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“We are determined to contribute to maintaining and developing the free and open maritime order 
consistent with UNCLOS in the Indian and Pacific Ocean, and for this purpose, to enhance our 

collaboration and coordination with regional partners.”1

“In the last five years, India’s exports to the world have gone up by about 37% but in the same 
period, India’s exports of goods to Australia were up by nearly 66%, nearly twice as much.’2

Introduction

At the recent Quad (Quadrilateral Security Dialogue) meeting in Tokyo, the four foreign ministers very 
strongly emphasised the need for a free and open maritime order and implied it as a nearly universal 
public good that went beyond the purposes of the four member-states onto a larger canvas. Further, 
in its core understanding, the idea of supporting and maintaining a free and open maritime order 
is a defensive, protective concept. When compared with past communiques, this analyst has not 
encountered a more robust and clearer enunciation of the need for such an order and of the current 
concerns—even threats—to such freedoms and the imperatives of partnerships. What the coming 
years may provide is the further actualisation of many initiatives of the Quad in ways in which several 
bilateral girders strengthen the Quad framework. So, alongside, and perhaps within some contexts of 
this quadrilateral architecture, stands the Australia- India bilateral relationship. It is developing well. The 
growing trade, investments, and strategic consonance are the vital pillars that would support further 
growth. In the presence of the Australian Foreign Minister (FM) at the Australia-India Leadership Dialogue, 
the Indian External Affairs Minister (EAM) said, “In this complicated world, it is the Bharosa (i.e. “trust” 
in Hindi) or trust between like-minded partners such as India and Australia, along with others, that is 
helping us in our efforts to secure a free, open, peaceful and prosperous Indo-Pacific region along with 
a rules-based international order. As strong democracies and dynamic economies of the Indo-Pacific, 
we can make a difference through our cooperation on a practical, progressive and sustainable agenda. 
Together, that makes us a force for global good.”3 Earlier, at the 2+2 Ministerial dialogue in New Delhi, 
the Australian FM had said, “The India–Australia partnership is central to the stability and prosperity 
of our shared region.”4

1	 Quad Foreign Ministers meeting, Tokyo, 29 July 2024, Ministry of External Affairs, India, Media Centre, https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/38044/Quad+-

Foreign+Ministers+Meeting+Joint+Statement. 

2	  Appaji Reddem, “India-Australia FTA yielding astonishing results, says Australian envoy Philip Green,” The Hindu. July 28, 2024, https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/

andhra-pradesh/india-australia-fta-yielding-astonishing-results-says-australian-envoy-philip-green/article68454148.ece

3	  Indian MEA Media Centre Press Statement, 23 Nov 2023, https://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-Statements.htm?dtl/37296/.   Remarks by Indian EAM at the Australia India 

Dialogue convened by the Australi- India Council in Nov 2023.

4	  Australian Government, Department of Defence Media Release, “Visit to India for second 2+2 foreign and Defence ministerial consultations,” https://www.minister.

defence.gov.au/media-releases/2023-11-18/visit-india-second-22-foreign-and-defence-ministerial-consultations.  Emphasis added.
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Background: From the “Midnight Hour” to a New Dawn?

A Brief Recap on Aust- India Relations in the Mid-20th Century. 

Within the greater ambit of statecraft of India and Australia as separate entities, have emerged several 
areas of trade, investments and security relationships. The growth in all these sectors has been significant 
in the last two decades and defined a shift from the oft used and tired cliché of “curry, cricket, and 
the Commonwealth.”5 To these ‘three Cs” could be added a fourth, the Cold War. In the 1970s-through 
to the early 1990s, even this cliché faded into a greyer background within the West’s focus on seeing 
international relations through the lenses of the Cold War. India was seen through these lenses with quite 
misconstrued impressions of India virtually being in the Soviet camp.6 Through this period, it was also 
true that both countries realised that there was more that could be done. Notably, DFAT’s 1994 Midnight 
Hour Report, presciently mentions, “Vast new markets will emerge in India as the reform process 
stimulates industrialisation and export capacity. India’s imports are likely to more than double by the 
end of the century…But given the shifts in the global environment India is now beginning to recognise 
the dynamic economic growth in East Asia. Gradually, it is also realising Australia’s significance…”7 Mr 
Peter Varghese’s 2018 report echoed but also further developed these thoughts.8 In the introduction, he 
highlighted that “India matters to Australia. India is the fastest growing large economy in the world. It 
will have the world’s largest population well before 2035. Beyond scale and complementary economies, 
India also offers us an opportunity to spread our trade and investment risk in Asia...” 9 As is mentioned 
just a little later in this study, and as the former Governor General RG Casey mentioned, the connectivity 
and the medium of the Indian Ocean for our two countries and peoples is central. Mr Varghese concludes 
his report with these thoughts: “The Indian Ocean provides a meeting point for Australian and Indian 
interests. It extends the scope of our growing strategic congruence. India has always seen itself as an 
Indian Ocean power whereas Australia has traditionally placed a greater emphasis on the Pacific as the 
ultimate arbiter of our strategic stability. Now we have an opportunity to better align these perspectives 
and to build a partnership which bridges both oceans. It is a neat symmetry for an Australian continent 
which faces both the Pacific and Indian oceans and an India which has always been strategically 
anchored in its namesake ocean.”10

The 1998-2002 “Fallout”!  

The Australian reaction to India’s nuclear tests in May 1998 created sharp setbacks in all aspects of the 
relationship.  This low period lasted a few years. A 2009 column by noted columnist Greg Sheridan comes 
to mind when he observed that, “Canberra should have sheltered in the broad middle of international 
criticism of the Indian test. Instead, it responded with great shrillness…This approach gravely damaged 
relations with India, made absolutely zero difference to matters nuclear, and was based on gravely 
mistaken intelligence analysis to the effect that the Americans would not tolerate the Indian nuclear 
action. In fact, it took the Americans about three minutes to come round.”11 It was the US that mended 
broken fences through the re-establishment of defence exercises (notably the bilateral Malabar series 
that had begun in 1993), the lifting of sanctions and furthering bilateral economic and technical 
cooperation as well as trade. 

R.G. Casey and the India Connect Before the Midnight Hour! 

In current times, the two- way trade in agricultural products is increasing and with mutual benefits 
and safeguards for both populations as mentioned in the Economic and Trade Cooperation Agreement 
(ECTA). Less well known is the role played by Mr R.G. Casey in ensuring efficient food distribution in 
1944-1946 when he was made the Governor of Bengal province during British colonial rule in India even 
while some effects of the “Great Bengal Famine” were still evident. Notably, he pushed for release of 
food supplies and quicker distribution to prevent adding more deaths to the millions who had died. 
5	  Kirti Pandey, “India-Australia: Moving beyond the three Cs of curry, cricket, and Commonwealth’” TIMESNOWNEWS.COM, September 09, 2020. While the three Cs for-

mulation provided some humour in casual reporting and conversations, it probably played a role in limiting the relationship to trivia.  https://www.timesnownews.com/international/

article/india-australia-moving-beyond-the-three-cs-of-curry-cricket-and-commonwealth/650117

6	  R.S. Yadav (Prof), India-Australia Relations, Chapter II in India’s Foreign Policy: Post-Cold War Years, New Delhi, Pearson, 2021,  https://
ebooks.inflibnet.ac.in/psp06/chapter/india-australia-relations/.
7	 DFAT, East Asia Analytical Unit, 1994,  India’s Economy at the Midnight Hour: Australia’s India Strategy, 6. The concluding paragraph 
of this report is worth inclusion here: “The passing of the midnight hour on 14 August 1947 marked the achievement of India’s independence 
from Britain. While less precisely marked, its second midnight hour, the opening up of the economy, may be equally significant. Australia’s India 
strategy needs to seize the moment of the midnight hour of the Indian economy. Others are doing so. Australia should not be left behind. But it is 
starting from a low base, and there is a considerable distance to go. Let it be hoped that by the dawn of the new day, Australia will be recognised 
as a significant player on the Indian economic scene.” (Italics added.)
8	  Peter N. Varghese, An India Economic Strategy to 2035: Navigating from Potential to Delivery, Report submitted to the Australian Gov-
ernment in April 2018, https://www.dfat.gov.au/publications/trade-and-investment/india-economic-strategy/ies/index.html    
9	  Ibid. From the Introduction, 2.  
10	  Ibid., 379.
11	  Greg Sheridan, , “It’s a start, but India needs attention,” The Australian, November 14, 2009, https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/
world/its-a-start-but-india-needs-attention/news-story/9aaa7fdc9f92e3926b23a83aeb1a1b05.

https://www.timesnownews.com/international/article/india-australia-moving-beyond-the-three-cs-of-curry-cricket-and-commonwealth/650117
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https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/world/its-a-start-but-india-needs-attention/news-story/9aaa7fdc9f92e3926b23a83aeb1a1b05
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He also advocated for increasing the supply of Australian grain which the British government had not 
agreed to, citing the shortage of ships and more pressing needs for that shipping more directly related 
to wartime logistics. 12 According to John Newsinger’s review of Janam Mukherjee’s 2015 book on the 
Bengal Famine, “In December 1944 the new governor of Bengal, the Australian politician Richard Casey, 
unlike Churchill and some cabinet colleagues in London, recorded his horror at the living conditions he 
encountered on a tour of Calcutta’s slums: “Human beings cannot let other human beings exist under 
these conditions.”13 It is almost ironical that both, famine alleviation, or trade in times of prosperity are, 
in a sense about quantities of food purchased, transported, stored, and distributed to those yearning 
merely to survive in the former case or to live better in the latter. The footnote mentions this analyst’s 
ignorance of Governor Casey’s role and how he came to know about it much later. It would not be 
an exaggeration to say that this period and Mr Casey’s far-sightedness contributed to the early years’ 
bonhomie after the “Midnight Hour.” The same newspaper article fascinatingly mentions “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! 

There is another facet of the role individual diplomats, and their teams played during another 
humanitarian crisis in the sub-continent. The civil war and consequent liberation struggle undertaken 
by people in Bangladesh, when their land was still East Pakistan, stirred a few diplomats in the Australian 
High Commission in New Delhi. A good account of that period is in a book written by former diplomat, 
Mr Ric Smith. An article on the period by him recalls Henry Kissinger’s dubious and duplicitous role in 
not acknowledging the seriousness of the situation, or the refugee crisis and feeding challenges once 
again mainly in Bengal. 14 Excerpts from his article in the footnote referring to his own book,  are quite 
worth noting.15 Of note is that what is now called Humanitarian Aid and Disaster Relief (HADR) very 
routinely by whole-of-government agencies was delivered into Calcutta (now Kolkata) and Agartala by 
RAAF C-130 aircraft.16 Finally, as background to the currently vastly closer relationship between New Delhi 
and Canberra, this section could be appropriately closed by excerpting Ric Smith: “Realpolitik and moral 
right don’t always coincide, but on this occasion, for Australia, they did. Although there were occasional 
criticisms of India, and the traditional line about the need to balance the relationship between the 
two countries was not formally repudiated, in the broad our position was more sympathetic to India 
than those of most other Western governments. Future high commissioners would note how it was 
a position remembered and respected in New Delhi in the decades that followed, albeit other issues 
– in particular, ironically, that of India’s nuclear tests – arose to affect the relationship more seriously 
over the following three decades.”17 In the concluding lessons learnt part, he again makes an important 
point which enables us to segue into how the China factor, which so concerned India in 1971, but was an 
attraction for the US,  is now a major concern  not only for the US but for Australia as well. This factor could 
dominate this research within the domain of protection of maritime trade between Australia and India. 
However, trade as a public good would be an enduring reality that would require not only furtherance, 
but also planning for protection in a variety of circumstances that may have the potential to negatively 
impact on this public good often termed in the catchier phrase, “freedom of the Indo-Pacific” (FOIP) as 
suggested in both epigraphs of this Brief.  The point Mr Smith makes is this: “Increasingly uneasy about 
the relationship between Pakistan and China which it had used so adroitly in 1971, and in response to 
the rise of China, the US has been courting India as a counterweight or balance to China in Asia.”18 With 
roots in the “midnight hour” of India’s Independence in 1947, the bilateral relationship seems to have 
awakened to a new dawn.    

