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DISCLAIMER

While every care has been taken in the preparation of the materials
contained within this publication, AP4D will not be held liable or
responsible for any loss, damage or other inconvenience caused as
aresult of any inaccuracy or error within the pages of this publication.
This publication is not a substitute for independent professional
advice and you should obtain any appropriate professional advice
relevant to your particular circumstances. Views expressed cannot be
attributed to any individuals or organisations involved in the process.

Executive Summary

Through its history as a modern state Australia has mostly had limited interaction with Indian Ocean countries.
Arguably it has been the Pacific Ocean which Australia has looked to as the principal source of opportunities

and threats.

Yet as the country with the world’s longest Indian Ocean
coastline, the northeastern Indian Ocean is part of
Australia’s immediate region and an area of strategic
priority. This makes the increase of military buildup and
competition in the Indian Ocean of great concern.

Australia has a direct interest in a stable and
prosperous Indian Ocean. This means a region where
people can trade freely and where countries are able
to pursue their development and prosperity.

Given that stability is a key concern, Australia has an interest
in supporting the conditions that enhance stability, such

as the rule of law and protection of human rights. Poverty
and disadvantage within the region can give rise to social
tension and instability, which can spill over to the sea lines of
communication in the form of piracy and irregular migration.

While there are persistent issues of disadvantage within the
region, the Indian Ocean is also home to some of the world’s
fastest growing economies. The rise of India as a burgeoning
major power has helped shift Australia’s focus. Bangladesh
can be overlooked due to the mammoth size of its neighbour,
yet its own considerable population and recent strong rates of
economic growth mark it as a country that cannot be ignored.

The importance of maritime routes through the Indian
Ocean means that Sri Lanka and island states like
Maldives are also vital. The Indian Ocean functions
as a holistic strategic theatre, with instability in one
sector having a flow-effect to the region as whole.

What does it look like for Australia to Strengthen its Indian Ocean Engagement

Australia’s enthusiastic adoption of the Indo-Pacific concept
has helped Australian foreign policy focus on the Indian
Ocean in a way that it has not done so much in the past.

However, Australia being a cultural and political outsider may
work in its favour. Because it comes with significantly less
baggage of history, Australia can be seen as more benign
and working towards addressing the genuine problems of the
region. This provides an opportunity for Australia to lead on
initiatives that can help build regional habits of cooperation.

This paper sets out pathways for greater engagement in:
. Environment
. Maritime security
. Maritime response

. Search and rescue

. Maritime domain awareness

. lllegal, unreported and unregulated fishing
. Port state control

. Defence diplomacy

. Diplomacy

. Education

. Diaspora linkages

. Economic security



Specific recommendations include:

. Creating an Indian Ocean Centre for Environmental Security in Perth.
. Pursuing a regional agreement to deny entry to all Indian Ocean ports to out-of-area illegal fishing vessels.
. Supporting efforts to reform the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission.

. Providing radio frequency satellite data to the Regional Maritime Information Fusion Centre in
Madagascar and the Regional Operations Coordination Centre in the Seychelles.

. Increasing Australia’s diplomatic personnel in Indian Ocean countries.
. Placing more defence attachés in missions across the region.
. Establishing defence reserve unit relationships with small island states in the Indian Ocean.

. Expanding strategic defence dialogues in the Indian Ocean to enable officials to exchange ideas with their counterparts.

. Continuing to expand educational partnerships within the region, through the presence
of Australian universities as well as scholarships and educational exchanges.

. Increasing support from Export Finance Australia and Australian Development
Investments to open markets within the region.

. Expanding the current Australia-Bangladesh Trade and Investment Framework Arrangement
to enable Bangladeshi products to continue to enter Australia duty-free and quota-
free after Bangladesh graduates out of least-developed country status.

/

In line with key Australian foreign policy documents, this paper focuses on the north-eastern Indian Ocean as Australia’s
primary area of interest.

While at its most expansive the Indian Ocean refers to all countries on the rim of the Indian Ocean as well as the maritime
space of the ocean itself, this paper is primarily concerned with the north-eastern Indian Ocean defined to include India,
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka and island states and territories such as Maldives and Mauritius.

It does not focus on Southeast Asia, which is covered by other AP4D papers.

~
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Why it Matters

The Indian Ocean is a vast and complex space home to
many diverse coastal states, comprising around 35 percent
of the world’s population. Given its importance as a trading
route, it is also a critical national interest for many states.

Australia has the longest coastline of an Indian Ocean
state. Australia has a significant exclusive economic zone
(EEZ) - including from its territories of Christmas Island and
Cocos Keeling Islands — and an incredibly large search and
rescue area and obligations across the Indian Ocean.!

Given these geographic realities, the idea of the Indian Ocean
as an area of geopolitical significance to Australia is not new.
The Red Sea area in particular has been a strategic driver for
Australia back to the 19th Century, including during World War
I, World War Il and 1956 Suez crisis.

“Indian Ocean countries share common
interests in the security of our region,
tackling climate change, the health of
our oceans, marine safety, trade, and
economic development. Our region
faces shared challenges, and we are
working together on shared solutions.”

Minister for Foreign Affairs Penny Wong, 7th Indian
Ocean Conference, Perth, 9 February 2024

Australia’s 2023 Defence Strategic Review identified the
northeastern Indian Ocean as part of Australia’s “immediate
region” and therefore an area of strategic priority.2 The 2017
Foreign Policy White Paper noted that “Australia’s own
connections with the world will continue to rely on our sea
lines of communication”,® with the Department of Foreign
Affairs and Trade website stating that “the Indian Ocean is
fundamental to maintaining open trade and energy security.”*

The Indian Ocean is home to forty percent of global
offshore oil production, with two-thirds of the world’s
unrefined oil traversing its seas.® Australia in general

and the Australian Defence Force (ADF) in particular are
heavily reliant on this transport. Any interruption to the sea
lanes of communication across the Indian Ocean would
not only have a severe economic impact on Australia but
would greatly inhibit the country’s ability to defend itself.

This makes the increase of military buildup and competition
in the Indian Ocean of great concern. In 2017 China
constructed its first overseas military base in Djibouti,
significantly increasing its Indian Ocean capabilities.®
China’s Belt and Road Initiative has invested heavily

in port infrastructure throughout the Indian Ocean

littoral.” Beijing has also established the China-Indian
Ocean Regional Forum on Development Cooperation,
which held its second iteration in December 2023.8

1 Australian Maritime Safety Authority, “Australia’s Search and Rescue Region”, March 2022, https://www.amsa.gov.au/safety-navigation/
search-and-rescue/australias-search-and-rescue-region

2 National Defence: Defence Strategic Review 2023, https://www.defence.gov.au/about/reviews-inquiries/defence-strategic-review

3 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, “2017 Foreign Policy White Paper”, https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/2017-for-
eign-policy-white-paper.pdf

4 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, “Australia and the Indian Ocean region”, https://www.dfat.gov.au/international-relations/re-
gional-architecture/indian-ocean/Pages/indian-ocean-region

5 Alexander Davis and Jonathan Balls, “The Indian Ocean Region in the 21st Century: geopolitical, economic, and environmental ties”,
Australia India Institute, March 2020, https://aii.unimelb.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/indian-ocean-report.pdf

6 David Brewster, “China’s play for military bases in the eastern Indian Ocean”, The Interpreter, May 2018, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/
the-interpreter/china-s-play-military-bases-eastern-indian-ocean

7 Saeeduddin Faridi, “China’s ports in the Indian Ocean”, Indian Council on Global Relations, August 2021, https://www.gatewayhouse.

in/chinas-ports-in-the-indian-ocean-region/

8 China International Cooperative Development Agency, “2nd China-Indian Ocean Regional Forum of Development Cooperation opens
in Kunming”, December 2023, http://en.cidca.gov.cn/2023-12/09/c_946533.htm
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Through its history as a modern state Australia has mostly

‘_‘We are part Of thls r_egion _ part Of had limited interaction with Indian Ocean countries.

Its economy, part of its enVIronment, Diplomatically, the post-colonial states in the region were
part Of |tS Culture’ part Of |tS people_ members of the Non-Aligned Movement, and therefore had
SO, we be”eve Strongly in bU||d|ng divergent strategic objectives to Australia during the Cold War.

Diplomatic engagement with these states was mostly though

the | nStItu'[I ons Of and engagement the Commonwealth, with varying degrees of coordination
with our region’ particulaﬂy in and importance. Lack of economic complementarities

: ” meant there was little economic engagement.
the northeast Indian Ocean. 838
Assistant Minister for Foreign Affairs Tim Watts, 6th There are currently limited habits of significant cooperation
Indian Ocean Conference, 13 May 2023 Dhaka between countries of the region. However, Australia being

a cultural and political outsider may work in its favour.
These Chinese initiatives have troubled a number of countries, Because it comes with significantly less baggage of

especially India which sees itself as the natural security history, Australia can be seen as more benign and working

provider in the Indian Ocean.® Some see the United States towards addressing the genuine problems of the region.

as having deprioritised then reprioritised its presence in the

region in recent years, adding to security uncertainty. As an Indian Ocean state, Australia’s interests are intimately
tied to not only the major events of the region, but to the

Australia’s enthusiastic adoption of the Indo-Pacific daily lives of the region’s people. Poverty and disadvantage

concept has helped Australian foreign policy focus on within various part of the region can give rise to social

the Indian Ocean in a way that it has not done so much tension and instability, which can spill over to the sea lines of

in the past. Arguably it has been the Pacific Ocean which communication in the form of piracy and irregular migration.

Australia has historically looked to as the principal source of Australia has duties as a responsible global citizen to help

opportunities and threats. Given its long western coastline address issues of poverty and disadvantage, contributing

with a small population, Australia has traditionally relied to Australia’s interests in a more stable and secure region.

on first the United Kingdom’s Royal Navy and then the US

Navy for its Indian Ocean security. Australia is now required This also comes with the recognition that the relationships born

to step up both its security and diplomatic presence. from development assistance can transform into economic

opportunity. Ten of Australia’s current 15 top export markets
are countries where Australia once provided foreign aid. This
makes development assistance not only a moral imperative,
but a key economic investment and strategic calculation.*

9 Genevieve Donnellon-May, “India and China’s rivalry is reshaping South Asia”, The Strategist, May 2023, https://www.aspistrategist.
org.au/india-and-chinas-rivalry-is-reshaping-south-asia/
10 Rushali Saha, “Prioritizing the Indian Ocean in US Indo-Pacific Strategy”, Stimson Center, February 2023, https://www.stimson.

org/2023/prioritizing-the-indian-ocean-in-us-indo-pacific-strategy/#:~:text=Washington’s % 20reduced % 20dependence % 200n % 20
energy,0f%20U.S.%20foreign%20policy % 20priorities.

