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WELCOME REMARKS

Ambassador (Retd.) Bernard Goonetilleke
Co-Chair, Pathfinder Indian Ocean Security Conference and Chairman, Pathfinder

Foundation

Professor Nobukatsu Kanehara, Keynote speaker of the Fourth Pathfinder Indian Ocean
Security Conference, Ambassador Shivshankar Menon, Distinguished Co-Chair of the
Conference, Mr Milinda Moragoda, Founder, Pathfinder Foundation, Excellencies,
Distinguished Delegates, Friends of Pathfinder Foundation, It is my great pleasure to welcome
you to the 4th Pathfinder Indian Ocean Security Conference.

Since 2020, Pathfinder has provided a trusted Track 1.5 platform for serious dialogue about the
Indian Ocean. We meet here not as spectators of global change but as stakeholders in it. When
we gathered for the 3rd Conference in 2024, the international system was already under strain.
Strategic competition was intensifying, supply chains were being reconfigured, and conflicts
were reshaping alignments. Yet even then, there remained a broad— at least rhetorical —
commitment to a rules-based international order. Today, in 2026, that commitment is under
increasing pressure.

In 2024, we discussed the Indo-Pacific Strategy, Underwater Domain Awareness, and climate
change, and how they affect us. In 2026, the scenario has changed dramatically. International
trade has become a tool of political leverage. Sanctions and counter-measures are proliferating.
The sovereignty and territorial integrity of states are openly contested. Long-standing alliances
are being reassessed. Strategic trust — the invisible foundation of stability — has eroded. In
sum, we face a new global order of uncertainty.

Currently, middle powers are adapting to new developments. They are diversifying
partnerships and seeking greater autonomy. But the central question for small powers,
especially here in the Indian Ocean, remains: How do they safeguard sovereignty and territorial
integrity, pursue sustainable development, and avoid becoming arenas of rivalry?

For Sri Lanka, these questions are not abstract. Our island sits at the crossroads of the major
East—West sea lanes. For centuries, ships have passed our shores carrying goods, energy, and
ideas. Today, that geography places us at the intersection of competing strategic visions. Sri
Lanka does not view this as a liability. We view it as a responsibility. Our foreign policy is
grounded in sovereignty, balanced engagement, and respect for international law. We believe
the Indian Ocean should not be divided into spheres of influence, as it was in the colonial era
or the post-World War 11 period. It must remain open, stable, and governed by law.

For Sri Lanka and many littoral states, stability in the Indian Ocean is not a geopolitical luxury
— it is an economic necessity. This Ocean carries the energy flows that sustain global industry.
It links Asia’s production centres to markets in Europe and Africa. It hosts vital chokepoints.
Beneath it lie submarine cables that power the digital economy. Along its seabed lie mineral
resources that could shape the next industrial transformation. Thus, the Indian Ocean is not
peripheral to the global economy. It is central.

The concept of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific, articulated with clarity by leaders such as the
former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, emphasised the rule of law, freedom of
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navigation, connectivity, and inclusive development. Those principles remain sound. The
question is how to sustain them in an era of hardened rivalry and endemic mistrust.

It is against this backdrop that we selected the four themes for this Conference.
First — Connectivity Corridors.

The Belt and Road Initiative has reshaped infrastructure across much of the Indian Ocean
region. Ports, highways, and logistics hubs are now part of daily economic life. At the same
time, initiatives such as IMEC and the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor reflect
efforts to diversify and secure trade routes. In 2026, the debate is no longer simply about
connectivity. It is about sustainability, financing, continuity, and security. Infrastructure cannot
thrive amid instability. Connectivity corridors cannot function amid confrontation. For smaller
states, the question is clear: How can connectivity strengthen resilience rather than create
vulnerability?

Second — the Digital Maritime Silk Roads.

The maritime domain is no longer limited to ships and ports. It now includes submarine cables,
data flows, and digital infrastructure. The seabed carries financial transactions, government
communications, and the architecture of the digital age. In a fragmented world, digital
infrastructure has become strategic infrastructure. Who builds it? Who protects it? How do we
ensure resilience against disruption? These are questions of national and regional interest.

Third — Seabed Minerals.

For decades, the seabed has remained relatively free from overt rivalry, governed under
established legal frameworks. But the accelerating demand for critical minerals — essential for
renewable energy, batteries, and advanced technologies — is changing calculations. The
seabed may become the next frontier of competition. If managed cooperatively, it offers a
shared opportunity for all. If mishandled, it risks environmental harm, strategic tension and
even confrontation. Governance must precede rivalry, not follow it.

Fourth — Climate Change, Migration, and Human Security.

In 2024, climate change was often viewed as a long-term challenge. In 2026, it is immediate.
Cyclonic events across the Bay of Bengal and the wider Indian Ocean are becoming more
frequent and intense, causing widespread devastation. Coastal communities face rising sea
levels. Fisheries are disrupted. Livelihoods are threatened. For many Indian Ocean states,
climate change is not an abstract debate. It is a lived reality. Human security and maritime
security are increasingly inseparable.

Ladies and Gentlemen, overlaying all these themes is the broader arc of geopolitical tension.
Developments in adjacent regions — including the Gulf — have direct implications for
shipping, energy flows, and global markets. A major disruption in the Indian Ocean would not
be confined to the region. It would be global, affecting Superpowers, Great Powers, Middle
Powers, and Small Powers alike, which is why the responsibility of Indian Ocean states, both
large and small, is so profound. We must strive to transform this ocean from an arena of
confrontation into one of cooperation. We must reaffirm freedom of navigation and overflight
in accordance with international law. We must seek cooperation — even when consensus is
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elusive.

Sri Lanka believes that dialogue is not a luxury in uncertain times — it is a necessity. By
convening this Conference — bringing together littoral states, IORA members, its Dialogue
Partners, permanent members of the Security Council, and major maritime users — we seek to
consider critical issues confronting all and to preserve space for candid and constructive
exchange of views.

Let the Indian Ocean remain what history intended it to be — a maritime highway of exchange,
not a theatre of confrontation.

| thank you for your presence and engagement.



INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

Ambassador (Retd.) Shivshankar Menon
Co-Chair, Pathfinder Indian Ocean Security Conference

Mr. Milinda Moragoda, Founder of the Pathfinder Foundation; Ambassador Bernard
Goonetilleke, Co-Chair; Professor Kanehara; ladies and gentlemen; friends—thank you very
much for this opportunity to speak at the 4" Pathfinder Indian Ocean Security Conference. It
is a real pleasure to be back in Colombo and to see old friends.

Since our first conference in 2020, Pathfinder has played a really important role in raising
awareness of security and the importance of habits of cooperation in the Indian Ocean region,
and | am glad to see that this is bearing fruit. We have a real treat ahead of us in terms of
informed and thought-provoking sessions addressed by real experts—not by me.

What | would like to do at this stage is to raise a broader question: should we be more worried
about the Indian Ocean region now than we were when we started this process four years ago?
| ask this in the hope that, by the end of this conference, we will have an answer.

Why do | ask this question? Because, if we look at it, the Indian Ocean has literally gone
through testing times in the last decade—economically, with the pandemic, with natural
disasters, Cyclone Ditwah, and three of the most powerful cyclones ever recorded in the Indian
Ocean have occurred in this century, which tells you how serious the problem is. That is
one reason why we have been discussing it here. And yet, we have displayed considerable and
quite remarkable resilience. Sri Lanka is an example of that.

On the face of it, the Indian Ocean littoral is one of the brighter, more peaceful parts of the
world. When we look around the rest of the world, that is not schadenfreude; it is just a fact.
So why am | saying that we should be more worried today than before?

Because there is always a “but.” There are two significant challenges on the horizon that we
should be thinking about. One is the revolution in military affairs unfolding before our eyes. |
know that for the last 30 years, since the first Gulf War, we have heard talk about revolution in
military affairs (RMA), so it is almost like the boy crying wolf. Yet what we are seeing now is
truly an RMA. | think it has actually come. What we see now is qualitatively different.

We used to understand the threats we faced. We used to be practically surprised by them—
9/11 and so on—but no longer. What we see now are technological shifts —not just in the
means of waging war—Ilarge-scale deployment of uncrewed vehicles and systems on land, in
the air, and at sea—>but also in tactical adjustments in how we wage war. Drones, satellite
communications, and precision munitions have prompted adaptation.

Thanks to the pervasive role of information and digitisation, several things have changed. Of
course, the most obvious is that narrative control becomes very important and can mean the
difference between what one’s own people perceive as defeat or victory. But what we actually
see is an adaptation war—a war of how quickly we can adapt to this.
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Why should we worry about this? Because one result of the improvements in sensing and
processing technology is that the seas are now transparent—above the surface and below—to
an extent that we have never known before. That transparency, some would say, has actually
changed the nature of the domain we are dealing with here.

We see the changes already. It is not just assured domain awareness and the
consequences that have for naval operations. It is also tempting for those who think they
know—who think they can see everything—to initiate conflict and trouble using new
technologies. So this new transparency actually affects deterrence and needs more than just
technological solutions.

The second, of course, is the shift that Ambassador Goonetilleke just mentioned in geopolitics.
We have seen the end of the world order that we knew since World War I1. | like to call it a
world adrift, because | am not sure that there is a new order. | used to say this is a world between
orders, but I am not sure anymore that another order is coming, frankly, because world orders
are a product of a huge imbalance in power.

The United States accounted for nearly half of the world’s GDP after World War II. Think of
the Mongolian Empire, the British Empire. At its peak during the Cold War, the Warsaw Pact
and NATO together made up more than 80 per cent of the world’s GDP and about the same
share of global military power. Today, there is no more Warsaw Pact. Frankly, | am not sure
NATO exists either. The US and China together account for less than 50 per cent of the world’s
GDP and less than half of global military strength. As a result, power is much more evenly
spread.

| do not see a new world order emerging from a situation where all great powers are revisionist,
dissatisfied with the current state of affairs, and frankly lack an order to propose or the capacity
to enforce one. When | refer to 'order,’' | do not mean an international community or situation.
An order is something that is created and maintained, which requires at least an agreed set of
norms, institutions, laws, and almost an implicit hierarchy among states.

So today, what you have, therefore, is an opening of geopolitical space where everyone
believes they can try their luck and pursue their own agendas. This is what we observe—Russia
and Ukraine, Rwanda and Congo, Iran and Saudi Arabia and Yemen, Israel in Gaza and
neighbouring regions. Wherever you look, everyone is testing their luck. They think they
have the geopolitical space to achieve their goals when it suits them.

For me, at least, the era of the West as a single functioning geopolitical unit seems doubtful as
it tries to sort out security and order in its own home, Europe. The US is no longer interested
in the order that it built and managed and is undergoing its own cultural revolution. China is a
fact of life in all our economies.

So I am not sure that, in today’s context, we can achieve an Indian Ocean free of power rivalry
and politics. We have been fortunate so far. You see examples across the board. The
geopolitical space and the lack of order mean, for instance, that the non-proliferation regime is
weakening, and proliferation is re-emerging—it seems likely not just in Northeast Asia but also
in West Asia and Europe. You have Scandinavians discussing the possibility of nuclear
weapons. This is a whole new world we are facing.
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We can no longer look to the multilateral system for solutions to transnational problems and
security issues.

So, what do we do in the Indian Ocean region? | think we have no choice but to rely on
ourselves. We are fortunate that geography works in our favour . The Indian Ocean has an open
geography. It is not a closed sea like the Black Sea or the South China Sea, which any one
party can hope to dominate and which, traditionally in history, have been battlegrounds. The
Indian Ocean has never been so. As Ambassador Goonetilleke reminded us, it has traditionally
been an ocean of trade, migration, and free flows of people, goods, and ideas.

So, geography is our ally. But with these changes in the nature of war and in the international
situation | have discussed, we truly need new ways of thinking and acting to ensure our
security—Kkeeping it open and free, and maintaining it as an ocean of peace, trade, and
migration.

It also means that we have a broader political responsibility. As the lines between war and
peace are increasingly blurred, we must be able to tell our broader populace, especially in
democracies like ours, of the wider array of threats that we face. Our political systems are
not very good at this. Neither are the security professionals. But conferences like this can help
to perform that function.

It is also at conferences like this that we can think through issues of Indian Ocean security. For
me, most of all, a time of rapid change like this is also an opportunity to do things that we find
difficult in normal times but know that we must do: to work together, to integrate, and to ensure
our common security and prosperity. That is still true because our fate in the Indian Ocean
region is linked to how we learn, think, and act in this pivotal moment.

With these few words, | wish you a productive and constructive conference. | thank the
Pathfinder Foundation for this initiative and wish you and the Foundation success in your
endeavours. Thank you very much.
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KEYNOTE SPEECH
The Transformation of the International Order and Japan's Aspirations

Prof. Nobukatsu Kanehara
Professor, Reitaku University, Japan.

Former Assistant Chief Cabinet Secretary to Prime Minister Shinzo Abe.

Let me frame my remarks through three themes: power, prosperity, and values — what | call
“gun, gold, and God.” These correspond respectively to military strength, economic vitality,
and justice and moral purpose.

1. Promoting Liberal Values in the Indo-Pacific

Today, the greatest powers are creating tensions across the world. President Trump is raising
tariffs, Putin is invading Ukraine, and China is asserting its interests unilaterally in the South
China Sea and the East China Sea. However, | must say that, compared with the early twentieth
century, human history has made progress. We have achieved many important things.

Human Society matured ethically in the latter half of the 20th century

The United Nations Charter of 1945 prohibited war except in cases of self-defence. When Japan
was defeated in 1945, much of Asia had been dominated by European colonial powers. Japan
destroyed the colonial powers in Asia and, in the process, destroyed itself. That was a great
mistake, but colonial rule eventually came to an end.

At the same time, the rejection of racism began to take shape. | must quote two great figures
here. | would say that two individuals changed the course of world history forever: Mahatma
Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. They never pulled a trigger. They never fired a bullet. They
never killed anyone. Yet they changed the course of human history by teaching that we all
possess conscience, that we all have love, and that we can live together without discrimination.
They believed that people must speak with one another and create new rules together, and that
governments exist only to serve the people. That was their message, and it spread across the
world.

Today, we have what we call the free world. Asians and Africans gained independence, but the
West also changed. We now uphold the same ideals: that all people are equal, regardless of
skin colour, religion, or political belief. We can speak with one another, create rules together,
and govern the international community through consensus.

This is a relatively new development. It was only in the latter half of the last century that this
order truly emerged. And it is something that we must continue to sustain.

And we saw the collapse of the Soviet Union’s communist bloc. Eastern European nations
broke away, the Caucasus nations also emerged, and Central Asia is now independent.

Japan destroyed the colonial empires in East Asia. However, we had no idea what to replace
them with. We simply became a new imperial power in Asia. But in the end, Japan was
completely defeated and rebuilt by the United States.

The United States came in and spoke a new language that we had never heard before: the United
12



Nations Charter, the prohibition of war, human rights, free trade, international justice, and
freedom of navigation. All these ideas were very new to us. The United States had previously
withdrawn from such ideals after the First World War. This time, however, they said that the
United States would sustain this order with its enormous power, and it did so. Today, it seems
that they may be a little tired, but they still upheld it.

In the United States, Martin Luther King, at least abolished institutional racial discrimination.
At the same time, Asians and Africans were gaining independence. This gave the United States
moral leadership on a global scale.

Today, almost all nations are independent. We now have nearly 200 countries in the world,
whereas in 1945 there were only about 50. This is a completely new world, and | must say that
for Asians and Africans, this liberal international order is the best system we have seen in the
past 500 years. Therefore, we must sustain it.

Japan’s Mission

Japan’s mission is clear: to help establish and support the liberal order in the growing Indo-
Pacific region. This is the significance of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific vision promoted by
Shinzo Abe. He believed that what we call universal values—such as freedom, democracy, the
rule of law, and even free trade—are not simply Western or Christian values. They can be
widely shared and extended throughout the Free and Open Indo-Pacific because many Asian
values are fundamentally similar to those of Europe. In this sense, Asian values are also
universal values.

For example, when we say that human beings are equal regardless of skin colour, the idea that
human nature is inherently good can be traced back to Mencius in China. Conscience and love
appear in Christianity, compassion is central to Buddhism, and Confucius spoke of Ren, which
means love or humanity.

People can discuss issues and create rules together. We can talk to each other and shape
common norms. Government exists only for the happiness and well-being of the people. For
example, the ninth-century Japanese monk Kukai expressed a similar idea: government is not
for the ruler; government exists for the people.

These traditions show that we share similar ways of thinking. Because of this, our values can
be universal. And when our values are universal, we can make Western political systems
function effectively in our societies.

Western political systems were created in Europe. For instance, in Britain, the Magna Carta—
the Great Charter—was established when the English nobility imposed limits on the king's
power. Although it was not directly about democracy, it marked the first time Europeans
attempted to restrain the monarch's authority.

This idea was further developed during the French Revolution. The French introduced new
political concepts, although their experiment was turbulent. The Americans later created an
entirely new nation, the United States, based in part on these French ideas.

Such institutions became essential for governing industrial societies. In industrial nations,
social values are diverse, interest groups compete with each other, and economic and
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technological change occurs rapidly. Under these conditions, strong and stable institutions have
become necessary.

And the institutions invented in Europe proved well suited to this system. We have a
parliament, plural political parties, and an independent judiciary. Japan introduced these
institutions in the mid-nineteenth century. At that time, we summarised what we had learned,
even though we did not fully understand them. Delegations visited the United States, France,
and Germany, studied their systems, and then decided that we should adopt similar institutions.

We opened our parliament in 1890. We established an independent judiciary and created
political parties. It took nearly a hundred years for politicians to gain experience and maturity,
but today our parliament functions effectively. Even during the Pacific War, the parliament
was never closed.

We now understand that these Western institutions are indispensable to industrial societies. At
the same time, we can make them work because our own values support them. European
institutions functioned largely because of the shared influence of Christianity. In Asia,
however, societies are shaped by Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and Confucian traditions.

Despite these differences, these traditions share similar values. The essence of these great
civilizations is conscience, love, and compassion. Because of these shared moral foundations,
we can ensure these institutions function in our societies. Therefore, we must continue to
sustain and protect this free world.

Shinzo Abe’s idea was that what was once called the “West,” centered on the Atlantic
community, should no longer remain limited to the West but should become global. That was
his vision, and we believe Japan should continue to pursue it.

2. Upholding and Enhancing Free Trade

Now let me turn to the question of prosperity. Free trade is extremely important. The European
Union has recently expanded its free trade agreements with India, Indonesia, and Latin
America. Japan has done the same. We helped establish the Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) and, together with China, Korea, and
ASEAN countries, the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), as well as the
Japan-EU Free Trade Agreement. Free trade remains essential.

Historically, the great empires were maritime powers—Spain, Portugal, Britain, and the
Netherlands. In their early stages, they behaved badly. They acted as pirates and often
destroyed local civilizations. However, we believe that free trade can be beneficial for
everyone.

By contrast, nations that sought to expand across crowded continental spaces ultimately failed.
Napoleon, Hitler, and the Japanese Kwantung Army in Manchuria all attempted such
expansion. Their efforts to control territory, exploit resources, and dominate populations
ultimately ended in failure.

Instead, nations should focus on trade across the seas, which brings far greater prosperity. Free
trade increases global wealth by enabling developed nations to bring investment, technology,
and employment opportunities to the Global South.

14



Free Trade and Engaging the Global South

When discussing the Global South, it is crucial to recognise its expanding influence. Over the
past century, the G7 nations made up nearly 80 percent of the world’s economy. Today, that
proportion has decreased to less than 50 percent. Even the United States, which once
contributed over half of the global political economy, now accounts for approximately 25
percent. The Global South is emerging.

The key question is how to engage the Global South. Today, there is intense competition among
major actors—including China, Russia, the BRICS countries, and the G7—to win the support
of developing nations. How can this be achieved?

Values such as democracy, freedom, and the rule of law remain important. However, the Global
South is also focused on development and economic progress. Therefore, we must respond to
their aspirations and support their development goals.

In the 1980s, Japan was extremely wealthy. That is no longer the case today. Nevertheless, at
that time, Japan was the world’s largest donor of Official Development Assistance (ODA). We
provided substantial financial assistance to many developing countries. Today, that era has
ended—not only because Japan is relatively less wealthy, but also because many developing
countries themselves have become significantly richer.

ASEAN nations, as a whole, will soon surpass Japan in economic size. India, possibly this year
or next, will become larger than Japan. In 2010, China was smaller than Japan, but today
China’s economy is four times larger. Industrialization is spreading globally, and the Global
South is becoming larger and more significant.

In this situation, with the West relatively shrinking, how can we engage the Global South
through free trade? The answer is that the old model of official development assistance is no
longer sufficient. Instead, the focus has shifted to investment.

I once visited Kenya with the Prime Minister. President Kenyatta told us that they no longer
needed official development assistance. Instead, he said, open your markets, invest here, bring
your factories here. We can produce better goods than you, he added, so buy our products.

This represents a new phase in global economic relations. Private investment today is far
greater in scale than government development assistance. Therefore, this new phase requires a
different approach to economic cooperation.

Japan and Free Trade

To support this process, a strong free trade system is essential. I recall Shinzo Abe once visited
Vice President Joe Biden. During the meeting, Biden told Abe that the Trans-Pacific
Partnership was not only a commercial arrangement but also a strategic framework. It was
meant to establish a new foundation for the Indo-Pacific region. Abe was deeply inspired by
this idea and committed himself to promoting it.

Later, when the United States decided not to proceed with the agreement, Abe reacted strongly.
He insisted that Japan would continue the effort, and he moved forward with it. As a result, the
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership was established.
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Today, the United Kingdom has joined the agreement, and with its participation, the CPTPP
now represents more than fifteen percent of global GDP.

The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership is also significant. It includes China,
Japan, Korea, ASEAN countries, as well as Australia and New Zealand. India was initially
invited to participate, but, as a developing economy, it feared that foreign investment and
imports might harm its domestic industries and therefore withdrew from the agreement. While
that decision was unfortunate, it illustrates the challenges that still exist.

Nevertheless, free trade remains the most effective strategy for engaging the Global South, and
we must continue to promote it. In many cases, the decision to invest abroad is made by the
private sector rather than governments. Companies move their factories, transfer technology,
and invest capital in other countries because, from the investors' perspective, it is often more
profitable to invest in developing economies than in advanced ones.

For nearly two decades, Japanese companies invested very little within Japan itself. German
companies experienced a similar trend. Investment continued, but much of it was directed
overseas, and companies benefited greatly from the returns generated abroad.

The consequences of this became evident after the earthquake and tsunami that struck Japan in
2011. Many factories were destroyed, and production was suddenly halted. Japan still produces
highly specialized components used in industries across China, ASEAN countries, and even
the United States. However, when the disaster occurred, there were not enough engineers left
in Japan to quickly restore production.

As a result, engineers from Thailand were invited to Japan to help rebuild and restore the
affected factories. This situation reflected the broader transformation driven by globalization
and free trade. While it can be difficult for developed economies, it is also a natural part of the
global economic system.

Japan’s economy grows at roughly two percent per year, which is relatively slow. In contrast,
the global economy grows at around four percent annually. Under these circumstances, it is
natural for companies from advanced economies to invest abroad.

Through this process, both developed countries and nations of the Global South benefit.
Companies earn returns from their investments, while developing countries gain technology,
employment, and industrial capacity. In this way, free trade contributes to growth and
prosperity across the global economy.

Nevertheless, | must acknowledge that this situation can also be harsh, particularly for
advanced nations. In many developed countries, industries are becoming hollowed out,
populations are shrinking, and governments are compelled to invite more foreign workers to
sustain economic activity. Consequently, anti-migration sentiment often arises within societies.
This reaction, in many respects, is inevitable.

The challenge for advanced nations is how to manage these changes—declining industries,
ageing populations, and the increasing inflow of migrant workers. European countries have
been addressing these issues for decades. When | lived in France about forty years ago, the
French were already discussing what they called the “British disease” or the “French disease,”
referring to economic stagnation and industrial decline.

16



Eventually, many European countries recovered to some extent, partly through the expansion
of the European Union, growth in tourism, and various economic reforms. Their experience
shows that adaptation is possible, although it requires significant effort and policy adjustments.
Japan is now confronting similar challenges.

Today, Japan’s population is shrinking rapidly. Each year, the country loses about 700,000
people. The demographic situation in East Asia is particularly severe. Japan’s birth rate is
around 1.27, China’s is around 1.21, and South Korea’s is even lower at approximately 0.74.
East Asia is therefore experiencing a swift population decline.

In contrast, regions such as West Asia are becoming more prominent. If the twentieth century
was characterized by the rise of East Asia, the twenty-first century might well become a century
of West Asian growth. Nevertheless, countries like Japan must find ways to cope with
demographic and economic transformation.

There is no easy escape from this reality. A key task is learning how to integrate foreign
workers effectively while maintaining social stability and economic dynamism. At the same
time, Japan must pursue innovation in areas such as digital transformation and expand sectors
like inbound tourism. Advancing new technologies and opening new economic frontiers may
be the only viable path for long-term survival.

In this context, the United States offers a significant example. American companies have
achieved great success in spearheading digital transformation. Firms such as Apple, Amazon,
and Microsoft dominate the global digital economy. Japan alone spends vast sums each year
on these companies for digital services and platforms.

In fact, the payments Japan makes to these digital giants amount to around six trillion yen
annually. That figure is almost comparable to the size of the United States’ trade deficit in some
sectors. Yet discussions about trade often focus mainly on manufacturing, while the digital
economy receives less attention. In reality, American leadership in digital technologies—
especially in areas such as artificial intelligence—generates enormous profits and global
influence.

Unfortunately, other advanced economies, including Europe, Japan, and South Korea, have
struggled to create technology platforms on the same scale as those of companies like Amazon
and Microsoft. Because of this, these countries must search for alternative paths to remain
competitive and economically resilient.

Despite these challenges, abandoning free trade would not be a solution. If advanced nations
were to retreat from open trade and global economic cooperation, it could lead to the
disengagement of the Global South and slow the overall growth of the world economy.
Maintaining an open trading system is therefore essential, even though it places heavy
responsibilities on developed countries.

As humanity has made significant moral progress over time, when we compare today’s world
with that of the early twentieth century, we can see that global norms and institutions have
improved substantially.

