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India and ASEAN became dialogue
partners in 1992 and Southeast Asia
was the f irst platform for a modern
Indian diplomacy, post-liberalisation.
Trade has blossomed over two decades
but stagnated more recently. A renewal
requires a vigorous Indian push for
completion of RCEP and connectivity
projects, and for ASEAN to reimagine
the East Asia Summit.

Ashok Malik is a prominent columnist for a number of leading Indian and international publications including the Times of India, Hindustan Times, Asian Age, Pioneer
and ndtv.com. He focuses on Indian domestic politics and foreign/trade policy, and
their increasing interplay, both in the region and beyond. He is a Distinguished
Fellow at the Observer Research Foundation. The views expressed are his own.

ANANTA ASPEN CENTRE

Summary

I

ndia and the Association of Southeast Asian

the ASEAN economic relationship under an

(ASEAN) countries became sector dialogue partners

unnecessary cloud. It has also told on India’s approach

in 1992, and full dialogue partners in 1996. India’s

to negotiations for the Regional Comprehensive

outreach to the 10 nations of ASEAN, particularly

Economic Partnership (RCEP). In parallel, the

forward-looking powers such as Singapore, was at the

Narendra Modi government’s assiduous diplomacy in

core of India’s Look East policy and virtually invented

a host of geographies such as the United States, West

modern, post-1991 diplomacy in New Delhi, as a

Asia and among India’s immediate eastern neighbours

complement to economic liberalisation.

may have ended up conveying the perception that

Growing trade between the two regions – with
ASEAN’s 600 million people and 1.2 billion (currently)

ASEAN, despite the public statements, has somehow
lost its way in the corridors of South Block.

– was the cornerstone of the new relationship. Between

Looking ahead, India’s commitment to a quick and

1993 and 2003, bilateral trade grew 11 per cent a year.

meaningful realisation of RCEP is a key test of its

From 2003 to 2012, India-ASEAN trade expanded at

credibility in ASEAN. It has to balance short-term

the rate of 22 per cent. However, the fundamental

objectives with long-term strategic goals, being

promise of the India-ASEAN free trade agreement

careful not to jeopardise the hard-won gains since

(FTA), f inalised in August 2009, has not been

1992. That aside, the completion of the trilateral

realised. The US$ 100 billion trade target for 2015 has

highway (India-Myanmar-Thailand) and of the

been far from achieved.

Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Transport Project, both

This has told on India’s faith in FTAs and brought

long-delayed and for years a symbol of poor project
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implementation by India, needs to be a spur to greater

building of a robust defence relationship with Vietnam,

connectivity projects, some of which have got

including the decision to sell Brahmos missiles, is

enmeshed in India’s bureaucratic maze.

indicative of a new Indian posture and credibility.

While being mindful of Chinese motivations in the

ASEAN began as trade arrangement but its greatest

seas and in the Indian Ocean region, India also needs to

gift is perhaps its ability to incubate common

interrogate itself as to if and how a reconciliation of

platforms where all major regional and oceanic powers

BIMSTEC, BCIM and BBIN – respectively, ASEAN,

and stakeholders can meet. One of these is the East

Chinese and India led initiatives – is possible. This has

Asia Summit, which has been suggested as the fulcrum

implications for ASEAN and also for India’s

of a new security architecture in the Indo-Pacific. As a

Northeast, where it could potentially transform

classic middle power, can India become the catalyst for

economic opportunities.

such a process? In a sense, that should be a driver of its

Finally, on defence and strategic engagement, India’s

ASEAN policy.

earlier distinction between the northeastern India
Ocean and the waters of Southeast Asia and the Pacific

ööö

holds less and less. Indian naval capacities are limited
for the moment but intelligent partnerships, with the
United States and individual ASEAN countries, can
deliver exponential results. Of course, this will also
require some ASEAN members, such as Indonesia, to
overcome their ambivalence. In this context, the
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Keeping The Promise

I

N BUSINESS , IT ’ S TERMED THE

“first mover

ASEAN-directed “Look East” policy became one of the

advantage”. In idiomatic English, it’s expressed

drivers of India’s new worldview. Initial progress was

more granularly as “the early bird catches the worm”.