11 Sabit Amum Otor and Matthew Dornan, “How Does Foreign Aid Impact Australian Exports in the Long-Run?”, Development Policy
Centre Discussion Paper No. 62, September 2017, http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3044133
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While there are persistent issues of disadvantage within While the northeast Indian Ocean has been identified

the region, the Indian Ocean is also home to some of the as a strategic priority for Australia, the Indian Ocean
world’s fastest growing economies. Continued high rates of functions as a holistic strategic theatre. Instability in one
economic growth are required due to a large proportion of sector has a flow-effect to the region as a whole. This is
young people who are seeking education, skills, employment especially the case with recent disruptions to shippingin
and opportunity. As a country with considerable expertise the Red Sea, which adds significant cost from diverted

in international education, Australia can be a major shipping routes, or any potential threats to oil flows from
partner in enhancing these opportunities — both through the Persian Gulf. Australia has been involved in tackling
students studying in Australia and through the expansion piracy off the coast of Somalia and protecting shipping

of Australian educational institutions into other countries. through the Persian Gulf,** and narcotics originating in

In 2023, Deakin University signed an agreement to become Afghanistan are increasingly being detected in Australia.®

the first foreign university to open a campus in India.*2

Although Australia does not have a large footprint in Africa,

Running parallel to the Indian Ocean region’s development vast deposits of the critical minerals that will drive the
needs and economic opportunities, there needs to be world’s technological advancements are present on the
awareness of the pervasive effects of climate change. continent. In many cases Australia is a competitor to these
The region is highly vulnerable to the effects of climate countries in critical minerals trade or may be reliant on
change - particularly in low-lying countries like Maldives them depending on how these technologies and markets
and Bangladesh. This could lead to unprecedented evolve. The strategic objective to lessen the reliance on
levels of displacement and migration, creating a China for green-tech materials and manufacturing may
major security concern for Australia. This should make Africa’s role in these industries more substantial and
make climate adaptation and mitigation cooperation make Australia’s vision of the Indian Ocean far wider.

central to Australia’s Indian Ocean engagement.

Alongside the effects of climate change, other environmental “The geography Of AUStraIIa a_nd Ind la
challenges such as the depletion of fisheries have a massive makes us Stewards Of the Ind lan Ocean
impact on livelihoods in the region. lllegal, unreported region_ It,S an ocean Wh |Ch accounts

and unregulated fishing (IUU) is not only an issue of fish-
stock sustainability but is at the heart of the integrity of

for about half the world’s container

the international legal framework and the rules-based trafﬁC and iS d CrUCiaI CondUit for
international order.’® As a country with a large EEZ, Australia g|oba| trade. India’s location makes

is heavily invested in enhancing and enforcing mutually
beneficial norms around IUU fishing in the Indian Ocean.

it the natural leader of this region
which Australia strongly supports.”

Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Defence Richard
Marles, National Defence College New Delhi, 22 June 2022
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Deakin University, “In India, with India, for India: Deakin to open world first campus”, March 2023, https://www.deakin.edu.au/about-
deakin/news-and-media-releases/articles/in-india,-with-india,-for-india-deakin-to-open-world-first-campus

Asia-Pacific Development, Diplomacy & Defence Dialogue, “Effective Partner in Combatting lllegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fish-
ing”, April 2023, https://asiapacific4d.com/idea/combatting-iuufishing/

Department of Defence, “Australia concludes its contribution to the International Maritime Security Construct”, December 2020, https://
www.defence.gov.au/news-events/releases/2020-12-29/australia-concludes-its-contribution-international-maritime-security-construct

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, “Afghan Opiate Trafficking through the Southern Route”, June 2015, https://www.unodc.org/
documents/data-and-analysis/Studies/Afghan_opiate_trafficking_southern_route_web.pdf



https://www.deakin.edu.au/about-deakin/news-and-media-releases/articles/in-india,-with-india,-for-india-deakin-to-open-world-first-campus
https://www.deakin.edu.au/about-deakin/news-and-media-releases/articles/in-india,-with-india,-for-india-deakin-to-open-world-first-campus
https://asiapacific4d.com/idea/combatting-iuufishing/
https://www.defence.gov.au/news-events/releases/2020-12-29/australia-concludes-its-contribution-international-maritime-security-construct
https://www.defence.gov.au/news-events/releases/2020-12-29/australia-concludes-its-contribution-international-maritime-security-construct
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/Studies/Afghan_opiate_trafficking_southern_route_web.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/Studies/Afghan_opiate_trafficking_southern_route_web.pdf
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/india-and-chinas-rivalry-is-reshaping-south-asia/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/india-and-chinas-rivalry-is-reshaping-south-asia/
https://www.stimson.org/2023/prioritizing-the-indian-ocean-in-us-indo-pacific-strategy/#:~:text=Washington’s%20reduced%20dependence%20on%20energy,of%20U.S.%20foreign%20policy%20priorities.
https://www.stimson.org/2023/prioritizing-the-indian-ocean-in-us-indo-pacific-strategy/#:~:text=Washington’s%20reduced%20dependence%20on%20energy,of%20U.S.%20foreign%20policy%20priorities.
https://www.stimson.org/2023/prioritizing-the-indian-ocean-in-us-indo-pacific-strategy/#:~:text=Washington’s%20reduced%20dependence%20on%20energy,of%20U.S.%20foreign%20policy%20priorities.
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3044133

FIGURE 1: SELECTED AUSTRALIA-INDIAN OCEAN COOPERATION
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FRANCE

Australia also works with France in the Indian Ocean. The Indian Ocean island of Réunion is part of
metropolitan France, and France has significant presence in the Indian Ocean. Relevant cooperation includes:

» Agreement on the Cooperative Enforcement of Fisheries Laws*”
* INTERREG projects

+ Joint climate risk mapping in the Indian Ocean

17 https://www8.austlii.edu.au/au/other/dfat/treaties/ATS/2011/1.html
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DIPLOMACY

Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA)

Indian Ocean Conference

The Commonwealth

Australia-India-France Trilateral

The Quad (Australia-India-Japan-US)

South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (Observer)

Indian Ocean Commission (Australia funds
projects but is not a member)

ECONOMIC

India-Australia Economic Cooperation and Trade Agreement

Australia-Bangladesh Trade and Investment
Framework Arrangement

Australia-Sri Lanka Trade and Investment
Framework Arrangement

DEVELOPMENT

Indian Ocean Tuna Commission
Commission for the Conservation of Southern Bluefin Tuna
Southern Indian Ocean Fisheries Agreement

Marine and Coastal Resilience Hub (under
India’s Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative)

AUSTRALIA

What does it look like for Australia to Strengthen its Indian Ocean Engagement

DEFENCE AND SECURITY

Defence Cooperation Program

Indian Ocean Naval
Symposium
Combined Maritime
Forces multinational
maritime partnership

Defence Advisors/Attachés

Australia-Sri Lanka
Joint Declaration on
Enhanced Cooperation

Operation Sovereign Borders

Australia-Bangladesh
Transnational Crime
Memorandum of
Understanding

Bali Process on People
Smuggling, Trafficking

in Persons and Related
Transnational Crime

Australia-Sri Lanka Joint
Working Group on Counter
People Smuggling and
Other Transnational Crime

Information Fusion Centre
—Indian Ocean Region
hosted by Indian Navy*®

Indian Ocean Memorandum
of Understanding on
Port State Control

Exercises:

Indo-Pacific Endeavour
AUSINDEX
AUSTRAHIND

Kakadu

La Perouse

Pitch Black

Milan

Malabar

Talisman Sabre
(India observer)

Australia-India Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership:

Joint Declaration on
a Shared Vision for
Maritime Cooperation
in the Indo-Pacific

Australia-India Mutual
Logistics Support
Arrangement

Australia-India Defence
Science and Technology
Implementing Arrangement

Australia-India Framework
for Security Cooperation

General Rawat India -
Australia Young Defence
Officer Exchange Program

https://www.indiannavy.nic.in/ifc-ior/about.html.

Australia contributes a liaison officer
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 https://www.indiannavy.nic.in/ifc-ior/about.html.  Australia contributes a liaison office
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Perspectives

AUSTRALIA

Australia’s interests are in a stable and prosperous Indian
Ocean region. This means a region where people can
trade freely, mutually beneficial rules of engagement

are endorsed and respected, and where countries are
able to pursue their development and prosperity without
interference and subjugation from outside forces.

Because of this, Australia has a direct interest in
managing geopolitical competition in the region.
Australia wants a strong relationship with India and
wants India engaged in the region to help support a
balance of power favourable to Australia’s interests.

Another key national interest is in managing people
smuggling, which can be a politically incendiary issue
in Australia. This is an area that takes significant
resources and drives policy in the region.

Given that stability is a key concern for Australia, it also has
an interest in supporting the conditions that enhance stability.

Australian leaders have stated a belief that democratic
states are more stable, produce greater human flourishing
and are more rule-abiding by nature, yet several states in
the region are weaker in their commitments to democracy.

Support for the rule of law and protection of human rights,

labour and environmental standards — including elimination

of modern slavery in supply chains — are all areas where
Australian civil society organisations are active.*®

As a traditionally Pacific-focused country, Australia
has limited resources on its Indian Ocean coast.
This means that the resources it does have need to
be directed towards the most important issues.

Australia needs a keen understanding of what kind of Indian
Ocean it wants to maintain or help build, and a focus on

how power can be utilised, balanced or restrained within the
region. Due to its limited resources, working with partners is

central to its approach. This requires not only diplomatic nous

in a region of great cultural diversity, but an understanding
of the concerns and priorities of regional partners.

