




































































































































































































































































and the erstwhile Soviet Union. In this endeavour, the availability of energy sources in 

countries like Myanmar, Brunei, Indonesia and Australia in the Asia-Pacific provided 

possible alternatives. Thus, it was natural for Indian decision makers to look for a new 

international role and to turn to the most economically dynamic region of the world -

Southeast Asia.^° 

There are three main issues facing India in the Southeast Asian region. First, is 

stabilising the Northeast, its clandestine flows and foreign connections; taking advantage 

of the proximity of Southeast Asian nations, especially Myanmar, to step onto the Asian 

diplomatic and economic scene; and finally, measuring the impact of China's influence 

• 5 1 

on the Myanmar regime and its consequences for the country's interests. Beijing's 

growing military and economic penetration in Myanmar and its assertiveness in the Asia-

Pacific region renewed India's concerns about the consequences of an antecedent and 

powerful China and its impact on India's security. India needs various diplomatic, 

economic and military tools to deal with these sensitive and strategic geopolitical issues. 

During the Cold War years the foreign policy of India was driven by ideological 

or political factors though it chose to distance itself fi-om the two ideologically opposite 

bloc by opting non-alignment. Economic dimensions of foreign relations were not given 

much importance in the Ministry of External Affairs. With the end of Cold War the 

main tenets of India's foreign policy, the non-alignment, becomes obsolete. As India was 

a co-founder and one of its most influential members, it could assume the status of a 

'" Frederic Grare, "In Search of a Role: India and the ASEAN Regional Forum", in Frederic Grare & 
Amitabh Matoo (eds.). India and ASEAN: The Politics of India's Look East Policy. New Delhi: CSH-
Manohar-ISAS, 2001, p. 120. 
'̂ Renaud Egreteau. Wooing the Generals. India's New Burma Policy. Delhi: CSH-Authors Press, 2003, p. 

117. 
^̂  P.M.S. Malik, "The Changing Face of India's Economic Diplomacy: The Role of Ministry of External 
Affairs", Foreign Service Institute. Indian Foreign Policy: Agenda for the 21" Century, Vol.1. New Delhi: 
FSI & Konark Publishers, 1997, p. 234. 
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leader among the developing countries and enjoy some sort of international repute in the 

Cold War period. But with the end of Cold War the very concept of non-alignment was 

undermined. The victory of United States, its political world view and its free-market 

economic system posed a new challenge to India's foreign policy. Though military 

capability still remain as one of the primary determining factor of the global power 

equation, economic power has, of late, begun to exert predominant influence upon it, and 

the balance of power has tended to shift from the military to the economic sphere. One of 

the offshoots of the above development has been de-emphasising military orientation and 

placing more stress on economic orientation of the foreign policy on the part of many 

countries both developed and developing, including India. Thus, the Nehruvian model of 

foreign policy autonomy vis-a-vis imperialism and capitalism has come under severe 

strain, and there are strong pressures from several influential quarters in India and abroad 

to link it with the Western economy.̂ ^ 

With the end of Cold War and the worldwide trend towards free-market reforms, 

economics became a major factor in international relations. The international status of a 

country depends much on its wealth. Therefore, by the end of 1991, Prime Minister 

Narasimha Rao issued a note asking foreign office and its diplomatic posts abroad to 

focus more on the economic aspects of India's external relations.̂ '* Hence, economic 

diplomacy became the new trend in Indian's foreign policy. 

Belatedly, the Indian policy makers became aware of the implications of the 

twelve year head-start which China had in opening up, reforming and developing its 

economy ahead of India and strengthening the consequent political and economic 

" J. K. Baral; J. N. Mahanty, "India and the Gulf Crisis: The Response of a Minority Government", Pacific 
Affairs, Vol. 65. No. 3, Autumn, 1992, p. 369. 
'" J.N. Dixit. My South Block Years: Memoirs of a Foreign Secretary. New Delhi: UBSPD, 1996, p. 58. 
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linkages of China with Southeast Asian countries. There was also a realisation that unless 

India took steps to reduce China's head-start and develop similar linkages with the 

political leaderships, economies and the elite of this region, it might ultimately find itself 

with a greatly reduced and barely meaningfiil political and economic role in the region. 

Gautam S. Kaji, one of the managing directors of World Bank, expressed the same view 

in April 1995, "Certainly, the East Asian nations are still grappling with some of the 

same problems as India, albeit on a lesser scale. But they have demonstrated with the 

right commitment, it is possible to move very far. With the same kind of commitment, I 

am convinced that there can be an 'Indian miracle'."^^ In September 1995, Indian 

Finance Minister Manmohan Singh also noted that: "The economic policies of India take 

into account the dynamism of this region, which shall soon be the tiger economy of the 

world. We want to participate in this process."^^ 

The policy of India tying India's fortune to the West, where India is giving 

considerable attention to its trading relationships with the oil rich West Asia, Europe and 

North America, is under some pressure with some advocating closer ties with Asia on the 

ground that it is the centre of growth in the world today. They argued that India has 

been separated fi"om the East bloc for the purpose of trade and caught in a world in which 

trading blocs are assuming greater importance. They also maintained that SAARC does 

not have the critical mass to provide for India's trading needs, even if the political climate 

were more favourable for regional trade.̂ ^ These views have been reflected in the policies 

pursued by the Ministry of External Affairs, which have been attempting to have India 

^' G.S. Kaji, "What East Asia has Achieved, India too can Emulate," The Times of India, April 13, 1995. 
^^ Asian Age, September 24, 1995, p. 13. 
" Malcolm Subham, "Sengupta returns with task half-fulfilled", Economic Times, August 10, 1993. 
*̂ Jagdish Bhagwati, "Negotiating Trade Blocs', India Today, July 15, 1993, p. 139. 
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more closely associated with ASEAN and the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation 

(APEC) forum, the loose formation that brings the nations bordering the Pacific together 

for trade-related discussions. 

The emergence of Asian Tigers and the growth of ASEAN as leading economies 

of Asia provided further impetus for the Indian policy makers to look at the East as a 

possible avenue for conducting economic transaction. The onslaught of the liberalisation, 

privatisation and globalisation process was on the rise and there was no escape for the 

Indian economy. There was also a realisation that India's aspiration of becoming a 

permanent member of the United Nations Security Council might not materialise without 

the overwhelming support of the countries of the East and Southeast Asian region and 

that it would be necessary to focus greater efforts on the countries of the East and 

Southeast Asian regions by strengthening India's linkages with them. 

The government in India while retaining the core concerns in its foreign policy 

also recognised the necessity of integrating the Indian economy with the global economy. 

Policy reforms were immediately undertaken and the ASEAN region was singled out as 

an important area with which India sought a formal tie. The Government of India, for the 

first time since independence, turned its attention towards the ASEAN region with 

economics in mind.'̂  The absence of conflict on vital issues and the presence of common 

challenges made it possible to expand constructive ties between the two peoples. 

The change in the international and regional politico-strategic situation in the late 

1980s and early 1990s give an environment for positive developments in India-ASEAN 

relations. The end of the cold war and the breakdown of ideological barriers led to a more 

^' Prakash Nanda. op. cit., p. 273. 
^ Annual Report: 1992-93, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, New Delhi, 1993, p. 6 & 
p. 27. 
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pragmatic approach by India. Since the end of Cold War India's strategic world view 

clearly shift from an emphasis on moralspeak to realpolitik based on acquiring and 

exercising economic and military power. New Delhi's economic reform programme has 

changed its equations with many countries. India is letting no chance go by to prove that 

it wishes to be fiilly integrated into global market and to do business.'*^ India realised that 

it is in India's interest to cooperative venture and utilise the window of opportunity rather 

than awaiting initiatives from the side of Southeast Asian countries. According to Prem 

Shankar Jha, "the dark side of the East Asian success story is that there will inevitably be 

a loser and that India could be one of them." It was basically these concerns that the 

then Finance Minister, Manmohan Singh, brought a fresh burst of economic liberlisation 

to the Indian economy during the 1993 budget, one of his stated goals is to catch up with 

China.^ 

The Look East Policy 

The economic reforms, coupled with the integrative forces of globalisation; frustration 

with the process of integration within South Asia and the renewed concern about the 

antecedent and powerfiil China and its impact on India's security, as well as India's 

unease at Beijing's growing assertiveness in the Asia-Pacific region made India to rethink 

the basic parameters of its foreign policy. While India was opening up to the world 

market, it became aware of the growing trends towards regionalism and feared that it will 

"' Amitabh Matoo (2001), "ASEAN in India's Foreign Policy" in Frederic Grare & Amitabh Matoo (eds.) 
op. cit., p. 93. 
"̂  Baladas Ghoshal, "India, ASEAN and APEC" in Nancy Jetly (ed.). India's Foreign Policy Challenges 
and Prospects. New Delhi: 1999, p. 151. 
"' Prem Shankar Jha, "Stagnation and Sovereignty", The Hindu, July 15, 1992. 
^ Hamish Macdonald and Jaya Sarkar, "India: The Money Jagggemaut," Far Eastern Economic Review, 
March 11,1993, p. 16. 
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be marginalised from the dynamics pushing the global economy. As a result of these 

compulsions, the Look East Policy was officially launched in the year 1991'*^ during the 

tenure of Prime Minister Narasimha Rao, although the term "Look East Policy" was 

mentioned for the first time in the Annual Report of the Ministry of External Affairs, 

1995-96."̂ ^ L K. Gujral had stated that, "What look east really means is that an outward 

looking India, is gathering all forces of dynamism domestic and regional and is directly 

focusing on establishing synergies with a fast consolidating and progressive 

neighbourhood to its East in Mother Continent of Asia."'*' The Look East policy is, thus, 

a product of various compulsions, changed perceptions and expectations of India in the 

changed international environment. It is part of the new realpolitik that can be seen in 

India's foreign economic policy. This renewed interest for regional cooperation with 

ASEAN is the recognition of the strategic and economic importance of Southeast Asia to 

India's national interests. 

As a part of its endeavour to forge closer ties with ASEAN countries, the then 

India's Prime Minister Narasimha Rao visited some countries of Southeast Asia in 1993 

and expounded the new "Look East" policy of India in his much publicised and well 

received "Singapore Lecture" at the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies. In his lecture, 

Rao said: "While in those days, the Cold War was at its peak, and therefore, the super 

powers were looked upon with some caution mixed with suspicion, it is gratifying to note 

that the ASEAN can today speak from a position of strength at the same table with the 

US, Russia, China, Japan India has already taken steps to liberalise its currency 

'*' Isabelle Saint Mezard, op.cit. 
** Annual Report, 1995-96, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, pp. 7 & 118. 
"' Statement by I.K.Gujral, Minister of External Affairs of India, in ASEAN Post-Ministerial Conference, 
Jakarta, July 20-21,1996. http://\vww.aseansec.org/4308.htm 
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''̂  Isabelle Saint Mezard, op.cit. 
** Annual Report, 1995-96, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, pp. 7 & 118. 
"̂  Statement by I.K.Gujral, Minister of External Affairs of India, in ASEAN Post-Ministerial Conference, 
Jakarta, July 20-21, 1996. http://www.aseansec.org/4308.htm 
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regime, open the economy to more imports and investment, and educate its people on the 

benefits of exposure to the outside world. The Asia Pacific would be the springboard for 

our leap into the global market place." 

Since the initiation of the Look East policy in 1991, bilateral relations between 

India and ASEAN have progressed rapidly. India's ties with ASEAN were upgraded to a 

Sectoral Dialogue Partnership in March 1993 in the three areas, namely, trade, 

investment and tourism. The Indian and ASEAN officials met in New Delhi from 16-17 

March 1993 to identify specific areas of collaboration within the designed sectors. Due to 

its sustained efforts India-ASEAN relation was upgraded to a Full Dialogue Partnership 

at the fifth ASEAN Summit in Bangkok in December 1995. This elevated the interactions 

between ASEAN and India from the senior official to the ministerial level and enabled 

India's participation in the ASEAN Post Ministerial Conference. At the ASEAN Post 

Ministerial Conference in Jakarta in July 1996, ASEAN and Indian Ministers outlined a 

vision of a shared destiny and intensified cooperation in all fields. Identifying specific 

areas for cooperation, like infrastructure, human resource development, science and 

technology and tourism among others. I.K. Gujral remarked that he saw India's Full 

Dialogue Partnership status as a window to India's progressive participation in other 

ASEAN like groupings, like APEC, and the Asia-Europe meetings.'*^ 

The increasingly closer cooperation between India and ASEAN has led to the 

strengthening of not only economic ties but also security linkage which resulted in 

India's admission to the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) in 1996. The ARE is a dominant 

forum for security cooperation in the Asia-Pacific region where global and regional 

** Quoted in Prakash Nanda. op. cit., pp. 274-275. 
*' Statement by LK.Gujral, Minister of External Affairs and Water Resources of India, 
http://www.aseansec.org/4338.htm 
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security issues as well as disarmament and nonproliferation issues are discussed. India's 

admission to the ARF signifies the acceptance of role and position in the Asia-Pacific 

region. The increasing engagement of India in the strategic discourses of the Asia-Pacific 

region underlines its commitment to the objective of sustaining regional peace and 

stability. India has been an active participant in the various ARF processes and has hosted 

several activities. India hosted its first-ever ARF event from 18th-20th October 2000, 

when an Anti-Piracy Workshop was organised in Mumbai by the Indian Coast Guard in 

conjunction with Ministry of External Affairs and Ministry of Defence. Subsequently, 

India organised several workshops related to security. 

India-ASEAN relation was upgraded to a Summit Level Partnership in 2002. 

Thus, India becomes one of the four ASEAN Summit Level Partners along with China, 

Japan and Korea. At the Second India-ASEAN Summit in October 2003, India and 

ASEAN signed the Framework Agreement on Comprehensive Economic Cooperation 

leading to the creation of a fi-ee trade area by the year 2011 and India's accession to the 

Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia. The third document delineates 

cooperation to combat international terrorism. India's accession to ASEAN's Treaty of 

Amity and Cooperation spoke of a growing closeness with South Asia. But of greater 

significance was the fi-amework agreement aimed at creating a Free Trade Area in ten 

years as provided in the agreement on comprehensive economic cooperation. India finally 

signed the ASEAN-India Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with the ten members of ASEAN 

in August 2009. 

In 2003 the scope of India's Look East policy has been expanded to include the 

East Asian nations - China, Japan and Korea. Trade and investment ties remain the most 
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important elements and bilateral trade between the two countries has increased 

significantly over the past few years. 

Since the shift of international trading activity from Atlantic to the Pacific, India 

wanted to establish close relationship with the region. Apart from linkages at the official 

and governmental level, mutual exchanges of understanding between India and Southeast 

Asia have begun to be built on the initiative of academic institutions and chambers and 

industry. Atal Bihari Vajpayee, in his speech "India and ASEAN: Shared Perspectives", 

at Kuala Lumpur said: 

Over the last few years, we in India have consciously focused on rejuvenation of 
our ties with the countries of ASEAN. This came to be known as our 'Look 
East' policy. But, even as we looked east, ASEAN moved west. The admission 
of new countries brought ASEAN literally to India's doors. From a maritime 
neighbour, ASEAN became our close neighbour with a land border of nearly 
1,600 kilometers. This has added a new dimension to India-ASEAN relations.^° 

Delivering a speech, "Resurgent India in Asia" at Harvard University on September 29, 

2003, India's former Foreign Minister, Yaswant Singh, summarised India's Look East 

Policy as follows: 

In the past, India's engagement with much of Asia, including South East and East 
Asia, was built on an idealistic conception of Asian brotherhood, based on shared 
experiences of colonialism and of cultural ties. The rhythm of the region today is 
determined, however, as much by trade, investment and production as by history 
and culture. That is what motivates our decade-old "Look East" policy.^' 

Policy Objectives of the Look East Policy 

As India move towards maturity in its Look East foreign policy, the policy is moving 

beyond its initial goal of tapping the opportunity offered by East and Southeast Asia's 

^° Prime Minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee's address to the Institute of Diplomatic and Foreign Relations on 
"India and ASEAN - Shared Perspectives", at Kuala Lumpur Today, May 16,2001. 
'̂ Yashwant Sinha, "Resurgent India in Asia", Speech at Harvard University on September 29, 2003, 

Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, New Delhi. 
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growth, which is still important. With the continual growth of India's economy the policy 

now serves a much broader agenda. Under the Look East policy four broad objectives are 

pursued as observed in the past several years since its initiation: regional economic 

integration, reform and liberalisation, sustained economic growth and development of the 

Northeastern region. The emphasis placed on each of the objectives has been different at 

different points of time during the past years. More recently, the emphasis has been on 

developing the Northeastern region through economic integration with East and 

Southeast Asia. The major priority areas of the Look East policy are discussed under the 

following headings. 

Regional Integration 

The main objective of the Look East policy is economic integration with East and 

Southeast Asia. Of late, India realised that its East Asian neighbours achieved rapid 

economic growth and that it was lagging behind. Enthralled by the East Asian economic 

miracle the Indian elite came to realise that the East Asian open economic system could 

be a model for its own development strategy. Thus, New Delhi wanted to expand ties 

with these high performing economies with the aim of getting integrated into the process 

of economic regionalisation in East Asia. 

The Look East policy, to some extent, is a reaction to the formation of regional 

economic groupings like NAFTA, EU, and MERCOSUR. In this increasingly 

regionalised world, it is believed that India's grouping with East Asian countries would 

enhance its position in relation to other regional partners. In the words of Manmohan 

Singh, "this century is going to be Asia's century". He also said that India, along with 
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China, "is going to be a major economy of this century. This is part of our 'Look-East' 

policy". Accordmg to G.V.C. Naidu, India adopted a three-pronged approach in its 

attempt to forge regional cooperation through the Look East Policy. They are: 

• To renew political contacts with the ASEAN member nations; 
• To increase economic interaction with Southeast Asia (trade, investments, science 

and technology, tourism, etc.,); and 
• To forge defence links with several countries of this region as a means to 

strengthen political understanding.^^ 

Reform and Liberalisation 

Though the Look East policy is a by-product of India's economic reform and 

liberalisation in 1991, the policy seeks further reforms, and liberalise trade and 

investment in order to forge deeper economic integration with East and Southeast Asian 

countries. Thus, India seeks to lower trade barriers and liberalise investment regimes. 

India has signed a framework agreement during the Bali Summit in 2003 to create a Free 

Trade and Investments Area with ASEAN by 2016. Since 2003, India, ASEAN and its 

individual member countries have agreed to, and begun negotiations on FTAs after 

signing the Framework Agreement on Comprehensive Economic Cooperation. India and 

ASEAN agreed to implement an FTA for the ASEAN-5 by 2011 and for all ASEAN 

member countries by 2016. The Framework Agreement announced an early harvest 

program of immediate deliverables and unilateral trade preferences by India in favour of 

the least developed members of the grouping. Till date, India has concluded 

Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement with Singapore in 2005. India has 

also entered into a number of pacts and FTAs with Thailand and Singapore. The 

'̂  PM's address at the inauguration of New Capital Complex of Assam, Dispur, November 21, 2004. 
http://pmindia.nic.in/speech/content.asp?id=48 
" G.V.C. Naidu, op. cit., p. 83. 
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ASEAN-India Free Trade Agreement was signed in August 2009 with the ten members 

of ASEAN. 

