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Abstract

India’s policy with Southeast Asia, which took a distinctive shape since
the early 1990s in the form of the Look East policy, has been a multi-
pronged approach encompassing political, strategic and economic
aspects. Apart from establishing institutional linkages with ASEAN and
strengthening bilateral relations with its member states, especially in
the field of defence, India has been an enthusiastic participant and
supporter of multilateralism in Asia-Pacific. While this policy has so
far been reasonably successful, a new phase has begun with the ASEAN
Plus One Summit meetings underscoring the growing importance of
India to Southeast Asia and vice versa. The other major aspects is that
India has become a vital part of the larger Asia-Pacific strategic
landscape.
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A prominent foreign policy initiative that | ndia has undertaken in the post-
Cold War periodisthe so-called Look East policy. Initiated inthe early 1990s
against the backdrop of astruggling economy and the sudden di sappearance of
the Cold War framework, it is a diplomatic success story by any yardstick.
A clutch of new agreements to counter terrorism and to create a Free Trade
region between Indiaand ASEAN and accession to the Treaty of Amity and
Cooperation (TAC) has occured during the ASEAN Bali Summit Meetingin
October 2003. The Look East policy appears now to be poised for amajor take
off.

Defence cooperation agreementswith anumber of countriesand regular joint
military exercises havetaken place. Also, regular top-level political exchanges.
Further, bilateral freetrade agreementsareto befinalised soon with Singapore
and Thailand. India appearsto bewell poised to acquire akey placein Asia-
Pecificeffars.
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Inthe Cold War days most of thethen ASEAN countriesperceived Indiato
bein the camp of theformer Soviet Union. Apart from Vietnamto an extent, there
wasvery little political interaction of consequence except normal and * correct’
relations. Strategic linkswerevirtua ly non-existent and economic bondswere of
low importance.

Against thisbackground, the progressthat Indiahasmadein cultivating multi-
faceted relationshipswith ASEAN and itsmember statesisremarkable. Though
policy-makersinthe Ministry of Externa Affairsclamthat the Look East policy
encompassesthe entire As a-Pacific, the primary focusundoubtedly hasbeenon
Southeast Asia Thefact that the Indian Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayeehas
madethelargest number of visitsto thisregion—fivein about threeyearsto seven
out of theten countries' — isthe clearest politica signd that Indiahassent thet its
relationswith Southeast Asiaare very important.

To emphas sethe economic aspects, Indiahassigned aframework agreement
duringtheBali summitin 2003 to create aFree Trade and InvestmentsAreawith
ASEAN by 2016 and an apex body, the Federation of Indian Chamber of
Commerce and Industry, has begun to hold India-ASEAN Business Summit
meetings since 2002 to encourage greater private sector participation. Relations
with Myanmar too have taken off, overcoming the earlier problems. At atime
whenthe ASEAN leadership wishestolook beyond ASEAN, Indiais percelved
asan economic and strategic partner for regional peace, stability and prosperity.

Sincethereisno tangible evidenceto suggest that Indiahasfactoredinthe
developmentsat theAsia-Pacificlevel toformulateitspolicy, it appearsthe Look
Eadt policy, asit hasbeen followed sinceitsinitiationintheearly 1990s, isprimarily
focused on Southeast Asia. The objectives appear to be three-fold: One, to
ingtitutionaliselinkageswith ASEAN and its affiliates (Dialogue Partnership,
ASEAN Plus One Summit Meetings and membership on the ARF); two, to
strengthen bilateral relationshipswith member statesof ASEAN; and three, to
carve asuitableplacefor itself so that Southeast Asiawill not come under the
influenceany one mgjor power, especialy China. At thesametime, it needsto be
emphasized that New Delhi wantsto project theimagethat itsLook East policy is
not related to China sgrowinginvolvement in Southeast Asia. Inany case, it can
besaidthat the L ook East policy hasplayed avitd rolein enabling Indiato become
one of themajor powersof theAsiaPacific. Today no discussion on political or
strategic or economic aspect iscomplete without mentioning India.
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Backdrop

India has geographical proximity to Southeast Asia, sharing its maritime
boundary with at least three countries— India s second longest border (land and
maritimetogether) iswith Myanmar — the closeness of Andaman and Nicobar
IdandsintheBay of Bengal to Southeast Asathanto mainland Indiaand thefact
that southern Indian tip is astride some of the most important sea lanes of
communicationintheIndian Ocean, connecting Southeast Asia(and East Asia)
withWest Asiaand Europethrough which nearly 40 per cent of theworld'strade
passesthrough. However, Southeast Asawashardly ahighforeign policy priority
toIndiatill recently.

