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Breaching the three-mile line: Pakistan’s
disregard for the 1991 maritime pact

There is a rare virtue in the
rule Pakistan broke in the
North Arabian Sea on the
evening of September 15: No
board of inquiry is required to
establish that it was broken —
two navies, one line, three
nautical miles. When PNS
Hunain made contact with an
Indian frontline warship in
international waters roughly
220 km east of the Omani
coast — about 119 nautical
miles from that shore — the
separation between the two
hulls was nil. The breach was
complete before any question
of fault arose.

The instrument is the
Agreement between India and
Pakistan on Advance Notice on
Military Exercises, Manoeuvres
and Troop Movements, signed
at New Delhi on April 6, 1991,
by Foreign Secretaries
Muchkund Dubey and
Shaharyar M Khan. Its tenth
paragraph, Article 10 in
diplomatic usage, is blunt to
the point of austerity: naval
ships and submarines of the
two countries “are not to come
closer than three Nautical
Miles” from each other,
expressly so as to avoid
accidents, while operating in
international waters. Three
nautical miles is 5.56
kilometres.

The agreement entered
into force on August 19, 1992,
upon the exchange of
instruments of ratification, and
India registered it with the
United Nations Secretariat on
December 15, 1994, as United
Nations Treaty Series Volume
1843, No. I-31420. This is a
ratified treaty lodged in the UN
Treaty Series, not a
gentleman’s understanding.
The habit of filing such texts
under the emollient heading of
“ c o n f i d e n c e - b u i l d i n g
measures” has obscured a
plain fact: Article 10 binds,
and pacta sunt servanda
applies to it as to any other
obligation. Article 10 is also
the most peculiar provision in
the agreement, and by some
distance the most
consequential. Everything
around it is conditional.
Notification duties attach to
thresholds: 30 days’ notice for
a divisional-level land exercise;
60 days for a corps-level

concentration within 75 km of
the international border; 90
days for an army-level
exercise; 15 days for air
exercises at regional-
command level and above;
and 30 days for a naval
formation of six or more ships
of destroyer or frigate size
exercising in company and
crossing into the other’s
Exclusive Economic Zone.

Article 10 has no trigger
whatsoever. It is not
contingent upon an exercise
being under way, upon notice
having been given, or upon the
ambient temperature of the
relationship. It applies
continuously, to any two
vessels, in all international
waters, forever. Any defence
resting on the proposition that
no notifiable exercise was in
progress fails at the threshold.
A single offshore patrol vessel,
even if attached to Pakistan’s
biennial SEASPARK-26 drill, is
not a notifiable naval exercise
under the text Islamabad now
cites. Pakistan’s conduct at
sea offends a second body of
law simultaneously. PNS
Hunain — pennant F-273, a
Yarmook-class Batch-II
offshore patrol vessel built at
Damen’s Gala?i yard in
Romania, launched on 12
September 2023 and
commissioned on 26 July 2024
— displaces about 2,600
tonnes, measures roughly 98
metres, and is rated at 22 to
24 knots. Multiple Indian
accounts identify the other hull
as a Kolkata-class destroyer:
163 metres, about 7,400
tonnes full load, and capable
of 30 knots. Hunain was
shadowing the Indian warship,
disregarding repeated
warnings on VHF Channel 16,
accelerating suddenly and

crossing the vessel’s bow from
starboard before its forward
section struck the Indian ship.

That sequence
contravenes the International
Regulations for Preventing
Collisions at Sea, 1972. Rule
13 requires an overtaking
vessel to keep well clear; Rule
15 assigns the give-way duty
in a crossing situation; Rule 16
requires avoiding action to be
positive and taken in ample
time; Rule 8 requires the
action to be large enough to
be readily apparent. Warships
enjoy no exemption from the
COLREGs. The result is a
double violation, a bilateral
treaty and a universal
navigational code, breached
by a single helm order.

Islamabad’s reply does not
answer the charge; it
concedes its premise.
Pakistan’s Foreign Office
lodged a mirror demarche
alleging Indian provocation
within its Exclusive Economic
Zone and urging India to
adhere to bilateral
agreements aimed at
preventing incidents at sea.
Two difficulties follow. First, an
EEZ is not a territorial sea.
Under Article 58 of the UN
Convention on the Law of the
Sea, all states retain freedom
of navigation there, warships
included; the EEZ, which under
Pakistan’s own Maritime Zones
Act extends 200 nautical miles
from the baseline, confers
sovereign rights over
resources, not a security
cordon. Pakistan’s statute
itself records that ships of all
states enjoy freedom of
navigation in that zone.
Second, and more damaging,
waters beyond the twelve-
mile territorial sea are
precisely the international

waters in which Article 10
operates. Pakistan’s own
defence establishes the
jurisdictional predicate for the
case against it. The 1991 text
goes further still, expressly
contemplating naval
movement into the other’s EEZ
and requiring notice only for
six or more major combatants
in company. A single warship
on surveillance is not a
notifiable event under the very
agreement Islamabad
invokes. The February 21,
1999, Lahore Memorandum of
Understanding contemplated a
separate Prevention of
Incidents at Sea accord; that
instrument was never
concluded. Article 10 therefore
remains the only dedicated
bilateral distance rule in force.

