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Abstract  

India‟s Look East policy was launched in 1991 by the then NarasimhaRao 

government to renew political contacts, increase economic integration and forge security 

cooperation with several countries of Southeast Asia as a means to strengthen political 

understanding. There is different opinion or interpretation among scholars and writers 

regarding the implementation of India‟s Look East Policy. Some says Look East Policy 

would generate socio-economic and commercial development to the people of Manipur in 

general and tribal in particular. In the contrary, some scholar and writers have the opinion 

that India‟s Look East Policy is a threat to tribal culture and their traditional land ownership 

system. This paper intends to throw lights threats or challenges of Look East Policy for the 

tribal of chandel district in Manipur. 
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Introduction 

Ever since India opted for economic liberalisation in the early Nineties as a response 

to economic globalisation, Look East Policy has generated extensive debate in the academic 

discourse. India‟s Look East Policy is a policy initiative which seeks more interactive 

economic, commercial, military, security and cultural co-operation with Southeast Asian 

countries through opening up of the Northeast region. Northeast India remains strategic in the 

entire scheme of Look East Policy by virtue of being the gateway to Southeast Asia. Of all 

the North-eastern states, Manipur occupies the most strategic position. Both the Trans Asian 

Highway and Trans Asian Railway are going to pass through chandel district of Manipur by 

cutting across the international border. Therefore, Chandel district occupies the most 

important and strategic position for the successful implementation of India‟s Look East 

Policy. Chandel district is one among the five hill districts of Manipur which is inhibited by 

the Kukis tribes and a section of Naga tribes of Manipur.    

 According to certain informed quarters, a lot of benefits could be derived from such regional 

economic co-operation. It has been stated that the Look East Policy would bring economic 
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development among the tribal of Manipur by commercialization of tribal culture and artifacts 

on the highway providing all kinds of ethnic products and items. In fact, the tribal population 

on the high way would have variety of opportunities when India‟s Look East Policy is fully 

implemented. For the successful implementation of Look East Policy, construction of 

infrastructure like star hotel, motel, guest house and commercial Centre would be necessary.  

As such, there will be a huge demand of man power both skill and unskilled workers or 

laborers.  Therefore, it is expected that people of Manipur in general and tribal in particular 

would have an employment opportunity. There will be increased in the number of tourists 

(foreign as well as national) in Manipur when Look East Policy is fully implemented. The hill 

people settled on the Asian high way will have opportunity to built a model village for each 

community/tribe in the form of village tourism on the high way where tourist and travellers 

alike will have the opportunity to experience, taste and see varied forms of unique ethnic 

culture, way of life, tribal value system, food, custom, house and environment and in turn 

have the opportunity to show cash the tribal culture to the world, preserve the unique culture 

and in turn a lot of income from it.    

Another perspective which is diametrically opposed to the above stated disposition 

holds that the Look East Policy is a threat to people of Manipur in general and tribal in 

particular. One of the widely perceive fear is that the influx of Chinese and Thai Multi-

National Entrepreneurs (MNEs) and technologically advanced small and medium 

entrepreneurs (SMEs) can intensify the economic inequality and give birth to unbalanced 

economic development in which the developed enclave economy remain in conflict with 

backward popular economy especially the tribal economy all of which the tribal would 

always be on the disadvantage position. Another threat of India‟s Look East Policy to the 

tribal of Manipur is annexation of their land and loss of traditional land ownership in the 

society. The state government as well as the central government would carry out construction 

of various infrastructures like broadening of Asian high way, international trade Centre, 

hotel, guest house, etc. which would encroach tribal land.  Still another threat of India‟s Look 

East Policy for the tribal of Manipur is cultural shocked. The tribal are the most vulnerable 

people in terms of cultural and religious assimilation; they easily succumbed to any kind of 

strong wave of westernization, privatization, cultural and political revolution. And with the 

possible strong wave of westernization or Koreanization; side by side with the advent of 

globalization the tribal in Manipur are set to face cultural shocked or assimilation. In fact, 

India‟s Look East Policy is a threat to the tribal of Manipur. Despite its various opportunities 
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and possible benefits, India‟s Look East Policy poses different threats which need to be 

addressed. This paper intends to throw lights threats and possible threats of India‟s Look East 

Policy for the people of Manipur with special reference to tribal of Chandel district.  The 

paper is largely based on newspaper (local as well as national), books, magazine, and 

published article. Threats and possible threats of India‟s Look East Policy for the tribal of 

Manipur may be studied through the following headlines.  

