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India is one of the oldest countries of the world sharing three of its borders with seas 
merging into Indian Ocean. It has been exchanging its agricultural surplus for procuring 
industrial & other goods traditionally. It had to depend on sea routes for the exchange of 
these goods from other developed countries. Thus Maritime Trade has played a vital role 
in economic development of our country over centuries.  
This paper attempts to show the contribution of Maritime Trade through Indian Ocean on 
the economic growth of India, and also aims to highlight the future prospects of the 
growth of Maritime Trade, especially in the light of rapid industrial & infrastructural 
development of our country.  
KEYWORDS: Indian Ocean, Maritime Trade, Economic Growth, Industrial 
Development  

 
India & Indian Ocean:   
 
Indian is the only country in the world to share its name with an ocean i.e. “Indian 
Ocean” also known as Hind Mahasagar in Hindi. Since India & Indus valley civilization 
is as old as the mankind, India’s very existence, its ancient (Ramayana) & modern history 
has a special relationship with the Indian Ocean, thereby undermining the relevance of 
this topic ‘India and the Indian Ocean past, present and future, with special reference to 
the Maritime Trade. 
  

The Indian Ocean is the third largest of the world's oceans, covering approximately 20% 
of the water on the Earth's surface, and is bounded by Asia on the north, Africa on the 
west, Australia on the east, and on the south by the Southern Ocean or, the Antarctica 
Ocean.  It derives its name from the Indian subcontinent.  The Indian Ocean covers 
approximately 70,560,000 km2.  It includes the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf but 
excludes the Southern Ocean and consists 19.5% of the world's oceans; its volume is 
264,000,000 km3, it has an average depth of 3,741 m (12,274 ft) and a maximum depth of 
7,906 m (25,938 ft).  86% of the main basin is covered by pelagic sediments, of which 
more than half is globigerina ooze. The remaining 14% is layered 
with terrigenous sediments. Indian Ocean is also artificially connected to 
the Mediterranean Sea through the Suez Canal, which is accessible via the Red Sea. 
Entire Indian Ocean is in the Eastern Hemisphere.  

 

 

Abstract 
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     Indian Ocean 

   

Source: /www.globalresearch.ca/is-sri-lanka-being-used-by-big-powers-into-making-the-
indian-ocean-another-south-china-sea/5609477 

History of Indian Ocean & Maritime Trade 

The world's earliest civilizations in Mesopotamia, ancient Egypt, and Indus valley 
civilization in the Indian subcontinent, Nile and Indus rivers respectively, all developed 
around the Indian Ocean. The history of the Indian Ocean includes Maritime Trade, 
cultural and commercial exchanges probably dating back to several thousands of years. 
The earliest known Maritime Trade between Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley (c. 2500 
BC) was conducted along the Indian Ocean. Commonly traded commodities were grains, 
pottery, pearls, stone, timber, tin, dates, and other goods. The geographical and climatic 
conditions of the Indian Ocean are very much favorable for Maritime Trade as compared 
to the Atlantic and the Pacific Ocean. As a result trading commenced earlier in Indian 
Ocean than the Atlantic or Pacific oceans.  

 

In 1497, Portuguese navigator Vasco da Gama after reaching the Cape of Good Hope,  
became the first European to sail to India and later the Far East. The European ships, 
armed with heavy cannon, quickly dominated trade in the high seas. Portuguese achieved 
pre-eminence by setting up forts at the important straits and ports. By 1815, Britain 
became the principal power in the Indian Ocean and the British East India Company used 
to ship substantial quantities of spices and other products during the early 17th century.  

 

     

 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-08, Jan 2018 Special Issue (01) 

 

 w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9- 9 5 9 8 
 

Page 3 

Indian Ocean & Sea Routes 

   

 

The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 revived European interest in the East, but no 
nation was successful in establishing trade dominance. After IInd  World War the United 
Kingdom was forced to withdraw from this area, only to be replaced by India, the USSR, 
and the United States. The last two tried to show their supremacy by negotiating for naval 
base sites. Developing countries bordering the ocean, however, seek to make it a “zone of 
peace" so that they may use its shipping lanes freely.  

Shipbuilding was a well-established craft at numerous points along the Indian coastline 
long before the arrival of the Europeans and was a significant factor in the high level of 
Indian maritime activity in the Indian Ocean region. Vessels built in ports like 
Masulipatam and Surat from Indian hardwoods by local craftsmen were cheaper and 
tougher than their European counterparts. 

