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I. Introduction 

What the Blue Economy1 actually refers to sustainable resource management, especially in the 
case of ocean resources. It ensures the long-term availability of these resources while using them 
in a way that future generations can also access them. It also focuses on making sure that there is 
minimal negative environmental impact during the use of these resources.

Blue Economy leads to job creation and helps improve livelihoods, all while protecting the 
health of the oceans, marine life, and coastal ecosystems. It includes all types of economic 
activities that are connected to oceans, seas, and coasts. This includes both traditional sectors like 
fishing and shipping, and also modern and emerging industries such as marine renewable energy 
and biotechnology.

Today, countries across the world are starting to realise not only the importance of protecting 
ocean resources and using them in a sustainable manner but also the potential for economic 
development that comes from this. The idea of the Blue Economy actually comes from the 
concept of the Green Economy. Green Economy is a model that focuses on improving human 
well-being and social equity while reducing ecological and environmental risks as much as 
possible2. The term Blue Economy was officially coined during the Rio +20 conference that took 
place in 2012 where there was a global push to focus more on sustainability related to ocean 
development.3

1 Blue Economy: Oceans as the next Great Economic Frontier. Available at: https://unric.org/en/blue-economy-
oceans-as-the-next-great-economic-frontier/. 

2 About green economy | UNEP - UN environment programme. Available at: 
https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/green-economy/about-green-economy. 

3 sustainable development knowledge platform United Nations. Available at: 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/rio20/about. 
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Now when we look at India’s oceanic context4, the country has about 7500 kilometers of 
coastline. There are nine coastal states and two major island territories. Around 30 percent of 
India’s population lives in coastal regions, which makes marine and coastal governance really 
important for both the economy and the environment. India also has about 200 or more minor 
and major ports that handle a large volume of shipping and trade.

If you consider the geostrategic value, the Indian Ocean region holds a lot of importance. More 
than 90 percent of India’s trade by volume and around 80 percent by value happens through its 
maritime routes. With growing tensions in the Indo-Pacific, including things like China’s 
increasing maritime presence, India is working on strengthening its naval diplomacy. This is 
being done by forming strategic partnerships with ASEAN and East Asian countries. The Act 
East Policy,5 which was first introduced in the 1990s, was revamped by Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi in 2014 to boost these partnerships and to make India’s presence stronger in key maritime 
routes such as the Strait of Malacca and the Andaman Sea.

When it comes to the economic value of the Blue Economy in India, there are several sectors that 
play a key role. These include fisheries and aquaculture, marine biotechnology, oil and gas 
exploration that happens offshore, marine tourism, shipping, and the infrastructure connected to 
ports. All of this contributes in a major way to the GDP of the country.

And from an ecological point of view, India’s coastline is home to a variety of ecosystems. For 
example, the Sundarbans is a mangrove forest that is considered one of the most diverse 
ecosystems in the world. There are also important estuaries and seagrass beds along the coast 
which not only help maintain biodiversity but also provide livelihoods to coastal communities.

II. India’s Maritime Legal Framework

When you look at India’s maritime legal framework, it is basically a patchwork of statutes and 
regulations, and it addresses multiple dimensions of ocean governance, such as jurisdiction over 
maritime zones, regulation of port infrastructure, and protection of the coastal environment and 
marine life. These laws provide a platform for India’s Blue Economy and marine resource 
management, but the framework feels like it's in pieces with overlapping authorities and limited 
enforcement capacity. Based on this, we understand that a more consolidated and cohesive 
maritime legal framework is needed, and urgent changes are required.

4 Chrome-Extension://EFAIDNBMNNNIBPCAJPCGLCLEFINDMKAJ/https://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/
nejmoa1905795?articletools=truehttps://acrobat.uservoice.com/forums/931921-adobe-acrobat-in-browsers/
suggestions/47606612-chrome-extension-efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmka 

5 Ministry of External Affairs, Act East Policy, available at https://mea.gov.in/act-east-policy.html
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Maritime Zones of India Act, 19766

 The Maritime Zones of India (Regulation of Fishing by Foreign Vessels) Act, 1976 is 
considered the foundation of India’s maritime legal framework. It establishes India’s jurisdiction 
over surrounding seas by defining key maritime zones, in line with UNCLOS, which India 
ratified in 1995. Under the Act, the territorial sea extends 12 nautical miles, the contiguous zone 
24 nautical miles, followed by the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) and the continental shelf. 
India exercises full sovereignty in its territorial sea; in the contiguous zone, it can prevent and 
punish infringements of customs, immigration, or sanitary laws; in the EEZ, it holds sovereign 
rights over exploration, exploitation, and conservation of natural resources; and on the 
continental shelf, India has exclusive rights to seabed resources. It’s worth noting that India’s 
domestic law asserts restrictions on military activity in its EEZ, which U.S. and other 
commentators consider inconsistent with UNCLOS.

