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INTRODUCTION 

 

Over the past decade or so, concerns on India’s maritime front have been rather high. Not only 

are there threats of piracy and terrorist attacks but also the need to secure strategic access across 

the Indian ocean and other sea routes. While on the one hand, the Indian Navy and Coast Guard 

have increased security across the Indian Peninsula since the Mumbai terrorist attacks, on the 

other, there have also been reports of increased operations in and around Andaman and Nicobar 

and the Lakshadweep Islands. With the threat of outside powers, as well as extremist activities 

on the rise, it is imperative that India develop these nodes of forward defense and explore the 

possibilities of maritime security, anti-piracy and defense cooperation in bolstering its strategic 

influence in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR). 

 

INDIA’S STRATEGIC OUTPOST: LAKSHADWEEP 

 

While the Andaman and Nicobar Islands in Bay of Bengal have been widely spoken about in 

terms of granting India strategic advantages vis-à-vis the Indo-Pacific, the Lakshadweep 

islands offer similar advantages in the western Indian Ocean region and yet retain limited 

attention. In recent times though, the Indian naval establishment has sought to build on the 

opportunities posed by these islands. While the islands themselves account for a land area of 

merely 32 sq. Kilometers, they contribute around 20,000 sq. kilometers to India’s territorial 

sea and much more to the country’s Exclusive Economic Zone.1 Lakshadweep is also critical 

in its geographic proximity to the Indian Ocean littoral states of Maldives, Sri Lanka and 

Seychelles. Historically, there have always been plans to elevate the status of the naval 

operations out of Lakshadweep, where India also planned to base its fleet during the cold war 

era. However, this never amounted to much until 2014, when there were announcements of the 

islands being developed as a strategic outpost for the Indian Navy.2 

 

Prior to this though, the first concrete plan set out for Lakshadweep was in the 

operationalization of INS Dweeprakshak, a naval base, in 2012. Additionally, three naval 

detachments have also been operational on the islands of Minicoy, Kavaratti and Androth.3 

According to the latest plans being laid out for the islands, Bitra Island has also been approved 

by the Union Government to be developed as the fourth Naval detachment.4 The Indian Coast 

Guard also maintains its own District Headquarters in Kavaratti, the capital of Lakshadweep. 

In this regard, the Indian Navy carries out a number of exercises aimed at cooperation between 

 
1 Anthony, Aju. 2020. “Laskadweep islands – India’s coral Islands Chain”. Invest India Government of 

India. https://www.investindia.gov.in/state/lakshadweep-islands 

2 "Lakshadweep Being Developed As Strategic Outpost For Navy". 2014. The Indian Express. 

https://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-others/lakshadweep-being-developed-as-strategic-

outpost-for-navy/. 

3 Vijay, Adarsh. 2018. "Lakshadweep Islands: From Fragility To Stability". National Maritime 

Foundation. https://maritimeindia.org/lakshadweep-islands-from-fragility-to-stability/. 

4 Ibid. 
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the different coastal forces as well as the operations they undertake off the coast of Kerala, 

Mahe and the Lakshadweep Islands. On an annual basis, the Indian Navy, Indian Coast Guard, 

Coastal Police and other coastal security agencies participate in exercise SAGAR KAVACH, 

which is aimed at assessing the preparedness and operationality of all agencies in dealing with 

threats emanating from the sea.5 Additionally, the Islands also host a number of other exercises 

like exercise GEMINI as well as the NEPTUNE series, which focus on the intensification and 

recalibration of the coastal security frameworks.6 

 

In addition to naval base developments and the regular exercises, India has also installed a 

number of coastal radars, connecting Lakshadweep, Sri Lanka, Maldives Mauritius and the 

Seychelles to mainland India through a coastal radar chain network.7 An initiative that was 

introduced in the aftermath of the Mumbai terror attacks, it has been set up to monitor 

movement of traffic in the region. The surveillance network comprises a chain of static sensors 

including Radars, Automatic Identification Systems, Long Range Identification and Tracking 

systems, Day and Night cameras and communication systems. The first phase of the network 

established 46 radar stations and 16 command and control centers in 2015, while the second 

phase is set to operationalize another 38 radar stations and 5 command and control centers.8 

Not only will such developments create increased security against possible terrorist activities 

but also prevent possibilities of piracy such as those conducted by Somali pirates. Reportedly, 

once this network is completely operational, the Indian Navy will be able to monitor almost all 

naval activity in the Indian Ocean. 

