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Colombo Security Conclave: A Sub-Regional Maritime Security Cooperation Initiative 

in the Indian Ocean Region 

Dr. Gulbin Sultana, Associate Fellow 

The Indian Ocean Region (IOR) faces several security challenges emanating from the non-

traditional as well as traditional issues dominating the regional maritime security 

environment today. Due to differences in strategic ambitions and interests, all the 36 

countries of the IOR may not be facing common security challenges in the traditional sense, 

but as far as non-traditional security is concerned, there is much in common among them. 

Some of these non-traditional issues are maritime terrorism; piracy and armed robbery; 

contraband smuggling; illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing; irregular human 

migration (IHM); climate change and sea level rise; maritime accidents, and marine 

environmental pollution. Cybersecurity is also a major concern, primarily because the 

maritime domain is increasingly being automated and digitised. Given the vastness of the 

IOR, all the countries of the region are not affected by these challenges simultaneously, or 

with equal intensity. According to the Annual Report 2021 published by the Information 

Fusion Centre—Indian Ocean Region, in 2021, South East Asia and the Gulf of Guinea were 

the hotspots for piracy while piracy incidents in West Asia and South Asia were 

proportionately far fewer.1Most of the IUU fishing incidents occurred in South East Asia (65 

per cent) followed by South Asia (15 per cent), West Asia (13 per cent) and then in East 

Africa (7 per cent).2 About 75 per cent of the IHM incidents occurred in the Mediterranean, 

followed by East Africa (14 per cent).3 

 

Due to the region-specific challenges, there has been a growing realisation among the 

countries involved that rather than having a pan-Indian Ocean framework to deal with the 

security challenges, security cooperation at the sub-regional level can be more effective. 

India–Sri Lanka–Maldives National Security Advisor (NSA) level trilateral meeting on 

maritime security cooperation which was later renamed as the Colombo Security Conclave 

(CSC),and incorporated Mauritius as the fourth member, and Bangladesh and Seychelles as 

observers, is an important sub-regional security cooperation framework in the IOR. The most 

important feature of the CSC is that it provides for cooperation both at the policy as well as 

operational level and thus makes it a potentially effective grouping to deal with the security 

challenges in the region. 
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NSA-Level Trilateral Cooperation to the Colombo Security Conclave 

 

Given the geo-strategic location and the common maritime security threats and challenges 

faced by India, Sri Lanka and the Maldives, the three South Asian countries launched NSA-

level trilateral meeting on maritime security cooperation in 2011 in the Maldives. The 

trilateral NSA-level meeting continued in 2013 and 2014 in Sri Lanka and India respectively. 

During the second meeting in 2013, the three countries agreed to explore the possibility of 

expanding the scope of the trilateral initiative to include other Indian Ocean littoral 

countries.4 Accordingly, Mauritius and Seychelles were invited to participate in the 2014 

meeting as guest countries.5 

 

There was a halt in holding the meetings during 2014–2018 due to the deteriorating relations 

between India and the Maldives. After the India-friendly Ibrahim Mohamed Solih 

administration assumed power in the Maldives in 2018, a fresh impetus was provided to 

resume the trilateral maritime dialogue. Accordingly, the three countries held the fourth NSA 

level meeting on 28 November 2020, during which Bangladesh, Mauritius and Seychelles 

participated as observers. The decision was also taken during the fourth meeting to expand 

membership and change the appellation of the grouping to Colombo Security Conclave.6 

 

In March 2022, Mauritius formally joined CSC as the fourth member.7 It is expected that 

Seychelles and Bangladesh too will be upgraded to full membership from their current status 

as observers. Even though Seychelles and Mauritius are not part of the South Asian region, it 

is believed that their participation in this initiative will contribute to enhancing maritime 

security in the IOR.8 

 

Areas of Cooperation 

 

The scope of cooperation within the sub-regional grouping has expanded over the years. 

During the second meeting held in 2013, the roadmap agreed upon by the member countries 

focused on the following issues:9 

 

1)In order to monitor and track Maldives and Sri Lanka flagged merchant vessels owned 

by them, these two countries can obtain the facility of the Indian Long-Range 

Identification and Tracking (LRIT) Data Centre. Sri Lanka and Maldives are to provide 
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required details as per International Maritime Organisation (IMO) regulations through 

diplomatic channels. 

 

2)Utilisation of the Merchant Ship Information System (MSIS) for exchange of 

unclassified information on white shipping. 

 

3) Sharing of Automatic Identification System (AIS) data in a trilateral format over the 

MSIS platform. 

 

4) Undertaking Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) training in India. 

 

5) Strengthening maritime linkages in the field of Search and Rescue (SAR) including 

through SAR operations; providing expertise and technical assistance by India in setting 

up Maritime Rescue Coordination Centres (MRCCs) in Sri Lanka and Maldives; the 

required coordination in relaying and receiving distress alerts and safety messages; and, 

the conduct of SAR training in India. 

 

6) Strengthening mechanisms for Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) surveillance and 

providing additional support and assets on a case-by-case basis. 

