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Navigating Troubled Waters: Security Implications of Palk Bay Disputes between India and

Sri Lanka

Dating back to colonial times, India and Sri Lanka have had long-standing issues of maritime
dispute and conflict in the 64-kilometer-long Palk Bay.' Besides the typical maritime disputes
involving sovereignty and national interests, Palk Bay is doubly significant being a thriving
fishing ground and a critical source of livelihood, nutrition, and food security for fisherfolk
communities on both sides. Additionally, owing to geopolitical considerations, the region has
been a hotbed of political controversies, recently figuring in the discussions leading up to
the 2024 General Elections in India. Given that border disputes arising out of colonial
legacies, such as between Japan and Taiwan, have been successfully negotiated through
joint mechanisms to establish long-term peace and economic prosperity?, resolution of the

issue between New Delhi and Colombo is not only desirable but also plausible.

The 1974 and 1976 agreements brokered between India’s Congress government and Sri
Lanka’s Bandaranaike government were keystone negotiations delineating maritime
boundaries of the historic waters in Palk Bay, Gulf of Mannar, and Bay of Bengal. In spite of
this, there is recurring inflammation of maritime disputes in Palk Bay, pertaining to the
sovereignty of Katchatheevu, a 285-acre uninhibited island with a resource-rich surrounding
seabed, and the issue of unsustainable fishing practices. The latter is particularly aggravated
on the Indian side of the waters where overfishing, bottom trawling, and IUU (lllegal,
Unreported, and Unregulated) fishing have caused extensive environmental damage and a

steady decline in the fish catch?, forcing Indian fisherfolk to cross over to Sri Lankan waters.*
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For Sri Lanka, too, fishing is an economically significant vocation and Palk Bay alone
contributes to at least a third of the country’s fish yield.® There has been a significant rise in
trawling boat registrations in India between the 1980s and 2000s (from 1,568 to 3,339),” to
meet the rising demand for shrimp consumption in Western countries, Japan, and Western
Europe.® While Indian marine exports skyrocketed during this period, the unintended
consequence was the irreversible damage to marine ecology and fish stocks on the Indian
side which earned bottom trawlers the name “hoovers of the shelf bottom”?, referring to

the potential harm they do to benthic ecosystems and their impact through by-catch.



The practice is banned in Sri Lanka but is still widely practiced by Indian fisherfolks. In effect,
tensions are on the rise between artisanal fisherfolk and trawling boats on both sides of the
maritime border.”® These economic and environmental considerations significantly raise the
incentive for the Sri Lankan Navy to meet border transgressions with stringent measures
including seizure of fishing vessels and even imprisonment.!* Alternatively, from the Indian
perspective, “giving up” Katchatheevu’s sovereignty in 1974 translates to a loss of fishing

grounds traditionally enjoyed by Indian artisanal fisherfolk.*

Resolving the maritime border issue and strengthening economic cooperation must be a
priority for India, especially in the context of emergent geopolitical realities. China’s bid to
be a powerful blue navy in the Indian Ocean, with Sri Lanka as a vital component, brings it
closer to Indian waters, thereby posing a serious geostrategic threat. These developments
are telling of a compelling geopolitical reality in South Asia, wherein small states find it
challenging to balance their big, powerful, and competing economic partners, along with

their own strategic priorities and domestic politics.

China is an attractive development assistance partner to many South Asian states, including
Sri Lanka, with its expedited timelines for infrastructure development funded by long-term
loans, notwithstanding their onerous terms. For instance, much to India’s dismay, Sri Lanka
reneged on a joint deal with Japan and India to develop the East Container Terminal of the
Colombo Port to later award it to China. For Colombo, Beijing appears to be the preferred
development partner as illustrated in the case of Mattala Airport and Hambantota Port, too.
China had initially offered assistance via the Asian Development Bank to help build wind
turbines on three Sri Lankan islands in the Palk Bay*?, which would have brought Beijing
within earshot of Indian territory but was eventually scuttled owing to pressure from New

Delhi.*

In contrast to New Delhi’s slow pace in executing development projects, Beijing has
established a more favorable and comfortable position with Colombo. Joint ventures are
being set up in Sri Lanka’s coastal regions to offer sustainable livelihood options, which are
seen as being undermined by India’s unsustainable fishing practices in the Palk Bay. The
Guilan Sea Cucumber Hatchery and Farm and New Silk Road Foodstuff Factory in Mannar are

recent additions to this joint venture between Sri Lanka and China, both of which have been



praised for generating employment. In addition, the distribution of dry rations and nets has

secured the goodwill of local Tamil fishermen in Sri Lanka.

Therefore, India must consider a multi-pronged approach to securing its bordering waters,
focusing on diplomatic, socioeconomic, and development dimensions. However, the lack of
commitment from political parties in Tamil Nadu—where this issue is a crucial factor for
securing votes—poses a significant obstacle to establishing effective dialogue mechanisms.
While successive Tamil Nadu governments have shown interest in securing the release of
their detained fishermen from Sri Lankan custody, this concern unfortunately does not
include a sustainable resolution to the issue. Instead, local governments have strong political
and economic incentives to ignore the powerful trawlers that consistently refuse to adopt

more sustainable fishing practices.

Non-resolution of the issue will have repercussions beyond the geopolitical realms given the
centrality of fish in the region’s food and nutritional security. Considering the prevalence of
similar maritime disputes within the region—namely between India and Bangladesh, India
and Pakistan, and Sri Lanka and Maldives—devising a regional and multi-stakeholder

fisheries mechanism could safeguard blue food security in South Asia.
Conclusion

The maritime dispute in Palk Bay between India and Sri Lanka carries significant geopolitical
and food security implications. Given that the disputes are rooted in historical factors and
aggravated by economic and political motivations, the issue is also intertwined with regional
politics and global shifts in power. For a permanent resolution of the issue, the continuous
participation, oversight, and coordination of both state and non-state actors in Tamil Nadu,
along with building consensus between the central and state governments, are essential and
cannot be overstated. Incentivizing deep-sea trawlers to progressively shift to sustainable
methods of fishing requires additional safeguards to offset loss from reduced season catch
which has to be addressed at the policymaking level.”® For India, the key to maintaining
sustained peace in all areas is to present itself as a desirable, reliable, and favorable partner

in the Indian Ocean Region, not only to Sri Lanka but also to other maritime neighbors.
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