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China’s Growing Security Presence in the IOR and its implications for 

India 

R. Vignesh 

The meteoric rise of China has been one of the most definitive aspects of 

Twenty-first Century Asia and international strategic discourse has been 

dominated by the debate on whether China’s rise is indeed a peaceful one as 

China proclaims, or perhaps, its rise may set the precedent for the infringement 

of the rules-based international order established after the Second World War. 

While some nations have welcomed China’s rise as a credible alternative to 

Western economic and political domination, other nations have been 

apprehensive. The reason for their apprehension is due to China’s aggressive 

expansionism and its disregard for long-established rules and regulations 

governing state sovereignty. India as a rising global and economic power has 

been apprehensive about China’s westward expansion into the Indian Ocean 

Region (IOR), South Asia and beyond. As a nation that has unresolved border 

issues with China, India’s apprehension towards China’s growing presence in 

the IORis obvious. The same applies to China’s other neighbours, such as Japan 

and Vietnam, who have unresolved maritime disputes with China. The growing 

Chinese presence in the IORis amongst the core security concerns of India due 

to the proliferation of Chinese-built ports and infrastructure facilities in the 

region. This threat perception is bound to shape India’s maritime security 

strategy in the years to come and hence it is important to understand the 

dynamics of Chinese presence in the IOR and its implications for India’s 

maritime security. 

Tracing the evolution of China as a Maritime Power 

Robert D Kaplan in his book “Monsoon: The Indian Ocean and the 

Future of American Power” states that empires are often not sought 

consciously. Instead as states become stronger, their needs and insecurities drive 

them to expand their influence into fresh territories in an organic fashion.1An 
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era of great Chinese sea power prevailed during the Song and the early Ming 

Dynasties in the late tenth to early fifteenth century during which the Chinese 

Admiral Zheng carried out his legendary expeditions. The outcome of these 

expeditions witnessed the Chinese commercial and political influence extend 

across the IOR with presence established in key littorals of the region like 

Bengal, Sri Lanka, Hormuz and Mogadishu. Zhen He’s fabled expeditions were 

designed to safeguard the flow of trading vessels against pirates and were a 

demonstration of China’s early soft-power projection and even then the Song 

and Ming dynasties did not seek to establish or maintain permanent bases in the 

IOR.2 Subsequently, the Ming dynasty’s conflict with the Mongols across its 

northern borders had compelled them to change the focus of their efforts 

towards land frontiers which resulted in the diminishing of Chinese maritime 

presence in the IOR, and subsequently ceasing to exist with the advent of the 

European colonial powers. After 1949 China once again began to rise under the 

leadership of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and as Robert Kaplan has 

pointed out, Chinese maritime interests expanded organically wherein the IOR 

once again figured as a major component of its national strategy.  

In the initial decades following the establishment of the People’s 

Republic of China (PRC), its maritime security approach was shaped by the 

myriad threats that it faced at that time. Between the 1950sand the late 1970s, 

China’s national security threats were shaped by the instability in Tibet, its 

border confrontation with India and its rivalry with Kuomintang controlled 

Taiwan which carried out small scale incursions on the mainland. These factors 

led to China focusing on the coastal defence of its 18,000 km long coastline 

along which China’s politically and economically vital cities are located. In 

what became subsequently known as the ‘Near-Coast Defence Strategy’ the 

People’s Liberation Army Navy’s (PLAN) priority at the time was the 

protection of the three straits of Bohai, Taiwan and Qionzhou situated along the 

Chinese coasts. The three fleets of the PLAN, namely, the North Sea Fleet, East 
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Sea Fleet and South Sea Fleet were dedicated towards protecting the three 

straits.3 Subsequently, the economic reforms initiated by Deng Xiaoping swiftly 

resulted in China becoming a net oil importer in 1980 and eventually becoming 

the largest importer of crude oil in the world with more than 80% of its oil 

imports sourced from West Asia transiting through the IOR.4Meanwhile, 

intensification of China’s rivalry with the Soviet Union  and its brief armed 

confrontation with Vietnam had compelled the CPC to look beyond the coasts 

for ensuring its maritime security. Deng Xiaoping in 1979 conceptualised a 

strategy of ‘Near Seas Active Defence’ which influenced the modernisation of 

the PLAN’s operational capability to enable it to actively operate both near its 

coasts and its adjoining seas that act as strategic approaches to mainland China. 

