SOUTH INDIA
JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES

April’ 25, Vol. 23. No.2 |ISSN : 0972 -8945 (Print) 3048 -6165 (Online)

The Geopolitical and Economic Role of South Indian
Ports in India’s Maritime Strategy

Kshitij Kumar *

Research scholar, Department of Commerce and Financial Studies, Central University of Jharkhand, Ranchi

Bateshwar Singh

Associate Professor, Department of Commerce and Financial Studies, Central University of Jharkhand, Ranchi

*Corresponding Author Email: kshiij.kr1@gmail.com

Abstract: South Indian ports Chennai, Kochi,
and Visakhapatnam are central to Indias maritime
strategy, bridging economic aspirations and geopolitical
imperatives in the Indian Ocean. This paper explores the
strategic and economic significance of these ports within
the broader context of India’s Sagarmala Project and
Indo-Pacific Vision, highlighting their roles in countering
China's String of Pearls strategy. Despite their potential,
these ports face significant challenges, including
security vulnerabilities, infrastructure bottlenecks, and
environmental risks, which hinder their full operational
capacity. The study examines how these ports contribute
to trade, employment generation, and defence readiness
while addressing key geopolitical challenges. It
emphasizes the need for strategic investments in
modernization, naval collaborations, and transshipment
capabilities to strengthen their role in safeguarding trade
routes and asserting India s influence in the Indo-Pacific.
By providing actionable policy recommendations, this
paper underscores the transformative potential of South
Indian ports in enhancing India’s maritime dominance
and economic growth.
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INTRODUCTION

The Indian Ocean has long been a geopolitical hub, not
only because of its wealth of resources and vital commercial
routes but also as a battlefield for influence between emerging
powers. India is a leading maritime nation in the middle of this
strategic stand-off and its ports in the Southern Part of India
Chennai, Kochi and Visakhapatnam have become strategic
units of its maritime plan. These ports are the nodal points
that shape India’s posture and act as counterweights to the
emergent China‘s influence in the Indian ocean and serve as
gateways for international trade (Patel et al., 2019). Because
of their location, these ports are important and are developed
on the important east-west shipping routes and connect India
with Southeast Asia, Middle East and other countries. A
key location for containerized trade and industrial exports,
Chennai Port is commonly referred to as the “Gateway to
South India,” promoting economic integration with Southeast
Asia (Sourabh, 2025). India’s naval strategy and energy
imports heavily rely on Kochi, which is located close to the
Arabian Sea and is home to the Southern Naval Command.
Visakhapatnam, a dual-use port that facilitates commerce in
commodities such as coal and iron ore, strengthens India’s
eastern naval capabilities. These ports alleviate economic
development and national security, serving as the foundation
of India’s marine aspirations.

The significance of these ports is magnified in light of the
geopolitical struggles in the Indo-Pacific. China’s ‘String of
Pearls’ strategy, a network of strategically located ports and
facilities funded by Beijing across the Indian Ocean poses a
direct challenge to India’s regional aspirations. Investments
on ports in Indian ocean and Arabian sea are symbols of
China’s intent to dominate maritime trade and security in
the region, encircling India strategically (Bajpaee, 2024). In
response, India has not only strengthened its naval presence
but also prioritized the modernization and strategic use of its
ports, particularly in South India, under initiatives such as
the Sagarmala Project and the Indo-Pacific Ocean Initiative
(Chakraborty, 2024). These efforts underscore India’s
commitment to maintain its influence and secure its maritime
boundaries against external pressures. Due to their strategic
and economic significance, South Indian ports assume a
central place in this vision as gateways of global commerce,
energy security hubs and naval operations. Development and
utilizations of these ports are critical for India’s economic
prosperity, and for projecting power and countering emerging
threats in the Indian Ocean (Venkatshamy, 2016).
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This paper aims to examine the geopolitical significance
of South Indian ports in relation to India’s maritime policy. It
looks at their role in enhancing India’s regional authority in
the Indo-Pacific and the challenges they encounter in fulfilling
their potential. This study assesses the interplay between
economic and strategic dimensions in order to contribute to a
deeper understanding of how these ports function as elements
of national policy, in a rapidly changing geopolitical setting.
The subsequent sections of this paper focus into critical
aspects such as China’s String of Pearls strategy, India’s
maritime strategy, the geopolitical role of south Indian ports,
their economic and strategic significance in the Indo-Pacific,
and the key challenges they face.

