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The modern global economy is characterized by a need to collaborate effectively across 

national boundaries.  This is as true of international alliances and networks between firms 

as it is of teams within companies that cross cultural and geographic boundaries.
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Covering an area of just over 68.5 million square kilometers the Indian Ocean is the third 

largest of the world’s five oceans (smaller than the Pacific Ocean and Atlantic Ocean but 

larger than the Southern Ocean and Arctic Ocean).  It provides major sea routes connecting 

the Middle East, Africa, and East Asia with Europe and the Americas.
2
   Around one-third 

of the world’s population lives in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR).
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The Indian Ocean Maritime Economy 

 

Geographically the Indian Ocean provides the shortest and most economical routes for 

trade between Europe and Asia; and the economic rise of Asia has seen east-west shipping 

across the north Indian Ocean surpass the Atlantic and Pacific oceans as host of the world’s 

busiest trade routes.
4
   

 

On an annual basis, Indian Ocean trade routes account for the transportation of the highest 

tonnage of goods with almost 100,000 ships transiting its expanse, carrying two thirds of 

the world’s oil shipments, one third of bulk cargo traffic and half the world’s container 

ships.
5
  With the continued growth of Asian economies and the emergence of the African 

economies, the pre-eminence of the Indian Ocean as a trade and energy transportation 

corridor will only further increase.
6
 As the strategic importance of the Indian Ocean 

continues to grow, it remains to be decided if it becomes a region of strategic competition 

or strategic cooperation.   

 

Challenges 

 

Driven by geographic and economic realities, access to the crucial Sea Lines of 

Communication (SLOCs) which traverse the ocean is primarily via several important 
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waterways of which four are considered strategic choke points: Suez Canal (Egypt); the 

Strait of Hormuz (Iran-Oman); Bab-el-Mandeb (Djibouti-Yemen); and the Strait of 

Malacca (Indonesia-Malaysia) (Fig 1).
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Figure1: Indian Ocean Shipping Density 

 

The security of these choke points is essential for maritime trade to continue unabated, as 

any closure of a choke point or down stream disruption to SLOC, even temporarily, could 

have significant economic consequences on the global system through the disruption of 

essential trade flows or the interruption of vital energy supply chains (e.g. oil).
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The shared economic interests of IOR countries and other up and down stream trading 

partners have lead to greater strategic interdependence, as those nations with a stake in 

these shipping routes share a common need to maintain SLOC system integrity.   

Acceptance of the growing responsibility amongst IOR stakeholders to ensure the 

protection of their collective ability to trade in the Indian Ocean maritime economy is 

crucial.   

 

Naval Responses 

 

The substantial efforts and results achieved by the international counter piracy mission in 

the IOR since 2008 are well documented, and the management of piracy in the Indian 

Ocean will remain an undoubted tactical focus of international stakeholders into the future. 

Importantly the diversity of maritime security concerns in the Indian Ocean also infers a 

responsibility for the protection of marine resources, and effective responses to calls for 

Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR). The effects of climate change also 

bear consideration of potential future scarcities of resources, energy and food. 
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As national interests in the Indian Ocean maritime domain become increasingly interlinked 

and interdependent, so is the requirement on the IOR to understand the collective 

responsibility to deal with these challenges. In this context, it will be beneficial and more 

important for countries with a stakeholder interest in Indian Ocean trade and energy supply 

flows to strengthen security collectively rather than individually. This will entail supporting 

the development of Indian Ocean regional security architecture, inclusive of a maritime 

security dimension that seeks to implement a broader and more cooperative approach to 

maritime security: one that seeks to maintain and protect a secure and stable maritime 

economy through good order at sea in the IOR.  

 

Aim 

 

The aim of this paper is to propose an evolved functional role and mission for the IONS 

that will enable the organisation’s timely ascendance to primacy as a central pillar in the 

IOR maritime security architecture, and maintain an essential focus on the delivery of 

practical outcomes amongst its Member navies and lead maritime agencies.  

 

Indian Ocean Naval Symposium and Maritime Security 

 

Now in its sixth year since launch, the IONS is a widely supported multilateral maritime 

initiative with a distinct focus on the maritime security challenges of the Indian Ocean.  