rapid. India and ASEAN became sectoral dialogue

The implication is the same, that early moves and

partners in 1992, and full dialogue partners in 1996.

pioneering investments bring the best results. The

From 2002, heads of government of India and the 10

diplomatic analogue, however, does not always hold

ASEAN countries have held annual summits.

true. Certainly, as one assesses the relationship and the

The alphabet soup, a sure test of busy diplomacy

engagement – economic and trade related, or political

even if not of how effective its outcomes may be, has

and strategic – between the Association of South-east

been particularly thick when it comes to India-ASEAN

Asian (ASEAN) countries – a collective comprising

relations. A whole host of mechanisms and cooperation

Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia,

frameworks have flowed, with increased Indian

Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and

participation or focus. There is the ASEAN Regional

Vietnam – and India, there is a sense that potential has

Forum (ARF), the East Asia Summit (EAS), Mekong-

not been realised.

Ganga Initiative, and the Bay of Bengal Initiative for

This is a wonder as India’s outreach to the region,

Multi sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation

propelled by the weight of ASEAN’s 10 members –

(BIMSTEC). In many or even all of these, ASEAN has

particularly Singapore – was seen as a milestone in the

sought to expand its strategic and economic geography

invention of a modern, post-Cold War foreign policy.

by embracing India, and bringing both of Asia’s rising

Beginning after (and as a complement to) the process

giants, China and India, on an even keel.

of liberalisation and economic reform in 1991, the
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studied in the context of platforms such as the EAS, it

Procurement, rather than craft a strategic analysis and

certainly appears to be. Nevertheless, the ASEAN

world view defined by India’s emerging threats,

incubated forums and the deep and undeniable

challenges and opportunities.

economic relationship of ASEAN with China – a reality
that is unlikely to change in the near future – also

ööö

provides a platform for both a competitive and
nuanced India-China conversation. The ASEAN arc is
where Indian and Chinese cultural and trade influences
have historically met and intersected. This process has
not always been smooth, but it has been educative. A

I

N THE

INDIAN

SYSTEM,

much of the energy for

foreign policy and external engagement comes

from the prime minister’s office (PMO) and its synergy

21st century successor paradigm is obviously desirable.

with key individuals in the MEA. With time priorities

Where culture and trade were the currencies in

change as well; with an ever-changing geopolitical

centuries gone by, the early 1990s threw open

landscape, new opportunities present themselves,

opportunities for India and ASEAN for investment in

pushing some existing ones to the proverbial back-

the newly-opened Indian economy, and for maritime

burner. This is not a dismissal of those existing

cooperation, as part of a larger defence relationship.

opportunities, far less a rejection of them; it is often a

The hopes and the rhetoric have been eloquent. Every

case of benign neglect, maybe even a neglect that

post-1991 prime minister, from P.V. Narasimha Rao to

appears not to be neglectful at all, discernible only with

Narendra Modi, has paid tribute to and emphasised the

the passage of years.
One wonders if something similar is not happening

importance of India’s ASEAN relationship. No prime

to New Delhi’s approach to ASEAN. The relationship

minister misses the annual ASEAN-India summit.
Having said that, there is an unmistakable

“ain’t broken”, not at all, and on the face of it does not

perception that the relationship has reached a low-level

require “fixing”. Yet, the potential of the relationship

equilibrium. ASEAN members complain the bloc is

and its ability to deliver exponential outcomes remains

simply not the priority for New Delhi that it was in

questionable unless India and Prime Minister Narendra

1990s. India’s Ministry of External Affairs (MEA)

Modi lend to “Act East” – the next phase of Look East,

contests this, but senior officials privately admit that

announced by the Modi government after it took office

much of the incremental progress and project

in 2014 – some of the vigour and vitality that has been

implementation as it were between India and ASEAN

demonstrated in other geographies. While nobody is

is now dependent on the economic ministries,

yet using the expression “de-prioritised” – and New

particularly the Commerce Ministry that negotiates

Delhi would strongly and genuinely deny that

India’s trade agreements, and the Defence Ministry.