Rapid Economic Growth 

In the aftermath of India's liberalisation, the Look East policy become more than just a 

foreign policy alternative as it provided a development alternative as well, in 

synchronisation with the globalisation and the resurgence of Asia as an economic 

powerhouse. To quote Prime Minister Manmohan Singh: "it was also a strategic shift in 

India's vision of the world and India's place in the evolving global economy." '̂* It is only 

with the formulation of the Look East policy in 1991, India started giving East and 

Southeast Asian region due importance in the foreign policy planning. Thus, tapping East 

Asia's growth was an important cause for India's engagement with its economies. When 

the Indian economy started growing at an astounding rate from the late 1990s, India has 

increasingly turned its focus to sustained rapid growth. Strong economic ties with East 

Asia would position India well for accessing growth opportunities in Asia.̂ ^ India is also 

encouraging East Asian investment in the transport, communications and power sectors 

to keep pace with its expanding economy. India believes East Asia holds a key to India's 

sustained economic grovs^h, particularly when international economic activities are 

becoming more critical to India's own growth, and other regions are growing at a much 

slower pace and becoming more protectionists.^^ 

^* Prime Minister's speech at the Asian Corporate Conference "Driving Global Business: India's New 
Priorities, Asia's New Realities" March 18, 2006, Mumbai. http://pmindia.mc.in/lspeech.asp?id=296 
' ' S. Ramchandran, "India should aim at becoming part of Asian economic community", The Hindu, April 
9, 2006. 
*̂ Zang, Dhong, "India Looks East: Strategies and Impact", A USAID Working Paper, September, 2006, p. 
17. 
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Development of the Northeastern Region 

The Look East policy is also a means in reducing India's internal development disparity. 

Northeastern states lags behind the nation's economic development and this gap has 

increasingly widened since independence. This sense of neglect has resulted in various 

forms of unrest in the region. With the launch of the Look East policy India sees the 

region not as cult-de-sac but as a gateway to the East and thereby attempt to link the 

region with Southeast Asia through network of pipelines, road, rail and air connectivity. 

This is expected to initiate economic development, and help the seven states to develop 

infrastructure, communication, trade, investment, logistics, agro-business, and other 

commercial activities. Knowing fully well the potentials, the Northeastern states strongly 

supports the policy. The Look East policy is believed to be the new mantra for 

development of the Northeastern region. 

Approaches of the Look East Policy 

India adopted several approaches in pursuing the objectives of the Look East policy. 

Geographical focus, negotiation tactics and sub-regional linkage played important roles. 

Geographical Focus 

Since the early 1990s India started focusing on economic cooperation with the East and 

Southeast Asian countries. This geographical shift in focus area is primarily due to the 

success of East Asian economies, especially the Asian tigers. India initially chose to 

focus on ASEAN countries as ASEAN members first respond favourably to the Look 
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East policy. In 2003 the scope of India's Loolc East policy has been widened to include 

the East Asian countries. This is reflected in India's former Foreign Minister Yashwant 

Sinha's Harvard lecture: "The first phase of India's 'Look East' policy was ASEAN-

centred and focused primarily on trade £ind investment linkages. The new phase of this 

policy is characterised by an expanded definition of 'East', extending from Australia to 

East Asia, with ASEAN at its core."^^ Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement 

between India and Korea has been finalised and negotiations are underway with Japan. 

India and China also have a joint study group evaluating the potential for a bilateral FTA. 

Sub-regional cooperation 

India focus on sub-regional economic cooperation such as Bay of Bengal Multi-Sectoral 

Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), Mekong Ganga Cooperation (MGC) 

and Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Regional Economic Forum (BCIM Forum) with 

a view to reinforce the Look East policy and boost the development of the Northeastern 

region. The main aim of these groupings is to create an enabling environment for rapid 

economic development through identification and implementation of specific cooperation 

projects in trade and investment, industry, technology, human resource development, 

tourism, agriculture, energy, infrastructure, technology, transport and communications, 

energy, and fisheries. 

^̂  Yashwant Sinha, op. cit. 
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Free Trade Agreements 

Frustration with the slow pace of World Trade Organisation negotiations among 

prominent trading nations and the fear of being marginalised in the world where 

economic regionalism is growing, India look towards East Asia for economic 

cooperation. In its quest for economic regionalism India chose FTA negotiations as a 

means to get involved in and shape the course of its economic integration with East Asia. 

India embarked on bilateral FTA negotiations with individual ASEAN members as 

bilateral negotiations present an easier path to advancing the FTA negotiations. India has 

entered into a number of pacts and FTAs with Thailand and Singapore. There are plans to 

create a free trade area with Brunei, Indonesia and Malaysia by 2011 and with the 

remaining ASEAN countries - the Philippines, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam -

by 2016. The ASEAN-India Free Trade Agreement was signed in August 2009 with the 

ten members of ASEAN. India is also negotiating with Japan and South Korea that would 

lead to an eventual East Asia-India FTA. 

Since the enunciation of the Look East policy India started giving priority to 

Southeast Asia in its foreign and economic policies. The ASEAN member states were 

supportive of the measures adopted by the Narasimha Rao Government. After the 

Bandung Conference in 1955, it took nearly four decades for India and Southeast Asia to 

rediscover each other. 
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Chapter 5 

Economic Potentials of the Looli East Policy 

Before examining the economic potentials of the Look East policy linked to the 

economic interests of the Northeastern region, it is pertinent to look into the 

continuity and change of India's policy towards its Northeastern region. The Indian 

government has adopted several policies toward the region since independence and 

many of these policies have changed in the past decades. The continuity and change 

in India's policy towards its Northeastern region is briefly discussed below. 

India's Northeast Policy 

With the birth of the Indian union a debate on the future of the hill areas of the 

Northeastern region and their politico-administrative character began. The relative 

isolation of the tribals has been considered as one of the problem of nation-building. The 

attitude of the new political leadership have been same as the early colonial mind, that of 

an amused bewilderment - seeing something so exotic and so far so remote.' In response 

to the worldwide debate as to what should be the approach of the developed complex 

societies towards the simple tribal structures coexisting within the same political 

boundary, two different alternatives to the policy of isolation, i.e. either assimilation 

or integration, have been discussed. The main question is whether to establish unity 

by integration or by assimilation. In view of the fact that tribal socio-economic 

structures, culture and value systems, ways of life are totally different from that of the 

non-tribal complex societies, any attempt to toward forced assimilation may be 

counter productive in the long run - the policy of integration instead of assimilation 

' Binayak Dutta, "Constructing India's North Eastern Tribal Policy and Verrier Elwin- A Review" 
NEIHAP, 19* Session, Nagaland University, Kohima, p. 290. 

127 



got world-over recognition from both the academic as well as administrative circles. 

Independent India also adopted this integration approach towards tribal minorities. 

While assimilation means a total loss of cultural life and identity for the group that is 

being assimilated;̂  its absorption into the dominant group would lead to "antagonism, 

tension and increasing alienation of each fix)m the other."'* The latter calls for 

political, economic and administrative integration within a framework of cultural 

plurality where minorities can join the majorities without losing their linguistic, 

religious and cultural identity. Since independence the Government of India has 

adopted several policies and measures to solve the problems of alienation, insurgency, 

ethnicity and cultural identity and to bring about economic development in the 

Northeastern region. 

The policies of the Government of India towards the Northeastern region have 

changed over the years. The first one and half decade of India's policy towards the 

Northeastern region can be described as "Nehruvian policy framework" or "Nehru-

Elwin policy" where quick administrative expansion associated with the revivalist-

protectionist approach towards tribal development in the hill areas was followed. 

Since the early 1950s Jawaharlal Nehru had realised the necessity of a tribal policy to 

go beyond the political integration of the Northeastern people with India. Verrier 

Elwin took an active part in the process of formulation of India's tribal policy. For 

Elwin "it was not the question of reviving anything. It is more a problem of 

^ Gurudas Das. The Tribes ofArunachal Pradesh in Transition. Delhi: Vikas Publshing House, 1995, p. 
76. 
' M. N. Srinivas and R.D. Sanwal, "Some Aspects of Political Development in North-Eastem Hill 
Areas of India", in K. S. Singh (ed.). The Tribal Situation in India. Shimla: Indian Institute of 
Advanced Studies, 1986, p. 120. 
•' V. Venkata Rao. A Century of tribal Politics in North-East India. 1874-1974. New Delhi: S. Chand, 
1976, p. 546. 
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introducing change without being destructive of the best values of old life" in 

Northeast India.^ He said that: 

The old controversy about zoos and museums has long been dead... we do not 
want to preserve the tribesmen as museum specimen but equally we do not 
want to turn them to clowns in a circus. We do not want to stop the clock of 
progress, but we do not want to see that it keeps the right time. We do not 
accept the myth of Noble Savage; but we do not want to create a class of 
Ignoble serfs.* 

The anthropological approach of the government views Northeast India as a 

"phenomenally diverse mosaic of cultures which have to be preserved and enriched."' 

It has accepted the right of tribals to retain their way of life and identity and has 

sought to integrate them through democratic means into the federal frame of the 

Constitution of India.* Therefore, the post-colonial Indian state followed the British 

policy of Inner Line Regulation within the Nehruvian policy framework, which 

ensures non-interference from the people of the plains and also carve out an area of 

unimpeded self-development for the tribes of the region.' Through the various acts 

and regulations it is viewed that protection of the tribal identity and culture was 

already assured and the important problem was how to give the tribes the good things 

without destroying the good things of theirs. However, due to special constitutional 

arrangements, historical background as well as geographical location, the central 

government has been trying to integrate the Northeastern region with the national 

economy through a special policy framework. 

Jawaharlal Nehru was not against the modernisation of tribes but wanted that 

' Verrier Elwin. The Tribal World of Verrier Elwin-An Autobiography. Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 1988, p. 295. 
' Verrier Elwin, "A Philosophy for NEFA: The Fundamental Problem", in Nari Rustomji (ed.). Verrier 
Elwin, Philantrophist, Selected Writings. Shillong: Oxford University Press, 1989, p. 246. 
' Jairam Ramesh, "Northeast India in a New Asia", Inaugural Lecture in CENISEAS Forum, Towards a 
New Asia: Transnationalism and Northeast India, held in Guwahati, September 10-11, 2004. 
' Gulshan Sachdeva, "Fiscal Governance in the Northeast", Dialogue, Vol. 5, No. 4, April-June 2004. 
' Rafiul Ahmed & Prasenajit Biswas. Political Economy of Underdevelopment ofNorth-East India. 
New Delhi: Akansha, 2004, p. 3. 
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the process should be gradual. In 1960 he wrote that, "Political and economic forces 

impinged upon them and it was not possible or desirable to isolate them. Equally 

undesirable, it seems to me, was to allow these forces to function freely and upset 

their whole life and culture, which had so much good in them."'" In the foreword to 

the second edition of Verrier Elwin's book, A Philosophy for NEFA in 1959, Nehru 

spelt out "Panch Sheel" or five cardinal principles concerning the Government's 

attitude towards the tribals in order to prevent the loss of identity and culture, and also 

for their development: 

1. People should develop along the lines of their own genius and we should 
avoid imposing anything on them. We should try to encourage in everyway 
their own traditional arts and culture. 

2. Tribal rights in land and forests should be respected. 
3. We should try to train and build up a team of their own people to do the work 

of administration and development. Some technical personnel from outside 
will, no doubt, be needed, especially in the beginning. But we should avoid 
introducing too many outsiders into tribal territory. 

4. We should not over administer these areas or overwhelm them with 
multiplicity of schemes. We should rather work through, and not in rivalry to, 
their social and cultural institutions. 

5. We should judge results, not by statistics of the amount of money spent, but by 
the quality of human character that is involved. 

M€hl»« ^'-s^, was totally against the assimilation of tribals with the mainstream 

Indian culture. He felt that this would have disastrous effects on the tribals of 

Northeast India who would ultimately lose their own culture and tradition and would 

put an end of their arts and craft, dance and music and their ways of living." 

Jawaharlal Nehru stated that: "We may well succeed in uprooting them from their 

way of life with its standards and disciplines and give them nothing in its place."'^ 

Verrier Elwin was against making the tribals of Northeast India "a second rate copy" 

of the mainland Indians. He felt that two extreme courses should be avoided: one was 

'" Quoted in M.K. Raha, "North-East India and Nehru", in M.K.Raha & A.K. Ghosh (eds.). North-East 
India: The Human Interface. New Delhi: Gyan Publishing, 1998. p. 123-124. 
"/fcirf., 125. 
'^ Verrier Elwin. A Philosophy for NEFA. Advisor to the Government of Assam, Shillong, 1960, p. 54. 
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to treat them as anthropological specimens for study and the other was to allow them 

to be engulfed by the masses of Indian humanity. 

Therefore, it can be seen that there has been recognition of specific tribal and 

ethnic identities through the policies of the state, but such policy was not 

complemented with adequate support of capability building in the region.'^ The 

Nehruvian policy of leaving them alone did not ensure appropriate self-development. 

Rather, the policy of pursuing development through political concessions and fimding 

from the centre have drawn the region into the fold of nation-building process that 

sharpened the difference and unevenness between levels of progress as obtained at the 

national and regional plane. 

There was drastic change in India's policy towards the Northeastern region in 

the early 1960s. During the first decade of India's independence Prime Minister 

Jawaharlal Nehru wanted India to be a leading proponent of decolonisation and act as 

a neutral mediator on global issues, which gave him recognition from the Afro-Asian 

countries as the Third World leader. However, the defeat against Chinese aggression 

in 1962 was the first setback in India's foreign policy. It was an eye opener for the 

national government and leaders that such a neglected area could shake the whole of 

the country and subsequently changed the course of India's security and even foreign 

policy. 

The Nehru-Elwin policy, which was followed during the first one and half 

decade since independence, came under sharp criticism. There was a wide recognition 

that administrative penetration into the hill areas of the Northeastern states was 

minimal or not satisfactory. The revivalist-protectionist approach was dominated by 

an isolationist insinuation and drives a wedge between the tribals and non-tribals as 

" Rafiul Ahmed & Prasenajit Biswas, op. cit. 

131 



well as the hills and plains. The policy began to change since 1963 and largely 

abandoned after the death of both the proponents - Nehru and El win, in 1964. All 

developmental efforts by the government, henceforth, were guided by this security 

related approach. To tighten its grip of control to even the remote comer of the 

Northeast, the Government of India created more administrative machineries. Hence, 

there was some short of administrative and political development in the region. 

However, this political and administrative development was not accompanied by 

corresponding economic development of the region. 

The new policy pursued since the 1960s was centered on the assumption that 

the tribals face problems that are by no means peculiar to themselves. The corollary to 

this assumption is that they do not require any special design of development other 

than the one applicable to other parts of India. Thus, two major shifts in the policy 

pursued can be seen. First, instead of developing a tribe by keeping its linguistic and 

cultural identity, the focus was now on developing a territorial unit inhabited mostly 

though not exclusively by the tribals. Secondly, one also notices a perceptible shift 

from a culture-sensitive design of development to one that takes massive investment 

and greater reliance on technology as the universal panacea whether or not they are 

detrimental to tribal identity. Thus, the Nehru-Elwin policy of gradual integration was 

largely abandoned after 1962 in favour of progressive politico-economic and cultural 

integration of the tribal people in order to speed up their socio-economic 

development.''* The advocators of the isolationist policy during the British rule viz. Dr. 

Hutton, Perry, Grigson, Robert Reid and Verrier Elwin were severely criticised. 

In the aftermath of independence many of the tribes of Northeast India started 

demanding either autonomy or statehood or independent nationhood. Thus, in the 

''' Satnir Kumar Das, "Tribal politics in Contemporary India", in Rakhahari Chatterji (ed.). Politics 
India: The State Society Interface. New Delhi: South Asian Publishers, p. 348. 
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early 1970s there was a conception that the region "required political representation; 

the diverse tribal cultures and diverse sub-nationalities required participation in 

'mainstream' democratic process."*^ Apart from the external threats across the border, 

new states were formed in the region during this period to fulfill certain ethnic, 

cultural and political aspirations for self-government among various tribal groups. 

The premise was that they require a voice - representation in the democratic process -

that once they have voice and representation in the pluralistic parliamentary 

democracy, many of the problems associated with this region would be minimised. As 

such Government of India reorganised the political boundary of undivided Assam 

through a series of Parliamentary Acts enacted during 1962-72, without considering 

the financial and economic viability. It started with the creation of Nagaland in 1963 

comprising of the Naga Hills District of Assam and Tuensang division of North East 

Frontier Agency (NEFA). The North-Eastem Areas (Reorganisation) Act, 1971 gave 

birth to three more full-fledged state, i.e., Meghalaya, Manipur and Tripura and two 

Union Territories i.e., Mizoram and Arunachal Pradesh. Although the people of 

NEFA hardly voiced for a separate state, the strategic importance of this territory, the 

growing unrest among the tribal minorities elsewhere in the region, and the failure of 

Assamese sub-nationalism in accommodating the tribal aspirations were instrumental 

in de-linking Arunachal from Assam.'* The reorganisation of Northeast India has 

given the tribals a sense of pride in their separate political status, and the local elite 

and dominant sections of the middle class have greatly benefited in economic and 

political terms. The benefits of reorganisation, however, are yet to penetrate down the 

masses in a satisfactory manner. The liberal allocation of finance by the Central 

" Jairam Ramesh, op.cit. 
'^ Gurudas Das. op. cit., p. 87. 
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government and the growing deviousness of political life have led to the flow of black 

money in the region and political defections.'^ 

Despite the creation of several new states, the basic problem of integration, 

insurgency and balanced economic development still remains. The creation of several 

new states instead of solving problems at large, acted as a model for smaller ethnic 

communities of the region to aspire for greater autonomy and hence rising insurgent 

and autonomy movements in the region. Such carving out of the states was a 

restatement of self-development for the tribes, but the machinery and the governance 

could not fully attain such goals.'* Though quick politico-administrative and cultural 

integration, rapid economic development was viewed as the necessary pre-condition 

for the security of the Northeastern borders, most of the resources for the region 

during this period were directed towards defence needs and little could be achieved in 

the field of economic development. 

Efforts towards rapid politico-administrative and cultural integration were 

associated with programmes for rapid modernisation of stagnant traditional tribal 

economies. For rapid economic integration, the region was brought under the sphere 

of banking activities during this phase. Following the recommendations of the Gadgil 

Study Group of the National Credit Council, and of the Nariman Committee, the 

Reserve Bank of India formulated the Lead Bank Scheme in 1969 where the State 

Bank of India was decided to be the lead bank for the hill states of the region. Thus, 

the policy of progressive integration adopted during the transitional phase was 

pursued fervently after 1972 and this policy of progressive integration has been 

implemented in such a massive scale that the line of demarcation between 

assimilation and integration get blurred. 

" B.P. Singh. The Problem of Change: A Study ofNorth-East India. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
1987, p. 139. 
'* Rafiul Ahmed & Prasenajit Biswas, op. cit., p. 4. 

134 



In the 1980s the Government of India developed a new policy for the 

Northeastern region, what can be termed as the "Development Paradigm". This policy 

assumes that if institutions of development were created and money poured into this 

region, the problems of politics, of society, of ethnic strife, and of integration will get 

abated. Thus, the 1980s saw a remarkable increase in public expenditure in the region. 

Several developmental packages were announced by various Prime Ministers on their 

visit to the region. 

