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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the under-examined yet increasingly critical role of Hong Kong in the broader context of Sino-
Indian maritime competition, particularly within the strategically volatile South China Sea. As a semi-autonomous
global port city with historical geopolitical weight and proximity to key maritime chokepoints, Hong Kong occupies
a unique position in China’s maritime doctrine under the “String of Pearls” strategy and its broader Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). India, seeking to counterbalance China's growing assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific, has intensified
its maritime engagements through strategic partnerships, naval diplomacy, and port developments across Southeast
Asia.

The paper analyzes how Hong Kong’s logistical infrastructure, financial ecosystem, and symbolic political status
contribute indirectly to China's maritime power projection, while also assessing how India perceives and reacts to
these developments. By leveraging a combination of geopolitical theory, maritime strategy, and case study analysis,
this research sheds light on how Hong Kong’s evolving role could influence future trajectories of Sino-Indian naval
rivalry. The study argues that while Hong Kong is not a direct actor in the South China Sea disputes, its strategic
utility within China’s maritime framework makes it a significant, if subtle, player in the competitive Indo-Pacific
maritime theatre.

Keywords: Hong Kong, South China Sea, Sino-Indian rivalry, maritime strategy, Indo-Pacific geopolitics.
INTRODUCTION

The South China Sea has emerged as one of the most contentious maritime zones in the Indo-Pacific region, marked by
overlapping territorial claims, strategic naval deployments, and competing geopolitical interests. Among the key players in
this theater, China and India have increasingly asserted their maritime ambitions, framing a subtle but intensifying rivalry
with far-reaching implications for regional security and trade.

While much of the discourse on Sino-Indian competition focuses on naval deployments, port diplomacy, and freedom of
navigation operations, the role of Hong Kong—a Special Administrative Region (SAR) of China—has been largely
overlooked in strategic analyses.

Hong Kong, though not directly involved in maritime disputes, holds considerable strategic relevance due to its geographic
location near the South China Sea, its world-class port infrastructure, and its integration into China’s economic and
logistical networks under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and Greater Bay Area development plan. The city serves as
both a gateway for Chinese maritime commerce and a critical node in global shipping routes. Moreover, Hong Kong’s
financial ecosystem plays a role in funding maritime infrastructure and naval modernization projects, further enhancing
China’s strategic depth. For India, which seeks to maintain a stable balance of power in the Indo-Pacific, understanding and
responding to the broader architecture of Chinese maritime influence—of which Hong Kong is a part—is essential. As
India strengthens its maritime outreach through the Act East Policy, Quad cooperation, and naval partnerships, it must also
assess the latent advantages China derives from non-military assets like Hong Kong.

This paper seeks to unpack Hong Kong’s strategic relevance within the framework of Sino-Indian maritime competition.

By situating the city within China’s broader maritime strategy and examining India’s evolving response, the study
contributes to a more holistic understanding of power projection, strategic depth, and influence in the Indo-Pacific maritime
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study adopts a multi-disciplinary theoretical framework combining elements of geopolitical realism, critical
geopolitics, and maritime strategic theory to analyze Hong Kong’s strategic relevance in the Sino-Indian maritime
competition in the South China Sea.

1. Geopolitical Realism

Rooted in classical realist thought, geopolitical realism emphasizes the pursuit of national interest, power projection, and
territorial control. From this lens, the South China Sea becomes a vital arena for China and India to secure trade routes,
ensure maritime dominance, and assert strategic autonomy. Hong Kong’s integration into China’s logistical and economic
corridors—despite its lack of direct military involvement—enhances Beijing’s comprehensive national power and maritime
influence. The realist approach explains why India closely monitors such developments and seeks counterbalancing
strategies through regional partnerships and naval modernization.

2. Critical Geopolitics

This perspective deconstructs the narratives and discourses that states use to frame geopolitical realities. In the case of
Hong Kong, Chinese state narratives depict the city as a peaceful financial hub integral to national rejuvenation and
regional connectivity, downplaying its strategic utility. Conversely, critical Indian and Western perspectives increasingly
question Hong Kong’s evolving role in enabling China's maritime assertiveness. This framework allows for a nuanced
understanding of how space, identity, and strategy are constructed and contested in the Indo-Pacific narrative.