The twenty-first century, despite its many challenges, is still a far better world than the one that
existed a hundred years ago.
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Free trade is still expanding, and we are somehow sustaining it. Advanced nations are facing
difficulties, yet they continue to support this system. The United States is raising tariffs and
creating tensions in many places, but the European Union and Japan remain committed to
strengthening free trade.

3. As a Player in Power Politics.

Now, let me move to the third element that supports this order. Values and economic expansion
are great achievements, but we must also maintain global stability. Stability is maintained
through the balance of power among major states.

e No more stability in the relationship among the great powers

Today, that balance is becoming fragile because the major powers are changing and behaving
differently.

Consider the United States under Donald Trump. We are witnessing the rise of a new form of
Monroeism, with a focus on the Western Hemisphere—Panama, Venezuela, and even
Greenland. In fact, we may consider ourselves fortunate that the United States did not attempt
to take Greenland. However, it is important to recognise that the United States’ relative power
is gradually shrinking.

For many decades, the United States played the role of Atlas, supporting the global system with
its immense power. The rest of the world, in a sense, stood on its shoulders. Now Americans
increasingly say that they cannot carry this burden alone anymore. They ask others to step
down from their shoulders and share the responsibility. In other words, allies must help sustain
American leadership.

Within the United States, we are witnessing major political and social changes. These changes
are not temporary; they are structural and unlikely to reverse easily. For many years, low-
income citizens and first-generation migrants—people who worked hard but remained
economically vulnerable—felt that their voices were not represented in national politics.

The Republican Party traditionally represented business interests such as Wall Street, while the
Democratic Party focused more on organized labour. However, neither party effectively
represented the frustrations of the poorest citizens. Donald Trump appealed directly to these
groups by telling them that their anger and economic hardship were real. He encouraged them
to express that anger politically.

These voters are strongly anti-elitist, and their influence is now evident in American politics.
Without the support of Trump’s base, the Republican Party would struggle to win elections.
As a result, the party has been transformed, deeply shaped by Trump’s political movement.

The message of the “Make America Great Again” movement is relatively simple: avoid foreign
conflicts, reduce spending on international commitments, and focus on domestic prosperity.
Many supporters argue that the United States should focus on improving the lives of its own
citizens rather than taking responsibility for global problems.

This sentiment resonates across parts of American society. At the same time, it is important to
recognize that this is a democratic expression of public opinion. These citizens have the right

18



to influence their government, and their views cannot simply be ignored.

However, it should also be noted that the MAGA movement represents only a portion of
American society—perhaps twenty to thirty percent of the population. While their political
influence is amplified, they do not represent the entire country.

Many Americans continue to believe that alliances are essential. They recognize that the United
States became a global superpower partly because of its alliances. Through alliances, American
economic, political, and military power is magnified.

Without bases in Europe and Japan, for example, the United States would find it much more
difficult to conduct global military operations. Allies are therefore not a burden; they are
partners that strengthen American influence. At the same time, allies must be prepared to
shoulder a larger share of responsibility for maintaining international stability.

We must therefore work with the United States to preserve the existing international system.
Our goal should be to encourage the United States to remain engaged in global leadership, even
though this task is not easy. If we abandon that effort, the United States may withdraw further,
with serious consequences for the entire world.

Now let me turn to China under Xi Jinping. The China we see today is somewhat different
from that of previous decades.

In the late 1960s, China was deeply weakened. Under Mao Zedong’s rule, the country
experienced enormous turmoil. The Great Leap Forward caused a catastrophic famine that
killed tens of millions. Later, the Cultural Revolution caused further political and social
destruction.

In 1969, China fought a military clash with the Soviet Union along the Ussuri River at
Damansky Island. At the time, China was extremely vulnerable, and there were serious
concerns that the Soviet Union might attempt to push further towards Beijing.

During this period, Japanese Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka met Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai.
Zhou warned that Soviet tank divisions were approaching and urged Japan to normalize
relations with China quickly. Japan therefore moved rapidly to establish diplomatic relations
with China within two months.

The United States was reportedly frustrated by this decision as Washington had spent nearly a
decade attempting to normalize relations with Beijing. Nevertheless, Japan moved ahead with
normalization, believing it was necessary for regional stability.

After that, China work ed more closely with countries wary of Soviet power. Later, in 1978,
Deng Xiaoping introduced economic reforms and opened China’s markets to the world.

In the 1980s, some Chinese leaders discussed political reform and greater openness, and many
observers hoped China might gradually move towards democracy. However, this optimism was
shattered in 1989 when the Chinese government violently suppressed student demonstrations
in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square.

The students had gathered to mourn the death of a reformist leader and to call for political
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change. The authorities responded by deploying the military, who opened fire on the
demonstrators, killing many students. The Tiananmen incident became one of the most tragic
events in modern Chinese history.

Even after that, all Western nations imposed sanctions on China, but Japan did not. Japan was
the only country that chose not to impose sanctions on China.

We believed that isolating China might push the country back towards the era of Mao Zedong.
Instead, we argued that China should be supported and integrated into the international system.
The events of 1989 were a serious mistake, but we believed that engagement would be more
constructive than isolation.

At that time, many policymakers believed China could gradually move closer to the global
economic order. Japan strongly supported China’s entry into the World Trade Organization.
We also provided substantial Official Development Assistance and transferred technology,
hoping that economic cooperation would encourage China to develop in a manner similar to
Japan.

However, when China’s economy surpassed Japan’s around 2010, its attitude began to shift.
This change came as a significant shock to Japan. China began to assert its national interests
more forcefully in regional and global affairs.

Under Xi Jinping, China’s direction appears to be shifting again. His policies suggest a move
away from closer alignment with Western systems. For example, China has maintained strong
relations with Russia during the war in Ukraine. This development has been difficult for many
observers to understand.

Xi Jinping’s leadership style also appears markedly different from that of previous Chinese
leaders. Some analysts believe that his early life experiences played an important role in
shaping his personality.

His father, Xi Zhongxun, was a respected revolutionary leader who had supported Mao Zedong
during the Chinese Civil War. However, during Mao’s political campaigns, Xi Zhongxun was
eventually purged from power. As a result, Xi Jinping was also affected and was sent to live in
a poor rural village during the Cultural Revolution.

At that time, many other children of political elites remained in Beijing, living relatively
comfortable lives. By contrast, Xi Jinping spent years working in rural areas, where many
people were struggling with poverty and food shortages.

Because the Cultural Revolution disrupted China’s education system, an entire generation lost
access to formal schooling. From 1966 until Mao’s death in 1976, many schools were closed.
As a result, Xi Jinping and others of his generation missed several years of education.

During this period, he worked in agriculture for years. After Mao’s death and his father’s
political rehabilitation, Xi Jinping returned to Beijing. He was eventually able to study at
Tsinghua University, one of China’s leading engineering institutions, and also served in the
military.

Throughout his political career, Xi Jinping has often maintained a low profile and appeared
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cautious in political competition. When leadership succession was decided after Hu Jintao’s
presidency, rival factions within the Communist Party struggled to agree on a candidate. Some
observers suggest that Xi was chosen partly because he was perceived as a compromise
candidate who did not pose a strong threat to other factions.

However, after coming to power, Xi Jinping consolidated authority far more aggressively than
many expected. He has strengthened the Communist Party's role and centralized political
control.

Under his leadership, China has tightened regulations over large private companies and sectors
such as technology and real estate. Some of the country’s largest corporations have faced
significant government intervention as the state seeks to ensure that no private actor becomes
more powerful than the Party.

These policies have contributed to economic challenges in some sectors, particularly in the real
estate sector, which was once a major driver of growth.

At the same time, China has continued to invest heavily in military-related technologies. The
government allocates substantial funding to fields such as artificial intelligence, space
technology, and robotics, partly because of their strategic and defence applications.As a result,
China has made rapid technological progress in these areas and is working to close the gap
with the United States across several advanced technologies.

But if we look at the broader economic situation in China today, we can see many difficulties
emerging. Young people are struggling to find jobs, housing prices are extremely high, and
many young couples feel they cannot afford to marry or start families. In many ways, China
appears to be developing into a two-speed society, with some groups continuing to advance
while others face growing frustration.

In my view, many of these problems stem from leadership decisions, though it is not always
clear whether they are fully recognized at the highest levels of government. Recently, some
unusual developments have also occurred within China’s political and military leadership. For
example, within the Central Military Commission—one of the most powerful bodies in the
Chinese system—several senior figures have reportedly been removed or replaced.

These developments raise concerns because sudden changes among top military leaders can
create uncertainty. If a leader were to make a major strategic decision, such as initiating military
action towards Taiwan, there may be fewer internal constraints or voices able to challenge that
decision. At the moment, it is difficult to know exactly what is happening within China’s
leadership structure, but observers are watching the situation very closely.

One challenge with highly centralized political systems is that leadership can become
increasingly isolated over time. In the early years of strong leadership, authority can be highly
effective. Decisions are implemented quickly, and supporters trust the leader’s judgement. In
that sense, power means a leader’s will can be carried out immediately across the entire system.

However, after many years in power, circumstances often change. Public trust can decline,
political elites may begin to look for alternative leadership, and internal competition can
intensify. In many historical cases, leaders respond by removing potential rivals and
concentrating power even further.
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Some analysts believe a similar dynamic may be unfolding in China today. Xi Jinping remains
extremely powerful, but there are signs he may trust fewer people within the political system.
As a result, he may rely more heavily on a smaller circle of loyal supporters.

If that interpretation is correct, China’s political environment may become more uncertain. This
does not necessarily mean immediate instability, but it does mean that other countries must
closely monitor developments.

Let me now turn to Russia under Vladimir Putin. The invasion of Ukraine shocked many people
around the world. Before the war began, some intelligence agencies warned that Russia might
launch a full-scale invasion, but many governments doubted that it would actually happen.

In fact, even leaders in several major capitals—~Paris, London, Tokyo, Berlin, and even Kyiv—
did not fully believe that Russia would invade. Nevertheless, the invasion began in February
2022.

To understand the situation, it is also necessary to consider Russia’s perspective on NATO
expansion. After the Cold War, many Central and Eastern European countries chose to join
NATO because they feared future Russian aggression. Western governments argued that these
countries had the sovereign right to choose their own alliances.

Russia, however, interpreted this process very differently. From Moscow’s perspective, NATO
expansion meant that former Soviet-aligned states were joining a military alliance that Russia
once regarded as an adversary. Russian leaders often argue that these developments threaten
their security.

The disagreement between these perspectives has been a central source of tension. Western
governments emphasize the right of countries to choose their own alliances, while Russia
emphasizes the idea of historical influence and security buffers.

The debate intensified in 2008 when Ukraine and Georgia expressed interest in joining NATO.
At the time, NATO leaders said these countries might join in the future, but no clear timetable
was set.

Some analysts later argued that this ambiguous position heightened additional tensions.
Ukraine was not protected by NATO membership, but Russia feared that it might eventually
join the alliance. This uncertainty contributed to rising geopolitical rivalry.

In 2014, Russia annexed Crimea from Ukraine. At that time, Ukraine considered a military
response, but Western countries encouraged diplomatic efforts rather than direct confrontation.
From Russia’s perspective, this may have reinforced the belief that NATO would avoid direct
military involvement.

In the current conflict, Russia appears to be pursuing a long-term strategy aimed at weakening
Ukraine and increasing its influence over the country. Some analysts argue that Moscow hopes
eventually to create a government in Kyiv that is more favorable to Russian interests.

The war has already lasted several years, and both sides have suffered enormous costs. Ukraine
has shown strong resolve to defend its sovereignty, while Russia has mobilised significant
resources to sustain the conflict.
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Russia has faced growing difficulties in maintaining its manpower and equipment. Reports
indicate that it has relied heavily on various forces, including private military groups and
foreign support. At the same time, the Ukrainian military continues to resist, with assistance
from Western countries.

Western governments have provided Ukraine with intelligence, financial assistance, and
military equipment, but they have generally avoided sending their own troops directly into
combat. This reflects concerns about escalation and the risk of a wider conflict between
nuclear-armed states.

Looking ahead, the outcome of the war remains uncertain. Some political leaders have
suggested the possibility of future ceasefire negotiations, but the conditions for such
agreements remain unclear.

Until a diplomatic settlement becomes possible, many Western countries believe they must
continue supporting Ukraine through information sharing, financial assistance, and military aid
to sustain its defense.

Let me briefly explain Japan’s role in the region, as it may seem somewhat distant from West
Asia. It may be helpful to understand what is happening in Japan today.

Recently, Takaichi achieved a remarkable electoral victory. It was an extraordinary result. Even
very strong prime ministers such as Nakasone or Abe did not achieve such a margin. Her party
secured around 310 seats. However, because her candidate list was not long enough, about 10
to 20 seats could not be filled as planned, and roughly 14 seats ended up going to opposition
parties. Even so, it remained a landslide victory.

This result reflects deeper political changes in Japan. For many decades, Japan’s political
system was shaped by the structure that emerged in 1955, when the Liberal Democratic Party
(LDP) was formed and the Japanese Socialist Party became the main opposition party. During
the Cold War, Japan’s political landscape was highly polarized.

Henry Kissinger once remarked that Japan was legally part of the Western camp but not fully
integrated politically or strategically into the West. In many respects, this observation reflected
the political environment before the late-twentieth century reforms.

Japan remained territorially unified throughout the Cold War. Unlike Germany, Korea, China,
and Vietnam, which were divided, it remained a single state. However, the internal political
climate was deeply shaped by Cold War tensions.

For many years, socialist and communist parties held roughly 40 to 45 percent of parliamentary
seats. Unlike social democratic parties in Western Europe, some of these parties were closely
aligned with the Soviet Union. As a result, national security policy in Japan was often paralyzed
by internal political divisions.

Because of this division, Japan could not develop a comprehensive national security strategy
until much later. It was only in 2013, under Shinzo Abe’s government, that Japan formally
adopted such a strategy.

Although the Cold War ended in 1991 with the collapse of the Soviet Union, Japan’s domestic
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political system continued to reflect older divisions. Today, however, the external environment
has changed dramatically. China’s power has grown significantly, tensions over Taiwan and
the Senkaku Islands have escalated, Russia has launched a war in Ukraine, and North Korea
continues to expand its nuclear capabilities.

In this environment, many Japanese citizens believe the country must strengthen its
preparedness and update its political and strategic institutions. The existing political framework
is increasingly seen as outdated.

Former socialist groups now operate within newer political parties that emphasize
constitutional pacifism, arguing that Japan should avoid militarization and maintain a strictly
peaceful stance. However, many younger voters question whether such positions are realistic
in the current security environment.

In recent elections, younger voters have often supported reform-oriented leaders rather than
traditional political figures. Similar waves of reform support appeared earlier under the
leadership of Junichiro Koizumi and Shinzo Abe. Now observers are watching to see whether
Takaichi can sustain this momentum and lead strong political reforms.

At this stage, it remains uncertain how far these changes will go, but many hope that Japan will
be able to maintain stable leadership and pursue long-term reforms.

e The Transformation of the Japan-U.S. Alliance and Japan's Enhanced Role

Japan’s strategic responsibilities in the region are also evolving. The U.S.-Japan alliance
differs significantly from NATO. NATO was formed by Western countries to collectively
confront the Soviet Union. In Asia, however, the alliance structure is more fragmented. The
United States maintains separate alliances with Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Thailand,
and Australia.

Compared with NATO, this network of alliances is less integrated and therefore somewhat
weaker. For this reason, many analysts believe that medium-sized allies, such as Japan, must
assume greater responsibility to support the United States in maintaining regional stability.

American policymakers increasingly argue that allies should contribute more to their own
defense. If allies do not share the burden, the United States may reduce its commitments abroad.

In Europe, NATO is relatively strong and Russia’s economy is far smaller than the combined
economies of European states. In Asia, however, the balance is different because China’s
economic and military power is much larger relative to its neighbors.

For this reason, the United States cannot easily withdraw from Asia. However, it expects
regional partners to strengthen their own capabilities and cooperation.

Japan’s military system also reflects developments since World War 11. At the end of the war,
Japan had roughly ten million soldiers, despite a population of only about seventy million
people. After the war, Japan’s military forces were dramatically reduced.

Today, Japan’s Self-Defense Forces consist of roughly 240,000 personnel. Although smaller
than the armed forces of some neighboring countries, Japan maintains highly advanced naval
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and air capabilities as well as a capable ground force.

During the Cold War, the United States encouraged Japan to focus its defensive efforts on
Hokkaido, the northernmost island. This region was considered strategically important because
Soviet forces stationed in Siberia could potentially move south through the island chain towards
Japan.

As a result, Japan stationed many of its best armoured units, fighter squadrons, and specialised
forces in Hokkaido to prepare for potential threats from the north.

In contrast, Japan’s southern regions were considered less heavily defended because several
nearby countries—South Korea, Taiwan, and the Philippines—were also allied with the United
States. In those areas, American forces were expected to play a major role in maintaining
regional security.

This arrangement was formalized in the 1960 security treaty between Prime Minister Nobusuke
Kishi and President Dwight Eisenhower. Under this agreement, the United States would
maintain bases in Japan and use them to support regional security operations.

The United States also developed separate bilateral alliances with South Korea, the Philippines,
Thailand, and Australia. These alliances created a network of security partnerships across the
Indo-Pacific.

In potential crises, American military planners generally assume that the United States would
conduct most of the large-scale combat operations, while allies would bolster their own
defensive capabilities and provide support.

After the Cold War ended and the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, the United States began
encouraging Japan to play a more active role in regional security.This issue became even more
urgent as North Korea began developing nuclear weapons. In the 1990s, the United States
considered striking North Korean nuclear facilities. However, South Korea, China, and others
opposed such action, fearing it could trigger a major war.

Eventually, the crisis was managed through negotiations, including diplomatic initiatives led
by former U.S. President Jimmy Carter. In retrospect, many analysts believe these
arrangements slowed, but did not fully halt, North Korea’s nuclear development.Today, North
Korea continues to expand its nuclear capabilities, posing one of the most serious security
challenges in East Asia.

At that time, Japan had strong leadership under Prime Ministers Ryutaro Hashimoto and Keizo
Obuchi. They believed Japan needed to take more responsibility in supporting international
stability.

However, Japan’s Constitution—particularly Article 9—placed limits on military involvement
abroad. Japan adopted a pacifist position after World War 11, and the Constitution emphasised
avoiding participation in foreign conflicts.

Prime Minister Obuchi therefore proposed a limited approach. Japan would not take part
directly in combat, but it could assist allied operations through logistics support. This would
involve providing transportation, medical services, and other forms of non-combat assistance.
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The legal framework for this kind of support was first discussed in the early 1990s and
subsequently applied in new situations.

After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the United States suffered devastating losses.
Nearly 3,000 civilians were killed in New York and Washington. The United Nations Security
Council described the attacks as a serious threat to international peace.

For the first time in its history, NATO invoked Article 5 of its treaty, which treats an attack on
one member as an attack on all members. NATO forces then launched operations in
Afghanistan.

At that time, Japan was led by Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi. Koizumi was known for his
unconventional personality and distinctive appearance, but he quickly understood the
significance of the moment.He believed Japan should demonstrate support for its allies. As a
result, Japan deployed naval vessels to support coalition forces. Five warships and a large
supply tanker were dispatched to support refuelling operations in the Indian Ocean.

Japanese vessels provided fuel and logistical support not only to American forces but also to
ships from several other countries participating in the mission.For Japan, this was an important
step because it marked one of the first times the country had actively supported overseas
military operations, even though its role remained limited to logistics and support.

Later, concerns about regional security intensified, particularly regarding the Taiwan issue.
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe argued that logistical support alone was insufficient to prevent
conflict.Abe believed that Japan needed stronger deterrent capabilities. To achieve this, he
introduced a new interpretation of the constitution, allowing Japan to exercise the right to
collective self-defense.

This change meant that Japan could assist allied countries under attack if Japan’s own security
was threatened. Abe’s reforms represented a major shift in Japan’s postwar security policy.
After Abe, Prime Minister Fumio Kishida continued this strategic adjustment. Kishida argued
that Japan’s defense spending had been too low for too long and that the country had relied
excessively on the United States.

At the same time, American leaders were increasingly asking allies to contribute more to their
own defense.In response, Kishida proposed a major increase in Japan’s defense budget, aiming
to roughly double spending over several years. The plan was designed to strengthen Japan’s
ability to respond to regional security challenges.

These reforms are still developing, and future governments will continue shaping Japan’s
defense policy.

Taiwan contingency’s economic impact.

Although Taiwan may seem geographically distant from some regions, a conflict there would
affect the global economy as a whole. A war involving the United States, China, Japan, Taiwan,
and possibly other countries, such as South Korea, Australia, and the Philippines, would be
extremely destructive.
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Beyond the military devastation, the economic consequences would be enormous. These
economies are among the largest and most interconnected markets in the world.Financial
markets would react immediately. Investors would withdraw funds from regional markets,
currencies would weaken, and stock markets could collapse throughout East Asia.Shipping
would also be severely affected. The East and South China Seas are among the busiest maritime
trade routes in the world.

If a major conflict occurred, insurance companies in global financial centers such as London
would likely refuse to insure ships traveling through those waters. Without insurance coverage,
many shipping companies would suspend operations in the region.

This would disrupt global supply chains. Countries such as Japan depend heavily on maritime
trade, which requires thousands of ships to sustain their economies.

If shipping routes were blocked or diverted, transportation costs would increase dramatically.
Currency values could fall, trade would decline, and economic contractions could spread across
many countries.

The largest impact would come from the disruption of trade with China. China is a major
trading partner for many countries, including Japan.If trade between China and other
economies were suddenly disrupted, companies would struggle to find alternative suppliers
and markets. Many businesses would incur significant financial losses, and smaller firms could
collapse.

War would also cause massive destruction of infrastructure, and the economic cost of
rebuilding could be enormous.For these reasons, avoiding conflict in the Taiwan Strait is
extremely important. The economic damage would extend far beyond the immediate
participants, affecting countries across Asia, Europe, and North America.

Deterrence and diplomacy are therefore far less costly than war. Preventing conflict in the
region remains the most important objective.

Thank you very much for your attention.
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SPECIAL ADDRESS

H.E. Rémi Lambert
Ambassador of France in Sri Lanka

Distinguished Chairman, Ambassador Goonetilleke, Ambassador Menon, dear Professor
Kanehara, ladies and gentlemen, Excellencies, dear colleagues.

Much has already been said about Sri Lanka’s privileged position at the center of the Indian
Ocean. Relations with the European continent are well documented and date back to ancient
times. The dispersal of Roman coins from Scotland to the shores of Sri Lanka shows the extent
of the trade flows that had already established connectivity between the Roman Empire and
South Asia.

Two thousand years later, the countries of Asia are one of the two main trading partners of the
European Union. Indeed, while 60% of trade takes place within the European Union, Asia is
the main region of origin for imports entering the European market. With 450 million
consumers, the EU is the world’s largest, richest integrated consumer market, and Sri Lanka is
ideally placed on the routes connecting Asia to Europe and in this flow of trade and goods.

France has another interest in preserving the Indian Ocean as a region essential to global
prosperity. France is an Indian Ocean country and a country of the Indo-Pacific in general.
More than a million French people live in these regions, where France is present through
islands such as La Réunion and Mayotte, as well as many overseas territories. Since France is
also present in the Pacific, with the second-largest exclusive economic zone in the world, it
was natural that we were the first country in the European Union to define an Indo-Pacific
strategy, which formalises the priority we give to this part of the world.

Preserving the stability of maritime exchanges in this region is reflected in the French Navy’s
regular navigation, which celebrates its 400th anniversary this year; in maritime exercises, such
as those we held last year with the Charles de Gaulle naval group and this year with the
Jeanne d’ Arc mission, and in regular port calls at the Port of Colombo. These activities, along
with operations related to drug trafficking or to ensuring the safety of maritime traffic in the
Gulf of Aden, illustrate France’s contribution to freedom of navigation and movement in an
Indo-Pacific that is vital for prosperity and global stability.

We do so on the principle of strategic autonomy, to which France has been committed for
decades. The tensions of today’s world underscore the soundness of this vision and the need
for France and the European Union to strengthen the instruments of independence and security
— I would say European, at large.

This strategic autonomy does not prevent us, on the contrary, from seekingto develop
sovereign partnerships with nations that share our interest in promoting the values of an open
world. 1 am thinking, in particular in Asia, of nations such as Japan or India, which our
President will visit soon.

As Europeans, we also have powerful instruments to strengthen and develop connectivity with
our like-minded Asian partners. | want to talk about Global Gateway. It is a framework
designed to encourage investment in infrastructure that ensures connectivity with a high
level of sustainable environmental and governance requirements. It is not just about transport
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and infrastructure. Global Gateway also involves the fields of digital, data, seabed cables,
climate, energy, health, supply chains, and human capital, including education and research.

This incentive enables European companies, once they have identified Asian and Sri Lankan
companies interested in a partnership, to propose European funding projects that contribute to
these objectives.

This connectivity that we encourage and support is based ona number of principles:
partnership on an equal footing, good governance, transparent procedures, high standards of
respect for democracy, environmental protection, and security.

Programs are already in place in Sri Lanka, and French expertise is
contributing. Expertise France is involved in implementing projects alongside the German GIZ
on the circular economy. Expertise France is also supporting another Global Gateway project
in Sri Lanka aimed at facilitating a green economy recovery that turns sustainability into
tangible economic opportunities.

We have seen the effects of climate change through Cyclone Ditwah, and connectivity projects
must respect green and sustainable growth. France, which celebrated last December the 10th
anniversary of the Paris Agreement on Climate, will continue to engage actively in this area,
alongside the EU, to fight climate change and transition to a world without carbon emissions.

Beyond the projects opened by the Global Gateway framework, let me stress how essential it
is to comply with these standards so that Sri Lanka can continue to benefit from duty-free
access to the European market, as is currently the case under the Generalised System of
Preferences (GSP+). This respect is the condition for Sri Lankan companies exporting to
Europe to continue to enjoy virtually free access, free of all customs duties, provided
they comply with a corpus of 27 environmental, social, and good governance standards.

This is essential given that the European Union’s internal market is the second-largest export
market for Sri Lanka’s economy. The GSP+ instrument will end soon. For Sri Lanka to benefit
again from such a framework, it will be important for Sri Lanka to demonstrate its ability to
bring certain regulations into line with the criteria set by GSP+. | am thinking in
particular of the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA).

