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Abstract  

India’s maritime domain extends to the Indo-Pacific defined as stretching from the Indian 

Ocean to the Western Pacific. Many major powers including USA, China and Russia are active 

in the region. Other NATO middle powers like France and UK too are involved in the Indo-

Pacific. India has maritime diplomacy with these two countries. India has long followed a 

foreign policy of strategic autonomy. There is a joint military doctrine as also doctrines and 

strategies by individual forces. France has several policy documents addressing the Indo-

Pacific. It has a direct presence in the region, both in the Indian Ocean and Pacific. The UK too 

has policy documents.  There is scope for India to be a net security collaborator for both 

countries in their Indo-Pacific operations. Other Commonwealth countries especially Australia 

also has an important role. The Northern and Southern Hemisphere Quads could move towards 

a Pacific Group of Seven.  

 

Key words: Indo-Pacific, France, UK, Maritime, Commonwealth, Quad, Persian Gulf, South 

China Sea, Pacific   

 

Indo Pacific Domain  

The Western Pacific and Indian Ocean Region are categorised as the Indo-Pacific. Different 

countries have varied strategic frontiers and conceptualisation of the ‘Indo-Pacific’. India 

considers the Indo-Pacific as ranging “from the shores of Africa to the shores of the Americas” 

(Government of India, 2018). This was backed at the East Asia Summit 2019 where the Indian 

Prime Minister declared the Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative (Government of India, 2019). The 

Indo-Pacific is the current template for scrutiny of Indian security and foreign policy (Scott, 

2019). Since several crucial SLOCs and ISL pass through the Indo-Pacific. The Indian Navy 

considers this India’s natural habitat and maritime domain. India’s maritime domain extends 

                                                           
1 Rishi Athreya is a Research Associate, Asia Centre Bangalore. This paper was presented by the author during 

the webinar on Emerging India from Maritime Perspective to commemorate National Maritime Day on 05 April 

2021. The Event was co-hosted by EJSSS along with UGC Centre for Maritime Studies, Pondicherry University. 
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across the Indian Ocean right until the Western and South Pacific Seas (Indian Navy, 2016, pp. 

31-33) (Parmar, 2014, pp. 49-63). The Indian Navy and Coast Guard carry out patrolling within 

India’s Exclusive Economic Zone (Vasan, 2018). The Indian Navy, however, goes even 

beyond these limits to patrol a larger area.  

Vice Admiral Pradeep Chauhan gives a comprehensive list of India’s Maritime 

Neighbourhood. These are categorised as Immediate, Proximate, Extended, and Strategic 

neighbourhood. France is part of the Extended and UK part of the Strategic neighbourhood 

(Chauhan, 2020). While military diplomacy has hitherto been primarily maritime, there is also 

involvement of air power. This paper intends to study the interaction of India with both France 

and UK, linking maritime and air power.  

 

India’s Military Foreign Policy 

 

India pursues a Realist approach to Foreign policy (Ranganathan, 2020). Indian Foreign Policy 

has the concept of Strategic Autonomy (Khilnani, et al., 2012). Experts see this position is seen 

as a natural continuation of the erstwhile Non-Alignment (Ranganathan, 2020). However, even 

this position is seen as having a Realist slant (Brewster D. , 2016, p. 5).  

 

Military Doctrines: The latest Joint Doctrine of the Armed Forces was released in 2017 

(Headquarters Integrated Defence Staff, 2017). The latest version of the Indian Maritime 

Doctrine was released in 2016 (Indian Navy, 2015). In the same year, a Maritime Strategy 

Paper was also released (Indian Navy, 2016).  

These provide the conceptual provide a for India’s defence policy and strategy, including 

Military Diplomacy. The 2016 Indian Maritime Doctrine talks of Anarchy. These could be seen 

as Realist positions.   