 

7) Maintaining lines of communication on illegal maritime activities between identified 

points of contact and exchanging messages on a regular basis. 

 

8) Strengthening marine pollution response cooperation through conduct of IMO Level I 

and Level II courses in India, formulating contingency plans for pollution response, 

capacity building, and participating in India’s National Pollution Response Exercise 

(NATPOLREX), as observers. 

 

9) Strengthening the biennial trilateral exercise ‘DOSTI’ by conducting tabletop exercises 

and seminars on maritime issues every alternate year. 

 

10) Passing tsunami warnings simultaneously to agreed points of contact in addition to 

the designated National Tsunami Warning Centres. 

 

11) Setting up a trilateral sub-group focused on legal and policy issues related to piracy. 
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Newer areas of cooperation including hydrography; maritime and underwater heritage; 

training in Visit Board Search and Seizure (VBSS) operations; training on-board Indian Sail 

Training Ships; exchanges between think tanks; and joint participation in adventure activities 

were discussed during the third meeting held in 2014.10 During the fourth NSA level meeting 

in 2020, all the three countries agreed to broad-based cooperation by expanding the scope of 

improving intelligence sharing and include issues such as terrorism, radicalisation, 

extremism, illegal drugs, weapons, and human trafficking, money laundering, cyber security, 

and the effect of climate change on the maritime environment.11The fifth meeting held in 

March 2022 talked about five pillars of cooperation which include: maritime safety and 

security; countering terrorism and radicalisation; combating trafficking and transnational 

organised crime; cyber security, and protection of critical infrastructure and technology; and 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief.12 

 

Cooperation at the Operational Level 

It was acknowledged in 2020 that to ensure effective implementation of decisions taken at the 

trilateral meetings, it is important to have biannual Deputy NSA level working group 

meetings, cooperation at the operational level, intelligence sharing and enhancement and 

maintenance of maritime information management systems, improvement of personnel 

capabilities, and cooperation on education and training among the member countries. In 

keeping with these decisions, a secretariat was set up at the Sri Lankan Navy (SLN) 

Headquarters in Colombo on 1 March 2021; a virtual trilateral tabletop exercise was held in 

July 2021 to discuss best practices and procedures for countering common trans-national 

maritime crimes13; a Deputy NSA level meeting was convened in August 2021where the 

three countries identified four pillars of cooperation, namely, marine safety and security, 

terrorism and radicalisation, trafficking and organised crime, and cyber security14; and the 

maiden “CSC Focused Operation” was conducted between the Indian Navy (IN), the 

Maldives National Defence Force (MNDF), and SLN on 27 and 28 November 2021 in the 

EEZ of the three countries in the Southern Arabian Sea.15 A roadmap was adopted during the 

fifth meeting held in March 2022to facilitate robust mechanisms for coordinated responses, 

capacity building and strengthening information flow between member states.16 Reportedly, 

the roadmap includes a meeting of heads of Coast Guards this year to discuss specific areas 

of cooperation, and the creation of two joint working groups on drug trafficking and 

transnational organised crimes; and cyber security and emerging technologies, respectively.17 
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Institutionalisation and cooperation at the operational level helps building understanding and 

interoperability between the lead maritime security agencies, and facilitate effectively 

addressing, preventing and suppressing transnational crimes in order to keep this vital part of 

the IOR “safe and secure for commercial shipping, international trade and conduct of 

legitimate maritime activities”.  

 

Operational synergy among the partners through the exchange of information and the conduct 

of coordinated operations to handle maritime incidents, are essential requirements for the 

results sought, consequent to the decisions taken at the policy level. During the fourth NSA 

level meeting, a decision was taken that the existing technology can be utilised for the 

purpose. All member countries are already well-connected with the Information Fusion 

Centre (IFC), Gurgaon, through the coastal surveillance radar system (CSRS) and the AIS to 

collect information on maritime activities in the Indian Ocean.18Currently, the IFC, Indian 

Ocean Region Gurgaon fuses the white shipping information collected by the CSRS and the 

AIS and shares the information with all the countries that have signed the ‘White Shipping 

Agreement’. IFC is not mandated to share maritime intelligence. The newly set up Secretariat 

can facilitate maritime intelligence information sharing based on existing technology to the 

benefit of all the member countries. 

 

India’s existing security and defence cooperation with the member countries and military 

exercises at the bilateral, trilateral and multilateral levels outside the CSC can facilitate 

enhanced cooperation at the operational level to implement the decisions taken at the policy 

level.  

 

The CSC has the potential to emerge as an effective security framework at the sub-regional 

level in the Indian Ocean as it provides for cooperation both at the policy and the operational 

levels. The framework will not only be beneficial to the member countries but also benefit 

other countries which may be frequently using the Indian Ocean for their energy supply and 

other needs, by ensuring and maintaining safety and security in the region. Nevertheless, the 

conclave is vulnerable to get weakened by possible challenges.  
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Possible Challenges 

 

The political will of governments of member countries to continue their  cooperation under 

the CSC mechanism is most crucial. Any kind of deterioration in the bilateral relations 

between the member countries may have a negative impact on the smooth progress of the 

CSC. During 2014–18, the trilateral security initiative faced a lull due to the deteriorating 

relations between Maldives and India. At present, bilateral relations among the member 

countries are not going through any major issues. Since 2020, the governments of the 

member countries have expressed their political will to cooperate both at the policy level and 

the operational level. 

