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Summary

Although Austria is a landlocked state, it is highly dependent on maritime developments. The country’s prosperity ultimately
rests on free and stable trade at sea and access to marine resources. Geopolitical tensions - ranging from the strategic compe-
tition between Europe, China, Russia, and the United States to regional crises, conflicts, and hybrid attacks - are threatening
the rules-based order across the world’s oceans. Despite having no coastline, Austria must define its interests in the maritime
domain and translate them into actionable policy, all the while ensuring economic viability and ecological sustainability. A
national maritime agenda, closer cooperation within the European Union and the United Nations, as well as the involvement
of domestic actors from industry, academia, and civil society are key to reducing dependencies and risks and strengthening

Austria’s ability to act in this maritime century.

In a nutshell:

» Austria’s prosperity and security are closely linked to the maritime do-
main. The growing importance of the oceans calls for forward-looking

action.

« Austria must not remain a passive observer as maritime security and
international law are undermined but should engage actively as a mar-

itime actor.

« Austria should use its unique position to strengthen its role in protect-

ing the global maritime commons.

Maritime security as a guarantee for
Austria's security and prosperity

“Without maritime security, there can be no global security,”
UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres stated before the UN
Security Council in May 2025.* He called on the international
community to address three key areas with determination:
respecting international law, addressing the root causes of
maritime insecurity, and building partnerships at all levels.
Thiscallisallthe more urgent as the maritime domain contin-
ues to be affected by both traditional and emerging threats -
ranging from interstate conflicts, piracy, and organized crime
to cyberattacks on ports, the sabotage of undersea cables,
and the illegal exploitation of marine resources. The oceans,
which constitute a global common, are now being drawn
ever more deeply into geopolitical rivalries. Consequently,
we are witnessing a re-militarization of the seas and rising in-
security along global sea lines of communication.’

Maritime security, as political scientist Christian Bueger re-
minds us, encompasses far more than naval operations or
trade-related issues. It encompasses economic, ecological,
legal, and human dimensions.® However, neither the United
Nations nor other actors have developed sustained and sys-
tematic efforts to address these issues globally.

These developments are highly relevant for landlocked
countries such as Austria. Every state’s society and econ-
omy today are highly dependent on secure maritime
trade routes, resilient maritime infrastructure, the pro-
tection of the global order at sea, and the sustainable
use of marine resources. Austria is therefore not merely
a bystander that is indirectly affected by what goes on
at sea, but forms part of the maritime security land-
scape - despite not having a coastline of its own.
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Austria's vulnerability

Economic dimension

Over 90 percent of global trade in
goods s transported by sea. Austria’s
import and export flows are largely
channeled through seaports such as
Trieste, Koper, Hamburg, and Rotter-
dam.* In addition, the Danube pro-
vides a direct connection to the Black
Sea, while the Rhine-Main-Danube
Canal links Austria to the North Sea.
These transport routes and trans-
shipment hubs are crucial for trade
and connect the mountainous, land-
locked country to overseas markets.
Critical imports such as crude oil and
liquefied gas, industrial components,
agricultural raw materials, and con-
sumer goods enter the country via
these routes. Export goods - a key pillar of the Austrian econ-
omy - including machinery and vehicles, electrical equip-
ment, chemical products, and food are likewise shipped
around the word through these ports.

The strategic importance of these maritime lifelines is often
underestimated. Supply disruptions, rising freight costs, or
the loss of key maritime trade routes have immediate ef-
fects on industrial production, energy supply and consumer
prices in Austria. The COVID-19 pandemic, the accident-
related blockage of the Suez Canal in 2021, and the partial
closure of the Strait of Hormuz in February 2026, demon-
strated how rapidly global supply chains can be destabilized,
thereby jeopardizing domestic businesses and the supply of
essential goods to the population.®

Importantly, this dependence goes far beyond the physical
trade of goods. Submarine cables, which carry the majority
of international data traffic, as well as offshore energy and
supply chain infrastructure (including offshore wind farms
and pipelines) form the lifelines of a highly interconnected so-
ciety. Disruptions or acts of sabotage have immediate conse-
quences for industrial production, financial systems, energy
supply and consumer prices. In recent years, incidents af-
fecting digital underwaterinfrastructure across Europe’s mar-
itime approaches have become a frequent occurrence. Many
ofthese incidents are considered hybrid attacks by hostile ac-
tors.®

Contrary to popular belief, Austria is also economically active
in the maritime sector, often as a supplier and technology
partner in areas such as offshore energy, communications
and information management, and marine equipment. Con-
sequently, even without its own coastline, Austria is part of
global maritime value chains and has a direct interest in safe,
stable, and rules-based order at sea.

Security policy dimension

The Armed Forces’ yearly Risk Assessment Austria (Risikobild)
points to a geopolitical “ring of fire” surrounding Europe -
stretching from the Black Sea through the eastern Mediter-
ranean to the Strait of Hormuz and the Indo-Pacific.” Ten-

sionsin these areas impact Austria's supply chains and econ-
omy within days. Blockades of sea routes (such as the Strait
of Hormuz), sabotage of undersea cables, or attacks on port
infrastructure quickly lead to rising consumer prices, declin-
ing exports, and economic downturn.’

