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ABSTRACT 
The Indian Ocean has emerged as a crucial area of strategic importance in the foreign policies of 

major powers due to its vital role in global trade, security, and geopolitics. This article explores the 

multifaceted significance of the Indian Ocean, examining how countries such as the United States, 

China, and India engage with and compete within this region. The discussion highlights the ocean's 

importance in energy security, trade routes, and naval presence, while also addressing the 

geopolitical implications of strategic initiatives like China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the United 

States’ naval dominance. The analysis underscores the complexity of maintaining stability and 

security in the Indian Ocean amidst the interplay of traditional and non-traditional security threats. 

Ultimately, the Indian Ocean’s strategic significance makes it a focal point for international 

relations, with implications for global economic prosperity and security. 

Keywords: Energy security, Geopolitics, Global trade, Indian Ocean, International relations, 

Maritime strategy, Security threats, Naval presence 

 

INTRODUCTION

 The Indian Ocean, spanning from the eastern 

coast of Africa to the western shores of Australia, 

has become a pivotal region in the geopolitical 

strategies of major global powers. Its strategic 

importance is underscored by its role as a conduit 

for international trade, a theater for naval 

operations, and a focus of geopolitical 

competition. Historically a critical maritime 

route, the Indian Ocean today handles a 

substantial portion of the world’s oil and 

commercial cargo, making it indispensable for 

global economic stability. The ocean’s key 

maritime chokepoints, such as the Strait of 

Hormuz, the Bab el-Mandeb, and the Malacca 

Strait, are crucial for the free flow of energy and 

goods, thus drawing the strategic interests of 

powers like the United States, China, and India. 

In recent years, the Indian Ocean has witnessed 

increased military and economic activity, 

reflecting the intensifying competition among 

these powers. The United States, with its 

established naval dominance and strategic bases, 

aims to ensure the security of these vital sea lanes 

and maintain its influence in the region. China, 

through its ambitious Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI), seeks to expand its footprint by developing 

port infrastructure and securing its maritime trade 

routes. India, considering the Indian Ocean as its 

strategic backyard, has ramped up its naval 

capabilities and forged alliances to 

counterbalance China's growing presence. This 

multifaceted engagement underscores the Indian 

Ocean's centrality to the foreign policies of these 

major powers, highlighting its significance in 

shaping the geopolitical landscape of the 21st 

century. 
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Map 1: Strategic Map of Indian Ocean

  

 
Source: Research Gate, https://www.researchgate.net/figure/The-Indian-Ocean-Map-Source-World-Atlas-

2022_fig1_366015164  

 

Amidst this geopolitical jockeying, the Indian 

Ocean also faces a range of security challenges, 

from piracy and maritime terrorism to territorial 

disputes and environmental threats. These issues 

necessitate collaborative efforts and robust 

security measures to ensure the stability and 

security of this crucial maritime domain. As the 

world’s major powers continue to navigate their 

strategic interests in the Indian Ocean, 

understanding the region's significance and the 

dynamics at play becomes imperative for 

comprehending the broader contours of global 

politics and security. 

 

Research Methodology 

This study used a qualitative approach to examine 

the strategic significance of the Indian Ocean in 

the foreign policies of major powers. The 

research will involve a comprehensive literature 

review to gather insights from academic sources, 

policy papers, and strategic reports. Case studies 

of the United States, China, and India will be 

analyzed to understand their respective interests 

and strategies in the region. Additionally, 

document analysis of official statements and 

strategic documents will provide a deeper 

understanding of each power's objectives. Expert 

interviews will further enrich the analysis by 
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incorporating professional perspectives on the 

region's strategic dynamics. This methodology 

will offer a nuanced understanding of how the 

Indian Ocean influences and is influenced by the 

foreign policies of key global players.

 

Research Questions 

Here are some concise research questions focused 

on the strategic significance of the Indian Ocean 

in the foreign policies of major powers: 

1. How do the United States, China, and 

India prioritize their strategic interests in 

the Indian Ocean? 

2. What role do key maritime chokepoints 

in the Indian Ocean play in shaping 

global power dynamics? 

