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CONCEPT NOTE  

About the Pathfinder Foundation 

 

The Pathfinder Foundation is an independent, non-partisan research and advocacy think tank 

whose primary focus is policy research and action-oriented policy reform. The Foundation was 

incorporated in 2008. Through its regular publications, forums, conferences and advocacy work, 

it has stimulated public discussion on current issues, enhanced economic reform, and fostered 

local, bilateral, and multilateral dialogue and understanding. Today, the Pathfinder Foundation 

remains at the forefront of policy reform and plays a catalytic role as an advocate for important 

economic, social and political development, as well as strategic and security matters that affect 

Sri Lanka and the South Asian region. The Pathfinder Foundation also focuses on tackling 

environmental and ocean-related issues in the Indian Ocean in general and the Bay of Bengal in 

particular. 

 

About the China Center for South Asian Studies 

 

The China Center for South Asian Studies at Sichuan University was officially established in 

September 2017. It primarily focuses on research into political, economic, international relations, 

and regional security issues in South Asia, providing policy recommendations on strategically 

significant and pressing issues in the region. The Center actively engages in academic exchanges 

and collaborative research with research institutions in South Asian countries and abroad, striving 

to promote mutual understanding and develop friendly cooperative relations between China and 

South Asian countries. 

 

Background 

 

The Indian Ocean is a maritime global commons of great strategic and economic significance, 

serving as a vital corridor for international trade, energy flows, and cultural exchanges. In the 

recent past, it has also become an arena for shifting power dynamics, with increasing competition 

among major powers alongside an expanding range of non-traditional security challenges, 

including illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing, climate change, maritime crime, and 

natural and man-made disasters. 

 

The security of the Indian Ocean has taken on a new dimension with the attacks by the US and 

Israel on Iran, along with Iran's retaliatory strikes targeting Israel and US interests in Gulf 

countries. Additionally, closures and threats to maritime traffic through the Strait of Hormuz now 

impact energy, trade, and food security in many parts of the world. Small and medium-sized 

economies such as Sri Lanka will suffer severely if this vital strait remains closed. 
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While much of the current discourse on the Indian Ocean tends to focus on security issues, there 

is an emerging need to address the equally important development dimension of maritime 

cooperation. Sustainable resource management, blue economy development, and regional 

connectivity are now recognised as vital pillars for long-term stability and prosperity in the region. 

 

In this changing environment, Sri Lanka’s central location in the Indian Ocean makes it a natural 

hub for fostering collaborative efforts. China, with its extensive maritime activities and 

investments in the region, is a key partner in developing a balanced and constructive agenda that 

combines development and security. 

 

Colombo Maritime Dialogue 2026 will provide a structured platform to examine these 

interconnected issues, develop joint perspectives, and identify opportunities for collaboration, 

thereby contributing to a more inclusive and multipolar discussion on the future of the Indian 

Ocean. 

 

Objectives 

 

The overarching goal of the dialogue is to strengthen China–Sri Lanka maritime cooperation 

within a broader regional framework that acknowledges both security imperatives and 

development priorities. Specifically, the dialogue will seek to: 

 

1. Enhance Mutual Understanding – Share perspectives on evolving maritime challenges 

and potential avenues for cooperation. 

2. Promote Development-Oriented Collaboration – Identify opportunities for joint 

initiatives in infrastructure, fisheries, marine environmental protection, and the blue 

economy. 

3. Integrate Security and Development – Identify ways in which cooperative security 

measures can support sustainable economic growth. 

4. Diversify the Discourse – Provide a platform for perspectives that complement, and in 

some cases balance, prevailing narratives led by other centers of power. 

5. Generate Tangible Outputs – Produce policy briefs, reports, and recommendations to 

guide future bilateral and regional initiatives. 

 

Format & Structure 

 

The dialogue will follow a Track 1.5 model — blending academic and policy-oriented discussions 

with the involvement of government representatives in their personal capacities. The event will 

be held in Colombo, Sri Lanka, over 1.5 days, utilizing a hybrid format that enables both in-person 

and virtual participation. 
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Proposed Themes 

 

The thematic sessions will be designed to reflect the integrated nature of maritime security and 

development, and could include: 

 

1. Security and Governance in the Indian Ocean 

o Addressing maritime safety, freedom of navigation, and adherence to 

international law (UNCLOS). 

o Choke Point vulnerability 

o Combating transnational threats such as piracy, smuggling, and IUU fishing. 

o Enhancing cooperation in maritime domain awareness and search-and-rescue 

operations. 

2. Maritime Cooperation for Sustainable Development 

o Joint initiatives in the blue economy: fisheries, marine tourism, renewable energy 

and Port development and maritime trade facilitation. 

o Technology and capacity-building for coastal resilience. 

3. Regional Partnerships and Inclusive Engagement 

o Expanding China–Sri Lanka cooperation to involve other South Asian partners. 

o Opportunities for constructive collaboration with ASEAN and Gulf countries. 

o Leveraging multilateral and regional platforms for broader maritime governance. 

 

Expected Outcomes 

 

By the end of the event, it is expected that the dialogue will have: 

 

• Developed joint policy recommendations to strengthen maritime cooperation. 

• Identified particular project ideas for China–Sri Lanka cooperation in the blue economy 

and maritime governance. 

• Enhanced bilateral and regional networks of maritime experts and practitioners. 

• Published a conference summary or proceedings for dissemination among regional 

stakeholders. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Colombo Maritime Dialogue 2026 will serve as a strategic platform for advancing mutual 

understanding and collaboration on maritime issues in the Indian Ocean. By explicitly integrating 

development considerations into maritime discussions, the initiative will not only address 

pressing security challenges but also contribute to sustainable growth and regional stability. 

 

Through this dialogue, Sri Lanka and China can jointly shape a more balanced and inclusive 

conversation on the future of the Indian Ocean — one that values cooperation, mutual benefit, 

and long-term resilience. 
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AGENDA 

 

DAY 1 - Wednesday 13 May 2026 

Morning Session 10:00 AM - 12:20 PM 
Opening Ceremony 

10:00 - 10:50 Welcome & Opening Remarks 
 

➢ Amb. (Retd.) Bernard Goonetilleke, Chairman, Pathfinder Foundation (10 
minutes) 

 
➢ Prof. Yan Shijing, Vice Chairman of Sichuan University Council, Former Vice 

President of Sichuan University (10 minutes) 

➢ H.E. Qi Zhenhong, Ambassador of the People’s Republic of China, Embassy 
of China in Sri Lanka (10 minutes) 

10:50 - 11:20 Group Photograph and Tea Break 

11:20 - 12:00 Keynote Speeches 
 

➢ Admiral (Retd.) Jayanath Colombage, Distinguished Fellow, Pathfinder 
Foundation (15 minutes) 

➢ Prof. Huang Yunsong, Associate Dean, School of International Studies, 
Deputy Director, Institute of South Asian Studies, Sichuan University (15 
minutes) 

12:00 - 14:00 Networking Lunch / Break (Independence Room - 1st Floor) 

Afternoon Session 14:00 - 17:20 
Session 01- Security and Governance in the Indian Ocean 

 
First Half 
14:00 - 15:35 

 
Moderator  

➢ Amb. (Retd.), Ahmed Jawad, Director, Pathfinder Foundation (5 minutes)  
Speakers 
 

➢ Prof. Zhang Jiadong, Director of the Centre for South Asian Studies, Fudan 
University, China 
The Impact of the Transformation of the Indian Ocean Security Order on 
China-Sri Lanka Security Cooperation 
 

➢ Vice Adm. Shekhar Sinha (Retd.), former Commander-in-Chief of India’s 
Western Naval Command (online) 
Security and Governance in The Indian Ocean 
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➢ Rear Adm. Y N Jayarathna (Retd.), Former Chief of Staff & Chief 
Hydrographer, Sri Lanka Navy 
Hotspots-Resources & Partnerships that is shaping the Indian Ocean 
Tomorrow 

➢ Prof.  Liu Zongyi, Director of the Centre for South Asia Studies, Shanghai 
Institutes for International Studies (SIIS), China 
Rethinking the security issues in the Indian Ocean from the perspective 
of the aggressive war of the United States and Israel against Iran 
 

➢ Dr. Li Mingjiang, Provost’s Chair in International Relations, Associate Dean 
(Academic Affairs) of S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS), 
Nanyang Technological University (NTU), Singapore 
The Closure of the Strait of Hormuz: Implications for Maritime Security  
in the Indo-Pacific Region 

15:35 - 15:50 Tea Break  

Second Half 
15:50 - 17:00 
 
 

Moderator 

➢ Dr. Zeng Xiangyu, Associate Professor and Research/International 
Coordinator at the Institute of South Asian Studies, Sichuan University (5 
minutes) 

Speakers 
➢ Commodore Syed Misbah Uddin Ahmad, Director General of Bangladesh 

Institute of Maritime Research and Development (BIMRAD) 
Bridging Seas, Building Futures: Bangladesh’s Vision for Maritime 
Cooperation in the China–Sri Lanka–Indo-Pacific Nexus 

 

➢ Dr. Li Li, Senior Research Professor and the Deputy Director of the Institute 
of International Relations at Tsinghua University 
Evolving World Order and Security in the Indian Ocean 

 
➢ Dr. Yan Yan, Deputy Director of South China Sea Probing Initiative (SCSPI), 

and researcher of National Institute for South China Sea Studies (NISCSS)  
Impact of the US-Israel-Iran war to South China Sea coastal States 

 
➢ Ms. Eerishika Pankaj, Director of the Organisation for Research on China 

and Asia (ORCA), India 
Maritime Disruptions and Cooperative Stewardship in the Indian Ocean 

17:00 – 17:20 Discussion (20 minutes) 

18:30 - 20:30 Welcome dinner 

Venue: Nuga Gama Restaurant, Cinnamon Grand, Colombo 
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DAY 2- Thursday 14 May 2026 

Morning Session 9:30 AM - 12:45 PM 
Session 02-Maritime Cooperation for Sustainable Development 

 
First Half 
9:30 - 10:50 
 

 
Moderator  

➢ Admiral (Retd.) Jayanath Colombage, Distinguished Fellow, Pathfinder 
Foundation (5 minutes) 

 
Speakers 

➢ Dr. Hussain Rasheed Hassan, former Minister of Environment, and former 
Minister of Fisheries, Marine Resources and Agriculture of the Maldives; 
currently Director of Energy and Sustainability, Villa Shipping and Trading 
Company Private Limited 
Combating Transnational Maritime Threats in the Indian Ocean: Piracy, 
Smuggling and IUU Fishing 

 
➢ Prof. Ajith de Alwis, Founding Chief Innovation Officer, National Innovation 

Agency & Senior Professor in Chemical and Process Engineering, University 
of Moratuwa 
Collaborating to lift off equally with rising tide 

 
➢ Prof. Dai Yonghong, Dean, School of Foreign Languages / Institute of Area 

Studies and International Communication, Shenzhen University 
Strategic Alignment of the Belt and Road Initiative with Portuguese-
Speaking Countries in the Indian Ocean from the Perspective of the 
Global South 

      
➢ Dr. Hu Xiaowen, Director of Institute of South Asian Studies, Yunnan 

University 
Security Dynamics in the Indian Ocean and the Choice of Regional 
Cooperation Mechanisms 
 

➢ Dr. Xiao Jianmei, Associate Professor, China Center for South Asian 
Studies, Sichuan University 
From Maritime Connectivity to Blue Economy Synergy: China- Indian 
Ocean Cooperation for Sustainable Ocean Governance 

 

10:50 - 11:10 Tea Break  

Second Half 
11:10 - 12:15 
 

Moderator  

Dr. Hussain Rasheed Hassan, former Minister of Environment, and former 
Minister of Fisheries, Marine Resources and Agriculture of the Maldives; currently 
Director of Energy and Sustainability, Villa Shipping and Trading Company Private 
Limited. (5 minutes) 

 Speakers 
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➢ Prof. Yang Wenwu, Doctoral Supervisor at the Institute of South Asian 
Studies, Sichuan University 
China-Sri Lanka Smart Ocean Cooperation: Prospects, Challenges, and 
Countermeasures 
 

➢ Dr. Aneel Salman, Chairman of Economic Security at Islamabad Policy 
Research Institute (IPRI, Pakistan(online) 
Securing the Blue Economy: Integrating Maritime Security, Chokepoint 
Risks, and Sustainable Growth in the Indian Ocean 
 

➢ Ms. Aminath Shazly, Senior Lecturer at the Maldives National University 
Maritime Cooperation for Sustainable Development in the Maldives: 
Strengthening Food, Energy, Economic, and Climate Security 
 

➢ Dr. Zeng Xiangyu, Associate Professor and Research/International 
Coordinator at the Institute of South Asian Studies, Sichuan University 
Maritime development partnership in Indian Ocean: Toward a 
Community of Share Future 

12:15 – 12:45 Discussion (20 minutes) 

12:45 - 14:00 Networking Lunch / Break (Independence Room - 1st Floor) 

Afternoon Session 14:00 - 16:00 
 

Session 03-Regional Partnerships and Inclusive Engagement 

14:00 - 15:20 Moderator  
 

➢ Prof. Qiu Yonghui, Chief Expert / Vice Director, China Center for South 
Asian Studies, Sichuan University (5 minutes) 

 
Speakers 

➢ Prof. Lailufar Yasmin, Professor at the Department of International 
Relations, University of Dhaka, Bangladesh 

Regional Partnerships and Inclusive Engagement：From a Bangladeshi 
Perspective 

 

➢ Dr. Dayaratna Silva, Executive Director, Pathfinder Foundation & Ms. 
Azeeza Sheriffdeen, Programme Executive, Pathfinder Foundation 
Sri Lanka's Offshore Wind Energy Potential: Opportunities for Blue 
Economy Partnership 

➢ Dr. Liu Siwei, Associate Professor at the Institute of South Asian Studies, 
Sichuan University, and Director of the Sri Lanka Studies Center 

Regional Partnerships and Inclusive Engagement: A Chinese 
Perspective  

➢ Dr. Bhagya Senaratne, Independent Scholar 
Transactional Multipolarity & Regional Cooperation in South Asia 
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➢ Prof. Rong Ying, Chair Professor, China Center for South Asian Studies, 
Sichuan University (online) 
China’s Vision to Build a Strong Maritime Nation: Reflecting China- Sri 
Lanka Maritime Cooperation  

15:20 – 15:40 Discussion (20 minutes) 

 
Closing Ceremony  

 

15:40 - 16:00 

➢ Ms. Gayathri de Zoysa, Manager - Programmes, Pathfinder Foundation  

 
➢ Prof. Chen Bing, Research Fellow/Secretary of the CPC School Committee, 

School of International Studies, Sichuan University  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OPENING CEREMONY 
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WELCOME & OPENING REMARKS 
 

Amb. (Retd.) Bernard Goonetilleke, Chairman, Pathfinder Foundation  

 

Your Excellency, Qi Zhenhong, Ambassador of China; Prof. Yan Shijing, Vice Chairman of the Sichuan 

University Council and former Vice President of Sichuan University; Dr Dayaratna Silva, Executive 

Director, Pathfinder Foundation; Distinguished participants, colleagues, ladies and gentlemen. 

It is my privilege, on behalf of the Pathfinder Foundation, to welcome you to the inaugural ‘Colombo 

Maritime Dialogue 2026’, jointly organised by the Centre for China South Asia Studies at Sichuan 

University and the Pathfinder Foundation. We are deeply honoured by your presence here at the 

Pathfinder Foundation and are particularly pleased to welcome participants from across the region, 

including friends from China, India, and other partner countries in the Indian Ocean region. 

Our dialogue unfolds amid unusual geopolitical turbulence and strategic uncertainty across the 

Indian Ocean and beyond. In recent months, the world has witnessed an alarming escalation of 

tensions in West Asia, particularly in the Persian Gulf. Threats to commercial shipping through the 

Strait of Hormuz and the Bab-el-Mandeb, attacks on maritime assets, disruptions to global supply 

chains, and growing military tension across the Indian Ocean remind us that maritime security is no 

longer a distant or abstract concern. It directly affects the daily lives, energy, food security, and 

economic stability of billions of people. 

For countries such as Sri Lanka, these developments are particularly significant. We sit at the 

crossroads of the Indian Ocean — one of the world’s busiest maritime highways — along which a 

substantial share of global energy shipments and trade flows travel. Our prosperity, stability, and 

future development are closely linked to the safety and openness of the sea lanes around us. 

The Indian Ocean today is more than a body of water. It is a strategic theatre where economics, 

geopolitics, connectivity, technology, the environment, and security intersect. The region is 

witnessing the simultaneous rise of major-power competition and transnational non-traditional 

challenges — ranging from piracy and maritime crime to IUU fishing, environmental degradation, 

climate-related disasters, and disruptions to critical maritime infrastructure. 

At the same time, we must recognise that the Indian Ocean is a vast zone of opportunity. It holds 

enormous potential for sustainable economic growth through the blue economy, maritime 

connectivity, renewable energy, fisheries, tourism, and technological innovation. Therefore, 

discussions about the Indian Ocean’s future cannot be confined to strategic rivalry or military 

competition. Development and security are inseparable. Sustainable development contributes to 

stability, while insecurity undermines development. 

It is precisely this integrated perspective that the Colombo Maritime Dialogue aims to promote. 

We believe it is time for more inclusive and balanced regional conversations on maritime affairs — 

conversations that accommodate diverse perspectives, foster cooperation, and avoid zero-sum 

thinking. The Indian Ocean belongs to no single power. It is a shared maritime commons whose future 

must be shaped collectively through dialogue, mutual respect, adherence to international law, and 

practical cooperation. 

 

https://pathfinderfoundation.org/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ccsasd.scu.edu.cn/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ccsasd.scu.edu.cn/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Because of its geography and long maritime tradition, Sri Lanka is well placed to facilitate such 

exchanges. Throughout history, our island has served as a meeting point for civilisations, trading 

networks, and cultures. Our forebears braved the waves and ocean currents, reaching the island from 

the Indian subcontinent in the 6th century BCE. Likewise, according to historical records, Sri Lankan 

merchants crossed the treacherous seas and reached Chinese ports such as Guangzhou and Nanjing 

around the early 5th century CE, or possibly much earlier. The Chinese monk Faxian was among those 

who sailed from Sri Lanka around 412 CE, hoping to reach Guangzhou, but a second storm he endured 

took him to Lao-shan on the Shandong Peninsula. The fact that maritime trade was in full swing 

during this period is evidenced by two groups of Sri Lankan Buddhist nuns travelling by ship to Nanjing 

around 426 CE and 433 CE. Two centuries later, Tan Kuo Shih Pu reported that among the many ships 

that arrived at An-nang Kuang-Chou each year were ships from the “Lion Kingdom”, and they were 

the largest. Similarly, Li Chao notes that Sri Lankan vessels reach Vietnam and China each year.  I-

tsing is another traveller who visited our island in the 7th century. 

Today, we hope Sri Lanka can once again serve as a platform for intercultural engagement among 

nations with differing perspectives but a shared interest in peace, prosperity and development across 

the Indian Ocean. The port of Colombo, located a short distance from where we meet today and 

known as ‘Kolomthota’ at that time, functioned as a commercial hub since the 8th century.  

We are particularly pleased that this dialogue is being held in partnership with our colleagues at 

Sichuan University in China. China is an important stakeholder in the Indian Ocean through trade, 

connectivity, investment, and maritime engagement. Equally important is the participation of 

scholars and experts from South Asia and other regional countries, as maritime governance in the 

Indian Ocean must be cooperative and regionally inclusive. 

Over the next one and a half days, we will discuss a broad range of interconnected issues: maritime 

governance, freedom of navigation, choke-point vulnerabilities, maritime domain awareness, 

sustainable development, blue economy cooperation, environmental protection, and regional 

partnerships. We hope these deliberations will yield practical recommendations and help build 

durable networks among scholars, practitioners, and policymakers. 

At a time when global discourse is increasingly polarised, Track 1.5 dialogues such as this are 

particularly valuable. They provide space for candid exchanges, innovative thinking, and confidence-

building outside formal diplomatic settings. In an era of uncertainty, dialogue itself is a strategic 

necessity. 

The founders of the post-war international order recognised an important truth: open sea lanes and 

cooperative maritime governance are essential to global peace and economic prosperity. That 

principle remains valid today. Yet preserving it requires renewed commitment, particularly from 

regions such as ours, which lie at the centre of emerging global transformations. 

It is our fervent hope that the Indian Ocean should not become an arena of confrontation. It should 

evolve into a zone of peace, cooperation, connectivity, and shared development. It is also our sincere 

hope that the Colombo Maritime Dialogue -2026 will become an enduring platform, contributing to 

that objective in the years ahead. I wish all participants fruitful deliberations and a pleasant stay in 

Colombo. Thank you. 
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Prof. Yan Shijing, Vice Chairman of Sichuan University Council, Former Vice President of 

Sichuan University 

 

His Excellency Ambassador Qi Zhenhong Distinguished Ambassador Bernard Goonetilleke, Chairman 

of the Pathfinder Foundation; Esteemed colleagues, scholars, and friends — in the room and joining 

us virtually from Bangladesh, India, the Maldives, Pakistan, Singapore, Sri Lanka, and China; 

I. The Ocean as a Shared Beginning 
 

On behalf of the China Center for South Asian Studies at Sichuan University, I would like to extend 

my sincere gratitude to the Pathfinder Foundation — an institution whose very name evokes vision, 

courage, and intellectual leadership. 

Today marks the first collaborative dialogue jointly organised by our two institutions, and I can 

imagine no more fitting setting than Sri Lanka: an island that has, for centuries, stood at the 

crossroads of civilisation, commerce, and cultural exchange. Sri Lanka is not merely located in the 

Indian Ocean; in many ways, it is a child of the ocean itself — shaped by its currents, sustained by its 

abundance, and inspired by its enduring dynamism. 

Seeing distinguished colleagues from seven nations gathered in this hall — and others joining online 

— fills me with genuine optimism. To all those participating virtually, please know that geographical 

distance does not diminish the value of your perspectives or the importance of your contributions. 

Today’s dialogue is convened under the theme of “Fostering Win-Win Cooperation in the Indian 

Ocean Region.” This theme reflects not only a shared aspiration, but also an increasingly urgent 

necessity. Since its establishment, the China Center for South Asian Studies has remained committed 

to a simple yet profound mission: to deepen mutual understanding and to promote friendship, 

dialogue, and cooperation between China and the countries of South Asia and the wider surrounding 

region. 

II. From the Mountains to the Oceans 

Located in Southwest China, Sichuan University has traditionally focused much of its academic 

attention on the Himalayan region and continental connectivity. Yet today, we are increasingly 

seeking to extend our intellectual horizon from the mountains to the oceans. Land and sea are not 

separate strategic spaces; they are deeply interconnected. While we study the mountain ranges that 

physically link our societies, we must also pay close attention to the oceans that sustain our common 

development and future prosperity. 

The ocean, by its very nature, connects rather than divides. Its fluidity reminds us that our destinies 

are already intertwined. More importantly, it compels us to ask a larger question: how can we 

transform the ocean into a platform for shared development, innovation, and cooperation? 

III. Reimagining the Indian Ocean 

For the hundreds of millions of people who live along the shores of the Indian Ocean, the sea is not 

an abstract geopolitical arena or a chessboard for strategic competition. It is a marketplace, a 

workplace, and a home. It supports livelihoods, enables trade, nourishes communities, and connects 
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cultures. What people across the region need is therefore not confrontation, but an ocean that is 

productive, sustainable, secure, and open. 

Encouragingly, we are also witnessing a new wave of technological innovation that offers 

unprecedented opportunities to better understand, utilise, and protect the marine environment. 

Smart ocean cooperation — including digital maritime monitoring, satellite-based observation 

systems, AI-assisted analysis, and integrated platforms for fisheries management, pollution control, 

and search-and-rescue operations — represents one of the most promising frontiers for practical 

multilateral cooperation. These are areas in which meaningful collaboration can deliver tangible 

benefits to all parties, without requiring that every geopolitical difference first be resolved. 

Today, we are honoured to welcome distinguished experts and practitioners from diverse academic 

and professional backgrounds. We sincerely hope that this dialogue will contribute to building 

greater consensus through deeper understanding, while also exploring how the vision of “win-win 

cooperation” can be translated into practical and actionable policy pathways. 

IV. The Pathfinding Role of Think Tanks 

To advance the coordinated pursuit of sustainable development and sustainable security, and to 

promote higher levels of international cooperation, I believe think tanks and academic institutions 

must play a distinctive “pathfinding” role. We may not sign treaties or allocate financial resources, 

but we can think ahead, speak candidly, and help build the intellectual foundations upon which wiser 

and more inclusive policies can emerge. 

In this spirit, I would like to place a proposal before this distinguished gathering. I sincerely hope that 

today’s dialogue can evolve into a regular Track 2 platform — an institutionalised annual or biennial 

forum dedicated to maritime and regional cooperation in the Indian Ocean. Such a platform could 

generate policy recommendations, strengthen scholarly exchange, and provide South Asian and 

Indian Ocean voices with a more sustained opportunity to shape — rather than simply respond to — 

prevailing narratives surrounding maritime affairs and regional governance. 

V. A Shared Ocean, A Shared Future 

More than two thousand years ago, the Chinese philosopher Zhuangzi described the ocean as 

“receiving ten thousand rivers without ceasing, yet never overfull” （万川归之，不知何时止而不

盈）． The image is one of openness, inclusiveness, and abundance: a vast system capable of 

embracing diversity while sustaining all who depend upon it. At its best, the Indian Ocean embodies 

precisely this spirit — not a space defined by exclusive ownership, but a shared maritime common 

sustained through collective stewardship and mutual respect. 

Allow me, finally, to express my heartfelt appreciation to all those who have made this dialogue 

possible. I wish the Colombo Maritime Dialogue 2026 every success and hope that today’s discussions 

will be both productive and thought-provoking. I extend my sincere gratitude to the Pathfinder 

Foundation, to Ambassador Bernard Goonetilleke, and to the dedicated staff members from both 

institutions whose tireless efforts brought this event to fruition.  

The ocean does not wait. Neither should we. 

Thank you very much. 
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 H.E. Qi Zhenhong, Ambassador of the People’s Republic of China, 

 Embassy of China in Sri Lanka 

 

Chairman Bernard Goonetilleke, Professor Yan Shijing, Distinguished Experts and Scholars, Ladies and 

Gentlemen, Good morning! 

It is a great pleasure to be invited to the Colombo Maritime Dialogue. In this delightful season of 

pleasant sea breezes, I am deeply honored to gather with old and new friends here in the "Pearl of 

the Indian Ocean"—Sri Lanka. As you are all experts on Indian Ocean issues, and I believe that the 

upcoming brainstorming and exchange of ideas will play a significant role in promoting China-Sri 

Lanka maritime cooperation and the sustainable development of the Indian Ocean. I would also like 

to thank the Pathfinder Foundation and the China Center for South Asian Studies of Sichuan 

University for their strong support of this event, and to extend my warm congratulations on the 

successful convening of this dialogue. 

The Indian Ocean has been a key link for world trade and cultural exchange since antiquity, while 

friendly exchanges between China and countries along the Indian Ocean also enjoy a long history. 

Located at the strategic center of the Indian Ocean, Sri Lanka is a vital node on East-West maritime 

routes and has long played an increasingly important and unique role in promoting regional exchange 

and cooperation. Today’s event focuses on the topic of Fostering Win-Win Cooperation in the Indian 

Ocean Region and features three sub-topics, namely Security and Governance of the Indian Ocean, 

Cooperation on Sustainable Maritime Development, and Building Regional Partnerships, which are 

of great significance. 

As an Indian Ocean island nation, maritime cooperation is also a practical necessity for Sri Lanka to 

achieve national development and improve people's livelihoods. In recent years, under the strategic 

guidance of the leaders of our two countries, China-Sri Lanka maritime cooperation has yielded 

fruitful outcomes. From port construction and shipping logistics to marine economic development 

and disaster prevention and mitigation, our practical cooperation has brought tangible benefits to 

the peoples of both countries. But needless to say, the routine marine scientific research conducted 

by scientists from both sides in Sri Lankan waters has been delayed due to various disruptions. We 

hope and believe that the Sri Lankan government, in consideration of its own sovereignty, dignity 

and interests, will make the right decision at an early date.  

Regarding future bilateral maritime cooperation, during H.E. President Anura Kumara Dissanayake's 

visit to China in 2025, both sides agreed to continue maritime cooperation on the basis of equality, 

mutual trust, and mutual benefit. We agreed to hold regular bilateral consultations on maritime 

affairs and deepen cooperation in areas such as conservation and restoration of the marine 

environment and ecosystems, maritime domain awareness, maritime rescue and disaster relief, and 

maritime personnel training and capacity building. Together, we are striving to build a maritime 

community with a shared future and advance our ocean cooperation toward blue partnership. 

At present, countries in the Indian Ocean region are generally committed to economic development, 

improving people’s well-being, and enhancing connectivity. China has always supported the peace, 

stability, development, and prosperity of the Indian Ocean region. We consistently advocate that the 

ocean should not be an arena for major-power contest, but a broad stage for mutual benefit and 
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cooperation, and maintain that the Indian Ocean should become an ocean of peace, development, 

openness, and cooperation. This is in the common interest of regional countries and the international 

community. Any ideas or actions that contradict this will receive no support and are bound to fail. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, "Vast seas allow fish to leap, and boundless skies allow birds to soar." The 

ocean grants us infinite possibilities. I hope all participants will engage in in-depth exchanges, speak 

freely and candidly, address issues directly, and build broad consensus over the next two days, 

thereby contributing more wisdom to China-Sri Lanka maritime cooperation and the peace and 

prosperity of the Indian Ocean region. 

In closing, I wish the Colombo Maritime Dialogue 2026 a complete success! 

Thank you all! 
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KEYNOTE SPEECHES 
 

Admiral (Retd.) Prof. Jayanath Colombage, Distinguished Fellow, Pathfinder Foundation 

 

Chairman of PF, Former Vice President of Sichuan University, distinguished delegates from top 

universities and research centers in China and other countries, colleagues, and friends, good 

morning. 

It is a privilege to address this important gathering at a time when the Indian Ocean is once again at 

the center of global attention—not only as a space of immense opportunity, Growth potential and 

development but also as a theatre of growing complexity. The Indian Ocean has long been a maritime 

common—one that has facilitated trade, energy flows, and cultural exchange across continents for 

centuries. Prior to the closure of the Strait of Hormuz, nearly two-thirds of global oil shipments and 

nearly 50% of container traffic and about 35% of bulk cargo for the world traverse these waters. 

What happens in the Indian Ocean does not stay in the Indian Ocean; it reverberates across the global 

economy. We meet at a moment when this vital space is under increasing strain. Logistics require 

peace, not chaos. Logistics become difficult within a circle of conflict. Freedom of logistics requires a 

place where laws don’t suddenly change.  

If the 20th century was a century of extractions that is value from the ground in the Middle East, the 

21st century is moving that value through Asia. The big question before us right now is whether the 

Freedom of Navigation and Ocean trade across the Indian Ocean is dead or dying. Recent geopolitical 

tensions, particularly in the Middle East, have underscored the vulnerability of critical maritime 

chokepoints such as the Strait of Hormuz. Disruptions or even perceived threats to these critical 

points have immediate consequences for global energy markets, supply chains, and food security. 

Unfortunately, at this moment we witness unilateral action of blockade and counter blockade which 

is heavily impacting the global energy supply.  

There are other flash points across the IOR, such as regions of historical animosity, nuclear armed 

enemies, increased great power competition, ungoverned states, proxy militaries, naval bases and 

naval militarization.  

For countries like Sri Lanka, the implications are especially profound. As a small but strategically 

located Island -nation economy, Sri Lanka is deeply interconnected with maritime trade flows. Any 

instability in the wider Indian Ocean region directly affects our economic resilience, our development 

trajectory, and our national security.  

Let me share one example with you: 

Sri Lanka used to pay around 72 USD for a barrel of oil. Now it is 100 USD. There is a difference of 28 

$ per barrel. Sri Lanka imports approximately 1.3 million barrels per month. Now we have to pay an 

additional 36.4 million USD. Fuel imports constitute roughly 20% of the total import bill. This 

unprecedented and unexpected rise impacts everything from our food security, cost of living and 

even the ability to repay our loan commitments. Sri Lanka has not done anything wrong to anyone. 

We have not attacked anyone or supported anyone to attack anyone. But we have to pay the price. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen, do we see the conflict in Iran ending, or is it at a mutually hurting stalemate? 

We witness rhetoric, Claims and counter claims, Information warfare at its best, Asymmetric warfare 

is playing a major part in Iran’s counter action, Concept of Naval operations are undergoing profound 

changes. What is the end state we are hoping for? We need peace and stability in the IOR 

Geopolitics is only one part of the story. Alongside traditional security concerns, the Indian Ocean is 

facing a growing array of non-traditional challenges. Illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing 

continues to undermine livelihoods and marine ecosystems. Climate change is accelerating coastal 

erosion, intensifying extreme weather events, and threatening the sustainability of ocean resources. 

Natural and man-made disasters add further layers of uncertainty. Maritime crime, from piracy to 

trafficking, remains a persistent concern.  

These challenges are interconnected. They do not respect national boundaries, and they cannot be 

addressed in isolation. This is precisely why dialogues such as this one are so important. 

For too long, discussions on the Indian Ocean have been dominated by a narrow focus on security—

often framed through the lens of great power competition. While security concerns are undeniably 

important, they are only one side of the equation. Equally critical is the development dimension. 

Sustainable fisheries, marine environmental protection, renewable ocean energy, maritime 

infrastructure, and regional connectivity are not peripheral issues. These are central to long-term 

stability and prosperity. Without development, security efforts will remain fragile. Without security, 

development gains cannot be sustained. What is needed, therefore, is an integrated approach—one 

that recognizes the deep interdependence between security and development in the maritime 

domain. Indian Ocean is generally a peaceful and open Ocean. However, some major powers try to 

make it more free and more open and thereby make it insecure.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, Sri Lanka is uniquely positioned to contribute to enhance maritime security 

combined with development. Located at the crossroads of major East–West shipping routes, Sri 

Lanka has historically served as a hub of connectivity. Today, it has the potential to evolve into not 

just a logistical hub, but also a platform for dialogue, cooperation, and consensus-building. In this 

context, the China–Sri Lanka partnership assumes particular significance. China is a major maritime 

stakeholder, with extensive commercial, infrastructural, and technological engagement across the 

Indian Ocean. China is an important partner in advancing a balanced agenda for the Indian Ocean 

Region 

Sri Lanka, for its part, offers geographic centrality and neutrality, connectivity infrastructure, and a 

tradition of engagement with diverse partners. Sri Lanka is a friend to all and enemy to none. 

Together, there is an opportunity to shape a cooperative agenda that is balanced, constructive, and 

forward-looking—one that goes beyond zero-sum thinking and instead emphasizes a mutual benefit 

win-win scenario. This dialogue, therefore, is both timely and necessary. Its value lies not only in the 

exchange of perspectives, but in its potential to generate practical outcomes. 

Allow me to highlight a few areas where cooperation could be particularly impactful. First, maritime 

security and governance. Ensuring freedom of navigation, which we have been enjoying for a long 

time, enhancing maritime domain awareness, and strengthening adherence to international law—

including the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea—are foundational to stability in the 

Indian Ocean.  At the same time, there is a need for greater cooperation in addressing transnational 

threats such as piracy, smuggling, and IUU fishing. Protection of Critical infrastructure such as ports, 
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undersea cables is essential and Supply chain resilience is key to sustenance. We must not allow a 

single country to make money from a strait or passage used for international navigation: Be that 

Strait of Hormuz, Malacca Strait or passage through Maldives. 

Second, sustainable development and the blue economy. There is significant potential for joint 

initiatives in fisheries management, Maritime scientific Research, marine tourism, offshore 

renewable energy, and port development. At the same time, investments in technology and capacity-

building can help strengthen coastal resilience and environmental protection. Marine biotechnology 

and Offshore renewable energy (wind, tidal, Ocean Thermal Energy Conversion) should be given 

greater emphasis. 

Third, regional and multilateral engagement. While this is a multilateral dialogue, its implications are 

broader. There are clear opportunities to expand cooperation to include other South Asian partners, 

as well as engage constructively with ASEAN and Gulf countries. Strengthening linkages with existing 

regional frameworks can contribute to more inclusive and effective maritime governance. The IOR 

clearly lacks a home-grown inclusive broad-based maritime strategy. At the heart of all these efforts 

is the need for trust. Trust cannot be imposed; it must be built—through dialogue, transparency, and 

sustained engagement. Platforms such as this play a critical role in fostering that trust. They also help 

diversify the discourse. In an increasingly multipolar world, it is important that conversations on the 

Indian Ocean reflect a diversity of perspectives.  

No single country or group of countries can define the future of this region. It must be shaped 

collectively through inclusive, open dialogue. At the same time, we must remain mindful of the 

challenges. Geopolitical competition is a reality. Economic constraints are real. Environmental 

pressures are intensifying. Navigating these complexities will require pragmatism, flexibility, and a 

willingness to find common ground even where differences exist. In the 21st century, geostrategic 

competition has been increasing. This led to strategic convergence and resulted in a strategic 

dilemma for a large number of IO littorals. Recently, we have heard the term Strategic silence too. Is 

this the way to move forward? Not even speaking against international wrongdoings? 

The economic situation in most of the IO littorals is not healthy. Most of the countries are still in the 

‘developing Countries trap’. Some are even least developed countries. One of the major challenges 

for these countries is lack of quality maritime-related infrastructure. I look at BRI as a way out of this 

quagmire.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, this is not an easy task. But it is a necessary one. The success of this dialogue 

should not be measured solely by the quality of discussions, but by the outcomes it generates. Policy 

recommendations, joint research initiatives, and concrete project ideas can help translate dialogue 

into action. Equally important is continuity. This should not be a one-off event, but part of an ongoing 

process of engagement—one that evolves over time and responds to changing realities. 

The Indian Ocean has always been a space of connection rather than division. Its history is one of 

exchange, interaction, and shared prosperity. Today, we have an opportunity to build on that legacy. 

The Indian Ocean is a common denominator for all of our countries present here today. We need to 

overcome the trust deficiency. We should not look at every issue through the security lens. Security 

is a major concern only for very few countries. There are other pressing needs for many other 

littorals. We should not let the insecurity of one nation create insecurity for many nations. By 

integrating security and development, by fostering cooperation rather than competition, and by 
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embracing inclusivity rather than exclusivity in our dialogue, we can contribute to a more stable, 

resilient, and prosperous Indian Ocean region. We should not wait until the next flash point to discuss 

about collaboration. Strait of Hormuz is only one incident. Time is now! 

Sri Lanka is uniquely positioned to act as a neutral convening platform and logistical hub connecting 

East–West maritime flows. Sri Lanka stands ready to play its part—as a partner, as a facilitator, and 

as a bridge. 

The burden or the onus is on us- to make the IO free and safe for all of us to engage in legitimate 

activities as per international law and best practices at sea.  If we do not do this, the future 

generations will blame us for neglecting our duty. Let us all work even harder to maintain the 

freedom of the seas, which we have been enjoying for a long time but now under tremendous threat.  

We are very fortunate to have Chine Center for South Asian Studies and Pathfinder Foundation, two 

premier research centers with a special focus on Indian Ocean connectivity, politics and economics, 

working together for the first time.  

As the Chinese saying goes, a journey of a thousand miles begins with the first step. We have not only 

taken one step but few steps together. This is a great start. 

I am confident that the discussions over the next two days will be both insightful and productive, and 

that they will lay the groundwork for meaningful collaboration in the years ahead. 

I hope that this dialogue will generate policy-relevant outputs, including actionable 

recommendations, joint research briefs, and identified pilot projects. 

Let me conclude my keynote address by quoting English Broadcaster Sir David Attenborough, who 

turned 100 years old on 8th May 2026.  “The time has come to put aside national ambitions and look 

for an international ambition of survival”. 

Thank you. 
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NAVIGATING THE RAPTURE: 
TOWARD A COMMUNITY OF SHARED STEWARDSHIP IN THE INDIAN OCEAN 

 
Prof. Huang Yunsong, Associate Dean, School of International Studies, Deputy Director, 

Institute of South Asian Studies, Sichuan University 

 

PART I: BEYOND GEOGRAPHY AND THE ANATOMY OF CRISIS 

Excellencies, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is a profound honor to stand before you today in Colombo, a city that has served as the heartbeat 

of Indian Ocean commerce for millennia. I must begin by expressing my deepest gratitude to the 

Pathfinder Foundation, particularly to Ambassador Bernard Goonetilleke. Your commitment to 

intellectual rigor and regional stability has made this dialogue not merely a meeting of minds, but a 

beacon of hope in a turbulent era. Co-hosting this event with Sichuan University, for which we own 

a lot to Prof YAN Shijing, former Vice President of Sichuan University, that reflects a growing 

realization: the challenges of the deep blue cannot be solved by any one nation, but require a bridge 

of wisdom stretching across the Himalayas to the very center of the Indian Ocean. 

I. Opening Foundations: The Nexus of Connectivity 

Sri Lanka occupies a unique place in the human story. Strategically positioned at the midpoint 

between the energy-rich Gulf and the economic engines of East Asia, it is often described—

sometimes with strategic anxiety, but more accurately with civilizational pride—as a “permanent 

maritime hub” at the center of the world’s most critical sea lanes. However, the significance of this 

island nation transcends the cold calculus of maritime logistics. It was here, over sixteen centuries 

ago, that the Chinese monk-scholar Faxian (Fa-Hien) found refuge and enlightenment, weaving a 

thread of cultural and intellectual connectivity that still binds our peoples today. 

Ancient Chinese philosophy teaches us the concept of the “Great Way” (大道, Dàdào)—the natural, 

harmonious path that transforms chaos into order. As Premier Li Qiang recently articulated at the 

United Nations, “the tide of history surges forward, and the Great Way remains smooth and 

steadfast”. This philosophy reminds us that the ocean is not a barrier that separates us, but a 

“connective rather than a divisive domain”. It is a shared heritage that demands not exclusive 

dominion, but Shared Stewardship. 

In the words of the Huainanzi, a synthesis of classical Taoist and Confucian thought: “By deep 

knowledge of principle, one can change disturbance into order, change danger into safety... and bring 

the world to great peace”.  (通于道者，可化乱为治，转危为安…… 而致天下太平。) Today, we 

are called to apply this “deep knowledge” to an ocean that is currently fraught with unprecedented 

“disturbances.” 

II. Diagnosis: The Governance Deficit and the Security Trap 

We meet today at a moment of what scholars have termed a “rupture” in the post-Cold War maritime 

consensus. The assumption that international sea lanes are neutral, reliable, and governed by a 

universally respected legal framework has been shattered by the harsh realities of 2026. 
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The most glaring manifestation of this rupture is the ongoing 2026 Strait of Hormuz Crisis. Since the 

outbreak of hostilities on February 28th, this vital artery—which typically handles 20% of the world’s 

petroleum and LNG—has seen commercial traffic collapse by over 95%. The weaponization of 

maritime risk and the resulting surge in insurance premiums have effectively frozen the flows of 

energy that sustain global industry. Vessels that once moved with freedom are now forced into a 

costly and carbon-intensive detour around the Cape of Good Hope, adding 10 to 14 days to transit 

times and injecting over 18 million tons of additional CO2 into our atmosphere annually. 

This is not merely a regional conflict; it is a global economic arson. For our hosts here in Sri Lanka, 

the impact is existential. As a nation heavily reliant on imported energy and fertilizers, the blockade 

of Hormuz has triggered a catastrophic threat to food security. With food price inflation bitingly high 

and nitrogen fertilizers scarce during the critical planting season, the “triple threat” of energy 

dependence, debt, and agricultural vulnerability is felt in every household from Jaffna to Matara. 

The crisis has exposed a profound “governance deficit” and a systemic failure of the existing 

international order. For decades, we have relied on the United Nations Convention on the Law of the 

Sea (UNCLOS) as the “constitution of the oceans”. Yet, UNCLOS currently faces a severe 

“enforcement gap”. It lacks the coercive mechanisms to sanction state or non-state actors who 

prioritize narrow geopolitical interests over the collective right of transit passage through 

international straits. 

Furthermore, we must confront the limitations of “Alliance Politics” and the dangers of “Long-arm 

Jurisdiction”. The tendency to view the Indian Ocean as a “Great Power Chessboard” where security 

is a zero-sum game has led only to further fragmentation. When dominant powers resort to unilateral 

blockades and exclusionary military operations like “Project Freedom,” they often bypass the very 

multilateral institutions they claim to defend, leading to a state of power-based competition where 

sea control is determined by kinetic capability rather than judicial decree. 

We have seen the erosion of neutral maritime frameworks as chokepoints like the Bab el-Mandeb 

and Hormuz become leverage points for irregular warfare. This fragmentation means that global 

supply chain resilience is now being geopolitically determined and nations are forced to choose 

corridors based on alignment rather than economic or environmental optimization. 

At the same time, we face the rising tide of Non-Traditional Security (NTS) threats that ignore borders 

and alliances alike. Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) fishing is not just an environmental 

concern; it is a theft of the “ecological capital” of coastal communities, destabilizing the livelihoods 

of those who depend on the sea. From the resurgence of piracy to the vulnerability of the undersea 

communication cables that carry 98% of our digital data, the ocean has become a theater of “wicked 

challenges” that traditional naval power is ill-equipped to solve. 

We must ask ourselves: Shall we continue to pursue the “pleasant fiction” of a crumbling order, or 

shall we embrace the “harsh reality” of our fragmented world and work together to reconstruct a 

more resilient, equitable, and sustainable maritime future? 

