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I. Introduction 

Located in the northeastern part of the Indian Ocean, the Bay of Bengal is home to many of the 

most significant economic activities in the region including trade, tourism, and fishing. The bay is also of 

great political importance as many of its littoral states such as Sri Lanka, India, Bangladesh, Myanmar, and 

Indonesia are prominent powers in South and Southeast Asia. Due to its economic and political status, 

discussions regarding maritime security in the Bay of Bengal have always been present, but with the 

continuing rise of ongoing illicit activities such as trafficking, piracy, and illegal fishing, a swift response from 

the international community is required to restore the rule of law.   
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II. Involved Countries and Organizations 

India 

Possessing the largest Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) out of the 5 littoral states, with a total of 

2,305,143 km2, India is one of the most prominent economic and political powers in the Bay of Bengal. Due 

to its high potential for growth in the blue economy and proximity to one of the world’s busiest shipping 

routes, maritime security for India is an immensely important matter. The Indian Navy continuously patrols 

the bay and India’s EEZ with the aim of upholding maritime security. India continues to have joint naval 

exercises with the United States. This, along with the constant militarization of the bay, has led to a 

significant increase in tensions between the littoral states and foreign powers, such as China. 

 A special unit of the Indian Navy commonly referred to as MARCOS, an abbreviation of marine 

commandos, was created with this exact purpose. The unit is specifically tasked with amphibious 

operations, amphibious, direct action, hostage rescue, and counter-terrorism.  

 Sri Lanka 

Being one of the five littoral states of the Bay of Bengal, Sri Lanka holds an important role in 

contributing to maritime security as it possesses an EEZ about 8 times larger than its land area. As a 

developing nation, Sri Lanka continues to improve itself day by day with only a 4% poverty rate and growing 

literacy rates. With 18 fishing harbors, the country's economy highly relies on fishing as well as maritime 

commerce, and therefore, is motivated to uphold the rule of law in the Bay of Bengal.  

United States of America 

The United States regularly conducts joint training exercises with littoral states such as India in the 

region. An example of this would be the Cooperation Afloat Readiness and Training  (CARAT) exercise. This 

exercise involves Brunei, Cambodia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Bangladesh, Singapore, and Thailand. The 

nation has greatly contributed to tackling certain non-traditional maritime security threats such as 

smuggling, piracy, and human trafficking.  

Due to the geostrategic importance of the bay, the United States does regularly attempt to expand 

its influence over the region. This generally leads to a conflict of interest between the US and China. This 

conflict of interest leads to tensions increasing within the Bay of Bengal. 

  

2 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cooperation_Afloat_Readiness_and_Training


 
 

Bangladesh 

Bangladesh is another one of the five littoral states. With a high poverty rate and a dense population, 

according to the Food and Agricultural Organization (FOA), it is estimated that about 17 million of its 

residents earn their living through fishing in the bay. Additionally, Bangladesh’s economy is highly 

export-driven with about 29,644 million USD of consumer goods being exported and a product share of 

93.41%. This means that a lack of maritime security results in major economic damage to the nation and its 

citizens. In order to prevent this damage, Bangladesh has in the past worked towards tackling maritime 

security threats in the Bay of Bengal. They have done this through collaborating with foreign nations and 

regularly patrolling the region.   

Myanmar  

Myanmar, similar to the other littoral states, highly relies on its EEZ for economic growth. However, 

corruption in Myanmar’s government has affected the nation’s capabilities in enforcing the rule of law within 

the Bay of Bengal. Improving local maritime governance and eradicating corruption should be Myanmar’s 

top priorities in order for the nation to contribute to maritime security within the bay. As is the case with 

other littoral states, Myanmar has prioritized touristic development within the region. In order for this 

development to be achieved security threats should be dealt with in the Bay of Bengal. Therefore, Myanmar 

benefits greatly from tackling non-traditional security threats within the region.   

Indonesia 

Indonesia, also being one of the five littoral states, is committed to contributing to maritime security 

in the Bay of Bengal. The Indonesian Navy regularly participates in joint-naval exercises in the bay with the 

aim of improving readiness. A recent example of this would be the exercise “Samudra Shakti” which took 

place in 2019 between the Indian and Indonesian Navies. Indonesia is also home to a specialized unit 

named “KOPASKA”  (an abbreviation of The Frogmen Command Center) which is based on the United 

States Navy SEALs. The unit regularly trains with foreign forces and is highly involved in maritime incidents in 

the Bay of Bengal. They have been successful in deterring and combating non-traditional security threats 

within the region.  

