DIPLOMACY

MODI IN THE EAST

With the Indian Prime Minister committed to turn the ‘Look East
Policy’ into ‘Act East Policy’, India’s ‘Eastern Connections' are
shifting gears, writes RAJIV BHATIA

rime Minister Narendrm Modi's

threg-nation  tour -  covering

Myanmar, Australia and Fiji -

showeased an advanced Indin’s
eastern policy in clear-cut tenms. Histori-
cally speaking, India's ties with the East
flourishied  extensively  in pre-colonial
times. Despite s adverse effects, (he
British Raj contributed 1o them further,
especially through lrge-scale emigration
of Indians to the region stretching lom
Burma to Fijl. Through his travels and
writings. Habindranath Tagore  helped
in the re-discovery and consolidation of
age-ald bonds forged by monks, priests
traders and antisans. Jawaharlal Nehm
saw in the attamment of freedom by Bur-
mit, Indonesia and other ntions as the
emergence of a new Asia. However, from
the 19605 10 1980s a debilitating hiatus
ccourred, mainly due to Cold War-related
considerations.

In this background, when Prime Min-
ister Marasimha Rao decided w embark
on the path of liberalising the Indian
economy in the early 19905, he wmed 1o
Asia-Pacific, more particularly Southeast
Asia, to draw support and ideas as well
as forge trade and investment linkages.
In his celebrated speech at Singapore
in Seprember 1994, he emphasised tha
there was nothing ‘new” in India tuming
to the East. “If a new relationship is to be
forged,” he said, “it is only the visible su
perstructune that needs to be erected
over the very sound and solid
foundation thar already ox-
ists" Later, he was apily
regarded as the architect
of the Look East Palicy,
although he  probably
never used the specific |
phrase. This policy and |
s impementation in
the nioa twenty years
developed well, bur i

East Policy.

and critics.

1S Secretary of State Hill-
ary Clinton articulated  (diplo-
matically} a mixed view on this policy
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The United States =
supports india’s Look

ages India not just to
lﬂugk past, but to engage
.. Eastand at:llll East as

hasits share of supporters = We

a3 she observed in Chennai on July 20,
20110 "The United States supports In-
dia’s Look East Policy, and we encourge
India not just 1o ook east, but o engage
East and act East as well...” At the time, It
seemed an unfair criticism, because [ndia
had indeed mken concrete measures 1o
strengthen its relations in political, eco
nomic and other domains with ASEAN
and other nations of East Asia. Yet, there
was {1 widely shared perception in the
country and outside that more was need-
ed ta be done; greater emphasis was re
quired an implementational aspects; and
geographical scope of the policy needed
1o be expanded,

In its last two vears, 2012-14, Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh's government
showed signs of moving in the desired
direction, with the India-ASEAN relation
ship elevated to the level of strategic pan-
nership. Singh stressed that the future of
India and ASEAN was "interlinked and a
stable, secune and prosperous [ndo-Pacil-
ic region” was “critical for their progress
and prosperity”. Both sides took inspira
tion from the ASEAN-India Eminent Per-
sons' Report which called for unleashing
“a creative surge” and imparting “even
Rreater momentum o the Asian resur-
gence,”

In this light, it s worth recalling that
the term “Act East” made its first appear
ance in the India-USs joine statement, is-

sued on September 30, 2014 during
Muodi's visit to the US. However,

tr ensure that no one was

left in any doulbit about the

future direction of the
policy, the Indian Prime
Minister stated categor-
ically at the East Asia
Summit on November
13, 2014: “Since enter-
ing office, six months
AR, MY EOVErnmeni
has moved with a grear
sense of priority and speed

to trm our ‘Look East Policy'

into ‘Act East Policy. He added:

"The East Asia Summit is an important

and encour-
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pillar of this policy.”

By reviewing the outo
meetings in Myanmar, ong o
ciate how the new policy boga
in its initial stage. While doin
necessary to remember that ths
eriment had earlier taken
tant lnitiatives such as the Prin
ter’s visit to Japan, the visis
President and External f
Vietnam, and New Delhis host
Visits h:;' the Foreign Minister
and Singapore as well a2 of 1
President.