I mentioned Global Gateway, but there are other frameworks that aim to boost trade from South
Asia to the prosperous European continent. The Middle East—India—Europe Economic Corridor
(IMEC) is one of them. Last year, Indian Prime Minister Modi travelled to Marseille to discuss
with President Macron the implementation of this corridor, which connects the two blocs by
land and rail. From South Asia to Europe, the port of Marseille can be a major gateway.

Marseille is also the headquarters of CMA CGM, one of the world's largest international
shipping companies, whose operations are central to the Port of Colombo's activities and serve
as one of the port’s largest contributors.

IMEC is just beginning. It is a work in progress, and the situation in the Middle East is currently
complicating progress. But we have to look far ahead, and the potential for development
between these areas is considerable. You have in mind the recent signing of the EU—India Free
Trade Agreement, which makes it possible to strengthen trade between these two blocs, which
together account for two billion inhabitants.
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What can France do to bring Sri Lanka closer to these maritime and economic
corridors?

The first answer is all that we can do to work on the international environment in a way that is
in line with our common interests for nations and for humanity. | am thinking of the work done
last year with the Sri Lankan Ministry of Foreign Affairs to promote the High Seas Treaty
(BBNJ). France hosted the largest ever conference on the oceans in Nice in 2025 with the
United Nations, and Sri Lanka was present. The entry into force of this treaty will safeguard
the interests of a maritime nation like Sri Lanka.

| am also thinking of the French presidency of the G7 this year, during which France intends
to make progress with its partners on maritime security issues essential to the proper
functioning of our trade.

We are actively involved, as | have already indicated, in the operation of the French Navy
across the Indian Ocean and in partnership with the Sri Lankan Navy.

On a more practical level, we have been working for more than a year with our Sri Lankan
partners to organize training and practical exchanges of professionals on maritime safety and
security, but also ocean protection, through the Regional Centre for Maritime Studies
(RCMS), located in Colombo at KDU. It is a question of bringing together professionals from
the navy, but also from coast guards, customs, port authorities, and the police, to deal with
maritime safety and security issues, particularly the fight against transnational threats,
trafficking that threatens to destabilise the region, illegal fishing, and port security issues.

Last year, with European funding, Expertise France participated in a global port safety project
at the Port of Colombo focused on port safety and the handling of hazardous materials.

We are all the more effective when we work together with partners. These centres, RCMS,
enabled us to work with experts from Australia, the United States, the United Kingdom, the
European Union, and UNODC last year, and we hope to expand this year to include other
European and Indo-Pacific countries.

For their part, French companies continue to be attentive to the opportunities offered by
connectivity, particularly in the Port of Colombo. This is especially true of Orange Marine,
which has again chosen Colombo Dockyard to build two cable-laying ships over the next few
years. You know the importance of seabed telecommunications cables, and Orange Marine’s
choice of Colombo could position Sri Lanka to play a greater role in this field in the future.

I will stop here with these brief comments, which | hope have enabled you to highlight the
French and European interest in continuing to work with Sri Lanka to develop open, peaceful,
and sustainable connectivity in the Indian Ocean.

Thank you very much for your attention. Merci beaucoup
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TRANSNATIONAL CONNECTIVITY CORRIDORS - KEY TO GROWTH AND
COLLECTIVE PROSPERITY IN AN ERA OF SHIFTING ALLIANCES

Colonel (Retd.) Rajeev Agarwal, Senior Research Consultant,
Chintan Research Foundation, India

Two issues have dominated global headlines over the past 12 months, especially since Donald
Trump took office as the 47th President of the US in January 2025. The first is the frequent,
often disruptive policy announcements by the US that target and frequently dismiss the well-
established rules-based global order. The utter disdain for the legitimacy and effectiveness of
global institutions such as the United Nations, the World Trade Organisation, and climate
preservation efforts has left most countries and organisations grappling with multiple questions
about issues of global relevance in a rapidly changing world order. The threat of tariffs and
trade restrictions is forcing countries to look beyond the US to diversify trade options and seek
new markets.

The second set of developments that have made headlines, especially in India, is a slew of very
high-value and strategically placed trade deals. Prominent among them are the India-UK Free
Trade Deal (FTA) in July 2025, the Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA)
with Oman in December 2025, and the India-EU FTA, signed on 27th January 2026, known as
the ‘Mother of all deals’. Finally, on 2nd February, President Trump announced that the US
and India had finalised the contours of a trade deal, the ‘Father of all trade deals’. The
announcement was followed by the release of an initial framework through a joint statement
on 6th February 2026.

What is common to both these sets of developments? While the first is forcing countries to
look beyond traditional trade partners, the second set of developments has the potential to
unlock new alignments and routes, as the rapidly increasing flow of trade volumes will soon
exceed the capacity of existing trade routes. When you add to the mix that many of the existing
trade routes (by sea) are often being blocked or restricted by conflicts and sanctions, the
situation poses greater challenges.

It is here that the concept of developing faster, safer and more efficient transnational
connectivity corridors comes in. In an era defined by protectionism, geopolitical fragmentation
and tariff wars, transnational connectivity is emerging as the answer to these challenges and
the most effective counterforce. If the Covid-19 pandemic forced the world to look inwards as
supply chains were disrupted, the Gaza war has shown that global trade cannot continue
‘normally’ if the traditional routes (Suez Canal and Bab-al-Mandeb) are closed or disrupted.
The Russia-Ukraine war has also disrupted the traditional interdependency between Russia and
Europe over energy supplies and food security. With global supply chains facing recurring
disruptions, the economic growth of nations is increasingly dependent on their ability to remain
diversified, seek new options, and ensure seamless physical and economic connectivity across
borders.

As a result, the world is witnessing a reconfiguration of trade routes, in which infrastructure
diplomacy is replacing traditional tariff diplomacy and ports, logistics corridors, and digital
linkages are becoming the new determinants of economic influence, complementing existing
trade routes. These new alignments are often presented as multimodal transnational

connectivity corridors. Prominent projects such as the International North-South Transport
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Corridor (INSTC), the India—Middle East-Europe Corridor (IMEC), the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), and the Eastern Maritime Corridor (EMC) reflect the shift from traditional
trade models to interconnected economic networks that transcend geography and political
boundaries. Such transnational connectivity corridors are not only promising to overcome
hurdles and restrictions on global trade but are also seen as instruments of geo-economic
resilience, supply chain diversification, and strategic autonomy.

For India and the Global South, these transnational connectivity corridors hold transformative
potential: they can bridge infrastructure deficits, connect nations in the region to the global
supply chain, and unlock access to new markets. By expanding trade options, these corridors
can foster inclusive growth and shared prosperity by integrating developing economies into
global value chains on equitable terms. India’s strategic location, with a large coastline jutting
into the Indian Ocean, gives it a geographical advantage and makes it a natural connector
between Asia, West Asia, Africa, Europe and South-East Asia. Most of the corridors mentioned
above (except BRI) are extremely important not only for India, which anchors them, but also
for the entire globe, which is seeking solutions to diversify trade and pursue safer, newer
opportunities with reliable partners.

In this paper, therefore, some of the prominent transnational connectivity corridors will be
examined in detail. Attempts have been made to highlight that these corridors are not merely
about putting containers on ships or rails but are much more than that. Most of these corridors
promise to unlock new opportunities for multidimensional trade through multimodal transport
linkages across regions that have traditionally been close trading partners. Their structures
facilitate faster, more efficient movement of goods, bypass existing bottlenecks, reduce
shipping delays, lower greenhouse gas emissions, and cut costs. Some projects, like IMEC,
integrate within their architecture newer dimensions of trade, such as green hydrogen,
electricity, and high-speed data linkages, along with modern technologies that add tremendous
value to the volume of trade otherwise feasible.

IMEC

IMEC was one of the major announcements at the G20 Summit in New Delhi in September
2023. It is a transformative project, rooted in collaboration and shared prosperity, and
harnessing the potential of modern technology and new forms of trading goods and services.
At its core, it is a bold vision connecting India with Europe across the deserts of the Arabian
Peninsula. It envisions a multimodal economic corridor integrating railways, ports, energy
networks, and digital infrastructure to enhance trade, investment, and connectivity. Unlike
conventional transport corridors, IMEC is envisioned as a holistic, multidimensional
infrastructure project that, in addition to sea and rail links, includes value additions such as
undersea links for high-speed data connectivity, green hydrogen pipelines, and transnational
energy transmission grids.

Over the past three years, however, IMEC has sparked more discussion than action, primarily
due to the outbreak of the war in Gaza in October 2023, which was a major setback for it.
However, with the war in Gaza almost over, many partner countries are now willing to move
the project forward.
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What is IMEC?

IMEC was conceived with a number of factors in mind, security of sea trade being one of them.
The structure therefore provides an alternative and safe route to the Suez Canal and the Red
Sea, which have often been blocked for sea trade due to conflicts in the region. It was also
pitched as an expression of India’s rise as a global power, both politically and economically,
coinciding with India becoming the 5th largest global economy. It was also seen as a natural
progression of developments to bring Israel closer to the region after the signing of the
Abraham Accords in September 2020 and the potential Saudi-Israel normalization. Haifa port,
identified as the only point of transhipment across the Gulf region into the Mediterranean Sea,
made it clear how important Israel was to the project. The potential of this corridor to reduce
transport time and logistics costs, and to boost trade volumes between participating nations
over the next decade, were important factors too.

Smart business opportunities that would be unlocked by direct connectivity to Europe were
among other contributory factors. In terms of trade between the EU and India, the IMEC is
seen as an economic game-changer and an opportunity to strengthen strategic partnerships.
During her recent visit to India in March 2025, the President of the European Commission,
Ursula von der Leyen, pitched the IMEC as an important cornerstone for enhancing India-EU
trade. She described the IMEC as “a modern golden road - directly connecting India, the
Arabian Gulf, and Europe.”

The proposed structure of the IMEC comprises three distinct sections. The eastern section links
India with West Asia by sea, with container traffic from India moving to the UAE from India’s
west coast. The central section is the overland route across the West Asian region, traversing
the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Israel, culminating at the port of Haifa on the Mediterranean
coast in Israel. The western leg of the corridor is sea-bound, and the containers have to be put
back on ships in Haifa to be transported to various ports in Europe, and thereafter onward
transit to countries in Europe through the European rail networks to their final destinations.

The project’s success depends on developing ports, connecting and integrating a seamless
railway network, and establishing an efficient regulatory mechanism. Plans also include
incorporating infrastructure for electricity and digital connectivity, as well as pipelines for
green hydrogen export. When fully implemented, IMEC has the potential to enable faster, more
efficient movement of goods, bypass existing bottlenecks, reduce shipping delays, lower
greenhouse gas emissions, and cut costs. It also aims to secure regional supply chains, improve
trade accessibility, and facilitate the economic prosperity of people and countries along the
project’s alignment.

As discussed earlier, the Gaza war has exposed the vulnerability of the current alignment to
conflict in Gaza. With the Israel-Palestine issue unlikely to be fully resolved in the near future,
there is already a rethink of the IMEC alignment as previously announced. To enhance the
IMEC’s resilience and long-term viability, a western spur, suitably branching from the original
alignment in Saudi Arabia, traversing Egypt and terminating at one of its major Mediterranean
ports, offers a practical solution. Egypt controls the Suez Canal, a chokepoint through which
12% of global trade and nearly 30% of global container movement pass. The country is already
equipped with the logistics ecosystem needed to handle IMEC's requirements, including the
Suez Canal Economic Zone, six operational ports, and four industrial zones specialising in
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green hydrogen, LNG, shipbuilding, and other future-ready sectors. Furthermore, a high-speed
rail line from Ras Al-Khair to Sharm el-Sheikh can directly connect Egypt’s national rail
system with Mediterranean ports, improving the corridor’s logistics feasibility.

At the eastern end of the Arabian Peninsula, Oman’s Dugm Port, situated outside the Strait of
Hormuz, provides an additional maritime gateway to the Arabian Sea, far from potential
conflict zones around the Strait of Hormuz, which is always at risk of closure in the event of a
conflict in Iran.

As the IMEC progresses, it may add branches to its route, connecting more countries and
geographies. In effect, therefore, IMEC would not be a single alignment but a broad network
of complementary branches leading from India to Europe across the Arabian Desert. Instead of
competing, various branches of the IMEC network would need to work as complementary
routes, with the selection of which dictated by security as well as business.

Egypt’s strategic position also enables IMEC to extend beyond Asia and Europe. With direct
highway links to pan-African corridors such as Cairo—Cape Town and Cairo—Dakar, Egypt can
serve as a launchpad for broader South-South trade. This would enable IMEC to evolve into a
truly intercontinental connectivity framework, linking not only Asia and Europe but also
Africa.

More than just transportation of Goods

IMEC is unlike many other transportation corridors. It is truly an economic corridor that offers
much more. Green Hydrogen is one such facet. India is rapidly emerging as a producer and
supplier of Green Hydrogen, whereas Europe has a huge market for it. IMEC offers India a
strategic opportunity to position itself as a global hub for green hydrogen. The integration of
hydrogen pipelines within IMEC’s physical structure opens new avenues for energy diplomacy
and energy transit routes.

Closely linked to IMEC is the One Sun, One World, One Grid (OSOWOG) initiative.
OSOWOG envisions a globally interconnected solar grid linking Europe, West Asia, South
Asia, and East Asia, enabling real-time cross-border energy sharing. This model benefits India
by reducing reliance on costly storage systems and maximising the efficiency of renewable
generation. Together, OSOWOG and IMEC represent an aligned vision, as both aim to deepen
climate cooperation, enhance energy interdependence, and generate industrial and financial
synergies between Europe and Asia.

Energy complementarity between India and the Gulf further strengthens the case for undersea
links. Gujarat’s solar peak runs from January to May, while Saudi Arabia’s regions see
maximum output in July and August. Additionally, India experiences earlier sunrises and
sunsets than Saudi Arabia and the UAE, enabling real-time electricity transmission across time
zones. An undersea High-Voltage Direct Current (HVDC) connection would enable dynamic
sharing of surplus electricity, boosting grid efficiency, reducing storage needs, and lowering
transmission costs.

A cornerstone of the IMEC vision is the proposed 700-kilometre undersea energy and data
transmission link. This represents a revolutionary shift in clean energy logistics and digital
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infrastructure. Currently, international electricity trade outside Europe is below 0.1%, but
recent advances in HVDC transmission, particularly driven by Chinese innovation, have made
intercontinental energy transfer more cost-effective, reducing transmission losses to 3.5% per
1,000 km, down from 7% for AC systems. Integrating electricity cables, hydrogen pipelines,
and data cables into a single pipeline could generate economies of scale, expedite deployment,
and yield a resilient infrastructure backbone for both energy and digital flows.

IMEC therefore has the potential to revolutionise the way transport and connectivity corridors
operate. With expanding trade deals between India and the rest of the world, this economic
connectivity corridor promises to unlock much of the region’s untapped potential for economic
progress. Also, with a dynamic alignment, it offers countries with shared goals and mutual
convergence the opportunity to join the project at various levels and benefit from the
opportunities offered by IMEC.

INSTC

Unlike IMEC, which is yet to take off, the INSTC is well on its way to realisation. It isa 7,200
km multi-modal transportation network (ship, rail, and road) linking India with Russia and
Europe via Iran, the Caspian Sea, and Central Asia. The INSTC was founded on September 12,
2000, with the signing of an agreement between Iran, Russia and India at the Euro-Asian
Conference on Transport in St Petersburg. The alignment takes off from Mumbai port in India
and goes to Bandar Abbas and Bandar-e-Anzali in Iran, then crosses the Caspian Sea to reach
Astrakhan, Moscow, and St. Petersburg in Russia. It thereafter connects to various destinations
in Europe. This alignment, which runs through the western edge of Central Asia and Russia,
helps circumvent the longer sea route through the Suez Canal, shortening transport times for
goods reaching Central Asia and Russia, and avoiding the conflict-prone Red Sea and Suez
Canal. In the process of moving goods, it has also strengthened political and economic ties with
countries, especially the land-locked countries of Central Asia.

After years of hurdles, including inter-country issues and the harmonisation of customs and
finance, the INSCTC finally became fully operational in 2024, 24 years after its launch. In June
2024, Russia dispatched the first two coal-laden freight trains to India via the INSTC, marking
a major milestone in operationalising the Russia—India multimodal logistics agreement! This
has reduced transit time between Mumbai and Moscow from 45 days (via the Suez Canal) to
around 20-25 days with an estimated cost reduction of up to 30% compared with the traditional
maritime route*

With the signing of the Chahbahar port deal between India and Iran in May 2024, it was
hoped that the INSTC would gain greater options for entry and exit from Iran. However, US
sanctions on Iran and the withdrawal of its waiver for India on the Chahbahar port have
meant that this option will not be available in the near future for the expansion of the INSTC.

BRI
Unlike some connectivity projects that took time to materialise, the BRI was implemented on

a faster time frame. Launched by China in 2013, it was a grand vision of connectivity across
all continents, with China's sole dominance and imprint. It combines land and sea routes,
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connecting China with the rest of Asia, Eurasia, Europe, Africa, and even Latin America. It is
also called the "One Belt One Road" (OBOR) or "New Silk Road".

Many of the smaller segments under the BRI have already been completed, including the China
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and the China-Laos Railway, a 1,035-kilometre line
connecting Kunming in China to Vientiane in Laos, which became operational in December
2021. In fact, the rail link connecting China to Iran became operational as early as February
2016, when the first freight train from China arrived in Tehran after travelling over 10,000
kilometres in just 14 days, using rail links to go from China to Kazakhstan, then to Uzbekistan,
then to Turkmenistan, and on to Tehran.

The BRI has faced many hurdles in recent years, mainly due to the debt burden imposed on
participating countries by Chinese investments and global geopolitical tensions involving
China. In fact, Italy withdrew from the BRI in December 2023, soon after the IMEC was
announced®

IMEC versus BRI- Competition or Counter-balance

Ever since its announcement, IMEC has been pitched as a rival to the BRI in many respects.
Firstly, because India has refused to join the China-led BRI, most of the connectivity developed
across Asia to Europe under the BRI bypasses India. With the launch of IMEC, it was felt that
India had found a counter to the BRI by connecting its trade routes directly to Europe.
Secondly, it is estimated that IMEC would reduce the time and cost of importing goods into
Europe from India and West Asia, and therefore the BRI would face challenges in sustaining
its momentum. Thirdly, after the launch of IMEC, many countries are rethinking their
continued partnership in the BRI. Italy is a case in point.

However, the differences between IMEC and BRI are much deeper and more fundamental.
BRI has largely been driven by Chinese capital, through deals with nations that are often
bilateral in nature and rely heavily on debt financing, leaving smaller developing nations
trapped in debt repayment and leading to many strategic assets, such as ports and bases, being
leased to China. IMEC, by contrast, is a collaborative project between partner countries that
already enjoy close and strategic partnerships. It is also a project between partner countries that
have a strong financial base and adequate finances to kick-start the project. Despite being
geopolitical in its construction, the success of IMEC lies in its being growth-oriented, profit-
making, market-oriented, and standards-driven. Unlike BRI, which aims to impose a Chinese
governance model on the projects, IMEC does not, in its structure, impose thought or money
by a single country. Instead, it is based on cooperation, transparency, interoperability, and
sustainability as core principles of its design.

Where BRI prioritises scale and speed, IMEC prioritises resilience, bankability, and long-term
viability. It seeks to align with climate goals, digital governance norms, and diversified risk-
sharing—features increasingly demanded by investors and societies alike. IMEC’s long-term
legitimacy will depend on whether it becomes a platform for sustainable and ethical
connectivity. Its energy and digital pillars can support renewable power trading, green
hydrogen corridors, and cross-border data infrastructure. This aligns naturally with the EU
Green Deal and India’s low-carbon growth strategy. By contrast BRI, has not revealed any
such sustainability principles and instead employs a single-nation-driven, top-down approach.
Furthermore, by integrating digital and ethical standards, from data governance and Atrtificial
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Intelligence (Al) norms to labour and environmental safeguards, into the corridor’s
architecture, IMEC can become a testing ground for “ethical connectivity,” shaping how future
trade corridors operate’.

Looking Ahead

Transnational connectivity corridors are slowly gaining prominence in the emerging world
order. Many new projects aim not only to bypass traditional choke points but also to chart new
geographies in search of new trade destinations. While most such projects are often viewed
through the lens of physical infrastructure, they are more than just routes for ships and rails
transporting containers. They form part of a strategic vision for a more connected, resilient,
and inclusive world. Projects like IMEC take the connectivity concept further by attempting to
combine transport with modern connectivity and sharing requirements, such as Green
Hydrogen, high-speed data connectivity, and electricity transmission.

For India, blessed by geography and a vision harnessed through strategic partnerships, the
prospect of emerging as a global hub of transnational connectivity is not a distant dream but a
strategic inevitability. By synchronising infrastructure development, diplomatic engagement,
digital innovation, and the green transition, India can transform itself into a hub of global
connectivity. In an era when tariff wars and protectionism threaten globalisation, India’s
connectivity model could become the template for a more equitable and sustainable global
order, one in which the Indian Ocean once again becomes the world’s centre of global trade.
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COMMENTARY

Professor Huang Yunsong, Associate Dean, School of International Studies,
Sichuan University, China

We meet at a moment of profound consequence, and as we navigate this era of fragmentation,
the desire for connectivity has never been more urgent. The paper offers a spirited defence of
India’s strategic centrality. It gives us much to think about and paints a vision in which the
Indian Ocean reclaims its historical mantle as the centre of global trade, driven by new corridors
such as IMEC and INSTC, which serve as catalysts for our discussion today. However, as
stewards of economic policy and strategic planning, we need to distinguish between vision and
viability. True connectivity, the kind that delivers prosperity rather than just headlines, must
be built on the bedrock of economic fundamentals, engineering realities, and geopolitical
pragmatism. It cannot be constructed on the foundation of hyperbolic slogans, scientifically
flawed assumptions about energy transport, or a strategic mentality that views trade solely as a
zero-sum game.

While | applaud the paper for its intent to position India as a global hub, I must address some
fallacies within its pages. We must strip away the rhetoric to examine the physics of trade and
the economics of trust. Here | have six points to share with distinguished participants and
colleagues. First, let us begin with the framing of the trade agreements. The presentation
characterises the recent interim trade framework between the U.S. and India as the father of all
trade deals and the India-EU free trade agreement as the mother of all deals. This language is
not merely enthusiastic; it is dangerously misleading. It suggests a transformative finality that
simply does not exist in the incremental world of trade negotiations. More concerning is the
cognitive dissonance at the heart of the geopolitical analysis. In the opening paragraphs, it is
asserted that the US, under President Trump, is targeting and often dismissing a well-
established rules-based global order and treating global institutions with utter disdain. Yet
several paragraphs later, the paper celebrates a bilateral deal with this very same administration
as the cornerstone of India's future economic prospects, which is seen as contradictory. This
reflects a reactive, transactional approach to strategy that lacks long-term coherence. In my
view, a truly resilient economic strategy recognises that sustainable growth comes from deep
structural integration, regulatory harmonisation, supply chain consistency, and dispute
resolution mechanisms, not from ad hoc deals christened with grandiose titles. The global
economy runs on predictability, not on the whiplash of shifting alliances that the paper seems
to embrace as a virtual. Strategic autonomy requires consistency, not just opportunism.

The second point | want to make is that we must now turn to the most economically critical
assertion in the presentation, the claim that multi-model corridors like INSTC or IMEC will
reduce logistics costs by a considerable margin, approximately 30%, compared with traditional
maritime routes, and that they will facilitate faster, more efficient movement of goods. We
must apply the rigour of logistics economics here. This 30% figure violates the fundamental
laws of freight economics for bulk commodities. Global trade is dominated by economies of
scale. A modern EEE-class container vessel carries over 24,000 TEUs. The marginal cost of
moving one container an additional kilometre on such a vessel is negligible. Contrast this with
the architecture of the proposed IMEC or INSTC. These are multi-modal systems. In the IMEC
model described, a container must first be loaded onto a ship in Mumbai, offloaded at a UAE
port, then transported across the Arabian Peninsula, offloaded again at Haifa, reloaded onto a
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ship, and then offloaded again at a European port. Every logistics expert knows the golden rule
that handling costs kill efficiency. The most expensive part of shipping is the lifting, and each
time a crane touches a container, costs accrue, adding to terminal handling charges, storage
fees, insurance inspections, and customs clearance fees. A direct sea route from Mumbai to
Rotterdam via the Suez involves only two lifts, one at the port of origin and the other at the
destination. The IMEC route involves a minimum of 6 lifts. To claim that a route involving
four additional handling events and a rail segment will be 30% cheaper is not accurate.

While such a route might offer speed premiums for time-sensitive goods, such as
pharmaceuticals, high-fashion electronics, and semiconductors, it will never compete on cost
for bulk commodities and the standard consumer goods that make up the volume of global
trade. We must differentiate between speed corridors for high-value goods and cost corridors
for bulk trade. The paper also argues that tariff diplomacy is replaced by infrastructure
diplomacy. But infrastructure that ignores market pricing is not diplomacy. It is subsidy-picked.
If a 30% saving is manufactured through state subsidies to artificially lower tariffs, it is not
sustainable. Real connectivity must be bankable, not just geopolitical. Furthermore, while
digitalisation, blockchain customs, and automated ports can reduce friction, they cannot fully
negate the physical cost of multiple handovers.

The third point concerns enthusiasm for green hydrogen pipelines. The author envisions a
country of green hydrogen pipelines, connecting India's production centres to Europe's
markets. The presentation asserts this will revolutionise clean energy logistics. However, we
must respect the laws of physics and materials science. Hydrogen is the smallest molecule. It
is notoriously difficult to contain and causes hydrogen embrittlement in standard steel
pipelines, diffusing into the metal lattice and causing catastrophic cracking. Building a pipeline
from India to Europe, traversing the deep, uneven floor of the Arabian Sea and the desert of
the peninsula, requires specialised, high-grade polymers or coated steels, which may be more
expensive than natural gas pipelines. Furthermore, the physics of compression is unforgiving.
Moving hydrogen through a pipeline over thousands of kilometres requires massive
compressor stations every 80 to 100 kilometres. In an undersea environment, powering and
maintaining these stations is an engineering challenge of the highest order. The energy loss
incurred simply to push the hydrogen through the pipeline renders the economics deeply
guestionable compared with the alternative.

