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ABSTRACT : 

India, with its extensive coastline and significant role in global shipping, operates within an intricate and evolving maritime legal framework. This research article 

explores the historical development of India’s maritime law, its alignment with international maritime conventions, and the challenges it faces in managing its 

maritime domain. The study highlights key legislative instruments, such as the Merchant Shipping Act, the Admiralty (Jurisdiction and Settlement of Maritime 

Claims) Act, and India’s engagement with international treaties like the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). The paper further discusses 

the growing concerns around port congestion, environmental degradation, piracy, and seafarer welfare. Finally, it provides insights into how India’s maritime 

legal structure continues to evolve to meet modern challenges and opportunities. 
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Introduction : 

Maritime law, or admiralty law, encompasses the legal principles, conventions, and regulations governing activities on navigable waters and oceans. 

These laws are crucial for regulating shipping, trade, navigation, and resolving disputes on the high seas. India, with its extensive coastline of 

approximately 7,500 kilometers and growing maritime trade, plays a significant role in global shipping and maritime governance. This paper examines 

India’s maritime legal framework, focusing on key legislative enactments, international conventions, and the challenges that shape its maritime sector. 

Historical Context of Maritime Law in India : 

India’s maritime history dates back to the Indus Valley Civilization, where trade and navigation played a crucial role in the  economy. The country’s 

maritime heritage continued through the Mauryan, Gupta, and Chola dynasties, who developed extensive maritime trade routes. However, contemporary 

maritime law in India is deeply influenced by British colonial rule. Under British governance, maritime activities were regulated by English law, and 

after independence in 1947, 

India inherited this framework. Over time, India has tailored its maritime legal system to meet the needs of modern trade, environmental concerns, and 

global security (Mohan, 2021). 

India’s Maritime Legal Framework : 

India’s maritime legal framework is governed by a combination of national laws and international conventions. Below are the principal pieces of 

legislation that guide maritime activities in India. 

 
1. The Constitution of India 

The Constitution of India, adopted in 1950, provides the legal foundation for maritime laws in the country. Articles 246 and 48A grant the central 

government the authority to regulate shipping and port infrastructure. Additionally, the Constitution mandates environmental protection, including 

marine ecosystems, through Article 48A (Constitution of India, 1950). 

 
2. The Merchant Shipping Act, 1958 

The Merchant Shipping Act, 1958, regulates the shipping industry in India, covering ship registration, ownership, construction, safety, and pollution 

control. This Act aligns with international conventions, particularly the International Maritime Organization’s (IMO) protocols. The Act also 

establishes provisions for the protection of crew members, their training, remuneration, and welfare (Merchant Shipping Act, 1958). 
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3. The Admiralty (Jurisdiction and Settlement of Maritime Claims) Act, 2017 

This 2017 legislation consolidates the legal framework for the settlement of maritime claims and the jurisdiction of Indian courts over maritime 

disputes. It addresses issues such as ship arrest and resolves disputes related to cargo damage, ship collisions, and salvage operations (Admiralty 

(Jurisdiction and Settlement of Maritime Claims) Act, 2017). 

 
4. The Indian Ports Act, 1908 

The Indian Ports Act, 1908, governs the administration and regulation of ports in India. This Act empowers port authorities to oversee shipping 

operations, regulate port safety, and manage docking procedures (Indian Ports Act, 1908). 

 
5. The Environment Protection Act, 1986 

The Environment Protection Act of 1986 regulates environmental protection, including measures against marine pollution. The Act aligns with India’s 

commitment to 

international agreements aimed at safeguarding the marine ecosystem (Environment Protection Act, 1986). 

 
6. The National Maritime Development Programme (NMDP) 

The NMDP focuses on the development and modernization of India’s maritime infrastructure. It aims to enhance port capacity, improve logistical 

operations, and bolster India’s competitive standing in global shipping (Department of Shipping, Government of India, 2019). 

India’s Engagement with International Maritime Law : 

India’s maritime legal framework is influenced by several international treaties and organizations. These international instruments set global standards 

for maritime safety, environmental protection, and dispute resolution. 

 

1. The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 

UNCLOS, adopted in 1982 and ratified by India in 1995, provides a comprehensive legal framework for the use of the world’s oceans. The Convention 

outlines states' rights and obligations concerning territorial waters, exclusive economic zones (EEZs), and the high seas, while also establishing 

mechanisms for resolving maritime disputes (United Nations, 1995). 

 
2. International Maritime Organization (IMO) 

The IMO is a specialized UN agency responsible for regulating international shipping. India is a member of the IMO and adheres to conventions such 

as the International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) and the International Convention on Standards of Training, Certification, and 

Watchkeeping for Seafarers (STCW) (International Maritime Organization, 2025). 

