China's Struggle for the Indian Ocean

The China-India relationship has often been described as a complex mix of
rivalry and cooperation. In recent years, there has been growing concern about
China's increasing presence and influence in the Indian Ocean region. With its
ambitious Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and military activities, China is making

strategic moves in an attempt to dominate this crucial maritime space.

The Importance of the Indian Ocean

The Indian Ocean is a vital lifeline for global trade, connecting the Middle East,
Africa, and South Asia to the rest of the world. It holds strategic significance due
to its abundance of natural resources, including oil and gas reserves. Moreover, it
is home to vital shipping routes, such as the Strait of Malacca, through which a

significant portion of the world's trade flows.

China's Maritime Silk Road

China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), launched in 2013, aims to enhance
connectivity and promote trade across Asia, Europe, and Africa. The Maritime
Silk Road component of this plan focuses on maritime infrastructure
development and establishing strategic partnerships with countries along the
Indian Ocean coastline. Through investments in ports, railways, and other
projects, China is expanding its influence and gaining a strong presence in the

region.
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Military Expansion and Naval Bases

China's strategic interest in the Indian Ocean is also evident through its military
expansion and establishment of naval bases. The country has been steadily
increasing its presence through naval patrols and conducting military exercises
in the region. It has established its first overseas military base in Djibouti, located
on the Horn of Africa, which provides China with a strategic advantage in

securing its maritime interests.

Rivalry with India

China's growing presence in the Indian Ocean has caused concerns for regional
powers, most notably India. The India-China border disputes and competition
for influence in neighboring countries have intensified their rivalry. With its
aggressive expansion and naval capabilities, China is challenging India's
dominance in the region and stirring tensions which have the potential to escalate

into conflict.

Geopolitical Implications and Response
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The rise of China's influence in the Indian Ocean region has significant
geopolitical implications. It threatens the traditional dominance of the United
States and its allies in the area. Strategic response from countries such as India,
Japan, the United States, and Australia has been to strengthen ties and establish
alliances to counterbalance China's power. Increased cooperation, joint military

exercises, and infrastructure development projects are signs of this response.

Economic Influence and Debt Diplomacy

China's economic influence in the Indian Ocean region cannot be overlooked.
Through its massive infrastructure investments and loans, often referred to as
"debt diplomacy," China gains strategic advantages and leverages its economic
leverage to secure access to resources and control over vital infrastructure
projects. This approach has raised concerns about debt sustainability and

economic dependence on China.

China's struggle for the Indian Ocean is undeniable, and its increasing presence
raises significant geopolitical concerns. As China further expands its influence
through the Belt and Road Initiative and military activities, it challenges the
existing power dynamics and poses risks of regional instability. The response
from regional powers, especially India and the United States, will shape the future

of this contest for dominance in the Indian Ocean.
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The Indian Ocean's strategic importance to China cannot be underestimated,

given the oil, African minerals and container traffic that pass through it. Not since
Admiral Zheng He sailed his fleet through these waters in the fifteenth century --
exploring and mapping them in a bid to extend the Celestial Empire's trading and

tributary system -- has China been present here.

Beijing's re-entry into the Indian Ocean after 600 years is part of its Belt and
Road megaproject, in which it is investing trillions of dollars in infrastructure
projects around the Ocean rim and in Sri Lanka, Maldives, Seychelles and
Mauritius, including a military base in Djibouti. This has touched off a new and
dangerous confrontation. Ranged against China is an informal alliance of India,
the US, France, Australia, and, predictably, Japan, China's arch rival in the Asia-

Pacific.

China is in the Indian Ocean for the long haul and the entry of big-power politics
into this sensitive maritime region will shape its future for decades. Bertil Lintner
unearths this dramatic story, profiles the key players, examines the economic and
naval balance of power and scrutinizes the intense competition to encourage

small island nations to align with either New Delhi or Beijing.
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