The world is indeed moving towards green hydrogen, but the pragmatic vector for transport is
green ammonia or liquid organic hydrogen carriers. Ammonia is a liquid at ambient pressures
and moderate temperatures and has been shipped in tankers for over a century. It requires no
future risk in 5,000 k.m long undersea pipelines. Pitching a hydrogen pipeline as a near-term
deliverable of IMEC is to engage in what could be termed premature technological deployment,
erecting a facade of future-risk innovation before basic feasibility is proven. It distracts from
the real, immediate work of grid interconnectivity, such as the one sun, one word, one grid
initiative. However, even this initiative faces significant hurdles regarding grid
synchronisation, sovereign dispatch control and regulatory harmonisation.

We must prioritize viable HVDC cables over prospects of hydrogen transport.

The fourth point |1 would like to make is that the paper argues the IMEC was conceived to
provide security for sea trade and an alternative, safe route vis-a-vis the Suez Canal and Baba
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al-Manab, which are prone to conflict. The Suez Canal is a single choke point, yes, but the
proposed IMEC road traverses the Strait of Hormuz, the entire Arabian Peninsula, and the
borders of Jordan and Israel. The presentation admits that the Gaza War has exposed the
susceptibility of this alignment. Yet rather than accepting that land corridors through volatile
regions are inherently less secure than open seas, the paper suggests a rail line from Saudi
Arabia through Egypt to a Mediterranean port. This proposal collapses under its own logic. If
goods are already on a ship from India to the Red Sea region and the goal is to reach the
Mediterranean, why would one offload them onto a train in Saudi Arabia or Egypt to carry
them parallel to the Suez Canal? The Suez Canal is the most efficient water bridge in the world.
Unloading a ship to put goods on a train that runs alongside a canal, only to reload them onto
another ship, does not make logistical sense. It adds costs and time without adding value. The
presentation intends to solve a maritime security problem with a terrestrial infrastructure
solution that is economically unviable. The solution to Red Sea security is naval policy and
geopolitical stability. Diversification is wise, but not when the alternative is less efficient and
equally vulnerable.

The fifth point is that the paper treats the international North and South transport corridor as a
project well on its way to realisation, claiming it became fully operational only in 2024. It cites
the movement of two coal trains as proof of a new era. Here, the omission of financial reality
is clear. The INSTC runs through Iran and Russia. Both are under the most severe sanction
regime in modern history. The paper briefly mentions sanctions but fails to grasp their systemic
impact. It is not just about moving a container but about paying for it. No major international
insurer will cover cargo transiting sanctioned Iranian rail networks. No major letter of credit
can be issued by a global bank for freight moving via Russian railways to Europe. Without
insurance and without banking rails, there is no trade route, only smuggling. While local-
currency settlement and original insurance tools are emerging as bond workarounds, they
remain limited in scale and liquidity. The claim that INSTC will reduce costs by 30% without
accounting for the massive risk, premiums, and the impossibility of standard financial
settlement is to ignore the software trade in favour of hardware. A railway track is useless if
the banking SWIFT code is blocked. We must acknowledge these constraints realistically.

The sixth point | would like to make is that we need to address the geopolitical philosophy
underpinning the entire presentation. The paper explicitly frames IMEC as the counterbalance
or rival to the BRI. It categorises the BRI as a tool of dominance, while painting IMEC as
ethical, transparent, and collaborative. Connectivity is a global public good. The global
economy is a network, not a battlefield. The BRI, for all its flaws regarding debt sustainability
and environmental standards, has put steel underground. It has built railways in Laos, ports in
Africa, and power plants in Pakistan. These are physical realities that facilitate trade today.
Dismissing them entirely ignores the complex interdependence of the modern economy. In
contrast, IMEC has been more talk than action. Defining India’s strategic identity solely in
relation to China, or trying to be anti-BRl, is a defensive posture that limits India's agency. We
should aspire not to be a counterweight but to be a multi-aligned hub that operates within and
incorporates the various beneficial networks. The paper claims that Italy withdrew from the
BRI soon after IMEC was announced, implying causality. This is a correlation fallacy. India’s
decision was driven by international and internal European dynamics, domestic politics, and
US pressure, not solely by the allure of a Memorandum of Understanding signed in New Delhi.

We must stop viewing every container ship as a geopolitical port. The most successful
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economies will be those that integrate across all corridors, able to dock a ship from Shanghai,
a train from St. Petersburg, and a tank from Houston with equal efficiency. The presentation
suggests a zero-sum game in which India must provide a counterforce to existing structures,
ultimately fragmenting the very markets India seeks to serve. It concludes with the assertion
that India's emergence as a global hub is a strategic inevitability. Yet in economics, nothing is
inevitable. Hub status is earned, not by geography alone but through efficiency and reliability,
and through the hard, unglamorous work of reducing logistics costs, not by wishful thinking
about 30% savings, but by actual port-rich reforms and upgrades. It is earned by building
energy grids that obey the laws of physics. We do not need a father of all deals. We need a
quiet competence in a functioning supply chain. We do not need counterbalances; we need
complementary networks. We do not need to choose between the Chinese and Indian models;
we need a global model that works. Therefore, | strongly urge the strategic thinkers of India to
embrace a new pragmatism. Let us build corridors justified by balance sheets, not just map
coordinates. Let us offer the world connectivity that is inclusive, scientifically grounded, and
economically honest. Here, | propose 3 immediate steps. (1) Establish a technical dialogue on
interoperability between IMEC, INSTC, and BRI standards. (2) Launch pilot projects for high-
value multimodal logistics rather than bulk claims. (3) Create a transparent risk assessment
framework for cross-border energy projects. India has the potential to be the magnificent
anchor of the global economy, but to get there, we must trade shifting balances and shifting
alliances for the enduring logic of shared prosperity. We must stop fighting the last worst
ideological battles and start solving the next century’s logistical challenges, together.
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REMARKS BY THE MODERATOR

Ambassador (Retd.) Ravinatha Aryasinha, Executive Director, Regional Centre for
Strategic Studies, Sri Lanka

e Today, the whole world is hedging, which creates both opportunities and challenges. The
session on connectivity corridors highlights a specific structural shift in global power, in which
infrastructure, logistics, energy, and data routes have become primary tools of economic and
geopolitical influence, driven by global supply-chain disruptions.

e The BRI, IMEC, INSTC, as well as the Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy, need to be
factored into discussions. INSTC started around 2000, connecting India all the way to Russia,
and from there moving into Europe. It runs through Iran and then goes on to Moscow.

e Wish to raise four sets of issues.

The first point is that we see these corridors, in some sense, as an alternative to the
logistics jam, we have got into with the current supply chain interruptions, because they
avoid some of the choke points. But we immediately confront a different problem:
many of these corridors also pass through areas of intense rivalry and competition and
might even be inoperable. Some are not operational at this point.

The second point is whether politics can be kept separate from economics. If we take the top
two, | think many countries, Australia for one, are engaging with China in a measured way
while maintaining their alliances with the United States. Similarly, India, though not part of the
Belt and Road or the Indo-Pacific strategy per se, as a Quad member is also, in some way,
engaging with the region, criss-crossing politics and economics. That is something we have to
think about, whether we can separate them or how we grapple with that dilemma.

The third point is to ask, given the increased role of middle powers, what role they can play in
these corridors. As was very clear from the keynote speaker’s comments and from the
Ambassador of France, there is a greater role and opportunity for middle powers to play, an
even more significant role in the present circumstances.

The final point | want to raise, closer to home from a South Asian perspective, is that South
Asia too is changing. We’ve just had an election in Bangladesh. We will soon have an election
in Nepal. Is this a factor that will provide some openings to operationalise some of these well-
mapped-out endeavours, which have become difficult to operationalise but might have some
prospect in the future?

It is important to determine how to position a peacekeeping force to protect these

corridors where there is trouble. Maybe that's a practical takeaway we should consider. | was
struck by a comment that a businessman will finally decide these matters based on return on
investment. The convergence of politics and economics is highly significant.
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COMMENTS/ RECOMMENDATIONS

1. The India - Middle East - Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC) should be understood as a comprehensive
economic architecture rather than a conventional transport corridor. It integrates multiple dimensions,
including the transmission of green hydrogen and the cross-border exchange of surplus renewable
electricity, particularly from solar grids. Future research and policy approaches should therefore
consider IMEC within broader framewaorks of green energy cooperation and long-term energy security,
rather than confining analysis to logistics and trade facilitation.

2. Sri Lanka’s geographic proximity to India places it in a strategically advantageous position to connect
with IMEC via southern Indian ports, enabling it to serve as a logistics and maritime hub within regional
trade networks. At the same time, there is no structural need to integrate IMEC with the Belt and Road
Initiative, as both initiatives operate across distinct geographies, partnerships, and market objectives. A
multi-alignment strategy would allow Sri Lanka to engage both frameworks independently while
maximising economic benefits.

3. The implementation of IMEC faces significant institutional and financial constraints, including the
absence of a dedicated funding corpus and delays in high-level engagement mechanisms. Geopolitical
disruptions, particularly the Gaza war, have further hindered progress, including the postponement of
the inaugural IMEC summit. Addressing these challenges will require establishing formal governance
structures and sustainable financing frameworks, alongside greater involvement of multilateral
institutions and private-sector actors.

4. The idea of a single, unified east—west corridor is neither feasible nor desirable given the diversity of
existing connectivity initiatives. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) spans transcontinental routes across
Asia and Europe; the International North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC) provides a north—south
axis via Iran and the Caspian region; and maritime initiatives, such as the eastern corridor linking India
to Vladivostok, operate within distinct geographic logics. IMEC itself is designed to connect India to
Europe via the Arabian Peninsula. These corridors reflect distinct strategic priorities, and policy
approaches should emphasise their coexistence and potential complementarities.

5. The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) demonstrates that economic corridors extend beyond
multimodal connectivity to encompass broader development objectives. It integrates transport, energy,
and industrial infrastructure, addresses structural constraints such as energy shortages, and promotes the
development of special economic zones and industrial clusters. In doing so, it contributes to productivity
gains, job creation, and improvements in governance and logistics capacity, thereby supporting long-
term economic resilience.

6. Multimodality should be understood as a means rather than an end in corridor development. In the
context of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, connectivity serves not only to facilitate the
movement of goods and people but also to integrate domestic economic systems and position them in
regional and global markets. The long-term value of such corridors lies in their capacity to link national
economies to global value chains.

7. Economic corridor development is ultimately shaped by the interplay between return on investment
considerations and broader political and geopolitical dynamics. The convergence of economic and
strategic interests determines corridor alignment, partner participation, and long-term sustainability.
Accordingly, future analysis and policymaking should adopt integrated frameworks that combine
economic feasibility with geopolitical risks assessment.
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SESSION 2: SEABED MINERALS: STRATEGIC COMPETITION AND SECURITY
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE INDIAN OCEAN



SEABED MINERALS: WHITHER COLLABORATION OR COMPETITION!

Rear Admiral (Retd.) Y N Jayarathna, Former Chief Hydrographer, Sri Lanka Navy
& Maritime Analyst, Sri Lanka

The period from 2010 to 2020 marked a strategic shift in the world order, with America’s ‘Pivot
to Asia’ policy in 2011, China’s One Belt One Road (OBOR) in 2013, and India’s SAGAR in
2015. The introduction of America’s Indo-Pacific policy in 2022 further affected the world
order, as this region is home to the world’s largest population and is where global economies
are dependent upon. Amidst these developments, an initiative in 2017 by the Nippon
Foundation and the General Bathymetry Chart of the Ocean (GEBCO) to examine how ocean
mapping supports the United Nations’s Sustainable Development Goal-14 (Life below water)
prompted the global community to engage with and understand the very environment we live
adjacent to; the oceans. At that time in 2017, it was understood that only 6% had been mapped
to an adequate resolution. The initiative committed all States to fulfil the global need and pay
attention to the oceans. As per the Seabed 2030 web portal, the need is specified as “The
absence of detailed underwater topography, or bathymetric data, was hindering our capacity to
manage marine resources sustainably and safeguard coastal communities worldwide.
Recognising this, Yohei Sasakawa, Chairman of The Nippon Foundation, launched the
ambitious Seabed 2030 Project in partnership with GEBCO at the inaugural UN Ocean
Conference in New York™.!

The ‘trigger’ for global reach & what statistics demonstrate!

The Seabed 2030 initiative fits the scope of strategic thinking already in motion as global
players expand their coverage to secure the seas for better security, enhanced connectivity, and
to meet national interests. Renewed interest in maritime matters, encompassing seabed
resources, has today become the fulcrum of foreign relations. These initiatives have enabled
bigger and smaller players to play their respective roles on an equal footing, thanks to the
oceanic environment being considered as the connector rather than the divider! By the end of
2025, the Seabed 2030 initiative will have covered much ground, and today, as per the web
portal, the oceans are mapped to cover 26.1%, making the 2030 target achievable and
promising.2

For the convenience of this paper, the author has divided the northern part of the Indian Ocean
into two major study areas, eastern and western, separated by the line 180 originating from the
Indian Subcontinent’s southernmost point (see figure below), to analyse the discovery of
undersea features using the GEBCO Gazetteer of Undersea Feature Names web portal, a
collaborative effort by GEBCO, the International Hydrographic Organisation, and UNESCO,
and remains one of the four datasets and products. The compiled statistics and their patterns
reveal much about how global players have thought strategically in fulfilling their national
aspirations and remain a good basis for studying the statecraft of small island States in the
Indian Ocean. At the same time, the Sub-Committee on Undersea Feature Names (SCUFN)
web portal shows global interest, with receipt of proposals in 2023 (450), 2022 (473), and 2021
(497), immediately after the COVID-19 pandemic, which slowed many activities. These are
analysed in this paper to highlight their relationship to the concepts explained in Para 1 above.
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Figure 1:
The two study areas are centred on 90° East Ridge (Eastern part) and the Carlsberg Ridge
(Western part) from the 780 line (Source: Author’s Creation). To correlate the relationship
with time, the paper analyses the discovery and naming of undersea features in the eastern
Indian Ocean, as shown in the following table.
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Undersea Features along the 90° East Ridge

Sr  |Name of the| Type of the |Year Remarks
No |Undersea [Undersea Discovered by (Flag State)
Feature Feature
a. |YuluHill |Seamount 2019
Xiang Yang Hong 01 (China)
Single season survey,
b. |Hongpao |Seamount 2019 with all discoveries
Xiang Yang Hong 01 (China) located in vicinity in
c. |Pu’er Seamount 2019 general area
Xiang Yang Hong 01 (China)
d. [Queshe Hills|Seamount 2019
Xiang Yang Hong 01 (China)
e. Maojian Ridge 2019
Ridge Xiang Yang Hong 01 (China)
f. Houkui Hill |Seamount 2019
Xiang Yang Hong 01 (China)
g. Mingmei Ridge 2019
Ridge Xiang Yang Hong 01 (China)
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Yinsur Hill |Seamount 2019
Xiang Yang Hong 06 (China)
Yaohung  [Seamount 2017
Hill 874 Hao (China) Single season
survey, with all
Canghuang |Seamount 2017 discoveries located
Hill 874 Hao (China) in vicinity in
Zhehuang [Seamount 2017 general area
Hill 874 Hao (China)
Ehuang Hill |Seamount 2017
874 Hao (China) Single season survey, with
: i all discoveries
Xiangye Hill|Seamount 2017
874 Hao (China) located in vicinity in
general area
Yugu Hill  {Seamount 2019
Chen Jngrun Hao (China)
Langseth  |Seabed Trench |1964
Trough Verma (USA)
Louddill Seamount 1972
Seamount Glomer Challenger (USA)
Osborn Seabed Plateau {1900 Classified as a
Plateau Sherard Osborn (UK) protuberance of 90° East
1962 & 1963 Ridge
Horizon Argo
Bengal Fan |Sediment 1800, 1900
Spread Area on|Various Vessels Scripps Institution
Seabed of Oceanography
(USA)
Afanasij Seamount 1959 An application for
Nikitin Vityaz (Russia) exploration by India is on

hold as the Area falls
within Sri Lanka’s claim
for outer continental
margin

Table 1: Compiled from https://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/gazetteer/view/home (12th Jan 2026)
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A similar yet contrasting chronological trend is visible in the Arabian Basin towards the north-
western Indian Ocean region, and the compilation of undersea features in this part of the seabed
is as follows:



https://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/gazetteer/view/home

Undersea Features in Northern Part of the Arabian Sea

Sr No |Name of the|Type of the Year Remarks
Undersea |Undersea Discovered by (Flag State)
Feature Feature
a. Oman Seabed 1930
Abyssal Proposed by USA
Plain
b. De Covilhao Ridge 1930
Ridge Proposed by USA
C. Sind’bad  |Seamount 1989
Seamount Proposed by USA
d. Sadko Seamount 1967
Seamount Vityaz (Russia)
e. Raman Seamount 1951
Seamount Aucilla (USA)
Proposed by India
f. Panikkar Seamount 1992 Sagar Kanya
Seamount (India)
g. Wadiya Seamount 1992 Sagar Kanya (India)
Seamount
h. Sagarkanya |Seamount 1986 Sagar Kanya (India)
Seamount
I. Zheng He  |Seamount 1991
Seamount Scylla (UK)
J- Mount Seamount 1960
Error Guyot Discovery Il (UK)
K. Yuging Seamount 2012 All Seamounts and Ridges
Seamount Li Siguang Hao (China) are part of the Carlsberg
Ridge
I Liezu Seamount 2012 1928 Dana (Denmark)
Seamount Li Siguang Hao (China)
m. Keyi Seamount 2012 In_dia signed agreement
Seamount Haiyang Shiba Hao (China) with ISA for 15-year
contract for the
n. Wanwu Ridge 2012 exploration polymetallic
Ridge Li Siguang Hao (China) sulphides (PMS) in the
Carlsberg Ridge on 15th
0. Daxi Hill  |Seamount 2012 Sept 2026°
Li Siguang Hao (China)
p. Vernadsky |Seamount 1962
Seamount Vityaz (Russia) & HMS Owen
(UK)
g Longdeng |Seamount 2012
Hill Haiyang18 (China)
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Tian Long [Seamount 2012
Hill Haiyang 18 (China)
Guangde  |Ridge 2022
Ridge Shen Hai Yi Hao
(China)
Sanbao Hill |Seamount 2012
Haiyang 18 (China)

Table 2: Compiled from https://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/gazetteer/view/home (22nd Jan 2026)

The years of discoveries and the Flag States point to a race for seabed mapping and exploration,
as available in open sources. Needless to say, the classified, undisclosed details and information
each of these Flag States may have been analysing based on their discoveries. When comparing
the years of announcements of major global policies with the years of discoveries, many in the
Indian Ocean and across the globe, it is evident how the statecraft of these global players has
worked in tandem to serve their individual national interests. This remains a major lesson for
island States in the Indian Ocean, in understanding how to steer statecraft in relation to the
oceans and to make sense of that for economic development. Following these marine science
expeditions are increased deployments of naval vessels and possibly of submarines too! The
dominance in the oceans today is characterised by science, naval vessels, and industry. These
effects are seen in global forums like the International Seabed Authority, maritime conclaves,
and the maritime groupings of nations. This is particularly prominent in the race for dominance
in the seabed, where science takes precedence to determine the configuration down there,
followed by strategic reach in the form of navies and industry.

Beyond these discoveries, the procedure for naming the undersea features also highlights much
about national interest. The proposals submitted year on year since 2010, as tabled below,
demonstrate yet another leapfrog in enthusiasm by the global players, summarised as follows.

Srno |Year Total number|Remarks
of Proposals |Country (number of proposals)

a. 2010 53 Germany (13), Brazil (11), Japan (11), South Korea (9),
Russia (4), Peru (2), Argentine (1), Misc (2)

b. 2011 76 Japan (23), Russia (12), Germany (10), China (9), Ecuador
(8), South Korea (7), Brazil (6), Netherland (1)k

C. 2012 59 Japan (14), China (14), Argentina (10), Russia (6), Brazil
(4), South Korea (4), Italy (3), USA (3), NZ (1)

d. 2013 57 Japan (23), Russia (12), China (10), South Korea (4), Brazil
(4), NZ (3), Norway (1)

e. 2014 115 NZ (52), Japan (22), China (19), Russia (4), Malaysia (4),

Brazil (3), South Korea (2), USA (2), Germany (2), Denmark
(1), France (1), Misc (3)

f. 2015 95 Japan (28), NZ (23), China (20), Brazil (12), Malaysia (6),
South Korea (3), USA (1), Russia (1), Sweden (1)
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g. 2016 158 NZ (54), China (52), Japan (23), USA (8), Brazil (7),
Malaysia (4), UK (3), Dominican Republic (2), South Korea
(2), Denmark (1), France (1), Russia (1)

h. 2017 120 China (41), Japan (36), Palau (17), Brazil (9), NZ (9), USA
(4), South Korea (4)

i 2018 282 China (80), Japan (76), USA (45), Palau (40), Philippines
(16), NZ (15), Brazil (5), South Korea (3), Costa Rica (1),
Misc (1)

J. 2019 187 Japan (61), Philippines (37), China (35), NZ (18), Brazil

(15), Palau (11), South Korea (3), Argentina (2), Malaysia
(2), Germany (1), UK (1), USA (1)

K. 2020 35 Germany (16), UK (12), Australia (6), Russia (1)

l. 2021 497 Vietnam (137), China (105), USA (93), Brazil (34),
Philippines (30), NZ (28), Japan (28), Canada (14), Malaysia
(11), Japan-USA (4), Serbia (4), , South Korea (3), Russia
(3), Chile (2), UK (1),

m. 2022 473 China (175), USA (90), Vietnam (77), Philippines (34),
Japan (28), NZ (23), Germany (15), Malaysia (13),
Indonesia (10), Brazil (8)

n. 2023 450 China (123), Philippines (100), Vietnam (91), Indonesia
(44), Canada (26), NZ (18), Malaysia (12), Japan (11),
Australia (8), Brazil (7), Mexico (3), UK (3), Chilie (2), USA
(1), Portugal (1)

Table 3: Compiled from https://scufn.ops-webservices.kr/repository (22nd Jan 2026) (bold
letters indicate the top three submission States).

The above compilation demonstrates the major investors in ocean exploration, which have led
these nations to take the lead in shaping global matters. Some striking features include China’s
increased engagement since 2013, when the OBOR initiative was announced; China’s global
coverage, in contrast to many other countries confined to their areas of interest; the expansion
of exploration in the South China Sea region; and the clear absence of India from the whole
process of seabed exploration! However, it is notable that India’s engagements with Vietnam
were elevated in 2016 and with the Philippines in 2017°, leading to arms sales and marine
explorations in the South China Sea. An analysis of the proposals available in the GEBCO Sub-
Committee on Undersea Feature Names (SCUFN)® points to an expansion in submissions and
subsequent processes by countries in the post-COVID years, with a focus on seabed minerals.

The seabed minerals beyond national maritime jurisdictions remain largely unsurveyed and
poorly understood, but in general, potential areas have already been mapped and identified by
interested parties through years of oceanographic expeditions. In some national maritime
jurisdictions in the Indian Ocean region, potential resources have yet to materialise, and Sri
Lanka remains a good example. As successive administrations have never invested in these
exploratory excursions, the island's know-how has been and will remain solely dependent on
foreign-assisted collaborative expeditions. The island’s eastern seabed is primarily sediment-
rich; the southern seabed comprises several undersea features that require closer, more detailed
mapping to identify potential resources. The western seabed has many undersea features due
to its geomorphology, and it remains another area yet to be explored.
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The global mapping initiative is a blessing for island States like Sri Lanka, as national agencies
can now interpret and assess the potential revealed by these findings. Thus, seabed resources
and the means to harness them remain central to the efficacy of statecraft. The Indian Ocean
region is highly diverse, with the world’s largest consumer markets (India, Pakistan &
Bangladesh) in the northern part of the Indian Ocean, a large mineral resource base (Africa) in
the western Indian Ocean, commercial markets for consumer items and construction spread
across both these areas, small island nations with high purchasing power (Maldives, Seychelles
etc.), and proximity to South-East Asian markets, which hold the key to manufacturing,
consumer markets and global dominance. All these factors shape statecraft in foreign relations,
in dependent economies, and in the maintenance of safety and security at sea. Seabed resources,
whether sediment-rich deposits in the Bengal Fan or Arabian Basin, high-end mineral deposits
in volcanic undersea ridges and seamounts, or trapped minerals in undersea plateaus and
troughs, make matters more complicated if competed over and more beneficial if collaborated
on.
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Figure 2: The composite Indian Ocean Outlook (Source: Author’s Creation)

Seabed resource mapping, surveying, exploration, and exploitation require maritime
connectivity, with ports and harbours as the most vital nodes. These are time-consuming, long-
term projects that require years of planning and implementation. Now that the High Seas are
protected under a newly enforced legal regime under the banner of ‘Agreement under the
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea on the Conservation and Sustainable Use of
Marine Biological Diversity of Areas beyond National Jurisdiction’, all states are obliged to
pay more attention to undersea exploration and exploitation. However, it is doubtful whether
the Indian Ocean nations have truly foreseen the role they need to play in implementing the
newly enforced agreement. The declarations made by signatory States when ratifying the BBNJ
indicate that States are safeguarding their national interests in its implementation. It is
noteworthy that, out of 26 declarations so far, only Pakistan has submitted one from the Indian
Ocean Region, whilst some of the global players operating in the Indian Ocean have made their
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positions clear in declarations®. This, in a way, is an indicator of the relevance and
knowledgeability of statecraft in the Indian Ocean regarding seabed resources and management
as a whole.

What’s next for competition?