Of late there is a wide recognition among policy makers and economists of the 

region that the main stumbling block for economic development of the Northeastern 

region is the disadvantageous geographical location." A new policy developed among 

intellectuals and politicians that one direction the Northeastern region must be looking 

to £is a new way of development lies with political integration with the rest of India 

and economic integration with the rest of Asia, with East and Southeast Asia in 

particular as the policy of economic integration with the rest of India did not yield 

much dividends.̂ " 

With the development of this new policy the Government of India directed its 

Look East policy towards developing the Northeastern region. This policy is reflected 

in the "Year End Review 2004" of the Ministry of External Affairs, which stated that: 

"India's Look East Policy has now been given a new dimension by the UPA 

Government. India is now looking towards a partnership with the ASEAN countries, 

both within BIMSTEC and the India-ASEAN Summit dialogue as integrally linked to 

economic and security interests, particularly for India's East and North East region." '̂ 

" Gulshan Sachdeva. Economy of the North-East: Policy, Present Conditions and Future Possibilities. 
New Delhi; Konark Publishers, 2000, p. 145. 
^"Ibid 
^' "Year End Review 2004", Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. New Delhi. 
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Economic Cooperation under the Look East Policy 

Even though India is committed to multilateralism in trade, it has fervently pursued 

membership of regional trade blocs given the fact that most of the major trading 

economies are members of trade blocs like EU, NAFTA and ASEAN. This trend also 

made India to realise that the stimulus for future growth in Asia has to increasingly 

come from within the region. Given the extent of regional integration worldwide. 

South Asia, India's neighbourhood, remains relatively unintegrated. The slow 

progress of regional cooperation within South Asia, particularly the inability of South 

Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) to widen economic links 

within the sub-continent, largely on account of Pakistani intransigence and 

unwillingness to play by the global rules of the game in trade, has also forced India to 

"Look East" for more trade opportunities.̂ ^ 

Thus, the Look East policy signifies a reorientation of India's foreign 

economic policy after the Cold War. It signaled the end of India's previous pursuit of 

self-reliant economic development, and the start of an era in which India strived to 

take advantage of new opportunities from international trade and investment. The 

Look East policy also sent a strong signal that East and Southeast Asia would be 

integral to India's economic opening and the region would no longer be overlooked, 

as it had been by India's previous foreign economic policy, but would now be 

regarded as a source of new business opportunity and inspiration for economic 

development.̂ ^ 

^̂  Sanjay Baru, "India and ASEAN: The Emerging Economic Relationship. Towards a Bay of Bengal 
Community", Indian Council for Research on International Economic Relations (ICRIER), Working 
Paper No. 61, February 2001, p.21. 
" Dong Zhang, "India Looks East: Strategies and Impact", A USAID Working Paper, September 2006, 
p. 15. 
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India has made a number of attempts at regional and sub-regional cooperation 

in pursuant with its Look East policy. Through ASEAN and sub-regional cooperation 

like Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation 

(BIMSTEC), Mekong-Ganga Cooperation (MGC) and the Bangladesh-China-India-

Myanmar Regional Economic Forum (BCIM), India intends to forge closer economic 

relations with East and Southeast Asian countries. These regional initiatives are 

relevant to the prospects of the emergence of a cross-border region bringing together 

the Northeast and the adjacent transnational areas on its east.̂ '' Greater intra-regional 

rye ^ 

trade is expected to benefit the Northeastern states. Thus, economics is the mainstay 

of the Look East policy. 

One of the interesting features of the Look East policy is that the successive 

Indian Governments fervently pursue the policy without any sharp detraction. The 

first phase of India's Look East policy was ASEAN-centred and focused primarily on 

trade and investment linkages. The second phase, which began in 2003, is more 

comprehensive in its coverage, extending from Australia to East Asia, with ASEAN 

as its core.̂ * The new phase marks a shift in focus from trade to wider economic and 

security cooperation, political partnerships, physical connectivity through road and 

rail links. While forging ties with East and Southeast Asian countries, India develop 

significant policy initiatives in these regions to support linkages with some of the 

countries through various partnerships. India has had traditional friendship with the 

countries of Indo-China, known as the CLMV (Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and 

Vietnam) nations and engages with them through the Mekong-Ganga Cooperation. 

^* Shibashis Chatterjee "Conceptions of Space in India's Look East Policy: Order, Cooperation or 
Community?" South Asian Survey. Vol. 14, No. 65, 2007, p. 77. 
^' Faizal Yahya, "BIMSTEC and Emerging Patterns of Asian Regional and Inter Regional 
Cooperation", Australian Journal of Political Science, Vol. 40, No. 3, September 2005, p. 392. 
^' Yashwant Sinha, "Resurgent India in Asia", Speech at Harvard University on September 29, 2003, 
Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. 
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While another pillar of the Look East policy has been the inclusion of some South 

Asian and ASEAN countries in BIMSTEC and BCIM Forum. 

India-ASEAN Economic Cooperation 

India and ASEAN are natural partners. Geographically India is close to Southeast 

Asia and shares a land border of 1600 kilometres with Myanmar and maritime borders 

with Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore. India and some ASEAN member 

countries have trading relationship for more than a thousand years and have deeply 

influenced one another language, religion and culture. The region has been a 

destination of Indian migrants for centuries. Apart from geographical proximity and 

the presence of a large Indian origin population, the fast growing ASEAN market, 

their greater openness and a larger role in the global market provided a rationale for 

the new policy thrust.^' As a part of the Look East policy, India has consciously 

integrated its economy with East and Southeast Asian countries since the early 1990s. 

In order to strengthen its economic links with ASEAN countries India is in the 

process of negotiating Free Trade Agreements (FTAs). India signed the Framework 

Agreement on Comprehensive Economic Cooperation with ASEAN at the Bali 

Summit on October 8, 2003, where FTAs to be implemented in ten years. The 

objectives of this agreement are to strengthen and enhance economic, trade and 

investment co-operation between the parties; progressively liberalise and promote 

trade in goods and services as well as create a transparent, liberal and facilitative 

investment regime; explore new areas and develop appropriate measures for closer 

economic cooperation between the Parties; and facilitate the more effective economic 

" Atul Sarma and Paadeep Kumar Mehta, "Indo-ASEAN Trade Prospects: A Study of Trade 
Complementarity" in Frederic Grare and Amitabh Mattoo (ed.). Beyond the Rhetoric: The Economics 
of India's Look East Policy. New Delhi: CSH-Manohar, 2003, p. 81. 
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integration of the new ASEAN Member States and bridge the development gap 

among the parties. With the signing of the framework agreement on FTA between 

India and ASEAN India has formally set up a clear institutional firamework for 

operationalising economic cooperation between India and these countries. India-

ASEAN FTA is complemented by bilateral agreements signed with Thailand and 

Singapore. The share of East and Southeast Asia in India's trade is approaching 

nearly a third, thus, making it a more important trade partner compared to European 

Union or the United States.̂ * 

The FTA provides an Early Harvest Programme that specifies the areas for 

collaboration and a common list of items of preferential tariff concessions. In order to 

establish the India-ASEAN FTA, the framework Agreement provides the timeframes 

to negotiate for free trade area. India will reduce its tariff for Brunei, Darussalam, 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand by December 2011. For the new 

ASEAN member states, i.e., Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam (CLMV 

countries), it is fixed to December 2016. Correspondingly Brunei, Indonesia, 

Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand will reduce their tariff for India in 2011, and the 

CLMV countries will do so in 2016. Philippines, which has expressed its reservations 

to the FTA has agreed to eliminate its tariff on reciprocal basis for India by 2016. 

India has agreed to extend unilateral tariff concessions to the CLMV countries on 111 

items to extend special and differential treatment to them based on their levels of 

development. '̂ 

*̂ Nagesh Kumar, "Regional Economic Cooperation in Asia: Relevance and a Possible Roadmap for a 
Broader Asian Economic Community", theme paper for 4* High-Level Conference on Asian Economic 
Integration: Towards an Asian Economic Community, RIS and ISEAS, New Delhi, 18-19 Dec. 2005, 
p. 12. 
^' Framework Agreement on Comprehensive Economic Cooperation between the Republic of India and 
the Association of South East Asian Nations. 
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The existing economic relations between India and ASEAN covers a wide-range, 

involving merchandise trade, trade in commercial cervices, investments, tourism, and 

manpower flows. 

Merchandise trade 

India's sustained efforts to engage with ASEAN in the last two decades have shown 

commensurate results. The merchandise exports of India have more than tripled from 

about US $1.0 billion in 1991-92 (5.7 percent of its world exports) to US$ 3.4 billion 

in 2001-02 (7.7 percent of its world exports). The overall trend has been upwards, 

except during the East Asian Crisis where it has declined sharply to only US$ 1.6 

billion in 1998-99. India's merchandise imports from ASEAN have also tripled, from 

US$ 1.3 billion in 1992 to about US$ 4.0 billion in 2001-02. ASEAN accounted for 8 

percent of India's imports from the world in 2001-02.^° Pharmaceuticals, metal 

scraps, leather goods, textiles, machinery and electronic components and gems and 

jewellery have clear potential for fliture merchandise trade expansion between India 

and ASEAN. 

Though ASEAN states imported only under 33 to 40 product groups out of a 

large number of products that India exported, these products accounted for more than 

half to one-third of India's global exports and a little less than half to around one-

fourth of total imports of the ASEAN states. This means that despite being fewer in 

number, the complementary products were important in the global trade of respective 

countries. ' Substantial complementarities remain to be exploited for mutual common 

'" Rahul Sen, Mukul G. Asher, Ramkishen S. Rajan, "ASEAN-India Economic Relations: Current 
Status and Future Prospects", Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 39, No. 29, July 17-23, 2004, p. 
3299. 
" Atul Sarma and Paradeep Kumar Mehta, "Indo-ASEAN Trade Prospects: A Study of Trade 
Complementarity" in Frederic Grare and Amitabh Matoo (eds.). op. cit., p. 84. 
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benefits. With increasing competition and the need to remain ahead in this era of 

knowledge-based globalised economy, ASEAN and India have felt the need to expand 

and deepen their economic linkages. ASEAN and India needs to work closely under 

the Framework Agreement on Comprehensive Economic Cooperation to realise their 

economic potentials in trade in goods and services and investment. By doing so, 

ASEAN and India could enhance their respective attractiveness as Foreign Direct 

Investment (FDI) destinations and increase their competitiveness as a producer, 

exporter and service provider in the global market place.^^ As India continues its 

reforms and good macroeconomic performance, ASEAN countries will find further 

economic opportunities with it. This could, in part, counterbalance adverse impact of 

China's entry into the World Trade Organisation on ASEAN's exports and investment 

flows." 

Trade in Commercial Services 

Information and communication technology (ICT) services trade is a potential area of 

cooperation between India and ASEAN. ICT and related services have constituted the 

major driving force behind services trade in India and the development of this sector 

has been primarily market-driven and government regulation has been minimal. The 

growth of this sector has been mainly attributed to the increasing skilled ICT 

manpower, combined with an increasing international demand for such skilled 

manpower. Cooperation with ASEAN economies that have developed such 

capabilities, particularly Singapore and Malaysia, could create synergies for mutual 

" Ong Keng Yong, "Advancing the ASEAN-India Partnership in the New Millennium", RIS-
Discussion Paper No. 96, May 2005, p. 8. 
" J. Thomhill, "Enter the Dragon", The Financial Times (London), February 20, 2001. 
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benefits in this area.̂ '* India has become the leading destination for outsourcing of 

ICT services, call centre support and other back-end business process operations 

(BPOs) like data entry and handling, payroll management, accounting and book­

keeping, processing of tax returns and insurance claims, ticketing, coding and 

organising of documents for major litigation cases and transcription. 

Investment Flows 

Since the launch of the Look East policy ASEAN member states like Singapore, 

Thailand and Malaysia have emerged as important sources of foreign direct 

investment in India. The period also witnessed Indian companies investing in some of 

the ASEAN member states like Thailand, Indonesia and Vietnam. Since the mid-

1990s, information technology and computer software sector have emerged as an 

important source of outward investment for India, with Indian companies establishing 

bases in ASEAN countries, especially in Singapore. 

The more advanced ASEAN-6 countries, particularly, Malaysia, Singapore 

and Thailand, are increasingly investing in India in sectors such as 

telecommunications, fuels, hotels and tourism services, heavy industries, chemicals, 

fertilizers, textiles, paper and pulps, and food processing. Malaysia has made 

substantial investments in expanding capacities in selected infrastructural areas such 

as logistics, highways, and ICTs in India. It has also been cooperating to assist India 

in providing infrastructure expertise and investments in the energy sector, particularly 

for oil and gas exploration and in downstream processing activities.^^ Singapore's 

private sector companies have invested in health care, real estate, and tourism. Indian 

'" Rahul Sen, Mukul G. Asher, Ramkishen S. Rajan, op. cit., pp. 3300-3301. 
' ' Mukul G. Asher, Rahul Sen and Sadhana Srivastava, "ASEAN-India: Emergin Economic 
Opportunities", in Frederic Grare and Amitabh Matoo. op. cit., pp. 59-60. 
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investment into the region has been wide-ranging including steel, textiles, chemicals 

and petrochemicals, cement, sugar, pharmaceuticals and, increasingly importantly, 

software services and programming.^* India's strength in software and services 

fhiitfiilly complement the hardware and manufacturing prowess of East Asia and East 

Asian companies have begun to exploit India's strengths in Research & Development 

(R&D), software and design by locating their global R&D centres in India.^^ With 

India's economic reforms and liberalisation of regulations on foreign investment 

permit, the presence of Indian companies in ASEAN is likely to grow. Unlike in the 

earlier period, their presence will be motivated by economic efficiency and 

profitability criteria and not by the desire to escape restrictive business environment at 

home.^* The financial crises of 1997-98 hurt investment process both ways, but recent 

evidence suggests a renewal and rejuvenation of inter-regional investment flows. 

Tourism 

Tourism is another area which holds potential for expansion of trade in tourism 

between India-ASEAN countries. Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines and Singapore 

have already developed considerable expertise and competitive advantage in tourism. 

India also realised the potential in this area belatedly, and is taking steps to implement 

an integrated tourism industry by launching a tourism campaign in ASEAN 

countries.^^ 

During the Bali Summit in October 2003, India offered unilateral liberalisation 

of air travel for ASEAN carriers. ASEAN air carriers have been permitted to fly to 21 

'* Sanjay Baru, op. cit. 
" Nagesh Kumar, op. cit., p. 13. 
' ' Rahul Sen, Mukul G. Asher, Ramkishen S. Rajan, op. cit., p. 3298. 
^' Prime Minister's Address delivered at the 5th India-ASEAN Summit Cebu, Philippines, 14 January, 
2007. 
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tourist destinations in India directly. In addition, ASEAN air carriers can now fly to 

four metros in India without any limit during the busy tourist months. These factors 

are expected to boost tourism flows. The granting of visa on arrival facilities for 

Indian visitors to Thailand, and recently by Malaysia are further measures that could 

enhance such interactions. For the less developed ASEAN countries, Indian visitors 

could constitute a new source of tourists. 

Manpower flows 

Rapid growth of economies of ASEAN member states, particularly in Singapore, 

Malaysia and Thailand, has led to shortages in skilled manpower. Although the 1997-

98 economic crisis did affect the demand for foreign talent in ASEAN countries for a 

limited period, their resurgence from the crisis revived the need for the foreign talent. 

In India, on the other hand, supply of manpower has exceeded demand.'* Therefore, 

there are complementarities between the two in this area. The world-wide shortage of 

talent, particularly in the ICT sector, has also increased the demand for talent from 

India as its manpower is internationally competitive, English speaking, and 

accustomed to operating in multi-cultural environment.'*' Increasing presence of the 

same Western Multi National Companies in both ASEAN and India has also been a 

contributory factor in manpower flows from India. 

Towards Sub-regional Cooperation 

With an endeavour to reinforce the Look East policy and link the Northeastern region 

to the dynamic economies of East and Southeast Asia, India joined several sub-

'"' Mukul G. Asher, Rahul Sen & Sadhana Srivastava, op. cit., p. 61. 
•" T. Tschang, "The Basic Characteristics offds Skills and Organisational Capabilities in the Indian 
Software Industry", Tokyo: Asian Development Institute, Working Paper No. 13, 2001. 
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regional groupings. Such sub-regional groupings include the Bay of Bengal Initiative 

for Multi Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), Mekong Ganga 

Cooperation (MGC) and Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Economic Forum (BCIM 

Forum). Sub-regional cooperation emphasise the complementarities of the resource 

bases of the different partners and facilitates the spillover of growth across national 

borders. Moreover, in sub-regional economic zones, the focus is not only on trade, but 

also on the promotion of tourism, natural and human resource development and 

infrastructure.''^ According to this formulation, the countries from the "extended 

neighbourhood" would rightly become a part of the "immediate neighbourhood."'*^ 

BIMSTEC 

The Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation 

(BIMSTEC) is a sub-regional grouping involving a group of countries in South and 

Southeast Asia. The member countries of this group are Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, 

Sri Lanka, Thailand, Bhutan and Nepal. The initiative to establish an economic 

grouping to explore economic cooperation on a sub-regional basis involving 

contiguous countries of South and Southeast Asia was taken by Thailand in 1994. 

BIMSTEC was formed after a number of deliberations of Inter-Ministerial 

Consultation with the active support of Asian Development Bank and United Nations 

Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, in Bangkok on June 6, 

1997 with its initial name BIST-EC (Bangladesh, India, Sri Lanka, Thailand-

Economic Cooperation). Myanmar attended the inaugural meeting as an observer. 

'*^ Isabelle Saint-Mezard, "The Look East Policy: An Economic Perspective", in Frederic Grare and 
Amitabh Matoo (eds.). op. cit., p. 40. 
"" V. Suryanarayan, "Prospects for a Bay of Bengal community", Seminar 487, March 2000. 
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The aims and purposes of the grouping listed in the declaration of the 

establishment of BIMSTEC are: 

1. To create an enabling environment for rapid economic development 
through identification and implementation of specific cooperation projects 
in the sectors of trade, investment and industry, technology, human 
resource development, tourism, agriculture, energy, and infi^structure and 
transportation. 

2. To accelerate the economic growth and social progress in the sub-region 
through joint endeavours in a spirit of equality and partnership. 

3. To promote active collaboration and mutual assistance on matters of 
common interest in the economic, social, technical and scientific fields. 

4. To provide assistance to each other in the form of training and research 
facilities in the educational, professional and technical spheres. 

5. To cooperate more effectively in joint efforts that are supportive of and 
complementary to national development plans of Member States which 
result in tangible benefits to the people in raising their living standards, 
including generating employment and improving transportation and 
communication infrastructure. 

6. To maintain close and beneficial cooperation with the existing international 
and regional organisations with similar aims and purposes. 

7. To cooperate in projects that can be dealt with most productively on a sub-
regional basis among the BISMTEC countries and that make best use of 
available synergies.'* 

To carry out the aims and purposes the BISMTEC Declaration provides for the 

following institutional mechanisms: 

1. Annual Ministerial Meetings, which shall be hosted by the Member States 
on the basis of alphabetical rotation. 

2. Senior Officials Committee, which shall meet on a regular basis as and 
when required. 

3. A Working Group, under the chairmanship of Thailand and having as its 
members the accredited Ambassadors to Thailand, or their representatives, 
of the other Member States, to carry on the work in between Annual 
Ministerial Meetings. 

4. Specialised task forces and other mechanisms as may be deemed necessary 
by the senior officials to be coordinated by Member States as appropriate. 

Myanmar joined the grouping as a full member on December 22, 1997 and 

consequently the name of the grouping was changed to Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, 

Sri Lanka, Thailand Economic Cooperation (BIMST-EC). Nepal was granted 

"" Declaration on the Establishment of BIST-EC, Bangkok 6 June 1997. 
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observer status by the Second Ministerial Meeting in Dhaka in December 1998. 

Subsequently, full membership has been granted to Nepal and Bhutan in the Sixth 

Ministerial Meeting at Phuket in February 2004. During the first summit in Bangkok 

on July 31, 2004, the organisation's name was eventually rechristened as Bay of 

Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation or 

BIMSTEC. 