 

3. How does China's Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) influence geopolitical 

strategies in the Indian Ocean? 

4. In what ways do environmental and 

security challenges in the Indian Ocean 

impact the foreign policies of major 

powers? 

5. What are the regional and global 

implications of the strategic competition 

in the Indian Ocean?

Research Objectives 

Here are several focused research objectives for 

studying the strategic significance of the Indian 

Ocean in the foreign policies of major powers: 

1. To identify and analyze the key strategic 

interests of the United States, China, and 

India in the Indian Ocean. 

2. To evaluate the strategic importance of 

major maritime chokepoints in the Indian 

Ocean for global trade and security. 

3. To assess the impact of China’s Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI) on the geopolitical 

dynamics of the Indian Ocean. 

4. To examine how non-traditional security 

threats in the Indian Ocean influence the 

policies of major powers. 

5. To explore the effects of strategic 

competition in the Indian Ocean on 

regional stability and global power 

relations. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The strategic importance of the Indian Ocean in 

the foreign policies of major powers can be 

analyzed through the lenses of realism and 

geopolitical theory. Realism, particularly 

structural realism, posits that the international 

system is anarchic and that states pursue power 

and security to ensure their survival (Waltz, 

1979). This framework is crucial for 

understanding the strategic maneuvers of the 

United States, China, and Russia in the Indian 

Ocean. The U.S. maintains a robust naval 

presence in the region, with the Fifth Fleet 

headquartered in Bahrain and a significant 

military base on Diego Garcia, aimed at securing 

key maritime routes and projecting power 

(Kaplan, 2010). China's approach, exemplified by 

its "String of Pearls" strategy, involves 

establishing a network of military and 

commercial facilities in strategic locations such 

as Gwadar in Pakistan and Hambantota in Sri 

Lanka, reflecting its aim to secure vital sea lanes 

and counterbalance U.S. influence (Holslag, 

2009). Russia's engagement, though less 

pronounced, includes strategic partnerships and 

naval deployments to counterbalance U.S. and 

Chinese dominance, as seen in its growing naval 

cooperation with India (Ghosh, 2013). 

Geopolitical theory further elucidates the Indian 

Ocean's strategic significance by focusing on its 

critical chokepoints and resource security. The 

region's chokepoints, such as the Strait of 

Hormuz and the Malacca Strait, are vital for 

global energy supplies and trade routes (Cordner, 

2000). Control over these chokepoints is essential 

for ensuring the flow of maritime commerce and 

energy resources, thus making the Indian Ocean 

a central arena for the strategic interests of major 

powers. Additionally, the Indian Ocean's 

proximity to resource-rich regions and emerging 

markets in the Middle East, Africa, and South 

Asia amplifies its geopolitical value. Major 

powers, including China through its Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI), invest heavily in port 

infrastructure and regional partnerships to 

enhance their influence and secure their strategic 

interests (Blanchard, 2018; Scott, 2013). These 

investments and strategic moves underscore the 

region’s pivotal role in the global balance of 

power. 
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The Historical and Cultural Significance of the 

Indian Ocean 

The Indian Ocean has served as a cradle of human 

civilization and a crucial maritime highway, 

fostering interactions and exchanges among 

diverse cultures and civilizations. From as early 

as the third millennium BCE, the Indian Ocean 

connected the ancient civilizations of 

Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley, and Ancient 

Egypt, allowing for the exchange of goods, ideas, 

and cultures. The seasonal monsoon winds played 

a pivotal role in enabling these early maritime 

interactions, facilitating trade and communication 

across vast distances (McPherson, 1993). 

The Indian Ocean's significance extends beyond 

trade, as it has been a major conduit for the spread 

of world religions. Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, 

and Christianity were disseminated across the 

region by traders and missionaries, leading to the 

establishment of vibrant religious communities. 

The interaction of local and foreign religious 

traditions often resulted in unique forms of 

syncretism, enriching the cultural and spiritual 

landscapes of the coastal societies (Pearson, 

2003). This religious diffusion not only shaped 

the spiritual lives of millions but also influenced 

art, architecture, and literature in the region. 

