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Introduction

The world’s prosperity still rides on the water. Roughly nine out of ten traded goods
touch a ship at some point in their journey, and the blue highways that carry
them—the oceans, straits, and canals—are the circulatory system of the global
economy. “Blue Water and Blockades” examines how those arteries are protected,
pressured, and sometimes strangled. It argues that in the 21st century the contest for
strategic advantage has returned decisively to the maritime domain, where navies,
coast guards, and affiliated instruments of state power shape outcomes far beyond
the horizon line.

This book bridges strategy and commerce. It traces the enduring grammar of sea
control and sea denial, then shows how new technologies—hypersonic weapons,
persistent surveillance from space, cyber effects, and autonomous platforms—are
rewriting the vocabulary of naval operations. Submarines grow stealthier even as the
oceans become more transparent; aircraft carriers remain potent yet more vulnerable;
surface fleets disperse lethality while logistics strains to keep pace. The result is a
dynamic balance in which advantage accrues not simply to the side with more
tonnage, but to the force that best aligns doctrine, posture, industry, and alliances.

Maritime power is experienced most acutely at the choke points. From narrow straits
to canal cuts, these geographic bottlenecks concentrate risk to trade and energy
flows. Classic blockades have given way to a spectrum of pressures: inspections and
interdictions, sanctions with maritime bite, “quasi-blockades” enforced by lawfare and
insurance, and gray-zone tactics that blur lines between peace and war.
Understanding when such actions are legal, when they are effective, and when they
court escalation is essential for both strategists and shippers.

Two case studies anchor the analysis. In the South China Sea, artificial islands,
maritime militias, and overlapping claims have produced a persistent contest of
presence and perception. Freedom of navigation operations test legal norms; anti-
access and area-denial architectures challenge traditional concepts of power
projection; commerce adapts through re-routing, hedging, and higher premiums. What
looks like a regional dispute reverberates through global supply chains and alliance
credibility.

In the Black Sea, a semi-enclosed basin has become a laboratory for modern maritime
coercion. Mines, stand-off strikes, and the intermittent opening and closing of grain
corridors have shown how blockade dynamics can ripple through global food and
energy markets. The episode underscores that the capacity to disrupt—sometimes at
relatively low cost—can outstrip the capacity to secure, especially when legal regimes
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are contested and risk is shifted onto commercial actors.

This book is written for naval strategists, policymakers, and commercial stakeholders
who must make decisions under uncertainty. It offers frameworks for risk assessment
and force posture; practical tools for scenario planning and wargaming; and metrics to
evaluate readiness, resilience, and the economic consequences of maritime
disruption. Throughout, it treats the private sector not as an afterthought but as a
central actor—one that prices risk, finances fleets, and ultimately determines how
shocks propagate through markets.

The chapters that follow proceed from foundations to instruments, from law and
economics to platforms and tactics, and then to regional cases and futures. The aim is
not to predict the next crisis but to illuminate the pathways by which maritime
competition can be deterred, managed, or, if necessary, fought and won. If we can
better understand where the sea’s vulnerabilities intersect with national strategy and
commercial imperatives, we can better safeguard the blue water—and prevent
blockades, literal or figurative, from choking the world’s lifeblood.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Return of Maritime Competition:
Why Navies Matter in the 21st Century

For a few decades after the Cold War, it was fashionable in some quarters to declare
the age of major naval competition over. The prevailing wisdom suggested that
globalization, interconnected economies, and the seemingly unipolar moment of
American naval supremacy had rendered large-scale contests for sea control largely
obsolete. The talk was less about dreadnoughts and more about drug interdiction,
humanitarian assistance, and projecting power ashore against non-state actors.
Navies, it was argued, were becoming platforms for diplomacy or precision strike,
rather than instruments for decisive battles on the high seas. This comfortable
narrative, however, has proven to be as leaky as a poorly maintained bilge.

Today, the blue water is once again a chessboard for great power rivalry, and the
stakes are far higher than simple prestige. The resurgence of maritime competition is
not an accidental phenomenon but a direct consequence of shifting geopolitical
tectonics, technological leaps, and the enduring reality that the vast majority of the
world’s wealth still transits by sea. From the strategic depths of the Arctic to the
contested shoals of the South China Sea, nations are investing heavily in naval
capabilities, refining their doctrines, and engaging in a sophisticated dance of
presence and counter-presence. The question is no longer if navies matter, but rather
how they matter in this newly competitive environment, and what forms that
competition will take.