China 

Even though China is not a littoral state, it has military, economic and political interests in the region. 

China has been attempting to expand its influence over the Bay of Bengal. With most of China’s oil imports 

passing through it, the Bay of Bengal is of significant importance to the People’s Republic of China (PRC). 

Similarly, the region's great geopolitical potential deems it a valuable asset to China which has caused the 
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nation to attempt expanding its influence. According to India, there has been alleged cooperation between 

China and Pakistan in the region.  

The Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) 

BIMSTEC consists of seven member states including those which are littoral and adjacent to the 

Bay of Bengal. These member states are Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and 

Thailand. BIMSTEC member states have many areas of cooperation including trade and investment, energy, 

transport and communication, tourism, fisheries, environment and disaster management, and climate 

change. However, one area of cooperation that we will be focusing on is Counter-Terrorism and 

Transnational Crime. This area is headed by India and consists of six subgroups ranging from narcotics to 

human trafficking. This area of cooperation has been reasonably successful in tackling security threats 

within the region. However, the problem persists as the bay is simply too large to secure completely 

III. Focused Overview of the Issue 

The Bay of Bengal is of both economic and political significance. The political significance of the 

region is due to its geostrategic importance. In order for nations to achieve the full potential of a blue 

economy and continue sustainable development maritime security in the region is immensely important.  

Since the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea introduced the concept of an EEZ, 

littoral states of the Bay of Bengal have been attempting to expand their influence over their respective 

EEZ’s. This has led to an increase in tensions within the reason preventing the tackling of security threats. 
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1. Understanding maritime security 

The weight of the concept of “maritime security” may be hard to comprehend. Preventing illegal 

activities on land is easier than in a maritime environment. These activities include mostly non-traditional 

maritime threats such as but not limited to drug smuggling, piracy, maritime terrorism. This is due to the fact 

that two-thirds of the earth consists of water and surveillance and patrolling a region of that size with 

humanity’s current resources is a near-impossible task to accomplish. For example, as previously 

mentioned, Sri Lanka’s exclusive economic zone consists of an area approximately eight times larger than 

the nation’s land size. Due to the sheer size of the bay, monitoring the waters is considerably difficult. In 

order to do so, militaries and international organizations aim to determine areas in which terrorism and 

organized crime activity generally take place. These areas usually include shipping routes and the locations 

of fisheries. After doing so, nations tend to focus their patrols there with the aim of preventing incidents 

before they take place.  

2. Armed Forces 

How do nations fight illegal activities in a maritime environment? The branch of a country’s armed 

forces is generally tasked with amphibious operations in the navy. Most littoral states of the bay rely on their 

navies to provide maritime security assistance. In terms of military strength, India is one of the leading 

nations within the region. Many of the littoral states depend on India to provide security to their EEZ’s and 

the bay in general.  

Major forces that come into play when mentioning amphibious operations are special units attached 

to nations’ navies. Units such as MARCOS and KOPASKA are highly involved in maritime security within the 

Bay of Bengal. These units are generally a government's first call when it comes to dealing with a maritime 

incident. Dozens of successful anti-piracy and smuggling operations have been executed by these units in 

the Bay of Bengal. One instance is the seizure of narcotics from Rohingya Refugees illegally transporting 

these substances into Myanmar which was worth approximately 54 million dollars according to the Bay of 

Bengal Maritime Security Report. 

3. Corruption 

Ongoing corruption is one of the primary factors preventing the improvement of maritime security in 

the Bay of Bengal. It degrades port security and allows for the continuation of maritime crime networks.  

Corruption is generally born from poverty and a lack of governmental influence. This is especially the 

case in at least one of the five littoral states: Myanmar. The Myanmarese government is involved in a series 

of international disputes and is, according to the international community, alleged to be committing 
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genocide against their own Muslim population. Overall, fighting corruption has to be addressed in order to 

strengthen security across the Bay of Bengal.  In addition, it was alleged that Burmese naval officers took 

bribes from the Thai fisherman, for them to be allowed to fish in Myanmar waters. This allowed foreign ships 

to come to Burmese waters illegally at times, and also, it opened the issuance of licenses to corruption. 

