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Maitri Fellowship (2024) Report 

Introduction  

 

It is di'icult to put a start date, or pinpoint how 
the thought of researching trade protection in 
the Indian context came about. In some ways, 
the genesis of this idea lay in teaching 
maritime strategy and within it, trade warfare, 
during some of the Naval Higher Command 
courses at the Indian Navy’s War College in 
Goa, India through annual lectures. The first 
lecture was a review of maritime commerce 
warfare through historical case studies, and 
the second was to consider a few angles of 
trade protection and interdiction in the Indo-
Pacific with China as a major consideration. In 
the background was a deepening appreciation of how clearly both Corbett and Mahan 
understood the importance of keeping trade flowing, if national prosperity and well-being 
were to be ensured.  

The second factor was that while recognizing the importance of trade for India, the 
general discourse in the media was about trade interdiction. This was mainly propelled 
by the navy’s veteran commentators, and conveyed that trade interdiction would have 
severe and quick e'ects on China. In general, this was a line taken without adequate 
consideration of historical cases, data and the complexities involved. Trade interdiction 
could certainly be important, necessary, and justified in some types of conflict, and could 
very much contribute to strategic benefits. It is, however, an o'ensive function of navies 
with escalatory likelihood, complex outcomes and immense e'ort. It requires thinking, 
planning and deliberation just as any aspect of war. On the other hand, trade protection 
(of ships as well as undersea cables that are the key to digital/services commerce) is 
fundamentally a defensive measure and in almost all contexts is a public good that could 
benefit other states as well. Of course, there would be situations in some types of conflict 
where trade protection and interdiction of an adversary’s trade routes, ports and other 
infrastructure exist simultaneously.     

The third factor was that India, and specifically the Indian Navy (IN) as the primary 
instrument, has contributed significantly in recent times to trade protection via its 
constabulary deployments against pirates especially from 2009. There are also earlier 
instances of counter-piracy and counter-terrorist operations. It has acted robustly in 
several cases and provided a public good without many quite realizing that that is what it 
precisely was about. 

The fourth factor was exchanges with (the late) Rear Admiral James Goldrick, RAN, over 
the years via emails, phone calls and video-chats discussing many aspects of maritime 
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and naval strategy. This included defence and maritime cooperation for protection of 
maritime trade and the need for Australia and India to consider thinking and planning for 
contingencies. These conversations expanded to include Dr Stuart Kaye, the Director of 
ANCORS and Vice Admiral Peter Jones, the then president of the ANI and like the others, 
deeply interested in issues of strategy and maritime security cooperation. In 2019 during 
my participation in the RAN Sea Power Conference followed by seminars and round 
tables at Canberra and in Wollongong, and again in 2022 for the Goldrick Conference, 
there were occasions to consider issues of maritime trade protection once again. Dr Rory 
Medcalf, Head of the National Security College at the ANU specifically highlighted James’ 
interest and e'orts in getting India and Australia to think of trade protection as a mutually 
beneficial and necessary activity. In his postscript to James’ chapter in the recently 
released book, Cross Currents: The new Geopolitics of the Indian Ocean, Rory concludes 
with the following thought:  

“In writing elsewhere of future naval requirements for India as well as Australia, 
James Goldrick and co-author Sudarshan Shrikhande noted that both countries 
would want to focus on ensuring their trade and energy flows in the Indian Ocean, 
even during conflict, and would need: … a force which not only provides the most 
possible options to government from the resources it makes available, but also 
eDectively spans the full range of tasks on which first national survival and then 
key national interests depend.” 

This then fructified into a research proposal for the inaugural Maitri Fellowship in 2024 
The idea for such fellowships was part of the joint statement at the end of the March 2023 
summit between the two Prime Ministers and lays down a comprehensive road map for 
taking the relationship forward across a wide range of fields and aimed at the long term. 
The setting up of the Centre for Australia- India Relations (CAIR) was also flagged in the 
statement.  

Thus, it came about that ANCORS asked for a research proposal from me and the subject 
for study was approved and facilitated under a DFAT/CAIR grant.  

 

Framework of the Report 

My research and final report are submitted under the overall theme of Enhancing    the 
India- Australia Bilateral Trade and Maritime Security Relationship for Prosperity and 
Mutual Protection. The three parts, which were submitted periodically as Issue Briefs, 
are:  

Part I:  Content and Structure of Bilateral trade Between Australia- India, 
Including Major Routes and Traded Volumes. 

Part II:  Impact of Competitive Maritime Transportation and Infrastructure on 
Trade. 
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Part III: Bilateral Maritime Security Cooperation in Periods of Normalcy & 
Crises. 

These Issue Briefs were submitted to the Director of ANCORS, and online with the CAIR 
for onward sharing with the Department of Foreign A'airs and Trade (DFAT). They were 
also shared with the High Commissioner for India in Canberra and with the Australian 
High Commission in New Delhi.   

Executive Summaries. Each Part in this report has its own Executive Summary that 
precedes the full report. The Third part concludes with recommendations. 

Report Presentation in Canberra. ANCORS scheduled a Round Table at the Hyatt, ACT 
on 22 January 2025. It was attended by o'icers from DFAT, Department of Defence (DOD), 
scholars, heads and representatives of some think tanks. The discussions after the 
presentation of the report were very valuable. A special mention must be made of the 
presence of the Indian High Commissioner, Mr Gopal Baglay, who also made opening 
remarks; and of Mr Tim Thomas, CEO of CAIR who made closing remarks.    