One of the primary drivers of this resurgence is the undeniable link between economic
prosperity and secure sea lines of communication (SLOCs). For millennia, controlling
the sea lanes meant controlling trade, and that fundamental truth remains unchanged.
Modern economies are deeply intertwined, relying on the uninterrupted flow of raw
materials, manufactured goods, and energy across vast ocean expanses. Any
significant disruption to these flows, whether by state or non-state actors, can trigger
cascading economic crises, fuel inflation, and even lead to social unrest. Nations with
global economic ambitions inherently require a global reach for their naval power, not
just to protect their own commerce but also to influence the maritime environment of
others.

The rise of new economic powers, particularly in Asia, has directly translated into a
commensurate rise in their naval aspirations and capabilities. As nations become more
dependent on global trade, they inevitably look to safeguard their maritime interests,
and this often involves expanding their naval footprint. This isn't merely about
protecting merchant shipping; it's also about asserting influence, projecting national
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power, and, if necessary, challenging the established maritime order. The sheer scale
of investment in modern warships, submarines, and maritime surveillance systems by
multiple nations underscores this profound shift away from the post-Cold War
complacency.

Furthermore, technological advancements have injected new complexity and lethality
into the maritime domain. The advent of precision-guided missiles, advanced anti-ship
capabilities, increasingly quiet submarines, and sophisticated intelligence,
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) networks has fundamentally altered the
calculus of naval warfare. The once-dominant paradigm of large, powerful surface
combatants operating with relative impunity is now being challenged by distributed
lethality and the potential for devastating, long-range strikes. This technological
evolution doesn't diminish the importance of navies; it simply changes the nature of
the contest, placing a premium on network integration, stealth, and rapid response.

The concept of "anti-access/area denial" (A2/AD) strategies, often associated with
potential adversaries, epitomizes this new technological reality. These strategies aim
to prevent opposing forces from entering or operating freely within a particular
geographic area, utilizing a combination of sensors, long-range precision weapons,
and integrated command and control systems. While not entirely new in concept, the
scale and sophistication of modern A2/AD networks pose significant challenges to
traditional approaches to power projection and sea control. This, in turn, necessitates
innovative naval tactics, new platform designs, and a renewed focus on
interoperability among allied forces.

Beyond the purely military dimensions, navies also play a crucial role in maritime
diplomacy and deterrence. The presence of a naval vessel, whether for routine patrols,
port visits, or international exercises, sends clear signals about national interests and
resolve. Freedom of navigation operations (FONOPs), for instance, are not merely
legalistic maneuvers but deliberate acts of diplomatic signaling, asserting the right to
transit international waters and challenge excessive maritime claims. These actions,
while often conducted below the threshold of armed conflict, are nonetheless integral
to shaping the geopolitical landscape and managing international relations in a
complex and often ambiguous maritime environment.

The enduring strategic importance of certain geographic "choke points" further
amplifies the significance of naval power. These narrow straits, canals, and passages
are vital arteries for global trade and energy supplies. Control or even the credible
threat of control over these maritime bottlenecks grants significant leverage in
international affairs. From the Strait of Hormuz, through which a substantial portion of
the world's oil transits, to the Suez Canal, a linchpin for East-West trade, the ability to
secure or disrupt these passages is a powerful instrument of statecraft. Navies are the
primary guarantors of access and the principal instruments of potential interdiction in
these critical zones.
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The Black Sea and South China Sea, as this book will explore in detail, serve as
contemporary laboratories for the complexities of modern maritime competition. In
these regions, geopolitical ambitions clash, economic interests converge and diverge,
and the risk of escalation is ever-present. The tactics employed, from the use of
maritime militias and "gray-zone" operations to the deployment of advanced anti-ship
missile systems, offer invaluable insights into the future of naval conflict. These are
not distant hypotheticals; they are live scenarios demonstrating the urgent relevance
of naval power in the 21st century.

Finally, the return of maritime competition is not solely about open-ocean
engagements between conventional navies. It encompasses a broader spectrum of
challenges, including maritime terrorism, piracy, illegal fishing, and smuggling. While
often considered law enforcement matters, these issues frequently have geopolitical
undertones and can strain international relations, requiring coordinated naval and
coast guard responses. The ability to maintain maritime domain awareness and
respond effectively to these diverse threats is an increasingly vital component of
national security and international stability.

In essence, the age of blissful maritime uncontestation is over. The world has
rediscovered the immutable truth that economic power projects onto the oceans, and
with it, the necessity of naval power. The coming chapters will delve into the specific
instruments, strategies, and challenges that define this new era of maritime
competition, offering a framework for understanding how nations vie for advantage on
the vast, unforgiving, and utterly indispensable blue water. The future of global
security and prosperity will, in no small measure, be determined by who controls the
waves, who protects the sea lanes, and who is willing to contend for dominance in the
maritime domain.
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