For Australia, understanding how the perspectives and
interests of other Indian Ocean countries align with its
own is critical to its cooperation engagement in the region.
Many Indian Ocean states lack maritime reach to defend
their own interests — which includes being able to address
IUU fishing, migration, smuggling and transnational crime.
As aresponsible neighbour, Australia has a profound
interest in helping these states reach further out into their
own oceanic areas and defend their own interests.

18 Australian brands are failing garment workers in Bangladesh and Cambodia during COVID-19 - ActionAid Australia

What does it look like for Australia to Strengthen its Indian Ocean Engagement
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The Defence Strategic Review recommended that Australia
should continue to grow its Defence Cooperation Program in
the Indian Ocean region. Australia’s hosting for the first time
in 2023 of the Exercise Malabar between India, United States,
Japan and Australia is a demonstration of its commitment to
maintain security in the Indian Ocean region.*° In July 2023
several Indian navy and air force aircraft visited the Cocos
Keeling Islands airfield, which is being strengthened and
expanded to cater for P-8 maritime patrol aircraft. This was the
latest in a pattern of reciprocal visits since Australia and India
signed a Mutual Logistics Support Arrangement in 2020,%°
and builds on other RAAF visits to Bangladesh, Maldives

and Sri Lanka in 2023 as part of Indo-Pacific Endeavour.?*
There is an active program of defence coordination with Sri
Lanka on issues related to Australia’s border security.??

However, apart from India, there has been a lack of official
visits by Australian prime ministers to Indian Ocean countries.
These visits are not simply for show, they are a strong signal of
intent. Meetings at prime ministerial or presidential level send
a message that these relationships are of great value and that
cooperation is deemed important at the highest levels. This
made the Indian Ocean Conference in February 2024 in Perth
so valuable, bringing together ministers and heads of state
from more than 30 countries across the Indian Ocean region.

19

20
21

22
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Hon Richard Marles MP, “Australia to host Exercise Malabar for the first time”, Department of Defence, August 2023, https://www.minis-
ter.defence.gov.au/media-releases/2023-08-11/australia-host-exercise-malabar-first-time

https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/media-releases/2020-06-04/australia-and-india-sign-defence-arrangement

David Brewster and Samuel Bashfield, “Indian aircraft visit Cocos Islands as Australia strengthens its maritime security network”, The
Strategist, July 2023, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/indian-aircraft-visit-cocos-islands-as-australia-strengthens-its-maritime-securi-
ty-network/

Australian Border Force, “10 years of Operation Sovereign Borders”, Joint media release with the Sri Lanka Navy, Sri Lanka Police,

and Sri Lanka Department of Immigration and Emigration, September 2023, https://srilanka.embassy.gov.au/files/clmb/Joint%20Aus-
SL%20MR%20%20-%2010yr%20Anniversary%20V4%20(002).pdf; “Sri Lankan Navy commissions two patrol boats donated by Aus-
tralia”, Naval Technology, July 2014, https://www.naval-technology.com/news/newssri-lankan-navy-commissions-two-patrol-boats-do-
nated-by-australia-4316055/
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2023 DEFENCE STRATEGIC REVIEW?

. “Australia’s immediate region encompassing the north-eastern Indian Ocean through
maritime Southeast Asia into the Pacific, including our northern approaches, should
be the primary area of military interest for Australia’s National Defence.”

. “Australia is a significant Indian Ocean state with the longest Indian Ocean
coastline and the region’s largest search and rescue area.”

. “The Defence Cooperation Program must continue to grow in importance. It should be
expanded in the Indian Ocean region, particularly the north-eastern Indian Ocean.”

2017 FOREIGN POLICY WHITE PAPER*

. “With India and others, we seek to strengthen regional architecture in the Indian Ocean—
including the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA)— and encourage more coordinated
responses to developments affecting security in the Indian Ocean region.”

. “We will deepen joint exercises and build maritime domain awareness with India and collaborate
on maritime safety and security with other Indian Ocean partners, like Sri Lanka.”

. “Open sea lanes link the Pacific and Indian oceans, enabling trade in goods and energy that fuels the region’s
growth... Australia’s own connections with the world will continue to rely on our sea lines of communication.”

INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY#

. “Australia is connected to many South Asian countries by the Indian Ocean, and we
will continue to support the productive and sustainable use of its resources.”

. “South Asia is an important part of our vision for a peaceful, stable, and prosperous Indo-Pacific. Our
engagement with its dynamic countries is growing. Almost half of the population of South Asia is aged
under 24 years, and over one million people are set to enter the workforce every month until 2030.
The growing effects of climate change and continued social inequality are dampening opportunities.
We will support partners expand education programs and build resilient cities and infrastructure.”

23 https://www.defence.gov.au/about/reviews-inquiries/defence-strategic-review
24 https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/2017-foreign-policy-white-paper.pdf
25 https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/international-development-policy.pdf
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INDIA

As the region’s largest state, India plays a central role

in the dynamics of the region. In recent years Australia
has invested considerable resources into developing

a more substantial economic, security and cultural
relationship with India. This has been due to the enormous
opportunities India presents as the world’s most populous
country, as well as geostrategic calculations.

India sees itself as the Indian Ocean’s primary power.

India is heavily reliant on the Indian Ocean for its trade —
including energy imports — and the Indian Navy identifies its
strategic zone as from Africa’s east coast to the Andaman
Sea. This includes taking responsibility as the region’s first
responder and its security provider. India’s archipelago of
Andaman and Nicobar Islands are strategically located
near the Malacca Strait. This gives it critical maritime
domain awareness and response capabilities near

one of the world’s most important shipping lanes.

China’s naval base in Djibouti and its investment in port
infrastructure in Pakistan and Sri Lanka are of grave
concern to India, as are the periodic incursions into Indian
territory in Ladakh in India’s northwest, and Arunachal
Pradesh in the northeast, the annexing of land in Bhutan,
for which India has air defence responsibility,® and China’s
surveying activity and relationship with the new Maldives
government.?” Although India maintains a strong strategic
independence, these issues make greater cooperation
with countries like Australia, the United States and

Japan more attractive and necessary to New Delhi.

While India has become the world’s fifth largest economy,
and has acquired significant naval capabilities, it is

still a developing country. It has an increasing global
reach, yet it is also still primarily concerned with
enhancing the building blocks of internal prosperity.

It is focused on enhancing its still substantial needs

for education, employment and infrastructure.?®

India has seen the importance of more effective use

of its port infrastructure with the SagarMala Initiative,
which not only involves greater port capacity and efficient
practices, but greater road and rail connectivity to ports,
new industrial clusters and skills development in coastal
regions. These improvements are designed to make India
more attractive to foreign manufacturing investment.?

Attracting a significant manufacturing capability can serve
to provide widespread employment, but also negate
the concentration of manufacturing in China.*° This is

particularly important for emerging green technologies. India

is keen to become a major electric vehicle manufacturer,
as well as make India the global hub for production, usage
and export of green hydrogen and its derivatives.*!

26 https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2023-12/china-takes-more-land-bhutan-expected-border-deal

27 Anbarasan Ethirajan, “Xiang Yang Hong 3: Chinese ship’s port call in Maldives fans India tensions”, BBC News, February 2024, https://
www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-68163343

28 World Bank, “India’s infrastructure needs to cross $840 billion over next 15 years”, November 2022, https://www.worldbank.org/en/
news/press-release/2022/11/14/india-s-urban-infrastructure-needs-to-cross-840-hillion-over-next-15-years-new-world-bank-report

29 Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways, “Sagamala”, July 2015, http://sagarmala.gov.in/about-sagarmala/vision

30 Ministry of External Affairs, Keynote address by EAM Dr S. Jaishankar at the 7th Indian Ocean Conference 2024, February 2024,

https://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-Statements.htm?dtl/37609/Keynote_address_by_EAM_Dr_S_Jaishankar_at_the_7th_Indian

Ocean_Conference_2024

31 Ministry of New and Renewable Energy, “National Green Hydrogen Mission”, January 2023, https://mnre.gov.in/national-green-hydro-
gen-mission/
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It is important to note the changing nature of Indian foreign
policy. There has been a shift in India’s outlook in recent
years, with a commitment to strategic autonomy evolving
into a recognition that India needs to work with partners to
achieve its foreign policy objectives in a more multipolar
world.®2 While some parts of Indian foreign policy — such
as India-Russia relations — may cause consternation

in Western capitals, New Delhi’s willingness to work

with partners also presents opportunities for countries

like Australia, as the revival of the Quad attests.

“As we gaze at the Indian Ocean,
the challenges besetting the world
are on full display there. At one
extremity, we see conflict, threats to
maritime traffic, piracy and terrorism.
At the other, there are challenges

to international law, concerns about

freedom of navigation and overflights,

and of safeguarding of sovereignty
and of independence... In between,
a range of trans-national and non-

traditional threats present themselves,

largely visible in a spectrum of

interconnected illegal activities... All of

them, separately and together, make
it imperative that there be greater
consultation and cooperation, among
the states of the Indian Ocean.”

Indian Minister of External Affairs
Dr Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, 7th Indian Ocean
Conference, Perth, 9 February 2024

32 Subrahmanyam Jaishankar, The India Way: Strategies for an Uncertain World (HarperCollins India, 2020); Subrahmanyam Jaishankar,

Why Bharat Matters (Rupa Publications, 2024).
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BANGLADESH

Bangladesh has achieved a remarkable average rate

of economic growth of 7 per cent over the past decade,
and has not had a year of economic contraction over the
past three decades. The country’s textile industry has
been the primary driver of this growth, accounting for
around 85 per cent of its exports.® The textile industry
currently forms the backbone of Bangladesh’s objective
to graduate to a developed country by the 2040s.%

Bangladesh has made significant progress in improving
occupational standards within its textile industry, with

safer buildings and greater environmental considerations.
Bangladesh now has over 1500 companies certified by the
Global Organic Textile Standard, which measures ecological
and social criteria. This is making country more attractive for
companies and consumers who prioritise ethical standards.®®

Due to its manufacturing base, Bangladesh requires
reliable and consistent sources of energy and raw
materials. It is also heavily reliant on open sea lines of
communication, with stable rules and norms that can
assist the country to export with confidence. Bangladesh’s
Indo-Pacific Outlook forefronts its commitment to the
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea.®®

Bangladesh’s unique geographical terrain, dominated by the
Ganges-Brahmaputra Delta, means that the country is highly
susceptible to the effects of climate change — in particular

sea level rises, extensive flooding and increasingly powerful
cyclones. This makes climate adaption and resilience national
priorities alongside the country’s development objective.