India s association with Southeast Asiacan betraced back to ancient times.
No other country hasinfluenced theregion asmuch asIndiaby way of religion,
language, culture and civilisation. Thereisalso enormoushistorical evidenceto
suggest that therewereflourishing economic and cultura relationsbetween India
and the countriesof Southeast Asiainthe pre-colonia era. Whiletheselinkswere
disrupted during the colonial interlude, thefreedom strugglesin Indiaand many
countriesof Southeast Asahaveledtotherediscovery of each other. Much before
Indiaattained independencein August 1947, theleadership envisioned thefuture
importanceof Southeast Adaand India sinvolvement. Eventhedrategic Sgnificance
of Southeast Asiacaught the attention of aleading Indian strategic thinker who
argued that the* Gulf of Md accaislikethemouth of acrocodile, the Peninsulaof
Mdayabeing the upper and thejutting end of Sumatrathelower jaw. Theentry to
the Gulf can be controlled by the Nicobars and the narrow end isdominated by
theidand of Singapore.”2

Indian nationalist |eaders convened the Asian Relations Conferencein New
Delhi inMarch 1947 primarily to express solidarity with thefreedom strugglesal
across Southeast Asia. Equally important wasthe Specid Conferenceon indonesia
that washeld in January 1949 which was attended by 15 nations and expressed
support to the Sukarno-led armed struggle againgt the Dutch colonid rule. Infact,
it hasbeen argued that freedom struggles, especidly in Indonesiaand Vietnam,
provided mgor inputsin shaping thenascent Indianforeign policy inthelate 1940s3
Interestingly, thelndian military trained thearmed forcesof Indonesaafter it became
independent and Indonesiawasthe only country outs dethe Commonwedthwith
whichthelndian Navy heldjoint exercises.

India sneutraist/non-aligned policy had cons derableapped in SoutheastAsa
evenastheColdWar rivary began having animpact ontheregion. Duerecognition
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wasaccorded to India sstatureasaregiond power when it wasmeadethe Chairman
of theInternational Control Commission that was set up under the 1954 Geneva
Accord on Vietnam. The Afro-Asian Conference (also called the Bandung
Conference) in April 1955 was co-sponsored by Indiaand wasamajor turning
point.

But India sinterest in Southeast Asadwindled withthewarsthat Indiahad to
fight with Chinain 1962 and with Pakistan in 1965 and 1971.* The war with
Chinadiluted Nehru'svision of an alternative framework of referenceinworld
politics— thenon-aligned movement. That policy, with minor changesnow and
then, continued for the next two decadestill the end of the Cold War. Security
concernsover-rodeforeign policy.

Thedistinct progpect of facing S multaneousthreatsfrom Peakistan and China
led Indiato move closer to the Soviet Union. India scredibility dented with the
signing of the Treaty of Friendship withthe Soviet Unionandin 1971.

While Indiawas trying to come to terms with reality in South Asiaand
elsawhere, Southeast Asawasa so undergoing radical changes. Thefounding of
ASEAN consisting of anti-communist regimes and the intensification of US
involvement in Indo-Chinaled to polarisation within Southeast A a Intheaftermath
of the oil shocks in the early 1970s, India's main concern was to secure
uninterrupted oil supplies. Flushwith petrodollars, the economic opportunitiesin
theWest-Asianregion aso drew Indiaaway from Southeast Asia.

In the late 1970s and the early 1980s, India’s attention was drawn again
towards Southeast Asia. The February 1979 Chinese attack on Vietnamto ‘teach
alesson’ for thelatter’ smilitary intervention in Cambodiaand overthrow of the
pro-Beijing Pol Pot regime brought Indiaand Vietnam closer. Indiawastheonly
non-communist country thet recognised the Heng Samringovernment. TheASEAN
offer of a*didoguepartnership’ inthemid-1980sto dissuade I ndiafrom extending
diplomatic recognitionto Cambodiawas seento be strategicaly lessadvantageous
and, hence, was not accepted. Thus, much of India’ s policy toward Southeast
Asiainthe 1980s appearsto be China-centric.

