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The defense relationship between the United States and the Maldives has evolved significantly over the
years, culminating in a robust partnership characterized by mutual interests and shared security concerns.
This article examines the historical context of this partnership, the bolstering of relations of the current
decade, and the future outlook for this critical defense relationship.

Historical Overview

Limited interactions marked the initial phase of the US-Maldives defense relationship, primarily focused on
diplomatic engagements and occasional military exchanges. The strategic location of the Maldives, situated
along major sea lanes in the Indian Ocean, has always been of interest to the United States, but early
cooperation remained relatively modest. However, the global focus on counterterrorism in the post-9/11
era increased US interest in enhancing security cooperation with the Maldives. Recognizing the strategic
importance of the Indian Ocean, the United States began to engage more actively with the Maldives in
areas such as counterterrorism training and capacity-building for Maldivian security forces.

The signing of the Framework for US Department of Defense-Maldives Ministry of Defence Defense and
Security Relationship in 2020 marked a significant milestone in US-Maldives peace and security
cooperation. This agreement formalized the partnership and focused on key areas such as exercises,
logistics, information sharing, and professional military education. Under this agreement, the United States
provides the Maldives with maritime security equipment to enhance its capacity to monitor its extensive
exclusive economic zone (EEZ), which spans nearly 1,000,000 square kilometers. In 2022, the Maldives and
the Montana National Guard partnered under the State Partnership Program to enhance security
cooperation and mutual understanding.

Bolstering the Relationship Through Current Strategy

The Indian Ocean Region finds itself at the nexus of strategic competition. The United States has increased
its engagement with the Maldives in response to challenges in the Indo-Pacific, including People’s Republic
of China (PRC)-India and PRC-US strategic competition. The current strategic documents—namely the
National Security Strategy (NSS) and National Defense Strategy (NDS)—call for continued focus on the Indo-
Pacific region. These documents catalyzed the sustained enhancement of US-Maldives defense ties,
aligning them with broader US strategic objectives in the region.

Maritime Security

The NSS emphasized the need to secure critical maritime routes, leading to increased cooperation in
maritime domain awareness, joint exercises, and the provision of maritime security assets to the Maldives.
In recent years, the United States has supplied the Maldives National Defence Force (MNDF) with
additional patrol vessels and conducted joint maritime surveillance operations. These cooperative efforts
are critical in supporting the Maldives in monitoring its vast EEZ and addressing illegal, unreported, and
unregulated (IUU) fishing activities from malign actors, which cost the region tens of billions of dollars
annually.

Counterterrorism and Countering Violent Extremism

The Maldives, which has faced challenges related to radicalization and foreign fighters, benefits from US
assistance in enhancing its counterterrorism capabilities. Earlier this year, Admiral Aquilino, then
USINDOPACOM Commander, handed over a package of US grant-funded equipment to the MNDF to
enhance the operational capabilities of Maldives' Special Forces during maritime security and
counterterrorism operations.
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Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR)

Given that rising sea levels and environmental destruction present an existential threat to Maldives as a
physical entity, the NSS and NDS call for greater cooperation in HADR. This includes joint exercises and the
provision of disaster response equipment and training. Earlier this summer, the MNDF and the Montana
National Guard conducted a bilateral military exercise, which covered critical tasks in crisis response
relating to intelligence, logistics, medical, and infantry. The United States also utilizes the Overseas
Humanitarian, Disaster, and Civic Aid (OHDACA) program to fund these efforts, demonstrating its
commitment to assisting the Maldives in building resilience against natural disasters.

Future Outlook for the US-Maldives Defense Partnership

Maritime Security

Enhancing the Maldives' maritime patrol capabilities is vital. This includes conducting joint exercises and
providing advanced surveillance and reconnaissance technologies. By strengthening maritime security,
both nations can ensure the safe passage of trade through key sea lanes, deter potential threats, and
counter malign influences. Additionally, the United States can collaborate with the Maldives to develop an
integrated maritime surveillance system using satellite and drone technology to monitor the island nation’s
vast maritime territory. USINDOPACOM can leverage its capabilities to support these efforts.

Cybersecurity

Another key area is building Maldivian capabilities to protect critical infrastructure from cyber threats. The
United States can play a pivotal role by facilitating joint training programs, such as specialized workshops
and simulated exercises focused on key issues such as ransomware attacks and threat detection. Sharing
best practices from US defense and cybersecurity agencies, such as the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure
Security Agency, will provide the Maldives with advanced knowledge in network defense and incident
response strategies. Additionally, technical assistance from the United States can help the Maldives with its
recent establishment of its National Cyber Security Agency.

Military Education and Training

Expanding opportunities for Maldivian military personnel to participate in US military education programs
will foster greater interoperability and mutual understanding. This expansion should include increased
exchanges at military academies and institutions, along with participation in specialized training courses
and workshops, enhancing the professionalism and skills of Maldivian forces. Continued support for the
Near East South Asia Center for Strategic Studies and the Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies remains
crucial. Additionally, broader engagement with civilian entities like the East-West Center can heighten
dialogue and shared understanding of critical Maldivian issues.

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the importance of robust healthcare systems. The United States can
assist the Maldives in strengthening its healthcare infrastructure and improving pandemic preparedness by
providing medical supplies, training healthcare workers, establishing field hospitals during crises, and
supporting public health initiatives. The announcement of a US Agency for International Development
Country Office in the Maldives is a significant step toward bolstering disaster response capabilities. From a
military-to-military or military-to-civilian perspective, leveraging Department of Defense Global Health
Engagement activities can be a powerful approach. These activities can achieve interoperability in health-
related endeavors with the Maldives, supporting US national security policy and military strategy.

Conclusion

The US-Maldives defense relationship has matured significantly, especially following the strategic impetus
since the start of the current decade. This partnership can achieve next-level bilateral status by capitalizing
on key areas of cooperation and institutionalizing mechanisms for deeper engagement. With regional
security initiatives and comprehensive support in addressing vulnerabilities, the US-Maldives defense
relationship can be a premier example of effective security cooperation in South Asia.

The future of this partnership holds immense potential. As both nations continue to navigate the
complexities of regional security, their cooperation will enhance the stability and security of the Maldives
and contribute to the broader goal of a free, open, secure, and prosperous Indo-Pacific region.

Lt. Col. Matthew House, US Army Foreign Area Officer and EWC Adjunct Fellow, can be contacted at
housem@eastwestcenter.org.
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