Indian Ports Act, 19087

 The Indian Ports Act, 1908 governs the administration and management of ports across India. 
While it provides a legal basis for port operations, many of its provisions are outdated and 
structurally limited in handling modern port regulation.

Environmental Protection Act, 19868

 This Act was enacted after the Bhopal gas tragedy and acts as umbrella legislation for 
environmental regulation in India. Under this Act, the Ministry of Environment, Forest and 
Climate Change issues Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) notifications, which are crucial for 
protecting coastal ecosystems from unregulated development.

Coastal Aquaculture Authority Act, 20059

 The Coastal Aquaculture Authority Act, 2005 was enacted on June 23, 2005 and provides for 
the establishment of the Coastal Aquaculture Authority to regulate aquaculture activities in 
coastal areas. Its goals include preventing saline water intrusion into agricultural land, protecting 
mangrove and wetland ecosystems, and licensing and monitoring aquaculture farms to ensure 
sustainability.

6 TERRITORIAL WATERS, CONTINENTAL SHELF, EXCLUSIVE ECONOMIC ZONE AND OTHER MARITIME ZONES ACT, 
1976, https://lawbhoomi.com/territorial-waters-continental-shelf-exclusive-economic-zone-and-other-maritime-
zones-act-1976/ (last visited Jul 31, 2025). 

7 Indian Ports Bill, 2020 – a game changer in the Indian Maritime Sector, J.M. BAXI NEWSLETTER, 
https://www.jmbaxi.com/newsletter/issue-xxxiii/indian-ports-bill-2020-a-game-changer-in-theindian-maritime-
sector.html (last visited Jul 31, 2025). 

8 Chrome-Extension://EFAIDNBMNNNIBPCAJPCGLCLEFINDMKAJ/https://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/
nejmoa1905795?articletools=true 
9 Coastal Aquaculture Authority, COASTAL AQUACULTURE AUTHORITY CAA, 
https://caa.gov.in/#:~:text=The%20Coastal%20Aquaculture%20Authority%20Act,living%20in%20the%20coastal%
20areas. (last visited Jul 31, 2025). 
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Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) Rules10

 CRZ rules, first notified in 1991 and amended in 2011 and 2019, divide India’s coastal areas 
into four main zones. These rules govern what activities are permissible or prohibited, such as 
sand mining, construction, aquaculture, and tourism, near the shoreline. The 2019 amendments 
relaxed norms for tourism and development while still safeguarding the ecosystem.

Biological Diversity Act, 200211

 The Biological Diversity Act, 2002 was enacted to fulfill India’s international commitments 
under the Convention on Biological Diversity. It promotes conservation of biological diversity, 
including marine species, sustainable use of resources, and equitable benefit sharing. It sets up 
the National Biodiversity Authority (NBA) in Chennai and State Biodiversity Boards that 
oversee access to biological resources and marine genetic research (including bioprospecting and 
biopatenting).

Gaps in the Framework
 As mentioned earlier, the legal framework is fragmented and overlapping. Multiple ministries 
share overlapping responsibilities, which results in policy confusion and delays. Enforcement 
mechanisms are weak, leading to poor implementation of environmental safeguards. Compliance 
is inefficient because there is no centralized coordinating agency. Unlike other nations with 
dedicated marine ministries or unified ocean policies, India lacks a single mechanism overseeing 
ocean governance.

III. International Conventions 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS)12

 When you talk about India’s Blue Economy ambitions, they are deeply linked to India’s 
engagement with international legal frameworks and multilateral forums on ocean governance. 
As a maritime nation with a large exclusive economic zone, India plays a significant role in 
upholding global norms for economic development while encouraging sustainable and equitable 
use of ocean resources.

One of the most important conventions that India has ratified is the United Nations Convention 
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), adopted in 1982 and entered into force in 1994. India ratified 

10 COASTAL REGULATION ZONE INFORMATION SYSTEM, 
https://www.annauniv.edu/iom/iomour/CRZ%20info.php#:~:text=Andaman%20and%20Nicobar%20Islands:,3. (last 
visited Jul 31, 2025). 