At the Second Ministerial Meeting in Dhaka on November 19, 1998, six areas of 

cooperation were identified. They are: 

• Trade and investment (led by Bangladesh), 
• Technology (led by Sri Lanka), 
• Transportation and communication (led by India), 
• Energy (led by Myanmar), 
• Tourism (led by India), and 
• Fisheries (led by Thailand). 

A number of new areas of cooperation emerged from the First BIMSTEC 

Summit in Bangkok on July 31, 2004 like poverty alleviation, counter-terrorism and 

transnational crime, protection of biodiversity and traditional knowledge, cultural 

cooperation and people-to-people contact. Beside the identified areas of cooperation, 

BIMSTEC activities also cover other areas like technical cooperation and human 

resource development, BIMSTEC business travel facilitation, establishment of 

BIMSTEC center and cooperation with the private sector. 

To institutionalise BIMSTEC and formulate concrete economic agenda a 

meeting of BIMSTEC Economic/Trade Ministers was held in August 1998. It 

imparted a new dimension to economic cooperation between the member states. It 

was agreed that BIMSTEC should aim and strive to develop into a Free Trade 

Agreement, and should focus on activities that facilitate trade, increase investment 

and promote technical cooperation among member countries. The First Meeting of 

147 



Senior Trade/Economic Officials of BIMSTEC was held on April 26, 2000 in New 

Delhi. Senior Trade/Economic Official Meetings (STEOM) is held regularly, at least 

once a year. The objectives of the Senior Trade/Economic Officials Committee of 

BIMSTEC are: to oversee, coordinate and expedite the work programs relating to the 

field of trade and economic cooperation and to make recommendations to the 

Trade/Economic Ministers and ensure implementation of the decisions taken by 

Trade/Economic Ministers. These meetings have identified different steps which need 

to be taken on priority basis in order to move effectively toward mutual cooperation 

with particular emphasis on select sectors, viz. trade and investment, technology, 

transport and communication, energy and tourism.''^ 

In order to increase intra-regional trade between BIMSTEC countries the need 

for a Free Trade Area was felt. This is reflected in the first meeting of Inter-

Govemmental Group of BIMSTEC where the ultimate objective of Free Trade Area 

should be to create trade in the region and should not lead to diversion.'*^ As a result a 

Framework Agreement on BIMSTEC Free Trade Area was signed on February 8, 

2004, at Phuket, Thailand. The objectives of this agreement are to strengthen and 

enhance economic, trade and investment cooperation among the Parties; to 

progressively liberlise and promote trade in goods and services, create a transparent, 

liberal and facilitative investment regime; to explore new areas and develop 

appropriate measures for closer cooperation among the Parties; and facilitate the more 

effective economic integration of the least developed countries in the region, and 

bridge the development gap among the Parties.'*^ The Framework Agreement covers 

FTA in goods, services and investments. Areas of economic cooperations have also 

''̂  Rajesh Mehta, "Establishment of Free Trade Arrangement among BIMST-EC Countries; Some 
Issues", RIS-Discussion Papers no. 23, January 2002, p. 2. 
"** "Report of the First Meeting of Inter-Governmental Group (IGG) under the aegis of BIMST-EC", 
February 5-6, 2001. 
"' Framework Agreement on the BIMST-EC Free Trade Area. 
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been identified for enhancing the trade and investment flows. Member countries have 

agreed upon a plan for a free trade by 2017 and in addition to that, India, Sri Lanka 

and Thailand have committed to trade liberalisation by 2012. India has also given 

preferential treatment to a large number of agricultural commodities and rough wood 

imported from Myanmar. 

BIMSTEC is considered to be an important step towards the process of 

economic cooperation between ASEAN and SAARC and is an important element in 

India's Look East policy. Trade and investment in goods and services could 

accelerate the development of India's Northeastern region by greater cooperation with 

neighbouring Myarmiar, China and Bangladesh. Thus, India promotes BIMSTEC to 

establish economic links with peninsula member countries of ASEAN to boost the 

development of its seven Northeastern states.''* 

The Mekong-Ganga Cooperation 

India has traditional friendship and share historical and cultural traditions with the 

countries of Indochina. But it was only after India's economic reforms in 1991 and 

the consequent enunciation of the Look East policy which led India to reformulate its 

worldview on the economic and political issues and also about its strategic space in 

the Greater Mekong Sub-region.'*' The success of India's Look East policy with the 

original six of ASEAN, and the appreciation amongst those original six of ASEAN 

that Indochina required special attention for economic and social development greatly 

facilitate India's engagement with Greater Mekong Sub-region.^" 

"* Dong Zhang, op. cit., p. 19. 
•" Swaran Singh, "Mekong-Ganga Cooperation Initiative: Analysis and Assessment of India's 
Engagement with Greater Mekong Sub-region" IRASEC Occasional Paper No. 3, 2007, p. 19. 
'° H.E. Rodolfo C. Severino, "The Greater Mekong Sub-Regional and Regional Peace and Security", 
Address at the International Conference on the Greater Mekong Sub-region, 6 July 1999. 
http://www. aseamec. org/3317. htm 
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The Mekong-Ganga Cooperation (MGC) is a cooperation initiative established 

on November 10, 2000 in the Laotian capital Vientiane by India and five riparian 

counties of the Mekong River, viz., Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Vietnam and 

Thailand. The areas of cooperation include tourism, culture, education, transportation 

and communications. These four areas of cooperation is emphasised between India 

and the Greater Mekong countries in order to lay solid foundation for future trade and 

investment cooperation in the region. In January 2007 India's Minister of State for 

External Affairs, E. Ahmad, described Mekong Ganga Cooperation as one of the 

pillars of India's Look East policy.^' 

The working mechanism for Mekong Ganga Cooperation consists of the Aimual 

Ministerial Meeting, the Senior Official's Meeting and the five Working Groups 

namely: 

1. Working Group on Tourism (Thailand is the lead country) 
2. Working Group on Education (HRD) (India is the lead country) 
3. Working Group on Culture (Cambodia is the lead coimtry) 
4. Working Group on Communication and Transportation (Laos is the lead 
country) 
5. Working Group on Plan of Actions (Vietnam is the lead country) 

The first Ministerial Meeting of MGC was held in Vientiane on November 10, 2000 

and concluded with the "Vientiane Declaration." The declaration underscores the 

grouping's determination to develop closer relations and better understanding among 

the six countries so as to enhance friendship, solidarity and cooperation. The 

"Vientiane Declaration" outlines the objectives of MGC in four specific sectors of 

Tourism, Culture, Education and Transport and Communications.^^ In specific, it 

talked of launching the Mekong-Ganga Tourism Investment Guide, establish 

E. Ahmed, "Reinforcing 'Look East' Policy" 
http://www. meaindia. nic. in/interview/2006/01/17in01.htm 

"Vientiane Declaration" on Mekong - Ganga Cooperation, November 10, 2000, Vientiane, Lao 
PDR. 
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networks among tourism training institutions and conduct seminars in tourism 

promotion, common efforts to expand the export market for the handicrafts and 

traditional textiles of the MGC countries, promote joint research in dance, music and 

theatrical forms and traditions, conserve, preserve and protect old manuscripts, 

heritage sites and artifacts, providing scholarships and translating classics. The 

Vientiane Declaration had committed the member countries to develop transport in 

the region in order to strengthen inter and intra-regional linkages between people. 

The member states are also committed to strengthening cooperation in the 

development of IT infrastructures and networks. 

At the Second MGC Ministerial Meeting held in Hanoi on July 28, 2001, the 

member countries adopted the "Hanoi Programme of Action" which provides specific 

actions to be taken in four sectors that had been earmarked by the Vientiane 

Declaration as priority areas of cooperation. The "Hanoi Programme of Action" has 

six-year time frame covering the period from July 2001 to July 2007 and the progress 

of its implementation shall be reviewed every two years in coincidence with the 

Mekong Ganga Cooperation Annual Ministerial Meeting.'^ Amongst others, it 

highlighted the need for coordination and transparency and it underlined the need for 

using IT technologies and know-how for education and training and also for making 

websites to share information and for efficient and effective planning. It also 

emphasised the need for developing projects involving more than one MGC member 

countries but not necessarily all of them. 

At the Third Mekong Ganga Cooperation Ministerial Meeting held in Phnom 

Penh on June 20, 2003, the member countries adopted the "Phnom Penh Road Map" 

as a plan to accelerate the implementation of all MGC projects and activities. The 

" "Ha Noi Programme of Action for Mekong-Ganga Cooperation", July 28, 2001, Hanoi, Vietoam. 
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member-states reviewed the progress of the Hanoi Programme of Action and "noted 

that the progress was slow and much remains to be done to translate idea to be 

reality."^'' They reaffirm commitment to the implementation of the Hanoi Programme 

of Action for cultural cooperation and supported the trilateral road linkages among 

India, Myanmar and Thailand. Apart from the priority areas, member states commit 

themselves to develop affordable medicine for tropical diseases and help MGC 

member countries, encourage cooperation and joint venture in pharmaceutical and 

harmonisation of drug standards and explore possible new areas for cooperation. 

The Mekong Ganga Cooperation emphasise connectivity of India based on 

cultural and civilisational similarities. In operational terms the project is an attempt to 

enhance cooperation in the fields of transport and infrastructure sector with special 

focus on overland cormectivity.'^ The inclusion of Myanmar as member of ASEAN in 

July 1997 brought the region to India's border and gave an impetus to extending road 

and rail connectivity. In fact, the India-ASEAN car rally in November-December 

2004 is a demonstration of the proximity of India and Southeast Asia and an endeavor 

to promote regional connectivity. Under this cooperation, there is a proposal to set-up 

a railway line Irom Delhi to Hanoi. India has proposed to extend India-Myanmar-

Thailand trilateral highway to Laos and Cambodia. Once this is done, it will enhance 

the possibility of setting up special economic zones at borders - India-Myanmar and 

Myanmar-Thailand.^* Being land-linked, India's Northeastern region can serve as a 

"hub" for trade between Mekong and India.^' 

'̂' Report of the Third Ministerial Meeting on Mekong-Ganga Cooperation, 20 June 2003, Phnom 
Penh, Kingdom of Cambodia. 
^' "Ganga- Mekong Swamabhoomi Project" http://meaindia.nic.in/onmouse/gangal.htm 
'* Mekong Ganga Policy Brief No. 1, Research and Information System for Developing Countries 
publication on India-Mekong Economic Cooperation, March 2007, p. 4. 
' ' Prabir De, "Connecting Mekong Region with India through Infrastructure linkages", Financial 
Express, February 5, 2008. 
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BCIM Forum 

The Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Regional Economic Forum (BCIM Forum) is 

a Track II initiative which was a product of the conference on regional cooperation 

held at Kunming, the capital of Yunnan province of China. The sub-region under this 

grouping consists of a number of geographically contiguous units comprising the 

northeastern states of India, southern provinces of China, Bangladesh and Myanmar. 

This forum advocate regional cooperation on infrastructure development and thus it 

emphasised the importance of improved transport connectivity for efficient movement 

of goods and people in the interests of both regional and global competitiveness and 

in order to promote tourism. Although BCIM forum is organised at the Track II level, 

they provided practical suggestions and directions as to how the BCIM initiative can 

be productive at the official level and can evolve into sub-regional programmes at the 

government levels. 

Rather than being involved with China multilaterally, official India appears to 

prefer regional organisations such as the Ganga Mekong Cooperation and BIMSTEC 

that do not include China.^* However, in recent times trade and economic relations 

have emerged as the trendsetter in the overall India-China relations; which is not a 

mere coincidence, but rather the result of a conscious effort on both sides to bring 

bilateral relationship in tune with the present realities by building upon mutual 

complementarities.^' Therefore, there is an enormous potential for following up the 

'* Sanjib Baruah, Between South and Southeast Asia: Northeast India and the Look East Policy, 
CENISEAS Papers 4, OKDISCD, Guwahati, India, 2004, p. 15-16. 
' ' Address by Mr. Rajiv Sikri, Secretary (East), Ministry of External Affairs, at the Sixth Bangladesh-
China-India-Myanmar Forum, New Delhi, http://www.meaindia.nic.in/speech/2006/03/30ss01.htm 
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Kunming Initiative, especially the proposal to rebuild the Stilwell Road which was 

constructed dxiring the Second World War. The Stillwell Road connects Ledo in 

Assam and Kunming in Yunnan province of China passing through northern 

Myanmar. 

The rationale for BCIM cooperation is that integration of these strategically 

located areas, constituting a natural economic zone, has the potential to generate 

enormous economic benefits in the areas of trade, investment, energy, transport and 

tourism. The economic dynamism of India and China could offer wide range of 

opportunities for growth and development in the region.^'' In its past meetings, the 

BCIM Forum has come up with ideas for sub-regional cooperation in some important 

areas such as trade, transport, tourism, energy security, etc. 

The BCIM initiative has the potential to bring three of India's most important 

neighbours closer in a joint pursuit of common prosperity through the increasing use 

of the mechanisms of regional integration. Taking note of the importance of such 

initiative Rajiv Sikri observes that: "It is not just that we are neighbours sharing 

common borders; all of us also face similar opportunities and challenges in our 

respective quests for rapid economic growth, national development and prosperity of 

our people. In our mutual relationships, there is increasingly greater focus on 

economic issues, which will enable us to realise the untapped potential of our 

economic cooperation and make it commensurate with the level of our political 

relationships."*' 

In the "Dhaka Statement 2007" of the Seventh BCIM Forum on Regional 

Economic Cooperation held in Dhaka from March 31-April 1, 2007, the participating 

*" Mustafizur Rahman, et.al., "BCIM Economic Cooperation: Prospects and Challenges" Centre for 
Policy Dialogue, Dhaka, Paper 64, September 2007, p. 1. 
*' Address by Mr. Rajiv Sikri, Secretary (East), Ministry of External Affairs, at the Sixth Bangladesh-
China-India-Myanmar Foriim, New Delhi. 
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countries observed that successive BCIM forums have identified enormous potential 

for cooperation in this sub-region which is rich in natural resources, as well as people, 

across an area which represents the interface between East Asia, Southeast Asia and 

South Asia. It is now necessary to further build on the mutual complementarity that 

exists among the countries of BCIM.*̂  The Seventh BCIM Forum also agreed that 

initiatives should be taken to develop concrete proposals for consideration and follow 

up action by the national groups, business communities and the civil society. In this 

context, the following areas were identified for priority attention: improving trade 

facilitation, strengthening transport connectivity, enhancing tourism cooperation, 

promoting educational, scientific, cultural and social exchanges. 

Having about forty percent of the world population, a huge reserve of natural 

and other resources and two of the world's fastest growing giant economies such as 

India and China in the forum, the BCIM sub-regional economic cooperation is 

perceived to have enormous potentials to generate benefits for the region in general 

and the weaker parts of the region in particular.*^ Bangladesh, Myanmar, the 

Northeastern states of India and the Southwestern Chinese provinces could benefit 

extensively from such regional cooperation. Proper implementation of this sub-

regional cooperation could combine the resources of the constituent members in order 

to gain competitive edge in attracting both domestic and foreign investments and 

promoting export for the mutual benefit of the members involved. A regional project 

on developing energy resources could very well be initiated for efficient and more 

value added use of these resources. Along with the move in Track-II, Yunnan has 

been trying to upgrade the cooperation framework to the official level (Track-I) and 

effort is underway to upgrade the level of cooperation to Track-I. 

" Dhaka Statement 2007, Seventh BCIM Forum on Regional Economic Coofieration, Dhaka March 
31-April 1,2007. 
' ' Mustafizur Rahman, et. al., op. cit., p. 13. 
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Northeast India and the Look East policy 

Northeast India has vast potential resources. The region is endowed with rich hydro 

power potential, oil and gas, coal, limestone, forest wealth, fruits and vegetables, 

flowers, herbs and aromatic plants. The region has potential to generate over 40,000 

megawatt of hydro electric power and if fully harnessed the region could become a 

major power house for the entire Southeast Asia. The river waters, if fully developed, 

could not only provide cheap means of transportation but it can also become a major 

tourist attraction. Thai companies which have years of experience in managing inland 

water ways networks could take advantage of the opportunity thus offered. Northeast 

produces a large variety of organic agro-horticultural products and known for 

handloom and exquisite handicrafts. The competitive edge of Thailand's processed 

food industry in the world and the awareness and expertise of Southeast Asia's 

handloom and handicrafts industry to international market offers many opportunities 

to Northeast India for technical and marketing collaborations. India and Thailand are 

two of the largest producers of natural rubber and there exists ample scope for 

cooperation between Thailand and the Northeast to enhance mutual competitiveness 

in this industry. Tourism, an industry that can thrive in the Northeast has much to gain 

from the Southeast Asian experience. The region's high literacy and a well-educated 

and hardworking young population is potentially an advantage for foreign and also 

domestic corporates.*'' Cooperation with Southeast Asian countries would help the 

Northeast explore these potentials. And if all these potentials are harvested it will give 

^ Amita Batra, "India's Northeast and Southeast Asia: Strengthening and Integrated Space", IPCS 
Issue Brief, No. 107, June 2009, p. 3. 
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direct and indirect job opportunities but will also result in economic development of 

the region. 

The sub-region comprising Northeast India, Bangladesh, Myanmar and 

Southwest China is a geographically contiguous area and shares historical and cultural 

ties. These countries have interacted with each other through the "Southern Silk 

Road". The trade on the Silk Road was a significant factor in the development of the 

great civilisations and in several respects helped lay the foundations for the modem 

world. ^ There were several minor-trade routes linking the region with foreign 

countries through which substantial trade was carried. Considerable trade was also 

carried between the villagers of both sides of the international borders.̂ ^ After the 

hardening of international borders in 1947 which restricted mobility across borders, 

informal border trade has been continuing across the borders. As per reports, the 

volume of informal border trade between Northeast India and the neighbouring 

countries now exceed several times the official volume of trade.^' If the informal trade 

activities is legalised through governmental policy the complementarities existing 

between Northeast India and its neighbours can further be exploited. 

The border areas of these countries are rich in natural resources. They are at 

different levels of economic and industrial development and having different levels of 

natural endowments. Hence, the complementarities between them are substantial. The 

geographical contiguity could facilitate the exploitation of the potential of efficiency 

i ' Q 

seeking restructuring of industry. Travel agencies in Southwest China's Yunnan 

*' Francis Wood. The Silk Road: Two Thousand Years in the Heart of Asia. Berkeley, CA: University 
of California Press, 2002, pp. 9, 13-23. 
' ' B.B. Kumar, "The Border Trade in North-East India: The Historical Perspective", in Gurudas Das & 
R.K. Purkayastha (Eds.). Border trade: North-East India and Neighbouring Countries. New Delhi: 
Akansha, 2000, p. 6. 
*' B.K. Sharma & S.N. Goswami, "Border trade in Northeast India: An Overview", in Gurudas Das & 
R.K. Purkayastha (eds.). ibid, p. 96. 
'* Future Directions of BIMSTEC: Towards a Bay of Bengal Economic Community, RIS publication, 
2004, p. 2. 
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Province recently opened a new tourism route "the Southern Ancient Silk Road" 

which attracted an increasing number of tourists.^' Given the fact that the people of 

Northeast India have close historical and cultural affinity with its neighbours across 

the borders, reviving the ancient trade routes through the Look East policy will not 

only promote trade but also tourism in the region. 

