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This brief looks at the core understanding of the protection of maritime trade and the maintenance

of a free and open Indo-Pacific as a public good which is a protective and defensive concept. This
thought is central to the agenda of the Quad and emerging in a way that could ensure the safety and
freedom of physical as well as digital maritime trade. Within the quadrilateral, but preceding it in time,
is the Australia-India bilateral relationship that has developed well and one likely to grow even more in
width and depth. Indian Foreign Minister Jaishankar couldn’t have been clearer when he said, “In this
complicated world..we can make a difference through our cooperation on a practical, progressive
and sustainable agenda. Together, that makes us a force for global good.”

In the section, Midnight Hour to a New Dawn, the brief examines the long diplomatic history that
remained positive during the early decades after World War 2. Mr R.G. Casey not only had a stellar

role in preventing more deaths during the Bengal famine, but developed an empathy for India
combined with prescience about the way the economic and security relationship could be of mutual
benefit: “The Indian Ocean provides a meeting point for Australian and Indian interests...and to build a
partnership which bridges both the Pacific and Indian Ocean”. One wonders why the term Indo-Pacific
is considered to have a more recent ring? As highlighted during the closing presentation by this author
at Canberra on 23 Jan 2025 to a cross section of officers from DFAT and DOD as well as think tanks and
the Indian High Commissioner and his officers, it seems quite apt for the Australia-India relationship
that the DFAT is headquartered in the RG Casey Building!

Broadly, the first brief highlights the different positions Australia took in 1971 to that of the US during
the Bangladesh crisis. It could be said that in the 1980s, to the cliched description of the three C's,
cricket, curry and Commonwealth was added another “C" for cold war via misconceptions about
India’s stance in it. While the addition of the N-word to it after India's May 1998 nuclear tests in which
Canberra’s reactions led to the low point of the relationship, from about 2003 the trajectory has
improved steadily. DFAT's 1994 “Midnight Hour” report recognised India’s importance as an economic
partner even if it concentrated more on it as a market. Mr Peter Varghese's 2018 report further
developed these thoughts and provides a useful roadmap for both capitals to consider. These reports
and diplomatic observations also emphasise maritime connectivity in the shared ocean and there is no
mention of any irreconcilable angles of the relationship.

Even as the original three C's—anecdotal and always rather irrelevant—faded, the fifth “C", China has
been in a sense a “glue and trigger” for the enhanced coherence in common interests leading to wider
and deeper security cooperation most notably in the maritime dimension. Differences and similarities
exist in the concerns that China raises for both countries and are analysed in the first report. At the
same time, China is the biggest trading partner for both our nations. The nature and quantum of
trade differs for both and has been especially critical for Australia’s prosperity. While Beijing is not as
critical for India’s prosperity, it looms large as a threat and presents continuing concerns in primarily
continental but also maritime terms. For Canberra, direct continental security concerns may not exist
but they could manifest indirectly. The concerns across the maritime domain are more direct. This
summary has been written just after the March 2025 circumnavigation of Australia by a Chinese navy
flotilla. While too much should not be read into it, it was not insignificant either.



The brief looks at Australia- India trade carefully. In doing so as a focus of the first brief, a few broad
points are analysed. These are:

The two ways of looking at the volume of trade. One is to think of the current bilateral volumes as
low in terms of other bilateral data for both countries. Or, the other way is to look at the rising trend
in volume as well as rankings. Related, it is good to remember the spikes and the overall modest
share of China as a trading partner for Australia began to rise exponentially only from around 2000.

That “India is not the next China"” to use Mr Varghese's phrase. This is important in at least three
ways. First, the democratic political systems, similar economic systems, and corporate practices
make sustainable, long-term trade and economic exchange less vexed and less linked to political
turmoil or a topsy-turvy security relationship. Second, it took some decades for India to liberalise

its economy and trade. While a smaller player on the global stage, it seems hardly likely that India
would upset the global system like has happened at times over the past century, but also quite
sharply perhaps in April 2025 due to US actions. Third, unlike the economic relationship--more an
obvious and understandable dependence for Australia’s prosperity-- that Canberra has with Beijing,
its political, security and diplomatic interaction is a frictional one.

That time will tell if the optimism in the growing two-way trade between India and Australia
expressed in the Varghese report will come to fruition. It seems likely even if the forecast figure of
Australian exports to India touching $45 billion by 2037 (in 2017 dollars) and Australian investments
tenfold to $100 billion in the same period. The report describes it as “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.”

That maritime trade in goods by ships of all manner and digital (i.e services) trade via undersea
cables, is the key to prosperity, both nationally as well as bilaterally and multilaterally.