12	   National Library of Australia, “Mr R.G. Casey Bengal’s Famine Buster to Return to Australia,” The Western Mail, November 8, 1945, 3.  This 
author’s interest was triggered by a mention of the Australian efforts and offers to help during the Bengal Famine in Sanjeev Sanyal’s recent book 
Revolutionaries (page 266) and then on to more than a few discussions and even YouTube videos on Casey and the Famine.
13	  John Newsinger, Book Review of Janam Mukherjee’s 2015 book, Hungry Bengal: War, Famine and the end of Empire, Hurst & Co., Lon-
don 2015, 155 https://newleftreview.org/issues/ii96/articles/john-newsinger-the-famished-raj.pdf
14	  Ric Smith, ‘“Egregious stupidity”: The story of when Australia split with Kissinger over South Asia,’ Lowy, The Interpreter, December 05, 
2023. That India was the world’s largest democracy and Pakistan a longstanding military dictatorship counted for nothing in the Nixon-Kissinger 
equation…Australia, meanwhile, had been providing generous and well-publicised aid for the displaced Bengalis in India. Prime Minister Billy Mc-
Mahon had written to Yahya Khan several times calling on him to end the atrocities in East Pakistan and release Mujib, who had been held in prison 
in West Pakistan. This action and other indications of support for India distinguished Australia’s positions markedly from those of the United States 
and also from policies adopted by the United Kingdom, other Europeans, and Canada 
15	  Ric Smith, India, the United States, Australia and the Difficult Birth of Bangladesh, Australian Institute of International Affairs, ACT 
(2019),   https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Ric-Smith-India-The-Unites-States-Australia-and-The-Difficult-Birth-
of-Bangladesh-Digital-version-2019.pdf. Mr Ric Smith (who this analyst had met a few times when he was Defence Adviser at the Indian High 
Commission and Mr Smith was the DOD Secretary in Canberra between 2005-08) mentions an RG Casey connection (p.50) and writes on the role of 
diplomats in a chapter titled An Untold History: An Independent Australian Policy.    
16	  Ibid, 50.
17	  Ibid, 60.
18	  Ibid, 72.

https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Ric-Smith-India-The-Unites-States-Australia-and-The-Difficult-Birth-of-Bangladesh-Digital-version-2019.pdf
https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Ric-Smith-India-The-Unites-States-Australia-and-The-Difficult-Birth-of-Bangladesh-Digital-version-2019.pdf
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The China Factor: “Glue as well as Trigger,” but Also a Vital Trading Partner!

In a 2021 article that the late Rear Admiral Goldrick and I co-authored, we mentioned that “In recent years 
– and for good reason -- the strategic commentariat in both Australia and India has become increasingly 
concerned with the rise of China’s maritime power and the potential threat that this development poses 
for both nations…. China is perhaps the glue as well as the trigger for efforts at more effective maritime 
partnerships in the Indo-Pacific…”19 At this stage, a reference to this article is made to underscore that 
China is a vital economic partner for much of the world, despite many countries being concerned by its 
muscularity, heft and attitudes. For several countries, China presents conundrums in their relationships.  
India has long experienced versions of Chinese belligerence and muscularity and, since about 2017 has 
upped the robustness of its responses to Chinese actions, even while keeping lines of communications 
and negotiations open. 

Four initial points could be made here relevant to the India- Australia framework:

	Firstly, China has been  a problematic continental neighbour for India at least since the late 1950s. 
India lost a major border war in 1962 and over subsequent decades has experienced bouts of 
skirmishing and tension. Since 2020, there has been an ongoing stand-off at the border following 
clashes that occurred in the Galwan Valley (in Ladakh) in June of that year, even as negotiations 
routinely take place. 20 Although we may—with reason—see the inimical environment of the 
Australia- China relationship, the reality has been that past confrontations have been essentially 
continental. During the Korean war, Australians   were part of the predominantly land and 
air conflict in the Korean peninsula (1950-1953) in alliance with the Americans. North Korea 
and Communist China, in a direct sense, were the enemies. Something similar happened in 
the Vietnam war, except that the Chinese were indirect adversaries as strong and intimate 
supporters of the North Vietnamese government. That the Chinese took advantage of Hanoi’s 
circumstances to water the seeds of their questionable claims in the South China Sea in 1974 is 
now very much a contemporary factor that casts its shadow over international affairs of several 
nations and certainly animates the Quad now.21 As an aside, Canberra’s support for India in 1962 
did not go unappreciated, even as it dissipated with time.22   

	Secondly, a significant geopolitical development is China’s presence, influence, investments, 
interests and potential military capabilities that it brings to bear in India’s and Australia’s 
immediate as well as extended neighbourhoods. In an even greater measure, China is now 
a “maritime neighbour” as well for India as this analyst has explained elsewhere.23 China’s 
influence and capability is across the spectrum of DIME statecraft (i.e. Diplomatic, Informational/
Intelligence, Military and Economic). The continental and maritime conundrum that India 
faces is complex enough when China is considered and even more challenging when China’s 
relationship -- both continental and with strong maritime manifestations—with Pakistan and 
with other neighbours of India like Maldives, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Nepal. With China’s 
growing capabilities, influence, and military reach around Australia and further into the Pacific, 
the environment is complex in its own way.

	Thirdly, maritime trade is the key to prosperity and growth. While this is qualitatively true for 
all three i.e, China, Australia and India, there are major quantitative variations examined later. 
Ironically, while Beijing’s growing regional influence has been the catalyst for over a decade of 
closer cooperation between Canberra and Delhi, both in a bilateral and quadrilateral sense (in 
terms of the Quad), China remains the biggest trading partner for both nations. This is ironic, but 
not “odd” as quite hilariously portrayed in a ragingly popular episode of an Australian TV satire 
series  but  shown by Sam Roggeveen to be just that: funny, appealing, but logically superficial.24 
It is not only the Quad foreign ministers who suggest (albeit without specifically naming) the 
great  likelihood of threats to FOIP from China, but a host of analyses from  many countries even 
while trade with China remains vital to them all.25

	Fourthly, As can happen, prosperity via trade can also create vulnerabilities that require 
estimation, calibration and planned solutions as well as alternatives. 

19	  James Goldrick and Sudarshan Shrikhande, “Sea denial is not enough: An Australian and Indian perspective,” Lowy, The Interpreter, 
March 10, 2021.
20	  Akhilesh Nagari, “China-India hold border talks, Beijing says to speed up negotiations,” India Today, August 01, 2024, https://www.indiatoday.
in/world/story/india-china-border-dispute-pm-modi-president-xi-jinping-30-border-talks-2574770-2024-08-01
21	  Xiaoming Zhang, Deng Xiaoping’s Long War: The Military conflict Between China and Vietnam 1979-1991, The University of North Carolina 
Press, Chapel Hill (2015), 41-42.  
22	  Australia India Relations Trade and Security, DFAT Paper, 1990, https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/publications/tabledpapers/
HPP032016009236/upload_pdf/HPP032016009236.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf#search=%22publications/tabledpapers/HPP032016009236%22
23	  Sudarshan Shrikhande, “Harnessing Indian Sea Power Post-Galwan: Considerations of Time, Space and Force, ORF Issue Brief No. 379, 
July 2020, Observer Research Foundation, https://www.orfonline.org/research/harnessing-indian-sea-power-post-galwan-considerations-of-time-
space-and-force-69573
24	  Sam Roggeveen,  “What ‘Utopia’ Got Wrong About China Defence Policy,”  Lowy, The Interpreter,  April 06, 2023, https://www.lowyinsti-
tute.org/the-interpreter/what-utopia-got-wrong-about-china-defence-policy 
25	  For example, see David Uren, ASPI Special Report, “The trade routes vital to Australia’s economic security,”  Mar 2024,  https://www.aspi.
org.au/report/trade-routes-vital-australias-economic-security; Also see, Sujan Chinoy, “Taiwan, a Malacca Blockade and India’s options,” The Hindu,  
September 11, 2023, https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/taiwan-a-malacca-blockade-and-indias-options/article67513857.ece

https://www.indiatoday.in/world/story/india-china-border-dispute-pm-modi-president-xi-jinping-30-border-talks-2574770-2024-08-01
https://www.indiatoday.in/world/story/india-china-border-dispute-pm-modi-president-xi-jinping-30-border-talks-2574770-2024-08-01
https://www.orfonline.org/research/harnessing-indian-sea-power-post-galwan-considerations-of-time-space-and-force-69573
https://www.orfonline.org/research/harnessing-indian-sea-power-post-galwan-considerations-of-time-space-and-force-69573
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/what-utopia-got-wrong-about-china-defence-policy
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/what-utopia-got-wrong-about-china-defence-policy
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/trade-routes-vital-australias-economic-security
https://www.aspi.org.au/report/trade-routes-vital-australias-economic-security
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/taiwan-a-malacca-blockade-and-indias-options/article67513857.ece
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A Brief Look at China- Australia Trade   

“China is Australia’s largest two-way trading partner, accounting for 27 per cent of our goods and 
services trade with the world in 2023.” 26 In 2023, according to the same DFAT Country Brief, exports of 
goods and services have been rising and were $218.8 billion last year. Since imports from China, vital in 
their own way, were at $108.1 billion, China’s role in a heathy balance of payments outcome continues 
to be important and attractive. This is supplemented by significant Chinese foreign direct investments 
(FDI) amounting to 446.6 billion, i.e. four percent of all FDI. Relative to this, Australian FDI in China is 
a modest $2.2 billion.27 After significant tensions in the relationship around the period of the Covid-19 
Pandemic saw China impose substantial trade barriers against Australian imports, trade is once against 
on an uptick, as are anxieties of possible threats to that trade. More than a few conferences and scholarly 
papers in the past five years have pointed out the concerns that existed even in the years preceding 
Covid related to China’s behaviour. These papers will be examined further in subsequent research during 
this fellowship. At the same time, Australia is China’s 15th largest export destination at 2.2% of its share 
(the US has a 14.8% share of that pie). However, China imports a fair bit from Australia, ranking 5th with 
a share of 6.1%. Of note is that Taiwan at 1st rank is 7.8% and the US at 2nd place is 6.4%. Compared to the 
wider market share they represent for Chinese exports, the import deviation is lesser.28 At the turn of this 
millennium, in contrast, total Australian exports were $63.766 billion, and imports were higher at $71.555 
billion. Exports to China in the same year were just $3.474 billion with a share of 5.45 % and ranked 5th. 
Imports were nearly similar at $5.568 billion and ranked 3rd with a share of 7.78%.29    