PART II: THE CHINESE ANSWER AND A PRAGMATIC BLUEPRINT FOR THE SMART OCEAN 

III. China’s Answer: Development as the Foundation, Security as the Guarantee 

In the face of this systemic fragmentation, China does not offer a vision of retreat or exclusionary 

containment. Instead, we propose a paradigm shift rooted in the philosophy of “Shared 
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Stewardship.” Our approach is guided by the understanding that the ocean is a global common, and 

its management must transition from a zero-sum competition for dominance to a collaborative effort 

for preservation. 

Ancient Chinese wisdom, particularly the teachings of Mencius, provides a moral compass for this 

endeavor. Mencius famously asked: “To enjoy joy alone, or to enjoy it with others—which is more 

joyful?” (獨樂樂，與人樂樂，孰樂？). The answer, of course, is that prosperity is only sustainable 

when it is shared. Applied to the Indian Ocean, this means that the security of the sea lanes cannot 

be the "exclusive joy" of a few military alliances; it must be a collective benefit for all littoral states. 

To translate this philosophy into practice, President Xi Jinping has articulated a comprehensive 

institutional architecture composed of the Four Global Initiatives, which serve as the "four pillars and 

eight beams" of our vision for a Community with a Shared Future for the Oceans. 

First, the Global Development Initiative (GDI) provides the material foundation. We recognize that 

maritime security is inextricably linked to economic resilience. Through the Global Development and 

South-South Cooperation Fund, China has already supported over 180 projects across 60 countries. 

In the Indian Ocean, this means bridging the “ocean investment gap” through Blue Finance, 

supporting island nations in climate adaptation, and enhancing the productivity of their coastal 

economies. 

Second, the Global Security Initiative (GSI) serves as the peaceful guarantee. The GSI rejects the “Cold 

War Mentality” and the creation of “small circles” that characterize modern Alliance Politics. We 

advocate for “indivisible security,” asserting that no nation should enhance its own security at the 

expense of others. This is a direct critique of Long-arm Jurisdiction and unilateral blockades, such as 

those we see in the Strait of Hormuz today, which hold the global economy hostage for narrow 

strategic leverage. 

Third, the Global Civilization Initiative (GCI) acts as the consensus bond. It encourages us to draw 

upon our traditional maritime wisdom to build trust. By respecting the diverse development paths of 

Indian Ocean nations—what we call “Relational Sovereignty”—we can overcome the trust deficit that 

currently paralyzes multilateral cooperation. 

Finally, the Global Governance Initiative (GGI), proposed in late 2025, provides the institutional and 

procedural guarantees. The GGI seeks to reform international organizations like the International 

Maritime Organization (IMO) and the International Seabed Authority (ISA) to ensure they are more 

representative of the Global South. We believe in “genuine multilateralism,” where the rules of the 

ocean are co-written by the many, not dictated by the few. 

These initiatives are further reinforced by China’s 15th Five-Year Plan (2026–2030), which serves as 

a blueprint for our maritime modernization. The Plan emphasizes “high-quality development” and 

the construction of a “Blue Friends Circle”. We are moving beyond traditional naval expansion toward 

a model of technological self-reliance and ecological stewardship, aiming to ensure that 86% of our 

nearshore waters reach "excellent" quality by 2030, while simultaneously offering these green 

technologies to our partners in the Indian Ocean. 
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IV. A Pragmatic Blueprint: From Traditional Infrastructure to the Smart Ocean 

The challenges of 2026 require more than just philosophical alignment; they require a pragmatic 

roadmap that leverages the frontiers of science and technology. We propose a transition from a 

reliance on traditional hard infrastructure to the realization of a Smart Ocean, governed by data and 

enhanced by intelligence. 

1. Collective Situation Awareness and Data Sharing We suggest the establishment of a Regional 

Maritime Data Observatory. Current security architectures are often opaque, with data siloed within 

military alliances. China is prepared to share its advancements in space-based surveillance and 

undersea sensing to provide a neutral, transparent picture of maritime traffic. By enhancing Maritime 

Domain Awareness (MDA) through collective platforms, we can reduce the risk of miscalculation in 

chokepoints like Malacca and Bab el-Mandeb. 

2. AI-Driven Stewardship: The Battle Against IUU Fishing One of the most promising applications of 

our "AI+" initiative is in the protection of marine biodiversity. We propose a joint program to combat 

Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) fishing using advanced Vision-Language Models (VLM) 

and Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG). Our researchers have demonstrated that by combining 

pretrained VLMs with RAG, we can achieve high-accuracy species identification and vessel tracking 

even with low-resolution or partially occluded imagery. This technology allows littoral states to 

monitor their Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) more effectively and at a lower cost than traditional 

patrol-heavy models. 

3. Securing Digital Connectivity: We must also address the vulnerability of the undersea 

communication cables that form the nervous system of our global civilization. China proposes a 

Multilateral Cable Protection Framework. Rather than the current trend of competing for "cable 

sovereignty," we should establish joint maintenance hubs—perhaps here in Sri Lanka—and shared 

security protocols to protect this critical infrastructure from both state and non-state sabotage. 

4. Cultivating the Next Generation: The “Blue Talent Plan” Finally, we must invest in the human 

element. Sichuan University’s China Centre for South Asian Studies (CCSAS) is proud to announce the 

expansion of its “Blue Talent Plan”. We will offer dedicated scholarships and research fellowships for 

young scholars from Indian Ocean littoral states to study maritime law, data governance, and climate 

resilience in Chengdu. As the ancient scholar Guanzi said: “If you plan for a year, plant rice; if you 

plan for ten years, plant trees; if you plan for a hundred years, educate people.” Our goal is to build 

a bridge of intellectual connectivity that ensures the future of the Indian Ocean is guided by the best 

minds of the region. 

V. Conclusion: Sailing Toward a Shared Horizon 

Excellencies, Friends, 

The "rupture" of 2026 is a warning, but it is also an invitation. It is an invitation to leave behind the 

exhausted models of the 20th century—the era of naval hegemonies and exclusionary blocs—and to 

embrace the Blue Destiny of the 21st century. 

We are at a crossroads where we must choose between a fragmented ocean of "toll booths" and 

"small circles," or a Community with a Shared Future for the Oceans characterized by peace, 

prosperity, and stewardship. 
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Let us be inspired by the journey of Faxian, who crossed these same waters not as a conqueror, but 

as a seeker of wisdom and a builder of bridges. Let us commit to a maritime order where the "Great 

Way" remains smooth and steadfast, and where the Indian Ocean serves as a permanent bond for 

the collective progress of humanity. Thank you. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS ON OPENING REMARKS AND KEYNOTE ADDRESSES 

1. Promote an Integrated Approach to Maritime Security and Sustainable Development 

Recognize that maritime security and sustainable development are mutually reinforcing 

priorities. Regional policies should address security, economic resilience, environmental 

sustainability, blue economy development, and human security in a balanced manner to 

ensure long-term stability. 

2. Strengthen Inclusive Regional Maritime Dialogue 

Institutionalize regular dialogues involving governments, think tanks, academia, and policy 

practitioners to promote trust, encourage constructive exchanges, and develop practical 

policy recommendations that strengthen regional cooperation. 

3. Safeguard Freedom of Navigation and Maritime Connectivity 

Reaffirm the importance of maintaining secure, open, and uninterrupted sea lanes in 

accordance with international law while enhancing cooperation to protect maritime trade 

routes and improve supply chain resilience during times of geopolitical uncertainty. 

4. Strengthen Maritime Governance through International Law 

Enhance regional cooperation by promoting transparency, confidence-building, respect for 

international maritime law, and rules-based governance to address both traditional and 

emerging maritime security challenges through cooperative mechanisms. 

5. Address Non-Traditional Maritime Security Threats 

Strengthen coordinated regional responses to Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) 

fishing, piracy, trafficking, environmental degradation, climate change, natural disasters, and 

the protection of critical maritime infrastructure through information sharing and joint 

initiatives. 

6. Promote Sustainable Blue Economy Development 

Expand cooperation in sustainable fisheries, marine conservation, renewable ocean energy, 

maritime tourism, scientific research, and environmentally responsible maritime 

infrastructure to ensure that economic growth supports the long-term health of marine 

ecosystems. 
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7. Enhance Maritime Domain Awareness through Technology 

Encourage the use of digital technologies, satellite monitoring, artificial intelligence, maritime 

data-sharing platforms, and other innovative tools to strengthen maritime domain 

awareness, disaster response, fisheries management, and environmental monitoring. 

8. Strengthen Maritime Capacity Building and Human Resource Development 

Promote greater collaboration in education, research, scholarships, professional exchanges, 

and institutional partnerships to build regional expertise in maritime governance, ocean 

science, emerging technologies, and climate resilience. 

9. Protect Critical Maritime Infrastructure 

Strengthen regional cooperation to safeguard ports, undersea communication cables, 

shipping infrastructure, and other critical maritime assets that underpin international trade, 

digital connectivity, and regional economic stability. 

10. Foster Multi-Stakeholder and Cross-Regional Partnerships 

Promote broader collaboration among Indian Ocean littoral states, regional organizations, 

development partners, research institutions, and the private sector to encourage inclusive 

and practical approaches to maritime governance and sustainable development. 

11. Position Sri Lanka as a Regional Maritime Cooperation Hub 

Leverage Sri Lanka's strategic location and long maritime heritage to serve as a neutral 

platform for dialogue, research collaboration, policy engagement, and regional cooperation 

that promotes connectivity and confidence-building across the Indian Ocean. 

12. Translate Dialogue into Action 

Ensure that regional dialogues produce tangible outcomes by developing actionable policy 

recommendations, collaborative research initiatives, pilot projects, and long-term 

institutional partnerships supported by effective follow-up mechanisms.
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Abstract: The 2026 Iran Crisis, as a classic case of intense collision between global hegemony and 

regional hegemony, may mark a profound transformation of the Indian Ocean maritime security 

order from the U.S.-led “freedom of navigation” framework toward multipolar competition and rule 

reconstruction. This transformation has not only pushed the Indian Ocean to the forefront of 

traditional maritime conflicts through militarized incidents, but has also intensified great power 

rivalry, real threats to shipping channel security, and multidimensional impacts on small and medium-

sized countries. Against this backdrop, the traditional China-Sri Lanka security cooperation model, 

centered on economic infrastructure, faces dual limitations of high geopolitical sensitivity and 

insufficient non-traditional security capabilities.   

Drawing on the holistic national security concept, the vision of a maritime community with a shared 

future, and security community theory, this paper first reviews the historical background of the 

maritime security order and the structural challenges facing its three pillars (moral legitimacy, legal 

legitimacy, and capability). It then analyzes the impact of the Iran Crisis on the maritime order from 

security, economic, and psychological dimensions, examines its effects on the Indian Ocean region—

particularly Sri Lanka—and finally proposes directions for China-Sri Lanka cooperation in building an 

“Indian Ocean Maritime Shipping Community.” 

Keywords: Iran Crisis, Indian Ocean Security Order, China-Sri Lanka Cooperation, Indian Ocean 

Maritime Shipping Community 

 

The Indian Ocean, as one of the world’s most important energy and trade routes, carries 

approximately 20% of global oil transportation and trillions of dollars in trade. The stability of its 

security order is directly related to global supply chains and geopolitical balance. The 2026 Iran Crisis 

(U.S.-Israel-Iran conflict) rapidly spilled over into the vast Indian Ocean region, becoming a key event 

testing the resilience of existing maritime governance frameworks. This crisis not only highlights the 

fragility of the traditional unipolar order but also accelerates the process of multipolarization. 

From the perspective of international relations theory, this event can be analyzed within an 

intersecting framework of realism (power transition theory), liberalism (institutionalism’s 

dependence on rules), and constructivism (norm reconstruction). The U.S.-led “rules-based 

international order” faces challenges from alternative public goods provided by China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative and emerging powers. Sri Lanka, as a key node in the Indian Ocean, has 示范 significance 

for China-Sri Lanka cooperation in its role transformation. 
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I. The Basic Situation of the Maritime Security Order 

Historically, the maintenance of the global maritime security order, especially the post-World War II 

order, has primarily relied on three pillars: moral legitimacy (Legitimacy), legal legitimacy (Legality), 

and order maintenance capability (Capability). These three pillars support and complement each 

other, jointly constructing a relatively stable maritime governance system after World War II. 

Although this system withstood the test of superpower confrontation during the Cold War and 

addressed non-traditional threats through multilateral mechanisms in the post-Cold War era, its 

structural vulnerabilities have become increasingly evident amid profound changes in the power 

structure, laying the groundwork for the outbreak and spillover of the 2026 Iran Crisis. 

1.1 The Three Pillars of the Modern Maritime Security Order 

Moral legitimacy is primarily represented by universal international institutions such as the United 

Nations General Assembly and international conventions, covering nearly all countries worldwide. 

This pillar provides a moral foundation and broad recognition for the maritime order through 

international norms and a shared values consensus. Its core embodiment is the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), hailed as the “Constitution for the Oceans,” which has 

169 contracting parties, including the European Union. UNCLOS establishes core norms such as 

“peaceful uses of the seas,” “freedom of navigation and transit passage,” the “exclusive economic 

zone (EEZ) regime,” and “sovereign rights over the continental shelf,” balancing coastal states’ 

sovereign rights with the common interests of the international community, thus providing a broad 

legitimacy foundation for global maritime governance. 

The historical origins of UNCLOS can be traced back to mid-20th-century efforts to codify the law of 

the sea. The 1958 and 1960 Geneva Conferences on the Law of the Sea laid the initial framework but 

failed to resolve issues such as deep-sea resource allocation. The Third United Nations Conference 

on the Law of the Sea (1973–1982) lasted nine years and ultimately reached a compromise: 

developed countries accepted developing countries’ claims over resources, while the latter 

recognized principles such as freedom of navigation. This “package deal” endowed the order with 

strong moral legitimacy, particularly gaining widespread support among Global South countries. 

Although the United States has not formally ratified it, it has long regarded most provisions of the 

Convention as customary international law and actively upholds freedom of navigation in practice. 

However, moral legitimacy is not immutable. With the rise of emerging powers and intensified 

normative competition, this pillar faces challenges. For example, on the issue of military activities in 

exclusive economic zones, coastal states claim greater jurisdiction, while the United States and other 

Western countries emphasize “innocent passage” and “freedom of navigation.” This divergence 

reflects multiple interpretations of “legitimacy” by different civilizations and interest groups. 

Legal legitimacy primarily relies on the authoritative decision-making mechanism of the United 

Nations Security Council. Under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, the Security Council can take actions, 

including coercive measures, to maintain international peace and security. In the maritime domain, 

the Security Council played a relatively limited role during the Cold War, mainly addressing local 

conflicts. In the post-Cold War era, it adopted multiple resolutions to address non-traditional threats 

such as Somali piracy. For instance, between 2008 and 2010, the Security Council successively passed 
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Resolutions 1816 and 1838, authorizing the international community to combat piracy off the coast 

of Somalia, achieving notable results. 

Nevertheless, legal legitimacy has long been constrained by great power strategic competition. The 

veto power of the permanent members of the Security Council leads to low decision-making 

efficiency, making it difficult to form unified action in great-power competitions involving core 

interests. After the outbreak of the 2026 Iran Crisis, relevant Security Council resolutions (such as 

Resolution 2817) reflected profound divergences between Western countries and the Global South 

on issues such as the legitimacy of “preemptive self-defense” and the principle of sovereign equality. 

This “legitimacy deficit” weakens the authority of the order and prompts small and medium-sized 

countries to seek alternative multilateral platforms. 

The capability pillar has long been provided by U.S. naval hegemony. After World War II, the United 

States, relying on its global naval deployments and alliance networks, assumed the core responsibility 

of maintaining “free and open seas.” Through facilities such as the Diego Garcia base, joint exercises 

with Indian Ocean littoral states, and the “Indo-Pacific Strategy,” the United States has effectively 

combated piracy, safeguarded critical sea lanes, and, to some extent, aligned its national interests 

with the provision of international public goods. 

1.2 The Main Situation of the Indian Ocean Security Order 

According to data from the U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA), the daily oil transportation 

volume through the Strait of Hormuz, a key chokepoint in the Indian Ocean, was approximately 20.9 

million barrels in 2024–2025, accounting for about 20% of global petroleum liquids consumption and 

roughly one-quarter of global seaborne oil trade. The U.S. Navy’s “presence” constitutes the material 

foundation of this capability pillar. However, in recent years, this capability has faced serious 

challenges due to the modernization of the Chinese navy (including long-range escort and base 

network construction), increased Russian activities, and adjustments in U.S. strategic priorities. As 

John Mearsheimer has pointed out, great power transitions inevitably trigger order reconstruction.I 

In the specific context of the Indian Ocean, the order exhibits distinct multipolar characteristics. The 

Indian Ocean has 33 littoral states, a population of approximately 2.9 billion, and carries about 20–

25% of global trade volume. It serves as a critical hub connecting the Middle East, Africa, and Asia. 

India, relying on the SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the Region) strategy and the MAHASAGAR 

vision, claims to be a “net security provider,” enhancing its influence through multilateral exercises 

and capacity building. However, its actual long-range power-projection capabilities remain 

constrained by economic and technological limitations. 

China, through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), particularly the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road, 

has built a port network (such as Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka), provided infrastructure public goods, 

and gradually enhanced its role in regional maritime governance. Since 2008, the Chinese navy has 

participated in escort missions in the Gulf of Aden and has become an important force in maintaining 

Indian Ocean shipping security. 

Regional multilateral mechanisms such as the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) are also working 

to fill governance gaps. Founded in 1997, IORA’s 2022–2027 Action Plan lists “maritime safety and 

cooperation” as a priority area, establishing a Working Group on Maritime Safety and Security 
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(WGMSS) to promote information sharing, search and rescue cooperation, and the fight against 

illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing. Although IORA primarily focuses on economic 

cooperation, it demonstrates potential in non-traditional security. 

Overall, although the traditional maritime security order has maintained surface-level stability, it 

harbors profound structural contradictions: the shift of power from unipolar to multipolar, the 

evolution of norms from the Western-dominated “rules-based order” to inclusive multilateralism, 

and the intertwining of traditional and non-traditional security threats. These contradictions erupted 

centrally in the 2026 Iran Crisis, highlighting the fragility of the three pillars—moral legitimacy facing 

multiple interpretations, legal legitimacy encountering implementation difficulties, and the capability 

pillar being diluted amid competition. Correspondingly, the Indian Ocean remains in the nascent 

stage of a “pluralistic security community,” lacking sufficient trust and institutional integration. 

II. The Impact of the Iran Crisis on the Maritime Order 

On February 28, 2026, the United States and Israel launched the joint military operations “Epic Fury” 

and “Roaring Lion,” assassinating Iran’s Supreme Leader and conducting precision strikes on its 

nuclear facilities. This action quickly triggered a strong Iranian retaliation: Iran announced the closure 

of the Strait of Hormuz, the world’s most important oil transportation chokepoint. The United States 

subsequently imposed retaliatory blockades, leaving the Strait of Hormuz almost completely closed. 

From the perspective of international relations theory, the Iran Crisis can be analyzed 

multidimensionally within frameworks of realist power transition theory, liberal institutionalism, and 

constructivist normative competition. It not only tests the normative effectiveness of the United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) but also accelerates the transformation of 

maritime security from a unipolar “freedom of navigation” framework to inclusive multilateral 

governance. The following analysis unfolds from security, economic, and psychological dimensions. 

2.1 Security Impact: Militarization of the Indian Ocean and the Return of Traditional Threats** 

The most direct and significant impact of the Iran Crisis is the heightened militarization of Indian 

Ocean waters, breaking the historical pattern of rare traditional naval exchanges in the region since 

World War II. On March 4, 2026, a U.S. Navy submarine used torpedoes to sink the unarmed Iranian 

frigate “IRIS Dena” in the Indian Ocean near Sri Lanka (approximately 40 nautical miles from the 

coast). The vessel had participated in the India-led MILAN multilateral exercise and International 

Fleet Review IFR). This event marked the first direct entry of the U.S.-Iran conflict into the core waters 

of the Indian Ocean and became a landmark turning point in the crisis spillover. 

This incident highlights the resurgence of various traditional maritime threats. First is the 

proliferation risk of submarine warfare and asymmetric operations. Iran’s long-range strike 

capabilities cover the southern Indian Ocean, and its anti-ship ballistic missiles, drone swarms, and 

mine-laying capabilities pose serious asymmetric threats to passing merchant ships. These threats 

may spread to the Arabian Sea, Bay of Bengal, and even the eastern Indian Ocean, driving a sharp 

increase in demand for Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA). The density of naval activity by multiple 

countries has surged, including U.S. carrier strike groups, Chinese ocean-going escort formations, the 

Indian Navy, and frequent deployments by regional littoral states, transforming the Indian Ocean 

from a traditional “peaceful ocean” into a new frontier of great power competition. 
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Theoretically, this process aligns with the “securitization” theory proposed by Barry Buzan and Ole 

Wæver.II Maritime shipping security, originally a political or economic issue, was rapidly elevated to 

an “existential threat,” thereby justifying emergency measures beyond normal political procedures 

(such as military escorts and blockades). In the Indian Ocean context, this securitization not only 

intensifies the security dilemma among great powers but also squeezes the sovereign space of small 

and medium-sized countries. 

In addition, the crisis poses a direct challenge to UNCLOS norms. Although UNCLOS clearly stipulates 

“transit passage” and “freedom of navigation,” in actual conflict these norms are heavily reshaped 

by power politics. The United States justifies blockades on the grounds of “preemptive self-defense,” 

while Iran asserts self-defense rights under sovereign jurisdiction, jointly pushing the Indian Ocean 

region from the nascent stage of a “pluralistic security community” toward a more confrontational 

pattern. 

2.2 Economic Impact: Global Supply Chain Disruptions and Livelihood Pressures on Developing 

Countries 

The economic impact of the Iran Crisis on the maritime order is primarily manifested through the 

dual crises in the Strait of Hormuz and the Red Sea–Bab el-Mandeb Strait. The closure of the Strait of 

Hormuz directly interrupted the daily transportation of approximately 20.9 million barrels of oil. 

Harassment in the Red Sea–Bab el-Mandeb Strait forced some vessels to reroute around the Cape of 

Good Hope, extending voyage times by 30%–50% and causing freight rates to surge. 

Such disruptions constitute systemic shocks to global supply chains. Rising energy prices directly 

drive-up global inflation, with linked increases in prices of fertilizers, food, and other bulk 

commodities, creating compounded pressure on Indian Ocean littoral developing countries. 

According to UNCTAD estimates, similar shipping disruptions may lead to global trade losses of tens 

of billions of dollars, with small and medium-sized economies bearing greater losses due to supply 

chain vulnerabilities and insufficient foreign exchange reserves. III 

Within the Indian Ocean region, the crisis has accelerated “de-globalization” and supply chain 

restructuring. Countries dependent on Middle Eastern energy imports, such as India, China, and East 

Asian nations, have been forced to seek diversified sources, while simultaneously boosting the status 

of regional port transhipment hubs (such as Colombo and Hambantota in Sri Lanka). However, this 

restructuring has also exacerbated the economic vulnerability of small and medium-sized countries: 

surging oil prices have intensified inflation, worsened livelihood difficulties, and significantly 

increased food security risks. This economic shock has also exposed the coordination deficiencies of 

existing global governance mechanisms (such as the International Maritime Organization and energy 

coordination mechanisms) in responding to complex crises. 

2.3 Psychological Impact: Norm Reconstruction and the Awakening of Strategic Autonomy Awareness 

The psychological and normative impacts of the crisis are equally profound. It has accelerated the 

comprehensive “securitization” of maritime security issues and led to cracks in Western maritime 

security consensus. Documents such as UN Security Council Resolution 2817 reflect profound 

divergences between Western countries and the Global South regarding the legitimacy of 

“preemptive self-defense” and the principle of sovereign equality. This division erodes the moral 
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foundation of the traditional order and deepens small and medium-sized countries’ awareness of the 

unipolar order's fragility. 

From a constructivist perspective, the crisis has reshaped actors’ intersubjective understanding of 

“maritime security.” The legitimacy of the U.S. Navy-led “freedom of navigation” framework, 

previously regarded as a “public good,” has been questioned. Small and medium-sized countries have 

generally developed anxiety about external interference, while their awareness of strategic 

autonomy has strengthened significantly. 

The psychological impact also extends to long-term normative evolution. The crisis highlights the 

practical significance of the “maritime community with a shared future” concept—emphasizing 

common security rather than zero-sum games. This normative competition may drive the Indian 

Ocean order from a “rules-based” (Western-dominated) approach toward a “consensus-based” 

(inclusive multipolar) transformation, providing small and medium-sized countries with greater 

diplomatic space, while also increasing short-term uncertainty and anxiety. 

In short, the 2026 Iran Crisis’s impact on the Indian Ocean maritime security order is 

multidimensional and structural. It has not only introduced traditional threats into the region’s core 

waters through military incidents but also amplified global inequalities through economic disruptions 

and promoted normative evolution through psychological cognitive reconstruction. The three pillars 

of the traditional maritime order have been severely tested: the moral foundation faces multiple 

interpretations, legal mechanisms encounter implementation difficulties, and capability supply has 

become fragmented amid competition. This crisis is both a challenge and an opportunity for order 

reconstruction, providing a window for countries such as China and Sri Lanka to deepen cooperation 

and contribute Chinese solutions. 

III. The Impact of the Iran Crisis on Sri Lanka 

As a catalyst for the transformation of the global maritime security order, the 2026 Iran Crisis has 

produced distinct and complex impacts on Sri Lanka and other small and medium-sized Indian Ocean 

countries. As a key node state in the Indian Ocean, Sri Lanka occupies a strategic position in the East 

Asia–Middle East–Europe shipping route, with Hambantota International Port and the Port of 

Colombo playing important roles in the regional logistics network. As a typical “pivotal small state,” 

Sri Lanka maintains strategic autonomy through multilateral hedging amid great-power competition 

among China, the United States, and India. The crisis has amplified its economic vulnerabilities on 

the one hand, while on the other providing a window for its transformation from a “passive node” to 

an “active pivot.” The following analysis unfolds from positive impacts, negative impacts, and a 

comprehensive assessment. 

3.1 Positive Impacts: Surge in Port Traffic and Enhancement of Regional Hub Status** 

The crises in the Strait of Hormuz and the Red Sea–Bab el-Mandeb Strait, triggered by the Iran Crisis, 

have directly driven a large number of international shipping lines to reroute through the Indian 

Ocean, bringing significant traffic growth to Sri Lankan ports. Colombo and Hambantota have seen a 

sharp increase in attractiveness as alternative transshipment hubs. 

According to data from the Sri Lanka Ports Authority (SLPA), affected by the shipping disruptions in 

the Strait of Hormuz and the Red Sea caused by the 2026 Iran Crisis, a large number of cargo ships 
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rerouted through the Indian Ocean, leading to significant growth in Sri Lanka’s two major ports. From 

January to April 2026, Colombo Port’s container throughput reached a cumulative 2.91 million TEUs, 

a year-on-year increase of approximately 14% (compared to 2.56 million TEUs in the same period of 

2025), with transshipment volume growth being particularly prominent, further consolidating its 

position as the leading container hub in South Asia. IV 

Hambantota Port has performed even more remarkably: affected by route restructuring driven by 

the Middle East crisis, container and RORO (roll-on/roll-off) traffic surged in the first four months of 

2026, with overall cargo throughput growing by more than 40%. During the crisis, luxury vehicle 

(RORO), container, and bulk cargo volumes increased substantially, and port revenue rose 22%–28% 

year-on-year. The Hambantota International Port Group (HIPG) has urgently doubled RORO yard 

capacity and expanded container yard area by 30%. Expansion projects have accelerated, and its 

strategic role as a vehicle transshipment and energy supply hub has been significantly strengthened.v 

This positive effect has multiple strategic implications. First, the port economy has become an 

important source of foreign exchange revenue for Sri Lanka. Port-related income accounts for a 

significant proportion of national revenue; growth in throughput has directly alleviated some debt 

pressure and driven the development of logistics, warehousing, maintenance, and service industry 

chains. Second, Sri Lanka’s voice in the international maritime structure has risen. Its value as a key 

node has been re-recognized, which will attract more international shipping companies and 

investment in the future. 

3.2 Negative Impacts: Economic and Livelihood Pressures and Exposure of Geopolitical Security 

Vulnerabilities 

Despite the positive effects, the negative impacts of the Iran Crisis on Sri Lanka are equally profound 

and may be more enduring in the long term. 

Economically, surging oil prices and supply chain disruptions have exacerbated Sri Lanka’s already 

fragile macroeconomic environment. The crisis has driven up global energy prices. As a net energy 

importer, Sri Lanka has seen sharply increased fuel costs, directly pushing up inflation, transportation 

expenses, and production costs. This has created severe pressure on people’s livelihoods, which 

depend on imported food, fertilizers, and industrial raw materials, and has also exerted significant 

pressure on Sri Lanka’s tourism industry and exports of agricultural products such as tea.V  Therefore, 

although port revenue growth has provided some buffer, the overall trade balance still faces 

challenges. Under the trend of “de-globalization,” while supply chain restructuring benefits ports, its 

impact on domestic manufacturing and export-oriented industries cannot be ignored. 

In terms of security, the “IRIS Dena” incident has made Sri Lankan waters an international focus. After 

the U.S. military sank an Iranian vessel approximately 40 nautical miles off Sri Lanka’s coast on March 

4, 2026, the geopolitical sensitivity of Hambantota Port increased once again. Although the Sri Lankan 

Navy conducted humanitarian rescue operations and detained another Iranian vessel, this rare post-

World War II case of a neutral country detaining a warship highlights the vulnerable position of small 

and medium-sized countries in traditional security conflicts. The incident has not only increased the 

risk of accidental involvement but also strengthened third-party interference. Non-traditional 

security threats may further compound: pirate activities may resurge in the Arabian Sea–western 

Indian Ocean, and risks of illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing are also on the rise. Sri 
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Lanka’s coast guard capabilities are limited, and it is difficult for it to independently address 

composite threats. This exposes the shortcomings of the traditional China-Sri Lanka cooperation 

model centered on economic infrastructure—lagging non-traditional security capacity building. 

From psychological and normative perspectives, the crisis has deepened anxiety among Sri Lankan 

elites and the public regarding external interference. Although awareness of strategic autonomy has 

increased, concerns about the “spillover effects” of great power competition may lead to policy 

swings and affect the long-term investment environment. 

Overall, the impact of the Iran Crisis on Sri Lanka exhibits a typical “double-edged sword” 

characteristic: significant short-term port economic dividends, but prominent long-term structural 

risks. It faces similar dilemmas with island nations such as the Maldives and Mauritius. In the future, 

Sri Lanka needs to formulate a clear “Indian Ocean Strategy,” balancing cooperation with China, 

relations with India and the United States, and regional multilateralism, to achieve a strategic 

transformation from a “node” to a “pivot.” This impact is a concrete projection of order 

transformation at the level of small and medium-sized countries. It not only tests the adaptability of 

the existing China-Sri Lanka cooperation model but also provides a practical basis for deepening the 

construction of the “Indian Ocean Maritime Shipping Community.” 

IV. Directions for China-Sri Lanka Maritime Cooperation 

Facing the profound transformation of the Indian Ocean security order triggered by the 2026 Iran 

Crisis, the traditional China-Sri Lanka security cooperation model centered on economic 

infrastructure can no longer fully meet the demands of the new situation. Although the traditional 

model has achieved remarkable results in port construction and shipping logistics, it faces dual 

limitations: high geopolitical sensitivity, lagging non-traditional security capacity building, and 

intensified third-party interference. China and Sri Lanka should promote the upgrading of 

cooperation from “node-style” economic cooperation to “pivot-style” comprehensive security 

resilience building and jointly build an “Indian Ocean Maritime Shipping Community.” This 

community takes “resilience first, people-oriented, transparent multilateralism, and capacity 

empowerment” as its core principles, distinguishing itself from traditional closed military alliances or 

unilateral hegemonic models. It aims to build an inclusive and sustainable regional maritime order 

through deep integration of shipping security and economic cooperation, contributing Chinese 

solutions and China-Sri Lanka practices to reconstructing the Indian Ocean security order. 

4.1 Theoretical Foundation and Strategic Positioning 

The proposal of the “Indian Ocean Maritime Shipping Community” represents an innovative 

development of the freedom of navigation principle under the UNCLOS framework. It is also a 

concrete implementation of China’s Global Security Initiative and the concept of a maritime 

community with a shared future. The community emphasizes common, comprehensive, cooperative, 

and sustainable security concepts. Through dense multilateral interactions and socialization 

processes, it gradually cultivates the characteristics of a regional “pluralistic security community” 

featuring “no expectation of war.” Unlike the exclusionary arrangements under the U.S.-led “Indo-

Pacific Strategy” framework, this community adheres to the principle of openness, welcomes 

participation from all stakeholders, reduces geopolitical sensitivity, and achieves a balance between 
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the strategic autonomy of small and medium-sized countries and the responsibilities of major 

powers. 

From a realist perspective, this cooperation helps alleviate security dilemmas amid great-power 

competition. From a liberal institutionalist perspective, it helps improve regional governance 

mechanisms. From a constructivist perspective, it reshapes regional normative cognition through 

shared practices. China-Sri Lanka cooperation plays a key role in this process: Sri Lanka leverages its 

superior geographical location and port advantages, while China contributes capital, technology, and 

experience to jointly fill the gaps in non-traditional security governance in the Indian Ocean and 

achieve a strategic transformation from an “economic node” to a “security pivot.” 

4.2 Specific Cooperation Directions 

First, establish multilateral embedding mechanisms to reduce geopolitical sensitivity and enhance 

collective governance capabilities. China and Sri Lanka may consider establishing an “Indian Ocean 

Maritime Information Sharing and Early Warning Center” at Hambantota Port as the core physical 

platform of the community. This center would connect with the IORA “Working Group on Maritime 

Safety and Security,” achieving real-time sharing and joint analysis of Automatic Identification System 

(AIS), satellite remote sensing, meteorological data, and threat intelligence. The center could adopt 

a “1+multiple” architecture, jointly led by China and Sri Lanka, and invite countries such as India, 

Pakistan, Iran, Maldives, and Bangladesh as observers or formal members to build an open joint 

exercise mechanism. 

Specific measures of this mechanism include regularly issuing regional Maritime Domain Awareness 

(MDA) reports and conducting joint risk assessments; formulating a “Code of Conduct for Indian 

Ocean Shipping” to clarify navigation rules and humanitarian corridor guarantees in crisis situations. 

Through multilateral embedding, third-party exclusionary pressures (such as India’s SAGAR strategy 

or the U.S. Indo-Pacific framework) can be effectively resolved, while embodying the “Asian Security 

Concept”—respecting the sovereignty of all countries, refraining from targeted alliances, and jointly 

addressing threats. The center can also interface with the International Maritime Organization (IMO) 

and relevant UN Security Council mechanisms to enhance legitimacy and international recognition. 

Second, strengthen non-militarized, people-oriented approaches to fill gaps in humanitarian and 

non-traditional security capabilities. China and Sri Lanka should focus on practical cooperation at the 

coast guard level to avoid the sensitivity that traditional naval dominance might trigger. Establish an 

“Indian Ocean Humanitarian Assistance Corridor” to provide supply, medical assistance, temporary 

shelter, and escort services to affected merchant ships during crises. The two sides can jointly 

organize annual “Indian Ocean Maritime Search and Rescue and Anti-Piracy Exercises,” while 

incorporating efforts to combat IUU fishing, marine environmental protection, and responses to 

extreme weather. 

People-oriented approaches may also include jointly training coast guard personnel from regional 

countries and sharing China’s experience in Gulf of Aden escort missions and capacity building in Sri 

Lanka; promoting joint port security projects and establishing joint emergency response teams in 

Hambantota and Colombo; conducting cultural exchanges and academic dialogues, such as hosting 

a “China-Sri Lanka Indian Ocean Security Forum,” to enhance mutual trust. These measures will not 

only effectively address the resurgence of non-traditional threats exposed by the Iran Crisis but also 
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extend the benefits of cooperation to a broader range of regional small and medium-sized countries, 

enhancing the resilience and inclusiveness of the community. 

Third, promote preventive resilience-building to achieve deeper integration of economic security and 

maritime security. China and Sri Lanka may consider incorporating “non-militarization of strategic 

channels” norms and jointly formulating preventive rule frameworks to prevent crisis spillover from 

affecting port operations. Strengthen resilience by upgrading port infrastructure, including digital 

security systems, supply chain emergency reserves, and green shipping technology cooperation. 

At the policy level, the two countries can explore incorporating the “Indian Ocean Maritime Shipping 

Community” into the synergy mechanism of high-quality Belt and Road development and IORA action 

plans. Through public-private partnerships (PPP), attract more international capital to participate in 

port expansion and security projects to ensure sustainable financing. In the long term, the community 

can gradually expand into areas such as joint law enforcement, marine scientific research, and the 

blue economy, forming a multi-layered and three-dimensional cooperation network. 

To ensure effective implementation of the community, China and Sri Lanka can advance it in phases: 

short-term (1–2 years) focus on information sharing center construction and joint exercises; medium-

term (3–5 years) improve codes of conduct and capacity empowerment projects; long-term (over 5 

years) achieve institutionalization and normative output. Establish a joint working group to regularly 

evaluate cooperation effectiveness and introduce third-party assessment mechanisms to enhance 

transparency. 

To address potential challenges such as geopolitical interference, capacity disparities, and trust 

deficits, China and Sri Lanka can adopt a “gradual multilateralism” strategy to gradually expand the 

scope of participants; enhance trust through transparent information sharing and successful case 

demonstrations; and leverage China’s financial advantages to align with Sri Lanka’s localized needs, 

achieving mutual benefit and win-win outcomes. 

Conclusion 

The 2026 Iran Crisis, as a landmark event in the transformation of the global maritime security order, 

has profoundly exposed the fragility of the traditional unipolar framework while also providing 

important opportunities for rule reconstruction and cooperative governance in the era of 

multipolarization. It has not only tested the Indian Ocean’s governance capacity through 

multidimensional military, economic, and psychological impacts but has also highlighted the dual 

situation of small and medium-sized countries in power transitions: opportunities and risks coexist. 

At the level of China-Sri Lanka cooperation, the crisis further proves that only by transcending the 

traditional infrastructure-dominated model and building an “Indian Ocean Maritime Shipping 

Community” with “resilience first, people-oriented, transparent multilateralism, and capacity 

empowerment” as its core can third-party interference be effectively resolved, non-traditional 

security gaps filled, and the strategic transformation from a China-Sri Lanka “economic node” to a 

regional “security pivot” achieved. This community adheres to China’s holistic national security 

concept and the maritime community with a shared future, upholds multilateralism and win-win 

cooperation, provides stable public goods for regional countries, and helps build an inclusive and 

sustainable maritime order. 
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Looking ahead, China and Sri Lanka should deepen practical cooperation, jointly address composite 

threats, and contribute Chinese wisdom and Chinese solutions to the peaceful reconstruction of the 

Indian Ocean security order. Security is indivisible; only through collective action can crises be 

transformed into opportunities for regional common development, and global maritime governance 

be promoted toward a more just and reasonable direction. 
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SECURITY AND GOVERNANCE IN THE INDIAN OCEAN 
 

Vice Admiral Shekhar Sinha (Retd.), former Commander-in-Chief of India’s Western Naval 

Command (online) 

 

Thank you, chair. Well, I'm honored and delighted to be here virtually amongst many friends at the 

Colombo Maritime Dialogue, I'm very grateful to Pathfinder Foundation and  Ambassador  

Goonethilleke, Admiral Colombage, Professor Yan, Sizing  Vice Chair of the Sichuan University 

Council, Professor Qiu, the Vice Director of the China Center for South Asian Studies, Professor 

Huang, Deputy Director, Institute of South Asian Studies and, of course, my dear friend, Dr. Xiao 

Jianmei, Associate Professor at CC SAS, for their invitation. It was great to see so many friends from 

Sri Lanka & China, and to share a panel with such distinguished scholars. In particular, my very dear 

friend who just spoke, Professor Xiadong from Fudan University. We are old friends. 

OK, now, as the chair mentioned that Professor Sharon has really set the tone right, let me begin by 

saying a few things. As a military person, I will be more straightforward and offer my understanding 

of what is happening, especially where neighbours are concerned. Very close to where, at the 

moment, action is playing out. Recent and ongoing conflict in the Gulf and its impact worldwide is 

more complex than our earlier belief that the Indian Ocean can be turned into a zone of peace. I 

remember former President Ranil Wickramasinghe of Sri Lanka had proposed the Indian Ocean to be 

a zone of peace. He must be wondering if he spoke too early?  

https://english.news.cn/asiapacific/20260513/5e7192599e60443da32f9f0aab1d287a/c.html
https://www.dw.com/en/iran-war-plunges-sri-lanka-tea-industry-into-crisis/g-77268105
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c4gvkpj0024o
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Why has the US not succeeded in breaking the logjam at the Strait of Hormuz? It is worth 

remembering that any narrow transit passage, both over land and over sea, can be blocked or 

impeded by natural disasters or man-made scenarios like the conflict happening right now. For this 

reason, international bodies like the UN promulgate laws and conventions, such as UNCLOS. These 

are agreed upon by all members of the UN and promulgated for compliance by all seafarers 

worldwide.  

It must be remembered that 70% of the planet’s surface is water, and waterways remain the cheapest 

mode of transportation even today. Trade is essential for prosperity. World commerce, trade and 

energy move over the sea. The oceans are lifelines for prosperity. A point to ponder is: are all 

countries abiding by the UNCLOS provisions? The answer is NO. In the last two decades alone, the 

laws have been given a pass, particularly by powerful countries, no matter where they are in the 

world. UNCLOS remains a silent spectator, except for occasional whispering. Given this backdrop, we 

notice that UNCLOS is being violated even in the Persian Gulf, an important powerhouse of world 

energy. It must be mentioned that there are five to six such narrow straits through which shipping 

traffic in and out of the Indian Ocean takes place.  The blockade of the Strait of Hormuz is not the 

last, and I'm sure there will be more in the future. The world is witnessing a nation in proximity to a 

strait holding the entire world to economic ransom.  

Today, the US action has impacted world's economic system in a way that recovery to normalization 

may take years. US does not need any hydrocarbon for its energy needs It's an oil exporting country. 

It is a dichotomy that world's large and fastest growing economies are energy import dependent, 

since they do not themselves produce much energy. China, India, Japan, South Korea and all of the 

nation countries. These countries particularly are up against the wall. US action in the Gulf has 

encouraged counter attacks by Iran on the oil infrastructure on the other side of Gulf since they 

support the US interest in that area.  

After the nomination of a new Ayatollah in Iran, it appears that the IRGC is acting in autonomous 

mode under nobody's control. Also, the IRGC has now enlarged its declared control area from Zest 

to the Sirri Islands, which is much larger than the length of the Strait of Hormuz. This is as per map 

released recently. There has been destruction of oil-related infrastructure in Bahrain, Kuwait, Saudi 

Arabia, Qatar, and the UAE. It is either by Iran armed forces or by the IRGC which impact day-to-day 

household lives with shortages of   NG, LPG, petrol, diesel, etc.  These have become scarce. Price rise 

is prevalent. Apart from these, the larger issue is that trade has been severely hampered due to 

skyrocketing insurance premiums. As Professor Xiaodong mentioned, Shipping companies are 

becoming very reluctant to move through the Indian Ocean.  

Given the current situation where maritime security and governance seem to have collapsed & this 

conference at by CCSAS and Pathfinder in Colombo is very timely and essential. Points worth noting 

are the manner in which Iran and IRGC have been hitting US bases in Arab nations point at that 

foreign base & their navies, will be subject to attacks in any future conflict. World's leading powers 

tend to violate laws and no mechanism seems to be preventing them from doing so and ensure 

security. We can see the failure of UN's, especially the UNSC there is no mechanism to enforce the 

laws. Any cooperative mechanism which is not fully representative of Indian Ocean countries is 

unlikely to succeed. It will get embroiled in great power competition and invariably lead to conflict. 

Given the nature of geography of Indian Ocean region, narrow passages and choke points will hold 
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the key to safe transit of energy and trade for prosperity of the world. Declaring a zone of peace is 

fine for peace time, but we must not assume that peace will prevail all the time. There are also 

suggestions within that the US should have 4 Ocean Navies. One for each ocean. And this will 

invariably lead to competitive response from China to protect its own energy interests. I see the world 

broadly getting into bipolar world order and some mini polarities in various regions of the world. The 

US will maintain military and industrial complexes superiority whereas China will lead in the 

manufacturing and trade. Any change in these characteristics is very unlikely in near future. To my 

understanding Economic world order could remain in this framework for quite some time to come.  

Therefore, I recommend that existing organizations in the IOR must strengthen their cohesion and 

not create any new architecture. We have number of them and all of them are good enough. Any 

new structure would invite its own complexities, leading to the IOR becoming a zone of long- term 

conflicts. It is time for Indian Ocean countries to come together and take collective responsibility to 

ensure right of innocent passage for ensuring energy security and prosperity.  

 

HOTSPOTS-RESOURCES &PARTNERSHIPS THAT IS SHAPING THE INDIAN OCEAN 
TOMORROW 

 
Rear Adm. Y N Jayarathna (Retd.), Former Chief of Staff & Chief Hydrographer, 

Sri Lanka Navy 

The Chair, the Pathfinder Foundation, Sichuan University, ladies and gentlemen, thank you very 

much, for inviting me to speak on the topic of ‘Hotspots-Resources & Partnerships that is Shaping 

the Indian Ocean Tomorrow in this august academic gathering. I wish to share my analysis on 

Indian Ocean in the time allocated and being former Chief Hydrographer, ladies and gentlemen 

please bear with me for all projections, charts and maps that I will be showing during the course 

of my speech! 

