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VIEWPOINT
Admiral Arun Prakash says

“China has become a maritime power. 
It’s time India caught up”

While early signs of China’s 
“maritime awakening” had 
emerged with its 2004 Defence 

White Paper (DWP), most China-watchers 
were sceptical when Hu Jintao declared 
at the 2012 Party Conference that China 
aimed to become “a maritime great power”. 
Scepticism gave way to apprehension as it 
became clear that Hu’s announcement was 
underpinned by a time-bound programme 
for acquiring the full gamut of maritime 
capabilities. Today, China has not only 
overtaken the US Navy in numbers, it is also 
the world’s top ship-producing nation, with 
the largest merchant navy, coast-guard and 
fishing fleet/maritime militia in the world.

The competition between China and 
India in the economic and military spheres, 
no matter how asymmetric, makes it 
inevitable that the two will remain rivals in 
the Asian strategic space. Having weathered 
the Covid-19 pandemic with limited 
economic impact, China has reaffirmed its 
revanchist agenda via its refusal to resume 
the status quo ante in Eastern Ladakh. An 
economically strong, expansionist, and 
militaristic China will use the Maritime 
Silk Route initiative to expand its sphere 
of influence and ensure dominance in 
the Indo-Pacific. The PLA Navy’s crucial 
role in this endeavour, clearly spelt out in 
China’s 2019 DWP, relies on its formidable 
maritime/industrial capabilities.

In this context, the yawning gap 
between the maritime capabilities of China 
and India is shown by this example. China 
laid down its first indigenous aircraft-carrier 
in 2015 and commissioned it in 2018 — an 
astonishing industrial/technological feat. 
Work on India’s first indigenous aircraft-
carrier commenced in 2009 and in 2021, 
the ship awaits completion. The roots of this 
debility are not far to seek. India launched 
its first “maritime modernisation” plan, 
bearing the catchy title of “Sagarmala” 
in 2003, almost simultaneously with 
China. But its focus was limited to port 
development and road/rail connectivity.

Politicians, however, assumed that 
Sagarmala was a panacea for all of India’s 
maritime shortcomings and sold it to 
the public as such. The exclusive focus 
of successive governments on port 
development has led to gross neglect 
of other critical components of India’s 
maritime capability. These include merchant 
shipping, shipbuilding, ship repair, seabed 
exploration and fisheries etc; all of which 
have implications for India’s maritime 
security as well as its “blue economy”. It 
is instructive to follow the trajectory of 
Sagarmala because it is illustrative of India’s 
“sea blindness” as well as political myopia 
and bureaucratic ineptitude.

Sagarmala, in its first avatar, was 
announced in August 2003 by the 
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Vajpayee-led NDA government with the 
stated objective of ensuring that all major 
ports would be connected to the Golden 
Highway Quadrilateral through a network 
of expressways, facilitating country-wide 
goods traffic to-and-from ports. It was 
abandoned within months, following the 
declaration of the general election.

The UPA government, which won 
office in 2004, replaced Sagarmala with 
the National Maritime Development 
Plan (NMDP) in 2005. While the stated 
aim of the NMDP-2005, much like that 
of Sagarmala, was to “develop India’s 
maritime sector”, it was actually confined 
to modernisation of port infrastructure and 
enhancement of rail-road connectivity to 
these ports. To fulfil these goals, the NMDP 
included 276 projects at an investment of 
Rs 1,00,339 crore.

Progress of the plan, however, remained 
tardy. Seven years after its commencement, 
the Lok Sabha was informed that only 82 
of the 276 projects had been completed, 
while 30 had been dropped and 66 were 
still in the planning stage. In 2011, the 
UPA government decided to abandon the 
NMDP-2005 and replaced it with a new 10-
year plan titled Maritime Agenda 2010-2020 
(MA-2020). While the Sagarmala-2003 and 
NMDP-2005 were focused mainly on port 
modernisation and enhancing rail-road 
connectivity, MA-2020, ostensibly, had a 