Whilst UNCLOS remains the framework for global adherence, developments over the past two
years have sounded an alarm bell about the acceptability of the rule-based order. For example,
the USA is not a party to UNCLOS and is unlikely to become a member under the present
political leadership. As a non-signatory to UNCLOS, the way American companies engage
with seabed minerals and resources will be a thorny issue. The Congressional Research
Service-InFocus article, updated on 25th April 2025, titled ‘US Interest in Seabed Mining in
Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction: Brief Background & Recent Development’, sheds some
light on the American view and action. In this article, the statement ‘As a non-party to
UNCLOS, Congress may consider any potential geopolitical consequences of NOAA issuing
commercial recovery permits outside the ISA framework’ indicates potential ideological
differences that may stem from geopolitical influences, given that the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) is the national authority ‘to issue exploration licenses
and commercial recovery permits to U.S. citizens for seabed mining activities in ABNJ’.°

With seabed minerals today a geo-strategically contested subject, how the USA would play its
card, independent of the globally accepted framework of UNCLQOS, is a contentious issue.
Under these circumstances, the Indian Ocean must be protected from becoming a playground
for non-parties to UNCLOS, and such protection requires broader, common acceptance within
the region. Already, countries such as India, South Korea, Germany, and China have secured
seabed licences in the Indian Ocean, whilst many more are awaiting contracts.°

The areas explored are in the CCZ, the
ian Ocean, the Mid-Atlantic Ridge and
n.

India
the Northwest Pacific Oceal

Figure 3.
Source: https://isa.org.jm/exploration-contracts/exploration-areas/

Perhaps countries in the Indian Ocean region should review the statement delivered by the
President of the Republic of Palau at ISA on 22nd June 2025, in which the environmental risks
created by seabed mining are explained.!? In his statement, the references to the Canadian
company ‘The Metal Company’ (TMC) are worthy of note, as the US Congressional Report in
April 2025 illustrates several global companies and consortia, including TMC, that have been

54



issued US licences for seabed mining. The potential for these global mining companies to enter
into commercial contracts with individual nations for seabed mining within national
jurisdiction remains very high, given the competitive nature of the industry, whilst, on the high
seas, especially for American companies, they need not come under ISA coverage!

Sri Lanka’s Future in Seabed

The potential of Sri Lanka is amply illustrated in recent publications. the ‘Business Report on
Sri Lanka’s Mineral Sector Transformation’ by the Pathfinder Foundation, published on 17th
Dec 2025, is a notable attempt to highlight this potential for statecraft.*> However, as an island
State, Sri Lanka has much ground to cover in the maritime domain. To ensure the State is
represented in global forums such as the International Seabed Authority, Sri Lanka’s voice
must be heard in these forums. Whilst the scientific component remains a state’s responsibility,
the operational aspect is a strategic decision; the choice of ‘with whom and for what’ must
make national interests the driving factor. The listing of documentation for the adaptation of
the International Seabed Authority’s strategic plan 2024-2028, available online, remains
another indicator of how States in the Indian Ocean view the management of the seabed, with
India remaining the only State that has given feedback to the draft document.*® This is an
indicator of how backard Indian Ocean States are about seabed affairs and of the lack of
engagement to share and discuss matters of mutual interest in making the Indian Ocean region
a collaborative ground, despite the competitive nature of seabed resource exploration and
exploitation.

In maritime matters, collaboration remains the foremost choice, whereas in commercial spheres
competition naturally supplants collaboration. The tendency for these commercial ventures to
spill over into maritime security concerns, as other regional states seek dominance and
compete, is bound to make the Indian Ocean Region more volatile and contested, whether due
to internal political instability, international isolation or sanctions. With the new American
administration, it seems that having more ‘muscle’ is replacing the ‘rule-based order’ they
created not so long ago. Therefore, the Indian Ocean Region needs more understanding, more
knowledge, and the wisdom to steer Indian Ocean affairs under these circumstances.

The global initiative ‘Deep Sea Conservation Coalition (DSCC)’, founded in 2004 to protect
the seabed, campaigns to stop deep-sea mining, and several States have already committed to
this. The list shows that no Indian Ocean State has yet taken part in this commitment, keeping
the doors open for engagement later.

At the same time, the tables and statistics presented earlier in this paper show how countries
with strategic planning engage seabed resources through their statecraft, from marine science
to mineral industries. Once the strategic concept is specified, these instruments of statecraft
launch their individual programmes, all designed to fulfil the end-state of governance,
irrespective of the government at the time. As seabed resources are bound to be a focus of the
future, especially in the Indian Ocean region, it is the duty of the State to establish a strategic
work plan to harness these resources for economic development, either single-handedly or
through collaborative efforts. The South Pacific islands are steering the campaign to conserve
the seabed because they neither wish to exploit those resources, nor do they want extra-regional
players to do so within their oceans. But this is not the case for the Indian Ocean States, as
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those in the region with rising economic trajectories are seeking economic stability and
development.

Sri Lanka cannot continue with the ‘maritime blindness’ in statecraft if it is to engage
internationally to secure its national interests. Whilst scientific and industrial capacities need
investment, what is more important at present is to represent the island State at forums such as
the International Seabed Authority through continuous involvement, to collaborate with
regional initiatives to explore and exploit seabed minerals, and to expand the island state’s
maritime domain awareness. For an island state like Sri Lanka, the seabed is an investment for
the future, for the generations to come, as the island is yet to understand what is there on land,
let alone out at sea! From the coastline to the outer edge of the continental shelf, the State has
claimed, lie different seabed resources, from sand to high-end minerals. These are meant to be
exploited for economic benefit, and our understanding of this resource base and the geo-
strategic competition in the region feeds into better maritime awareness in statecraft.

‘Indian Ocean States’ must act together because if you're not at the table, you 're on the menu”
-Modified from Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney ’s statement at Davos 2026.
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COMMENTARY

Dr Alexey Kupriyanov, Head of the Center of the Indo-Pacific Region, Institute of
World Economy and International Relations, Russian Academy of Sciences, Russia

For decades, Russia has made and continues to make an active contribution to the exploration
of mineral resources in the Indian Ocean and to the study of hydrology in general. There is a
specific institute, the Shoshofa Institute in Moscow, that every year sends its fleets of research
vessels into the Indian Ocean, the Arctic Ocean, the Atlantic Ocean, etc. My country’s current
interest in the Indian Ocean seabed is purely scientific, without geopolitical implications,
because Russia now has no other interest in the Indian Ocean region beyond scientific research
and the establishment of mutually beneficial economic ties.

It is generally accepted that during the Cold War, when two blocs were pitted against each
other, the global situation was more dangerous and tense than it is today. But this hardly applies
to the Indian Ocean region, because during this period, American and Soviet squadrons were
deployed there. There was no real confrontation between the US and the Soviet Union in this
region, as US and USSR forces often performed the same missions, including protecting
shipping, mine-sweeping, and scientific observations. These observations were primarily
pursued within the programmes of SCOR and the International Oceanographic Commission
(10C), and Sri Lanka was also part of these programmes. It is a good example of cooperation
within competition. In those days, the development of deep-sea deposits, except for oil and gas
extraction, was largely the stuff of science fiction, and the Soviet Union had no need for such
development because it had large deposits of oil, gas, manganese, and iron in its own territory.
But now the situation has changed. Russia has a lot of iron, but the main manganese deposits
and almost all processing facilities remain in the newly independent states. Russia currently
imports manganese primarily from Gabon, South Africa, and India. We now have a good
exploration and development programme on the Arctic Ocean floor. But the manganese quality
is poor. Therefore, we are deeply interested in developing manganese-rich polymetallic nodules
in other regions of the world ocean, primarily in the Pacific Ocean, and Russia is willing to
share its developments and lease its vessels to friendly countries planning exploration and
development in the Indian Ocean.

As for geopolitics, | want to emphasise that this is my personal view. I'm not expressing my
country's official position. As far as | can see, the Indian Ocean region is currently in a
predicament. On the one hand, there are PMNs and PMS deposits on the South Seabed. On the
other, as Ms. Miller mentioned, there is the problem of large-scale mining, and | think our
extraction technologies are underdeveloped and currently unproven for large-scale extraction.
It's also unclear how profitable it would be. But this is already having real security implications,
because we currently have four players declaring interest in mining and investing large sums
in these resources. They are India, Germany, Korea, and China. In fact, this number could
increase at any moment, because it's not hard to imagine, for example, the United States as
another player, and virtually any major player with the need for manganese and other resources,
and a sufficiently developed commercial and military research fleet, could lay claim on
development now or in the future.
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And the key issue here, | think, is the standoff between India and China. I'd like to say that
China plays an important role in Indian Ocean political discourse, in that any Chinese activity
in the region, be it commercial, military, or otherwise, is immediately perceived as threatening
to India’s interests and as a rationale for further naval expansion. By contrast, similar activity
by European countries or the United States is viewed with complete indifference. | understand
that since 1962, India has been locked in a pattern of confrontation with China due to territorial
disputes and the history of bilateral relations, and has every reason to view China with caution,
but this has consequences. From my point of view, China is extremely vulnerable in the Indian
Ocean because it lacks a major naval base that could serve as a repair hub and maintain
sufficient supply stocks to support a large port like Visakhapatnam or Diego Garcia. The
Chinese naval base in Djibouti is more for refuelling and minor repairs. China's supply lines
are also vulnerable to the Malacca dilemma, and, essentially, China’s economic presence is not
backed by a military presence. If we assume China truly wants to take decisive action in the
Indian Ocean region, it will have to redeploy nearly half of its navy there and rely on supplies
through the Malacca Strait.

There is a situation in which China and India view each other's actions fundamentally
differently. China, whose economy is growing, is trying to secure cheap resources from the
Indian Ocean region, and this economic activity relies on international norms. It lacks the
ability to protect this activity with its navy. At the same time, India perceives any Chinese
economic activity as a cover for strategic offensive plans, and small and medium-sized
countries in the region find themselves trapped because they cannot damage relations with
India, the most powerful regional player. At the same time, they depend on China economically
and financially. Regional geopolitics might be viewed through this lens, because we understand
that no country will be able to launch large-scale extraction anytime soon, but any Chinese
activity in the region will be perceived as an attempt to gain strategic dominance, which will
create further tension. We also understand that China will continue to send research vessels to
the Indian Ocean, and India will perceive them as reconnaissance vessels.

What can be done to avoid this? It may be a buzzword, but we need to strengthen mutual trust,
and we have a platform to do so. We have IORA, where India is the dominant member, Sri
Lanka is a significant player, and China is an observer state. Perhaps something like a
consortium involving third countries with no direct interest, for example, Russia, which
possesses unique extraction technologies, and Arab countries, which possess financial
resources. In my view, scientific research must play a vital role in this trust-building process
because we still know very little about polymetallic nodules and their role in the ocean. Recent
discoveries, for example, of dark oxygens in these polymetallic nodules, are a good illustration
of this. We know that polymetallic nodules contain toxic heavy metals, so it is not certain that
mass mining won't lead to their release back into the soil. We almost certainly know that current
mining methods will destroy the deep-sea ecosystem. It is possible that mass mining will cause
such damage to the oceans that our next generation will face. We must find ways to mitigate
the impact of this seabed resource extraction, and I think we have about one or two decades for
this. An academic format can play a key role in this, attracting hydrographic scientists to public

58



or private research funding before exploration begins. And I would like to reiterate that Russia
is interested in conducting this research as widely as possible, and I believe it is a crucial task,
because it is a common belief that our grandchildren will live in a completely different world,
where geopolitics will be completely different, but our earth will be the same.
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REMARKS BY THE MODERATOR

Jonathan Miller, Senior Fellow, Macdonald-Laurier Institute, Canada

This seems to be one of the most strategically consequential discussions on the agenda, as we
often describe the Indian Ocean as a maritime highway. It carries energy from the Gulf, goods
from Asia, and data through its undersea cables. But increasingly, it is becoming something
else - a frontier, not just of trade, but of extraction, not just of transit, but of competition. The
seabed itself is moving from the periphery of strategic thinking to what I think is actually the
centre.

When discussing different Indo-Pacific strategies, the map shows different geoeconomic
realities, and the Indian Ocean region sits right at the juncture. For decades, seabed minerals
were the domain of geologists and scientists and niche commercial actors. Today, they are the
subject of national security strategies, industrial policy debates, and great power rivalry. We
might question why that's the case. The global energy transition, digitalisation, and advanced
defence systems all depend on these critical minerals and inputs. They are embedded in the
batteries of mobile phones and smartphones, semiconductors, precision-guided munitions, and
communications infrastructure. As terrestrial supply chains become more politicised and
concentrated, attention has turned increasingly towards the deep seabed. In my view, the Indian
Ocean in particular is home to significant polymetallic nodules, seafloor massive sulphides,
and cobalt-rich crusts. These resources are not evenly distributed, and neither are the
capabilities to explore or extract them.

Remarks can be framed in three interlocking dimensions:

Competition: The Indian Ocean sits at the intersection of major powers and rising middle
powers. India, China, the United States, Russia, Australia, the Gulf States, European actors,
and others all have interests here. Some hold export licences, while others have state-backed
companies. Some even possess significant naval capabilities to protect sea lines of
communication and, potentially, offshore infrastructure. Deep-sea mining is often discussed in
commercial terms, but its implications are geopolitical as well. Control over supply chains
shapes the leverage that states have, and access to minerals shapes industrial capacity. The
technological leadership we see in seabed mapping, autonomous underwater vehicles, and
offshore engineering confers both economic and military advantages to states in the region. We
are already witnessing the securitisation of critical minerals, and in national strategies, we
increasingly refer to buzzwords such as resilience, de-risking, and strategic autonomy. The
seabed, therefore, becomes part of that broader competition to reduce dependency and increase
control.

Governance: Unlike land-based mining, deep seabed activity, particularly beyond national
jurisdictions, falls under a unique legal regime. The main one we can refer to here is UNCLOS,
and the International Seabed Authority was designed to manage the seabed as a common
heritage of mankind. That phrase, of course, reflects an aspiration towards equitable benefit
sharing and environmental stewardship, but the governance framework, while it may be the
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iii)

only thing we have, is currently under significant strain. Technology is advancing faster than
consensus, economic and environmental concerns are mounting, and island and coastal states
are weighing potential economic gains against environmental and ecological risks. There are
calls for moratoria, for precaution, and for reform of regulatory mechanisms. However, in the
Indian Ocean region, governance is even more complex because of the relevant activity that
occurs within the EEZs of coastal states. This shifts the balance from global institutions to
national decision-making.

Security: Security implications extend well beyond the minerals. Exploration and extraction
require infrastructure - survey vessels, support ships, subsea equipment, ports, and processing
facilities, amongst others. These assets, by their nature, can be dual-use. Therefore, seabed
mapping for commercial purposes may also enhance submarine warfare capabilities, and, in
turn, autonomous underwater vehicles can collect geological and military data in a dual-use
manner. Undersea infrastructure, whether mineral-related or digital, can become a target in
times of crisis. The Indian Ocean region is already a contested security environment. It hosts
major naval presences, choke points such as the Strait of Hormuz and the Strait of Malacca,
and persistent concerns about piracy, illegal fishing, and grey zone activities, all of which add
to the security complexity. For coastal and island states, and of course Sri Lanka, one of the
most prominent in the IOR, there is also a sovereignty dimension at play. Control over maritime
zones is a source of economic opportunity but also of vulnerability in the region. If seabed
resources become more valuable, disputes over boundaries will intensify, and this will also
lead to external involvement in extraction and deep-sea infrastructure projects, with long-term
strategic consequences.

The choices that will be made in the coming years in the IOR, particularly regarding deep-sea
critical minerals and competition, will shape the stability and shared prosperity of this region.
There are at least four questions we should consider as we move forward in this session. 1)
How real and how imminent is large-scale deep-sea mining in the Indian Ocean? Are we talking
about a near-term strategic shift or a long-term possibility? 2) How should states balance the
imperative of securing critical mineral supply chains, which everyone is talking about now,
regardless of geography globally, with the responsibility of environmental stewardship? The
littoral states in the region, Sri Lanka included, rely on a stable ecological environment for their
own economy. How do we balance securing critical minerals with the environmental impacts?
3) What role should regional institutions play? The strains on the international legal regime.
For example, the Indian Ocean Rim Association and other forums that have historically focused
on trade and development. Do they need to adapt, or are there new forms, such as Mini laterals,
that can help address some of these challenges? 4) How might seabed mineral competition
interact with current pre-existing rivalries? Could it exacerbate tensions between major powers,
given that this is a source of tension? Alternatively, in trying to think positively, might it create
incentives for cooperation in areas such as environmental monitoring and scientific research?
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COMMENTS/ RECOMMENDATIONS

1. The absence of India from underwater feature-naming proposals reflects differing national priorities,
with India focusing primarily on resource identification and exploration, while countries such as
China have adopted a more expansive strategy of global seabed mapping. Although naming features
carries no legal authority, it contributes to reputational influence and signals leadership in global
initiatives such as Seabed 2030.

2. Regional cooperation on seabed mapping can be facilitated through platforms such as the Indian
Ocean Rim Association (IORA), though progress is constrained by trust deficits among states.
Building effective collaboration will require gradual confidence-building, combining scientific
cooperation with shared resource-management frameworks.

3. Restrictions such as Sri Lanka’s moratorium on foreign research vessels may have adverse long-
term consequences, particularly by limiting scientific collaboration and capacity-building
opportunities for local institutions. Such measures risk undermining the development of marine
research expertise in smaller island states.

4. Coastal states and island nations such as Sri Lanka have yet to fully recognise and prioritise the
strategic and economic significance of their surrounding ocean spaces. Strengthening ocean
governance requires greater policy attention, long-term vision, and the adoption of “wise statecraft”
to better integrate maritime considerations into national development planning. They should closely
monitor the proceedings of the UN International Seabed Authority to ensure that their interests are
properly safeguarded.

5. The increasing strategic interest in seabed minerals, driven by major powers investing in advanced
technologies such as submersibles and autonomous vehicles, raises both geopolitical and
environmental concerns. For smaller states, enhancing maritime and underwater domain awareness
is essential to monitor and respond to such activities.

6. Environmental risks associated with seabed mining remain significant and are not fully understood,
as evidenced by global experience. While technological advances may mitigate some impacts,
exploitation will inevitably cause ecological disruption, necessitating a precautionary, research-
driven approach before large-scale extraction.

7. The future of seabed resource exploration requires balancing economic imperatives with
environmental sustainability. As terrestrial resources decline, seabed mining may become
unavoidable, but it must be guided by improved scientific knowledge, stronger regulatory
frameworks, and adaptive technologies to minimise environmental harm.

8. Despite rising geopolitical competition, there remains scope for cooperation in marine research and

governance. Drawing lessons from past global rivalries, sustained collaboration, particularly in the
scientific domain, will be essential to ensuring the equitable and sustainable use of ocean resources.
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SESSION 3: DIGITAL MARITIME SILK ROADS: SUBMARINE CABLES,
DATA SECURITY, AND TECH RIVALRY



DEFENSE OF SUBMARINE CABLES

Dr James Kraska, Charles H. Stockton Chair of International Maritime Law, Stockton
Center for International Law, U.S. Naval War College, Washington, D. C.

About 500 cables lie on or beneath the seabed, forming a global communications network that
carries 95% of international data traffic. These are among the most critical underwater
infrastructure (CUI) and are increasingly vulnerable to geopolitical threats, including sabotage,
espionage, and hybrid warfare tactics, amid rising great-power competition. Despite being
barely larger than a thumb in diameter, the cables are vulnerable to disruption. While accidental
damage is more prevalent, since 2022 about a dozen submarine cables and pipelines in the
Baltic and near Taiwan have been severed under suspicious circumstances. In each case, the
cables or pipelines have affected nearby landing states that rely on them. Suspicious vessels
are often seen near cable breaks, but the principle of exclusive flag-state jurisdiction has left
coastal states scrambling to respond effectively. In the Indian Ocean Region (IOR), strategic
chokepoints, expanding Chinese influence, and regional rivalries amplify risks.

Threats to Submarine Cables

Natural and accidental risks intersect with geopolitics, as there are fewer than 20 specialized
submarine cable repair vessels worldwide. During the 2024 Red Sea disruptions, Houthi
militants damaged cables affecting 25% of Asia-Europe traffic. Historically, threats to these
cables have been primarily accidental, stemming from fishing activities, anchor dragging, or
natural disasters such as earthquakes, which account for around 100-200 incidents annually.
However, the geopolitical landscape has evolved dramatically, with state actors increasingly
viewing undersea cables as targets for asymmetric warfare. This shift is driven by escalating
tensions among major powers, particularly the United States, China, and Russia, who possess
advanced capabilities to disrupt or exploit these systems. The cables are physically vulnerable
because they lie unprotected on the seabed in international waters, exacerbating the risks to the
global economy.

Geopolitical threats to submarine cables manifest in various forms, including deliberate
sabotage, espionage, and coercive tactics that exploit dependencies in global supply chains.
These threats have intensified amid great-power competition, where control over digital
infrastructure translates into strategic leverage. Russia, for example, has been implicated in
multiple incidents involving its naval assets loitering near cable routes. The spy ship Yantar is
equipped with deep-sea submersibles and has been observed near undersea infrastructure.
Dmitry Medvedev threatened to target cables in retaliation for Western actions in support of
Ukraine.

China presents another multifaceted threat through its Digital Silk Road initiative, part of the

broader Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Chinese firms, notably HMN Technologies (formerly

Huawei Marine Networks), have a growing share of the global subsea cable market. This

expansion targets emerging markets in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, creating

dependencies that could be exploited for data monitoring or disruption. American officials have

blocked Chinese involvement in projects such as the Pacific Light Cable Network due to
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espionage concerns, fearing that Beijing could compromise data flows or delay repairs in
contested areas, such as the South China Sea. Chinese repair vessels, such as those from S.B.
Submarine Systems, service cables owned by Western tech giants, potentially allowing for
reconnaissance or sabotage.

Espionage adds another layer, with cables serving as conduits for sensitive information.
Hyperscale companies like Google, Meta, Microsoft, and Amazon now dominate new cable
investments, granting them access to vast data streams that could be vulnerable to state
influence. Grey zone tactics further complicate the seascape.

Risks in the Indian Ocean Region

The Indian Ocean is a vital conduit for global trade and data flows connecting Asia, Africa,
and Europe. The Indian Ocean Region stands out as a hotspot for submarine cable
vulnerabilities, driven by its strategic geography, economic significance, and intensifying
rivalries. Encompassing critical chokepoints such as the Strait of Malacca, Bab el-Mandeb, and
the Strait of Hormuz, the IOR facilitates data flows among Europe, Asia, and Africa, with
routes carrying traffic vital to emerging economies. Houthi militants, backed by Iran, have
targeted cables in the Red Sea, disrupting connections to 17 African nations and publicizing
cable maps on social media, highlighting Yemen’s strategic leverage. These incidents
underscore the IOR’s exposure to hybrid threats, where non-state actors serve as proxies in
broader geopolitical contests.

The Asia-Pacific region has seen rapid cable expansion, with dozens of new systems from 2010
to 2023, driven by projects such as the 2Africa cable (45,000 km, connecting 33 countries) and
Meta’s Project Waterworth (50,000 km, linking the United States, India, South Africa, and
Brazil). With emerging economies heavily reliant on these routes, the region has become a
focal point of geopolitical manoeuvring. Through the Digital Silk Road, China has invested in
11 projects in Indonesia, seven in South Korea, and six in the UAE, including the Pakistan and
East Africa Connecting Europe (PEACE) cable, which grants access to Indo-Pacific landing
stations. Some states view this expansion with suspicion, as Chinese vessels have been accused
of using coercive tactics, such as deploying deep-sea cable-cutting devices capable of operating
at depths of 10,000 metres. In the South China Sea, territorial claims have delayed cable
approvals, forcing rerouting of ships and incurring additional costs. China’s port investments
in the Maldives and Sri Lanka could facilitate cable monitoring or disruption.

India is a powerful presence in the IOR, hosting 14 landing stations linked to 17 cable networks,
positioning it to lead regional security efforts. However, vulnerabilities persist: the 2025 Red
Sea cable cuts, which affected submarine communications lines, caused outages across Asia
and the Middle East, including higher latency for Indian networks.

U.S.-Chinarivalry further shapes the region, with Washington promoting secure routes through
allies such as Japan and Australia. Initiatives such as the Quad’s Partnership for Cable
Connectivity and Resilience aim to enhance the Indo-Pacific’s systems. Overreliance on
Chinese repair poses risks, as conflicts could deny access, leaving damages unrepaired.
Accidental damage from seabed trawling, dredging, and mining compounds these issues, with
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2—4 incidents worldwide each week underscoring the need for resilience.

In Southeast Asia, part of the broader I0OR, sand dredging and U.S.-China competition risk
entangle neutral states, as cables are rerouted to avoid contested areas. The region’s choke
points amplify the impact of outages, potentially isolating island nations and disrupting trade-
dependent economies.

Leveraging International Law

Broader implications include potential shifts in global data governance, with hyperscalers
gaining influence over state actors. Failure to act could escalate conflicts, as cable disruptions
become tools of coercion. In an era when submarine cables underpin global communications,
energy transfer, and economic stability, deliberate damage by foreign-flagged vessels poses a
profound threat to coastal states. Recent incidents, such as those involving the NewNew Polar
Bear in 2023, Yi Peng 3 in 2024, and Eagle S in 2024, underscore the urgency of clarifying
coastal state jurisdiction under international maritime law. These events, occurring beyond the
territorial seas yet affecting critical underwater infrastructure (CUI) that lands within a state’s
jurisdiction, highlight the tension between exclusive flag-state authority and the need for
affected coastal states to respond effectively.

This presentation analyzes legal theories that may empower coastal states in asserting
prescriptive and enforcement jurisdiction over such threats. These approaches are reflected in
UNCLOS provisions and in the interpretative adaptation of the doctrine of constructive
presence to extend jurisdiction over vessels engaged in intentional sabotage of CUI. The
traditional principles of jurisdiction apply to contemporary hybrid threats, enabling coastal
states to board ships beyond the territorial sea, detain masters and crew, and prosecute
offenders without interfering with navigational freedoms. By bridging doctrinal evolution with
practical enforcement tools, these approaches offer a framework for deterring and responding
to deliberate cable damage without violating international norms.

Enforcement Jurisdiction Under UNCLOS

Adjudicative jurisdiction is the authority to prosecute and impose penalties, and it provides
coastal states with a means to hold perpetrators accountable for deliberate cable damage.
UNCLOS Articles 97 and 113 provide the basis for enforcement. However, their application
to intentional sabotage remains debated, particularly whether such acts fall within the exclusive
jurisdiction of the flag state or allow broader coastal-state involvement.