 

Between the seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries, Indian shipyards produced a 
series of vessels incorporating advanced and hybrid features.  

Major ports and harbors  

The Port of Singapore is the busiest port in the Indian Ocean, located in the Strait of 
Malacca where it meets the Pacific. Other major ports in Indian Ocean include 
Chittagong in Bangladesh, Colombo and  Galle in Sri Lanka, ports of Karachi, 
and Gwadar, in Balochistan province in Pakistan, Mombasa (Kenya), Dar es Salam, 
Zanzibar (Tanzania) Durban, East London, Richard's Bay (South Africa) 
 Beira (Mozambique), and Port Louis ( Mauritius) Muscat (Oman). 
Yangon (Burma), Jakarta, Medan (Indonesia), Fremantle (port servicing Perth, Australia) 
and Dubai (UAE). 

Mumbai, Trivandrum, Chennai, Kolkata, Kochi, Port 
Blair, Alang, Visakhapatnam, Paradip, Ennore, Tuticorin and Nagapattinam are the major 
ports in India..   

Indian Ocean trade 

80 percent of the world’s seaborne trade in oil transits through Indian Ocean and an 
estimated 40% of the world's offshore oil production comes from the Indian Ocean. The 
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major sea routes in Indian Ocean connect the Middle East, Africa, and East 
Asia with Europe and America. 

 There is a heavy traffic of petroleum and petroleum products from the oil fields of 
the Persian Gulf and Indonesia. Large reserves of hydrocarbons in the offshore areas 
of Saudi Arabia, Iran, India, and Western Australia attract oil and natural gas exploration 
companies. Beach sands are rich in heavy minerals and offshore placer deposits. The 
bordering  countries of Indian Ocean, particularly India, Pakistan, South 
Africa, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and Thailand are taking advantage by exploiting these 
resources. Hence, Indian Ocean is vital for Maritime Trade not only for India, but also for 
the world. 

Growth of Indian Maritime Trade & Indian Economy: 
 Indian Ocean – a pool of resources to India:      
 India has vital economic interests in the Indian Ocean and its adjoining region which is 
basically centered around the Oceans enormous wealth in the form of oil and gas, fish, 
and a large variety of minerals and trade with the other countries of the world.  
 The Indian Ocean region offers a vast pool of natural and mineral resources, including 
oil which gives this region prominence on the world economic map and attributes a great 
strategic significance to this region. The ocean itself is rich in living and non-living 
resources. India has a large continental shelf with huge wealth of oil, gas and mineral 
resources.  Minerals such as monazite, limonite, zircon, garnet, basies magnetite, 
sillimanite and kyanite, are found in the continental shelf of India, particularly off the 
coast of Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh and Orissa. Ferromanganese 
nodules of 2.5 centimeters size with appreciable quantities of nickel, copper and cobalt, 
besides 15 to 30 per cent manganese, have been sampled from various locations, in the 
deeper parts of the Indian Ocean.  India is heavily dependent on the resources of the 
Indian Ocean for its Industrial and Economic Growth. India captured 4.1 million tonnes 
of fish in 2008, placing it sixth in the world and its fishing and aquaculture industries 
employ some 14 million people.  
 
Indian coastline and ports – its role in Maritime Trade: 
India has around 7517 km of natural peninsular coastline strategically located on the 
crucial East-West trade route, which links Europe and Far East. There are 12 major ports 
and about 180 other minor and intermediate ports along the coastline which has 
contributed to the development of Maritime Trade and economy in India.  Maritime 
Trade in India accounts for over 95 per cent of India‘s total cargo volumes. Post 
independence, there was a considerable change in the structure, composition and 
direction of India’s overseas trade.  There was a massive growth in India‘s shipping and 
port sector.  More than two-thirds of the port cargo handling capacity and more than half 
of India‘s national shipping tonnage were established in the first four decades of 
independence.  Post globalization, the composition of trade was more diversified.  As per 
the data available, 95 per cent of India’s trade by volume and 68 per cent of trade by 
value comes via the Indian Ocean.  India‘s Maritime Trade basically comprises of import 
of  bulk commodities like crude oil and other petroleum products, and exports of iron ore, 
coal, fisheries and other general purpose cargo. 
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 According to the Indian Navy, taking into account, India’s offshore oil production and 
petroleum exports, India’s sea dependence for oil is about 93 per cent. India imports 
eighty percent (3.28 million barrels per day) of crude oil requirement by sea via the 
Indian Ocean.  
 