The concave nature of the Bay of Bengal requires a particular
capability with Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief
(HADR). Bangladesh has increased its response time in

the region — with significant capability in enhancement in

the last 5-6 years, however the shared nature of the bay
means that coordination between its resident states is

vital, as is assistance from outside states when required.

Of pressing concern is that Bangladesh currently hosts
the world’s largest refugee camp in Cox’s Bazar. The
weight that Bangladesh is carrying for the region should
be recognised, one that it doesn’t have the resources
itself to manage. The Rohingya refugee crisis is one
that has spilled over into maritime refugee flows —an
issue Australia considers a priority concern.

“The Indian Ocean holds significant
importance for not only Bangladesh,
but for all the countries in the region...
We remain committed to playing

our role for peace in the region, and
expect all other countries to do the
same to ensure a resilient future.”

Prime Minister of Bangladesh
Sheikh Hasina Wazed, 6th Indian Ocean
Conference, Dhaka, 12 May 2023

33 Jonathan Rogers, "Bangladesh: Riding the Growth Wave”, Global Finance, February 2024, https://gfmag.com/emerging-frontier-mar-
kets/bangladesh-gdp-growth/

34 Ministry of Planning, "Perspective Plan of Bangladesh, March 2020, http://oldweb.Iged.gov.bd/uploadeddocument/unitpublica-
tion/1/1049/vision%202021-2041.pdf

35 Achim Berg et al, "What’s next for Bangladesh’s garment industry, after a decade of growth?”, McKinsey & Company, March 2021,
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/whats-next-for-bangladeshs-garment-industry-after-a-decade-of-growth

36 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ”Indo-Pacific Outlook of Bangladesh” April 2023, https://mofa.gov.bd/site/press_release/d8d7189a-7695-

4ff5-9e2b-903fe0070ec9
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SRI LANKA

Sri Lanka’s location within the sea lines of communication
between the northwestern Indian Ocean and the

Malacca Strait has given it a role as a major service hub
within the region. This has raised its geopolitical weight
significantly. After the conclusion of its civil war in 2009,
Sri Lanka has gained greater capacity to think about

its external environment and its maritime interests.

The Sri Lankan economy has stabilised after a recent
economic crisis which saw soaring prices, shortages of
fuel and other essential goods and crippling international
debts. Sri Lanka returned to economic growth in the
second half of 2023. Widespread protests born from this
crisis and a perceived lack of government accountability
means that Sri Lanka also needs to strengthen its
democratic institutions and the rule of law. Despite
progress, the road to recovery remains long and ongoing
economic and social issues are likely to affect forthcoming
elections and how effectively Australia can engage.

Sri Lanka’s current challenges include maintaining its
long-standing non-aligned policy in the face of increasing
great power competition in the Indian Ocean - particularly
balancing China’s infrastructure investments in Sri

Lanka with the concerns of its neighbour India.

What does it look like for Australia to Strengthen its Indian Ocean Engagement

Alongside this, as an island state it has a keen
interest in maritime safety and security, such as
protecting undersea cables, responding to natural
disasters, combating illegal fishing and tackling
environmental issues including maritime pollution.

Sri Lanka views Australia as a friendly partner, and it has a
great appreciation for and interest in issues of soft diplomacy;,
like education and cultural exchange. Australia is seen

as a good citizen in the region in terms of development
assistance. Australia’s own interests in combatting the flow
of maritime asylum seekers has converged with Sri Lanka’s
desire to gain greater maritime awareness and capabilities.
Australia’s concerns about human rights abuses as a

source of people seeking asylum has been less welcome.

“Creating a safer ocean environment by
building confidence and predictability
among users and enhancing ocean
situational awareness will be key

to maintaining peace and security

in the Indian Ocean... Ensuring a
peaceful and secure Indian Ocean
would facilitate sustainable use of
oceans for the economic and social
benefit of coastal and littoral states.”

President of Sri Lanka Ranil Wickremesinghe,
7th Indian Ocean Conference, Perth, 9 February 2024
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MALDIVES

When considering the Indian Ocean, there is a danger in
conceptualising the region through its rim, at the expense
of the ocean itself. Smallisland states within the Indian
Ocean like Maldives have a unique set of challenges that
are often reliant on the cooperation of larger states.

The primary security challenge that faces a country
like Maldives is climate change. Rising sea levels are
an existential threat to low-lying islands and atolls.
The capital, Malé, with a population of over 200,000
people, is only 2.4 metres above sea level.

Alongside the threat of climate change, the other core
challenge is one of economic viability. The country has
a keen interest in diversifying its economy in addition
to tourism. Maldives has a highly successful tourism
economy, but tourism is a vulnerable sector which

is highly exposed to global economic trends and
extraordinary events like the COVID-19 pandemic.

The rise of China and India have been seen as great
opportunities for this diversification, although this comes with
geopolitical complications. Due to its desire to be the primary
security provider in the Indian Ocean region, and Maldives’
strategic location, India is heavily invested in good relations
with Maldives, but New Delhi can struggle to treat its smaller
neighbours with equality and respect, potentially pushing

Maldives closer to China.®” The relationship between Maldives
and India has suffered due to these geopolitical factors. It was

notable that the new Maldives president elected in November

2023 made his first state visit to Beijing, rather than New Delhi.

OTHER INDIAN OCEAN PERSPECTIVES

As with other regions, the Indian Ocean region is comprised
of states with different historical, religious, linguistic and
cultural contexts. A comprehensive survey of all Indian
Ocean countries’ perspectives is beyond the scope of

this paper, however there are some common themes.

Maritime security is one such priority, with island states
generally concerned with aspects such as sovereignty, the
blue economy and climate change; whereas other countries
tend to be more concerned with great power rivalry, access to
commerce and protection of sea lines of communication.3®

The Indian Ocean is also important to many extra-
regional countries. Some - like France, the United States,
the United Kingdom and Japan® - have Indian Ocean
territories or presence plus longstanding relationships.
Emerging players include China,*® UAE, Russia, Saudi
Arabia and Turkiye. This increased attention is both

a cause and an effect of the importance of the Indian
Ocean region and its evolving security environment.

37 Urmika Deb, "Maldives walks a diplomatic tightrope with India”, The Strategist, Australian Strategic Policy Institute, January 2024,
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/maldives-walks-a-diplomatic-tightrope-with-india/
38 Darshana M. Baruah, Nitya Labh, and Jessica Greely, “Mapping the Indian Ocean Region”, Carnegie Endowment for International

Peace, July 2023, https://carnegieendowment.org/files/Baruah_IO_final_6-28.pdf

39 Jay Maniyar, “Japan’s naval pivot to the Indian Ocean”, Policy Forum, May 2022, https://www.policyforum.net/japans-naval-pivot-to-
the-indian-ocean/; Rahul Karan Reddy, “India, Japan, and the Strategic Role of Infrastructure”, Tokyo Review, October 2023, https://
tokyoreview.net/2023/10/india-japan-and-the-strategic-role-of-infrastructure/#: ~:text=Japan’s % 20infrastructure % 20investments % 20

in%20India’s,base%20for%20Japan’s%20overseas % 20manufacturing.

40 Kathryn Froend, “China’s Growing Influence in the Indian Ocean Region”, Perth USAsia Centre, 2023, https://perthusasia.edu.au/
research-insights/publications/chinas-growing-influence-in-the-indian-ocean-region-2/
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It made the following recommendations on
working with France to multiply the effects of
Australia’s efforts in the Indian Ocean:

1. Continuetoinvestinthe Australia-
India-France trilateral

Australia should capitalise on the political and
policy momentum behind the Australia-India-
France Trilateral Dialogue to drive practical
cooperation in this trilateral format.

2. Explore opportunities to leverage French
advantages in the western Indian Ocean

Australia should see France’s significant presence
in the western Indian Ocean as an opportunity to
boost its own influence in areas of shared interests
and capabilities. With limited resources and
bandwidth, Australia can make niche contributions
that leverage the scale and local expertise of French
and European efforts, while also bringing unique
Australian advantages in capacity building.

3. Working with regional institutions

As much as possible, Australia should seek to
channel greater cooperation and coordination
with France through existing regional institutions,
especially the Indian Ocean Rim Association
(IORA). This will help boost the centrality of
IORA and generate broader regional buy-in.

Australia should also consider formalising its
relationship with the Indian Ocean Commission
(I0C) by becoming an observer. Given Australia
already engages the IOC and has funded projects
with it, formal observer status would boost
Australia’s status as a partner to the group.

.

In 2023 AP4D released a paper on What does it look like for Australia to Enhance Coordination with France in the Indo-Pacific.

4. High-potential areas for Australia-France
cooperation and coordination

Australia should pursue closer dialogue and
information sharing arrangements with French
counterparts. It should continue to seek out
opportunities to contribute to French and EU-led
development programs through financial or in-kind
support.Maritime security and safety is a key area of
shared interest in the Indian Ocean. Australia should
look to identify opportunities with France to support
capacity building efforts in various areas, including:

. Fusion centres. Enhancing the effectiveness
of the existing “fusion centres”: the Regional
Maritime Information Fusion Center based
in Madagascar, and the Regional Operations
Coordination Center based in the Seychelles.

. Maritime safety. Australia has provided
maritime safety capacity building in the
Indian Ocean through the Australian
Maritime Safety Agency (AMSA). Australian
agencies including AMSA and the Australian
Transport Safety Bureau, working with DFAT,
should consider how they could make niche
contributions to capacity building in this area.

. Law enforcement. Given significant
transnational crime issues, especially drug
trafficking and IUU fishing, the Australian Border
Force and Australian Federal Police, working
with DFAT, should consider how they could
work with counterparts to enhance the ability
to identify and prosecute transnational crime.

Disinformation is a significant concern with several
documented instances in recent years. The EU has already
carried out dialogue, training and capacity-building aimed
at countering disinformation in this region. Australia could
explore opportunities to work with France, the EU, civil
society and local and international media to complement
existing efforts, focussing on raising awareness of
disinformation and developing skills to recognise it.

