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India–ASEAN Maritime Security Framework: 
Normative Frameworks and Institutional 

Convergence
Sarabjeet S Parmar* and Sinderpal Singh**

Abstract: 

mapping convergences and divergences across issues including freedom 

around territorial disputes and great-power alignment. The chapter proposes 
a practical dual-track architecture: an ASEAN-wide track focused on 

1. Introduction

and energy security. For the eleven members of the Association of 



2

their geopolitical relations and economic lifelines. These two regions 

China as a resident growing power.

elements that could anchor a maritime security framework between 

with individual ASEAN nations and institutionalised India-ASEAN 

cogent India-ASEAN maritime security framework.

2. Conceptualising Maritime Security through the 
Lens of India and ASEAN 

approach captured in the Security and Growth for All in the Region 
(SAGAR) vision announced in 2015 and the 2025 evolution to the vision 
of MAHASAGAR (Mutual and Holistic Advancement for Security 
and Growth Across Regions).1 These visions fold together traditional 

and capacity cum capability building for smaller littoral states. Following 
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reiterated by the 2026 Ensuring Secure Seas: Indian Maritime Security 
2 

while studiously avoiding any explicit balancing language vis-à-vis 
China.3 For continental Southeast Asian nations such as Laos and 

around the right of access to and from the seas by landlocked nations 
as provided for by Article 125 of the 1982 UN Convention on the Law 

4 For archipelagic and littoral states such as 

be argued that ASEAN centrality functions less as a unifying maritime 

to pursue divergent bilateral hedging strategies while preserving the 

framework can be built.

This strategic and operational convergence found institutional 
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on 4 November 2019.5

seek volunteers from individual nations to lead one or more of the pillars 

Connectivity and Maritime Transport.6 This EAS anchoring situates the 

ASEAN and India have acknowledged in a joint statement that the two 

7 The convergence 

8

3. Core Elements of an India-ASEAN Maritime 
Security Framework

elements that can form the building blocks of a putative framework. 
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ASEAN Plan of Action.9

agreements to coastal surveillance radar projects to defence platform 
transfers. A coherent framework must therefore explicitly recognise and 
integrate these two tracks rather than treating ASEAN-level diplomacy 
as a substitute for bilateral substance.

3.1 The Indian Perspective

Convergence with ASEAN Nations Who are also IORA Members
A structurally important but underexploited convergence lies in the 

10
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and ASEAN-led mechanisms.11

Safety and Port Management.12

There is a high degree of convergence between the ASEAN 

greater operational weight on maritime safety mechanisms. To strengthen 

2023 to synergise their respective outlooks. Table 1 depicts the major 

maritime governance norms that can subsequently be mainstreamed into 

from the political sensitivities of the SCS.

Working with ASEAN Nations in the Bay of Bengal

by Myanmar and Thailand and accessible to Indonesia through the 
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pursuit of the objectives stated in Article 1 of the Charter.13 This sub-
regional architecture is uniquely positioned to serve as a connective tissue 

and institutional seam separating South Asia from Southeast Asia. 

overlapping membership creates a natural conduit for policy coordination 

energy security14

expert groups on maritime cooperation and cyber security.15 Maritime 

operational core of this pillar16

as the Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Transport Project and the India-

This could narrow the institutional gap that has historically weakened 
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a trilateral arrangement that would further cement the convergences. 

and trilateral cooperation.17

and Andaman and Nicobar Command assets with the surveillance 

gap and possibly reduce reliance on the slow-moving ASEAN process 
to address the same. The recent agreement between India and Indonesia 
towards the integrated development of the Sabang Port18 would add 

Freedom of Navigation, SLOC Security, Choke Points and 
Information Sharing

as a matter of customary and conventional international law under 

through the Malacca Strait. As per a reply tabled in the Indian Parliament 

China Sea and the Malacca Straits.19
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partner nations and 54 organisations.20

the associated complementary architecture on the Southeast Asian side 

ASEAN maritime framework should aim at more information exchanges 

vulnerabilities. This interaction could be based on the Maritime Security 
21

Protection of Critical Undersea Infrastructure
The protection of undersea cables and pipelines has moved from a technical 

several of which have been linked to vessels with opaque ownership or 
22
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base
storage installations. A maritime security framework should therefore 
incorporate a dedicated undersea infrastructure protection track through 

lack mapping capabilities.

Addressing Great Power Competition
Neither India nor ASEAN seeks formal alignment in the ongoing US-

intensifying competition. 

initiative23 24

Indo-Pacific Maritime Security Cooperation (IPMSC) Initiative25 

26

building that make nations more resilient without forcing them to publicly 

but engaged relationship with China could give it some credibility with 
ASEAN nations seeking a similar middle path.

