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Australia- India Bilateral Maritime Security 
Cooperation in Periods of Normalcy and 
Crises: “Planning is Preparation; Preparation 
isn’t Provocation; Preparation is Prosperity” 

Sudarshan “Shri” Shrikhande

The third and concluding Issue Brief fundamentally looks at what Australia and India could—and 
should—be doing. Its objective is to consider a few general conditions, principles and broad framework 
for maritime security cooperation between Australia and India within the multilateral and complex 
nature of bilateral trade. The epigraphs included in this brief from the Indian and Australian navy chiefs 
are but a recent reaffirmation of how important trade and its protection is for both countries. Neither 
the Indian CNS, nor an earlier Australian CN have overstated anything when they have said that,  
“…protecting maritime trade is not merely a matter of commerce—it is the cornerstone of global 
peace, economic prosperity, and the preservation of communications lifelines in our interconnected 
world;” (for India) or that, “Protecting this trade is essential…Australia is totally dependent on maritime 
trade...”

The brief opens with the following thoughts: not only naval, but political leaders have generally had a 
keen sense of the centrality of maritime trade to their nation’s or kingdom’s prosperity; in general, the 
flow of maritime trade has often required adherence to commonly accepted rules about freedom of 
the seas with the right to trade and the rights of a flag state; protection of trade is a defensive measure 
and is a public good that benefits many nations and peoples; and, protection of trade more often than 
not required multi-national cooperation. Even ancient and medieval Indian diplomacy attempted to 
secure such cooperation.

Cutting to our own times, the bilateral economic and security relationship between Australia and India 
is underwritten in the June 04, 2020, Joint Declaration on a Shared Vision for Maritime Cooperation 
in the Indo-Pacific Between the Republic of India and the Government of Australia. It recognises, 
explicitly or implicitly that the bilateral security relationship, predominantly across the maritime 
domain, is important since both are “Comprehensive Strategic Partners” in “promoting peace, security, 
stability and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific region.” Shared interests include “ensuring freedom of 
navigation and overflight in the Indo-Pacific region, and maintaining open, safe and efficient sea lanes 
for transportation and communication.” The bilateral relationship is logically and necessarily set in 
the larger multi-lateral and “mini-lateral” relationships such as the ASEAN, IORA, East Asia Summit, 
the Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative (IPOI), IONS, Indian Ocean Tuna Commission and the International 
Maritime Organization. Although the Quad is an omission here, it could be an important factor. 

Protection of trade in goods as well as via digital trade (mainly the services component of national 
and international digital global traffic) is very much a public good. Even if narrowly engaged in by say, 
Australia and India, this public good benefits several other nations within the Indo-Pacific. Indeed, 
disruption of trade impacts not only regionally, but globally and would be increasingly so with the 
passage of time. Measures for trade protection at its core are defensive measures, whereas trade 
disruption and trade interdiction are, at their core, offensive measures. In conflicts, they could, of 
course be two sides of the same coin. (This Maitri study is limited to trade protection and does not 
investigate interdiction of a likely adversary’s trade either by India or Australia or bilaterally, although 
circumstances could be such that this too may be necessary and, of course viable within a growing 
partnership.)
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India has been quite active, especially since 2009, in the practice of protecting shipping in 
constabulary duties and has consistently taken robust action to counter pirates and roll back piracy. 
In terms of “habits of cooperation,” India has been executing constabulary tasks in coordination and 
active cooperation with several countries, while not being part of any alliance or a coalition maritime 
force, etc. This angle leads to a discussion on partnerships and alliances in the Brief. India has avoided 
alliances (except in 1971 with the USSR, and it faded away rather soon) while preferring partnerships. 
The Maitri report was finalised before the new administration took office in the US, but a nation like 
Australia now seems to be increasingly thinking of the shakiness of its alliance—even if transient—
and the benefits of partnerships which can be on more equal and equitable basis, mutually more 
respectful and yet be easier to practice and progress than an alliance. The discussion then leads into 
the subtitle of the Third Brief: Planning is Preparation; Preparation is Not Provocation but Helps 
Prevention; & Prevention is Protection. This phrasing is more necessary than catchy. Australian-Indian 
partnership is now deep and wide and it is important to get the strategy right. Thereafter, other 
aspects become easier as seen in a few pointers from the past through disparate examples. The Quad 
comes up again, because the partnerships within are relevant in more ways than are often discerned.

