SPEECH MADE BY 8™ PRESIDENT OF SRI LANKA — HE RANIL WICKREMESINGHE,

AT THE INDIAN OCEAN CONFERENCE ON 16™ FEBRUARY 2025 - MUSCAT, OMAN

Your Excellencies,
Honourable Delegates and

Friends

We are meeting here in Muscat close to one of the most geostrategic sea lanes
of communication, the Straits of Hormuz, for the 8th edition of the Indian Ocean
Conference. | must thank the Oman Government, for the hospitality afforded to

all of us.

Oman and Sri Lanka were a part of the Indian Ocean civilization that my
colleague referred to a short while ago. The Omani Navy defeated the
Portuguese Navy. Of course, Sri Lanka did not have a Navy. We defeated them
on land. We had an armoured corps; elephants wearing leather armour. The
gunners and the artillery were from India, and there were also Rajput warriors.
In return we built a kovil for them — called the Barandi Kovil. This is how the old

Indian Ocean civilization functioned.

| also thank the India Foundation once again for bringing us together. Your efforts
in deepening maritime partnership and highlighting the importance of the Indian
Ocean is much valued. | have been given the last word of the day. | will also be
the devil’s advocate. What | wanted to say, has already been said and | will just

add on to it.



The land centric viewpoints of the Indian Ocean ignoring the role of the Indian
Ocean as a Connector have prevented us from putting together an overarching
regional architecture. What have we actually achieved over the last 3 decades?
Very little, compared to others. For over a number of millennia, the political
economic and cultural connections and interactions of the Indian Ocean states,
dominated the then known world. The de-industrialization of India, the
disruption of the Indian Ocean maritime trade and the establishment of
European colonies two centuries ago, have erased from our mind the potential
of the Indian Ocean. Europeans came because they wanted to take over the
Indies. In the process, some had to come to the Indies via the Atlantic Ocean and
found the Americas. If | think like President Trump’s the two American continents
should pay a fee to Asia annually. If not for us, they would not have been

discovered. (applause)

We are now witnessing the geopolitical Seismic Power shifts to the Indian Ocean.
Asia’s economic dynamism was seen as a key to US prosperity leading to US
diverting its focus on to Asia — starting with President Clinton, President George
W Bush and then President Barrack Obama’s Pivot of Asia. But there is more

than that.

Take the famous PricewaterhouseCoopers Report of 2017 titled ‘the World in
2050’, of the 30 top global economies in the world, India, Indonesia and 9 other
countries - Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Pakistan, Iran, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Thailand,
South Africa, and Australia will be from the Indian Ocean Region. That’s a big
number. Even if two or three are left out, still we are a large group. Of the 30
global economies, 11 are going to be in this region. This is a trend we have seen.

A trend has been maintained. India will rank 2" and Indonesia will rank 4,



China ranks No. 1 in 2050, and China is using the BRI, to give them two outlets

to the Indian Ocean : Gwadar and Myanmar.

Japanese investments are already in Thailand and Vietnam. They will next enter
India and Bangladesh. Australia is planning to be a Renewable Energy
Superpower. There is also the rise of Saudi Arabia; that doesn’t end there. The
Potential of Post 2050 East Africa which will have connectivity to the Atlantic

Ocean. This is what this world will be.

The Western Indian Ocean and the Bay of Bengal will become booming economic
subregions. The Makran coast, with Gwadar and Chabahar connecting to Central
Asia with India, the Gulf, the Middle East and European connectivity (IMEC). All
Oman has to do is to sit there and collect the rent. You need not have to do
anything else Minister! Then, the Bay of Bengal. On one side, we will have the
Western Chinese Economy; Chongging will have an outlet to the Bay of Bengal
through Myanmar. India’s connectivity projects which will come through

Myanmar and Thailand.

This is not all that we have. The Minister referred to the global maritime
shipping. Minister Jaishankar also referred to this. The majority of shipping
coming through here. Half the crude oil will pass through here. Look at the
numbers - if | am not mistaken about 30% of oil is being now refined in this area.
And some of the busiest ports in the world are located here. 50% of the proven
global reserves of Oil and Natural Gas is also here in this Ocean. Look at our
Undersea natural resources. We don’t know what we have. For instance, India
and us in Sri Lanka, have to discuss about the Cobalt reserves in this ocean. This

is for the long-term — | am talking of 2050.