 

Having said that, it is noteworthy to mention here that a strong anti-India constituency exists 

in some of the member countries, which opposes military and defence cooperation with India. 

Currently an “India Out campaign” against the Indian military is being spearheaded by the 

former President of Maldives, Abdulla Yameen. The campaign is opposing the presence of 

Indian armed forces personnel in the Maldives to train and maintain the helicopter gifted by 

India to the Maldives as well as the defence cooperation agreement signed between the two 

countries. Though the campaign so far has not shown its opposition against the trilateral and 

multilateral security cooperation with India, there is an example in the past where the MNDF 

under the presidency of Abdulla Yameen had declined an invitation to participate in the 

MILAN series of multilateral exercises hosted by India in March 2018.19If President 

Yameen’s party comes back to power in the next presidential and parliamentary elections and 

if it continues to have a similar approach towards India, there may be implications for the 

smooth functioning of the CSC. 

 

As the most capable country among the members, India has played a lead role in 

strengthening the capacity and capability of others by providing training and supplying 

equipment. Setting up of the CSRS in the Maldives, Mauritius, Seychelles and AIS in Sri 

Lanka by India and connecting them with the IFC, Indian Ocean Region, Gurgaon is a 

significant step in enhancing the MDA capability of these countries. The anti-India 

constituency in these countries has however, interpreted Indian assistance as a tool to 

surveillance of the EEZ of other countries. Concerns are also expressed by some on India 

assisting the member countries in the preparation of their hydrographic chart. Recently, 

security concerns were expressed by some political leaders in Sri Lanka on the establishment 
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of a MRCC in the country with Indian grant assistance worth US$ 6 million.20Signing the 

MoU on the supply of DO-228 Dornier Reconnaissance aircraft by India to Sri Lanka has 

also been criticised arguing that the Government of Sri Lanka has “sold Sri Lanka’s air-space 

to India by signing the agreement”.21While it cannot be said with certainty that this kind of 

suspicion about India will have an immediate impact on the functioning of the CSC, it is 

important to be mindful of such possible challenges. 

 

The member countries have convergence of interests as far as non-traditional security is 

concerned. However, in areas of traditional security, even though, it is in the interest of all the 

CSC member countries to see that peace and freedom of navigation are maintained in the 

IOR, they do not follow a similar approach on the issue of big-power rivalry in the region. 

The smaller countries in the region have, on several occasions, shown their concerns of 

unnecessarily becoming scapegoats or victims of India–China rivalry in the region, and do 

not like to be seen taking sides explicitly with any of the competing powers in the region. 

Many in the region believe that the CSC will be used by India to counter China and further its 

strategic ambition in the region. 

 

There are concerns in China about the CSC. Reacting to the progress of the CSC, Chinese 

Foreign Minister during his visit to Sri Lanka in January 2022 proposed creating a forum on 

the development of Indian Ocean Island countries to build consensus and synergy, and 

promote common development. China invited Sri Lanka to play an important role in this 

regard.22Though Sri Lanka or other member countries of the CSC have not reacted to the 

Chinese proposal yet, they may voluntarily or under compulsion, come under the influence of 

China to not to be effectively engaged in the CSC. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Since 2020, the CSC has been making consistent progress so far. Even though it is too early 

to evaluate the success of the grouping, it has the potential to emerge as an effective 

framework to deal with the maritime and security issues compared to other security 

frameworks in the Indian Ocean Region such as the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) 

and the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS), due to two factors: (i)cooperation among 

smaller groups are more manageable and focus is possible on the common concerns of the 

member countries, and (ii) the CSC has the provision for cooperation both at the policy as 
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well as the operational level, unlike the IORA and the IONS. However, the CSC is not free 

from possible challenges emanating from bilateral political issues, the China factor, and 

differences of approach of the member countries to deal with the traditional security issues. 

Keeping these issues into consideration, the member countries should take precautionary 

measures to ensure smooth progress of the CSC. India as a regional leader, must take some 

positive steps in this regard. As the most capable among all the member countries, India must 

facilitate and support other countries to enhance their capabilities, and at the same time, avoid 

imposing its decisions on others. It should never give the impression to the other member 

countries that it wants to use the framework to counter China or any other state actor. India 

should clearly convey the message that through CSC, it aims to improve its own capability as 

well as the capability of other member countries so that together they can ensure safe and 

secure region and be prepared to deal with any eventualities summarily. Efforts should be 

made to build the consensus among the political leaders of the member countries that outside 

interference to derail the CSC framework will not be entertained.The CSC should also not try 

to expand the scope of cooperation to incorporate traditional security issues. The message 

needs to be clearly conveyed to all the member countries that the CSC is not a military 

alliance.  
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