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Abstract

A maritime strategy is a subset of nation’s grand strategy and deals with whole range 
of activities and interests at sea. A formalized maritime strategy �rst started to 
surface in the mid to late nineteenth century. Amongst various renowned theorists, 
like Corbett and Aube, the name of A. T Mahan has since stood as the point of 
reference or departure for any work on sea power. Both experience of practicing 
maritime strategy and history of other maritime strategies during the last hundred 
years show that maritime strategy is a subset of a nation’s grand strategy.  In its 
broadest sense, grand strategy is the comprehensive direction of power to achieve 
particular national goals. Within those terms, maritime strategy is the direction of all 
aspects of national power that relate to a nation’s interests at sea. The navy serves 
this purpose, but maritime strategy is not purely a naval preserve. It involves the 
other functions of state power that include diplomacy; the safety and defense of 
merchant trade at sea; �shing; the exploitation, conservation, regulation and 
defense of the exclusive economic zone at sea; coastal defense; security of national 
borders; the protection of o�shore islands; as well as participation in regional and 
world-wide concerns relating to the use of oceans, the skies over the oceans and the 
land under the seas.

The United States and India both have comprehensive strategy documents that deal 
with maritime security and employment of sea power. China has too released a 
strategy paper and “Blue Book” that speci�cally articulates threat perception and 
Beijing’s maritime interests in the Indian Ocean. The last and only National Maritime 
Policy document of Pakistan was published in 2002. 
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AN APPRAISAL OF MAJOR POWER MARITIME STRATEGIES

“The society that separates its scholars from its warriors will have its thinking done by cowards 
and its �ghting by fools”

-Thucydides, History of Peloponnesian War (ca 410 BCE)

This paper shall cover the following broad headings:
 
 Maritime Strategy  
 Maritime Asia (The Indo-Paci�c/Indo-Asia-Paci�c)
 Maritime Strategies
  United States
  China
  India
  Pakistan

 Maritime Strategy

“Good men with poor ships are better than poor men with good ships” 
A.T Mahan “French Revolution and Empire” I, pp102

Both experience and history of the last hundred years show that maritime strategy is a subset of a 
nation’s grand strategy since it touches on the whole range of activities and interests at sea. In its 
broadest sense, grand strategy is the comprehensive direction of power to achieve particular 
national goals. Within those terms:

Maritime Strategy

Maritime strategy is the direction of all aspects of national power that relate to a nation’s interests at 
sea. The navy serves this purpose, but maritime strategy is not purely a naval preserve. It involves the 
other functions of state power that include diplomacy; the safety and defense of merchant trade at 
sea; �shing; the exploitation, conservation, regulation and defense of the exclusive economic zone at 
sea; coastal defense; security of national borders; the protection of o�shore islands; as well as 
participation in regional and world-wide concerns relating to the use of oceans, the skies over the 
oceans and the land under the seas.

The fundamental focus of the military element in maritime strategy centres on the control of human 
activity at sea through the use of armed force in order to contribute to the broad ends established in 
a national maritime policy. There are two parts to this: establishing control against opposition; and 
using control, once it has been established.

What drives Maritime Strategy

The crucial factors that universally drive a maritime strategy include national interests, perceived 
threats and military capabilities.  Of no small concern is the national economy that underpins these 
factors.  Advancements in technology and weapons however signi�cantly contribute in shaping or 
reshaping strategies.  The emergence of space and cyberspace as contested domains has increased 
political instability and con�ict, and has caused a surge in demand for naval forces. 
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Maritime Asia (Indo-Paci�c)

The Indo-Paci�c is a new geostrategic formulation. It blends the established cartographic 
delimitations of the Indian Ocean with the geographic conception of the Asia-Paci�c region. In the 
emerging geopolitical discourse Indo-Paci�c has now been transformed into a single strategic entity. 
The space extends from the western Indian Ocean along the east coast of Africa to the western Paci�c 
Ocean.  The term in itself has however di�erent meanings and connotations for key maritime players. 

Maritime Strategies-Major Powers:

The United States

In March 2015, the United States released “A Cooperative Strategy for 21st century Seapower”. A joint 
work of US Navy, Marine Corp and Coast Guards, the strategy bears a distinctive expression, “Forward, 
Engaged, Ready” (CS21R).  It aims to refresh the strategy with the same title that was �rst released in 
2007. 