The work then moves to the mechanisms required for planning. It finds that in reality the framework 
and working groups suggested are not all that extraordinary, even for India where there may be 
pockets of scepticism about setting up such groups. Maritime security partnerships in the form of 
bilaterals and minilaterals like the Quad, or the Colombo Security Conclave and larger collectives 
like the IORA and IONS have been around for some time and there are working groups within. For 
the primarily bilateral theme of this research, the urging is to have working groups—away from any 
limelight—and focused on the broad picture as well as details. 

Earlier Briefs fill the canvas of the complexity of maritime trade in terms of ports and port ownership; 
shipping; ship crewing; shipping finance and insurance; shipping management; and shipbuilding and 
ship-maintenance. Other complexities include diversity, risks as well profits of physical trade by ships, 
either along a national coast or overseas; the complexity and competition of demand and supply; need 
to have alternatives; and routing, scheduling details and so on. 

Digital trade is also examined in the concluding brief. It is an important and growing component 
of trade itself and the 2025 figures for India suggest that this component of trade in services has 
overtaken trade in goods. Moreover, this is a high-growth sector while trade in goods grows rather 
slowly. Although invisible as such, digital trade has tangible implications. Much of the framework of 
this trade is physical. Cables and cable landing stations (CLS) are vital and need protection against 
a variety of security threats and accidental as well as natural events. Unlike trade routes in goods, 
submarine cables obviously cannot be re-routed, although traffic can be digitally re-routed. Hyperscale 
firms dominate almost all facets of this trade; a large proportion are western owned unlike the rapidly 
growing role Chinese owned or Chinese controlled companies involved in most aspects related to 
trade in goods via ships. The digital business has slowly shifted from telecom firms to the big IT 
companies. The “big four” are also increasingly investing in undersea cables and this “shift reflects their 
broader strategy of vertical integration, which extends their control over the internet services value 
chain, from content creation to data storage, processing and network transport.” A major challenge 
for populations and even governments in several countries is that with digital information and digital 
media under an overwhelming control of a few global mega-corporations, the “demand” side from 
consumers and businesses may not have adequate influence over the “supply” side. Importantly, 
unlike the ups and downs of demand for goods, the demand for data quantity and quality in terms of 
speed, reduced latency, etc, are going to increase under most conditions. 

For digital security and protection of cables, the “non-Chinese” world is taking actions and shaping 
policies that attempt to insulate itself against greater Chinese influence in the digital business world. 
Meanwhile, China is taking steps to counter such moves and continues to expand its ambit in the data 
world just as did in the “non-digital” maritime world. Digital competitiveness for China could be as 
high as its maritime competitiveness already is. China is a substantial player in the subsea cable world. 
It has a few big investors; two cable builders and associated hardware manufacturers as well as a 
growing interest, investments and capacity for cable laying, repair as well as data centres.

All this creates drivers for India and Australia to cooperate bilaterally as well as multi-laterally (the 
Quad being one such vehicle) to overcome each being a bit player as of now in most things to do with 
the digital business other than growing benefits of digital trade and even profits. Trade protection 
is, inarguably a global good and it needs wider understanding as a public good. The oft used phrase 
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“Freedom of the Indo-Pacific” (FOIP) is described well by the Japanese foreign ministry at its core a 
concept “to establish a rules-based international order and consolidate principles such as free trade, 
freedom of navigation, and the rule of law, which are essential for the stability and prosperity of 
the region.” Protective measures for trade by countries with better resources, effective mobilisation 
capacity and even multi-national partnerships, facilitate trade protection as has been the case in 
counter-piracy operations or, to some extent also currently in the Red Sea. Thus, such operations by a 
few nations become a regional and even a global good. 

Researching this project led to reflections on the considerable decades of work in Australia on trade 
protection in terms of conferences, seminars and publications. However, in India formal studies and 
discussions are largely untraceable in the first few decades after independence in 1947 although its 
naval leadership always recognised the criticality of energy imports even during short wars. In the run 
up to 1971 Indo-Pak war, the focus was on non-kinetic intervention to impact West Pakistan’s ability to 
supply East Pakistan and disruption of ships and logistics in grey-zone operations across five ports on 
14-15 Aug 1971. During the conflict in Dec 1971, the IN interdicted and commandeered ships bound for 
both wings of Pakistan. In subsequent mobilisation against Pakistan in 1999, 2002 (and in 2025 during 
Op Sindoor), the IN deployed heavily to be ready for trade protection as well as interdiction. As such, it 
has had a robust record of successful anti-piracy operations and anti-contraband actions over several 
decades. Some have been independent and some in coordination/ cooperation with other navies and 
maritime services with the involvement of foreign and defence ministries. 