Despiteitsbest intentionsand some ha f-hearted attemptsto find asolution to
thefearsof the Cambodian impasse, Indiacould not shed its pro-Soviet image.
Therewaslittlethat Indiacould doto alay thefearsof thenon-communist ASEAN
nationsabout Indianintentionsin Southeast A a It wasamidst these devel opments,
that the expansion of the Indian Navy came under focus because of perceptions
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that I ndiaalong with the Soviet Union and Vietnam might make concerted moves
to check the growing Chineseinfluencein Southeast Asia, particularly after the
Sovietsgained afoothold in the Cam Ranh Bay naval basein Vietnam.® This
coincided with Indiasacquisition of certain high profilenava shipsand systems.
Althoughthefirgt reaction cameasfar back asmid-1986 when Indonesiaprotested
against reported Indian movesto build anew naval basein the Andaman and
Great Nicobar Idands® criticism of the Indian Navy reacheditspeak inthelate
1980sand early 1990s.

FromanASEAN point of view, apossiblendian nava roleinthewaterways
connecting the Bay of Bengal with East Asiaappearsto be of concern. These
draitsareimportant international sealanesof communicationthat formthemain
link between the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Because of itscloselinkswith the
Soviet Unionand Vietnam, it wasfeared that thistrio could underminethe Chinese
role, and to alesser extent, eventhe Americanrolein Southeast Asa’ ASEAN'’s
second worry wasapossi ble clash of maritime spheresof influence between India
and China

Perceptionsof Indiaasafast growing military power interested in extending
influence beyond South Asia remained even after the end of the Cold War
by the early 1990s. Acquisition of the second aircraft carrier from the UK,
aTU-142 MR long-range maritime reconnai ssance aircraft, modern Kilo-class
conventiona submarinesfromthe Soviet Union, and theexpanson of naval facilities
at the Andamansin the Bay of Bengal, was seen to be an attempt to acquire
power projection capabilitiesand an ability to control Maaccaand other crucia
graitsintheregion. Different concernsa so began emerging in Southeast Asadue
to the Soviet withdrawa fromVietnam and USintent to downsizeitspresencein
the Philippines. Once again, possibleIndian motivesand itsmilitary potential to
extend itsreach into Southeast Asiabecame asubject of considerable debate.

These werethe circumstancesthat prompted policy-makersin New Delhi
tomake concerted movestodlay thefearsin Southeast Asa. Thenew government
under theleadership of PV. Narasimha Rao, and opening up of the economy,
helped to put in place anew policy framework. Although Rao has been credited
with the Look East policy, one cantraceitsrootsto theinitiativestken by the
Indian Navy in the late 1980s. Economics and politics were added to these
incentives.
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Post-Cold War Period

Probably, India never felt more isolated in its neighbourhood since
independence than during the mid-to-late 1980s at theregional and global level .2
It isimportant to note afew significant changes that were made to adjust the
foreign policy orientationto suit thechanged circumstances. Apart fromre-tuning
the non-alignment-centred policy, serious attemptswere madeto mesh foreign
policy prioritieswith security concerns. Second, inorder togivea greater economic
orientationto theforeign policy, aseparatecell, cadled the Economic Divison, was
created, headed by asenior bureaucrat inthe Ministry of Externa Affairs. Third,
special efforts were initiated aimed at assuaging the concerns of the smaller
neighboursin South Asia® Last but not theleast, the Look East policy aimed at
greater economic aignment with, and politica rolein, thedynamic Asia-Pacific
regionin general and Southeast Asiain particular, was put in place. It became
apparent that, outside South Asia, Indiasaw Southeast Asiaastheonly region
where palitico-strategic and economic conditions offered an opportunity to play a
rolefor itsalf.