“Forward, Engaged, Ready”, lists China’s naval expansion into Paci�c and Indian Ocean as one 
potential threat. The strategy projects placing approximately 60 percent of U.S. Navy ships aircraft 
and marine forces in the region (Indo-Asia-Paci�c) by 2020 .The core driving force behind CS21R is to 
�ght China’s anti-access/area denial (A2/AD). Such a �ghting, as it happens and when it happens, is 
structured around the initiative called, Air Sea Battle. 

CS21R comprises two opening review sections. The �rst deals with the “global security environment 
including geopolitical changes and military challenges. The second articulates what the US maritime 
services need to do. This then merges into a complex discussion of their seven missions and �ve 
functions. 

MISSION (7)        FUNCTION (5)

Defend Homeland      All –domain access

Deter Con�ict       Deterrence

Respond to Crisis      Sea control

Defeat Aggression      Power Projection

Protect the Maritime Commons    Maritime Security

Strengthen Partnerships

Provide Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief

Source: NWC Review Autumn2015 pp35
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Appraisal- CS21R

The striking shifts in the revised strategy from the previous 2007 are as follows:

“Defending the homeland” comes �rst. It clearly makes the strategy a nation-centric rather than 
system-centric as was the case in 2007 strategy document. The latter aimed at creating a “1000 ship 
navy” with allies and partners to protect global supply chain system that runs through the maritime 
commons. 

There is a discernable shift towards war-�ghting and use of hard-power. It emerges in the appearance 
of a new major function of maritime power, that of assuring “all domain access,” which now comes 
�rst in the list of the US Navy’s maritime functions and therefore inevitably looks as though it is the 
most important.

There is an unadulterated message of “winning the war at sea” as core task of US Navy and US Marine 
Corps. (The previous document used, “Preventing war” as its primary message).

A reduced emphasis on the role of US maritime forces in protecting global trading system. (Note: 
Estimates suggest that more than 90 percent of global trade by volume is transported by sea)

Unambiguous stress on use of raw military muscle to protect US interests at sea

Humanitarian assistance and disaster response” (HADR) is now relegated from being one of the main 
functions of the US Navy to being a subset of the capacity to project power ashore.

There is desire to focus on the potentially transformational impact of challenges in the domains of 
cyberspace and the electromagnetic spectrum. 

China

The Blue Book and Military Strategy Paper

China’s “Blue Book” for the Indian Ocean was released in June 2013. It was in Chinese language. 
Though not an o�cial policy document and only a report by a China based think tank, it mirrors 
Beijing’s supposed Indian Ocean strategy .The “Book” suggests that China’s Indian Ocean policy is 
guided by its commercial and economic interests.  Indian naval strategists have however drawn 
several inferences: 

If India and (or) the United States impede the attainment of its objectives, it (China) would not desist 
from resorting to confrontation  

It (China) would not permit any single power to dominate the Indian Ocean region. 

China is prepared for jostling with such powers to establish fragile balance of power equilibrium.
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The western Paci�c, the “near sea” is China’s primary area of interest. The area involves China’s defense 
perimeter-from the coast hundreds of miles into the seas, to what are termed �rst and second-Island 
chains. The military capabilities here are intended to provide with counter intervention or what the 
United States term “anti access” and “area denial” (A2/AD). The concept embraces preventing an 
attack from the sea on China proper and its o�shore islands claims.   The secondary area of interest or 
“far seas” is believed to be Indian Ocean region. As in the case of western Paci�c, events in the IOR 
bear strongly on China’s national security interests.

China’s Military Strategy paper published in May 2015 provides an overarching guidance for 
blueprinting and directing the building and employment of country’s armed forces. It identi�es, 
“Asia-Paci�c” as the region where the world economic and strategic center of gravity is shifting ever 
more rapidly. “The US carries on its “rebalancing” strategy and enhances its military presence and its 
alliances in this region”, notes the strategy paper. It also refers to “hegemonism, power politics and 
neo-interventionism” as new threats. The interesting part however is in the section titled, “Force 
Development in Critical Security Domains”. “The traditional mentality that land outweighs sea must 
be abandoned and great importance has to be attached to managing the seas and oceans and 
protecting maritime rights and interests”, declares the document. 

India 

(IMSS-2015)

The Indian Navy’s Maritime Security Strategy document 2015 (titled ‘Ensuring Secure Seas: Indian 
Maritime Security Strategy’) (IMSS-2015) is a precursor of India’s evolving maritime strategic thought 
and its contemplated force posture. It constitutes an important spike in the wheel of New Delhi’s 
politico-military strategy (or Grand Strategy). The document supersedes the 2007 strategy document 
titled, ‘Freedom to Use the Seas: India’s Maritime-Military Strategy.  

