exploitation in the region has been a major concern159. 

OCEAN GOVERNANCE

Maritime cooperation extends beyond traditional security and 
defence to include connectivity, the economy, cybersecurity 
and technology, and environmental protection. Southeast 
Asia is embracing rapid economic change and influence 
as a balancing power. Food security is on the agenda for 
collaboration in the framework of the Australia-Malaysia 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership. Malaysian ocean 
governance has an overarching policy on security, 
safety, the economy, and the environment. Illegal fishing 
is a sincere concern for Malaysia as it leads to a great 
national and regional economic loss. It also has a security 
implication for Malaysia and Southeast Asia due to the 
encroachment by foreign fishing fleets—principally from 
China and Vietnam—and territorial disputes. Malaysia 
and Australia could explore cooperation on eliminating 
unsustainable and illegal practices.

Malaysia's oceans and marine environment host activities 
such as shipping and maritime transportation, tourism, 
mining, marine engineering, biotechnology, and offshore oil 
and gas. The issues and governance areas are broad, and 

there is understandably a gap in addressing the multifaceted 
threats facing the country’s west and east coasts and the 
surroundings of Borneo. Understanding and comprehending 
ocean-related challenges is critical for developing a shared 
vision for future ocean governance. The task of facilitating 
and sharing knowledge across regions and incorporating 
local and traditional knowledge into Malaysian national 
policies remains unfinished.

Malaysia is working towards United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goal 14: ‘Life Below Water’. A healthy 
ocean is crucial in every aspect of the maritime sector. 
Underexplored tools such as marine spatial planning and a 
clean coastal index for managing marine litter could aid in 
its achievement160. These tools are helpful for systematically 
and sustainably managing the use of oceans and maritime 
domains globally and in this region. Hence, Malaysia and 
Australia could jointly address developing and enhancing 
the research and understanding of ocean governance, 
further the sustainable blue economy agenda, and introduce 
tools to aid society, particularly in coastal communities.

ASYMMETRIC SECURITY, CYBER 
THREATS, AND DIGITALISATION OF THE 
MARITIME SECTOR

Maritime security issues, particularly in disputed waters, 
are diverse and range from conventional threats to states 
to non-conventional risks to law enforcement agencies 
and individual citizens. The task of responding is more 
pronounced in the era of Covid-19, with additional resources, 
assets, and funding needing to be equally distributed. 
Security governance is more complicated and requires a 
delicate balance between priority and need. Governments 
will often focus on the most urgent security issues. In 
Malaysia’s case, deterring the illegal arrival of boat people, 
unlawful encroachment of foreign fishing vessels, and 
illegal intrusion of foreign vessels and aircraft have come 
to the fore161.

Southeast Asia is experiencing rapid technology adoption 
and digitalisation and is correspondingly plagued with 
cyber threats. As port governance and supply chains 
move towards digitalisation, the maritime domain is more 
vulnerable than ever, and industry is exposed to cyber 
criminals and hackers. Thirty-one percent of maritime 
personnel claim to have been victims of cyberattacks in 
recent years162. The complex interconnectivity between 
maritime information and operational technology systems, 
as well as the increasing reliance on internet connectivity, 
increases the vulnerabilities of systems to cyberattacks 
in the industrial internet of things era. 

ENHANCING AUSTRALIA’S ENGAGEMENT 
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Cyber preparedness is vital to prevent cyberattacks that 
could lead to business disruptions, data loss, financial loss, 
system and network outage, and reputational damage. The 
Malaysian government acknowledged the importance of 
strong cyber defences in its Critical National Information 
Infrastructure Policy. It was among the first nations in 
Southeast Asia to formulate a National Cyber Security Policy, 
in 2006. It also launched the Malaysia Cyber Security Strategy 
2020-2024 in October 2020. Maritime-specific guidelines and 
frameworks are the government's focal point in managing 
current cybersecurity risks and tackling emerging threats, 
particularly on the convergence of information technology 
and operational technology systems. 

Furthermore, the International Maritime Organisation 
resolution MSC.428(98)163 encourages administrations 
to ensure that cyber risks are effectively accounted for in 
current safety management systems. Economic security 
and cybersecurity in the maritime realm require a technical 
policy framework and multilateral cooperation. Therefore, 
there is an obligation for good governance within the 
maritime security domain. Almost forty per cent of the  
respondents to the 2021 Maritime Institute Study on Maritime 
Security in Indo-Pacific and Global Governance viewed 
cybersecurity as the fourth most crucial area within the 
maritime domain, where regional capacity-building efforts 
can be further deepened164. 

Malaysia and Australia have shared interests in accelerating 
cooperation on maritime digitalisation and cybersecurity.

Enhancing the Malaysia-Australia 
Indian Ocean partnership
For the last 65 years, Australia-Malaysia bilateral relations 
have been underpinned by priorities including economic 
prosperity, society and technology, regional security, and 
defence. Malaysia's approach to maritime affairs is based 
on the spirit of cooperation in line with basic principles of 
maintaining the Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality, 
UNCLOS, the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, the Southeast 
Asian nuclear weapons free zone, and the ASEAN Outlook 
on the Indo-Pacific. 

