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I. Introduction 

A submarine attack on an Iranian destroyer proximate to Sri Lanka represents more 
than a discrete naval engagement; it signals a potential horizontal escalation of conflict into 
the wider Indian Ocean Region (IOR). Historically, confrontations between Iran and Western 
powers have been largely confined to the Persian Gulf and adjacent regional waters. A strike 
near Sri Lanka, however, shifts the operational theatre from a semi-enclosed regional sea into 
the open Indian Ocean. This globally vital maritime space encompasses critical trade routes, 
energy supply corridors, and strategically sensitive naval zones. 

This geographic expansion carries multiple strategic implications. First, it 
demonstrates the long-range maritime strike capabilities and blue-water operational reach of 
the belligerent forces. Second, it functions as a form of deterrence signalling, conveying a 
willingness to project force beyond traditional conflict zones. Third, it widens the theatre of 
operations, increasing the probability of third-party entanglement and amplifying regional 
instability. 

Beyond its immediate military and strategic dimensions, the incident raises complex 
legal questions under both jus ad bellum—the body of law governing the use of force 
between states—and jus in bello, encompassing international humanitarian law applicable to 
armed conflict at sea. The central questions addressed in this paper are: 

a. Lawfulness of Force: Whether the use of force against the Iranian warship was 
lawful under the United Nations Charter, including considerations of self-defence and 
Security Council authorisation. 

b. Compliance with International Humanitarian Law: Whether the attack adhered 
to the principles and norms of international humanitarian law governing naval warfare, 
including the lawfulness of the target, proportionality, distinction, and obligations toward 
shipwrecked personnel. 

c. Neutrality and Coastal State Rights: Whether Sri Lanka’s rights and obligations 
as a neutral coastal state were violated, particularly within its territorial sea and Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZ). 

d. Operational and Geostrategic Implications: The broader implications of 
conducting military operations within or near neutral maritime zones, and the interplay 



between legal permissibility, maritime security, environmental obligations, and regional 
stability. 

These questions form the analytical framework that will guide the discussion 
throughout this paper, providing a structured lens for examining the legal, humanitarian, and 
strategic dimensions of the incident. 

 

2. Jus ad Bellum and Jus in Bello: Legality of the Use of Force 

The legality of a submarine attack against a commissioned warship during an armed conflict 
must be assessed within a structured framework of international law comprising the jus ad 
bellum regime under the United Nations Charter, the corpus of international humanitarian law 
(IHL), and customary principles of naval warfare as reflected in the San Remo Manual on 
International Law Applicable to Armed Conflicts at Sea. 

At the threshold level, the UN Charter governs the lawfulness of the use of force 
between states. Article 2(4) establishes a general prohibition on the threat or use of force 
against the territorial integrity or political independence of any state, subject only to narrow 
exceptions. These exceptions include the inherent right of self-defence under Article 51 and 
actions authorised by the United Nations Security Council under Chapter VII. 

Accordingly, if an Iranian warship were torpedoed by a submarine, the attacking state 
would be required to demonstrate that the action was undertaken either pursuant to a valid 
claim of self-defence, necessitated by an armed attack or imminent threat, or as part of an 
already existing international armed conflict. Absent such justification, the attack could 
constitute an unlawful use of force in violation of the Charter’s collective security 
framework. 

Where an international armed conflict is already in existence, the analysis shifts from 
jus ad bellum to jus in bello, namely the rules governing the conduct of hostilities. 

 

Jus in Bello: Naval Warfare and Attack Against an Iranian Naval Ship 

Where an international armed conflict exists between the United States and Iran, the 
analysis shifts to jus in bello. Commissioned warships form part of a state’s armed forces and 
constitute lawful military objectives. Under customary naval warfare law, as reflected in the 
San Remo Manual on International Law Applicable to Armed Conflicts at Sea, enemy 
warships may be attacked, including by submarine-launched torpedoes, without prior 
warning. An Iranian destroyer operating as part of Iran’s navy would therefore constitute a 
legitimate military objective in principle. 

However, the legality of a torpedo attack by a United States submarine remains 
subject to the foundational principles of international humanitarian law, including distinction, 
proportionality, military necessity, and precautions in attack. The principle of distinction 
requires that the target be military in nature; proportionality prohibits attacks expected to 
cause incidental harm excessive in relation to the anticipated military advantage; and military 



necessity demands that the force employed be directed toward achieving a legitimate military 
objective. 

These obligations are particularly significant in maritime theatres characterised by 
dense commercial traffic, such as the sea lanes south of Sri Lanka. Incidental harm to neutral 
merchant vessels, offshore installations, or third-state interests must therefore be carefully 
assessed in relation to the anticipated concrete and direct military advantage.Submarine 
warfare, though technologically sophisticated and strategically consequential, remains 
subject to these enduring normative constraints, which seek to balance operational 
effectiveness with humanitarian considerations in the maritime domain. 

Customary humanitarian law further requires that feasible measures be taken to search 
for and rescue the shipwrecked, wounded, and dead following an engagement. In this respect, 
any action by the Sri Lanka Navy to rescue surviving sailors and recover bodies from the 
destroyed vessel represents a prudent and legally consonant exercise of humanitarian 
responsibility. Such conduct reflects long-standing maritime tradition and aligns with the 
duties recognised under the law of armed conflict and the broader law of the sea, without 
compromising Sri Lanka’s neutral status. 