It wasagaingt thisbackground that one could seeadramatic transformationin
India’sapproach and policiestoward Southeast Asia. Refurbishing India simage
asarespons ble power and convincing ASEAN that it had greater stakein peace
and stability rather than merely extendingitsinfluencetofill the so-called power
vacuum in Southeast Asia, becameimportant. Theemergence of ASEAN asan
autonomousregiond influenceand the phenomena economic successthe member-
datesachieved, further added to theurgency. By then, ASEAN too wasresponsive
to Indianinitiatives particularly since the organisation faced the traumaof an
uncertain futurein the post-Cold War atmosphere of political flux. The earlier
ColdWar image of ASEAN and Indiabel onging to different political campsinthe
global bipolar system dissipated removing major obstacles. Thestrategic divide
that segregated Indiafrom the ASEAN bloc of nations al so disappeared so that
ASEAN could gppreciate, understand and positively respond to India’ sovertures.
Many ASEAN countrieswere a so attracted by the economic opportunitiesthat a
huge market like Indiaoffered. The Chinafactor too started weighing heavily in
severa ASEAN quarters particularly after the closure of the US basesin the
Philippinesin 1992 and the emergence of the South China Seadispute, evenas
Beijing started asserting itsclaimsvociferoudy. Although Indiaovertly loathed the
ideaof becoming acounterba ancing power vis-&vis China, it did not seemto be
averseto theideaof using Southeast Asian worriesto advanceitspolitical and
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drategicinterests. Indiawasparticularly worried about the growing nexusbetween
Chinaand thestrategically located Myanmar.

TheL ook East Policy

A closescrutiny of India’sLook East policy revealsthat it wasnot smply
meant toimproverelationswith Southeast Asiabut therewereanumber of other
dimensionstoo. What started as an attempt to assuage negative reaction to the
Navy, the post-Cold War political atmosphere offered an opportunity to include
aspectspolitical aswell aseconomic. TheLook East policy wasamulti-faceted
and multi-pronged approach to establish strategic links with many individual
countries, evolvecloser political linkswith ASEAN, and devel op strong economic
bondswith theregion. Second, it was an attempt to carveaplacefor Indiainthe
larger Asia- Pacific. Third, the Look East policy was a so meant to showcase
India’seconomic potentia for investmentsand trade. In away, thispolicy also
started influencing India sforeign policy significantly. India, which had all along
beenwary of regional multilateralism, waswilling to actively participate. Other
interesting dimensionsof thispolicy areexhibition of greater sengitivity towardsa
large number of smaller countries of Southeast Asiaand atotal volte-facewith
regardtoitsattitudetoward Myanmar. Last but not the least, thefedling of getting
left outinthe AsaPacific, whether it wasthe AsiaPacific Economic Cooperation
(APEC) or the ASEAN Post-Ministerial Conferences(ASEAN-PMC) withthe
Diaogue Partnersof ASEAN, which had emerged asthe only forum to discuss
regional issues. Although both Indiaand ASEAN refused to admit openly, therise
of Chinaalso played animportant rolein theevolution of the Look East policy.

TheL ook East policy beganwithalot of fanfarebut it wasnot smooth sailing.
One can discern three distinct phases of this policy. The first phase marked
enormous enthusiasm and aflurry of activity and exchanges.'® By mid-1990s,
there was considerable cooling down of earlier zeal on both sides, which got
further dampened by the 1997-98 financid crisis. Thethird and thelatest phaseis
therevivd of interest onceagan. Themulti-dimensond approach and theprogress
that India sLook East policy hasachieved arebriefly explained below.

Political Relations

Thediplomatic strategy that was adopted appearstwo-fold. Firs, after having
realised that ASEAN isthefocal point around whichit would havetorebuildits
relationship, India's primary objective was to become a Dialogue Partner of
ASEAN. Throughintensediplomatic efforts, Indiawas madea Sectora Dialogue
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Partner of ASEAN in 1992 which got el evated to the status of Dialogue Partner
during the Fifth ASEAN Summit Meeting of 1995 “reflecting the growing ties
between thetwo sidesthat have developed in recent years.”** Second, to target
select ASEAN member-nationsfor closer bilaterd relations. Sngaporehasemerged
by far asthemost important bilatera partner of India. Singaporewasinstrumental
instrongly supporting India scasefor Dia ogue Partnership, membershipinthe
ARFandinthe ASEAN PlusOnesummit meeting. Malaysiaand Thailand were
the other countries. Malaysiawas quite upbeat to begin with but lost interest
gradualy, probably because of thelack of progressontheeconomicfront. Thalland
preoccupied with Indochinaand Myanmar, did not show much enthusasmdthough
itwasnot averseto agreater Indian rolein Southeast Asia.