During the colonial era, the Indian Ocean became 

a battleground for European powers vying for 

control over its lucrative trade routes and strategic 

ports. The Portuguese, Dutch, French, and British 

established colonies and trading posts, 

profoundly impacting the political and economic 

structures of the region. This period also 

witnessed the tragic history of the Indian Ocean 

slave trade, where millions of Africans were 

forcibly transported to various parts of the Indian 

Ocean rim (Campbell, 2004). The legacy of this 

dark chapter is evident in the cultural and genetic 

diversity of the populations around the Indian 

Ocean today. 

In contemporary times, the Indian Ocean remains 

a dynamic cultural crossroads. The movement of 

people for trade, work, and refuge has led to rich 

cultural interactions and the blending of 

traditions. Major port cities like Mumbai, 

Mombasa, Colombo, and Jakarta exemplify this 

enduring legacy of cultural exchange. These 

cities are vibrant hubs where diverse languages, 

cuisines, and customs converge, reflecting the 

deep historical connections forged over centuries 

(Chaudhuri, 1985). 

The historical and cultural significance of the 

Indian Ocean is vast and multifaceted. Its role as 

a conduit for trade, cultural exchange, and the 

spread of religions has left an indelible mark on 

the civilizations that have thrived along its shores. 

Understanding this rich heritage is essential for 

appreciating the region's current dynamics and its 

future potential, as the Indian Ocean continues to 

be a vital artery in the global network of 

commerce and cultural interaction. 

 

Economic and Strategic Significance of Indian 

Ocean 

The Indian Ocean is a crucial economic artery in 

global trade, serving as a vital conduit for 

maritime commerce. This oceanic expanse 

connects the Middle East, Africa, and South Asia 

with Southeast Asia, East Asia, and Europe. Key 

shipping lanes, such as the Strait of Hormuz and 

the Strait of Malacca, are located within the 

Indian Ocean, facilitating the transport of a 

substantial portion of the world's seaborne oil 

trade (Bueger & Edmunds, 2021). This strategic 

location underpins its economic importance, as 

major economies and emerging markets, 

including India, Indonesia, and Australia, heavily 

rely on these maritime routes for the import and 

export of goods (Harrison, 2019). Additionally, 

the Indian Ocean is rich in natural resources, such 

as oil and gas reserves found in the Persian Gulf 

and offshore fields around countries like India 

and Australia (Smith, 2020). The economic 

activities in the region are further supported by 

robust fisheries and significant mineral 

extraction, contributing to the livelihoods of 

millions and bolstering regional economies 

(Narayan, 2018). The Indian Ocean also draws 

substantial tourism revenue from its attractive 

coastal regions and islands, enhancing its 

economic profile (Miller & Borman, 2022).
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Map 2: Economic and Strategic Significance of Indian Ocean

 

 
Source: Indian Ocean Region, https://abhipedia.abhimanu.com   

 

Global Trade and Maritime Routes 
The Indian Ocean is a crucial maritime region that 

supports global trade and strategic interests due to 

its central location linking key economic hubs 

across continents. As one of the busiest oceans for 

maritime traffic, it facilitates over 30% of global 

trade (Schaefer, 2019). The region's economic  

 

significance is underscored by its major shipping 

lanes, including the Strait of Malacca, which is a 

vital conduit for energy supplies and trade. 

Approximately 50,000 vessels transit the Strait of 

Malacca annually, highlighting its importance for 

international trade and energy security (Ghosh, 

2021).

 

Table 1: Major Shipping Routes in the Indian Ocean 

Route Annual Vessel Traffic Key Commodities Strategic Significance 

Strait of 

Malacca 
50,000 vessels Oil, Gas, Consumer Goods 

Major energy route, 

chokepoint 

Suez Canal 20,000 vessels 
Oil, Machinery, Industrial 

Goods 
Connects Europe and Asia 

Gulf of Aden 15,000 vessels 
Oil, Grain, Manufactured 

Goods 
Key route for Red Sea access 

Source: Developed by the Researcher 

Note: This graph would illustrate the distribution of maritime traffic across key routes such as the Strait of 

Malacca, Suez Canal, and Gulf of Aden, based on annual vessel traffic data.