insinuation – the frustration in various ASEAN capitals

As it happens, in the past 25 years only episodically

cannot be ignored.

have these ministries been able to overcome

When it was inaugurated in the early 1990s, Look

institutional tendencies towards short-termist

East was famously described as actually “Looking East

thinking. The Commerce Ministry has often got

to Look West” – building a constituency in the ASEAN

bogged down in minutiae. The Defence Ministry has

region and in Southeast Asia, among the United States’

come to mean the Ministry of Defence Equipment

closest friends in Asia. This was seen as a means to
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ANANTA ASPEN CENTRE

understanding, engaging with and eventually befriending

With its closest neighbours, particularly with

the superpower itself – wryly described as a neighbour

Bangladesh, Bhutan and Nepal, India has in the past

divided by the Pacific. This was expected to happen

two years proposed and worked on sub-regional energy

with a more informed view of America’s imperatives

and connectivity projects. Indeed all of those – the

for an economic and maritime Asia, as opposed to the

initiatives described in the preceding three paragraphs

limited strategic calculus of South Asia, constrained by

– are among the signal achievements of the Modi

the turbulence to India’s immediate west.

foreign policy team, admittedly with the caveat that

For the better part of the 1990s, while ASEAN and

much remains to be implemented and realised.

Singapore were talking up India’s role on the world

It is apparent ASEAN is missing in this list, despite

stage, Washington, DC, seemed to be lukewarm. This

the Indian prime minister’s regular and consistent

began to change in 1999-2000. Today, a decade and a

advocacy of the relationship. It would appear India’s

half later, three successive Prime Ministers, Atal Bihari

Look East venture has been overtaken by a Look West

Vajpayee, Manmohan Singh and Narendra Modi, have

(the Gulf States), Look Very West (the US), Look

invested heavily in the America relationship. Prime

Immediate East (Bangladesh-Bhutan-Nepal) and Look

Minister Modi and President Barack Obama have, over

Further East (Japan and Australia). In all this have

two years, made bilateral engagement that much richer

India and ASEAN lost their way?

and implicated it, as one official in the MEA put it, in

That is not a question anybody wants to ask or be

about every aspect of India’s social, economic and

confronted with. It also exaggerates the degree of the

political development.

problem. Having said that, there is no denying that

Prime Minister Modi, again following up on the

India and ASEAN need that big push, comparable to

groundwork laid by previous Prime Ministers,

the early 1990s, to take forward their interactive

including Prime Minister Singh, has raised the bar on

destiny. For the moment, the will, the effort, the sheer

India-Japan bilateralism, including a meaningful

numbers of meetings and the multitude of shared

defence component to add to a robust economic one,

platforms, while welcome in themselves, are not doing

as well as enhanced naval cooperation with countries

justice to what is possible.

such as Australia. Even with China, the idea that
offering that country greater market access, including

ööö

in infrastructure industries hitherto seen as “too
sensitive” by Indian officials, has offered the prospect
of India gaining that extra quantum of strategic
leverage. (Of course, the assumption of that bet on

I

T IS TELLING THAT THE

three areas of hope and

optimism for the India-ASEAN relationship remain

exactly what they were in the 1990s – trade and

China is far from settled.)
The Modi government has moved in rapidly and

economic integration; physical connectivity, both

purposefully to what was seen as a vacuum in west

across the seas and using the land border that links

Asia, in the Arab Gulf states and more recently Iran.

India’s Northeast to Myanmar, serving as a gateway to

Here again, India’s energy needs and appeal as an

ASEAN; defence and maritime partnerships. In all

investment destination, as well as the shared challenges

three areas, particularly in the first two, circumstances

from Islamist radicalism, are opening common ground.

have evolved and options have expanded for both
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ASEAN and India in the past two decades, or even the

India is near absent from the TPP conversation. On

most recent decade.