For Austria, this means that security policy considerations
must not end at the country's borders. As a member of
the European Union, Austria is not only part of the Com-
mon Security and Defence Policy (CSDP),* but also oper-
ates within the context of the EU’s Maritime Security Strat-
egy (EUMSS). These frameworks call for the protection of sea
lanes, critical maritime infrastructure, and the rules-based or-
deratsea.'* The European Ocean Pact, presentedin 2025, fur-
ther reinforces this integrated approach by connecting mar-
itime security with five additional core priorities, including
ocean health, the sustainable blue economy, coastal and is-
land communities, research and innovation, and EU ocean
diplomacy and international governance.” The concomi-
tant Ocean Act, which is expected in 2027, makes clear that
even without a coastline, Austria must become a more ac-
tive player in ocean affairs. It can thereby draw from its ex-
pertise, personnel, and long-standing diplomatic experience.
Moreover, maritime security is currently receiving increased
attention in the UN Security Council and at the United Na-
tions Institute for Disarmament Research (UNIDIR). This fur-
ther unlines the relevance of the maritime domain in global
security.’®

Ecological dimension

The oceans constitute a global common: they regulate the
climate, influence weather systems, and absorb more than
a quarter of human-made CO, emissions. Nonetheless, they
ensure food security for billions of people and harbor unique
biodiversity. Austria is directly affected by climate change;
the health of the oceans is therefore also a matter of national
concern. As a riparian state of the Danube, Austria bears re-
sponsibility for reducing ecological pressures on the Black
Sea. Through international and European agreements, as
well as national legislation, the Republic is closely integrated
into global efforts to protect the oceans. Ongoing negoti-
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ations, in particular the new Biodiversity Beyond National
Jurisdiction (BBNJ) Agreement and the planned UN Plastic
Convention, require active engagement to advance environ-
mental protection and sustainability objectives for the ma-
rine environment.**

Austria's role and potential

Political and diplomatic role

Austria’s profile as a mediator is less visible today than it was
during the Cold War. At the same time, Austria’s track-record
in the areas of arms control (e.g. nu-
clear weapons and autonomous sys-
tems) and space policy demonstrate
thatin an environment that hosts nu-
merous international organizations
and has sufficient domestic exper-
tise, proactive and sustained net-
working can help forge alliances and
build thematic ecosystems linking
diplomacy, science, and industry. As
a host of international negotiations,
Austria can benefit from a “maritime
turn” in multiple ways, including
enhanced visibility, increased know-
how, and expanding networks.
Vienna can draw on a historically
established role in maritime affairs.
This tradition dates back to the
Congress of Vienna, when Austria,
under Klemens von Metternich, con-
tributed to commissions addressing
the abolition of the slave trade and
piracy. In later decades, Austria played a formative role in rep-
resenting the perspective of landlocked states during nego-
tiations on the United Nations Convention on the Law of the
Sea.'® This tradition continues today through established ex-
pertise in maritime law within the Foreign Ministry, as well as
a broad base of ocean-related knowledge across the country.
Moreover, it is reflected in current efforts to strengthen the
perspective of landlocked states in the BBNJ Agreement,*®
proactive engagement in the International Whaling Commis-
sion (IWC),}" a ban on the import and trade of shark prod-
ucts*® and support for a precautionary pause on deep-sea
mining.’? Vienna is also home to numerous international or-
ganizations addressing maritime-related issues, including a
delegation of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC) focused on combating maritime crime. Relevant
expertise is further concentrated at the International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA), the United Nations Office for Outer
Space Affairs (UNOOSA), and the United Nations Industrial
Development Organization (UNIDO). Closer coordination
with neighboring landlocked states, such as Switzerland,
which has its own maritime strategy since 2023,%° could fur-
ther strengthen the landlocked-states perspective and feed
it more effectively into the processes of the European Ocean
Pact and the proposed Ocean Union.

Security policy contributions
Even without commanding maritime forces, Austria con-
tributes to maritime security in a meaningful way: E.g. by de-
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ploying personnel to EU naval missions (the Austrian Armed
Forces are currently participating in EUNAVFOR ASPIDES in
the Red Sea and in Operation IRINIin the Mediterranean Sea),
but also by providing specialized expertise on underwater
munitions, crisis management, and logistics, as well as by
supporting the development of maritime situational aware-
ness. The latter could be linked ideally to the Austrian Armed
Forces’ current satellite program. In addition, Austria could
seek to fill specific positions within EU and UN bodies in or-
der to contribute its expertise more systematically.