The Indian Air Force released a doctrine in 2012 (Indian Air Force, 2012).  It mentions the 

vision of the IAF as:  

To acquire strategic reach and capabilities across the spectrum of conflict that serve the 

ends of military diplomacy, nation building and enable force projection within India’s 

strategic area of influence (Indian Air Force, 2012, p. 1). 

Defence Diplomacy: Diplomacy and Deterrence are often seen as being intertwined. 

International defence cooperation/diplomacy is seen as part of national security discourse. 
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There is an emerging relationship between defence and political power (Headquarters 

Integrated Defence Staff, 2017, pp. 22,60). Each of the three forces has a role in Defence 

Diplomacy. India has in the past few years embarked on a policy of Maritime or Naval 

Diplomacy. Maritime Diplomacy is a subset of military diplomacy.  

The basic aim of India’s defence diplomacy is to promote goodwill towards India overseas 

(Headquarters Integrated Defence Staff, 2017, pp. 21-22), (Jaishankar, 2016). The two main 

objectives are increasing cooperation and signalling intent to rivals (Athreya R. , 2020). The 

larger purpose of the navy’s diplomatic role is to favourably shape the maritime environment 

in the furtherance of national interests, in consonance with the foreign policy and national 

security objectives (Indian Navy, 2015, p. 151).  As part of Maritime Diplomacy India has 

adopted visions of Security and Growth for all in the Region (SAGAR) and Indo-Pacific 

Oceans Initiative (IPOI) (Athreya R. , 2020b). In the area of Maritime Domain Awareness 

(MDA) India has created the Information Fusion Centre for the Indian Ocean Region (IFC- 

IOR) in 2018. This too is expected to promote objectives of SAGAR (Indian Navy, 2018).  To 

better implement Defence Diplomacy, India is developing Naval and Air Power particularly in 

the Andaman Islands (Upadhyaya, 2018, p. 108) (Brewster D. , 2018). India has Military 

Logistic Agreements with several friendly countries (Thomas, 2019).  

This paper shall primarily on maritime diplomacy of India with France and UK. A concern of 

some scholars has been that India is not effectively engaging in military diplomacy (Malik, 

2018 , pp. 181-183). Overall, there is a dearth of scholarly writing on International Defence 

Diplomacy (Ashraf, 2020).   

France 

France is the only NATO country that continues to have a permanent presence in the Indo-

Pacific including the Indian Ocean. This is due to overseas territories in the Indian and Pacific 

Oceans.  

Policy Documents: The French Government has released several documents to enunciate 

policy on the Indo-Pacific. These are both from the ministries for defence and foreign affairs. 

The Defence and National Security Strategic Review of 2017 mentions that France has 

permanent deployments in overseas territories in the Indian and Pacific Oceans. These areas 

and their stability is hence of importance to France (French Republic, 2017, p. Para 59).  This 

document considers China a rising power that can challenge the United States (p. Para 118). 

China’s assertion in the South China Sea is seen as significant (p. Para 57).  
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A document of the Ministry of Defence titled France and Security in the Indo-Pacific outlines 

it’s policies in the region (Ministere Des Armees, 2019). It lists India as a partner and whose 

defence capabilities it was upgrading (p. 16). There is a document titled France’s Defence 

Strategy in the Indo-Pacific (Ministere Des Armees, 2019a). This document mentions that US, 

China, Japan, India, and Australia have adopted maritime strategies. It mentions Australia, 

India, Japan, and Australia as major defence partners (p. 17). This is significant for India given 

that India and Australia are members of the Northern Quad along with Japan and USA.  The 

document French Strategy in the Indo-Pacific also mentions India as an important partner 

(Ministry of Europe and Foreign Affairs, 2019b, p. 16). Thus, as can be seen France has taken 

the Indo-Pacific very seriously. India too is given importance. An important aspect of the 

French approach is that there is mention of combined navy and air force exercises. India is 

specifically cited as holding joint exercises (Ministere Des Armees, 2019, p. 8).  

Overseas Territories: The presence of France in the Indian Ocean is due to Reunion Island. 