Article 97 limits jurisdiction on the high seas to the flag state or states of the crew’s nationality
for “a collision or any other incident of navigation.” The term “incident of navigation”
traditionally encompasses accidental mishaps tied to a ship’s movement, such as anchor
dragging during maneuvering. However, deliberate sabotage, such as intentionally deploying
anchors to cut cables while underway, arguably falls outside this scope. Academic analyses
suggest that Article 97 was designed for unintentional collisions, as in the Lotus case, rather
than premeditated acts. If cable damage is intentional, it may fall outside “incidents of
navigation,” opening the door for affected states to exercise adjudicative jurisdiction under
national laws incorporating effects or protective principles.
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In the Eagle S ruling, the Helsinki District Court interpreted Article 97 broadly, concluding
that it precluded Finland’s jurisdiction even in cases of negligent damage within its EEZ. Yet
this view is contested; the court’s failure to distinguish intentional from accidental acts
overlooks the article’s drafting history, which implies a culpability threshold. Excluding
sabotage aligns with UNCLOS’s due diligence obligations and the prevention of flag states
from shielding hybrid threats.

Article 113 mandates that flag states shall criminalize willful or culpably negligent damage to
cables or pipelines on the high seas, and that the flag state or states with jurisdiction over the
perpetrator must impose punishment. The phrase “subject to its jurisdiction” is ambiguous. The
phrase may be interpreted as limiting prosecution to the flag state or to the state of nationality.
In contrast, others argue that it leaves room for affected states, particularly when damage occurs
within their EEZ or, more precisely, on their continental shelf. For intentional acts, Article
113’s due diligence obligation imposes a non-exclusive enforcement obligation to ensure
effective remedies.

Acrticle 58(2) provides that the high seas provisions apply to the EEZ, unless incompatible, and
incorporates Articles 97 and 113. However, coastal states’ sovereign rights over EEZ resources
and environmental protection (Article 56) provide additional bases. Deliberate damage to
cables could invoke jurisdiction if it affects these rights, such as through seabed disturbance
that impacts fisheries. Article 79(4) further supports this by setting conditions for cables
entering the territorial seas, thereby implying prescriptive authority over threats to landing
infrastructure.

In adjudicative proceedings, coastal states can argue objective territoriality: the “effects” of
offshore damage manifest within their territory, thereby justifying prosecution. For example,
in cases like New Polar Bear, where drag marks in international waters severed pipelines
landing in Finland and Estonia, the affected states could claim jurisdiction over crew members
once in port, citing direct territorial harm.

UNCLOS generally prioritises flag state exclusivity. Principles such as protective jurisdiction
allow states to prosecute threats to security, even extraterritorially. Adjudicative jurisdiction is
broader than enforcement and is governed primarily by national laws, subject only to specific
UNCLOS limits. Thus, states can adapt domestic criminal codes to cover deliberate sabotage,
as Finland attempted in Eagle S. However, the court backed away from asserting its jurisdiction
under a mistaken interpretation of UNCLOS.

Enforcement Jurisdiction at Sea
Enforcement jurisdiction is the authority to stop, board, and detain ships. Asserting
enforcement jurisdiction beyond the territorial sea is crucial for an immediate response to

suspected sabotage. UNCLOS provides several mechanisms adaptable to deliberate cable
damage, grounded in the principles of necessity and due regard.
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On the high seas, enforcement is limited to exceptions to exclusive flag state jurisdiction, such
as stateless vessels (Article 110(1)(d)). Ships in shadow fleets often switch flags or go dark,
potentially becoming stateless if no genuine link exists. Coastal states can board vessels to
verify nationality; if the nationality is unfounded, wide-ranging measures, such as seizure, may
follow until a flag state asserts control.

The crime of piracy is defined in Article 101 of UNCLOS, which reads as follows: Piracy
consists of any of the following acts:

(@) any illegal acts of violence or detention, or any act of depredation, committed for
private ends by the crew or the passengers of a private ship or a private aircraft,
and directed:

I on the high seas, against another ship or aircraft, or against persons or property
on board such ship or aircraft;

ii. against a ship, aircraft, persons or property in a place outside the jurisdiction of
any State;

(b) any act of voluntary participation in the operation of a ship or of an aircraft with
knowledge of facts making it a pirate ship or aircraft;

(c) any act of inciting or of intentionally facilitating an act described in subparagraph

(a) or (b).’

UNCLOS requires all States to cooperate as much as possible to suppress piracy (art. 100) and
to exercise universal jurisdiction on the high seas to seize pirate ships and aircraft, or ships and
aircraft taken by pirates that are under their control, and to arrest the people and seize the
property on board (art. 105). Article 110 also authorizes States to exercise the right of boarding
ships suspected of involvement in piracy.

These provisions should be read together with article 58(2) of UNCLOS, which clarifies that
the articles mentioned and other relevant rules of international law apply to the exclusive
economic zone unless they conflict with specific provisions of UNCLOS concerning that zone.

Hot pursuit (Article 111) allows pursuit from internal waters, the territorial sea, or the EEZ if
a vessel violates laws there, and extends seaward, such as from the EEZ to the high seas, if the
pursuit is uninterrupted. For cable damage in the EEZ, pursuit commences if the act breaches
sovereign rights, such as environmental protection from anchor dragging. “Constructive
presence” in Article 111(4) extends to vessels operating as a team, and this theory is adaptable
to vessels coordinating a sabotage operation.

Avrticle 221 permits measures beyond the territorial seas to address pollution risks arising from
maritime casualties, defined as navigation incidents causing significant harm. Intentional
pipeline damage releasing pollutants could qualify, thereby justifying boarding to mitigate
risks. Although pipeline-focused, cable cases with environmental impact (e.g., seabed
disruption) may apply analogously.
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Piracy (Articles 101-107) offers universal jurisdiction if acts are for “private ends” against
property outside any state’s jurisdiction. Deliberate sabotage, if not state-sponsored, allows any
warship to board and seize. However, “private ends” excludes state-directed hybrid acts,
limiting applicability when the illicit activity is part of low-intensity warfare.

The Doctrine of Constructive Presence

The doctrine of constructive presence is a potent legal theory for coastal states to assert
jurisdiction over foreign vessels deliberately damaging submarine cables outside their
sovereign waters. This concept, rooted in maritime criminal law, allows a state to “construct”
the presence of a vessel within its territory if the vessel’s actions directly cause harm inside
that territory, even if the act itself occurs elsewhere. In the context of CUI, where a cable’s
severance in international waters renders the entire system—including segments in the
territorial sea— useless, constructive presence provides a jurisdictional hook to treat the
offending vessel as if it were operating within the coastal state’s domain.

Historically, constructive presence evolved from frustration with vessels evading jurisdiction
by hovering beyond territorial limits while facilitating illegal activities ashore. Early
applications appeared in cases involving motherships deploying smaller boats for smuggling
or trafficking. For instance, in the 1888 Araunah case, a court upheld the seizure of a
mothership outside territorial waters because it was linked to a smaller vessel’s violations
within those waters, emphasizing a common criminal enterprise. This “team” dynamic was
codified in UNCLOS Article 111(4), which extends hot pursuit to a foreign ship’s “boats or
other craft working as a team” using the pursued ship as a mothership.

Subsequent cases extended the doctrine beyond physical launches. In R. v. Sunila and
Soleyman (1986), a Canadian court affirmed jurisdiction over a Honduran-flagged vessel on
the high seas linked to drug trafficking via a Canadian boat within its waters, noting that the
vessels “were engaged in a common venture and acting as a team.” Similarly, in R. v. Mills
(1995), the UK validated the seizure of a St. Vincent and Grenadines-flagged ship connected
to a British vessel in a drug scheme, reinforcing that a shared purpose suffices for constructive
presence, even without a direct mothership-small boat relationship.

The 2015 Arctic Sunrise arbitration further illustrated this evolution. The Netherlands-flagged
icebreaker remained outside Russia’s 500-meter safety zone around an oil platform within its
EEZ but deployed rigid-hull inflatable boats (RHIBs) that violated it. The Permanent Court of
Arbitration held that Russia’s boarding of the Arctic Sunrise was lawful under constructive
presence, as the RHIBs’ actions were part of a coordinated scheme traceable to the mothership.
This “scheme theory” shifts the focus from physical deployment to the evidentiary links to
participation in unlawful conduct.

Applying this to deliberate cable damage, constructive presence treats the vessel’s anchor-
dragging or cutting in international waters as directly injuring CUI segments within the coastal
state’s territorial sea. Since cables function as unitary networks—disruption anywhere disables
the whole—the harm manifests territorially, thereby justifying extended jurisdiction. For
example, in the Eagle S incident, where drag marks in Finland’s EEZ severed cables that landed
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in its territory, constructive presence could have allowed Finland to assert authority over the
vessel as if the act had occurred ashore, enabling boarding and prosecution despite the location.

This application requires evidence of intent or negligence, such as anomalous routing or failure
to respond to warnings, linking the offshore act to territorial harm. It aligns with the doctrine’s
purpose: preventing jurisdictional evasion in the context of asymmetric threats. Critics might
argue that this stretches traditional applications, but adaptive interpretation supports it. As
maritime threats evolve—from smuggling to hybrid sabotage—Ilaw must adapt to remain
effective. Adaptive interpretation, grounded in good faith and reasonableness, has historical
precedent; for instance, the expansion from strict mothership cases to scheme-based links
reflects evolving illicit tactics.

In practice, constructive presence enables coastal states to initiate hot pursuit from the EEZ,
board vessels on the high seas, and apply domestic laws that criminalise CUI damage. It
complements UNCLOS by filling gaps where flag states fail to act, ensuring accountability
without undermining navigational freedoms. For states like those in the Baltic, where multiple
cables interconnect, bilateral agreements could enhance evidence-sharing to strengthen
constructive presence claims. Ultimately, this theory empowers proactive enforcement,
deterring deliberate attacks by signalling that jurisdictional boundaries will not shield
saboteurs.

To translate the legal analyses presented in this paper into practical action, coastal states must
adopt a multifaceted strategy that leverages existing international law while addressing its
limitations in deterring hybrid threats to submarine cables. The following recommendations
focus on amending national legislation, fostering common interpretations among like-minded
nations, and adapting key doctrines, including constructive presence, piracy, the Lotus
Principle, necessity under the Articles on State Responsibility, and responses to armed attacks.
These measures are particularly pertinent for Indian Ocean states, where submarine cables form
critical nodes in the “Digital Maritime Silk Roads,” amid escalating technological rivalry and
incidents of suspected sabotage. By emphasizing proactive enforcement, international
cooperation, and technological integration, these policies aim to enhance deterrence without
compromising navigational freedoms under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the
Sea (UNCLOS).

Amending National Laws

A primary recommendation is for coastal states to amend domestic laws to establish a more
robust protective posture for critical underwater infrastructure (CUI), including submarine
cables and pipelines. UNCLOS provides a baseline, but its flag-state-centric approach often
leaves enforcement gaps, as seen in the Eagle S incident on December 25, 2024, when a
Russian-linked tanker severed the Estlink 2 power cable and four telecom lines in Finland’s
EEZ. To counter this, states should criminalize intentional or negligent damage to CUI within
their EEZs and continental shelves, thereby extending prescriptive jurisdiction beyond the
territorial seas. For instance, Australia’s Telecommunications and Other Legislation
Amendment (Protection of Submarine Cables and Other Measures) Act 2005 designates
protection zones around cables, prohibiting anchoring or trawling within 500 meters of them
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and imposing fines of up to AUD 330,000 or imprisonment. Similarly, Denmark’s Executive
Order on the Protection of Submarine Cables and Pipelines allows for safety zones. At the same
time, New Zealand’s Submarine Cables and Pipelines Protection Act 1996 mandates permits
for activities near cables and enables vessel seizures.

In the United States, recent reforms exemplify this shift: the Undersea Cable Control Act of
2025 restricts foreign adversaries from owning or servicing cables landing on U.S. shores, and
updates to the Cable Landing License Act of 1921 incorporate national security reviews by the
Federal Communications Commission (FCC). Indian Ocean nations, such as Sri Lanka, India,
and Indonesia, should enact analogous legislation. Sri Lanka could revise its Maritime Zones
Act to include CUI-specific offenses, mandating real-time AIS monitoring and reporting for
vessels near cable routes. This approach aligns with UNCLOS Article 79(4), which implies
authority over cables entering territorial seas, and incorporates effects-based jurisdiction,
where offshore damage manifests as territorial harm, as in the Newnew Polar Bear case of
October 2023, involving anchor-dragging that severed a gas pipeline and telecom cables in the
Baltic Sea. Such amendments should also impose due diligence obligations on flag states, with
penalties for non- compliance, to deter “shadow fleets” like the Yi Peng 3, a Chinese-flagged
vessel suspected of damaging two Baltic cables in November 2024 by dragging its anchor over
100 miles.

Furthermore, integrating technology into legislation is essential. Laws could require
collaboration with the International Cable Protection Committee (ICPC) to map cable routes
in national databases and deploy autonomous underwater vehicles (AUVSs) for surveillance.
This protective posture not only fills voids in UNCLOS enforcement but also signals
deterrence, reducing impunity for hybrid actors.

Fostering Common Interpretations Among Like-Minded Nations

Like-minded nations should collaborate to develop common interpretations of UNCLOS
provisions, ensuring consistent application against CUI threats. This effort could involve
multilateral forums such as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) or the Indian Ocean
Rim Association (IORA), where states like Australia, India, Japan, and the U.S. align on
expansive readings of jurisdiction. For example, joint statements could narrow the
interpretation of “incidents of navigation” under Article 97 to exclude intentional sabotage,
thereby allowing coastal states to assert adjudicative authority. Recent U.S.-led initiatives, such
as the Joint Statement on the Security and Resilience of Undersea Cables (September 2024),
signed by multiple allies, emphasize protecting cable integrity through shared intelligence and
coordinated patrols. In the Baltic context, NATO’s Combined Task Force Baltic, launched in
2025, demonstrates this approach by investigating incidents such as Yi Peng 3 and Eagle S
through collective evidence-sharing. Indian Ocean states should form similar task forces,
perhaps under the Pathfinder Foundation, to standardize responses and conduct joint exercises
simulating cable sabotage.

Adapting the Doctrine of Constructive Presence
Policy should explicitly incorporate the doctrine of constructive presence to treat offshore cable
damage as occurring on land, thereby extending jurisdiction. As detailed in Kraska and
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Hutton’s 2025 article in International Law Studies, this doctrine allows coastal states to assert
authority over vessels whose actions in international waters cause territorial harm, such as
disabling cables that land ashore. Nations should develop operational guidelines for navies and
coast guards, using evidence such as AIS anomalies to initiate hot pursuit under UNCLOS
Article 111(4). For instance, in the Eagle S case, Finland could have boarded the vessel by
arguing that the severance affected its territorial infrastructure. Bilateral agreements, such as
those in the Baltic for evidence-sharing, would strengthen claims.

Interpreting Cable Damage as Piracy Under UNCLOS

States should advocate interpreting deliberate cable damage as piracy under UNCLOS Atrticle
101, which covers “acts of depredation” against “property” for private ends. This would confer
universal jurisdiction to board and seize on the high seas. In non-state-sponsored cases, such
as potential private sabotage, warships could intervene. Policies should promote this
interpretation at the International Maritime Organization (IMO), excluding state-directed acts
while enabling responses to hybrid threats disguised as private. Training programes for
maritime forces should emphasise this, with like-minded nations coordinating patrols in
vulnerable areas such as the Indian Ocean.

Applying the Lotus Principle for Proactive Action

Under the Lotus Principle, coastal states may take actions not expressly prohibited by
international law, providing flexibility for CUI protection. Recommendations include adopting
measures like mandatory vessel routing near cables or temporary exclusion zones during
repairs, justified as non-prohibitive under UNCLQOS. This principle supports boarding
suspicious vessels under Article 110 to verify nationality, as in shadow-fleet cases. States
should incorporate it into national strategies to justify extraterritorial enforcement without
awaiting the flag state's consent.

Limitations of Necessity Under Articles on State Responsibility

Article 25 of the Articles on State Responsibility, which allows necessity as a defense for
countermeasures, is insufficient for deterrence, as it lacks proactive elements and requires
grave peril. Policies should shift toward alternatives, such as invoking countermeasures under
customary law for breaches of due diligence obligations in Article 113. Multilateral agreements
could define thresholds for collective responses, thereby bypassing the high bar of necessity.

Addressing Armed Attacks and State Attribution

For state-sponsored sabotage constituting armed attacks, states must require disavowal,
drawing on the Paramilitary Activities Case (Nicaragua v. USA), where the ICJ emphasized
state responsibility for paramilitary actions, and the Oil Platforms Case (Iran v. USA), which
clarified that attacks on commercial infrastructure may qualify if they meet gravity thresholds.
If sabotage, such as the Newnew Polar Bear, is linked to state actors, affected nations should
demand public disavowal and pursue attribution through intelligence sharing. Policies could
include invoking UN Charter Article 51 for self-defense, such as proportionate cyberattacks or
vessel interdictions, but only after the exhaustion of peaceful means. Like-minded coalitions
should develop protocols for collective defense, treating CUI attacks as threats to alliance
security.
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Conclusion

Legal frameworks, including constructive presence, UNCLOS adjudicative provisions, and
enforcement mechanisms under UNCLOS and customary law, empower coastal states to
address deliberate cable damage. By adapting doctrines to hybrid threats, states can assert
jurisdiction effectively, deter sabotage, and uphold maritime security. In conclusion, these
recommendations provide a roadmap for coastal states to operationalize international law as a
force multiplier. By amending laws, aligning interpretations, and adapting doctrines, nations
can deter sabotage, enhance resilience, and safeguard the digital economy. Implementation
requires political will, investment in surveillance, and sustained diplomacy, particularly in
geopolitically contested regions such as the Indian Ocean.
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COMMENTARY

Admiral (Retd.) Professor Jayanath Colombage, Former Commander of the Sri Lanka Navy /
Former Secretary, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Sri Lanka

It is a very important topic that we are discussing today. We know there are about 500 subsea
cables under or on the seabed, forming the backbone of the global communication network and
carrying roughly 95% of international data communications. This is the unseen backbone of
the global economy, financial systems, and military communications, which is why we
categorise them as critical underwater infrastructure. We heard from Dr. Kraska that damage
to these submarine cables has become more frequent, especially since around 2022, with most
of these incidents occurring in the Baltic Sea and, around 2024, in the Gulf of Aden. Analysing
these incidents to determine whether they were accidents or deliberate cable cuts indicates a
hybrid warfare approach to undersea infrastructure.

The question is whether the undersea is becoming a new frontier in geopolitical competition.
Dr Kraska spoke about the complexity, the strategic value of cables, and the way forward,
addressing grey-zone issues where there are no claimants. He brought out some very important
legal aspects, being a legal luminary, and discussed how to manage this situation in the Indian
Ocean region. He highlighted the vulnerability of these cables to geopolitical threats, including
sabotage, espionage, and hybrid warfare, and how to leverage international law, that is, the law
beneath the waves.

Dr. Kraska highlighted objective territoriality, explaining how damage occurring offshore on
the high seas is translated into a domestic situation and how it is applied within our territory,
because the Indian Ocean submarine landing stations are located in Africa, India and Sri Lanka.
How do we justify prosecution under objective territoriality? He spoke about enforcement
jurisdiction. How do we stop, board and inspect a suspected ship for committing a crime against
submarine cables, and how do we address constructive presence? How do coastal states assert
jurisdiction over foreign vessels deliberately damaging submarine cables? He also raised the
issue of using the existing regulation of piracy, because piracy is very well defined. How do
we constitute cable damage as an act of piracy? He finally recommended that we either amend
or upgrade our national laws, and brought up a very important point about common
interpretation among like-minded countries in the region. Furthermore, how do we apply
technology to legislation and demand proactive legal reform with the intention of maintaining
the national security strategy in this contested Indo-Pacific region?

When looking at submarine cables, the first time the world heard about this kind of
communication was in 1884, when fibre-optic cables did not yet exist. That was the age of
Morse Code. Nearly a century later, in 1982, UNCLOS granted the right to lay submarine
cables in international waters and the exclusive economic zone, primarily for commercial rather
than strategic purposes. In a multilateral world, no country can unilaterally pass laws. Focusing
on the strategic dimension of submarine cables, we now increasingly emphasise data security
across the contested Indian Ocean region. When we think about the Indian Ocean, until very
recently we spoke about shipping, choke points, naval presence, or power projection by navies.
But now it is less visible, yet increasingly consequential, that beneath these open oceans lies
the physical backbone of the global digital economy: the submarine fibre-optic cables.
74



The Indo-Pacific is evolving into a strategic landscape, and there is a contest for digital
dominance being played beneath the ocean. All states want to control information flows and
assert influence in the digital domain, and these cables have emerged as critical undersea
infrastructure. Control over these digital arteries is increasingly viewed as a strategic
advantage. Yet the system's physical fragility, where a single severed cable can disrupt millions
of lives, stands in stark contrast to this critical importance. A growing concern in this strategic
landscape is the potential for seabed warfare, particularly the weaponising of seabed assets.
Unlike in other oceans, in the Indian Ocean non-state actors, including state-backed ones, are
influencing maritime security. This is unique to the Indian Ocean region, and these actors,
operating in legal grey zones, highlight the fragility of global connectivity. As the volume of
cables increases in the Indian Ocean, so does exposure to sabotage, espionage, and disruption.
Some of these cables run very long distances, such as 20,000 kilometres, and are critical to
long-distance transmission. They are very sensitive components, and because they need
uninterrupted power, precise calibration is one of the weakest points in the subsea cable. The
complex construction of subsea cables and associated equipment makes them very expensive
to produce and lay, and even more expensive to maintain and repair. The very factors that make
them essential to global function, their submerged location, long-distance span, and reliance
on specialised hardware, also render them soft targets in a world of intensifying competition
below the surface.

While submarine cables are global assets, their development, ownership, and maintenance are
controlled by a narrow group of powerful players. Historically, the landscape was led by
Western telecommunications firms, but it is now being reshaped by a new breed of actors,
including private tech giants and strategic state-backed companies. Four companies dominate
the subsea cable market worldwide, namely Subcom of the United States, Alcatel Submarine
Networks of France, Nippon Electric Company of Japan, and the latest entry, HMN
Technology, formerly Huawei Marine Technology from China. Huawei Marine’s entry into
the Indian Ocean has raised alarms, especially among Western security officials. China calls it
the country’s Digital Silk Road Strategy, part of the Belt and Road Initiative. As such, market,
supply chain security, and geopolitical influence are inseparable. Submarine cable operations
require specialised ships and highly trained crews, which very few countries have. Therefore,
the vulnerability of submarine cables is not merely logistical but strategic as well. In a grey
zone crisis, repair attribution is murky. Nobody claims responsibility, and timelines are
compressed. Delayed repairs can lead to economic dislocation, diplomatic weakness, and
military disadvantage. Not every country can develop sovereign repair capacity due to high
costs. Hence, many countries risk ceding control over their most critical communications
infrastructure to another country. This reality has transformed undersea cable infrastructure
from a technical matter into a strategic one. These cables face risks not only at sea but also in
cyberspace, as cyberattacks against a network management system can render the entire subsea
cable system inactive. Social media depends on submarine cables. Every day, multi-billion-
dollar worth of trade passes through the routes in the Indo-Pacific via subsea cables. This has
caused growing worldwide concern over the protection of subsea cables in the Indian Ocean.
The Indo-Pacific region has gained economic and political momentum in the last decade,
further validating the concern to protect data transmission worldwide.
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Focusing on the Digital Maritime Silk Road, the emergence of what is often described as a
Digital Maritime Silk Road reflects a deeper shift. That is, digital infrastructure has become
geopolitics by other means. The Indian Ocean connects East Asia to Europe, the Middle East
to South and Southeast Asia, and Africa to global digital markets. Therefore, a large share of
global data traffic passes through the Indian Ocean choke points, landing in places such as Sri
Lanka, India, Djibouti, Oman, Egypt, Kenya, and Singapore. A point to remember here is that
all these locations are not neutral - they have their own affiliations and obligations. A cable
landing station is a strategic node, like a port or an energy terminal. Therefore, subsea cables
can become a source of economic leverage, regulatory influence, and, under certain conditions,
access to intelligence. China's Digital Silk Road, launched as part of the broader Belt and Road
Initiative, aims to shape global digital ecosystems through investment. Chinese firms are often
involved in the construction, financing, or maintenance of undersea cables and landing
infrastructure. From Beijing's perspective, this serves several objectives. One is to reduce
dependence on the Western-centric networks, which are prohibitively expensive. Another is to
export Chinese technical standards and governance into subsea cables and cybersecurity,
enabling or embedding Chinese firms in the long-term digital infrastructure of emerging
markets. From the perspective of host countries, these projects also often provide faster
connectivity, lower costs, and access to capital that Western providers have historically been
reluctant to offer.

In recent years, anchor dragging has been used or misused as a threat to submarine cables. In
one instance, a ship dragged its anchor for 100 nautical miles. Such incidents show that seabed
warfare is evolving into a multi-domain contest, with advanced sensors playing a key role. As
a result, submarine cables can be damaged. Compared with sea lanes, the subsea domain is
more regulated and law-abiding, yet the law is weak or unclear. State agency and capacity are
low, easily disrupted, and easily denied. The strategic anxiety surrounding submarine cables is
fundamentally about data security and trust. Therefore, there are three overlapping concerns
regarding these subsea cables: interception and surveillance; disruption and cohesion; and
governance and legal exposure. Data transmitted through cable networks is subjected to laws
and regulatory practices of the countries concerned.