RCEP it remains the delayer in the room, to the extent

The expansion of choices has often been

that other negotiating countries have expressed their

competitive, leading to potential either/or situations.

disappointment with India's position. The Indian

This has become even more pronounced after the

strategy – tactic perhaps – seems to be stall and do little

financial crisis of 2008, which has seen a sizeable

else; officials in New Delhi speak in conspiratorial and

increment in the magnitude of Chinese composite

paranoiac terms of RCEP amounting to “a virtual FTA

power and political assertiveness and effectiveness

with China”.
India's lack of urgency on RCEP has a context and a

across the world, but particularly in Asia-Pacific and

cost. The context is the perception in the country that

the Indian Ocean region.
The United States has responded with a “Pivot to

the slew of FTAs entered into in the early 2000s have

Asia” that has reassured traditional friends but still

not benefited India’s economy and that domestic

invites scepticism about sustainability and size,

conditions have not been adapted and enhanced

especially in an era when domestic politics in the US is

adequately to take advantage of the FTAs and the

simultaneously jealous of sole-superpower status and

linkages they point to. It is really a chicken-and-egg

wary of overseas entanglements. How that square can

situation: do you improve domestic competitiveness,

be circled in the case of China will define the future of

standards and efficiency sequestered from such trade

ASEAN and even of India, separately and together.

arrangements and then enter into these – or do you use

Take for instance the competing ideas and

the pressure and obligations of international

philosophies underlying the two parallel projects for

agreements to force reform at home that may be

the economic integration of Asia – the China-powered

otherwise politically difficult?
India's World Trade Organisation experience in the

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership
Trans-Pacific

late 1990s would suggest that the second route is very

Partnership (TPP). ASEAN is central to RCEP, which is

feasible. However, the Indian trade strategy of today

designed as a Partnership of ASEAN and the six

appears more cautious and even wary. Part of the

countries with which ASEAN has free trade

reason for this has been the belief that the India-

agreements (FTAs), among them Japan, China and

ASEAN FTA has delivered sub-par outcomes, and to

India. TPP, on the other hand divides ASEAN, with

India's detriment since it is this country that has the

only four of its members – Brunei, Malaysia, Singapore,

negative balance of trade.

(RCEP)

and

the

US-propelled

and Vietnam – currently in the frame.
Of course the negative publicity freer trade in

ööö

general and specifically the TPP have generated in the
US election campaign may delay the Partnership. To
that end, RCEP has a greater chance of realisation in
the near future. Yet, while ASEAN is split on the TPP
question and internally unclear about whether the

T

HE

INDIA-ASEAN FTA

WAS

signed in August

2009 after years of negotiation. Many hopes

were pinned on it. India-ASEAN trade had been

labour and intellectual property standards likely to be

galloping in the pre-FTA period. Between 1993 and

stipulated represent a Trojan horse clause, the fact is

2003, bilateral trade grew 11 per cent a year. From
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2003 to 2012, – India-ASEAN trade at the rate of 22

advantages, including its quest for greater market

per cent. This coincided with the emerging markets’

access for services and labour.

boom and the most appreciable expansion of the Indian

There has also been a larger perception price that

economy in known history: an average of 8.3 per cent

India has paid and is paying for its oft-declared unease

annual GDP growth between 2003 and 2011.For the

with the ASEAN FTA and slow movement on RCEP. It

past five years, numbers has stagnated. The target of

has told on India’s credibility and staying power – when

bilateral trade amounting to US$ 100 billion by 2015

contrasting short-term challenges with desirable long-

has not been met and the figure for 2014-15 was US$

term goals. Arguably it has made other countries

76 billion, growth being flat when compared to the

unsure of whether to welcome India into APEC (Asia-

previous year. This makes talk of RCEP lifting India-

Pacific Economic Cooperation), another Pacific-rim

ASEAN trade to US$ 200 billion levels by 2022 that

forum that has long envisioned a free-trade zone in the

much less credible and seems to convince doubting

wider Asia-Pacific geography.
Eventually the imperatives of RCEP, APEC and even

Thomases and the India-ASEAN trade relationship

TPP may at some stage conflate. India’s ASEAN

has peaked.
That would of course be a gross misjudgement.

friends would want it to be an authoritative voice in

Despite its 600 million and US 2.6 trillion GDP,

that endeavour, if and when (or it at all) it is realised, not

ASEAN is the destination of less than 10 per cent of

a weak and unclear voice or, worse, a discordant voice.