Nor is this novel. In June
2011, PNS Babur closed INS
Godavari from astern at speed
in the Gulf of Aden during the
MV Suez escort, brushing the
Indian vessel and damaging its
helicopter-deck safety netting.
India protested on June 18,
2011, citing the COLREGs and
Article 10 of the 1991
agreement; Defence Minister
A.K. Antony restated the facts
to the Lok Sabha on August 2,
2011. The manoeuvre then
was the manoeuvre now.
Indian officials say ship logs
disclose no mechanical failure
or steering malfunction
aboard Hunain. The repetition
of a distinctive manoeuvre,
fifteen years apart and absent
a mechanical explanation,
points toward practice rather
than misjudgement.

The three-mile floor is not
an etiquette. It is a time
budget. At a combined closing
speed of 30 knots, 3 nautical
miles disappear in six
minutes; at 45 knots — well
within the envelope of a 22-
knot OPV cutting across a
destroyer making way — the
same buffer lasts four
minutes. Beneath it,
seamanship becomes reflex.
Between two nuclear-armed
states that have not
exchanged high
commissioners since 2019 and
that exchanged fire for four
days from May 7-10, 2025,
those minutes are the entire
margin between an incident
and a casus belli.

Between Trump and Xi, India's
strategic space is at stake

The upcoming state visit of
Chinese President Xi Jinping to
Washington, D.C., scheduled
from September 23 to 25,
2026, represents a pivotal
juncture in geopolitics.
Marking Xi’s first official state
visit to United States in over a
decade, this high-stakes
summit with the US President
Donald Trump comes at a time
of deep structural friction and
unprecedented systemic
competition between the
world's two largest
economies. Coming on the
heels of Trump’s reciprocal
state visit to Beijing in May
2026, the meeting serves as
a critical test of whether the
two superpowers can
successfully operationalise a
framework of managed
competition or whether the
relationship will fracture
further under the weight of
escalating trade,
technological, and security
disputes. The significance of
this visit lies not just in its
ceremonial grandeur—
evidenced by a rare tarmac
greeting planned at Joint Base
Andrews — but in its potential
to reshape global trade
dynamics, define the rules of
artificial intelligence (AI)
governance, and recalibrate
regional flashpoints.

A primary objective for the
Chinese delegation is concrete
progress on a diplomatic
architecture first outlined
earlier this year. During their

May summit in Beijing, Trump
and Xi agreed in principle to
seek "a constructive
relationship of strategic
stability." For Beijing, the visit
offers an invaluable
opportunity to translate this
rhetorical concept into a
functional, predictable
blueprint that avoids the
dangerous "prisoner's
dilemma" of unchecked
escalation. However, achieving
genuine strategic stability
remains an uphill battle due
to deep-seated institutional
distrust. While Chinese
officials view recent U.S.
regulatory actions as
disruptive to this framework,
Washington views the summit
as an important test of mutual
commitments. The ultimate
significance of the diplomatic
track lies in whether both sides
can establish permanent crisis
communication mechanisms
to prevent routine
technological or maritime
friction from spiralling into a

broader kinetic conflict.
Trade Talks - The

economic dimensions of the
summit highlight a pragmatic
effort to balance structural
competition with mutual
commercial needs. Xi is
reportedly taking the
important step of traveling
with a prominent Chinese
corporate delegation that
could include executives from
advanced manufacturing
giants like BYD, Xiaomi, and
Zhongji Innolight. This
deployment of corporate
diplomacy could signal at
signalling Beijing's willingness
to sustain commercial ties and
offer tangible investments to
the American market.

For the Trump
administration, facing
domestic economic pressures
and an approaching midterm
election cycle, the summit
offers an opportunity to secure
highly visible economic
deliverables. Negotiations
ahead of the meeting focus on
extending a broad bilateral
trade truce, establishing tariff
reductions on US agricultural
goods, and revitalising major
purchasing agreements. The
White House state dinner is

expected to host a mixture of
global business titans,
including Apple executive
chairman Tim Cook, OpenAI
CEO Sam Altman, and Nvidia
CEO Jensen Huang,
underscoring how deeply
intertwined the corporate
futures of both nations remain
despite ongoing geopolitical
decoupling. However, trade
tensions are unlikely to be
comprehensively resolved
during Xi Jinping's visit as
foundational structural
conflicts over technology
controls, artificial intelligence
dominance, and strategic
supply chains remain deeply
entrenched.
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