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India’s strategic imagination has for too long re-
mained tethered to the landmass. The subcontinent
has traditionally looked inward — towards its bor-
ders, rivers, mountains, and electoral geographies —

while the waters surrounding it remained politically un-
der-imagined and strategically underutilised. That
mindset is now colliding with a rapidly changing global or-
der. The controversy surrounding the Great Nicobar
Project is not merely about ecology, tribal rights, or infra-
structure development. It is, fundamentally, about
whether India is prepared to think like a maritime power
in a century increasingly defined by oceans, trade routes,
chokepoints, and strategic deterrence.

The debate has therefore been framed too narrowly.
The Great Nicobar Island cannot be reduced to a patch of
forested territory awaiting development clearances. Nor
can it be viewed solely through the familiar binaries that
have shaped India’s post-Independence developmental
discourse: environment versus industry, tribal rights
versus state power, or conservation versus capital. Such
frameworks, while historically important, are no longer
sufficient to explain the geopolitical stakes involved in
the Bay of Bengal and the eastern Indian Ocean.

The island is not simply a 1,045 sq. km. landmass at
the southern tip of the Andaman and Nicobar archipelago.
It is a strategic maritime outpost sitting barely 40 nauti-
cal miles from the Malacca Strait — one of the most crit-
ical waterways in the world. Nearly one-third of global
trade passes through this narrow corridor. Around 29
per cent of global maritime oil flows move through these
waters, connecting the energy producers of West Asia
with the manufacturing and consumption hubs of East
and Southeast Asia. China alone accounts for nearly half
the import volumes through the strait. India, too, is in-
creasingly dependent on these sea lanes for both exports
and energy security.

In the emerging geopolitics of the Indo-Pacific, geog-
raphy is destiny once again.

For decades, the Great Nicobar Island remained a
silent spectator to one of the busiest maritime passages in
the world. That era is ending. The proposed port, air-
port, township, and power infrastructure represent In-
dia’s attempt to convert passive geography into active
strategic leverage. The island’s significance lies not only
in its location, but in what that location allows India to be-
come: a consequential maritime actor capable of securing
trade flows, projecting power, and safeguarding national
interests in an increasingly contested region.

This is why the language around the island has
shifted from development rhetoric to military terminol-
ogy. The description of Great Nicobar as India’s “unsink-
able aircraft carrier” is not hyperbole. It reflects the
strategic thinking now shaping the Indian Ocean the-
atre. The Andaman and Nicobar Command already sits at
the northern end of the island chain. Expanding strategic
infrastructure southwards would extend India’s opera-
tional reach across the entire archipelago, creating a for-
midable deterrent presence near one of the world’s most
sensitive chokepoints.

The urgency of such thinking is difficult to ignore.
The global order is entering a period of deep instability.
Trade routes are no longer neutral spaces; they are in-
struments of geopolitical influence. Energy corridors are
vulnerable to coercion. Technology, finance, shipping,
and even supply chains are increasingly weaponised.
The Russia-Ukraine conflict, tensions in the South China
Sea, instability in West Asia, and the growing rivalry be-
tween the United States and China have collectively
demonstrated that economics and security can no longer
be separated.

India has watched these developments with increas-
ing concern. The Strait of Hormuz has repeatedly re-
minded the world how vulnerable energy supplies can
become during geopolitical crises. The Malacca Strait
presents a similar strategic reality for India. Much of In-
dia’s eastward trade and a growing portion of its energy
inflows pass through this route. Any disruption would
carry severe economic consequences. In such an envi-
ronment, strategic passivity is not prudence; it is vulner-
ability.

This is where the Great Nicobar Project marks a con-
ceptual shift. It signals an India that is slowly moving
from continental caution towards maritime ambition.

Predictably, however, the project has reignited the
old grammar of protest politics. Environmental groups,
activists, sections of the opposition, and civil society or-
ganisations have raised concerns regarding deforesta-
tion, ecological degradation, and the impact on indige-
nous communities. These concerns are not frivolous.
India’s developmental history is filled with examples
where displacement, environmental damage, and bu-
reaucratic insensitivity left lasting scars.

From the Narmada Bachao Andolan to the protests in
Niyamgiri, Singur, Nandigram, Kudankulam, and Ja-
gatsinghpur, India has repeatedly witnessed the colli-
sion between developmental ambition and democratic re-
sistance. Sometimes the state prevailed. Sometimes local
communities succeeded in halting projects. In each case,
however, the debate revolved around a familiar set of
questions: Who benefits from development? Who pays
the price? Can economic progress justify ecological or
social disruption?