Image 1: Opening Slide 

 



45  
 

The Image 1 above is the Nautical Chart illustrating the northern part of the Indian Ocean. Making 

these nautical charts used to be my job as a hydrographer some years back. In this nautical chart 

the striking yellow colour denotes the land and what is white the ocean. The Indian Ocean is 

undergoing a profound change that we have not seen before. And these are happening in a much 

faster and a much more dynamic way than we even thought of! The Cold War after the World 

War II has turned it into post-Cold War to Unipolarity and Multipolarity and all these dynamics 

are shaping the Indian Ocean region. Irrespective of the size of the country, whether it is a big 

country or a small country, landlocked country or bigger continental country or even an island 

nation, these all are going to get affected by these profound changes. And I analyse that the 

Indian Ocean future is dependent on how wise the political masters of ours play their card. The 

Indian Ocean has become the global attention, and this political play would decide the future of 

the Indian Ocean region. In making the Indian Ocean serve the economic aspirations of the region, 

some regional players will have to take a step back whilst some may require taking a step forward 

and stands on one’s feet for the sake of the Indian Ocean region. 

These unprecedented steps taken forward or backward is needed as what we see is something 

very unique, very dynamic and very economically related, and these are new to our political 

masters just as they for us! As a maritime analyst, the following assessment is an attempt to look 

into the future, to understand what will be the Indian Ocean tomorrow? And what will be the 

hotspots that would trigger conflicts, and what competition on seabed resources would lead us 

to? And at the same time, what kind of partnerships it's going to offer us in our collaborative, and 

cooperative mechanisms. 

Image 2: Slide No 2 

Image 2 above, is about the hotspots in the Indian Ocean, and these hotspots are presenting both 

traditional and non-traditional maritime threats. In this slide, you will see there are big Six circles 

and a ‘rectangular’ shape area. These localities each are explained in following order; where Strait 

of Hormuz in the northern part of the Arabian Sea, basically the Gulf of Oman and the Persian Gulf 
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will continue to be the hotspot because of energy routes with geo-strategic consequences. Every 

time the strait of Hormuz was challenged, the global order has gone astray with economic fallout 

taking years to settle down. Then the regional tensions; tension between Pakistan and India 

primarily is affecting the entire region. India is harping on her economic corridors via sea to the 

Gulf and beyond to Europe, connecting the Gulf and the Europe. And it is going through the 

Arabian Sea, Gulf of Oman, Persian Gulf where regional tensions are active and alive. And to thrive 

these economic corridors, you need to have the maritime security in this region. So if you don't 

have maritime security assured in this region, all these economic corridors just remain as 

concepts only. 

Then secondly, the strait of Bab-el-Mandeb is going to be the next hotspot in the region! In this 

strait also it appears that another regional tension is brewing up especially cantered on the 

Barbera Harbor of the Somaliland; the breakaway province from Somalia. The Somaliland thinks 

that they can be an independent country as Israel has already recognized them and they are 

having high hopes of prosperity in a very volatile geography. Indeed, the Barbera Harbor right in 

front of this Bab-el-Mandeb appeared to be a promising port facility to the sub-region. However, 

the presence of non-State Actors in same sub region and competing interest of the 

neighbourhood compounded by Africa is said to becoming the next hotspot for terrorism likely to 

negate the high aspirations of the region. In fact, the Horn of Africa is showcasing all ingredients 

for a potential conflict, and when that happen; the moment the Bab-El-Mandab is blocked, it's 

going to affect everyone in the Indian Ocean region due to the disturbances to the main sea Lane 

of Communication that connect far-east with far-west. 

Thirdly, it will be the Mozambique Channel, that poised to be another hotspot in the Indian 

Ocean. The Mozambique Channel and its periphery as you can see are a crowded oceanic space. 

The indicated Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) and the claims submitted for the Continental 

Margin has overly saturated the entire neighbourhood. In this western part of the Indian ocean, 

much is happening from illegal activities to developments in the sense of Port developments, 

economic development, infrastructure development. In this East African region whether mainland 

Africa or the islands, therefore, has to maintain a stable internal political environment to yield 

results from the developments happening. These Governments need investments and 

investments need secure political environment for investors. Thus, when commercial interests 

are getting more and more attention, so do the security and political interests. And in this region 

the dominant player is France, and its role will have an effect in the entire Indian ocean region. 

What is common in all these hotspots are that they each connected to extra-regional global players 

and in any conflict would stands to drag these extra-regional interests to the forum! 

A good example of this is the Chagos archipelago, the fourth hotspots of my analysis on how it 

will make extra regional players coming into the equation. Whilst the Chagos archipelago have a 

checkered history, now that Maldives and Mauritius are at crossroads, it drags India into the 

equation, as Mauritius Maritime security is under a MOU with India. Thus, we are looking at three 

Indian Ocean countries; Maldives, Mauritius, India and two extra-regional players mainly UK and 

USA involved and the narratives on these developments would make 

the internal political stability at a state of jeopardy. So Chagos Archipelago, because of the 

neighbourhood tensions and the extra regional involvement, makes the ideal talking points in 
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mainstream and social media circuits which may complicate matters even more! The fact that 

there is an international Court of Justice ruling on this archipelago, makes one to argue on where 

rule-based-order exists in today’s geo-political posture! 

Then comes the Carlsberg Ridge, an undersea ridge in the Arabian Sea, that is the fifth hotspot, 

where very recently India signed a 15-year contract with the International Seabed Authority for 

explorations for the resources. whilst these exploratory activities may go on in the seabed, on 

surface and in the water-column lay the fishing interest of Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka's interest in high 

sea fishing in Arabian Sea cover this general area and now that the new High-sea Treaty is in place 

there will be concerns on resource managements. The BBNJ; Biodiversity Beyond National 

Jurisdiction is indirectly connecting fishing with marine genetic resources and area-based 

management tools. So, these are going to be a kind of a weapons or the tools or the factors that 

the States might take into account when the tensions go higher. 

The sixth hotspot is the Bay of Bengal, where regional tensions and resource interest are shaping 

the future. The Bay of Bengal unlike the Arabian Sea, still remain a closed sea area used by India, 

Bangladesh, Myanmar and Sri Lanka. And keeping the Bay of Bengal out of regional tensions 

demands that these four States act and think wisely in shaping the future of the Indian Ocean. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, at the commencement of my speech I mentioned that it all depends on 

how our political masters would play their card! The likelihood of these political masters playing 

nationalistic rhetoric in satisfying their internal political environment is very high. We already 

have seen how these nationalistic cards are played in the region even from very seasoned political 

figures, that would jeopardise external relations over the internal stability! 

Having briefly analysed the potential hotspots in the Indian Ocean, lets focus on the seabed, and 

for this purpose I wish to use the famous 1952 Marie Tharpe map of the Indian ocean seabed. 

When we drain out all the waters in the Indian Ocean, this is how the seabed looks like. (See 

image 3 below) In 1952, Maria Tharpe, an American cartographer working for the USA in 

Oceanographic Institute designed this map and this map still remains the basis and the most 

sought-after map in dealing with identifying the seabed resources. this design made the world to 

visualize the seabed better in a more comprehensive way than before. The map was designed 

extensively relying on American sonar details collected from submarine operations at that time 

and today these has been more extensively under global initiatives such as Seabed 2030. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 3: Slide No 3 
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Out of sediment entrapments in the map the Bay of Bengal stands very conspicuous and largest. 

Commencing from some 13 kilometres of sediment at the shorelines near the northern part of 

the Bay of Bengal, it tapers down to 1 kilometre of sediments, and the similar kind of sediment rich 

areas are visible in the northern Arabian Ocean and the Somalian basin. And the ridgelines from 

Central Indian Ocean Ridge are volcanic creations and the volcanic creations create minerals of 

high-end value. These undersea ridges and seamounts are believed to be housing minerals of 

high value and to confirm such, one need extensive research and exploration, which are costly 

and technologically challenging. The States will be competing for these resources, not because of 

that the land resources are going down, but this is the future; and future need to be legally 

secured for exploitation in decades to come. 

In 1960s, there were international scientific expeditions to better understand the seabed and mind 

you this was the time of cold-war too! Amidst these, some remarkable maps were 

promulgated and this ocean management by the 

Commonwealth Secretariat is such an illustration in 

having an idea about the seabed and subsoil. 

 

 

Image 4: Slide 4 

 

 

Image 5: Slide 5 

Ladies and Gentlemen, let me now corelate these hotspots and resources to economy; where 

much scope is available for collaborative and cooperative engagement in serving our economic 

prosperity. It's all about economy; not about the military and military will be used to serve the 
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economic aspirations and it became a tool to be used for your economic development. The 

world’s largest population in India and the 6th GDP, Bangladesh with world’s 8th largest 

population and 37 GDP and Pakistan with the 5th largest population and 45th GDP. Indonesia with 

4th largest population and 17 GDP, I urge you to see the kind of connectivity needed, and at same 

time how inter-dependent each for collaborative opportunities. And when you talk about 

maritime connectivity, it is the port development and port management that matters. 

Government may build bigger harbours, bigger ports etc but whether to keep them or ‘kill’ them 

is decided by the multi-national shipping industry, thereby, making port management a special 

feature in global shipping environment. 

Let’s focus on trade opportunities due to infrastructure developments; for example, there's much 

happening on the East Coast of Africa, so much of infrastructure development taking place over 

here. And most of them come from the China it's all about maritime connectivity. Not only the 

materials construction material, it's about the labour, It's about the technology, It's about the 

supply chain management. Let’s focus on the need of power generation and with this much of 

population, economic developments come the need for power and energy. 

And assessing current trends, whether it is by fossil or whether it is by greener or the clean energy 

sources, then population will be demanding more energy to consume. Thus, internal political 

atmosphere will be very demanding, and statecraft will have to navigate aspirations and interests. 

No doubt that these would be more complex and integrated, as no country could develop 

economies by their own! In today’s global market, it has to be a collaborative effect. There's no 

single country that has developed itself without a market. 

Ladies and Gentlemen in concluding there is one single factor that created by the nature to unite 

us all, despite our differences; the ocean! And even in ocean, it is the climate factor that unite us 

all as sub-regions, regions, and as whole the globe! Image 6 below, the last slide in my delivery is 

about the ongoing climate factor the region is going to face; the El-Nino effect! So although the 

rains by way of South-West Monsoon have reached Sri Lanka, the sea surface temperatures 

abnormally remain high. This is because of what is happening in the Pacific, and it is predicted that 

this year’s El-Nino effect will be impactful both socially and politically! So let us hope that our State-

craft, our policy makers be wise enough, have wisdom to engage with each other in region with 

national interest and the Indian Ocean interest in mind. Such need good strategic communication 

to understand and also to 

explain to the other. And 

forums such as these help us to 

share our assessments, and to 

discuss the future to manage 

the hotspots and resources by 

way of collaboration and 

cooperation in serving each 

other better! 

  Thank you very much. 

Image 6: Closing Slide  
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INDIAN OCEAN SECURITY IN THE SHADOW IN THE SHADOW OF THE US-ISRAELI 
WAR AGAINST IRAN 

 
Prof. Liu Zongyi, Director of the Centre for South Asia Studies, Shanghai Institutes for 

International Studies (SIIS), China 

 

On 28 February 2026, the United States and Israel launched a large-scale military strike against Iran. 

This conflict forces us to rethink security in the Indian Ocean region. For decades, the security 

narrative of the Indian Ocean has been dominated by two themes: great-power strategic competition 

and non-traditional security issues such as piracy, illegal fishing, and drug trafficking. Yet this war has 

revealed, in brutal fashion, that traditional security challenges remain the most fundamental and 

pressing concern in the Indian Ocean region. 

I. The War's Impact on Indian Ocean Security 

The conflict has disrupted the Indian Ocean security landscape on three levels. 

First, traditional military conflict and great-power rivalry remain the defining factors in Indian Ocean 

security. The US-Israeli military aggression against Iran is the largest conventional military 

confrontation in the western Indian Ocean since the 2003 Iraq War. The Indian Ocean is no longer a 

"testing ground for non-traditional threats" — it has reverted to the most primal form of international 

politics: war. This conflict demonstrates that the region's existing security architecture is wholly 

inadequate for managing great-power conflict and conventional military confrontation. 

Second, the vulnerability of energy transit routes has been exposed. The Strait of Hormuz is the 

world's energy "chokepoint." Following the attack, Iran rapidly moved to close the strait. South Asia, 

heavily dependent on Middle Eastern energy imports and Gulf remittances, has been among the 

hardest-hit regions: 

1) Energy shock: The most immediate and direct channel of harm. South Asian countries have faced 

surging prices and supply disruptions. 

2) Remittances shock: About 20 to 25 million South Asian migrant workers live and work in Gulf 

region. Their remittances sustain millions of households and underpin national foreign exchange 

reserves. 

3) Fertilizer and food security shock: Roughly one-third of global seaborne fertilizer trade passes 

through the Strait of Hormuz. The shutdown of Gulf LNG production has curtailed gas supplies to 

Asian countries, forcing South Asian fertilizer producers to cut output — threatening food 

production in the coming agricultural season. 

4) Trade and shipping shock: Air cargo volumes have plummeted, maritime insurance costs have 

soared, shipping routes have lengthened, and supply chains have become increasingly fragile. 

5) Debt and financial pressure: The conflict imposes fresh strain on South Asian economies already 

struggling under high debt burdens. 

Third, regional disorder has created new space for terrorist expansion. On 12 April 2026, the 

Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA) carried out a maritime attack near Gwadar, striking a Pakistani 
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Coast Guard patrol vessel and killing three personnel — the first time Baloch separatists had directly 

attacked an official Pakistani vessel at sea. Simultaneously, the BLA announced the formal 

establishment of its naval branch, the Hammal Maritime Defence Force. The broader regional 

disorder has unquestionably provided extremist organizations with a far wider international 

operating space.  

II. Who Is Undermining Indian Ocean Security? 

These problems cannot be attributed solely to the direct conflict among the US, Israel, and Iran. The 

deeper question is: what role should the Indian Ocean regional security framework play? And how 

can regional powers become genuine builders of Indian Ocean security — true "net security 

providers"? 

First, the Indian Ocean's regional security frameworks have failed to function — primarily because of 

their exclusivity. The Indian Ocean is not short of security mechanisms, but lacks a unified, binding, 

and comprehensive security architecture. The Indian Ocean's regional security frameworks 

encompass the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA), the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS), the 

Colombo Security Conclave (CSC), and others. India has long positioned itself as the Indian Ocean's 

"primary security provider," yet what it pursues is not "inclusive security" but "exclusive dominance." 

India-led frameworks confine cooperation to "non-traditional threats" and "maritime domain 

awareness," seeking to institutionally consolidate India's monopoly over the Indian Ocean. By relying 

on strategic avoidance and exclusionary postures to maintain its predominance, India only delays — 

rather than advances — the formation of a genuinely effective regional security framework. 

Second, India's role in the US-Israeli military strike against Iran is deeply troubling. Just days before 

the war began — as the United States was massing naval forces off the Iranian coast — Prime Minister 

Modi visited Israel, upgrading bilateral ties to a "Special Strategic Partnership" and addressing the 

Israeli parliament at the signing of multiple defence cooperation agreements. Subsequently, the 

Iranian frigate IRIS Dena — which had participated in India's "Milan 2026" multinational naval 

exercise — was sunk by a US submarine in waters south of Sri Lanka on 4 March 2026 while returning 

home, killing nearly one hundred crew members. As the chair of the BRICS this year, India has 

prevented the BRICS countries from playing a role in this matter. Previously, India also prevented the 

SCO from playing a role. What role did India, self-proclaimed as the Indian Ocean's net security 

provider, actually play in all of this? And who support the BLA?  

Third, having witnessed the global consequences of the Hormuz blockade, India has aggressively 

accelerated the militarization of Great Nicobar Island. The Indian government has launched a USD 9 

billion integrated development project on Great Nicobar Island, encompassing a dual-use airport and 

military infrastructure. The island sits approximately 150 kilometres from the western entrance to 

the Strait of Malacca, with the nearest point only about 70 kilometres away. Harsh Pant, Vice 

President of the Observer Research Foundation, has stated explicitly that the project will enable India 

to "monitor the security of Malacca waters and ensure that no hostile power can disrupt maritime 

traffic the way it is being done today at Hormuz." India's Great Nicobar militarization is not a 

constructive contribution to regional security — it is a strategic deployment that will intensify future 

regional confrontation. 
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III. Building a Fair and Equitable Indian Ocean Security Framework 

Without common security, there can be no individual security. For all Indian Ocean stakeholders — 

whether China, Japan, and South Korea transporting energy through the Strait of Hormuz, or South 

Asian nations dependent on Gulf energy, fertilizer, and remittances — building a fair, equitable, and 

inclusive Indian Ocean security framework has become an urgent practical necessity. 

First, all stakeholders must take a principled stand against wars of aggression and in defense of peace. 

Major powers in particular must act with fairness and integrity, contributing positive energy to 

regional peace and development. As the Chinese saying goes: "Good deeds bring good returns; evil 

deeds bring retribution." Since the crisis began, Chinese shipping companies have accounted for a 

significant share of vessels successfully transiting the Strait of Hormuz — a reflection, to a meaningful 

degree, of Beijing's diplomatic efforts to promote peace and secure passage guarantees. This 

experience can serve as a foundation for broader security cooperation. 

Second, any Indian Ocean security framework must be grounded in the principles of common 

security, comprehensive security, cooperative security, and sustainable security. No state enjoys 

absolute security. Regional countries must not delude themselves into believing that geographical 

advantage alone can deter others — such advantages crumble before advanced technology. Regional 

states must abandon zero-sum thinking and abandon the illusion that destabilizing other countries' 

internal security can yield strategic advantage. When a fair and equitable security framework is 

absent, every state — regardless of economic size or military strength — is unable to reliably protect 

its interests in the Indian Ocean. The United Nations, BRICS and SCO should play an important role in 

building the security architecture in the Indian Ocean region. 

Third, reducing energy dependence on the Strait of Hormuz and the Strait of Malacca is the structural 

solution to Indian Ocean traditional security risks over the long term. China is the world's largest 

producer of solar panels, energy storage systems, and electric vehicles, and possesses the 

technological and financial capacity to help South Asian nations accelerate their energy transitions. 

Through the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, BRICS, and the Belt and Road Initiative, China can 

deepen clean energy cooperation with South Asian countries. This is both a meaningful contribution 

to global sustainable development and a fundamental remedy for reducing the geopolitical risks 

posed by Indian Ocean strategic chokepoints. 
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MARITIME SECURITY AND STRATEGIC STABILITY IN THE ASIA/INDO-PACIFIC: 
LESSONS FROM THE STRAIT OF HORMUZ 

 

Dr. Li Mingjiang, Provost’s Chair in International Relations, Associate Dean (Academic 

Affairs) of S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS), Nanyang Technological 

University (NTU), Singapore 

 

Good afternoon, distinguished guests, colleagues, and friends. 

It is a great pleasure to join you today to discuss maritime security in the Indo-Pacific or Asia Pacific 

region at a time of growing geopolitical uncertainty. The key point that I want to highlight in my 

presentation is this: in the current geopolitical and related socio-economic challenges, countries in 

the Asia/Indo-Pacific region should work more closely to address maritime security challenges.  

Recent tensions surrounding the Strait of Hormuz have reminded the world of a fundamental reality: 

maritime chokepoints remain highly vulnerable to geopolitical conflict and strategic disruptions. 

Much attention has understandably focused on the impact of Hormuz on global energy markets and 

international trade. However, for countries in the Asia/Indo-Pacific region, the broader maritime 

security implications may be even more important. 

The key concern is not only economic disruption itself, but also the possibility that prolonged 

instability in Hormuz could create wider maritime insecurity across the Asia/Indo-Pacific. 

A major economic slowdown caused by disruptions to global shipping and energy transportation 

could worsen social and economic vulnerabilities in many parts of Southeast Asia and the broader 

Asia-Pacific region. 

Rising inflation, slowing economic growth, disruptions to tourism, fisheries, and trade, as well as 

pressure on employment and government budgets, could significantly affect lower-income coastal 

communities in particular. 

International organizations have repeatedly warned that major external economic shocks tend to 

disproportionately affect vulnerable populations in developing economies. In Southeast Asia, a 

prolonged global economic downturn associated with instability in the Middle East could potentially 

push millions of people closer to poverty or economic insecurity, especially in coastal and maritime-

dependent areas. 

This has important implications for maritime security. 

Historically, periods of economic hardship have often contributed to increases in piracy, maritime 

robbery, smuggling, illegal trafficking, and even maritime terrorism. 

This was evident during the late 1990s and early 2000s, when economic instability in parts of 

Southeast Asia coincided with rising piracy and armed robbery incidents in regional waters, including 

around the Strait of Malacca and the Sulu-Celebes Seas. 
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Economic hardship can weaken law enforcement capacity, reduce employment opportunities, and 

create conditions that transnational criminal networks may exploit. 

In this sense, the lessons from Hormuz are not only about protecting shipping routes. They are also 

about recognizing the close relationship between economic stability and maritime security. 

Against this background, maritime security needs to move higher on the policy agenda of regional 

countries. 

Regional governments can no longer treat maritime security simply as a narrow naval or military 

issue. Maritime security is increasingly linked to broader questions of economic resilience, regional 

stability, social governance, and strategic order. 

This naturally brings our attention to the Strait of Malacca. 

The Strait of Malacca is one of the most important maritime chokepoints in the world. 

It serves not only Southeast Asia and China, but also Japan, South Korea, India, Australia, and many 

other Asia/Indo-Pacific economies. 

A substantial portion of global maritime trade passes through this narrow waterway every year. The 

Strait is therefore essential not only for commercial shipping, but also for broader strategic stability 

in the Asia/Indo-Pacific region. 

Any major disruption in the Strait of Malacca would have serious consequences for regional stability 

and could increase security risks across the wider maritime domain. 

In this sense, the security of the Strait of Malacca is no longer simply a Southeast Asian issue. It is an 

Asia/Indo-Pacific and global concern. 

At this point, it is important to highlight the role of international law. 

Under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, or UNCLOS, straits used for international 

navigation are governed by the principle of transit passage. This principle guarantees freedom of 

continuous and expeditious navigation through these waterways. 

In other words, maritime chokepoints such as the Strait of Malacca should remain open, safe, and 

governed by internationally recognized rules and norms. 

For Asia/Indo-Pacific countries, upholding UNCLOS is essential not only for legal reasons, but also for 

strategic stability and predictability. A rules-based maritime order reduces uncertainty, lowers the 

risks of conflict, and helps maintain confidence in regional maritime governance. 

Fortunately, the Strait of Malacca has long been an example of cooperative maritime governance. 

For decades, the littoral states — Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore — have not attempted to 

dominate or restrict the Strait. Instead, they have collectively acted as responsible stewards of 

maritime security and navigational safety. 

They have worked together through coordinated patrols, aerial surveillance, intelligence-sharing, 

anti-piracy operations, and maritime traffic management systems. 
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These cooperative efforts have significantly improved maritime security in the Strait over the past 

two decades. 

This experience demonstrates an important lesson: maritime governance is most effective when it is 

based on cooperation, mutual trust, and shared responsibility. 

Today, however, the regional maritime environment is becoming increasingly complex. 

Traditional and non-traditional security challenges continue to evolve. Piracy, maritime smuggling, 

illegal trafficking, cyber threats, maritime accidents, maritime terrorism, and geopolitical tensions all 

create new pressures on regional sea lanes. 

At the same time, growing strategic competition among major powers has increased military 

activities in many parts of the Asia/Indo-Pacific. As naval operations expand and strategic rivalry 

intensifies, the risks of miscalculation and unintended escalation also rise. 

Against this background, Asia/Indo-Pacific countries need to strengthen maritime security 

cooperation in several important areas. 

First, regional countries should strengthen practical maritime security cooperation. 

This includes cooperation on anti-piracy operations, maritime law enforcement training, search and 

rescue activities, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, navigational safety, and emergency 

response mechanisms. 

Countries should also deepen cooperation on maritime cybersecurity and the protection of critical 

maritime infrastructure, including ports, undersea communication cables, and major shipping 

facilities. 

Joint naval exercises and coast guard cooperation can improve operational coordination and 

strengthen mutual confidence among regional countries. 

Second, Asia/Indo-Pacific countries should strengthen maritime domain awareness. 

One major lesson from recent geopolitical crises is the importance of timely information-sharing and 

situational awareness at sea. 

Regional countries should invest more in real-time maritime surveillance, satellite monitoring, 

intelligence-sharing, AI-supported maritime tracking technologies, and coordinated information 

fusion systems. 

In this regard, existing regional mechanisms can play an even larger role. 

The Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia, 

or ReCAAP, has already contributed significantly to information-sharing, early warning, and regional 

coordination against piracy and maritime crime. 

Similarly, the Information Fusion Centre based in Singapore has become an important platform for 

maritime domain awareness and operational coordination. 

These mechanisms should continue to expand cooperation among ASEAN countries, China, India, 

Japan, Australia, South Korea, and other Indo-Pacific stakeholders. 
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Third, regional institutions should continue to play a central role in promoting maritime dialogue and 

strategic trust. 

ASEAN-led institutions such as the ASEAN Maritime Forum, the Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum, 

the ASEAN Regional Forum, and the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting-Plus provide valuable 

opportunities for dialogue, confidence-building, and practical cooperation. 

At the same time, broader Asia/Indo-Pacific initiatives and minilateral arrangements can also 

contribute positively if they support openness, transparency, and regional stability. 

Strategic competition should not prevent cooperation on shared maritime security interests. After 

all, all regional countries depend on safe and stable sea lanes of communication. 

Fourth, Asia/Indo-Pacific countries should strengthen crisis management mechanisms to reduce the 

risks of escalation and miscalculation. 

Recent tensions in the Middle East have shown how rapidly maritime incidents can escalate into 

broader geopolitical crises. 

The Asia/Indo-Pacific region therefore needs stronger crisis communication mechanisms, clearer 

operational rules for naval encounters, and more robust confidence-building measures. 

Preventing incidents at sea from escalating into larger confrontations should become a major 

regional priority. 

Finally, Asia/Indo-Pacific countries should continue to uphold international law and reinforce norms 

governing the openness and safety of maritime sea lanes of communication. 

A stable maritime order depends fundamentally on respect for internationally recognized rules and 

norms. Without a rules-based framework, uncertainty and strategic mistrust are likely to increase. 

Let me conclude with three brief observations. 

First, recent tensions surrounding the Strait of Hormuz remind us that maritime chokepoints remain 

strategically vulnerable and globally significant. 

Second, maritime insecurity and economic instability are often closely interconnected. Economic 

downturns and social vulnerabilities can create conditions that worsen maritime crime and regional 

instability. 

Third, maritime security in the Asia/Indo-Pacific can no longer be managed by individual countries 

alone. 

Regional countries must strengthen practical cooperation, uphold international law, enhance 

strategic trust, and work together to build a more resilient and rules-based maritime order. 

Ultimately, maritime security is not only about preventing conflict at sea. It is also about preserving 

regional stability, protecting economic resilience, and ensuring long-term prosperity across the 

Asia/Indo-Pacific. 

Thank you. 
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BRIDGING SEAS, BUILDING FUTURES: BANGLADESH’S VISION FOR MARITIME 
COOPERATION IN THE CHINA-SRI LANKA-INDO-PACIFIC NEXUS 

 

Commodore Syed Misbah Uddin Ahmad (Retd.), Director General, 

Bangladesh Institute of Maritime Research and Development (BIMRAD) 

 

Distinguished delegates and esteemed colleagues, 

The essence of my intervention at the China–Sri Lanka Maritime Cooperation Dialogue 2026 was that 

the future of the Indo-Pacific should be defined not by rivalry and dominance, but by cooperation, 

mutual respect, and shared prosperity. The oceans that connect our nations should be viewed not as 

theatres of contestation, but as bridges linking civilizations, economies, and peoples. 

Bangladesh, situated at the northern apex of the Bay of Bengal, occupies a unique geostrategic 

position. Sri Lanka stands at the crossroads of major international sea lanes, while China's expanding 

maritime engagement has created new opportunities for connectivity and economic integration. 

Together, these three countries possess the potential to shape a cooperative maritime order based 

on sustainability, inclusivity, and resilience. 

More than eighty percent of global trade by volume moves through maritime routes. The 

uninterrupted flow of commerce, energy, and people through the Indian Ocean and adjoining seas is 

therefore not only an economic necessity but a collective responsibility. Maritime cooperation has 

become foundational to regional stability and development. 

Bangladesh's approach to the Indo-Pacific is guided by the principles of inclusivity, connectivity, and 

sustainability. Rather than becoming entangled in competing geopolitical blocs, Bangladesh 

advocates constructive engagement with all partners while preserving strategic autonomy and 

national sovereignty.  

At the same time, this philosophy resonates deeply with Islamic teachings that emphasise justice, 

moderation, and cooperation for the common good. Allah says in the Holy Qur'an: 

"And cooperate in righteousness and piety, but do not cooperate in sin and aggression." 

(Surah Al-Ma'idah 5:2) 

This divine guidance reminds us that cooperation itself is not an end; rather, it must serve noble 

objectives that promote collective welfare and prevent harm. Maritime partnerships, therefore, 

should advance human prosperity, environmental stewardship, and peace. 

The blue economy presents one of the greatest opportunities for our region. Bangladesh has 

embraced the sustainable use of ocean resources through fisheries development, offshore energy 

exploration, marine scientific research, shipping expansion, and emerging marine biotechnology 

initiatives. Sri Lanka's expertise in port management and logistics, combined with China's 

technological and infrastructural capabilities, creates significant opportunities for mutually beneficial 

collaboration. 

However, economic development cannot come at the expense of ecological integrity. Marine 

resources are a trust that must be managed responsibly.  
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This principle is highly relevant to contemporary ocean governance. Overexploitation of marine 

resources, marine pollution, and unsustainable extraction practices threaten the long-term viability 

of the blue economy. Scientific research, evidence-based policymaking, environmental governance, 

and equitable benefit-sharing must therefore underpin all maritime initiatives. 

Another important dimension of the discussion was the evolving concept of maritime security. 

Security today extends far beyond traditional naval concerns. It includes combating piracy and illegal 

fishing, protecting sea lines of communication, responding to disasters, and addressing climate-

related vulnerabilities. 

The Bay of Bengal remains highly susceptible to cyclones, sea-level rise, and extreme weather events. 

Consequently, maritime cooperation should encompass joint disaster preparedness, climate 

adaptation measures, humanitarian assistance, and early warning systems. Human security must 

become an integral part of maritime security. 

This profound teaching reflects the spirit required to address transboundary maritime challenges. 

The suffering of one coastal community ultimately affects regional stability and shared prosperity. 

Technological innovation, particularly Artificial Intelligence, is rapidly transforming maritime 

operations through enhanced maritime domain awareness, surveillance, predictive analytics, and 

operational efficiency. Such technologies can significantly strengthen the capacities of developing 

maritime nations. Yet, technological advancement must be accompanied by ethical governance, data 

sovereignty protections, cybersecurity safeguards, and equitable access. Technology should 

empower cooperation rather than deepen dependence or inequality. 

In practical terms, the dialogue highlighted several pathways for future collaboration. These include 

institutionalising a Bangladesh–China–Sri Lanka trilateral maritime dialogue, establishing blue 

economy partnerships, improving maritime connectivity and logistics, promoting joint capacity-

building initiatives, facilitating research cooperation, and creating mechanisms for responsible 

maritime data sharing. 

In an increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) world, strategic leadership 

demands adaptability, prudence, and foresight. Maritime governance should prioritise cooperation 

over competition, sustainability over exploitation, and strategic wisdom over impulsive action. 

Bangladesh envisions a future where the Bay of Bengal emerges as a hub of connectivity and 

opportunity, where partnerships are built on trust and mutual respect, and where the seas unite 

rather than divide us. 

Let this principle guide our maritime engagement. Our shared seas should become platforms for 

service to humanity, fostering peace, prosperity, and resilience for present and future generations. 

The future of the Indo-Pacific will not be shaped by dominance, but by partnership. Let us therefore 

bridge our seas and build our shared future together. 
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EVOLVING WORLD ORDER AND SECURITY IN THE INDIAN OCEAN 
 

Dr. Li Li, Deputy Director and Senior Research Professor, Institute for International 

Relations, Tsinghua University, PRC 

 

Maritime security is an extension of onshore power configuration. In my opinion, currently and in the 

foreseeable future there are three factors that are substantially affecting the security and 

governance in the Indian Ocean region (IOR).  

The first factor is the broader context: the evolving world order. In the past decade, there have been 

heated debates on the direction of the world order. Surprisingly, all of the three categories, i.e. 

bipolarity, multipolarity and unipolarity, have their respective believers.  

First, some believe that the world is undergoing a bipolarization. It is represented by the rise of China 

and the relative decline of the U.S. In terms of the comprehensive national power, the U.S. in fact 

views China as its primary “peer competitor”. It is exactly the fundamental driving force of the U.S. 

strategic shift to great-power competition, which is mainly against China. There are generally two 

scenarios in a future bipolar world: a new Cold War, or a relative peaceful coexistence between the 

American sphere of influence and China’s. 

Second, some believe that the world is turning into a multipolar world. They argue that, if China and 

the U.S. are engulfed in their mutual competition, other major powers or the so-called middle powers 

will be provided more room to maneuver, especially to play a bigger role in their own regions. Many 

power centers will be formed as a result. This argument has been reinforced by the Trump second-

term policy, featured by both the U.S. reluctance to take the global leadership and emerging rifts 

within the West. Nowadays, we can see more interactions and coordination among middle powers 

to seek alternative governance led by them. 

Third, some return to believe that the world is still a unipolar one. During Trump’s first term and the 

Biden administration, there was almost a consensus that the international system is no more a 

unipolar one. The debate was focused on whether the world was heading for bipolar or multipolar. 

However, the fact that no one can stop Trump in his second term from undermining international 

norms and institutions seems indicating that the U.S. still remains to be the sole superpower, even 

though now much like a “rogue superpower”. 

No matter which argument prevails, we can draw three conclusions as the follows: First, the world is 

becoming more fragmented and volatile. Second, while a unipolar world with a “rogue superpower” 

is definitely disastrous, the consequences of the other two scenarios can neither be taken for 

granted. Third, all the members of the international community have a role to play in constructing a 

peaceful world order. 

As far as China is concerned, China has been a firm supporter of multipolarity, a resolute opponent 

of a unipolar world, and a reluctant competitor in the current great power competition. From the 

Chinese perspective, a multipolar world is a just world that enjoys the democratization of 

international relations, multilateralism under the UN framework, the equality between nations 

regardless of their size, the end of hegemony, power politics and bloc politics, and etc. According to 

my own observation, China is very cautious about the concept of bipolar or bipolarization, which 
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might remind people of the cold war, confrontation and hegemony. Regarding the concept of G-2, 

China’s interpretation is totally different from the West. China views it as a cooperation between 

China and the U.S. in global governance, while the West perceives it as a division of spheres of 

influence between the two great powers. 

The second factor that might significantly affect the security and governance in the Indian Ocean 

region is the evolving China-US-India triangle. I would like to elaborate the issue from the prism of 

the U.S. factor in the China-India relations. As we know, the U.S. factor has played a significant, 

though varying, role in China-India relations over time. Since 2010, the China-India relations have 

experienced a change from Americanization to de-Americanization. 

With the U.S. strategic shift in general and the 2017 inception of the Indo-Pacific strategy in 

particular, China-India relations were actually Americanized and framed by the U.S. great-power 

competition against China, both in Trump’s first term and during the Biden Administration. As far as 

the U.S. Indo-Pacific strategy is concerned, China is clearly viewed by the U.S. as its primary target 

and adversary, while India is positioned as a U.S. partner. In the process, India decided to embrace 

the U.S. Indo-Pacific strategy. This amplified the distrust between China and India and their bilateral 

ties consequently became strained. Their four-and-a-half-year border standoff should be interpreted 

in this broader context. 

However, after Donald Trump returned to the White House in 2025, U.S. foreign strategy underwent 

a major adjustment. Trump advanced "America First," prioritizing tariffs, homeland security, and the 

Western Hemisphere. It is still not clear how much the recalibration will affect the U.S. Indo-Pacific 

strategy. However, it seems to be breaking the logic that had governed U.S.-India relations for over 

a decade—namely, that as long as India cooperated with the U.S. in containing China, the U.S. would 

unconditionally support India’s rise.  

Marked by Trump’s imposition of a 50% tariff on Indian goods in August 2025, a rift emerged in U.S.-

India relations. India began to recalibrate its foreign policy, which had previously leaned excessively 

toward the United States, and started re-emphasizing its relations with China and Russia. Prime 

Minister Modi also made a high-profile appearance at the SCO Summit in Tianjin. Last year, India also 

postponed the Quad summit (comprising the U.S., Japan, India, and Australia), which it was originally 

scheduled to host. 

Generally speaking, the recalibration of U.S. national strategy is de-Americanizing the China-India 

relations. It will unbind China and India from the China-U.S.-India triangle and create substantial 

space for both sides to focus on other important issues and explore possibilities of cooperation. The 

de-Americanization and rapprochement of China-India relations are definitely good news for the 

security and governance in the Indian Ocean region. Of course, challenges remain and China-India 

coordination cannot be taken for granted. And the ball is generally in the India’s court. 

The third factor that might significantly affect the security and governance in the Indian Ocean region 

is the fallout of the US-Israel war against Iran. First, the power structure and regional order in the 

Middle East will be re-written. Iran’s position in the region might be strengthened rather than 

weakened. Relations among countries in the region might be realigned and regrouped. Of course, 

the extent of the change will be largely decided by the result of the war, but there will surely be 

plenty of uncertainties and complexity. 
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Second, the war poses a direct and heavy blow to the security of passages and sea lanes in the Indian 

Ocean. How the crisis will be resolved and the Strait of Hormuz be regulated will have a long-term 

impact. The good news is that it might provide some opportunities for other shipping hubs in the 

region. However, the cost of the war definitely outpaces the benefit for the region. 

Third, the war may lead to a restructuring of industrial and supply chains, both on the regional level 

and the global level. Again, there will be both challenges and opportunities. Without proper 

management, chaotic competition may prevail. 

Generally speaking, in a disordered world, the Indian Ocean region might become more 

fragmentated, with more transboundary and regional armed conflicts. Due to the lack of regional 

leadership, there will be growing power vacuum in the IOR. Therefore, countries in the region should 

take more responsibility for their own security through advancing cooperation and resisting power 

politics. The following are the four proposals for the security and governance in the IOR: 

First, facilitating conflict prevention and resolution. Countries in the region must “say no” to wars. 

They should prefer to peaceful resolution of disputes. Regional powers should make joint efforts to 

provide public goods for the region rather than compete against each other for the regional 

hegemony. 

Second, advancing regional cooperation and integration. International community including 

countries in the region should take a rational approach to interdependence. There has been a heated 

debate recently on the question, i.e., is interdependence a guarantee of security or a source of 

weakness? We have to examine the issue in a comprehensive way. We should not securitize or 

politicalize everything. We should acknowledge the positive sides of globalization and regionalism. 

We cannot throw the baby out with the bathwater.  

Third, enhancing regional institutions. IOR is lack of regional institutions. The Indian Ocean Rim 

Association (IORA) is one but with very limited effectiveness and utility. In a fragmented world, 

subregional and minilateral mechanisms may be more suitable and welcome. However, they should 

be inclusive as a provider of public goods rather than exclusive as an instrument of power politics. 

Fourth, building alternative passages and sea lanes. Regional connectivity should be diversified. 

Countries should have more options in a volatile world. To a certain extent, China’s BRI has made a 

contribution and also set a good example. In this regard, China and Sri Lanka can especially explore 

cooperation in facilitating security and governance in the IOR. 

I only approach this issue at the macro level. As for the micro level, I would like to learn from all the 

distinguished speakers in the two-day dialogue. 
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IMPACT OF THE US-ISRAEL-IRAN WAR TO SOUTH CHINA SEA COASTAL STATES  
 

Dr. Yan Yan, Deputy Director of South China Sea Probing Initiative (SCSPI), and researcher 

of National Institute for South China Sea Studies (NISCSS)  

 

First, I would like to express my gratitude to the organizers for the invitation to this significant 

conference. Arriving from Hainan—China’s sole tropical island province—I find the climatic 

conditions in Colombo, characterized by high temperature and humidity, remarkably familiar. This 

environmental context echoes the frequent storm events experienced in my home region, providing 

a sense of professional and personal resonance. 

The objective of my presentation is to share empirical examples and experiences regarding maritime 

cooperation in the South China Sea region. My analysis will focus on three key thematic areas: The 

regional implications of the ongoing Middle East crisis; The status of international law and regional 

order in the South China Sea; and Case studies of practical maritime cooperation. 

Macroeconomic and Strategic Implications of the Middle East Crisis 

Building upon Professor Mingjiang’s analysis of the global energy supply chain, it is critical to 

emphasize the profound vulnerability of South China Sea littoral states. The vast majority of these 

coastal nations remain heavily dependent on Middle Eastern crude oil imports. Consequently, 

conflict-driven price shocks present a severe risk of triggering extensive domestic inflation. This 

macroeconomic instability is a primary concern for key regional economies, including China, Japan, 

Malaysia, the Philippines, and the Republic of Korea. 

While previous sessions extensively addressed regional security, one critical dimension warrants 

closer examination: the shifting perception of United States strategic commitments. Among several 

Southeast Asian nations, there is rising skepticism regarding the longevity of the U.S. security 

umbrella. The re-engagement of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East has fueled apprehensions that 

Washington might draw down its military deployment and degrade its deterrent capabilities in the 

Asia-Pacific. 

However, empirical evidence suggests a contrary trend: Concluded just two days ago, the Balikatan 

Exercises joint military iteration was the largest in history, expanding its scope to include seven 

participating nations. The scale of these maneuvers indicates that U.S. strategic deterrence and 

forward presence in the region remain unchanged. Also, Japan's increased troop deployment in these 

exercises underscores a reinforced, multilateral security posture. 

Law of the Sea and the Precedent of Tolls of Strait of Hormuz 

The legal status of the Strait of Hormuz remains a critical point of contention under international 

maritime law. According to Articles 38 and 44 of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the 

Sea (UNCLOS), the strait constitutes a traditional waterway used for international navigation. Under 

this framework, all global vessels and aircraft retain the right of transit passage. 
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However, a legal asymmetry exists because Iran is not a state party to the 1982 UNCLOS. 

Consequently, Tehran does not recognize the right of transit passage and has sought to impose 

transit tolls on commercial oil tankers navigating the strait. 

Recent reports indicate that several commercial vessels have paid these state-imposed tolls to secure 

passage through the Strait of Hormuz. This raises an important legal and diplomatic question for our 

colleagues from Sri Lanka and India: 

Have your respective governments authorized or facilitated the payment of these transit fees for 

domestic commercial vessels? If such tolls were paid, does this constitute de facto legal recognition 

of Iran's maritime claims over an international strait? 

This development risks establishing a highly dangerous international precedent. Should this practice 

become normalized, it could legitimize similar non-conforming maritime claims in other critical 

chokepoints, such as the Strait of Malacca, presenting a severe future challenge to global freedom of 

navigation. 

Maritime Security Challenges and Paradigms of Cooperation in the South China Sea 

While mainstream media frequently highlights the geopolitical friction in the South China Sea—

focusing on maritime skirmishes involving water cannons, land reclamation, and the militarization of 

disputed features—this dominant narrative often overshadows a parallel reality. Beneath these 

highly publicized tensions lies a robust, complex network of bilateral and multilateral maritime 

cooperation that continues to function effectively within the region. 

The governance of maritime cooperation in the South China Sea rests upon two primary pillars: 

Article 123 of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS): This article 

provides the definitive legal mandate for cooperation among coastal states bordering enclosed 

or semi-enclosed seas, urging them to coordinate the management, conservation, and 

exploration of marine resources. 

The 2002 Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DOC): As the inaugural 

landmark political document signed between China and the ten ASEAN member states, the DOC 

established the foundational political trust necessary for regional engagement. Crucially, it 

codifies the principle of self-restraint in the conduct of activities that could complicate or 

escalate disputes. 

To implement these foundational frameworks, China and ASEAN members have systematically 

engaged in both security-related and non-traditional security (NTS) operations over the past several 

decades. 

Joint Military Exercises: China and ASEAN regularly conduct institutionalized multilateral joint military 

exercises, typically convened biannually, to enhance tactical interoperability. 

Non-Traditional Security (NTS) and SAR Drills: Multilateral Search and Rescue (SAR) exercises 

involving six to seven regional states are routinely conducted. To mitigate geopolitical friction, these 

drills are deliberately localized in undisputed waters, such as the maritime zones near Zhanjiang. 
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Chokepoint Security and ReCAAP: In terms of critical sea lines of communication (SLOCs), the littoral 

states of the Malacca Strait—Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia—have maintained coordinated 

joint patrols for over a decade. China actively supports these capacity-building efforts under the 

auspices of the Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery against 

Ships in Asia (ReCAAP). 

While multilateral frameworks are essential for broad alignment, empirical evidence suggests that 

crisis management and conflict de-escalation are achieved more effectively through bilateral 

channels. China has established dedicated bilateral consultative mechanisms with key claimant 

states, including Vietnam, Malaysia, and the Philippines—the latter operational since 2016. Aligning 

with Professor Minjiang’s earlier emphasis on enhancing crisis management frameworks, these 

targeted bilateral mechanisms offer a more responsive and granular approach to preventing 

miscalculations and stabilizing localized maritime incidents than broader multilateral alternatives. 

