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The Second Issue Brief looks at the present state of maritime competitiveness for India and Australia 
across a few parameters including comparison with other countries. The parameters include 
merchandise trade; shipping statistics spanning national fleets; overall ship ownership; and, flags of 
convenience. Other aspects of maritime competitiveness cover ports, port ownership, efficiencies and 
plans in both countries; shipbuilding and ship repair; marine financing and marine insurance; overall 
situation with seafarers. These areas are examined with China as a backdrop, especially because its 
maritime competitiveness has grown while that of the earlier “maritime powers” like Britain and the 
US until a few years after 1945 has declined. This is necessary because several aspects of China’s greater 
competitiveness could and do translate into national and maritime contestation and so influences 
security concerns including for Australia and India. 

Other inferences based on historical data establishes the changes that have taken place in maritime 
competitiveness. For instance, Britain had an oversized role not only in shipbuilding, ownership, as 
a flag state, as a major contributor to crewing, port ownership, maritime insurance, etc., but also in 
telegraph cable ownership, in laying, operating and maintaining them. Proportions like that have not 
been achieved in our own times even by China. 

Interestingly, this analyst has examined similarities between commercial aviation infrastructure, 
policies, manning, and aircraft ownership and manufacture and maritime equivalents in a way 
that perhaps has not been attempted earlier. This is in a section titled “Air-mindedness and sea-
blindness”. It is quite amazing that quite a few of the laments as well as real shortcomings in maritime 
competitiveness are not seen in the aviation business in the US, UK, Australia and India where it has 
grown well with as well as without government policy and other support. The US, for instance has 
remained—even expanded—as an aviation power, while shrinking in magnitudes as a maritime power. 
Australia and India are doing quite well as aviation middle powers and even growing while not putting 
into motion some of those steps which could easily yield dividends in maritime competitiveness. 
The brief concludes with some views on China, as a country to learn from due to the astounding 
degree and speed with which it has increased its own maritime competitiveness, but with a caveat 
for both Australia and India, that it would be difficult and probably not necessary to play catch up or 
match up. 

“Shipping would always be the life blood of Australia’s economic life,” said a RAN CNS during WW2. 
Political and naval leaders have generally had a deep understanding of the centrality of maritime trade 
to their nation or even empire’s prosperity. Its protection has required an environment of a high degree 
of freedom of the seas, general adherence to a rules-based order and multi-national cooperation. 
Navies for millennia were—and remain—vital to ensuring protection of trade and their roles span 
humanitarian, constabulary and military missions to enable prosperity often through multinational 
cooperation between sea services themselves. 

Bilaterally, Australia and India have done well in defence and security cooperation, especially in 
the maritime domain. With a slew of efforts in hand, and some more on the anvil such cooperation 
would work well bilaterally and multi-laterally. The brief looks at strengths and weaknesses in each 
nation’s maritime competitiveness and lays the background for enhanced cooperation and coherence 
explained in the Third Issue Brief.
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India’s own maritime competitiveness is relatively low in terms of its size, population, geostrategic 
position and growing interests. Although growing in absolute terms, India’s share of global trade 
in 2023-24 was 1.8% for exports and 2.8% for imports, usually dominated by energy imports. On the 
negative side, India has been running an annual trade deficit for decades, quite unlike Australia. 
However, on the positive side, conservative economic and fiscal policies, and diversification of the 
domestic economy and a growing trade in services (mainly through submarine data cables!) have 
offset some of the more serious consequences of a continuous deficit. All this points to growing 
maritime linkages and dependence for trade in goods and services. Yet, this has not correspondingly 
reflected in growth of shipbuilding, ownership or in undersea cable-related sectors. Australia and 
India are “in the same boat” in that sense. Ironically, Indian data for ship-breaking in terms of Gross 
Registered Tonnage (GRT) was 31% while shipbuilding was just 0,072%; ship owning at 1.2%; and ship 
registration at 0.768%. Australia’s once much higher relative competitiveness has declined in recent 
decades and has been flagged as a concern across all concerned with DIME issues of statecraft, but 
without much result. 