The dissolution of the Soviet Union finally ended China’s longstanding 

anxieties about threats emanating from its Northern Borders. Thereafter, China 

has been successful in resolving its border disputes with its nieghbours 

including Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia and Tajikistan. Kaplan 

notes that China’s pursuit of sea power after the end of the Cold War is an 

indicator that it no longer perceives its land borders as threats, even in the long 

run.5The exponential growth of China as an economic and military power has 

been characterised by its attempt to attain domination of its adjoining seas. As 

Nicholas Spykman notes, throughout history emerging states have engaged in 

“circumferential and transmarine expansion” to gain control of adjacent seas; 

just as Ancient Greece sought control of the Aegean, Rome the Mediterranean, 

the US the Caribbean; and by this logic, China the South China Sea (SCS).6The 

exponential economic growth that China has achieved has been characterised by 

increasing import of crude oil and exporting to markets in the orient economy; 

both of which, physically transit through the strategic chokepoint of the Strait of 

Malacca situated between Malaysia and Indonesia. This chokepoint with a 

width of only 65 km and a length of 800 km holds the key to China’s rise as an 

economic power. The prospects of any accidental or deliberate closure of this 
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strategic chokepoint, thus has the potential to critically disrupt China’s economy 

and it is this insecurity that eventually became known as the ‘Malacca 

Dilemma’, and increasingly dictated China’s maritime strategy since the early 

2000s. The need for safeguarding the critical Sea Lanes of Communication 

(SLOC) and chokepoints that are essentially the lifeline of the Chinese economy 

became imperative and China’s maritime strategy transformed from being 

driven by the ‘Near Seas Approach’ into adopting a  ‘Far Seas Approach’ 

which was reflected in 2015 China’s Military Strategy.7 

Why is the Indian Ocean important to China?  

In order to understand the nature and implications of Chinese forays into 

the IOR it is important to first know where the region figures in China’s grand 

strategy. Analysis of the various volumes of China’s Blue Book series called 

Annual Report on the Development of the Indian Ocean Region has revealed 

that China considers the Western Pacific as its primary area of interest and the 

IOR as the secondary area of interest. It has been attributed that the 21st 

Maritime Silk Road (MSR) which is a part of China’s flagship Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) as the fundamental reason for China’s increased focus on the 

IOR despite not being an Indian Ocean State. Reiterating the need to safeguard 

China’s legitimate economic and security interests in the IOR, the blue book 

series has underscored the need for an Indian Ocean Strategy.8The growing 

significance of the IOR in China’s geopolitical calculus is synchronous with the 

growing strategic significance of the IOR in global geopolitical discourse. As 

Cuiping Zhu points out, resources are always a logical starting point of 

geopolitics and the source and transportation of oil, which is a strategic resource 

to any modern economy, is a major factor that dictates the strategic significance 

of the IOR. Of the eight major oil and gas reserves in the world, three reserves 

that account for over 70% of the World’s total reserves are situated in the IOR. 

The Persian Gulf region situated in the northwestern part of IOR is the World’s 

largest oil producer and supplier constituting one-third of the total global oil 
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production. This produced oil is transported out of the region through the Strait 

of Hormuz which accounts for 45% of the world’s overall export volume.9 On 

the other end, 50% of the world’s merchant fleet capacity passes through the 

Strait of Malacca making the IOR the globe’s busiest and most important 

interstate. The growing middle class population of India and China has made 

these two nations into becoming the largest consumers of oil in this region.10 

Apart from oil, abundant reserves of other strategic raw materials like 

uranium, gold, diamonds, tin, coal, iron ore, tungsten, and manganese are spread 

across the IOR littorals, especially in Africa.11 As an enclosed oceanic space in 

which access and exit are through the critical chokepoints and sea lines of 

communications (SLOCs), any threat to these geographic features would result 

in enormous economic costs being inflicted upon the nations that rely on 

shipping in IOR for its energy supply and other economic resources. Hence, the 

security of the chokepoints and SLOCs of the IOR is paramount to all the major 

stakeholders of the region including China and India. Jiadong Zhang notes that 

strategic competition among leading powers; terrorist attacks; and other non-

traditional threats like piracy, pose a serious threat to the maritime security of 

the IOR.12Swift coordinative efforts in the backdrop of piracy in the Gulf of 

Aden and the Strait of Malacca by a coalition of major navies of the World is an 

illustration of why maritime security in the IOR is critical to not only regional 

but also extra-regional states. As a nation that is heavily dependent upon energy 

and economic shipping through the IOR, China has legitimate concerns 

regarding the security of the chokepoints and SLOCs of the region. China 

imports its oil mainly through four passageways which are as follows: 