In the short term according to the recent World Economic Outlook by the IMF
states that over the next two years the global growth will be driven by Asia. This
is what is happening. Let us not think piecemeal; let us not think small. As Dr.

Madhav said in the morning, it doesn’t matter even if we think a bit big.

There are also fundamental changes taking place in the strategic environment.
It is the end of the US predominance. In my view, you may not agree, there was
an under-estimation of China and Russia. President Biden placed too much
reliance on the West and the NATO to lead the world. Look at the sanctions on
Russia. BRICS did not support it and Russia is still functioning; The Western
sanctions were of no use. What you have today is congested space and global

power fragmentation.

What is the future? | cannot tell you today because we will have to see what the
Trump Administration decides, and what are the fundamental changes there will
be to the role of US globally. There are also others. You have formed the BRICS
which is here to stay. | don’t think President Trump’s plans of moving BRICS out

will succeed.

There is rapid growth of the Chinese economy and the corresponding growth of
its military which has led to China’s global power projections. China feels it can
challenge US exceptionalism. You have the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). China
is challenging US Naval supremacy in one part of the Pacific Ocean and is coming
into the Indian Ocean though BRI. The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank is

available for funds.

Already you see how important the Indian Ocean is. What we have not realized

is that for over 4 decades Japan has provided economic assistance to all Indian



Ocean countries through both the ADB and JBIC. It has also taken a political role.
Certainly, in our country —firstly they were involved in peace talks that took place
with the LTTE. Recently when | was the President in establishing the Commission

for Truth, Unity and Reconciliation. They do this very silently.

In the Indian Ocean we have the France, the Indian Ocean Commission Indian
Ocean’s 4 pillars and the island states. SriLanka must have the mentality of being
an island state - not only South Asia - we have to deal with the Indian
Commission. The Colombo Conclave, and the Indian Ocean Commission must
work together. These are the important issues that we have to address if we are
to be economically and politically important. From South Africa to Australia,
many of us have the commonality of having being a part of the British empire
and colonies earlier. We have similar political institutions, judicial institutions,
administrative structures which have given us this commonality. Unfortunately,
Britain seems to be reducing its presence in the Commonwealth. We in the
Indian Ocean should resort to a Regional CHOGM like we did in the 1980s. Of
course, outside this, is the ICC and cricket. Everyone seems to be playing cricket

and bringing all of us together.

In this background, Prime Minister Abe of Japan spoke of the ‘Confluence of Two
Seas’ to the Indian Lok Sabha. We have the formation of the Quad. In the
original Indo-Pacific concept, in my view, we became the backwater. There was
not even an agreement on the boundaries of the Indian Ocean. It was the ASEAN
Outlook on the Indo-Pacific which highlighted the distinct nature of the Indian
Ocean. This was again taken up when Sri Lanka called a Track 1.5 Conference
Defining the Future of the Indian Ocean. Finally, Quad endorsed the ASEAN

Outlook on the Indo-Pacific.



In this newly emerging global scenario, the littoral states must confront the
issues relating to the Indian Ocean and its emergence as a separate region

including its unity, governance and the role of the outside players.

Firstly, we have the role of India. By 2050, it will be the 2" or 3™ largest power,
whichever it is - it will be the largest power in the Indian Ocean Region. We have
to accept this. The Indian Navy will be the third largest Navy after the US, and
China — PLA. The role that India is playing now in maritime governance with the
Indian Ocean Naval Symposium and the Colombo Conclave —how do we develop
it further? We have the Secretariat of the Colombo Conclave and it has to be
strengthened. That is why | said we should try and link up with the Indian Ocean

Commission and the French.

India has taken the role as the Net Security Provider. It started coming to our
help during the Tsunami, then during the Covid and finally for us during the
bankruptcy crisis in Sri Lanka. | could bring the economy around when | was sure
of USD 4 % Billion to fall back onto, in the case of a crisis. If nothing else comes
through. The net security provider has gone from beyond disaster to the
economic area, into health. Then, India’s role with the other countries. Whether
we like it or not India is going to be the biggest player in the Indian Ocean. That

is the reality. We have to work together.

There is the issue of the Freedom of Navigation and Undersea cables which
Minister Jaishankar mentioned in the morning. Sri Lanka has been pressing hard
on the undersea cables. The superintendence of energy and our undersea
resources. What has become important is the Hydrographic surveys; its potential
for military, for civil use, and who should get the commercial benefits of the

hydrographic surveys.