What does it look like for Australia to Strengthen its Indian Ocean Engagement
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Opportunities and Barriers

OPPORTUNITIES

Australia’s enthusiastic embrace of the Indo-Pacific
construct has led to not only a greater awareness

of the interconnectedness of the Pacific and Indian
oceans but has come with a new strategic ambition.
This ambition has framed Australia’s immediate region
as encompassing the Pacific, Southeast Asia and the
northeast Indian Ocean, continuing to Antarctica.

This is an enormous area for a middle power of limited
resources to prioritise. It is an indication of both the
more challenging external environment and the
considerable opportunities that the region presents.

While the Pacific and the Southeast Asia have been traditional
regions of focus for Australia, expanding its engagement
towards the northeast Indian Ocean is essential for

Australia to embrace its status as an Indian Ocean state.

The instigation for much of Australia’s burgeoning regional
engagement came through the lens of environmental
security and the response to the 2004 Indian Ocean
tsunami. The tsunami response was a demonstration

of a whole-of-government approach to foreign policy,
drawing upon the defence force, the diplomatic corps

and AusAID under the direction of the Department of the
Prime Minister and Cabinet. It was also a whole-of-nation
effort, with businesses, community groups and individuals
also volunteering their time and donating generously.**

Australia’s response was primarily directed at the Indonesia’s
Indian Ocean-facing provinces of Aceh and North Sumatra, as
well as Sri Lanka and Maldives. But critical to these efforts was
the formation of a “core group” of humanitarian responders
with the United States, India, Japan. This coordination would
eventually lead to the creation of the Quad and - inspired

by former Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe’s speech

“Confluence of the Two Seas”*? — would shift how Australia
understood its role as an Indian Ocean power regarding
how it could enhance relationships and have a capacity-
building impact for both itself and for partner countries.*

Casting its eyes westward, Australia has primarily centred its
engagement on India. As an emerging great power, building
habits of trust and cooperation with India are an imperative
for a world where it will play a far greater role. The abundance
of opportunities presented by India’s massive population
and growing market power are undeniably attractive.

Given its size and the sheer breath of opportunities it
potentially provides, India has been central to Australia’s
engagement in the Indian Ocean region. There has been
a significant step-up in the relationship in recent years.
This is certainly the case in the defence and security
space, and a burgeoning major trading partner.

This increased closeness between Australia and India is not
solely at the state level. Both Indians and Australians are
highly active in the world and have built strong relationships
of mutual interest. There are highly active networks of
social and interest groups — addressing a range of issues
from climate change through to gender, peace and security
issues. Women’s leadership and women’s contributions
are also strong between Australia and India. Alongside this,
there are deepening business, academic and sporting links.
These links have accelerated as Australia’s Indian diaspora
has grown substantially over the past two decades.

Although recent changes to Australia’s visa system may
limit the number of Indian students in Australia, education
will still be an important component of the relationship,
particularly with Australian universities looking to expand
into India, and the increased exchange between academic

41 AusAID, "Australia’s response to the Indian Ocean tsunami“, November 2005, https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/tsunami_re-

port_nov05.pdf

42 Shinzo Abe, "Confluence of the Two Seas” Ministry of Foreign Affairs, August 2007, https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/pmv0708/

speech-2.html

43 Patrick Gerard Buchan and Benjamin Rimland, “Defining the Diamond: The past, present and future of the Quadrilateral Security Dia-

logue®, Center for Strategic & International Studies, March 2020, https://www.csis.org/analysis/defining-diamond-past-present-and-fu-

ture-quadrilateral-security-dialogue
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institutions. India’s vast youth population in search of
opportunity and Australia’s expertise in international
education should continue to complement one another.

Australia’s need for specific skills will also provide
opportunities with India. The pilot Mobility Arrangement for
Talented Early-professionals Scheme (MATES) will allow

young Indian graduates from fields related to engineering and

information technology to live and work in Australia for up to
two years.* This is seeking to fill Australia’s skill shortages
in these areas, as well as build greater opportunities for
collaboration in these fields between Australia and India.

India’s desire to be an electric vehicle manufacturing
power, presents complementarities with Australia’s critical
minerals resources, emerging hydrogen expertise, and the
Western Australian government’s investment in green steel
manufacturing.*54¢ With the African continent’s abundance
of certain critical minerals, and the desire among Western
countries to challenge China’s current dominance of

green technologies, the Indian Ocean has the potential to
become the future green tech theatre. Which will present
both opportunities and geopolitical contestation.

Countries like Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Maldives are
also entering Australia’s radar. Over the past decade
Australia has increased cooperation with Sri Lanka’s navy
and coast guard to help combat people smuggling, which
has included Australia gifting Sri Lanka two patrol boats*”

and a surveillance aircraft.“® In May 2023 Australia opened
a new High Commission in Maldives, signalling not only
the value of the relationship, but a desire to enhance

its presence in a strategically important location.

Often overlooked due to its gigantic neighbour, Bangladesh
is an emerging power in its own right as the world’s eighth
largest country. With an average economic growth rate of

7 per cent over the past decade, it is following the export-
oriented development path of East Asian countries,

and therefore has become heavily invested in trade

routes through the Indian Ocean. Australia is currently
assisting with design work for two ports in Bangladesh,
reflecting its importance as a manufacturing hub.“®

Bangladesh presents a considerable market for Australian
goods and two-way trade. Bangladesh’s manufacturing
industries require reliable and consistent sources of
energy —something Australia can provide — and demand
for staple pulses like lentils and chickpeas is high.5°

As a Least-Developed Country, Bangladeshi products currently
enter Australia duty-free and quota-free, however Bangladesh
is projected to graduate out of this status in 2026. Maintaining
these conditions through expanding the current Australia-
Bangladesh Trade and Investment Framework Arrangement
will be critical to enhancing the trading relationship, and for
Bangladesh’s continued growth.5 It is important to recognise
that big export items like energy or agriculture are not the only

44 Department of Home Affairs, Mobility Arrangement for Talented Early-professionals Scheme (MATES), February 2024, https://www.
homeaffairs.gov.au/news-subsite/files/mates-fact-sheet.pdf

45 Invest India, ”India’s EV Economy: The Future of Automative Transportation”, February 2023, https://www.investindia.gov.in/team-in-
dia-blogs/indias-ev-economy-future-automotive-transportation

46 Green Steel WA, https://www.greensteelwa.com.au/

47 Parliament of Australia, “People smuggling cooperation with Sri Lanka“, November 2013,

48 Presidential Secretariat, ”Australia to gift Beechcraft KA350 King Air aircraft to Sri Lanka”, May 2023, https://www.presidentsoffice.gov.
Ik/index.php/2023/05/14/australia-to-gift-beechcraft-ka350-king-air-aircraft-to-sri-lanka/

49 Senator Penny Wong, "Keynote address the 7th Indian Ocean Conference®, February 2024, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minis-
ter/penny-wong/speech/keynote-address-7th-indian-ocean-conference

50 Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, ”Insight - Australia is a key global exporter of pulses, November 2023, https://www.
agriculture.gov.au/about/news/insight-australia-key-global-exporter-pulses

51 Minister for Trade, Tourism and Investment, “Strengthening Economic Ties with Bangladesh”, September 2021, https://www.trademin-

ister.gov.au/minister/dan-tehan/media-release/strengthening-economic-ties-bangladesh
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way for bilateral relations to develop, with small company-to-
company links on a range of niche goods and services having
a huge impact on building a wide spread of relationships.

These market opportunities throughout the region

are mostly being led by private industry. There is the
potential for more support from Export Finance Australia
and Australian Development Investments (ADI).

There is also the potential for the Australian government to
engage with local experts to help understand local priorities,
which can in turn better inform Australian engagement
through more targeted development assistance and
capacity building. In 2024 Australia’s High Commission in
Bangladesh commissioned a multidisciplinary study from
local Bangladeshi experts to look at the country’s economic
security.52 The objective of the study is to get a picture of
where and how Bangladesh’s economic and trade policies
intersect with geopolitics and geo-economics, identify
opportunities and vulnerabilities, and assess options

that might strengthen and enhance the resilience of the
Bangladesh economy. These types of programs should be
expanded and extended to other countries across the region.

Despite its impressive recent growth, Australia continues to
provide development assistance to Bangladesh. In recent
years this has centred on care for the large Rohingya refugee
population. These refugee camps are a heavy burden for
Bangladesh to carry and it is the responsibility of countries
like Australia to provide essential items for these people’s
lives, but also pathways to resettlement. There is a lot

of goodwill and a diplomatic dividend to be earned from
Bangladesh in assisting with this considerable problem.

There are other unique challenges where Australia’s scientific
expertise could be of assistance to Bangladesh. Within the
Bay of Bengal there is a “dead zone” — an area of about 60,000
square kilometres that has depleted oxygen levels. This

poses a grave threat to fishing stocks in the bay. Finding an
understanding of the nature, causes, and potential remedies,
is of critical importance to all states that depend on the bay.53

Issues around environmental degradation and climate change
are central to the non-traditional security threats that the
region faces. For Australia is it essential to have an intimate
understanding of what truly affects people in vulnerable

areas and how they perceive these threats. Australia can

then tailor its engagements accordingly. With a current lack

of mechanisms or structures in the Indian Ocean region to
facilitate cooperation on environmental security, there is
scope for Australia to make it a key pillar of Indian Ocean
engagement, as is the case with Pacific island states.%

In relation to informal migration that has originated from
Sri Lanka Australia has shown initiative, coordinating
with the Sri Lankan navy, as well as providing vessels
and an aircraft. These initiatives have the potential

to advance to broad cooperation on maritime

domain awareness and as well as IUU fishing.

While maritime asylum seekers are a primary concern
for Australia, there are also broader issues of human
trafficking that emerge from the region, and demand-side
factors from Australia that are driving these problems.®®

Military coordination is about maintaining the peace, and the
region has a strong commitment to providing United Nations
peacekeeping forces. Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Pakistan
are four of the five largest contributors to UN peacekeeping
missions. India is also a locus of peacekeeper training.