1. The Middle East Passageway: This sea route starts from the Persian 

Gulf passing through the Straits of Hormuz, Malacca and Taiwan. 

2. The African Passageway: Originates from North Africa passing through 

the Mediterranean Sea, the Strait of Gibraltar, Cape of Good Hope, Straits 

of Malacca and Taiwan. 
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3. Southeast Asia Passageway: Straits of Malacca and Taiwan. 

4. Pacific Ocean Passageway: Starts from South America passing through 

the Panama Canal, Western Pacific and the South China Sea. 

 Of these four passageways about 50% of oil that China imports are 

through the Middle East passageway making it an important sea route for 

China’s energy security.13Apart from connectivity with West Asia and North 

Africa that is critical for China’s oil imports, connectivity with South Asia, 

Southeast Asia and Africa is crucial for China’s export-oriented economy as 

these regions are the main markets for Chinese manufactured goods. The trade 

volumes between China and these five regions of the IOR have doubled from 47 

billion USD to 86.83 billion USD.14 Hence China’s growing strategic interests 

in the IOR are shaped by its role as a critical geographic conduit that gives 

China the access to energy resources and export markets that fuel its burgeoning 

economy. The Chinese leadership realises that the disruption or denial of its 

maritime connectivity in the IOR would greatly impede its economic growth.  

The Chinese leadership’s biggest fear is that in an event of a conflict, its 

potential adversaries including the US and India are in a position of strength to 

deny and disrupt SLOCs that connect China to its energy and economic 

resources. The analysis of the Blue Book series reveals that China fears that 

India’s geographically advantageous position in the IOR with its territory of the 

Andaman and Nicobar Islands which is situated in close proximity to the Strait 

of Malacca bestows India with strategic leverage of blocking the strait in the 

event of a conflict. The US on the other hand, has a military base in Diego 

Garcia, which also enables it to disrupt China’s maritime shipping in a potential 

conflict scenario.  

 Such fears and insecurities have attracted focus from the Chinese 

leadership towards the IOR. Predominantly driven by its need to secure and 

consolidate its access and presence in the region, the Chinese have calibrated 

their political, economical and strategic presence in the region. As a result, the 
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key objectives of China’s Indian Ocean strategy involve the establishment of 

avenues through which China could exert economic and political influence in 

the region. To accomplish this objective China  requires the corresponding 

military and power projection capabilities in order to play a constructive role as 

a crucial stakeholder in the security of the IOR. Underscoring this fact the 

Annual Report referred to earlier, notes that building defence capability is an 

integral part of China’s vision for enabling peaceful development in the IOR.15 

These geostrategic underpinnings are embedded in China’s flagship BRI project 

that has been grandiosely promoted by President Xi Jinpingas an infrastructure 

development programme to facilitate the economic integration of nations along 

the route of the historic Silk Road. The twin element of this megaproject’ the 

21st Century MSR and land-based Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB), are two 

large-scale connectivity projects that synchronously stretches across the IOR 

and its littorals to connect China with its main source-of-oil and export markets. 

This massive connectivity project encompasses more than 60 countries and 

cumulative anticipated investments ranging from USD 4-8 trillion.16 While the 

land-based (SREB) spans six development corridors comprising New Eurasian 

Land Bridge Economic Corridor (NELBEC), China-Mongolia-Russia 

Economic Corridor (CMREC), China-Central Asia-West Asia Economic 

Corridor (CCWAEC), China-Indochina Peninsula Economic Corridor 

(CCWAEC), Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Economic Corridor (BCIMEC) 

and China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). On the other hand, the 21st 