New Caledonia, and French Polynesia make France a Pacific power. Given that these territories 

elect representatives to the National Assembly and Senate and have devolved government 

France claims these are democratic and not colonial (Scott D. , 2019a, p. 81).  In both regions 

support respectively of India and Australia become important (Grare, 2020). A major concern 

for France is the tendency for overseas territories to seek independence, especially in Polynesia 

(Grare, 2020) (Scott D. , 2019a, p. 84). Even were these territories to become independent they 

would still need security guarantee. This can best be provided by the said regional middle 

powers. Thus, it makes sense for France to maintain good ties with both countries.  

Southern Hemisphere Quad: There is a Pacific Quad or Quadrilateral Defence 

Coordination Group of nations where in France, Australia, New Zealand, and USA are 

members (Ministere Des Armees, 2019, p. 10). Australia and USA are members the Northern 

Hemisphere Quad along with Japan and India. In 2021 there was the first joint declaration of 

the four nations (Ministry of External Affairs, 2021) 

The term Pacific is misleading since both Quads are in this region. Hence this paper shall refer 

to these are Northern and Southern Quad respectively to reflect the majority membership. 

France’s Pacific territories are being counted in the southern hemisphere.  

Trilateral: As aforementioned France has mentioned several partners in the Indo-Pacific. One 

method of engagement has been trilaterals (Grare, 2020). There are suggestions for an India-
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France-Australia trilateral. It is hoped that this will facilitate building of a coalition to counter 

China (Pant & Krishna, 2020).  

At a recent workshop organised by the Observer Research Foundation areas of commonality 

identified included a rules based order and countering China (Observer Research Foundation, 

2021). The first foreign secretary level trilateral dialogue was held in Sept 2020 (Ministry of 

External Affairs, 2020a).  

This confirmed cooperation in the Indo-Pacific including in IORA, IOC etc. Some scholars see 

it as a landmark in enhancing cooperation (Pandey, 2020).  

Role in the Middle East: France has a presence in the Middle East. There are close ties 

between France and UAE. These are common policies on the Middle East and South Asia. An 

India-France-UAE trilateral will be beneficial in a geopolitical and geoeconomics sphere 

(Taneja, 2021). There are also plans for France to join the UAE and India in joint Naval 

Exercises (Rajagopalan, 2021). Joint economic cooperation between companies from France 

and India in sectors like energy, technology, finance etc will also be mutually beneficial 

(Rajagopalan, 2021). 

Most recently the Indian Air Force participated in the UAE lead Ex DESERT FLAG. Six 

countries; UAE, USA, France, Saudi Arabia, and Bahrain apart from India participated with 

aerial assets. Jordan, Greece, Qatar, Egypt, and South Korea participated as observer forces 

(Indian Air Force, 2021).  

India is also seen as a possible mediator between Iran and France (Athreya R. , 2020). This is 

of considerable importance, given the strained ties between Paris and Tehran due to issues 

relevant to the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (Behal, 2018) (Rajagopalan, 2021).  

Agreements: India and France have close political, economic, and military ties (Embassy of 

India, Paris, 2020). There is cooperation in the Indian Ocean region. The two countries have 

identified France as a State of the Indian Ocean rim, given its overseas territories of La 

Réunion, Mayotte and French Southern and Antarctic Territories. They agree to cooperate in 

this domain (Ministry of External Affairs , 2018).   

India and France have signed an agreement akin to the LEMOA Agreement with USA 

(Embassy of India, Paris, 2020). Access to French naval bases would augment India’s ability 

to be a “net provider of security” and protect the ISLs as also its own SLOCs and those of 

France.  
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Given that France has maritime territories in the Pacific Ocean, the Andaman Islands, too, 

could be a useful base for maritime cooperation (Vasan, 2018). The cooperation has been once 

again confirmed at a recent strategic dialogue (Ministry of External Affairs, 2021).  