Climate Change, as was mentioned earlier in the panel discussion. It is a big issue
for Sri Lanka and all the countries in the Region. US is pulling out of the Paris
Climate Change Agreement. May be, we in the Indian Ocean have to take
responsibility for the Climate Change in the Indian Ocean going all the way down
to the Antarctic. The Disaster Management and what do we do with the fisheries

resources.

Finally, what Dr. Madhav called “heteropolar” economic arrangements among
these Indian Ocean Countries’. We have to move towards Economic Cooperation
and Integration. How do we move forward? How will the global economy move
with the Trump Administration policies? As a region we have to think of
ourselves. | was listening to the Minister talking of its potential. Hon. Minister
you know better than me - what the 2050 figures would be. We have to think
of all these because the Trump Administration will reduce the US trade
imbalances, our trade surpluses with the US will reduce. There will also be an
impact on how US would deal with Japan, China, and Korea and its impact on all

of us here.

As far as the Indian Ocean economy is concerned we have just started the
growth. Unlike East Asia the demography factor of South Asia and West Asia is
going to be an asset for us. Neither India nor any of the other countries have
gone into expansion of investments, infrastructure, manufacturing, and

technology. Think of the economic growth that can be triggered off in the area.

We have to address the fact that a large number of littoral countries including
Indonesia, South Africa and Saudi Arabia are members of the BRI. It will continue

to play a role in the Indian Ocean.



The 2050 geopolitics of the Indian Ocean will depend on the relations between
India and China which will be both competitive and cooperative. How will it work
out? We will have to see to it in the future. This is an important issue. When
you go back to the old days, as the Minister said, it was the Indian and the

Chinese economies which dominated the whole Region.

Two issues which | have is the role of the UK assets in the AUKUS in the Indian
Ocean. We in the Indian Ocean, and they have not even had the courtesy of
informing us that there was a treaty and the UK was entering it. Also, secondly,
in Sri Lanka’s view and that of many countries, we don’t want any conflict in the
Pacific Ocean spilling over to the Indian Ocean. We like to be free of that. Among

ourselves we have not had major issues in the seas as far as we are concerned.

The US has a role in the Indian Ocean. What should be it? |can’t comment until
the US decides. We have to accept the fact that they are in Diego Garcia — they
should be able to pay a bit more for the island. | would have even gone for 25

Billion — anyway that’s a matter for the governments concerned.

We should go to the BRICS - Kazan Declaration of 2023. The emergence of new
centres of power for more balanced multi polar world order. The Indian Ocean
Region has to be one of those centres of global power. We need to be multi-
aligned. The key states, India, South Africa, Australia, Indonesia, Saudi Arabia -
all five belong to G20. Four of them belong to BRICS. Two of them belong to
Quad. Multi-alignment in the Indian Ocean may hold the world peace, because

none of us want to see war. We all agree that the Indian Ocean countries should



be committed to UNCLOS and to uphold the rules-based order where no country

dominates and no country is dominated.

We have a task. The IORA Ministers Council meeting in Bangaluru in 2011 took
the decision that the Indian Ocean is a part of our collective destiny and there
is a clearly case for developing a holistic vision if we are to cope with the
challenges of the 21°t Century. We haven’t done that. Even after 14 years let us

start.

We need a Summit of the Littoral states Heads of Government. We have to call
for that summit to discuss many issues:
(i) the Indian Ocean as a Center of global power;
(ii) the relationship between IORA, IONS, Colombo Conclave, Indian
Ocean Commission, BIMSTEC, SAARC etc. and
(iii) | listened to the request that we should be like the European
Union — but | don’t know whether we are ready to go there.
Certainly, | would say as a first step, the establishment of a
Secretariat.
The Geopolitical Cartographer to which | belong are proposing a central
Secretariat for joint planning and action for an Indian Ocean community. This is
what we need. India as the incoming Chairman of IORA together with South
Africa, Indonesia, Australia, Saudi Arabia, Sri Lanka, Singapore, and Kenya must
summon this Summit Meeting of the leaders.
Let us go back to the drawing board and become a center of global power where
we all participate in the decision making. Talking of piece meal action will not
do. The world is changing fast. And if we do not, there will be very little for us

to discuss.



| may have offended some in my speech but we have to talk directly. Let us come
to the crux of it. Where is the Indian Ocean Region going to be in 2050. This
India Foundation Conference was a good opportunity for a start. You will have
the chance to express your views tomorrow. Let us try and get a Summit of the

Leaders to know what our future will be.

Thank you.
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