Indo-Pacific partners, including Australia, have added 
attention and strategic trust to aid in managing global 
challenges. Bilaterally, almost all Indo-Pacific partners 
have pledged to support Southeast Asian nations towards 
supply chain resilience, digital economy and technology, 
common standards, and supporting regional infrastructure 
projects. There is a greater need for these Indo-Pacific 
players, including Australia, to dilute great power rivalry 
perspectives and for ASEAN to explore and open more 
collaborations in terms of health emergency responses, 
infrastructure, connectivity, and maintaining the rules-
based order.

IORA is a critical grouping for Malaysia to advance its 
interests in the Indian Ocean. As a key proponent of 
multilateralism and middle power diplomacy, Australia 
and Malaysia can work to strengthen the forum and 
perhaps also form new Indian Ocean economy-focused 
minilaterals. Other regional arrangements of strategic 
interest include ASEAN-led platforms such as the ASEAN 
Regional Forum, East Asian Summit, and ASEAN Defence 
Ministers Meeting (ADMM). The ADMM-Plus is the most 
appropriate for multilateral cooperation between Indo-
Pacific states because it includes all major powers and 
focuses on a wide range of functional issues, from security 
to economy and connectivity.

Southeast Asian nations desire open and inclusive policies 
and push for more collaboration, including in the Indian 
Ocean. Multilateral channels could focus on maritime ocean 
governance, cybersecurity, and building infrastructure 
to enhance supply chains for maritime connectivity. 
Malaysia’s relationship with Australia is ripe for pursuing 
these outcomes. Both countries have great importance 
to maritime issues. They could play a significant role in 
the Indo-Pacific and beyond by minimising the US-China 
narrative, and placing deeper attention on pressing issues 
of the maritime economy and human security at sea. 
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Infrastructure and climate change are key issues for 
Singapore—an Indian Ocean littoral and small island 
state whose policymaking is informed by sustainable 
development concerns. Singapore and Australia have 
comprehensive ties underpinned by the convergence of 
strategic and economic interests, particularly in Southeast 
Asia. This chapter examines the potential for the two to 
collaborate within multilateral and minilateral groupings 
with an Indian Ocean focus.

Sustainable infrastructure
Infrastructure financing is a pressing concern as countries 
struggle to close the development gap. Climate change 
mitigation and adaption costs further compound the need 
for sustainable infrastructure investments. According to the 
Asian Development Bank (ADB), Southeast Asia needs US$3 
trillion of climate-adjusted investments from 2016 to 2030 
to maintain its current development momentum165. This 
equates to about US$210 billion a year in investments166. 
Infrastructure spending as of 2018, however, fell way short 
of the ADB estimate, at only US$55 billion167.

The regional infrastructure gap in a post-Covid-19 economy 
will only widen, owing to the effects of unprecedented 
lockdowns and financial disruptions. While Southeast Asia 
clearly faces an infrastructure deficit, a heightened focus on 
closing it should not override sustainability concerns as the 
region is disproportionately vulnerable to climate change, 
environmental pollution, and social inequality. For instance, 
over the period of 2015 to 2025, cities across Southeast 
Asia risk losing US$19.8 billion of GDP from flooding168. 
Singapore has rightly prioritised the need to generate 
investments in large-scale sustainable infrastructure in 
its region. It has sought to leverage its strengths as a 
financial hub with a strong record on governance and 
environmental protection.  

The US$300 million Myingyan gas-fired power plant project 
in Myanmar, awarded to Singapore’s Sembcorp Utilities, 
is an example of Singapore successfully tapping its wide-
ranging infrastructure ecosystem. The project, officially 
inaugurated in March 2019, is the first internationally and 
competitively tendered power project in Myanmar. Structured 
as a public-private partnership, it could be replicated by 

future power producers in the region, including in the 
burgeoning renewables sector169. The project also sets an 
important benchmark for aligning infrastructure projects 
to environmental, social, and bankability considerations.

Australia and Singapore enjoy complementarities in 
infrastructure project development. Singapore possesses 
strong technical capabilities and links to its region, while 
Australia has a well-developed institutional network—for 
example, the capacity to provide infrastructure advisory 
services covering sectors ranging from disaster and climate 
change risk mitigation to  social inclusion practices across 
the infrastructure lifecycle—and expertise in structuring 
and developing successful projects170. 

Australia’s Partnerships for Infrastructure (P4I) is an initiative 
supported by the country’s Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade. It complements the Australian government’s 
existing economic cooperation and development programmes 
with partner countries and the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN). With its experience in engaging 
Southeast Asia on sustainable infrastructure development, 
P4I could collaborate with the Singaporean government’s 
new Infrastructure Asia platform. Infrastructure Asia aims to 
develop and align Singapore’s expertise and capabilities with 
regional requirements. The two agencies could consolidate 
their efforts to attract green and sustainable financing from 
private sources in areas such as energy, water, waste, 
transportation, and urban development. 