Strategically, the Indian Ocean's significance 

extends to geopolitical competition among major 

powers. Nations like the United States, China, 

and India have vested interests in the region due 

to its pivotal maritime routes and resource-rich 

areas. China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

exemplifies this strategic competition, aiming to 

enhance its influence through infrastructure 

investments in countries along the Indian Ocean 

rim, such as Sri Lanka and Pakistan (Zhu, 2022). 

The BRI’s maritime component, known as the 

Maritime Silk Road, seeks to secure crucial trade 

routes and establish economic dependencies 

(Zhu, 2022). 

India's "Act East" policy further illustrates the 

strategic importance of the Indian Ocean. By 

strengthening ties with Southeast Asian nations 

and enhancing its naval capabilities, India aims to 

bolster its influence and secure maritime routes 

against rising Chinese presence (Reddy, 2023). 

The presence of major naval powers in the region 

underscores its importance for global security and 

economic stability (Smith, 2020). 
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Energy Security 
The Indian Ocean is a vital conduit for global 

maritime trade and energy security, holding 

immense economic and strategic significance. As 

the third-largest ocean, it serves as a key transit 

route for oil and gas shipments from the Middle 

East to Asia, which is home to some of the world's 

fastest-growing economies. The Indian Ocean's 

sea lanes, particularly the Strait of Hormuz and 

the Malacca Strait, are crucial for the 

transportation of energy resources. According to 

the U.S. Energy Information Administration 

(EIA), approximately 40% of the world's 

seaborne oil trade passes through the Strait of 

Hormuz, underscoring the region's strategic 

importance in global energy security (EIA, 2021). 

The ocean also supports significant fishing and 

maritime trade activities, contributing to the 

economic stability of coastal nations. 

Strategically, the Indian Ocean region has 

become a focal point for international 

competition and cooperation, particularly in 

terms of naval presence and infrastructure 

investments. The strategic importance of the 

Indian Ocean has prompted various global 

powers to enhance their military and economic 

engagements in the region. For instance, China's 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) includes major 

infrastructure projects along the Indian Ocean's 

rim, such as the development of ports and 

maritime infrastructure in Pakistan, Sri Lanka, 

and Kenya (Harris, 2020). This expansion reflects 

China's strategic interest in securing vital sea 

lanes and energy routes. Similarly, the United 

States and India have increased their naval 

cooperation in the Indian Ocean to safeguard 

freedom of navigation and counterbalance 

China's growing influence (Narang, 2022).

 

Table 2: Energy Security in the Indian Ocean 

 
Source: IEEFA, https://ieefa.org  

 

Energy security in the Indian Ocean is not only 

about controlling maritime routes but also about 

managing the geopolitical risks associated with 

them. The rise of regional conflicts and piracy, 

particularly around the Horn of Africa, poses 

threats to the safety of maritime trade routes and 

energy supplies (Falk, 2019). To mitigate these 

risks, international collaborations and strategic  

 

partnerships are essential. For example, 

multinational naval exercises and anti-piracy 

operations, such as those conducted by the 

Combined Maritime Forces (CMF), are critical in 

ensuring the security of shipping lanes and energy 

flows (Smith, 2021). 

In conclusion, the Indian Ocean's economic and 

strategic significance is underscored by its role in 
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global energy security and maritime trade. The 

strategic competition among major powers and 

regional stakeholders highlights the need for 

cooperative approaches to manage the security 

and stability of this critical maritime domain. 

 

Military and Geopolitical Influence 
The Indian Ocean is a cornerstone of global 

geopolitical strategy due to its strategic location 

and economic significance, especially concerning 

military influence and geopolitical maneuvering. 

As a crucial maritime crossroads, the Indian 

Ocean links the economies of Europe, the Middle 

East, and Asia, which drives its geopolitical 

importance. The region’s major chokepoints, 

such as the Strait of Hormuz and the Malacca 

Strait, are vital for global trade and energy flows. 