 

The increase in the number of activities in Lakshadweep and its surroundings as well as the 

announcement that the Islands will be developed as a strategic outpost for the Navy has 

symbolized a definitive shift in the way the Indian establishment now views the islands of 

Lakshadweep. Not only is it being seen as an integral component of India’s coastal security 

framework but also as a means through which India can carry out force projections. It is also 

to be noted that developments at Lakshadweep have occurred concurrently with developments 

at Karwar as well.  The naval base at Karwar is currently the largest naval infrastructural project 

undertaken by India and is set to be the biggest naval base in the east of the Suez Canal upon 

completion.9 This would greatly enhance India’s ability to carry out operations in the Arabian 

Sea and the greater Indian Ocean, as well as signify a new era for the country’s force 

projections. Nonetheless, the current developments at Lakshadweep and Karwar are merely 

symbolic of a beginning in India’s actions aimed at bolstering its maritime security and 

 
5 "Exercise “Sagar Kavach” Conducted Off The Coast Of Kerala, Mahe And Lakshadweep Islands". 

2019. Indiannavy.nic.in. https://www.indiannavy.nic.in/content/exercise-“sagar-kavach”-conducted-

coast-kerala-mahe-and-lakshadweep-islands. 

6 Anandan, S. 2016. "Operation Gemini To Test Coastal Security Of Nation". The Hindu. 

https://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-national/tp-kerala/Operation-Gemini-to-test-coastal-

security-of-nation/article12563498.ece. 

7 Panda, Ankit. 2015. "India Unveils New Coastal Surveillance Radar Network". The Diplomat. 

https://thediplomat.com/2015/03/india-unveils-new-coastal-surveillance-radar-network/. 

8“BEL to Enhance Indian Coastal Surveillance System”. 2020. Outlook India. 

https://www.outlookindia.com/newsscroll/bel-to-enhance-indian-coastal-surveillance-

system/1730386 

9 Ranjan, Sudhi. 2015. “Now, India has the Largest Naval Base East of the Suez Canal”. NDTV. 

https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/now-on-indias-west-coast-the-largest-naval-base-east-of-the-suez-

canal-1215952 
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strategy. With that being said, the increased influence exerted by China in the Indian ocean 

will mean that operations, developments and cooperation in and around Lakshadweep will only 

increase in the coming years. 

 

DEVELOPMENTS AT ANDAMAN AND NICOBAR 

 

While the islands were initially ignored in Indian strategic discourse, the Andaman and Nicobar 

Islands have now obtained a key position in India’s strategic discourse. This transformation 

only occurred with the establishment of the Andaman and Nicobar Command (ANC) at Port 

Blair in 2001. Since then though, the islands have received additions and massive upgradations 

in both air and naval capabilities. The close proximity the Islands share with countries like 

Myanmar, Indonesia and Thailand have further shown to cement the need for strategic 

development. Along with the proximity it has with the aforementioned countries, Andaman 

also shares a close proximity with the Straits of Malacca; a marine channel which sees around 

75,000 container vessels pass through it each year.10 Because of its characterization as one of 

the busiest shipping lanes in the world, ships traversing the straits have been at the focus of 

pirate attacks. Due to regional cooperation though, the intensity and frequency of pirate attacks 

have decreased significantly. Nonetheless, while the Indian Navy monitors much of the activity 

in and around the straits from Andaman, it has also permanently deployed a warship to monitor 

marine traffic in the straits of Malacca. India has therefore involved itself in issues of anti-

piracy as well as security cooperation, in order to ensure that it poses as an essential player in 

the region. 

 

On the Islands themselves, there is a definitive surge in development. Before 2001, the Islands 

were monitored under a Fortress Andaman and Nicobar (FORTAN), which signified a minimal 

presence in the region. However, post the Kargil war of 1999, the islands received more 

attention when the Group of Ministers report recommended the establishment of India’s first 

and only Tri-service Joint Andaman and Nicobar Command.11 Since the establishment of the 

ANC, developments have increased tenfold. In 2015, a new “island development plan” was 

released which included the establishment of a new naval air station at Campbell Bay as well 

as upgradations to the existing runways, among other initiatives.12 While these have been 

delayed over the past few years, many of the plans for the Islands have been seemingly fast 

tracked in lieu of the recent Chinese attacks at Galwan. 

 

According to reports, a plan of military infrastructural development reportedly worth Rs5,000 

crores has also almost been finalized.13 This plan would allow for additional troops, naval 

vessels, aircrafts and other military equipment to be stationed on the Islands. Plans also include 

 
10 Calamur, Krishadev. 2017. “High Traffic, High Risk in the Strait of Malacca”. The Atlantic. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/08/strait-of-malacca-uss-john-

mccain/537471/ 

11 VK. Pranay. 2017. “Strategic Salience of Andaman and Nicobar Islands: Economic and Military 

Dimensions”. National Maritime Foundation. https://maritimeindia.org/strategic-salience-of-

andaman-and-nicobar-islands-economic-and-military-dimensions/ 
12 Ibid. 

