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STRENGTHENING NAVAL COOPERATION AMONGST IONS MARITIME 

FORCES THROUGH COOPERATIVE MARITIME SURVEILLANCE  

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

…………….. Ladies and Gentlemen, Good Afternoon 

 

1. Sea is a common heritage of mankind and since ancient days 

men have been sailing across the ocean in pursuit of trade and 

livelihood. Indian Ocean being in the midst of three continents has 

age old history where sea power in different centuries influenced its 

history through interaction of civilization, spreading of religion and 

transmission of ‘ism’ or ideology. Compared to the Pacific and the 

Atlantic, Indian Ocean is a small water basin, but it acts as a ‘transit 

lounge’ for international shipping and is economically vital due to 

major oil routes.  

2. In post 9/11 scenario lethal piracy, closed looped terrorism, 

gun-running, drug smuggling, trespass of criminals and WMD and 

many other bubbling vulnerabilities are making our ocean troubled 

water. Besides, ‘Brown littoral’ water has become unpredictable in 

the new era. These all have greatly amplified the responsibilities of 

the coastal security forces. 
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3. Ladies and gentlemen, adequate and timely response to the 

evolving threat demands effective surveillance. However, 

surveillance is a daunting and complex task and conducting it in the 

vast expanse of the Indian Ocean is not possible by any single 

littoral. Moreover, how much a single littoral navy with her limited 

resources can fight against transnational maritime threats is now a 

big question. Therefore, in light with the topic for this session of 

panel discussion I wish to propone for a very significant interface, 

that is Cooperative Maritime Surveillance which can strengthen naval 

cooperation, promote interoperability and confidence building in 

real terms amongst the IOR littorals and specifically amongst IONS 

maritime forces. 

 

AIM 

 

4. At this backdrop, the aim of my presentation is to highlight the 

challenges and opportunities of the cooperative maritime 

surveillance in the IOR and suggest some pertinent options to 

acquire mutual benefit out of it.  

 

5. In doing so my presentation will be unfolded under the scope 

flashed on the screen. 
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Now I shall talk about the, PREVIEW OF MARITIME ENVIRONMENT IN 

THE IOR  

 

Significance of the Region 

 

6. Ladies and GM, the IO contains vital sea lanes that help feed 

economies of some of Asia’s largest and the USA to some extent. 

Around 100,000 ships transit through the vast expanse of the IO 

annually. About 40% of this traffic is accounted for in the St of 

Malacca.  Everyday 15.5 million barrels of oil or 40% of the world oil 

comes out of the St of Hormuz. The growing economies of India, 

China, Japan and many other SE Asian countries depend on the 

SLOCs of the IO. By 2020 demand of oil for India is expected to rise 

to 91.6 % whereas for China the figure is 76.8 % and for the rest of 

the South Asia 96%.  

 

Maritime Environment in the IOR 

 

7. After the end of the Cold War era the countries around the 

globe felt the need for extending their business rim and enhancing 

relations for trade and commerce. At the same time we have seen 

significant rise in the activities of the non- state actors in the form 

of terrorists, smugglers, pirates etc.  
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8. However, it is not just about sea lanes and trade only. More 

than half the world’s armed conflicts are presently located in the 

IOR, while the waters are also home to continually evolving strategic 

developments. The spillover effect has its toll on the region as a 

whole. 

 

COMMON CONCERNS 

Legal Regime 

 

9. LGM, the UNCLOS III has legitimized nations to enjoy 

sovereignty over their Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). Countries 

enjoy the right of exploring and exploiting, conserving and managing 

the natural resources of the seabed, subsoil, and the waters in their 

EEZ. They also reserve the sovereign rights and exclusive jurisdiction 

for the economic exploitation and exploration of the zone, and 

preservation of the marine environment. With jurisdiction comes the 

legal obligation and responsibility to ensure good order at those 

areas. To ensure that, the foremost necessity is to keep an eye in 

the sea in all three dimensions, i.e. surface, underwater and on the 

airspace.   
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Unconventional Threats Common to most IOR Littorals 

 

10. Monitoring the activities in the sea area is an acute problem, 

particularly for small states with limited resources. The need for the 

level and category of surveillance can be different for each country. 