A Brief Look at India-China Trade 

China became India’s primary trading partner in 2023, despite all the simmering tensions and vexed 
border issues and the overall trade stood at USD118.4 billion in 2023. In doing so it displaced the US which 
fell back a whisker to 118.3 billion from its pole position for the preceding two years.30 Unlike in Australia’s 
case, India has had an imbalance in trade overall, in that its global exports have been greater than its 
global imports. In fact, except for a very marginal positive balance of 0.23 billion in 1972, India has had an 
unfavourable record of being a net importer at least since 1960. In 2022, this deficit was USD 124.91 billion 
and equivalent to 3.66% of the GDP in red.31 India’s exports to China were a relatively modest USD 16.67 
billion (but up by 8.7%) and imports were USD 101.7 9 (up by 3.24%).32    

A Brief Look at Australia- India Bilateral Trade

Here we consider some salient features of the trade relationship between the two countries. According 
to the DFAT India Country Brief, the 2023 total goods and services trade for Australian exports was $35.2 
billion and imports from India were $13.7 billion.33  Figures from overall trade between them for 2022 was 
USD 31.4 billion ($48 billion) having grown by a remarkable 41%; India exported USD 8.7 (413.3) billion and 
imported 15.9 (24.3) a growth of 42%.34 Two major aspects may be underscored here. Out of India’s overall 
imports of USD 716 billion in 2023, Australia’s share of about USD 16 billion is currently relatively small. 
Similarly, in overall exports of USD 448 billion, Australia is USD 8.7 billion, again quite a small proportion.35 
Of Australia’s total trade in Goods and Services of about $1.22 trillion (USD 787 billion) exports accounted 
for $673.3 billion, and imports were $547.5 billion.36

The second factor is that while the levels are low for both, India and Australia currently, they are rising 
rapidly from the perspective of both states and to mutual benefit. For instance, as mentioned in the 
previous section on Aust- China trade, absolute levels as well as overall share of national trade was low 
even just over two decades back. Likewise, the graph below shows that it was after 1990 that China’s 
share of Australian merchandise trade rose gradually-- but impressively-- until about 2000, and then 
exponentially to almost a quarter of total trade.37 
26	  DFAT China Country Brief, https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/china/china-country-brief.
27	  Ibid.
28	  Ibid, through linked China Fact Sheet, https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/chin-cef.pdf from a pole position partner for the previ-
ous two 
29	 World Integrated Trade Solution, Trade Summary for Australia, 2000, https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/AUS/Year/2000/
Summarytext

30	  Economic Times, May 12, 2024, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/foreign-trade/china-overtakes-us-to-become-indi-
as-top-trading-partner-in-fy-2023-24/articleshow/110049223.cms?from=mdr#google_vignette 
31	  Macrotrends, India Trade Balance 1960-2024,  https://www.macrotrends.net/global-metrics/countries/IND/india/trade-balance-deficit#goo-
gle_vignette.  Complex arguments by economists about deficit trade balances are not included here. Certainly, there are nuances and India has been 
able to live with this situation for long. Yet, there are merits to the other argument that being able to export more than import can have significant ben-
efits internally for a population’s general prosperity. 
32	  Economic Times, May 12, 2024. 
33	  DFAT India Country Brief,  https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/india/india-country-brief and from link to fact sheet.
34	  High Commission of India, Canberra, 24 Nov 2023, India-Australia Relations, https://hcicanberra.gov.in/page/india-australia-relations/
35	  Preyash Saha, “Charted: A Breakdown of India’s Overseas Trade in 2023,” Visual Capitalist, https://www.visualcapitalist.com/cp/charted-a-
breakdown-of-indias-overseas-trade-in-2023/#:~:text=In%202023%2C%20India’s%20total%20overseas,biggest%20economy%20in%20the%20world.
36	  DFAT, Australia, Key Economic Indicators,   https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/aust-cef.pdf
37	  Australian Government, Treasury, “Australia- China: Not Just 40 Years,” https://treasury.gov.au/publication/economic-roundup-is-

https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/china/china-country-brief
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/chin-cef.pdf
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/AUS/Year/2000/Summarytext
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/AUS/Year/2000/Summarytext
https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/india/india-country-brief
https://hcicanberra.gov.in/page/india-australia-relations/
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/aust-cef.pdf
https://treasury.gov.au/publication/economic-roundup-issue-4-2012/australia-china-not-just-40-years
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Fig 1: China’s share of Australia’s total merchandise trade.

The Varghese Report carries prognoses of levels trade may reach. The report forecasts that, “There is no 
market over the next 20 years which offers more growth opportunities for Australian business than India. 
The targets set out in this report would see Australian exports to India grow from $14.9 billion in 2017 to 
around $45 billion measured in today’s dollars, and outward Australian investment to India rise from 
$10.3 billion to over the $100 billion mark, reflecting a transformational expansion of the relationship. 
That is the size of the opportunity and the key lesson for Australia of India’s scale, the momentum 
which is already built into its growth trajectory and the underlying complementarity between our two 
economies.”38 

Time will tell whether the forecast was reasonable or erred on the side of excess optimism even if the 
report acknowledges the challenges that doing business with another country bring. What could be 
said, that does not quite apply to China, is that India and Australia would continue to have systemic 
commonalities, open and far more transparent politics, governance, economic policy, rule of law and 
adherence to global norms compared to China. If such disparate systems like that of Australia and China, 
or for that matter the US and China and India and China could ramp up trade to the extent it reached, 
then there should be confidence in the analysis that Mr Varghese has made that India “is not the next 
China” and it has to be understood taking “the long view (with) patience, perspective and preparation.” 
It may be useful to recall that Canberra recognised the regime in Beijing only in December 1972, and 
that too after the thaw between Washington under Nixon-Kissinger and Beijing under the long-lasting 
Mao.39 

A mention was made earlier of China being the “trigger and glue” for the closer political and security 
alignment between India and Australia. Lowe and Meadows mention in their comprehensive introduction 
that, “Since 2009, shared Australian–Indian anxiety about the rise of China might have aided in keeping 
Australia on India’s radar screen; and Prime Minister Modi, visiting Australia in 2014, spoke of Australia 
(during his address to the Parliament) as a partner in helping to secure India’s “progress and prosperity.”40 
Any trade, investment and general economic relationship would need to be fundamentally strong enough 
to withstand shocks like global economic crises and setbacks that can come from either deliberate 
political-diplomatic decisions (as was the case after India’s nuclear tests in May 1998) or other smaller 
incidents and crises. As Monard and Stevenson-Perks point out in Chapter 9 of the ANU anthology being 
referred to here, “The history of bilateral trade and investment had always been buffeted by political 
issues from both sides… The global financial crisis in 2008, concerns about safety and racism affecting 
Indian students in Australia and the lack of real economic liberalisation in India led to a stagnation 
and then decline in trade and investment, which was not to pick up again until 2015.”41 What could be 
said  however, with far greater confidence, and even certainty—and not probability or possibility—that 
situations in which Australia and India could be each other’s  adversaries is no longer  something that 
any logical mind could think of. Prime Minister Narendra Modi said in the same speech stressing above 
all the shared democratic systems: “Today, as I stand in this temple of democracy, I consider nations 
such as ours to be blessed, because democracy offers the best opportunity for the human spirit to 
flourish, because we have the freedom to choose, the right to speak and the power to remove – and, for 
us in politics, with no option but to leave with grace…Today, the world sees Australia to be at the heart of 
the Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean Region.”42 

sue-4-2012/australia-china-not-just-40-years
38	  Varghese Report, DFAT(2018), 4.
39	  David Lowe and Eric Meadows, Rising Power and Changing People: The Australian High Commission in India, ANU Press, 2022, 139.
40	  Ibid, 17.
41	  Ibid, 182.
42	  Prime Minister’s Office, India,  “PM’s address to the Joint Session of the Australian Parliament,” November 18, 2014, https://www.pmindia.
gov.in/en/news_updates/pms-address-to-the-joint-session-of-the-australian-parliament/?tag_term=australia&comment=disable

https://treasury.gov.au/publication/economic-roundup-issue-4-2012/australia-china-not-just-40-years
https://www.pmindia.gov.in/en/news_updates/pms-address-to-the-joint-session-of-the-australian-parliament/?tag_term=australia&comment=disable
https://www.pmindia.gov.in/en/news_updates/pms-address-to-the-joint-session-of-the-australian-parliament/?tag_term=australia&comment=disable
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Progress, prosperity and security are often difficult to consider as a troika and it is usually challenges 
that help us see them as closely inter-related attributes. In simpler terms, within these three, trade and 
flag must be prepared to sail in company especially when another flag is perceived to be a threat to 
prosperity as in this analyst’s 2019 article for ASPI asking, “What degree of worry does it take for security 
to be given more weight than prosperity?”43 In the intervening years that concern seems to have only 
grown. Thomas Stugart observes in a 2021 Lowy paper that, “The prospect of Chinese military action 
against Australia remains remote. But defence policy operates in the realm of low-probability, high-
consequence events…”44 Further in his analysis, Stugart observes sharply that, “Australia’s dependence 
on overseas SLOCs is where China’s long-term ambition to control its own SLOCs intersects with 
Australia’s national security. Put simply, a China that can maintain the security of its own SLOCs is a 
China that can deny those SLOCs to others.”45  

This is a shared concern by India with a significant difference being that military action—including a 
major war—have often been a reality of the India- China situation. Former Indian foreign secretary, Mr 
Vijay Gokhale has examined China’s growing maritime interests and desire to securitise its Maritime Silk 
Road (MSR) ambitions as well as thwart US maritime power especially in the western Pacific.46  

Bilateral Flags within Multi-lateral Trade? 

Nautical Miles, Cables and Tangled Lines! It is in the background of all that has been stated and analysed 
above, that it would be quite helpful to take more concrete steps towards ensuring better security for 
the Australia- India bilateral trade, primarily in goods and in services as well. Trade flows along sea routes 
in an obvious way that caters for economic exchange, navigational safety, and efficiency in the use of 
ships and ports. Some goods fly along air routes for smaller high-value cargo and time critical goods. 
That is an area that needs to be examined separately and especially one that would become more 
important in times of conflict. Services flow along undersea cables, and this has been so via telegraph 
cables for close to 175 years and in more contemporary times over very high-capacity data cables. (As a 
seaman, one cannot help but lightly observe that while distance at sea is measured in nautical miles, 
traditionally, a ‘cable” has also been one-tenth of a mile.) On a more serious note, security cooperation 
that aims to improve maritime security for “progress and prosperity” may be centred around   primarily 
a bilateral relationship (for instance Australia- India) but remains interconnected to multi-lateral security 
partnerships in addition to the pulls and pushes of the complex nature of maritime trade or even data 
interconnectivities. The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue itself illustrates the multi-lateral nature of the 
environment, and the following becomes relevant:

•	 That the Quad had its birth in the maritime commons in the somewhat informal 
arrangement reached immediately after the Tsunami of December 26, 2004. In a physical 
and human sense, the resultant waves defined the Indian Ocean itself because they 
impacted the Western coast of Australia as well as the Eastern tip of Somalia and the Horn 
of Africa as well as almost everything in between to varying degrees of devastation. 