 
3. International Labour Organization (ILO) Maritime Conventions 

India is a signatory to several ILO conventions concerning maritime labor. The Maritime Labour Convention (MLC) 2006 sets minimum standards for 

the welfare, working conditions, and rights of seafarers (International Labour Organization, 2006). 

 
4. The International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL) 

India’s adherence to MARPOL ensures compliance with global standards to prevent marine pollution caused by shipping activities, including the 

discharge of oil, sewage, and hazardous materials into the sea (International Maritime Organization, 2025). 

Challenges in India’s Maritime Sector : 

While India’s maritime legal framework has evolved significantly, there are several challenges that hinder the full potential of the country’s maritime 

industry. 

 
1. Port Congestion and Infrastructure Issues 

Indian ports face significant congestion, which leads to delays and inefficiencies. While the National Maritime Development Programme (NMDP) has 

been a step forward in modernizing infrastructure, the growing volume of trade continues to strain port capacity (World Maritime News, 2023). 

 
2. Marine Pollution 

Despite legal provisions like the Environment Protection Act and adherence to MARPOL, marine pollution remains a significant concern. 

Industrialization along the coast, increased shipping activity, and inadequate enforcement of environmental regulations contribute to the degradation of 

marine ecosystems (Department of Shipping, Government of India, 2019).Marine pollution remains one of the most pressing environmental challenges 

facing India’s maritime sector. As one of the world’s fastest-growing economies, India is increasingly dependent on shipping and port activities. 

However, the expansion of these activities has contributed to rising levels of marine pollution. This pollution comes from various sources, including 

shipping accidents, illegal discharges from vessels, port operations, and land-based sources. 
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Sources of Marine Pollution in India 

1. Shipping and Oil Spills: Accidental oil spills from shipping vessels and tankers 

represent a major source of marine pollution in India’s waters. While India has stringent regulations, the frequency of oil spills, especially 

along major maritime routes like the Arabian Sea, remains a concern (Ramesh, 2020). Despite improvements in the oil spill response 

mechanisms, the sheer volume of shipping traffic increases the likelihood of such accidents. 

2. Sewage and Garbage from Ships: Ships generate large amounts of sewage, ballast water, and solid waste, including plastics, which are 

often illegally dumped into the sea. According to the International Maritime Organization (IMO), India’s ports handle substantial 

international traffic, and waste management remains a challenge, particularly for smaller and older vessels that may not comply with the 

necessary waste disposal regulations (International Maritime Organization, 2025). 

3. Industrial Runoff and Land-based Pollution: A significant portion of marine pollution in India originates from industrial runoff. Coastal 

cities, particularly Mumbai, Chennai, and Kolkata, have numerous industries that release untreated or inadequately treated waste into the 

seas. Chemicals, metals, and plastics from industrial activity and agricultural runoff also pose significant risks to marine ecosystems (Soni et 

al., 2021). 

This pollution not only affects water quality but also threatens marine biodiversity and the livelihoods of coastal communities. 

4. Plastic Waste: The increasing use of plastics has led to a surge in plastic waste entering the oceans. India, with its rapidly growing 

population, faces the dual challenge of inadequate waste management infrastructure and widespread plastic consumption. A significant 

percentage of this plastic waste ends up in the ocean, affecting marine life and ecosystems. Sea turtles, whales, and seabirds often ingest 

plastic debris, which leads to injury or death (Ramesh, 2020). 

 
3. Piracy and Maritime Security 

Piracy, particularly in the Indian Ocean, continues to pose a threat to maritime security. India has taken active steps to combat piracy through naval 

patrols and international collaboration, but piracy remains a concern for global shipping routes (Indian Ocean Rim Association, 2023). 

 
4. Seafarer Welfare 

India is a major exporter of seafarers, but issues like low wages, long working hours, and poor living conditions persist. Compliance with ILO 

conventions like the MLC 2006 is essential to improving seafarer welfare, but challenges remain (International Labour Organization, 2006). 

Conclusion : 

India’s maritime legal framework, shaped by both historical legacies and modern international treaties, plays a pivotal role in the country’s economic 

growth and maritime security. However, the sector faces significant challenges such as port congestion, marine pollution, piracy, and seafarer welfare. 

Addressing these issues requires a multi-dimensional approach that involves infrastructure development, stricter enforcement of environmental laws, 

and improved international collaboration. As India continues to navigate the evolving global maritime landscape, its legal framework will need to adapt 

to the changing dynamics of maritime trade and security. 
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