Century MSR aims to establish connectivity of China with Southeast Asia, 

Indonesia, India, the Persian Gulf, Somalia, Egypt and Europe through an 

extensive maritime route encompassing, the South China Sea, Strait of Malacca, 

Indian Ocean, Bay of Bengal, Arabian Sea, Persian Gulf and the Red Sea.17 

 Although China has repeatedly reiterated the BRI as solely an economic 

initiative; its underlying geostrategic designs have not escaped the eye of 

observers and commentators.18The grand strategic design of the BRI project, 
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simultaneously aims to establish both maritime as well as land connectivity of 

China with the same regions illustrating China’s attempts to reduce its reliance 

solely on the maritime connectivity across the IOR for its energy and economic 

needs which it perceives as vulnerable to disruption by potential adversaries in 

conflict scenarios. The 2014 edition of the Annual Report on the development 

in the Indian Ocean Region points out that in an attempt to reduce China’s 

reliance on energy imports solely through the seaway, the BRI aims to create a 

supplementary reserve channel through the creation of land-based pipelines like 

the Sino-Myanmar gas pipeline that connects Myanmar’s deep-water port in the 

Bay of Bengal with Yunnan province of China. But at the same time, the report 

also acknowledges that while these pipelines cannot fully substitute the function 

of the maritime route of the IOR, they do to an extent mitigate the vulnerability 

of China’s complete dependence on the seas for energy.19 China recognises the 

IOR as the primary gateway that gives access to energy and economic resources 

and the BRI is a geostrategic design that enables China to establish and 

consolidate its economic and political presence thereby creating a favorable 

environment in the region through soft power.  

Mapping China’s Security Presence in the Indian Ocean 

There can be no doubt that the economic and political avenues that the 

BRI creates for China in the IOR also can be utilised to supplement its military 

capability by facilitating the extension of PLAN’s operational reach across the 

region.  Given the enormous economic stakes of China in the IOR and the 

plethora of threats that endanger the vital SLOCs, Robert Kaplan notes that it is 

obvious that China would not solely entrust the safety of this maritime region to 

either the US or India both of whom it perceives as its strategic competitors.20 

He also states that considering China’s global ambitions a one-ocean navy 

concentrated only on the Western Pacific will make China just a regional power. 

But a two-ocean navy dedicated to both the Western Pacific and the Indian 

Ocean will enable China to project power around the whole navigable Eurasian 
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Rimland making China a global power.21 The issue of piracy that emerged in 

the late 2000s gave an opportunity for the PLAN to initiate its forays into the 

IOR with an aim to build an image for itself as a responsible stakeholder in the 

security of the region.22 Since then the PLAN has been regularly deploying its 

destroyers, frigates and ironically even submarines across the IOR under the 

pretext of anti-piracy operations. Abhay Singh interprets the increasing 

deployment of PLAN assets in the IOR to Alfred Thayer Mahan’s dictum on 

sea power that suggests that trade and economic power facilitate avenues for 

military expansion and enhancement of naval capability which in turn 

safeguards trade.23 The Chinese leadership had long been against the idea of 

overseas bases. But this thought underwent a significant transformation over the 

last decade as a number of Chinese strategists and policymakers began 

advocating for the establishment of overseas bases. Finally abandoning its 

longstanding policy against establishing overseas bases, the very first Chinese 

overseas military base was established in Djibouti, which is strategically located 

in the Horn of Africa in close proximity to the Bad-el-Mandeb that connects the 

Red Sea to the Gulf of Aden acting as a gateway to the IOR. The presence of 

this base effectively places China at the crossroads of a crucial maritime 

pathway that connects Europe with the IOR. 

Since the establishment of the Chinese overseas military base in Djibouti, 

observers are speculating that more such bases shall follow along the Eastern 

coast of Africa. Apart from overseas military bases, the IOR is dotted with a 

string of Chinese commercial port facilities among which the most notable 

projects include the Gwardar Port in Pakistan, Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka, 

Kyaukpyu Port in Myanmar and Bagamoyo Port in Tanzania.24 The Annual 

Report 2019 describes these ports as China’s efforts for empowering the 

developing nations like Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Myanmar which 

by themselves lack the capability to engage in massive infrastructure 

development projects.25However, what raises concern is the dual-use nature of 
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these port facilities and these fears have been substantiated by the frequent 

docking of PLAN’s assets including warships and submarines enroute to the 

Western Indian Ocean. These facilities can play a very crucial role in extending 

the area of operations of the PLAN by serving as replenishment sites along the 

IOR. While the PLAN is entitled to enhance its operational capability in the 

region in order to protect its legitimate economic interests, India being a 

resident power of the IOR is concerned with the threats to its national security 

posed by the growing Chinese presence in its maritime vicinity.  