India's exports; it needs to be understood that is also
the source of 10.5 per cent of India’s imports (both

ööö

figures 2015-16). The FTA with ASEAN has been
demonised more than the figures would justify and
that India didn’t undertake domestic reform to enable
domestic manufacturers to become meaningful and
legitimate participants in global value chains, running

I

NDIA’S RECORD OF INFRASTRUCTURE

development

and project implementation has not been

remarkable. For India’s external partners, the

in and out of ASEAN, cannot possibly be blamed

consolation has been that India’s record at home has

on others.

been about as poor, and it is not as if any one external

It is also true that the Modi government has taken

relationship or geography is singled out for special

redressal steps in this regard, with a focus on “Make in

treatment. That doesn’t stop a sense of impatience

India”. Yet, Make in India needs to complement greater

coming in, as it has with many and with ASEAN too.

international trade linkages, not see them as an

The ASEAN-India highway is an example of how

inhibitor to its own understandable aspirations.

delays have hurt. Hopefully the road will be

Somehow and somewhere the balance has not quite

commissioned and operational later this year, with the

been reached in New Delhi and the contraindicative

Indian stretch of the India-Myanmar-Thailand highway

approaches of different stakeholders have not helped.

finally being completed.

India needs to address this fairly expeditiously, with

It has taken a long time. The highway is meant to

the successful conclusion of RCEP negotiations by the

traverse 1,350 km from Moreh (Manipur, India) to

end of 2016 as a probable test. This resolve need not

Mae Sot (Thailand) and is part of the longer Asian

entail a wholesale abrogation of India’s comparative

Highway Project. Work on the stretch beyond India
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was accomplished using Chinese capacities, as part of

western edge of ASEAN, bordering India’s Northeast,

the Greater Mekong Sub-region forum that includes

while entering into a maritime Great Game with it in

China’s Yunnan province and its neighbouring

the ASEAN waters further east and south? How it

countries. The Asian highway was the evocative

answers this question could decide whether India is

inspiration for the ASEAN-India Car Rally in 2012,

perceived as a mature, confident power – or still a

which began in Yogyakarta (Indonesia) and concluded

fundamentally defensive one.

in Guwahati, Northeast India’s largest city.
The completion of the trilateral highway and of the

ööö

Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Transport Project –
linking Kolkata to Sittwe port in Myanmar and Sittwe
to Mizoram, opening new access routes for India's
Northeast – will give a significant boost to India and
repair to some degree its project-completion

I

N THE SUMMER OF

2016, India finally bit the

bullet. After some six years of vacillation, it

indicated it was willing to sell Brahmos missiles (made

reputation. Kaladan has taken close to a decade since

by an India-Russia collaboration) to Vietnam. It also

the project was approved in 2008. Again, the Modi

extended a line of credit of US$ 100 million to

government has taken on the task of completion with

Vietnam for defence purchases and sold offshore patrol

gusto, but Myanmar and the rest of ASEAN have made

vessels for possible use in the South China Sea. The

little secret of their concern. Other connectivity

Modi government had gone ahead with measures that

niggles, including the long-pending ASEAN-India

had been seeded in the days of Manmohan Singh but

Maritime Transport Agreement, remain.

where the previous government had stopped short of

Having said that, the issue that needs to be

actual delivery.