It is important for Australians to understand that not being part of an alliance system, and while 
continuing a policy of overall strategic autonomy, India has continued to think of partnerships as 
important and freedom to trade and navigate as cornerstones. The Brief has a few paragraphs 
covering general consideration for cooperation and coordination between partners. It urges both 
India and Australia not to be fixated on the superiority of “eastern/Indian values” or “western values” or 
indeed of the West or the anti-dote of global south beyond some political usage. The world is global/ 
spherical and the west and east keep exchanging places once a day so beyond a point the usage of 
cardinal points in geo-political terms is not very helpful. Values are more universal than aligned to 
cardinal points. Recent developments only reiterate the periodic difficulties Australia has experienced 
in its alliances. Partnerships too have their limitations just as treaties do, but because of the nature of 
a less rigid framework, the flexibility they offer and their tolerance for differing positions make them 
more useful. These points are made to suggest that the existing arrangements and agreements 
between India and Australia are sufficient to make planning possible for cooperating and coordinating 
in crises and conflicts. After all, as phrased in the Brief, “friends need not be allies, and allies are not 
necessarily friends.”

In the section covering scenarios from low level crises to possible conflict, a range of threats that could 
impact trade are briefly examined. These include threats akin to the ones posed by Houthis; piracy 
and conflicts in and across the Persian Gulf. Thereafter, China scenarios are looked at. As explained in 
the first two briefs, most nations have a close trading relationship with China. Australia’s relationship 
with China is complex; it cannot be distilled into a “this or that/ black or white” matter. It seeks a 
“strategic equilibrium” while being concerned and wary of China. Similarly, India’s relationship is 
perhaps even more complex, because, as explained in earlier Briefs, trade is not the vital component 
it is for Australia (for exports to China) but border issues will continue to be central to tensions despite 
ongoing negotiations. It may also be fair to say that, as of now, China is not disrupting maritime trade 
in goods. The point, however, is to recognise its potential and wherewithal to do so. A few factors 
for apprehensions include China’s long-term focus on dominance; leveraging South China Sea for 
territorial expansion, assertion and increased friction as well as “lawfare;” its military build-up in its “fort 
and fleet” as well as proclivity to flex its muscles.

We can infer from examples recounted in the Brief-- and through history-- that disruptions to maritime 
and digital trade tend to consolidate some other countries to do something to protect what they 
can and take some cooperative/coordinated actions against the disruptor. Despite the territorial 
underpinnings of the SCS strategies and tactics China pursues, the impact is maritime-economic 
once trade is affected. That is why the very term global commons for the maritime, cyber and space 
domains seem to have a logical and contemporary relevance. 

The Brief also analyses China’s maritime echelons for the inimical leverage they create for itself. 
These include, in rough ascending order their very large merchant fleet under a high degree of state 

3

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: ISSUE BRIEF 3



control and the possibility of “weaponisation” of some ships; its fishing fleet; the Chinese Maritime 
Militia; China Coast Guard and the PLA Navy itself. Finally, it is the larger PLA itself with the fort 
and fleet in concert giving it a multi-dimensional capability possibly unmatched elsewhere. What 
may be reasonably inferred is that the PLA’s overall architecture is bent to the political winds and 
determination for action coming out of Beijing makes it apparent that China is competently poised 
across the spectrum of warfare and from lawfare to warfare, space and cyber warfare including 
disruptions of traffic along submarine cables. Many countries, Australia and India included, have had 
experience of Chinese coercive behaviour in the continental as well as maritime domains.

The penultimate section is titled Planning is Preparation; Preparation is Not Provocation, but Helps 
Prevention; & Prevention is Protection. The ways in which India and Australia have looked at security 
cooperation in the past two decades have brought matters to a stage where the partnership is deep 
and sufficiently wide with a strong bilateral foundation with complementary multi-lateral relationships 
which, importantly includes the Quad. The section has caveats that this Maitri report offers as guiding 
principles for cooperation, strategic and operational coherence in circumstances of increasing trade 
with increased need for protecting it; it is a “Track 2” effort entirely based on open information but in 
a way that could provide pointers to “Track 1” officials in both countries at the “planning table” with 
the more specific information and intelligence and higher guidance available to them as and when 
circumstances necessitate. Finally, that this report’s inferences and recommendations are more 
preparative than prescriptive. 