India-France Exercises: Since 2001, the Indian and French Navies have conducted successive 

annual editions of Exercise VARUNA (Athreya R. , 2020). In May 2019, this exercise was 

held off the Goa coast and in a second phase at Djibouti (Indian Navy, 2019). A plan is for all 

four Northern Quad countries to join France for the Ex PEROUSE in April 2021 (Rajagopalan, 

2021). The latest Ex MALABAR has consolidate the Northern Quad (Athreya R. , 2020b). It 

is seen as projecting France’s influence and maritime power (Scott D. , 2019a, p. 88).    

The Indian and French Air Forces hold the joint Ex GARUDA. The sixth edition was held in 

France from 1st to 12th July 2019 at Mont-de-Marsan Airbase 118 (French Embassy in New 

Delhi, 2019). Ex DESERT KNIGHT-21 was held between the two Air Forces in Jodhpur from 

20-24 January 2021 (French Embassy in Delhi, 2021).  

Defence Supplies: France is a major defence supplier to India and has sold the Rafale Dassault 

Aircraft to India (Rajagopalan, 2021). These arms sales by France to India can be seen as part 

of a larger strategy of increasing French influence in the Indo-Pacific. Given India’s geographic 

location and political and military importance it is a reliable ally for France especially for the 

Indian Ocean territories (Desbonnets, 2020). Some scholars believe that France was a major 

supplier even during the Cold War and had a role in balancing the Soviet Union. This is 

reflected in continued cooperation (Pollock, 2020).  

Maritime Domain Awareness: France was also the first country to send a liaison officer to 

the Information Fusion Centre for the Indian Ocean Region (IFC- IOR) (Pajon, 2020, p. 170). 

This is hoped to increase cooperation in military and constabulary roles (French Embassy in 

India, 2020).  

Benign Domains: There is a view that France and India can cooperate in COVAX and ACT 

of the WHO (World Health Organisation, 2020) to increase access for Middle and Lower 

Income Countries to the Covid Vaccine. Further, there can be cooperation in the International 

Solar Alliance and on environmental issues (Pant & Krishna, 2020). There is also scope for 

benign cooperation of navies on issues of Humanitarian and Disaster Relief, climate change 

etc (Pajon, 2020, p. 167).  
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United Kingdom 

From independence in 1947 up until 1964, Indian naval ships participated in the annual joint 

exercise (JET) at Trincomalee with the British Far East Fleet and other Commonwealth navies, 

including those of Australia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Malaysia (Upadhyaya, 

2018, p. 128) . During the 1962 Indo-China war the UK was not of much help to India.  

This turned India towards the then USSR (Upadhyaya, 2018, pp. 77-78).  Further given the 

withdrawal of the Royal Navy from east of the Suez Canal their involvement in the Indian 

Ocean Region reduced substantially (Upadhyaya, 2018, p. 220).  

Policy Documents: The UK periodically releases policy documents to enunciate defence and 

foreign policy. The latest major document is the Integrated Review of Security, Defence, 

Development, and Foreign Policy (HM Government, 2021). This supersedes the erstwhile 

SDSR. There is a mention of Indo-Pacific tilt. On security intensifying geopolitical competition 

is mentioned. Also stated is the need for freedom of navigation for trade going through multiple 

choke points (p. 66).  

South China Sea and Strait of Hormuz are specifically mentioned (p. 92). The importance of 

middle powers especially in the Indo-Pacific is highlighted (p. 27). There is a mention of the 

need for defence and humanitarian relations with India (pp. 62,67).  

There is also the UK Maritime Doctrine (Development Concepts and Doctrine Centre, 2017). 

This mentions the Strait of Hormuz as an important choke point (p. 14). This documents 

considers naval diplomacy important (p. 22). This can be competitive or collaborative (p. 53).  