IMSS 2015 envisages India adopting a strategy of having more than one carrier task force as mobile 
bases, together with sea-based nuclear deterrence. An extension of such an arrangement would 
involve the Navy’s vision of developing itself as a major power in the Indo-Paci�c region.

Appraisal-IMSS -2015- Ensuring Secure Seas

IMSS confers on Indian navy title of the “net security provider”. (The Indian Navy is designated by the 
government as the nodal authority responsible for overall maritime security, including coastal and 
o�shore security).

Shows an expression of intent of the Indian Navy to engage with the countries and shape the 
maritime environment in the region

Nine chokepoints identi�ed in Indo-Paci�c region are divided - �ve in the western Indian Ocean and 
four in the eastern, with the force structure of the Eastern Fleet getting greater level of attention. 
(Note: A new rotational tri-services command has been set up in Andaman Nicobar Islands)

There is stress on importance and control over nine (09) “choke points” as well as “Sea Lines of 
Communication”

Expands India’s maritime gaze in Indo-Paci�c and Asia-Paci�c regions (include South western theatre 
of the Indian Ocean and Red Sea as Primary area of interest) 
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Expanded area a�ects country’s maritime force posture internally, including the Navy’s co-operation 
with the other two services 

Planned naval expansion from 137 to about 200 major combatants by 2020. A three carrier strike 
force is envisioned. (Note: Indian analysts maintain that by 2027, re-orientation towards a three-�eet 
blue-water navy with �exible command will be the way forward)

In the nuclear domain, the precepts of India’s nuclear deterrence-credibility, e�ectiveness, and 
survivability are highlighted as imbibed in the sea-based segment, primarily SSBNs. Consequently, 
SSBNs will contribute “assurances of punitive retaliation”. 

Overall, IMSS points to having a permanent blue-water naval presence in both the western and 
eastern theatres of the Indian Ocean.  Indian Navy has already started operations from its largest 
naval base at Karwar. This will help to secure command on western Indian Ocean seaboard and the 
Indo-Paci�c region more generally. 

Pakistan

For a country whose dependency on seaborne commerce exceeds 95 percent by volume, the 
importance of having a judicious maritime strategy underpinned by a balanced maritime policy 
cannot be overstated. 

Pakistan’s �rst maritime policy was published in 2002. The policy is still in vogue. Although well 
deliberated for its time, it is now overdue for replacement. Signi�cant changes have since occurred. 
Some of these include:

Signi�cant changes since publication of NMP 2002

CPEC raising prospects of increased commercial activity to and from Gwadar/Region

Expansion in maritime jurisdictional area

Revival of local ship recycling industry

Increased risks to coastal zones

Expansion in coastal infrastructure (civil-military)

Expanding area of operations and responsibilities of PN 

Military nuclearization in IO

Massive military buildup of naval forces in area since 2001

Induction of new weapons and force multipliers like P8I Neptune, Phalcon and SSBNs

Establishment of overseas military bases by India on IO Islands (Seychelles)

Mounting strategic relationship between USN-IN
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CONCLUSION

Following the publication of IMSS-2015 in October 2015, Pakistan’s top diplomat and adviser to the 
Prime Minister on Foreign A�airs had this to say:

“India's evolving "expansionist" maritime security strategy and un-demarcated border of Sir Creek 
pose a "threat" to the security of the Indian Ocean.--With 95 per cent of Pakistan's trade taking place 
through sea, Pakistan was heavily dependent on a tension-free Indian Ocean”.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Maritime and ocean a�airs with emphasis on Indo-Paci�c region be introduced as a separate subject 
in CSS examination syllabus. An exclusive module be also instituted in the training curriculum of 
prospective civil services o�cers

Exclusive desk that deals with Indo-Asia-Paci�c issues be established at Foreign o�ce

An exclusive “Senate Standing Committee” on maritime a�airs be instituted (other than defense 
standing committee)

Government (Planning Commission) may announce a “National Maritime Vision” sooner than latter

Government may also consider formulating a comprehensive “National shipping policy”

Government/Pakistan Navy may expedite approval and release of new National Maritime Policy and 
Strategy (Reportedly in advance stage of approval)

A credible answer to Indian nuclear submarines and strategic weapons at sea must be developed by 
Pakistan

Pakistan Navy may increase interoperability with PLAN and operational in�uence to cover western 
Paci�c 

Pakistan Navy may issue long awaited Maritime Doctrine of Pakistan (MDP). 

Pakistan’s mainstream think tanks must engage naval, maritime community and country’s 
bureaucracy more profoundly in trialogue on maritime and maritime security issues
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