To get the strategic framework reasonably right, the brief analyses historical examples where, although 
tactical compatibility was marginal, strategic necessity resulted in close partnerships while operational 
planning frameworks were as such absent. Tactical coherence evolved out of strategic necessity 
and not the other way around. Examples include incompatibilities between the UK and US between 
1939 to Dec 1941 notwithstanding having been allies for two years during WW1.The US-UK and Soviet 
strategic coherence during WW2 is even more interesting, considering fundamental incompatibilities 
and competition, including ideological paths. Other examples analysed include European (including 
the new Russia!) and Arab countries aligned or unhappy with the “West” during Gulf Wars 1 and 2; the 
Indo-Soviet Treaty of 1971 and the Quad partnership itself which is a unifying theme within the Maitri 
report. 

There is a lot that Australia and India have achieved without being treaty partners but there is more 
that needs to be done. As already mentioned, we are geographically more proximate to each other 
than either of us is with Japan or the US. Here is what works for the bilateral: shared geography 
within the Indian Ocean; a generally even diplomatic history; the prospect of growing economic inter-
relationships; shared security concerns around several issues and, most importantly, China. 

Recommendations are discussed in the final section, So, What Needs to be Done? By way of 
explanation, seven features guiding the recommendations are explained. These include the principle 
that perfect is the enemy of good enough; much of the bilateral planning and preparation work 
envisaged would be in coherence with the Quad’s purpose and could be a larger public good for 
the Indo-Pacific; sensitivity about being seen as anti-China exists in both capitals not to mention in 
Beijing itself and this has been analysed; difficulties in bilateral information sharing could exist but the 
principle of the art of the possible is always helpful and Arthur Tange’s views on intelligence sharing in 
the 1960s remain useful; and, keep the deliberations and reports of Track 1 and 1.5 groups --existing and 
envisaged—internal to official departments at both ends. Briefly, recommendations emerging from 
the research have the following broad objective: Prepare by Creating Planning Teams. These could 
begin as Track 1.5 groups of a mixed group from relevant government departments, armed forces and 
coopted experts. India is doing this now, so it would not be an unusual step. Second, form track 2 SME 
groups to do the spade work and then formally and semi-formally engage with Track 1 executives. 
The guiding factor to keep in mind is that Planning is not provocation; it is preparation. In essence, 
the suggested groups will need to determine why and in what circumstances is protection of physical 
maritime trade and digital trade needed; how are both nations to coordinate on having more ships 
available to do so; how are these ships to be repaired, and even replaced in case of losses; what goods 
and along which routes (and submarine cables, of course) require different degrees of protection and 
how is protection to be coordinated and executed.
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Accordingly, the following small groups are suggested:

1.	 Shipping, Shipbuilding, Ship Management groups. These could deal with ships, ports, 
shipbuilding, ship ownership, national flag shipping, crewing, insurance and mariners training. 
They need not be of equal priority but still matter as both countries could cooperate to improve 
maritime competitiveness. There is much about Indian efforts in these areas that is not well known 
or studied in Australia and, likewise, India could learn and incorporate steps taken by Australia 
especially in port management. India could assist with ship repairs and dry-dock availability. Both 
sides struggle to generate sufficient shipping insurance and finance, although India is doing well 
in manning, ship management and marine training. The joint groups should identify and then act 
on areas where work force efficiencies, training quality, sharing of manpower in crises and joint 
management of limited ships could be most feasible and efficient. Likewise, such groups should 
also study airline sectors because they may be analogy-rich and, in conditions where a “war of 
supply” solutions are required, the airline sectors could be mutually useful provided thinking and 
planning have been undertaken. 

2.	 Commerce Group(s). The work done by Track 1 ECTA and FTA officials could be leveraged by Track 
1.5 and 2 teams to look at is also how commerce fits into overall security considerations so that once 
some of the other groups suggested here start functioning, the sideways discussions should also 
take place. Two major areas for these groups are deeper studies on vital goods especially energy 
security for both sides and especially “petro-products group” to see how Australia’s vulnerability 
could be assuaged by direct imports via safer routes. These groups would also need to work on 
hedging plans mainly in alternate suppliers and buyers for EXIM matters for both countries. 