East of Suez: Some scholars believe that since 2010 there has been a move for the UK to 

increase engagement East of Suez (Rogers, 2020). The counterview is that the UK never left 

but merely cutback (Stansfield & Kelly, 2013). Speaking at the Manama Dialogue of the 

International Institute of Strategic Studies in December 2016, the then Foreign Secretary 

Boris Johnson said that disengagement with the East of Suez was a mistake. He indicated a 

desire of the UK to increase involvement in the Middle East (Johnson, 2016). There is however 

a view that given the Eurocentric view of the UK it is more likely to concentrate on the Western 

Indo-Pacific, rather than the South China Sea (Rogers, 2020).  

Middle East: The Royal Navy under the banner of Op KIPION has had a presence in the 

Persian Gulf since the days of the Iran-Iraq War in the 1980s. An important role is a patrol of 

maintain security of shipping lanes. UK Maritime Component Command (UKMCC) is the 

command element of Op KIPION. The UKMCC exercises command and control of the various 
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Royal Navy and Royal Fleet Auxiliary ships in the region (Royal Navy , 2021). This is of 

relevance since India has the GULFDEP patrol in the Middle East (Athreya R. , 2020).  

In pursuance of Maritime Diplomacy, the UK participated in Ex KHUNJAR HADD – Arabic 

for sharp dagger- hosted by the Royal Navy of Oman. The US Navy and Coast Guard, French 

Air Force, and Royal Air Force of Oman also participated in the exercises. This exercise while 

promoting joint operations also ensures security of shipping (Royal Navy, 2021).   

This exercise is noteworthy since it combines maritime and air power. Further, it shows the 

joint working of UK and France in the Persian Gulf. The US too supports these efforts.  India 

too has the Ex NASEEM-AL-BAHR with Oman (Athreya R. , 2020).  

The UK has created new infrastructure in the region. There is a new United Kingdom Naval 

Support Facility at Mina Salman port in Bahrain. (Royal Navy , 2018).  The UK further has the 

British Logistics Support Base at Duqm in Oman (Ministry of Defence, 2019). This has been 

further upgraded specially to maintain FoN in the Strait of Hormuz (Ministry of Defence, 

2020).  This is relevant since India too has access to the Duqm port (Athreya R. , 2020).  

South China Sea: In August 2018, the amphibious assault ship HMS Albion traversed the 

Paracel archipelago while going from Tokyo to Hanoi. This can be seen as negating China’s 

claims on the South China Sea (Rogers, 2020). This shows the UK’s willingness for taking 

risks to uphold the maritime rights of small and medium countries. Further it is an assertion of 

interest of the UK in a global role (Hemmings, 2019). An important aspect of the UK is Five 

Powers Defence Agreement (FPDA) along with Australia, Malaysia, New Zealand, and 

Singapore (Hemmings & Rogers, 2020, p. 122). This grouping recently celebrated its fiftieth 

anniversary and issued a joint declaration supporting humanitarian activities (Mindef 

Singapore, 2020). The UK is keen to enhance cooperation in the maritime sphere (HM 

Government, 2021, p. 67). British scholars hold that the UK has bases in Singapore and Brunei 

that qualify it to be an Indo-Pacific power. There is a view that the Pitcairn Islands qualify the 

UK as a resident power in the Pacific (Hemmings & Rogers, 2020, p. 123). The British High 

Commissioner to the New Zealand is the Governor of these territories. Further, the islands 

depend heavily on New Zealand. Thus, while the UK may have a nominal presence in the 

region, it is effectively administered from Wellington.  

The UK has a defence partnership with Japan. There are plans to deploy UK Carrier Strike 

Group headed by HMS Queen Elizabeth of the Indo-Pacific in mid-2021 (Ministry of Defence 
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, 2021). It is hoped to project UK maritime power and signal cooperation with allies (HM 

Government, 2021, p. 5).  

UK-India Agreements: Notwithstanding the supposed Comprehensive Strategic Partnership 

there has been little interactions between the militaries of the two countries (Ladwig, 2021) 

(Roy-Chaudhury, 2020). One major issue is the lack of defence procurement from the UK. This 

is since there is no government-to-government negotiation of deals, but only commercial 

transactions (Dave, 2020), (Roy-Chaudhury, 2020).  