Infrastructure Asia has launched a capacity-building 
programme to better equip regional government officials 
with expertise in the sustainable infrastructure domain, 
as well as share skills to create a regulatory environment 
favourable for private sector involvement171. Australia’s 
infrastructure advisory body, Infrastructure Australia, has 
been advising governments, industry, and the community 
on the investments and reforms needed to deliver high-
quality infrastructure. It could contribute to Singapore’s 
capacity-building initiative by sharing its comprehensive 
framework of sustainability principles (social, economic, 
environmental, and governance). Such an engagement 
could be useful in building training modules for officials 
on key issues pertaining to sustainable infrastructure. 
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Climate change
Climate change poses an asymmetric challenge for Southeast 
Asia. If left unaddressed, it could reduce Southeast Asia’s 
GDP by an estimated eleven percent by the end of the 
century172. The International Energy Agency has categorically 
stated that “the energy sector has to be at the heart of the 
solution to climate change”173. Singapore leaders similarly 
understand the key to the city-state’s continued relevance 
and survival is to gradually diversify its energy sources to 
realise a low-carbon future. A key pillar of the country’s 
Green Plan 2030—a national roadmap towards sustainable 
development and net-zero emissions—is the ‘Energy Reset’. 
This outlines Singapore’s approach to decarbonising the 
energy sector through international collaborations in 
harnessing low-emissions technologies. 

Singapore particularly seeks to import low-carbon energy 
from its partners in the region and decarbonise the global 
shipping industry. As a major maritime hub, Singapore is 
set to sign the Clydebank Declaration for Green Shipping 
Corridors. This framework aims to establish net zero-
emission maritime routes between two or more ports. 
Australia is also a signatory. Signatories expect to participate 
in creating at least six green corridors for carbon-neutral 
shipping by 2025174. To implement related provisions, 
Singapore plans to use its status as the world’s largest 
bunkering175 hub to promote multi-fuel bunkering. This 
includes utilising low and zero-carbon marine fuels such 
as biofuels, methanol, ammonia, and hydrogen176. 

So far, Singapore has largely invested in liquefied natural 
gas as an alternative bunker fuel177. But it is actively looking 
to collaborate on building infrastructure for production of 
clean hydrogen and its derivatives. According to a Global 
Maritime Forum study conducted in March 2021178, these 
are expected to become the shipping industry’s low-carbon 
fuel of choice. Meanwhile, Australia has been positioning 
itself as an emerging leader in the growing use of clean 
hydrogen and clean ammonia, with the government investing 
A$2.8 billion in building a hydrogen industry in the past few 
years179. As such, the two countries could explore an end-
to-end green hydrogen supply chain, including storage and 
transportation infrastructure, for decarbonised hydrogen 
to be delivered to Singapore at competitive costs.

Provisions for such engagement are already in place 
under the Low Emissions Technology Partnership the two 
countries announced in June 2021. The A$30 million public-
private partnership will see business and governments 
collaborate to support the adoption of low emissions fuels 
and technologies, including clean hydrogen and clean 
ammonia, and study the prospects for hydrogen demand from 
the maritime industry180. A successful commercialisation 
of low-emissions fuels and technologies in maritime 
shipping and port operations could be a game-changer 
for driving down global carbon emissions. It could pave 
the way for other Indo-Pacific countries to decarbonise 
their shipping sectors.

Singapore is also aiming to decarbonise its energy sector by 
targeting imports of 30 percent of its electricity from low-
carbon or renewable sources by 2035181. The power sector 
is responsible for almost a quarter of global emissions, 
hence electricity generation from renewable sources is 
critical for the global climate change effort182. Singapore 
has been cooperating with its ASEAN neighbours toward 
bilateral and multilateral trade in clean electricity. The first 
multilateral cross-border electricity trade involving four 
ASEAN member states is the Lao PDR-Thailand-Malaysia-
Singapore Power Integration Project (LTMS-PIP), which 
imports up to 100 megawatts of renewable hydropower 
from Laos to Singapore, via Thailand and Malaysia, using 
regional power grids183.

Renewable electricity imports from Australia could help 
Singapore realise its stated clean energy targets. Australia 
is the world’s fourth-largest energy exporter. Having 
already built energy supply chains into Asia, it possesses 
the necessary framework required for building supply 
chains for low-emissions technologies184. The A$30 billion 
Australia-Asia Power Link aims to dispatch solar energy from 
Darwin to Singapore and Indonesia via a 4200-kilometre 
undersea cable. Once operational, this could satisfy 15 to 
20 per cent of Singapore’s total electricity needs185. It could 
lower the city-state’s reliance on natural gas imports and 
potentially reduce Singapore’s greenhouse gas emissions 
by six million tonnes per year186.