Comparative Analysis of Maritime Chokepoints and Future Outlook 

In the wake of recent geopolitical conflicts involving Iran, concerns have been raised regarding 

whether the Strait of Malacca and the South China Sea face comparable security threats to those 

observed in the Strait of Hormuz. However, a comparative analysis reveals that these maritime 

environments operate under fundamentally different strategic paradigms. 

While the Strait of Hormuz is subject to severe state-level kinetic threats, the Strait of Malacca 

benefits from an established, resilient multilateral governance framework. Security in the Malacca 

Strait is maintained through localized, well-funded cooperative mechanisms implemented by 

regional littoral states in coordination with the International Maritime Organization (IMO). Although 

low-intensity incidents of armed robbery at sea persist, they represent localized criminal activities 

rather than systemic, high-level geopolitical conflicts.  

The resilience of the South China Sea and adjacent waterways is underpinned by long-standing non-

traditional security (NTS) architectures. For instance, humanitarian and Search and Rescue (SAR) 

hotlines among China, Cambodia, and Laos have been operational for over a decade, providing critical 

communication channels for crisis mitigation. 

Furthermore, despite the highly publicized political tensions between China and the Philippines, 

functional maritime cooperation continues to manifest in field operations: Over the past five months, 

the Chinese Navy and China Coast Guard successfully rescued approximately twenty Filipino 

fishermen. These humanitarian operations received public acknowledgments of gratitude from the 

Philippine Coast Guard. However, a significant divergence exists between empirical cooperative 

events on the ground and their representation in mainstream international media, which 

disproportionately focuses on kinetic flashpoints, such as the use of water cannons, while omitting 

routine maritime assistance. 

The institutional foundation for managing bilateral maritime interactions between Beijing and Manila 

remains rooted in the China-Philippines Coast Guard Joint Committee, established in 2016. While 

high-level engagements under this framework were temporarily suspended during the transition to 

the current Marcos administration, recent diplomatic indicators suggest that both nations are 

actively exploring the resumption of this vital consultative committee.  
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, the empirical practices observed within the South China Sea demonstrate that 

institutionalized, functional cooperation can successfully coexist with—and effectively mitigate—

localized geopolitical frictions. While mainstream geopolitical analyses frequently focus on high-

visibility flashpoints, the persistence of technical and humanitarian mechanisms proves that state 

sovereignty disputes do not inherently preclude collaborative maritime governance. By segregating 

high-politics territorial claims from low-politics operational necessities, regional actors have 

managed to maintain a resilient baseline of stability through joint search-and-rescue operations, 

cooperative law enforcement channels, and regularized consultative forums. This dual-track 

approach serves as a critical buffer, preventing tactical miscalculations from escalating into full-scale 

regional conflicts.  

Consequently, these established frameworks offer valuable institutional insights for other critical 

maritime domains under strategic stress. Specifically, it is my hope that the Indian Ocean region can 

look to these West Pacific precedents to cultivate more practical, institutionalized maritime 

cooperation in the future. As the Indian Ocean increasingly becomes a focal point for global trade, 

energy transit, and major-power rivalry, the implementation of non-traditional security architectures 

becomes paramount. Translating the lessons of the South China Sea into the Indian Ocean context 

means prioritizing functional depoliticized sectors—such as maritime disaster relief, ecological 

preservation, and anti-piracy patrols. By constructing similar multi-layered bilateral and multilateral 

mechanisms, Indian Ocean littoral states can build the necessary strategic trust to safeguard vital sea 

lines of communication, ensuring that shared economic and security interests prevail over zero-sum 

geopolitical competitions. 
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MARITIME DISRUPTIONS AND COOPERATIVE STEWARDSHIP IN THE INDIAN OCEAN 
 

Ms. Eerishika Pankaj, Director of the Organisation for Research on China and Asia (ORCA), 

India 

 

The Indian Ocean is increasingly being shaped by disruptions that no single state can manage alone, 

and therefore maritime stewardship must become cooperative rather than exclusively competitive. 

Indian Ocean must increasingly be viewed as a shared-commons, that we agree on. Importantly, this 

does not mean eliminating competition. Competition among major powers is likely to remain a 

structural reality. The question is whether competition necessarily prevents cooperation in practical 

domains. I would argue that it does not. 

We have established that disruptions in this ocean are shared problems, and they demand shared 

stewardship—not as an idealistic aspiration, but as a practical necessity. 

There is a paradox in the Indian Ocean today: strategic attention toward the region has increased 

dramatically, but mechanisms of collective governance remain fragmented. 

We need to not just be powers of the Indian ocean but friends of the Indian ocean. We need to 

maximise the potential of the ocean: Blue Economy, hydro-engineer development with India and 

China offering scholarships. 

We need to ideate and build partnerships that stand the test of time, insecurity and unstable 

bilaterals, focusing on win-win cooperation avenues. HADR, MDA, IU2 fishing, climate security are 

these avenues. India has shown its commitment for it via SAGAR, while China’s 4 initiatives are in 

place for it as well. 

Climate-related pressure is intensifying. Cyclones, sea-level rise, saltwater intrusion, and changing 

fish stocks are no longer distant forecasts; they are operational realities for littoral states. Cyclones 

like Remal and Ditwah have affected India, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh. That is an important reminder 

that climate shocks in the Bay of Bengal are rarely confined by borders. 

I think everything we have discussed are not isolated incidents. They are systemic stresses that no 

single power—however capable—can manage alone. 

Functionalism, in international relations, suggests that cooperation can begin in low-sensitivity and 

technical sectors before expanding into broader habits of coordination. In the Indian Ocean context, 

this means focusing on issue-based cooperation where interests converge despite political 

differences. 

Coming back to maritime domain awareness, it represents a major area of potential collaboration. 

No single country possesses complete visibility across the Indian Ocean. Information-sharing 
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mechanisms, white-shipping agreements, coordinated surveillance, and search-and-rescue 

cooperation can significantly improve collective maritime resilience. 

The Information Fusion Centre–Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR), launched by India in 2018 in 

Gurugram, operates to enhance maritime domain awareness and security. It acts as a collaborative 

hub, sharing information with partner nations regarding regional maritime traffic and security 

threats. The centre hosts International Liaison Officers (ILOs) from partner nations including 

Australia, France, Italy, Japan, Maldives, Mauritius, Myanmar, Seychelles, Singapore, Sri Lanka, UK, 

and the USA. 

What is more significant is that multiple countries are approaching the same problem through 

complementary channels. India is building information-sharing and operational awareness. 

Unlike the Atlantic or even parts of the Pacific, the Indian Ocean lacks a robust regional security 

architecture. IORA has limited operational capacity while IONS facilitates dialogue among navies but 

cannot enforce norms. The result is a patchwork of overlapping initiatives with no unifying 

framework. This is not necessarily a flaw to be fixed overnight, but it does mean that cooperation 

must be built incrementally, from the ground up. 

This is also why minilateral and flexible frameworks matter. Not every form of maritime cooperation 

requires rigid alliance structures. Sometimes smaller, issue-specific coalitions can produce more 

effective outcomes, such as a potential China-India-Sri Lanka minilateral, as suggested by Dr Zhang 

as well. 

Ultimately there is need for political will, which is where most things stall. I think we also need to 

build what I would call an “epistemic infrastructure” for the Indian Ocean. One of the major gaps in 

the region is that our maritime conversations remain fragmented across countries, institutions, and 

disciplines. Security scholars speak separately from climate experts, blue economy specialists 

separately from naval practitioners, and South Asian conversations often remain disconnected from 

Southeast Asian and African littoral perspectives. 

Therefore, one practical recommendation would be the creation of an Indian Ocean Maritime 

Observatory — not as a hard-security institution, but as a collaborative academic and policy platform. 

Such an observatory could bring together scholars, maritime agencies, environmental researchers, 

and strategic experts to map disruptions, track emerging risks, and produce policy-oriented 

assessments on issues like IUU fishing, climate-linked maritime stress, undersea infrastructure 

vulnerabilities, and humanitarian response coordination. 

 The value of such a mechanism is not simply research production. It is trust-building through 

sustained interaction. 

A second recommendation would be to develop an informal Indian Ocean policy scholars’ network 

focused specifically on solution-oriented cooperation. We already have strategic dialogues in 

abundance. What we often lack are sustained working-level conversations that generate 

implementable ideas across countries despite political differences. 
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Such a network could operate through annual policy labs, joint fellowships, shared maritime risk 

assessments, and youth scholar exchanges among Indian Ocean littoral states. Importantly, it should 

remain flexible and non-exclusive. The goal should not be to produce another rigid institution, but to 

create a resilient community of practice that can continue engagement even during periods of 

geopolitical tension. 

In many ways, cooperative stewardship begins not only with navies or governments, but with shared 

frameworks of understanding. If we cannot collectively diagnose maritime disruptions, we will 

struggle to collectively manage them. 

We can move from simply being stakeholders in the Indian Ocean to becoming long-term stewards 

of it. 

From the Maha Upanishad: “अयं निजः  परो वेनि गणिा लघुचेिसाम् । Ayam nijah paro veti, gaṇanā 

laghuchetasām; उदारचररिािां िु वसुधैव कुटुम्बकम् ॥” Udāracharitānām tu, vasudhaiva 

kuṭumbakam. ----> Meaning: “The narrow-minded distinguish between ‘mine’ and ‘others’; for the 

broad-minded, the whole world is one family.” 

 

 

SESSION 1 – RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. Strengthening Regional Maritime Cooperation 

The importance of strengthening regional maritime cooperation to address evolving security 

challenges in the Indian Ocean. Closer collaboration among littoral and stakeholder states will 

improve coordination, build mutual trust and contribute to a stable, secure and prosperous 

maritime region. 

2. Enhancing Maritime Domain Awareness 

The need to enhance Maritime Domain Awareness through stronger information sharing and 

closer cooperation among navies, coast guards and other maritime agencies. Improved 

surveillance and information exchange will strengthen the region's ability to respond to both 

traditional and non-traditional maritime threats. 

3. Strengthening Existing Regional Mechanisms 

The importance of strengthening existing regional mechanisms rather than creating new 

institutions. Better coordination among existing platforms will improve regional governance, 

reduce duplication of efforts and support more effective collective action. 
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4. Safeguarding Strategic Maritime Chokepoints 

The importance of safeguarding strategic maritime chokepoints to ensure the uninterrupted 

flow of global trade and energy supplies. Strengthened regional cooperation in monitoring 

and securing these waterways will enhance economic and maritime security. 

5. Promoting Peaceful Dispute Resolution 

Recognised that peaceful dispute resolution remains fundamental to regional stability. 

Greater reliance on dialogue, diplomacy and international law will help reduce tensions and 

strengthen confidence among regional and extra-regional stakeholders. 

6. Addressing Non-Traditional Maritime Security Threats 

Non-traditional maritime security threats require coordinated regional responses. Stronger 

cooperation is needed to combat piracy, maritime terrorism, illegal fishing, trafficking, cyber 

threats and other transnational maritime crimes. 

7. Strengthening Maritime Capacity Building 

The need to strengthen maritime capacity building, particularly among developing coastal 

states. Continued investment in training, technical assistance and institutional development 

will improve national capabilities and reinforce regional maritime governance. 

8. Strengthening Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Response 

The importance of strengthening humanitarian assistance and disaster response mechanisms 

across the Indian Ocean. Joint planning, regular exercises and resource sharing will improve 

preparedness and enhance regional resilience during emergencies. 

9. Promoting the Blue Economy 

The importance of promoting a sustainable Blue Economy was widely recognized throughout 

the discussions. Economic development should be supported by responsible management of 

marine resources, environmental protection and regional cooperation. 

10. Addressing Climate Change and Environmental Security 

Acknowledged climate change as an emerging challenge to maritime security and 

governance. Greater regional cooperation is needed to strengthen climate resilience, protect 

coastal communities and preserve marine ecosystems. 

11. Developing Secure and Resilient Maritime Infrastructure 

The need to develop secure and resilient maritime infrastructure that supports both 

economic growth and regional security. Investments in ports, digital systems and maritime 

connectivity should strengthen regional resilience against emerging risks. 
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12. Promoting Confidence-Building and Inclusive Regional Dialogue 

The value of confidence-building measures and inclusive regional dialogue in reducing 

tensions and promoting mutual trust. Continued engagement among regional and extra-

regional stakeholders will contribute to a more stable and cooperative Indian Ocean. 

13. Strengthening Evidence-Based Policymaking 

The importance of evidence-based policymaking in addressing complex maritime challenges. 

Stronger collaboration among governments, research institutions and academia will support 

informed decision-making and effective maritime governance. 

14. Maintaining the Indian Ocean as a Region of Peace and Stability 

Maintaining the Indian Ocean as a region of peace, stability and shared prosperity should 

remain a common regional objective. Collective efforts, respect for international norms and 

inclusive cooperation will be essential to achieving this goal.
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Session 02 
MARITIME COOPERATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
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COMBATING TRANSNATIONAL MARITIME THREATS IN THE INDIAN OCEAN: PIRACY 
SMUGGLING AND IUU FISHING 

 
Dr. Hussain Rasheed Hassan, former Minister of Environment, and former Minister of 

Fisheries, Marine Resources and Agriculture of the Maldives; currently Director of Energy 

and Sustainability, Villa Shipping and Trading Company Private Limited 

  

Thank you. Good morning, distinguished Chair, Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen.  

It is truly a pleasure to be here in Colombo. Let me begin by expressing my sincere appreciation to 

the Pathfinder Foundation and China Center for South Asian studies at Sichuan University for their 

kind invitation and for bringing together such a thoughtful and timely title. It is also a privilege to join 

such a distinguished group of colleagues and friends from across the region.  

I come to this discussion from a small island state perspective, the Maldives and from my own 

experience working in fisheries, environment and maritime policy. For us, the ocean is not just 

geography. It's more than that. It is our economy. It is our food system; it's our transport network. It 

is also, quite frankly speaking, it is our identity. The ocean is our identity. The Indian Ocean is 

highlighted in the concept of this dialogue as a global maritime common of immense strategic and 

economic importance. It carries energy, trade and connectivity across continents. But at the same 

time, it is increasingly exposed to a growing range of non-traditional security challenges, including 

piracy, smuggling and IUU fishing. My main message today is very simple. In the Indian Ocean, 

Security and development cannot be separated. Security enables development and development in 

turn, strengthen security. Let me briefly focus on three interconnected threads next.   

The piracy and armed robbery at sea. We will look at this briefly. We often hear that. Piracy in the in 

the Indian Ocean has declined. Compared to the peak years, that is true, but the threat has not 

actually disappeared. Recent global data shows that piracy and armed robbery have increased in 

recent years. Not at crisis level, of course, but enough to remind us that this issue remains very real. 

For small states like ours, even a single incident can have disproportionate consequences affecting 

trade routes, insurance cost, tourism confidence and most importantly, the safety of seafarers. Piracy 

is not just a naval issue, it is a human security issue too. Let's look at the smuggling and maritime 

trafficking. The Indian Ocean's vast geography, combined with busy shipping lanes and limited 

surveillance in some areas, creates opportunities for illicit networks. We are seeing increasing 

movements of narcotics, weapons and other illegal goods through maritime routes. Recent 

enforcement operations have seized tens of thousands of illegal drugs in this region. This tells 

something very important. These are not isolated incidents. They are organized transnational 

systems and what happens in one part of the ocean is often connected to actors and markets far 

beyond that place. Let's look at the issue of fishing, the illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing. 

For countries like Maldives and Sri Lanka, fishing is not just a regulatory issue or a fisheries 

management issue, it is about livelihoods. It is about food security. It is about fairness. The Indian 

Ocean is one of the most important tuna fisheries in the world and these are highly migratory species. 

So weak enforcement in one area affects everyone. There is also a deeper concern. IUU fishing is 

often linked with other forms of crime, including labor abuse, document fraud, smuggling and 

financial crime. When we talk about illegal fishing, we are also talking about governance and justice. 
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What should we do? They suggest a few practical directions. Briefly. First, we improve maritime 

domain awareness. We cannot manage what we cannot see. That is understood; better data, better 

surveillance, better analysis, but most importantly, better sharing of information is critical. No single 

country has the full picture, but together we can build a full picture. Second. We strengthen port 

state measures. Ports are critical control points. If illegal operators cannot land their catch, they 

cannot surview. They cannot access markets and they are business model collapse. Third, we link 

fisheries enforcement with criminal justice. Serious IUU fishing should not be treated as a minor 

administrative issue. It often involves organized networks, so we need coordination between 

fisheries authorities, coastguards, police, customs and, of course, prosecutors.   

We protect responsible fishers. This is very important. When illegal fishing takes place, honest fishers 

lose twice they lose fish and they lose income. In the Maldives, we rely on sustainable pole and line 

fishing. We catch tuna one by one not using Nets. Net fishing is prohibited in the Maldives, and we 

see clearly how IUU fishing undermines both sustainability and livelihoods in the Maldives and 

elsewhere. 

Fifth, we need to build cooperation before crisis. Too often we cooperate after something goes 

wrong, but we need systems in place before incidents happen. We need joint exercise. We need 

shared protocols, direct communication channels. Sixth we keep the Indian Ocean inclusive. No single 

country can secure this ocean. It must be a shared efforts respecting international law, including UN 

Convention on the Law of the Sea ensuring that both large and small states have a voice.  

My final thoughts. Let me close this with this simple thought. The Indian Ocean is becoming more 

important, more crowded, and in some ways more contested. But it can also become more 

cooperative. Piracy, smuggling and IUU fishing are complex challengers, but they are not beyond our 

control. We already know many of the solutions: better coordination, stronger institutions, shared 

responsibility.  

The real question is not whether we can corporate. But whether we are willing to do so in good 

consciousness and in good faith. Let us make the Indian Ocean not just a space for movement, but a 

region of responsibility. Not just. A route for trade, but a region of trust.  

Thank you very much.  
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COLLABORATING TO LIFT OFF EQUALLY WITH RISING TIDE 

 

Prof. Ajith de Alwis, Founding Chief Innovation Officer, National Innovation Agency & 

Senior Professor in Chemical and Process Engineering, University of Moratuwa 

 

Good morning. Thank you very much for the invitation from Pathfinders to be present here. I think it 

will be very important and interesting opportunity for discussion and collaboration. And exactly the 

kind of thoughts that I thought I'm putting here collaborating the lift off equally with rising tide 

Usually we say when the tide rises, whatever the ship, large or small rises equally. But what we see 

in economic terms is that doesn't happen like the rising tide. The economy was not built to lift all 

boats. It was built to sink some so others could float. That's probably the reality and that's exactly 

the way things are happening in the world. In such a world some speak but some remain salient and 

accept the reality. If you remain silent you will suffer even collectively.  

Recently I wrote this article connecting the Colombo Port City to Sri Lanka’s economic development. 

It is a brand-new city that is coming just outside the current city of Colombo. I feel that the port city 

in Colombo could become the Venice in the Indian Ocean.  

We do have this developing situation of in the beyond the Southern Indian Ocean in Antarctica, which 

is actually the southernmost point after Sri Lanka. We have something interesting happening there 

right now. That is the Thwaites Glacier in Antarctica. Now it is called as the Doomsday Glacier. It is 

melting fast. In about 10 to15 years, this melting can result in half a meter sea level rise. That is just 

from this glacier melting. We don not seem to have factored this situation at all. That is something 

to awaken our discussion. It is all to do with climate change. Interestingly, further south in Antarctica 

there are about 360 volcanoes. That is another complication. We can also think about tsunamis that 

can happen from a volcano erupting and falling onto the ocean. It may be a little far cry but a 

possibility. I just want to raise the idea of these possibilities and the impact on the Indian Ocean. We 

are in a serious time with this climate change happening. Also, we experience that some migratory 

birds are missing. Their migratory patterns also have changed. There are a lot of environmental 

indicators that climate is not what it used to be. The ecosystem has changed and we are going to 

collectively suffer and we suffer even right now. The weather conditions are somewhat stronger. We 

have a triple planetary crisis, a lot of biodiversity and species losses, climate change and pollution.  

This is our current economy in action. Whether we have worked together, we have developed things 

together, but we have different levels of positioning and most of us are in trouble and planet as a 

whole also probably we can say in trouble. We need to have a different economy that should comes 

in. We need to talk about the bioeconomy and the circular economy. We know that some countries 

have embraced but we may be only in paper and policy. Action is somewhat different. This is an 

imperative that we should listen to the UN Secretary General. I suppose with time he will run out of 

adjectives because what he says are some very dramatic words, such as ‘highway to Climate Hill’  ‘we 

are playing Russian roulette’, the planet is on thin ice etc. We need to stop this madness. Climate 

calamity is now commonplace, but still, we are not listening. we need to listen and act. We need to 

act fast. So that is the kind of statement that I want to bring in here. The point is that due to all our 



75  
 

activities the global temperature is rising including the way we use artificial intelligence. Now we are 

more considered because we are using old energy systems to power the AI growth and that has 

become a very serious carbon emitter as well. So essentially, from a planet position we may have this 

responsibility to push back ourselves into the Holocene. I hope you had the Holocene and the 

Anthropocene concept, so we have moved away from it, and now it is time push back, because 

otherwise that conditions that favored humanity to exist will not be there. So now this is a big picture. 

It is happening across the world and what I want to say is that we need to act now and not later. 

 As I saw in the Beijing Science and Technology Museum, Sri Lanka is quite connected to the old Belt 

and Road, the ancient maritime silk route, and it was interesting to see that when the Chinese naval 

fleet was in the Indian Ocean, it was on a mission of good business and friendliness. You can see the 

type of ships in those voyages, and Sri Lanka was very much involved. Now we have the new Belt and 

Road concept as well. It is a sharing concept, not conquest. Basically, coexistence is probably the 

basic idea.  

I presented these things in China at the Chinese Academy of Sciences. I was talking about the kind of 

economy that we need and the kind of collaboration that we need. That is exactly what I am touching 

now in the short time given to me. One thing is, these impacts we have to change. We have this very 

famous IPAT equation, and we talk about the technology. Most of the time we take policy discussions, 

planning and so on, but we miss the central driver. That changes everything. That is technology. 

Science and technology have probably given us this position and also all the problems. We now have 

to find the solutions the same way because we are not going to say that the populations will be 

reduced, the quality of life will be different and so on. The population affluence (PA) is not going to 

be addressed in a very dramatic way. But we have to work through technology. So that is what I want 

to tell you.  

Now, in the collaboration, imagine that we have a problem somebody else has, but we are in a 

difficult position economically, with the knowledge and the ability. So let me say if I say I have a 

compliance issue, I need a solution. Somebody can give me a technology as a solution. And maybe I 

can say, look, I have a pollution problem. Again, I need a solution; technology can be a solution, but 

I think in today's context we need to say I have a resource conservation problem, and I need a 

solution, and I need technology. The point is, when we discuss collaboration and exchange, 

sometimes we see the wrong technology being used. Suppose you have a short-term problem; let 

me give it a technology, and I think today we have more responsibility to think about the future, not 

just about the current economic way. When you provide solutions because we know what's in store 

for us in future. It's not the immediate problem that we need to solve. So that is why I say that we 

cannot discuss these things, and we need to be much stronger. Collaboration will come if each of us 

understands what we really should be doing in addressing the main issues. These technologies are 

different, right? So that's what I want. I'm trying to push that. This thinking needs to come. We need 

to think that we have a dual purpose. It is not just giving an immediate solution; we need proper 

long-term solutions based on science and technology. Both sides, or maybe multiple groups, need to 

understand that there is an overall requirement by all of us for this planetary requirement. 

We need to understand the kind of major challenges impacting all of us, and we should be looking at 

how we transition to net-zero, and how we transition economies to circular economies. These are 

technical solutions we need today; one addresses energy, one addresses materials. Are we willing to 
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collaborate, looking at solutions with these things in mind, rather than short-term gains by doing 

other technologies? Some of us can have short-term gains, and maybe the recipient can say, " Look, 

my immediate problem is also solved, but what is fit for today is different from those temporary 

solutions. That is what I want to stress. It is like it does not matter what you know until you know 

what matters. And even in collaboration, we must think on that level, collaborate for the greater 

good rather than a partial good or partial benefits.  It is easy to drop into the partial benefit line and 

we see that with a lot of geopolitics. In Sri Lankan terms, with maritime, there's so much potential 

we have. Even though we have mapped these things, we are not moving ahead with any of the 

implementations. Perhaps we need collaboration; just discuss energy potential, offshore wind. We 

are talking about 24,000 MW of electricity generation. I mean, it is huge. That's potentially one habit 

of exploiting nature's bounty in a way, and it is offshore, ocean based. Then you can think about 

moving on to a different level. If you are using bio-economies, you are talking about biorefineries. 

There are so much of hidden potential. Maybe you are kind of aware of how much potential 

nanomaterials are there. None of that is being looked at because we are addressing the immediate 

problem. So, with immediate problems, we collaborate; we solve them from one day to another. I 

mean, like, internationalise some of the difficulties, but do the right thing because that is future-fit. 

So, question is, how can we ensure this offshore wind and solve our energy problem? China provides 

a good example of solar and wind power breaking records, establishing scientific and technological 

dominance alongside economic dominance, including the electric battery. But you need road maps. 

From our point of view, it may not happen on an individual basis or from one side. So definitely 

collaborations are called for. This is an example where we can easily have a chance to change the 

energy system and the material system. Biotechnology. And we know the basic sciences, but what is 

not available is the technology. Even if we come to seawater and salt, Sri Lanka is still deficient, sad 

to say, but it is the reality. We have offshore mineral and bio resources that are significant, such as 

magnesium modules and the cobalt deposits that many are talking about.  They are not exactly 

renewable, but from a renewable there are chances on the bio side quite a lot, right.  

We need scientific assessment for collaboration; we have faced issues. We rejected a UN request to 

allow a Norwegian research vessel to carry out maritime scientific research. I am pretty sure China 

can also point to a couple of situations where their research vessels were not permitted. You need 

to work on equal footing; otherwise, there will not be that opportunity. That is another thing I am 

stressing: rising together rather than partially rising, because the problems are real and problems can 

be shared and solutions can be found.  

We experienced this with two major ships, disasters, MT New Diamond and MV Express Pearl. 

Interestingly both vessels fighting this fire on the Sri Lankan waters received support from India to 

extinguish it. There is a huge amount of lack of technology and inability that we perhaps 

demonstrated. How to ensure that we benefit from working together to solve some of these 

problems. This is the last point. We only see an innovation economy as the only way out, which is 

collaborative sharing. And I take on what Deng Xiaoping said that science and technology are primary 

production forces, which I think China took very seriously and Sri Lanka yet to do. The key to our 

modernization is science and technology, which China has practiced and demonstrated the 

applicability. Thank you.  
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THE BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE AND THE INDIAN OCEAN PORTUGUESE-SPEAKING 
COUNTRIES: A STRATEGIC NEXUS FROM THE GLOBAL SOUTH PERSPECTIVE 

 

Prof. Dai Yonghong, Dean, School of Foreign Languages / Institute of Area Studies and 

International Communication, Shenzhen University 

 

This paper focuses on Timor-Leste and Mozambique — two countries with unique geography, rich 

cultural heritage, and pressing development needs. Located on opposite shores of the Indian Ocean, 

both count Portuguese as an official language. Having endured colonial history and post-colonial 

struggles, they now stand at the forefront of the Global South's collective rise. The strategic 

alignment of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) with these nations is not merely a deepening of 

bilateral cooperation but a vivid illustration of how the Global South is reshaping development logics 

and exploring autonomous pathways. 

I. The Global South: A Shared Context for Understanding the BRI and Indian Ocean Portuguese-

Speaking Countries 

1.1 The Evolution of "Global South" 

The term "Global South" is not a simple geographical label. It carries historical memory, 

developmental aspirations, and political agency. Originating in the mid-20th century "Third World" 

discourse, it referred to newly independent nations not aligned with either Cold War superpower. 

Today, it both critiques and transcends the traditional North-South divide — the structural inequality 

between developed and developing countries — while emphasizing the agency and voice of 

developing nations in global governance. 

In recent years, the Global South has achieved a historic breakthrough. According to the IMF's World 

Economic Outlook (October 2024), the combined GDP of Global South economies (covering East Asia, 

South Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East) accounted for 58.7% of global GDP on a 

purchasing power parity basis, making it the primary engine of global growth. Yet persistent 

challenges remain: lagging infrastructure, low-end industrial chains, external debt pressures, climate 

vulnerability, and a widening technological gap. Developing countries increasingly recognize that the 

Western-dominated "aid-dependency" model offers limited prospects for genuine development 

breakthroughs. It is precisely here that the Belt and Road Initiative has gained wide resonance. 

1.2 The BRI as a Paradigm Innovation in South-South Cooperation 

Since its launch in 2013, the BRI has evolved from concept to action. Its core principle — "extensive 

consultation, joint contribution, and shared benefits" — directly addresses the flaws of traditional 

development cooperation, which has often been "donor-led, recipient-passive." The BRI advances 

three forms of connectivity: 

· Hard connectivity: Infrastructure — ports, railways, roads, energy pipelines, digital cables — to 

break the "poor circulation" constraining developing economies. 
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· Soft connectivity: Aligning rules, standards, customs, financial supervision, and legal policies to 

reduce trade and investment barriers. 

· People-to-people connectivity: Exchanges in education, culture, tourism, youth, and think tanks to 

build mutual understanding and trust. 

Together, these create a non-dependent, inclusive development pathway. In contrast to Western 

narratives that simplistically frame the BRI as "geopolitical expansion," evidence shows the initiative 

prioritizes "development orientation" over "ideological orientation," and emphasizes "project 

viability" and "local benefit" over "political conditionality." For Global South countries, this means 

access to capital, technology, and markets without sacrificing sovereignty or political choice. 

1.3 Timor-Leste and Mozambique: Typical Cases of the Global South 

Timor-Leste and Mozambique share a painful colonial history under Portuguese rule, which left 

linguistic, legal, and educational legacies but also created economic monoculture and social 

fragmentation. After independence, both endured prolonged civil wars or instability. 

· Timor-Leste: Restored independence in 2002, making it Asia's youngest nation and a Least 

Developed Country. Population ~1.36 million. The economy depends heavily on agriculture (over 70% 

of the workforce) and volatile petroleum revenues (over 60% of GDP). Infrastructure is chronically 

underdeveloped: only 3,800 km of roads, less than 30% paved; electricity coverage below 40% in 

remote areas; port capacity severely limited. 

· Mozambique: Rich in natural gas (over 100 trillion cubic feet, Africa's second largest), coal (over 25 

billion tons), graphite, and heavy sands. However, the colonial-era monoculture persists: resource 

exports account for over 80% of merchandise exports, while manufacturing remains below 15% of 

GDP. Resource extraction is dominated by foreign multinationals (ExxonMobil, TotalEnergies, Eni), 

with limited local employment and tax revenues. Social inequality is severe, and Cabo Delgado 

province has faced insurgency. 

Despite distinct challenges, both countries' development aspirations align with the BRI: breaking 

logistics bottlenecks through infrastructure, achieving diversification through industrial cooperation, 

and deepening trust through people-to-people bonds. The Portuguese language also provides a 

unique cultural bridge for trilateral cooperation with China and other Lusophone countries. 

II. The Real-World Basis for Strategic Alignment 

The strategic alignment is not abstract but a "two-way journey" based on specific needs and 

endowments. 

2.1 Timor-Leste: From "Newborn Independence" to "Connectivity for Development" 

Timor-Leste's core needs are "filling infrastructure gaps" and "nurturing industries from near-zero 

base." 

Infrastructure deficits: Dili Port lacks depth, accommodating only small vessels, forcing 

transshipment via Surabaya or Darwin. The road network is low-density and of poor quality, isolating 

agricultural areas during rains. Rural electricity coverage remains extremely low, constraining 

processing, cold storage, and communications. 
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Monoculture economy: Agriculture employs over 70% of the workforce but uses primitive methods; 

food self-sufficiency is below 60%. Fisheries are rich in tuna, but over 90% of the catch is exported 

raw, with value-added lost abroad. Petroleum revenues are volatile and depleting. 

BRI alignment directions: 

Hard connectivity: Upgrading Dili Port to a deep-water facility with 50,000-ton capacity and an 

adjacent logistics park. Upgrading the Dili-Baucau-south coast road. Promoting solar-plus-storage 

micro-grids in remote districts. 

Industrial linkage: Agricultural cooperation — hybrid rice and corn trials by the Chinese Academy of 

Tropical Agricultural Sciences have yielded 2-3 times local varieties. A proposed China-Timor-Leste 

Agricultural Technology Cooperation Center would train extension agents. In fisheries, an integrated 

fishing port with cold storage and small-scale processing could serve domestic and nearby markets. 

The Cooperation Plan on Jointly Promoting the BRI (September 2023) identifies agriculture, 

infrastructure, energy, and industrial capacity as priority areas, and proposes a "Timor-Leste-China-

Portuguese-speaking countries trilateral mechanism." 

2.2 Mozambique: From "Resource Dependence" to "Industrial Upgrading" 

Mozambique suffers from the "resource curse": resource abundance with imbalanced development. 

Mega-projects show strong "enclave" characteristics — capital-intensive, limited spillovers, low local 

employment, and generous tax incentives. 

The gas sector: The Rovuma Basin holds massive reserves. TotalEnergies' Area 1 LNG and ExxonMobil-

Eni's Area 4 projects involve tens of billions of dollars. However, a 2023 Ministry of Finance study 

found government direct revenues (taxes and royalties) amount to only about 12% of total project 

revenues, mostly in later phases. Engineering, maintenance, and logistics are dominated by South 

African and European firms. 

Logistics bottlenecks: Despite 2,600 km of coastline and natural harbors (Maputo, Beira, Nacala), rail 

corridors suffer from insufficient capacity. The Sena Railway linking Moatize coal fields to Beira, 

despite Chinese-supported rehabilitation, meets only about half of coal transport demand. Transport 

costs exceed 30% of mine-mouth prices. 

BRI alignment directions: 

• Resource development + processing: In Cabo Delgado, an "LNG-to-X" industrial cluster could 

produce fertilizer (urea), methanol, and other chemicals. Chinese firms like CNCCC and 

Sinopec could partner with Mozambique's ENH. 

• Logistics network: Continue upgrading the Sena Railway, develop the Maputo-Gauteng 

corridor, and strengthen the Nacala Corridor to serve landlocked neighbors, making 

Mozambique a true regional logistics hub. 

• Local capacity building: Establish a "Rovuma Skills Development Fund" requiring contractors 

to contribute a percentage of contract value to train locals in welding, electrical work, HSE 

management. Explore "resources for infrastructure" or "resources for equity" models. 
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The Framework Agreement on BRI Industrial Capacity Cooperation (early 2024) proposes a "resource 

development + industrial park" model, with Cabo Delgado and Beira special economic zones as pilots. 

III. Significance from the Global South Perspective 

The alignment carries broader implications for Global South cooperation. 

3.1 Breaking the Center-Periphery Dependency 

Traditional Western-led development often embeds unequal exchange: loans with political 

conditions, resource extraction with profit repatriation, leading to debt cycles or resource traps. The 

BRI offers an alternative: a chain of "project → employment → tax revenue → capacity," emphasizing 

local benefit and genuine technology transfer. 

Example – Maputo-Katembe Bridge: Built by a Chinese company, this 3-km suspension bridge 

reduced travel between Maputo and Katembe from two hours (ferry) to ten minutes. At its peak, it 

employed over 2,000 local workers and trained dozens in bridge engineering, surveying, and safety 

management. After opening, Katembe land prices multiplied, spurring new commercial and 

residential development. 

Example – Timor-Leste national grid: Built by China National Nuclear Corporation, it trained over 300 

local electricians and operators, many now employed by the national electricity company (EDTL). This 

was not a simple "turnkey" delivery but capacity internalization. 

3.2 Advancing the "Southernization" of Global Governance 

Small and medium-sized countries, through BRI participation, are gaining a more proactive voice in 

international affairs. 

Timor-Leste at the UN (Sept 2024): As a BRI partner and small island state, Timor-Leste proposed a 

special agenda item on "building infrastructure resilience in small island states," addressing climate 

risks to coastal ports, roads, and freshwater facilities. The proposal gained co-sponsorship from 

Pacific and Caribbean states. 

Mozambique at COP28: Co-hosted a side event on "resource-rich country-led green energy 

transition" with the BRI International Green Development Coalition. Mozambique's representative 

argued that African countries should be participants in green industrial chains and rule-makers, not 

just technology importers and carbon credit suppliers. The side event produced the Southern African 

Ministerial Statement on Just Energy Transition, introducing the principle of "resource sovereignty 

and climate responsibility as dual priorities." 

These "bottom-up" engagements are gradually changing global agenda-setting, incorporating more 

Global South voices into deliberative frameworks. 

3.3 Deepening Mutual Learning Among Civilizations 

Development involves dignity, identity, and cultural agency. Colonialism robbed peoples of the right 

to define themselves. In the post-colonial era, many developing countries seek to embrace modernity 

while retaining cultural roots. 
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The encounter between Portuguese-speaking and Chinese cultures produces unique chemistry 

within the Global South. Both share historical memory of colonial or semi-colonial oppression, both 

have explored development paths suited to their conditions, and both face the challenge of 

maintaining cultural agency in globalization. 

Three-language program in Timor-Leste: Confucius Institute and National University of Timor-Leste 

offer "Tetum + Portuguese + Chinese" teaching. Students use Tetum (national identity marker) as 

mother tongue, Portuguese as bridge to Lusophone world, and Chinese as tool for BRI economic 

cooperation — a stark contrast to colonial "suppress dialects, force Portuguese." 

Food culture festival in Maputo: The "Chinese Tea + Portuguese Pastry" festival has run for three 

years. Local chefs use custard tart pastry to wrap Pu'er tea, creating "tea-flavored egg tarts"; Chinese 

tea artists brew local Maputo black tea using gongfu ceremony. These everyday fusions touch 

ordinary hearts more effectively than official rhetoric. 

These small cross-cultural practices form solid footnotes to the "dialogue of Southern civilizations." 

The highest realm of strategic alignment is not assimilation but mutual nourishment and co-growth. 

IV. Challenges and Responses 

The strategic alignment faces objective challenges requiring clear-headed assessment. 

4.1 Geopolitical Risks and External Interference 

Timor-Leste lies near Australia and key Southeast Asian sea lanes. The US, Australia, and Japan have 

increased aid and infrastructure investment under their "Indo-Pacific Strategy," seeking to 

counterbalance Chinese influence. Mozambique's natural gas has attracted deep involvement from 

US, European, and Middle Eastern energy companies, and the Cabo Delgado insurgency carries traces 

of external interference. 

Response: China should adopt a "depoliticization and pragmatism" strategy — avoid linking projects 

to geopolitical competition, emphasize economic returns, job creation, and sustainability, and use 

facts to counter allegations like "debt trap diplomacy." Explore third-market joint projects with the 

US, EU, and Japan to turn zero-sum into positive-sum games. 

4.2 Debt Sustainability and Project Screening 

Timor-Leste has a fragile fiscal base; Mozambique suffered a "hidden debt" scandal in 2016 damaging 

its creditworthiness. 

Response: Prioritize "productive" projects with direct cash-flow returns (toll roads, commercial ports, 

independent power projects) over "non-productive" projects relying solely on sovereign repayment. 

Use diversified financing instruments: PPP, project finance, renminbi-denominated bonds. 

4.3 Local Governance and Social Embeddedness 

Both countries face weak administrative capacity, corruption risks, land disputes, and inadequate 

community participation. Some large projects in Mozambique have face protests due to insufficient 

local consultation. 
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Response: Chinese enterprises should move beyond "only dealing with central governments" and 

establish regular communication with local governments, traditional leaders, NGOs, and 

communities. Project contracts should include clear provisions on community development funds, 

local procurement targets, and environmental/social management plans. 

V. Conclusion: A Bridge of Cooperation Toward Shared Prosperity 

From the workers at dawn at Dili Port to the flares of the Rovuma Basin gas fields; from the trucks on 

Dili-Baucau mountain roads to the families crossing the Maputo Bridge against the Indian Ocean 

breeze — the strategic alignment of the BRI with the Indian Ocean Portuguese-speaking countries is 

transforming visions into tangible realities. 

This is not one-way "center-to-periphery" empowerment or messianic charity. It is a two-way journey 

— undertaken by developing countries large and small, resource-rich or resource-poor — based on 

a shared belief that "development is the absolute principle," and on the firm commitment that "every 

country has the right to explore a development path suited to its own national conditions." It is an 

equal-footing, pragmatic, future-oriented journey. 

In the rising tide of the Global South, the stories of Timor-Leste and Mozambique are but one chapter 

in a larger narrative. But this chapter teaches us that genuine development does not come from 

copying any ready-made template. It comes from creatively bridging respective strengths, stitching 

together broken industrial chains, connecting obstructed markets, and warming alienated hearts — 

all while respecting history, grounding in reality, and looking to the future. 

We look forward to walking together with our Indian Ocean Portuguese-speaking partners and the 

broader Global South family, using the Belt and Road as a resilient bond, and upholding the conviction 

of extensive consultation, joint contribution, and shared benefits. On the vast stage of the Global 

South, we can unlock the potential of every inch of land, make visible the aspirations of every 

ordinary person for a better life, and ensure that the fruits of every handshake, every project, every 

agreement — regardless of size — are shared fairly. 

This is not only the common aspiration of China and the Indian Ocean Portuguese-speaking countries 

but also a vivid practice of building a community with a shared future for mankind on the soil of the 

Global South. 
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SECURITY DYNAMICS IN THE INDIAN OCEAN AND THE CHOICE OF REGIONAL 
COOPERATION MECHANISMS  

 
Dr. Hu Xiaowen, Director of Institute of South Asian Studies, Yunnan University 

 

Good morning, distinguished Chair, colleagues, and friends. 

First of all, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to the organizers for inviting me to participate 

in this conference. It is a great pleasure and honor to be here and to exchange views with so many 

distinguished scholars and experts. Today, my presentation is entitled “Security Dynamics in the 

Indian Ocean and the Choice of Regional Cooperation Mechanisms.” 

As we all know, the Indian Ocean is the world's third-largest ocean, connecting Asia, Africa, and 

Australia. It possesses a long history, rich civilizations, and immense strategic value. However, for a 

long time, the Indian Ocean was often regarded as a peripheral region rather than a central arena of 

international politics. As a result, its geopolitical significance was not fully recognized. Since, the 

beginning of the twenty-first century, however, the strategic importance of the Indian Ocean has 

increased significantly. 

First, the center of global economic activity has gradually shifted eastward, bringing greater attention 

to the Indian Ocean and its surrounding regions. Second, the Indian Ocean's two major strategic 

advantages—its energy resources and maritime routes—have become increasingly important. As 

one of the world's most important energy transportation corridors, the region plays a critical role in 

global trade and connectivity. Third, broader geopolitical developments have enhanced the region's 

importance. The advancement of the Indo-Pacific concept, growing concerns over maritime security, 

and intensified interactions among major powers have all contributed to greater international 

attention toward the Indian Ocean. Fourth, the rise of regional powers has strengthened the region's 

strategic weight. India's growing influence, together with the increasing role of several middle 

powers, has further elevated the Indian Ocean's position in global affairs. 

Against this background, I would like to highlight three characteristics of security relations in the 

Indian Ocean region. 

The first is the limited capacity of regional powers. Although India remains the strongest regional 

actor, the Indian Ocean has not developed into a security order centered on any single regional 

power. Many states continue to associate their security concerns with the involvement of external 

actors. The second characteristic is the growing connection between regional issues and external 

powers. While major powers are paying increasing attention to the Indian Ocean, the region has not 

yet become the primary arena of global strategic competition. The costs of deep intervention remain 

high, limiting the willingness of external actors to become directly involved in regional security affairs. 

The third characteristic is what may be called an organizational gap. Although there are more than 

twenty intergovernmental organizations operating in or around the region, most belong to 

subregional frameworks in South Asia, Southeast Asia, Africa, or the Gulf. Existing mechanisms often 

face challenges related to representation, coordination, and implementation. Given these conditions, 
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security and cooperation remain among the most valuable and scarce resources in the region. This 

raises an important question: what type of regional security mechanism is most suitable for the 

Indian Ocean? 

From a theoretical perspective, several approaches provide useful frameworks for understanding 

regional security cooperation. 

The first is the balance-of-power and alliance approach, which emphasizes maintaining security 

through capability building and strategic partnerships. The second is the hegemonic model, which 

assumes that a dominant power can provide order, stability, and public goods for the broader region. 

The third is collective security, which is based on the principle that states jointly respond to threats 

through institutionalized cooperation. The fourth is cooperative security, which emphasizes 

inclusiveness, dialogue, confidence-building, and practical cooperation among different 

stakeholders. 

Each of these approaches offers valuable insights, but each also faces limitations when applied to the 

highly diverse and complex environment of the Indian Ocean region. 

In my view, the experience of cooperative security deserves particular attention. The Indian Ocean is 

characterized by significant differences in political systems, development levels, cultures, and 

security priorities. Under such conditions, dialogue-based cooperation and confidence-building 

measures may provide useful pathways for promoting regional stability and reducing tensions. 

At the same time, important challenges remain. Internal diversity, sovereignty sensitivities, 

collective-action problems, and the influence of extra-regional powers all complicate efforts to build 

effective regional mechanisms. Therefore, regional cooperation in the Indian Ocean is likely to be a 

gradual and evolving process rather than a single institutional solution. 

In conclusion, the Indian Ocean is becoming increasingly important in both regional and global affairs. 

At the same time, the region continues to face a complex mix of traditional and non-traditional 

security challenges. 

Looking ahead, economic cooperation, dialogue, and confidence-building will remain important 

elements of regional governance. While no single mechanism can address all security concerns, 

strengthening communication and practical cooperation among regional stakeholders may 

contribute to a more stable and resilient Indian Ocean order. 