The Indian Ocean is becoming a theatre of technological rivalry. Ambassador Sivashankar
Menon noted a technological shift in how war is waged. Countries such as the United States
regard submarine cables as critical infrastructure, national security assets, and instruments of
alliance-building. We now see the COD emphasising the protection of submarine cables. In
this context, what implications for Indian Ocean littoral states like Sri Lanka need to be
examined? As this rivalry presents both opportunities and challenges to many countries along
these cable routes, hosting cable landing stations can generate investment, jobs, and digital
connectivity. Improved bandwidth can support economic diversification, outsourcing, and
innovation ecosystems. Strategic positioning can elevate a country's relevance in regional and
global affairs. On the risks, over-reliance on a single external partner can create strategic
dependency, which is dangerous in the 21st century. Poorly governed infrastructure can expose
states to espionage, coercion, or sanction risk. Domestic regulatory capacity often lags the
strategic importance of digital assets. Countries such as Sri Lanka, India, Kenya and Djibouti
therefore navigate a delicate balance, leveraging connectivity without surrendering autonomy.
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In the broader digital ecosystem, it is important to stress that submarine cables are only one
layer of the digital maritime ecosystem, interacting with data centres and cloud infrastructure,
satellite systems and hybrid networks, smart ports, logistics platforms, and maritime
surveillance technology. The competition, therefore, is not just about cables on the seabed. It
is about end-to-end digital ecosystems, from physical infrastructure to software standards and
governance norms. This is why the debate increasingly overlaps with discussions about
artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, and digital public infrastructure. There are three
takeaways from the discussion about submarine cables — 1) submarine cables are no longer
neutral infrastructure; they are strategic assets that deserve the same level of policy attention
as ports, shipping, pipelines, and power grids. 2) the Digital Maritime Silk Road should be
understood not simply as a Chinese project, but as a symptom of a fragmented global digital
order in which connectivity is increasingly shaped by geopolitical alignment. 3) for Indian
Ocean States, the central challenge is not choosing sides, but building resilience, diversified
partnerships, transparent governance, and strong domestic regulatory capacities, which are
essential.

In conclusion, I am pleased to announce that Sri Lanka has been developing a National Action
Plan for Resilience in subsea cables since 2020. The first stakeholder meeting was held in
Colombo in 2020. The plan is based on the International Cable Protection Committee
guidelines. In 2021, under the leadership of the Foreign Ministry and in collaboration with the
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, the National Resilience Plan to protect subsea
cables was launched. Credit should be given to Ms. Hasanthi Orugodawatte, Director General
of the Ocean Affairs, Environment & Climate Change of the Foreign Ministry, for taking the
bold step of creating, for the first time in this region, a national resilience plan for the protection
of subsea cables, with a national security framework, a legal framework, and an economic and
growth potential framework. This report was handed over to the government in 2021, with the
way forward to be developed and implemented to protect critically important underwater
infrastructure.
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REMARKS BY THE MODERATOR

Dr Harinda Vidanage, Director, Centre for Strategic Assessment, General Sir John
Kotelawala Defence University, Sri Lanka

| see it as a geo-strategy and geo-tech space. This is the kind of conversation we have in the
context of geo-technology as well as grand strategy. In this context, this session is important
because we take a dive into a space, probably a domain, that is hidden but plays an increasingly
larger strategic role in how the security environment is unfolding.

One of the major challenges is that it took until very recently to place this within a grand
strategic framework. Conversations from day one showed that the seabed and the undersea
domain were always present in strategic narratives from the 20th century, mainly in Cold War
discussions. But there is a significant, unprecedented shift in how we understand these spaces
in the context of broader geostrategic ambitions, as well as the rapid transitions of security
regimes globally and regionally. In that context, areas such as undersea seabed security and the
weaponisation of capabilities that could operate undersea are central.

The concept of SSWSs, subsea and seabed warfare, is a concern for the region as well as for the
globe. In recent years, developments and certain incidents have led to a significant shift in
focus. Another aspect of the geopolitical tech rivalry concerns the tariff regimes - the so-called
chip wars - and the critical minerals dialogue. These two also intersect, but they remain at
different levels. The challenge for security framers now is how to bridge this larger discussion
of something that is both above and beneath and to frame that within the broader security
context.

The presentation would have a significant legal dimension, but the broader conversation can
be organised into four major areas of thought. One is the debate over whether we have reached
a point of departure, whether there is a significant fragmentation of order from a geopolitical
Western perspective, and whether there is a fundamental rupture in the rules-based order. The
non-Western argument can be that this is the multipolarisation. There is a clear agreement that
there is a divergence.

Within the context of the broader divergence in security thought, as well as institutional decay,
how would we assess aspects of seabed security and how that will influence regional and global
players? Based on that, we can look at architectures. Or how do you augment existing
architectures to facilitate seabed security? That's number two to contemplate.

The third area to contemplate is how a national policy is made. There is a strong necessity to
push the seabed, also an agenda of security, as well as an agenda of concern in national security,
as well as national debate dialogues and policies to be formulated. The challenge of seabed
conservation is twofold in nature. It is too abstract to grasp and very difficult to frame. Second
is attribution. How do you attribute? To whom do you attribute? And how do the laws work in
that context? | think there's a similarity here between the cyber and seabed contexts. Both have
a problem of attribution.
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In the context of the Indian Ocean, how do we look at regional cooperation. Sri Lanka needs
to be part of these dialogues, part of the conversation, part of the institution, but we alone can't
do anything unless we are in a larger institutional framework. So, how do you develop, evolve,
or augment regional cooperation? These are the four observations.

Commend the Pathfinder Foundation and the panel. A few years ago, in Sri Lanka's Indo-
Pacific discourse, submarine cables were not a topic. Even for a small nation state with
challenges and limitations, the seabed domain is an ideal example. While it is a highly
competitive space, collaboration is also essential because it is in everybody's best interest to
keep submarine undersea cables intact. Strategic pragmatism has to prevail over competitive
compulsions.
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COMMENTS/ RECOMMENDATIONS

1.

Major powers, including the United States, Japan, Russia, and China, are increasingly
developing advanced underwater and seabed capabilities, although the extent and
comparability of these capabilities remain uncertain. The United States’ strategic objective
appears to focus on preventing hegemonic dominance in key global regions, with seabed
infrastructure emerging as an important but evolving domain within this broader grand strategy.

Incidents of submarine cable disruption in the Indian Ocean region have largely been attributed
to non-state or criminal activities rather than deliberate state-led hybrid warfare. However, legal
grey zones, weak enforcement mechanisms, and jurisdictional ambiguities under frameworks
such as the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) complicate
accountability and prosecution.

The legal and strategic implications of installing sensors on undersea cables remain unclear,
particularly when distinguishing between legitimate scientific use and potential surveillance or
espionage. This highlights gaps in international law and the need for clearer interpretations of
marine scientific research, private ownership, and state responsibility.

Regional and global cooperation is essential to address shared vulnerabilities in subsea
infrastructure. However, trust deficits and differing national interests continue to impede deeper
collaboration. Smaller and medium-sized states face structural disadvantages in protecting
subsea infrastructure, but can enhance resilience through multilateral cooperation, norm-
building, and capacity development in international legal and technical domains. Engagement
in global and regional institutions can increase their influence despite limited material
capabilities.

Strategic autonomy in subsea infrastructure is constrained for smaller states such as Sri Lanka,
which lack the capacity to manufacture, deploy, or repair submarine cables, despite Sri Lanka’s
ability to build cable-laying and repair ships meeting the regulatory requirements of the French
Flag Authority. Consequently, dependence on external actors is unavoidable, making
diversified partnerships and cost considerations central to policy decisions.

Protecting submarine cables poses significant operational challenges, particularly in shallow
waters and near landing points, where vulnerabilities are greatest. While deep-sea repair
capabilities are well developed and commercially managed, effective protection requires
enhanced maritime and underwater domain awareness, surveillance systems, and legal
mechanisms for evidence gathering.

Environmental and ecological considerations associated with cable installation, maintenance,
and repair remain underexplored, indicating the need for further research into the impacts on
marine ecosystems alongside the expansion of infrastructure.

The future of global connectivity will likely involve a mix of expanded submarine cable
networks and emerging alternatives, such as satellite systems, reflecting a dynamic
technological landscape. Policymaking must therefore balance the immediate protection of
infrastructure with long-term adaptation to evolving modes of data transmission.
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CLIMATE CHANGE, MIGRATION AND HUMAN SECURITY IN THE INDIAN OCEAN

Prof. (Dr.) Priyanca Mathur, Head, Centre for Research in Social Sciences and
Education, JAIN University, Bangalore, India

Introduction

Geopolitical stability and human mobility are today deeply affected by climate change, which
has evolved from a solitary environmental concern into a multidimensional security challenge.
This is evident in alarming changes such as rising sea levels, intensifying tropical cyclones,
ocean acidification, coral bleaching, and shifting precipitation patterns, which threaten both
ecological systems and human livelihoods (IPCC, 2022). These new environmental conditions,
in turn, interact with governance weaknesses, urbanisation, and socioeconomic inequalities,
leading to complex, multi-causal migration flows. Climate change thus functions as a “threat
multiplier”, exacerbating existing vulnerabilities (Dalby, 2020). In this context, human
security, defined broadly as freedom from fear, want, and indignity (UNDP, 1994), provides a
useful analytical framework for assessing how climate-induced mobility reshapes security
paradigms. This paper examines the interconnected relationship between climate change,
migration, and human security in the Indian Ocean region, which stretches from Eastern Africa
to South and Southeast Asia and encompasses numerous island states, one of the most climate-
vulnerable areas globally. It explores how environmental stress affects economic stability, food
systems, public health, and social cohesion, and evaluates national and regional policy
responses. The paper contends that migration should be integrated into climate adaptation
strategies and that cooperative regional governance is essential for sustainable human security
outcomes.

Climate Change, Mobility, and Human Security

Climate change has become a threat multiplier, exacerbating pre-existing social, political, and
economic vulnerabilities rather than creating entirely new risks (Barnett & Adger, 2007). In
fragile contexts, environmental stress can intensify resource scarcity, deepen inequalities, and
strain governance institutions. This, in turn, pushes people out and forces them to seek safer
homes elsewhere. However, environmental migration is a multi-causal process. Five drivers
of migration have been identified - environmental, economic, social, political, and
demographic (Black et al., 2011), and climate change interacts with these drivers, pushing out
migration. Herein, human mobility functions both as a survival strategy and as an adaptive
response to gradual environmental degradation (McLeman, 2014).

The Indian Ocean region comprises low-lying island nations such as the Maldives and
Seychelles, densely populated delta systems like the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna basin, and
extensive coastlines dependent on fisheries, tourism, and maritime trade. This region has
experienced migration patterns ranging from seasonal or temporary labour migration and
gradual relocation from coastal and delta regions to sudden displacement due to cyclones and
flooding, all driven by environmental stress. As climate change intensifies, the environmental
conditions that underpin state stability and economic systems unravel, reshaping geopolitical
dynamics (Dalby, 2020). At the broader level, it also affects human security. The human

security paradigm extends traditional state-centric notions of security to include economic,
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food, health, environmental, personal, and community security (UNDP, 1994). Climate change
affects each of these dimensions simultaneously. This lens provides a holistic assessment of
how environmental change and mobility intersect with development and governance
challenges.

Climate Change and the Indian Ocean Region

Climate change in the Indian Ocean region is evident in sea-level rise, small-island
vulnerability, extreme weather such as intensified cyclones, ocean warming, and fisheries
decline. Sea-level rise particularly affects small island developing states (SIDS) in the Indian
Ocean, posing existential risks; the Maldives, with an average elevation of approximately 1
metre above sea level, is especially vulnerable. Recent decades have seen more frequent and
intense cyclones, particularly in the Bay of Bengal and the Arabian Sea (IPCC, 2022). The
Sunderbanic deltaic region, spanning India and Bangladesh, also suffers severe flooding,
leading to coastal erosion, saline intrusion into freshwater aquifers, significant land subsidence,
agricultural decline, and land loss that threatens infrastructure, housing, and tourism-dependent
economies - all of which can drive out-migration (IOM, 2021). Although improved early
warning systems have reduced mortality, repeated disasters erode household resilience.
Cyclone-induced displacement in this region often becomes permanent, particularly when
livelihoods cannot be restored. Recurrent flooding and storm surges cause the temporary
displacement of millions. Ocean warming and coral bleaching threaten fisheries and marine
biodiversity. As coastal communities in Sri Lanka, Tanzania, Indonesia, and the Maldives
depend heavily on artisanal fishing, declining fish stocks reduce income security and
incentivise labour migration, often towards urban centres or Gulf countries (IPCC, 2022).

In Bangladesh and coastal India, agricultural instability drives seasonal labour migration, and
remittances from migrant workers often enhance economic resilience (Black et al., 2011).
Agriculture and fisheries remain central to many Indian Ocean economies. Droughts, irregular
rainfall, and saline soil intrusion reduce crop yields, undermining household incomes and
economic security. Climate variability also disrupts food production and distribution systems.
Rising temperatures affect rice and wheat yields, while marine ecosystem degradation threatens
protein sources. Small island states dependent on food imports are vulnerable to global supply
disruptions, exacerbated by climate-related disasters. Food insecurity may intensify urban
pressures as rural migrants move to cities, increasing demand for housing and services.

Climate change contributes to heat stress, waterborne diseases, and vector-borne illnesses such
as dengue and malaria (IPCC, 2022). Flooding contaminates water supplies, while
overcrowded displacement camps pose sanitation risks. Psychological stress associated with
displacement, land loss, and cultural dislocation constitutes a significant but often overlooked
dimension of climate-related insecurity. Thus, health security is also affected.

Migration reshapes demographic structures and social networks. While diaspora communities
provide remittances and social capital, rapid urban in-migration may strain infrastructure and
exacerbate inequalities. Poorly managed migration can heighten xenophobia or social tension.
Conversely, inclusive governance can transform migration into a resilience-enhancing strategy.
As a result, community and social cohesion are also impacted.

83



Geopolitical and Regional Security Implications

Strategically, the Indian Ocean hosts major sea lanes and energy corridors. Climate change is
affecting the ocean, with declining fish stocks and shifting marine ecosystems, intensifying
competition over exclusive economic zones (EEZs). Fisheries disputes exacerbate tensions
among coastal states, heightening competition for maritime resources. Small island states
increasingly engage in climate diplomacy to secure adaptation finance. Infrastructure projects,
including coastal defences and port development, often intersect with broader geopolitical
competition. Climate-induced instability may intersect with existing geopolitical rivalries.
Hence, the role of climate diplomacy here becomes critical.

Policy Responses and Governance Frameworks

National Adaptation Planning - Many states in the region have developed National Adaptation
Plans (NAPs). Bangladesh has invested heavily in cyclone shelters and early warning systems,
significantly reducing disaster mortality (IOM, 2021). The Maldives has explored land
reclamation and coastal fortification projects. However, migration is frequently absent from
adaptation planning or framed as a policy failure rather than an adaptive response.

Migration Governance - The Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (United
Nations, 2018) acknowledges climate change as a driver of mobility. However, international
law does not formally recognize “climate refugees.” Most displacement remains internal.
Regional labor agreements between South Asian states and Gulf countries shape mobility
patterns but require stronger rights protections.

Regional Cooperation - Regional organizations such as the Indian Ocean Rim Association
(IORA) and SAARC increasingly address climate resilience and disaster response. Cooperative
early warning systems and knowledge-sharing platforms represent positive steps. Yet
geopolitical tensions limit deeper integration. Enhanced regional climate governance and
financing mechanisms remain essential.

Migration as Adaptation: A Policy Reframing

Viewing migration solely as displacement obscures its adaptive potential. Planned relocation,
livelihood diversification, remittance facilitation, and safe labor pathways can strengthen
resilience (McLeman, 2014). Urban planning must anticipate climate-driven mobility by
investing in housing, infrastructure, and social services. Gender-sensitive approaches are
critical, as women often face disproportionate vulnerability during displacement but play key
roles in adaptation strategies. A people-centered framework integrates social protection
systems, climate-resilient infrastructure, legal pathways for labor mobility and community
participation in relocation planning.

Conclusion

Sea-level rise, intensified cyclones, ecosystem degradation, and resource scarcity undermine
economic, food, health, and community security. Migration emerges as both a symptom of
vulnerability and a potential adaptation strategy. Addressing these interconnected challenges
requires integrated governance that bridges climate adaptation, migration policy, and human
security frameworks. Strengthening regional cooperation, enhancing resilience investments,
and mainstreaming mobility into adaptation planning are essential for long-term stability. The
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Indian Ocean region stands at the front line of climate vulnerability but also offers opportunities
for cooperative innovation. A human-centred, climate-resilient approach to mobility will be
central to ensuring sustainable security in the decades ahead.

There is a need to shift recent discourses in forced migration studies from the figure of the
‘environmental refugee’ to a broader conception of the ‘climate-migration’ nexus. Migration
now represents a legitimate adaptation strategy (Black et al., 2011) whose multi-layered nature
needs further examination, in place of a focus that has hitherto been solely on push-pull factors
and/or individual decision-making. Thus, it's also critical to throw the spotlight on the
intersectionality of migrants’ choices, gendered capabilities, livelihood and health stress, and
the aspirations of climate-vulnerable communities that create circular, temporary, seasonal or
permanent patterns of migration (Das and Basu, 2023).
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COMMENTARY

Dr. Bilesha Weeraratne, Research Fellow and Head of Migration and Urbanisation
Policy Research, Institute of Policy Studies, Sri Lanka

Climate change is something no country can avoid. Migration, on the other hand, is an
important mechanism within the climate change framework, but it is also driven by other
factors such as conflict and the search for better economic opportunities. All these dimensions
are closely tied to the concept of human security. In her paper, Dr. Mathur does an excellent
job of connecting these three aspects while focusing on the Indian Ocean region, which
stretches from Eastern Africa to South and Southeast Asia. She also brings in examples from
the region, including references to the Maldives, seashells, and the Ganges area, making the
analysis closely tied to the geographical context she examines.

The analysis adopts the human security framework using a broader definition that emphasizes
freedom from fear, freedom from want, and freedom to live in dignity. Within this framework,
she explores how climate-induced mobility reshapes human security. As | discuss different
aspects of her paper, I will also bring in some of my own field experiences to provide real-life
examples that make these ideas more relatable.

When we examine the three aspects of climate change, migration, and human security, it is
useful to start with climate change itself. Climate change can manifest through slow-onset
events such as droughts or sea-level rise, and through rapid-onset events such as floods or
landslides. Rapid events often leave little time for people to comprehend or react; they must
respond immediately.

Similarly, migration has many nuances. At one extreme is voluntary migration, where people
choose to relocate. For instance, they may know they live in a climate-risk area and decide to
move before exposure to a disaster. At the other extreme is involuntary or forced migration,
where people want to remain in their homes but are compelled to leave. Between these two
extremes lie many intermediate situations: temporary relocation, displacement, or short-term
evacuation. There is another layer to consider, namely people who want to migrate but lack the
resources or capacity to do so. These individuals are effectively “trapped,” even though they
would prefer to relocate. Understanding all these dimensions is important.

When the different dimensions of migration interact with the various forms of climate change,
they affect human security in numerous ways. Dr. Mathur illustrates this connection very
clearly. One concept | particularly appreciated in the presentation is the idea of the “threat
multiplier.” Climate change itself is a threat, but if individuals are already vulnerable,
economically, socially, or in terms of health, the impact of climate change becomes far more
severe. These vulnerabilities multiply the risks and create compounding effects on human
security.

In my own research, | have observed that people with fewer vulnerabilities often adapt to

climate change more successfully. For example, in flood-prone areas, one sometimes sees
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sturdy concrete houses built on tall pillars. These households have the resources to adapt. In
contrast, those living in small, thatched houses face far greater risks. This illustrates how
existing inequalities amplify climate-related threats.

Often, the people living in the most climate-vulnerable areas are also economically vulnerable.
They may wish to relocate but lack the financial resources or social networks necessary to start
over in a new place. Thus, economic vulnerability, limited mobility, and climate change
combine to intensify insecurity. These individually trapped populations often struggle the most.

The paper explains how climate change affects livelihoods. She provides examples from
sectors such as agriculture and tourism. When livelihoods are disrupted and income sources
decline, households adopt various coping mechanisms. One important dimension here is food
security, which is closely tied to agricultural livelihoods and is also a key component of human
security.

Field observations in Sri Lanka show that when households experience economic hardship,
they adopt strategies such as skipping meals, reducing protein intake, or prioritizing food for
certain family members. Sometimes food is given only to children or only to males. There is
also a gender dimension: we often hear stories of eggs being given to the boys rather than the
girls. These coping strategies reveal the human reality behind food insecurity and demonstrate
how climate impacts can intensify existing social inequalities.

Migration can serve both as an adaptation strategy and as a means of strengthening resilience.
Dr. Mathur highlights that human mobility can serve as a survival strategy, for instance, when
remittances sent by migrants help households rebuild after disasters. At the same time,
migration can also serve as an adaptive response when families decide to relocate permanently.

In many cases, migration is not undertaken by the entire household. Instead, families
strategically send one member, often the individual with the greatest earning potential,
typically a young adult, to work elsewhere. The remittances they send home support the
household’s survival and recovery.

Interestingly, during fieldwork we observed that many people do not directly link their
migration decisions to climate change. When a dramatic event such as a landslide or flood
occurs, people clearly remember the cause of their displacement. However, with slow-onset
events such as drought or sea-level rise, the connection is less obvious. Farmers may say they
migrated to Colombo or Gampaha because there was no income. When asked further, they
explain that crops failed due to lack of water, which ultimately points to drought conditions.
Thus, the link between climate change and migration may exist but is not always recognised
by the migrants themselves.

Dr. Mathur also notes that climate-induced migration can be both internal and international.
When poorly managed, internal migration can create new vulnerabilities. For example,
unplanned urbanisation and governance weaknesses can lead migrants from rural areas to settle
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in informal urban settlements with poor living conditions. Although they may escape climate
risks in rural areas, they face new socioeconomic challenges in cities.

International migration can also create tensions if not properly managed. Issues such as
xenophobia and social conflict may arise in receiving countries. In South Asia, rural migrants
often settle in the poorest urban neighbourhoods because that is what they can afford. These
areas may be highly vulnerable to flooding and disease, illustrating how migration can
sometimes shift vulnerabilities rather than eliminate them.

Another point | found particularly important in Dr. Mathur’s paper is the psychological
dimension of climate migration. This aspect is often overlooked in research. Displacement, loss
of land, and cultural dislocation can cause significant psychological stress. Imagine losing the
home you have built over a lifetime, with its memories, community, and neighbours. These
attachments are priceless, which is why people are often reluctant to leave even when early
warning systems advise evacuation.

In Sri Lanka, for example, after the Aranayaka landslide, some communities were relocated.
When researchers visited the area six years later, many residents still longed for their original
homes and felt like outsiders in their new communities. Some even reported discrimination;
for instance, local residents boycotted their small grocery shops. These experiences
demonstrate that displacement can have lasting psychological and social consequences.

Migration itself also carries vulnerabilities. For example, international labor migration can
expose workers to exploitation during recruitment processes. People may believe they are
entering a legitimate recruitment channel, only to end up being trafficked. Recent cases have
shown South Asian migrants being trafficked to cybercrime camps in Southeast Asia. In
desperate economic circumstances, individuals may accept job offers without verifying the
legitimacy of recruitment agents.

There have also been cases of migrants paying large sums of money to travel by boat to
countries like Australia, hoping for better opportunities. Unfortunately, the line between
smuggling and trafficking can be very thin. People may think they are paying for safe passage
but end up exploited or trapped in forced labor situations. These risks highlight why safe and
regulated migration pathways are essential.

Dr. Mathur also touches on the geopolitical implications of climate-induced migration.
Environmental stress can intensify resource scarcity and contribute to regional instability,
intersecting with existing geopolitical rivalries. In her paper, she also notes how small island
states increasingly engage in climate diplomacy to secure adaptation finance.

For example, countries in the Indian Ocean region have adopted innovative financing

mechanisms. Seychelles has issued bonds, while India has issued green bonds to support
climate-related initiatives.
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Finally, Dr. Mathur discusses policy responses and governance frameworks, including national
adaptation plans, the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (GCM), and
regional frameworks such as those of the Indian Ocean Rim Association. The GCM, for
instance, sets out 23 objectives. Objective 2 focuses on minimising the adverse drivers that
compel people to leave their countries, including environmental factors. Objective 5
emphasises expanding regular migration pathways to reduce reliance on irregular channels.

However, an important question remains: how effective are these frameworks in practice? Are
they merely symbolic commitments, or do they genuinely support the nexus among climate
change, migration, and human security?

Dr. Mathur concludes with several key recommendations. She argues that migration should be
integrated into climate adaptation strategies and that regional cooperation is essential to
achieving sustainable human security outcomes. She emphasizes a people-centred approach,
recognizing that migration can be both a risk and an adaptive strategy.

This approach includes strengthening social protection systems, building climate-resilient
infrastructure, creating legal pathways for labor mobility, and ensuring community
participation. Importantly, it must also address psychological well-being and gender-specific
vulnerabilities.

Livelihood opportunities are another crucial factor. Migration or relocation cannot succeed if
people have no means of earning a living. In Sri Lanka, some communities relocated to high-
rise apartments for urban development and lost their previous livelihoods, such as raising
chickens or running small shops. Without income opportunities, relocation becomes
unsustainable.

Remittances also play an important role in resilience. However, high transaction costs can
reduce their effectiveness, especially for low-income migrants sending small amounts home
regularly.

Finally, gender-sensitive policies are essential. Women often shoulder a disproportionate
burden during displacement, managing household responsibilities and ensuring family survival
even in difficult circumstances.

In conclusion, Dr. Mathur’s paper highlights how the multiple dimensions of climate change
and migration interact in complex ways to shape human security in the Indian Ocean region.
Because both climate change and migration have many different forms—slow and rapid events,
voluntary and forced mobility policy responses must recognize these nuances to ensure the best
possible outcomes for human security.
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REMARKS BY THE MODERATOR

Ms. Anuradhi Navaratnam, Attorney-at-Law, and Migration Consultant, Sri Lanka

Climate-induced environmental changes are driving migration trends, generating new patterns
of human mobility, creating social and economic vulnerabilities, and thereby contributing to
global and regional human security challenges. As we know, geopolitics in the Indian Ocean
is a key driver of the international economy in the Western Asia-Pacific. The Indian Ocean is
now more important than ever, serving as a major conduit for international trade and linking
some of the world's fastest-growing economies. With increasing need and competition for
natural resources, stability, and security, maintaining peace in the region is crucial. Hence,
climate change becomes a geopolitical challenge, requiring a response through increased
cooperation and mutually beneficial mechanisms.

