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Why in News?

The Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA) offers a practical
framework for strengthening maritime security through information-sharing and
technology.

What is the background?

« Significance of Indo-Pacific - The Indo-Pacific has emerged as the principal artery
of global trade, connecting the energy-rich Persian Gulf with the manufacturing
centres of East Asia and consumer markets across the world.

« Its maritime routes carry a substantial share of global commerce and pass through
critical chokepoints such as the Strait of Malacca, the Strait of Hormuz and the Bab-el-
Mandeb.

» Conflicts in West Asia - Recent conflicts in West Asia and growing geopolitical
competition have demonstrated that disruptions in these waters can rapidly affect
global supply chains, energy security and inflation.

« In this context, Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) has become indispensable for
ensuring freedom of navigation and unimpeded trade.

e For India and the United States, deeper cooperation under IPMDA can therefore serve
both strategic and economic interests.

What is the IPMDA?

o IPMDA - The Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness.

e Launched by - It is a technology and training initiative launched by the Quad
nations (Australia, India, Japan, and the United States) at the May 2022 Tokyo
Summit.

« It provides a real-time, integrated, and cost-effective overview of the maritime domain
across the Indo-Pacific.

What are the key goals and functions of IPMDA?

» Track Dark Shipping - Focuses on ships that turn off their Automatic Identification
System (AIS) transponders.
» Combat Illegal Fishing - Helps nations monitor illegal, unreported, and unregulated
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(IUU) fishing.

» Disaster Response - Supports detection and response to climate events and
humanitarian crises.

» Data Fusion - Uses commercial satellite radio frequency (RF) data and radar feeds
instead of deploying new hardware.

» Geographic Scope - Connects the Pacific Islands, Southeast Asia, and the Indian
Ocean Region.

o Partner Hubs - Works with regional information centers like the Information Fusion
Centre - Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR) in Gurugram, India.

 Complementary Frameworks - Integrates with newer regional security efforts like
the Indo-Pacific Maritime Surveillance Collaboration (IPMSC).

How IndiO-Pacific acts as a global trade artery?

e The Indo-Pacific as the Global Economic Lifeline - The Indo-Pacific is not merely
a geographical construct; it is the circulatory system of the global economy.

e Strategic Maritime Trade Routes - Major sea lanes connect the oil and gas
producers of West Asia with the industrial economies of East Asia and the consumer
markets of Europe and the Americas.

» Strategic Maritime Chokepoints - Several maritime chokepoints lie within or
adjacent to this region.

e The Strait of Malacca and Strait of Hormuz - The Strait of Malacca is vital for
trade between the Indian and Pacific Oceans, while the Strait of Hormuz is crucial for
global energy supplies.

e The Strategic Importance of Bab-el-Mandeb - The Bab-el-Mandeb connects the
Red Sea with the Gulf of Aden and is an important route between Europe and Asia.

» Global Consequences of Maritime Disruptions - Disruptions at these locations can
have consequences far beyond the region.

« The West Asia crisis has illustrated how insecurity around maritime routes can
increase shipping costs, delay deliveries and threaten energy supplies.

e Maritime Security as an Economic Imperative - Thus, maintaining open and
secure sea lanes is not only a military objective but also an economic necessity.

What are the emerging maritime surveillance deficit?

e The Indo-Pacific’s Maritime Surveillance Deficit - Despite its importance, the
Indo-Pacific faces a significant maritime surveillance deficit.

e Challenges to Continuous Maritime Domain Awareness - The vastness of the
oceans, jurisdictional limitations and inadequate surveillance capabilities of several
coastal states make it difficult to maintain continuous awareness of maritime activity.

» The Challenge of Dark Shipping and AIS Disruption - One major challenge is the
phenomenon of vessels “going dark” by switching off their Automatic Identification
System (AIS) transponders.

» Such behaviour can facilitate sanctions evasion, concealment of cargo, illegal fishing
and illicit ship-to-ship transfers.

e Smaller fishing vessels may also fall outside mandatory AIS requirements, making
them difficult to track.



Grey-Zone Tactics and Emerging Maritime Threats - The problem is not limited to
conventional maritime crimes.

State and non-state actors increasingly employ grey-zone tactics, including coercive
and ambiguous activities that remain below the threshold of conventional military
conflict.

Such actions can threaten maritime infrastructure, commercial shipping and regional
stability.

Therefore, effective maritime security requires more than naval presence.

[t requires the ability to detect, identify and interpret activities across a vast maritime
space.

How IPMDA serves as a technology-based solution?

It seeks to improve the ability of Indo-Pacific partners to monitor maritime activity and
share relevant information.