Northeast India, which has 98 percent of its border with China, Myanmar, 

Bhutan, Bangladesh and Nepal, has better scope for development in the era of 

globalisation. Being located at the centre of the sub-region, Northeast India is the 

natural ground for staging economic cooperation under the sub-regional cooperations 

like BIMSTEC, MCG and BCIM forum. Cooperation with the neighbours across the 

borders can exploit the region's huge untapped potentials and transform itself into a 

commercial hub. The region's geographical location and its historical and cultural 

affinities with its neighbours across the border can be taken into advantage as a "soft 

power resource" to promote tourism and commercial exchange as a means to 

galvanise growth and development of region. 

Thus, there is vast scope for cooperation between India and East and Southeast 

Asia. Northeast India can benefit enormously from such regional and sub-regional 

cooperation if infrastructure of the region is improved and its resources geared-up to 

meet the demands of the globalised world. 

•'China Opens 'Southern Silk Road' Tourism Route", People's Daily (English), February 15, 2001. 

158 



Chapter 6 

Political Impact of the Look East Policy 

In the second phase, which was launched in 2003, the Look East Policy was given a new 

dimension wherein India started looking towards partnership with the ASEAN countries 

integrally linked to economic and security interests of the Northeastern region.' With this 

change in focus there has been rippling effects not only among the state governments of 

the Northeast but also the media, bureaucrats, academicians and even the common people 

of the region. Though the Look East policy has enormous potentials, there are also 

equally challenging hurdles for the Northeastern region. There is a growing concern that 

there may be more rhetoric than substance to be talked of the Northeastern region 

becoming India's gateway to Southeast Asia. 

Even though there is a huge potential for economic cooperation of the Northeast 

with the neighbouring countries in the East, which can be a step towards bailing out the 

region from its economic problems, such move towards closer ties with the neighbouring 

countries needs to be examined in the context of persisting assertions of ethnic 

nationalism and problems of ethnic integration with mainland India. As Swama 

Rajagopalan puts it: "Integration without consent, colonial attitudes, nativism, legal and 

illegal migration, relative deprivation, cultural nationalism, irredentism, and increasing in 

some places, criminalisation have sparked violent conflict in the region over more than 

five decades." This situation is exacerbated by a deep sense of antagonism and mistrust 

among various communities, lack of a sense of belonging and the continuing 

' "Year End Review 2004", Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. New Delhi. 
^ Swarna Rajagopalan. Peace Accords in Northeast India: Journey over Milestones. Policy Studies 46, 
East-West Centre, p. Ix. 
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communication gap. As a result there exists a high degree of alienation among the people 

of Northeast. Such problems persist together with other transborder problems like 

insurgency and drug trafficking. 

Ethnic integration 

Many nation-states today are characterised by multi-ethnic populace. Most of them 

become multiethnic "as a result of long histories of changing borders, occupation by 

foreign powers and regional migration" or "as a result of deliberate policies encouraging 

migration or by way of colonial or imperial legacies." Ethnic aspirations and conflicts 

continue to rage around the world, threatening disintegration of some multiethnic states. 

These aspirations are "not the product of isolation, but rather the result of increasing 

interaction among ethnic groups."^ Such concomitant problems continue to confront 

nation-states today. India is also saddled with the problems of ethnic integration since 

independence. In order to analyse the process of ethnic integration in Northeast India, it is 

pertinent to briefly look into how ethnic diversity is accommodated in multi-ethnic 

societies and suggest policy measures in the light of India's Look East policy. 

Ethnic integration in US, Europe and Africa 

In United States the "melting pot" model, where immigrants are completely assimilated 

to the Anglo-American norm, is the process of cultural development. Although the 

Anglo-American culture has remained the preeminent one, its character in some parts 

^ Anthony Giddens & Simon Griffiths. Sociology (5* edition revised). Cambridge: Polity (publishers), 
2006, p. 497. 
" N.H. Owen, "Land, Politics and Ethnicity in a Carib Indian Community", Ethnology, Vol. 14, No. 5, 
1975, p. 385. 
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reflects the impact of different ethnic groups that now compose American population. 

The term melting pot is also applied to countries such as France, Brazil and Bangladesh, 

mostly referring to increased level of mixed race and culture. The United States and 

many European countries are pluralistic in many senses. In such pluralistic countries 

ethnic groups are separate but equal, as is demonstrated by Switzerland, where French, 

German and Italian groups coexist in the same society. The leaders of most ethnic 

minority groups in such countries increasingly emphasised the path of pluralism. 

In East Africa, the institutions inherited from colonialism in the 1960s did not 

work satisfactorily. The trend of nation building and integration of ethnic communities in 

Uganda, Kenya, Zaire, Sierra Leone, Nigeria and elsewhere in Africa failed. The main 

reason for this is that the parliamentary system "failed to deal adequately with the 

problem of sub-cultural nationalism."^ The same is the case with Sri Lankan Tamil 

minorities and various ethnic groups in Myanmar continuing their struggle. 

Ethnic Integration in Northeast India 

Integration of the ethnic communities in Northeast India with the mainland is one of the 

arduous tasks faced by the Indian government in the post-independence period. Ethnicity 

or ethnic consciousness rose steadily since the beginning of the twentieth century with 

renewed vigour in post-independence period. It culminated during the late 1980s and 

early 1990s, which found its expression in the rise of various insurgent movements 

demanding ethnic homelands ranging from autonomy to secessionism from India. In 

^ Nathan M. Shamuyarisa, "Political Development and Political Planning in New African States", in Rajni 
Kothari (ed.). State and Nation Building. Bombay: Allied Publishers, 1974, p. 244. 

161 



multi-ethnic or plural societies like Northeast India, diverse factors play their roles in 

shaping such ethnic consciousness. 

Northeast India is the home of numerous ethnic nationalities. Their "plot of 

history", as Clive Christie points out, "has been written retrospectively by the winners 

(the British)."^ The British were perceived to have laid the foundation for the emergence 

of ethnicity as a political force among the tribes. Historical and anthropological studies 

on various tribes of Northeast India were done mainly by British administrators. Different 

acts and regulations were passed by the colonial rulers to protect the culture and land of 

these tribes. The Bengal Eastern Frontier Regulation of 1873 was the first among them 

which allowed the colonial state to create an Inner Line along the Assam foothill tracts.' 

This regulation was supplemented by the Scheduled Districts Act of 1874 and the 

Frontier Tract Regulation Act of 1880 which permitted the exclusion of the territories 

under their purview Irom the codes of civil and criminal procedures, the rules on property 

legislation and transfer and any other laws considered unsuitable for them. With the same 

purpose, the Government of India (Excluded and Partially Excluded Areas) Act of 1935 

was passed and declared the Naga Hills District, the Lushai Hills District, the North 

Cachar Subdivision of the Cachar District and the frontier tracts as excluded. The Garo 

Hills District, the Khasi and Jaintia Hills District (excluding Shillong) and the Mikir hill 

tracts of Nowgong and Sibsagar District as partially excluded areas. According to Sanjib 

Baruah, such measures instituted the move from "soft to hard boundaries."^ 

* Clive J. Christie. A Modern History of Southeast Asia: Decolonialization, Nationalism and Separatism. 
London: LB. Tauris, 1996, p. 1. 
' Alexander Mackenzie. North East Frontier of India. New Delhi: Mittal Publications, 2001, pp. 89-90. 
First published in 1984 as History of the Government with the Hill Tribes of the North-East Frontier of 
Bengal. 
* Sanjib Baruah. India Against Itself Assam and the Politics of Nationality. Pennsylvania: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1999, p. 31. 
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On the pretext of protecting the tribal people colonial rulers practised the policy 

of non-interference in their administration and separate treatment was given to them. 

However, such acts and regulations were designed to serve administrative, economic, 

strategic and military interests of the imperial government and not in the interests of the 

needs, wishes and aspirations of the people. Though the colonial rule integrated the 

Northeast with mainland India territorially; their policies, which were enacted in various 

acts and regulations acted as a barrier and prevented socio-cultural and political 

interactions between the hill areas of the Northeast with the plains. These distinctions and 

isolation continues to have their impact on the people and they continue to think in terms 

of race difference and conflict situations between the core and the fringe.^ During the 

colonial period ethnic movements were in rudimentary stage and more concerned with 

the preservation of their distinct ethnic identities. They are not prepared to merge their 

culture completely with the national mainstream and want to maintain their distinct 

identity.'° 

Hunter and Phillip conceives that ethnic minorities which are often subjected to 

discrimination or even outright repression by the dominant group in their society, may 

respond either by seeking to blur the distinctions between themselves and others or by 

emphasising their distinctions and demanding recognition and tolerance for their own 

group." In Northeast India the ethnic communities emphasise their distinctions in their 

relationship with the dominant mainland communities. The ethnic consciousness that 

grows from their encounter with the dominant cultures leads to identity expansion. 

' B. B. Kumar, "North-East India; Need for a Fresh Look", in P.S. Datta (ed.). The North-East and the 
Indian State: Paradoxes of a Periphery. New Delhi: Vikas, 1995, p. 17. 
"" Girin Phukon. Politics of Regionalisn in Northeast India. Guwahati: Delhi: Spectrum, 1996, p. 1. 
" E. Hunter and Whitten Phillip. Encyclopedia of Anthropology. New York, 1976. 
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On the eve of independence various etlinic communities of the Northeastern 

region demanded autonomy stating that they have never been subjected under any rule 

before the British and they belong to an entirely different ethnic entity. In the post-

independence period such demands for autonomy were invariably looked upon with 

distrust by the Government of India, which saw it as attempts to break-up the country. 

A.K. Ray believes that the official view of such autonomy demands in Northeast India 

was quite narrow. "The conflict in the northeast was interpreted as essentially toward the 

crisis of law and order. Eventually the political aspects of such demands were largely 

ignored."'^ The opposition to accession to Indian union by the ethnic communities in the 

Northeast was not only a political question. "The resistance reflected a deep rooted fear 

in the minds of the tribes, fear of losing control over their territory and, hence, being 

politically, economically and culturally subjugated by the more numerically and 

economically dominant population of the plains that explains the uncertainties and doubts 

that pervaded the political climate in the hills."'^ 

According to Paul Brass, the centre has been following pluralist policies in 

relation to the various linguistic, religious and other minorities in the country and 

consequently developed a workable means of maintaining political unity in the world's 

most culturally diverse country.'"^ However, Nabendu Pal argues that such policies were 

followed half-heartedly and such half-hearted approach now bears fruits in the form of 

ethnic strife.'^ India has track records of suppressing ethnic aspirations ruthlessly. 

'̂  Ashok Kumar Ray. Revisiting North East India in the Era of Globalisation. New Delhi: OM 
Publications, 2007, p.40. 
" Tiplut Nongbri, "Ethnicity and Political Activism in North East: Tribal Identity and State Policy", in P.S. 
Datta (ed.). The North-East and the Indian State: Paradoxes of a Periphery. New Delhi: Vikas, 1995, p. 48. 
'"* Paul R. Brass. Language, Religion and Politics in North India. Delhi: Vikas, 1974. 
' ' Nabendu Pal, "India's North-Eastem Region: Towards a more humane approach", Bharat Rakshak 
Monitor, Volume 3, No. 2, September - October 2000. 
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Scholars of the region often questioned the "unequal" and "forced" integration of the 

northeastern region into the Indian "mainstream".'^ In attempting to turn itself into a 

nation, the Indian state does not respect the cultural and ethnic identity of different 

groups or recognise that the tribals have a culture and a religion of their own.'^ Coupled 

with this was the tendency of national leaders towards homogenisation. What has in fact 

emerged during the past five decades in India is the extension and generalisation of the 

cultural model of the Hindu majority rather than a true synthesis of ethnic diversities. 

This has not only taken India away from the social ideal; it has created new conditions for 

the mobilisation of ethnic minorities with a view to forestall an inundation by the 

majority.'^ The tribals react to the effort to homogenise cultures. 

Walker Connor's thesis that increased social mobilisation increases ethnic 

tensions and is conducive to separatist demands fits into this situation.'^ These ethnic 

minorities started posing a problem as "arbitrarily defined national boundaries have 

included diverse and sometimes mutually antagonistic groups." Such failure of the 

national leaders to understand and solve the aspirations of the ethnic communities 

alienated them. Sunanda K. Datta Ray considers the overall ethnic situation in India as a 

sort of challenge of diversity. According to him, the ethnic movements of Northeast India 

are primarily as a resuh of the "feelings of fi-inge people's being out in the cold."^' After 

'̂  P.S. Datta, "Roots of Insurgency", Seminar, Vol. 366, Northeast Special, February 1990. 
'̂  A K Ranjit Singh, "Emergent Ethnic Processes in Manipur: A Reappraisal" in B. Pakem (ed.). 
Nationality, Ethnicity and Cultural Identity in North-East India. New Delhi: Omsons, 1990, p. 234. 
'* Vijendra Singh Jafa, "Administrative Policies and Ethnic Disintegration: Engineering Conflicts in India's 
North East", Faultlines, Volume 2. 
" Walker Connon, "Nation-Building or Nation-destroying", World Politics, Vol. 24, No. 3, April 1972, p. 
332. 
°̂ D. Saikia and D.N. Majumdar, "Some Characteristics of Ethno-Cultural Identity of North-East India", in 

B. Pakem (ed.), 1990. op. cit., p. 28. 
'̂ Sunanda K. Datta Ray, "Challenge of Diversity: Fringe peoples out in cold", The Statesman, Calcutta, 

July 16,1980. 
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more than six decades of India's independence the Northeastern region is yet to be 

brought to the "mainstream" thus fostering "national integration". Many scholars believe 

that the cultural gap between the people in the Northeast and those of the mainland is so 

deep that the region is unlikely to be psychologically integrated with India in the near 

future. As a result, it is alleged that the people of the Northeast are alienated from the rest 

of the India. 

In the present world the "new metaphor of integration, multiculturalism, has 

replaced the assimilationist model exemplified by the classical American conception of 

the assimilationist 'melting pot'. Inspired by trends in modem ethnology and literary 

studies, politicians have shown in recent years a welcome sensitivity to subaltern 

cultures." Such is also the case of Indian leaders with regard to their homogenising 

efforts. The tremors of the 1960s and 70s and the turbulence of the 1980s have compelled 

frequent reiteration of emphasising cultural diversity and maintaining individual identity. 

If the Look East policy is to be pursued fervently it should involve deepening of 

India's cooperation in trade and investment, technology, transport and communications, 

energy and tourism with its eastern neighbours. Sanjib Baruah, a staunch proponent of a 

continental Look East policy, advocated that "India should take more advantage of 

Northeast India's history and culture as a soft power resource."^^ This involves reviving 

the shared historical and cultural ties between the people of Northeast India and 

Southeast Asia. Thus, the Look East policy implies looking towards the east in every 

sphere. So, the basic question in everyone's mind is whether looking east fiirther 

^̂  Stetson Eric Kurlander, "Multicultural and Assimilationist Models of Ethnopolitical Integration in the 
Context of the German Nordmark, 1890-1933", The Global Review of Ethnopolitics, Vol. 1, No. 3, March 
2002, p. 49. 
^̂  Sanjib Ba 
CENISEAS Paper No. 4, OKDISCD, Guwahati, 2004, p. 33. 
^̂  Sanjib Baruah, Between South and Southeast Asia: Northeast India and the Look East Policy. 
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compound the problem of ethnic integration and ethnic alienation in the Northeast. There 

is no denying that the region suffers from peculiar constraints especially in relation to 

political, economic and social or ethnic integration with the rest of India as well as within 

the region itself ̂ "̂  These constraints make it extremely difficult to formulate any concrete 

policy for the region and promote concerted efforts towards development. 

Ethnic integration needs to be seen not only as a problem of integrating the ethnic 

communities of the Northeast with the mainland cultural domain, which has always been 

resisted. It needs to be understood and seen from both the perspectives of the legacy of 

colonial geo-politics and the present globalised world where there is much propagation 

for a borderless world and formation of economic zones. Due to geographical constraints 

and British policies, there was hardly any cultural interaction between mainland India and 

communities of the Northeast during the colonial period. Even in the post-independence 

period various colonial policies of non-interference continued. Many of the ethnic 

communities like the Kukis, Mizos, Nagas, etc., were divided into two halves by the 

separation of Burma and British India in 1937. The partition of India in 1947 by the 

British has alienated numerous ethnic communities of the region. The imaginary political 

boundary dravra by Cyril Radcliffe in Delhi before partition divided the Garos and 

Khasis. Thus, these borders forced the ethnic communities to live in different countries. It 

also disrupted old trade routes and deprived the communities in Northeast India of 

trading with the other side of international boundary. These have caused discomfort and 

to a large extent responsible for the discontentment of such separated ethnic 

communities. 

'̂' Mayumi Murayama, "Introduction", in Mayumi Murayama, Kyoko Inoue, Sanjoy Ha/arika. Sub-
Regional Relations in the Eastern South Asia: With Special Focus on India's North Eastern Region, IDE-
JETRO Joint Research Program Series, No. 133, February 2005. 
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There are scholars who advocated that as a new frontier, the Northeast can 

develop into a new region. Bordered by four countries and facing towards southern China 

and Southeast Asia, India's Northeast can work as a driving force for regional 

development and send a political message of ethnic harmony to a diversified world in an 

era of globalisation.^^ The coming of globalisation has brought forth a new global culture. 

This new global culture is the expression of deterritorialisation and a borderless world. 

While the term global culture is a politics of inclusion, the Indian youth are embracing 

the global culture and have become more endearing to their way of customs by losing 

their culture.^^ The elite and middle class in India share similar values and lifestyles with 

similar social classes in the western countries. There has emerged, thus, a new breed of 

identities based on mobility.^^ The emerging global culture and mass embracement of this 

culture by Indian youths have started blurring the line of cultural distinctions and this will 

continue in the coming days. This underlying circumstance reveals that there is no 

question about ethnic integration of the Northeast people with the mainstream culture. 

What we find is the progressive integration of not only the ethnic communities of the 

Northeast, but Indian youth as a whole to the global culture. 

The propagation of "borderless world" is often associated with economic 

integration under the banner of globalisation.^* Deemphasising the political borders and 

formation of an economic zones or what Keniche Ohmae termed as "region states"^^ 

which may fall within a country or they may overlap the borders of two or more 

^̂  Kyoko Inoue, "Integration of the North East: the State Formation Process" in Mayumi Murayama, 
Kyoko Inoue, Sanjoy Hazarika. Ibid. 
*̂ Deccan Herald, June 24, 2008. 

^' Sangeeta Rao, "Otherwise? The Selling of Global Cultural Difference", Sanskriti, Volume 7, No. 1, 
October 2,1996. 
28 

Kenichi Ohmae. The Borderless World: Power and Strategy in the Interlinked Economy. London: 
HarperCollins, 1990. 
^' Kenichi Ohmae "The Rise of the Region State," Foreign Affairs, Vol. 172, No. 2, ] 993, pp. 78-87. 
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countries, would be another way round for solution. In doing this the transborder 

communities can revive their age-old relations and can work in the interests of the 

transborder tribes by reducing the "forced border" created by the British which generates 

sub-nationalist movements. The Look East policy should also include rekindling the age-

old ties between the transborder communities of the region. This could reduce the sense 

of alienation created by colonial geo-politics. The formation of sub-regional economic 

groupings like BIMSTEC and BCIM Forum is a way forward. B.G. Verghese observes 

that, "Northeast cannot ignore its immediate neighborhood, which is far more 

international than national." However, the country's diplomatic and trade policies in 

relation to the region and emerging opportunities therein remain wedded to past 

Shibboleths and there is a continuing inwardness of approach. B.G. Verghese extols the 

recognition of trans-border ties, which was indeed the lifeblood, between the 

communities of the Northeastern region with the countries beyond and the improving 

relations with neighbours. He argues that the path to closer integration of Northeast lies 

in opening up the region to its external neighborhood, including Southeast Asia, China 

and Bangladesh.^" 

The onslaught of globalisation and communication revolution has led to the 

burgeoning of Business Process Outsourcing (BPOs) in India which contributes about 2.5 

percent of India's Gross Domestic Product. The talented youths of Northeast increasingly 

find jobs in such openings. As a result the hearts and minds of relatives way back at the 

remote comer of Northeast are always on such metros. Thus, the global forces brought 

'" B.G. Verghese, "Unfinished Business in Northeast", in C. Joshua Thomas (ed.). Engagement and 
Development: India's Northeast and Neighbouring Countries. New Delhi: Akansha, 2006, p. 30. 
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about automatic emotional integration than the conscious efforts of the Government of 

India in the past decades. 