confronted now is broader and well beyond individual

Having said that, it would be unfair to lend a

projects, proposals and timelines. The question India

political or personality colour to India's Vietnam

needs to ask itself is to what degree can and would it be

question. The fact is the Indian system as it were spent

able to reconcile the underlying motivations of

the first decade of the 21st century in denial about the

BIMSTEC and of BCIM, the Bhutan-China-India-

maritime challenge posed by China in the Indian

Myanmar project that Beijing sees as a logical extension

Ocean. The challenge emerged and then expanded

or cousin of the Yunnan-led Greater Mekong Sub-

rapidly, touching India’s periphery. The message has

region? In turn, how can both BCIM and BIMSTEC be

now hit home, indicating a clarified strategic

reconciled with BBIN – the Bangladesh, Bhutan, India

understanding rather than a partisan political

and Nepal connectivity and energy initiatives,

competition. Vietnam is a beneficiary.
Where does India’s defence engagement with

mentioned earlier in this paper and among the Modi

ASEAN sit? ASEAN is not explicitly a defence treaty

government’s foreign policy thrusts?
This is a political interrogation that India must

and is loath to see itself as one. India’s military and

undertake of itself. How much room does it want to

geopolitical relationship has been with individual

give China, with that country’s obvious infrastructure-

ASEAN members and the sum of the parts has added

creation capacities and prowess, and how confident is it

up to a larger reality: that India is seen as a benign

of “managing” Chinese role and influence in the

power in ASEAN seas. Some individual defence

~ 10 ~
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bilaterals – such as India-Singapore – have been

makes it difficult for many ASEAN members to take

particularly muscular. In the ASEAN region as a whole,

unambiguous calls, and India suffers collaterally as well.

India seeks to be the big power in northern or
northeastern Indian Ocean, while Southeast Asia and

ööö

the Pacific have had secondary priority.
In the wider sense, this differentiation is no more
possible. India cannot draw lines in the water, and
while only an interested spectator in the South China
Sea dispute – and unable to materially change

P

ERHAPS THE OPPORTUNITY

for India is not to

think tactically but institutionally and in putting

in place a new security architecture that may appear

operating conditions there, given its current capacities

problematic in the short run but will enhance stability

– it needs to expand its role in Southeast Asia and the

looking ahead. In 2014, speaking at the Shangri-La

Indo-Pacific, both to secure its maritime trade and as

Dialogue in Singapore, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe of

an instrument of force projection. Here, ASEAN

Japan sought to reimagine the East Asia Summit as the

countries themselves have held varying views, even

fulcrum of a new framework in the Indo-Pacific.

though India’s MILAN naval exercises, off the

Japanese officials later described it as capable of

Andaman and Nicobar Islands featured half-a-dozen

performing a role similar to the Organisation for

ASEAN countries in 2014.

Security and Co-operation in Europe.

While a Singapore has welcomed an Indian role,

Not all ASEAN members were happy. Some were

countries such as Malaysia and Indonesia have been

worried about the Chinese response and of being

ambivalent. In 2002, with the US military preoccupied

caught in a great power rivalry between Beijing and

with Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan,

Tokyo. Others may have felt the EAS, a creature of

India stepped in following a request and sent naval

ASEAN, was being propelled into a trajectory that

vessels to escort commercial ships in the Straits of

would make it autonomous of its original ASEAN

Malacca. Indonesia was less than happy, even though

promoters and perhaps have it even outgrow ASEAN.

New Delhi had apparently consulted Jakarta before

Nevertheless, the fact that the EAS has China as a

acceding to the American urging. In both Malaysia and

member and is not a platform over which a Japan or a

Indonesia, a consistent and determined building of

US can claim exclusive or proprietary rights, and one

naval strength, supported by India and the US, has not

that has ASEAN as its fulcrum, gives it (the EAS) a

happened because governments and outlooks have

certain flexibility.
Intelligently done, the EAS security project could

been dynamic in all countries concerned, and the fear

end up being ASEAN’s greatest gift to Asia. This would

of displeasing China has never quite gone away.
Obama

require Japan, the US, China and ASEAN's individual

administration’s “Pivot to Asia” remains a puzzle with

members to trust the process and see it as worth an

intent not always being realised. Indeed, from 2010, a

experiment. As a classic middle power, can India play

year before President Obama spoke of the “pivot” and

the catalyst? ASEAN must wonder, or maybe, just maybe,

of “rebalancing”, US military and security assistance to

India would want to awaken it to that possibility.

What

hasn’t

helped

is

that

the

Southeast Asia has dropped by a fifth, though
individual nations such as Vietnam have gained. This

ööö
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