Land Annexation and Eviction  

As part of India‟ Look East Policy, the central government has carried out various 

developmental works out of which expansion of land routes and construction of rail way are 

the most important one. Construction of railway from Jiribam to Imphal was began in 2014 

and continue till today. Expansion of land route began in the year 2017 and right now the 

highway expansion work is in full swing. There are two land routes which the government 

has carried out expansion work as part of Look East Policy. National Highway 53 which 

connects Manipur and Assam state is one and National highway 39 popularly known as Asian 

International Highway or Trans-Asian Highway which connects India with the rest of Asian 

and South East Asian countries is the other. The length of National highway 53 which 

connect Badarpur, Assam and Imphal, Manipur is 320 kilometre. National highway 53 passes 

Tamenglong district of Manipur. A Tamenglong district is a hill district mainly inhabited by 

indigenous Naga tribal and Kuki tribal group.  

The National highway 39 which connects India with the rest of Asian and South East 

Asian countries passes four districts of Manipur out of which two (Senapati and Chandel) are 

hill district.The length of the National highway 39 from Mao to Imphal is 105 kilometres or 

65.2 miles. In the same way the distances of Moreh (border town) from Imphalis 105 

kilometre or 65.2 miles. The distance of Imphal-Moreh highway covers two districts namely 

Thoubal district (valley) and Chandel(Hills). In other word, the stretch of Imphal-Moreh 

Asian highway passes one valley district and one hill districts.  

In July 2017, Cabinet approved expansion of 65 kilometres stretch of Imphal-Moreh 

highway to double land road to boost international trade and business. In other word, the 

central government has started expansion of hill section (stretch of Pallen-Morehhighway in 

chandel district) of Asian international highway as part of Look East Policy. Imphal-Moreh 

Highway extension work is going on in full swing at present. The high way expansion work 

has affected the land of many chiefs and land owners in the hill areas. Expansion of Asian 

International Highway also evicted many people including commercial enterprises at 
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different places in different hill districts of Manipur. It is reported that only in and around 

Moreh commercial town, around 66 villagers or households from eleven villages areevicted 

without fair compensation in May 2020. The name of the village are M Chahnou village, 

Gamnom village, Moulom village, LhangnomVeng, GangteVeng, HaijangVeng, T Yangom, 

New Moreh ward no 9, ShijangVeng, Moreh ward no.1 and T Tonglhang village. The 

government had promised to pay compensation as per Land Acquisition Act, 2013. However, 

the authorities failed to compensate and rehabilitate the affected land owners of the said 

villages. Recently there was agitation demanding fair compensation for the land acquired 

along the Jiri-Imphal National highway.  A 24-hour general strike was imposed late on 5
th

 

November 2021 in Tamenglong district, crippling life and stranding passenger and other 

vehicles along 222 km-long National Highway 53 between Jiribam and Imphal. Tyres and 

logs were burnt on the highway and movement of vehicles passenger vehicles were blocked 

by band supporters on the highway. The band or agitation was called by the Expansion 

Affected Land Owners (EALO) of Tamenglong districts of Manipur. The number of evicted 

or effected households is not available. Though the total numbers of evicted persons or 

households at different places in the hill districts are not available, it is estimate to be 

between500and 1000.  

To improve economic growth in the urban areas, the central government of India had 

proposed 100 national smart city projects across the country in 2015 with the deadline for 

completion of the projects set between 2019 and 2023. The Union Ministry of Urban 

Development is responsible for implementing the proposed smart city project in collaboration 

with the state governments.  As part of India‟s Look East Policy to boost trade and business 

relationship with the Asian and South East Asian countries, Manipur state government had 

proposed to setup a smart city at Haolenphai village along the Manipur-Myanmar border near 

Moreh ward No. 1 in Manipur without prior information or consulting the village land owner 

or the village chief.  

Haolenphai village is situated just boundary of India and Myanmar near Moreh 

commercial town. Setting up of the proposed smart city requires acquisition of about 3000 

Acres of Haolenphai village land which would result in the eviction of the entire village. 

Therefore, the proposed smart city was strongly opposed by the villagers including different 

tribal body, civil society organisation and student‟s organisation in Manipur. Encroaching or 

snatching of the tribal land without prior information to the land owner is against the tribal 

rights. In October, 2014, The Thadou Students Association had called state-wide bandh in 
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Manipur to show opposition to the decision taken by the government to build a smart city at 

Haolenphai village. During 2014 and 20015, different form of democratic agitation have been 

carried out by different civil societies including chandel district base student‟s organisation 

such as Thadou Student‟s Organisation Chandel district, Kuki Student‟s Organisation 

Chandel district, etc. to opposed the proposed setting up of smart city at Haolenphai village.  