52 “Bangladesh: Multi-disciplinary study and report on Bangladesh’s Economic Security”, SANEM, https://sanemnet.org/bangla-
desh-multi-disciplinary-study-and-report-on-bangladeshs-economic-security/

53 K.S Jayaraman, ”’Dead zone’ found in Bay of Bengal’, Nature India, December 2016, https://www.nature.com/articles/nindia.2016.163

54 David Brewster & Anthony Bergin, “Good Neighbours: Strengthening environmental security in the Indian Ocean region”, ANU National

Security College, February 2023, https://nsc.crawford.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/publication/nsc_crawford_anu_edu_au/2023-04/

web_good_neighbours-strengthening_environmental_security_in_the_indian_ocean_region_v1.pdf

55 Australian Federal Policy, "THuman trafficking reports continue to increase in Australia”, December 2023, https://www.afp.gov.au/
news-centre/media-release/human-trafficking-reports-continue-increase-australia
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It was one of the first countries that sent women as
peacekeepers, and it has a training institute that is now
training women across the region, particularin ASEAN
countries. Australian assistance would serve Australia’s
interests in both India and through Southeast Asia.

Collaboration through South Asia can often be impeded by the
region’s political history. Indian Ocean countries can be wary
of what they perceive as overbearing or hegemonic Indian
behaviour, so collaborative projects can be more appealing
when they have an outside guarantor. An example of this is
the India-Japan-Bangladesh connectivity program to link
Northeast India to the Bay of Bengal via Bangladesh.®® There
is the opportunity for Australia to present itself as a trusted
partner and broker for engagement within South Asia.

In the coming decades as power continues to shift both

to and within the Indo-Pacific, Australia will need to
reconceptualise where its areas of interests lie, and this will
include moving its vision westward. This will particularly be
the case as China build its relationships and presence in
East Africa and among the western Indian Ocean islands.
While Australia’s current focus is on the northeastern
Indian Ocean, the region is a single strategic theatre, and
so the groundwork of building relationships throughout

the whole region should be considered a priority.

India is the biggest player in the region and for bigger issues to
reach positive outcomes they require India’s support. However,
there is a trust deficit between other Indian Ocean states and
India that needs to be overcome, and Indian-led initiatives tend
to fail due to this. This presents Australia with the opportunity
to be a diplomatic organiser. It can be a state that is seen as an
honest broker, and which can help South Asia overcome some
of the historical baggage and difficult relationships that prevent
the region from solving some of its collective problems.

BARRIERS

Imperative to Australia’s engagement within the
Indian Ocean is having a keen understanding of the
relationships between countries in the region.

While certain economic and security interests have converged
between Australia and India — and the relationship has
gained greater intimacy — India’s historical position of non-
alignment has morphed into one of multi-alignment, with
New Delhi seeking as many beneficial relationships as
possible.5” This means India is not always interested in using
its diplomatic weight to align on issues that Australia and

its allies feel are important. India sees itself as rising to form
a major pole in a multi-polar Asia, rather than an ally of the
West. This is a workable scenario to Australia, but rather
than a broad like-mindedness, cooperation on an issue-
by-issue basis may be how the relationship progresses.

Diaspora communities play a central role in both informal

and formal ties, enhancing local knowledge of Indian Ocean
countries while forming strong economic, cultural and
diplomatic links. However, intra-diaspora tensions have found
their way into Australia and pose a threat to the success

of Australia’s immigration program, as well as potentially
infecting bilateral relations. A better understanding of ethnic
and religious divisions within the region is essential for
Australia to make the most of its South Asia diaspora, and

to address and alleviate these tensions at a local level.

The rise of Hindu nationalism and the erosion of
democracy and pluralism in India creates an added
layer of complexity to the relationship and makes it
more difficult to advance Australia’s commitment
to the rule of law and human rights goals.

56 Titli Basu, “India and Japan: Connecting the Connectivities in the Bay of Bengal”, The Diplomat, August 2023, https://thediplomat.
com/2023/08/india-and-japan-connecting-the-connectivities-in-the-bay-of-bengal/
57 Joanne Lin, ”India and Multi-alignment: Having one’s cake and eating it too”, Asialink Insights, February 2023, https://asialink.unimelb.

edu.au/insights/india-and-multi-alignment-having-ones-cake-and-eating-it-too
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Other states in the region are also experiencing
rising authoritarianism and democratic backsliding.
While potentially a source of internal instability,

this may not necessarily hinder state-to-state level
cooperation or beneficial trading relationships.

The complexity of South Asia as a whole presents another
potential barrier to Australia’s engagement in the region.
There are grand historical forces and deeply embedded
cultural perspectives that make cooperation difficult
between South Asian states. Smaller neighbours consider
that India often struggles to treat them as peers, which
inhibits cooperation. Alongside this, new sets of divergent
interests have emerged from China’s economic gravity.

This often makes the multilateral structures within the region
highly ineffective. The South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC) is stymied without an improvement
in India-Pakistan relations. The Bay of Bengal Initiative

for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation
(BIMSTEC) - of which Australia is an observer —is primarily
a trade-focused institution but may offer the region a better
platform for cooperation. There are current attempts to
implement a dispute-resolution mechanism to prevent
inter-member difficulties from hindering the organisation.>®

A security related forum like the Indian Ocean Naval
Symposium (IONS) is having some success at finding
common ground within the region, however broader
multilateral forums like the India Ocean Rim Association
(IORA) can struggle to achieve outcomes due to its scope
and size, its consensus-drive model, and the diverse range of

interests and perspectives that each country seeks to advance.
Often the principle of the lowest common denominator applies.

Bilaterally, Australia’s ability to forge intimate relationships
within the region are critical to its ability to be a productive
and trusted partner. However, in recent years Australia’s
outreach to other states aside from India has usually been in
terms of dollars. Providing much needed funding on certain
issues is welcome, but follow-up is also required to build the
solid bonds that should be central to its engagement. There
are lessons to be learned from Australia’s outreach in the
Pacific, where being seen to be invested and caring is just
as important as financial contributions. Relationships with
Bangladesh and Maldives start from low levels and lack depth.

Although the world has mostly ended restrictions following
the COVID-19 pandemic, the hit that many supply and
logistics chains took during this period have on-going effects.
Australia needs to recognise that the effects on supply
chains persist in many ways and can still hinder the free flow
of goods within the region. Although improvements have
been made, labour and environmental standards within
regional supply chains could also be a concern for Australian
business in their attempts to diversify away from China.5®

58 Eve Register, "BIMSTEC Revival: A compelling alternative to the BRI in the Bay of Bengal“, South Asian Voices, February 2024,

https://southasianvoices.org/bimstec-revival/

59 Action Aid, ”Australian brands are failing garment workers in Bangladesh and Cambodia during COVID-19”, December 2021,
https://actionaid.org.au/resources/australian-brands-are-failing-garment-workers-in-bangladesh-and-cambodia-during-covid-19/
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The Vision in Practice

What does it look like to strengthen Australia’s Indian Ocean engagement?

Australia recognises that its interests are bound to the Indian
Ocean. As an Indian Ocean state, Australia capitalises

on the breadth of opportunities that the emerging region
presents. This involves deeper regional integration both

at an institutional level and through economic connection
and enhanced people-to-people links. This includes
demonstrating a commitment to the Indian Ocean Rim
Association (IORA) as the region’s primary multilateral body.

Australia understands that some of the best structures are
often small and informal. Given the huge diversity of interests
and perspectives within the region, large structures that seek
to do too much are often ineffective. Australia will instead
have the patience and long-term vision to build trust and
cooperation on an issue-by-issue basis. It will coordinate

to address specific issues that are important to a single
regional state or common to the region more broadly.

Australia will leverage existing multilateral and minilateral
activities around maritime awareness. This is an area where
Australia has significant experience and major Indian Ocean
states are still building their own capabilities. Australia sees
it in its own interests to help advance these capabilities.

Australia enhances its strong cooperation with the Sri Lankan
Navy. This cooperation should not just centre on issues
related to the prevention of seeking asylum via maritime
routes, but to wider issues of human trafficking, IUU fishing
and general maritime awareness. Australia’s commitments
to greater maritime cooperation will weaken the need for
countries like Sri Lanka to seek assistance from China.

Australia will invest heavily in fishing diplomacy. At

present the Pacific and Southeast Asia are the primary
regions of engagement for Australia’s assistance with
combating IUU fishing. Australia has worked hard with its
Pacific neighbours to make the western Pacific the gold
standard in combatting IUU fishing. Australia will use these
structures and lessons to work with Indian Ocean countries
to improve standards and outcomes in the region.

What does it look like for Australia to Strengthen its Indian Ocean Engagement

Australia supports youth opportunity and leadership as
essential to building a stable and prosperous Indian Ocean
region. An understanding of the region as a very young
one, with its youth keen for education and economic
opportunity, will be at the centre of Australia’s thinking.

A major pillar of Indian Ocean engagement will be targeted
development assistance. Although the region is home to
rapidly growing economies, there are still a great number of
development issues that require international assistance.

Australia targets its development program intelligently on
issues where Australia has significant expertise, including
gender equality. It sees positive outcomes return to
Australia in terms of diplomatic dividends and the economic
opportunities that are born from more prosperous societies.
This links with and supports the whole-of-nation approach to
national defence set out in the Defence Strategic Review.

Australia has a keen understanding of the security and
economic impacts of climate change in the region. Australia
recognises that it has a moral responsibility to assist with

mitigation, resilience-building and disaster-relief cooperation.

Australia provides humanitarian support, healthcare

funding and economic recovery assistance to Bangladesh,
Maldives and Sri Lanka, as well as funding for disaster
preparedness. Australia leverages these connections to
locate trade opportunities and improve regional cooperation.
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Case Studies

IORA INDIAN OCEAN BLUE CARBON HUB

Based in Perth, Australia is host to the IORA Indian

Ocean Blue Carbon Hub. Launched in September 2019 in
collaboration with the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial
Research Organisation (CSIRO), the Blue Carbon Hub aims to
build knowledge and capacity in protecting and restoring blue
carbon ecosystems throughout the Indian Ocean. Blue carbon
allows multiple development goals to be addressed through a
single policy framework that incorporates economic growth,
environmental sustainability and social inclusiveness.®°

AUSTRALIAN HUMANITARIAN
PARTNERSHIP BANGLADESH
CONSORTIUM®

The Australian Humanitarian Partnership is a partnership
between the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade

and six Australian non-government organisations. It
delivers high-quality targeted humanitarian programs
that complement Australia’s funding to other United
Nations and specialist agencies. AHP partners have been
programming in Bangladesh for many years, and all have
been involved in the recent upscale of operations to support
Rohingya refugees and host communities in Cox’s Bazar
under the program AHP Bangladesh Consortium, which
is now in its fourth, multi-year response to the crisis.®?