Cybersecurity
As Singapore transitions to relying on regional power grids 
and other technologies, it also needs to assess cybersecurity 
threats to critical physical infrastructure. It is especially 
pertinent to beef up the operational technology (OT) domain, 
which is responsible for monitoring critical infrastructure 
across physical asset-intensive sectors. The Cyber Security 
Agency of Singapore launched the Operational Technology 
Cybersecurity Competency Framework in October 2021. 
This focuses on building organisational capability and talent 
development in the emerging OT cybersecurity sector, 
while also improving the processes and technology that 
safeguard OT systems187. Australia has a tailored cyber 
security framework for the energy sector — the Australian 
Energy Sector Cyber Security Framework188. Singapore and 
Australia’s cybersecurity agencies could jointly organise 
regional capacity-building workshops to keep abreast of 
new threats, foster governance principles for a multilateral 
rules-based cyberspace, advocate for international norms 
and standards on new emerging aspects of cybersecurity 
and highlight existing gaps in OT cybersecurity training.
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Prospects for multilateral 
engagement
While Australia and Singapore have strong bilateral ties, 
the two countries’ regional priorities could be advanced 
through substantial multilateral engagement with regional 
and sub-regional groupings. 

First, on sustainable infrastructure, there are various 
initiatives undertaken by multilateral groupings which often 
overlap and sometimes fall short on concrete deliverables. 
Both ASEAN and the Quad have sustainable infrastructure 
on their agendas.

A mid-term review of the ASEAN Connectivity Masterplan 
2025 (MPAC 2025) identified sustainable infrastructure 
as a strategic interest, holding significant potential for 
socioeconomic impact. It highlighted the need to explore 
synergies with ASEAN’s dialogue partners, which 
include all the Quad countries189. The Quad has launched 
its Infrastructure Coordination Group, with the aim of 
coordinating technical assistance and capacity-building 
efforts, including with regional partners190. 

As member states of ASEAN and the Quad respectively, 
Singapore and Australia could take the lead in consolidating 
and streamlining infrastructure initiatives in keeping with 
the strengths of each country, to help weed out redundancy 
and duplication of efforts. Reinforcing efforts undertaken 
by various groupings to address the infrastructure gap 
in the region would, for example, benefit the strategically 
important Mekong sub-region. This hosts a crowded field 
of 13 Mekong-related intergovernmental cooperation 
frameworks191, with often little to show for these efforts 
on the ground. 

Second, sustainable financing is also a major concern for 
ASEAN. The MPAC 2025 emphasises the need to increase 
private infrastructure investment in ASEAN countries. 
However, 65 percent of Asia’s infrastructure projects are 
not considered bankable, owing to capability, policy, and 
economic considerations, which makes it difficult to secure 
private sector financing192. Attracting investment from 
the private sector is critical for regional governments 
grappling with limited state budgets and a massive 

infrastructure deficit. Australia’s P4I and Singapore’s 
Infrastructure Asia could combine their efforts to bridge 
the financing gap, by assisting state-owned businesses as 
well as governments in the region to develop sustainable 
finance models, address common risks associated with 
sustainability-oriented infrastructure projects, and provide 
a framework to identify bankable infrastructure projects 
based on global standards. 

Third, Singapore’s initiation of cross-border electricity 
trade under the LTMS-PIP provides an impetus to the 
long-awaited ASEAN Power Grid, which was first mooted 
more than two decades ago. The current ASEAN Plan of 
Action for Energy Cooperation 2016–2025 prioritises the 
expansion of multilateral power trade, placing a target of 
23 percent of energy needs coming from renewables by 
2025193. Energy demand, however, is expected to increase 
sixty per cent by 2040 in keeping with rapid urbanisation 
and economic growth in ASEAN194. As ASEAN countries look 
to secure clean energy supplies, Singapore and Australia 
aim to operationalise the Australia-Asia Power Link at full 
capacity by 2028195. The two countries should conduct joint 
studies on this intercontinental cable operation to further 
explore the possibility of Australia supplying renewable 
energy to the ASEAN Power Grid. 

Lastly, considering Australia’s experience in renewable 
technologies and Singapore’s interest in regional energy 
supply infrastructure, the two countries could also look 
to assist developing countries in establishing energy 
microgrids, especially in remote areas lacking connection to 
the national power grid. For instance, Australia and Singapore 
could engage with the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-
Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), 
which also includes two ASEAN countries—Myanmar and 
Thailand—as members, to establish microgrids in the Bay 
of Bengal. This is one of the least integrated regions in the 
world despite being home to nearly twenty-three percent 
of the global population196. The remoteness of the frontier 
regions of BIMSTEC create sporadic or even total lack of 
access to national grids—Myanmar’s border town of Tamu 
sources its electricity supply from India, for example197. 
Australian and Singaporean efforts to bolster regional 
energy grids would go a long way to support countries 
with their energy transitions.
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Chapter 8.

Old friends, new 
initiatives: A Thai 
perspective on 
Australia’s Indian 
Ocean engagement



AUTHOR: KITTI PRASIRTSUK

This chapter addresses the following questions: what are 
the key Indian Ocean regional priorities for Thailand? And 
how can Australia work with Thailand to address these, 
specifically in a regional context? The answer lies in the 
‘four Es’ of economy, environment, energy, and education. 
Cooperation on these issues can be pursued bilaterally 
and in groups including the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN), Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral 
Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), and Indian 
Ocean Rim Association (IORA).

