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Fourteen Flags, None of Them Indian: The
Saudi-Led Red Sea Maritime Alliance

1 August 2026 - 4 minread -

(® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

Saudi Arabia announced a standing multinational maritime defence coalition, with a permanent Saudi
headquarters, on July 30-31, 2026, to protect shipping through the Bab al-Mandab Strait, the Red Sea and
the Gulf of Aden, following Houthi threats of a maritime embargo. Fourteen states formally joined. India is

not among them; Pakistan and Bangladesh are.

THE ALLIANCE, IN BRIEF

PARAMETER DETAIL
Announced 30-31 July 2026, at a Riyadh conference
Founding state, leader Saudi Arabia

and permanent HQ host

Members 14 states
Geographic scope Bab al-Mandab Strait, Red Sea, Gulf of Aden
Stated character Standing and defensive, with a permanent Saudi headquarters hosting the Joint

Operations Coordination Center and General Secretariat; declared not to target any
specific state. Some coverage frames it as a cooperation framework rather than a

permanent military structure

Trigger Houthi threats of a maritime embargo on Saudi Arabia

The fourteen members: Bahrain, Bangladesh, the Comoros, Djibouti, Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Pakistan,

Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Tiirkiye and Yemen.

Note: the Riyadh conference itself drew military officials from 43 nations plus the European Union, but
conference attendance is not membership; the coalition has 14 members. Notably, the UAE and Oman did

not join.
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WHY BAB AL-MANDAB MATTERS

India’s maritime vulnerability is frequently discussed in terms of the Strait of Hormuz alone. Bab al-Mandab is

the second half of the problem, and the two together mean India’s western maritime approaches are exposed

at both ends.

LOCATION SIGNIFICANCE FOR INDIA
Strait of Between Iran and Oman; Persian Gulf Crude and LNG imports from the Persian Gulf
Hormuz to Arabian Sea
Bab al-Mandab Between Yemen and Djibouti/Eritrea; The Suez Canal route to Europe; Indian exports and
Red Sea to Gulf of Aden imports on the Europe trade lane

Disruption at Bab al-Mandab forces shipping to divert around the Cape of Good Hope, adding roughly two
weeks of transit time and substantial freight and insurance cost to India-Europe trade, a cost that flows

through to Indian exporters’ competitiveness and importers’ input prices.

INDIA'S ABSENCE: AUTONOMY OR ABDICATION?

India has a long-established maritime security presence in exactly these waters. Indian Navy anti-piracy
patrols in the Gulf of Aden have run continuously since 2008, Operation Sankalp has provided escort in the
Hormuz region, and the Information Fusion Centre for the Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR) at Gurugram

serves as a maritime domain awareness hub with international liaison officers.

What India has consistently avoided is joining externally-led coalitions.

THE CASE FOR STAYING OUT THE CASE FOR CONCERN

Preserves strategic autonomy; India acts on its Pakistan and Bangladesh are now inside a security architecture
own assessment, not a coalition’s in India’s extended neighbourhood, and India is not

Avoids entanglement in Saudi-Houthi and wider Coalition membership shapes rules, information-sharing
intra-regional conflicts where India has no direct norms and command relationships; non-members influence
stake none of these

India’s existing autonomous deployments already Autonomy is only meaningful if India retains comparable

protect Indian-flagged and Indian-crewed operational reach; the coalition pools capability India would
shipping have to match alone

Consistent with India’s broader preference for India’s own SHANTI maritime framework is Bay of Bengal-
building its own regional frameworks focused, leaving the western approaches to others’ architecture
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The honest analytical position is that this is a genuine trade-off, not an obvious error. India’s non-alignment in
regional security coalitions is a long-standing, coherent doctrine that has served it well in avoiding
entanglement. But the specific configuration here, a permanent, Saudi-led, HQ-hosting structure with both of
India’s immediate subcontinental neighbours inside it, is a harder case than a temporary, ad hoc task force

would be.

UPSC RELEVANCE

GS Paper 2: India and its neighbourhood; bilateral, regional and global groupings and agreements involving

India and/or affecting India’s interests; effect of policies of developed and developing countries on India’s

interests.
Prelims pointers:

e Bab al-Mandab Strait connects the Red Sea to the Gulf of Aden, lying between Yemen and
Djibouti/Eritrea.

e The Saudi-led coalition has 14 members; Saudi Arabia is the founding state and permanent HQ

host.
e Pakistan and Bangladesh are members; India is not.

e India’s existing maritime presence: anti-piracy patrols in the Gulf of Aden since 2008,
Operation Sankalp, and the Information Fusion Centre for the Indian Ocean Region

(IFC-IOR) at Gurugram.
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FACTS CORNER, KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

| THE COALITION:

Announced 30-31 July 2026 at a Riyadh conference; standing and declared defensive, with a
permanent Saudi headquarters.

The UAE and Oman did not join.

14 members: Bahrain, Bangladesh, the Comoros, Djibouti, Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Pakistan, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, Tiirkiye, Yemen.

Saudi Arabia is founding state, leader and permanent HQ host.

Scope: Bab al-Mandab, Red Sea, Gulf of Aden. Trigger: Houthi maritime embargo threat.
| INDIA’S POSITION:

Not a member. Pakistan and Bangladesh are.

India maintains autonomous deployments: Gulf of Aden anti-piracy patrols since 2008, Operation
Sankalp, IFC-IOR Gurugram.

GEOGRAPHY: BAB AL-MANDAB LINKS THE RED SEA TO THE GULF OF ADEN; CLOSURE FORCES
INDIA-EUROPE SHIPPING AROUND THE CAPE OF GOOD HOPE.

Sources: Al Jazeera, Ministry of External Affairs, Indian Navy
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