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Introduction  

The contemporary Indo-Pacific region is steadily influenced by intersecting 

trajectories- geopolitical competition and environmental upheaval.1 Traditionally, the 

Indo-Pacific region, as geographically, has been comprehended through the lens of 

competition among the major powerful nations, significant shipping routes and 

geostrategic naval position. Nevertheless, as the world shifting towards the 

Anthropocene period, the matter of climate change has become inevitable due to 

international political landscape.2 Rising sea levels, amplified tropical cyclones, and 

disrupted marine ecosystems now coincide with geopolitical imperatives, modifying 

the fundamental rationale of security. The Indo-Pacific region thus cannot be defined 

only through the prism of major power competition, but equally as a region where the 

embodied materialities of climate change are shifting the maritime strategic order.3  

Globally, 'climate securitization' has advanced as a contested but conceptual 

framework. In the year 2007, the UNSC held its early deliberations on the climate-

security intersection, as put forwarded by the United Kingdom under its presidency.4 
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In this context, nations such as the United States, Belgium, the Maldives, Denmark, 

and Samoa have already incorporated climate risks and 'securitized' climate change 

into their national security frameworks.5 Additionally, Small Pacific Island nations, also 

known as Small Island Developing States (SIDS) of the Pacific Ocean, have also 

securitized climate change in the context of ‘existential threats’ which threaten their 

sovereignty loss, displacement and human security, explicitly challenging their survival 

and territorial integrity. 6 

On the other hand, being positioned as a 'preferred security provider’ or first responder 

in the Indian Ocean region (IOR) to the broader extent of Indo-Pacific,7 New Delhi 

have viewed climate change primarily through the lens of ‘developmental concern’ at 

the international level.8 India has long promoted the concept of ‘Common but 

Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR)’ in various multilateral climate forums, 

positioning itself as an advocate of equity and a staunch supporter of the Global 

South.9 This overarching framework now initiates a defining route for India to enhance 

its leadership in framing the discourse on ‘climate–security nexus’. Even though India 

has not sufficiently acknowledged climate change as a security threat, it needs to strike 

now a cautious equilibrium, protecting itself from the multiple threats that arise while 

upholding its maritime strategy in the Indo-Pacific region.   

Climate Challenges of Vital Maritime Spaces 

Rising sea levels, tropical cyclones, and altering ocean currents have emerged as 

serious challenges, reflecting current conditions that affects New Delhi's maritime 

approaches.10 According to the reports of the Hindu and Down to Earth, the Indian 

Ocean (1950-2020) had risen in temperature by 1.2°C and climate forecasting 

systems predict it to continue to warm further 1.7°C-3.8°C by 2020 to 210011 12. This 

immediate rise in temperature elevates the frequency and extent of severe cyclones, 

evidently noticed in Cyclone Amphan (2020), which led to over $14 billion in financial 

losses in India13; US$130 million in Bangladesh, impacting millions of people across 

India, Bangladesh and Myanmar.14  

Also, at the same time, small island countries of the Pacific Ocean, like Fiji and Tuvalu, 

will be impacted by at least 6 inches (15 centimetres) of increasing sea levels following 

30 years, according to NASA in the year 2024, putting at danger the very existence of 

these littoral countries.15  Meanwhile in South-West Pacific region, ocean warming has 



3 
 

increased more than three times as fast as the average global rate, placing critical 

marine habitats and communities at vulnerable position. 16 Collectively, these cases 

highlight that climate challenges are inextricably tied to geostrategic realities.  

Climate Risk and Maritime Security 

Climate vulnerabilities in the present era have evolved into a ‘threat multiplier’,17 

intensifying ongoing disputes, such as resource competition and geopolitical 

instability18, incorporating additional layers of challenges to the military infrastructure 

and operations.19 Above cases from Indo-Pacific region showcases that environmental 

dangers are no more minor problems, instead fundamental factors that influence 

maritime strategies in execution plans, planning, and collective regional efforts  across 

a region. These four spheres hold urgent importance: 

• Operational Disruption 

 

Climate change is eventually affecting maritime operations across Indo-Pacific. 