Thank you very much for your attention. I look forward to your comments and suggestions. 
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FROM MARITIME CONNECTIVITY TO BLUE ECONOMY SYNERGY: CHINA-INDIAN 
OCEAN COOPERATION FOR SUSTAINABLE OCEAN GOVERNANCE  

 
Dr. Xiao Jianmei, Associate Professor, China Center for South Asian Studies, Sichuan 

University 

 

How can maritime connectivity evolve into deeper blue economy synergy to support sustainable and 

inclusive ocean governance in the Indian Ocean? 

1. The Indian Ocean as a Space of Shared Transformation 

Today, this region is undergoing transformations that are deeper, more complex, and more 

interconnected than before. Traditionally, the Indian Ocean was viewed primarily as a strategic 

maritime corridor. Increasingly, however, it’s becoming a multidimensional development and risk 

system shaped by three major transformations. 

First, economic restructuring. The rise of the blue economy is expanding development opportunities 

beyond traditional sectors.  

Second, the diversification of security challenges. Many maritime challenges today are transnational 

rather than purely national. 

Third, ecological and climate pressures. The Indian Ocean faces rising sea temperatures, coral reef 

degradation, coastal erosion, marine pollution, and increasingly frequent extreme weather events. 

Taken together, these transformations suggest a fundamental shift: the Indian Ocean is no longer 

simply a transit corridor, but an interdependent and vulnerable regional system that requires 

cooperative governance and long-term developmental thinking. 

2. From Connectivity to Synergy 

Over the past decade, maritime cooperation in the Indian Ocean has largely focused on 

connectivity—ports, infrastructure, shipping routes, industrial corridors, and logistical integration. 

These initiatives have undoubtedly generated important economic opportunities. 

However, connectivity alone is no longer sufficient. 

Today, we are entering a new phase: a transition from connectivity to synergy. 

In this sense, maritime cooperation must evolve in at least three important ways: from infrastructure-

centered cooperation to system-oriented cooperation; from isolated projects to integrated regional 

networks; and from growth-only models toward sustainability-balanced development. 

This broader framework can be understood as blue economy synergy. The ultimate purpose is to 

create a more sustainable, resilient, and inclusive regional maritime order. 

3. Four Pillars of Blue Economy Cooperation 

To translate this vision into practice, four pillars are especially important. 

First, sustainable marine resource governance 
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Fisheries remain central to livelihoods across the Indian Ocean. Priority areas should include regional 

fisheries data-sharing, sustainable aquaculture standards, coordinated maritime monitoring, and 

joint responses to illegal fishing activities.  

Second, green and digital maritime infrastructure 

Global maritime infrastructure is currently undergoing two simultaneous transitions: 

decarbonization and digitalization. Future cooperation should therefore focus on green port 

development, renewable energy integration, digital customs systems, smart logistics networks, and 

low-emission shipping corridors. 

Third, marine science and knowledge cooperation 

A major challenge across the Indian Ocean remains the uneven distribution of marine scientific 

capacity. Cooperation in ocean observation, climate modeling, biodiversity mapping, disaster early 

warning systems, and marine technological research is therefore increasingly important. Equally 

significant is collaboration among universities, think tanks, and research institutes, since effective 

governance ultimately depends on shared knowledge production and policy learning. 

Fourth, climate adaptation and coastal resilience 

Climate change represents perhaps the most profound long-term challenge facing the Indian Ocean 

region. 

Priorities should include climate-resilient infrastructure, mangrove and coral reef restoration, coastal 

disaster preparedness, sustainable fisheries management, and climate financing mechanisms for 

vulnerable coastal and island states. 

For many communities, adaptation is not simply an environmental issue; it is fundamentally linked 

to livelihoods, migration, food security, and long-term social stability. 

4. Toward Inclusive Maritime Governance 

Beyond sectoral cooperation, the Indian Ocean also requires more inclusive governance frameworks. 

First, regional cooperation should increasingly develop through functional governance clusters in 

areas such as fisheries governance, maritime security, disaster management, and climate adaptation. 

Second, maritime governance must move beyond state-centric approaches. Governments remain 

essential, but universities, businesses, local communities, international organizations, and civil 

society actors should also play meaningful roles. 

Third, greater emphasis should be placed on Global South knowledge cooperation. 

5. China–Indian Ocean Cooperation: A People-Centered Perspective 

Within this broader context, China–Sri Lanka cooperation offers a useful example of how maritime 

connectivity can gradually evolve into broader developmental partnership. 

China’s engagement in the Indian Ocean has expanded through trade, infrastructure, and 

connectivity initiatives. Yet increasingly, the long-term significance of such cooperation lies in 

whether cooperation can generate sustainable and people-centered development outcomes. 
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Take Hambantota Port as one example. 

International discussions often frame the port primarily through geopolitical narratives. Yet during 

my own field research in Hambantota, I observed that large volumes of goods from India and other 

third-country enterprises were being transshipped through the port. From a practical economic 

perspective, the port is increasingly functioning as a regional logistics and industrial hub serving wider 

commercial networks beyond any single country. This highlights an important point: the key question 

is not simply who builds infrastructure, but how infrastructure is governed, integrated, and made 

accessible for regional development. 

At the same time, China–Sri Lanka cooperation extends far beyond ports. 

Over the years, both countries have carried out extensive exchanges in tropical agriculture, fisheries, 

technical training, education, and rural development. Research institutions in Hainan and other parts 

of China have worked closely with Sri Lankan partners on agricultural modernization, technology 

transfer, and capacity-building initiatives. 

These forms of cooperation may appear less visible than large infrastructure projects, yet their social 

impact is often more direct and enduring because they affect livelihoods, employment, and local 

development opportunities. 

Tea cooperation offers an interesting example of such complementarity. Sri Lanka’s Ceylon tea 

industry enjoys worldwide recognition, while China remains one of the world’s largest tea producers 

and consumer markets. Increasing tea exports from Sri Lanka to China reflect not only growing 

economic interdependence, but also the broader integration of Asian markets and consumer 

networks. These experiences remind us that maritime cooperation should not be understood only 

through the lens of geopolitics or strategic competition. 

Equally important are those forms of cooperation that directly improve livelihoods, strengthen 

resilience, support agricultural and coastal communities, and expand opportunities for ordinary 

people throughout the Indian Ocean region. 

Ultimately, sustainable maritime cooperation depends not only on connectivity between ports, but 

also on connectivity between people, institutions, knowledge systems, and shared developmental 

aspirations. 

Conclusion: Toward a Shared Maritime Future 

In conclusion, the Indian Ocean is undergoing profound transformation. It’s increasingly defined not 

only by trade routes and strategic competition, but also by shared vulnerabilities, shared 

developmental challenges, and shared opportunities for cooperation. 

Accordingly, maritime cooperation must also evolve: from fragmented connectivity to integrated 

synergy; from isolated projects to coordinated governance; and from narrow geopolitical thinking 

toward more inclusive and people-centered regional frameworks. 

China’s role, alongside Indian Ocean countries, should therefore be understood within this broader 

transition toward a more resilient, sustainable, and cooperative maritime future. 

Ultimately, the ocean is not a boundary that divides us, but a space that connects us. 
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Our shared responsibility is to ensure that this connection becomes a foundation for sustainability, 

cooperation, dignity, and common development for all the peoples of the Indian Ocean. 

 

CHINA-SRI LANKA SMART OCEAN COOPERATION: PROSPECTS, CHALLENGES AND 
COUNTERMEASURES  

 
Prof. Yang Wenwu, Doctoral Supervisor at the Institute of South Asian Studies, Sichuan 

University 

 

Good morning, everyone, distinguished experts and dear colleagues. 

My topic is about Building the Blue Partnership of Marine Fisheries Industry Corporation.  

It consists of five parts. Introduction, The central role of fisheries cooperation, current cooperation 

status, key challenges and countermeasures.  

 

Part one: Introduction. 

 

The ocean is a shared asset for sustainable human development. 

Under frameworks including SDG 14, the UN Ocean Science Decade and the BBNJ Agreement, IORA 

focuses on the blue economy in regional cooperation. 

Sri Lanka has taken the blue economy as a national core strategy and released its Blue Economy 

Vision 2030, with sustainable fisheries as a key priority. 

In January 2025, China and Sri Lanka have agreed to signed the MOU on Blue Partnership and Marine 

Cooperation. 

Both countries have complementary advantages across the whole marine fisheries industrial chain. 

However, current cooperation is limited by three major bottlenecks: poor institutional coordination, 

inconsistent standards and insufficient infrastructure. 

First Point: The central role of fisheries industry cooperation in the China-Sri Lanka Blue 

Partnership.  

First, fisheries cooperation serves as the core economic link of our blue partnership. 

China is a huge seafood market demanding Sri Lanka’s high-quality tropical products such as tuna 

and sea cucumbers. 

Sri Lanka has rich fishery resources but needs stable exports. 

Jointly building this full fishery chain integrates Sri Lanka’s resources with China’s market and capital 

strengths, forming a workable blue-economy cooperation model. 

Sri Lanka’s fisheries face outdated tech, weak cold-chain facilities and high post-catch losses. 
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China shares its experience via training, equipment upgrades and joint research. 

Cooperation has grown from basic fishing trade to full-chain collaboration. 

Thus, fisheries cooperation is key to the Blue Partnership. 

 

Second Point: Fisheries cooperation supports joint marine ecological governance. 

China and Sri Lanka face shared threats like marine pollution and climate change. 

We cooperate in monitoring, anti-illegal fishing and marine protection. 

This promotes sustainable marine development under the Blue Partnership. 

Third point: Fisheries cooperation strengthens people-to-people ties.  

Sri Lanka’s fisheries employ over 1.1 million people, support 2.7 million livelihoods . Fish provides 

over half of its animal protein, critical to food security.  

China’s technical training and livelihood projects bring real benefits to local communities.  

This builds mutual trust and a solid public foundation for our long-term partnership. 

Part two: The current status of China-Sri Lanka fisheries cooperation.  

First, let’s look at institutional framework evolution, especially official strategic mechanisms. 

Since 2016, we have signed fisheries-related MOUs at national and provincial levels. 

A 2023 quarantine protocol facilitates Sri Lanka’s seafood exports to China. 

The 2025 Blue Partnership MOU offers high-level policy support.  

These official mechanisms guarantee the strategic direction of bilateral cooperation. 

Secondly, semi-official platforms advance research, technology and practice. 

Via the China-Sri Lanka Joint Center for Education and Research, both sides carry out joint research, 

data sharing and result development in marine ecology, climate change and fishery surveys under 

MoUs. 

2025 marks its 10th anniversary of the CAS with a marine sustainable development symposium. 

Other cooperation is expanding, including the 2025 blue-economy deal between Sun Yat-sen 

University and the University of Kelaniya. 

These platforms implement policies through technology transfer and institutional cooperation. 

Thirdly, private-sector and civil society advance fishery trade, investment and livelihood cooperation. 

Sri Lankan enterprises have attended the CIIE since 2018, increasingly exploring the Chinese market. 

CAPPMA will co-organize the 2026 China-Sri Lanka aquatic trade fair and inspection tours to deepen 

industrial ties. 
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Other Chinese business groups expand fishery-focused investment and trade in Sri Lanka. 

These market-oriented efforts generate commercial and social benefits. 

Scondly, China-Sri Lanka Marine Fishery Ecosystem Governance 

Under maritime cooperation, both sides build fishery ecosystem capacity via FAO South-South and 

bilateral channels through aquaculture demonstration, technology promotion and training. 

They restore coastal fishery resources and enhance Sri Lanka’s self-development capacity with expert 

exchanges and targeted projects. 

Thirdly, China-Sri Lanka fishery trade presents a divergent pattern.  

China’s fishery imports from Sri Lanka grew steadily from $1.23 million in 2015 to $15.44 million in 

2023. 

By contrast, our exports to Sri Lanka dropped sharply by 82% from 2015 to 2024. 

Total trade value shrank by around 76% over the decade, mainly due to Sri Lanka’s debt crisis and 

foreign exchange shortage.  

Part Three: key challenges facing China-Sri Lanka fisheries cooperation.  

First, insufficient institutional support for fishery trade.  

Without an FTA or AEO mutual recognition, Sri Lankan seafood lacks policy advantages versus 

Southeast Asian competitors. 

Slow customs clearance, strict inspections and high cold-chain costs put Sri Lankan firms at a 

disadvantage in China’s fresh seafood market. 

15.Secondly, mismatched standard systems pose a barrier. 

Sri Lanka’s small-scale fishery sector follows EU standards and struggles to adapt to China’s updated 

regulations. 

China’s strict full-process control rules raise certification costs for Sri Lankan exporters. 

Such technical barriers limit their access to China’s huge consumer market. 

Thirdly, insufficient cold-chain logistics and energy supply constrain cooperation.  

Sri Lanka lacks modern cold-chain and processing infrastructure, causing heavy post-harvest losses 

especially for deep-sea fisheries. 

Weak on-vessel and shore-side refrigeration drives quality loss up to 60.3% for long-distance fishing 

vessels, per FAO-NARA assessment. 

Second, land-based cold-chain infrastructure is unevenly distributed. 

Modern facilities are concentrated in western and southern hubs such as Colombo and Galle, leaving 

most small-and-medium coastal ports without cold-chain access. 

Third, the 2026 energy crisis worsens the problem. 
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Hit by global energy shocks, Sri Lanka faces power shortages, surging electricity costs and frequent 

blackouts. 

Fishery cold chains rely on expensive diesel generators, risking supply-chain disruptions. 

Now we come to Part Four: strategies to boost China-Sri Lanka fisheries cooperation. First, strengthen 

institutional coordination. 

Without an FTA and mutual recognition on quarantine and credit supervision, Sri Lanka’s aquatic 

exports face institutional barriers. We should remove them step-by-step: 

First, advance FTA talks and build a green channel for fresh seafood with priority customs clearance. 

Second, sign an AEO mutual-recognition deal to cut clearance costs. 

Third, launch a trial on SPS cooperation MOU to unify inspection standards. 

Secondly, deepen standard-technical coordination to narrow compliance gaps. 

China’s new customs rules require full-chain traceability for imports, creating technical barriers due 

to Sri Lanka’s weak certification capacity. 

 Three solutions: 

1. Build a standard-alignment platform to upgrade Sri Lankan SMEs’ traceability systems. 

2. Mutually recognize third-party test results to avoid repeated certification. 

3. Digitize quarantine certificates to speed up customs clearance. 

Thirdly, boost infrastructure cooperation to improve cold-chain and supply chain resilience. 

Sri Lanka faces weak cold-chain facilities, power shortages and fragmented logistics for aquatic 

exports.  

Three measures:  

1. Jointly build cold-chain logistics parks in Colombo, Hambantota and northern fishing areas for 

seamless export chains. 

2. Develop solar and energy storage systems to stabilize power supply. 

3. Launch an IoT-based smart monitoring system to cut logistics losses and boost export 

competitiveness. 

That’s all for my presentation.  

Thank you! 
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FROM GROSS MARINE PRODUCT TO GROSS MARINE PRODUCT 2.0: INTEGRATING 
MARITIME RESILIENCE INTO BLUE ECONOMY ACCOUNTING  

 
Dr. Aneel Salman, Chairman of Economic Security at Islamabad Policy Research Institute 

(IPRI, Pakistan (online) 

 

Abstract 

Recent tensions in the Indian Ocean, particularly around the Strait of Hormuz, have exposed the 

vulnerability of maritime-dependent economies to geopolitical and supply-chain disruptions. While 

blue economy frameworks have traditionally focused on economic output and sustainability, they 

often overlook the risks associated with maritime insecurity and strategic chokepoints. This paper 

argues that maritime security and economic development are increasingly interconnected and 

should be assessed within a single analytical framework. Building upon Pakistan's Gross Marine 

Product (GMP) framework, the paper proposes Gross Marine Product 2.0 (GMP 2.0), a resilience-

adjusted approach to marine economic accounting that incorporates vulnerability, exposure and 

adaptive capacity alongside traditional measures of economic value. The paper contends that 

measuring economic output alone provides an incomplete understanding of maritime prosperity in 

an era of geopolitical uncertainty and supply-chain fragility. By integrating resilience into blue 

economy accounting, GMP 2.0 offers a more comprehensive framework for assessing maritime 

development and economic security. The paper concludes that the future of the blue economy 

depends not only on expanding maritime economic activity but also on strengthening its resilience 

to disruption. 

Keywords: Blue Economy, Gross Marine Product, Maritime Security, Economic Security, Resilience, 

Pakistan, Indian Ocean, Maritime Governance 

Introduction 

For much of modern history, oceans have been viewed primarily as spaces of commerce, 

transportation and resource extraction. Maritime trade connected distant markets, fisheries 

provided food security, and coastal regions served as gateways to economic development. 

Consequently, discussions on the marine economy traditionally focused on production, trade 

volumes, fisheries output and shipping activity. 

The emergence of the blue economy concept broadened this perspective. Policymakers increasingly 

recognised that oceans contribute not only to economic growth but also to environmental 

sustainability, livelihoods and social well-being. As a result, governments and international 

organisations began integrating sustainability considerations into marine development strategies. 

Fisheries management, coastal tourism, renewable energy, marine conservation and ecosystem 

protection became integral components of blue economy policies. 

However, recent developments have exposed a critical limitation in conventional blue economy 

thinking. The Strait of Hormuz, Bab-el-Mandeb and the Red Sea have demonstrated that oceans are 
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not merely sources of opportunity; they are also sources of vulnerability. A disruption in a strategic 

maritime corridor can affect global energy prices, shipping costs, insurance premiums, food security 

and inflation within days. Maritime disruptions no longer remain confined to the maritime domain. 

They rapidly translate into economic disruptions. 

This transformation requires a reassessment of how maritime prosperity is measured. Traditional 

blue economy frameworks focus on value creation but rarely account for vulnerability, resilience or 

adaptive capacity. They can estimate the economic contribution of fisheries, shipping and tourism, 

but they cannot adequately answer a more important question: how secure is that economic value 

during periods of crisis? 

This paper argues that the next evolution in marine economic accounting should focus on resilience. 

Building upon Pakistan's Gross Marine Product (GMP) framework, it proposes a second-generation 

accounting approach termed Gross Marine Product 2.0 (GMP 2.0). The framework seeks to integrate 

maritime resilience, strategic vulnerability and economic continuity into marine economic 

measurement. 

The objective is not to replace traditional marine accounting but to complement it. In an era of 

geopolitical competition, supply chain fragmentation and climate-related disruptions, measuring 

economic output alone is no longer sufficient. Policymakers must also understand how resilient 

maritime systems remain under stress. 

1. The Evolution of Maritime Economic Thinking 

The conceptualisation of oceans within economic policy has undergone significant transformation 

over the past several decades. Historically, maritime policy was dominated by a resource extraction 

paradigm. Oceans were viewed primarily as repositories of fish stocks, hydrocarbons and minerals. 

The principal policy concern was maximising extraction and supporting economic growth. 

Environmental considerations occupied a secondary position. 

The emergence of sustainable development shifted this perspective. The blue economy framework 

sought to balance economic development with environmental stewardship. Rather than focusing 

solely on extraction, the blue economy emphasised sustainability, conservation and long-term 

resource management. 

The next stage involved measurement. Policymakers recognised that meaningful management 

required reliable indicators capable of quantifying marine economic activity. This led to the 

development of marine accounting frameworks, including Gross Marine Product (GMP), Ocean 

Accounts and other marine satellite accounts. These frameworks attempted to estimate the 

economic contribution of ocean-based sectors in a manner comparable to national income 

accounting systems. 

While these developments represented substantial progress, they shared a common characteristic. 

They focused overwhelmingly on economic output. 
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Table 1: Evolution of Maritime Economic Thinking 

Framework Primary Focus Core Question 

Traditional Marine 

Economy 

Resource utilisation What can oceans provide? 

Blue Economy Sustainable 

development 

How can oceans support growth 

sustainably? 

Gross Marine Product 

(GMP) 

Economic contribution How much value do oceans generate? 

GMP 2.0 Economic resilience How secure is that value during 

disruption? 

The distinction is important. Traditional accounting systems can estimate how much wealth oceans 

generate. They cannot easily estimate how vulnerable that wealth is to geopolitical crises, maritime 

disruptions or environmental shocks. The twenty-first century has demonstrated that such 

vulnerabilities matter. Maritime resilience is becoming as important as maritime productivity. 

2. Pakistan's Maritime Economy and the Origins of Gross Marine Product 

Pakistan occupies one of the most strategically important maritime locations in the Indian Ocean. 

The country possesses a coastline of approximately 1,046 kilometres and an Exclusive Economic Zone 

covering nearly 290,000 square kilometres. Its geographical position places it near one of the world's 

most important maritime chokepoints, the Strait of Hormuz. 

More than ninety per cent of Pakistan's international trade moves through maritime routes. The 

country's ports, particularly Karachi, Port Qasim and Gwadar, serve as critical gateways connecting 

Pakistan with global markets. International energy flows passing through nearby sea lanes further 

enhance the strategic significance of Pakistan's maritime geography. 

Despite this importance, the marine economy historically received limited attention within national 

economic accounting systems. Traditional indicators focused primarily on fisheries production, port 

activity and shipping statistics. As a result, a substantial portion of the economic value generated by 

marine sectors remained statistically invisible. 

Recognising this gap, Salman and Shah developed one of Pakistan's first comprehensive Gross Marine 

Product (GMP) frameworks. The objective was to create a systematic approach for measuring the 

economic contribution of ocean-based sectors within the broader national economy. 

The framework identified and quantified major marine sectors including marine fisheries, mangrove 

ecosystems, maritime transportation, shipbreaking and marine tourism. By applying a structured 

accounting methodology aligned with national accounting principles, the framework provided one of 

the first comprehensive estimates of Pakistan's marine economy. 

The findings were significant. The study estimated Pakistan's Gross Marine Product at approximately 

PKR 287.7 billion (US$1.027 billion) during FY2023, equivalent to approximately 0.34 per cent of 

national GDP. Marine fisheries emerged as the largest contributor, accounting for approximately 41 
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per cent of GMP, followed by mangrove ecosystems at 34 per cent. Shipbreaking and maritime 

transportation contributed 14 per cent and 11 per cent respectively, while maritime tourism 

remained significantly underdeveloped. 

Table 2: Sectoral Composition of Pakistan's Gross Marine Product 

Sector Share of GMP 

Marine Fisheries 41% 

Mangrove Ecosystems 34% 

Shipbreaking Industry 14% 

Maritime Transportation 11% 

Maritime Tourism 0.003% 

The study generated two important insights. First, Pakistan's marine economy contributes 

substantially more value than previously recognised. Second, living marine resources and ecosystem 

services account for a significant share of overall marine economic value. 

The GMP framework therefore represented an important milestone in Pakistan's maritime policy 

discourse. It provided policymakers with a quantitative foundation for understanding the economic 

significance of marine sectors and highlighted opportunities for future development. 

However, while GMP successfully measured economic value, it did not measure vulnerability. It 

quantified production but not resilience. This limitation was understandable because the primary 

challenge at the time was establishing a baseline measure of economic contribution. Yet changing 

geopolitical realities now require a broader framework. 

The next stage in marine accounting must therefore move beyond measuring value creation and 

begin measuring value preservation under conditions of uncertainty and disruption. 

3. The Securitisation of Maritime Economics 

The maritime domain has traditionally been analysed through two largely separate lenses. 

Economists focused on trade, logistics, fisheries and shipping, while security analysts concentrated 

on naval power, deterrence, sea control and geopolitical competition. Increasingly, however, these 

domains are converging. 

The global economy remains fundamentally dependent on maritime connectivity. Nearly ninety per 

cent of world trade by volume is transported through sea routes. Critical energy supplies, industrial 

inputs and food commodities move through a relatively small number of strategic maritime corridors. 

This concentration creates efficiency during periods of stability but also creates vulnerability during 

periods of disruption. 

The Strait of Hormuz provides an instructive example. A substantial share of global oil exports passes 

through this narrow waterway. Any escalation of tensions in the Gulf immediately influences global 

energy markets. Shipping companies respond by adjusting routes, increasing insurance coverage and 
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passing higher costs to consumers. What begins as a maritime security concern quickly transforms 

into an economic challenge. 

The same pattern can be observed in the Red Sea. Disruptions to shipping routes have increased 

transit times, raised freight costs and forced vessels to adopt longer routes around the Cape of Good 

Hope. These adjustments affect supply chains far beyond the immediate region. 

For countries such as Pakistan, the implications are particularly important. Pakistan imports energy, 

depends heavily on maritime trade and remains exposed to fluctuations in freight costs and insurance 

premiums. Maritime instability therefore has direct consequences for inflation, energy affordability 

and economic growth. 

The transmission mechanism between maritime insecurity and economic insecurity is increasingly 

direct. Disruptions in strategic maritime corridors lead to shipping delays, higher insurance premiums 

and elevated freight costs. These costs are subsequently passed through global supply chains, 

increasing the price of imports and contributing to domestic inflation. For trade-dependent 

economies, persistent disruptions can weaken external accounts, increase balance-of-payments 

pressures and undermine economic stability. Maritime security challenges therefore no longer 

remain isolated maritime events; they increasingly manifest as economic security concerns. 

Economic Security Challenge 

This relationship illustrates why maritime security should increasingly be viewed as an economic 

variable rather than merely a strategic one. Historically, economic planners could assume that 

maritime routes would remain largely secure. Contemporary geopolitical realities make such 

assumptions increasingly difficult. Strategic competition among major powers, regional conflicts, 

piracy, cyber vulnerabilities and climate-related disruptions have introduced new layers of 

uncertainty into maritime systems. 

Consequently, measuring economic output without accounting for vulnerability presents an 

incomplete picture of maritime prosperity. The challenge is not merely to generate economic value 

from oceans. The challenge is to ensure that this value remains accessible during periods of stress. 

This observation forms the conceptual bridge between Gross Marine Product and Gross Marine 

Product 2.0. 

4. Why Gross Marine Product needs to evolve 

The development of Gross Marine Product (GMP) represented an important advancement in 

Pakistan's maritime policy discourse. By identifying and quantifying marine sectors, GMP provided 

policymakers with a clearer understanding of the economic contribution of oceans and coastal 

resources to the national economy. However, the strategic environment within which marine 

economies operate has changed considerably. While the original GMP framework was designed to 

measure the economic value generated by marine sectors, contemporary realities require 

policymakers to ask an additional question: how much of that value remains secure during periods 

of disruption? 
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This distinction is more than semantic. Two countries may possess identical Gross Marine Products, 

yet their ability to withstand shocks may differ significantly. One country may benefit from diversified 

ports, alternative shipping routes, strategic reserves and strong maritime security capabilities, while 

another may rely heavily on a single port and remain exposed to vulnerable maritime corridors. 

Traditional GMP accounting would assign equal value to both economies despite their vastly different 

resilience profiles. In practice, the first economy would be better positioned to absorb shocks and 

recover quickly, whereas the second could face severe disruption even from a relatively minor 

maritime incident. 

 

The comparison highlights a critical limitation of traditional marine accounting: economic output and 

economic resilience are not the same. A country can increase marine output while simultaneously 

becoming more vulnerable to external shocks. Conversely, a country may possess a smaller marine 

economy but demonstrate greater resilience through diversification, preparedness and institutional 

capacity. GMP 2.0 seeks to address this gap by extending the original framework beyond value 

creation and incorporating resilience into marine economic accounting. 

 

This evolution mirrors broader developments in economic thinking. Just as concepts such as 

sustainability and resilience have become integral to development policy, marine accounting must 

also evolve. The first generation focused on measuring value; the next generation must focus on 

measuring the security and continuity of that value. 

 

5. Introducing Gross Marine Product 2.0 

Gross Marine Product 2.0 represents a resilience-adjusted framework for evaluating maritime 

prosperity. The central premise is straightforward. Marine economic performance should be 

assessed not only in terms of output but also in terms of vulnerability, adaptability and continuity. 

Under this approach, the economic contribution of marine sectors remains important. Fisheries, 

shipping, tourism, mangroves and shipbreaking continue to generate measurable value. However, 

this value is evaluated alongside the capacity of maritime systems to withstand disruption. The 

framework draws upon emerging resilience literature and adapts these insights to the context of 

marine economic accounting. 

Five dimensions form the foundation of GMP 2.0. 

Table 3: Dimensions of GMP 2.0 

Dimension Indicators 

Infrastructure Resilience Port redundancy, fuel storage, reserve capacity 

Operational Resilience Cargo rerouting capability, logistics flexibility 

Strategic Security Resilience Hormuz dependence, maritime awareness capability 

Economic Resilience Import concentration, recovery speed 

Governance Resilience Crisis coordination, institutional preparedness 
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1. Infrastructure resilience examines the physical capacity of maritime systems to continue 

operating during disruptions. Ports, storage facilities and transport infrastructure play a 

central role in determining national resilience. 

2. Operational resilience evaluates the ability to reroute cargo, adjust logistics networks and 

maintain continuity during crises. 

3. Strategic security resilience focuses on exposure to maritime chokepoints and the capacity to 

monitor and protect maritime interests. 

4. Economic resilience assesses recovery capabilities and vulnerability to concentrated import 

dependencies. 

5. Governance resilience evaluates institutional readiness, coordination mechanisms and crisis 

management capabilities. 

Collectively, these dimensions offer a more comprehensive assessment of maritime prosperity than 

output-based indicators alone. Rather than asking how much wealth oceans generate, GMP 2.0 asks 

how much of that wealth remains secure under conditions of uncertainty. 

6. Pakistan and the Case for GMP 2.0 

Pakistan provides a compelling environment for applying a resilience-adjusted marine accounting 

framework. The country's maritime geography presents both opportunities and vulnerabilities. 

Karachi Port and Port Qasim handle the overwhelming majority of maritime trade. While these 

facilities serve as vital economic assets, they also represent concentration risks. Disruptions affecting 

one or both facilities could generate substantial economic consequences. 

Gwadar introduces an important strategic dimension. Beyond its commercial significance, the port 

offers redundancy and diversification within Pakistan's maritime architecture. As regional trade 

networks evolve, Gwadar may contribute to greater maritime resilience by reducing excessive 

concentration. Energy security represents another critical consideration. Pakistan imports a 

substantial share of its energy requirements. Much of this trade depends upon maritime routes that 

pass through strategically sensitive regions. Consequently, developments in the Gulf directly 

influence Pakistan's economic stability. 

Marine ecosystems provide another often-overlooked source of resilience. Mangroves, which 

accounted for approximately one-third of Pakistan's GMP valuation, serve functions extending 

beyond environmental conservation. They provide coastal protection, support fisheries, reduce 

erosion and contribute to climate adaptation. 

From a GMP 2.0 perspective, mangroves should be viewed not merely as environmental assets but 

also as resilience assets. Similarly, the Pakistan National Shipping Corporation contributes more than 

transportation services alone. Domestic shipping capacity provides strategic flexibility and reduces 

vulnerability to external market disruptions. 

The same logic applies to the shipbreaking industry, which supports industrial supply chains and 

contributes to economic self-reliance. Viewed through a resilience lens, these sectors acquire 

additional strategic significance beyond their immediate economic value. They contribute not only 

to growth but also to continuity. 
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Conclusion and Policy Recommendations 

Pakistan's maritime future will depend not only on expanding marine economic activity but also on 

strengthening maritime resilience. 

The first policy priority should be the institutionalisation of GMP 2.0 as a regular assessment 

mechanism. Annual publication of resilience-adjusted marine accounts would provide policymakers 

with a more comprehensive understanding of maritime strengths and vulnerabilities. 

Second, maritime planning should incorporate resilience metrics into infrastructure investment 

decisions. Port expansion, storage facilities and logistics systems should be evaluated not solely on 

commercial returns but also on their contribution to national resilience. 

Third, Pakistan should develop a national maritime resilience dashboard capable of monitoring 

strategic vulnerabilities in real time. Such a system would support evidence-based decision-making 

during periods of uncertainty. 

Fourth, greater investment should be directed towards maritime domain awareness, port security 

and supply-chain monitoring. Economic resilience increasingly depends upon situational awareness 

within the maritime domain. 

Fifth, marine ecosystems should be recognised as strategic infrastructure. Investments in mangrove 

restoration, coastal protection and ecosystem preservation contribute simultaneously to 

environmental sustainability and economic resilience. 

The broader lesson extends beyond Pakistan. 

Across the Indian Ocean, governments are seeking to harness the economic potential of the blue 

economy. Yet future success will depend not only on generating maritime wealth but also on 

protecting it. The first generation of marine accounting sought to answer a straightforward question: 

how much value do oceans create? Pakistan's Gross Marine Product framework represented an 

important step towards answering that question. 

The next generation must answer a more difficult one: 

How much of that value remains secure during disruption? 

As geopolitical competition, supply-chain fragmentation, climate uncertainty and maritime insecurity 

reshape the global environment, resilience is becoming as important as growth itself. The future of 

the blue economy will therefore be determined not solely by the wealth oceans generate, but by the 

capacity of maritime systems to withstand shocks, adapt to change and sustain economic continuity. 

Gross Marine Product 2.0 offers a pathway towards that future. It represents an evolution from 

measuring marine wealth to measuring marine resilience; from accounting for production to 

accounting for continuity; and from viewing oceans solely as engines of growth to recognising them 
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as critical components of national economic security. In an increasingly uncertain maritime 

environment, that evolution is no longer optional. It is necessary. 

 

MARITIME COOPERATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IN THE MALDIVES: 
STRENGTHENING FOOD, ENERGY, ECONOMIC AND CLIMATE SECURITY  

 

Ms. Aminath Shazly, Senior Lecturer at the Maldives National University 

 

Thank you. Chair. I am just going to present my case and deliberate as a speech. Here, let me start by 

thanking Dr. Anil Sharma for setting the stage, because I'll be detailing out on similar topics that he 

has touched but present it in the context of Maldives. Let me start by offering my heartfelt gratitude 

to the organizers, the Sichuan University and Pathfinder Foundation, for inviting me to this dialogue.  

Maldives is very famous for its tourism and natural beauty, as we know. Tourism is one of its main 

occupations, but we are also faced with many challenges that is linked to climate change, economic 

vulnerability and resource limitations. For the Maldives the ocean is not only a source of livelihood, 

but as mentioned in the morning by our former Minister here, it's our identity. It’s also a foundation 

of national security and sustainable development.  

We have had good progress in the Maldives towards the SDGs. Unfortunately, we have targeted and 

achieved only one goal, no poverty. But we have had good achievements relating to climate policies, 

expanding marine conservation, improved healthcare and education, and we are also investing in 

renewable energy and digital transformation. We are adopting Maldives 2.0 and we're targeting it by 

2030.  

However, we are faced with serious challenges, again referring to the presentation in the morning, 

rising sea levels have been ongoing and we have predicted a rise in 0.5 meters, which is not going to 

be at all acceptable to a country like Maldives.  Our landmasses are only one meters to 1.5 meters 

above sea level. Annually, there has been sea level rises of around 5 to 6 millimeters. This may not 

seem a big number, but added on year by year it can become more and reach up to the 0.5 meters 

we are predicting by another 50 years. Maldives is also faced with coastal erosion, coral bleaching 

and fresh water scarcity which threatens the country’s future. Added to this, heavy dependence on 

tourism makes its economy really vulnerable and fragile.  

Because of this, sustainable development for Maldives, is very closely connected to the maritime 

cooperation and stability in the Indian Ocean. I will start by looking into distinct topics. My first one 

is on food security. Maldives is greatly vulnerable to food security because, almost 80-90% of food 

would come through imports. From countries in the South Asian like the India and Sri Lanka. Including 

our staple rice, vegetables, fruits, poultry, and many other processed foods, they arrive through the 

Indian Ocean shipping routes. This means any disruption to the maritime trade, whether caused by 

conflict, fuel prices or geopolitical instability, can directly affect food availability and prices in the 

Maldives. We have seen this happening recently in the tensions relating to the Middle East, our food 

prices have increased with an inflation of 1.24% in in a single month in 2024 and then consecutively 
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going up to 2.23% monthly in 2025. Therefore, regional maritime cooperation is essential to protect 

shipping routes and maintain the stable supply chains to strengthen food security in the Maldives. 

Looking into energy security, this is again another major concern. Maldives have traditionally, like all 

our neighbor countries here, relied heavily on import of diesel fuel for mainly electricity and 

transport.  This dependence increases costs and exposes the country to global oil price and 

fluctuations. In order to address these challenges, In Maldives, we have invested in expanding 

renewable energy with our co-partners from India, Sri Lanka and China. And have explored options 

for large scale solar projects and island-based renewable systems to help reduce the dependence on 

the imported fuel. These projects are not only environmental initiatives; they are also strategic 

investments in the national security and economic stability. Secure maritime transport remains 

essential for delivering energy, equipment, technology and infrastructure across the island.  

Moving on to our very existential threat climate change. Stressing again on sea level rise, and coral 

bleaching, stronger storms and coastal erosion are threatening homes, infrastructure and our most 

vital tourism sector and island communities. Maritime cooperation will play a vital role in addressing 

these threats, allowing Maldives to cooperate with regional alliances on disaster preparedness, 

climate monitoring, search and rescue operations, and regional emergency response systems.  

Protecting marine ecosystem is equally important, The Maldivian economies, both fisheries and 

tourism, depend heavily on our coral reefs and the marine environment. The maritime governance 

can help combat illegal fishing and marine pollution, and other threats to ocean sustainability. 

Referring to the global target of Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework, target 3 (30x30); 

effectively conserve and manage at least 30% of the world's terrestrial, inland water, and coastal and 

marine areas. Maldives is working towards achieving this target, by protecting our marine 

environments including coral reefs, mangroves, sea grasses etc. But for Maldives with a small 

geographic area, this is too wide a scope and target to meet alone. Regional collaboration and strong 

maritime partnerships are necessary to help meet this target of the Global Biodiversity Framework.   

Ladies and gentlemen, tourism again remaining as the backbone of the Maldivian economy has its 

own vulnerability, due to this geopolitical instability or referring to the 2026 tensions occurring in the 

Middle East. We have had increased fuel prices across the region. Maldives faced a huge decline in 

tourist arrivals. Almost as low as 25% in the arrival in just the first quarter of this year, 2026. This 

demonstrates that economic security in the Maldives depends heavily on regional stability, secure 

sea lanes and uninterrupted transport networks, either by sea or air. 

In conclusion, Maldives clearly shows that maritime security and sustainable development are deeply 

connected for their survival. Food security depends on secure maritime trade. Energy security 

depends on regional cooperation. Economic growth depends on stable sea routes and climate. 

Resilience depends on protecting the ocean environment. Although we are a small voice here, our 

voice, I hope, is loud enough to make this statement strong and heard. Thank you. 
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MARITIME DEVELOPMENT PARTNERSHIP IN INDIAN OCEAN:  
TOWARD A COMMUNITY OF SHAREDFUTURE 

 

Dr. Zeng Xiangyu, Associate Professor and Research/International Coordinator at the Institute of 

South Asian Studies, Sichuan University 

 

Thank you so much. Ladies and gentlemen, it's my honor to speak here. The title of my presentation 

is maritime partnership in the India Ocean towards a community with shared future. I think my 

friends knows that my major is international security and politics. This is something new for me and 

in fact they impose me to speak in this regard. That's OK. This is a coercion, but a lovely coercion. I 

am going to talk about four things. Number one is rising tension in the region because of maritime 

insecurity. Second is development issue. And thirdly is challenges. Lastly, what I think what we should 

do.  

First is on the present tension and I will be very brief. We live in Asia. But what is the situation in Asia 

as of now? One quarter or 1/3 of Asia is Northern Asia, the Russian part. Apart from the Northern 

Asia, we will have Eastern part, Southern part and Western part of Asia. Right now, just in the Eastern 

part of Asia, that is East Asia, China and Southeast Asia, Indonesia and Singapore, things are very 

manageable. Western Asia is suffering from a very big chaos. In South Asia, last year we just 

witnessed a conflict. Still right now just several days ago they were celebrating their victories. I mean, 

both countries. The tension is there as a conflict between Afghanistan and Pakistan is still very active. 

And three governments in South Asia witnessed violent regime changing in recent 3 to 4 years. That 

is very big issue for us. That is Asia, the lovely homeland for us, but unfortunately not in good order. 

On Indian Ocean, I'm not going to talk much about what you are familiar with, that is situations on 

Strait of Hormuz, Bab al-Mandeb, red sea. But maybe just 100 miles from Sri Lanka, Iranian vessel 

was attacked by US submarine and I don't think Sri Lanka can do something in this regard. Of course, 

fortunately, they have some ceasefire right now, temporarily. But no one knows whether that 

condition is going to sustain or not, and no one knows whether there will be a second or third such 

incidents around Sri Lanka and India waters or so. I think India feel very much unhappy in this regard, 

but it's very much unfortunate that India can hardly do something to stop or to change the course. 

That is the first time after the third India-Pakistan War in 1971 that a naval conflict erupted in South 

Asia waters.  

Yesterday the Rear Admiral talked about important issues like resources dispute, something like that. 

We also have another issue, that is human smuggling relevant with Rohingya. The Rohingya try to 

smuggle from Cox Bazaar of Bangladesh to Southeastern Asia inclusive of Indonesia and Malaysia and 

even to Australia. Many of them died in this trip. Last year, more than 900 people died during this 

transportation. Just one week or two weeks ago, 250 people missed in a shipwreck accident. It's very 

much unfortunate. I think the situation is going to be worsened this year, due to dried-up 

international assistance and heightened economic pressure in Bangladesh and other regions. This is 

a tragedy, but it repeated every day.  
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On Diago Garcia and Chagos issue, we also have some issues. There used to be some dispute between 

the Mauritius and the UK. They reached an agreement after some negotiation. UK agreed that this is 

Mauritius territory but it will keep Diego Garcia military base on a lease basis. However, recently 

Donald Trump tried to use this Diego Garcia military base for Iran conflict. At the very beginning UK 

is reluctant, but later on the UK say something like yes but that is for some defense purpose. But 

what is defense, what is attack? It depends on who defines these words. The Iranians also launched 

a missile against Diego Garcia. That was intercepted. That is a big surprise for many, because we used 

to believe that Diego Garcia is far away from Middle East. It is 100% percent secured. In fact, it is not 

100% secured any more. The Indian Ocean has been changed. South Asia is far away from Middle 

East, but still, it is suffering from the conflict in Middle East, no one is secure in this region. That is 

very unfortunate. Our beloved homeland, Asia and Indian Ocean, became insecure. Due to US 

pressure, the UK has postponed transfer of Chagos to Mauritius and there might a possibility of 

renegotiation. So, everything can be changed overnight. So, this is the case. And also Maldives is 

making claims on northern part of Chagos Archipelago. That is a new development. 

We still need to be focused on economic issue, that is maritime development, because as that is our 

continent and ocean and we need to benefit from this region. So, what is economic development? 

Economic development refers to the process whereby simple, low-income national economies 

transformed into modern industrialized economies. This is from Encyclopedia Britannica. I put this 

definition here because when we talk about blue economy, we tend to focus on something like 

fishery or shipping. But according to this definition, industry development is in fact very much 

relevant to economic development and modern economies. So, what is modern economies? If you 

fish and you consume, that is not a modern economy, that is a traditional one. But if you fish and use 

some cold-chain facilities to make this export after some industrialized processing, that would be 

modern economies. We need to keep that in our mind.  

What is Ocean economy. It encompasses economy activities relevant with ocean like offshore oil and 

gas, marine equipment and construction, shipping and shipbuilding and repair and cruise tourism, 

port activities and marine energy. I will not speak much in this regard. And the ocean has a very big 

economic significance, as it offered food security for over 3 billion people globally and carries 

transportation of over 80% global goods. Sea cables carrying 98% of international Internet traffic. We 

enjoy this facility for instant communication largely thanks to ocean rather than land cables. This is 

the reality. And the ocean economy would be the world's fifth largest economy on 2019, which is 6 

years ago. I think as of now, this size has expanded. And also 3-4% of global gross value added 

attributed to Ocean. 133 million full-time equivalents labor or job opportunities were generated by 

ocean economy. That is so much important. And you see the gross value added doubled and 

developed into 2.6 trillion U.S. dollars in 2020.  

According to OECD report, China enjoys the largest ocean economy. In 2020, China contributes 24% 

to global ocean economy. We also have India, UK, Japan and other countries as the major 

contributors. The Chinese use the term GOP (Gross Ocean Products), something similar to GMP 

(Gross Marine Products). According to statistics by the Chinese government, last year it was 11 trillion 

RMB or 1.5 trillion USD in China. That is very huge.  

There are emerging challenges in this regard as well. Like on oil and gas sector, there is limitation of 

nature endowment. For some countries like Sri Lanka, oil and gas industry has nothing to do with 
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them because they don't have this reserve. This is nature endowment. No one can change that. But 

other challenges can be political. One case is war and conflict. You see the Middle East; they enjoy 

this natural endowment. However, due to this recent eruption of conflict, in fact, it's not something 

new, the marine economy there were much impacted, grave consequence has been resulted, 

although they have these natural endowments. Globally, I think in almost every country, offshore 

fishery and blue water fishery is suffering from under-development due to technological gap because 

if you want to have some high-sea fishing, advanced fishery ships need to be developed. Not 

everyone has this capacity. Aquaculture is under-invested in many countries.  

Coastal and offshore tourism is a big industry, but also suffer from insecurity and inadequate 

infrastructure. Coastal and offshore tourism and the oil and gas are the two largest ocean industries. 

