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Modi’s maritime vision
is critical for Asean

To realise its Indo-Pacific goals, New Delhi must appoint

rime Minister Narendra Modi’'s

whistle-stop tour through Asean

(Association of Southeast Asian

Nations) that began in Indonesia
(May 30) followed by a pit-stop in Malaysia
and then Singapore (June 1) reiterated the
centrality ofthe maritime domaininIndia’s
ambitious Look/Act East Policy that began
in the Narasimha Rao years.

To his credit, Modi has brought his per-
sonal vigour tomatters maritime and since
assuming office has introduced and advo-
cated the concept of Sagar (security and
growth for all in the region) —the Indian
Ocean region, which has now been
expanded to the Indo-Pacific continuum.

Modi'sIndonesia visitwasthemost sub-
stantive by way of outlining the scopeofthe
bilateral ties with thelargest Asean nation
and locating this within thelarger geo-polit-
ical construct of the India-Asean frame-
work. Currently its combined GDP ($2.8 tril-
lion)is greaterthan thatof India, which reit-
erates the centrality of this cluster ofnations
for India—atheme that Modipersuasively
expanded upon during his visit.

The regional maritime domain is cur-
rently in a state of disequilibrium since
China haschosen toassertits military mus-
cle in the South China Sea (SCS) and has
rejected an international tribunal that
arrivedatadecision thatdid notaccept the
territorial claim advanced by Beijing and
contested by the Philippines. Itisa different
matterthat ManilahasdoneaU-turnonits
own position after President Rodrigo
Duterte assumed office in June 2016. But this
doesnotdetractfrom themuted reality that
many Asean nations are dismayed by
China’s assertiveness and are unable to
denounceitin public given their economic-
trade-financial dependency on Beijing.
Indonesian President Joko Widodo has
expressed his concernin the matter and has

THE POLICY CHALLENGE FOR
NARENDRA MODIWILL BETO
IMPLEMENT THE MANY
MARITIME INITIATIVES MOOTED
ININDONESIA AND ENSURE
THEIR CONTINUITY OVER THE

PN —

an ocean affairs minister and a maritime adviser

alsooutlined his vision fora grand maritime
concord with his country as the fulerum.

Many Aseannations have been lookingto
themajor powers for somekind of collective
response that willbea cautionary signal to
Chinaand thiswas providedina verysubtle
manner by Modi in his Indonesian visit.
Without naming China or provoking Bei-
jing, both India and Indonesia highlighted
certain core principles andin thejoint state-
ment they noted:

“Bothleaders(Widodo-Modi)reiterated
theimportance ofachieving a peaceful and
prosperous Indoe-Pacificregion where sov-
ereignty, international law, freedom ofnavi-
gationand over-flight, sustainable develop-
mentandanopenand fair tradeandinvest-
ment systemarerespected...”

This is a statement of very deep import
and many issues and principles specific to
the maritime domain and critical to both
Asean and the larger global community
havebeen deftly woven together. Thefirstis
the commitmenttoanormative principle —
the sanctity ofinternationallaw and thisis
anchored in the concept of the Indo-Pacific
region even while acknowledging Asean
centrality.

Modi’s vision for an inclusive Indo-Pa-
cific was further elucidated in Singapore
and again he offered an unexceptionable
contour when he noted : “Inclusiveness,
openness and Asean centrality and unity,
therefore, lieatthe heart ofthenew Indo-Pa-
cific. India does not see the Indo-Pacific
Region as a strategy or as a club of limited
members. Nor as a grouping that seeks to
dominate. And by nomeansdo we consider
it as directed against any country. A geo-
graphical definition, as such, cannot be.
India’s visionfor the Indo-Pacific Regionis,
therefore, apositive one.. .itstandsforafree,
open, inclusiveregion, whichembraces us
all in a common pursuit of progress and
prosperity. It includes all nations in this
geography asalso othersbeyond whohave
astakeinit.”

The global community has an abiding
stake in the security and stability of the
Indo-Pacificand to the extent that China has
challenged the existing statusquo, analter-
native approach has been offered in the
Sagar formulation.

However, the policy challenge for Modi
will be toimplement the many maritime ini-
tiatives mooted in Indonesia and ensure
their continuity over the next decade plus.
The need to appoint a dedicated ocean
affairs minister and aprofessional maritime
adviser is now, failing which the Jakarta
declaration will beone moreearnest articu-
lation of intent that was not realised.
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