CHINA’S STRING OF PEARLS STRATEGY

Chinas’ String of Pearls strategy is a strategic threat to
India’s security interests in the Indian Ocean. This strategy
aims to safeguard oil shipping lanes and bolster Beijing’s
naval power by building a network of Chinese-funded ports
and infrastructure around the Indian Ocean (Upadhyaya,
2017). Among such projects, Hambantota Port and Gwadar
Port in are the two important nodes of this plan as shown
in Fig 1. Hambantota which is located right near vital sea
lanes highlight China’s increasing economic and strategic
penetration into South Asia. China has taken this port on a 99-
year lease, and there have been worries that it could be used
for military purposes, increasing India’s security concerns.
Likewise, Gwadar Port, part of the CPEC, gives China access
to the Arabian Sea, providing an alternative to the Malacca
Strait and reducing dependence on this chokepoint. India’s
concerns about its maritime backyard have intensified. In
response to these and other developments, India has worked
to improve the strategic capacity of its ports in South India to
protect its maritime interests.

China’s String of Pearls Strategy
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Figure 1: China’s string of pearls

Source: Center for International Maritime Security, Eurasian
Times, indiatimes.com

INDIA’S MARITIME STRATEGY

With Indian Ocean becoming an increasingly important
part of the geopolitical scene, India’s maritime strategy has
made tremendous strides. A major government project, the
Sagarmala Project, aims to improve port infrastructure, boost
logistics efficiency, and lower trade prices by combining
coastal economic zones and providing better connectivity
(Choudhury et al., 2021). Implementing these, India can
develop its maritime capabilities and position itself as a
global commercial hub. Fig. 2 shows the 24 categories and
five pillars under the Sagarmala project. With its emphasis
on port-led industrialization, the Sagarmala project aligns
strategic objectives with economic interests, particularly in
southern India, home to essential ports like Chennai, Kochi,
and Visakhapatnam. These ports are becoming world-
class facilities that can compete with other regional hubs

like Colombo and Singapore because of investments in
mechanization, dredging, and connectivity. By taking this
action, India strengthens its position as a maritime power and
reduce reliance on external logistical systems (Haralambides,
2019). India’s Indo Pacific Vision also complement this,
as it speaks of the importance of continued existence of a
flexible maritime system (Bradford et al., 2022). In keeping
with this envisioned Indo Pacific, India has strengthened its
cooperation with nations like the US, Japan and Australia
in the framework of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue.
These alliances exist to meet China’s growing sway in the
Indo Pacific and protect important sea routes. This strategy,
geared to projecting and protecting Indian maritime interests,
depends heavily on the ports of South India as focal points for
logistics and operations.
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Figure 2: Pillars of Sagarmala Project
Source: Sagarmala.gov.in

GEOPOLITICAL ROLE OF SOUTH INDIAN PORTS
IN THE INDO-PACIFIC:

The South Indian ports contribute to building India’s
geopolitical position in the Indian Ocean and beyond the
Indo Pacific. They are strategic assets used to counter China,
securing communication of sea lines and commanding power
in the critical maritime areas.

Chennai Port - A Hub for Trade and Economic
Integration: One of India’s largest and busiest port, Chennai
Port is located on the Coromandel Coast on key East-West
shipping routes and is a vital key hub for containerized
trade, industrial exports and regional economic integration.
It is crucial to India’s automobile exports and the country’s
foreign trade as it has exported an impressive 214,758 cars in
FY 2023-24, retaining its position as the largest automobile-
exporting port in the east. However, total automobile exports
from India stood at 4.76 million units in FY23, while China’s
automobile exports reached 5.22 million units, highlighting
its significant dominance in the global automobile export
market. India’s competition with China in Southeast Asia
makes this port even more important. It strengthens India’s
trade relations with the ASEAN countries under the Act East
Policy which strengthens the country’s economic stake in
the region (Gupta, 2024). For instance, growing trade from
Chennai to nations like Vietnam and Indonesia implies China
can’t dominate those markets anymore. Additionally, further
development plans under the Sagarmala project, such as
deeper berths and enhanced hinterland connectivity, serve to
enhance Chennai’s case as a serious contender to Colombo
and Hambantota as its regional transshipment hub rivals.
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Kochi Port - The Linchpin of Naval Strategy: On
India’s southwestern coast, Kochi Port, a key commercial
hub, is also the cardinal point in India’s naval strategy. It
hosts the Southern Naval Command which serves as the
primary training command of the Indian navy. While not an
operational one, its strategic location supports naval training
and logistical functions in the Arabian sea region, indirectly
contributing to India’s blue water naval preparedness. The
proximity of the port to the main energy routes passing
through Strait of Hormuz and Malacca Strait puts it at the
center of securing India’s energy supply chains. Apart from
that, Kochi’s naval significance comes in countering China’s
growing maritime presence. China’s heavy investments
at Sri Lanka’s Hambantota Port make it necessary to keep
Kochi operationally ready to keep surveillance and maintain
maritime security in western Indian Ocean. Kochi’s centrality
to multilateral security frameworks is evidenced by the fact
that most of the joint naval exercises conducted with Quad
partners take advantage of facilities in Kochi. Moreover,
Kochi’s commercial operations fit in India’s energy security
priorities, which includes handling of crude oil imports, and
provides economic resilience against geopolitical disruptions.

