Maritime Miscalculation 
India has irretrievably dovetailed herself in the Great Power Competition. 
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Average military minds are often accused of preparing to fight the last war, hoping to achieve an even better outcome without realising that time, tide and technology have moved on beyond conscious horizon. If recent indications at sea provide some pointers, it seems that Indian Navy leadership might be well down that road. Well, if the enemy is making a mistake, why correct him, said Napoleon! The author shall attempt to answer this question by the end of this op-ed, if the reader has the patience to read on and hasn’t figured it out already!
First, some historical context. Post-1947, as both Indian and Pakistani navies embarked on respective developmental strategies, they embarked on different pathways owing to different budgetary outlooks and peculiar operational philosophies. While India invested in an aircraft carrier, inducting Vikrant in 1961 for sea control and out-of-area operations, Pakistan—rightly so—invested in a sea denial strategy and pioneered to induct a novel capability in the theatre, i.e. submarine Ghazi in 1964. Like it is said that it is the man behind the gun, and not the gun itself, that actually counts, adroit and bold operational employment of assets favoured the brave and the valiant side in the 1965 war. A small but proud Pakistani fleet dared to bombard and destroy an Indian coastal radar station at Dwarka, Gujarat, and a single Pakistani submarine, Ghazi, patrolled outside Mumbai shores, blockading the entire Indian Western Fleet inside harbour. From this major embarrassment, Indian leadership took naval development as a serious challenge, inducting missile boats that had proved their mettle in the 1967 Arab-Israel war, in order to attack Pakistani ports and harbours in return—proverbially preparing to fight the last war, albeit in a better way. It also purchased four submarines, trying to emulate the Ghazi feat. Pakistan, on the other hand, concentrated on strengthening its underwater arm for sea denial, inducting three more submarines.
Come 1971, and the balance of submarines on both sides was equal. However, as it is said that no amount of tactical brilliance can compensate for a strategic void, the decision to commence hostilities in the western theatre could reach Hangor submarine lurking outside Mumbai harbour very late—after the entire Indian Navy Western Fleet had sailed out of harbour virtually passing on top of Hangor, that was constrained from firing torpedoes due to her orders. The rest, as they say, is history. The naval war between India and Pakistan in the western theatre remained, at best, a stalemate. Indian deployment of missile boats to attack Karachi twice could not be detected in time for lack of naval air surveillance and stole the show from Hangor that, despite odds, shot and sank Indian naval ship Khukri and damaged Kirpan. That single action by a Pakistan naval submarine was enough to throw the Indian Navy off balance, and their missile boats never dared to close Karachi again. Like the good old men’s tale behind the guns, the four Indian naval submarines couldn’t make it to the despatches and remained out of the battle. The debacle in the eastern theatre, due to peculiar politico-strategic challenges, and the unfortunate operational fatal loss of Ghazi overshadowed everything, and Indian Navy chose to don the mantle of a self-claimed victor.
If one is to see Indian naval developments post-1971 in this context, it is clear that Indian Navy has since then embarked on the same old path to develop a blue water capability for striking Pakistan from the sea, proclaiming to blockade Karachi and bombard Gwadar, the fulcrum of CPEC. Internally, they have squeezed fiscal space from other forces, harping on the mantra that India’s next war will be at sea, given the successive stalemates on land. Externally, they have eagerly bandwagoned, gulping the American lollipop of Net Security Provider in the Indian Ocean—a US euphemism to contain China. The provision of an Indian naval base to the US in the shape of Kattupalli for logistic support, and plugging into the Indo-Pacific Maritime Domain Awareness programme by recent purchase of US-origin Sea Vision surveillance software, India has irretrievably dovetailed herself in the Great Power Competition—albeit without a political will to execute its desired role when push comes to shove against China. Also, little do the Indians realise that time, tide and technology have moved on, beyond their conscious horizons.
Learning its own lessons, Pakistan Navy has since then embarked on an ambitious force build-up programme, acquiring force multipliers and niche capabilities to dominate critical areas of interest all along its coast and even beyond—off the mouth of the Persian Gulf and Bab-al-Mandab—where it is now in a position to strangulate Indian trade at will. It has also invested in long-distance land attack capability, both at and from the sea, to deliver a crippling blow to the Indian maritime industrial complex in and around the state of Gujarat. Pakistan Navy’s state of vigilance has been amply vindicated in the multiple episodes of detection of Indian Navy submarines off its coast during previous standoffs—a humbling saga of the unprofessionalism of their submarine skippers. UK submariners used to fail their prospective submarine commanding officers in the Perisher command course, finishing off their careers. It is anyone’s guess where Indian submarine commanding officers have been ending up after a “successful” tour off Pakistan’s coast!
While technology has become more pervasive and lethal since the last war of 1971—and the advantage is equally on both sides, if there are any takers—it is the geopolitical dimension of the Indian Ocean that has undergone complete transformation. The Great Power Competition between the US and China is hotting up as the Ukraine war closure looks near. Chinese Navy, circumventing the Malacca dilemma, is already well poised in the Indian Ocean with an overseas base at Djibouti. The critical global maritime commons trans-Indian Ocean is already being threatened in the west—in the Red Sea—by the Yemen-based Houthis. A kind of war that India might be interested to impose on Pakistan in the western Indian Ocean will certainly touch all these international sensitivities, as Pakistan aggressively responds to defend its critical interests and hurt those of the belligerent’s. The impending war risk surcharge will continue to haunt the world long after the last volleys have been fired and the last ship sunk.
Hence it is important to correct Indian naval planners, in the larger interests of the international community, lest they embark to fight the last war, hoping to further up the ante without realising the consequences to themselves as well as the world.
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