INDIAN OCEAN: CURTIN UNIVERSITY
AND EDITH COWAN UNIVERSITY

In 2018, Charles Telfair Campus, located south-east of the
Mauritian capital Port Louis, became an official campus

of Curtin University. The campus delivers internationally
recognised undergraduate and postgraduate degrees while
researching in areas focusing on local and regional problems.%®

Edith Cowan University opened a campus in Sri Lanka
in Colombo in 2023.%* Local and international students
can study Australian university undergraduate programs
across a variety of disciplines, including biomedical
science, cyber security, design and commerce.

CENTRE FOR AUSTRALIA-
INDIA RELATIONS®

The Centre for Australia-India Relations is a national
platform established by the Australian Government

in 2023 to support and facilitate greater collaboration

and engagement with India. It works across all levels of
government, industry, academia and civil society to build
greater understanding of the Australia-India relationship and
the opportunities flowing from our burgeoning connections.

Its work focuses on promoting policy dialogue,
building India business literacy and links, engaging
Indian diaspora communities, and deepening
cultural connections and mutual understanding.

IORA Indian Ocean Blue Carbon Hub, https://research.csiro.au/iora-blue-carbon-hub/

https://www.cbm.org.au/stories/ahp-bangladesh-consortium-su
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Pathways

ENVIRONMENT

Environmental security will increasingly become an issue in tt
Indian Ocean region. Australia can signal its comprehension
of the problem with the creation of an Indian Ocean Centre for
Environmental Security in Perth.® This would be a research
centre with a focus on the development impacts of climate

change and on training in resilience and adaptation measures.

MARITIME SECURITY

Australia should work with like-minded countries in the
Indian Ocean that share an interest in protecting and
supporting the global maritime commons. Recent attacks
on Red Sea shipping and undersea cable infrastructure
demonstrate the vulnerability of sea lines of communication.
Future security cooperation can draw lessons from the
Combined Maritime Forces, a multinational partnership
focused on counter-piracy, law enforcement and other
regional maritime security priorities, including training.®”

MARITIME RESPONSE

In the event of a major maritime crisis in the Indian Ocean,
Australia needs a maritime strategic fleet of vessels available.
The recent government response to the Independent
Analysis of Navy’s Surface Combatant Fleet gives a sense

of the capability that will be available in the longer-term.58
Acquisition of large optionally crewed surface vessels

that can operate at a long range could be useful for a

range of scenarios and for maritime domain awareness

that assists smaller countries in the Indian Ocean.

The upgrade and expansion of HMAS Stirling in
Western Australia to accommodate more and longer
visits from US and UK submarines as part of submarine
rotational force West will also enhance regional maritime
response capacity, and in the longer-term WA will host
Australia’s nuclear-propelled AUKUS submarines.®®

SEARCH AND RESCUE

Australia’s capabilities in search and rescue should
be directed towards assisting other countries in the
region that don’t have Australia’s reach. Australia will
have increased capability through gaining a fourth
Triton maritime surveillance autonomous aircraft.

66 David Brewster and Anthony Bergin, “Good Neighbours”, National Security College, Australian National University, February 2023,
https://nsc.crawford.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/uploads/nsc_crawford_anu_edu_au/2023-03/web_good_neighbours-strengthen-

ing_environmental_security_in_the_indian_ocean_region_v1.pdf

67 https://combinedmaritimeforces.com/

68 Commonwealth of Australia, ”Strategic Fleet Taskforce: Final Report”, November 2023, https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/sites/default/

files/documents/strategic-fleet-taskforce-final-report.pdf

69 David Weber, “AUKUS deal: Jim Chalmers announces $8 billion HMAS Stirling naval base expansion”, ABC News, March 2023, https://
www.abc.net.au/news/2023-03-14/aukus-deal-jim-chalmers-hmas-stirling-expansion-perth-wa/102092058
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MARITIME DOMAIN AWARENESS

Although Australia’s priorities are focused on the northeast
Indian Ocean, there should be an awareness that the
ocean functions as a single theatre and that issues within
its western half effect the region as a whole, and also effect
Australia. Australia should prioritise building inoperability
in maritime domain awareness and surveillance within at
least the north-east Indian Ocean and extending further

as capabilities increase. The Quad has sought to address
maritime security challenges through its Indo-Pacific
Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA) project.”® As part

of this project, Australia should advance the provision of
radio frequency satellite data to the Regional Maritime
Information Fusion Centre in Madagascar and the Regional
Operations Coordination Centre in the Seychelles.™

ILLEGAL, UNREPORTED AND
UNREGULATED FISHING

Central to combatting IUU fishing in the region would be a
regional agreement to deny entry to all Indian Ocean ports
to out-of-area illegal fishing vessels. lllegal fishing in the
Indian Ocean by vessels from China and South America
would not be economically viable if these vessels didn’t
have access to ports to refuel, trans-ship, do repairs and
change crews. By denying access it would contribute to
defending the livelihoods of legal fishing vessels from
Indian Ocean states but would protect fish stocks as well
from over-fishing. Leading such an initiative would provide
Australia with a diplomatic dividend throughout the region.

INDIAN OCEAN TUNA COMMISSION

Helping to reform current intergovernmental fishing
structures would also provide Australia with good will.
Many of the countries responsible for illegal fishing in

the region are powerful within the Indian Ocean Tuna
Commission. There are concerns about the effectiveness
of the commission regarding understanding of fish stocks,
allocations systems, governance and management.
Indian Ocean states that have been trying to reform the
commission would appreciate Australia’s assistance.

PORT STATE CONTROL

Australia should take a leading role in making port state
control more effective in the Indian Ocean, by setting high
standards that other countries can follow, and advancing these
standards diplomatically through the region. The Indian Ocean
Memorandum of Understanding on Port State Control is the
framework that set guidelines for how port states can monitor
outside flagged vessels.” It is chiefly concerned with maritime
transit rules and ship safety. With the increase in importance
of the Indian Ocean to trade and sea lines of communication,
there is a need to better manage transit within the region and
be able to respond quickly and effectively to any problems.

DEFENCE DIPLOMACY

As a middle power generally perceived as a benign regional
actor, Australian defence engagement is welcomed by many
Indian Ocean countries. There are opportunities to build on
Australia’s defence diplomacy to be more active and visible

in the region. The placement of more defence attachés
should also be considered in missions across the region,

with Australia’s defence diplomacy engagement with African
littoral and small island countries in the Western Indian Ocean,
for example, currently managed by a single defence attaché
based out of Addis Ababa. Defence attachés are a relatively
low-cost way to enhance Australia’s regional engagement.
Australia can also seek more involvement in Indian exercises.

DIPLOMATIC RESOURCES

Australia should signal its commitment to the Indian Ocean
region by increasing its diplomatic personnel. This will

help redress the diplomatic deficit identified in the recent
unpublished diplomatic capability review.” Greater diplomatic
engagement has already occurred with the opening of a

new High Commission in Maldives. Given Australia’s limited
resources, further choices may need to be made about

where Australia’s diplomatic capabilities are best focused.

DEFENCE FORCE RESERVES
REGIONAL PARTNERSHIPS

Australia should establish reserve unit relationships with small
island states in the Indian Ocean. There are proven examples
of such partnerships such as the US State Partnership
Program (SPP) which facilitates cooperation on civil-military
affairs and encourages people-to-people ties at the state
level through pairing US states with nations,” such as the
Nevada National Guard partnership with the Republic of

Fiji and Kingdom of Tonga.” This would be in line with the
Defence Strategic Review’s call for defence “to investigate
innovative ways to adapt the structure, shape and role of the
Reserves”.” The benefits of such arrangements lie in the
long-term nature of reserve positions, particularly relative to
other military postings which can have high staff turnover.
Reserve unit relationships will enable military-to-military
engagements in support of defence security goals while also
leveraging whole-of-society relationships and capabilities

to facilitate broader interagency and corollary engagements
spanning military, government, economic and social spheres.

STRATEGIC DEFENCE DIALOGUES

Australia should expand its strategic defence dialogues in
the Indian Ocean, with Bangladesh a priority. Taking place
at less senior levels than leaders’ or ministerial meetings,
strategic defence dialogues enable officials to engage
and exchange ideas with their counterparts in countries
across the region. Australia should consider reviewing
and, where necessary establishing or refreshing such
dialogues with littoral countries around the Indian Ocean.

73 Daniel Hurst, “Australia’s diplomatic network has ‘serious gaps’ and needs boost, review warns”, The Guardian, 8 May 2023, https://

70 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, “Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness”, https://www.pmc.gov.au/
resources/quad-leaders-summit-2023/indo-pacific-partnership-maritime-domain-awareness

71 Jennifer Parker, ”A practical way for Australia to help in the western Indian Ocean”, The Lowy Interpreter, February 2024, https://www.
lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/practical-way-australia-help-western-indian-ocean

72 Indian Ocean Memorandum of Understanding on Port State Control, https://www.iomou.nic.in/index.php
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www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2023/may/08/australias-diplomatic-network-has-serious-gaps-and-needs-boost-review-warns;
Hugh Piper, “DFAT should publish the diplomatic capability review”, The Mandarin, 10 August 2023, https://www.themandarin.com.
au/227433-dfat-should-publish-the-diplomatic-capability-review/

74 US National Guard, “State Partnership Program”, https://www.nationalguard.mil/leadership/joint-staff/j-5/international-affairs-division/
state-partnership-program/

75 Waiter H. Loweili, “Repubiic of Fiji; Nevada Guard to expand Oceania partnership”, US National Guard, February 2018, nttps://www.
nationalguard.mil/News/Article-View/Article/1770264/republic-of-fiji-nevada-guard-to-expand-oceania-partnership/

76 Department of Defence, Defence Strategic Review, April 2023, p.87, https://www.defence.gov.au/about/reviews-inquiries/defence-stra-
tegic-review
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EDUCATION

There are many ways that Australia can harness education to
strengthen its Indian Ocean engagement. The establishment
of Australian university branch campuses in India (Deakin
University), Mauritius (Curtin University) and Sri Lanka
(Edith Cowan University) can be leveraged in a mutually
beneficial way. Online courses offered by Australian
universities can also support students in the region.

