RATIONALE FOR MARITIME FORCES


For almost half a century, our naval forces have faced total neglect, in spite of the increase in the role and new orientation to security concerns.  History is evidence that in the last five centuries, it is the maritime nation (nation dominating the oceans that have come out victorious in the power struggle.  Last in the series of contests being between the US and Soviet Union) that has always come out victorious.  Our naval forces have been  developed primarily to respond to one monolithic and potentially immediate threat.  There is now a new strategic environment with multi-faceted risks which are harder to predict and assess.  In consequence our naval forces are faced with new uncertainties and challenges.  The naval forces need the qualities of flexibility, mobility, reach  to the unexpected.


Over the last fifty years, the naval forces face two concurrent but different types of concerns.  The first is the threat from littoral states at the rim of the Indian Ocean, and second is the threat of extra-regional navies of the modern era.  It is often overlooked that his extra regional naval threat poses a nuclear challenge.  While it is recognized that India could not match the power of extra regional navies, however, it could pose a threat, and thus obtain a measure of sea denial, at least in its own waters.  Although China currently does not have the capability to stage into the Indian Ocean on regular basis, it has from time to time shown interest in doing so.


Naval development in India will not be a building up, but a catching up effort.  After independence, the British themselves left blueprints for a larger Navy for India.  While these were incorporated into India’s, the will and effort needed in building up was not there.  Like all planning process in the country the naval plan lost all momentum.  Indian analysts and commentators have sought to justify the poor development in defensive terms.


Turing to the task for Navy in the future, the Navy has to deter any potential aggressor.  Here the threat posed by global ballistic missiles availability and ever increasing number of states either having weapons of mass destruction in their arsenals of having virtual nuclear capability is additionally relevant.  The navy has responsibility to secure 7600 kilometer coastline, a two million square kilometer EEZ, 350 island territories, 10 major and 200 minor posts.  The Indian Ocean is rich in mineral resources such as polymetallic sulphide, manganese modules, oil and gas.  India derives over 60 percent of its indigenous oil off shore, and its platforms are highly vulnerable.  According to the ministry of defence this dependence of India on the ocean will increase.  It is anticipated that with the rise in population and depletion of land resources, our maritime interests are likely to grow very significantly in the future.


The major task is to protect the sea lines of communication.  Twenty five per cent of India trade is with west Asia (including oil) and must pass through the sea line of communication threatened by Pakistan.


The tasks are the ones most commonly used the world over and now need a careful revelation by the Indian government to arrive at an appropriated maritime strategy and force structure for the navy.  The naval planning documents such as the ones prepared in 1978 and 1985 have never been made public, and hence, have not been apprised critically.   This lack of transparency has meant creation of fear in the littoral states as far of as South East Asia.  India has nobody to blame but itself for this lack of clarity about its intention.


The traditional order is dying and burgeoning conflicts at sea compelled Indonesia and Malaysia to declare inter alia ‘the straits of Malacca and Singapore are not international straits,` while fully recognising their use for international shipping.  India needs to look after its naval needs.  India needs a Navy that has the capability to project and sustain at sea.  


The analysts of this country and abroad give the Indian Navy capability of reliable reach of 1400 km only.  In case of India this capability is fairly modest.  In addition, the Navy can sustain this for only 14 days, and would require several months of preparation to get to sea.  Essentially, what India confronts is a debate about a trade-off between growing and manifest requirements for a ‘blue water’ force to meet India’s wide security requirements.  The Indian government has made here concerns of security having wider ramifications.  This has been amply stated by various government functionaries, ever since India carried out a nuclear test in May 1998.


To set things right, the first step is to develop ports with true infrastructure.  India has only 10 major parts.  Most of these are under developed and highly congested.  Some of these ports are also not located in terms of assessed threat.  The failure to develop facilities together, with overcrowded situation, is likely to impose over all constraint on future expansion of the fleet.            

India has undertaken to actively participate in UN military and security assignments.  To undertake these tasks, the Navy needs to have an immediate reaction force.  This standing naval force should be capable of deployment in their role as the initial response faces in any crisis.  These standing naval force aim to provide permanent demonstration and latent capability.  They therefore help to dissuade any potential aggressor.


Should a crisis demand, the Navy should be able to move larger force as required?  Submarines, amphibious force, maritime patrol and attack anticrafts will make an important contribution.  Additional requirements are air defence, surveillance and naval gun fire support.  To achieve this, the Navy needs a balanced force.  This could be achieved by a little thought of ensuring joint command.  This command should have its integral all arm and land force.  The present capability available with India is to land just 2000 troops.  This needs to augment and Navy be given its own land force under command the purpose of this amphibious force is to exploit the maritime environment in order to project force from sea to land.   This possession of an amphibious capability, maintained at a high state of readiness is in itself a significant contribution to conventional deterrence.  Beyond the are of what the amphibious capability principally exists in order to do.  There is a whole large of other military tasks which a force is ideally suited to perform.  The creation of this force would add breadth to an already wide spectrum of options available to the government.


The navy needs to augment and upgrade its submarine arm.  Submarine remains a versatile, cost-effective platform for conducing a wide range of tasks in the maritime battlefield.  It has a remarkable autonomous capability and contributes substantially to other warfare disciplines.  It combines substantial deterent power, is employable throughout the crisis spectrum, and possesses talent match-winning potential and the ability to shape the course of conflict in war.


The last arm that needs immediate attention is the air arm. The in-depth defence requires ‘organic arm cover’ Implicit in this is the possibility of power projection.  The present vertical short take off and landing capable air crafts limit projection capability.  The navy needs an aircraft of larger size than (15,000 tonne) being thought of.


The debate above suggests a number of features about the development of India’s Navy.  To begin with, the Indian government has to finally make it clear that it wishes to be a live naval.  Power.  This lack of comprehensive strategic role for the navy has deprived it of much needed funds.  To many this has looked or appeared as thogh  India s a nation does not have the ‘will to power’, in the sense that it is not yet ready to lay down plans and make long term sacrifices that would be necessary for it to emerge as a true power in the reigon and in the Indian Ocean.  Lastly, India must embark to have a comprehensive system to monitor, that enables it to obtain real time information or intelligence relating to more distant waters surrounding it.