4. External involvement 

Other foreign powers, not dependent on the bay, have been attempting to gain influence across the 

region with the aim of exploiting the bay’s resources. China is one of the actors in this situation. For years, 

Beijing has been attempting to increase its military presence in the bay with the aim of securing its 

communication lines. However, Darshana M. Baruah, a researcher and writer with studies focused on the 

agenda item, states that “The strategic competition in the bay is becoming noticeable and challenging the 

existing security architecture in the region.” The reasoning behind the interest of foreign powers is related to 

many factors such as the Bay’s political and economic significance. 

5. Myanmar Refugee Crisis 

As mentioned previously, Myanmar is being accused of committing acts of genocide towards their 

own Muslim population referred to as Rohingya Muslims. This has resulted in an immense migration crisis. 

The country most affected by the influx of political refugees is said to be Bangladesh, harboring about 1.1 

million refugees within their borders. Some of these refugees choose to migrate through the sea rather than 

land. Unfortunately this attempt to escape their corrupt government has led to the deaths of innocents due 

to unsafe sea vessels and human trafficking rings. During the 2015 Rohingya boat crisis, it was believed that 

approximately 8,000 refugees were stranded at sea and most were held captive by smugglers in camps 

near the Bay of Bengal. Even though anti-trafficking measures were taken by many militaries in the region, 

mostly including Thailand, many went on to lose their lives. The response of the international community and 

littoral states to this incident was significantly underwhelming and proved that the security architecture 

believed to be present in the Bay of Bengal was lacking in many aspects.  

In conclusion, there are certain factors preventing the improvement of maritime security in the Bay of 

Bengal, and these factors can only be addressed through international cooperation. Littoral states and other 

parties that economically depend on the bay must work together in order to effectively protect it.   
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IV. Key Vocabulary 

Maritime security: The term “maritime security” refers to the presence of a wide array of illicit activities that 

take place in a maritime environment. These activities include piracy and armed robbery, terrorism, 

smuggling, drug trafficking, and illegal migration. 

Nontraditional Maritime Security Threats: Nontraditional threats to maritime security include piracy, maritime 

terrorism, climate change, illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing, illegal immigration, and the 

smuggling of arms and drugs (Maritime Affairs, 77). 

Blue economy: The term blue economy is defined by the World Bank as the "sustainable use of ocean 

resources for economic growth, improved livelihoods, and jobs while preserving the health of the ocean 

ecosystem." It is closely related to our topic as in order to effectively strengthen the blue economy, high 

levels of maritime security are required.  

Littoral state: If a state has coast to a maritime area the state can be referred to as a littoral state of that 

area. For example, the littoral states of the Bay of Bengal are Sri Lanka, India, Bangladesh, Myanmar, and 

Indonesia. 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS): The United Nations Convention on the Law of 

the Sea is an international treaty that establishes the currently accepted concept of maritime law. It is known 

to have introduced new maritime regulations such as exclusive economic zones (EEZ). These zones allow 

every littoral state of a maritime territory to exploit maritime resources within 200 nautical miles (370 

kilometers) off their coast as long as these zones do not overlap or as long as there are no exceptions. For 

further details, please visit: https://sites.tufts.edu/lawofthesea/.  

Piracy: The act of piracy dates back centuries. It is defined as the act of attacking, robbing, or seizing a 

maritime vessel. Piracy is very common in certain underdeveloped regions of the world such as the coasts 

of Somalia and, as we will be covering, the Bay of Bengal. Most commonly, piracy incidents take place with 

the aim of achieving financial gain, whether through the vessel cargo, the vessel crew, or the vessel itself. 

However, some incidents can also be politically motivated. These incidents fall under the umbrella of 

maritime terrorism. A well-known example of modern-day piracy would be the story of Captain Richard 

Phillips and the Maersk Alabama.  
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V. Important Events & Chronology 

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 

- United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) was established on the 10th of 

December, 1984. There are few nations that have chosen not to sign and ratify the treaty, most significantly 

the United States. The treaty brings forward a set of rules regarding topics such as maritime trade, territorial 

ownership, and maritime security. Most importantly the treaty introduces the concept of exclusive economic 

zones (EEZ). This treaty has overall been a success to the international community as a whole as it has 

introduced many new guidelines to maritime policy. 