Australia’s regional engagement
Australia has been a good friend to post-war Southeast 
Asia. Its notable commitments to the region include the 
Colombo Plan initiated in 1951 in the capital of Sri Lanka. 
This aimed to boost Asian development through economic 
and technical assistance and positioned Australia to a 
considerable number of Asians as a key destination for 
fully funded education and training. Thailand was among 
the beneficiaries. Numerous leading Thai figures graduated 
from Australian institutions under the plan. Canberra 
started the New Colombo Plan in 2014 to promote two-
way exchange between young Australians and the Indo-
Pacific. This signified a new round of regional engagement, 
particularly in people-to-people exchange, which is an 
ASEAN priority area. 

Australia made a major developmental contribution to 
mainland Southeast Asia with the construction of the first 
Thai-Lao Friendship Bridge over the lower Mekong. This 
project opened in 1994 and has supported economic and 
social exchanges across the river ever since. Australia is 
also not a new face in terms of post-war regional security. 

Canberra was a member of the now defunct South-East Asia 
Treaty Organization and continues to participate in the Five 
Power Defence Arrangements. These are a series of bilateral 
and multilateral agreements also involving Malaysia, New 
Zealand, Singapore, and the United Kingdom, and promote 
joint military exercises and defence capacity building.

Maritime Asia therefore welcomes Australia’s new round 
of engagement along the Indian Ocean. An indicative 
commitment in this area is the Australia-India Indo-Pacific 
Oceans Initiative Partnership (AIIPOIP) announced in 2021. 
Australia is the project’s lead partner on maritime ecology 
and is looking to drive scientific collaboration and share 
best practice across the Indo-Pacific on reducing pollution, 
with a focus on plastic waste. 

Australia’s Indian Ocean engagement is anchored in the 
broader concept of the ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’ (FOIP). 
ASEAN has made a clear statement of support towards the 
FOIP through the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP), 
announced when Thailand hosted the 2019 ASEAN summit. 
Indonesia and Thailand were instrumental in crafting and 
soliciting consensus among ASEAN countries on the AOIP. 
The outlook advocates inclusivity, dialogue, openness, 
and a rules-based regional framework. ASEAN views the 
Indo-Pacific as a closely integrated and interconnected 
region, which prioritises development and prosperity 
via cooperation instead of rivalry198. Thailand, like other 
ASEAN states, generally welcomes Australia’s regional 
engagement initiatives under this framework.
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Thailand’s Indian Ocean interests
The key Indian Ocean regional engagement priorities for 
Thailand are the “four Es”: economy, environment, energy, 
and education. On economy, similar to other regional 
countries, Thailand has strong interest in trade, investment, 
and infrastructure development. Thailand’s trade with 
Australia has been vibrant. The Thailand-Australia Free 
Trade Agreement came into effect in 2005 and Australia 
ranks seventh of Thailand’s top export destinations. Major 
Thai goods headed to Australia including automobiles, 
electronic equipment, and rubber199. Australia’s key exports 
to Thailand include natural gas, coal, and minerals. Over 
3000 Australian companies export to Thailand and around 
300 maintain a physical presence in the country200. Thailand 
and Australia are also members of the United States Indo-
Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity (IPEF), which 
covers issues including supply chains, digital economy, 
and clean energy. This platform is still emerging. Australia, 
Thailand, the US, and other member countries will need 
to work cloely together to further define it and ensure it 
delivers tangible outcomes. 

The security of sea lanes is also crucial to maintaining trade 
and other economic activity, to manage threats including 
piracy. Australia has been a member of the Regional 
Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed 
Robbery against Ships in Asia since its inauguration in 2006. 
Canberra also recently launched a plan to employ synthetic 
aperture radar technology. This generates more precise 
data than conventional radar and could be a major regional 
asset for detecting vessels engaged in illegal activity201.

Natural disasters can cause further economic disruption. 
The tsunami disaster of 2004, which hit Phuket and other 
Thai seaside resort towns, illustrates the Indian Ocean 
region’s high vulnerability to natural disasters. The threat 
is also increasing due to climate change. Australia has a 
strong interest in protecting the Indian Ocean region’s 
natural assets. Australian tourists were, for example, among 
the top ten travellers to Thailand in the pre-Covid-19 era. 
Humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, as well as 
surveillance, are increasingly important avenues for Indian 
Ocean cooperation. Australia is a natural partner on these 
activities due to its geographical proximity.

On environment, key issues such as marine and fishery 
resource degradation require significant attention. Marine 
debris has also become a severe problem for ASEAN. Five 
members of the bloc, including Thailand, rank among the 
world’s top ten countries for generating plastic ocean 
waste202. ASEAN announced the ASEAN Regional Action 
Plan for Combating Marine Debris in the ASEAN Member 
States (2021 – 2025) in response. The Covid-19 pandemic 
only added to the problem due to the sudden increase in 
food delivery packages in response to lockdowns. Plastic 
pollution is a region-wide problem due to the interconnected 
marine environment and therefore impacts Australia 
directly. Enhanced collaboration on waste management, 
recycling technology, and capacity building is essential 
to addressing it.