One political initiative the government of India needs to pursue is, while it should 

include policies, which may involve some kind of constitutional reform, so that the voice 

of the Northeastern people can be heard at the Centre and recognise the participation of 

the Northeast people in the struggle for independence. B.K. Roy Burman recommends a 

Scandinavian "Sami Council"-like multi-layered parliamentary system in which ethnic 

communities will have the right to represent themselves instead of being bound by the 

majoritarian commands of Indian parliamentary system.^' The Kukis and Meiteis of 

Manipur joined the Imperial Japanese army and Subhash Chandra Rose led Indian 

National Army and fought the British colonial rule. However, such participation did not 

receive national recognition and did not even figure in the history of India's struggle for 

independence. An average "mainland" Indian has no clue about the location of the 

Northeastern states, whether it is a part of India, Bangladesh or Myanmar. This ignorance 

about the region and the people and local culture has accumulated over the years, and is 

creating havoc in this region.̂ ^ It sidelined the people of this region and compounded 

their ethnic alienation. Looking east should not only look to our eastern neighbours. The 

Look East policy should also include looking towards the Northeast, its needs and 

problems first vis-a-vis the current globalised world. 

The "politics of recognition" has been one of the effective tools in redressing the 

grievances of the sidelined people. Such groups demand "recognition" of their 

distinctiveness. The premise is that it is the distinctiveness that has been ignored, glossed 

'̂ Quoted in Bibhu Prasad Routray, "Analyzing an insurgency: On the trail of Nagalim" Bharat Rakshak 
Monitor, Volume 4(2), September-October 2001. 
^̂  Nabendu Pal, op. cit. 
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over, assimilated to a dominant or majority identity.^^ Citing the success model of how 

the transborder communities in Europe are accommodated within the Europen Union, 

Sanjib Baruah calls for "transnational politics of recognition" of the geographical and 

ethnic identities that cut across international borders with the objective of making the 

Look East policy beneficial to the Northeastern region. In Europe ethnic groups that 

straddle inter-state boundaries were seen as threats by European nation states. The 

Maastricht Treaty of 1993 gives such groups influence in the European Union decision­

making and an opportunity to pool resources and pursue a transnational politics of 

recognition that has been able to compensate for their marginalisation within nation 

states. Coupled with this is the called for revival of the ancient trade routes under the 

Look East policy. The Mizo Accord promised to promote Indo-Myanmar border trade. 

Such recognition and revival of ancient trade has the potential of abating the numerous 

insurgencies in Northeast India through regional and sub-regional cooperations. B.G. 

Verghese argues that the path to closer integration of Northeast lies in opening up the 

region to its external neighborhood, including Southeast Asia, China and Bangladesh. '* 

Migration 

One of the other major issues that the Northeastern region confront is migration. 

Migration into Northeast India and Assam in particular is of two types - migration from 

other parts of India and migration from outside India which is generally termed as 

"influx" and the immigrants often called "foreigners". The large inflow of immigrants 

•'̂  Charles Taylor, "The Politics of Recognition", in AJay Heble, Dona Palmatur & J.R. Struthers (eds.). 
New Contexts of Canadian Criticism. Peterborough: Broadview Press, 1997, p. 105. 
'" B.G. Verghese, "Unfinished Business in Northeast", in C. Joshua Thomas (ed.). op. cit, p. 30. 
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resulted in huge demographic changes in the last century. Thus, as Myron Weiner pointed 

out, in a multi-ethnic developing country like India migration tends to have destabilising 

effects and can arose intense conflict/^ 

During the British period the colonial state encouraged large scale migration from 

different parts of British hidia and Nepal into the Northeastern region. Raising land 

revenue was the motive behind this state sponsored migration. The tribals were brought 

by the British capitalists mainly from Bihar, Orissa, Chottanagpur, Madhya Pradesh and 

Andhra Pradesh to labour in tea gardens consequent upon the development of tea gardens 

in Assam, as the local supply of labour was too small.̂ ^ The Bengali Muslim peasants 

from East Bengal, who are pressurised by the shortage of cultivable land, were 

encouraged to migrate in the vast tracts of fertile lands in Assam. The Hindu Bengali 

migration was in the service sector and Marwari migration in trade, business and 

industry. These four separate spheres where migration was large in numbers had log-run 

implication for the process of nationality formation in Assam and had intensified the 

competition for resources. The new Muslim League government of Assam formed in 

1921 under the leadership of Sayed Mohammad Abdullah gave political impetus to 

migration in the name "grow more food" by easing land holding regulations for 

immigrants from Bengal Province. Due to such political impetus and driven by land 

scarcity there was large scale migration of Bengali Muslims from East Bengal during the 

1920s. 

^̂  Myron Weiner. Sons of the Soil: Migration and Ethnic Conflict in India. Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1978, p. 3. 
'* Edward Gait. A History of Assam. (Indian reprint). Guwahati: Eastern Publishers, 2008, p. 413. 
^' H.K. Barpujari. North-East India: Problems, Policies and Prospects. Delhi: Spectrum Publications, 
1998, pp. 37-38. 
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When migration occurs in large scale since the 1920s the initial benefits that 

immigrants brought with them soon began to outweigh their positive contributions. 

Gradually the influx began to undermine the economic interest of indigenous people. The 

new entrants created acute economic problems since the mid-1930s as they began to 

settle down in forests land, particularly in the tribal areas. Forceful occupation, purchase, 

mortgage, etc. paved the way for land alienation of the indigenous population. Alarmed 

by the rate of immigration the Census Superintendent of Assam, S.C. Mullan wrote in 

1931: 

Probably the most important event in the province during the last twenty five 
years - an event, moreover, which seems lively to alter permanently the whole 
future of Assam and to destroy more surely than did the Burmese invaders of 
1829, the whole structure of Assamese culture and civilisation - has been the 
invasion of a vast horde of land hungry Bengali immigrants; mostly Muslims, 
fi-om the districts of Eastern Bengal sometime before 1911 and the census report 
of that is the first report which makes mention of the advancing host....in another 
thirty years Sibsagar district will be the only part of Assam in which an Assamese 
will find himself at home.̂ ^ 

Thus, migration brought an enormous change in the ethnic composition of the population 

as well as in the economy of British Assam. The land abundant valley became land-

scarce. The labour shortage economy turned into labour surplus one. The relatively ethnic 

homogeneity of the society was replaced by ethnic heterogeneity.^^ 

The Partition of British India in August 1947 resulted in quick and large scale 

mass migration. Though partition established political boundary between East Pakistan 

and India, immigration into the Northeastern region still remain unabated in the post-

independence period. The India-Pakistan war in 1965 and Bangladesh Liberation War in 

*̂ Census of India (Assam). 1931, Vol. Ill, Part I, pp. 49-50. 
^' Gurudas Das, "Migration, Ethnicity and Competition for State Resources: An Explanation of the Social 
Tension in the North-East India" in M.K. Raha & A.K. Ghosh (eds.). North-East India: The Human 
Interface. New Delhi: Gyan, 1998, p. 309. 
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1971 continues to send fresh batches of immigrants from time to time. Majority of the 

war refiigees returned to their native places, but since the emergence of Bangladesh as 

independent nation immigration in large scale has been noticed.'*^ Unchecked 

immigration and government's indifferent attitude towards illegal influx into Assam 

resulted in student movement which is popularly known as the "Assam Movement" 

towards the end of 1970s. Myron Weiner believes that "the Assamese often think of 

themselves as a 'forgotten' and 'neglected' state within the Indian union, and as a 

neglected people in danger of being overwhelmed by migrant peoples and absorbed by 

neighbouring state."'*' In 1978 Chief Election Commissioner S.L. Shakdher observes that: 

I would like to refer to the alarming situation in some states, especially in the 
North-Eastem Region where from disturbing reports are coming regarding large 
scale incursions of foreign nationals in the electoral rolls. In one case, the 
population in the 1971 census records as increase as high as 34.98 percent over 
the 1961 figures and this increase was attributed to the flux of a very large 
number of persons from the neighbouring countries. The influx has become a 
regular feature ... the increase that is likely to be recorded in the 1991 census 
would be more than 100 percent over the 1961 census. In other words, a stage 
would be reached when the state may have to reckon with the foreign nationals 
who may, in all probability constitute a sizable percentage, if not the majority of 
the population in the state. ^ 

Many scholars of India believe that leading Bangladesh strategic analysts and 

intelligentsia introduced the theory of Lebensraum (living space) for their country in the 

1980s for further encouraging Muslim infiltration into India. Sanjoy Hazarika firmly 

believes that the Lebensraum is India's Northeast and other eastern states, setting up 

areas of potential political conflict over natural resources, such as water, food, land and 

"*" Gurudas Das, op. cit., p. 313. 
*' Myron Weiner. (1978), p. 83. 
42 

Quoted in B.G. Verghese, B. Ahmed, G. Deshpande, N. Desai, R. Upadhyaya, " Situation in Assam" 
Gandhi Peace Foundation, New Delhi, 1980, (mimeo). 
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competition for jobs in government programmes and private enterprises.'* Sadeq Khan, a 

former diplomat of Bangladesii, wrote in Decca Weekly Holiday, 18 October 1991: 

All projections, however, clearly indicate that by the next decade, that is to say by 
the first decade of the 21st century, Bangladesh will face a serious crisis of 
lebensraum... if consumer benefit is considered to be better served by borderless 
competitive trade of labour, there is no reason why regional and international co­
operation could not be worked out to plan and execute population movements and 
settlements to avoid critical demographic pressure in pockets of high 
concentration.... A natural overflow of population pressure is there very much on 
the cards and will not be restrainable by barbed wire or border patrol measures. 
The natural trend of population over-flow from Bangladesh is towards the 
sparsely populated lands in the South East in the Arakan side and of the North 
East in the Seven Sisters side of the Indian sub-continent.'*'' 

Apart from Muslim Bengali immigration into Assam, partition has resulted in 

large scale migration of Bengali Hindus from East Bengal to Tripura. Even in the post-

independence period influx continued into Tripura which alter the demographic 

composition of the state. The tribals who share two-third of the population were reduced 

to minority, sharing less than 30 percent of the state's population now. It is assumed that 

most of the Hindus from Bangladesh have been forced to move to India, owing to, 

primarily, discriminatory practices against them and secondarily, fear of persecution both 

by the state and the majority religious community of Bangladesh.'** As a result, "Mass 

movement in a traditionally insular area invites linguistic, ethnic and religious strife. 

Settlement of an alien population leads to battle over resources, particularly land."'*^ 

''•' Sanjoy Hazarika. Strangers of the Mist: The Tales of War and Peace from India's Northeast. New Delhi: 
Penguin Books, 1995, p. 29. 
"̂  Quoted in the "Report on Illegal Migration into Assam" submitted to the President of India by the 
Governor of Assam, November 1998. 
"̂  V.T. Patil and P.R. Trivedi. Migration, Refugees and Security in the 2f Century. Delhi: Authors Press, 
2000, p. 399. 
"* Sanjoy Hazarika, "Insurgency in Northeast India", in B. Pakem (ed.). Insurgency in North-East India. 
New Delhi: Omsons Publications, 1997, p. 118. 
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The Nepalese constitute one of the large immigrants in Northeast India. The flow 

of Nepalese immigrants into the region started with the British occupation of Assam 

when the British administration recruited them in the army. After retirement from the 

imperial service many of them prefer to stay back in Assam and different parts of the 

region and settled permanently. In the subsequent years fresh batch of Nepalese migrants 

began to move into the region in large numbers as graziers, cultivators and herdsmen in 

the hill slopes. They were more or less unnoticed because they preferred to settle in the 

forest areas near the foothills and occupied large areas of the forest land.'*^ Starting with 

mean business, the Nepalese began to occupy large chunk of grassland and paddy fields 

in course of time. This incites the felling of uneasiness among the local population and 

resulted in land alienation in some parts of the region. 

In the last few decades since the liberation of Bangladesh in 1971 there are 

powerfiil economic and environmental push factors in Bangladesh which is combined 

with politically and economically motivated pull-factors in India leading to an unending 

influx of Bangladeshis into the border states of Northeast India. Due to atrocities 

committed by the majority Muslims, displacement by the Kaptai Dam reservoir in 1964, 

and the failure of the payment of compensation by the erstwhile East Pakistan 

government in Chittagong Hill Tracts, thousands of Chakma refiigees were displaced and 

sought refuge in India. In 1964 the Government of India temporarily resettled about 

35,000 Chakmas in Lohit, Changlang and Papumpare district of North East Frontier 

Agency (present Arunachal Pradesh). Others ended up in Chachar, Mizoram and Tripura. 

The recipient communities, especially the students' unions, in Arunachal Pradesh and 

"̂  Jayanta Kumar Gogoi, "The Migration Problem in Assam: An Analysis" in Alokesh Barua (ed.). India's 
North-East: Developmental Issues in a Historical Perspective. New Delhi: CSH-Manohar, 2005, p. 361. 
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Mizoram often expressed their resentment and protest over the demographic changes. 

There is an estimated 40,000 to 50,000 Chins refugees in Mizoram who fled there to 

escape abuses after 1988, when the Myanmarese government violently craclced down the 

pro-democracy movement. There are also recent instances of the Meiteis of Manipur 

being concerned about immigration of Chin refiigees in different parts of the hill districts, 

especially Churachandpur, the Bangladeshi Muslims in Jiribam sub-division bordering 

Cachar and also the migrant labourers and Marwari businessmen in Imphal valley who 

are mainly fi-om Bihar and Gujarat. In Meghalaya, the Khasi Students' Union, fi-om time 

to time, expressed their resentment over the influx of migrants from Bangladesh and 

Nepal. 

Although Nepali and Chakma migration had stopped after certain period of time, 

migration of Muslims from Bangladesh continues till date. After environmental and 

demographic study of Bangladesh, Santanu Roy believes that Assam will continue to 

look like a greener pasture for Bangladeshis for decades to come. And if decisive steps 

are not taken to curb the incentives for fiirther migration, a significant flow of illegal 

immigration is likely to continue in the fiiture."^* Migration of population "has contributed 

directly towards high levels of instability in the region. One of its more unavoidable long-

tern legacies has been the creation of circumstances in which ethnic tension has been the 

hallmark of the relationship between the original population of the region and the new 

comers. Throughout the Indian sub-continent, migration has led to substantial levels of 

ethnic conflict, usually provoking resentment on the part of the locals against the new 

*^ Santanu Roy, "Why do they come? Economic incentives for Immigration to Assam", in Alokesh Barua 
(ed.). op. c/7., pp. 390-391. 
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comers who are seen to be upsetting the existing balance of interests in the region or 

state."^^ 

Due to massive immigration of Bangladeshis into India, the bilateral relationship 

between India and Bangladesh has never been cordial. Attempts of detection and 

deportation of foreigners from Assam has always been mired by the politics of "vote 

bank". As a result of the conspiracy of silence of all political parties the issue, in spite of 

its serious social, political, economic security, and law and order implications, has not 

been permitted to come to the national agenda. If at all, it is viewed as a regional problem 

affecting the Northeast and a few states.^" The efforts of the Assamese to nationalise 

infiltration often failed leading to feeling of alienation from the rest of the country. 

Udayon Misra suggest that there is a need for a "major change in the attitude of the centre 

and the issue of illegal influx must be fought at the national level and must not be viewed 

as a problem faced by the Assamese alone." 

There has been a wide variety of suggestions ranging from issuing temporary 

work permits to fencing the borders. While border crossing cannot be stopped totally by 

fencing borders, the "concept of border management is undergoing rapid transformation 

with the increasing acceptance of globalisation. Nations are coming closer. Barriers are 

being lowered. Trade and commerce are bonding people across the international borders. 

The restrictions along the borders are no longer as stringent as they were in the past."^^ 

Issuing of work permits has been widely propagated and practiced in a number of western 

countries and even in Middle East. The scheme of issuing work permits will allow 

'*' V.T. Patil and P.R. Trivedi. op. cit., p. 81. 
^° Madhav Godbole, "Illegal Migration from Bangladesh", Dialogue, Vol. 7, No. 3, January-March 2006. 
' ' Udayon Misra. The Periphery Strikes Back: Challenges to the Nation-State in Assam and Nagaland. 
Shimla: lAAS, 2000, pp. 174-175. 
'̂  Prakash Singh, "India's Border Management Challenges", Dialogue, Vol. 8, No. 2, Oct.-Dec, 2006 
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migrants to come legally into the region. Work permits are intended to discourage illegal 

migration, and promote healthy economic cooperation at a sub-regional and local level of 

both sides.̂ ^ The other step would be to enact a law prohibiting employment of 

Bangladeshi, other than who has a work permit. It has also been suggested that a massive 

programme of infrastructural building by focusing on inland waterways, roads and 

railway lines would generate huge capacity for employment and a vast range of ancillary 

industries.̂ '* 

Sanjib Baruah pointed out that the end to this stalemate is not to look for 

unilateral solutions but build cooperation with the source country.̂ ^ He observes that, 

"India is hardly alone in facing the problem of large scale illegal immigration from a 

neighbouring country. But unlike some other countries, it is yet to realise the value of 

cooperation with the source country. India has mostly struck to a unilateral course of 

action. Yet bilateral cooperation has produced good results in other parts of the world."^^ 

But India-Bangladesh bilateral relation never works fine for the past few decades since 

Bangladesh liberation. 

The proponents of economic cooperation argue that economic integration can be 

promoted even among states in conflict, and can eventually overcome political 

antagonism.^'' This is also expected to work in India's Northeast and its neighbouring 

countries. C. Raja Mohan stated that, "Borders in the subcontinent need not necessarily 

^̂  Paula Banerjee, et. al., "Indo-Bangladesh Cross-Border Migration and Trade", Economic and Political 
Weekly, Vol. 34, No. 36, September 4-10, 1999, p. 2550. 
'" Achama Upadhyay, "Assam: The Infiltrators Issue", Economic and Political Weekly, July 9, 2005. 
" Sanjib Baruah, "The Shadow of the Foreigner", Indian Express, June 16, 2005. 
*̂ Sanjib Baruah, "Unfriendly Neighbourhood", The Telegraph, June 8, 2005. 

^̂  Mayumi Murayama, "Borders, Migration and Sub-Regional Cooperation in Eastern South Asia", 
Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 41, No. 14, April 8-14,2006, p. 1251. 
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remain political barriers. They need to be transformed into zones of economic 

CO 

cooperation among regions that once were part of the same cultural and political space." 

In the case of Bangladesh the country is considered to be a stubborn, difficult 

opponent to deal with at the diplomatic level. This difficulty is admitted by some of the 

main proponents of sub-regional cooperation like Jairam Ramesh, Rajiv Sikri and C.V. 