However, the IO littorals share many things in common, so are their 

worries and woe. Among them most important concerns are the 

cross boundary criminal activities. Most of these now have sea 

extensions and are seriously interlinked, which is impossible to 

follow by a layman observer. Let us now discuss some of the 

pertinent issues: 

 

Firstly, 

a. Gun running and Drug Trafficking.  LGM, as you know 

the notorious drug producing and illicit arms trading areas of 

the ‘Golden Crescent’ and the ‘Golden Triangle’ lie within the 

geographical propinquity of the IOR. This geographical 

association is further reinforced by the link between narcotics 

and arms, with the sea routes of the Arabian Sea and the Bay of 

Bengal providing ideal waterways for the supply of both.  

 

b. Human Trafficking and Illegal Immigration. A number 

of evil nexus do human trafficking from Somalia, Ethiopia to 
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Yemen and then to other Middle Eastern countries. According 

to UNHCR in 2011 the number was 103,000 using small boats 

alone, and rising each year. The same incidents are seen from 

Sri Lanka, India, Pakistan and Bangladesh.  

 

c. Piracy and Ship Hijacking. Currently maritime 

security concerns in the IO is dominated by piracy and armed 

robbery at sea, specifically the hijacking of merchant vessels 

by well-armed Somalia-based pirates. By the end of 2011, 214 

vessels had been attacked, 31 hijacked, 497 seafarers had been 

held captive, and 10 seafarers had died. The chart on the slide 

shows the trend of piracy in the IO during the last five years: 

 

LGM, from this slide you can derive the fact that though the 

initial occurrences of piracy remained confined in the Somalian 

coast but over the last 5 years it has expanded upto the Coast 

of India and beyond. The Piracy Attack Groups (PAGs) are 

increasingly well armed, highly motivated by the prospect of 

very large ransom payments (average payment is currently $5.4 

million).  

About 35-45 naval warships and auxiliaries remain deployed 

near the horn of Africa and the Malacca Strait under 4 different 

coalition forces.  
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d. Maritime Terrorism. In the last couple of decades 

maritime terrorism has been in prominence in this region. In 

2010 Japanese large Cargo Carrier ‘M Star’ was attacked by a 

group of terrorists in the Strait of Hormuz with explosive laden 

boat. We have also seen ‘Swarm’ attacks of LTTE seaborne 

terrorists until their downfall in 2009. These attacks in future 

cannot be overruled since with more money and technology 

being poured in the system it is becoming a rather coveted 

choice of the terrorists. 

e. Maritime Pollution.  Maritime pollution is a global 

concern and IO is the worst affected among all. Due to lack of 

monitoring system and enforcement coupled with weaker law 

many of the incidents go unnoticed and unpunished. 

f. Illegal, Unregulated and Unreported Fishing (IUU 

Fishing). Overfishing and illegal fishing is causing damage to 

the sustainable development of the fishery resources in the IO. 

Overfishing of Tuna from tuna fishing grounds of Mauritius, 

Comoros, Madagascar is a large concern for the 

conservationists. In India, Thailand and Bangladesh 

governments also suffer from the issue of overfishing and 

illegal fishing at large. 

g. Protection of SLOCs. For almost all the littorals of 

the IOR their SLOCs are considered to be their economic 
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lifelines. For example, in a situation like disruption of SLOC it 

may be rerouted which is an immensely costly affair. UNCTAD 

2009 report estimates that re-routing 33% of cargo via the Cape 

of Good Hope would cost ship-owners an additional $7.5 billion 

per annum.  

 

h. Search and Rescue. Growing incidents of maritime 

disaster and accidents require effective and quick SAR efforts. 

The Maritime Rescue Coordination Centers in isolation can 

hardly respond to the SAR calls in their regions effectively. 