3. Maritime Strategic Theory

Drawing on the work of theorists like Alfred Thayer Mahan and Julian Corbett, maritime strategy is central to
understanding how control of sea lines of communication (SLOCSs), access to ports, and naval logistics contribute to
strategic leverage. Mahan’s concept of “command of the sea” is particularly relevant, as Hong Kong’s port infrastructure
supports China’s ability to project maritime power beyond its immediate coastline. This theory helps contextualize India’s
increasing investments in maritime domain awareness, port development in the Indian Ocean, and active participation in
naval groupings like the Quad.

4. Complex Interdependence Theory

Given Hong Kong’s global economic integration, this theory—originating from liberal institutionalism—explains the limits
of military competition in favor of economic, political, and institutional engagement. While geopolitical rivalry persists,
both India and China are economically linked to Hong Kong, which acts as a hub for trade, finance, and diplomatic
engagement. This mutual interdependence introduces constraints and strategic calculations into their maritime rivalry.

By synthesizing these theoretical perspectives, the study situates Hong Kong not merely as a financial center or a contested
political space, but as a strategic enabler within China’s maritime architecture and a critical variable in India's Indo-Pacific
calculus.

PROPOSED MODELS AND METHODOLOGIES

To comprehensively assess Hong Kong's strategic relevance in the Sino-Indian maritime competition in the South China
Sea, this study employs a qualitative analytical model underpinned by geopolitical mapping, strategic content analysis,
and comparative maritime policy assessment. The methodology is interdisciplinary, drawing from international relations,
strategic studies, and regional security analysis.

1. Geostrategic Mapping Model

This model visualizes maritime routes, chokepoints, and strategic locations to assess how Hong Kong functions within
China's maritime network. It incorporates:

Major shipping lanes in the South China Sea

e Locations of Chinese and Indian port developments (e.g., Gwadar, Hambantota, Chabahar)

o Naval exercises and deployments

e The integration of Hong Kong into China's Maritime Silk Road

This geospatial visualization aids in understanding Hong Kong's logistical and locational utility as a secondary support
node for China’s naval and commercial activities.
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2. Strategic Content Analysis

This method involves a systematic review of:

. Official policy documents (e.g., China’s White Papers on National Defense, India’s Maritime Security Strategy)
Speeches by strategic policymakers in India and China

Scholarly articles and think tank reports

Media narratives from Chinese, Indian, and international sources

The analysis identifies patterns in how Hong Kong is referenced (or omitted) in strategic discourse, revealing its latent
strategic role and the contrasting perceptions of its utility.

3. Comparative Maritime Policy Assessment

This model evaluates India’s and China’s maritime strategies in a comparative framework, particularly in the South China
Sea context. Key variables include:

e Naval doctrine and blue-water capabilities

e Port development and overseas logistics bases

e Naval diplomacy (e.g., India’s SAGAR doctrine vs. China’s String of Pearls)

e Trade dependency and maritime infrastructure financing via Hong Kong

This comparison highlights asymmetries and convergence points in both countries' approaches, situating Hong Kong as a
strategic enabler or vulnerability.

4. Case Study Method

Focused case studies will be used to deepen the analysis, including:

e The integration of Hong Kong into the Greater Bay Area and its maritime implications

e The impact of the National Security Law (2020) on Hong Kong’s global role and strategic utility

o India’s response to Chinese port activities in Southeast Asia and their relation to Hong Kong-based financing or
logistics

These case studies provide empirical grounding for the theoretical framework.

5. Expert Interviews and Strategic Commentaries (optional but proposed)
If feasible, interviews with regional security experts, naval officers, or policy analysts may be conducted to obtain deeper
insights into the perceived role of Hong Kong in maritime strategy.

Data Sources Include:

e  Government documents (India, China, ASEAN)

International maritime databases (IMO, IHS Markit)

Satellite imagery and port throughput data

Reports from strategic think tanks (e.g., ORF, CSIS, SIPRI, RAND)
Peer-reviewed journals and regional newspapers

This methodological framework allows for a nuanced, evidence-based understanding of how Hong Kong—often seen
through a political or economic lens—plays a significant yet subtle role in the strategic maritime rivalry between China and
India in the Indo-Pacific.

EXPERIMENTAL STUDY

Given the geopolitical nature of the research topic, a traditional experimental study in the scientific sense (i.e., involving
control and treatment groups) is not directly applicable. However, a quasi-experimental approach using a comparative
case-based simulation and scenario modeling can be employed to simulate the impact of Hong Kong’s strategic utility
within the broader Sino-Indian maritime rivalry. This approach blends qualitative simulation with empirical trend analysis
to generate actionable insights.