13 “Centre finalises Rs 5,000 cr-defence plans at Andaman and Nicobar”. 2020. Times Now News. 

https://www.timesnownews.com/india/article/centre-finalises-rs-5000-cr-defence-plans-at-andaman-

and-nicobar-islands-to-counter-china-s-expansion-in-indian-ocean-narendra-modi-nirmala-

sitharaman/354724 
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an air enclave with a 10,000 ft runway at Kamorta along with an extension of the runways at 

both INS Kohassa and INS Baaz at Campbell Bay, to support operations by larger aircrafts.14 

Reportedly, a plan for “phased military force accretion” at the ANC is also to be set into motion 

and achieved by 2027.15 This plan would greatly enhance the operationality of the Andaman 

and Nicobar Islands as it is to include ranges for additional military personnel, surveillance 

systems, surface to air missile systems and patrol crafts among other equipment and systems.  

 

However, the developments in the region have not merely been focused on defense and the 

Indian government has also adopted a policy aimed at transforming the islands into an 

economic hub. Until recently, a majority of the focus was on military developments, with 

economic development, environmental preservation and tribal welfare being ignored. 

However, with the Island Development Agency being established in June 2017 and holding 

regular meetings, actions aimed at the promotion of tourism, fishing, green development etc., 

have also been initiated.16 With regards to this, there is also talk of transforming the islands 

into a trans-shipment hub, which will draw in maritime traffic and bolster the importance of 

the Andaman and Nicobar Command as well as the Islands it monitors and controls. At a time 

when China has sought to slowly increase its own influence in the region, such actions must 

be viewed as favorable with regard to India’s own strategic aspirations. 

 

In opposition to Chinese influence and activities, the Indian Navy has already significantly 

increased the number of joint exercises and operations it carries out in and around Andaman 

and Nicobar. The most important of these is in the cooperation India is developing with the 

members of the Quad or the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue between Australia, India, Japan 

and the United States. On the one hand, India has signed a Logistics agreement pact with both 

Australia and the US and also has an encrypted military communications agreement with Japan, 

while on the other, it has also carried out a number of joint exercises in the Indian Ocean, many 

centered around the Bay of Bengal. The Malabar exercises are perhaps the most significant of 

these. While it began as a bilateral exercise between India and the US, Japan became a 

naturalized part of it in 2015 and lately, Australia may join as well.17 India also hosts the 

biennial Milan naval exercises under the ANC, aimed at strengthening cooperation between 

the countries situated in the Indian Ocean Region. These exercises have included a number of 

countries, including Australia, Singapore, Indonesia, Philippines, Sri Lanka, Vietnam, 

Tanzania and even Oman. 

 

Additionally, India conducts a number of bilateral exercises in and around Andaman and 

Nicobar as well. Among others, in July 2020, the Indian Navy held joint drills with a US Navy 

 
14 Ray, Kalyan. 2017. “Navy goes full throttle to augment infrastructure in Andaman”. The Deccan 

Herald. https://www.deccanherald.com/content/638436/navy-goes-full-throttle-augment.html 

15 Indian Defence News. 2020 “Ladakh Triggers Andaman’s buildup”. Defence News. 

https://www.defencenews.in/article/Ladakh-triggers-Andamans-build-up-861413 

16 Press Information Bureau. 2020. “Shri Amit Shah chairs Meeting of the Island Development Agency”. 

Ministry of Home Affairs. https://pib.gov.in/Pressreleaseshare.aspx?PRID=1599301 

17 Laska, Razaul, Singh, R. 2020 “Stage set for Australia to be part of next Malabar exercise with India, 

US, Japan”. Hindustan Times. https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/stage-set-for-australia-to-

be-part-of-next-malabar-exercise-with-india-us-japan/story-bkfdSV0Vyk9qdoOIU6ztvO.html 
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carrier strike group led by the USS Nimitz, the US’ nuclear powered aircraft carrier.18 The 

significance of this specific exercise lies in the fact that it has occurred during an escalation of 

tensions with China. In this regard, the month of July has also seen the Indian Navy carry out 

military exercises of its own, between the Eastern Naval Command and the Andaman and 

Nicobar Command. This increase in naval activities have occurred at a time when China has 

been increasing its own influence in the region clandestinely. Reportedly, the Chinese People’s 