•	 That four maritime democracies, with no previous history of similar cooperation, were able 
to get together rather easily. The unprecedented scale of the impact and devastation was 
certainly the driver, but hindsight seems to suggest that deeper values like democracy and 
free societies perhaps had more than a little going for them.  India was the only member of 
the quartet that was itself significantly impacted by tsunami waves against its islands and 
along peninsular coasts, especially the East coast. The seeds of desire for closer cooperation, 
shown in the demonstrated effectiveness of providing for a larger human good, were 
planted in the days after Dec 26, 2004.

43	  Sudarshan Shrikhande, ASPI, The Strategist, October 11, 2019,  “Has combining flag and trade served Canberra well?”, https://www.asp-
istrategist.org.au/has-combining-flag-and-trade-served-canberra-well/. The opinion piece examines “the symbiotic relationship between flag and 
trade and the links between prosperity and security” to see if in Canberra’s case, combining two departments, trade and foreign affairs made it a 
bit difficult to look at the China as a central factor to resultant prosperity at the expanse of a level of security?  
44	  Thomas Stugart, “Australia and the Growing Reach of China’s Military ,” Lowy Institute, August 09, 2021, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/
publications/australia-growing-reach-china-s-military, 1.
45	  Ibid, 18.
46	  Vijay Gokhale, The Road from Galwan: The Future of India-China Relations, Carnegie India, March 2021,  https://carnegie-production-as-
sets.s3.amazonaws.com/static/files/Gokhale_Galwan.pdf

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/has-combining-flag-and-trade-served-canberra-well/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/has-combining-flag-and-trade-served-canberra-well/
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/australia-growing-reach-china-s-military
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/australia-growing-reach-china-s-military
https://carnegie-production-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/static/files/Gokhale_Galwan.pdf
https://carnegie-production-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/static/files/Gokhale_Galwan.pdf
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Map 1. The impact of the Dec 26, 2004, Tsunami. (Source: US NOAA Report,  NOAA Center for Tsunami 
Research, Tsunami 7:10 hours after Earthquake,  https://nctr.pmel.noaa.gov/indo20041226/Altimetry/

g1p0208.pdf.)

The Interlinked Commons: Sea, Space and Cyber 

As mentioned in the opening paragraph of this Brief, deliberations at the Quad’s senior political level 
meetings over the past few years have resulted in the crafting and pursuit of an agenda based on 
better delivery of some public goods. Many of them are related to the three commons: the sea, cyber 
and space. Here, it would be important to suggest that these three mediums which enable nations to 
conduct as well as protect trade, are actually linked more closely than is readily apparent. Trade in goods 
obviously flows physically in ships; it has measurable volume as well as value. Trade in services -- less 
obviously-- primarily uses the medium of seas and oceans in the form of submarine cables that carry 
data that enables digital trade. Some data (proportionately miniscule) is carried via space-based satellite 
connectivity that often operates in conjunction with submarine and terrestrial cables. Space also carries 
satellites which help navigation, location and tracking of the entire globe including of course, ships that 
carry goods. The medium of cyber (cyber-space) is one in which some measures are taken to protect 
physical trade as well as digital trade and services. In turn, digital services often enable physical trade (or 
people) to move more efficiently, for instance airline ticketing, marine insurance, hotel confirmations, or 
tracking of vehicles, etc.

The Four Quad Members and the Three Commons

The earlier discussion helps highlight two fundamental inferences. The first is that there is a need to 
protect goods as well as services trade in all three commons to differing degrees and in different contexts 
and conditions. The second inference is that disruption of goods and services trade in one or more of 
these commons is a possibility and is sometimes a reality across periods of general peace, tension and 
conflict. It is simply the other side of the coin, except that disruption, especially in the maritime and 
cyber commons, is an option that is available even to small states as well as quasi and non-state actors. 
They may not deeply depend on trade themselves or suffer significant direct costs by its disruption, but 
rather could yield indirect political or financial benefits. Well-known examples are what the Houthi rebel 
groups are doing in the Red Sea or what pirates off  the Horn of Africa have done for more than a few 
years, even if sporadically.47 States in conflict, as seen in the so-called “tanker war” during the 1980-1988 
Iraq-Iran war, also created major disruptions and the need for counter-measures involving coalitional 
arrangements to keep a level of oil flows through the Persian Gulf.48  The risks to digital trade are also 

47	  Defence Intelligence Agency, “Yemen: Houthi Attacks Placing Pressure on International Trade,”  June 2024,  https://www.dia.mil/Por-
tals/110/Images/News/Military_Powers_Publications/YEM_Houthi-Attacks-Pressuring-International-Trade.pdf. Also see, Jim Krane, “Houthi Red Sea 
Attacks Have Global Economic Repercussions, Arab Center, Washington D.C., April 05, 2024,  https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/houthi-red-sea-at-
tacks-have-global-economic-repercussions/
48	  Elleman, Bruce A. and Paine, S.C.M., “Commerce Raiding” (2013). Newport Papers. 40. 
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/usnwc-newport-papers/40 

https://nctr.pmel.noaa.gov/indo20041226/Altimetry/g1p0208.pdf
https://nctr.pmel.noaa.gov/indo20041226/Altimetry/g1p0208.pdf
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https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/houthi-red-sea-attacks-have-global-economic-repercussions/
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real and the incidents of disruptions are many globally. Some may have technical reasons like the July 
19, 2024 “Crowd Strike” global disruption caused by the company trying to fix a problem with Windows 
software. It created varying levels of impact across different regions. Australia was less affected and yet, 
one initial estimate pegged the loss in business at a billion dollars!49 India was impacted as well, but 
estimates of monetary losses are not quite available. However, one analyst termed it a “wake up call.”50 
Likewise, in the cyber-space commons, India, like most nations is deeply concerned about cyber warfare 
that has been and can be waged against it. One study by an Indian think tank recommends that “India 
must be a part of international cooperation efforts to promote responsible behaviour in cyberspace.”51  It 
is equally applicable for Australia as discussed in a Department of Home Affairs publication, Australian 
Cyber Security Strategy, 2023-2030.52                            

 One Australian report on risks to digital sovereignty flags that “The threats to subsea cables aren’t 
theoretical; they’re real and growing. Natural disasters such as earthquakes, tsunamis and underwater 
landslides pose a constant risk of disruption. However, the most alarming threat comes from human 
actors. State and non-state actors alike could exploit the vulnerability of subsea cables to achieve 
strategic objectives.”53 Similarly, India too has a rapidly growing digital economy and corresponding 
vulnerabilities where submarine data cables are part of critical infrastructure.54 These concerns have 
been quite astutely developed at the ministerial and heads of government levels over the years of Quad 
meetings and summits, including during the July 2024 Quad foreign ministers’ meeting in Tokyo.55 

The Quad as a Conglomerate of Multiple Bilaterals

 A different way of looking at the Quad is to think of it as a conglomerate of six bilateral relationships 
that come together for one quadrilateral framework.56 Based on what this analyst has said or written in 
various places, the following broad points could be briefly made:

	The Quad is not a Treaty-Alliance that defines a formal military relationship. By no measure is it 
anywhere like an Asian NATO as its critics—notably in Beijing – like to call it.57 It does not need to 
be like NATO.

	It is more like an adapted version of the US’ Economic Recovery Act, 1948, better known as the 
Marshall Plan. The Quad, however, looks at a scenario quite different from a war-devastated Europe 
on an Indo-Pacific canvas containing several countries, a major chunk of the world’s population 
as well as GDP, but also one where the delivery of public goods in a changing world can be 
ensured in a transparent manner that does not create new dependencies and vulnerabilities for 
nations that it could benefit. In short, the Quad is different from the BRI and in turn, the Chinese 
BRI itself is different—albeit much larger—than the Marshall plan.58

	The Quad need not expand in terms of its membership, at least in the near future. As this analyst 
has said, it need “not be inclusive in its membership because it is inclusive in its agenda” mainly 
in its willingness to provide public goods across the Indo-Pacific.59 

	This Security Dialogue grouping is of four democracies, three of which have a predominantly 
maritime orientation. Japan and Australia are islands, and the US is a virtual island with Canada and 
Mexico being non-adversarial for much longer than a century. Issues of continental conundrums 
exist even for maritime nations as discussed earlier, but for India they are sharper. Nonetheless, 
the largely maritime environment of the four nations lends the Quad a maritime orientation 
and bias which reflects in the outcomes of Quad meetings and in many of the initiatives it now 

49	  Max Waiden, “Why Asia dodged the worst of the CrowdStrike meltdown,” ABC News, July 23, 2024, 

 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-07-23/why-asia-was-less-crippled-by-the-crowdstrike-outage/104126594
50	  Satya Pattanayak, “CrowdStrike outage a wakeup call for India to have own ecosystem to tackle tech disruption,” South First, July 20, 
2024, https://thesouthfirst.com/opinion/crowdstrike-outage-a-wake-up-call-for-india-to-have-own-ecosystem-to-tackle-tech-disruption/
51	  Brijesh Singh, “India’s cybersecurity and its impact on the economy,” Gateway House, August 04, 2022, 

https://www.gatewayhouse.in/indias-cybersecurity-and-its-impact-on-the-economy/  The Indian Government has also published cyber strategy 
policy documents.
52	  Australian Cyber Security Strategy, 2023-2030, Department of Home Affairs, 2023,  https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/cyber-security-sub-
site/files/2023-cyber-security-strategy.pdf
53	  Andrew Horton, “The Achilles’ heel of a digital nation: Australia’s dependence on subsea cables,” ASPI, The Strategist, June 06, 2024, 
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-achilles-heel-of-a-digital-nation-australias-dependence-on-subsea-cables/
54	  Soham Agarwal,   “Analysing the Layers of Submarine Communication Cables; Legal and Policy Measures Relevant to India,” National 
Maritime Foundation, July 17, 2023, https://maritimeindia.org/analysing-the-layers-of-submarine-communication-cables-legal-and-policy-mea-
sures-relevant-to-india/  
55	  Quad Foreign Ministers meeting, Tokyo, 29 July 2024, Ministry of External Affairs, India, Media Centre, https://www.mea.gov.in/bilater-
al-documents.htm?dtl/38044/Quad+Foreign+Ministers+Meeting+Joint+Statement
56	  India is the only Quad member which does not have a treaty relationship with anyone. The US has treaties with Japan and another (the 
ANZUS) with Australia.   
57	  Qing Ming, People’s Daily Online, April 15, 2022, “‘Asian NATO’ perilous and unwanted for Asia,” http://en.people.cn/n3/2022/0415/c90000-
10084723.html. See also, The Economic Times, February 20, 2022, “Don’t slip into the lazy analogy of referring Quad as Asian NATO: Jaishankar,” 
Don’t slip into the lazy analogy of referring Quad as Asian NATO: Jaishankar,”  https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/dont-slip-into-
the-lazy-analogy-of-referring-quad-as-asian-nato-jaishankar/articleshow/89700696.cms?from=mdr
58	  Sienna Nordquist, “The Marshall Plan and the Belt and Road Initiative: More Differences than Similarities,” Atlantic Council, June 2022, 
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/The-Marshall-Plan-and-the-Belt-and-Road-Initiative-More-Differences-than-Similar-
ities.pdf. Also see, Muhammad Faizal Bin Abdul Rahman, March 23, 2023, “The Quad’s Public Goods Approach: Countering the BRI,” https://www.
9dashline.com/article/the-quads-public-goods-approach-countering-the-bri
59	  Sudarshan Shrikhande, “The growing appeal of the Quad — and why China is worried about it,” The Indian Express, June 20, 2023, https://
indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/the-growing-appeal-of-the-quad-and-why-china-is-worried-about-it-8674761/