These movements performed an important demo-
cratic function. They compelled governments to con-
front uncomfortable questions about rehabilitation,
compensation, environmental accountability, and corpo-
rate excesses. They exposed the arrogance of techno-
cratic planning and challenged the assumption that devel-
opment could simply be imposed from above.

Yet the strategic environment in which India now
operates is profoundly different from the one that shaped
those earlier movements.

The 20th century’s protest vocabulary is struggling to
explain the pressures of the 21st century. Security con-
cerns that were once peripheral have become central to
statecraft. Governments across the world are recalibrat-
ing national priorities in response to geopolitical uncer-
tainty. Infrastructure today is not merely an economic
asset; it is strategic architecture. Ports are no longer just
commercial gateways. Airports are dual-use facilities.
Energy corridors are national security concerns. Islands
are military platforms.

The Great Nicobar Project sits squarely within this
new reality.

To analyse it solely through the lens of political econ-
omy is therefore incomplete. The project is not simply
about tourism or commercial expansion. Defence and
strategic positioning are the primary drivers. Trade, logis-
tics, tourism, and urbanisation will follow the security
architecture, not the other way around.

This distinction matters because it changes the hi-
erarchy of national priorities.

No modern state ignores environmental or tribal
concerns, but every state ultimately places national secu-
rity above all else when strategic vulnerability becomes
acute. The United States does so in the Pacific. China
does so in the South China Sea. Japan, Australia, and

several Southeast Asian countries are similarly strength-
ening maritime infrastructure in response to changing re-
gional equations. India cannot afford to remain the lone
power treating strategic geography as a secondary consid-
eration.

At the same time, the state cannot use security as a
blanket justification for insensitive planning. That would
be both politically reckless and morally indefensible. The
challenge before India is not whether to develop Great
Nicobar, but how.

The concerns regarding indigenous communities
deserve serious attention. The island is home to the
Shompen tribe, a small hunter-gatherer community, and
the Nicobarese, whose lives are deeply tied to fishing and
coastal ecosystems. Their demographic vulnerability
alone demands caution. Any development model that
disrupts their social fabric irreversibly would represent a
profound civilisational failure.

The government has argued that no tribal displace-
ment will occur and that compensatory adjustments to
tribal reserve land will ensure legal protections remain in-
tact. Whether these assurances translate effectively on
the ground will determine the ethical legitimacy of the
project. India’s record on rehabilitation remains uneven.
Grand promises have too often collapsed into bureau-
cratic neglect once media attention fades.

That is why the future of Great Nicobar depends not
merely on engineering capability but on governance
credibility.

The island cannot become another example of ex-
tractive development masquerading as strategic necessity.
The project requires a model of coexistence rather than
displacement. Tribal communities must become stake-
holders in the island’s transformation, not obstacles to be
managed or symbols to be displayed in official presenta-
tions. Their participation, consent, and long-term welfare
must be embedded into the project’s institutional de-
sign.

Equally important is the ecological question.
Great Nicobar possesses one of India’s richest and

most delicate ecosystems. Dense tropical forests, peren-
nial rivers, and freshwater streams sustain extraordi-
nary biodiversity. Reckless construction would inflict ir-
reversible damage. Yet environmental absolutism offers
no practical alternative either. The argument that fragile
ecosystems should remain entirely untouched ignores
geopolitical realities that are themselves reshaping the fu-
ture of nations.

The answer lies not in abandoning the project but in
radically rethinking the nature of development itself.

India has an opportunity to create a new model of
strategic urbanism — one that integrates military infra-
structure, ecological preservation, and human habita-
tion without replicating the destructive templates of
mainland expansion. This will require innovation rather
than imitation. The island’s seismic vulnerability rules out
careless vertical expansion. Urban planning must there-
fore adapt to terrain rather than impose itself upon it.

Modern settlements can be designed horizontally
within ecological limits. Transportation networks can
be built with minimal environmental disruption. Re-

newable energy systems can reduce ecological pressure.
Water-sensitive infrastructure, green architecture, and
decentralised civic planning can ensure that develop-
ment does not become synonymous with devastation.

If executed intelligently, Great Nicobar could emerge
not merely as a strategic outpost but as a globally signif-
icant example of resilient island development.

Yet there is another challenge that India must con-
front honestly: ambition.

The current scale of land allocation appears modest
relative to the strategic aspirations attached to the project.
Building a world-class maritime hub requires more than
docks and runways. It requires an ecosystem capable of
sustaining civilian and military life over generations.
Ports need professionals. Professionals need families.
Families need schools, hospitals, universities, markets,
cultural spaces, and civic stability.