Rapid climate change, including accelerated sea-level rise, coastal erosion, saltwater intrusion,
and other extreme weather events in the Indian Ocean region, threatens the food and livelihood
security of communities. Coastal communities and small island states are particularly
vulnerable. The alarming rate of warming in the Indian Ocean impacts marine ecosystems,
reducing fish stocks and increasing saltwater intrusion as rising sea levels threaten livelihoods,
destabilise food security, and force communities to migrate. This exacerbates existing
vulnerabilities in coastal cities, putting housing and other infrastructure at risk and contributing
to population displacement.

This drives both forced and planned migration, particularly from coastal areas and low-lying
islands, while increasing human insecurity. Temporary migration as an adaptive response to
climate stress is already apparent in many areas. However, the picture is nuanced. The ability
to migrate depends on mobility and resources, both financial and social. In other words, the
people most vulnerable to climate change are not necessarily the ones who will migrate.
Climate change is both increasing the number of people who are forced to move and the number
of people who are forced to stay.

In this context, how do you maintain a secure and stable Indian Ocean to support global and
regional economic stability, human security, and regional peace? Effective responses require
not only strengthening the resilience of vulnerable communities but also managing the risk of
forced migration. National policy responses, including disaster risk reduction strategies,
migration governance policies and frameworks, and emerging regional cooperation
mechanisms, must adapt to upcoming challenges and address future community vulnerabilities
while maintaining regional stability and peace.

Dr. Mathur raised some very important facts regarding geopolitical stability and human
mobility, how they're affected by climate change, and how this translates into a
multidimensional security challenge, which also opens doors to climate diplomacy, which is
the need of the hour.
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On Dr. Bilesha Weeraratne’s commentary, it was very interesting to see how many of the
climate-related migrants don't really see themselves as such, because only when you delve
deeper only you find the actual facts or the root causes of why they're migrating. So do we have
enough information with regard to those root causes to inform policy and policy reforms?

A few takeaways in conclusion: According to the presentation and commentary, several
thought-provoking facts were highlighted. Mainly, climate change does not have a single
impact; it creates complex linkages to migration, economic stability, food security, and overall
human security. It also underscores the need to move from state-centric sovereignty to human
security that extends to include economic, food, health, personal, and community security.

Finally, there is also a need to re-strategise and reframe climate change adaptation and to
strengthen regional cooperation to address the complex changes associated with climate
change, migration, and human security.
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COMMENTS/ RECOMMENDATIONS

1.

10.

Climate-induced migration is often under-recognised, as affected populations do not always
identify themselves as “climate migrants,” highlighting significant gaps in data and in
understanding the root causes needed to inform effective policy and reform. External actors
addressing climate-related migration primarily operate through frameworks for adaptation,
resilience-building, and disaster risk reduction, though global governance mechanisms such as
the Global Compact for Migration (GCM) and related frameworks remain limited in their
effectiveness and implementation.

Migration can serve as a political and geopolitical strategy, used by states for diplomatic
leverage, domestic political mobilisation, identity construction, and electoral influence, while
also being shaped by diaspora politics and transnational pressures. In the Sri Lankan context,
migration has not been systematically developed as a strategic policy tool, instead evolving
organically with limited optimisation of its economic, demographic, and labour market
potential.

Migration dynamics are shaped as much by non-cooperative actors as by supportive ones, and
restrictive immigration policies and weak climate commitments among major powers
undermine migration as a viable adaptation strategy.

South Asia faces acute challenges stemming from high population density, climate
vulnerability, and weak regional integration, with critical gaps in climate financing and reliable
migration data that hinder effective policy responses.

Regional instability and geopolitical interventions contribute to migration flows in South Asia,
with countries such as India managing complex refugee inflows despite limited formal
engagement with international refugee regimes.

Skilled migration raises significant equity concerns, as developing countries bear the cost of
human capital formation while developed countries reap the benefits, highlighting the need for
international mechanisms to rebalance gains and compensate source countries.

Climate change, driven by both human and natural factors, is intensifying displacement
pressures, necessitating stronger environmental governance, improved regulatory enforcement,
and increased investment in disaster risk reduction and mitigation.

Emerging migration patterns, including the movement of criminal networks and the
exploitation of migration routes, point to evolving security dimensions that intersect with
traditional migration governance frameworks.

A major limitation of global and regional policy frameworks is the lack of legal recognition for
climate-induced migrants, leaving them outside existing protection regimes and necessitating
new legal and institutional approaches.

Strengthening regional cooperation through mechanisms such as IORA and SAARC is

essential for addressing the interconnected challenges of climate change, migration, and human
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security, despite persistent political and institutional constraints.

11. Effective responses require a shift from state-centric approaches to broader human security
frameworks that integrate economic, environmental, and social dimensions, alongside
enhanced research, data collection, and climate financing to support long-term resilience.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS AND WAY FORWARD

Ambassador (Retd.) Ahmed Jawad
Director, Pathfinder Foundation

Good afternoon, Ambassador Shivshankar Menon, co-chair of this conference. Ambassador
Bernard Goonethilleke, Chairman, Pathfinder Foundation and Co-chair, representatives of
various high commissions and embassies, distinguished delegates.

As the fourth Biennial Pathfinder Indian Ocean Security Conference draws to a close, | think
we could collectively agree that it is not only an important conference that has just ended, but
also one that has become an important event in the Indian Ocean calendar over the years. Our
conference represents the shared visions and ideals that are vital for the states whose shores are
washed by this crucial body of water, which touches us all.

What an amazing tour of the horizon it has been over the last two days, where we have explored
in depth many important aspects, such as connectivity corridors, the emerging contours of
connectivity corridors, something we hadn't heard even as late as 10 or 15 years ago. Seabed
minerals, which present a whole new world of opportunities for our countries. The digital
maritime Silk Road, the threats that submarine cables face from various elements, which could
disrupt the lives of not only the countries concerned but even individuals in a second. And
lastly, of course, climate change, migration, and human security.

These are subjects which, until very recently, or relatively recently, if I may put it in a certain
manner, were not areas of focus, but they are certain to dominate the discourse of the future.
The complexities in each of these areas are also growing, if | may put it very mildly, very
exponentially indeed.

The Indian Ocean is not only a shared body of water that connects us all, but also a vital asset
that, if used wisely, would benefit all the countries of this region. Judging by our deliberations
over the last two days, there seems to be no room for complacency.

May | place on record Pathfinder's deep appreciation of the tremendous support — I'm glad
Mr. Murata is here — from the Government of Japan in making this year's conference possible.
The support and encouragement given by Ambassador Akio Isomata, Ambassador for Japan to
Sri Lanka, and his very, very able and efficient staff are deeply appreciated. Thank you very
much indeed.

The presence of our keynote speaker, Professor Nobukatsu Kanehara, reflects Japan's abiding
interest in this region. We thank him for his presence and for delivering an illuminating keynote
address.

Ambassador Shivshankar Menon's presence throughout these four conferences, including the

current one, has been a source of great inspiration. We thank him for delivering the introductory

remarks. His clarion call to rely on us in the Indian Ocean is worthy of note and, indeed, of
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implementation. So was his call to work together. Ambassador Menon also highlighted the
technological shifts in waging war, which should command our serious attention.

Our moderators have performed exceptionally well, steering the sessions effectively, adhering
strictly to the deadlines, and promoting a focused discussion. A particular word of thanks to
our moderator in session two, Mr Jonathan Miller from the MacDonald Laurier Institute in
faraway Canada, for joining at 4 a.m. Canada time and being with us.

| thought that was it until today, when we had Dr James Kraska, who | believe woke up much
before 2 a.m., but by 2 a.m. he was with us, joining us for a very robust session in the middle
of winter. We thank them both.

Our presenters and commentators did a wonderful job presenting issues as they were,
identifying the challenges and laying the way forward. You were, if | may say so, the engine
of our conference.

To our small and robust Pathfinder team, incidentally almost entirely comprising young
women, thank you very much for the wonderful long hours you have put in, the tight schedules
you have adhered to, and, of course, the demands that came with this task.

One of Pathfinder's aims in staging this conference series is to stimulate discussion in areas
less travelled. We are committed to the role of disruptor, of course, in a positive way, to
challenging traditional ideas that have been encrusted by time and, all too often, by inertia.
Sometimes it has got us into hot water, but our approach is that whatever the opinion, if it has
generated interest, that is something positive we have achieved.

The world around us is changing even as we meet this afternoon. As you all would agree, it is
changing with unprecedented rapidity. If we remain complacent, we may be left behind or even
overtaken by events because of a lack of awareness or preparedness, or both.

The Pathfinder Indian Ocean Conference is undoubtedly a track two event. We are a not-for-
profit institution. But the outcome of the work it does would, to a significant extent, need to be
considered and acted upon at track one by our government.

Many areas would require the private sector and the government to work together towards this
common end. We believe the old-fashioned way of working in comfort zones and in strictly
defined boxes is over.

Therefore, if this conference has acted as a disruptor, again, | may stress, in a positive sense,
then Pathfinder draws much satisfaction. The outcome document of this conference, which
would soon be prepared and distributed to stakeholders, would hopefully be given urgent
deliberation and consideration.

As we bring these proceedings to a close, may we depart with renewed determination and
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commitment to collectively shape a more resilient, more inclusive future for the Indian Ocean
region.

Thank you very much for your presence. Looking forward to seeing you in 2028. Thank you
indeed.
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BIOGRAPHIES OF SPEAKERS

Prof. Nobukatsu Kanehara
Professor, Reitaku University, Japan.

Former Assistant Chief Cabinet Secretary to Prime Minister Shinzo Abe.

Professor Nobukatsu Kanehara is the Executive Director of the Sasakawa Peace Foundation
and a professor at Reitaku University. He previously served as Assistant Chief Cabinet
Secretary to Prime Minister Shinzo Abe from 2012 to 2019. In 2013, he became the inaugural
Deputy Secretary-General of the National Security Secretariat, a position he held until his
retirement from government service in 2019. During this period, he also served as Deputy
Director of the Cabinet Intelligence and Research Office.

Prof. Kanehara’s work in the Cabinet followed a distinguished career in the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of Japan, where he held several senior positions, including Director-General of
the Bureau of International Law, Deputy Director-General of the Foreign Policy Bureau,
Ambassador in charge of the United Nations and Human Rights, and Deputy Director-General
for European Affairs responsible for Russia and Eastern Europe.

He also served in key diplomatic posts overseas, including Deputy Chief of Mission in Seoul,
Republic of Korea; Minister at the Embassy of Japan in Washington, D.C.; and Minister at the
Permanent Mission of Japan to the United Nations. From 2020 to March 2025, he served as a
professor at Doshisha University.

Born in Yamaguchi, Japan, Prof. Kanehara graduated from the University of Tokyo and joined

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 1981. In recognition of his contributions to international
diplomacy, he was decorated by the President of France with the Légion d’Honneur.

98



Amb. (Retd.) Bernard Goonetilleke
Co-Chair, Pathfinder Indian Ocean Security Conference and Chairman, Pathfinder
Foundation

A graduate in History and postgraduate in International Relations (The Hague), Amb. Bernard
Goonetilleke spent nearly four decades as an officer of the Sri Lanka Foreign Service.
Following his retirement, he was appointed Chairman of Sri Lanka Institute of Tourism and
Hotel Management (SLITHM) and later Chairman of Sri Lanka Tourism Development
Authority (SLTDA) and Sri Lanka Tourism Promotion Bureau (SLTPB), which positions he
held concurrently from 2008 to 2010.

His career as a Foreign Service officer began in 1970 and included postings to Sri Lanka
diplomatic missions in Kuala Lumpur, New York, Bangkok, Washington D.C., Geneva and
Beijing. He served as Permanent Representative of Sri Lanka to the UN in Geneva (1992-
1997), during which period he was concurrently accredited to the Holy See and as Permanent
Representative of Sri Lanka to the United Nations in Vienna. Later he served as Sri Lanka’s
Ambassador to the People’s Republic of China (2000-2003). He also served as Acting
Permanent Representative of Sri Lanka to the UN in New York (2004-2005) and ended his
diplomatic career as Ambassador to the United States of America (2005-2008). Amb.
Goonetilleke held several positions in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs including the post of
Director General (Multilateral Affairs) from 1997-2000, and ending as Secretary, Ministry of
Foreign Affairs (2003-2004).

Following the signing of the Ceasefire Agreement between the Government and the LTTE in
2002, he headed the Secretariat for Coordinating the Peace Process (SCOPP) and served as one
of the four members of the Government negotiating team. Since May 2010, he has continued
to serve as Chairman of the Pathfinder Foundation and Director of several companies
associated with the Mercantile Merchant Bank (MMBL).
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Amb. (Retd.) Shivshankar Menon
Co-Chair, Pathfinder Indian Ocean Security Conference

Amb. (Retd.) Shivshankar Menon is a Distinguished Fellow at CSEP, Visiting Professor at
Ashoka University and Chair of the Ashoka Centre for China Studies. Amb. Menon served as
National Security Advisor to the Indian Prime Minister (2010-2014); Foreign Secretary of
India (2006-2009); and as Ambassador and High Commissioner of India to Israel (1995-1997),
Sri Lanka (1997-2000), China (2000-2003) and Pakistan (2003-2006). He has served in the
mission to the IAEA in Vienna and in the Department of Atomic Energy in Mumbai.

He was also a Distinguished Fellow with Brookings India. He has published Choices: Inside
the Making of Indian Foreign Policy in 2016 and India and Asian Geopolitics: The Past, Present
(Brookings Press USA, & Penguin Random House India) in April 2021. Amb. Menon has been
a Richard Wilhelm Fellow at the Center for International Studies at MIT and Fisher Family
Fellow at the Belfer Center, Harvard University. In 2010, he was chosen by Foreign Policy
magazine as one of the world’s “Top 100 Global Thinkers.” He attended the Scindia School,
Gwalior and St. Stephens College of the University of Delhi, where he studied ancient Indian
history and Chinese. He speaks Chinese and some German.
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Ambassador (Retd.) Ravinatha Aryasinha
Executive Director, Regional Centre for Strategic Studies, Sri Lanka.

Ambassador (Retd.) Ravinatha Aryasinha holds a BA in Philosophy, Politics and Economics
from the University of Peradeniya and an MA in International Relations from the University
of Colombo. He was a Hurst Fellow in International Relations at the School of International
Service, American University, Washington, DC.

A retired officer of the Sri Lanka Foreign Service, Ambassador Aryasinha has served as Sri
Lanka’s Ambassador to the United States; Ambassador to Belgium and Luxembourg and Head
of Mission to the European Union; Permanent Representative to the United Nations in Geneva;
and Consul General to Switzerland. He has also served as Director and Director-General of
Public Diplomacy and as Foreign Ministry Spokesperson during two separate terms (1995-
2000 and 2007-2008).

As Additional Secretary (Economic Affairs), he led the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ economic
diplomacy initiatives in 2018 and served on the Governing Board of the Export Development
Board. He later served as Foreign Secretary of Sri Lanka from 2018 to 2020. He is currently
Executive Director of the Regional Centre for Strategic Studies, Sri Lanka.
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Colonel (Retd.) Rajeev Agarwal
Senior Research Consultant, Chintan Research Foundation, India

Colonel (Retd.) Rajeev Agarwal is a Senior Research Consultant at the Chintan Research
Foundation, bringing together extensive operational experience and policy-focused
research expertise. With over 30 years of active service in the Indian Army, he has held senior
appointments including Director of Military Intelligence and Director in the Ministry of
External Affairs, where he handled key international and strategic portfolios.

Transitioning into strategic research, he has over 14 years of experience as a scholar and analyst
of International Relations, with particular focus on West Asia and Afghanistan. He has been a
Research Fellow (2012-14) and Assistant Director (2020-2024) at MP-IDSA, New Delhi. He
has published widely across leading think tanks and policy platforms such as IDSA, ORF,
IPCS, The Diplomat, Geopolitical Monitor, and South Asia Monitor. His international
exposure also includes service as a United Nations Military Observer in the Democratic
Republic of Congo.
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Professor Huang Yunsong
Associate Dean, School of International Studies, Sichuan University, China

Professor Huang Yunsong is Associate Dean of the School of International Studies at Sichuan
University and a prominent scholar of South Asian studies and Chinese foreign policy. He also
serves as a coordinator at the China Center for South Asian Studies (CCSAS), where he
actively contributes to academic and policy-oriented research on regional affairs.

Professor Huang has a multidisciplinary academic background, with advanced training
spanning science, engineering, and the social sciences, and has published over 40 papers in
peer-reviewed journals and international conference proceedings. His research focuses
particularly on China—South Asia relations, with country expertise covering India, Pakistan,
Nepal, and Sri Lanka.

He is widely engaged in diplomatic and academic dialogues on the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), regional security, and economic cooperation. His work highlights the BRI as a
developmental opportunity for South Asia and advocates improved trade and strategic relations
between China and India. Professor Huang regularly participates in high-level academic
discussions on regional cooperation, including Russia—India—China (RIC) frameworks and
broader South Asian regional dynamics.
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Jonathan Berkshire Miller
Senior Fellow, Macdonald-Laurier Institute, Canada

Jonathan Berkshire Miller is an international affairs expert specializing in security, defense,
and geo-economic issues in the Indo-Pacific. He is a Senior Fellow at the Japan Institute of
International Affairs (JIIA) and Director of the Foreign Affairs, National Defence, and
National Security program at the Macdonald-Laurier Institute in Ottawa. Jonathan also serves
as Senior Fellow on East Asia for Asian Forum Japan and is co-founder and Director of the
Council on International Policy.

He has held fellowships with the Council on Foreign Relations, Pacific Forum CSIS, and the
EastWest Institute, and worked nearly a decade in the Canadian government on Asia-related
economic and security issues. Jonathan regularly participates in regional dialogues
and advises governments, multilateral organizations, and the private sector on Indo-Pacific
geopolitics.

A frequent contributor to leading publications such as Foreign Affairs, Foreign Policy, and The

Economist Intelligence Unit, his commentary has been featured in major media outlets
including The New York Times, Reuters, CNN, and Bloomberg.
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Rear Admiral (Retd.) Y N Jayarathna
Former Chief Hydrographer, Sri Lanka Navy

Rear Admiral (Retd.) Y N Jayarathna retired from the Sri Lanka Navy in June 2022 after over
35 years of distinguished service. During his career, he held key positions including Chief of
Staff, Chief Hydrographer, and Joint Chief Hydrographer to the Government of Sri Lanka. He
played a pivotal role in establishing Sri Lanka’s Marine Spatial Data Infrastructure and
defining the country's Mean Sea Level standards.

Admiral Jayarathna holds master’s degrees in Defence Studies from the University of
Kelaniya and in Hydrography from the University of Goa. Recognized for his expertise in
maritime security and ocean affairs, he currently serves as an International Consultant for
Undersea Cables with the United Nations.
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Dr. Alexey Kupriyanov
Head of the Center of the Indo Pacific Region, Institute of World Economy and
International Relations, Russian Academy of Sciences (IMEMO), Russia

Dr. Kupriyanov is Head of the Centre for the Indo-Pacific Region at the Primakov National
Research Institute of World Economy and International Relations (IMEMO), Russian
Academy of Sciences. He studied Anglo-Saxon history at the Moscow City Teacher Training
University and English language and literature in Ireland. He holds a master’s degree in
international relations from the Diplomatic Academy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Russian Federation.

Dr. Kupriyanov has worked as a foreign affairs journalist in television and print media and is
the author of over 30 articles on international politics and military strategy. His research
interests include the history and contemporary dynamics of South, Southeast, and East Asia;
Indian foreign policy; the Indo-Pacific region; Indo—Chinese relations; international relations
theory; and naval history and strategy.
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Dr. Harinda Vidanage
Director, General Sir John Kotelawala Defence University, Sri Lanka

Dr. Harinda Vidanage is Director, International Relations Office (IRO) & Founding Director,
Centre for Strategic Assessment (CSA), Sir John Kotelawala Defence University Sri Lanka
(KDU). He was the first civilian to Head the department of Strategic Studies at KDU from
2020 — 2023. Harinda Vidanage was formerly Director, Bandaranaike Centre for International
Studies (BCIS), prior to his assignment at the BCIS he was Assistant Professor of International
Relations, St. Lawrence University, New York from 2012 — 2016.

Dr Vidanage is a Senior Fulbright Scholar. He gained his PhD from the University of
Edinburgh, United Kingdom as an ORSAS and Principles Scholar. He graduated from
University of Colombo Sri Lanka with First Class honors in Political Science.

Dr Vidanage is advisor to Centre for Law & Security Studies (CLASS), Honorary Fellow at
Stratenewsglobal.com, Research Fellow at Bangladesh Center for Indo Pacific Affairs and
research fellow at Nepal Institute of International Cooperation (NIICE). Expert Member of the
South Asia Cyber Security Governance review group of Geneva Centre for Security
Governance (DECAF). He was a lead academic in developing the curriculum for the newly
established National Defence College in Sri Lanka (NDC).
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Professor James Kraska
Charles H. Stockton Chair of International Maritime Law, Stockton Center for
International Law, U.S. Naval War College, USA

Professor James Kraska is the Charles H. Stockton Professor of International Maritime Law
and Chair of the Stockton Center for International Law at the U.S. Naval War College. He is
also a Visiting Professor of Law and John Harvey Gregory Lecturer on World Organization at
Harvard Law School.

An internationally recognized scholar of public international maritime law, Professor Kraska
specializes in the law of the sea, maritime operations, and naval warfare. His academic
appointments have included Visiting Professor of Law at the University of the Philippines
College of Law, Distinguished Professor of Law at Gujarat National Law University, Mary
Derrickson McCurdy Visiting Scholar at the Duke University Marine Laboratory, and Office
of the Chief of Naval Research Fellow at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution.

Professor Kraska serves as General Editor of International Law Studies and Editor-in-Chief
of Benedict on Admiralty: International Maritime Law. He is a Permanent Member of the
Council on Foreign Relations. Prior to his academic career, he served as a U.S. Navy officer
and judge advocate, with multiple tours of duty in Japan and at the Pentagon. His recent
publication includes Cultural Influences on the Law of the Sea (Oxford University Press,
2025), co-authored with Hyoun Ryou-Ellison.
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Admiral Prof. Jayanath Colombage
Former Commander, Sri Lanka Navy

Admiral (Prof.) Jayanath Colombage served in the Sri Lanka Navy for 36 years, retiring as
Chief of the Navy in July 2014. He holds advanced military and academic qualifications,
including graduation from India’s Defence Services Staff College, the UK’s Royal College
of Defence Studies, a PhD from General Sir John Kotelawala Defence University, an MSc
in Defence and Strategic Studies from Madras University, and an MA in International Studies
from King’s College London.

Currently a Guest Professor at Sichuan University, China, Admiral Colombage has lectured at
National Defence Colleges in Sri Lanka, India, and Bangladesh, as well as universities in
Indonesia. His leadership roles include Director General of the Institute of National Security
Studies Sri Lanka, Director at the Centre for Indo-Lanka Initiatives at the Pathfinder
Foundation, and Chairman of the Sri Lanka Shipping Corporation.

From August 2020 to May 2022, he served as Additional Secretary to the President for

International Relations and Secretary to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He has also
represented Sri Lanka as Ambassador to Indonesia and ASEAN.
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Anuradhi Navaratnam is an independent consultant and trainer with over 18 vyears of
experience in human trafficking, irregular migration, and human rights—based policy
development. As Co-Founder and Chief Executive Officer of LIFE Consultancy, she works
closely with the Government of Sri Lanka, UN agencies, and civil society organizations to
address legal, policy, and institutional gaps affecting vulnerable communities and migrants.

She holds an LL.M. in International Development Law and Human Rights (2005/2006) from
the University of Warwick Law School, United Kingdom, and is an Attorney-at-Law, having
qualified at Sri Lanka Law College, Colombo (2001-2004).

She has led and contributed to national and international initiatives with organizations
including the International Labour Organization (ILO), International Organization for
Migration (IOM), UNODC, UNICEF, Save the Children, The Asia Foundation, USAID-
funded programmes, and the Presidential Secretariat of Sri Lanka. She previously served with
the International Organization for Migration (IOM) Sri Lanka (2006-2015), including as Head
of the Counter Human Trafficking Unit.
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Head, Centre for Research in Social Sciences and Education, Jain University, India

Dr. Priyanca Mathur is Head and Professor at the Centre for Research in Social Sciences and
Education (CeRSSE), JAIN (Deemed-to-be-University), Bangalore. Previously, she served as
Assistant Professor and P.G. Coordinator in the Master’s Department of Political Science at St.
Joseph’s College, Bengaluru.

A gold medalist in Political Science from Jadavpur University, Dr. Mathur earned her Master’s,
M.Phil., and Ph.D. from Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. She also completed an M.Sc.
in Forced Migration Studies at the Refugee Studies Centre, University of Oxford, supported by
a Commonwealth Scholarship.

She is a founding member of the Asia-Pacific Refugee Rights Network (APRRN) and serves
on the editorial boards of Refugee Law Reader (Hungary) and the International Association for
the Study of Forced Migration (IASFM).

An experienced international trainer, Dr. Mathur has worked with UN Women and the Forum
of Federations (Canada), designing and delivering workshops on gender, federalism, and
decentralization in Myanmar and Thailand. She has published extensively on international
politics, forced migration, gender studies, public policy, and governance, and recently co-
edited Discovering New India: Multiculturalism, Pluralism, Harmony (JAIN University Press,
2022). Dr. Mathur has also taught at Ramapo College, New Jersey, as a Schomburg Fellow and
currently supervises Ph.D. scholars in related field.
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Research Fellow and Head of Migration and Urbanisation Policy Research, Institute of
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Bilesha Weeraratne is a Research Fellow and Head of Migration and Urbanisation Policy
Research at the Institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka (IPS). She was previously a
Postdoctoral Research Associate at Princeton University, USA, and has also held academic and
research positions at the University of Colombo.

Her research focuses on internal and international migration, climate mobility,
and urbanisation, alongside labour economics, the economics of education, and economic
development. She has collaborated with and served as a consultant to leading international
organizations, including the International Organization for Migration (IOM), the
International Labour Organization (ILO), the World Bank, and the Asian Development Bank
(ADB).

Ms. Weeraratne holds a BA in Economics from the University of Colombo, an MA in

Economics from Rutgers University, and an MPhil and PhD in Economics from the City
University of New York.
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