A Few Features of the Report 

At its core, this report is an individual’s e'ort and the analyses, and the 
recommendations reflect one individual’s thinking. They do not necessarily reflect the 
views of any agencies or individuals in India or Australia.  

A continuing thread that the research finds weaving through the diplomatic history of the 
Australia- India relationship since the final years of the Second World War is that there 
were no fundamental animosities. Rather, the relationship was considered mutually 
important and underlined with nuanced appreciation. This understanding was not only 
underwritten from a standpoint of mutual empathy, but reflected some angles of 
common angst about London’s rule even when the characteristics of that rule were quite 
di'erent for Australia as a dominion and India as an unhappy colony. But, individuals like 
Richard Casey and Arthur Tange and others who interacted with India were far-thinking 
about the need for the two countries to be closer and partner a lot more for mutual 
benefits. They both saw the Indian Ocean Region as a connector of great relevance in a 
period where many others in Australia may have thought di'erently.   

The other thread that spans and connects through decades, is the actual absence of 
rancour, conflict or even any cause for conflict between the two countries. There were of 
course phases when there were rubs in the relationship. While not deeply analysed in the 
report, the periods of frustration, and at least minor animosity were due to Canberra’s 
perceptions of India being in the Soviet camp and of Indian military capabilities somehow 
oriented against Australia. That this feeling carried lacked actual conviction within the 
establishment in Australia became clearer only later when internal defence  budget cuts 
and changes in defence priorities created a need for a straw-man, which was India. This 
was a trend seen from the early 1980s and into the mid-1990s. Thereafter, once again it 
was Canberra’s extreme reactions to India’s nuclear tests in May 1998 that created a 
nose-dive in the relationship that began recovering only after 2002-2003. On its part, 
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Indian reactions to Canberra’s behaviour were a combination of irritation and 
indi'erence. It created an impression that the Australian establishment liked to 
exaggerate its influence and perceived itself as being successful at punching above its 
weight.  While I could not access Indian diplomatic archives for these decades, the 
recordings of Australian diplomats provide a rich basis of at least two features. One was 
their independent thinking from RG Casey’s (he was the colonial Governor of Bengal 
province) time through to Tange, and high commissioners as well as then junior diplomats 
who recommended an Australian policy not necessarily subordinate to that of America’s 
towards India. This was seen in the mid-1960s as well as in 1971 when Australian 
positions on the geopolitics of the subcontinent did not automatically bend to 
Washington’s preferences.  

The third linking factor is the evolving role, spread and likely impact of the Quad across 
the Indo-Pacific.  The report covers-- among other areas-- the importance of the Quad to 
the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) as a quadrilateral objective and what the six 
bilateral relations within the Quad  contribute, while focusing on the Australia-India 
bilateral. Closely related to the multilateral nature of most matters in the Indo-Pacific is 
that almost nothing in the  Australia- India trade- goods and digital—is strictly bilateral.  

Even though the architecture of trade is multi-party, there is much that the two countries 
can and ought to do in terms of taking the lead in protecting that trade for the larger good. 
In dealing with this objective, this study looks at India’s approaches to partnerships and 
“habits of cooperation” that need to be better understood because these are di'erent 
from what Australia is accustomed to. Given the maritime and defence cooperation road 
maps agreed to during summits and supported in actual ways by evolving mechanisms, 
protection of trade is a critical area for work ahead. The maritime environment is 
obviously very important to both and forms a big part of our security cooperation. 
Continuation of trade in times of peace, in crises and in the likelihood of conflict where 
we may have to partner and cooperate in what may become a “war of supply” is the key. 
Given that our two countries have had a clear intent of being in a strategic partnership, it 
should be logical that several scenarios should be considered on the strategic planning 
table. Further, due thought should be given before sweeping any scenario o' the table. 
Thus, one would like to state here that the   purpose of the study may be summarised 
as Planning is Preparation; Preparation is Not Provocation but Helps Prevention; & 
Prevention is Protection. 

In sum, the study does not try and be prescriptive or be considered comprehensive to the 
extent that much of the work needed for the objectives and means  of trade protection is 
assumed to be contained in it. It isn’t. The study provides, via its three themes, issues 
arising of major  considerations; sectors where our trade growth could be significant; 
sectors where vulnerabilities lie; areas where maritime competitiveness needs to be 
improved; the wider ways of maritime security cooperation; leveraging the Quad 
relationships and contributing further to them; and areas where executives in Track 1, 
Track 1.5 and in Track 2 can cooperate and coordinate further for planning and 
preparation with the hope of adequate prevention of the very circumstances in which 
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such planning be of help. Track 1 and Track 1.5 teams (some recommended in the third 
part) would be the correct ones to apply studies such as this and others already existing 
or to be conducted, to the strategic contexts to which more specific answers and 
execution may become necessary.  

Finally, the study, in a more specific way, could be seen to take forward what Mr Casey 
thought just after the guns of the Second World War had finally fallen silent. He conveyed 
“that it was in the common interest of the two countries to safeguard the Indian Ocean, 
but first it was necessary for them to get to know each other better, to overcome mutual 
prejudices and to enable sympathy and understanding to be created.” That India and 
Australia share concerns and cooperate in Indo-Pacific matters and look at each other 
as neighbours connected -- rather than separated-- by the expanse of the Indian Ocean 
might have pleased him!  

This e'ort is modestly and hopefully a useful step “to safeguard the Indian Ocean” (and 
more) for the greater good. To that, it is likely that sailor, scholar and my friend, James 
Goldrick might have said “aye”.  

 

Sudarshan “Shri” Shrikhande 
Goa, India  
March 2025 
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