Visakhapatnam Port- A Dual Commercial-Defence Asset:
Visakhapatnam Port, located on the east coast of India is a
classic case where commercial and defence requirements
are grouped together. It handles exports of coal, iron ore
and agricultural products to help boost India’s trading
with East and Southeast Asia. Its economic importance is
complemented by its strategic significance as the base of the
Eastern Naval Command that controls the operations in Bay
of Bengal and Andaman Sea (Ministry of Ports, Shipping,
and Waterways, 2023). The strategic value of Visakhapatnam
is that it allows India to project its place into the Indo Pacific.
India monitors Chinese activities in the region by having
advanced submarines and surface combatants on the naval
base at the port. For example, as China moves into the Bay
of Bengal with Kyaukpyu Port in Myanmar, Visakhapatnam
provides India with a forward operating base to secure its
eastern maritime region. Further modernization efforts,
such as the development of container terminals, and also the
establishment of new logistics capabilities of the port, add to
its dual use potential, serving as the cornerstone of India’s
maritime strategy.

Countering China’s Influence and Securing Trade
Routes: Chennai, Kochi, and Visakhapatnam have strategic
roles in India’s continued attempt to offset China’s ‘String
of Pearls’. The increasing capabilities of these ports makes
India a maritime power in the Indo Pacific. For instance,
Chennai Port increased its cargo handling from 52.1 million
tonnes in 2015-16 to 61.7 million tonnes in 2022-23 and
deepened its draft to 16.5m, enabling larger vessel access
(Chennai Port Authority, 2023). Each of these cities, play
distinct yet complimentary roles in India’s ability to protect
regional trade routes, secure energy, and orbital dominance.
For example, to check China’s development of Hambantota
Port, India stepped up naval surveillance from Kochi and
Visakhapatnam, in accordance with maritime laws under
UNCLOS, ensuring strategic security and monitor foreign
naval movements within India’s maritime areas of interest.
Likewise, India makes use of Chennai’s trade channels to
ASEAN to undercut China’s economic impact in ASEAN
markets (Jain & Gill, 2024). Therefore, these measures
reminiscent of a deliberate strategy to enhance regional
stability while asserting India’s leadership in the Indo-Pacific.

ECONOMIC AND STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE OF
SOUTH INDIAN PORTS

India’s economic and strategic ambitions depend heavily
on South Indian ports. These ports contribute more to the
economy than trade volumes. They also have a pivotal role in
job creation and regional development and are integral part
of the global supply chain. In terms of strategy, they support
India’s naval operations by giving the nation the resources to
counter regional challenges and keep a commanding presence
in the Indo-Pacific. The growth and use of these ports are
crucial to India’s ability to sail the geopolitics of Indo-Pacific
successfully.

Trade Volumes and Economic Integration: A large amount
of India’s marine traffic is handled by South Indian ports,
which supports the country’s economic connectivity with
global markets. For instance, a significant amount of the
containerized trade in the area is handled by Chennai Port,
whose terminals handle over 50 million metric tons of cargo
yearly (Ministry of Ports, Shipping, and Waterways, 2023).
Every year, Kochi, a major import center for crude oil,
processes millions of barrels of petroleum products to meet
India’s energy needs (Khan et al., 2023). In addition, the bulk
cargo industry thrives in Visakhapatnam Port, one of India’s
deepest ports. Beyond simply managing cargo, the ports
have a role. They serve as channels for India’s commercial
ties with East and Southeast Asia and are a pillar of India’s
Act East Policy. For example, China’s economic sway in
the region is offset by improved commercial connections
with nations like Singapore and Vietnam via Chennai Port.
By integrating with Middle Eastern energy providers, Kochi
also reduces geopolitical concerns in the Indian Ocean and
guarantees India’s energy security.

Employment Generation and Regional Development:
South India’s ports provide many direct and indirect job
opportunities. Port-based industries, shipping services,
logistics, and cargo handling are among the activities that
create thousands of jobs every year. The Chennai Port Trust,
for instance, directly employs more than 20,000 people and
indirectly supports employment in ancillary industries such
as manufacturing, transportation, and warehousing (Ministry
of Ports, Shipping, and Waterways, 2023). Urban and rural
areas experience the economic knock-on effects of these
activities, which promote regional growth and lessen income
inequality. Kochi’s economic contribution is further enhanced
by its role in promoting tourism and fishing. Kochi’s status
as a major cruise port draws travellers worldwide, which
helps local businesses and the hotel sector. Furthermore, it
is near abundant marine resources that support aquaculture
and fishing, giving coastal populations access to sources of
income. With its steel, fertilizer, and petrochemical industries,
Visakhapatnam is a central economic hub in the east and
contributes significantly to integrating regional economies
within the framework of national growth.