Energy security has become an even more critical issue 
after Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. Countries are 
placing more emphasis on diversification both in terms 
of types of resources and supply sources. Australia is not 
only a major existing supplier of coal and natural gas, 
but an emerging leader in the development of clean and 
renewable energy. This includes wave and tidal energy that 
might be of considerable interest to Indian Ocean countries. 
The IPEF already lists clean energy, decarbonisation, and 
the provision of related infrastructure as its third pillar. In 
the past few years, Thailand has also emphasised creation 
of a ‘bio-circular-green’ economy. This seeks to capitalise 
on Thailand’s biodiversity by optimising the use of new 
technologies and striking a balance between the conservation 
of natural resources and value creation. Areas of focus 
include food and agriculture, as well as energy. Renewable 
energy is thus another area of converging Thailand-Australia 
interests. Opportunities for improved two-way investment 
and technological transfer should be explored. 

Education, finally, has continued to be Australia’s strength in 
engaging with Southeast Asian and Indian Ocean countries. 
This not only applies to schooling in formal institutions, 
but research and training. The IPEF is again a potential 
asset in this regard. Human resource development is an 
important element of the framework. Australia is in a good 
position to lead regional partnerships on research and 
development in marine studies. Indian Ocean-facing Perth 
could be an ideal location for new capacity. Australia can 
also partner with countries such as Japan, India, and the 
US in advancing cooperation with regional countries on 
marine science, biodiversity, and conservation. The New 
Colombo Plan would be a convenient platform to pursue 
such outcomes.
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Avenues for engagement 
Australia’s Indian Ocean engagement with Thailand and 
broader Southeast Asia can be pursued on both a bilateral 
and multilateral basis. Preferred approaches will invariably 
need to be tailored to the specific issues and what is 
desirable and achievable in the short- and long-term. On 
the environment front, for example, problems such as 
marine debris and marine resource degradation must 
be addressed urgently. One potential avenue for doing 
so would be through the creation of a centre for marine 
debris cooperation involving regional partners. Indonesia, 
which generates the second largest amount of marine 
plastic debris of any country, would logically host this203. 
The creation of multiple hubs would, however, be more 
desirable. Also on the environment front, Thailand has been 
quite successful in mangrove conservation. Kung Krabaen 
Bay is a royal development study centre for this purpose. 
Australian support could help position Thailand as a best 
practice exemplar for other Indian Ocean littoral countries.

On disaster management, Australian support could 
contribute to developing a new cooperation centre in a 
Thai seaside city by the Andaman Sea. Phuket, Krabi, or 
Phangnga are best suited to this purpose. All were hard 
hit by the 2004 tsunami. Thailand might also serve as a 
site for regional health cooperation with the right external 
support. Its management of Covid-19 was praised by the 
World Health Organization204.

On economic matters, Thailand has become more eager 
to provide modest official development assistance to less 
advanced countries in recent years. This has focused more 
on capacity-building activities rather than hard infrastructure 
provision. Examples include training and education on 
agriculture and public health regarding tropical disease 
management205. It could engage more effectively in such 
activities in partnership with an advanced economy such 
as Australia. Practices developed in-country could benefit 
from cost savings and the identification of methods that 
are applicable to other regional settings. Thailand has 
already participated in third country training on various 
development issues through cooperation with Japan and 
the Asian Development Bank206.  

Australia could also work with Thailand and other ASEAN 
members of IPEF on facilitating trade and investment in 
general, and energy in particular. The Australia-ASEAN FTA—
which has been in place for almost two decades—provides 
a good basis for progress. Cooperation should be extended 
to other littoral countries of the Indian Ocean. BIMSTEC 
is an under-utilised platform in this regard. Comprising 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and 
Thailand, BIMSTEC brings together 1.5 billion people in total. 
Thailand was instrumental in founding the organisation in the 
1990s and would welcome Australia’s impetus for propelling 
cooperation among its members. This includes efforts to 
greater explore progress on environment, energy, and 
education. Another possible platform for cooperation is IORA, 
which consists of Australia and 22 littoral countries in Asia 
and Africa. Potential issues of interest here include maritime 
safety and security, fisheries, and disaster management.

ASEAN is the most appropriate platform for security 
cooperation, even with the challenges posed by its 
consensus-driven decision-making and members’ 
unwillingness to intervene in each other’s affairs. It is 
the most well-established regional bloc and mechanisms 
such as the ASEAN Regional Forum and ASEAN Defense 
Ministerial Meeting provide for external consultation with 
Australia and other Indian Ocean littoral states in South 
Asia. ASEAN has already pursued some limited military 
cooperation around relatively uncontroversial issues open to 
broad engagement, such as HADR and military medicine207.

In sum, Thailand would welcome Australia’s greater 
engagement in an Indian Ocean context and is keen to 
cooperate on the 4Es of economy, environment, energy, and 
education. Specifically, Thailand is interested in assistance 
on managing marine debris, clean and renewable energy, 
‘softer’ forms of security cooperation such as HADR, and 
enhanced trade and investment. Thailand can be a strong 
partner and hub for broader Australia’s regional engagement 
initiatives. Bilateral cooperation and multilateral platforms 
including ASEAN and BIMSTEC offer ample opportunities 
for pursuing mutual benefits.
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Conclusions and 
recommendations

The eight essays in this report confirm the Indian Ocean’s significance to Australia’s future prosperity 
and security. The authors highlight opportunity, and enthusiasm, for Australia to better engage 
with the region. Collectively, they identified four key areas that could frame Australia’s activities. 
Analysis of the eight chapters also revealed three key challenges that must be addressed to 
ensure success.