In ports, India has done relatively better in terms of planning and is now in more vigorous stages of 
execution to address trade logistics efficiencies into and out of ports. Australia ranks 18th and India 
19th on the UNCTAD container handling speeds. On the other hand, China has 8 ports in the first 25 of 
the Container Port Performance Index! Soberingly, neither India nor Australia figure in the top 25. For 
bulk handling, Australia scores high at 2nd behind China, while India ranks lower at 10th. For tanker 
handling, India does better at 4th behind Brazil, China and the UAE. 

However, what is of note is the concerted policy guidance from the government and other agencies 
to address many of the issues of port competitiveness through two recent documents. One is the 
Maritime Indian Vision 2030 (MIV 2030) and the other is a more detailed Maritime Amritkaal (i.e. 
golden age in a few Indian languages) Vision 2047. As the report brings out, some actions for the road 
map preceded its formulation. However, much remains to be done in the coming decades, even as 
some goals may turn out to be too ambitious for actualisation. Among the bigger initiatives envisaged 
are a few mega ports of which India has none now. The intent to establish a “Centre of Excellence for 
Maritime Efficiency for proper e-governance” will look at technologies being implemented or planned 
in global ports. Here are opportunities for India and Australia for bilateral cooperation embedded in 
Quadrilateral cyber-security and technology sharing initiatives for the Indo-Pacific at large. 

Shipbuilding may receive a concerted push in coming years where India has lagged. Since the 1960s, 
shipbuilding slowly shifted from the “West” to the “East” as analysed in the report. Ironically, both 
Australia and India are located in the “East” but missed the boat! In Theme No. 6 of MAKV 2047 the 
government flags “shipbuilding as a strategic multiplier industry” driving growth in diverse areas as a 
“mother industry” analogous to the manufacturing of automobiles in India. My inferences differ. The 
first, that India did develop a big automobile industry, including eventually of Indian brands over the 
last four decades and logically, it should have become a mother industry to shipbuilding. In UK at the 
dawn of the automobile age, shipbuilding was already advanced, even when automobiles were still 
rare. Both sectors declined but not at the same pace or time. Second, Australia’s automobile industry 
gradually almost disappeared as did much other manufacturing. Despite very large measures of 
government support, tariffs on imports, regulations, indigenous manufacturing of cars just withered. 
Third, while continental Europe developed shipbuilding across several countries that included Greece, 
Germany, Scandinavian countries as well as Eastern Bloc nations like Poland, it also made cars for mass 
usage as well as advanced luxury cars. In general, many nations had deep and advanced engineering 
foundations for production of capital goods, but their shipbuilding declined anyway. Today, it is 
China that threatens their automobile industry as well. To put it differently, a rising engineering tide 
is not enough to metaphorically lift boats in all sectors. Rather, shipbuilding requires different types 
of investments, pushing and competing in a very tough environment, which in its own way may 
be tougher than the automotive sector but with increased security benefits especially in times of 
adversity. 

India currently has 20 shipyards in the private and eight in the public sectors. Perhaps more yards 
would be needed, but it is far more important for the existing ones to become more efficient than they 
are. Naval shipbuilding is the bigger contributor than merchant shipbuilding, and on a smaller scale 
the same has applied to Australia. By 2047, India’s goal is to be within the top five shipbuilders, and it 
remains to be seen if this is achievable in the next two decades. Policy and building strategies would 
need to be matched to attain such targets.

On the other hand, it would be feasible for India to regain its pole position as the leading shipbreaker 
from a place it yielded to Bangladesh some years back. Shipbreaking may generate some revenues 
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and employment and requires environmental care, but it remains a low-value, low technology business 
which no one in the developed economies wants to be involved in. China used to be a major recycler 
but transformed itself into a ship builder while confining ship breaking to only the smaller ships and 
craft that are not easy to dump on countries like Bangladesh or India. In maritime competitiveness 
India would do better to a shipbuilder than a ship breaker. 