 

Now allow me to discuss some conceptual aspects of, COOPERATIVE 

MARITIME SURVEILLANCE  

 

11. LGM, Given the bounds and limitations of individual navies and 

law enforcing agencies, especially for the smaller ones, it is nearly 

impossible to keep individual’s EEZ under round the clock 

surveillance where effective response is a far reaching demand. The 

possible solution to the problem can be cooperative approach to the 

surveillance issue. It is a part of the broader canvas of maritime 

cooperation. The need for an integrated approach to the 

management of the oceans has long-been recognised by the 

international community. For example, the preamble to the 1982 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea states that ‘’the 
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problems of ocean space are closely inter-related and need to be 

considered as a whole.‟  

 

12. Cooperative maritime surveillance which is basically a non-

coalition naval cooperation encompasses cooperative activities 

between countries which do not necessarily share any specific 

common political or strategic objective other than common 

interests.  Therefore, cooperative surveillance may be focused on 

non-military and non-controversial issues, including basic 

interoperability requirements to facilitate cooperation. The 

multilateral Western Pacific Naval Symposium (WPNS) is a leading 

example of such cooperation in EEZ surveillance. The objectives of 

cooperative surveillance are twofold: 

 

a. Firstly, to provide a “building block” for regional stability 

by easing tensions and reducing the risks of conflict at sea 

through confidence building and 

 

b. Secondly, to promote a peaceful, cohesive and stable 

maritime regime in the region so that the littorals can pursue 

their maritime interests.  
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Mutual Benefits 

 

13. LGM, Maritime Surveillance in the IOR can be a potential area 

where IOR countries will be able to cooperate effectively. 

Cooperative surveillance will afford numerous extrinsic and intrinsic 

benefits, like 

 

Firstly, 

 

a. Transparency and Confidence Building. Cooperative 

surveillance will act as a major interface to promote 

transparency in all maritime activities, which is a fundamental 

requirement to enhance mutual confidence and trust. It will 

also give a strong signal to the wrongdoers. 

 

b. Economic. Oceanographic knowledge and scientific 

development has enabled mankind to exploit sea resources 

from deep into the sea. The IOR littorals through such 

cooperative engagements will be able to ensure stable law and 

order situation, consequently encourage more economic 

activities at sea.  

 

c. Avoiding Duplication of Effort.  Generally speaking, 

national surveillance arrangement of littorals can possibly 
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complement the activities of other regional navy. Use of 

common resources in a planned manner can thus reduce cost 

and duplication of effort.  

 

d. Covering the Gaps.  While conducting surveillance 

operations in the bordering area there is a possibility of sparing 

gaps to avoid undue complicacy. This gap can be exploited by 

the maritime perpetrators to their advantage. Under a common 

surveillance network this possibility will reduce considerably. 

 

e. Enhancing Interoperability. Response to a common 

crisis, especially to a distress call or HADR operations, demand 

interoperability between the forces. Cooperative surveillance 

can be an effective means to enhance such interoperability. 

 

Now let us look at a basic COOPERATIVE MARITIME SURVEILLANCE 

MODEL 

 

14. The Three Pillars Concept. The overreaching concept of 

cooperative surveillance may be based on three pillars. Basic 

premise is that each country will have their individual coastal 

surveillance network. Based on the agreed upon information sharing 

policy, countries will share surveillance information with other 

littorals. Out of the three pillars, first two are basically constabulary 
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and benign in nature wherein cooperative engagement between the 

littorals will undoubtedly be of mutual benefit. The third pillar, 

which is more of sharing intelligence of military in nature, may take 

place through bilateral or multi-lateral cooperation between the 

littorals.  