Unpredictable and severe weather conditions, ranging from devastating 

cyclones to typhoons, disrupt global shipping; 20 military infrastructure; 

capabilities and assets; 21 which escalate maintenance requirements on ships 

and bases.22 According to the reports of the Ministry of Defence, the Indian 

Navy operations during Cyclone Remal (2024)23 had carried out 

“comprehensive preparatory actions being undertaken”, 24 which impacted its 

patrol routines and operational capacity. These climatic instance in the IOR not 

only threatens the conventional naval approaches of the established maritime 

order, but also insists on a strategic revaluation of naval potential and 

capabilities, as volatile nature of climatic conditions undermines the confidence 

on which maritime dominance is established, requiring that defence forces 

should include climate policies into naval framework rather than focusing solely 

on traditional strategies.  

 

• Island Infrastructure Threats 

 

The Lakshadweep and Andaman island confronts serious ecological threats 

such as, increasing rise of sea levels and coastal erosion due to global 
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warming, negative consequences on coral reefs from ocean warming and 

acidification.2526 Crucial naval bases from strategic standpoint: Port Blair, Car 

Nicobar, and Minicoy, are increasingly exposed to oceanic inundations, which 

negatively affect the islands' fragile ecological zones and leads to shortage of 

freshwater, having repercussions for both forces and civilians.27 28 According to 

IPCC 6th Assessment Report, it is highlighted that by 2050, the expected 

inundation can amount to further 5-10 cm, which may result in doubling the 

flooding frequency in the IOR and Tropical Pacific, affecting the existence of 

the littoral nations of the Indo-Pacific region. 29 Safeguarding these critical hubs 

against climate-induced threats is not solely a developmental issue, but also 

significant to ensuring continuity of presence and leverage across the Indo-

Pacific region.  

 

• Fisheries & Food Security 

 

According to reports, the Indian Ocean accounts for 15% of the globe’s marine 

capture fisheries 30 and 40% comes from the Pacific Ocean31. But due to rising 

sea temperatures and acidification, the structure of marine ecosystems are 

altering, as fish stocks are relocating towards colder waters.32 In the Pacific 

Ocean, tuna migration towards the east has caused a major economic concern 

for many island states of the Pacific Ocean, like Solomon Islands, Fiji and 

Papua New Guinea, which depend heavily on fishing and cultivation, 

anticipated to drop by ten to thirty per cent by 2025, causing a financial blow of 

up to US $140 million yearly for these nations.33 In the BoB, hilsa migration 

patterns due to climate change are changing, posing severe hardships for 

fishing communities in India and Bangladesh, accelerating the surge of illegal, 

unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing. 34 These climate threats in fishery 

grounds have further aggravated regional fishery contestation among different 

coastal regions of the world (East China Sea, North-East Atlantic, Coast of 

West Africa and Arctic), highlighting the risk of 'fishery conflict' in already highly 

disputed waters.35  India is the second-largest fish-producing nation, 

contributing nearly eight per cent to global fish production,36 with direct 

employment to nearly 14.5 million people.37 However, warming sea 

temperature which disrupt their habitat,  forces fish to migrate, leading to  falling 
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fish stocks in the marine spaces like BoB and the Arabian Sea, which are a 

crucial exporter of fish and other seafood products to different regions of the 

world. This impact negatively - to the livelihood of the coastal fishing 

communities, decline in export incomes and threatens the cycle of food 

security.38 

 

• Disaster Response Load 

 

HADR missions have emerged as a core objective for Indo-Pacific navies. The 

rate and extent of HADR missions have increased in numbers, overextending 

naval assets even during periods of non-conflict. Between 2014 and 2024, the 

Indian Navy undertook numerous HADR missions in the IOR39, from the 

Operation Samudra Maitri (2018) in Indonesia, deploying Indian Navy ships 

after the 7.5 magnitude earthquake 40 to Operation Karuna (2023) in Myanmar 

in the context of Cyclone Mocha, the strongest in the BoB in the last decade41. 