Liberation Army Navy has sent non-nuclear as well as nuclear submarines into the IOR in the 

guise of anti-piracy operations, actions that the Indian Navy has seen as peculiar. 19 

 

The zone of influence exerted by the Andaman and Nicobar Command is therefore vital in 

ensuring India’s strategic access and importance in the region. Not only do the islands maintain 

control over vital global shipping lanes but also critical shipping chokepoints. India has 

therefore developed the islands considerably, with upgradation to its airstrip’s and ports, 

operationality and economic prowess. Nonetheless, while much of what has been highlighted 

points towards India’s efforts in bolstering the position of Andaman and Nicobar, there is still 

much that can be done in further developing and simultaneously capitalizing upon the 

geographic, security and economic opportunities offered by the islands. In the geopolitically 

unpredictable Indian Ocean Region, Lakshadweep as well as the Andaman and Nicobar Islands 

pose as significant geostrategic assets for India, a fact that the government has slowly come to 

realize. 

 

COOPERATION IN THE INDIAN OCEAN  

 

The Indian Ocean has become a region of critical importance to a number of regional and 

international powers. Within this context, India has undertaken actions aimed at strengthening 

its strategic foothold in the region, through military partnerships, port development and 

intelligence sharing agreements. While regional organizations like the Indian Ocean Rim 

Association have been mired in problems of geopolitical disputes and regional alliances, the 

initiation of such developments by India will ensure increased Indian stake in its own 

neighborhood, at a time when countries like China have sought to make significant inroads as 

well. Therefore, along with developments at Lakshadweep and the ANC, India’s Indian ocean 

strategy is seemingly built on the need to consolidate relationships with numerous stakeholders, 

so as to displace the strategic ambitions of others in the region. Increased cooperation with the 

US, France, Australia, Oman, Mauritius and Seychelles is already underway and could develop 

into ensuring a strong counter against Chinese influence. 

 

The current government in India seems to have prioritized the Indian Ocean, more so than its 

predecessors. At the beginning of his first term in 2015, Prime Minister Modi visited three 

important countries within the region, Sri Lanka, Mauritius and the Seychelles. The next year, 

he visited South Africa, Mozambique, Tanzania and Kenya, four other countries bordering the 

 
18 Singh, Rahul. 2020. “8 Indian,US warships conduct maritime drills in Indian Ocean”. Hindustan Times. 

https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/8-indian-us-warships-conduct-maritime-drills-in-indian-

ocean/story-WwAcbU0FyKbrwcJLr05aGP.html 
19 IANS. 2017. “Odd that China has submarines in Indian Ocean for anti-piracy ops: Navy chief”. 

Hindustan Times. https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/odd-that-china-has-submarines-in-

indian-ocean-for-anti-piracy-ops-navy-chief/story-eUwmKlcyYOWIGrZckvyoHJ.html 
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Indian Ocean.20 India’s frontal nodes of defense spring from cooperation and in this regard, 

India has sought to go further in building on its aspirations of becoming the net security 

provider in the region. On the one hand, it has played host to a number of joint cooperation 

exercises such as the Malabar or Milan naval exercises, while on the other, it has initiated 

logistics exchange agreements with countries like the United States and France, and also 

conducted coordinated maritime surveillance activities with these countries.21 India has also 

sought to consolidate its relations with other states bordering as well as situated within the 

Indian Ocean Region. In this regard, India has focused on strengthening its ties with countries 

across the Indian Ocean, developing its first deep sea port at Sabang in Indonesia and also 

working with Oman in developing its port at Duqm. With Indonesia, relations may soon be 

upgraded to a strategic partnership and with Oman, India will secure military access to its port 

at Duqm upon completion. Additionally, in increasing its reach across the Indian Ocean, the 

Indian Navy’s P8I surveillance planes have conducted anti-piracy patrol sorties in the Gulf of 

Aden and other areas as well.22 This is symbolic of India’s need to secure its strategic influence 

and access across the IOR, from the Middle East to Southeast Asia. 

 

More importantly though, the Indian government has sought to strengthen ties in its immediate 

maritime neighborhood, with Sri Lanka, Seychelles, Mauritius and the Maldives. In doing so, 

it has sought to establish security partnerships as well as made smaller military exchanges. For 

instance, in February 2018, India dispatched its aircraft carrier the INS Vikramaditya, it’s 

guided-missile destroyer, INS Mysore and tanker, INS Deepak to the Maldives.23 Not only 

were professional and defense interactions held during the time India also presented a gift to 

the island nation in the following year. This gift came in the form of a Made-in India patrol 

vessel, which has enhanced bilateral cooperation further. The Indian navy has gifted a similar 

vessel to the Seychelles and also carried out a few naval exercises as part of project ‘Sambandh’ 

with the island state.24 While plans for the establishment of a military base in Seychelles hasn’t 

shown much progress, such actions undertaken by the Indian government are indicative of its 

aspirations for dominance in the Indian Ocean Region. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