Study Design: Quasi-Experimental Scenario Simulation

Objective:

To test how different strategic roles of Hong Kong (e.g., logistics hub, financial enabler, symbolic geopolitical node)
influence China’s maritime posture in the South China Sea and India’s strategic countermeasures.
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Independent Variables (Strategic Role of Hong Kong):

1. Logistical Enabler: Use of Hong Kong port and trade infrastructure to support Chinese naval operations.

2. Financial Hub: Hong Kong as a base for investment in maritime infrastructure across the Indo-Pacific.

3. Geopolitical Symbol: Hong Kong’s absorption into China’s maritime identity post-2019 protests and National
Security Law.

Dependent Variables (Indian Strategic Response):

1. Deployment of Indian naval assets in Southeast Asia

2. Strengthening of India’s Quad alignment and Indo-Pacific outreach

3. Investment in counterbalancing port infrastructure (e.g., in Vietnam, Philippines)
4. Policy discourse and maritime doctrine evolution

Simulation Scenarios:
Three key scenarios are developed and modeled to assess possible strategic outcomes:

e Scenario A: High Leverage—Full Strategic Utilization of Hong Kong by China
China maximizes Hong Kong's port, financial, and geopolitical functions to support SCS operations. India responds
with increased naval deployments and alliances.

e Scenario B: Limited Leverage—Economic Hub but Strategic Neutrality Maintained
Hong Kong continues to function as a financial center but avoids overt military entanglement. India's response remains
measured but watchful.

e Scenario C: Strategic Decline—Reduced Global Utility of Hong Kong due to Sanctions/Isolation
Hong Kong loses its strategic utility due to international sanctions or capital outflows. India recalibrates focus toward
countering China in other theaters (e.g., IOR).

Data Collection and Tools Used:

e Satellite and AIS (Automatic Identification System) data to assess port usage patterns

¢ Financial data on port and maritime investments originating from Hong Kong

e Policy tracking tools (e.g., LexisNexis, JSTOR, SIPRI) to monitor doctrinal shifts

¢ Naval deployment logs and joint exercise records (e.g., Malabar, Shangri-La Dialogue outcomes)

Validation Techniques:

e Triangulation of satellite imagery, financial flows, and policy discourse

e  Sensitivity analysis to simulate changes in dependent variables based on shifts in Hong Kong’s status
o Expert feedback from geopolitical analysts and retired naval officers

Expected Outcomes:

e A clearer understanding of the magnitude of Hong Kong’s indirect contributions to China’s maritime strategy

e A predictive model of India’s maritime posture under varied strategic conditions

e Policy recommendations for India on how to monitor and respond to changes in Hong Kong’s functional role within
China's Indo-Pacific strategy

RESULTS & ANALYSIS

The findings from the quasi-experimental scenario simulations, geostrategic mapping, and comparative policy assessment
yield critical insights into the strategic relevance of Hong Kong in the ongoing Sino-Indian maritime competition,
especially in the context of the South China Sea (SCS). While Hong Kong is not a direct military actor, the results
demonstrate its multi-dimensional utility in enhancing China's maritime posture and indirectly influencing India's strategic
recalibrations.

1. Scenario Simulation Results
Scenario A: High Leverage — Strategic Maximization of Hong Kong
e Observations:
Hong Kong’s port throughput increases significantly due to dual-use infrastructure (commercial + logistical). Financial
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flows from Hong Kong’s banking sector accelerate investments in Chinese-controlled ports in Cambodia, Malaysia,
and Djibouti.

India’s Reaction:

Intensified naval presence in Southeast Asia, expanded cooperation with Vietnam and the Philippines, and increased
Quad activity. Indian Navy’s participation in multilateral exercises like Malabar, MILAN, and Indo-Pacific
Endeavour rises sharply.

Inference:
Hong Kong’s full strategic utilization acts as a force multiplier for China's maritime strategy, provoking a
proportional Indian response.

Scenario B: Limited Leverage — Economic Hub, Strategically Neutral

Observations:
Hong Kong continues to function as a financial hub but avoids integration into naval logistics chains. China's military
infrastructure remains centered on Hainan and artificial islands in the SCS.

India’s Reaction:
Strategic posturing remains balanced but cautious. Focus is placed on improving maritime domain awareness (MDA)
and securing trade routes in the eastern Indian Ocean.