Strategic I nteraction

Interestingly, it was on the defence and strategic front that | ndiahas made
impressive progress. Inthe Post-Cold War it becameimperativefor Indiato dispel
fearsabout itsmilitary expansioninan otherwisetraditionaly nonhostile ASEAN
region. Also, Southeast Asaitsdf witnessed aseachangeinthepalitica amaosphere.
The Cambodianissuewasno longer contentiousand Vietnam was perceived asa
potentid aly rather than an enemy by ASEAN. Nor could India smilitary mightin
the emergent Asian balance of power beignored any longer. Contrary to the
previous perception, the Southeast Asian nations began to look upon Indiaasa
power that could play akind of ‘balancingrol€ . Itwasin India sinterest to ensure
that Southeast Asiawould not be dominated especially by Chinaonceit became
obviousthat the superpowerswould reducetheir presence, which coincided with
asmilar thinking within Southeast Asa Theupshot of the convergenceof interests
of Indiaand Southeast Asiawasthe genesisof anew strategicinteraction with
severa ASEAN nations.

Criticismrequiring thelndian navy’ sambitionswerereplaced by many indances
of defence cooperation between Indiaand Southeast Asa. A number of confidence
building measures(CBM ) that I ndiaundertook and grester gppreciation of Indian
maritimethreatsby the Southeast Asian countriescreated anew eraof cooperation
which began to transcend the naval contours. Perhaps, the most important were
thejoint nava exercisesIndiastarted holding periodicaly with Indonesia, Madaysia
and Singaporesince 1991 near the Andamans. The Chief of theNava Staff claimed
that the shipsvisit and communication exercises should dispel the gpprenensions
about any Indian ulterior motivesin Southeast Asia. Equally significant werethe
defencetiesthat were being forged between Indiaand many Southeast Asian
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countries. It wasreported that during thevisit by theMaaysian Defence Minigter,
Ngib TunAbdul Razak inMarch 1992, awiderangeof defencetieswasdiscussed.
Prime Minister Mahathir Mohammead indicated in aninterview that thelevel of
cooperation between Maaysiaand Indiawould be upgraded with the Malaysian
decisontobuy theRussan MiG-29fighter aircraft. Heexplained that Indiacould
extend serviceand training facilitiesand supply spareparts. Indiaand Maaysia
signed aMemorandum of Understanding on defence cooperation in February
1993, which, though primarily meant totrain Maaysian air force personnel, was
fairly broad ranging toincludejoint development of certain defence systems of
commoninterest. Indiaexpanded facilities at the MiG-29 assembly factory to
meet the Malaysian demand and at least 100 pilotsand ground supporting staff
weretrained aspart of thisMoU, athough not much progress could take place
withregard tojoint development. Malaysawaskeentotrainitsmarine commando
forcesand serviceitsnaval boatsin India, and have regular exchanges between
thenavies.*? Similarly, KualaL umpur aso expressedinterest inthe Indian HAL -
built Dornier 228 Maritime Patrol Craft and HAL-built Chetak helicoptersfor
search and rescue and Cheetah light utility helicopters.

India scooperationwith Singaporethat beganin 1993isdegp and longstanding.
A Singaporean proposd for an agreement for thetraining of itsnavy and for other
areas of defence cooperation, which had been pending since 1994, wasreportedly
cleared by theIndian Defence Minister in 1998. % Singapore’ sinterest hasbeen
totrainitsnaval personnel inIndia Singaporeistheonly country that hastherare
distinction of gaining accesstothetraining facilitiesat the Southern Naval Command
in Kochy, in addition to other training facilities. More significant are the anti-
submarinewarfare exercisesIndiaand Singapore have started to hold since 1996
a India’ sEastern Naval Command.** Apart fromjoint naval exercisesbetween
thetwo, Singaporehasaready madeuseof India smissletesting rangea Chandipur
totest out itsgunsand somemissilesinitsinventory.” Singagpored sofacesproblems
regarding thetraining of itsair force crew that earlier used to usethe USfacilities
inthePhilippines. Singapore hasdready beenusing thefacility in Austrdia, but the
Indian option isalso being pursued. Indiahasa so imported afew patrol boats
from Singapore. The close defencelinks between thetwo countriesculminated in
the signing of adefence cooperation agreement during thefirst-ever visit by the
Singapore Defence Minister, Teo Chee Hean in October 2003.1