3.	 Undersea Cable Security Group. This group could profitably leverage the guidance and work 
being done under the Quad, ASEAN and PIF. An undersea cable security group(s) could span 
diverse needs of cable laying, protection, repair, and resilience from cable landing points to other 
CLPs. It may not be difficult at all for such a group to be stood up between Australia and India to 
further the work under the AICCTP. A joint group working on enhancing the security of digital 
trade not only for each of us but for others in the Indo-Pacific region enhances bilateral and multi-
lateral resilience and prosperity. As discussed in earlier briefs, the digital commons are a very 
central feature of maritime trade and might turn out to be more feasible and “convenient” for 
targeting than ships. It might be right to think of China as the major cyber-commons disruptor.

4.	 “Maritime Planning Table (MPT)/ Flag Plot.” The figurative term is used here to say that this 
could be primarily a maritime specialists’ group. Their tasks could include evaluating the current 
state of cooperation beyond exercises to thinking about what contingencies the group should plan 
for. Some contingencies are suggested, others could be thought through as well. Issues of trade 
protection, from disruptions caused by pirates, rebels/ terrorist groups and with state support or 
by states themselves all would need a response based on what naval personnel (the MPT teams) 
would generally recognise as common tactical questions ‘What, Where, Whither, When” which 
considerations do necessarily deal with “How”. These are discussed in the Brief and lead to a 
comprehensive examination of several maritime geo-strategic operational inferences related 
to relatively lower-level disruptive scenarios to a larger scale conflict. The other area for MPT to 
consider is multi-dimensional operational (MDO) thinking and planning. Bilateral exercises are 
increasing in dimensions and complexity and a few multilateral exercises also enable bilateral 
expertise build-up. Between Australia and India this is certainly the case. The proposal here is to 
more deliberately work on fusing the five dimensions (land, sea, air, cyber and space) towards 
operational effectiveness. China is doing perhaps the most to sharpen itself in MDO and some of 
their methods and exercises could be worth joint studying and even imitating.  

5.	 Maritime Law Education Group. The name is loosely suggested but emerges from the reality that 
piracy, counter-piracy, excessive territorial claims, the use of belligerence and coercion as seen in 
SCS and the portents for escalation and heightened tensions all do point to the need for deeper 
knowledge of International Maritime Law, Laws of Armed conflict (Humanitarian Law) and the way 
all these include Hague and Geneva conventions, etc. The need or the answers are not new and 
Quad has this on its agenda with India to host the first MAITRI (Maritime Initiative for Training in 
the Indo-Pacific) workshop in 2025 itself that has law in its agenda. Since FOIP is so critical to many 
other freedoms, such awareness and education is important at the level of senior bureaucrats, 
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diplomats and military leaders as well as for those who work at execution levels. Such educational 
and implementation programmes would need to be repeated at a reasonable frequency because 
incumbents in most bureaucratic-military systems change quite frequently, requiring reiteration.

Finally, in conclusion, this author has earlier mentioned that deterrence should be seen as the highest 
form of human security—and security itself is a public good-- especially if it helps to prevent conflict 
or to limit the destructiveness of likely conflicts. The Quad intends to think along these lines. However, 
within and beyond that arrangement (especially if support for the Quad wanes from time to time), 
the Australia- India bilateral relationship is growing and must become stronger. Like the Quad, this 
relationship has an important oceanic centrality, even if statecraft and defence cooperation must be 
multi-dimensional as analysed earlier. Since this Maitri research is dedicated to my friend, the late 
RADM James Goldrick, it would be fitting to include an excerpt from Dr Rory Medcalf’s postscript to 
James’ chapter in the Feb 2025 ANU book, Cross Currents: The New Geopolitics of the Indian Ocean. 
He writes, “In contemplating future Australian Indian Ocean strategy, we can be confident that 
a Goldrick perspective would be one of prudence and broad-mindedness…In writing elsewhere of 
future naval requirements for India as well as Australia, James Goldrick and co-author Sudarshan 
Shrikhande noted that both countries would want to focus on ensuring their trade and energy flows 
in the Indian Ocean, even during conflict… ‘a force which not only provides the most possible options 
to government from the resources it makes available, but also effectively spans the full range of tasks 
on which first national survival and then key national interests depend.’”

The First Brief ended with the line, “More mateship may be a good thing!” and the Final Brief 
concludes with the thought that much more maritime and security mateship between India and 
Australia may be necessary for us both, but also for the larger Indo-Pacific itself.