Since its foundation by India in 2008, the organisation’s focus has been applied to forging 

regional cooperation amongst maritime practitioners, achieving good success.  An 

opportunity now presents to progress the IONS to the next level, and enable an effective 

practical application of the vision first enunciated in 2008.  The IONS presents as a viable 

forum to make a positive contribution to the complex IOR dynamic, which is so 

characterised by the overwhelming strategic imperative for an inclusive maritime security 

architecture.   

 

This paper advocates a concept that will steer the IONS towards a pragmatic and enduring 

raison d’être as the central pillar in the IOR maritime security architecture.   

 

IONS Goals 
 

Simple, broad goals that can best enable consensus agreement by IONS Members are 

recommended to guide this transition.  The goals could be demonstrably linked to an 

articulated vision of the IONS as an arbiter of good order at sea in the IOR and include: 

 

• Safety of life at sea  
 

• Protection of maritime trade 
 

• Responsible environmental stewardship  
 

• Freedom of Navigation 

 

On the basis of such broad proposed guidance, a fundamental role for the IONS has been 

identified through consideration of what the IONS could do as a collective around a 

commitment to best practice, shaped by the cooperation, trust and shared understanding 

and ethos of its Members.  What could the IONS best do, collaboratively, to achieve these 

goals? 



4 

 

A Role for IONS – Collaborative Capacity Building 

 

Collaborative Capacity Building is a model that has been used successfully in many 

disparate civilian organisational contexts such as community coalitions, university entrance 

transition programs and United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) activities 

addressing Integrated Water Resources Management in Africa
9
.  Collaborative Capacity 

Building works on the premise that no one organisation can meet the diverse and multiple 

demands placed on it, but in partnership with other organisations can create a system of 

mutual support, and a holistic approach to meeting the demands of the operating 

environment.  As such, it speaks to the work of increasing the capacity of an organisation 

in the broad through working well together with stakeholders. 

 

In the IONS context, it can be argued that no one navy can meet the diverse and multiple 

maritime security challenges faced in the IOR, and that each regional country would 

benefit from a system of mutual support and collaborative capacity building in ensuring 

greater maritime security in the IOR overall.  A definitive role for the IONS, developed by 

cross application of a Collaborative Capacity Building model, might therefore be: 

 

• Collaboration: working together with other IONS navies or lead maritime agencies to 

achieve a common goal. 
 

• Capacity Building:  increasing the quality and quantity of the work that the IONS 

navies or lead maritime agencies are able to do as a collective. 
 

• Collaborative Capacity Building:  the work of increasing the collective capacity of 

the IONS through working together with IONS Member navies or lead maritime 

agencies. 

 

The IONS could focus on the pursuit of its IOR maritime security goals through the 

adoption of Collaborative Capacity Building as its primary functional role.  Such a 

transition could significantly enhance the IONS’ position as the key enabler to any IOR 

maritime security architecture and importantly, maintain an essential focus on the delivery 

of practical outcomes amongst its Member navies or lead maritime agencies.   

 

IONS Mission 

 

A Mission Statement for the IONS that would suitably define the Collaborative Capacity 

Building role and which is proposed for inclusion in the IONS Charter of Business 

document is as follows: 

 

To generate collaboration and trust between IONS Member naval and lead 

maritime agency professionals that will lead to common understandings, improved 

interoperability and an increased collective capacity for cooperative solutions to 

maritime security challenges and good order at sea in the Indian Ocean Region. 

 

 

 

                                                 
9
 Collaborative Capacity Building Programme on Environment in the Context of IWRM,  Capacity 

building planning workshop, UNEP Headquarters, Nairobi, 10-12 March 2010 

 



5 

 

Collaborative Capacity Building – Concept Application 

 

Many of the basic precursors to the establishment of a central tenet of Collaborative 

Capacity Building have already been achieved through the work of the IONS to date.  

IONS Member navies or lead maritime agencies are established stakeholders, many with 

extant bilateral and multilateral relationships in place.  The benefits, successes and 

potential applicability of the extensive experiences gleaned over many years of constructive 

international maritime collaboration should not be overlooked and IONS stakeholders can 

be justifiably proud of the collective legacy evident in such fora.  This is not the time to 

reinvent the wheel.  Further the IONS meeting periodicity, at least in major conclave or 

plenary aspects, is also well agreed. Any functional redesign to best facilitate 

organisational focus on the new role of Collaborative Capacity Building would need to 

leverage existing meeting structures and frequency to build upon established norms. 

