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ASSESING INDIA'S SAGAR DOCTRINE
IN THE AFTERMATH OF CHINA'S DEEP-
SEAAMBITIONS IN THE INDIAN OCEAN




of to the core geopolitical axis for
the distribution of global resources, trade
Hows, and marine competition. This large
maritime region, ranging from Australasia
to South Asia. West Asia. and Eastern Afni-
ca, provides the base for a huge economic
and population powerhouse. Today, it ac-
counts for close to 40 percent of the world’s
offshore o1l production. While widely cited
institutional metrics frequently attribute over
80 percemt of global seabome o1l trade to
the broader region and its structural choke-
points, precise entry-point monitoring by
the IFC-IOR and Brookings models track
direct basin transit closer to 64 percent™

India lies squarely in the core of this net-
work and 1z engaged in a major strate-
gic realipnment. The exponential growth
of global shipping twaffic has shattered
New Delhi’s previous, land-centric defen-
sive thinking and forced a permanent shift

to broad-area naval and marine policy.

The current marine setup of India 1s shown
with this structural change This manne
pivot was first formalised m 2015 with the
SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the
Region) agenda. with a strong emphasis on
cooperative security, regional capacity build-
ing, and collaborative coastal management.
Rather than a simple policy refresh. this up-
grade marks a deliberate transition toward
active, mstitutionalized security coordmation
across the Global South, moving India from
a localized marttime participant to a systg
atic regional stabilizer While these dogffinie:
project a vision of a cooperative g
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The Mechanics

of Distant-Ocean

Survey Operations

Evaluating the shifting balance of power in
the Indian Ocean requires moving past tra-
ditional surface fleet metrics to look closely
at the operational scale of modern Marine
Scientific Research (MSR). Over the past
two decades, state-directed investment mfto
distant-ocean oceanographic survey fleets
has moved at an unprecedented pace. Naval
war planning models by Martinson and Dut-
ton (2018) estimate that on any given day.
an average of five to ten highly specialized
research vessels operate outside their domes-
tic waters across the Indo-Pacific commons.
These platforms are managed through a cen-
tralized institutional grid that spans China’s
Mmlstry of Natural Resources (MNR), the
= Academy of Sciences (CAS) and
iGeological Survey, ensuring a per-
ing presence near critical mari-
ints and shipping corridors.

use hull mounted Acoustic Doppler Cur-
rent Profilers (ADCPs) to map the subsur-
face current velocities, multi-beam echo
sounders to create high-resolution bathy-
metric maps of the ocean floor, and auton-
omous underwater gliders like the Sea Wing
to record contihuous variations of salini-
ty, water temperature and acoustic sound
propagation (Martinson and Dutton. 2018).

While this data serves legitimate scientific
purposes like monsoon forecasting, climate
modeling_and fisheries regulation. 1t doubles
as an invaluable strategic asset. For undersea
operations, the physical profile of the water
column 1s everything Variations in salinity
stratification and thermocline depth bend and
distort sonar waves; mastening these gradi-
ents allows subsurface vessels to avowd de-
tection, clear underwater choke points safely,
and map predictable deep-water navigation
tracks across the regional seabed. Conse-
quently, continuous MSR deployments allow
external actors to compile highly detailed
environmental profiles of India’s maritime
backyard. Strategic models pomnt to these
scientific activities as a mechanism for gen-
erating diplomatic capital. noting document-
ed mstances where littoral states like Sn
Lanka have historically opened port access
to foreign research hulls like the Shivan-1.
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Stopping this large-scale underwater surveil-
lance forced India to rethink and rebuild its
entire naval architecture. The country shifted
from a defensive,. “stay close to shore’ mind-
get to a far more ambitious, connected strate-
gv across the wider region. New Delhi’s 2015
“SAGART (Securty and Growth for All m
the Region) agenda served as the opening
blueprint for this shift. anchoring neighbor-
hood policy in practical hydrographic train-
ing, non-reciprocal capacity building. and
jomt disaster management with nearbv 1s-
land states. While this approach successfully
built diplomatic capital across the littoral. the
relentless pace of deep-sea foreign research
expeditions quickly exposed a techmical blind
spot. Traditional surface patrols and basic
coast guard coordination sumply lack the spe-
cialised instrumentation required to monitor
or match deep-sea environmental mapping.