We might be surprised. It is not fishery. It is not aquaculture, shipbuilding or shipping. As compared 

with oil and gas as well as tourism, they became very much dwarfed in a sense. Tourism industry 

generates the biggest number of job opportunities, as almost half of the job opportunities generated 

by tourism rather than some other industries. As to the oil and gas industry, it generates a lot of 

income. That is very important economically, but not so much in terms of job generation. In such a 

case, both the two biggest industries, oil and gas and offshore tourism are suffering from insecurity, 

like for example, in Middle East. In the past, everyone believes that the Gulf is something like a 

heaven. It's fantastic to spend holidays in Dubai or so. But right now, you might have to change your 

mindset. You might choose Sri Lanka instead of Dubai. For Sri Lanka, this might be an encouraging 

news, but that is counter-productive for Dubai.  

Another very interesting thing is offshore wind power generation. Another scholar is going to talk 

about this. This is going to be very interesting. Globally, it offered electricity to 73 million households. 

The global offshore wind power capacity as of now is 83 gigawatts. You will be surprised to know that 

half or more than half of this capacity coming from China. Right now, it's 47 GW from China.  

To harvest the benefit of global ocean, what we can do? I think we need to develop a maritime 

community shared the future. No. 1. There are some principles. I think we need to understand this 

as a security-development matrix. We can't think economy as economy. I mean it is not going to 

work. look what I said, the Middle East country, they have nature endowment. But because of war 

they can hardly move. Sri Lanka enjoy shipping advantage, however if war and conflict around Sri 

Lanka developed, no one dare to come to Sri Lanka for shipping, so that is the challenge 

Community mindset need to be developed. We need to think about issues as a community. We are 

one community. You can't follow the idea that Middle East is far away, some piracy or Somali coast 

is far away. That is not my issue. In fact, that is your issue, it is also my issue. 

Pragmatism and gradualism need to be developed and encouraged because we cannot resolve all 

the issue overnight. But you must start right now. man, I mean, that is. The two sides of the same 

coin. 

We need to try to reach a compromise and try to make a balance between sustainability and 

development. Sustainability is always a sweet word. Everyone loves that word, however we have to 

be pragmatic, because sustainability needs investments and inputs. Do you have the resources? Do 

you have enough time? I am not trying to say something like we can sacrifice sustainability, I mean 

we need to reach a compromise, like the situation for the Maldives. Tourism, to be honest, it has a 
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high carbon emission, because you will be dependent on flight. It is high carbon emission. And in 

hotels, tourists love such air conditioning. That is going to generate carbon emission. So that's why I 

said you need to reach a compromise. And also, we need to be job-and-income generation centric. 

I'm not going to talk much in this regard.  

Lastly, we need to collaborate. No. 1, I think as researchers and think tanks, we could do some joint 

research. To let the world know what is the needs of the Global South, what is the need of the Indian 

Ocean region. That is important because if we don't utter our voice, no one can hear this. For 

example, in Sri Lanka, your capital city is in fact not Colombo, it is Sri Jayawadenapura Kotte. But I 

don't think many of the presenters here knows that. That is to say, you need to utter and louder your 

voice. No. 2, it is blue finance. that is important. Thirdly is infrastructure development. We have BRI, 

we have some other international partners in this regard. Last is offshore wind power generation. As 

I said, China is a leading player in this regard. We should be happy to share this experience and 

capacity with partners in this region because this is going to help. For some big countries, maybe this 

is not a big issue, but for some smaller players like Maldives and even Sri Lanka, especially in this time 

of energy crisis, this is something can help. Let’s not to wait till another crisis, let’s do something right 

now. I will conclude here. Thank you so much for your attention. 

 

SESSION 2 - RECOMMENDATIONS  
 

1. Strengthen the Security–Development Nexus in Maritime Governance 

Participants emphasized that maritime security and economic development are inseparable. 

Sustainable blue economy initiatives should therefore integrate maritime security, conflict 

prevention, anti-piracy measures, and protection of critical sea lanes into development 

planning. Regional actors should adopt a security-development framework that recognizes 

stability as a prerequisite for prosperity. 

2. Promote a Shared Indian Ocean Community Mindset 

It was recommended that Indian Ocean countries move beyond narrow national perspectives 

and embrace a collective approach to maritime challenges. Issues such as piracy, illegal 

fishing, climate change, trafficking, and disruptions to shipping routes should be treated as 

shared regional responsibilities requiring coordinated action and mutual support. 

3. Expand Joint Research and Knowledge-Sharing Platforms 

Experts called for stronger collaboration among universities, think tanks, and research 

institutions to undertake joint studies on maritime governance, climate change, fisheries, 

blue economy development, and ocean sustainability. Such cooperation would amplify Global 

South perspectives and inform evidence-based policymaking. 
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4. Develop Blue Finance Mechanisms 

The session highlighted the importance of mobilizing innovative financing mechanisms to 

support sustainable maritime infrastructure, fisheries modernization, climate adaptation, 

renewable energy projects, and conservation initiatives. Greater access to blue finance was 

identified as critical for smaller and developing Indian Ocean states. 

5. Invest in Green and Resilient Maritime Infrastructure 

Participants recommended expanding investments in ports, logistics systems, renewable 

energy integration, cold-chain facilities, smart shipping networks, and climate-resilient 

coastal infrastructure. Infrastructure planning should prioritize sustainability, regional 

connectivity, and resilience to geopolitical and environmental disruptions. 

6. Accelerate Offshore Renewable Energy Development 

The development of offshore wind energy and other marine-based renewable energy sources 

was identified as a strategic priority. Countries should cooperate in technology transfer, 

capacity building, and investment to strengthen energy security while advancing 

decarbonization goals. 

7. Modernize Fisheries Through Full Value-Chain Development 

Discussions emphasized moving beyond traditional fishing activities toward integrated 

fisheries industries that include processing, cold storage, export facilities, aquaculture, and 

value addition. Investments in modern technologies and infrastructure are essential to reduce 

post-harvest losses and create sustainable livelihoods. 

8. Strengthen Regional Fisheries Governance and Combat Illegal Fishing 

Participants recommended enhanced cooperation on fisheries monitoring, data sharing, anti-

illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing measures, and coordinated maritime 

surveillance. Regional mechanisms should protect marine resources while safeguarding the 

livelihoods of responsible fishing communities. 

9. Enhance Maritime Domain Awareness and Information Sharing 

The session underscored the need for improved surveillance systems, intelligence exchange, 

and collaborative monitoring mechanisms. No single country possesses a complete maritime 

picture; therefore, regional information-sharing frameworks should be strengthened to 

address transnational threats effectively. 

10. Reinforce Port State Measures and Maritime Law Enforcement 

Ports should be utilized as strategic control points to deny access to illegally harvested 

resources and illicit trade networks. Closer coordination among fisheries authorities, coast 
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guards, customs agencies, police services, and judicial institutions was recommended to 

strengthen enforcement capacities. 

11. Build Regional Cooperation Mechanisms Based on Dialogue and Confidence Building 

Participants agreed that inclusive, dialogue-based cooperative security mechanisms are 

better suited to the diversity of the Indian Ocean region than exclusive alliances. Confidence-

building measures, practical cooperation, and gradual institutional development should guide 

future regional governance efforts. 

12. Transition from Connectivity to Blue Economy Synergy 

It was recommended that maritime cooperation evolve beyond physical infrastructure 

development toward integrated regional systems that combine sustainability, governance, 

economic inclusion, and resilience. Connectivity initiatives should support broader blue 

economy synergies and people-centred development outcomes. 

13. Establish Functional Regional Governance Clusters 

Countries should strengthen cooperation through specialized regional mechanisms focused 

on fisheries management, climate adaptation, maritime security, disaster preparedness, and 

environmental protection. Functional cooperation can deliver practical outcomes while 

respecting national sovereignty. 

14. Promote Inclusive Multi-Stakeholder Maritime Governance 

The session emphasized that effective ocean governance requires the participation of 

governments, academia, businesses, local communities, civil society organizations, and 

international institutions. Inclusive governance structures can improve legitimacy, 

accountability, and implementation effectiveness. 

15. Expand Marine Science, Technology, and Innovation Partnerships 

Participants called for deeper collaboration in marine observation systems, biodiversity 

research, climate modeling, disaster early warning mechanisms, and technological 

innovation. Scientific cooperation should be accompanied by technology transfer and 

capacity building, particularly for developing countries. 

16. Strengthen Climate Adaptation and Coastal Resilience 

Recommendations included investing in mangrove restoration, coral reef conservation, 

coastal protection infrastructure, climate-resilient fisheries, disaster preparedness systems, 

and dedicated climate finance mechanisms for vulnerable coastal and island communities. 
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17. Develop Sustainable and Equitable Blue Economy Models 

Participants stressed that blue economy strategies must prioritize employment generation, 

income creation, and social inclusion while balancing environmental sustainability with 

practical developmental needs. Policies should seek equitable growth that benefits local 

communities and vulnerable populations. 

18. Improve Institutional Coordination and Harmonize Standards 

The session recommended stronger institutional mechanisms to reduce regulatory barriers, 

harmonize technical and sanitary standards, streamline customs procedures, and facilitate 

trade in marine products. Greater policy coherence would strengthen regional economic 

integration. 

19. Enhance Cold-Chain Logistics and Energy Security for Maritime Industries 

Investments in cold-chain infrastructure, smart logistics systems, renewable energy solutions, 

and energy storage technologies were identified as priorities to improve supply-chain 

resilience, reduce losses, and support fisheries exports and maritime commerce. 

20. Integrate Resilience into Blue Economy Measurement Frameworks 

Participants proposed moving beyond traditional economic indicators toward resilience-

based approaches that account for vulnerability, adaptive capacity, and exposure to 

geopolitical, environmental, and supply-chain disruptions. Maritime prosperity should be 

assessed through both productivity and resilience. 

21. Foster Technology-Driven and Innovation-Based Cooperation 

The session highlighted science, technology, and innovation as critical drivers of sustainable 

maritime development. Collaborative efforts should focus on renewable energy, 

biotechnology, circular economy practices, marine resource conservation, and future-

oriented technological solutions rather than short-term gains. 

22. Advance Circular Economy and Bioeconomy Approaches 

Participants recommended integrating circular economy principles and bioeconomy models 

into maritime development strategies to reduce waste, enhance resource efficiency, and 

promote sustainable industrial growth across coastal and marine sectors. 

23. Strengthen Capacity Building and Human Resource Development 

Technical training, knowledge transfer, skills development, and educational exchanges should 

be expanded to build local expertise in fisheries, marine science, renewable energy, maritime 

logistics, and environmental management. 
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24. Build Cooperation Before Crises Occur 

Rather than responding only after emergencies arise, countries should establish joint 

exercises, communication channels, common protocols, and pre-emptive coordination 

mechanisms to improve preparedness for piracy, environmental disasters, maritime 

accidents, and security threats. 

25. Uphold Inclusivity and International Law in Indian Ocean Governance 

Participants emphasized that the Indian Ocean must remain an inclusive maritime space 

governed by international law, particularly the United Nations Convention on the Law of the 

Sea (UNCLOS). Both large and small states should have equal opportunities to contribute to 

regional decision-making and cooperative initiatives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



110  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Session 03 
REGIONAL PARTNERSHIPS AND INCLUSIVE ENGAGEMENT 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



111  
 

 

REGIONAL PARTNERSHIPS AND INCLUSIVE ENGAGEMENT:  
FROM A BANGLASESHI PERSPECTIVE 

 

Prof. Lailufar Yasmin, Professor at the Department of International Relations, University of 

Dhaka, Bangladesh 

 

I was suggested to work on regional partnerships and inclusive development and inclusive growth in 

the Indian Ocean region. The first thought that came to my mind was that South Asia is a region 

where regionalism is nonexistent. Our partnerships do not exist, and countries view each other 

through a zero-sum lens. When we talk about South Asia, the concept itself did not emerge until 

Bangladesh proposed the idea of a political region of South Asia in 1985, and after that, it gradually 

evolved into a formal regional organization. India and Pakistan have always looked to other great 

powers to enhance their security and thus respond to their security dilemma. But Bangladesh was 

the first to want a reorientation towards its own region and to create a regional identity. 

Unfortunately, that did not work out very well. In this connection, I direct our attention to regional 

connectivity and maritime issues. Throughout the program's deliberations, we heard about about 

various dimensions of maritime issues, including maritime corporations, the blue economy, and the 

ocean economy, among others. 

It is almost a cliché to say that we live in a maritime century. Scholars and policymakers alike 

repeatedly remind us that the 21st century is the new 19th century, in terms of its maritime turn. This 

maritime turn in the 21st century reminds us of the era of classic exploration, when Europeans came 

to explore Africa and Asia. In contemporary times, it is the Indo-Pacific region that captures the 

imagination of such a maritime gaze. Consequently, new concepts are introduced to understand 

maritime issues such as blue justice, blue territories, and liquid territories, which are related to our 

understanding of untapped resources and their sustainable use. Two other interesting terms that 

were introduced yesterday were blue talents and blue destiny. It makes us think we are talking about 

general awareness of ocean territories, but in reality, there might not have been in-depth attention 

to how oceans link us, how oceans delink us, and how we can use this liquid space for collective 

betterment. 

First, I will emphasize what is known as ‘ocean management’, or, more technically, ‘integrated ocean 

management’ (IOM). I will add the issue of regional partnerships, along with the actors, issues, and 

areas involved in this discussion. This discussion will also explore the existing and future possibilities 

for inclusivity and inclusive engagement in the region and beyond. While presenting my ideas, I could 

not but use this particular map of the globe which shows the ocean territories as land territories and 

vice versa. this would have made the world be called not a blue planet but a green planet. This 

indicates, had the world been like this, the concept of ocean would not have existed and that we 

would have five great lakes in place of all the continents. We talked about water; we talk about ocean, 

but its true magnitude can be understood via this projection of replacing the blue with green. This is 

another way of looking at things so that we understand where we were living. 
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We need to understand the different facets of integrated ocean management to effectively manage 

both marine and coastal areas. With the unprecedented growth in ocean-related economic activities, 

the need for a sustainable concept that enables socioeconomic development without environmental 

degradation is widely recognized, as the ocean economy is expanding [estimated to be between $2.5 

trillion and $6 trillion annually] at an unprecedented rate. To develop regional management and 

inclusive development, we need to understand the nuances of ocean management, which have 

implications for capacity building and the development of regional networks. Marine resource 

management has historically mirrored management in land areas. Compared with terrestrial 

ecosystems, the oceans are in constant flux, affecting the species and resource users being managed; 

therefore, management must keep pace with this. This is why, the concept of ‘dynamic ocean 

management’ emerged to highlight the particular fluidity of the system. Integrate dynamic 

management with existing management, such as adaptive management—which would have to be 

innovative in nature. It has to be based on the integration of new biological, oceanographic, social, 

and economic data in real time. We often fail to notice how countries with knowledge and technology 

are applying the concept of IOM to harness the power of the oceans. The United States (US) has 

declared that it has added nearly 1 million square kilometers (roughly 386,000 square miles) of outer 

continental shelf by late 2023, roughly twice the size of California. 

Building on the concept of IOM, this discussion now turns to regional partnerships in South Asia.  75% 

of the regional trade is carried out by sea. South Asia has an interesting political dimension, as the 

region includes two landlocked countries, Nepal and Bhutan, and the Northeast Indian region also 

lacks access to the sea. In the case of South Asia, maritime issues focus on traditional security, 

securing the sea lanes of communication for the uninterrupted growth of its economy, environment, 

and other non-traditional security threats, along with the issue of maritime connectivity. 

Simultaneously, issues of port development, maritime domain awareness, situational awareness, and 

working together in disaster management are part and parcel of the broader South Asian maritime 

landscape.  

Among the actors in the South Asian maritime space, states with sovereign status play the central 

role. Regional partnerships rely on the goodwill of the member states and their willingness to 

cooperate. There is an array of non-state actors that also play influential roles in building regional 

partnerships. Non-state actors are a conglomerate of different types of institutions with a direct 

interest in understanding the strategic opportunities and challenges here. At the apogee lie 

intergovernmental organizations such as the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA), a pan-Indian 

Ocean organization, and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC). These organizations 

have multidimensional roles across the region to combat various types of maritime crimes and to 

initiate maritime cooperation.  

India’s SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the Region) and MAHASAGAR Initiative (Mutual and 

Holistic Advancement for Security and Growth Across Regions/Maritime Heads for Active Security 

And Growth for All in the Region) initiatives delineate its security, strategic, and economic outreach 

in the Indo-Pacific region. Similarly, Sri Lanka’s Galle Dialogue and the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium 

(IONS) bring together regional and extra-regional actors to discuss critical strategic issues affecting 

the region and beyond. The Colombo Security Conclave (CSC) is a recent addition to the list of IGOs 

pertaining to combat maritime non-traditional security threats in the Indian Ocean region. Although 
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there were reservations in the expert and academic circles about joining the CSC, Bangladesh 

formally joined. 

Several predicaments affect regional cooperation in the maritime domain in South Asia. One of the 

foremost challenges to cooperation in the region is the lack of political trust and goodwill. While it is 

understandable that countries will prioritize their national interests, cooperation among neighbors 

in a region is essential for coexistence. South Asian countries need to find a way to work together 

and build trust. Instead, there is a tendency to look to extra-regional actors rather than build regional 

partnerships. The next issue that prevents cooperation in the region is what I call ‘symmetry in 

asymmetry’. In other words, countries in the region have varied administrative and governance 

systems that, in practice, hinder cooperative frameworks from operating smoothly. 

There is a complex relationship between state and non-state actors that has yet to be fully explored 

or accounted for in policy formulation. While the state remains at the helm of decision-making, it 

often views an issue through a broader national security lens, whereas for the periphery, the issue 

may have entirely different repercussions. The gap between the center-periphery in responding to a 

maritime threat often may have different implications than intended. While this is one aspect of the 

issue, another concurrent challenge is the lack of understanding of the nature of traditional and non-

traditional threats in the maritime and land domains and of their intricate relationship. Let us take 

the issue of fishing in the shallow coastal areas. Unsustainable fishing can lead to rapid depletion of 

fish stocks, prompting fishers to seek alternative jobs in adjacent land regions or to engage in 

unlawful activities when legitimate employment is unavailable. This area is still under-researched. 

But the connection between maritime resource depletion and its consequences in the land region 

should not be overlooked. 

Another challenge to cooperation in the Indian Ocean region, broadly, is the lack of institutional 

structures in some existing cooperative frameworks. This leads to a lack of continuity and institutional 

memory, despite creating an initial euphoria. 

In the next segment of the discussion, I highlight the future possibilities for cooperation and 

connectivity. The Iran crisis opened the eyes of experts around the world to the necessity of securing 

sea lanes of communication. With the ongoing Hormuz crisis, South Asian countries were among the 

worst affected by energy shortages. This prompted some in Bangladesh to revisit connectivity 

opportunities between Bangladesh and China. As progress on the former Bangladesh-China-India-

Myanmar (BCIM) Corridor is uncertain, experts are working to identify alternative routes to ensure 

trade between the two countries is not affected by connectivity issues. This is also connected to the 

possibility of establishing China's exclusive economic zone in Bangladesh, which would increase trade 

between the two countries by 20-25%. The idea of developing a trade route from Bangladesh via 

Myanmar to Thailand is being studied for feasibility, so that Bangladesh’s connectivity to China does 

not have to rely solely on the Strait of Malacca. 

In the end, let me reiterate the necessity of seeking coexistence and cooperation, and of creating a 

win-win situation for countries in the maritime space. We often talk about inclusive growth without 

clearly articulating what it means in practice. The concept of sustainable development emerged with 

concerns for the environment and future generations in mind. Following this principle, the next step 

in the vernacular of development was sustainable co-development, which emerged in the 1980s and 
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was radical in nature, as it spoke of equity and the sharing of resources for mutual benefit. 

Consequently, this idea was not very popular because countries want to pursue their national 

interests and view it from a zero-sum perspective. If we want to promote the idea of inclusive growth, 

it leads us back to sustainable co-development, where the fruits of development in one country will 

spread to others. In other words, it also talks about the co-sharing of responsibilities, as a problem in 

one part of the world may have spillover effects in the other part. Keeping this in mind, I see that 

through its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), China is willing to be a development partner and to invest 

in the future of its friends, thereby creating inclusive growth for both parties. The Bay of Bengal and, 

more broadly, the Indian Ocean region are full of possibilities, where China’s cooperation with its 

neighbors can bring about the changes countries are seeking. 

Thank you for your attention. 

 

SRI LANKA’S OFFSHORE WIND ENERGY POTENTIAL: OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
 BLUE ECONOMY PARTNERSHIP  

 

Dr. Dayaratna Silva, Executive Director, Pathfinder Foundation &  

Ms. Azeeza Sheriffdeen, Programme Executive, Pathfinder Foundation 

 

During the deliberations yesterday and this morning, several speakers highlighted the wide range of 

Blue Economy opportunities available for partnership and collaboration. In this presentation, we will 

focus on one specific area of strategic importance — offshore wind development in Sri Lanka 

This is not my primary area of specialization, but my highly competent Research Executive- Azeeza 

and I conducted an extensive desk review on this subject. Our analysis presented here draws heavily 

on reports and studies published by the World Bank, the Global Wind Energy Council, and Deloitte. 

It is correct to say what we will present during this brief 15-minute session represents only the tip of 

the iceberg, intended to highlight the vast potential and emerging opportunities associated with 

offshore wind development in Sri Lanka. 

Offshore wind energy potential is increasingly viewed not only as a source of renewable electricity, 

but also as an opportunity to strengthen the Blue Economy through investment, maritime 

development, employment creation, and regional energy cooperation. 

We first begin with the growing importance of global offshore wind industry including technological 

developments and market growth.  

The focus then shifts to Sri Lanka’s offshore wind resource potential, economic opportunities, 

infrastructure requirements, environmental considerations, and regional partnership opportunities. 
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Blue Economy  

The Blue Economy refers to the sustainable use of ocean resources to support economic growth, 

employment and livelihoods, and the protection of marine ecosystems.  

The Blue Economy moves beyond traditional ocean sectors such as fishing, shipping, and tourism to 

include emerging sectors like renewable energy, biotechnology, and marine spatial planning. 

It is currently dominated by sectors such as offshore oil and gas, maritime tourism, port activities, 

shipping, and fisheries. Offshore wind currently contributes less than 1% to the global marine 

economy, but it is one of the fastest-growing sectors due to the global shift toward renewable energy. 

Countries are rapidly investing in offshore wind to achieve clean energy transition goals, improve 

energy security, reduce carbon emissions, and promote sustainable economic growth. Offshore wind 

is therefore becoming an increasingly important component of the modern Blue Economy. 

Offshore Renewable Energy 

Several forms of offshore renewable energy are being explored globally, including tidal energy, wave 

energy, ocean thermal energy, and offshore wind energy. Among these technologies, offshore wind 

is currently the most commercially advanced and economically viable. 

Offshore wind benefits from (a) stronger and more stable wind speeds offshore, (b) large-scale 

electricity generation capacity, and (c) fewer land-use conflicts compared to onshore renewable 

projects.  

These advantages make offshore wind especially suitable for island and coastal nations such as Sri 

Lanka. 

Offshore Wind Energy: Global Picture 

Offshore wind has become one of the fastest-growing renewable energy industries in the world.  

China has now become the global leader in installed offshore wind capacity and manufacturing 

capability. European countries such as the United Kingdom, Denmark, Germany, and the Netherlands 

were early leaders in offshore wind development.  

The global offshore wind industry has expanded rapidly, driven by declining technology costs, larger 

and more efficient turbine capacities, and growing international commitments to climate action. 

Global offshore wind capacity has already exceeded 92 GW and continues to grow rapidly. 

Sri Lanka can learn from these countries' experiences, adopt best practices, and potentially partner 

with them for technology transfer, financing, and technical assistance. 

Global Growth of Offshore Wind Turbine Technology 
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The chart illustrates the rapid evolution of offshore wind turbine technology over the past two 

decades, showing consistent growth in turbine capacity, rotor diameter, and hub height.  

Source: Deloitte & Touche LLP. Offshore 

Wind Technical Training, prepared for the 

U.S. Department of State Bureau of Energy 

and Mineral Governance Program, 2024. 

• Blue bars = how much 

electricity each turbine can 

produce (capacity in MW)  

• Green line = size of the 

blades (rotor diameter)  

• Orange line = height of the 

turbine tower (hub height)  

The key message of this graph is 

that offshore wind turbine technology has rapidly advanced over time, with turbines becoming 

significantly larger, taller, and more powerful. Blades are getting longer, and Towers are getting taller. 

Why this matters. Taller turbines catch stronger winds. Longer blades capture more wind. Result: 

more efficient electricity generation. 

Wind turbines have evolved from small machines into giant, high-capacity structures that produce 

far more energy than before. 

Modern offshore turbines are now much larger, more efficient, and capable of producing 

substantially more electricity than earlier models. Average turbine capacity has increased from 

around 2 MW in the early 2000s to more than 15 MW in recently announced projects, while rotor 

diameters and hub heights have also expanded substantially. Current offshore wind turbines can 

exceed 15 MW per turbine, compared to only 3–5 MW a decade ago. Larger turbines reduce the 

number of turbines required per project while lowering installation and maintenance costs. These 

technological improvements are helping offshore wind become increasingly competitive with 

conventional energy sources. 

This trend demonstrates how technological innovation is improving the efficiency and electricity 

generation potential of offshore wind, reducing costs and making offshore wind an increasingly 

competitive large-scale renewable energy source. 

Asian Energy Transition  

There is Asian Energy Transition. We picked two countries.  

Vietnam and the Philippines are becoming major offshore wind leaders in Southeast Asia. Vietnam 

has the largest offshore wind potential in the region, estimated at 475 GW. The country aims to 

develop 6 GW of offshore wind by 2030 and 17 GW by 2035. Vietnam already operates more than 1 

GW of near-shore wind projects and plans to expand offshore wind significantly in the future. 
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The Philippines is currently one of the fastest-growing offshore wind markets in Asia. The country has 

an estimated offshore wind potential of 178 GW and recently launched a 3.3 GW offshore wind 

auction program. It also aims to develop up to 21 GW of offshore wind capacity by 2040. More than 

80 offshore wind service contracts have already been awarded to international developers, showing 

strong investor interest. 

The slide also highlights increasing regional cooperation in Southeast Asia. At the 2025 ASEAN 

Summit, Singapore, Malaysia, and Vietnam agreed to explore interconnected offshore wind projects 

and regional grid connections. The goal is to improve regional energy security and promote cross-

border clean electricity trade, similar to Europe’s North Sea offshore wind cooperation model. 

Sri Lanka can learn from this model by strengthening regional partnerships, developing clear offshore 

wind policies early, and investing in ports and grid infrastructure to become a future Indian Ocean 

green energy hub. 

Offshore Energy Potential in Sri Lanka 

Sri Lanka’s Ocean Economy 

The country enjoys an Exclusive Economic Zone of approximately 517,000 - 533,000 square 

kilometers, 8 times larger than Sri Lanka’s land area of 65000 square kilometers.  Sri Lanka's current 

ocean economy contributes significantly through fisheries, coastal tourism, and port logistics 

centered in Colombo and Hambantota.  

However, these sectors face significant challenges, including overfishing, climate change impacts, 

and pollution. 

Offshore wind is a new, high-value Blue Economy sector that offers three specific opportunities: 

First, to coexist with sustainable fisheries. Second, to provide clean energy for port operations and 

coastal industries; and third, to attract international investment into maritime infrastructure. Sri 

Lanka's vast ocean territory is an underutilized asset, and offshore wind can unlock its value while 

addressing current challenges facing traditional ocean sectors. 

Offshore wind development could support sustainable economic growth, cleaner energy production, 

port modernization, and the expansion of maritime industries. It can also strengthen Sri Lanka’s 

position within the regional Blue Economy. 

Sri Lanka 2024 Energy Mix 

Sri Lanka’s current electricity generation mix still depends heavily on imported fossil fuels despite 

recent renewable energy growth. In 2024: 

● Hydrocarbon energy accounted for approximately 43.67%, (Thermal oil and Thermal Coal) 

● Hydropower accounted for 28.79%, 

● Solar energy accounted for 22.61%, 

● and wind energy accounted for approximately 4.16%. 
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Although renewable energy capacity has expanded, imported fossil fuels continue to create 

economic pressure and energy security concerns. This highlights the importance of developing large-

scale domestic renewable energy sources such as offshore wind energy produced from fossil fuels  

such as Coal, Oil, Diesel, and natural gas. 

Case for Offshore Wind in Sri Lanka 

It supports the country’s long-term energy, economic, and regional goals. 

The rationale for offshore wind development is compelling for several reasons. 

The first reason is energy security. Sri Lanka imports almost all of its fossil fuels, making the country 

vulnerable to global fuel price shocks and shortages. During the economic crisis 2022, we witnessed 

in a harsh way the repercussions of heavy dependence on fossil fuels.”   Offshore wind development 

can help reduce this dependence by producing domestic renewable energy. 

The second reason is climate commitments. Sri Lanka aims to increase renewable energy use and 

move toward carbon neutrality by 2050. Offshore wind provides a large-scale clean energy source 

that can help the country achieve these climate and decarbonization targets. 

The third reason is land constraints. Sri Lanka has limited land available for large renewable energy 

projects because land is already needed for agriculture, housing, and development. Offshore wind 

solves this problem by generating electricity at sea rather than using valuable land resources. 

The fourth reason is economic opportunity. Sri Lanka is estimated to have around 56 GW of offshore 

wind potential. Developing this sector could create thousands of jobs, attract investment, upgrade 

ports, and build new industrial and supply chains connected to the Blue Economy. 

The fifth reason is energy exports. Sri Lanka’s offshore wind potential is far larger than its domestic 

electricity demand. This creates an opportunity to export excess clean electricity to regional markets 

such as India, generating foreign exchange and strengthening the economy. 

The sixth reason is regional cooperation. Offshore wind development encourages partnerships with 

countries such as India and China, as well as multilateral organizations. These partnerships can 

support financing, technology transfer, port development, grid connections, and shared 

infrastructure projects. 

Development Pathways 

World Bank Road has proposed two different development scenarios/pathways how offshore wind 

capacity could gradually expand over time. The two scenarios are based on feedback received from 

various stakeholders after an extensive consultation, including political aspirations.  

- Low Growth Scenario 

- High Growth Scenario 

This graph presents two possible pathways for the development of offshore wind energy in Sri Lanka 

— a Low Growth Scenario and a High Growth Scenario — showing how offshore wind capacity could 

expand by 2030, 2040, and 2050. 
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Low Growth Scenario 

Offshore wind capacity grows gradually from 0.5 GW in 2030 to 2 GW by 2050. Under this pathway, 

offshore wind could supply 8% of electricity demand by 2030 and 15% by 2040.  

This pathway reflects slower investment and more moderate expansion of offshore wind 

infrastructure. 

High Growth Scenario 

Offshore wind development accelerates more rapidly, reaching 1 GW by 2030, 2.5 GW by 2040 and 

4 GW by 2050. In this scenario, offshore wind could meet 17% of electricity demand by 2030 and 26% 

by 2040. Even under high-growth scenarios, only a fraction of Sri Lanka’s total offshore wind potential 

would be utilized. 

This scenario assumes stronger policy support, larger investments, better infrastructure, and faster 

regional cooperation. 

An important message is that even the high-growth scenario of 4 GW by 2050 represents only a small 

share of Sri Lanka’s estimated offshore wind potential, which is around 56 GW. This suggests that Sri 

Lanka could generate far more electricity than it needs domestically and potentially become a 

regional exporter of clean energy in the future. 

Sri Lanka’s Offshore Wind Resource Potential 

This map shows Sri Lanka has significant offshore 

wind potential distributed around several 

coastal regions. The major development zones 

include: 

Area 1 in the North near Mannar, (Northeast and 

North-West), Area 2 in the western coastal 

region, and Area 3 along the southeastern coast. 

Mannar and Puttalam are considered priority 

development areas because they combine 

strong wind resources, relatively shallow 

waters, and favorable technical conditions. 

Sri Lanka’s total offshore wind potential is estimated at approximately 56 GW. Out of this: 

27 GW comes from fixed-bottom offshore wind potential in shallow waters below 50 meters, and 29 

GW comes from floating offshore wind potential in deeper waters between 50 and 1000 meters. The 

identified areas also consider environmental constraints, restricted zones, shipping routes, and 

technical limitations. 
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Northern regions, especially around Mannar, have strong wind resources and good development 

potential but face environmental sensitivities and grid limitations. The western coast has lower risks, 

good grid access, and proximity to Colombo, although wind speeds are lower. The southeastern 

region has the country’s highest offshore wind potential, but environmental concerns, shipping 

activity, limited infrastructure, and deep waters make development more challenging and costly. 

Overall, the slide highlights the need to balance wind potential with environmental protection and 

infrastructure readiness. 

 

Cumulative Lifetime GVA from Offshore Wind Investment  

This slide shows the projected economic impact of offshore wind development in Sri Lanka over three 

decades. The graph measures the contribution to the economy in terms of Gross Value Added (GVA), 

shown in million US dollars (mUSD). 

During 2020–2030, offshore wind projects are expected to generate around US$570 million in the 

low-growth scenario and around US$1.33 billion in the high-growth scenario. Between 2030–2040, 

the low-growth scenario reaches about US$1.2 billion and the high-growth scenario exceeds US$3.2 

billion In the final period, 2040–2050, it is around US$2.8 billion under low growth and nearly US$5.7 

billion under high growth  

Employment Opportunities 

Under the Low Growth Scenario (500 MW), offshore wind development could create around 24,700 

total jobs. Under the High Growth Scenario (1 GW), the number of jobs increases to around 57,600 

total jobs. 

Offshore wind jobs are not limited to electricity generation. Employment opportunities would 

include: construction and engineering, port operations and logistics, vessel services, turbine 

installation, operations and maintenance and technical and support services  

Many of these jobs would be located in coastal communities, helping to create long-term skilled 

employment and support Blue Economy development in Sri Lank 

Export Revenue 

The map shows a proposed High Voltage Direct 

Current (HVDC) interconnection between Sri Lanka 

and India. The connection would link areas in Sri 

Lanka, such as New Anuradhapura and Mannar, 

with Madurai in southern India through undersea 

and onshore transmission cables. 

The purpose of this interconnection is to allow Sri 

Lanka to export excess offshore wind electricity to 

India. Since Sri Lanka’s offshore wind potential is 

much larger than its domestic electricity demand, 
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the country could generate additional renewable energy for regional markets. 

• It creates a direct electricity link between Sri Lanka and India.  

• It supports the export of offshore wind power.  

• It generates new foreign exchange earnings for Sri Lanka.  

The project would also strengthen regional energy cooperation and improve energy security in South 

Asia by enabling cross-border electricity trade. 

Challenges 

Main environmental challenges of offshore wind development.  

• Underwater noise from construction and turbine operations can disturb marine animals and 

affect their communication and behavior.  

• Offshore wind structures may also create collision risks and alter marine habitats.  

• In addition, electromagnetic fields from underwater cables can affect certain marine species. 

However, turbine foundations can also act as artificial reefs and protected areas that support 

marine biodiversity. Overall, careful environmental planning is needed to balance renewable 

energy development with marine ecosystem protection. 

Offshore wind development can also create conflicts with other users of ocean space. The ocean is 

already used for many activities such as fishing, shipping, tourism, oil and gas operations, 

aquaculture, and coastal transport. Building offshore wind farms may compete with these activities 

for space and resources. 

For example, fishing communities may lose access to traditional fishing areas, while shipping routes 

may need to be adjusted to avoid wind farm zones. Offshore wind projects can also affect tourism, 

navigation, and marine industries if planning is not properly coordinated. 

The illustration shows different ocean users operating in the same marine environment, highlighting 

the need for careful marine spatial planning and cooperation between sectors. 

Overall, the slide emphasizes that offshore wind development should be managed in a balanced way 

to reduce conflicts, protect livelihoods, and ensure sustainable use of ocean resources. 

Infrastructure & Technical Requirements 

Offshore wind projects require major supporting infrastructure. Ports are especially important for 

turbine assembly, storage, installation, and maintenance operations. 

Sri Lanka’s major ports, including Colombo, Hambantota, and Trincomalee, could support offshore 

wind development with different levels of upgrades. Grid infrastructure improvements will also be 

necessary to efficiently transmit offshore electricity to the national grid. 
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 Operation and Maintenance 

Offshore wind farms require continuous monitoring and maintenance throughout their operational 

life, which typically exceeds 25–35 years. 

Operations and maintenance activities include turbine inspections, repair work, spare parts 

management, and marine logistics support. These activities create long-term economic benefits and 

sustained skilled employment opportunities. 

The Core Strategy 

The Capacity- Opportunity Equation  

Successful offshore wind development depends on three key elements: 

● capital, 

● advanced technology, 

● and access to large electricity markets. 

Sri Lanka already possesses important strengths, including a strategic location in the Indian Ocean, 

strong offshore wind resources, and development-ready offshore zones. However, the country also 

faces limitations such as limited domestic capital, lack of a mature offshore wind supply chain, and a 

relatively small domestic electricity market of less than 5 GW. 

Regional and international partnerships are therefore essential for financing, technology transfer, 

infrastructure support, and access to larger regional markets. 

Balanced Triangular Cooperation Framework 

A balanced partnership framework can support offshore wind development in Sri Lanka. China can 

contribute technology, financing, and infrastructure expertise, while India can provide regional 

market access and grid connectivity. 

Multilateral organizations such as the World Bank and Asian Development Bank can support technical 

standards, financing, and environmental safeguards. Balanced cooperation helps Sri Lanka avoid 

overdependence on any single external actor. 

China’s Capacity 

China currently possesses the world’s largest offshore wind industry and strong manufacturing 

capabilities. Chinese companies have extensive experience in turbine manufacturing, offshore 

construction, port infrastructure, and large-scale renewable energy investment. 

Sri Lanka’s existing cooperation with China, particularly around Hambantota Port, could support 

future offshore wind logistics, industrial development, and maritime infrastructure expansion. 
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A Strategic Choice 

Offshore wind represents a major strategic opportunity for Sri Lanka. Successful development could 

strengthen energy security, reduce dependence on imported fuel, support climate goals, expand the 

Blue Economy, and create long-term economic growth. 

Achieving this potential will require careful planning, infrastructure investment, regulatory 

development, environmental management, skilled workforce development, and strong international 

partnerships. 

 

REGIONAL PARTNERSHP AND INCLUSIVE ENGAGEMENT: A CHINESE PERSPECTIVE  
 

Dr. Liu Siwei, Associate Professor at the Institute of South Asian Studies, Sichuan University, 

and Director of the Sri Lanka Studies Center 
 

Thank you. Let me begin, however, by returning to an important question. What do we actually mean 

when we talk about a “region” in the maritime context? As a previous speaker rightly noted, grasping 

this concept is vital. It is the necessary starting point for any meaningful discussion of regional 

partnerships and regional cooperation in this session. So my presentation will delineate this concept 

of the maritime region, and then unfold along three core dimensions: first, building mutual trust as 

the prerequisite for fostering inclusive partnerships and high-quality, resilient regional cooperation; 

second, refining our collaboration objectives and methods; and finally, exploring China’s role and 

approach within current regional cooperative networks. ① 

 

Ⅰ. Reconceptualizing the Region: Fluidity and Pluralism in Maritime Regions 

When we conceptualize traditional regions—such as South Asia, Southeast Asia, Central Asia, or 

Western Europe—we tend to rely on a land-based logic that gravitates toward relatively stable 

borders, commonly invoked historical trajectories, and the exclusive jurisdiction of sovereign states 

over their territories. However, a maritime region is fundamentally different in at least two respects. 

First, it is defined by fluidity. Ocean spaces are not static. Currents, monsoons, seasonal wind 

patterns, migratory fish stocks, shipping lanes, and submarine cables all move, shift, and connect 

across boundaries that conventional cartography treats as fixed. A maritime region, therefore, is less 

a bounded container than a dynamic system of flows. 

 

① This article is adapted from a conference presentation. While retaining the core arguments, it differs from 

the original speech. Colloquialisms were removed and some cases were added. Please note that all charts or 

map in presentation are omitted here and described verbally only. AI tools were also utilized to assist with 

English proofreading and grammatical corrections. 
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Second, it is inherently characterized by a far more pronounced and fundamental multi-stakeholder 

nature. Unlike a land-based region, where sovereign territory typically provides a clear primary 

claimant, the ocean brings together an exceptionally diverse array of actors: coastal states, distant-

water fishing nations, seafarers, marine scientists, marine environmental agencies, shipping 

corporations, undersea cable operators, and international organizations such as the International 

Maritime Organization, among others. As is universal in maritime spaces, none holds a monopoly 

over the entire domain. Rather, all stakeholders possess legitimate interests that intersect, overlap, 

and sometimes compete. 

Therefore, to explore maritime regional cooperation requires, first and foremost, recognizing a 

distinctive kind of space—one characterized by fluidity and a pluralistic community of stakeholders. 

Establishing this awareness is an essential prerequisite for any further discussion on regional 

cooperation. This is particularly relevant when we examine the broader Indian Ocean region and its 

distinct sub-regions. Without it, our cooperative architecture risks marginalizing some critical 

actors—such as Small Island states, sub-national coastal communities, or extra-regional 

stakeholders. Worse still, we may fall into the mindset of overemphasizing land-based sovereignty 

principles, thereby obstructing the adaptive, cross-boundary governance the ocean so often 

necessitates. It must be pointed out that while we frequently advocate for “integrated land-sea 

approach” in addressing many maritime regional governance issues, without a fundamental 

recognition of the uniqueness of maritime regions, this principle may still fail to be truly realized in 

practice. 

Ⅱ. Building Trust as the Prerequisite: The Importance of CBMs in the Maritime Domain 

Over the past two days, many experts have reminded us—and I entirely agree—that we do not live 

in an ideal world now. The reality we face is far more complex, disorderly, and unforgiving than our 

theoretical models suggest—and the Indian Ocean region is no exception. Geopolitical rivalries 

persist, trust deficits remain immense, and governance mechanisms are often fragmented or 

altogether absent. In the maritime domain, these problems are particularly acute. 

Whether in traditional or non-traditional security, challenges are escalating sharply. The current 

security concerns in the Strait of Hormuz carry global implications. Simultaneously, climate change 

and marine environmental degradation are becoming increasingly severe. For many nations, 

particularly Small Island Developing States, these are no longer mere issues of development and they 

are existential security agendas. 

I believe we all recognize the imperative of advancing maritime cooperation, but the critical question 

is how to advance it. My observation is that mutual trust between stakeholders remains the 

prerequisite and cornerstone of cooperation. 

However, how to build trust is a big question. I believe it cannot be achieved solely through people-

to-people exchanges or theoretical dialogues. We require more concrete measures. Currently, 

specialized maritime Confidence-Building Measures (CBMs) in the Indian Ocean Region remain 

notably scarce—especially those tailored for critical security scenarios such as crisis management 
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and the rules for unplanned encounters for naval vessels. Take China and India as an example: 

interactions on maritime issues have increased in the last decade, yet between these two major 

powers, there is still a lack of substantive, dedicated bilateral maritime CBMs. (By contrast, China and 

the United States have developed such bilateral mechanisms, including their Military Maritime 

Consultative Agreement and associated Rules of Behavior for the Safety of Air and Maritime 

Encounters.) Although both China and India participate in multilateral frameworks such as the Code 

for Unplanned Encounters at Sea (CUES), they have yet to establish a comparable bilateral protocol. 

In an era of frequent maritime interactions, maybe we ought to argue that establishing such 

operational-level trust mechanisms is of paramount importance. 

Moreover, as the digital age fully unfolds alongside the explosive growth of artificial intelligence, the 

Indian Ocean security paradigm is being profoundly reshaped. Many countries have recognized the 

importance of digital security. However, existing efforts remain predominantly concentrated on 

intelligence, surveillance, and information sharing. There is still a lack of explicit confidence-building 

measures (CBMs) and crisis management rules to govern “digital incidents” triggered by AI 

miscalculation, data deception, and the autonomous behavior of unmanned systems. Traditional 

CBMs have largely centered on physical encounters at sea and in the air, yet future conflict risks are 

rapidly spilling over into the cognitive, information, and cyber domains. Therefore, it is imperative to 

integrate digital security elements into related new maritime CBMs. For instance, establishing 

encounter and communication protocols for unmanned systems (like drones and unmanned surface 

vessels), and similarly, creating emergency identification and joint verification mechanisms against 

AI deception (such as deepfake distress signals). These steps are essential to ensure that 

technological upgrades do not create blind spots in maritime crisis management, among other things. 

Ⅲ. Refining Collaboration Objectives & Methods 

Trust opens the door for broader stakeholder engagements, yet effective collaborations necessitate 

normative goals and methodological directions. While the empirical reality of ongoing various 

conflicts presents formidable challenges, and perhaps we have somewhat lost sight of the 2030 SDG 

targets, the SDG framework endures as a viable operational imperative. Maritime cooperation, for 

instance, is not solely about SDG 14. It is deeply intertwined with other goals such as No Poverty (SDG 

1) and Climate Action (SDG 13). With roughly four years left until 2030, a rigorous evaluation of our 

progress is mandatory, differentiating the fulfilled targets from the unfinished agenda. Today, given 

the presence of many distinguished speakers from South Asia, let us examine the SDG completion 

status in the South Asian region. According to the data from the Sustainable Development Report 

2025, the SDG Index Rankings and Scores of South Asian countries are as follows: Countries are 

ranked by their overall score, which measures the progress towards achieving all 17 SDGs. The score 

can be interpreted as a percentage of SDG achievement, with a score of 100 indicating that all SDGs 

have been fully achieved. Specifically, Maldives ranks 53rd with a score of 73.96, Bhutan ranks 74th 

with 70.52, Nepal ranks 85th with 68.58, Sri Lanka ranks 93rd with 67.92, India ranks 99th with 66.95, 

Bangladesh ranks 114th with 63.88, Pakistan ranks 140th with 56.97, and Afghanistan ranks 160th 

with 49.10
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① Therefore, given the substantial journey ahead to fulfill the 2030 targets, it is essential to anchor 

our cooperation within the SDG framework, where our mutual trust can be leveraged into effective 

collective action. 