 

In terms of the subordinate structure and processes proposed, the IONS could look to 

harvest best practice lessons from extant multilateral maritime organisations wherever 

applicable, but in particular leverage off the Western Pacific Naval Symposium (WPNS) 

and the more recent ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM-Plus) Experts’ 

Working Groups (EWG) construct.  Both of these initiatives enjoy a wide, yet functionally 

aligned membership and both have proven highly successful.  Notably the ADMM-Plus 

Maritime Security EWG is scheduled to conduct its inaugural Field Training Exercise at 

sea in September 2013, less than three years after the EWG’s inception.  

 

ADMM-Plus uses a fundamentally simple model where an EWG structure is derived based 

upon agreed specific issues of mutual concern affecting the region. The EWGs are directed 

to focus on facilitating cooperation amongst the militaries and armed forces of members.  

Each EWG is assigned a specific (volunteer) leadership team of co-chairs.  The co-chairs in 

concert with membership representation drawn from all participating nations propose a 

work plan that specifies outcomes sought and applicable timeframes, which is approved at 

ADMM-Plus plenary.  The respective EWG leads then implement and report progress 

against the work.  The work plan for each sub working group is itself reviewed every three 

years as the co-chairs rotate.   

 

The application of such a structure to IONS business is recommended.  In the IONS 

context, IONS Working Groups (IWG) could be stood up to address the top five maritime 

security issues prevalent in IOR.  Notably three of these issues have already been identified 

under the IONS lens and the addition of a further two to round out a structure of five IWGs 

is recommended as follows: 

 

• HADR 
 

• Piracy 
 

• Information Sharing / Communications interoperability 
 

• Smuggling 
 

• Environmental  

 

In the mature state, each IWG could be rotated through a two year chairmanship cycle to 

align with the biennial Conclave of Chiefs periodicity, with at least two co-chairs 

nominated for each IWG as equal paired partners.  The co-chairs would be volunteers and 
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the IONS membership participation in each IWG would also be on a voluntary basis.  It is 

inevitable that some IWGs will draw a larger attendance than others and inclusivity will be 

a key tenet. 

 

The IWGs would be charged to develop, agree and undertake work plans approved at the 

Conclave of Chiefs and report outcomes biennially to the same body.   Each IWG would 

look to convene at least two IWG activities per year, of which the key overarching mandate 

would be the achievement of practical outcomes. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The prevailing strategic imperative for the development of an IOR maritime security 

architecture is well founded on consideration of the increasing importance of the Indian 

Ocean maritime economy. An inclusive architecture to strengthen security collectively 

rather than individually has a more enduring applicability and the focus could be to 

implement a broader and more cooperative approach to maritime security in order to 

maintain and protect a secure and stable maritime economy through good order at sea in the 

IOR.  

 

The IONS is well placed to evolve from its solid foundation towards realisation of a 

pragmatic and enduring raison d’être as the central pillar in the IOR maritime security 

architecture. 

 

To do this the IONS could leverage the hard won successes evident from extensive 

engagement and experience in related fora and adopt a new primary role of Collaborative 

Capacity Building that will maintain an essential focus on the delivery of practical 

outcomes amongst its Member navies or lead maritime agencies in support of a revised 

mission statement:    

 

to generate collaboration and trust between IONS Member naval and lead maritime 

agency professionals that will lead to common understandings, improved 

interoperability and an increased collective capacity for cooperative solutions to 

maritime security challenges and good order at sea in the Indian Ocean Region. 

 

The 2013 IONS Workshop provides the opportunity for the IONS collective to consider 

this proposal at the working level.  The Royal Australian Navy looks forward to receiving 

feedback from our partner IONS Member nations such that, pending sufficient interest and 

support, a concept for the gradual development and implementation of a Collaborative 

Capacity Building role for IONS might be progressed in an inclusive, consensus driven 

manner through to potential endorsement at the March 2014 Conclave of Chiefs in Perth, 

Western Australia.     
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