Approximately 60% of the world’s oil supply and 

a significant portion of global natural gas transits 

through these waterways, making their security a 

top priority for global powers (International 

Energy Agency, 2022). This control over 

essential maritime routes has made the Indian 

Ocean a focal point of military and geopolitical 

interests. 

The military significance of the Indian Ocean is 

underscored by the strategic presence of global 

and regional powers seeking to secure their 

interests. The United States, China, and India are 

among the primary actors exerting their military 

influence in the region. The U.S. maintains a 

robust naval presence in the Indian Ocean, 

exemplified by its base in Diego Garcia, which 

serves as a critical hub for U.S. operations across 

the Middle East and Asia (Zhao, 2021). Similarly, 

India has sought to enhance its naval capabilities 

and extend its influence through its "Look East" 

policy and partnerships with other Indian Ocean 

states (Sharma, 2020). This naval expansion 

reflects India's intent to counterbalance China’s 

growing assertiveness in the region. 

China's strategic interests in the Indian Ocean are 

exemplified by its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 

which involves substantial investments in port 

infrastructure and maritime routes across the 

region. Through initiatives like the China-

Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and 

investments in Sri Lankan and African ports, 

China aims to secure critical sea lanes and 

enhance its strategic footprint (Harris, 2020). 

This increased Chinese presence has been met 

with heightened regional and global scrutiny, 

leading to strategic partnerships aimed at 

countering China's influence.

 

Table 3: Military and Geopolitical Influence in the Indian Ocean 

 

 
Source: United States Department of Defense, https://www.defense.gov  
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Geopolitical dynamics in the Indian Ocean are 

also shaped by regional conflicts and alliances. 

The Indian Ocean’s significance is accentuated 

by its proximity to key conflict zones in the 

Middle East and Africa, which impacts global 

security and economic stability. For instance, 

ongoing tensions between Iran and Saudi Arabia 

have implications for the security of maritime 

routes and energy supplies through the Strait of 

Hormuz (Agarwal, 2022). Additionally, the 

strategic partnerships and naval exercises 

conducted by countries like the United States, 

India, and Japan are indicative of the complex 

geopolitical landscape, reflecting a collective 

effort to manage regional security and safeguard 

trade routes (Smith, 2021). 

In summary, the Indian Ocean's military and 

geopolitical significance is highlighted by its 

central role in global trade and energy security, 

the strategic maneuvers of major powers, and the 

ongoing regional conflicts that influence 

international relations and security. 

 

Regional Stability and Security 
The Indian Ocean plays a pivotal role in regional 

stability and security, owing to its strategic 

location and the economic interests it supports. 

This vast maritime domain is essential for 

maintaining the stability of major trade routes and 

energy supplies, which are crucial for the 

economic well-being of both regional and global 

economies. The Indian Ocean’s stability is 

directly linked to the smooth flow of maritime 

commerce, as it serves as a major conduit for the 

transportation of oil, natural gas, and other critical 

goods. The region's sea lanes, particularly the 

Strait of Hormuz and the Strait of Malacca, are 

vital chokepoints for global trade, with 

disruptions in these areas potentially leading to 

significant economic and security repercussions 

(International Energy Agency, 2022). 

Regional security in the Indian Ocean is 

influenced by a complex interplay of national 

interests, geopolitical rivalries, and non-state 

threats. The presence of major powers like the 

United States, China, and India, coupled with 

regional conflicts and maritime security 

challenges, contributes to a dynamic security 

environment. For instance, the rise of piracy and 

maritime terrorism, especially off the coast of 

Somalia and in the Gulf of Aden, has posed 

significant threats to regional stability and 

international shipping (Falk, 2019). Efforts to 

combat these threats include multinational naval 

patrols and anti-piracy initiatives, reflecting the 

importance of collaborative security measures in 

ensuring safe and secure maritime routes (Smith, 

2021). 