11 Drishti IAS, BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY ACT, 2002 DRISHTI IAS (2020), 
https://www.drishtiias.com/to-the-points/paper3/biological-diversity-act-2002 (last visited Jul 31, 2025). 

12 United Nations Convention on the law of the sea, INTERNATIONAL MARITIME ORGANIZATION, 
https://www.imo.org/en/ourwork/legal/pages/unitednationsconventiononthelawofthesea.aspx#:~:text=The%20Unite
d%20Nations%20Convention,National%20Jurisdiction%20(BBNJ%20Agreement). (last visited Jul 31, 2025). 
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UNCLOS in 1995 and incorporated its core principles into domestic legislation like the Maritime 
Zones of India Act, 1976. UNCLOS not only defines maritime zones but also outlines the 
sovereign rights of coastal states over those zones.

A prominent example is the Enrica Lexie incident in 201213, where two Indian fishermen were 
killed by Italian marines in India’s contiguous zone within its EEZ. This led to an international 
arbitration under UNCLOS Annex VII. The case triggered debates around jurisdiction and 
immunity under international law. The Permanent Court of Arbitration ruled in 2020 that the 
Italian marines had functional immunity because they were state officials, meaning India could 
not prosecute them criminally but could seek compensation.

International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL)14

 Another important international treaty is the International Convention for the Prevention of 
Pollution from Ships, commonly known as MARPOL. It was adopted in 1973 and later modified 
by the Protocol of 1978. India is a party to MARPOL and has ratified all six annexes. These 
cover different types of marine pollution, including oil, noxious liquid substances, harmful 
packaged materials, sewage, garbage, and air pollution from ships.

In India, MARPOL is implemented through the Merchant Shipping Act, 1958, under the control 
of the Directorate General of Shipping. This means Indian ports and ships must follow strict 
guidelines for waste disposal, pollution control, oil spill response, and emission norms. Many 
Indian ports now operate under updated environmental management protocols to meet these 
international obligations.

Agenda for Sustainable Development – SDG 1415

 India is also an active participant in the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development. Specifically, Sustainable Development Goal 14, known as “Life Below Water,” 
aims to conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine resources. India submits 
Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) to the UN, showing progress made in this area.

Some national efforts under SDG 14 include the National Plan for Conservation of Aquatic 
Ecosystems (NPCA), which supports restoration and sustainable management of coastal 
wetlands and lagoons. There’s also work being done to expand marine protected areas like the 

13 The “Enrica Lexie” incident (Italy v. India), PCA, 
https://pca-cpa.org/en/cases/117/#:~:text=The%20arbitral%20proceedings%20were%20instituted,the%20Law%20o
f%20the%20Sea%E2%80%9D. (last visited Jul 31, 2025). 

14 International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution From Ships (MARPOL), INTERNATIONAL MARITIME 
ORGANIZATION, https://www.imo.org/en/about/conventions/pages/international-convention-for-the-prevention-of-
pollution-from-ships-(marpol).aspx (last visited Jul 31, 2025). 

15 Goal 14 | Department of Economic and Social Affairs, UNITED NATIONS, https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal14 (last 
visited Jul 31, 2025). 
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Gulf of Mannar Marine National Park. These programs help conserve biodiversity, improve 
livelihoods of coastal communities, and strengthen India’s role in global ocean governance.

IV. Sustainable Development and Governance Challenges

India’s coastal and marine spaces have long been vital to the lives of millions, not just for their 
economic value but also for their cultural and ecological significance. However, as India moves 
forward with its Blue Economy ambitions, the fragile balance between development and 
sustainability is becoming increasingly strained. The challenges facing India’s oceans are 
complex and interconnected, affecting everything from livelihoods to biodiversity. These 
concerns need immediate attention if long-term goals of inclusive growth and ecological 
resilience are to be achieved.

One of the most urgent issues is the pressure of overfishing16. In recent years, the rise of large-
scale commercial trawling has begun to overshadow traditional artisanal fishing. Unlike small-
scale fishers who follow age-old seasonal and species-specific fishing patterns, mechanized 
trawlers often operate deep into restricted areas, and their activities are not always regulated. 
Bottom trawling, a technique where heavy nets are dragged along the seabed, is particularly 
harmful.17 It damages not only the ocean floor but also wipes out coral habitats and juvenile fish 
populations that are crucial for maintaining marine balance.

The consequences of this are deeply felt by coastal communities. In states like Kerala, Tamil 
Nadu, and Odisha, many fishers report declining catches despite spending longer hours at sea. 
Their incomes are shrinking, and some are forced to migrate or shift to alternative forms of labor. 
What was once a generational profession is now becoming economically unviable. This is more 
than just an environmental problem; it is a human one, affecting food security and community 
stability.