 

15. The Common Data Sharing Environment. In reality, to 

implement the aforementioned model or any other model per se, 

the fundamental requirement is to have a central database in place 

obtaining information from all the stakeholders. To start with, 

information of AIS and SAR call including white shipping information 

can be shared in the system. The central database can be accessed 

by the members through different nodal points as you can see on the 

screen. It will reduce cost and avoid duplication of effort. In the 

later stage, if the participating countries agree, common monitoring 

systems like dedicated satellites and Integrated Maritime 

Surveillance Systems may be interfaced.  

 

16. However, LGM, the pictures compilation acquiring information 

from different sources is easier said than done. As you can see in the 

slide the fusion of information from various national authorities and 

layers of information through a common architecture will 

necessitate interfacing, interoperability and technical compatibility. 
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Technical Aspect 

17. For the vast IOR the surveillance systems are likely to be robust 

and complex catering for varying degree and level of information. 

The information will range from visual observation to satellite based 

high resolution imagery. At first, to participate in a programme like 

this the weaker navies are needed to build their capacity and 

interoperability to a minimum level based on agreed TOR. The 

countries with greater monetary and technological advantage may 

assist them for their development through training, technical 

support and exercises. Countries with satellite coverage may assist 

the picture compilation with satellite information. Then, these 

different set of information will be needed to be synthesized in a 

usable format for the central database. This will call for 

sophisticated data manipulation software used by the surveillance 

coordination centre. The information collated therein is to be 

presented in an interactive website updated and exclusively used by 

the member states. Finally, the maritime domain awareness is an 

issue for all maritime partners in the IOR. For technical support and 

funding, private entrepreneurs may be encouraged to invest in the 

programme which will in turn reduce financial burden on the 

countries. 
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18. Creation of a Surveillance Coordination Centre. LGM, To 

reap the advantage of the cooperative arrangement a main 

coordination centre and few interfaced sub-centres will be highly 

beneficial for effective information sharing and timely response by 

participating nations. The centres may be located suitably 

depending on the geographic locations and be manned by the liaison 

officers of the participating nations. This main surveillance 

coordination centre will act as the secretariat wherein the 

participating nations will have to agree upon its Terms of References 

(TOR).  

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

19. LGM, the challenges in optimizing cooperative surveillance 

engagements are rooted in two levels: regional and individual. First, 

regional level problems. In the Indian Ocean Rim we have diverse 

population with ethnic, linguistic, religious and cultural differences. 

At intra-state level this sometimes results into insurgency and at 

inter-state level causes misunderstandings and misinterpretations. 

Littorals here also have difference in economy and technology which 

results in mistrust and lack of unity for common consensus. After the 

Cold War, multi polar interests filled up the power vacuum of Indian 

Ocean. This at times provokes the littorals to invite extra regional 

powers in our waters instead of solving problems regionally.  
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20. Secondly, the individual problem in terms of limitations in 

maritime capability. Most of our navies are small, burdened with 

colossal responsibilities and handicapped with budgetary constraints. 

Our sea efforts are restricted to limited EEZ patrolling and 

therefore, we lack eyes at sea. Some like Indian Navy has wide sea 

and satellite surveillance capabilities but rest of us are yet to 

receive its dividends through partnership. So, to combat 

transnational threats we are neither fully self sufficient nor 

meaningfully engaged in any partnership.  

 

21. LGM, Despite these challenges, cooperative surveillance can 

still work with customized framework suitable for our region. The 

idea is basically terrestrial in nature, reflecting the nation states’ 

affinity for meeting geo-security, social and economical needs in 

cooperation with each other. A cooperative surveillance model 

should not replace littoral’s own maritime policy rather should 

extend it’s sphere by adding connectivity including shared visions 

and application.  

 

22. In the bigger canvas of maritime security, cooperative maritime 

surveillance is a small step. However, it requires active engagement 

at the highest political levels as well. Positive steps are needed to 

be taken towards success of the concept by all nations. Let us have 
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symphonic approach and develop a regional maritime security 

community in Indian Ocean Rim in thoughts, in papers and above all 

in actions.  

 

Thank you ladies and gentlemen, Thank you all, for being a 

wonderful audience. 

 

 

 