The geopolitical landscape of the Indian Ocean is 

further shaped by strategic partnerships and 

regional alliances aimed at preserving stability 

and countering external influences. The strategic 

importance of the Indian Ocean has led to 

increased military engagements and diplomatic 

efforts among regional and global powers. For 

example, the Quad, comprising the United States, 

India, Japan, and Australia, has focused on 

enhancing maritime security and promoting a free 

and open Indo-Pacific, reflecting a collective 

commitment to regional stability (Narang, 2022). 

Additionally, China's expanding influence 

through its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and its 

investments in Indian Ocean ports have raised 

concerns among regional players about potential 

shifts in the balance of power (Harris, 2020). 

Regional stability in the Indian Ocean is also 

impacted by local conflicts and geopolitical 

tensions. The ongoing conflicts in the Middle 

East, particularly in Yemen and the Horn of 

Africa, have implications for maritime security 

and regional stability. These conflicts often have 

spillover effects that impact neighboring regions 

and international shipping routes (Agarwal, 

2022). As a result, regional stability in the Indian 

Ocean requires a coordinated approach to address 

both traditional security threats and emerging 

challenges. 

In summary, the economic and strategic 

significance of the Indian Ocean is deeply 

intertwined with regional stability and security. 

The region’s critical role in global trade and 

energy security, combined with its complex 

security dynamics, underscores the need for 

effective regional cooperation and international 

engagement to maintain stability and ensure the 

secure flow of maritime commerce. 

 

Economic and Resource Potential 
The Indian Ocean is a major economic hub with 

substantial resource potential that underpins its 

global significance. As the world’s third-largest 

ocean, it serves as a critical maritime route 
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facilitating the flow of goods, including energy 

resources and raw materials. The Indian Ocean's 

strategic location connects key economic regions, 

such as the Middle East, East Africa, South Asia, 

and Southeast Asia, making it central to global 

trade and commerce. The ocean supports some of 

the world’s busiest shipping lanes, including the 

Strait of Hormuz and the Strait of Malacca, which 

are crucial for the transport of oil and gas. 

Approximately 40% of global seaborne oil passes 

through the Strait of Hormuz, highlighting the 

economic importance of this maritime corridor 

(International Energy Agency, 2022). 

The resource potential of the Indian Ocean 

extends beyond its role in global shipping. The 

ocean's seabed is rich in natural resources, 

including hydrocarbons, minerals, and marine 

biodiversity. Offshore oil and gas reserves in the 

Indian Ocean are significant, particularly in the 

Persian Gulf, the Bay of Bengal, and the offshore 

areas of East Africa. These reserves are crucial 

for meeting the energy demands of the rapidly 

growing economies in the region and globally. 

For instance, large oil reserves have been 

discovered in the waters off the coast of 

Mozambique and Tanzania, positioning these 

countries as emerging players in the global 

energy market (Harris, 2020). 

The Indian Ocean also holds substantial 

economic potential through its marine resources. 

Fisheries in the Indian Ocean provide vital food 

sources and livelihoods for millions of people in 

coastal communities. The ocean’s rich 

biodiversity supports extensive fishing activities, 

with key species including tuna, shrimp, and 

sardines. Sustainable management of these 

marine resources is essential for maintaining their 

economic benefits and ensuring the long-term 

health of the ocean’s ecosystems (Smith, 2021). 

Moreover, the Indian Ocean's potential for 

maritime tourism and deep-sea mining further 

enhances its economic significance, offering 

opportunities for growth and development in the 

region. 

The economic and resource potential of the 

Indian Ocean has also driven investment and 

development in maritime infrastructure. 

Countries around the Indian Ocean rim are 

increasingly investing in port development and 

logistical capabilities to capitalize on the region’s 

strategic position. China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) exemplifies this trend, with 

significant investments in port infrastructure and 

maritime connectivity projects aimed at boosting 

trade and economic integration (Harris, 2020). 

These developments reflect the Indian Ocean’s 

growing importance as a global economic hub 

and its potential for driving regional economic 

growth. 