India is also the fourth-largest importer of liquefied natural gas (LNG), with about 45 per 
cent coming by sea. 
  Fisheries and aquaculture industries are also a major source of exports. India’s maritime 
exports grew 55 times in volume between 1962 and 2012 and fisheries exports account 
for Rs. 16,600 crores or about $2.5 billion.  From Rs. 257,737 Crs in 1996-97, India’s 
Maritime Trade (Exports & Imports taken together) has gone upto Rs.1668176 Crores in 
2007-08 which is an increase of Rs. 1410,439 crores over a period of 12 years (Table – 
1).  An increase of over 500% in Maritime Trade over a period of 12 years signifies the 
impact of liberalization policies on Indian economy and its positive impact on the GDP. 
India’s GDP grew at an average of 6.8% per annum between 1997-1998 to 2007-2008.  
 
      Table - 1 
Comparative Statement of Growth in India’s Maritime Trade  & GDP 
       
Year GDP 

Growth 
% 

Total Sea 
Borne 
Foreign 
Trade (in %) 

Total 
Exports 
(Rs in Crs) 

% Share 
of Sea 
Borne 
Exports 

Total 
Imports 
(Rs In Crs) 

% Share of 
Sea Borne 
Imports 

1996-97 7.80 75.50 118817 67.40 138920 82.40 
1997-98 4.80 70.00 130101 64.40 154176 74.70 
1998-99 6.50 65.40 139752 62.20 178332 67.90 
1999-00 6.10 64.40 159095 58.40 215528 68.80 
2000-01 4.00 66.60 129940 64.50 156166 68.40 
2001-02 5.40 66.50 209018 64.60 245200 68.20 
2002-03 3.84 63.20 255137 65.10 297206 61.50 
2003-04 8.52 65.00 293367 64.80 359108 65.10 
2004-05 7.47 65.90 375340 66.20 501065 65.80 
2005-06 9.48 69.80 456418 69.10 660409 70.30 
2006-07 9.57 65.60 571779 64.20 840506 66.60 
2007-08 9.32 66.60 655864 66.0 1012312 67.10 
 
Source: (Economic Survey 2001-02, Ministry of Finance, Government of India, 2002. 
DGCI & S, Ministry Of Commerce, Growth rates for 2001-02 are projections of the 
Ministry of Finance based on partial information. &  https://community.data.gov.in/gdp-
growth-rate-of-india-constant-prices-during-2001-02-to-2013-14/ 
 
 
Post liberalization, India made serious efforts for deep exploration of Indian Ocean which 
is a major source of resources scarcely found in India such as minerals like manganese, 
cobalt, nickel, and copper. In 1987, India acquired exclusive rights to explore the Central 
Indian Ocean and has since explored four million square miles and established two 
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mining sites. In 2013, the Geological Survey of India acquired a deep sea exploration 
ship Samudra Ratnakar from South Korea, boosting its survey capabilities.  In 2014, the 
International Seabed Authority issued licenses for the Indian Ocean ridge, opening up 
new opportunities for deep seabed mining. However, such deep sea exploration will 
require further investments in remotely operated vehicles and processing facilities. 
 
Similarly, there had been a significant change in handling of value-added goods, post the 
onset of economic liberalization, Container cargo movement in several Indian ports had 
brought about a significant change in ports & port services. No doubt, this requires highly 
sophisticated handling equipment and logistics service efficiencies, yet, there was a 
significant growth in Maritime Trade. Though India‘s overseas trade in value terms is 
still less than one per cent of the total world trade, the physical cargo volumes handled at 
the seaports have however been quite sizeable. 
 
According to the following (Table- II), the Indian ports had together handled 519.20 
MMT of cargo traffic in 2007-08, which has steadily increased to 647.40 MMT in 2016-
17. The GDP has also shown a steady positive growth of around 7% per annum during 
the same period. 
Important feature of this comparison is that cargo handling by ports involves imports of 
petrol & petroleum products  on one hand and exports of industrial goods like light 
machinery, automobiles, etc. Thus it becomes quite evident that an increase in Cargo 
Handling activity is directly proportional to industrial production, and economic growth 
or GDP of our country. 
 