3.2 The ASEAN Perspective
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The South China Sea and the Question of the Philippines as  
an Outlier

encompassing competing sovereignty claims over the Spratly and Paracel 

found to be without legal basis by the 2016 Permanent Court of Arbitration 
ruling27

their positions. The Philippines has in recent years adopted a markedly 

28 

deterrent and combat value.29

high-visibility confrontations could result in escalation that could draw 

30 

within ASEAN is considerably weaker than is often assumed from outside 
the region.31

approach risks being read by other ASEAN members as taking sides in 

principles and capacity-building applicable to all claimants is more likely 
to be acceptable across the grouping.
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Freedom of Navigation and Chokepoint Anxieties amid US-China 
Competition 

principle than a daily economic necessity. The Strait of Malacca 

32 The intensification of  

periodic commentary about chokepoint vulnerabilities duly supported 

ASEAN as this core trade artery could become contested space in a 

interest. The number of bilateral maritime exercises with ASEAN member 

The Taiwan Contingency and the ‘Sucked-in’ Dilemma

stake in the cross-Strait dispute.33

and severe disruption to shipping and supply chains given the volume 
of regional trade that transits the waters near Taiwan. ASEAN members 
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broadly lack viable options in such a crisis. They can neither credibly 

consensus-based mechanisms are widely seen as too slow and too divided 
to produce a coordinated response.34

Critical Undersea Infrastructure: The Cable Concern

sensitive to undersea cable security following a series of incidents 

Sea. These incidents have been linked to vessels with opaque or third-

the SCS or the Malacca Strait.35

region-wide approaches to cable protection36

and potentially coordinated surveillance of high-risk segments.

Convergences and Divergences
Mapping the Indian and ASEAN perspectives reveals a pattern in which 
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implicating territorial sovereignty and great power competition and 
alignment.

the basis for maritime order. Even where interpretation of certain articles 

competing roles. There is growing convergence on undersea infrastructure 

and is witnessing rising salience on both sides. Capacity and capability 

upcoming area of convergence. The shared preference for non-aligned 
or multi-aligned approaches to great power competition will allow 

bloc alignment is another area.

and therefore stance are largely derived from the notion of FoN and the 
general value of the 2016 arbitral ruling for international law. ASEAN 

for several ASEAN states the issue is an existential high-risk challenge. 

relationships with India move considerably faster than the ASEAN-India 

a structural mismatch between the rhetoric of ASEAN centrality and the 
reality of where substantive cooperation occurs.
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Towards a Cogent India-ASEAN Maritime Security Framework
A cogent framework can be summarised around four organising 

where ASEAN consensus is achievable. Reserve higher-sensitivity 

in this approach is the comparative absence of great power contestation 

leadership through ocean governance. India and ASEAN shared interests 

commitment and reinforces the rules-based credentials of both sides. 

relationship with the US.

Such a framework would be cogent as it does not attempt to resolve 

the absence of zero-sum dynamics align. This could enable building 

sensitive domains as and when the political space permits.
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A Practical Framework: Blending Bilateral and ASEAN-Wide 
Tracks

maritime security framework should be conceived not as a single 

Gaps to be Addressed

which would be addressed by the institutionalisation of a dedicated 
ASEAN-India Maritime Security Working Group (AIMSWG) with its 

tested for interoperability with most ASEAN navies and coast guards 

agreed-upon framework for a common operating picture spanning the 

there is a normative-coordination gap on emerging ocean governance 
issues. India and ASEAN states have not developed a coordinated position 
on the various emerging facets of international maritime law despite 
substantially overlapping interests as developing littoral and archipelagic 

India sometimes treats ASEAN centrality as a process to be managed 
rather than a partnership to be substantively resourced.
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Track One: The ASEAN-wide Track

Economy cooperation under the ASEAN-India Plan of Action; and joint 
advocacy on global ocean governance issues where India and ASEAN 
interests substantially align. This track should deliberately avoid framing 

present itself as a capacity-capability-resilience-building aspect. This 

China-aligned members.

Track Two: The Bilateral Track

maritime exercises that stop short of formal alliance signalling. With 

37

the relationship should anchor technical cooperation on undersea cable 

and chokepoint monitoring given their position along the Malacca Strait 
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perceived as anti-China.

The connective tissue between the two tracks could be the 

have to consider political sensitivities and ensure that ASEAN-wide 
mechanisms remain interoperable with bilateral systems already in 
place. This would ensure that bilateral progress is not orphaned from 
the multilateral architecture.

Short, Medium and Long-Term Avenues

formally establishing the AIMSWG under the existing Track 1.5 ASEAN-

baseline interoperability assessment between Indian and ASEAN naval 
and coast guard communication systems; and initiating a joint India-

Maritime Security pillar.

include scaling bilateral defence capability cooperation; building on 

institutionalising the biennial MILAN exercise as the anchor multilateral 

mechanism.
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relationship constitutes the stable middle layer. This could be more 

which Indian defence exports form a meaningful part of the procurement 
mix for several ASEAN navies; joint India-ASEAN leadership on ocean 

4. Conclusion 
India and ASEAN approach maritime security from distinct but 
increasingly complementary vantage points and an interconnected 

intrinsic part of the interconnected strategic space. The increasingly 

has also exposed the limits of ASEAN cohesion on its most sensitive 
maritime issue. This is a reality India must navigate carefully. Rather 

a dual-track framework that allows substantive bilateral cooperation. 

India-ASEAN maritime security framework. 
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