The Brief also examines the multi-lateral essence in which the India-Australia bilateral goods and
digital trade is embedded. It argues that little if any trade between two countries is bilateral even
when bulk cargo or energy shipments may be bilateral in some cases only for physical goods. Their
shipment, payments, insurance, ship ownership and crewing, even port management/ownership
may have multiple countries and entities involved. Multi-laterality is also examined in this but as

well in the later Issue Briefs in terms of the interrelated commons of sea, space and cyber as well as
cooperative frameworks like the Quad.

On the first point, it would be important to recognise 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 and services trade. Some data (proportionately miniscule,
but vital) 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.

On the second point, the Quad is now focussed on these three dimensions in its primary objective

of furthering the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP). In actuality, the improvement of efficiency,
security and availability of these three dimensions for the general use of the peoples living across the
Indo-Pacific, should be looked at as furthering a public good. Towards this worthwhile goal, a strong
bilateral and quadrilateral relationship between India and Australia is vital.
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The brief analyses, in a manner not seen earlier by the author, how the six strong bilaterals within the
Quad'’s four members enable it to be effective while also influencing the bilaterals. However, it may
now also be said, after the great changes to the bilateral trade issues between the US and the rest of
the world, but also in the context of the three other Quad constituents, that the need for Canberra and
New Delhi and Tokyo to forge an even stronger relationship across all “DIME" lines of statecraft is much
greater.

The section on Aust-India trade volumes and routes goes into details of exports and imports for both.

It starts with some general observations on trade. What VADM Peter Jones flagged about Australian
gaps in thinking about trade could apply to India and other countries as well: “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.” While physical maritime trade can be rerouted and reconfigured depending
on circumstances albeit at some cost and repercussion always, digital trade is less “mobile” because
cables, and cable landing stations are as such, fixed geographically. The ‘digits” that flow through it
can be rerouted, but the pervasive nature and demand for connectivity is such that disruptions could
have a quicker impact. Given the hourly dependence on data connectivity for work, recreation, travel
and entertainment, national populations—in groups and individually—are more likely to feel impacted
from data disruptions than even major disturbances to trade in goods. It is the new reality that
governments and partnerships like the Quad well recognise.

In a year where suddenly the macro-economic flavour in the US seems to be focused on exporting
more than importing, the broad difference between India and Australia is of interest. Since 1947,

India has, with an exception of one or two years, been importing much more than it has been able to
export. On the other hand, Australia in general has had a surplus trade account for much of the current
decades. India too would like to sell more than it buys from overseas, but has managed an economic
equilibrium and yet improved the standard of living for a majority of its population over the last few
decades. In time, one hopes that reduced energy costs, greater manufacturing and services trade

turn India into a net exporter rather than importer. Bilaterally, either situation may not be a concern

in Canberra and Australia which are very likely to continue to follow economic temperance, good
practices and avoid impulsive steps for the sake of domestic politics.

Details of bilateral trade, ports of origin and destination and Harmonised System (HS) categories

of important items are of course, in the Brief. In a nutshell, 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. 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. Australian DFAT data indicates that India was the fourth in two-way goods and services
trade; fourth for exports; and 11th ranked in imports. In 2025, Indian services trade is now nearly 50% of
overall trade and here is an area for growing bilateral benefits as well.

The top Australian direct import from India is by far refined petroleum. (Indirectly, more Indian
products are likely to be reaching via Singapore). As examined in further parts, Australian dependence
on importing refined fuels is rightly considered a strategic vulnerability. In conditions where “war

of supply” issues need mutual support, India could be critical. This is aided by the relatively safer
routes that could be taken by tankers in situations where China is an adversary for one or both of us
for trade protection needs. Port analyses for Australian and Indian ports show strengths and some
vulnerabilities especially in times of tension. Coal, coke and briquettes that India imports may also
need to take longer routes from East Coast ports around Australia rather than through the Torres
Strait; in times of crises, the higher transportation costs of Australian LNG from Western Australia may
become operationally wiser and planning provisions must be made for these. Diversity of markets,
suppliers, options for ports of embarkation and disembarkation and for routes between Aust- India are
long term positives.



The brief offers the following conclusions:

There is cause for buoyant, rather than cautious optimism in the economic and political
relationship between the two countries. The relationship has been largely good since the closing
years of WW 2; the occasional breaks were due to Canberra’s decisions, biases and in consequent
Indian cold-shouldering. There is increasing reason to believe and keep faith in the strong, multi-
dimensional bilateral partnership (which need to be an alliance) with geo-economic, geo-strategic
coordination and coherence.

The Quad is a larger, multilateral provider of public goods with an inclusive agenda. It derives
capacities from the six bilaterals within. Its FOIP focus will work to furthering several areas of
protective measures in all three commmons of sea, space and cyber. The Quad, therefore, needs
strengthening in the execution of its FOIP agenda in ways that are acceptable to more countries in
the Indo-Pacific.

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. This, in essence is the purpose of this Maitri
research project.

The first part concludes with this line: More mateship may be a good thing!
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