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-07-23/why-asia-was-less-crippled-by-the-crowdstrike-outage/104126594
https://thesouthfirst.com/opinion/crowdstrike-outage-a-wake-up-call-for-india-to-have-own-ecosystem-to-tackle-tech-disruption/
https://www.gatewayhouse.in/indias-cybersecurity-and-its-impact-on-the-economy/
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/cyber-security-subsite/files/2023-cyber-security-strategy.pdf
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/cyber-security-subsite/files/2023-cyber-security-strategy.pdf
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/the-achilles-heel-of-a-digital-nation-australias-dependence-on-subsea-cables/
https://maritimeindia.org/analysing-the-layers-of-submarine-communication-cables-legal-and-policy-measures-relevant-to-india/
https://maritimeindia.org/analysing-the-layers-of-submarine-communication-cables-legal-and-policy-measures-relevant-to-india/
https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/38044/Quad+Foreign+Ministers+Meeting+Joint+Statement
https://www.mea.gov.in/bilateral-documents.htm?dtl/38044/Quad+Foreign+Ministers+Meeting+Joint+Statement
http://en.people.cn/n3/2022/0415/c90000-10084723.html
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espouses. However, it is also evident that the impact of safety, security and the delivery of a range 
of public goods impacts directly and indirectly on land. Sir Julian Corbett’s, inimitable words 
connecting maritime strategy with the land, “since men live upon land and not upon the sea…” 
apply in this case as well.60  

	The Quad is not anti-China, but it is obvious that China has wittingly or otherwise provided the 
rationale for such a grouping. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, it is the “trigger and the glue.” It does 
not specifically mention China as an adversary, but does raise concerns about its actions, policies 
and pronouncements. Beijing calls the Quad anti-China, of course. This could be seen in two 
ways. First, it is a sign that China is worried about the counter-balancing that the Quad enables, 
being an organisation of free peoples and liberal systems. There is an element of deterrence 
that a grouping like this seems to be providing which could create a counter-balancing force for 
good. Second, that the slow and steady expansion of the Quad’s agenda and its reiteration of 
adherence and respect for rules underlined by transparency of approach enables it to be better 
placed to provide public goods, especially in the maritime world.

	There of course are security partnerships between the four members, but these predate the 
Quad in the way its purposes have crystallised since 2017. The Malabar exercises between the US 
and Indian navies (and other arms from time to time) started in 1992 and expanded to regularly 
include Japan and Australia. They do not, and need not, carry a “Quad” label; yet, all regional 
nations, China included, do understand that there is deeper bilateral and multi-lateral security 
cooperation between these four than a similar corresponding relationship that China can hope 
to have with genuine democracies.61

 

Therefore, one could suggest some pointers from the Quad’s initiatives that span the three commons. 
These initiatives could be seen as instruments that contribute to the statements of its foreign ministers’ 
commitments to “preserve and strengthen the international order for the global good (and) reaffirm the 
Quad’s steadfast commitment to a free and open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) which is inclusive and resilient...”62 
Much in the joint statement implicitly knits together these three commons into the objectives of a 
FOIP. In the maritime dimension adherence to international law (UNCLOS, mainly); protection of the key 
attributes of “security and stability” for prosperity; concerns on “the dangerous use of coast guard and 
maritime militia vessels”; disruption of other offshore resources exploitation by others…to be achieved by 
increasing “our collaboration and coordination with regional partners.” It mentions the South China Sea 
as the place where the Quad’s main concerns lie, clearly implying China, but without naming it. More 
specifically, the statement flags the expansion of the Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain 
Awareness (IPMDA) to the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) to assist in areas of prevention of illegal fishing, 
general maritime safety and security, etc. Spanning the maritime terrestrial space is the associated 
effort towards the Open Radio Access Networks which hopes to increase efficiencies, reduce costs and 
ensure diversity of vendors across the Indo-Pacific with common technical standards and cyber-safety.63

Moving to cyber-space, one hopes the Quad Cyber Ambassadors will take specific steps for robust cyber-
security and capacity building that does include training (for example, the cyber “boot-camp” in India). 
Efforts in cyber space will favourably impact on maritime activities. 

It is in the aspect of digital trade, flowing almost unseen, that the Quad Partnership for Cable Connectivity 
and Resilience (CCR) finds the concrete step of a Centre for CCR to be set up in Australia with its initial 
investment of $18 million.64This includes allocations and responsibilities for training for a wide cross-
section of people from various nations. As has been mentioned earlier, digital trade as well as physical 
aspects of almost every leg of trade in goods also depends on the rule of law as applicable to space. 
The Quad “recognize(s) the essential contribution of space-related applications and technologies in the 
Indo-Pacific... with the goal of improving the security of outer space for all states.” 65 The centrality of 
satellites in MDA is recognised once again in the communique.

Thus, the practical operation of the Quad points to some unifying measures across the space, maritime 
and cyber commons that can, and should be, leveraged not only by the four members, but also bilaterally 
between them.  The enhancement, security and resilience of the Australia- India goods and services 
trade simultaneously hinges on Quad measures as well as feeds into not only the Quad, but the well-
thought of public goods it has set out to provide.                      

60	  Julian Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, London, Longmans Green and Co., (1911), 16. 
61	  Prakash Gopal, “India and collective defence in the Indo-Pacific: Possibilities, prospects and challenge,” United States Study Centre, June 
2024, https://www.ussc.edu.au/india-and-collective-defence-in-the-indo-pacific-possibilities-prospects-and-challenge. See, particularly, section 
titled, The prospects for collective deterrence, 18, and elsewhere in the report. 
62	  Quad Foreign Ministers meeting, Indian Ministry of External Affairs, in paragraph 1 and 2. 
63	  Bharath Reddy, “Building supply chain resilience in telecommunications: the Quad’s role in accelerating open RAN adoption,” ASPI, The 
Strategist, March 18, 2024, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/building-supply-chain-resilience-in-telecommunications-the-quads-role-in-accelerat-
ing-open-ran-adoption/
64	  Winston Qiu, “Australia Launches Cable Connectivity and Resilience Centre,” Submarine Cable Networks, 06 August 2024, https://www.sub-
marinenetworks.com/en/nv/insights/australia-launches-cable-connectivity-and-resilience-centre
65	  Quad Foreign Ministers’ Statement.  

https://www.ussc.edu.au/india-and-collective-defence-in-the-indo-pacific-possibilities-prospects-and-challenge
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/building-supply-chain-resilience-in-telecommunications-the-quads-role-in-accelerating-open-ran-adoption/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/building-supply-chain-resilience-in-telecommunications-the-quads-role-in-accelerating-open-ran-adoption/
https://www.submarinenetworks.com/en/nv/insights/australia-launches-cable-connectivity-and-resilience-centre
https://www.submarinenetworks.com/en/nv/insights/australia-launches-cable-connectivity-and-resilience-centre
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Indian and Australian Trade Volumes
Some General Observations on the Complexity of Trade

Trade in general, and maritime trade in particular, can rarely be isolated or be seen only in bilateral 
terms. It is with rare exceptions that a particular country exports any single commodity or service to only 
one buyer- country; and, likewise, for imports. It makes simple market sense to have a set of buyers and 
sellers or develop more potential buyers and sellers for what one nation produces or provides. Analogous 
rationale applies to imports as well. Speaking in a strategic and economic sense, but put colloquially, it is 
the same as not wanting to put all our eggs in one basket. In other parlance, it makes for resilience, and 
it is no surprise that the 2019 Goldrick Seminar Report mentions the need for resilience nine times in an 
18- page summary. Of particular note is the connection between resilience and security: “The ‘trust in the 
market’ approach to governance, risk and resilience adopted by successive Australian Governments 
has at the core, a drive to the lowest price. There is little evidence of any in-depth analysis of the national 
security implications of freight, shipping and the wider maritime trade system. Maritime trade, and the 
complex and interconnected system that underpins it, is a national security issue.” 66 Such a statement 
could be made for most governments where the need to plan for resilience goes off the radar in normal 
times, but is painted on the screen in difficult times. These circumstances could span global, economic 
or political downturns that impact on demand and/or supply; a pandemic like COVID 19; a closure or 
blockage of a canal or even an important port; climate change and severe weather events; the impact 
of piracy; collateral effects of conflict in a particular region; direct impact of actions by a rebel group or 
state to disrupt maritime trade. Examples of such occurrences are in the foot note.67 

At this stage of research, it may suffice to mention that the realities of normal trade, physical as well as 
digital, are complex, interlinked and multilateral. Nations, agencies, ships, ship owners, ship and cargo 
financing, insurance, crews and crew management, flags of registry, port ownership, port management 
are some of the major players involved in the maritime goods trade. For digital trade, there are analogous 
players, in terms of cable manufacturing companies, those that lay them, maintain them, handle the 
networking, redundancies, security and onward connections with terrestrial and space-based routing, 
with their insurance and operations. Ownership of cables is through consortia includes all the major 
players like Google, Amazon, Meta, etc.68 The characteristics of physical trade allow a much greater scope 
to find alternate routes that may be safer, even if longer in particular cases. Also, imports can be reduced; 
reserves of supplies can be pushed into markets; domestic production could be increased; rationing 
can be encouraged or imposed, etc. Trade during conflict can radically change national priorities and 
transform into what is more properly called are a “war of supply” as pointed out by James Goldrick and 
elaborated by Richard Dunley in Australia’s case.69 Ships generally move around International Shipping 
Lanes (ISL) which are usually navigationally safe and offer more direct routes between destinations. In 
times of crises or conflict, these are sometimes called SLOC (Sea Lines of Communications). This is now 
a commonly used term to denote ship movements at sea instead of the more accurate ISL. It is also 
important to note that when navies move for operations in times of tension and in conflict to attain or 
prevent some strategic and operational objectives, the lines of movement are also called SLOC. Since 
the term SLOC is now so commonly used, this research will also generally use this term with its dual 
meaning of ISL. 