Its importance lies in its emphasis on information rather than militarisation.

By integrating data from commercial satellite-based systems, radio-frequency
monitoring, radar networks and other sensors, IPMDA can generate a more
comprehensive picture of maritime activity.

Such near-real-time information can help countries identify suspicious vessels, monitor
illegal fishing, respond to maritime emergencies and protect commercial shipping.

It also strengthens transparency, which itself can act as a deterrent against coercive
behaviour.

The effectiveness of IPMDA ultimately depends on interoperability, timely information-
sharing and the capacity of partner countries to translate data into effective action.

Why the India-U.S. Cooperation is crucial in IPMDA?

Shared Strategic Interests in the Indo-Pacific - India and the United States have a
natural convergence of interests in ensuring a free, open and secure Indo-Pacific.

The Need for Regional Maritime Cooperation - For Washington, stronger
cooperation with regional powers is essential because the United States cannot
independently monitor the entire Indo-Pacific.

India’s Maritime Security Imperatives - For New Delhi, maritime security is
directly connected with its economic interests, energy security and position as a
leading Indian Ocean power.

IFC-IOR as an Institutional Foundation - India’s Information Fusion Centre-Indian
Ocean Region (IFC-IOR), established in Gurugram in 2018, provides an important
institutional foundation for such cooperation.

Information Sharing and IPMDA - [t facilitates information-sharing with partner
countries and complements the broader objectives of IPMDA.

Role of Maritime-Domain-Awareness Technologies - The acquisition and use of
maritime-domain-awareness technologies, including U.S.-origin systems such as
SeaVision, can further improve India’s capacity to monitor maritime traffic and share
information with partners.



What is the potential benefits of Expanding the IPMDA Network?

» The success of IPMDA depends upon its ability to include countries beyond the Quad.

« ASEAN members, Pacific Island states and Indian Ocean littoral countries
possess valuable geographic positions and local knowledge.

» Smaller states such as Bangladesh, the Maldives, Seychelles, Sri Lanka and Fiji
can particularly benefit from enhanced maritime surveillance.

e Although many possess their own monitoring capabilities, limited resources and
jurisdictional constraints often prevent them from effectively addressing transnational
maritime crimes.

» Greater information-sharing can enable these countries to identify suspicious vessels,
combat illegal fishing and strengthen maritime law enforcement without
compromising their sovereignty.

e The European Union can also become an important partner because of its economic
dependence on secure maritime trade routes connecting Europe with Asia.

e Broader cooperation would transform IPMDA from a Quad initiative into a wider
regional public good.

What are the challenges ahead?

» Countries differ in their technological capabilities, legal frameworks and willingness to
share sensitive information.

» Concerns regarding data security and sovereignty may limit the extent of information-
sharing.

» Maritime awareness is meaningful only when countries possess the institutional and
operational capacity to act upon intelligence.

» Technology without trained personnel, effective coast guards and coordinated law
enforcement can have limited impact.

o [IPMDA must avoid becoming an explicitly military or anti-China mechanism.

« Its legitimacy will be stronger if it remains focused on common objectives such as
maritime safety, illegal fishing, disaster response, environmental protection and
freedom of navigation.

What could be done?

» Strengthening data-sharing - Establish interoperable systems that enable rapid
exchange of maritime information.

» Capacity building - Provide training, technology and institutional support to smaller
Indo-Pacific states.

 Integrating civilian and military capabilities - Combine commercial satellite data,
coast guard information, naval assets and other sources.

» Expanding partnerships - Bring ASEAN, Pacific Island countries, Indian Ocean
states and other like-minded partners into the IPMDA framework.

e Building common standards - Develop compatible legal and technical protocols for
maritime information-sharing while respecting national sovereignty.



What lies ahead?

e The strategic environment of the Indo-Pacific has demonstrated that open trade
cannot be taken for granted.

» Freedom of navigation, secure sea lanes and resilient supply chains require continuous
monitoring and collective action.

o IPMDA provides a pragmatic mechanism through which countries can convert
maritime transparency into strategic resilience.

» For India, it complements its role as a net security provider in the Indian Ocean; for
the United States, it strengthens regional burden-sharing; and for smaller Indo-Pacific
states, it offers access to capabilities that would otherwise be difficult to develop
independently.

 Ultimately, transparency can become a form of deterrence.

» By ensuring that suspicious maritime activities cannot remain invisible, IPMDA can
help protect freedom of navigation, counter illegal maritime activity and sustain the
unimpeded flow of global commerce.

» Strengthening IPMDA, therefore, is not merely a maritime-security initiative—it is an
investment in the stability of the global trading system.
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