Maximising opportunities
Indo-Pacific areas that are most ripe for Australian collaboration are infrastructure; climate change; 
blue economy; and maritime security.

The report authors identified improved engagement with existing Indian Ocean regional institutions 
as a potential avenue for advancing these pursuits. These included IORA (of which Australia is a 
member), ASEAN (with which Australia is a well-established partner), and SAARC and BIMSTEC, 
where ties are less developed. Australia could also work on infrastructure, climate change, blue 
economy, and maritime security through the Quad and Australia-India-Indonesia trilateral.

Australia could simultaneously develop new issue-specific mechanisms to advance cooperation 
in the Indian Ocean region.

On infrastructure, it could develop new partnerships with major Indian Ocean economies. Nazia 
Hussain’s’s Singapore chapter suggests linking Australia’s Partnerships for Infrastructure with 
Singapore’s Infrastructure Asia. In a similar vein, Premesha Saha’s India chapter’s proposes 
Australia increases its involvement in India’s Coalition for Disaster-Resilient Infrastructure.

These sorts of infrastructure partnerships would also advance Australia’s contribution to regional  
climate change mitigation and adaptation, which require new infrastructure. An Australia-Singapore 
partnership would be best-placed to invest in decarbonising Indian Ocean economies. The Indian 
equivalent would help enhance disaster preparedness. Australia could also consider forming new 
linkages between its clean energy industry and regional governments and businesses.

Blue economy cooperation should focus on enhancing technical capacity, which many Indian 
Ocean states lack. One valuable commitment would be a new blue economy research centre, with 
networked offices ideally located across the region. There is potential to leverage and enhance the  
existing outreach of Indian Ocean Marine Research Centre, which is located in Perth.

On maritime security, the most impactful short-term activity would be to secure Indian Ocean 
participation in the Quad’s new Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness. This 
initiative has significant potential to manage challenges arising from China’s increased presence, and 
to respond to a issues such as illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing, and disaster response.



The view from the Indian Ocean

Bangladesh seeks a more prominent role in Indian Ocean regional affairs, particularly  around 
the Bay of Bengal. Complicated relations with India have opened the door to closer China ties. 
Australia could cooperate on infrastructure, climate change, blue economy, digital economy, and 
gender mainstreaming. A key priority is trust-building in the South Asian Association for Regional  
Cooperation (SAARC).

Maldives’ major concerns are ensuring economic development and protecting against climate 
change. Maldives has an ‘India First’ policy but continues to value China as a partner. Australia’s 
commitments on maritime security, transnational crime, climate change, and blue economy are 
apt. Cooperation in the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) is desirable, though direct grants and 
loans remain key.

India has made space for Indian Ocean cooperation with likeminded partners due to the rise of China. 
Australia’s close bilateral relationship opens doors to engagement with third parties—Bangladesh, 
Sri Lanka, Maldives, and Seychelles—provided it does not challenge India’s role. India and Australia 
should provide new infrastructure, develop a blue economy research centre, offer maritime security 
training, and host a new Indian Ocean regional dialogue.

Sri Lanka has increasingly embraced a maritime identity. China, India, and the US are competing 
for influence. Sri Lanka seeks partnerships on economic development, managing geopolitical 
contestation, and responding to non-traditional security threats. Australia could cooperate on 
maritime security through increasing joint exercises, military capacity, governance, underwater 
domain awareness, and non-traditional security. IORA and BIMSTEC cooperation is valuable.

Indonesia has had relatively little Indian Ocean outreach. Its ties with India and South Asia are 
underdeveloped. Its regional interests include economic development, maritime security, and 
managing great power politics. Indonesia’s primary institutional engagement with the Indian 
Ocean will continue to be through the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Australia 
could strengthen Indonesia’s engagement in the region through IORA and the Australia-India- 
Indonesia trilateral.

Malaysia has critical interests in the Indian Ocean including pursuit of economic opportunity and 
food security, ocean governance, and maritime security. Australia has a well-developed framework 
for bilateral and regional cooperation, including in IORA and maritime-specific institutions. Australia 
should help dilute great power rivalries and work with Malaysia on enhancing ASEAN infrastructure, 
connectivity, health, and maintaining the rules-based order.

Singapore’s regional interests include developing sustainable infrastructure and addressing 
climate change. Australia and Singapore could create a new bilateral partnership on regional 
infrastructure. They could also leverage an existing partnership on clean energy development 
for improved climate outcomes. Potential institutional channels for engagement include ASEAN 
mechanisms, the Quad, and BIMSTEC.