Digital trade is less “mobile” in the sense that information needs to move along submarine cables that are 
geographically fixed for several years before needing replacement. Submarine topography, efficiencies 
in terms of optimum routeing, safety and security of cables and shore-landing points, etc are all factors. 
All estimates suggest that about 95-97, perhaps even 99% of digital traffic moves along about 1.5 million 
km of submarine cables and just one percent uses satellites. However, although this proportion may 
only be a rough estimate it can be inferred that satellites carry a much smaller proportion of traffic.70 
While cables can be disrupted and create real problems, traffic can often be rerouted rapidly except 
for places where a single cable carries that information. Most major countries, island nations included, 
have alternate connecting cables. As is understood, digital traffic is growing “super-exponentially” and 
it may be very difficult, if not impossible, to estimate how many brontobytes are carried/ transmitted/ 
66	  Protecting Australian Maritime Trade, Australian Naval Institute & Naval Studies Group, UNSW, March, 2020. Kindly shared with author 
by VADM Peter Jones, RAN (Ret) while he was President ANI.
67	  Examples are depressions and/or recessions; global financial crises like in 2008; a collapse of a country like the USSR and the drying up of 
demand for East European and Cuban goods or even the production and sales of military hardware; demand for goods reduced in the wake of the 
1918-1920 influenza pandemic often because of the sheer loss of lives and livelihood; the effects of the 2020-2022 Covid pandemic are well known. Canal 
closure like that of the Suez due to Arab- Israeli wars; or the more recent broaching of MV Ever Given in March 2021 as a result of a sandstorm; the low 
water levels in the Panama Canal due to drought and long-term climate change impact; Piracy around the Horn of Africa did create significant impact 
on maritime commerce in terms of number of captured ships, insurance rates, price increase, etc. What might happen if pirates link themselves to 
state sponsors, not different from Elizabethan times, or ally themselves to groups like Houthis and Al Shabab? What if Chinese fishing fleet and mar-
itime militia (flagged in the Quad ministerial statement are supported by the Chinese coast guard and the PLA itself? The world is well aware of the 
degree of trade disruption caused by the Houthis in the Red Sea since end- 2023 when they really are not users of the sea in any critical way. 
68	  Phil Gervasi, “Diving Deep into Submarine Cables: The Undersea Lifelines of Internet Connectivity,” Kentik, March 28, 2023, https://www.
kentik.com/blog/diving-deep-into-submarine-cables-undersea-lifelines-of-internet-connectivity/#:~:text=Submarine%20cables%20are%20then%20
each,part%20by%20a%20government%20entity.
69	  James Goldrick, “Maritime strategy: Don’t forget about supply,” Lowy, theinterpreter, November 13, 2013,   https://www.lowyinstitute.org/
the-interpreter/maritime-strategy-don-t-forget-about-supply; Also see, Richard Dunley, “Rethinking Australia’s wartime maritime trade,” ASPI, The 
Strategist, April 04, 2024, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/rethinking-australias-wartime-maritime-trade/
70	  Madison L. Long, Information Warfare in the Depths: An Analysis of Global Undersea Cable Networks, USNI Proceedings, May 2023, 
Vol.149/5/1, 443.   https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2023/may/information-warfare-depths-analysis-global-undersea-cable-networks

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/maritime-strategy-don-t-forget-about-supply
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/maritime-strategy-don-t-forget-about-supply
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/rethinking-australias-wartime-maritime-trade/
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2023/may/information-warfare-depths-analysis-global-undersea-cable-networks
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redistributed every day. Cables and networks can be subjected to both physical as well as digital 
disruptions just as ships and ports could be physically and to potentially greater levels non-kinetically, i.e. 
to digital disruptions via cyber- warfare by state as well as non-state actors. The reported cyber-attack on 
operations at several Australian ports is one such example.71 Indian ports have been similarly targeted, 
as long back as 2017.72 At this stage, the brief just shows the maps of India’s and Australia’s submarine 
cables for an idea of the spread and important landing stations. 

Map 2. (Source: India’s Submarine cables map;  https://www.indiatimes.com/technology/news/
submarine-cable-network-india-internet-link-world-537327.html; Note: Borders of India not portrayed 

very accurately, above.)  

Map 3. Australia’s undersea cable network. (Source: Australia’s  submarine cables map; https://www.
acma.gov.au/international-submarine-cables-landing-australia)

71	  The Conversation, November 13, 2023, “Major cyberattack on Australian ports suggests sabotage by a ‘foreign state actor,’” https://the-
conversation.com/major-cyberattack-on-australian-ports-suggests-sabotage-by-a-foreign-state-actor-217530. Also see, “Hackers at the Harbour,” 
RMIT University, November 28, 2023,  https://www.rmit.edu.au/news/acumen/hackers-at-the-harbor
72	  Rajendra Jadhav and Euan Rocha, India’s largest container port disrupted by global cyber attack, Reuters, June 28, 2017, https://www.
reuters.com/article/technology/indias-largest-container-port-disrupted-by-global-cyber-attack-idUSKBN19J0D9/. The same port was again targeted 
in 2022.

 

https://www.indiatimes.com/technology/news/submarine-cable-network-india-internet-link-world-537327.html
https://www.indiatimes.com/technology/news/submarine-cable-network-india-internet-link-world-537327.html
https://www.acma.gov.au/international-submarine-cables-landing-australia
https://www.acma.gov.au/international-submarine-cables-landing-australia
https://theconversation.com/major-cyberattack-on-australian-ports-suggests-sabotage-by-a-foreign-state-actor-217530
https://theconversation.com/major-cyberattack-on-australian-ports-suggests-sabotage-by-a-foreign-state-actor-217530
https://www.rmit.edu.au/news/acumen/hackers-at-the-harbor
https://www.reuters.com/article/technology/indias-largest-container-port-disrupted-by-global-cyber-attack-idUSKBN19J0D9/
https://www.reuters.com/article/technology/indias-largest-container-port-disrupted-by-global-cyber-attack-idUSKBN19J0D9/
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 “Maritime Trade Does Not Exist in a Vacuum” 73

This analyst had mentioned that one of the purposes of this study was to examine how bilateral trade 
embeds itself in multi-lateral trade and in international geo-strategic and geo-economic environments: 
“Maritime trade does not exist in a vacuum; it requires the maintenance of an overall secure environment 
in which multi-lateral and bilateral partnerships and alliances are central.” This brief has examined, for 
instance, how the Quad is relevant as a multi-lateral partnership and how bilateral relationships and 
other relationships, or treaty alliances play a role and how freedom in the Indo-Pacific (FOIP) benefits 
from thinking about prosperity and security for all. Therefore, before a closer at the Australia- India 
bilateral trade, the context of overall trade of these two countries could be useful.

A Broad  Look at  India’s Major Trading Partners

Rank Country (Major 
Trading Partners)

Exports  
(USD Billion)

Imports  
(USD Billion)

Total Trade 
(USD Billion)

Trade Balance 
(USD Billion)

1 United States 71.39 46.82 118.21 24.57

2 China 13.6 90.72 104.32 -77.12

3 United Arab Emir-
ates 28.76 48.88 77.64 -20.12

4 Saudi Arabia 9.69 38.62 48.32 -28.93

5 Russia 2.8 41.56 44.37 -38.75

6 Indonesia 9.06 26.89 35.95 -17.83

7 Iraq 2.33 31.52 33.86 -29.18

8 Singapore 11 21.7 32.7 -10.7

9 Hong Kong 9.36 16.31 25.68 -6.95

10 South Korea 6.10 19.26 25.35 -13.16

Table 1.  India’s Top Ten Trading Partners F.Y. 2022-2023 (Source: Eximpedia, Feb 14, 2024,  https://www.
eximpedia.app/blog/major-trading-partners-of-india.)

Note 1: In 2023-24, as mentioned elsewhere in this Issue Brief, China displaced the US as India’s largest 
trading partner.

Note 2: India has a trade deficit with 9 of the 10 largest trading partners.

Note 3: In 2023-24, Australia ranked 13th largest trading partner.

Fig 2.  India’s Top Export Destinations: FY 2022 and 2023. (Source: Eximpedia, Feb 14, 2024,  https://www.
eximpedia.app/blog/major-trading-partners-of-india.)

73	  Centre for Australia-India Relations, “2023-24 Maitri Fellows,” https://www.australiaindiacentre.org.au/node/62.

https://www.eximpedia.app/blog/major-trading-partners-of-india
https://www.eximpedia.app/blog/major-trading-partners-of-india
https://www.eximpedia.app/blog/major-trading-partners-of-india
https://www.eximpedia.app/blog/major-trading-partners-of-india
https://www.australiaindiacentre.org.au/node/62
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A Broad Look at Australia’s Major Trading Partners

Given in the next four pages are data from DFAT about the overall trade parameters for Australia:74

Table 3: Top 15 Trading Partners for Australian Exports

74	  DFAT, “Australia’s trade in goods and services, 2023,”  https://www.dfat.gov.au/trade/trade-and-investment-data-information-and-publi-
cations/trade-statistics/trade-in-goods-and-services/australias-trade-goods-and-services-2023

https://www.dfat.gov.au/trade/trade-and-investment-data-information-and-publications/trade-statistics/trade-in-goods-and-services/australias-trade-goods-and-services-2023
https://www.dfat.gov.au/trade/trade-and-investment-data-information-and-publications/trade-statistics/trade-in-goods-and-services/australias-trade-goods-and-services-2023
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Table 4: Top 15 Trading Partners for Australian Imports

Table 5: Top 25 Trading Partners for Australian Exports
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Table 6: Top 25 Trading Partners for Australian Imports

Australia-India Trade Details

India’s total exports to Australia in 2023-2024 were USD 7.940 billion ($12.189 billion) which was a modest 
1.81% of India’s overall exports which was 14.23% growth over 2022-2023.75 Imports from Australia were 
USD 16.159 Billion ($24.804 billion) equivalent to 2.3826% of overall imports indicating a decline by 
15.00% over 2022-2023 mainly on account of a reduced demand for coal due to moves towards reducing 
proportion of fossil fuels for energy use.76 Australian DFAT data indicates that India was the fourth in two-
way goods and services trade; fourth for exports; and 11th ranked in imports.77

75	  For purposes of this study, a factor of 1.535 has been used to convert USD to AUD. 
76	  This and following data are from the Indian Department of Commerce website, https://tradestat.commerce.gov.in/eidb/ecnt.asp. A certain 
variation in trade data could be attributed to currency exchange rates used in India and in Australia pegged to USD as well as in differences of assess-
ment years in the two countries. 
77	  DFAT, Australia’s Trade in Goods and Services by Top 15 Partners, https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/australias-goods-and-services-
by-top-15-partners-2023.pdf

https://tradestat.commerce.gov.in/eidb/ecnt.asp
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/australias-goods-and-services-by-top-15-partners-2023.pdf
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/australias-goods-and-services-by-top-15-partners-2023.pdf
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Top 15 Categories of Goods Traded (2023-2024)

Exports from India to Australia (Ministry of Commerce Website)

HS Code Commodity Value 
Million USD

Value 
Million AUD Description &Remarks

27 Refined Mineral 
Fuels

3869.42 5939.56 India is now a major refiner and exporter of pe-
troleum products including aviation fuel. Grew by 
28.7%

85 Electrical Machin-
ery and equipment 
etc

434.7 667.26 This comprises mainly air conditioning, material 
handling and instrumentation

30 Pharmaceuticals 418.14 641.84 Grew by 6.49%

84 Boilers, Machinery, 
etc

361.73 555.25 Grew by 27.25%. Could be an alternate to Aust im-
port dependency on China 

71 Pearls, Gems, Jew-
ellery

299.79 460.18 Shrank by 12.65%

87 Vehicles 266.8 409.54 Increase of 44.12%. Australia is still a relatively 
smaller market for India. As such, Indian car, two 
and three-wheeler exports, especially to Africa are 
growing better than other markets. 