India-UK Exercises: Ex KONKAN is the generic name of a series of exercise between the 

Indian Navy and the British Royal Navy, which has, since its inception in 2004, grown in 

complexity and scale (Indian Navy, 2019).  Both navies have, over the years, also undertaken 

bilateral activities such as training exchanges and technical cooperation. Ex KONKAN is 

usually held off Goa.  

The 2019 edition, however, was held in the English Channel (Royal Navy, 2019). The Indian 

Air Force and Royal Air Force have held the joint Ex INDRADHANUSH since 2013 (Royal 

Air Force, 2020). The fifth edition was held in Air Force Station Hindon from 24-29 February 

2020 (Indian Air Force, 2020).    

Training: An important part of India’s defence relations with UK is training of officers at each 

other’s academies including at one star level (Roy-Chaudhury, 2020).  

 

Emerging Issues 

 

Based on the detailed analysis of India’s maritime relations with France and UK certain issues 

emerge:  

Geography: The major difference between France and UK is geography. While France has an 

actual physical presence both in the Indian Ocean and South Pacific, the UK has no such direct 

presence. The onetime UK territories are now independent dominions. This includes members 

of the FPDA. This is a result of the Balfour Declaration (Imperial Conference, 1926) and the 

Statue of Westminster of 1931 (Commonwealth Secretariat, 2020). Even the Pitcairn Islands 

is dependent on New Zealand. Thus, while the domain of French involvement goes right until 

the Australian east coast, the UK is not really concerned of areas beyond the Persian Gulf. 

There is of course the issue of independence for French Indian Ocean and Pacific territories.  
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Middle Power Cooperation: As can be seen the UK and France are actively cooperating in 

the Persian Gulf. France is seen as a Middle Power (Scott D. , 2019, p. 81). Notwithstanding 

direct presence through overseas territories, for France cooperation of regional middle powers 

as net security coordinators becomes important. India and Australia are ideally suited to fit this 

role. This can be akin to the India’s relations with Mauritius and Seychelles (Athreya R. , 2020, 

pp. 42-43). Although Mauritius was a dominion until 1992, India has been active in that country 

since 1978.  

France and Australia have close strategic diplomatic, military, and economic cooperation 

(DFAT, 2018). France can be said to have a policy of Strategic Autonomy. It thus may not 

want to be part of an alliance that is led by the US against China (Pajon, 2020, p. 174).   

The UK too is keen to avoid Cold War style alliances and is in favour of cooperating with 

Middle Powers (HM Government, 2021, p. 27). Dr Malcolm Chalmers believes that the UK 

sees itself as a Middle Power (Chalmers, 2021, p. 3). To the extent there is any interest for UK 

east of India it is mainly in cooperation with Australia, New Zealand, and USA. There could 

possibly be similar cooperation with India.  

Given India’s close ties with Australia there are suggestions to build on the Commonwealth 

connection and for this to be extended to the UK (Athreya R. , 2020b, p. 74). There is also 

support for India and Australia from the UK (Hemmings, 2019). All FPDA countries are 

Commonwealth states. The UK too is keen to build on Commonwealth ties (HM Government, 

2021, p. 61).  

Further Joint Multinational Exercises: India has maritime cooperation with France. There 

are suggestions for joint cooperation with UAE. The UK and USA are also active in this region. 

There may also be scope for such cooperation with Oman too. Future joint exercises could 

include India. The South China Sea is an important theatre of action for both the French Navy 

and the UK Royal Navy. France has a direct interest since it has to transit that area to reach its 

Pacific territories. Future editions of Ex MALABAR could also include France and UK.  

Indian Air-Maritime Joint Operations: The recent Ex KHUNJAR HADD with France in the 

Middle East show the need for joint operations between the Indian Navy and Indian Air Force. 

The role of Air Power in supporting maritime diplomacy remains a further area of research.  