Implications for India’s Maritime Security 

In the late 1990s JN Dixit noted that while China had been having normal 

political and economic relationships with the nations in South and Southeast 

Asia, there continued to exist an undercurrent of apprehension about China’s 

military might governed by a traditional collective nationalistic and assertive 

mindset that is characterised by expansionist tendencies. He attributes this to 

China having a sense of destiny about being a predominant Asian power in the 

21stCentury.26 Ever since American defence contractor Booz Allen Hamilton 

brought out the concept of ‘String of Pearls ‘in 2004 to depict the underlying 

strategic nature of the various ports and other infrastructure projects that have 

been developed by China across the IOR, the concept has greatly influenced 

India’s public discourse on the growing Chinese presence in the region. David 

Brewster notes that the proponents of ‘String of Pearls’ theory proclaim that 

China has negotiated secret access rights to allow the PLAN to utilise these 

ports as logistic hubs or naval bases across the IOR that effectively enhance the 

PLAN’s ability to operate in the Far Seas and project power.27Despite China’s 

constant rebuttal, the dual-use nature of these commercial ports and the 

infrastructure of projects cannot be dismissed. Adding to this over the years, 

China has been successful in establishing dynamic politico-economic relations 

with IOR nations like Sri Lanka, Maldives and Bangladesh that has been 

perceived by the Indian strategic community as Chinese encroachment upon 
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India’s core sphere of influence. These factors have led to a creation of a public 

perception in India that views the growing Chinese presence in IOR through its 

BRI project and other economic and political linkages with nations in India’s 

neighborhood as a postulation of strategic encirclement of India by China.  

The Annual Report 2019 debunks the ‘String of Pearls’ theory by 

describing it as a western construct and standing clear of China’s intentions to 

address the issue of poor infrastructure facilities and facilitate economic 

development in the region. It further puts forward the notion of addressing the 

‘responsibility vacuum’ created by the receding American presence towards 

maritime security in the IOR. It also downplays India’s role as a ‘Net Security 

Provider’ as an impractical proposition and espouses the need for multilateral 

institutional arrangements for upholding the security governance of the region.28 

The root cause of India’s apprehensions towards China’s growing political, 

economic and military presence in the Indian Ocean stems from a multitude of 

genuine factors. Among them is the ability of China to precipitate anti-India 

rhetoric in India’s neighborhood which has been evident from the emerging 

political fault lines in nations like the Maldives.  There can be no denying to the 

fact that the ports and other infrastructure projects can be leveraged by the 

PLAN to simultaneously strengthen its SLOCs and extend its range of 

operations in the Indian Ocean. The presence of Chinese naval assets and other 

strategic infrastructure facilities in close proximity to India’s coasts pose 

credible threats to India’s maritime security. These factors combined with the 

regular transgression of the PLA across the LAC have resulted in the Indian 

Strategic community viewing China’s growing presence in the IOR with 

suspicion. 

On the other hand, the analysis of the annual reports and other Chinese 

literature suggest that China has its own fears of strategic encirclement by India 

along with other Western powers. To substantiate this claim the Chinese authors 

have questioned India’s eastward strategic expansion towards the ASEAN and 
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SCS through the implementation of the ‘Act East Policy’. China has repeatedly 

opposed the concepts of Indo-Pacific and the QUAD both of which it perceives 

as attempts to contain China and views India being an important part of these 

geopolitical constructs in its collusion with the West to encircle China. The 

analysis of the literature of both India and China reveals that the security 

dilemma is mutual and both nations have been apprehensive about each other’s 

presence in their respective sphere of influence. However, this mutual security 

dilemma that exists between the two Asian giants would be detrimental to the 

security of the entire region. As JN Dixit points out any long-term antagonism 

between China and India would have a very negative impact on Asian peace and 

stability.29 Hence moving beyond this mutual security dilemma would be the 

most enduring challenge for both nations in the forthcoming years and its 

effects will shape the strategic environment of the IOR. 
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