73 Iron and Steel 
Articles

246.35 378.15

62 Apparel, clothing 
accessories, not 
knitted

182.79 280.58

63 Worn Clothing, 
Rags, etc

168.58 258.77

61 Knitted clothing 
and apparel

138.25 288.96

39 Plastics and prod-
ucts

88.52 135.88 Grew 28.91%

40 Rubber and prod-
ucts

84.64 129.92 Declined 9.81%

10 Cereals 83.2 127.71 Grew 30.65%

9 Coffee, Tea Spices 74.1 113.74 Grew 18.67%

42 Leather products 
including bags, etc

73.58 112.95 Declined 10.08%

Table 7: Top 15 Indian Exports to Australia (Compiled from Indian Department of Commerce Website,  
https://tradestat.commerce.gov.in/eidb/icomxcnt.asp.  Author wishes to thank Commodore P.S.S. Uday 

Kiran, IN for his help. Thanks are owed to the High Commission of India as well for sharing data.)

Imports from Australia into India (Ministry of Commerce Website)

HS 
Code Commodity Value 

Million USD
Value  

Million AUD Description & Remarks 

27 Refined Mineral Fu-
els (Coal, mainly)

11021.43 16917.89 There was a significant decline of imports, by 27.49% of both 
thermal and coking coal due to a few reasons.78 LNG imports 
also declined by 21.67% even when India has been importing 
only small Qty of LNG from Australia. Renewables are a future 
area for increased goods and services traffic in which knowl-
edge and hardware sharing have commercial potential. 

71 Gems, Semi Pre-
cious stones, imita-
tion jewellery etc

2010.75 3086.5 Significant growth of 91.2% over 2022- mainly in gold and silver 
bars.79   

26 Ores, slag and ash 729.93 1120.44 Grew by 10.33%. India is becoming self-sufficient in iron ore that 
it once imported a lot of from Australia. But other metal ores 
and rare earths show potential due to growing demand in In-
dia.

07 Edible vegetables, 
roots and tubers

617.12 957.28 Grew by 124.82%. 

28 Inorganic Chemi-
cals, Compounds 
of Precious metals, 
Rare-Earth metals

297.36 456.45 Reduced by 18.76%. However, rare-earth elements coopera-
tion including technological for refining processes are perhaps 
eventual growth areas.80

76 Aluminium and 
Articles thereof

185.97 285.46 37% growth. Much of this is Aluminium waste and scrap being 
used in India. (HS code 760200). 

72 Iron and Steel 173.9 266.94 Grown by 55.13%. The major component is ferrous waste and 
scrap, and next are flat rolled steel products.

78	  See,  Crawford School of Public Policy, ANU, July 07, 2022, “Do coal exports to India have to go up before they come down?” https://craw-
ford.anu.edu.au/news-events/news/20421/do-coal-exports-india-have-go-they-can-come-down. In 2021, India imported 80% of its coking coal from 
Australia, but due to accent on renewables, increased domestic production and reduced cost and import duties, the landed costs are lower per 
tonne. 
79	  Sutanku Ghosal, “India-Australia ECTA seen boosting gems & jewellery trade to $2 billion,” Economic Times, November 30, 2022,https://
economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/cons-products/fashion-/-cosmetics-/-jewellery/india-australia-ecta-seen-boosting-gems-jewellery-trade-
to-2-billion/articleshow/95880726.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst.
80	  Austrade Report, 2021, “Unlocking the India-Australia Critical Mineral Partnership Potential,” https://www.austrade.gov.au/en/news-and-anal-
ysis/publications-and-reports/unlocking-australia-india-critical-minerals-partnership-potential

https://tradestat.commerce.gov.in/eidb/icomxcnt.asp
https://crawford.anu.edu.au/news-events/news/20421/do-coal-exports-india-have-go-they-can-come-down
https://crawford.anu.edu.au/news-events/news/20421/do-coal-exports-india-have-go-they-can-come-down
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/cons-products/fashion-/-cosmetics-/-jewellery/india-australia-ecta-seen-boosting-gems-jewellery-trade-to-2-billion/articleshow/95880726.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/cons-products/fashion-/-cosmetics-/-jewellery/india-australia-ecta-seen-boosting-gems-jewellery-trade-to-2-billion/articleshow/95880726.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/cons-products/fashion-/-cosmetics-/-jewellery/india-australia-ecta-seen-boosting-gems-jewellery-trade-to-2-billion/articleshow/95880726.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst
https://www.austrade.gov.au/en/news-and-analysis/publications-and-reports/unlocking-australia-india-critical-minerals-partnership-potential
https://www.austrade.gov.au/en/news-and-analysis/publications-and-reports/unlocking-australia-india-critical-minerals-partnership-potential
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HS 
Code Commodity Value 

Million USD
Value  

Million AUD Description & Remarks 

32 Tanning, Dyeing 
extracts, dyes, pig-
ments. etc

155.62 238.88 Up by 83.56%

52 Cotton 140.38 215.48 Down 50.91%. However, recent FTA negotiations could see Aus-
tralian clothing manufacturers set up mills in India that use 
Australian cotton.81

51 Wool, Etc 115.81 177.77 A decline of 13.47% compared to 2022-23. Imported wool from 
Australia is likely to help Indian finished wool manufactured 
products for global exports. Except for the 2023-24 dip, it seems 
to be a rising trend. 

08 Fruits and nuts 101.57 155.91 Grew 88.44%. Coming years may see an overall two-way in-
crease in this and other Agro categories to the benefit of pro-
ducers and consumers in both countries. 

44 Wood and articles 
of wood 

92.48 141.96 Up 12.39%

84 Machinery, me-
chanical appliances, 
etc

68.12 104.56 Up 60.99%

90 Optical, medical, 
surgical instru-
ments, etc

56.2  86.27 Marginal change at 2.6% increase after a major dip of 35.99% in 
2022-23 compared to 2021-22. 

10 Cereals 49.89  76.58 Up by 74.57%. Likewise, Indian cereal exports to Aust also in-
creased. (See above table)  

Table 8: Top 15 Australian Exports to India (Compiled from Indian Department of Commerce Website,  
https://tradestat.commerce.gov.in/eidb/icomxcnt.asp.  

Australian Ports

Map 4: Australian Major Ports. Thirty ports shown here make up 90% of Australia’s foreign trade of a total 
of 70 ports that engage in small measures of such trade. (Source: Protecting Australian Maritime Trade: 

The Findings of the 2019 Goldrick Seminar. See Note 66, ante.)  

81	  Cotton Australia, “Boosting Trade: Cotton Australia Pushes to Expand Tariff Free Quota with India,” https://australiancotton.com.au/news/
boosting-trade-cotton-australia-pushes-to-expand-tariff-free-quota-with-india.

https://tradestat.commerce.gov.in/eidb/icomxcnt.asp
https://australiancotton.com.au/news/boosting-trade-cotton-australia-pushes-to-expand-tariff-free-quota-with-india
https://australiancotton.com.au/news/boosting-trade-cotton-australia-pushes-to-expand-tariff-free-quota-with-india
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Major & Intermediate Indian Ports

Map 5; Indian Major (in Red) and some Intermediate Sea Ports (in Blue):  (Source: https://www.
geeksforgeeks.org/list-of-major-indian-seaports/

Analysis of Ports of Export/ Import for India- Australia Bilateral Trade

Some General Points

	First, one can assume, for reasons of cost-efficiency in loading/ unloading at ports of embarkation 
and discharge of goods, that with the general exception for most ships carrying bulk cargo and 
oil/gas, ships may sail to more than one ports to load/unload as they go along. This is usually for 
more optimum flow goods keeping in mind the complexity of international trade itself. Container 
ships often load and unload “boxes” at transhipment ports, even if some large container ships do 
operate on liner routes (i.e. point to point). 

	Second, port traffic congestion, loading and unloading times are a consideration that translates 
into cost and time; merchant vessels earn revenue while underway at sea. This could impinge on 
going to a port that may have a slightly higher cost of hinterland loading/ discharge. While cost 
per tonne for all goods does decide which country one buys from, there are also geo-political 
factors that influence trade in times of peace, and even more when relationships are bad or there 
may be a conflict likely or taking place.

	Third, cost of oil, gas, coal, ore extraction and transportation from areas of mining/ production/ 
processing and transportation to a port of embarkation can also decide preferred seller and a 
preferred port within that nation. 

	Fourth, ports for embarkation of bulk commodities like coal, crude, and petroleum products, 
LNG, most ores require special material handling equipment and storage places like terminals, 
tanks, etc as much for human safety as for environmental issues. Containers too require special 
unloading and loading equipment such that flexibility in selection of ports is also limited. Smaller 
items like consumer goods, agricultural produce and dairy produce are also largely transported 
in containers. Most ports do have specialised berths including for containers. These form part of 
the critical infrastructure that could have security vulnerabilities from terrorists, cyber-attacks 
and physical use of ordnance by other state and non-state actors. These are issues for subsequent 
analyses. 

	Fifth, many types of ships, especially bulk carriers, oil tankers, gas carriers, refined product ships 
often must use the same route while returning, usually empty or light load. As a corollary to be 
examined later, these ships also need protection in times of crises, because they remain valuable 
for future sailings.       

	Sixth, an obvious, but nonetheless important point to mention is this: because of transportation 
costs, for goods for import and export, it is not surprising that factories, people (i.e. workers 
and consumers) and much of a nation’s life tends to be concentrated around the coast rather 
than in the hinterland. This includes refineries that process crude oil and then make products 

https://www.geeksforgeeks.org/list-of-major-indian-seaports/
https://www.geeksforgeeks.org/list-of-major-indian-seaports/
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for domestic consumption and export. Natural resources and some agricultural areas may be 
in the hinterland, of course, and involve a cost-consideration in trade. These factors are true for 
Australia and for India, especially in the peninsular and coastal regions. The maritime dimension 
is geographically relevant and geo-strategically important. It is not coincidental that the bilateral 
relationship between Australia and India, or the maritime focus of the Quadrilateral is across the 
three commons.  

Port Analysis for Australia-India Bilateral Trade82      

Coal, Coke and Briquettes. These have formed the major exports from Australia to India for some years 
and are governed by coal demand from India. Many of these exports are from Queensland’s ports like 
Hay Point, Gladstone, Abbott Point. Smaller quantities move from Whyalla, Geelong, (both in Victoria); 
Brisbane (QLD) and Newcastle (NSW). Destination ports in India are mainly Visakhapatnam, Paradip, 
Kolkatta (Calcutta) actually the more accessible down-river satellite port of Diamond Harbour.83 Smaller 
shipments go to Mumbai, Chennai, Mundra, Dahej, Kakinada. Thus, major shipments flow from Australia’s 
Pacific coast ports on the East coast to mainly the Eastern coast of India around the Bay of Bengal. A 
small part flows into the West coast ports of India. The map below shows where the major Australian 
coalfields are and the relative proximity to the ports that export much of the nation’s coal.   