Although these missions enhance New Delhi's soft power, they exhaust naval 

resources, restricting assets to relief-oriented roles and risking overextension. 

This ‘climate drag’ poses a peril of overextending New Delhi’s maritime capacity 

at a time when geostrategic contestation in the Indo-Pacific is becoming 

increasingly acute. This underlines the necessity for risk-informed governance 

and regional collaboration, linking climate change into operational planning and 

joint multinational exercises, to ensure both adaptability and operational 

readiness.  

Why India Needs a Climate-Security Strategy in the Indo-Pacific 

In the Anthropocene era, climate change presents a structural threat to maritime order, 

causing ambiguity in the accepted framework of security paradigms, governance 

mechanisms, and alliance collaborations. The Indo-Pacific region hosts more than 

60% of the international shipping traffic,42 and the Arabian Sea, together with the Bay 

of Bengal, make up the majority of India’s maritime trade volume. The Bob region and 

the Arabian Sea shape India's twin maritime frontiers, securing trade, energy and 

naval power. The greater part of India’s oil imports and over 95 per cent of its 

international trade by volume pass through these waters, establishing them as vital 

commercial pathways.43   Additionally, in geographical terms, they connect India to the 
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Gulf, East Africa, and Europe to the west 44and to East and Southeast Asia to the east, 

strengthening its geostrategic influence. 45 

However, recent report findings from various international and regional organizations 

highlight how the maritime space, which ensures the continuity of India's commercial 

trade and connectivity, is, in parallel, emerging as an area of climate vulnerability and 

insecurity. For instance, the Bay of Bengal (BoB) ocean basin has been categorized 

by the NASA Centre for Climate Stimulation as "notorious for generating devastating 

tropical cyclones”46 ; "Bay of Bengal cyclones are among the most destructive natural 

events and have created humanitarian crises multiple times”,47while sea levels around 

the North Indian Ocean were recorded at a rate of 3.3 mm per year (1993-2017). 48 

Meanwhile, the Ministry of Earth Sciences (MoES) published 'Assessment of Climate 

Change over the Indian Region' in 2020, which highlights that severe cyclonic storms 

over the Arabian Sea have increased during the post-monsoon seasons of 1998-2018. 

49 Climate risks in this maritime space thus destabilize not only coastal security and 

resilience but also New Delhi’s geopolitical landscape and geostrategic terrain in the 

Indo-Pacific region.   

While it should be noted that India’s Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative (IPOI) (2019) 

already acknowledges climate change, its significant pillars, such as Maritime Ecology, 

Disaster Risk Reduction and Management, and Marine Resources, have increasingly 

discussed environmental concerns in the Indo-Pacific region over time. 50 Yet, their 

actions remain divided and incoherent due to their non-treaty-based, voluntary 

arrangement. At the same time, the UN also initiated the Climate Security Mechanism 

(CSM), which has been operating since 2018 following increasing demands from those 

directly affected, member states, and epistemic communities to engage with the 

interrelation between climate change, peace, and the global security framework. 51 

This approach is notably applicable in the case of New Delhi, particularly for climate-

forced displacement from the BoB coastal regions, such as those in countries like 

Bangladesh, which already have implications for border control and internal stability. 

52 Sea level rise and heightened cyclone-related risks are setting off fresh waves of 

‘environmental refugees’, exhausting resources and intensifying societal-political 

challenges53. Although the CSM initiative has been highly debated in the UN Security 

Council (UNSC) and the UN General Assembly (UNGA), the discussion remains 

primarily idealistic and symbolic in nature. If India seeks to project itself as the 
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advocate of the Global South and materialize its vision of ‘Vishwamitra’, a friend of the 

world, New Delhi have to strengthen its voice in, ‘climate justice’ within these global 

forums. 