Another serious concern is coastal erosion. More than a third of India’s coastline is currently 
facing erosion, a phenomenon caused by both natural forces and human activity. Sea-level rise, 
linked to climate change, is playing a part, but so is unregulated construction along the coasts. In 
Chennai, the construction of ports and hard structures like groynes has altered natural sand 

16 KPMG International Limited, UNLOCKING INDIA’S BLUE ECONOMY: A PATHWAY TO SUSTAINABLE GROWTH 
AND PROSPERITY KPMG, https://kpmg.com/in/en/blogs/2024/10/unlocking-indias-blue-economy-a-pathway-to-
sustainable-growth-and-
prosperity.html#:~:text=Technology%20plays%20a%20transformative%20role,to%20support%20sustainable%20en
ergy%20production. (last visited Jul 31, 2025). 

17 panelClaudia Morys a et al., IMPACTS OF BOTTOM TRAWLING ON BENTHIC BIOGEOCHEMISTRY IN MUDDY 
SEDIMENTS: REMOVAL OF SURFACE SEDIMENT USING AN EXPERIMENTAL FIELD STUDY MARINE ENVIRONMENTAL 
RESEARCH (2021), 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0141113621001409#:~:text=This%20shift%20has%20considera
ble%20implications,et%20al.%2C%201994). (last visited Jul 31, 2025). 
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movement, leading to the disappearance of beaches. In Kerala, frequent storms and tidal surges 
are eating away at the shorelines. In the Sundarbans, where land and water are already delicately 
balanced, entire islands are slowly vanishing, displacing communities and altering ecosystems.

This erosion leads to loss of habitats for both humans and wildlife. It destroys nesting grounds 
for species like turtles and damages mangrove belts that act as buffers against cyclones. 
Agricultural land near the coast is turning saline and unusable. Yet, developmental projects 
continue to be approved in fragile zones, often without sufficient environmental review or public 
consultation.

Pollution is another major challenge that India’s coastal and marine zones are grappling with. 
Industrial activity along the coastline has increased significantly, and much of the waste 
generated ends up in nearby rivers or seas. Ports, oil refineries, thermal power stations, and 
special economic zones discharge untreated effluents into coastal waters. This results in dead 
zones, where marine life cannot survive due to the lack of oxygen. In urban coastal cities like 
Mumbai and Kochi, plastic waste from households and industries finds its way into the ocean. 
Microplastics are now being found in fish, seabirds, and even sea salt consumed by humans.

Although India is a signatory to international pollution control conventions, the actual 
enforcement of rules remains weak. Marine litter is rarely monitored, and oil spills from ships 
are not always addressed promptly. Regulatory agencies often lack coordination, and penalties 
for violations are insufficient to act as deterrents.

The looming threat of climate change adds another layer of complexity to these problems. Rising 
ocean temperatures have caused coral bleaching in places like the Gulf of Mannar and 
Lakshadweep.18 These reefs, often called the rainforests of the sea, are home to countless marine 
species and also protect coastlines from strong waves. Warmer waters also disrupt fish breeding 
and migration patterns. Many fish species are moving further offshore or to cooler waters, 
making them harder to catch using traditional methods.

Ocean acidification, caused by the absorption of carbon dioxide, is affecting shell-building 
marine organisms like oysters and coral. This disrupts entire food chains and reduces the 
availability of important seafood species. Mangrove forests, which help store carbon and protect 
against storm surges, are shrinking due to rising sea levels and encroachment.

What ties all of these challenges together is a lack of coherent governance. India’s ocean and 
coastal affairs are managed by multiple ministries, including those for environment, shipping, 
fisheries, and science and technology. These bodies often work in silos, leading to fragmented 

18 Vision IAS Expert Team, CORAL BLEACHING: CURRENT AFFAIRS: VISION IAS CURRENT AFFAIRS | VISION IAS 
(2024), https://visionias.in/current-affairs/monthly-magazine/2024-06-22/environment/coral-bleaching (last visited 
Jul 31, 2025). 
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policies and slow decision-making. Even where regulations exist, enforcement is often 
inconsistent or heavily influenced by commercial interests.

Laws such as the Coastal Regulation Zone notifications are intended to protect vulnerable areas, 
but over time they have been repeatedly amended, often diluting protections in favor of 
development. Local authorities, who are on the frontlines, often lack both financial resources and 
technical expertise to monitor and manage environmental compliance. Moreover, the knowledge 
and voices of traditional coastal communities are rarely incorporated into official decision-
making, despite their deep understanding of local marine ecosystems.