Fig. 2: Beate Meinl-Reisinger, Federal Minister for European and International Affairs,
during a visit to the headquarters of the EU naval mission “Operation IRINI

»21

Austria’s candidacy for the UN Security Council for the 2027-
28 term offers an ideal opportunity to place maritime secu-
rity firmly on the agenda and to further consolidate the coun-
try’s profile as an agenda-setter within the UN’s First Com-
mittee on Disarmament and International Security. One pos-
sibility would be to convene a meeting in Vienna, together
with the UNODC Global Maritime Crime Programme, aimed
at improving coordination across the currently fragmented
governance landscape involving UNODC, the International
Maritime Organization (IMO), and other UN actors. Austria
could also propose a UN resolution (potentially in coopera-
tion with current Security Council members Greece, Panama
and Somalia) calling for an annual report on maritime secu-
rity by the Secretary-General.

Atthe European level, the publication of the European Ocean
Pact likewise presents an opportunity to build on existing pol-
icy frameworks and, with relatively little effort, to strengthen
Austria’s positioning on maritime security within the EU. Aus-
tria’s pioneering role among landlocked states could, for in-
stance, be reinforced through a “Landlocked States Brief-
ing on Maritime Security” organized by the Austrian repre-
sentation in Brussels. This would demonstrate how land-
locked states can contribute to EU flagship initiatives: from
the protection of critical maritime sea lines and infrastruc-
ture to strengthening European naval operations and global
partnerships to technological advancement in security and
defense, and enhanced cooperation between coast guards,
navies and maritime border management authorities.
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Technological and scientific contributions

Austria showcases robust technological and scientific exper-
tise in the field of maritime security. Companies such as
Frequentis (mission-critical communication and informa-
tion systems), Scotty (secure communications), Schiebel
(unmanned systems), SEA.AI (Al-supported navigation),
and Subdron (underwater inspection) provide key building
blocks for safe shipping, port operations, and the protection
of critical maritime infrastructure.

The Austrian Institute of Technology (AIT) is involved in Euro-
pean maritime security research projects, while at the Univer-
sity of Vienna a research group focuses on ocean governance.
In addition, Austria displays a surprisingly substantial level
of civil society engagement in maritime security, marine re-
search, and ocean conservation NGOs.

This potential could be further leveraged through targeted
coordination, for example via an Oceans Hub Austria that vis-
ibly connects industry, public authorities, research institu-
tions, and NGOs, while anchoring the security policy think-
tank landscape more firmly in ocean affairs.?? Through ad-
ditional targeted funding to foster international research co-
operation between Austrian universities and companies and
potential partners abroad, Austria could further strengthen
its international profile as a maritime knowledge hub and
open up export and pilot opportunities for domestic tech-
nologies.

In this vein, ACIPSS, the University of Graz, and their part-
ners are building on this momentum through a multi-year
research project entitled “Dependent but Oblivious? Aus-
tria’s Maritime Role in the 21°' Century”. They demonstrate
that platforms such as the Austrian Maritime Conference, in
November 2025, can provide new forums with international
reach to strengthen exchange on maritime affairs between
policymakers, academia, industry, and civil society. 2

Recommendations

1. National maritime agenda: Define strategic mar-
itime objectives at federal government level and
across key ministries; establish an interministerial co-
ordination mechanism; integrate maritime security
into the National Security Strategy.

2. Networking & public awareness: Establish Ocean
Hub Austria as a networking and coordination plat-
form (politics-industry-research-civil society); sys-
tematically develop research cooperation with foreign
institutes and corporate partnerships in the maritime
sector; integrate maritime topics into education and
research programs; support specialist conferences
and NGOs.

3. Resilience of critical supply chains and infras-
tructure: Strengthen links to existing EU early-
warning systems; diversify sources of supply and trans-
port routes; contribute Austrian expertise on legacy
underwater munitions to clearance efforts foreseen
under the European Ocean Pact.

Austria in the Maritime Century
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Austrian Maritime Conference

Abhédngig aber Ohnmachtig?
Osterreich im maritimen Jahrhundert

Fig. 3. The Austrian Maritime Conference provides a new forum for
discussion on Austria’s role in the maritime twenty-first century.

4. Capabilities & operational contributions:
Strengthen Austria’s personnel and qualitative contri-
butions to EU NAVFOR ASPIDES and Operation IRINI;
pursue targeted appointments within the European
Maritime Safety Agency (EMSA), IMO & UNODC; align
Austrian Armed Forces satellite projects with maritime
situational awareness requirements, including inte-
gration into European information platforms; embed
a maritime security track in education and profes-
sional training.

5. EU processes from a landlocked states perspec-
tive: Organize a Landlocked States Briefing on Mar-
itime Security in Brussels and strengthen the role of
landlocked states in negotiations on the European
Ocean Act.

6. UN & Vienna diplomacy: Establish a Vienna Dia-
logue on Maritime Security together with UNODC; in-
troduce a resolution in the UN General Assembly call-
ing for an annual report by the UN Secretary-General
on maritime security; ratify the BBNJ Agreement and
actively contribute to its implementation; strengthen
engagement with the International Seabed Author-
ity (ISA) and the International Maritime Organization
(IMO) with regard to marine protection.
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