India has historically struggled with this aspect of
strategic planning. Infrastructure is often treated as an en-
gineering problem rather than a human ecosystem. But
global hubs are not created by concrete alone. Singapore
did not become Singapore merely because of its port. It
succeeded because it built institutions, connectivity,
quality of life, and administrative efficiency around
strategic geography.

If Great Nicobar is envisioned as a long-term strate-
gic and commercial hub, planning horizons must extend
beyond electoral cycles and bureaucratic timelines. The
island cannot be approached as a short-term infrastruc-
ture project. It must be imagined as a century-scale na-
tional investment.

This also requires broader regional thinking. Great
Nicobar should not exist in isolation. The Andaman and
Nicobar chain itself offers the possibility of a distributed
maritime ecosystem stretching from north to south.
Smaller islands can function as economic, logistical, re-
search, tourism, and defence nodes connected through ro-
bust ferry systems and multiple air links. Such connectiv-
ity would strengthen strategic depth while
simultaneously improving civilian mobility and emer-
gency response capacity.

The broader geopolitical context makes such invest-
ments imperative rather than optional.

A new strategic architecture is emerging across the
Indo-Pacific. China’s expanding maritime footprint, in-
frastructure diplomacy, and naval ambitions have al-
tered regional calculations. Smaller nations increasingly
find themselves pulled into larger power competitions.
Strategic neutrality is becoming harder to sustain. In this
environment, India’s ability to secure influence in its
maritime neighbourhood will significantly shape its future
global standing.

The Great Nicobar Project must therefore be under-
stood as part of India’s larger attempt to transition from
a reactive state into a proactive regional power.

That transition carries risks. It will provoke resist-
ance, scrutiny, and international attention. Democra-
cies naturally produce contestation around large proj-
ects, particularly when ecology and indigenous rights
are involved. But democracies must also possess the ca-
pacity to distinguish between necessary caution and

paralysing indecision.
India’s problem has rarely been the absence of ambi-

tion. It has been the inability to sustain strategic clarity
through political turbulence.

Too often, projects of national importance become
trapped between activism, litigation, electoral calcula-
tions, bureaucratic hesitation, and ideological rigidity.
The result is delay without resolution — a uniquely Indian
form of strategic drift where neither development nor
conservation truly succeeds.

Great Nicobar cannot afford that fate.
The island sits at the intersection of nearly every

defining issue of the contemporary world: maritime
competition, energy security, trade resilience, environ-
mental fragility, indigenous rights, military strategy, and
geopolitical uncertainty. Few projects in modern India
carry such layered significance.

This does not mean criticism should be silenced.
Democracies require scrutiny precisely because state
power, left unchecked, can become careless and opaque.
Environmental assessments must be rigorous. Tribal
protections must be enforceable. Transparency must re-
main non-negotiable. But opposition cannot become a re-
flex detached from strategic realities.

The world is changing faster than India’s political
vocabulary.

The old developmental debates were shaped by an era
when economic growth was the primary national con-
cern. Today, growth itself depends increasingly on se-
curity. Ports, shipping routes, digital infrastructure, and
energy flows are now deeply entangled with strategic
competition. Nations that fail to secure these systems
risk economic dependence and geopolitical marginali-
sation.

India therefore faces a defining choice. It can con-
tinue behaving like a cautious continental state, perpet-
ually reacting to crises shaped elsewhere. Or it can recog-
nise that the Indian Ocean is no longer a peripheral
theatre but the central arena of its future.

The Great Nicobar Project represents far more than
a construction plan. It is a test of strategic confidence.

To succeed, India will need administrative sophis-
tication, environmental sensitivity, institutional credi-
bility, and long-term political commitment. It will need to
prove that national security and ecological responsibility
are not mutually exclusive. It will need to demonstrate
that tribal communities can coexist with strategic infra-
structure without being erased by it. And above all, it will
need the courage to think beyond the anxieties of the
past.

The age of passive observation is ending. Geography
no longer rewards hesitation.

India must stop viewing itself merely as a land power
with a coastline and begin acting like a maritime civilisa-
tion with continental depth. The waters surrounding the
subcontinent are not empty spaces on a map; they are
corridors of commerce, arenas of influence, and theatres
of future conflict.

In that emerging geography, Great Nicobar is not at
the margins of India’s future. It may well stand at its cen-
tre.
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strategic hesitation in Great Nicobar 