At a governance level the role of the Integrated Defence Staff also becomes important. This is 

reflected in the Joint Doctrine where it is mentioned that Long-term and annual objectives, for 

international cooperation/defence diplomacy, must be drawn up in close consultation with 
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Heads of Missions, Ministry of External Affairs and Ministry of Defence (Headquarters 

Integrated Defence Staff, 2017, pp. 21-22).  

Quads: There has been much speculation about expanding the Northern Quad. Due to Covid, 

there are suggestions to include New Zealand, South Korea, and Vietnam (DFAT, 2020). Given 

that Ex PEROUSE already includes the other three Northern Quad members, it is natural for 

India to join this exercise.  

MDA: Maritime Domain Awareness will continue to be an important issue. France has clearly 

been able to create ties with India.  

Infrastructure: India could cooperate with both the UK and France in building infrastructure 

in the Middle East. The Duqm port is a common interest to both India and the UK. 

Procurement: Technology transfer is an important element of defence cooperation. This is 

particularly relevant to the Make in India agenda. France is relating to India at a government 

to government level and having effective cooperation.  

Multilateral Bodies 

There are multilateral bodies present in the region. India along with France and UK is active in 

these too.  

IORA: The Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA, 2021) could be said to be the closet to a 

multilateral body for Indian’s Maritime Neighbourhood (Khurana G. , 2018). France was 

admitted as a member based on the Indian Ocean territory of Reunion Island (France 

Diplomacy, 2020).  

IONS: The Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS), an Indian initiative established in 2008 

(Royal Australian Navy, 2021). It brings together 35 navies and coast-guards seeks to increase 

maritime cooperation among navies of the littoral countries of the Indian Ocean Region 

(Padmaja, 2017).  

France was a founding member of this organisation (Scott D. , 2019a, p. 85). The UK by virtue 

of British Overseas territory of Diego Garcia is also a member.  There was the Indian Ocean 

Naval Symposium Multilateral Maritime Search and Rescue Exercise styled Ex 

IMMSAREX held on the Bangladesh coast from 25-29 November 2017. China and Indonesia 

also participated in this exercise (Indian Navy, 2017).  

China is among the observer countries (Royal Australian Navy, 2021).  
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Indian Ocean Commission: The Indian Ocean Commission (IOC) is an international 

organisation established in 1982 (Indian Ocean Commission, 2021).  Its member states are the 

Indian Ocean islands States of Comoros, Madagascar, Mauritius, Reunion, and Seychelles.  

The goals of the IOC are mainly developmental, with little political activity.  Of the member 

states, two are maritime allies of India.  France, too, is part of this body.  There are suggestions 

for India to be granted observer status (Behal, 2018).   

European Union: The anti-piracy patrol Op ATALANTA is held by the EU European Union 

Naval Force (EU NAVFOR) in and off the Gulf of Aden.  The primary aim is Constabulary 

especially counter-piracy (EU Naval Force-Somalia, 2020).  This a Combined Maritime Force 

in the region headed by a US Navy Three-Star Admiral. France and UK are naturally part of 

this group. Interestingly from India’s point of view Pakistan is also a member (Combined 

Maritime Forces, 2020).  There has in the past been cooperation with India, China, and Russia 

in the region.  

NATO India Relations:  An expert group was appointed by the Secretary General to assess 

ways to strengthen the political work of NATO (NATO Expert Group, 2020). This sees China 

as a threat (p. 17). There are recommendations to increase cooperation with pacific partners 

including Australia, Japan, New Zealand, and Republic of Korea. Possible partnership with 

India is also mentioned (p. 60). There are earlier suggestions for partnership with India 

including in the maritime sphere. This is seen as building on existing ties with NATO members 

(Hacioglu, 2020).  

Commonwealth: The Commonwealth Secretariat is especially important for maritime affairs 

and economic and security objectives. There are documents like Commonwealth Blue Charter 

(Commonwealth Secretariat, 2018), and Commonwealth Connectivity Agenda 

(Commonwealth Secretariat, 2018a) that are seen as of relevance (Dave, 2020). India along 

with UK and Australia can provide technical expertise in these domains. There is also scope 

for other Commonwealth Indo-Pacific and South China Sea littoral states to be involved.  