Maodi-Thein Sein Summit
Held on the first day (Novemb
cli's visit, the meeting betwee




M and the President of Myvanmar helped
in building personal chemistry between
the two ledaders who were seeing each oth

er for the first time. In the past Myanmar
portraved China as 'a cousin’ and India as
“a friend.” At this meeting. however, Thein
Sein said, according to the Indian spokes-
man, that “he {i.e. the President) sees In-
dia and Myanmar-as brothers”, Modi was
invited to paya full-fledged bilateral visit
when, the President advised, he should
visit Bagan and Mandalay in order 1o see
and experience first-hand “the common

ality” and “the extensive links” between
the two countries, The Buddhist connec-
tion was also highlighted. An Indian offi-
cial referring to India-Myanmar relations,
presumably in recent years, pointed out

BEYOND ASIA PACIFIC: Prime Minister Nasendra
Modi being welcomed by the Prime Mingster of
Fiji, Frank Bzinimarama, at traditional welcoms
ceremaonty, in Suva, Fiji

that “it is a unique relationship in that it
has never been a troubled relationship.”

The two leaders focused on "connec-
tivity between India and Myanmar, cul
tural contacts and commercial ties", said
the Indian spokesman. They underook
a broad review ol on-going projects of
mutual cooperation. Most new projects,
started after PM Singh's visit in 2012, have
been under execution at a satisfactory
pace. However, the two llagship projects
started several years ago have continued
to defy deadlines, These are the Trilateral
Highway Project and the Kaladan Multi
modal Transport Praject. A critical test for
the new Act East Policy’ would be their
specdy completion.

Political relations have been strengih-
ened considerably, bul the time is now
ripe for upgrading bilateral ties to strate-
gic partnership, Myanmar has been using
this term unhesitatingly. It is, therefove,
suggested that New Delhi should now
start drafting an agreement 1o establish
strategic  partnership. This  should  be
signed at the next summit that might take
place next vear,

Wisely Modi found time o meet op-
position leader Aung San Suu Kyi. This
is an indicator of the success of India's
Myanmar palicy as it shows the breadth
of our political access in the moubled na-
tion. It showld, however, be added that in
terms of substance India hardly seems o
be in a position to help Suu Kyis cause,
her main agenda being to garmer support
for the constitutional amendment that
clears the way for her Presidential candi-
dature. For this, she turned to the US and
obtained President Obama’s public sup-
port, although it appears that this too may
not make much difference.

Ihe Chinese premier too, was in the
capital, Nay Pyi Taw, but he showed no
inclination to connect with her. Surpris-
ingly, four years after her release from
long house arrest and unmistakable evi-
dence that she continues to be an impor
tant political plaver, Suu Kyi has not vet
visited China. Following untiring efforts
by the Chinese Embassy in Yangon, she is
now reportedly planning a visit to Beijing
in December 2014,

India-ASEAN Summil
This summit, held on November 12, en-
abled the two sides to review past prog-
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EAST ASIA SUMMIT

AS, the assemnbly of fop leaders of 1

ASEAN nations and its eight par e
countries, namely China, Japan ar
Repubdic of Korea; India, Austra

on November 13. Amidst efforts |
countries to restrict s role, EAS portra
itself as the region's apex forum for "5l
gic diakogue and cooperation” on pofitical
securily, economic and social 155085 a
well as the complex challenges f;
East Asia. The leaders agreed 10 ¢
cooperation in six priority areas: finan
amvironment and energy, education, ok
health issues, disaster management. 4n
ASEAN connectivity.

The summit Chairman's statemeént
runs into fifty paragraphs, but it is possihi
to pinpoint the issues of Key imposanc
Regional economic integration has rec
ancouragement as it is promoted on four
separale tracks: ASEAN's FTAs with £A
participating countries; RGEP; Trans-F
Partmership (TPP) and the Freg
of Asia-Pacific (FTAAP). How the
tives might compete, clash or co
a question that has been left un
The ‘centrality’ of ASEAN in EAS g as
reaffirmed amidst recent developments that
had created adverse impact for the regiona
grouping. PM WModi, at this summil, artici
lated India’s view: "ASEAN is-an inspl
far broader integration in the Asia-Pacli
gion. India has great confidence in ASEAN's
centrality and leadership in pursiing §
goal.” Mantime security and cooj
rated high biliing at this meeting, wi
participants depicting it "as an Imporian
element” in maintaining peace ;
in the region. Whether fulure actions by
some of them woubd match with thei
commitment remains to be seen. Further,
ciear cafl for effective Implementatis
Declaration of Conduct (DOC) a5 w
“consultation” on Code of Conduct
on the South China Sea was iss
was without a sense of urgency In 2
concession to China. India referred
matters pointedly, expressing the
efforts o conclude COC woudd be suc:
ful “s00n°.
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ACT EAST POLICY: Prime Minister Narendra Modi with the Prasident of Myanmar, U Thain Sein and his wile
Fohin Khin Win, at the ASEAN summil In Nay Pyl Taw, Nyanmar

ress in mutual cooperation and outline
the contours of their working together
closely in the future. The Indian PM em-
phasised the importance of ASEAN by
noting that it had acquired a unique voice
and role in global affairs, but there was no
reference to ‘the centrality” of ASEAN in
his remarks, On the other hand, ASEAN
leaders were impressed by the new In-
dian leaderships commitment to further
deepen the relations; yet they did not
switch completely 1o the Act East Policy
as evident [rom the following formula-
tion in the Chairmans statement: “The
ASEAN Leaders welcomed the “Act East”
emphasis in Indias “Look East Policy”
and expressed their fervent belief thai
this would contribute o the ASEAN-India
Strategic Partnership...”