Ship repair for nationally owned as well as for foreign flags is an area where both, Australia and 
India have not grown to a level where, even without government support and subsidies they could 
have reached. India’s share of the global ship repair business varies between 1 to 2 percent. Also, 
Maintenance, Repair and Overhaul (MRO) in the commercial aviation sectors in both countries are way 
better than in the fleets meant for sailing. Dry docks are a major constraint for both countries, even 
if India has more of them; its needs are also greater. In national-security terms, dry docks and rapid 
overall ship repair capability could be critical during times of conflicts, especially in prolonged wars. 
This is something that would never go waste in more peaceful times in any case. 

The other major need is for India to increase overall tonnage that is Indian flagged or Indian owned. 
Foreign flagged ships carry almost 93% of Indian cargoes and even in the coastal and offshore energy 
sectors it is nearly 40% as highlighted in Theme 11 of MAKV 2047. This not only makes for poor business, 
profitability and employment outcomes or global heft, but also security vulnerabilities are much the 
greater. As flagged in the report, similar weaknesses exist for the US and Australia; of the four Quad 
members, only Japan is slightly better placed and these are the primary “maritime democracies” in 
the Indo-Pacific. Indian ships are also relatively smaller with average vessel size in DWT lesser than for 
China and several flags of convenience states. Attracting foreign owners to ply their ships under the 
Indian flag is not attractive for them and neither is FDI in shipping likely unless there are incentives as 
reports highlight.

While India is weak in marine ship financing, as well as insurance, it has done well in ship crewing and 
ship management on a global scale. Marine financing has received attention from the government 
and financial instruments as underscored in a PWC report of Feb 2024, but it remains to be seen how 
well this translates into actual progress. The signs are good, though. Indian companies have only a 
marginal presence in marine insurance. This could be a growth area, and the three imperatives are: 
first, is that it is a revenue stream like any other. The second is that it caters for better solutions for 
coastal trade and coastal shipping plus for Indian- owned and/or Indian flagged shipping. The third, 
quite critical, is that in times of high risk, like war-risk, for instance, denial of insurance support may 
impact trade in a physical sense without goods being loaded and sailing to or from Indian ports. 

India contributes rather well to the number of seafarers which was estimated to be over 250,000 
in 2022 making it between 7 to 9.5% of global numbers. The number of officers is proportionately 
much higher than ratings. On the plus side, their reputation is high and Indian training is good. On 
the negative side, are internal bureaucratic hurdles, lack of tax incentives and globally acceptable 
employment conditions as well as instances of unscrupulous employment agents.
An important finding of this study—and a parameter of maritime competitiveness in a way—is also 
the very light footprint that both India and Australia have in some aspects of maritime governance. 
Specifically, neither country is as active in the International Maritime Organisation as it should be. India 
has not had a representative in the IMO for long periods. Internally, India needs to get better at doing 
its “homework”, building partnerships for joint submissions in the IMO’s two main committees. In all 
this, there may be sense in more bilateral cooperation between Australia and India as well as in the 
Quad and with ASEAN. China, of course, is very active with its submissions.

Australian maritime competitiveness, as brought out earlier, is also low for a nation-continent 
“girt by the sea.” The focus of the Australian government and the Australian Defence Force has 
been on building up what is termed a “strategic fleet”. These entities have not as yet also given 
the needed importance to much greater ship ownership, shipbuilding, enhanced repair capacities 
and even encouraging ship manning. The Strategic Fleet Task Force: Final Report is of November 
2023 focuses on creating an Australian flag fleet for contingencies of 12 ships. In highlighting low 
overall competitiveness, it rightly points out that “that several key measures related to international 
competitiveness require improvement to be genuinely internationally competitive and drive the 
business of ship ownership to Australia.” It is a nation that has been built on its capacity to trade and 
commerce—material as well as digital—is the key to sustaining its prosperity and security.

Growing trade would require more ships; greater need for “greener” ships and more efficient ports for 
India as well as Australia. The latest data for ships ownership as a percentage of global share for the 
top 35 countries puts Australia at 34th rank with 0.5% ownership by commercial value (India at 21st is 
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1.2%); and by flag of registration, Australia is at 30th with 0.5% again (and India a little higher at 27th 
position with 0.6%). In 2021-22, Australia had 55 sea-going vessels registered and 73 overseas, a total of 
128. That is low by any measure while remaining the 5th largest user of shipping services in the world. 
In comparison, the Indian total is 1900 vessels; actually not high in relations to needs. 