Ranganathan. Diplomats have expressed pessimism about improving relationships with 

Bangladesh although they also expect that the sub-regional framework, rather than 

bilateral negotiations, will ease the attitude of Bangladesh towards India.̂ ^ The proposal 

of creating a Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar (BCIM) free trade and the Framework 

Agreement on the BIMSTEC Free Trade Area signed on February 8, 2004, at Phuket is 

expected to develop closer sub-regional cooperation through the development of 

transnational trade. Achama Upadhayay believes that the development of infrastructure 

and sector specific cooperation, transnational tourism among the neighbouring areas 

could grow manifold. "With gradual integration of capital, output and input markets in 

the region, thickly populated countries like Bangladesh would have to have formal access 

to the Indian labour market. Given the difficulties in prohibiting illegal migration and the 

need for developing a mutually beneficial framework for economic cooperation, it would 

be in India's long term interest to establish effective institutional mechanisms to regulate 

and control cross-border population migration."̂ *^ 

As the main focus of the Look East policy is forging economic ties and building 

the necessary infrastructure and investment for such cooperation in the Northeast and its 

*̂ C. Raja Mohan. Crossing the Rubicon: The Shaping of India's New Foreign Policy. New Delhi: Penguin, 
2003, p. 269. 
^̂  Mayumi Murayama, op. cit., p. 12. 
^ Achama Upadhyay, op. cit. 
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neighbouring countries, the policy is expected to result in building-up economic 

infrastructure and thereby reducing push factor for immigration. As the central 

government is blamed for not handling this problem^' the Look East policy must include 

such policies discussed above which involves sub-regional cooperation. 

Insurgency 

The growing ethnic consciousness and insecurity among various ethnic identities in 

Northeast India on the eve of Independence led to various demands for autonomy. These 

movements did not start as a militant one at the outset. When the grievances of ethnic 

communities were not redressed, this discontent manifests in the form of unrest. Subir 

Ghosh believes that "either frustration or sheer conviction that might is right pave the 

way for violence." Though there are several factors that led to the spur of enormous 

insurgent groups in Northeast India, the main roots of major insurgent groups in the 

initial stage of independence period lies in ethnicity and migration. In the words of 

Myron Weiner, illegal migration "was also the prime contributory factor behind the 

outbreak of insurgency in the State (Assam). There is a tendency to view illegal 

migration into Assam as a regional matter, affecting only the people of Assam. Its more 

dangerous dimension of greatly undermining our national security is ignored."^^ On the 

eve of Indian Independence there was two opposite forces operating in the region - one, a 

pan-Indian sentiment seeking to integrate and be a part of a single Indian nation-state; 

*' B.B. Kumar, "North-East India: Need for a Fresh Look", in P.S. Datta (ed.). The North-East and the 
India State: Paradox of a Periphery. New Delhi: Vikas, 1995, p. 21. 
6 2 , 

63 1 

" Subir Ghosh. Frontier Travails-Northeast: The Politics of Mess. Delhi: Macmillan, 2001, p. 141. 
Myron Weiner. op. cit. 
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two, another regional, religious or ethnicity based sentiment which sought to secede from 

the prospective Indian nation-state and seek its national destiny independently.^ 

The Naga insurgency was the first to rise and followed by similar movements in 

Manipur and Mizoram. From the late 1980s, almost all ethnic groups in the region 

formed insurgent groups of their own. While the Naga insurgency emerged out of 

restorative ambitions, in Mizoram, it was distinctly due to the failures of the Indian 

state.̂ ^ The Naga National Council demanded autonomy before the Cabinet Mission. 

However, the unsatisfactory responses of the British and post-independence Indian 

government gave birth to Naga insurgency. Though Indian government tried to 

accommodate the aspirations of the Nagas in the subsequent years, the Naga insurgency 

already had diversified ideologies among its leaders and negotiations always produced 

dissenters continuing the movement. Paul R. Brass views that the state governments in 

India often pursued assimilative and discriminatory policies in relation to minority groups 

within their jurisdiction. In the undivided Assam, the Assamese elites and politicians 

played vital roles in the integration of various hill areas in the post-independence period 

and they want to assert dominance in the form of language in the region. Girin Phukon 

made an observation: 

Strange enough it may seem, while the Assamese elite wanted to protect 
themselves from Bengali dominance, they at the same time wanted to see the 
emergence of the whole North Eastern Zone as a single political unit having a 
common culture. Some how, they did not see that their idea of Assamese 
becoming the language of the whole of the North-Eastem region was in some 
ways similar to the Bengali idea of enforcing the legitimacy of the Bengalee as 
the language of this area. ' 

^ Sajal Nag. Nationalism, Separatism, Secessionism. Delhi: Rawat Publishers, 2000, pp. 160-220 
*' Sajal Nag, "North East: A Comparative Analysis of Naga, Mizo and Meitei Insurgencies", Faultlines, 
Volume 14. 
** Paul R. Brass. Language, Religion and Politics in North India. Delhi: Vikas, 1974. 
*' Girin Phukon. Politics of Regionalism in Northeast India. Guwahati/Delhi: Spectrum, 1996, p. 26-27. 
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This language chauvinism was mainly responsible in instilling a sense of insecurity 

among the Mizos and other tribal communities of Assam. The failure of the Indian 

government to tackle the outbreak of famine in the Lushai Hills subsequently resulted in 

the outbreak of insurgency in the Lushai Hills of Assam. Mizo insurgency ended with the 

signing of Mizo Accord in 1986 which created the present Mizoram from the Lushai 

Hills district of Assam. 

In the princely state of Manipur the Machiavellian tactics adopted by the Indian 

state to integrate Manipur into the Indian union had left deep scars in the minds of a 

section of the Meiteis.^^ On September 21, 1949 the Maharaja of Manipur was forced to 

sign the "Merger Agreement" in Shillong which merged Manipur as Part C State in the 

Union and the democratically elected state assembly was dissolved. Following the 

dissolution of the assembly, Hijam Irabot, a member of the dissolved council, went 

underground. Although Irabot died six years later in 1955, the seeds of protest that he had 

shown germinated into full-blown militancy by the early 1960s.̂ ^ Many Meitei 

revolutionary groups were formed later seeking a pan-Mongoloid movement against, 

what they termed as, "Indian colonial rule". The Kuki communities in the hills of 

Manipur also protested against the integration of Kuki areas in Manipur. The Kuki 

National Assembly gave a memorandum to the Prime Minister of India in 1961, stating 

that they were brought to the Manipur territory accidentally and that they had the right to 

have an individual territory for themselves.^ 

*' H. Srikanth, "Insurgency and Counter-Insurgency: Agenda for Peace in India's North-East", in C. Joshua 
Thomas (ed.). Polity and Economy Agenda for Comtemporary North East India. New Delhi: Regency, 
2005, p. 5. 
*' Binalakshmi Nepram, "The Origins of Manipuri Insurrection" in Jaideep Saikia. Frontier in Flames 
North East India in Turmoil. New Delhi: Viking, 2007, p. 36. 
'" Sangeeta Gohain, "A Study of Ethnic Conflict in Manipur", in Girish Barua and Hira Barpuzari. 77?̂  
Process of Ntionallntegration in North East India. Guwahati: Ghanshyam Ladia, 1998, p. 114. 
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Insurgency in Tripura is mainly the offshoot of massive immigration of Bengali 

Hindus from the then East Pakistan in the wake of partition of Bengal in 1947 fearing 

religious persecution and later due to Bangladesh liberation war in 1971. Due to this 

large-scale immigration the state witnessed a major demographic change reducing the 

tribal people into minority. The endless influx from Bangladesh, increasing 

marginalisation of tribals in their own land and the dependence of New Delhi almost 

wholly on the Bengali-dominated bureaucracy alienated them. Subir Bhaumik pointed 

out that the tribals had good reasons to feel marginalised as foreigners in their own land 

as the successive Congress governments showed little concern for tribal sensitivities.'' 

Thus, insurgency in Tripura is the inevitable manifestation of a socio-psychological 

paranoia of outsiders, resulted from a process of marginalisation that saw the tribal 

peoples of Tripura deprived of the bulk of their lands and excluded from the state's 

economic and political decision-making.'^ Since its formation Tripura National 

Volunteers (TNV) has been engaged in attacking non-tribals. The Bengalis strike back by 

forming the United Bengal Liberation Front involved in anti-tribal violent activities. This 

ethnic conflict between the Bengali settlers and the indigenous tribals has only intensified 

over the years. The present there are about 20 tribal insurgent groups of which the 

National Liberation Front of Tripura and All Tripura Tiger Force remain dominant. 

Like in Tripura the ultimate causes of Insurgency in Assam is migration and the 

economic exploitation of Assam's resources. Tilotoma Misra gives an illustrative 

explanation of the exploitation of Assam's resources in his essay Assam: A Colonial 

' ' Subir Bhaumik, "Disaster in Tripura", Porous Border, Divided Selves, Seminar, #510, February 2002. 
'^ Subir Bhaumik. Insurgent Crossfire: North-East India. New Delhi: Lancer, 1996, p. 77. 
'̂  Praveen Kumar, "Tripura: Beyond the Insurgency-Politics Nexus", Faultlines, Volume 12. 
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HinterlandJ^ During the transition period there was strong sense of secessionism 

articulated in the minds of a section of Assamese elite as they believe that, "Within the 

framework of the Indian federation the 'legitimate' Assamese interest would not be 

protected."^^ But the secessionist tendency developed among a section of Assamese elite 

was not sufficient to press for their demands as the Indian National Congress in Assam 

was strong enough to check the centrifugal urges developed among a section of 

Assamese. As Assam began to occupy a central position in the Northeastern region in the 

aftermath of independence, most of the Assamese elites engaged themselves in 

consolidating the region. 

In the post-independence period the Congress-led ruling elites in Assam 

encouraged immigration of Muslim Bengalis from East Pakistan as the immigrant 

Muslim Bengalis readily adopted Assamese as their mother tongue and their ethnic 

identity.̂ ^ They not only became a "safe vote bank" for the Congress but also 

strengthened the majority claim of the Assamese in the undivided Assam. Thus, at one 

stage, the immigration of Muslim Bengalis from across the border was seen as part of a 

larger political strategy which had enabled the ethnic Assamese political elites to stake 

majority claim in order to justify the realisation of the goal of nation-province.^^ As the 

number of immigrants reached alarming proportion in the mid-1970s, the growing 

apprehension on the part of the Assamese elite that they would be swamped by the 

continuous flow of immigrants into Assam, the resentment resulted in the anti-foreigners 

^̂  Tilotoma Misra, "Assam: A Colonial Hinterland", Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. XV, No. 32, 
August 9-15, 1980. 
'̂  GirinPhukon. op. cit., pp. 70-71. 
'* Udayon Misra, "Immigration and Identity Transformation in Assam", Economic and Political Weekly, 
Vol. 34, No. 21, May 22-28,1999, pp. 1264-1271. 
'̂  Gurudas Das, "Probable Options: Commenting the Faultlines in Assam", Faultines, Volume 11. 
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movement of the late 1970s and early 1980s. This movement revived the dormant 

Assamese nationalism and secessionist urges among a section of Assamese elite. In spite 

of sensitising some of the security concerns arising out of fresh illegal immigration of 

Bengali Muslims from Bangladesh, the Assam Movement has failed in realising its goal 

as far as the deportation of immigrant Muslims is concerned. The discontentment 

resulted in the formation of United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA). Sanjib Baruah 

commented that the "Assam Movement transformed the state's political landscape. The 

prolonged civil disobedience campaign marginalised national political parties and when 

the movement ended in 1985, the leaders formed the AGP (Assam Ghana Parishad) that 

has twice formed the government in Assam. A radical fringe of the Assam movement 

became the ULFA and six years of campaigning on the foreigner's issue brought to the 

7Q 

surface cracks in Assam social fabric." However, ULFA moved its goal from the issue 

of immigration to secessionism and economic exploitation of Assam resources. 

Insurgency in Northeast India is the manifestation of angst in the minds of the 

people which is fomented by dissatisfactions of handling the aspirations of various ethnic 

groups. Such movements mushroomed in the past two decade that "almost all the letters 

of the alphabet have been exhausted in the abbreviations of the names of various militant 

outfits there." Insurgency flourishes in the region as "the people have a feeling of 

separate identity on the basis of ethnicity, culture or history. This is compounded by a 

sense of neglect, exploitation and discrimination, and immensely aggravated by bad 

governance, corruption and economic backwardness." ^^ 

'* Gurudas Das, op.cit. 
' ' Sanjib Baruah, "The Shadow of Foreigner", Indian Express, 16 June 2005. 
*° S.K. Sinha, "Violence and Hope in India's Northeast", Faultlines, Volume 10,2002. 
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The government policy towards recurring ethnic and minority problems in 

Northeast India since Independence has been repressive, treating it as purely "law and 

order" situation. The state apparatus mainly followed a "repressive policy towards ethnic 

conflicts,"^' by adopting an overwhelming military response, justifying such policies as 

"the necessary cost of fighting ethnic insurgencies resulting in serious deterioration of 

law and order."*^ Due to the significant strategic location of the region "any aberrations 

in normal political behavior was taken as a national security threat. In many occasion 

central and state governments were insensitive towards the genuine development 

priorities and democratic representation of the ethnic minorities in Northeast which has 

ultimately resulted in alienation and cultural exclusion." Though the "law and order" 

approach is necessary and effective in the short run, it cannot be an answer to the region's 

ethnic and minority conflicts. It has been realised that winning the hearts and minds of 

the people is necessary for which genuine socio-economic changes in the living 

conditions of the people has to be effected to retrogress msurgency. It has also been 

viewed that as long as "insurgency remains a part of the region's political landscape and 

India's relations with some of its neighbours remain adversarial or rancorous, counter-

insurgency operations and security-driven restrictions are likely to continue." As a 

result, the government initiated a few political negotiations which have been largely 

" Sudha Menon, "Northeast India and Globalization: The Way Ahead", Digital Library of the Commons, 
1 -1 -2007. http://dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/archive/00002194/0 l/Northeast_the_way_ahead.pdf 
'^ Samir Kumar Das, "State against Minorities: State-Building Challenges in Contemporary North Eastern 
India", Man and Society, Volume V, Spring 2008, p. 50. 
*' Sudha Menon, op. cit. 
'" K.S. Brar, "India's Turbulent North East: Over Five Decade of Isolation, Neglect and Alienation", in 
Shekhar Basu Ray (ed.). New Approach: Our East and North East. XI (I & II), 2006, p. 203. 
*̂  Sanjib Baruah, "The Problem", Seminar, #550, Gateway to the East: A Symposium on Northeast India 
and the Look East policy, June 2005(a). 
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unproductive, supported by hefty financial packages hijacked by a corrupt and/or 

inefficient administration.^^ 

There has been a change in the nature of most of the insurgent groups of the 

region since the mid-1990s. They now assumed a more urban character and are "fully 

organised to harvest easy money (through abduction, extortion, robbery, trafficking, etc.), 

threatening both the government and the population." As "most of the insurgents groups 

have given up their lofty ideals and their fight for a noble 'identity' cause and adopted a 

more pragmatic and unscrupulous strategy to gain power and control over the parallel 

economy," Renaud Egreteau opines that "insurgency in the Northeast needs to be 

addressed by other means." 

Sanjib Baruah views that reconciling the demands of a globalising economy that 

relies on greater opening with security concerns is a policy dilemma that many 

governments, including India, face today. "If Northeast India is to live up to the promise 

of becoming India's gateway to Southeast Asia we must imagine a world where border-

crossings are not thought of primarily as sites for security checks. In that sense security is 

tied to better border management, better governance inside the country as well as in the 

countries of the transnational neighbourhood, deepening relations with our neighbours 

and developing multilateral institutions of govemance"^^ 

In response to the shift in Chinese policy of opening its southwestern border for 

trade and investment to the neighbouring Southeast Asian countries, India too has opened 

up to its eastern neighbours in what it calls the "Look East" policy. Sushil Khanna views 

** Renaud Egreteau, "Instability at the Gate: India's Troubled Northeast and its External Connections", 
CSH Occasional Papers, No. 16,2006, p. 6. 
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that "Indian policy makers have used this 'opening-up' to strengthen ties with the 

military regimes in Bangladesh and Myanmar and launch counter insurgency movements 

against the groups from North Eastern India. More than the development of backward 

northeastern states and ending their isolation through re-establishing their historical 

cultural and economic ties, the military and security establishment has high-jacked the 

policy to fight insurgents from the region."*^ 

Since their inception most of the insurgent groups were trained and operated from 

foreign soils bordering the Northeast. The external linkage and support of most of the 

insurgent groups is one of the main factors responsible for instability in the region. The 

insurgent outfits pay hefty amount of money to the host government for providing safe 

haven. Though the Indian government sought cooperation from the neighbouring 

countries for dismantling Northeast rebels camps; poor neighbours, especially Myanmar 

and Bangladesh, are lured by the hefty amount of money offered to them and India's 

policy often failed. As such Indian government often complained that it has not been able 

to intervene beyond its borders to solve trans-border insurgency and trafficking. What 

can be seen in the last decades is that India has not even managed to solve the issue 

internally. Since the region suffers from "negligence by the political elite in addition to 

lack of trust, criminalisation and increasing disparities", there is every chance that it will 

"remain unstable unless New Delhi makes an all out effort to solve the problem 

internally. If the "external factor" has a considerable weight, the internal dynamics 

(degeneration of the insurgency coupled with the inefficiency of the Central government) 

89 
Sushil Khanna, "Look East, Look South: Backward Border Regions in India and China", 

www. burmalibrary. org/ciocs4/LookEast-LookSouth-08REVISED.pdf 
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might doom the Northeast."^" Rather than blaming neighbouring countries of backing and 

sheltering Indian rebel groups, India must find ways to cooperate with them. 

Sanjib Baruah conceives that "giving substance to the Northeast Indian thrust of 

our Look East policy would require settling the region's numerous conflicts through a 

comprehensive approach that goes beyond the unstable peace that policies shaped by 

today's counter-insurgency mindset can bring about."^' This comprehensive approach of 

the Look East policy must seek long-tern vision of developing the Northeastern region as 

well as its neighbours, especially Myanmar and Bangladesh, through regional 

cooperation. Such joint efforts of economic development in the sub-region must involve 

cooperation in trade and investment, infrastructural development, communication and 

transport. Without joint efforts of economic development any efforts by India to solve 

trans-border insurgency is not going to produce any result. Simultaneously, the 

government should start sincere political dialogue with the insurgent groups. Otherwise 

the lofty ideals of the Look East policy will never be achieved. 

Drug Trafficking 

Drug trafficking is another rampant illicit activity prevailing in the Northeastern region, 

often incited by insurgency. The problem of drugs is as old as history itself. In Northeast 

India drugs were cultivated traditionally for local consumption. The British colonial 

government did not prohibit such production and consumption albeit with some control 

and restriction, and hence the problem during those days was limited to addiction. The 

reforms introduced as a part of the colonial drug policy in 1893 resulted in an 

'" Renaud Egreteau, op. cit. 
" Sanjib Baruah, 2005(a), op. cit. 
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"appreciable increase of revenue" and ganja formed the principal source of hemp drugs 

revenue.̂ ^ The problem of drug use and trafficking, and the arms-drug nexus in the 

region assumed significant magnitude and came to the limelight only after independence, 

especially in the past three decades. At present ganja and poppy are cultivated mainly for 

commercial purposes in the most inaccessible parts of the region like the Indo-Myanmar 

border. In recent years the region witnessed persistent drug trafficking and drug abuse. 