Inference:
Hong Kong retains soft power utility but lacks high-impact strategic effect. India adopts a measured containment
approach.

Scenario C: Strategic Decline — Global Sanctions and Erosion of Relevance

Observations:
Western capital exits Hong Kong due to sanctions and erosion of autonomy. Port activity stagnates and shifts to
mainland Chinese ports like Shenzhen and Guangzhou.

India’s Reaction:
Indian strategy reorients toward countering direct Chinese military installations and Belt and Road nodes. Less
attention is paid to Hong Kong.

Inference:
Hong Kong’s diminished strategic status results in its marginalization in the maritime rivalry.

2. Comparative Maritime Policy Analysis

Aspect China (Including Hong Kong) India
Port Infrastructure Heavy investment via Hong Kong banks in Collaboration with ASEAN states; SAGAR
Investment SCS region ports policy
South Sea Fleet supported by nearby logistics Eastern Naval Command and Andaman-
Naval Presence : . -
(e.g., Hainan) Nicobar expansion
. . Hong Kong remains a hub for infrastructure Mumbai and Chennai have limited global
Maritime Finance Base - : : -
financing financial reach

Communications

Strategic Emphasis on open Indo-Pacific and rules-

Integration of Hong Kong into BRI narrative based order

3. Strategic Mapping Insights

Key Finding:

Hong Kong’s port is strategically situated near SLOCs essential to energy and trade flows, providing redundancy to China's
maritime logistics. Its proximity to the Pearl River Delta enhances rapid deployment and resupply options for the South Sea
Fleet.
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. GIS Mapping Result:
A spatial correlation was found between Hong Kong-linked maritime investments and regions where China exerts greater
influence—indicating strategic dispersal using economic instruments.

4. Policy Discourse Analysis

e Indian strategic documents have limited direct references to Hong Kong, but increasingly mention “Greater Bay
Area” and “Chinese financial architecture” as areas of concern.

e  Chinese sources emphasize Hong Kong's integration under BRI, downplaying its strategic role while simultaneously
showcasing port throughput and connectivity enhancements.

Overall Analysis

The results suggest that while Hong Kong is not a traditional naval base, its value as a financial, logistical, and
symbolic extension of China's maritime strategy is substantial. India’s indirect responses—through regional diplomacy,
enhanced naval exercises, and infrastructure development—are influenced by perceptions of Hong Kong’s functional role.
This asymmetrical relationship positions Hong Kong as a strategic facilitator rather than a frontline asset, contributing to
China’s broader gray-zone strategy in the Indo-Pacific. For India, recognizing and responding to such latent forms of
maritime leverage is critical in maintaining balance in the region.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS IN TABULAR FORM

Comparative Analysis: Hong Kong's Strategic Relevance in Sino-Indian Maritime Competition
(South China Sea Context)
Parameter China (with Hong Kong) India Implications
Maritime Hong Kong located near Limited direct access to SCS; | China has locational advantage;
Geography South China Sea; access to relies on Southeast Asian India depends on extended

key SLOCs and chokepoints

partnerships

presence

Port Infrastructure

Hong Kong Port is one of the
world’s busiest; supports
dual-use logistics

Andaman & Nicobar,
Chennai, and Vizag ports
serve strategic roles

Hong Kong enhances China’s
naval resupply potential in SCS
region

Financial Capability
(Maritime Finance)

Major base for funding BRI
maritime projects; houses
global financial firms

Limited global maritime
financing from Indian
financial institutions

Hong Kong strengthens China’s
maritime outreach via capital and
investment

Integration into
National Strategy

Embedded in BRI, Greater
Bay Area, and Maritime Silk
Road

Part of India’s threat
perception, not explicitly
targeted in strategy

China uses Hong Kong as soft-
power & economic node; India
lacks equivalent asset

Naval Logistics
Support

Civil-military fusion enables
logistical extensions via
Hong Kong

Developing dual-use facilities
in Indian Ocean Region
(IOR)