India’s aspirations for the Indian Ocean have resulted in it adopting maritime strategies aimed 

at achieving two distinctive goals. The first is that of a strong forward defense and the second 

 
20 Mishra, Abhishek. 2019. “India-Africa Maritime Cooperation: The case of Western Indian Ocean”. 

Observer Research Foundation. https://www.orfonline.org/research/india-africa-maritime-

cooperation-the-case-of-western-indian-ocean-57250/ 

21 “India France Join hands for Indian Ocean Security”. 2018. The Hindu. 

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-france-join-hands-for-indian-ocean-

security/article23037309.ece 

22 Peri, Dinakar. 2019. “Indian Navy Steps up Anti-Piracy Patrol”. The Hindu. 

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/indian-navy-deploys-p-8i-from-oman-on-anti-piracy-

patrols-in-gulf-of-aden/article27406710.ece 

23Pandit, Rajat. 2018. “India sends aircraft carrier INS Vikramaditya to Male”. The Economic Times. 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/with-an-eye-on-china-india-sends-aircraft-

carrier-ins-vikramaditya-to-male/articleshow/50980580.cms 

24 Chaudhury, Anasua BR. 2020. “Looking West: Placing Seychelles within the Indian strategic rim”. 

Observer Research Foundation. https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/looking-west-placing-

seychelles-within-the-indian-strategic-rim-63956/ 
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is that of deterrence in the Indian Ocean. Upgradations to its naval capabilities and bases along 

its maritime frontier are conducive to these goals. During an era of increased competition and 

uncertainty across the Indo-Pacific, India seemingly has no other option but to increase its 

strategic influence in the Indian Ocean region. It has become increasingly evident that China 

has also sought to increase its own influence in the region, making inroads in other states 

surrounding the IOR. Chinese directed infrastructural projects in Pakistan, Sri Lanka, 

Bangladesh and other countries have come to be seen as a “string of pearls” strategy, which 

could be highly compromising for India. India’s activities in the region are thus products of a 

certain fear of encirclement by China, currently its biggest competitor in Asia. In this regard, 

not only has the government begun to develop its frontal nodes of defense but also its naval 

capabilities. 

 

According to the latest plans set out by the Indian government, the Indian navy aims at 

comprehensively enhancing its capabilities by increasing its total strength to 200 ships, 500 

aircraft and 24 attack submarines among other equipment by 2027.25 India now sees the need 

for strategic defense and deference in the IOR, rather than the restraint it has exercised in the 

past. While developments at Lakshadweep may not be wholly seen as conducive to the creation 

of an advanced strategic naval command base, those at the ANC can definitely be viewed as 

such. Not only has India been upgrading the current infrastructure of the island on its own, but 

there is also the possibility of collaboration with other countries in this regard. Japan has 

already been a key investor in many projects being initiated on the islands and contribution by 

countries like the US and France may also be forthcoming. Andaman and Nicobar already serve 

India as a crucial geo-strategic command center in the IOR, however, recent developments are 

indicative of further cooperation and development. The ANC may soon become India’s second 

stage of defense, a base for power projection, maritime security and a crucial tool in 

constraining China’s influence. 

 

While this will definitely enhance Indian naval capabilities in a number of ways, transforming 

the Indian navy into a formidable Blue Water force, the Indian defense establishment has had 

many shortfalls in its procurement processes which need to be addressed if such aspirations are 

to be achieved. The country has set itself on the course of advancement in both the military as 

well as the strategic domain, however, a few shortfalls could hinder such progress. 

Nonetheless, India’s Indian ocean strategy has received increased focus over the past few years 

as is evident in the developments at Andaman and Lakshadweep as well as the cooperation 

with regional and international powers. The recent border clashes with China have also seemed 

to quicken the pace of India’s actions and plans for the IOR. If such dynamics are consistently 

built upon, India could indeed achieve its goal of becoming the net security provider in the 

Indian Ocean Region and possibly also dominate it.  

 

 

 
25 PTI. 2019. “Navy working on mega plan to bolster operational capabilities”. The Economic Times. 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/navy-working-on-mega-plan-to-bolster-

operational-capabilities/articleshow/69044962.cms 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/navy-working-on-mega-plan-to-bolster-operational-capabilities/articleshow/69044962.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/navy-working-on-mega-plan-to-bolster-operational-capabilities/articleshow/69044962.cms