By integrating climatic dimensions into maritime doctrine, regional governance 

architecture, and organizational frameworks, New Delhi can both secure its own 

maritime boundaries and influence global climate - security discourse, in a manner 

that mirrors regional dynamics. This framework enables the shift of environmental 

challenges into capabilities for responsive governance, allowing for coordinated 

planning across areas of operations, infrastructure, and governance norms.  

Opportunities for Regional Cooperation 

If climate change becomes the cause of disruption for the maritime commons, it 

simultaneously creates a diplomatic space of exposure, a shared domain where 

environmental interdependence drives collaboration despite political differences. For 

New Delhi, this period is not just about showcasing its maritime strength, but also 

about positioning itself as a regional supporter of climate-related resilience. While most 

often, climate threats are referred and discussed intensively in multilateral 

organizations like Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA), BIMSTEC (Joint Working 

Group on Environment and Climate Change) (JWG-ECC), and the Quad Climate 

Working Group (CWG), in the context of Indo-Pacific region, there's a recognized need 

to develop and adopt more robust adaptation and mitigation approaches in India’s 

maritime approach towards the climate risk. For New Delhi, the issue lies in 

transforming climate risks into forums for cooperative action, where environmental 

vulnerability evolves into the basis for political trust and functional coherence. Shaping 

such arrangements necessitates transcending temporary disaster measures to 

institutionalized practices that combine resilience and security measures. In light of 

this, three roadmaps exist through which New Delhi can integrate climate resilience 

planning into Indo-Pacific cooperation: 

• Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR) as Strategic 

Diplomacy 

 

Although climate-induced disasters are gradually overextending New Delhi's 

maritime assets, they also contribute to the most prominent platform for regional 
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collaboration and cooperation in the Indo-Pacific. India has cultivated a 

respected record in this sphere, as demonstrated by its leadership in the 2004 

Indian Ocean tsunami relief efforts, joint emergency operations during 

Operation Karuna following Cyclone Mocha in Myanmar (2023), the Maldives 

Water Crisis (2014), and more recently, Operation Brahma in Myanmar (2025). 

Through regional and international organizations like the QUAD (Quad 

Partnership on Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR) in the 

Indo-Pacific), BIMSTEC (BIMSTEC Disaster Management Exercise), and IORA 

(Disaster Risk Management), New Delhi has proactively established joint 

disaster response initiatives.  

Within the Indo-Pacific context, New Delhi’s HADR role is strengthened through 

its affiliation with the Quad. In 2022, the Quad introduced specific directives for 

HADR, aimed at enhancing cooperation and integration during regional 

upheavals. 54 New Delhi has further expanded its assistance, transcending the 

IOR region to the Pacific. For example, as part of the Forum for India–Pacific 

Islands Cooperation (FIPIC), India provided USD 500,000 in initial assistance 

to Vanuatu in January 2025 following a severe earthquake. This move 

underscored its solidarity with Pacific Island countries. 55 Such measures add 

to India’s IPOI efforts, where support to Pacific allies serves as a core pillar.  

 

Additionally, HADR operations and missions can evolve into a tool of 

geopolitical and normative diplomatic influence. By staging assistance 

materials and relief housing units in advance in major maritime hubs, 

particularly in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, New Delhi can not only 

facilitate speedy operational actions but also establish an institutionalized trust 

framework across naval neighbours. In COP 28, Union Minister for 

Environment, Forest and Climate Change, Shri Bhupender Yadav 56 stated that 

“India’s contribution to climate action has been significant through its 

international efforts such as International Solar Alliance (ISA), Coalition for 

Disaster Resilient Infrastructure (CDRI), creation of LeadIT, Infrastructure for 

Resilient Island States (IRIS) and the Big Cat Alliance”57, which carries symbolic 

significance about its responsibilities. 
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• Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) as Climate Intelligence Infrastructure 