The prevalence of drug trafficking in the region is mainly attributed to porous borders, 

proximity to the Golden Triangle, constant ethnic conflict, unemployment, poverty and 

transit to international market.̂ ^ Compounded with this is the use of this business by 

insurgent groups to finance themselves. Recent studies revealed that most of the armed 

violence and militancy in many parts of the world is often confined to areas contiguous to 

international borders.̂ '* And most of the drug trafficking takes place along the border 

areas. As the Indo-Myanmar border area is inhabited by the same ethnic groups on both 

sides of the border, it makes smuggling of drugs and arms easy. Drug trafficking and 

production in Northeast India feature the following dimensions: 

1. the illicit cultivation of opium and cannabis; 
2. the smuggling of heroin and amphetamines from Myanmar in moderate 
quantities; 
3. the trafficking of pharmaceuticals such as dextropropoxyphene and codeine-
containing cough syrups from other parts of the country and 
4. the frafficking of ephedrine and pseudo-ephedrine precursors for the 
manufacture of amphetamines from India to Myanmar.̂ ^ 

Soma Ghosal. The Politics of Drugs and India's Northeast. New Delhi: Anamika, 2003, p. 15. 
'̂  Nihar Ranjan Nayak, "Narco-trafficking: Non-military threat in India's Eastern Border" IPCS, Article 
no. 1079, July 8,2003. 
'•* Jasjit Singh (ed.). Light Weapons and International Security. New Delhi: Pugwash, IDSA & BASIC, 
1998, pp. 50-62. 
'^ Gopen Moses, "Drug Use, HIV/AIDS and Human Trafficking in the North-East", Dialogue, July-
Spetember 2007, Volume 9, No. 1. 
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The region is located near the world's second largest drug producing area known 

as the "Golden Triangle", a border area comprising Laos, Myanmar and Thailand. 

Recently the "Golden Triangle" came to be known as the "Golden Pentagon" with the 

induction of Vietnam-Cambodia and Nagaland-Manipur (India).^^ Myanmar is now one 

of the world's major heroin-producer and heroin is one the most valuable export 

commodity of the country. Despite the claims made by the military junta that they are 

actively combating drug production and distribution, Myanmar's Shan state has been the 

centre of opium production and conversion. The official economy of Myanmar offers few 

alternatives to the heroin trade.^^ India's Northeast has been affected by this flourishing 

global drug trafficking and the nexus between insurgency and drug trafficking. 

Since their formation major insurgent outfits in the region depended on China and 

Pakistan for their arms and training. However, with the rapprochement of Sino-India 

relations during the Rajiv Gandhi government in the mid-1980s, China stopped backing 

these rebel groups and Pakistan was too far away for direct help, the rebels of Northeast 

India turned to black markets of Southeast Asia for weapons.^^ Many believe that unless 

these insurgent groups resort to smuggling and drug trafficking, they could not have 

mobilised resources for purchase of weapons and maintenance of their cadres.^^ Though 

some Manipur insurgent outfits like the United National Liberation Front and Peoples' 

Liberation Army continue to resist drug trafficking and addiction, other groups like the 

National Socialists Council of Nagaland (NSCN), have taken to the drug trade. Ajay 

^ Binalakshmi Nepram. South Asia's Fractured Frontier: Armed Conflict, Narcotics and Small Arms 
Proliferation in India's North East. New Delhi: Mittal, 2002, p. 41. 
'^ Mary H Cooper, The Business of Drugs, Washington DC, Congressional Quarterly Inc., 1990. 
^ Subir Bhaumik, "Guns, Drugs and Rebels", Seminar, # 550, June 2005. 
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Mahendra P. Lama, "India's North-East States: Narcotics, Small Arms and Misgovemance", Ethnic 
Studies Report, Vol. XIX, No. 2, July 2001, p. 253. 
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Sahni believes that drug trafficking from Myanmar is a major source of income for the 

NSCN(IM), and both the factions of NSCN, NSCN(IM) and NSCN(K), run parallel 

structures of "taxation" (extortion) throughout the regions that they dominate.'̂ '̂  Ministry 

of Home Affairs reported that "..so far as the Northeast states of India are concerned 

there are clear intelligence reports to indicate that the Naga underground organisations 

...are involved in trafficking of drugs and precious stones since 1981. The insurgent 

group [real name withheld] of Manipur is also involved in the trafficking of drugs."'°' 

However, it is clear that although insurgent groups do not engage in narco-production or 

narco-trafficking, it has nevertheless been found that all of them have regularly taxed and 

extorted money from the traffickers, while providing protection to the latter for 

conducting trafficking in drugs.'^^ The bitter struggle to control drug trafficking and 

smuggling through the border town of Moreh resulted in a fierce rivalry between Kuki 

National Army (KNA) and NSCN(IM) in 1992, which subsequently resulted in ethnic 

conflict between the Kukis and the Nagas, where hundreds of innocent civilians from 

both the communities were killed. Barry Rubin observes that: 

Firstly, the trans-national narco-networks, now backed by armed insurgents, make 
anti-narco-production or narco-trafficking drive immensely difTicult. And taking 
into consideration the geographical and topographical conditions in which the 
insurgents and the traffickers operate, there is now all the more reason to believe 
that the nationally-organised military or coercive solutions may not be the correct 
way of overcoming the menace of narco-terrorism. Secondly, weapons, 
particularly small arms in the hands of both the insurgents and traffickers, become 
more rampant, to the point of threatening the law and order situation in the 
vicinity. A large portion of the money received from taxing and extorting the 

'°° Ajay Sahni, "Survey of Conflicts and Resolution in India's Northeast" Faultlines, Volume 12. 
"" Cited in Binalakshmi Nepram Mentschel, "Armed Conflict, Small Arms Proliferation and Women's 
Responses to Armed Violence in India's Northeast", Heidelberg Papers in South Asian and Comparative 
Politics, Working Paper No. 33, December 2007, p. 15. 
'°^ Aparajita Biswas, "Small Arms and Drug Trafficking in the Indian Ocean Region", Centre for African 
Studies, Working Paper No. 4. 
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narco-traffickers goes towards purchase of small, at times sophisticated, arms for 
the insurgents.'°^ 

Subir Bhaumik listed the threefold threat posed by the increased drug trafficking to the 

sensitive Northeastern region: 

(a) Trafficking through the northeast has led to a rise in local consumption. 
Many addicts use intravenous injections to push drugs and become HIV 
positive. The number of HIV positive cases in the Northeast has risen to around 
20,000 in the last two decades. 
(b) Several military and paramilitary officials have been arrested for smuggling 
heroin or lesser drugs in Northeast India. The drug cartel has sucked in several 
politicians, bureaucrats and even security force officials to carry on their illicit 
trade. Unless checked firmly, this trend is dangerous for the morale of Indian 
security forces. 
(c) Ethnic separatists in India's northeast are taking to protection of drug mafias 
as a quick way to raise funds. The Burmese druglords are also encouraging tribal 
farmers to plant poppy. Unless these new plantations are promptly destroyed and 
gainful agricultural alternatives provided to the farmers, the India-Burma border 
will soon be dotted with poppy fields feeding the processing plants in western 
Burma. A rebel-drug lord-officialdom nexus is emerging in India's Northeast in 
a repeat of the Colombian scenario."^ 

What is more worrying about the "Golden Triangle" is the eight-times rise in the 

production of amphetamines from an estimated 100 million tablets in 1993 to 800 million 

tablets in 2002. Many of the drugs produced there are in great demand in Kolkata, New 

Delhi and London. Recent huge seizures of drugs in Northeast India indicate that India 

has more to worry about Myanmar than just insurgency. Besides the Indo-Myanmar 

border, a recent study by Central Intelligence Agency confirmed involvement of 20-25 

percent people residing in border areas in the Tripura-Bangladesh border in illicit human 

trafficking and smuggling. Such illegal activities may surely include small arms and 

' Barry Rubin (ed.). Terrorism and Politics. London: Macmillan, 1991. 
' Subir Bhaumik, (2005), op.cit. 
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narcotics too.'°^ The problem of drugs is a transnational phenomenon associated with 

high level of violence at every stage of the product which poses serious problems of law 

and order. 

During the NDA government, military-to-military relations between India and 

Myanmar improved spectacularly. The Myanmarese military chief, General Maung Aye 

visited India twice, once to meet the regional commanders at Shillong and then to meet 

his counterpart in Delhi. Indian Army chief, General V.P. Malik visited Rangoon twice in 

January and July 2000. During Maung Aye's second visit to Delhi, India and Burma 

signed an agreement for increased cooperation to tackle cross-border terrorism and drug 

trafficking. 

Gopen Moses believes that "the development benefits expected in to the 

Northeastern States from India's Look East Policy could be adversely affected if we do 

not first curtail the problem of drugs, HIV/AIDS and trafficking in the region." He 

suggested that the problem of drug, HIV/AIDS and trafficking is to be fought on a war 

footing if the development trend is not to be endangered. "̂ ^ Since the menace of narcotics 

is linked to the problem of insurgency, a comprehensive action plan has to be chalked out 

simultaneously to tackle both these issues.'^^ The transborder nature of insurgency and 

drug trafficking demand regional cooperation for an enduring solution. Trafficking is run 

by the transborder communities, which is often difficuh to track or handle. While, the 

strategy today should aim at a cooperative solution on the one hand, involving other state 

governments, it must also involve sharing of information not only between governments 

'"' Nepram (2002), op.cit, p. 158 
'"* Gopen Moses, op. cit. 
107 H.S. Brahma, "Ensuring Peace through Development in the North-East", ASCIJournal of Management, 
Vol. 35, No. 2, March 2008, p. 40. 
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but also regional and sub-regional organisations, academics, researchers and civil 

society.'°* 

Sarah Meek (ed.). Controlling Small Arms Proliferation and Reversing Cultures of Violence in Africa 
and the Indian Ocean. ISS Monograph Series, No. 30, September 1998, p. 39. 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion 

The Look East policy has emerged as a major thrust area of India's foreign policy in the 

post-Cold War period. The policy marked a strategic shift in India's perspective of the 

world. It is "not merely an external economic policy, it is also a strategic shift in India's 

vision of the world and India's place in the evolving global economy."^ The essential 

philosophy behind this policy is to forge closer and deeper economic integration with its 

eastern neighbours. It is late recognition of the strategic and economic importance of the 

region to India's national interests. India's Look East policy is aimed at greater economic 

alignment and an enhanced political role in the dynamic Asia-Pacific region in general 

and Southeast Asia in particular. 

The current phase of Look East policy marks the beginning of a vibrant 

relationship on the economic, political and strategic fronts. The economic potentials of 

this policy emphasises a link to the economic interests of the Northeastern region as a 

whole. 

The Northeastern region of India is a store-house of mineral resources, bio­

diversity and water resources and these natural bounties are yet to be harnessed. The 

profound economic and political changes that followed in the wake of independence 

created a sense of unease among the tribal population of the region. Since the 

development initiatives of the Indian government in this region have been based on its 

security concerns, the state-centric security approach has kept the region isolated and 

' Prime Minister Manmohan Singh's keynote address at special leaders dialogue of ASEAN Business 
Advisory Council, December 12,2005, Kuala Lumpur. 
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underdeveloped. In recent years the development of this region is being factored into the 

overall strategy of national development as well as in the conduct of India's relations 

with other countries. India's Look East policy correctly identifies Northeast India as the 

gateway to the East and it is one major initiative undertaken by the government of India 

in the present times. 

The Northeastern region is beset with persisting assertions of ethnic nationalism 

against the Indian state since independence. In the context of the history of political 

integration in Northeast India, it is found that the integration with the Indian union 

politically remained a serious issue of concern for the people. The mode of integration of 

the Northeastern states has been sought through negotiations, promises, baits and force. 

These attempts at assimilation of the region and its people with the Indian mainstream 

have resulted in resentments amongst different ethnic communities. Some areas like 

Manipur and Naga Hills refused to merge with India and expressed desire for withdrawal 

from the Union which resulted in secessionist demands and prompted withdrawal 

declarations from several quarters. The Meitei and Naga insurgent groups resented the 

forceful integration of their land and continued their armed struggle. The late realisation 

that such integrationist policy was erroneous has led the government to concede 

autonomy demands of ethnic groups, which led to creation of separate states. However 

the formation of new states had a cascading affect leading to new demands from other 

smaller ethnic groups vying different levels of autonomy. 

Since the eve of India's independence smaller ethnic groups in the hills of 

Northeast India too asserted their desire for separated administrative units. The Kukis 

were ftilly aware of the various aspects of the vexing problems of the hills and the valley, 
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and therefore pledge to be under Manipur if only conditions are satisfactory. After 

independence the Kuki National Assembly (KNA) demanded a separate state for the 

Kukis within India. In this regard the KNA submitted several memoranda to the Central 

Government. The dormant political demands were revived as an insurgent movement in 

the late 1980s due to the intolerable atrocities committed by the Naga rebels and what the 

Kukis termed it as the policy of "ethnic cleansing". 

After long years of association with the Indian culture and political system, tribal 

people in Northeast India developed some forms of Indian-ness. The onslaught of 

globalisation, rapid changes in technology and communications created a turbulent world 

with crucial problems whose solutions are international. With the growing emphasis on 

regional integration and interdependence among countries development, the people of 

Northeast India and the underground outfits began to develop a feeling that they are in a 

better position in being part of India provided if their unique history is recognised. 

The Northeastern region had been exposed to international trade during the pre-

colonial and colonial period. It had negligible impact on the local economy as tea 

plantation was developed into enclave production without having any linkage with the 

hinterland. In the post-independence period, the exploitative nature of the British colonial 

rule continued in the region, with just a change in the stakeholders from British to Indian 

capitalists. 

The main component of the Look East policy is to bring development of the 

Northeastern region through the expansion of regional trade linkage with the economies 

of its eastern neighbours. The proposed development of the Northeastern region is to be 
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brought in through increased trade and investment and engaging the people of the region 

in productive and profitable activities to end their alienation. 

While tracing the evolution of India's Look East policy, it has been found that the 

policy emerged out of the changed international system in the early 1990s and economic 

stagnation and political turmoil within the country. The policy is primarily the product of 

various compulsions in the post-cold war era. The changed focus on economic content of 

international relations, the emergence of regional economic groupings, rise in the forces 

of globalisation and slow process of economic integration within South Asia and China's 

growing assertiveness in the Asia Pacific region has compelled India to rethink the basic 

parameters of its foreign policy. The growing trends toward regionalism and India's 

apprehension of being marginalised and isolated in the post-Cold War international 

system are the main reasons for paying more attention to the rapidly growing economies 

of East and Southeast Asia. 

India's Northeast has more geographical proximity and contact with other 

countries than the Indian mainland. It is connected to the mainland India by a 21-

kilometer long landmass, ofi;en described as the "chicken's neck", which is less than 2 

percent of the 5000 kilometer combined perimeter formed by the seven Northeastern 

states, while the remaining borders China, Myanmar, Bhutan, Bangladesh and Nepal. The 

Partition of India in 1947 caused this extreme geo-political isolation of the Northeast, 

making it the most regulated, a sensitive border region and the most exposed territory. In 

addition, the partition also caused the severance of the inland water; road and railway 

communications through erstwhile East Pakistan and access to the Chittagong port was 
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lost. The Chinese take over of Tibet and the virtual closure of the border with Burma 

added to the isolation of the region. 

The coming of globalisation, regional integration and India's outward looking 

economy since the early 1990s brought forth the conception that economic integration 

with the rest of the world would foster political integration of Northeast with the 

mainland. Thus, the second phase of the Look East policy was launched to end economic 

isolation of the Northeastern region. Within this policy framework there is the added 

prospect for reviving the ancient trade routes in Northeast India, including the "Southern 

Ancient Silk Road", and to ably explore the rich resources through regional cooperation 

with its eastern neighbours. The main focus of the Look East policy is to bring about 

economic development of the region through regional cooperation. In order to achieve 

such cooperation in the Northeastern region the policy has focused on solving the 

problems that have plagued the region. 

The Look East policy rightly seeks cooperation from the neighbouring countries 

in the tackling of recurrent problems of insurgency, migration and drug trafficking 

besides enhancing economic cooperation. The economic potentials existing in the sub-

region can surely be exploited with the setting up of trade and communication facilities at 

the borders in the region. With such improved transport and communication systems, 

illicit activities in the border areas can be controlled to a great extent. 

The Look East policy rightly aims for the creation of an enabling environment so 

as to end the landlocked situation and isolation of the Northeastern region by opening up 

the borders and re-integrating the region's economy through improved trade and 
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connectivity between the Northeast India and Southeast Asian countries. However, when 

we consider the existing ground realities the growth of border trade between the 

Northeastern region and neighbouring countries is slow. Except the opening of border 

trade between India and Myanmar at Moreh and Champhai, and between India and China 

at Nathula, and the much hyped 165-km long Indo-Myanmar Friendship Road connecting 

Tamu and Kalaymyo-Kalewa, which was inaugurated by the then External Affairs 

Minister Jaswant Singh on February 13, 2001, nothing significant has happened on the 

ground. Thus, the Look East policy needs a reorientation to suit the development interests 

of the Northeastern region. 

Despite the enormous potentials of the Look East policy India's border trade with 

the countries neighbouring the Northeastern region is declining. Border fencing is 

followed fervently to check drug trafficking and narco-terrorism along the Indo-Myanmar 

and Indo-Bangladesh border. Recently, India has sanctioned to raise the iron fencing, 

along Mizoram's 404-km border with Myanmar. It has also ordered the fencing of the 14 

kilometers of the porous international boundary at Moreh in Manipur. This may insulate 

the age-old ties existing between the ethnic kins living in the border despite the 

separation between two different nations and further alienate them. 

The Look East policy can usher in a new era of development for the Northeast 

through network of pipelines, road, rail and air connectivity, communication and trade. 

Though the main focus of the Look East policy is to bring about development through 

regional economic cooperation, in order that such cooperation flourishes in the 

Northeastern region the policy also needs to focus on solving the problems that confront 

the region. While Ethnicity and immigration were the main roots of insurgency; 

202 



insurgency and drug trafficking flourish together. The external linkage of insurgency has 

been fuelled by trafficking and external support. These four interrelated problems which 

have been the main cause of turmoil in the Northeastern region for the past several 

decades. All these problems are transnational in nature and can be solved by enhanced 

cooperation with the neighbouring countries. Apart from such problems prevalent in 

Northeast India, the people of the region are saddled with unbelief to any policies of the 

government, rampant corruption, nexus between politicians, contractors, bureaucrats and 

insurgents, development funds never reaching the intended people. 

The Look East policy by addressing the peculiarity of the area and the problems 

involved with it can bring lasting peace and development in the region. But being 

underdeveloped with tremendous resource constraints, the Northeastern states are not in a 

position to execute this task on their own. Therefore, more governmental effort the 

Centre is required with meaningful regional cooperation with the surrounding countries. 

These issues have to be tackled at the political level through bilateral and sub-regional 

cooperation with the neighbouring countries so that meaningful economic cooperation 

may persist. However, such policy of strengthening ties with eastern neighbours should 

not be limited to counter insurgency efforts as seen in Bhutan and Myanmar. 

The Indian government and the Northeastern states have to adopt proactive role 

and provide not only infrastructures but also political stability and good governance. 

India's Look East policy should include goals such as combating corruption, cultivating 

the spirit of intellectual and cultural openness can encourage public debate and 

participation and improve the quality of governance in the region. In this regard the 

creation of Public Diplomacy Division of the Ministry of External Affairs and the 
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opening of its branch office in Guwahati is a welcome move which would assist in 

addressing the aspirations of the people of this region in having better liaison with the 

External Affairs Ministry on issues concerning foreign trade, foreign direct investment 

and cultural exchanges. 
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