Having established our goals, we must also consider how to optimize our cooperative pathways. Over 

the past two days, many experts have provided valuable insights. My proposal aligns with this: we 

should strive to construct “multi- layered and multifunctional cooperation networks” based on a 

systemic approach. 

 

Next, I would like to shift the focus to the marine environmental sector, which is confronting severe 

challenges. Let us look at the Global Ocean Health Index. This is the 2025 score: we have a global 

average of about 72 out 100. Admittedly, this is an improvement from 2024, but far from a full 

recovery from the worst historical lows. ②Specific to the Indian Ocean, the situation is not so 

optimistic—sub-regions like the west coast of the Bay of Bengal and the north coast of the Arabian 

Sea are under significant environmental pressure, which means future cooperation in these areas is 

imperative. 

Admittedly, various governance actions and models currently exist across many maritime regions—

including the environmentally stressed regions noted above—and some projects have indeed 

achieved localized progress. However, facing persistent and systemic environmental pressures, 

isolated breakthroughs are clearly insufficient to reverse the overall trend. Take the ecological 

governance in the Bay of Bengal as an example. Beyond the individual efforts of coastal nations, we 

need larger-scale cooperative network projects. One notable example is the BOBLME project. The 

project is now in its second phase, BOBLME II (2023-2028), funded by the GEF International Waters 

and the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (Norad), and jointly implemented with FAO 

Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific (FAORAP), Southeast Asian Fisheries Development Center 

(SEAFDEC) and Bay of Bengal Programme Inter-Governmental Organisation (BOBPIGO), aims to 

tackle urgent challenges and promote sustainability across seven countries: Bangladesh, India, 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Maldives, Sri Lanka, and Thailand.③ While this project plays a positive role in 

the ecological governance of the Bay of Bengal, the region remains under significant ecological and 

environmental pressure at present. This shows we need more actions. 

In fact, we can try to build even more multi-layered and multifunctional cooperation networks. We 

need systemic and networked thinking—breaking out of siloed issues and achieve cross-border 

integration. For instance, an expert just suggested that China, Sri Lanka, and Bangladesh could get 

maritime cooperation yesterday. Just now, an expert also suggested that China, India and Sri Lanka 

could collaborate on offshore wind energy cooperation. Building on that, could we develop some 

 

①“SDG Index Rankings.” Sustainable Development Solutions 
Network, https://dashboards.sdgindex.org/rankings/ . Accessed 24 Apr. 2026. 

②“Global Scores.” Ocean Health Index, https://oceanhealthindex.org/global-scores/ . Accessed 25 Apr. 
2026. 

③ “Bay of Bengal Large Marine Ecosystems Phase II,” IUCN, https://iucn.org/our-work/region/asia/our-
work/coastal-and-marine/bay-bengal-large-marine-ecosystems-phase-ii , Accessed 10 May 2026. 

https://dashboards.sdgindex.org/rankings/
https://oceanhealthindex.org/global-scores/
https://iucn.org/our-work/region/asia/our-work/coastal-and-marine/bay-bengal-large-marine-ecosystems-phase-ii
https://iucn.org/our-work/region/asia/our-work/coastal-and-marine/bay-bengal-large-marine-ecosystems-phase-ii
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project that integrates offshore wind power with deep-sea aquaculture? Such projects would 

interweave clean energy with the “blue granary,” fully leveraging multifunctional synergies in 

cooperation. This is indeed a new approach to breaking the deadlock. 

Ⅳ. China’s Role in Cooperative Networks  

Over the past decade, China’s maritime cooperation with Indian Ocean region countries has 

increased significantly, particularly in the field of marine environmental governance. Please refer to 

this map from the China Ocean Development Foundation website, which illustrates their 

international cooperation projects in Marine Spatial Planning (MSP). The red dots indicate the project 

locations. As we can see, they have carried out substantive cooperation with countries such as Sri 

Lanka and Bangladesh. 

Naturally, China’s cooperation with related countries has also expanded into numerous emerging 

fields, including offshore wind energy and coral reef restoration, and so on so forth. For instance, 

Chinese tech giant Huawei participated in a coral reef restoration project in east of Mauritius, 

applying its advanced technological capabilities to ecological conservation. It is reported that 

Mauritius relies heavily on its coral reef resources, especially its fisheries and tourism industries. 

However, the reef system faces many threats, including overfishing, pollution, and changing seawater 

composition due to the removal of mangroves and seagrass.① 

However, some cooperation initiatives also face numerous challenges in the advancing process, the 

most prominent being the trend of “securitizing” relevant issues. Take clean energy cooperation as 

an example, China and Sri Lanka had planned a hybrid wind–solar project on three northern Sri 

Lankan islands, but it encountered pushback after India raised security concerns, citing the project’s 

proximity to its coast. Such securitizing cases are not uncommon, and this tendency poses obstacles 

to related international cooperation to varying degrees. 

 

Looking Ahead 

Looking ahead to regional partnerships and inclusive engagement within the Indian Ocean region, 

our focus should not be confined solely to the national level. The sub-national level—particularly the 

engagement and governance of coastal communities—is equally critical. In fact, many maritime 

nations have large coastal populations with urgent grassroots governance needs.  

 

Let me share a personal anecdote. I have a student from the University of Dhaka who, when choosing 

her research topic, explicitly stated her desire to study the coastal community governance in Chinese 

cities like Qingdao and Xiamen. When I asked her why she focused on this issue, she explained that 

Bangladesh still faces significant challenges in its own coastal governance, and she was eager to study 

China’s experiences. This micro-level case precisely reflects that exchanging and learning from 

governance experiences at the sub-national level—be it at the community or city level—is not only a 

highly valuable academic pursuit but also a crucial lever for deepening practical cooperation. 

 

①“China, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh Could Collaborate on Offshore Wind Energy: Expert.” Xinhua News 

Agency, https://english.news.cn/africa/20230625/cadae8497e374d1fb3f192caef832f8b/c.html . Accessed 10 May 

2026. 

https://english.news.cn/africa/20230625/cadae8497e374d1fb3f192caef832f8b/c.html
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Finally, I would like to say that we are living in a world fraught with considerable differences and 

conflicts, yet it is equally brimming with opportunities. Looking forward to uncovering more 

possibilities for collaboration through our continued exchange and brainstorming! Thank you!  

 

 

TRANSACTIONAL MULTIPOLARITY AND REGIONAL COOPERATION IN SOUTH ASIA 
 

Dr. Bhagya Senaratne, Independent Scholar 

 

Introduction 

As 2025 unfolded, U.S. President Donald Trump's tariff declarations—imposed in January and 

amended through July—have injected financial and political uncertainty into South Asia, disrupting 

trade flows and national economies (The White House, 2025; Power, 2025). This "America First" pivot 

created a domino effect, accelerating a global shift toward transactional multipolarity: states forge 

flexible, issue-specific deals across great powers rather than rigid alliances. In South Asia, this 

manifests as countries like Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Nepal balances pacts with India, China, the 

U.S., and Gulf states. 

In this talk, I argue that U.S. policy shocks are propelling transactional multipolarity in South Asia, but 

they also create opportunities for "inclusive transactionalism"—regionally grounded coalitions that 

amplify the voices of smaller states and local communities. I explore three key scenarios: the erosion 

of traditional alliances; voids filled by transactional rivals; and the rise of inclusive mini-laterals. By 

reframing multipolarity through inclusive norms on debt, environment, and equity, South Asia can 

forge resilient cooperation. 

Collapse of the existing international system  

Approximately a century ago, the United States championed the creation of the international system 

as we know it today. In the aftermath of the First World War, President Woodrow Wilson attempted 

to create an international organisation that would bring countries together—the League of Nations. 

However, this was not supported by the U.S. Senate. The idea for an international organisation, that 

would later become the United Nations on 24 October 1945, was initiated at the Quebec Conference 

in August 1943, when the United States and Great Britain took the initiative to draft a declaration for 

“a general international organization, based on the principle sovereign equality of all nations” (U.S. 

Office of the Historian, 1945). The United States, through its 32nd President Franklin D. Roosevelt 

became a founding member of the United Nations. Franklin D. Roosevelt took strides to ensure “U.S. 

participation in a postwar international organization” and to “convince the public that an 

international organization was the best means to prevent future wars” (U.S. Office of the Historian, 

1945). This illustrates both the U.S. commitment to creating an international organisation, as well as 

a desire to lay the foundations for an international system that would welcome peace and security. 

In the wake of U.S. President Donal Trump’s attempt to ‘Make America Great Again’ campaign, the 

international system that the United States took great pains to create is being destabilised. In doing 

so, the policy changes brought into effect are altering international organisations, international 
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relations and the balance of power. Even though these policy changes intend to keep the United 

States at the heart of conversations and change, it appears that they are having an opposite reaction. 

In the near-term countries would negotiate and find consensus with the United States. The Vietnam-

U.S. trade deal 2025 that was signed on 2 July 2025 is one such example, where “Vietnamese goods 

would face a 20% tariff [,] and trans-shipments from third countries through Vietnam will face a 40% 

levy…. Vietnam could import U.S. products with a zero percent tariff….” (Hunnicutt and Vu, 2025). 

However, the longer-term repercussions, of enabling other countries to fill the spaces the United 

States is vacating and providing a space for alternative world orders to emerge, outweigh the 

immediate gains made.   

According to Jonathan Schulman (2025), “Americans are concerned about the United States’ standing 

in the world. … More Americans have said that the United States’ position in the world has grown 

weaker than stronger over the past year in every American National Election Studies survey since 

2002.” In this backdrop, United States’ aggressive anti-United Nations rhetoric, their closure of USAID 

programmes and the Department of Government Efficiency’s (DOGE) activities to limit financing 

earlier in the year will only add to the concerns their citizens have (Aljazeera, 2025; The White House, 

2025b; The White Houe, 2025c). The executive order relating to United States foreign aid states: 

The United States foreign aid industry and bureaucracy are not aligned with American 

interests and in many cases antithetical to American values. They serve to destabilize world 

peace by promoting ideas in foreign countries that are directly inverse to harmonious and 

stable relations internal to and among countries. (The White House, 2025b) 

This illustrates that a fundamental shift is required in how financial aid is disbursed: by whom, for 

what purposes and where. Whilst identifying the misappropriation of financial aid should be 

commended, it also leaves a heavy blow to those organisations and people that were relying on the 

grants to conduct grassroots work around the world. Dismantling of USAID would, therefore, lead to 

a cataclysmic shift in how the non-governmental organizations the world over, would carry out their 

work into the future.  

In the last 15 months, the U.S. has retrenched, vetoed UN resolutions and slashed aid to UN organs. 

In 2025, the United States withdrew from the World Health Organisation and the Human Rights 

Council. Later in February 2026, this was further expanded to 31 UN agencies, such as those on 

women and children, peace and peacebuilding, UNCTAD, UN Energy, UN Oceans, and the list goes 

on. It also withdrew from 35 non-UN organisations, such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change, Global Forum on Migration and Development, International Lead and Zinc Study Group and 

those on culture, history, energy etc. (White House, 2026, January 7). 

 

Voids Filled by Transactional Rivals 

In 2023, in an article titled “US Relations with Sri Lanka: A Case of Impulsiveness, Missed 

Opportunities and Strategic Competition” for The Routledge Handbook of US Foreign Policy in the 

Indo-Pacific, I argued that U.S. policies have been impulsive leading to missed opportunities in the 

Indo-Pacific region (Senaratne, 2023). Policies that were implemented due to divergence of interests 
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in the world’s regions and orientation led to the United States creating a vacuum in the Indian Ocean 

and South Asian regions in the late 2000s that enabled countries, such as China to fill.   

Current policy changes are heading towards a repetition of history, with the United States creating a 

vacuum for China and others to fill. For example, there have also been at least ten instances where 

the United States vetoed resolutions “aimed at fostering peace or holding nations accountable” (TRT 

Global, 2024). According to K. Parker et al., (2019 as cited in Jonathan Schulman, 2025), “fifty‐three 

percent predict that China will overtake the United States as the world’s main superpower in the next 

30 years and 60% believe the United States will become less important in the world by 2050.” Adding 

to the concerns that Americans already have, the United States is withdrawing from its position of 

supporting and leading the international system. Adarsh Badri (2024) argues that the United States 

took the role of a “messianic state” since the end of the Cold War, enabling “…America to propagate 

democracy and liberal international order across societies.” However, the policies that were laid out 

this year, contrasts with those ideals. Despite the incumbent U.S. president’s attempts to maintain 

the United States’ leadership, it is inevitable that the unipolar system will lose its influence and 

authority, given the current trajectory. For many years, China has been developing its policies under 

President Xi Jinping’s leadership in realising their own ambitions for global supremacy. It has been 

leading conversations on international governance, taking leadership in development aid and 

financing, something that has not been the United States’ strength in the recent past.  

More recently, the United States has also treated allies and friends, such as Canada and the European 

Union, in the same way as a state would treat an adversary. This has opened the space for countries, 

such as China and India, to engage more deeply with developing countries. To juxtapose, the U.S. 

policies to reduce funding contrasts with the financing the People’s Republic of China (PRC) offers 

through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), and 

bilateral lending.   

South Asia's multipolarity need not entrench rivalry. Recent examples illustrate that Bangladesh has 

managed to secure Chinese energy deals amid U.S. tariffs and Gulf partners like the UAE have offered 

port investments in Pakistan. We also see India making headway by pushing their SAGAR and now 

MAHA-SAGAR initiatives, especially in South Asia. Transactional deals can evolve into "inclusive 

transactionalism," with norms for debt transparency (e.g., via IMF-aligned audits) and social 

safeguards, ensuring smaller states like the Maldives negotiate as equals. 

Rise of Inclusive Mini-Laterals 

U.S. President Trump’s actions are driving countries to regroup, and course correct. It has also offered 

a chance for countries to engage with each other on areas related to trade and pushed countries to 

continue to build alternatives for international governance. This can, perhaps be considered a good 

omen, as countries are now offered a chance to decolonise Western-centric norms and champion 

values that are closer to the Global South. For example, the United States has been criticized by those 

from within the United Nations—an organization the Trump administration has been extremely vocal 

about—for the recent policy shifts. UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Volker Turk (Aljazeera, 

2025), for example,  

“We have enjoyed bipartisan support from the US on human rights over many decades. … I 

am now deeply worried by the fundamental shift in direction that is taking place domestically 
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and internationally… Policies intended to protect people from discrimination are now labelled 

as discriminatory. … Divisive rhetoric is being used to distort, deceive and polarise. This is 

generating fear and anxiety among many.” 

With its own flaws, does this mean that the United Nations should be introspective to evaluate its 

own flaws and improve itself? If so, how should it evaluate itself to be relevant into the future? This 

international organization became 80 years old in 2025. Therefore, an analysis of its merits and 

demerits would enable us to understand whether this momentous occasion should be celebrated.  

This paradigmatic shift also provides a space for countries to be attentive to the needs of emerging 

markets and developing countries and provides agency to ‘other voices’, disregarding the more 

dominant voices. Therefore, these moves have created the space to decolonise conversations, 

interactions and teaching on international relations as we know it.   

Consisting of ten countries that largely constitute the Global South, the BRICS now stands a chance 

to make an impactful contribution to establishing a new international order. Despite its internal 

differences, as an intergovernmental organisation that has been expanding its membership and 

thought, the BRICS can provide a counter voice to the changes the member states have been 

championing over the past two decades. The New Development Bank (NDB, n.d.) too stands a chance 

to blossom as it “mobilise[es] resources for infrastructure and sustainable development projects in 

emerging markets and developing countries.” The international system will witness changes in the 

financing opportunities that are available between the offerings of the Asian Development Bank 

(ADB), the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the NDB.   

 This is also an opportune moment to ease the dependence on the U.S. dollar (de-dollarisation) and 

to facilitate greater cooperation and trade through other currencies, such as the Chinese Yuan and 

the Indian Rupee, to name a few. Recent Indian and Chinese transactions with Sri Lanka are good 

examples of this. The United States’ actions have also promoted greater dialogue and the promise of 

cooperation between the East Asian countries—China, Japan, and South Korea (Reuters, 2025). 

Despite their territorial and historical disputes, these three states have agreed to negotiate a free 

trade agreement that would facilitate greater cooperation among them. East Asia's trilateral FTA 

talks inspire South Asian minilaterals. There is possibility for open-architecture groups on climate 

(e.g., BIMSTEC resilience hubs) or digital connectivity (SAARC+ digital corridors). 

 

South Asia and Inclusive Transactionalism 

BIMSTEC offers a practical, open-architecture platform well suited to transactional multipolarity in 

South Asia. Comprising Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Thailand, 

BIMSTEC bridges South and Southeast Asia and already prioritises sectors, connectivity, trade, 

energy, disaster management, that lend themselves to issue-based mini-laterals rather than grand 

bargains. Framing BIMSTEC as a hub for temporary, project-level coalitions enables smaller states to 

lead or opt into initiatives on climate resilience, port connectivity, digital corridors, and health 

security while preserving the fluidity needed to hedge among multiple great powers. Concrete South 

Asian cases illustrate both the risks of unmanaged transactionalism and the promise of inclusive 

design. Sri Lanka’s experience with high-profile infrastructure deals shows how external finance can 
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deliver assets while generating dependency, underscoring the need for debt-transparency clauses, 

enforceable environmental safeguards, and genuine community consultation in future projects.  

Bangladesh’s simultaneous engagement with Chinese, Gulf, Indian, and Western partners 

demonstrates how smaller states hedge across partners for finance and markets, highlighting the 

utility of regional project pipelines and common standards to coordinate lending practices and avoid 

competitive debt burdens. Mountain states like Nepal and Bhutan, whose hydropower and 

connectivity projects are attractive bargaining chips for external actors, benefit when BBIN and 

BIMSTEC frameworks are used to include them early in project design, so outcomes match local 

development priorities and environmental norms.  

The Maldives, which is sensitive because of its strategic ports and tourism dependence, illustrates 

how selective transactionalism—insisting on transparent loan terms and local-benefit 

requirements—can preserve sovereignty while engaging external partners. To turn transactional 

multipolarity into a vehicle for equitable regional order, mini-laterals should be coupled with binding 

norms: public debt registers and independent audits to ensure debt transparency; mandatory 

environmental and social impact assessments with community consent mechanisms; and conditional 

finance that prioritises capacity building and local content over asset collateralisation. BIMSTEC’s 

secretariat and summits can host model contracts, dispute-resolution templates, and a regional 

registry so smaller states negotiate from stronger positions. Sectoral mini-laterals are particularly 

promising: a BIMSTEC-led coastal resilience hub could pool hydrometeorological data, co-finance 

mangrove restoration and early-warning systems, and coordinate shipping-route protections; 

connectivity initiatives could revive practical instruments, such as BBIN motor-vehicle arrangements 

under BIMSTEC auspices while attaching safeguards to prevent local displacement; digital corridor 

pilots using local-currency settlement (e.g., rupee-rupee or rupee-yuan arrangements) could reduce 

dollar dependence if paired with data-protection and inclusion rules; and a health-security mini-

lateral could harmonise early-warning protocols, pooled procurement, and distributed vaccine 

manufacturing to reduce reliance on distant suppliers.  

An illustrative BIMSTEC pilot might see India and partners provide concessional finance and design, 

Bangladesh and Myanmar host on-the-ground restoration, Bhutan and Nepal share hydromet data, 

and Sri Lanka and Thailand coordinate maritime logistics, with loans recorded on a public BIMSTEC 

debt portal and EIAs peer-reviewed by civil society; rotating secretariat leadership would ensure 

small-state ownership during initial implementation. In short, by reframing transactional deals as 

“inclusive transactionalism”, temporary, interest-based coalitions governed by transparency, 

environmental and social safeguards, and local agency, South Asia can convert the dispersal of great-

power influence into an opportunity for pragmatic cooperation that centres smaller states and 

communities. BIMSTEC, with concrete project pipelines, enforceable norms, and pilot mini-laterals, 

is the institutional vehicle best placed to translate transactional multipolarity into resilient, people-

centred regional governance. 

Prof. Yasmin mentioned the Colombo Security Conclave in her talk. The Colombo Security Conclave 

is very important in addressing non-traditional security concerns in the Indian Ocean region. Here 

too, we can see a minilateral grouping of Indian Ocean countries, such as India, Maldives, Mauritius 

and Sri Lanka, coming together to focus on maritime safety, trafficking and transnational organised 

crimes. These are the multipolarities and inclusive regional cooperation we see in South Asia and the 



133  
 

Indian Ocean region. This also leaves us the knowledge that there’s more that we can do together in 

the future, without waiting for larger more powerful countries to act. 

Conclusion 

In this talk I focused on three scenarios that would play out in the immediate and distant future. This 

foresight exercise would enable us to understand how the policy decisions the United States has 

made would impact the world. Here, I discussed three scenarios that would transpire in the future: 

Collapse of the existing international system, voids Filled by Transactional Rivals, Rise of Inclusive 

Mini-Laterals, and South Asia, BIMSTEC, and Inclusive Transactionalism. 

As is evident, the United States’ actions are pushing for global change. Even though the policies were 

intended to propel domestic change and growth within the United States itself, the implications of 

the tariffs and other policies are far more significant to be felt only by one country.  The cogs in the 

wheel of change started to turn a few years ago; however, the speed has now accelerated with the 

changes that we have seen over the past few months. I argued that the policy changes occurring in 

the United States are triggering change at the international level, thus propelling a rethinking and 

reimagining of international relations in the years to come. These changes would either take 

international relations—praxis, the study of it—so that it is relevant in the 21st century or create a 

period of anarchy soon. How countries negotiate and navigate these unprecedented times would set 

the foundations for an emerging world order.  

U.S. tariffs and aid cuts catalyse transactional multipolarity in South Asia, yielding three scenarios: 

alliance erosion, rival-filled voids, and inclusive mini-laterals. These propel a reimagined regional 

order—balanced, people-centered, and norm-driven. South Asian states must navigate this by 

prioritizing inclusive transactionalism, turning uncertainty into cooperative resilience. How they 

hedge will define 21st-century stability. 
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CHINA’S VISION TO BUILD A STRONG MARITIME NATION:  
REFLECTING CHINA-SRI LANKA MARITIME COOPERATION 

 

Prof. Rong Ying, Chair Professor, China Center for South Asian Studies, Sichuan University 

(online) 

 

China has a very long history of managing and developing its oceans. The Tang, Song, and Ming 

dynasties, among others, left their marks on the world's historical and cultural landscape with 

achievements in Chinese maritime civilization. After the founding of the People's Republic of China, 

China systematically developed and utilized its oceans. Following the reform and opening-up, China's 

marine economy entered a period of rapid development. 

The Strategic Goal of Building a Strong Maritime Nation 

In October 2012, the report of the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China (CPC) 

first fully proposed the strategic goal of building a strong maritime nation, emphasizing the need to 

"enhance resource development capabilities, develop the marine economy, protect the ecological 

environment, resolutely safeguard national maritime rights and interests, and build a strong 

maritime nation." These four areas constitute the basic content of China's strong maritime nation 

strategy and important goals in building a strong maritime nation as well. 

The report of the 19th CPC National Congress in 2017 pointed out that "we must adhere to the 

principle of integrated land and sea development and accelerate the construction of a strong 

maritime nation; we must focus on the Belt and Road Initiative to form an open pattern of land-sea 

internal and external linkage and mutual benefit between east and west." These statements enriched 

and developed the connotation of China's strong maritime nation strategy. The report of the 20th 

CPC National Congress in 2022 proposed to "develop the marine economy, protect the marine 

ecological environment, and accelerate the construction of a strong maritime nation." Marine 

economic development has thus become a priority in China's construction of its strong maritime 

nation. 

The 15th Five-Year Plan for Economic and Social Development (2026-2030), adopted by the Two 

Sessions of China in March 2026, emphasizes that "to advance Chinese-style modernization, we must 

efficiently develop and utilize the ocean, promote high-quality development of the marine economy, 

and forge a path of strong maritime nation with Chinese characteristics." In March of the same year, 

Qiushi Journal published an article by Xi Jinping, outlining the general strategy and specific 

requirements for promoting high-quality development of the marine economy, profoundly 

elucidating the significant meaning, overall requirements, strategic tasks, and practical paths for 

promoting high-quality development of the marine economy in the new era. Promoting high-quality 

development of China's marine economy and building a strong maritime nation has become one of 

the major strategic tasks for realizing the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. 

 



135  
 

 

A Roadmap for High-Quality Development of the Marine Economy 

Over the past years, China has made significant strides in building a strong maritime nation and 

promoting high-quality development of the marine economy, focusing on the following four key 

areas, which will remain key areas of focus for the future. 

Firstly, relying on science and technology and talent to achieve innovation-driven development. 

China has proposed that during the 15th Five-Year Plan period, it will coordinate the construction of 

high-level innovation platforms, strengthen original innovation and core technology breakthroughs, 

promote cutting-edge and disruptive technology research, and implement major national science 

and technology projects in areas such as deep-sea and polar regions. It will increase the supply of 

scientific and technological innovation achievements, overcome bottlenecks in some high-end 

instruments and key components, and strengthen the transformation and application of scientific 

research results. 

China emphasizes that in building a strong maritime nation, enterprises are the main drivers of 

innovation, and talent is the key to development. China will guide more large enterprises and social 

capital to "go to sea," implement the "Blue Talent" special program, and build a first-class marine 

industry technical workforce. 

Secondly, adhering to land-sea coordinated development and emphasizing industrial upgrading. 

China emphasizes that adhering to land-sea coordination and steadily advancing the construction of 

a strong maritime nation not only requires coordinating the relationship between land and sea 

development, but also, crucially, incorporating marine affairs into the overall national development 

plan for arrangement and deployment. This is because "the ocean plays an increasingly important 

role in the national economic development pattern and opening up to the outside world; its position 

in safeguarding national sovereignty, security, and development interests is more prominent; its role 

in national ecological civilization construction is more significant, and its strategic position in 

international political, economic, military, and technological competition has also risen significantly." 

Technological breakthroughs are needed, and industries must be upgraded. China has proposed to 

utilize green and digital technologies to transform and upgrade traditional marine industries and 

vigorously develop emerging industries such as offshore wind power and tidal energy. It will 

implement the "Blue-Drug Bank" project facing the deep sea and ocean, accelerate the development 

of the marine innovative drug industry, and strive to make the marine economy a new growth pole 

for high-quality development. 

Thirdly, greater emphasis is placed on protection to achieve "harmony between humanity and the 

sea." The ultimate goal of building a strong maritime nation is to achieve "harmony between 

humanity and the sea." "We must cherish the ocean as we cherish life." Since the goal of building a 

strong maritime nation was proposed, China has adhered to the principle of integrated land and sea 

management and river-sea linkage, and a comprehensive protection and governance framework 

from mountaintops to the ocean is taking shape. The series of important measures released in the 

white paper "China's Marine Ecological Environment Protection" in July 2024 demonstrated to the 

world China's extensive practical actions in marine ecological environment protection and its positive 
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attitude in striving to build a harmonious marine ecological environment between humanity and the 

sea. During the 15th Five-Year Plan period, China will deepen the construction of harmonious 

coexistence between humanity and the sea, strengthen spatial planning and control, and coordinate 

the development of nearshore and deep-sea areas; enhance the classified protection of coastlines, 

and implement actions for blue bays, beautiful beaches, and harmonious islands; explore marine 

carbon sequestration accounting and trading, and improve disaster early warning capabilities. The 

goal is to make azure seas and silver beaches the backdrop for sustainable development, allowing life 

to thrive in the blue world. 

Fourthly, China advocates openness and inclusiveness, and adheres to win-win cooperation. China 

proposed the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road initiative, promoting the vision of building a maritime 

community with a shared future, and providing a Chinese solution for improving global ocean 

governance. Over the past decade, with the joint efforts of all parties, the Maritime Silk Road has 

been extended, and the "blue circle of friends" has expanded. China has signed cooperation 

agreements with more than 50 countries and international organizations, becoming one of the first 

signatories of the Agreement on the Conservation and Sustainable Use of Marine Biodiversity in 

Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ) under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the 

Sea (UNCLOS), and has jointly conducted scientific expeditions to the North and South Poles with 

many countries. 

As a member of the Global South, China actively carries out numerous cooperation projects in 

agriculture, marine renewable energy, and climate early warning within the framework of the Belt 

and Road Initiative and Global Development Initiatives. These initiatives include launching a global 

development project database information system and establishing the China-Indian Ocean Regional 

Marine Cooperation and Training Center. China also participated fully in the BBNJ agreement 

negotiations and played a constructive role, actively responded to the "United Nations Decade for 

the Oceans" initiative, and shared its practices and experience in marine scientific research, 

environmental protection, and disaster prevention and mitigation. 

China-Sri Lanka Maritime Cooperation Leading the Indian Ocean Governance 

The traditional friendship between China and Sri Lanka has withstood the test of changing 

international circumstances. Sri Lanka is a trustworthy friend and good partner of China in the Indian 

Ocean region. 

In January 2025, during President Dissanayake's visit to China, China and Sri Lanka issued a joint 

statement, stating that both sides are willing to continue maritime cooperation on the basis of 

equality, mutual trust, and mutual benefit, hold regular bilateral consultations on maritime affairs, 

deepen cooperation in areas such as marine environmental and ecosystem protection and 

restoration, maritime situational awareness, maritime rescue and disaster relief, maritime personnel 

training and capacity building, and strive to build a maritime community with a shared future. Both 

sides agreed to sign a memorandum of understanding on promoting blue partnerships and maritime 

cooperation. This cooperation will not only benefit both countries and their people but will also inject 

more positive energy into the stability and development of the Indian Ocean region, setting an 

example for the improvement of the Indian Ocean region's governance system. 



137  
 

First, it is necessary to strengthen the strategic alignment of the two countries' marine economic 

development. In recent years, the Chinese government has actively supported countries around the 

world, especially coastal countries, in developing a green, marine-based, sustainable, and high-

quality blue economy. Actively share experiences in sustainable development of the blue economy 

and conduct extensive international cooperation in areas such as marine tourism, fisheries, seawater 

utilization, marine resource development, marine transportation, and marine ecological 

environment protection. 

Sri Lanka has also formulated and released its "Blue Economy Development Vision 2030," identifying 

fisheries, marine biotechnology and pharmaceuticals, port development and marine tourism and 

entertainment, and offshore energy development as key projects. China and Sri Lanka should jointly 

develop the blue economy, creating a "blue resilience" model for enhancing the maritime capabilities 

of the Global South and demonstrating and leading sustainable economic development in the Indian 

Ocean region. China and Sri Lanka can also actively explore third-party cooperation models, 

promoting the regional and international participation, in particular those in South Asia and 

international organizations, to achieve win-win cooperation. 

Secondly, deepen bilateral capacity-building cooperation. In October 2023, the third Belt and Road 

Forum for International Cooperation, hosted by China, held its first thematic forum on marine 

cooperation and released a list of Belt and Road blue cooperation achievements. China announced it 

would continue to implement the Chinese Government Marine Scholarship Program, providing 500 

training opportunities in marine and geoscience capacity building for countries participating in the 

Belt and Road Initiative; and launched a marine development cooperation support project and a small 

island states climate change response cooperation support project. 

China and Sri Lanka can leverage the implementation of the Memorandum of Understanding on Blue 

Partnership and Maritime Cooperation to deepen and expand personnel exchanges and capacity-

building cooperation within bilateral, multilateral, and other frameworks. This includes jointly 

establishing a joint marine research center/laboratory and jointly enhancing concrete and pragmatic 

project cooperation in areas such as marine scientific research, marine disaster prevention and 

mitigation, marine ecological environment protection, and marine resource development and 

utilization. 

Thirdly, both sides should work together to promote the construction of a global ocean governance 

system. China has clearly stated its commitment to actively participating in the formulation of 

international rules and agendas in areas such as deep-sea mining and high seas protected areas, 

deepening cooperation with international organizations, promoting the development of 

international standards, and guiding the global ocean governance system towards a more just and 

equitable direction. 

The Indian Ocean region faces a severe governance deficit, with a fragmented governance system 

and tensions arising from geopolitical rivalry. Sri Lanka is an important country in the Indian Ocean 

region and one of the first countries to welcome and join the Belt and Road Initiative. The Colombo 

Port City Special Economic Zone and the Hambantota Port Integrated Development Project, two 

flagship Belt and Road cooperation projects, are thriving. Mutually beneficial cooperation between 

China and Sri Lanka not only effectively promotes Sri Lanka's economic and social development and 
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improves people's livelihoods but also plays a leading and exemplary role in promoting the reform 

and improvement of the Indian Ocean region's governance system. 

China's efforts to build a strong maritime nation and promote high-quality development of the 

marine economy inherit the genes of China's peaceful development and create a future of blue 

economy. China's efforts to build a maritime community with a shared future and its deep 

participation in global ocean governance represent a uniquely Chinese path to maritime strength, 

bringing opportunities for shared sustainable development to the world. China will, as always, work 

hand in hand with the Global South, including Sri Lanka, to build a peaceful, prosperous, and beautiful 

sea. 

 

SESSION 3- RECOMMENDATIONS  
 

1. Strengthening Regional Trust and Practical Cooperation 

The session emphasized the importance of strengthening regional trust through sustained 

dialogue, mutual confidence and practical cooperation among countries in the Indian Ocean 

region. Closer collaboration on areas of shared interest will contribute to a more stable, 

inclusive and resilient regional environment. 

2. Promoting Integrated and Sustainable Ocean Governance 

The discussions highlighted the importance of promoting integrated and sustainable ocean 

governance that balances economic development with environmental stewardship. Science-

based policies and coordinated regional action will support the sustainable management of 

marine resources while protecting fragile ocean ecosystems. 

3. Enhancing Maritime Connectivity and Regional Networks 

The session underscored the need to enhance maritime connectivity through stronger port 

cooperation, shipping networks and regional logistics infrastructure. Improved connectivity 

will facilitate trade, strengthen economic integration and create new opportunities for 

sustainable regional development. 

4. Promoting Inclusive Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships 

The discussions emphasized the value of inclusive partnerships involving governments, 

international organizations, research institutions, the private sector and coastal communities. 

Broader stakeholder engagement will strengthen policy implementation and ensure that 

regional initiatives deliver shared benefits. 

5. Strengthening Cooperation on Maritime Security and Disaster Preparedness 

The session highlighted the importance of strengthening regional cooperation to address 

both traditional and non-traditional maritime security challenges. Improved coordination in 

disaster preparedness, maritime domain awareness and the protection of critical sea lanes 

will enhance regional resilience. 
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6. Promoting Confidence-Building Measures for Maritime Cooperation 

The discussions underscored the importance of promoting confidence-building measures that 

strengthen communication, operational coordination and mutual trust among maritime 

stakeholders. Such measures will improve regional cooperation while supporting the 

management of emerging maritime challenges. 

7. Aligning Regional Cooperation with the Sustainable Development Goals 

The session recognized the importance of aligning regional initiatives with the Sustainable 

Development Goals. Coordinated efforts that integrate economic growth, environmental 

protection and climate resilience will contribute to sustainable and inclusive regional 

development. 

 

8. Strengthening Multi-Sector Regional Cooperation 

The discussions emphasized the need to strengthen cooperation across multiple sectors, 

including marine conservation, renewable energy, fisheries, climate adaptation, scientific 

research and sustainable infrastructure. Integrated regional approaches will maximise shared 

benefits and strengthen long-term resilience. 

9. Strengthening Marine Environmental Protection 

The session highlighted the importance of strengthening regional cooperation to address 

marine pollution, biodiversity loss and the impacts of climate change on ocean ecosystems. 

Joint environmental initiatives will help safeguard the long-term sustainability of the Indian 

Ocean. 

10. Strengthening Knowledge Sharing and Capacity Building 

The discussions underscored the importance of strengthening knowledge sharing, research 

collaboration and capacity building across the region. Greater exchange of expertise and best 

practices will support evidence-based policymaking and improve regional capabilities in 

ocean governance and sustainable development. 

11. Promoting Offshore Wind Development within the Blue Economy 

The session emphasized the importance of promoting offshore wind development as part of 

the regional Blue Economy. Stronger cooperation in investment, technology transfer, 

infrastructure development and financing will enhance energy security while supporting 

sustainable economic growth. 

12. Strengthening Infrastructure for Blue Economy Development 

The discussions highlighted the need to strengthen supporting infrastructure, including ports, 

electricity networks and maritime logistics, to facilitate emerging Blue Economy industries. 

Strategic infrastructure investment will improve regional competitiveness and unlock new 

economic opportunities. 
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13. Balancing Economic Development with Environmental and Social Safeguards 

The session recognized the importance of ensuring that Blue Economy initiatives are 

supported by comprehensive environmental assessments, marine spatial planning and 

meaningful community engagement. Balanced development approaches will minimise 

conflicts among ocean users while protecting livelihoods and marine ecosystems. 

14. Promoting Balanced and Diversified Regional Partnerships 

The discussions emphasized the importance of promoting balanced regional partnerships that 

leverage the strengths of multiple international partners while avoiding overdependence on 

any single actor. Diversified cooperation will strengthen resilience, expand access to finance 

and technology, and support long-term regional stability. 

 

15. Strengthening Inclusive Regional Institutions and Mini-Lateral Cooperation 

The session highlighted the importance of strengthening inclusive regional institutions and 

issue-based partnerships to address common regional challenges. Greater cooperation 

through flexible regional frameworks will improve collaboration in areas such as climate 

resilience, connectivity, public health, maritime security and sustainable infrastructure. 

16. Promoting Transparent and Responsible Development Practices 

The discussions underscored the importance of promoting transparency, accountability and 

responsible governance in regional development initiatives. Strong governance frameworks 

and meaningful stakeholder participation will improve public confidence and contribute to 

sustainable development outcomes. 

17. Empowering Coastal Communities through Inclusive Development 

The session concluded that empowering coastal communities should remain a key priority in 

regional cooperation. Greater community participation, improved livelihoods and inclusive 

governance will ensure that the benefits of regional development are shared more equitably 

across the Indian Ocean region. 
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CLOSING REMARKS  
 

Ms. Gayathri de Zoysa, Manager - Programmes, Pathfinder Foundation  

 

Amb. Goonetilleke, Chairman Pathfinder Foundation, Prof. Yan Shijing, Vice Chairman of Sichuan 

University Council, esteemed speakers, and colleagues,  

As we come to the close of the Colombo Maritime Dialogue 2026, it is evident that the past two days 

have offered far more than a series of discussions. They have provided a meaningful platform for 

reflection, exchange, and the building of practical pathways toward cooperation in the Indian Ocean 

Region. 

This Dialogue is also significant because it reflects a relationship that has been carefully built and 

strengthened over many years between the Pathfinder Foundation and Sichuan University. The 

partnership between our two institutions dates back to 2017, when the Pathfinder Foundation and 

Sichuan University signed a Memorandum of Understanding to promote academic cooperation, 

policy dialogue, and joint research on issues of shared regional importance. Since then, the 

relationship has steadily evolved into a meaningful platform for intellectual exchange and strategic 

engagement. 

Over the years, both institutions have worked together to deepen understanding of issues relating 

to the Indian Ocean, regional connectivity, economic development, maritime affairs, and broader 

China-South Asia relations. This collaboration has included academic exchanges, participation in 

regional symposiums, joint discussions and engagements involving scholars, policymakers, and 

strategic experts from across the region.  

The renewal of the Memorandum of Understanding in 2023 marked an important new phase in this 

partnership, reaffirming the commitment of both institutions to strengthening research, 

collaboration and promoting dialogue on emerging geopolitical and developmental challenges.  

In recent years, our cooperation has increasingly focused on maritime affairs, regional connectivity, 

the blue economy, and the future of the Indian Ocean. The China-Sri Lanka Maritime Cooperation 

Dialogue 2026 is therefore not an isolated initiative, but part of a broader and continued effort to 

create informed, inclusive, and forward-looking conversations on the future of our region. This 

partnership demonstrates the value of sustained Track 1.5 engagement. At a time when global 

politics is often shaped by mistrust and competition, academic and policy institutions have an 

important role to play in building bridges, encouraging dialogue, and generating practical ideas that 

can contribute to peace, stability, and shared prosperity. 

The Pathfinder Foundation has consistently sought to foster such dialogue through its various 

initiatives, including the Indian Ocean Security Conference, the Bay of Bengal Maritime Dialogue, and 

collaborations with institutions across Asia and beyond. Our engagement with Sichuan University has 

become an important part of that wider effort to strengthen regional understanding and 

cooperation. 

Over the course of this Dialogue, we have engaged in thoughtful and candid conversations on some 

of the most pressing maritime challenges and opportunities of our time. In doing so, we have 
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reaffirmed a central reality: that the Indian Ocean today stands at the heart of global strategic, 

economic, and geopolitical transformation. 

This ocean is far more than a geographic space. It is the lifeline of global commerce, energy security, 

and international connectivity. The sea lanes that cross the Indian Ocean carry a substantial share of 

the world’s trade, energy supplies, and digital infrastructure. What happens in this region therefore 

has consequences that extend well beyond its shores. 

At the same time, the Indian Ocean has become an increasingly contested strategic space. We are 

witnessing the intersection of major power competition alongside the aspirations of developing 

nations seeking growth, connectivity, and security. Traditional security concerns now coexist with a 

growing range of non-traditional threats, including piracy, maritime crime, IUU fishing, climate-

related risks, and disruptions to critical maritime supply chains. 

Recent developments in West Asia have further underscored the fragility of the maritime 

environment. The escalation of tensions involving Iran, Israel, and the United States, together with 

threats to maritime traffic through the Strait of Hormuz, remind us how rapidly regional instability 

can generate global economic consequences. Disruptions to critical chokepoints affect not only major 

powers, but also smaller and medium-sized economies that are deeply dependent on open and 

secure sea lanes for trade, energy, and food security. 

For countries such as Sri Lanka, these realities are not abstract geopolitical debates. They have direct 

implications for economic stability, development prospects, and national resilience. 

In this evolving landscape, Sri Lanka’s position is both unique and consequential. Situated at the 

crossroads of vital sea lines of communication, Sri Lanka is not merely a passive observer of Indo-

Pacific developments, but an active stakeholder with both the opportunity and responsibility to 

contribute meaningfully to regional stability and cooperation. 

Our discussions over the past two days have reaffirmed that Sri Lanka can serve as a bridge, 

facilitating dialogue, fostering understanding, and promoting inclusive engagement among regional 

and extra-regional actors alike. 

Importantly, this Dialogue has also highlighted the need to move beyond narrow security-centric 

approaches to maritime affairs. Security remains essential, but security alone cannot define the 

future of the Indian Ocean. Lasting stability in this region must also be built upon sustainable 

development, economic opportunity, environmental stewardship, and equitable partnerships. 

We began this Dialogue with a shared recognition that the Indian Ocean is not simply a maritime 

theatre of competition, but a dynamic arena where security, sustainability, and development are 

deeply interconnected. Across our sessions, we explored the evolving maritime security landscape 

while emphasizing the importance of dialogue, mutual trust, adherence to international law, and 

responsible governance. 

Particularly significant were our discussions on maritime cooperation for sustainable development. 

The ocean connects all of us, but it also places upon us a shared responsibility. 

The blue economy presents enormous opportunities for countries across the region. Fisheries, 

marine tourism, renewable energy, port development, maritime logistics, and ocean-based 
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innovation all have the potential to generate growth and improve livelihoods. Yet these opportunities 

can only be realized through sustainable and inclusive approaches that protect marine ecosystems 

and ensure long-term resilience. 

Our conversations also highlighted the importance of technology transfer, capacity-building, and 

regional cooperation in addressing climate vulnerability and strengthening coastal resilience. For 

many Indian Ocean states, climate change is no longer a future concern; it is a present and 

accelerating challenge affecting communities, infrastructure, food systems, and maritime resources. 

Equally important were our deliberations on regional partnerships and inclusive engagement. A 

recurring message throughout this Dialogue has been that no single country, regardless of size or 

capability, can address the complexities of the Indian Ocean alone. 

Cooperation is therefore not a choice; it is a necessity. 

Inclusive, transparent, and rules-based engagement remains essential for regional stability. It is 

important that the future of the Indian Ocean be shaped not exclusively by the strategic calculations 

of major powers, but also by the voices, priorities, and aspirations of the countries that live within 

this region. 

In this regard, forums such as this Dialogue play an important role in broadening perspectives and 

encouraging more balanced and multipolar conversations on regional maritime affairs. The diversity 

of views shared here, from South Asia, Southeast Asia, and beyond, has demonstrated the value of 

dialogue that is candid, constructive, and forward-looking. 

This Dialogue has also demonstrated the growing importance of academic, policy, and institutional 

collaboration. The partnership between the Pathfinder Foundation and Sichuan University stands as 

a valuable example of how cross-regional cooperation can foster deeper understanding, encourage 

intellectual exchange, and generate practical policy ideas. 

Track 1.5 dialogues such as this are particularly valuable because they bring together scholars, 

practitioners, and policymakers in an environment that encourages both strategic reflection and 

pragmatic thinking. They create space not only for discussion, but also for the development of 

actionable recommendations and long-term networks of cooperation. 

As we conclude this Dialogue, there are several important reflections that we should carry forward. 

First, the need to sustain engagement. Dialogue must not end here. It should evolve into continued 

cooperation, research partnerships, policy coordination, and practical collaboration among 

institutions and stakeholders across the region. 

Second, the importance of translating ideas into action. The insights shared over these two days 

should contribute to concrete initiatives in maritime security, blue economy development, 

environmental protection, maritime connectivity, and capacity-building. 

