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1. Objective

In the current context, insecurity and instability in maritime routes that are
fundamental to global trade and prosperity are growing. The serious events in
the Red Sea deserve particular attention, with the disruption of the safety of
commercial maritime traffic in this crucial axis for merchant marine navigation.
Thus, recalling the words of geostrategist Klaus Peter Saalbach, the concept of
"Great Game" involves guaranteeing safe routes for supplying raw materials
and energy sources and accessing strategic markets, even against competitors
or enemies. Thus, and in the face of the insecurity that is progressively being
installed in the context of commercial navigation, there is an appeal to the
capabilities of navies in being able to guarantee that the seas and oceans
remain safe spaces and open to communication between continents and
nations. The fundamental objectives of this communication are, on the one
hand, to read the most recent contributions relating to the role of navies in this
context of growing insecurity and, on the other hand, to propose a reflection on
the effective deterrence capabilities of Western navies in the context of
responding to some specific security challenges, like the one that we currently
seeing in the Red Sea. We believe that at the present time, and in view of the
growing insecurity in the field of maritime transport (already having an impact on
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tariffs, which could have undesirable implications in the sphere of price stability)
it is necessary to reflect on the deterrent capacity of Western States. Authors
such as Michael Mazarr or James Andrew Lewis have been drawing attention to
the need to determine the extent to which non-state entities are effectively
sensitive to deterrence exercised by Western military/political means. This point
is particularly relevant if we think that the Red Sea corresponds to a
fundamental axis of connection and access to highly relevant spaces for the
international economy. This way, and in the context of the communication, we
will refer to authors (such as Robert Harkavy or Geoffrey Kemp) who have
produced analyzes within the framework of so-called “Strategic Geography” (a
branch of Geography dedicated to the study of access to areas vital for the
security and prosperity of nations) since, in the context of our communication,
the territories encompassed in what is generally called the “Middle East’
correspond to crucial spaces for the security and enrichment of a very large

number of countries.

2. Methods and Data

In the context of this paper, we will use as main sources of data, for one hand,
the analysis of different perspectives from several authors that have dedicated
their research to the issue of deterrence, rational actor, strategic geography and
the role of navy in the context of refrain a potential competitor from assuming an
aggressive stance and, from the other hand, the available statistics concerning
navy capacities and engagement in different deterrence/compellence initiatives.
It is possible to conclude that nowadays there is a vast military investment in
navy capabilities, particularly in countries like China and South Korea (see
figure 1). The old ideas of Mahanian Geopolitics seem to return once again
(Khan, 2023). No matter how much high speed railways and other continental
transport facilities are built, the vast majority of trade continued to depend on
maritime routes and shipping: according to UNCTAD, “Maritime transport is still
the backbone of international trade and the global economy - over 80% of the
volume of international trade in goods is carried by sea, and the percentage is even
higher for most developing countries” (UNCTAD, Review of Maritime Transport

2021). It is possible to conclude that safe maritime routes are a crucial key to a



solid and successful geoeconomic strategy. It is enough to say that an
estimated 12% of global trade passes through the Red Sea every year, worthing
more than $1tn. All this being said, it is now easier to understand the military
displacement of navy ships towards this strategic part of the Middle East. In order to
obtain a wider understanding of the issues that are at stake with the present
paper, it is our intention to launch a little series of interviews both with navy

officers and with experts on the fields of deterrence and strategic geography.

Figure 1 — Naval Fleet Size, 2023
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3. Conclusions

So far, the main conclusions that we were able to figure out can be divided into

three different levels of analysis:

3.1.

3.2.

In terms of rational actor and its sensitivity to deterrence (an issue
that is highly complex considering the nature of the Houthis ethnic
group) it is possible to argue that “The rise of non-state actors with
the power to influence global events has posed a challenge to the
traditional understanding of the state system. Some of these non-
state organisations possess military capabilities or the ability to inflict
violence. A debate continues, however, over whether such groups
can be deterred by military, economic, political or ethical means
(Roberts, Peter and Hardie, Andrew, 2023: 24). This way, one must
consider that the Michael Quinlan’s perspective over “rational actor”
might need an adjustment (Gerson, 2009), particularly when the
group that an organized state must deter, acts outside the usual
standard norms of military engagement. We can find in here the old
problem of symmetry vs asymmetry, where a more powerful agent, is
unable to gain definite advantage over an enemy that uses

asymmetry strategies to resist and overcome its main weaknesses.

Where strategic geography is concerned, one must take into
consideration that this particular branch of geographical science
‘relates to the access to, exploitation of, or control over spatial areas
of strategic importance to nations and since it directly influences
national security and prosperity this endeavour has resulted in
competition, tension, and conflict” (Wooding, 2023). This way, the Red
Sea is considered as a specific maritime choke point where sea
routes are concerned (Harkavy, 2003). Unsurprisingly, United States
and United Kingdom have been launched a series of attacks to deter
and to destroy Houthis military infrastructure. Recent data, shown
that, only on “January 12th America and Britain launched strikes on

over 60 Houthi targets in Yemen” (The Economist, 2024, January,

12, This set of data clearly demonstrates the attempt to regain
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freedom of navigation in a crucial artery of world trade and to impose,
at least at a certain extent the rule of law on territory known by its
traditional instability (The Economist, 2024, January 12t").

3.3. Finally, in terms of near future where maritime shipping is concerned,
it is possible to argue that the houthis attacks created such a reality of
‘unsafe seas” that enterprises are now facing higher insurance
premiums, possible legal problems and unpredictable delays. So, it's
no surprise that shipping companies have decided, in many cases, to
send their vessels elsewhere, mainly through Cape of Good Hope in
South Africa (BBC Future, 215t January 2024). It will be challenging to
follow the strategic options that both navy and merchant carriers will

chose in years to come.
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