     Table - II  
Comparative Statement of Growth in Cargo Traffic at Major Ports of India  & GDP 
 
Year GDP Growth % Cargo traffic at Major Ports 

(MMT) 
2007-08 9.32 519.20 
2008-09 6.72 530.40 
2009-10 8.59 561.00 
2010-11 8.91 569.80 
2011-12 6.69 560.10 
2012-13 4.47 546.60 
2013-14 4.74 555.30 
2014-15 7.20* 581.30 
2015-16 7.93* 606.40 
2016-17 7.11* 647.40 

*Provisional figures. 
Major Commodities: Petrol & Oil products, Iron Ore, Cement, Fertilisers & others 

 
Future of Indian Maritime Trade  
As India grows to be one of the major economies in the world, India will require a vibrant 
and strong maritime industry for economic as well as strategic reasons. The growth of 
Maritime Trade depends on the development of the ports to a considerable extent.   The 
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Indian Maritime Trade showed a significant progress with the opening up of the economy 
in the early nineties. The recently introduced Major Ports Bill has given greater autonomy 
to port boards with respect to decision making and transparency.  Lot of initiatives has 
been proposed recently by the government to develop and sustain the growth in maritime 
sectors. To encourage investment in this sector, a host of business-friendly policies have 
been introduced. The best example is the Sagarmala (string of ports) project, which is 
aimed at modernization of ports and development of infrastructure. 
 
 In fact, as per Prime Minister Narendra Modi, the Maritime sector has huge potential to 
become “the engine of growth” for India. Increased investments together with the ‘Make 
in India’ impetus can increase the sector’s contribution to GDP and traded volumes. 
Granting of infrastructure status to shipyards will enable shipbuilders to avail cheaper 
long-term finance for Indian shipbuilding and ship repair industry. The present 
Government’s approach to Foreign Direct Investment promises huge investment 
opportunities. The Government’s Maritime Agenda 2020 aims at enhancing the port’s 
capacity and performance which clearly shows the priority given to the maritime sector 
and the expectation that it will be a key driver of the Make in India programme. 

Environment – A Major Concern 

Though the future is bright in terms of Maritime Trade, Industrial development & 
Economic growth in India, a major cause of worry for India which is one of the border 
countries of Indian Ocean is the natural factors like Tsunamis due to deep sea earth 
quakes, cyclones & floods.  Reasons attributed to are natural as well as manmade like 
greenhouse emissions and its effects on Ozone layer and resulting global warming.  

The famous 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake, which occurred at 00:58:53 UTC on 26 
December 2004, with the epicenter off the west coast of Sumatra, Indonesia & the 
subsequent Tsunami is the  perfect example of the negative effects of  being neighbor of 
the Indian Ocean. The shocks had a  magnitude of 9.1–9.3 and a maximum Mercalli 
intensity of IX (Violent). The undersea mega thrust earthquake was caused when the 
Indian Plate was sub ducted by the Burma Plate and triggered a series of devastating 
tsunamis along the coasts of most landmasses bordering the Indian Ocean, killing 
230,000–280,000 people in 14 countries, and inundating coastal communities with waves 
up to 30 meters (100 ft) high. It was one of the deadliest natural disasters in the recorded 
history. Indonesia was the hardest-hit country, followed by Sri Lanka, India, and 
Thailand.  It caused the entire planet to vibrate as much as 1 centimeter (0.4 inches) and 
triggered other earthquakes as far away as Alaska.  

 Rapid Industrialization has already disturbed the environmental balance due to 
increasing Greenhouse Emissions, resulting in decreasing Ozone Layer, Global warming, 
Melting of Glaciers and Rising Sea levels. Many small Islands in the Indian Ocean have 
submerged especially after the deadly Tsunami. According to the International study on 
Oceans, the alarming rise in sea levels pose a great danger to existing human life, as vast 
areas specially in the Asia region are likely to be submerged by the end  of this  century.  

 The research in 2008 revealed that  huge glaciers from both Greenland and Antarctica 
are melting at a very rapid pace, and concluded that sea-level rise by 2100 is likely to be 
at least twice as large as that presented by IPCC AR4, with an upper limit of about two 
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meters.  A rise of sea level by 2 meters may submerge huge parts in the coastal region of 
India especially in the South. 

 This is a major cause of concern not only for India but also all the countries bordering 
the Indian Ocean. Efforts should be made to reduce the greenhouse emissions, & global 
warming in order to maintain the natural balance, and preserve life on planet earth for 
future generations for many more years.  

Economic development achieved by growth in Maritime Trade & Industrial development 
is at a greater risk of being wiped out in few minutes as observed during the deadly 
Tsunami, which caused large scale destruction  in Coastal India . A little conscious effort 
to preserve nature will go a long way in sustaining the growth achieved in Maritime 
Trade and its positive effects on Indian Economy.  
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