Thailand’s key regional interests are the ‘four Es’ of economy, environment, energy, and education. The 
US Indo-Pacific Framework for Economic Prosperity is a valuable channel for economic cooperation 
with Australia. Australia and Thailand could create new regional institutions, including new centres 
for disaster response, environmental management, and blue economy. BIMSTEC is an underutilised 
body for Thai-Australian cooperation.

Malaysia

Singapore

Thailand
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Managing challenges
While pursuing greater Indian Ocean collaboration, Australia 
will need to consider three key issues: the roles of China, 
the US, and India in the regional power balance; the lack of 
well-resourced and fit-for-purpose institutional architecture; 
and the lack of a strong Indian Ocean regional identity.

Indian Ocean perspectives on China vary widely. Australia 
wants constructive, rules-based Chinese engagement in 
the region. It has sought to balance some of the more 
destabilising elements of China’s rise in concert with others, 
including key ally the US. Yet most Indian Ocean states 
seek to avoid involvement in great power contestation. 
They also often welcome China’s growing economic 
engagement. They seek partners that can help minimise 
tensions, advance cooperation in uncontroversial areas, 
and provide a complement to, rather than substitute for, 
Chinese interest.

Much of Australia’s existing regional engagement, particularly 
in the northeast Indian Ocean, has been simultaneously 
channelled through its strong partnership with India, both 

bilaterally and through the Quad with the US and Japan. 
Contributions to this report noted both the logic and potential 
pitfalls of this approach. India’s regional centrality is a 
powerful asset for convening and resourcing. But Australia 
should develop its own Indian Ocean profile that strikes 
the right balance between recognising India’s important 
regional role, and understanding the views of other states, 
particularly in South Asia, which are concerned about 
Indian hegemony. 

Australia cannot easily, and should not seek to, separate 
its Indian Ocean engagement from its broader economic 
and strategic priorities, particularly those pertaining to 
the rise of China. Membership of the US alliance system 
and a growing partnership with India, including through 
the Quad, are critical assets. But Australian policymakers 
must recognise that most Indian Ocean states see the world 
differently. This necessitates careful, nuanced policy that 
builds regional relationships, without enhancing great 
power contestation or encroaching on Indian interests.

Recommendation 1.
Prioritise engagement on infrastructure, climate 
change, blue economy, and maritime security within 
Indian Ocean institutions: IORA, ASEAN, BIMSTEC, 
SAARC, the Quad, and Australia-India-Indonesia 
trilateral.

Recommendation 2.
Develop issue-specific mechanisms to improve 
cooperation in the Indian Ocean: advance regionally 
focused infrastructure partnerships with Singapore 
and India; prioritise investments in climate-resilient 
infrastructure, and facilitate regional dialogues 
involving Australia’s clean energy sector; develop 
a regional blue economy research centre; promote 
regional engagement with the Quad’s Indo-Pacific 
Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness.
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Recommendation 4.
Undertake an intensive stocktake of Australia’s 
engagement with Indian Ocean region institutions 
to help determine future engagement. Focus on 
IORA, SAARC, BIMSTEC, ASEAN, the Quad, and the 
Australia-India-Indonesia trilateral.

Recommendation 3. 
Plan Indian Ocean regional engagement based 
on two key principles: minimise great power 
contestation involving China and the US and its 
allies; pursue engagement that is independent of 
India but respectful of its regional importance.

Recommendation 5.
Promote an Indian Ocean regional identity uniting 
South Asia, Southeast Asia and Australia.

Australia should ideally manage Indian Ocean engagement 
and the challenges of shifting power balances through 
regional institutions. This is the preference of many 
Indian Ocean states and there is no shortage of potential 
mechanisms to do this. Unfortunately, however, all also 
have shortcomings. IORA’s comprehensive membership 
includes both South and Southeast Asia, as well as states 
further afield. Yet its resourcing is minimal, and member 
states’ buy-in remains lukewarm. Sub-regional organisations 
such as SAARC and BIMSTEC might prove more useful, but 
Australia has not previously engaged with them to a high 
degree. ASEAN’s interest in in Indian Ocean regionalism 
is largely peripheral. Australia’s minilateral memberships 
might be a more agile way of lifting regional engagement. 
But many Indian Ocean states still distrust the Quad, and 
Indonesia is not fully engaged with the Australia-India-
Indonesia trilateral.

Cooperation in the Indian Ocean region is not a 
straightforward process. Policymakers should therefore 
undertake a stocktake of Australia’s commitments to IORA, 
SAARC, BIMSTEC, ASEAN, the Quad, and the Australia-
India-Indonesia trilateral, to identify which mechanisms 
will best serve national interests.

A final challenge for Australia’s engagement is the lack 
of a genuine Indian Ocean region identity. Littoral states 
share many challenges and opportunities, particularly in the 
maritime domain. Yet regional perspectives, and subsequent 
policy responses, remain rooted in sub-regional identities.

Australia could take an active role in promoting a more 
integrated Indian Ocean identity. This would principally 
emphasise connections between South and Southeast Asia 
and Australia, in line with Australia’s broader Indo-Pacific 
strategy. The country’s soft power assets, including the 
significant South Asian and Southeast Asian diasporas in 
Australia, could help to start this process.
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