Thailand too hasrecently expressed interest in holding joint naval exercises
with the Indian Navy. After acquiring theaircraft carrier, Thailand hasturned to
Indiatotrainitsnaval personne, asthelndian Navy istheonly Asian navy that has
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long experience of operating carriers. Thal pilotshavebeentrained to operate Sea
HarriersinIndia Though strictly not inthe realm of defence, Thailand hasbeen
keen on devel oping nuclear energy and has, infact, broached theideaduring the
Indian PrimeMinister’svisitinApril 1993 for the supply of anuclear research
reactor.

Indiahad s gned adefence cooperation agreement with Viethamin 1994 inan
attempt to upgrade the strategi ¢ dia ogue between the two countries. Although
Vietnam hasbeen downsizing itsmilitary quantitatively, itsequipment wasamost
entirely supplied by theformer Soviet Union, which urgently needsupgradation or
replacement. Recently, Vietnam has contracted to acquire asquadron of SU27
Flankersfrom Russia, but upgradation of largeanumber of MiG-21 fightershas
been onthecards. Indiawould beinapostionto help Vietnaminthisregard once
itsown MiG-21 fightersare upgraded by Russia(which Indiaisexpected to do
under Russianlicence). Smilarly, thereareindicationsthat Vietnamisinterested to
upgradeitsnavy with Indian helpinthe coming years. Sofar thereisno evidence
of any concrete cooperation in defence hardware.

Joint naval exercisesand visitsby senior officersof theIndonesian Navy to
the Andaman and Nicobar Islands naval sites, which were Indonesia’'s major
concern, havedispelled earlier fears. Beyond the usud exchangeof visitsof senior
officers, therewasvery little substantive cooperation till an agreement wassigned
during theIndian PrimeMinigter’svigtin January 2001. Aspart of the* Agreement
on CooperativeActivitiesinthefield of Defence ', an Indian defence company,
Bharat ElectronicsLimited, wassupposed to supply spare partsfor aradar systems
and other equipment for the Indonesian armed forces, but failed to do so because
of sometechnical-legal complications. It certainly isamajor setback asfar as
India'sstrategic relationswith Indonesiaare concerned especidly inview of the
fact that after morethan five decades defencelevel contactswere established.*®
Similarly, theearlier anticipated cooperationin theaerospaceindustry alsofailed
to materialise. Morerecently, for thefirst timethe naviesof Indiaand Indonesia
have begun to undertakejoint patrolling inthe Maacca Straits primarily aimed at
curbing piracy. Aspart of the defence cooperation agreement, Indiaisinvolvedin
trainingtheLaotianArmy.

Even the Philippines have expressed interest to cooperate with Indiain the
defence sector. Both Defence Minister and the Under Secretary of Defence of the
Philippinesvigted Indian navd ships, two destroyersand amissile corvette, during
aport call at Manila. Quoting observers conversant with the Filipino nava needs,
anewspaper report commented, “ Indiahad aready figured in the cal cul ations of
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the Philippinesasapossible sourcefor the procurement of naval vessdls... there
isapossbility of thePhilippinesnow looking a India, anong others, for thepurchase
of patrol boatsand missile corvettes.”°

Yet another facet of Indian naval diplomacy istheannua congregation of Bay
of Bengal navies— of India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Singapore and Thailand, near the Andamans, called the Milan. It wasaunique
initigtiveIndiastarted in early 1995 involving so many naviesof the neighbouring
countries® Apart from naval exercises, thisevent includes coordination of search
and rescue operations at seaand establishment of inter-operability with other
navies. Thisisfollowed by ssminarsa Port Blair on marineenvironmenta protection
and pollution control, disaster relief operationsand protection of exclusveeconomic
zones?