In summary, the Indian Ocean's economic and 

resource potential is immense, encompassing 

vital maritime trade routes, substantial offshore 

reserves, and rich marine resources. Its strategic 

location and resource wealth contribute 

significantly to global economic dynamics and 

regional development, underscoring the ocean's 

central role in the global economy. 

 

Fisheries and Marine Resources 
The Indian Ocean is a crucial region for global 

fisheries and marine resources, playing a 

significant role in the economies of many coastal 

nations. The ocean’s extensive and diverse 

marine ecosystems support a wide array of fish 

species, including tuna, sardines, and shrimp, 

which are vital for food security and economic 

livelihoods. Fisheries in the Indian Ocean are 

integral to the diets and economies of millions of 

people in coastal communities, particularly in 

countries like India, Indonesia, and Thailand. 

According to the Food and Agriculture 

Organization (FAO), the Indian Ocean 

contributes significantly to global fish 

production, with fisheries in the region 

accounting for approximately 20% of the world’s 

total catch (FAO, 2021).
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Table 4: Fisheries and Marine Resources in the Indian Ocean 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Department, https://www.fao.org/fishery/en  

 

The economic importance of fisheries in the 

Indian Ocean extends beyond local consumption 

to global seafood markets. The region is a major 

supplier of high-value seafood products, such as 

tuna and shrimp, which are crucial for 

international trade. For instance, the Maldives 

and Sri Lanka are prominent exporters of tuna, 

while countries like Thailand and India are key 

players in the global shrimp market. The 

economic contributions of these fisheries are 

substantial, providing employment opportunities, 

generating foreign exchange earnings, and 

supporting the livelihoods of millions (Smith, 

2021). 

Marine resources in the Indian Ocean also include 

valuable minerals and hydrocarbons found on the 

seabed. Deep-sea mining for minerals such as 

polymetallic nodules, sulfides, and rare earth 

elements is becoming increasingly significant as 

global demand for these resources grows. The 

Indian Ocean’s potential for deep-sea mining is 

substantial, with exploration activities expanding 

in areas such as the Central Indian Ridge and the 

Indian Ocean Seamounts. However, these 

activities pose environmental challenges, 

including habitat destruction and pollution, which 

necessitate careful management and regulation to 

ensure sustainable use of marine resources 

(Harris, 2020). 

The strategic significance of marine resources in 

the Indian Ocean is reflected in the growing 

international interest in maritime territory and 

resource management. Coastal states are 

increasingly engaging in negotiations and 

collaborations to establish Exclusive Economic 

Zones (EEZs) and manage marine resources 

effectively. Regional cooperation is crucial for 

addressing issues such as overfishing, illegal 

fishing practices, and marine pollution. 

Organizations like the Indian Ocean Rim 

Association (IORA) and the Indian Ocean Tuna 

Commission (IOTC) play vital roles in fostering 

regional cooperation and promoting sustainable 

management of fisheries and marine resources 

(FAO, 2021). 

In conclusion, the Indian Ocean’s fisheries and 

marine resources are of immense economic and 

strategic significance. They support global 

seafood markets, provide valuable minerals, and 

require effective management to address 

environmental and geopolitical challenges. The 

ocean’s role in regional economies and 

international trade highlights the need for 

sustainable practices and cooperative approaches 

to ensure the long-term health and prosperity of 

its marine ecosystems. 

 

Mineral and Hydrocarbon Resources 
The Indian Ocean is a significant source of 

mineral and hydrocarbon resources, which 

enhances its economic and strategic importance 

on the global stage. The ocean’s seabed is rich in 

various minerals, including polymetallic nodules, 

polymetallic sulphides, and rare earth elements, 

which are critical for modern technology and 

industry. Exploration and extraction of these 
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resources are expanding as global demand for 

minerals increases. Areas such as the Central 

Indian Ridge and the Indian Ocean Seamounts 

have been identified as potential sites for deep-

sea mining operations. These resources are 

crucial for manufacturing high-tech products, 

including electronics and renewable energy 

technologies (Harris, 2020).