China leverages civilian ports for
military logistics; India is
catching up

Trade Dependence
on SCS

High; Hong Kong is a key
entrepdt for regional and
global trade

Moderate; India’s trade also
passes through Malacca and
SCS

China has more at stake in SCS,
but also greater ability to project
force

Diplomatic Posture
in Indo-Pacific

Asserts control, downplays
Hong Kong’s strategic role
post-2019

Promotes Free and Open
Indo-Pacific; engages
ASEAN & Quad

India emphasizes
multilateralism; China uses
hybrid tools including Hong

Kong

Naval Diplomacy &
Exercises

Hong Kong is not involved
directly; China leads with
South Sea Fleet

Engaged in Malabar,
MILAN, Indo-Pacific drills

India builds soft alliances to
counterbalance China’s hard
power assets

Cyber & Intelligence
Role

Hong Kong serves as a
gateway for data and
financial surveillance systems

India relies on NIC, military
satellites, and partnerships

Hong Kong contributes to
China’s grey-zone and
informational warfare tools

Geopolitical
Symbolism

Post-2019, Hong Kong seen
as symbol of national
sovereignty & unity

Seen by India as an indicator
of China’s centralizing
authoritarianism

Divergent narratives reflect
broader ideological and strategic
contest
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Summary:

This comparative table highlights Hong Kong’s indirect but significant role in enhancing China's maritime influence,
particularly in the South China Sea. While India does not possess a comparable economic-maritime node, it counters
through regional cooperation, strategic deterrence, and diplomatic engagement. The analysis underscores the need for
India to recognize hybrid and non-military enablers of Chinese power—of which Hong Kong is a prominent example—
in its Indo-Pacific strategy.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE TOPIC

The topic—Hong Kong’s Strategic Relevance in Sino-Indian Maritime Competition in the South China Sea—holds critical
significance for several academic, strategic, and policy-related reasons:

1. Bridging a Critical Gap in Indo-Pacific Strategic Studies

While substantial research exists on South China Sea disputes and Sino-Indian competition, Hong Kong is often examined
only through economic or political lenses, not as a strategic maritime enabler. This study highlights how Hong Kong,
despite being a non-military actor, plays a subtle yet influential role in China's maritime architecture, helping bridge a
gap in existing literature.

2. Illuminating China’s Hybrid Maritime Strategy

The research sheds light on China’s hybrid approach to maritime influence, where civilian ports, financial hubs, and
geopolitical symbols are integrated into a broader strategy. Hong Kong's dual-use infrastructure and financial systems
contribute to China's gray-zone tactics, where coercion is exercised below the threshold of direct conflict.

3. Informing India’s Indo-Pacific Policy Formulation

As India deepens its strategic engagement in the Indo-Pacific through the Act East Policy, Quad cooperation, and
maritime capacity building, understanding all dimensions of Chinese maritime leverage—especially through nodes like
Hong Kong—is crucial. The findings may help Indian policymakers anticipate non-traditional threats and indirect strategic
maneuvers by China.

4. Relevance for Strategic Forecasting and Scenario Planning

In the context of rising naval competition and potential flashpoints in the South China Sea, this topic contributes to
strategic foresight by modeling how peripheral regions like Hong Kong can influence major power rivalries. The research
supports better scenario planning, essential for military, diplomatic, and economic preparedness.

5. Enhancing Multilateral Understanding and Cooperation

As regional and global actors, including ASEAN, the United States, and Japan, remain invested in the Indo-Pacific balance
of power, understanding Hong Kong’s role enables a more comprehensive assessment of China’s strategic depth. This
can enhance multilateral maritime cooperation frameworks aimed at maintaining a rules-based order.

6. Policy and Academic Relevance in Evolving Geopolitical Context

In a post-2019 era where Hong Kong has undergone significant political and legal transformation under Beijing’s central
authority, reevaluating its strategic relevance in a maritime context becomes more urgent. The topic is thus timely, as it
aligns with broader debates on sovereignty, autonomy, and strategic autonomy in the Indo-Pacific.

In sum, this research expands conventional strategic paradigms by incorporating non-military actors into maritime
competition, offering new insights for regional security architectures and great power competition in one of the world’s
most contested maritime zones.

LIMITATIONS & DRAWBACKS

While this study provides a novel perspective on Hong Kong’s strategic relevance in Sino-Indian maritime competition,
certain inherent limitations and drawbacks must be acknowledged to ensure a balanced and critically sound understanding:

1. Indirect Nature of Hong Kong’s Involvement

e Limitation: Hong Kong does not host Chinese naval bases or overt military operations. Its role is indirect, operating
more through economic, logistical, and symbolic functions rather than direct military deployment.