In the recent past, much of the activity was centred around exchange of
personnel for training purposes and periodic naval exercises, especialy with
Singapore, Maaysia, Indonesaand even Myanmar. An interesting feature after
the 9/11 incidentsisthe Indian Navy’s presence and participation in escort and
joint patrolling activitiesinthe Andaman Sea. Apart from escorting USshipscarrying
suppliesto Afghanistan for counter-terrorism effort, the navies of Indiaand
Indonesiahave started bilaterd joint patrolling a ong the Ma accaand other Straits
of Southeast Asa. Thelndian Navy isalso actively involved in the protection of
sealanesof communication.? Thailand too showed considerableinterest toforge
defencelinkswith India. Themost important of al isthetraining of Thai pilotson
SeaHarriersto operate carrier aircrafts.

Economic Engagement

TheL ook East policy aso gaveatremendous boost to economic tiesbetween
Indiaand Southeast Asia. A number of ingtitutional mechanismshave beenputin
placeto promote economic exchanges. Theearlier Joint Trade Committeeswith
the ASEAN countrieswere upgraded as Joint Business Commissionsand the
IndiaASEAN Busness Council and ASEAN-IndiaJoint Management Committee
were formed. Consequent to India’s elevation to Dialogue Partner status, the
ASEAN-IndiaJoint Cooperation Committee and the ASEAN-IndiaWorking
Group on Trade and Investment were set up. AnASEAN-IndiaFund was created
to promotetrade, tourism, science and technology, and other economic activity.
Fromvirtudly littleor noinvestment from Southeest Asaintheearly 1990s Mdaysa
and Singapore have emerged asthetenth and eleventhlargest interms of approved
investmentsrespectively by 2002. Thailand isin the 18" and Indonesiaand the
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Philippinesarein 33 and 35" position respectively. Cumulatively, thesefive
countriescongtitute nearly 5 per cent of thetotal approved investmentsin India?
Theprogresswithregardto bilaterd tradeisa so equaly impressive. Thegrowth
in India strade wasthe fastest with Southeast Asiaas compared to any other
region between 1991 and 1997. While ASEAN exports kept the momentum,
importsdecreased commendably asaresult of thefinancial crisisin1997-98. The
exports grew from about US $1.4 billionin 1993 to over 6.2 hillion in 2000.
Importsby ASEAN ontheother handincreased from US$1.4 billiontoUS$4.4
billionin 1997 but nose-dived to US$1.71 billion in 1998 but have since picked
up to reach about US $3 billion in 2000.2

Not to beleft out of thefreetrade areabandwagon that i s sweeping Southeast
Asd g, Indiatoo has put across concrete plansto increasethe economicinteraction
andintegrationthroughingtitutiona arrangements. Inthefirst-ever meeting of India
and ASEAN economic ministersin Brunel in September 2002, the Indian trade
and industry minister expressed the desireto enter into aformal agreement with
ASEAN asaRegiona Tradeand Investment Agreement (RTIA) or aFree Trade
Area(FTA) inthe coming years.” TheIndian initiative has come close on the
heelsof asmilar meeting between Japan and ASEAN in September 2002, where
it was decided to establish an FTA between Japan and ASEAN.? China has
already enteredinto an agreement on FTA withASEAN to berealised by 2010.
These moves are being complemented by the private sector’ sown initiativeto
hold annual India-ASEAN Business Summit Mesetings.

Indiaand Asia-Pacific Multilateralism

Aninteresting dimension of India sLook East policy isthenew-foundinterest
inregiond multilaterdism. Although Indiahasbeen amember of the Commonwed th
and more recently of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation
(SAARC) and the Indian Ocean Region Association for Regional Cooperation
(IOCARC), it hasalwaysbeen wary of political/security issues becoming part of
theagendaof thesefora. Surely, it wasnot afounding member, but Indialobbied
hard to get into thenew security forumthat cameupin 1993, the ASEAN Regiona
Forum (ARF), and became its member in 1996. As part of the ARF's CBM
agenda, Indiahasfor thefirst time presented afairly detailed Security Outlook
Paper to the Forum in 2001. The earlier reticence has given way to active
participationin avariety of the ARF sactivitiesboth at the official aswell as
unofficial CSCAPlevels. Indiaa so came up with anumber of new mulltilateral
initiativesinvolving Southeast Asian countries. Prominent among thesearethe
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BIMSTEC (Bangladesh-India-Myanmar-Sri Lanka-Thailand Economic
Cooperation) in 1997 and Ganga-Mekong Swarnabhumi (India, Myanmar,
Thailand, Laos, Cambodiaand Vietnam) in 2000. These are purported to befor
facilitating greater economic and cultura cooperation, but the security anglecannot
beignored.