Strategic Importance and National Security - South
Indian ports are essential to India’s marine and naval
security. Operations in the Bay of Bengal and the Andaman
Sea are made easier by Visakhapatnam, which serves as the
headquarters of Eastern Naval Command. Since a significant
portion of India’s energy trade with Southeast Asia occurs
along its eastern coastline, the naval force’s presence not
only deters prospective threats but also guarantees the
safety of this region, which is a matter of national security.
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At the same time, Southern Naval Command is based in
Kochi, serving as the Indian Navy’s training command for
preparing personnel and supporting naval operations. Also,
the importance of Chennai is strategic, located in the center
of main international shipping lanes and is a nodal center for
defense logistics. Since the ports lie near to the international
commercial transport corridor, they allow India to watch out
for and protect vital maritime routes from regional conflicts
and piracy.

CHALLENGES FACED BY SOUTH INDIAN PORTS

South Indian ports are critical to India’s overall maritime
strategy, but some problems often deny them from achieving
their potential. These vulnerabilities derive from several
infrastructure limitations, environmental challenges, and
arising security problems. Because of their strategic and
financial significance, these ports are more exposed to
operational inefficiencies in the changing geopolitical
landscape. As an important trade route, the Indian Ocean
Region continuously faces security threats such as the marine
terrorism, piracy and growing geopolitical confrontations
(Anwar et al., 2024). The ports are particularly vulnerable to
these risks because they are near important international trade
routes. Areas of high piracy in the Arabian Sea and around the
Malacca Strait pose a hazard to ships traveling to and from
Kochi and Chennai, which are strategically and commercially
significant. China’s increased naval presence, however, makes
this even more complex as regional insecurity is increased
by its strategic infrastructure initiatives. India, therefore,
must invest significantly in raising its maritime defense and
surveillance capability. Beyond security, South Indian ports
are also obstructed by infrastructure limitations. There are
still essential demands that have not been satisfied despite
the Sagarmala Project’s modernization efforts. Poor rail-road
connectivity, shallow draft levels at docks, and inadequate
mechanization all contribute to the continued obstruction
of cargo transportation. As an example, Chennai Port has
experienced persistent congestion due to poor hinterland
connectivity, which results in significant delays and higher
logistical costs (Ministry of Ports, Shipping, and Waterways,
2023). Similarly, the existence of regional ports like Colombo
that are faster and better-equipped limits Kochi’s ambitions
to develop as a transshipment hub (Weerakoon & Perera,
2014). These infrastructure deficiencies further add to the
issues by impeding operational efficiency and decreasing
the ports’ capacity to compete globally. Environmental risks,
such as coastal erosion, habitat destruction and the impacts of
climate change further complicate the sustainability of ports
in South India. For instance, Chennai’s Marina Beach faces
sewage discharge from port related activities, and ports like
Chennai and Visakhapatnam are vulnerable to coastal erosion
and rising sea levels, which can disrupt operations. If these
obstacles are overcome, the ports of South India will be able
to contribute more significantly to India’s maritime growth.

CONCLUSION

India’s marine policy centers on the South Indian ports
of Chennai, Kochi, and Visakhapatnam, which serve as a
dual pillar of economic expansion and geopolitical power.
In addition to serving as India’s commercial center, they
demonstrate strategic India’s location in the Indo-Pacific and
Indian Ocean. In light of the evolving regional and global
maritime landscape, these ports are intended to help India
become a naval powerhouse. To realize that potential, a
focused effort is needed, as well as overcoming significant

challenges and grasping new opportunities. To meet the
demand and compete with regional transshipment centers,
sophisticated infrastructure is necessary. To protect India’s
maritime interests, fortifying naval cooperation with nations
who share similar values is essential. Increasing security
risks like marine terrorism and piracy might be tackled by
coordinated patrols, joint naval exercises, and intelligence
sharing with the Quad nations. Kochi’s highly advanced
naval infrastructure and port facilities, along with its strategic
location make it the ideal site for multilateral projects
promoting an open and free Indo-Pacific. Such collaborations
will increase India’s commitment to overseas marine security
and strengthen its standing in the region. Besides enhancing
India’s economic and strategic prominence, it will also
enable it to respond to regional crises with greater assurance
and agility. Also, strategic expansion of the ports is essential
to compete with neighboring rivals like Colombo and
Hambantota, which handle a significant share of India bound
cargo currently. In the future, South Indian ports should be
seen as more than just tangible assets; they should be seen as
engines of marine ambitions and representations of India’s
geopolitical alliance. Modernization, strategic partnerships,
and sustainability are the three central tenets of ports of India
development strategy. India has the potential to become a
regional leader and play a crucial role in the evolving Indo-
Pacific if this common maritime vision unites the region.
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