Scholarships and student exchanges through the Australia
Awards and the New Colombo Plan can be enhanced to build
greater cross-cultural understanding and economic links.

The experience of international students is not confined

to education. Australia’s recent caps on student visas,
reduction of the length of post-study work visas and graduate
visa age limits’”” — and the negative student experiences

this might engender — could have long term geostrategic
impacts. Individual visa decisions that may appear sound

in isolation can nonetheless run counter to and even
undermine Australia’s overarching regional engagement
aspirations, particularly in people-to-people ties.

Australia should continue to invest in domestic programs
that increase current low levels of South Asia literacy
—something that has been identified as an obstacle

in developing the Australia-India relationship.’®

Australia should also consider new ways to increase
Australia literacy within Indian Ocean countries. Lessons
can be drawn from initiatives and programs that other
countries have implemented. The United States-India
Educational Foundation promotes educational and
cultural exchange through several centres in India.”™

DIASPORA LINKAGES

Australia should value and engage with Indian Ocean diaspora
populations as a national asset that informally yet importantly
connects Australia with countries in the region. The diaspora
are often the bridge-builders between Australia and countries
of origin. Being comfortable in both cultures and with familial
and community links, the diaspora can especially understand
economic opportunities to a greater extent than many

existing businesses can and can operate in the “nooks and
crannies of a relationship where governments cannot.”®°

Diaspora populations often play key roles in responding
to natural disasters or conflict in proactive and positive
ways, including through emergency assistance and
development assistance. Their on-the-ground knowledge
can prove vital in aiding where it is most needed. Australia
should explore how its approach to Pacific engagement,
which emphasises the value of people-to-people links,
can be replicated in the Indian Ocean context. This
involves promoting how diaspora can meaningfully be
engaged and examples of how it happens in practice.

ECONOMIC SECURITY

Market opportunities throughout the region are mostly being
led by private industry. There is the potential for more support
from Export Finance Australia and Australian Development
Investments. There is also the potential for Australia to engage
with local experts to provide targeted development assistance
and capacity-building to promote economic security.

Bangladeshi products currently enter Australia duty-free and
quota-free, however Bangladesh is projected to graduate out of
least-developed country status in 2026. Australia should maintain
these conditions through expanding the current Australia-
Bangladesh Trade and Investment Framework Arrangement.

77 Department of Education, “End of extended post-study work rights for international graduates”, https://www.education.gov.au/end-ex-
tended-poststudy-work-rights-international-graduates

78 Craig Jeffrey and Matthew J. Nelson, “It’s Time to Build South Asia Literacy in Australia”, Pursuit, February 2023, https://pursuit.un-
imelb.edu.au/articles/it-s-time-to-build-south-asia-literacy-in-australia

79 United States-India Educational Foundation, https://www.usief.org.in/Study-in-the-US/USIEF-Centers.aspx

80 Peter Varghese, “An India Economic Strategy to 2035: Navigating From Potential To Delivery”, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade,

July 2018, https://www.dfat.gov.au/publications/trade-and-investment/india-economic-strategy/ies/index.html
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Case Studies

2024 INDIAN OCEAN CONFERENCE®

On 9-10 February 2024, Australia hosted the 7th annual Indian Ocean Conference in Perth. The Conference
brought together ministers and heads of state from more than 30 countries across the Indian Ocean

region. Under the theme ‘Towards a Stable and Sustainable Indian Ocean’, participants engaged in two
days’ of dialogue aimed at collectively addressing maritime, climate, and strategic challenges.

It was the first time Australia hosted this important gathering. In her keynote address to the conference, Australia’s
foreign minister stressed that “[Australia] will always remain a principled Indian Ocean power and a reliable Indian
Ocean partner. Because this region is our region, and together, we get to determine its character.”8?

https://perthusasia.edu.au/events/2024-indian-ocean-conference/#:~:text=0On%209%2D10%20February%202024,Foundation%20
t0%20support%20this%20event.

Foreign minister Penny Wong, "Keynote Address to the 7th Indian Ocean Conference,“ February 2024, https://www.foreignminister.gov.
au/minister/penny-wong/speech/keynote-address-7th-indian-ocean-conference
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INDIAN OCEAN NAVAL SYMPOSIUM®:

The Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS) is a voluntary
initiative that seeks to increase maritime co-operation
among navies of the littoral states of the Indian Ocean
Region by providing an open and inclusive forum for
discussion of regionally relevant maritime issues. In the
process, it endeavours to generate a flow of information
between naval professionals that would lead to common
understanding and possibly cooperative solutions on the
way ahead. Australia is one of 25 member countries.

MARITIME SECURITY OPERATIONS®

The Australian Defence Force contributes to support
international efforts promoting maritime security, stability
and prosperity. The Royal Australian Navy has conducted
maritime security operations promoting maritime security
in the Indian Ocean/Middle East region since 1990.

In Operation Manitou, the ADF has up to 16 staff
embedded with the Combined Maritime Forces (CMF)

in Bahrain at any time. The CMF is composed of 41
member nations and five Combined Task Forces focused
on countering terrorism, preventing piracy, encouraging
regional cooperation and promoting a safe maritime
environment. A stable security environment in the Middle
East region fosters trade and commerce and ensures
Australia’s safe and open access to the region.

In Operation Hydranth, the ADF contributes to support
United States and United Kingdom defensive actions
targeting the capabilities used in Houthi rebel attacks in
the Red Sea. It comprises up to seven ADF personnel

supporting the US-led coalition to degrade the threat to
the safety of seafarers of all nations, navigational rights
and freedoms, international trade and maritime security in
the Red Sea. Australia strongly supports the international
rules based order and will continue to support efforts to
de-escalate tensions and restore stability in the Red Sea.

AUSTRALIA AWARDS®

Australia Awards are scholarships administered by the
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. They contribute
to the long-term development needs of Australia’s partner
countries in line with bilateral and regional agreements.
Australia Awards provide opportunities for people from
developing countries, particularly those countries located in
the Indo-Pacific region, to undertake full-time postgraduate
study at participating Australian universities. The study
and research opportunities provided develop skills and
knowledge of individuals to drive change and contribute

to the development outcomes of their countries.

For example, Australia has provided nearly 2000 long-

term scholarships to Bangladeshis since the 1970s, with
alumni occupying leadership positions in both the public

and the private sectors and contribute to achieving the
country’s goals in important sectors such as education,
agriculture, water resources, and economic growth. Each
year, about 70 Australia Awards Scholarships are provided to
Bangladeshi nationals for master’s level study in Australia

83 https://www.ions.global/

84 https://www.defence.gov.au/defence-activities/operations

85 https://australiaawardssouthasiamongolia.org/

86 https://bangladesh.embassy.gov.au/daca/development_cooperat.html
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NEW COLOMBO PLAN¥

The New Colombo Plan is an Australian Government
scholarship program that supports Australian undergraduates
to study in the Indo-Pacific region, including Bangladesh, India,
Maldives, Sri Lanka Nepal and Pakistan. The program provides
scholarships for up to one year of study, grants for both short
and longer-term study, internships, mentorships, practicums
and research. Open to Australian undergraduates, the New
Colombo Plan supports around 10,000 students each year.

The New Colombo Plan aims to be transformational,
deepening Australia’s relationships in the region, both

at the individual level and through expanding university,
business and institutional links. A growing cohort of New
Colombo Plan alumni are playing an increasingly important
role in Australia’s relationships with its neighbours and
becoming an influential and diverse network of Australians
with direct experience in the Indo-Pacific and strong
professional and personal networks across the region.

INDIA AUSTRALIA RISE
ACCELERATOR PROGRAM?:

The India Australia Rapid Innovation and Startup Expansion
(RISE) Accelerator program is a partnership between the
CSIRO and the Atal Innovation Mission (AIM), NITI Aayog
—the Government of India’s flagship initiative to promote a
culture of innovation and entrepreneurship in the country.

With a particular focus on environment and climate
technologies, the program provides support to startups and
small- to medium-sized enterprises who are working on
innovative technology and are considering overseas expansion
between India and Australia. The nine-month accelerator
program enables Australian and Indian innovators and industry
partners to tackle shared national and global challenges.

INDIAN OCEAN RIM ASSOCIATION (IORA)®

The Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) is an inter-
governmental organisation formed in 1997 to foster
regional economic cooperation. IORA has evolved into
the peak regional group spanning the Indian Ocean.
The IORA Secretariat is based in Mauritius and is
headed by a fixed term Secretary-General. IORA has
23 member states and 11 dialogue partners.

IORA is the premier ministerial-level forum for the Indian
Ocean region. It is tripartite in nature, bringing together
representatives of government, business and academia.
Its priorities are maritime safety and security; trade and
investment facilitation; fisheries management; disaster
risk management; academic, science and technology
cooperation; and tourism and cultural exchange.®®

Australia is a founding IORA member and chaired
the organisation between 2013 and 2015.

RESTORING CORAL REEFS IN MALDIVES*

Like many countries in the region, Maldives relies on its coral
reefs for sustaining local livelihoods. Its reefs are critical for
coastal protection, as they reduce impacts from waves and
storms which cause erosion. They are also important for
economic prosperity, 58 per cent of the population is employed
in the tourism sector and 98 per cent of goods exports come
from reef-associated fisheries. But over the last decade,
increased sea surface temperatures and the effects of climate
change have resulted in major coral bleaching events.

The Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research
Organisation (CSIRO) has partnered with Maldives Marine
Research Institute, with funding from the Department

of Foreign Affairs and Trade, to develop and train local
participants in larval-based coral restoration methods to assist
with reef recovery and build resilience in a changing climate.

87 https://www.dfat.gov.au/people-to-people/new-colombo-plan

88 https://riseaccelerator.org/

89 Indian Ocean Rim Association,

90 Indian Ocean Rim Association, ”Priority Areas”,

91 https://www.csiro.au/en/news/All/Articles/2023/August/restoring-coral-reefs-maldives
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One participant withdrew from the process in
protest at Australia’s support of airstrikes in Yemen
in contrast to inaction and silence on the profound
human rights violations occurring in Gaza.
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