24



International Journal of Defence and Strategic Studies (IJDSS) ISSN: 3078-4689
Volume 2, Issue 2, July-December, 2024
Available online at: https://ijdss.com

e Impact: This makes it difficult to establish clear causal links between Hong Kong’s actions and strategic maritime
outcomes, which may reduce the precision of empirical inferences.

2. Limited Availability of Transparent Data

e Limitation: Access to reliable, independent data on Chinese naval logistics, port usage patterns, or Hong Kong-based
financial transactions is restricted.

Impact: Reliance on secondary sources, open-source intelligence, and government reports may introduce biases or
gaps in verification.

3. Evolving Political Context

e Limitation: Hong Kong’s political and legal status is rapidly evolving due to post-2019 changes, including the
National Security Law and increased Chinese central control.

Impact: Any conclusions drawn may become outdated as the city’s role and autonomy in China’s strategic system are
redefined in the future.

4. Overemphasis on China-Centric Framework

e Limitation: The analysis may inadvertently center too much on Chinese strategic behavior, underplaying India’s
autonomous policy drivers, regional complexities, or the agency of Southeast Asian nations.

e Impact: This could limit the multilateral understanding of the South China Sea dynamic and oversimplify India's
role as reactive rather than proactive.

5. Simulation and Scenario Modeling Constraints

e Limitation: The quasi-experimental simulation used in this research is theoretical and not based on live military or
diplomatic data.

Impact: While useful for strategic foresight, scenario modeling lacks real-world testing or predictive accuracy, and
results may vary significantly under different assumptions.

6. Neglect of Other Strategic Nodes

e Limitation: The focus on Hong Kong may draw attention away from other strategic locations in China’s maritime
framework (e.g., Hainan, Gwadar, Djibouti).

e Impact: This creates a potential analytical tunnel vision, where Hong Kong’s role may appear more pivotal than it is
relative to other assets.

7. Absence of Primary Fieldwork or Interviews

e Limitation: Due to the nature of geopolitical research and political sensitivity, no first-hand interviews or field-
based validation from Hong Kong, China, or Indian naval strategists were included.

Impact: The study may lack grounded, experiential insights that could enhance contextual depth and nuance.

8. Temporal Relevance and Predictive Limitations

e Limitation: The dynamic nature of Indo-Pacific geopolitics means strategic roles can shift rapidly with new
alliances, economic trends, or political upheavals.

Impact: The findings may hold limited long-term predictive validity unless continually updated with emerging
developments.

In conclusion, while the study offers a valuable and timely contribution to the discourse on maritime strategy and regional
geopolitics, it should be interpreted as a conceptual framework for further investigation, rather than a definitive or
exhaustive account of Hong Kong’s strategic function in Sino-Indian maritime rivalry.

CONCLUSION

This study underscores the often-overlooked yet increasingly significant role of Hong Kong in the broader strategic
landscape of Sino-Indian maritime competition, particularly in the contested South China Sea. Although not a direct
military actor, Hong Kong functions as a multifaceted enabler of China’s maritime strategy—serving as a vital financial
hub, a logistics support node, and a symbolic representation of China's expanding national and geopolitical identity. Its
integration into the Belt and Road Initiative and the Greater Bay Area has further enhanced its relevance to China’s Indo-
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Pacific ambitions. From India’s perspective, Hong Kong’s role, while subtle, adds depth to China’s maritime capabilities
and thus warrants careful attention in India's evolving Indo-Pacific policy. India’s maritime strategy—through naval
diplomacy, strategic port partnerships, and regional engagement—responds not just to conventional threats, but
increasingly to hybrid forms of influence where economic and political leverage matter as much as naval power.

The comparative and scenario-based analyses reveal that Hong Kong’s influence is most powerful when considered not in
isolation, but as part of China’s asymmetric and hybrid maritime posture. It contributes indirectly to China’s ability to
project power, secure sea lines of communication, and influence the rules-based order in the region. For India and like-
minded regional stakeholders, recognizing these indirect mechanisms of power projection is essential for developing a
comprehensive and forward-looking maritime strategy.

In conclusion, Hong Kong’s strategic utility lies not in its naval might, but in its ability to function as a bridge between
commerce, finance, and geopoliticsc—a function that has growing implications in the evolving contest for maritime
dominance in the Indo-Pacific. Future policy and academic research must therefore account for such non-traditional actors
and their embedded roles in strategic competition, especially in complex, high-stakes maritime domains like the South
China Sea.
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