Prospectsfor theFuture

Inthe current look East policy phase, importanceto security aspectsisclearly
discernible. Whether with regard to the US, Japan or Southeast Asia, policy-
makers appear to be convinced that an enduring bilateral rel ationship cannot be
built unlessunderpinned by strategicties. Hence, one can expect security didogues
and defencetiestoremain mgor prioritiesof theLook East policy. India sstatus
asthelargest navy intheIndian Oceanlittord isunlikely to bechallenged and the
devel opment of anew command at theAndamansisindicativeof India seastward
emphasis. Asfar aseconomic linksare concerned, theinvestment climateisfar
better today thanin the early 1990s and figuresindicate that tradeisdoing very
well. Indiahas certain advantagesaswell. Unlike Chinaand Japan, thereisno
historical baggagetoworry about either intermsof invasion or interference. India
isnot involved in any border or maritime boundary disputeswith its Southeast
Asian neighbours.?’ Infact, Indiaisuniquely placed to play akind of balancing
role so that Southeast Asiadoes not come under theinfluence of any onegreat
power.

Despite certain problemswith regard to decision-making mechanismsand
bureaucratic apathy, many projects started by Southeast Asiansare doing very
well. After successfully building atechnology park in Bangalore, Singaporeis
planning to build another one. MaaysaisinvolvedinbuildingAsd slargest natura
gas container project in collaboration with apublic sector company and inthe
construction of highways. Interestingly, Singaporeand Maaysia, in particul ar,
appear to have established good rapport with theleadership in investor-friendly
satesof South India. Thereisagrowingredisationin Southeast Asathat, despite
China sgreater attraction, | ndiaisan expanding economy whosesizeismorethan
doublethat of al of Southeast Asian countries put together in PPPterms, anditis
oneof thelargest emerging marketsfor productsand servicesintheworld. India's
open political system and anindependent judiciary are additional plus points.
Singapore scurrent policy of engaging Indiaand s multaneoudy avoiding excessve
dependence on China®islikely to bethe path otherswill follow inthe coming
years, which meansfurther degpening of India-Southeast Asiarelations. Thereis
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oneareathat can provideimmense avenuesfor cooperation, that is, themaritime
security intheregion, whichincludes security of sealanes, the problem of piracy,
trafficking in narcoticsand small arms, search and rescue, pollution at sea, disaster
management, etc., whereajoint multilateral effort can perhaps be undertaken
along with some of the Northeast Asian countries.

Conclusion

Undoubtedly, the Look East policy hasonce again emerged asamajor thrust
areaof India sforeign policy after somehiccupsinthemid-1990s. Althoughitis
claimed that thispolicy encompassesthewhole Asia-Pacific region, itisapparent
that much of theemphasi shasbeen on Southeast Asa. Despite enormous progress
made sincetheenunciation of the policy intheearly 1990s, Indialagsbehind other
great powersintermsof geopolitical or economicimportance. The Look East
policy isrespongbleinmaking Indiaanindienablepart of theAsa-Pecific’ sstrategic
discourse. The current phase marksthe beginning of avibrant relationship onthe
economic, politica and srategicfronts. A number of ingtitutiona mechanismshave
been put in placeso that thereisaregular interaction at dl levelsand s multaneoudy
bilateral linkageswith individual member-states have a so been strengthened.

Now that India has become a Summit Partner of ASEAN, it providesan
opportunity for thetop leadershipto visit Southeast Asiaevery year for politica
interaction. Unlikeinthe past, it appearsthe current phase of the Look East policy
ismuchmoresubgtantial. Whiledevel oping linkswith ASEAN and other ASEAN-
led multilatera ingtitutions, Indiaisa so pursuing to quditatively improvebilatera
linkswith member-states. Threedistinct featuresof the L ook East policy emerge:
Theseare: one, Indiahasmanaged to devel op amulti-faceted relationship; two, a
successful defence diplomacy hasbeen put in place; and three, unlikeinthe past,
Indiaisnot averseto participateinregiona multilateralism— security or economic.
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