- International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS)  

The International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) is “regarded as the most 

important of all international treaties concerning the safety of merchant ships” - International Maritime 

Organization (IMO). The convention first took place following the titanic disaster in 1914. The most recent 

session of the convention took place in 1974 where most of the modern safety procedures and regulations 

regarding merchant’s vessels were brought forward. SOLAS went on to establish the concept of the 

International Ship and Port Facility Security Code (ISPS) which is a mandatory security system implemented 

by large sea vessels that fit certain criteria. SOLAS has overall been a success in providing additional 

maritime security measures around the globe.   
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Date  Event 

November 1, 1974 
1974 version of the International Convention for the Safety of 

Life at Sea (SOLAS) takes place 

December 10, 1984 
The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) is first established 

June 6, 1997 
Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and 

Economic Cooperation was formed  

July 1, 2004 
SOLAS chapter XI-2 is amended with the aim of creating 
and implementing the International Ship and Port Facility 

Security Code (ISPS Code) 

2015  2015 Rohingya boat crisis 

2020 
The Bongosagar Exercise, a joint naval exercise between 

Indian and Bangladeshi navies is held  

https://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf
https://www.ifrc.org/docs/idrl/I456EN.pdf


 
 

VII. Failed Solution Attempts 

There have been many attempts in the past to improve maritime security globally. However, these 

attempts have mostly been temporary solutions to a permanent problem. For example, the implementation 

of the ISPS Code has definitely improved the security of merchant vessels and cruise ships, so it would be 

misleading to call it a failed attempt, but it has not managed to reach its full potential due to lax regulations. 

These measures have had similar effects to maritime security in the Bay of Bengal.  

Another example of a failed solution attempt would be the increasing number of joint naval 

exercises. These military actions have led to an overall increase in tensions between littoral states and 

foreign powers. Even though the aim of these exercises is to maintain readiness and improve maritime 

security, the excessive number of these exercises can be seen as a show of force within the region.  

Possibly the most significant solution attempt in combating piracy, one of the primary threats to 

maritime security, was to arm the crew of merchant ships. Similar to the previous attempt, this did work to a 

certain extent in thwarting piracy incidents. However, this solution also failed to address the roots of the 

problem and provided a platform for further escalations in violence.  

VIII. Possible Solutions 

Firstly, the response of militaries and/or police forces to maritime incidents have to be improved. In 

order to do this, joint-training exercises could be held between littoral states. The aforementioned special 

operations units that specialize in amphibious operations could be involved in these exercises in order to 

maintain readiness. It has to be mentioned that similar exercises are already taking place just like the 

“Samudra Shakti” which took place between the Indian and Indonesian navies. However, other littoral 

nations and those who are in close proximity of the bay could also be included in their own exercises and 

the frequency of these events could be increased.  

Secondly, patrols in the Bay of Bengal could be increased with the involvement of external forces. 

However, the downside to this would be that certain nations would increase their influence over the bay.  

Thirdly, new regulations could be put in place in order to better secure merchant vessels and cruise 

ships. These regulations could include the mandatory presence of armed security guards on ships that fit 

certain criteria. It could also involve training the crews of large shipping companies in anti-hijacking 

measures and what to do when facing the risk of piracy.  

9 
 



 
 

Finally, the issue of corruption in maritime security must be addressed. This could be done through 

international investigations into officials with maritime involvement such as port managers.  

IX. Useful Links 

- The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea: 

https://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf 

- A description and summary of what SOLAS is and what it entails: 

http://www.imo.org/en/OurWork/Security/Guide_to_Maritime_Security/Pages/SOLAS-XI-2%20ISPS

%20Code.aspx 

- BIMSTEC website where information about the littoral states and prevalent security threats in the 

bay may be accessed: https://bimstec.org 

- A report by Stable Seas detailing the situation regarding maritime security in the Bay of Bengal: 

https://stableseas.org/publications/stable-seas-bay-bengal-maritime-security 
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