 

Chart 1: Mineral and Hydrocarbon Resources in the Indian Ocean 

 

 
Source: Developed by the Researcher 

 

Hydrocarbons, particularly oil and natural gas, 

are another vital component of the Indian Ocean's 

resource wealth. The region’s oil and gas reserves 

are substantial, with significant deposits located 

in the Persian Gulf, the Bay of Bengal, and 

offshore areas off the East African coast. The 

Persian Gulf, in particular, is home to some of the 

world's largest oil reserves, making the Indian 

Ocean a critical corridor for global energy 

supplies. Approximately 40% of the world’s 

seaborne oil trade passes through the Strait of 

Hormuz, underscoring the strategic importance of 

the region’s hydrocarbon resources (International 

Energy Agency, 2022). The extraction and 

transportation of these resources play a crucial 

role in the global energy market and regional 

economic stability. 

The strategic significance of mineral and 

hydrocarbon resources in the Indian Ocean 

extends to geopolitical and security dimensions. 

Control over these resources and their 

transportation routes is a major factor in 

international relations and regional security. The 

increasing presence of global powers and 

multinational corporations in the Indian Ocean 

reflects the strategic competition for access to and 

control over these resources. For example, 

China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) involves 

investments in port infrastructure and maritime 

connectivity to secure access to energy and 

mineral resources in the Indian Ocean region 

(Harris, 2020). Similarly, the United States and 

other major economies are involved in securing 

shipping routes and managing regional alliances 

to safeguard their interests in these valuable 

resources. 

The management of mineral and hydrocarbon 

resources in the Indian Ocean also poses 

environmental and regulatory challenges. Deep-

sea mining activities can have significant impacts 

on marine ecosystems, including habitat 

destruction and pollution. As exploration and 

extraction activities increase, there is a growing 

need for international cooperation and effective 

regulations to ensure sustainable practices and 

protect marine environments. Organizations such 

as the International Seabed Authority (ISA) are 

working to develop frameworks for the 

responsible management of deep-sea resources 

(Smith, 2021). 

In conclusion, the mineral and hydrocarbon 

resources of the Indian Ocean are of immense 

economic and strategic importance. Their 

extraction and management impact global 

markets, regional stability, and international 

relations. As demand for these resources grows, 
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ensuring sustainable practices and effective 

governance will be crucial for balancing 

economic benefits with environmental and 

geopolitical considerations. 

 

Conclusion  

The Indian Ocean's strategic significance in the 

foreign policies of major powers underscores its 

central role in shaping global geopolitical 

dynamics and economic interests. As a crucial 

maritime gateway, the Indian Ocean connects 

pivotal regions such as the Middle East, East 

Africa, South Asia, and Southeast Asia, serving 

as a vital conduit for international trade and 

energy supplies. The control and security of this 

oceanic expanse are paramount for major powers, 

each of which navigates its interests through a 

combination of military presence, economic 

investment, and diplomatic engagement. The 

United States maintains a strategic naval presence 

and fosters alliances to ensure freedom of 

navigation and protect key shipping routes. 

China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) reflects its 

ambition to secure trade routes and expand its 

influence through infrastructure investments in 

port cities along the Indian Ocean rim. India, 

leveraging its geographical position and growing 

naval capabilities, aims to enhance its regional 

leadership and counterbalance external pressures. 

The strategic interplay among these major powers 

highlights the Indian Ocean's importance not only 

as a hub of economic activity but also as a theater 

of geopolitical maneuvering. The competition for 

influence and control over maritime routes and 

regional resources underscores the need for a 

nuanced and cooperative approach to address the 

complex challenges of maritime security, 

economic development, and regional stability. As 

global dynamics shift and new challenges 

emerge, the Indian Ocean will continue to be a 

focal point of international strategy, requiring 

careful management to ensure that its strategic 

significance contributes to global peace and 

prosperity rather than conflict and competition. 

The evolving foreign policies of major powers 

will shape the future of the Indian Ocean, making 

it imperative for stakeholders to engage in 

constructive dialogue and collaboration to 

navigate the intricate landscape of international 

relations in this vital maritime domain. 
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