While pinpointing the key elements
af this relationship, (rade and economic
cooperation would no doubt retain their
high importance. Having reached the ley-
el of nearly $68 billion in 2003, bilateral
trade must touch or surpass the previ-
ous target of $100 billion in 2015, In this
context, the need lor full operationaliza-
tion of the recent Agreements on Trade in
Goods and Services and on investment
was emphasized by both sides. Notahly
PM Maodi sugpested “a review” of the free
trade agreement in goods “to improve
it further and make it beneficial to all,”
The other important track is the Regional
Comprehensive Economic  Partnership

(RCEP) Agreement that is under negotia-
tion, with end 2015 as the deadline. The
two sides agreed 1o expedite negotiations
and timely implementation of India-ASE-
AN FTA.

Connectivity remains the buzz word
as before, but the nature of links and em-
phasis seems to be changing in a percep-
tible manner. ASEAN appreciated India's
support Tor its Master Plan on ASEAN
Connectivity (MPACT and highlighted the
importance of building physical, institu-
tional and people-to-people connectivity
bketween India and ASEAN nations. While
on-doing infrastiructure projects on con-
nectivity would be completed, there was
little talk of new projects of this kind.
Instead, the stress is now on “Informa-
tion Highways or I-ways™ and “bridges of
knowledge and skills, entrepreneurship
and vecational training, travel, trade and
investment.” Besides peaple-to-peaple
connectivity would be expanded through
multiple ways.

This summit also resulted in an
agreement o enhance cooperation on a
whole range of maritime issues, includ-
ing maritime security and addressing
“emerging challenges at sea.” India's pro-
file at the Expanded ASEAN Maritime Fo-
rum (EAMF) is likely to go up. The central
paint of India-ASEAN relationship thus
relates 1o their “shared vision for a stron-
ger partnership, which would contrib-
ute o the lasting peace, prosperity and

well-being of our peoples,” as e cminil

Chairman’s statement puit il apib

Australia Segmeni

Modi's Australia visit had several dimen
sions, but lor this essay's centsl themo
the bilateral segment relating | s

slons and agreements at e goves minent
level deserves mention here, A gl ntive
transformation of hilateral thes sociny o

bie 4 clear outcome, even {hougl overy
thing would depend on: sub=equont ol-
loww-up,

Among the agreements sigoed, the
mast important and imbued will) lope-
term value is the ‘Mew Framework for

Security Cooperation.” It defines in some
detail how the existing strutepic portier-
ship between India and Avstmilio wonld
be guided and implemonted in e fu
e, It spells out “hilateral collabomtion

across the securlty spectinm
fieial joint stalement put it o
fence, counter-terrorism, cybc
disarmament and non-prolll
maritime security, The Fram
visions concerning defence planing
coordination such as service

“engagement  including  egulo
level visits, annual stalf talks. joi

A
high-
LT =
ing and regular exercises ns apieerl” a5

well as exploration of joinn m I and
development cooperation lave «ofisid-
erable geopolitical significance. To this
should be added the agreemuen o hiold
annual political summits, special cliem
istry between the two Prime Ministers,
mutual enthusiasm and symirgy hetweon
the business communities, nod e evi
dence of unprecedented excitenonl and
engagement of the Indian Diaspora, One
can then appreciate the full fngwer al
why PM Modi described Indin- Ausiralia
refationship as “the natral  parioer-
ship, arising from our shared valies and

interests, and our  stmtegl ritime
locations.”

Fiji, the last stop, further helpod in
raising public awareness in Ind: about
the Pacific dimension of Asin, Nowhly, it
Was an opportumty (o connect only
with one nation but the entire region
through the meeting between lopders of
the Pacific Islands and 1he Indian Prime

Minister. BEvidemtly the call of (he Fasi
promises to be a compelling one (or the
makers and managers of the lodiog for-
eign policy in the coming decade

A former ambassaidor (o MNvosienar
and other couniries, Hheauilor i@ pres.
enely the Director General of (he dian

Cauncil of World Affoirs it

expressed in the article ane pevional
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