 

Conventional MDA arrangements often concentrate on “the effective 

understanding of any activity associated with the maritime environment that 

could impact upon the security, safety, economy or environment”. 58 However, 

climate threats, from severe cyclones to coral bleaching, are gradually 

transforming maritime operational space. Even India’s MDA, an all-

encompassing initiative to comprehend and oversee all maritime activities, 

which explicitly includes the Indo-Pacific region, focusing on both traditional and 

non-traditional maritime threats needs a more inclusive outlook of MDA. 59 

While New Delhi has not yet fully integrated climate challenges into its MDA 

conceptualization, its organizational instruments, such as the Information 

Fusion Centre–Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR) and its engagement in the 

Quad’s Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA), 

present actionable opportunities. 

 

By integrating climate intelligence, severe storm forecasting, ocean risk 

monitoring, and marine species migration into these international and regional 

forums, New Delhi could translate MDA into an instrument of forward-looking 

governance. Coordinating IFC-IOR’s organizational capacities with 

corresponding frameworks, such as the Pacific Fusion Centre, can establish a 

trans-oceanic framework where geophysical information may provide direct 

input to global strategic choices. Significantly, such incorporation is not only 

technological; it would not only reinforce security and stability in the Indo-Pacific 

region but also locate New Delhi as an epistemic actor framing climate-induced 

security linkage without explicitly framing climate change in terms of security. 

 

• Capacity Building as Resilience and Interdependence 

 

Capacity building extends beyond overall organizational development, 

encompassing the incorporation of adaptive strategies and functional 

capabilities among regional actors. Climate change asymmetrically impacts 

Small Island Developing States (SIDS) and risk-prone coastal economies that 
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extend throughout both the Indian and Pacific Oceans, which tend to lack the 

capital, capacity, and technology necessary for adaptation and mitigation 

processes. 60 New Delhi has initiated steps to manage this structural disparity 

by promoting international solidarity by undertaking initiatives like the Coalition 

for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure (CDRI), initiated at the UN Climate Action 

Summit 2019 61and the India-UN Global South Capacity Building Initiative, a 

leading initiative of South–South collaboration. 62 These initiatives highlight 

New Delhi’s capacity to reshape climate threats into possibilities for mutual 

resilience, while further consolidating its geostrategic leverage. 

 

In alignment with regional initiatives such as IORA and BIMSTEC, New Delhi 

has already taken part in strengthening capabilities through coast guard training 

in disaster relief operations, as well as reinforcing technical support for 

sustainable port design and coastal development infrastructure facilities. India 

plays a central role in the BIMSTEC Centre for Weather and Climate and 

routinely convenes BIMSTEC Disaster Management Exercises,63 64. 

Meanwhile, IORA provides a forum for regional collaboration on disaster 

preparedness and sustainable growth, where New Delhi has played a proactive 

role in this domain.65 Simultaneously, equivalent measures to those of the 

Pacific nations, especially in domains such as sustainable shipping, coastal risk 

mitigation, and climate-resilient marine management, would enhance New 

Delhi’s recognition as a responsible Indo-Pacific actor. 

 

Conclusion  

Climate change is presently leading the way, reshaping maritime security and regional 

cooperation mechanisms in the Indo-Pacific region. For India, to safeguards its 

regional interests across the IOR and broader Indo-Pacific region it is significant for 

the nation to overcome these ecological upheavals which affects its maritime policies 

and incorporate climate intelligence, capacity building and adaptation-oriented 

mechanism in its naval strategies.  This approach can reshape New Delhi as a norm-

shaper, steering the way, for Indo-Pacific region to coordinate in response to climate-

related maritime hazards while protecting its own geostrategic and economic interests.  
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