For India to realise its Blue Economy goals without undermining ecological sustainability, it 
must shift toward more inclusive and coordinated governance. Sustainable development in the 
maritime sector will only be possible if economic interests are balanced with the rights of coastal 
communities and the long-term health of the marine environment.

V. Recommendations
 One of the most significant steps India can take in shaping a sustainable Blue Economy is 
adopting Marine Spatial Planning. This approach involves a scientific method of zoning marine 
spaces for various purposes such as tourism, fishing, conservation, and industrial activity. Rather 
than reacting to conflicts over resource use, Marine Spatial Planning enables preventive 
regulation by clearly demarcating zones and uses based on ecological sensitivity and economic 
priority. With technical collaboration from Norway and support from the Ministry of Earth 
Sciences, India has initiated pilot projects along its coastline.19 These projects can serve as the 
foundation for a national-level framework that brings together scientific research, local 
knowledge, and regulatory capacity to harmonize competing maritime interests.

Another critical area of reform lies in the inclusion of gender-sensitive policies. Women play a 
vital but often invisible role in coastal economies, especially in fish processing, sorting, and 
selling. Their labour, largely unpaid and under-recognized, sustains not just households but also 
local fisheries. Recognizing and supporting women's Self-Help Groups (SHGs) can unlock 
significant potential. Legal reforms must ensure that these groups receive access to training, 
financial support, and decision-making power. A bottom-up model that empowers fisherwomen 
can greatly improve community resilience and economic stability.

To ensure that these reforms do not remain on paper, India must address the chronic problem of 
weak legal enforcement. Creating dedicated coastal law courts or maritime tribunals could fast-
track the resolution of marine disputes and environmental violations. Local authorities, 
especially in ecologically sensitive areas, must be trained thoroughly in the specifics of Coastal 

19 PRESS INFORMATION BUREAU, https://www.pib.gov.in/ (last visited Jul 31, 2025). 
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Regulation Zone rules, aquaculture licensing, and pollution control. Building legal capacity at 
the grassroots level will strengthen compliance and promote a culture of accountability.

In addition to regulatory and enforcement reforms, India must invest in nature-based solutions. 
20Blue carbon ecosystems such as mangroves, seagrasses, and salt marshes are powerful carbon 
sinks and serve as critical buffers against storms and coastal erosion. Integrating carbon 
sequestration into coastal management plans can align climate goals with ecological 
preservation. At the same time, expanding Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)21 is necessary for 
biodiversity conservation. However, their success depends on involving local communities in 
decision-making. Conservation models that exclude local stakeholders often breed resentment 
and inefficiency. Co-managed MPAs, where communities play a central role in governance, are 
more likely to yield lasting outcomes.

VI. Conclusion
 India’s path to a sustainable Blue Economy cannot be navigated through isolated reforms or 
fragmented legislation. What is needed is a shift in mindset, a transition from sectoral, ad hoc 
governance to an integrated and holistic approach. The ocean is not just a source of economic 
gain but a shared ecological and cultural heritage. Legal frameworks must reflect this by 
balancing development with conservation, livelihoods with sustainability, and sovereignty with 
international cooperation.

Future reforms must work towards building coherence among overlapping laws and regulatory 
bodies. Institutions responsible for ports, shipping, fisheries, and environment must coordinate 
instead of working in silos. Community engagement is equally essential, especially among those 
who depend most directly on marine resources. Lastly, India’s commitment to international 
obligations such as Sustainable Development Goal 14 must be anchored in domestic law and 
policy.

There is an urgent need to draft and implement a comprehensive National Ocean Policy that goes 
beyond vision statements and provides enforceable legal mechanisms. Such a policy, rooted in 
scientific planning, social equity, and ecological stewardship, is crucial for transforming India’s 
vast maritime potential into a secure and sustainable future.

20 Aditi Tandon, [EXPLAINER] WHAT IS BLUE CARBON? MONGABAY (2025), 
https://india.mongabay.com/2025/01/explainer-what-is-blue-carbon/#:~:text=Coastal%20marine%20ecosystems%2
0such%20as,unit%20area%20than%20tropical%20rainforests. (last visited Jul 31, 2025). 

21 MARINE PROTECTED AREAS AND CLIMATE CHANGE - RESOURCE | IUCN, https://iucn.org/resources/issues-
brief/marine-protected-areas-and-climate-change (last visited Jul 31, 2025). 
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