  Map 6: Australian Coalfields and Reserves. (Source: Australian Government, Geoscience Australia,   
https://www.ga.gov.au/digital-publication/aecr2021/coal.)

Petroleum Products. India’s major export to Australia is refined petroleum products. As has been 
underscored in various Australian conferences and studies (and will be examined in subsequent 
submissions) the lack of adequate indigenous refining capacity, of adequate strategic storage capacity, 
including for aviation grade fuels, Australia has an import dependency and possible security vulnerability. 
According to an Australia Institute report in 2021, it imported more than 90% of its refined products and 
the transportation sector needed 74% of it.84

82	  The author thanks the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade for their help in making available useful raw data for ports of embarkation 
and disembarkation in Australia and India.  Port data from the Ministry of Shipping and Ports in India was also used for inferences here and in subse-
quent reports that will follow. Author also thanks Ms Riya Sinha, Maitri Fellow at the USSC for sharing data which she is looking at as part of her project.
83	  Diamond harbour, downstream of Kolkatta is actually the main port now because of issues with shallow depths, silting and more difficult 
upriver passage. Calcutta, until 1960s a busy port, was simply overtaken by the need for more efficiency, larger ships drawing deeper draft and due to 
political troubles and very slow cargo handling. 
84	   The Australia Institute, “Australia 91% reliant on foreign oil: Research Report,” April 21, 2022, 

 https://australiainstitute.org.au/post/australia-91-reliant-on-foreign-oil-research-report/

https://www.ga.gov.au/digital-publication/aecr2021/coal
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Fig. 3: Value of Petroleum products exported from India from 2011-2022 with estimate for 2023. In billion 
INR (1 billion INR = 17.55 million AUD).  

(Source: Statista, https://www.statista.com/statistics/624190/export-value-of-petroleum-products-india/)

Table 9:  Top 10 Petroleum products exported by India. (Source: ppac.gov.in Obtained from Eximpedia,  
https://www.eximpedia.app/blog/petroleum-products-exported-from-india)

Location of Indian Refineries. Unlike in Australia, Indian refineries have grown in numbers, total 
capacity and with technology to process multiple grades of crude oil. As can be seen in the map below, 
they are located around the nation, but the older ones, especially in the East and NE were mainly built 
when the only indigenous crude oil was to be found in the NE states. The newer, mostly private sector 
refineries are on the West coast (Gujarat, particularly) and have very large capacities. For reasons of 
better distilling fractions, and lower cost of exports, and their location in Gujarat where deeper ports 
enable larger VLCCs and ULCCs to discharge crude into refineries that are not too distant, then enables 
export at competitive costs. 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/624190/export-value-of-petroleum-products-india/
https://www.eximpedia.app/blog/petroleum-products-exported-from-india
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Map 7: Centre for High Technology, MoPNG, GOI, refineries Location Map,  
https://www.cht.gov.in/refineries-location-map

Location of Refineries, Terminals and Ports of Petro Product Imports into Australia. With just 
four relatively small and old refineries operating in Australia, product imports will remain a reality. Oil 
companies want to stop refining in two places and instead use the land to be reception terminals for 
imported products (Altona in Vic and Kwinanina in WA.) Accordingly, imports of products (and India 
is a relatively smaller direct supplier at the current stage) flow mainly from Jamnagar into Melbourne 
and Sydney; from Mangalore and Jamnagar into Geelong; Jamnagar to Brisbane; Jamnagar to Kurnell 
and Westernport; Visakhapatnam to Newcastle; Diamond Harbour to Fremantle; Chennai to Brisbane; 
Chennai to Melbourne; Mumbai to Brisbane, etc.

Table 10: Australian Refineries  (Information extracted from Parliament of Australia report, “Oil refineries 
and fuel security,” Dr Hunter Ladlaw, December 17, 2020, https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/

Parliamentary_departments/Parliamentary_Library/Research/FlagPost/2020/December/Oil_refineries_
and_fuel_security.

https://www.cht.gov.in/refineries-location-map
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_departments/Parliamentary_Library/Research/FlagPost/2020/December/Oil_refineries_and_fuel_security
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_departments/Parliamentary_Library/Research/FlagPost/2020/December/Oil_refineries_and_fuel_security
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_departments/Parliamentary_Library/Research/FlagPost/2020/December/Oil_refineries_and_fuel_security
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Other Categories of Trade in Goods. The “basket of goods” traded between India and Australia is 
extensive and growth will be seen in several areas over the next few years. This will include substantial 
developments in the trade in services. Important among these are bulk products like fertiliser imports 
into Australia, iron and other ores to India. In normal times, these quantities vary according to demand 
as has been discussed earlier; however, in times of crises, these bulk products have a greater flexibility 
of importing port options depending on the circumstances. Cost-efficiency in loading, transportation 
and unloading and hinterland delivery could yield to considerations of greater security and assurance of 
eventual delivery, perhaps at a higher cost. This is what security professionals would call the transition to 
a war of supply. (To be examined later in this project.) 

Map 8: trade Patterns, Indo-Pacific Region (Source:  Proceedings of the Goldrick Conference, 2019, 6.)

Routeing Options: At this stage, it may suffice to infer that the complexity of trade, the lack of adequate 
flag ownership of ships by India (and with a much more serious gap for Australia) maps showing shipping 
lanes (ISL) may seemingly oversimplify the security of trade issues. Admiral Goldrick had sensibly advised 
that navies do not need to interdict (or protect) lines on a chart but physical ships when the strategic and 
operational situations so require maritime services to do. He observed, “There are no lines on the sea. 
We need, in considering the war of supply in the maritime environment, to understand always that it is 
about ships and their cargoes.” 85 This is where bilateral considerations provide leverage as well as suffer 
from the multilateral and complex nature of maritime goods and services trade. However, it is important 
to keep such maps in mind for they will also offer some answers to help the understanding and planning 
required to maintain the freedom of the Indo-Pacific, not in absolute terms but to help keep economies 
going under adverse conditions.  Maps showing lines at sea or dots to denote ships play a role in global 
traffic management and become part of maritime domain awareness, which, as seen in this report, is 
a major multi-lateral public good that the Quad is working on through the Indo-Pacific. The maps with 
lines for tracks and routes and dots for ships also symbolise the complexities of global maritime trade. 

85	   Peter Dennis (Ed.), Armies and Maritime Strategy: The 2013 Chief of Army History Conference, See James Goldrick’s paper, “Mahan and Cor-
bett: Concepts of Economic Warfare,” 22; https://www.usni.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/2013_-_armies_and_maritime_strategy.pdf

https://www.usni.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/2013_-_armies_and_maritime_strategy.pdf
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Map 9: Australia’s Maritime Trade Direction. (Source: David Uren, “The trade routes vital to Australia’s 
economic security,” Special Report, ASPI, March 2024, 9.) 

1. To Europe via the Suez Canal, passing Malacca Strait 
2. To India across the Great Australian Bight and Indian Ocean 

3. Coal ships for India that are too large for the Torres Strait 
4. LNG / iron ore to China, Taiwan and Korea through Makassar Strait and the South China Sea 

5. Similar route to Japan, keeping east of Sulawesi and Philippines 
6. To Southeast Asia and Hong Kong through the Torres Strait and past Irian Jaya 

7. Main route between China and eastern Australia through Vitiaz Strait between PNG and New Britain 
8. Route from eastern Australia to Japan, east of New Britain

 9. To the US west coast 
10. To New Zealand and the Panama Canal 

Map 10: Australia’s Maritime Trade Direction. (Source: David Uren, “The trade routes vital to Australia’s 
economic security,” Special Report, ASPI, March 2024, 11) 
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Some Concluding Thoughts

There are a few larger points that could be seen as major considerations at this stage of the research. 

First, this Brief examines the bilateral trade between Australia and India and sets it within the context of 
the overall trade each country has with the rest of the world. There is cause for optimism that the growth 
in bilateral trade in goods and services will contribute to further prosperity without the geo-political and 
geo-strategic issues that cast a shadow on the concerns that Canberra and New Delhi have individually 
about Beijing. The developing geo-economic and geo-strategic corollary is the increased coordination 
and coherence between the two countries to look at the linkages between prosperity and security and 
help both grow.

Second, the Brief also sets the bilateral economic relationship within the multi-lateral framework of 
the Quad itself. With its four members, the Quad, of course is multi-lateral; but, as mentioned with its 
inclusive agenda it is a much larger multi-lateral provider of public goods. It is, as the Brief suggests, also 
a conglomerate of six bilateral relationships. More specifically, the Quad looks at the maritime domain 
closely and the Freedom of the Indo-Pacific (FOIP) agenda it sets to further is as altruistic as such things 
can be, even if in some capitals and quarters their thoughts could be different towards the Quad.  

Third, the Brief points out the coherence and overlaps within the three global commons, maritime, 
space and cyber-space and how these are related to shipping routes, undersea cables and their dynamic 
components in space and nodes on land. That these three commons are very important considerations 
of the Quad and the inter-related initiatives it now pursues for the greater good, is not surprising. The 
security and prosperity of a state hinges essentially on trade, sometimes through the readiness for 
economic warfare; “it is a whole-of-government and arguably whole-of-nation, whole of government 
activity” as Goldrick has pointed out.86 Taken to bilateral and multi-lateral dimensions, there are pointers 
to India and Australia and for the Quad and beyond to look at the plurality of cooperation.

Fourth and finally, thinking and planning (they are almost synonymous!) done by individuals, agencies 
and larger segments of governments in the two countries for their own security and prosperity can be a 
most useful exercise and perhaps ongoing activity.  

If, in a sense, the 1994 DFAT Midnight Hour Report, or the 2018 Varghese Report, referred to at the 
beginning of this Brief presciently mentioned the need for Australia and India to do more, we may have 
already heralded a new dawn. The Indian Foreign Minister’s words may be an appropriate coda for the 
oceans providing the pathways to prosperity, and challenges to security:        

 “As we gaze at the Indian Ocean, the challenges besetting the world are on full display there. At one 
extremity, we see conflict, threats to maritime traffic, piracy and terrorism. To these gradually emerging 
developments, there are now also the challenges that are structurally inherent in the current form 
of globalization. Over-concentrations of manufacturing and technology are creating both supply-side 
risks, as well as the possibility of leveraging. The experiences which the world underwent during the 
Covid pandemic has powerful lessons that we ignore only at our own peril. The need of the day is to 
disperse production across more geographies and build reliable and resilient supply-chains…87  

More mateship may be a good thing!

 

86	  Peter Dennis (Ed.), Chief of Army Conference, 19.
87	  Ministry of External Affairs, Keynote Address by EAM, Dr S Jaishankar at the 7th Indian Ocean Conference 2024, February 09, 2024, https://
www.mea.gov.in/outoging-visit-detail.htm?37609/Keynote+address+by+EAM+Dr+S+Jaishankar+at+the+7th+Indian+Ocean+Conference+2024

https://www.mea.gov.in/outoging-visit-detail.htm?37609/Keynote+address+by+EAM+Dr+S+Jaishankar+at+the+7th+Indian+Ocean+Conference+2024
https://www.mea.gov.in/outoging-visit-detail.htm?37609/Keynote+address+by+EAM+Dr+S+Jaishankar+at+the+7th+Indian+Ocean+Conference+2024