In reality, Australia and India have similar problems as analysed in a section, Are Australia’s Problems 
like India’s? Issues of internal bureaucratic procedures, inadequate government support and impetus, 
taxation, migration and labour issues, archaic coastal trading regulations, etc., are self-inflicted wounds 
in some ways. Other issues are in flags of convenience, safety, fair wages and inadequate training 
facilities for the crew expansion that would be necessary.

Port efficiency has received attention in Australia like the Port Productivity Commission’s Report in 
Dec 2022. In a section Between Water, Wharf and Warehouse, it emerges that Australia has some 
understandable disadvantages of a greater road, rather than rail- dependent hinterland connectivity; 
a higher proportion of empty containers that it returns to the stuffed ones it imports driving up costs. 
The Government report of 2011 “National Ports Strategy: Infrastructure for an economically, socially, 
and environmentally sustainable future,” seems very generic in nature and more a guidance document 
for what might need to be done than a road map which is what a strategy document should be.

In a few pages devoted to examination of Are There Analogies from the Aviation Business for Maritime 
Australia & India? This brief breaks into new thinking. It begins with the proposition that there may 
be a few areas in which the maritime dimension has similarities with the aviation dimension and that 
it may be profitable for the maritime to look at the air dimension. Such an approach is quite absent 
in the official as well as quasi-official documents and discourse in both Australia and India. Perhaps 
passenger traffic in aviation and goods traffic via water creates a schism in our minds where leaders 
as well as ordinary citizens are users of aviation, yet, ports, ships and maritime trade is not much on 
their minds. Angles examined in these pages encompass, “Air-mindedness and Sea-blindness; Parallels 
between domestic aviation and coastal trade; and aircraft ownership mainly under national flags but 
not ship ownership.” Other matters to consider are how Australia and India are “Aircraft nations but 
nor aircraft makers”. Australia looks at aviation as a major workforce opportunity, but not quite in the 
maritime sector; India lags in aviation training compared to strides taken in mariners’ training.    

The section ends with Connecting the Air and Sea. Maritime and aviation sectors in Australia and 
India can beneficially learn from within their bailiwick and from each other. This may turn out to be 
worthwhile for further thinking and policy outcomes. Not enough attention has been made to some 
common considerations and interconnectedness of opportunities and challenges in both countries. 

In line with the above observation, for the maritime sector as well there is a paragraph, Understanding 
the Other. As mentioned earlier, Australian studies in maritime competitiveness do not seem to have 
looked at India at all to see what India has achieved; where Indian policy failed; where it seems to 
be headed; what is happening in India’s port sector; in merchant ship construction; in ship finance 
to bolster potential for Indian versions of a “strategic fleet,” etc. For learning and analyses, Canberra 
seems focused on the “West” much more so than on what the “Rest” may be thinking and doing.

The second brief lays the need for greater bilateral and multi-lateral collaborations between Australia 
and India and where we have a contribution to make for the larger Indo- Pacific’s freedom of the 
sea as a public good while enhancing individual maritime competitiveness. It concludes with the 
suggestion that neither Australia nor India needs to Catch Up nor Match Up with China in maritime 
competitiveness. It is neither realistic nor necessary. What could be strived for is to cooperate more 
bilaterally, understand each other better and develop a better level of resilience through self-reliance 
as well mutual dependency. This bilateral cooperation, centred around maritime considerations, is 
set in a multilateral, multi-dimensional environment that is quite complex. In such an environment 
other partnerships matter and this includes the Quad. The Quad envisages several steps that enhance 
maritime security, for ports, ships, fishing, environment, subsea cables and technical cooperation and 
training across a range of activities that involves ASEAN, Pacific Islands Forum and the Indian Ocean 
Regional Forum. There is merit in the idea of cumulative maritime competitiveness that enhances 
overall access to the great public good of freedom of the seas and shared prosperity.