 

3. Sri Lanka’s Legal Position Concerning the Torpedoed Iranian Vessel 

Sri Lanka’s legal position is largely determined by the maritime location in which the 
submarine attack occurred. Should the hostilities have taken place within Sri Lanka’s 
territorial sea, defined as extending up to 12 nautical miles from the baseline, such conduct 
would constitute a breach of Sri Lanka’s sovereignty and a violation of the law of neutrality, 
which forbids belligerent states from engaging in hostilities within neutral waters and 
imposes a duty on the coastal state to prevent such actions within its jurisdiction. In that 
circumstance, Sri Lanka would be entitled to issue a diplomatic protest and potentially pursue 
reparative claims. 

By contrast, as the engagement took place within Sri Lanka’s Exclusive Economic 
Zone (EEZ), the analysis is more nuanced under the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea. The EEZ confers sovereign rights for resource exploitation rather than full 
sovereignty, and prevailing state practice accepts that military operations, including naval 
manoeuvres, are not per se unlawful in another state’s EEZ. While such an engagement 
would not automatically breach international law, it would nonetheless generate significant 
security concerns, including risks to navigational safety, potential environmental damage, and 
heightened regional instability. Should the sinking result in oil discharge, hazardous material 
release, or debris affecting shipping lanes, obligations under UNCLOS to protect and 
preserve the marine environment would be engaged. 

Although the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development does not 
explicitly regulate armed conflict, its principles highlight an increasing expectation for states 
to protect the environment during hostilities. Similarly, UNCLOS mandates that states protect 
and preserve the marine environment. Consequently, should the sinking of the Iranian 
destroyer cause an oil spill, the release of hazardous materials, or navigational hazards, 
specific environmental liabilities would be triggered. Strategically, a submarine strike near 
Sri Lanka signals more than a discrete tactical engagement. It reflects the projection of great-



power naval capabilities into a strategically sensitive maritime space through which a 
substantial proportion of global trade transits. 

Sri Lanka occupies a pivotal geostrategic position astride the principal East–West Sea 
Lines of Communication linking Gulf energy supplies, East Asian manufacturing centres, and 
European markets via the Suez Canal. A substantial proportion of global container traffic 
transits south of the island, rendering these waters acutely sensitive to instability. Even a 
limited naval engagement can elevate war-risk insurance premiums, disrupt commercial 
routing, and indirectly affect port operations in Colombo and Hambantota. 

From a jus ad bellum perspective, geographic expansion does not in itself render 
hostilities unlawful; yet it complicates assessments of necessity and proportionality and 
increases the risk of escalation affecting neutral states. 

 

4. Conclusion 

The torpedoing of an Iranian naval vessel in maritime zones proximate to Sri Lanka 
necessitates a carefully layered legal assessment situated at the confluence of jus ad bellum, 
jus in bello, and the law of the sea. As this paper has demonstrated, the legality of the 
incident ultimately turns on four interrelated determinations: 

(a) whether a lawful basis for the use of force existed under Article 51 of the Charter 
of the United Nations, grounded in self-defence; 

(b) whether the attack complied with the principles of distinction, proportionality, and 
military necessity under international humanitarian law; 

(c) whether the engagement occurred within Sri Lanka’s territorial sea, thereby 
infringing its sovereignty and violating the law of neutrality; and 

(d) whether the obligations owed to survivors, shipwrecked personnel, and the marine 
environment were respected in accordance with the law of armed conflict at sea and relevant 
maritime conventions. 

If the attack did not occur within Sri Lanka’s territorial sea, it would not amount to a 
violation of sovereignty or a breach of the law of neutrality capable of engaging state 
responsibility on that ground. 

By contrast, where the engagement occurred beyond the territorial sea whether within 
the Exclusive Economic Zone or on the high seas prevailing interpretations of the law of 
naval warfare, reinforced by consistent state practice, suggest that the operation may be 
regarded as legally defensible, provided that the cumulative requirements of necessity, 
proportionality, distinction, and humanitarian obligation were satisfied. 

Nevertheless, legal permissibility does not equate to strategic prudence. The 
deployment of a United States submarine to conduct kinetic operations in proximity to a 
neutral coastal state within the Indian Ocean underscores the increasingly complex 



convergence of naval power projection, humanitarian norms, environmental obligations, and 
coastal state rights within the contemporary maritime domain. 

Even where consistent with international law, the extension of submarine warfare into 
the wider Indian Ocean carries destabilising implications for regional security, commercial 
shipping, and the safety of neutral coastal states situated along critical sea lines of 
communication. The geographic expansion of hostilities into this maritime space heightens 
the risks of miscalculation, escalation, and unintended third-party involvement. 

For Sri Lanka, the incident underscores the delicate equilibrium between maintaining 
neutrality, safeguarding maritime security, and upholding the international legal order. The 
actions undertaken by the Sri Lanka Navy in conducting rescue and recovery operations for 
surviving sailors and deceased personnel reflect the discharge of well-established 
humanitarian duties under international law and exemplify responsible conduct at sea. 

Ultimately, this episode illustrates the increasingly complex convergence of naval 
power projection, international humanitarian norms, and coastal state rights within the 
contemporary maritime domain. In an era marked by intensifying great-power competition 
and expanding operational reach in the Indian Ocean, the preservation of legal clarity, 
strategic restraint, and respect for neutral maritime spaces remains essential to sustaining 
regional stability and safeguarding the integrity of the international maritime order. 

 