 

Conclusion  

This article is intended to examine the nature of interaction in terms of maritime diplomacy of 

India with France and UK in the Indo-Pacific. The major policy documents of all three 

countries have been scrutinised.   



Electronic Journal of Social and Strategic Studies                                                        Volume 2/Special Issue II 

Date of publication: 15 April 2021                                                                                                           April 2021 

https://doi.org/10.47362/EJSSS.2021.2203 

 

43 
 

 A finding of this paper is that Air Forces are being deployed along with Navies. Thus, it has 

touched upon the role of the Indian Air Force alongside the Indian Navy in maritime diplomacy.  

The Doctrines of both forces as also joint doctrine of the Indian Armed Forces have been 

quoted. In future both maritime and air power diplomacy would have to operate jointly.  

As can be seen there is middle power cooperation of India with France and UK in the Indo-

Pacific. France is a resident power in the Indian Ocean. It is also active in the Persian Gulf. It 

too would need to cooperate with India for the security of its Indian Ocean territories.   

The UK has a direct presence only in the Persian Gulf. Here too it has to cooperate with France, 

and USA. It would be a natural progression for India to also be a regional net security partner.   

In the South China Sea and Pacific Ocean there are suggestions for a trilateral with India 

Australia and France. Given the geographic location Australia would be a natural partner for 

France. Notwithstanding the specific governance structures for French Overseas Territories the 

geographic proximity makes the role of India and Australia vital as net security collaborators 

and providers. Given the common thread of Strategic Autonomy these countries can come 

together.  

In the South China Sea and Pacific Ocean, the UK will only be able to cooperate with partners. 

Commonwealth connections are effectively the UK’s best raison d’être to be present the South 

China Sea, Indian Ocean, and Pacific. This includes the FPDA countries. Further, New Zealand 

continues to secure the Pitcairn Islands.  

This article has highlighted both Quads together. Given that US and Australia are part of the 

both the Northern and Southern Quad there may be a case for a Pacific Group in the region. 

Were UK to also join this group, it could become the P 7.  

All three countries namely India, France and UK have their own governance and political issues 

to address. India would need to integrate maritime and air power. France would need to move 

towards effective governance arrangements with overseas territories. The UK would have to 

associate on an equal footing with dominions including Australia and even New Zealand. The 

UK would also have to build ties with India, and other Commonwealth countries. In some 

cases, these others may even take the lead.  

The role of India has been discussed in this paper. An outcome of this research is that Australia 

too has an important part in the Indo Pacific and with the Commonwealth. Since the pivot of 

the world is considered as shifting to the Indo Pacific these two middle powers would be key 

to regional and global security for decades to come.  Given that New Zealand is a 
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Commonwealth country and also part of the Southern Quad its role needs to be scrutinised. 

India-New Zealand relations can be a further topic of study. Knowing the decline of UK, were 

such a group to be formed it would need to be led by Australia and India in their respective 

geographic regions. Ninety years after the signing of the Statute of Westminster and ninety 

five years after the Balfour Declaration the Commonwealth has come a full circle. 

Technological factors too will influence cooperation as part of maritime diplomacy. This 

includes MDA, defence technology and infrastructure. Here too France has been more effective 

than the UK. Continued cooperation of India with both countries in these domains will be 

needed.  

International Organisations in the region will play an important role. Given that India and 

France are important players they would have to take the lead. The UK and Australia too have 

an important part in these groupings. There may even be scope to negotiate with China since it 

too is an observer in IONS.  

Constabulary role of maritime forces is also an important part of cooperation of India with the 

EU including France and UK. The benign role of navies also becomes relevant.  

This article has shown the interface of India with two major NATO middle powers and P5 

members besides the USA in the Indo Pacific. Going forward, France and UK will be important 

allies for India.  
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