The MAHASAGAR framework's exten-
sion has faced some operational limitations
(Singh. 2023) Moving decisrvely beyond
localized coast guard coordination, MA-
HASAGAR bulds a far more ambitious
security matrix by institutionalizing direct,
real-time data pipelines among maritime
agencies throughout the Global South This
evolution intersects directly with the core log-
ic of the Indian Marnitime Security Strategy,
which maintains that comprehensive com=
mand of a mantime theater requires ug
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The Critical Dimension

of Underwater Domain
Awareness (UDA)

The foundational friction within the MA-
HASAGAR framework stems directly from
a stark technical imbalance: a highly mature
surface-tracking capahility operating over a
largely unmonitored deep-sea data environ-
ment. In the wake of the 2008 Mumbai ai-
tacks, New Delli aggressively built out 1ts
surface Mantime Domain Awareness (MDA)
architecture, standardising data streams
across the National Automatic Identifica-
tion System (INAIS). localised coastal radar
networks, and the Information Management
and Analysis Centre (IMAC) (Das, 2021).
True. Following the 26/11 Mumbai attacks,
India carefully moved ro strengthen it’s
maritime security. It established the Coastal
Securiiyy Network, the National Auwtomatic
ddentificatton System (NAIS) chain, and
the NC3I Netweork, key initiatives o signifi-
cantly wmiprove Magitime Domain Aware-
ness. The Infermation Management and
Analysis Centre (BMAC) is also confirmed
as part\of this post-ditack, architecture.

While, this 1 ated) gnd effectrvely man-
ages. civilian sh.tppm-:r traffic and. mitigates
low=intensiytheeatsihike piragy. its, opesa-
tional utility drops sharplyat the water sedgs,
The surface network remains fimctionally
blind e sub-susface bathymetric and oceano-
gra;'.lhlt: ehanges_ leavingan entire dimension
of the marifime theater inmonitoged. Large
eceanographic Sescarch vesscls matntain
2 uniqie strategic advantage an this Space:

Metadata anatvses of global repositories like

the Biological and Chemical ﬁcranﬂuraphy
Data Manasemeni Office (BCO-DMO) re-
veakthat large specialized rescanch yessels
afe umquely capable of epllecting upite 21
percent of all baseline chemical, biological,
and geological parameters concumrently. a

multi-digciphnary data collection capabslitv
that satelliies and uncalibrated autonomons
platforms, cannot “independently, duplicate.
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asad augmentation: Use of dedicat-
setsdiite CARTOSAT and RISAT series
secured military communication satel-
Iites like GSAT-7 to monitor vast ocean space.

This 1s reinforced by the joint India-France
marntime surveillance constellation, designed
to detect and track non-reporting dark ves-
sels across the wider Indian Ocean footprint.

e Subsurface Infrastructure: Shifting away
from localised point defense svstems like
the Integrated Underwater Harbour Defence
and Surveillance System (TUHDSS) toward
wide-area hydroacoustic tracking networks.

eNational Oceanographic  Autonomy:
Launching long-range tracking gliders
and dedicated scientific programs un-
der the national Deep Ocean Mission to
build 1independent. high-fidelity mod-
els of the regional marine environment.

Conclusion and
Strategic Outlook &

The long-term wiability of the MA-
HASAGAR framework cannot be achieved
by attempting to match distant-water sur-
vev operations hull-for-hull. Tt demands the
institutionalisation of deep, structural da-
ta-sharing networks with friendly coastal
states. Because the physical processes gov-
eming the ocean column operate completg
ly independent of political boundaries_y
scientific collaboration is a foundational
prerequisite for enduring region@l Stabilit;
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itories to smaller littoral states, New Delhi
can ground its maritime leadership in the
real-world needs of the regional Blue Econ-
omy. Blending technical Underwater Do-
main Awareness with proactive, cooperative
diplomacy is the only way India can ensure
the Indian Ocean remains an open, predict-

able, and rules-based maritime commons.
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