Third, the value of resilience. In an increasingly uncertain geopolitical environment, our region must 

strengthen its collective ability to respond to crises, protect maritime supply chains, and ensure the 

stability of the global commons upon which all our economies depend. 
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Fourth, and perhaps most importantly, the value of trust. In a region marked by both opportunity 

and strategic competition, trust-building measures, open communication, and mutual respect will 

remain central to peace and stability. 

The Indian Ocean has historically been a space of exchange, interaction, and coexistence among 

civilizations. It should continue to be a region defined not by division and confrontation, but by 

cooperation, connectivity, and shared prosperity. 

Let me take this opportunity to express our sincere appreciation to all speakers, moderators, 

delegates, and participants for their thoughtful contributions and active engagement throughout this 

Dialogue. 

I also wish to extend a special word of thanks to my directors and colleagues at Pathfinder 

Foundation. Admiral Colombage for leading this initiative, Hiruni, Safna, Azeeza and Yohanie for their 

dedication and hard work and to our partners at Sichuan University, Dr. Xiao, Dr. Siwei and others for 

their support in making this event a success. 

My sincere gratitude to Mr. K. Balasundaram, CEO of MMBL Pathfinder, Mr. Pushpakumara, 

Aravinda, Upul and also the media team led by Mr. Godakanda - Ravi and Dinushan for their untiring 

efforts in preparation and conduct of this inaugural event at our conference room. Your support is 

greatly appreciated.  

Finally, I would like to acknowledge all those behind the scenes whose efforts ensured the smooth 

organization of this Dialogue.  

As we depart, may we carry forward not only the ideas exchanged here, but also the spirit of 

cooperation that has defined this gathering.  

Thank you once again for your participation. 

I wish you all safe travels and continued success in your work. 
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Prof. Chen Bing, Secretary of the CPC School Committee, School of International Studies, 

Sichuan University  

 

Distinguished Chairman Ambassador Bernard Goonetilleke, Distinguished Admiral Professor 

Jayanath Colombage, Respected colleagues from the Pathfinder Foundation, Distinguished scholars, 

ladies and gentlemen, dear friends, 

As we come to the conclusion of the Colombo Maritime Dialogue 2026, please allow me, on behalf 

of the School of International Studies and the China Center for South Asian Studies at Sichuan 

University, to express our sincere gratitude to the Pathfinder Foundation for its visionary partnership, 

warm hospitality, and outstanding organization of this dialogue. 

I would like to extend my special appreciation to Chairman Ambassador Bernard Goonetilleke for his 

longstanding commitment to promoting dialogue and mutual understanding across the Indian Ocean 

region, and to Admiral Professor Jayanath Colombage for his intellectual leadership and valuable 

contributions throughout this conference. I would also like to thank all moderators, speakers, 

organizers, staff members, and participants whose dedication and hard work made this event such a 

success. 

Over the past two days, we have engaged in rich, thoughtful, and highly productive discussions on 

some of the most important issues facing the Indian Ocean today. From maritime security and 

regional governance to sustainable development, blue economy cooperation, connectivity, and 

inclusive partnerships, our dialogue has reflected both the complexity of the challenges before us 

and the broad opportunities for cooperation across the region. 

Perhaps the most meaningful achievement of this conference has been the spirit in which these 

discussions were conducted. Scholars, policymakers, and practitioners from China, Sri Lanka, 

Bangladesh, the Maldives, Pakistan, India, Singapore, and many other countries gathered here not 

simply to exchange views, but to build understanding and strengthen trust. This demonstrates an 

important reality: the Indian Ocean is not only a strategic space, but also a shared maritime 

community whose future depends on cooperation, dialogue, and mutual respect. 

Throughout the sessions, several important themes consistently emerged. 

First, maritime security and sustainable development are increasingly interconnected. Traditional 

security concerns — including piracy, smuggling, maritime chokepoints, and geopolitical tensions — 

now overlap with non-traditional challenges such as climate change, environmental degradation, 

food security, and illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing. These challenges cannot be addressed 

by any single country alone. They require collective approaches, regional coordination, and long-term 

strategic vision. 

Second, regional cooperation must remain inclusive, open, and development-oriented. The Indian 

Ocean should not become an arena of confrontation or zero-sum rivalry. Instead, it should serve as 

a platform for connectivity, scientific cooperation, economic partnership, and people-to-people 

exchanges. In this regard, China–Sri Lanka maritime cooperation holds significant promise in areas 

such as port connectivity, smart ocean initiatives, marine scientific research, disaster prevention, 

blue economy development, education, and capacity building. 
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Third, dialogues such as this one are becoming increasingly important in an era of global uncertainty. 

Universities, think tanks, and research institutions have a special responsibility to serve as intellectual 

bridges between countries and societies. Through sustained academic engagement, we can help 

reduce misunderstandings, generate new policy ideas, and contribute to a more stable and 

cooperative regional environment. 

This conference also marks an important new chapter in cooperation between China Center for South 

Asian Studies and the Pathfinder Foundation. Although this is our first jointly organized maritime 

dialogue, I firmly believe it will not be the last. The success of this event has demonstrated the strong 

foundation for future collaboration in research, academic exchanges, joint publications, and youth 

engagement. 

Finally, I would once again like to express our heartfelt gratitude to our Sri Lankan friends for your 

generosity, friendship, and gracious hospitality. Colombo has provided not only a beautiful setting 

for this dialogue, but also a meaningful space for building lasting partnerships and shared 

understanding. 

Let us continue this dialogue beyond Colombo. Let us work together to promote peace, connectivity, 

sustainability, and mutual understanding across the Indian Ocean region. 

Thank you very much. I wish all of you safe travels home and continued success in your important 

work. 

 

 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS ON CLOSING CEREMONY REMARKS 
 

1. Sustain Regional Dialogue Beyond the Conference 

Continue the Colombo Maritime Dialogue as a regular platform for engagement among 

governments, academia, think tanks, and practitioners to promote sustained dialogue, 

strengthen regional trust, and encourage long-term collaboration on maritime issues. 

2. Translate Dialogue into Action 

Ensure that discussions are followed by concrete outcomes through actionable policy 

recommendations, collaborative research, joint publications, pilot initiatives, and institutional 

partnerships that contribute to addressing regional maritime challenges. 

3. Strengthen Integrated Approaches to Maritime Security and Sustainable Development 

Promote policies that recognize the close relationship between maritime security, sustainable 

development, environmental protection, economic resilience, and human well-being. 

Regional responses should address these interconnected priorities in a comprehensive and 

balanced manner. 
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4. Foster Inclusive and Rules-Based Regional Cooperation 

Promote an open, transparent, and inclusive regional architecture founded on dialogue, 

mutual respect, and adherence to international law. Cooperation should reflect the interests 

and priorities of all Indian Ocean states while encouraging shared responsibility in addressing 

regional challenges. 

5. Enhance Regional Resilience to Emerging Maritime Challenges 

Strengthen collective preparedness to respond to geopolitical tensions, disruptions to 

maritime supply chains, climate-related risks, food security concerns, maritime crime, and 

other emerging challenges that increasingly affect regional stability and economic 

development. 

6. Promote Sustainable Blue Economy Development 

Advance cooperation in sustainable fisheries, marine conservation, renewable ocean energy, 

maritime logistics, scientific research, marine tourism, and ocean-based innovation while 

ensuring the long-term protection and sustainable use of marine resources. 

7. Strengthen Capacity Building and Knowledge Exchange 

Expand opportunities for collaborative research, education, professional exchanges, policy 

dialogue, and institutional cooperation to enhance regional expertise, promote innovation, 

and support evidence-based policymaking in maritime affairs. 

8. Encourage Technology and Innovation for Maritime Development 

Support greater collaboration in technology transfer, digital innovation, maritime data 

sharing, climate adaptation, and scientific research to strengthen maritime governance, 

improve coastal resilience, and promote sustainable ocean management. 

9. Reinforce the Role of Track 1.5 and Track 2 Diplomacy 

Recognize the important contribution of think tanks, universities, and research institutions in 

building trust, generating policy ideas, facilitating dialogue, and strengthening cooperation 

alongside formal diplomatic processes. 

10. Promote Trust as the Foundation of Regional Cooperation 

Prioritize confidence-building, open communication, mutual respect, and people-to-people 

engagement to strengthen partnerships and foster a cooperative regional environment 

capable of addressing shared maritime challenges. 
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11. Position Sri Lanka as a Platform for Regional Maritime Cooperation 

Leverage Sri Lanka's strategic location and long-standing maritime heritage to facilitate 

dialogue, research collaboration, policy engagement, and inclusive partnerships that 

contribute to peace, connectivity, and sustainable development across the Indian Ocean 

Region. 

12. Promote the Indian Ocean as a Region of Peace, Connectivity, and Shared Prosperity 

Encourage collaborative approaches that prioritize cooperation over confrontation, 

strengthen regional connectivity, support sustainable development, and reinforce the Indian 

Ocean as a shared space for peace, stability, and mutual prosperity. 
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BIOGRAPHIES OF SPEAKERS  
 

Prof. Chen Bing 

Chen Bing, professor, Secretary of School Committee of the CPC, School of 

International Studies, Sichuan University. He holds a Bachelor’s and 

Master’s degree in Material Processing Engineering from Sichuan 

University and has served as a Visiting Scholar at the University of 

Nottingham, UK. With over 30 years of experience, he has held various 

roles, including Director of the International Exchanges Section. His career 

reflects a strong dedication to teaching, research, and fostering 

international collaboration. 

 

 

Prof. Dai Yonghong  

Prof. Dai Yonghong is a national leading talent in Shenzhen, distinguished 

professor/doctoral supervisor of Shenzhen University, Dean of the 

College of International Studies, Shenzhen University, Director of the 

Institute of Area and International Communication Studies, Shenzhen 

University, Director of Bay of Bengal Regional Research Institute. Chief 

expert of major projects of the National Social Science Foundation and 

major projects of the Ministry of Education. Vice President of the Indian 

Ocean Society of China, Vice President of the Association of European 

Studies in the Greater Bay Area, Executive Director of the South Asia 

Society of China, and academic member of the China Center for South 

Asia Studies of Sichuan University, a national high-end think tank. He has long engaged in 

international relations, regional and world economy research. His current research and teaching 

fields are area studies (international politics and international strategy), world economy 

(international trade and energy cooperation) and international communication (international 

communication and strategic communication). He has published 10 academic monographs, 

participated in editing 10 academic books, and published more than 100 academic papers. He 

presided over 2 major projects of the National Social Science Fund, 2 general projects of the National 

Social Science Fund, 1 major project of the Ministry of Education base, and more than 10 provincial 

and ministerial scientific research projects. He won the second prize of Outstanding achievements in 

Humanities and Social Sciences (International Issues Research) in universities of the Ministry of 

Education, the second prize of Social Sciences in Guangdong Province, the first prize of Social Sciences 

in Shenzhen City, and the third prize of Social Sciences in Sichuan Province. 
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Dr. Hu Xiaowen  

Dr. Hu Xiaowen is an associate professor and the director of the Institute 

of South Asian Studies, Yunnan University. She holds Ph.D. from Jawaharlal 

Nehru University, New Delhi. She was the China-India Scholar-Leader 

Fellow at the India-China Institute of The New School, New York, US, from 

2017 to 2021. Her research focuses on Indian politics and foreign policy, 

regional order of South Asia, think tanks in policy making process. She has 

published several articles, book chapters, policy papers in journals. She is 

the co-editor of the volume One Belt One Road: China’ s Global Outreach, 

Pentagon Press, New Delhi, 2017, and editor of the book Overseas Chinese 

Enterprise and Employee Survey in B&R Countries: Sri Lanka, China Social 

Sciences Press, Beijing, 2020. 

 

Dr. Huang Yunsong  

Dr. Huang Yunsong is a distinguished academic in the field of international 

studies, currently serving as a Professor and Associate Dean at the School of 

International Studies, Deputy Director of the Institute of South Asian 

Studies, and Coordinator of the China Center for South Asian Studies at 

Sichuan University. His rich international experience is evidenced by the 

research scholarships he has held in Pakistan, India, and the United States. 

Notably, he conducted postdoctoral research in international law at the 

renowned University of Michigan Law School, further deepening his 

expertise in legal and academic arenas. 

Dr Huang's research interests are multifaceted and strategically significant. His work predominantly 

focuses on China's diplomacy, South Asian studies, international relations, and international law. His 

current research projects, which are of great academic and practical value, include exploring means 

to enhance regional cooperation in the Asia - Pacific, analyzing the complex dynamics of China - South 

Asia relations, and delving into China's role in safeguarding maritime security and prosperity in the 

IOR. These projects not only contribute to academic discourse but also provide valuable insights for 

policy - making. 

In addition to his academic and research roles, Dr. Huang actively engages in professional 

associations. He is a member of the council of the China National Association for International 

Studies, an executive member of the council of the People’s Republic of China Association for 

Diplomatic History Studies, and an executive member of the council of the Chinese Association for 

South Asian Studies. Through these positions, he plays an important part in promoting academic 

exchanges and the development of relevant research fields in China. His contributions have made 

him a respected figure in the realm of international studies, especially in South Asian studies context, 

where his work continues to shape and influence both academic and policy - oriented discussions. 
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Dr. Li Li  

Dr. Li Li is a senior research professor and the Deputy Director of the 

Institute of International Relations at Tsinghua University, China. She also 

serves as the Deputy Secretary-General of the Chinese Association for South 

Asian Studies. She is currently also a nonresident senior fellow at the 

Institute of South Asian Studies, National University of Singapore, and the 

Deputy Editor-in-Chief of the Quarterly Journal of International Politics, a 

top CSSCI (Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index) journal. She received her 

doctorate degree in international relations from Jawaharlal Nehru 

University of India in January 2008. She is the author of Security Perception 

and China-India Relations (New Delhi: KW Publishers, 2009). Her current 

research interests include China-India relations, South Asian politics and security, and major-power 

relations in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Dr. Liu Siwei  

Dr. Liu Siwei is an Associate Professor at the Institute of South Asian 

Studies, Sichuan University, and Director of the Sri Lanka Studies Center. 

She also serves as a Council Member of The Alliance for Small Island Area 

Studies (ASIAS, China). Her research focuses on security governance in 

South Asia and the Indian Ocean region, as well as China-South Asia 

relations. She holds a PhD in the History of International Relations. Her 

recent books include The Evolving Maritime Governance in the Indian 

Ocean Region (monograph), Energy Diplomacy of South Asian Countries 

in the Context of Climate Change (Editor-in-Chief), and US-India Nuclear 

Relations: Divergence and Coordination (monograph), etc. 

 

Dr. Liu Zongyi 

Dr. Liu Zongyi, Senior Research Fellow. He is now the Director of the Center 

for South Asia Studies, Shanghai Institutes for International Studies (SIIS), 

and Director of the Centre for China Studies (Bangladesh). His research 

interests mainly focus on India's economy and foreign policy, China's foreign 

policy, BRICS, and G-20. In recent years, Dr. Liu has published papers in 

Chinese and foreign-language journals on these subjects, and published 

more than 300 commentaries in Chinese and English for newspapers and 

magazines. Dr. Liu got a B.A. in Economics from the Shandong University of 

Finance and Economics and a diploma for Chinese and American Studies 

from The Johns Hopkins University Nanjing Center. He obtained Master and 

PhD degrees in International Relations from China Foreign Affairs University. He worked at German 

Development Institute (D.I.E), OECD, Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) in 

Washington D.C., Indian National Institute of Public Finance and Policy (NIPFP), and Institute of 

Strategic Studies of Islamabad (ISSI) as a visiting fellow. 
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Prof. Qiu Yonghui 

Prof. Qiu Yonghui, Chief Expert/ Deputy Director, China Center for South 

Asian Studies, Sichuan University. Professor, School of International Studies, 

Sichuan University. Vice President, Chinese Association of South Asian 

Studies (since 2011). Main Areas of Specialization: 1. Political and Social 

Issues in Contemporary India. 2.Hindu Religions and Religious Pluralism in 

Contemporary India. 3. Non-traditional Security in China and India. 

Publications include: China- India Building Strategic Trust. New Delhi, 2020. 

Study on Buddhist Return to India. Taiwan, 2020. Religious Trend in South 

Asia. Beijing-Social Sciences Academic Press. 2014. A General Introduction to 

Hinduism. Beijing-Social Sciences Academic Press. 2012. Religious Pluralism in India. Beijing-Social 

Sciences Academic Press 2009. Secularization in India. Chengdu-Basu Books. 2003. Caste in 

Contemporary India. Sichuan People’s Publication. 1996. And more than 200 articles /papers 

published. 

 

Prof. Rong Ying 

Prof. Rong Ying, Chair Professor at the School of International Studies, 

Sichuan University, Senior Research Fellow at China Institute of 

International Studies (CIIS). Formerly served as Vice President of CIIS and 

minister counselor at the Chinese Embassy in Tokyo. Main areas of 

interest include China’s neighborhood diplomacy and politics and security 

in South Asia. 

 

 

 

Dr. Xiao Jianmei  

Dr. Xiao Jianmei is an Associate Professor and Office Coordinator at the 

China Center for South Asian Studies, Sichuan University, a national high-

level think tank in China. Her research focuses on South Asian politics, 

foreign relations, and religious and cultural studies. Dr. Xiao has published 

in peer-reviewed academic journals and has also contributed analytical 

articles to international media platforms, reflecting an integrated 

approach that combines scholarly research with broader public 

communication. In addition to her academic work, she actively 

participates in research consultations and international academic 

exchanges. Her work bridges academic research, policy-oriented analysis, 

and international communication, with a consistent focus on South Asian studies and regional 

interactions. 

 



154  
 

Prof. Yan Shijing 

Yan Shijing, Professor of Economics, is currently the Deputy Director of 

the University Council of Sichuan University and former Vice President of 

Sichuan University. He serves as Vice Chairman of the International 

Education Professional Committee of the China Education Development 

Strategy Society and is a Council Member of the China South Asia 

Research Center. Professor Yan graduated from the Department of 

Economics at Sichuan University in 1982. From 1986 to 1987, he was a 

visiting scholar at the Center for South and Southeast Asia Studies at the 

University of California, Berkeley. From 1989 to 1990, he was a visiting 

scholar at the Centre for Economic Studies and Planning at Jawaharlal 

Nehru University in India. He has long been engaged in research and practice in the fields of 

contemporary South Asian economy and politics, as well as the internationalization of higher 

education. He has visited over 100 universities and research institutions in dozens of countries and 

possesses extensive knowledge of higher education development abroad. 

 

Dr. Yan YAN  

 Dr Yan YAN is Deputy Director of the South China Sea Probing 

Initiative (SCSPI) and a researcher at the National Institute for South 

China Sea Studies (NISCSS). She receives her PHD in the University of 

Hong Kong (HKU) on public international law.  

Yan Yan’s research covers areas of the law of the sea, maritime 

security in the Asia-Pacific, maritime law and policy and the South 

China Sea. Her recent publications include South China Sea: IPMDA: 

Is it aim for common security or making maritime conflict? Why 

Stormy Reactions to China’s New Coast Guard Law Are Overblown: What’s the legal boundary of US 

Coast Guard operations in the South China Sea?  Facts and Fiction in the South China Sea Issue, China-

Indonesia fisheries issue calls for joint mechanisms, Maritime Confidence Building Measures: 

Assessing China-US MOU on Notification of Major Military Activities and Rules of Behavior in book 

Maritime Order and Law in East Asia; Philippines v. China Arbitration: China’s Diplomatic Policy 

Option and Future Prospects, in the book Post-Arbitration Policy Options and Future Prospects; and 

commentary the US Underwater Drone is not Entitled to Sovereign Immunity and others. 

Yan Yan participated nearly 100 regional and international track 1.5 and track 2 conferences such as 

ASEAN Regional Forum, Shangri-La Dialogue, CSCAP, Asia-Pacific Roundtable Dialogue, China-ASEAN 

Implementation of DOC and Negotiating COC. 

 

 

 

 



155  
 

Prof. Yang Wenwu  

Professor Yang Wenwu is a Senior Research Fellow and Ph.D. Supervisor 

at the Institute of South Asian Studies, Sichuan University, Deputy Editor-

in-Chief of the South Asian Studies Quarterly, and a designated Academic 

and Technical Leader of Sichuan Province. 

His research has long focused on Indian Ocean affairs, South Asian country 

and area studies, international relations, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

in relation to South Asia, the "Indo-Pacific Strategy" and South Asia, as 

well as economic and trade relations between China and South Asia. 

He has served as the Principal Investigator (PI) for over ten national and 

provincial/ministerial-level research programs, including Major and Key Projects of the National 

Social Science Fund of China (NSSFC), as well as major social science projects sponsored by the 

Ministry of Education and Sichuan Province. 

 

Dr. Zeng Xiangyu 

Dr. Zeng Xiangyu is associate professor and research/international 

coordinator at the Institute of South Asian Studies, Sichuan University. He 

also serves as Director, Center for Indian Ocean Studies, ISAS. With a special 

interest in South Asian Security & Diplomatic Studies, Dr. Zeng has been 

entrusted with research programs such as Maritime Security Strategy of 

India: Implications to China (national social sciences program), Terrorism 

and extremism in South Asia (Sub-program for MOE major research 

program), etc. Dr. Zeng was a visiting scholar in Pakistan, India and the 

University of Macau in middle 2011, early 2014 and early 2016 respectively. 

As a frequent visitor to South Asia, he has visited all South Asian states for more than 30 times for 

conference and engagement with universities and think tanks. He also organized a number of 

conferences inclusive of the annual Indian Ocean Studies Symposium and annual China-South Asia 

Maritime Forum. Dr. Zeng has published 6 books such as A Study on Water and Energy Security in 

India, and Indian Maritime Security Strategy: Policies and Practices. He published some 60 papers on 

South Asian affair, Indian Ocean affairs, Chinese diplomacy and nontraditional security in major 

academic journals such as International Studies, South Asian Studies Quarterly, Maritime Affairs 

(India), Policy Perspective (Pakistan), Strategic Studies (Pakistan). He also coordinated publication for 

Indian Ocean Studies series (8 books till date). He is at present the editor for South Asian Review, a 

biannual publication in both Chinese and English languages. 
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Prof. Zhang Jiadong 

Prof. Zhang Jiadong, born in 1977, is from Huoqiu, Anhui Province, China. 

He is currently a Professor of International Relations at Fudan University, 

a doctoral supervisor, Director of the Center for South Asian Studies, 

Director of the Institute for Belt and Road and International Security 

Studies, and a researcher at the Center for American Studies. His research 

focuses on China-US-India relations, South Asian issues, and counter-

terrorism. He earned his Master’s degree in International Relations from 

Yunnan University in 2001 and his Ph.D. in International Relations from 

Fudan University in 2004. From February 2013 to March 2015, he worked 

in the Political Research Section of the Chinese Embassy in India. Since July 2019, he is vice President 

of the Shanghai International Strategy Research Association. Since 2021, he is vice President of the 

Chinese Association for South Asian Studies. 

 

Ms. Aminath Shazly  

Aminath Shazly has a master’s in environmental management, 

specializing in Natural Resources Management from University of 

Queensland, Australia. She has an Undergraduate degree in Secondary 

teaching, specializing in Biology & Marine Science. She has over 12 years 

of academic experience in Environmental Management and Sustainable 

Development. She has worked with different government sectors, 

regional & local NGOs to conduct capacity-building workshops on 

Sustainable development, Environmental resource management and 

Climate Change. She has represented the Maldives National University 

on International forums & conferences presenting on various topics related to Environment, 

Sustainable Development, Natural Resources Management (NRM) & Climate Change. 

 

Dr. Lailufar Yasmin  

Dr. Lailufar Yasmin is a Professor and former Chair of the Department of 

International Relations at the University of Dhaka, Bangladesh. She 

studied at the University of Dhaka, Bangladesh, Georgia State University 

in Atlanta, USA, and Macquarie University in Sydney, Australia. She has 

received the US Fulbright, the British Chevening, and the Australian 

International Post-Graduate Research Scholarship (IPRS), including 

fellowships in the UK, China, the USA, and Belgium, among others. Her 

recent publications focus on women’s participation in the July Uprising 

in Bangladesh, Bangladesh-China relations, and non-Western 

International Relations theory (IRT). Her areas of expertise encompass 

Bangladesh’s politics, economy, and foreign policy; the Rohingya issue and maritime mixed 
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migration; South Asian affairs; China’s foreign policy; maritime security and the Indo-Pacific Region; 

and women’s participation in UN Peacekeeping, among others.  

Dr. Aneel Salmanis 

Dr. Aneel Salmanis，Chair Economic Security at IPRI, and is an 

academician, trainer and researcher. He possesses a multidisciplinary 
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Governance and Climate Change. He has been affiliated with the 
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University-UK and the University of Bern-Switzerland, amongst several 

others. In Pakistan, he is alumni of the Institute of Business 

Administration (IBA), and the Punjab University, Lahore. He also serves as 

Board of Director for Maritime Study Forum, Islamabad, and is a visiting 

Professor at Institut Supérieur d’Economie et de Management Université de Nice Sophia Antipolis 

France, and Tsinghua University, Beijing, Peoples Republic of China. His work has been published in 

several international journals and books. He has worked with the Federal government, private sector, 

defence, foreign and intelligence services as well as academia. He has been a visiting faculty of 

Pakistan’s Foreign Service Academy, Pakistan Institute of Trade and Development, Intelligence 

Bureau Academy, Police College Sihala, National Defence University for the past several years. 

 

Ms. Eerishika Pankaj  

Eerishika Pankaj is the Director of the New Delhi-based think tank, the 

Organisation for Research on China and Asia (ORCA), which focuses on 

decoding domestic Chinese politics and its impact on Beijing’s foreign 

policymaking. She is the Convenor of ORCA's Global Conference on 

New Sinology (GCNS), which is India's premier dialogue driven China 

conference. She is also an Editorial and Research Assistant to the 

Series Editor for Routledge Series on Think Asia; a Young Leader in the 

2020 cohort of the Pacific Forum’s Young Leaders Program; a 

Commissioning Editor with E-International Relations for their Political 

Economy section; a Member of the Indo-Pacific Circle and a Council 

Member of the WICCI’s India-EU Business Council. Primarily a China and East Asia scholar, her 

research focuses on Chinese elite/party politics, the India-China border, water and power politics in 

the Himalayas, the Indo-Pacific and India’s bilateral ties with Europe and Asia. In 2023, she was 

selected as an Emerging Quad Think Tank Leader, an initiative of the U.S. State Department’s Leaders 

Lead on Demand program. Eerishika is the co-editor of the book 'The Future of Indian Diplomacy: 

Exploring Multidisciplinary Lenses' and of Special Issues on India-EU relations as well as India-China-

Tibet. She was recognised as a youth icon on India’s first 25 under 25 List for policy and politics in 

2022 by Young India Foundation. 
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Dr. LI Mingjiang  

Dr. LI Mingjiang is an Associate Professor and Provost’s Chair in 

International Relations at S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies 

(RSIS), Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. He is also Associate 

Dean and the Head of Graduate Studies at RSIS. He received his Ph.D. in 

Political Science from Boston University. His main research interests 

include international politics, Chinese foreign policy, China-ASEAN 

relations, Sino-U.S. relations, and Asia-Pacific security. He is the author 

(including editor and co-editor) of 15 books. His recent books are China’s 

Economic Statecraft (World Scientific, 2017) and New Dynamics in US-

China Relations: Contending for the Asia Pacific (lead editor, Routledge, 2014). He has published 

papers in various peer-reviewed outlets including European Journal of International Security, Politics 

and Governance, Chinese Journal of Communication, Asian Journal of Political Science, International 

Journal of Asian Studies, Asian Policy, Journal of Contemporary Asia,  International Relations of the 

Asia Pacific, World Development, China International Strategy Review, the China Review, 

International Affairs, Asian Perspective, Asian Politics & Policy, Asian Security, Oxford Bibliographies, 

Journal of Asian Security and International Affairs, Journal of Strategic Studies, Global Governance, 

Cold War History, Journal of Contemporary China, the Chinese Journal of International Politics, the 

Chinese Journal of Political Science, China: An International Journal, China Security, Harvard Asia 

Quarterly, Security Challenges, etc.  

 

Dr. Hussain Rasheed Hassan  

Dr. Hussain Rasheed Hassan is a Maldivian politician and fisheries 

economist who served in President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih’s cabinet as 

Minister of Environment (2018–2021) and Minister of Fisheries, Marine 

Resources and Agriculture (2021–2023). He began his public service 

career in 1986 and has held several senior roles in the fisheries sector, 

including Minister of State for Fisheries and Agriculture (2008–2013). He 

holds a BSc in Fisheries Sciences and Management from the Australian 

Maritime College and earned an MSc (with distinction) in Fisheries 

Economics and a PhD from the University of Portsmouth. He has represented the Maldives in 

international forums on environment, climate, and sustainable development, including oceans-based 

economic resilience. He was also elected to the Constitutional Assembly (2004–2008), which drafted 

the Maldives’ current Constitution, and served at the University of Portsmouth as a Researcher 

(1997) and Lecturer (1997–2001). In addition, he has served as President of the College Council of 

the College of Islamic Studies (now the Islamic University of Maldives) and as Deputy Leader of the 

Jumhooree Party of the Maldives (2012–2023). He provides professional advisory services in 

sustainable fisheries and marine resources policy, blue economy strategy, climate and energy 

transition planning, project feasibility and investment structuring, and institutional capacity building 

for island states and sustainable infrastructure delivery.  
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Vice Admiral Shekhar Sinha  

Vice Admiral Shekhar Sinha (Retd.) is a former Commander-in-Chief of 

India’s Western Naval Command. After four decades of service in the 

Indian Armed Forces, he retired and has been contributing to various 

Delhi-based think tanks. He was Chairman of the Trustee Board of India 

Foundation, Member of the Governing Council of the United Services 

Institution, and Member of the Executive Council, MP-IDSA. Presently on 

the Governing Council of ICWA, Policy Perspective Foundation, Executive 

Committee of the Global Counterterrorism Council, Advisory Council of 

CENJOWS (Centre for Joint Warfare Studies) and Peninsular Foundation. 

Was trained as a fighter pilot in the Navy and has flown over 2700 hrs 

from 3 Aircraft Carriers. He has commanded four warships, two Air Squadrons& one Naval Air Base. 

In the Flag Rank, he has been Area Cdr Goa Naval Area, Class Authority of Naval Aviation, Asst Chief 

of Naval Staff (Aviation) and Fleet Cdr of the Western Fleet of the Indian Navy. 

As a Vice Admiral, he was Controller of Personnel Services at Naval Headquarters, Deputy Chief of 

Joint Staff and Deputy Chief of Perspective Plans/ Force Structure at Joint Services Headquarters. 

Later, he was assigned the task of Chief of Integrated Defence Staff. His last appointment in the 

service was Commander in Chief, Western Naval Command of India, responsible for coastal and 

maritime security in Western, Southern and Southwestern Indian Ocean (including the Gulf, Bab el 

Mandeb- Red Sea 

He is an alumnus of Flying Instructors School, Defence Services Staff College, College of Naval Warfare 

& National Defence College. He has earned MSc and MPhil degrees from Madras University. A prolific 

Strategic Analyst, who is known for his appearance on various TV channels and international seminars 

and conferences. Has also had the privilege of occasionally taking classes for UG students pursuing 

IR at Sichuan University, Chengdu.  
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Commodore Syed MisbahUddin Ahmad  

Commodore Syed MisbahUddin Ahmad is the Director-General of the 

Bangladesh Institute of Maritime Research and Development (BIMRAD). 

He works to establish BIMRAD as Bangladesh’s unique maritime think 

tank under the patronage of the Bangladesh Navy, aiming to develop 

and advocate policies and strategies for promoting and protecting 

Bangladesh’s maritime interests. He received the Best Individual 

Research Project (IRP) award at NDC 2016. Commodore Misbah also 

received the Chancellor's Gold Medal for outstanding academic 

performance in 2017.    

Commodore Misbah retired on April 8, 2025, after nearly four decades 

in the executive branch of the Bangladesh Navy. His distinguished career included a posting in South 

America as the first defense diplomat, where he established the Defense Attaché’s office for Brazil, 

Argentina, Uruguay, and Chile. His outstanding service in defense diplomacy was recognized 

internationally, as he received the “Santos Dumont Merit Medal,” “Admiral Tamandare Merit 

Medal,” and the Brazilian “Army Medal” from the Brazilian Air Force, Navy, and Army, respectively. 

His sea service includes four command appointments. 

He is also a distinguished author with about140 published articles and papers, along with three 

books. His recent book, “Solicited Sovereignty,” published in August 2025, has attracted attention 

from international maritime experts. His upcoming books include Fear Not: A Spiritual and Strategic 

Prescription for the Postmodern Military and Statesmanship, which connects the worlds of 

statesmanship and postmodern military strategy; and The Bay Beckons: From Delta to Destiny, a 

comprehensive looks at Bangladesh’s maritime history, current challenges, and future prospects. 

Commodore Misbah also serves as an adjunct faculty member at Dhaka University and Bangladesh 

Maritime University. He is a resource person in areas such as Quality Education, Strategy, War 

Studies, Communication, and Military History. He regularly leads workshops, seminars, and other 

events upon invitation at various universities, news outlets, and military educational and training 

institutions. 
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Amb. (Retd.) Bernard Goonetilleke  

 

A graduate in History and post graduate in International Relations 

(The Hague), Bernard Goonetilleke spent nearly four decades as an 

officer of the Sri Lanka Foreign Service. Following his retirement in 

2008, 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 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). During his career, 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), during which assignment he was 

concurrently accredited as Ambassador to the People’s Republic of Mongolia and the Democratic 

People’s Republic of Korea. 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). Following the signing of the Ceasefire Agreement between the Government 

and the Liberation Tigers of the Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in 2002, he was instrumental in establishing the 

Secretariat for Coordinating the Peace Process (SCOPP), which he headed until 2004, during which 

period he functioned as one of the four members of the government negotiating team with the LTTE. 

Since May 2010, he functions as Chairman, Pathfinder Foundation, which has forged relationship with 

a large number of think tanks and educational institutions in Australia, China, India, Iran, Israel, 

Singapore, the Russian Federation, the USA etc. He also functions as a Director of several companies 

associated with the MMBL-pathfinder Group of Companies. 
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Dr. Dayaratna Silva 

Dr. Dayaratna Silva is the Executive Director of the Pathfinder 

Foundation and an International Trade Economist with over 30 years 

of experience in economic development, trade policy, and trade 

facilitation. He earned a Bachelor of Commerce degree (Honors) with 

a First Class from the University of Peradeniya. He possesses several 

postgraduate qualifications, including a Ph.D. in Economics 

(University of Melbourne) and a Master’s Degree in International 

Economics (University of London) and a Postgraduate Diploma 

in Economic Development (University of Colombo). 

Before joining Pathfinder Foundation, Dr. Silva worked for the International Trade Centre in Geneva 

as the National Project Coordinator of the EU-Sri Lanka Trade Related Assistance Project. He served 

as a Senior Economic Affairs Officer/Deputy Head attached to the subregional office (SRO) of 

UNESCAP in New Delhi. Prior to joining the United Nations, he served as Director of Commerce at the 

Department of Commerce, Ambassador and Permanent Representative of Sri Lanka to the WTO in 

Geneva, Consul General to the UAE, Minister (Economic and Commercial) in Geneva, Brussels and 

London. In his career at the Department of Commerce spanning over 25 years, he handled multiple 

duties, including overseeing and safeguarding Sri Lanka’s interests in multilateral negotiations in 

WTO, UNCTAD, ITC, GSP, GSTP, SAARC and BIMSTEC. Mr. Silva has extensive knowledge of trade-

related issues, including the EU-GSP, trade policy and facilitation, trade capacity development and 

promotion. 

Amb. (Retd.) Ahmed A. Jawad 

Amb. (Retd.) Ahmed A. Jawad, formerly a senior career diplomat with the 

Sri Lanka Foreign Service is the Director of the Centre for Indo-Lanka 

Initiatives at the Pathfinder Foundation. He was Sri Lanka’s Ambassador 

to Norway and Saudi Arabia and High Commissioner to Canada. He held 

various diplomatic positions at Sri Lanka missions in Sweden, France 

(including UNESCO) and China. In Canada, he served concurrently as 

Representative of Sri Lanka to the International Civil Aviation 

Organization (ICAO). Amb. Jawad was lastly Additional Secretary, 

Multilateral Affairs in the Foreign Ministry. He also held many other 

positions, in between tours of duty abroad, in a Foreign Service career spanning 32 years. He has a 

Bachelor’s Degree from the University of Peradeniya and a Master’s Degree, in international 

relations, from the University of Colombo and was awarded a Fellowship in Disarmament by the 

United Nations Centre for Disarmament Affairs in Geneva.  
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Admiral (Prof.) Jayanath Colombage 

 

Admiral (Prof.) Jayanath Colombage has served the Sri Lanka Navy for 

a period of 36 years and retired as the Chief of the Navy on 01 July 2014  

He is a graduate of Defense Services Staff College in India and Royal 

College of Defense Studies, UK. He holds a PhD from General Sir John 

Kotelawala Defense University (Sri Lanka). He also holds MSc on 

Defense and Strategic Studies from Madras University and MA on 

International Studies from Kings College, London.  

Admiral Colombage is a Guest Professor at Sichuan University in China. 

He is also a visiting lecturer at Shenzhen University and Peking University. Admiral has conducted 

lectures to National Defense Colleges, command and staff colleges, International Relations centers 

and universities in Sri Lanka, India, Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Japan, Germany and USA. 

Admiral is a PhD examiner and supervisor for University of Colombo and Sir John Kootelawela 

Defence University in Sri Lanka. 

He has served as the Director General of the Institute of National Security Studies Sri Lanka, Director 

at Centre for Indo-Lanka Initiatives at Pathfinder Foundation and Chairman of Sri Lanka Shipping 

Corporation after his retirement from the Navy as well.  

Admiral Colombage was the Additional Secretary to the President for International Relations and 

Permanent Secretary to the Foreign Ministry from August 2020 to May 2022. Admiral Colombage has 

served as the Ambassador of Sri Lanka for Indonesia and ASEAN until end of 2024. 

Admiral Colombage is a distinguished fellow of Pathfinder Foundation in Sri Lanka, Fellow of Nautical 

Institute in London, Adjunct Research Fellow of Huayang Center for Maritime Cooperation and Ocean 

Governance (Haikou) and non-resident Senior Fellow of Hong Kong Research Center for Asian 

Studies.  
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Rear Admiral YN Jayarathna (Retired)  

Rear Admiral YN Jayarathna retired after nearly 36 years of decorated 

and illustrious career in the Sri Lanka Navy. He was the Chief of Staff of 

the Sri Lanka Navy and concurrently was holding the appointments as 

the Chief Hydrographer of the Navy and the Joint Chief Hydrographer to 

the Government of Sri Lanka. He was adjudged the Best Cadet and was 

trained at Britannia Royal Naval College, Dartmouth UK in 1988/89 in a 

full one-year funded programme by the Commonwealth Defence Fund 

at that time. 

He holds a distinguished and decorated career in the Sri Lanka Navy 

starting from Navy’s elite Fast Attack Craft (FAC) Flotilla as an additional 

officer and for the rest of his career he was associated with FACs as Officer-In-Command, Training 

Officer, Training Commander & finally as the Flotilla Commander in 2007-2008. He was hand-picked 

to be the Flotilla’s Training Officer twice; in 1999-2000 and in 2006-2007 by the Command. His 

experience in fighting asymmetrical threats posed by the separatist terrorist’s sea unit ‘Sea Tigers’ is 

highly respected in the SL Navy. He had been decorated for gallantry thrice; twice by Rana Wickrama 

Paddakkama (Silver Medal). To compliment his valour, he also holds a Master’s Degree in Defence 

Studies from University of Kelaniya, Sri Lanka and another Masters in Hydrography from University 

of Goa, India. 

He has been the Port Facility Security Officer (PFSO) under ISPS Code in Trincomalee and 

Kankasanthurai Harbours of Sri Lanka. And as the Director General Operations at the Naval 

Headquarters in 2019-2021, he was the Designated Authority for implementing the ISPS Code on 

behalf of the Commander of the Navy for all harbours in Sri Lanka. During his appointment as the 

Director General Operations during 2019-2021 he spearheaded major Naval Operations at high seas, 

managed MT New Diamond (major fire onboard the VLCC) & MV Euro Sun (Grounding and recovery) 

incidents as part of MRCC functions and was heavily involved with Colombo Security Conclave & Sri 

Lanka’s fight against the High-Sea drug peddling. 

He was posted as the Defence Adviser to the Sri Lanka High Commission in New Delhi from Dec 2009 

to June 2011. His last sea command was an Off-shore Patrol Vessel; Sri Lanka Naval Ship Samudura 

(Ex USCGC Courageous) in 2011-12 and he was the Naval Assistant to the Commander of the Navy 

from 2012-13. From 2013-2016 he was the Commandant of the Naval and Maritime Academy and in 

2017 he completed study tenure at National Defence University, Beijing, China. 

He is an International Hydrographic Organization’s Category A Qualified Hydrographer with vast 

knowledge on oceanographic affairs around the island nation. He has represented the Government 

and the Navy in DEOCOM Project; the Outer Continental Margin Delineation Project, Expert panel on 

Sethusamudram Project, Interim Tsunami Warning Committee aftermath of 2004 Tsunami and also 

was a member of the Marine Science Committee of the National Science Foundation. He has involved 

with SeaMeWe (South East Asia-Middle East-Western Europe undersea cable system) projects since 

1995 by being on-board Cable laying ships twice. As the Chief Hydrographer he initiated Marine 

Spatial Data Infrastructure (MSDI) architecture and was instrumental in setting up the Mean Sea Level 
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(MSI) for Sri Lanka. He retired after 35+ years of illustrious and unblemished service in the Sri Lanka 

Navy on 21st June 2022 on reaching mandatory retirement age of 55 years. Currently he is engaged 

with maritime affairs as a writer, consultant, and a lecturer. 

 

Dr Bhagya Senaratne  

Dr Bhagya Senaratne is an independent researcher. She was the 

inaugural Director of Education at the Bandaranaike Centre for 

International Studies, Sri Lanka (2025-2026). Previously, she was the 

first BRI Postdoctoral Fellow of Global Asia at the Center for Global 

Asia, New York University Shanghai, China (2022-2024) and a Senior 

Lecturer at Sri Lanka’s Defence University (2015-2023). At NYU 

Shanghai, she led the ‘BRI (Belt and Road Initiative) and South Asia’ 

project and the ‘CGA BRI Talk Series’ and was Director of 

Communications of the Mapping Global China initiative.  

Dr. Senaratne has been awarded many international scholarships and grants, such as Henry Luce 

Foundation – Connectivity’s Travel Grant (2025); NYU Shanghai Travel Grant (2024); Alumni 

Engagement Innovation Fund (2020); International Visitor Leadership Program, USA (2019); Visiting 

Scholar, China Institute for International Studies, Beijing, China (2017); Geneva Center for Security 

Policy, Switzerland (2017); Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation, India (2010); Ship for World 

Youth Program, Japan (2010) to name a few. She is a member of Association for Asian Studies, Asian 

Studies Association of Australia, International Studies Association, and Royal Asiatic Society of Sri 

Lanka.  

Her scholarly interests intersect foreign policy studies, Chinese foreign and security policies towards 

South Asia, Indo-Pacific Studies, politics and security of small and medium states and maritime 

security. Her work has appeared in peer-reviewed publications, such as The Routledge Handbook of 

US policy in the Indo-Pacific, National Security Journal, Journal of World Affairs to name a few. She 

has authored and co-edited Pakistan-Sri Lanka Relations: A Story of Friendship (2017), Sri Lanka’s 

Post-Independence Defence Policy: Past, Present and Future Projections (2023), From Friendship to 

Dependency: Analysing Sri Lanka’s foreign policymaking towards China (2026) 
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Prof. Ajith De Alwis 

Senior Professor of Chemical and Process Engineering at University of 

Moratuwa and the Founder Chief Innovation Officer of the National 

Innovation Agency (NIA) of Sri Lanka.  

Graduated in Chemical Engineering from University of Moratuwa and 

subsequently obtained his PhD from University of Cambridge, UK.  He has 

worked at University of Reading, UK, Indian Institute of Science, 

Bangalore, India, Research Institute for Eco Environmental Sciences 

Beijing, China as a CAS PIFI Scholar and with Materials Science and 

Nanoengineering at Rice University, USA as a Fulbright Visiting 

Scholar.  He has an MBA from Postgraduate Institute of Management 

(PIM) University of Sri Jayewardenepura, Sri Lanka. 

He had directed the University of Moratuwa – Cargills food process development incubator, 

Engineering Research Unit and was the Dean of Faculty of Graduate Studies at University of 

Moratuwa. 

Experience includes serving as a Science Team Leader in the Sri Lanka Institute of Nanotechnology 

and as the Project Director at Coordinating Secretariat for Science Technology and Innovation 

(COSTI), Ministry of Science Technology and Research.   He was a member of the Intellectual Property 

Advisory Commission Sri Lanka, Governing Council of National Institute for Occupational Safety and 

Health, Sri Lanka, a founder director of the Sri Lanka Green Building Council.  Currently a Director of 

National Cleaner Production Center and the Lanka Responsible Care Council. 

  

He has contributed to the development of number of national policies – Biotechnology, 

Nanotechnology, Chemical Management, electronic waste management, intellectual property, 

Renewable Hydrogen – and in the implementation of Multilateral Environmental Agreements – 

Minamata, Basel and Stockholm conventions.      

His interests are in Innovation Management and IP, Eco-innovations, Food Process Engineering, 

Environmental Engineering, Nanobiotechnologies, Bioenergy systems.   Founder President of Lanka 

Biogas Association and a Fellow of the National Academy of Sciences Sri Lanka. 
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