The decision taken by the state government to setup a smart city at Haolenphai village as part 

of India‟s Look East Policy echoed to the National Capital (New Delhi). It is reported that 

Students and professionals from tribal villagers of Manipur have carried out democratic 

agitation atJantar Mantarin Delhi demanding the government to roll back the decision taken 

to set up smart city at Haolenphai village. Various tribal civil societies, social organisations 

including student‟s organisation had asserted that annexation or snatching of tribal land is 

serious violation of land ownership rights. In fact, displacement and annexation of tribal land 

is violation of constitutional provision because the tribal are safeguard and protected under 

the Constitution of India (Seventh Schedule)-List-II (State List)-Entry No. (18). 

Cultural 

Another threat that the tribal of Manipur would encountered is cultural assimilation. 

Although, India‟s Look East Policy has the possibility to brought exposition of   tribal culture 

to the world when Look East Policy is fully implemented, alternately there is fear of cultural 

assimilation among the tribal society of Manipur. When India‟s Look East Policy is fully 

implemented, it is believe that there would be a strong wave of Westernisation and 

Koreanisation in the north eastern region of India in general and Manipur is particular. As 

Manipur occupy the most important gateway to Asia and South East Asian countries,it is 

possible that the wave of westernisation and other culturally develop Asian countries like 

Korea, Japan, China, etc. would influence the culture of Manipur. In other word, being a 

gateway of South and South East Asia people of Manipur would be the first victims of 

cultural shocked or attack particularly the tribal. As the tribal are the most vulnerable people 

in terms of cultural and religious assimilation; they easily succumbed to any kinds of strong 

wave of westernisation, privatisation, cultural and political revolution.  

 

Demography 

One of the most fearful threats of India‟s Look east policy is demographic imbalance. 

The analysis of the India‟s Look East Policy is rendered extremely crucial due largely to the 

fact that the policy had the potential to alter the socio-cultural, economic and demographics 
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land scape of a border state like Manipur.  In term of size of population, Manipur is the fourth 

largest state in the north eastern region of India. Population of Manipur constitutes 6.24 

percent of the total population of north eastern states of India including Sikkim where it 

comprises nearly 0.24 percent of the total population of India. Population pressure is found to 

be increasing day by day reduce the man-land ratio from about 1: 7.85 hectors in 1901 to 1: 

0.78 hectare in 2011. With such a size of population to support on so small areas, the state of 

Manipur finds itself a great difficulty in making any significant dent on its poverty and 

economic backwardness.  The issue of migrants has been raised in the state since it inflicts 

serious demographic and social altercation: racial, ethnic, religion, political and economic 

pressure or combination of these. Huge numbers of unproductive migrants has been 

inflowing for the last many decades without any such hindrance and they settled in many 

pockets including remote tribal areas as colonies and in some major parts of the valley they 

became the majority and henceforth become deciding factors in the state election and even 

elected MLA in the state assembly election.  

For fear of outnumbering the local population by the non-local who are continuously 

influx into Manipur like other states of North East India particularly Tripura, Joint Committee 

for Inner Line Permit (JCILP) have been demanding implementation of Inner Line Permit 

(ILP) or similar regulation since many decades. In other word, ILP has been a long standing 

demand of the people of Manipur. Many precious lives have lost during the course of 

agitation demanding implementation of ILP in Manipur. With the coming of BJP government 

at the centre and Manipur state, implementation of ILP was granted in 2019.  

The Inner Line Permit comes into effect in Manipur from January 1, 2020, making it 

the fourth north eastern state after Nagaland, Mizoram and Arunachal Pradesh to come under 

the ILP regime. However, the flows of migrants workers and businessmen from different 

parts of India continue even today. 

Like different pockets ofvalley area in the state, huge population of non-local also 

visible in all the headquarters of hills districts. Besides, there are some important places 

which are thinly populated by Biharis, Nepalese, Punjabis and Marwaries. Moreh is one such 

important international commercial town of Manipur where a large population of Tamils, 

Punjabis and Biharis are found. They are about to outnumber the local tribal. It is fear that the 

population of non-local at Moreh commercial town would outnumber the local tribal 

population when India‟s Look East Policy is fully implemented.  
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Trade and Commerce 

The internal migration from mainland India constitutes the bulk of non-indigenous 

population in Manipur. The immigrants from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar mainly consist of the 

workforces who are engaging in the manual jobs. Subsequently, the migrant workers with 

their cheaper wages rate and longer duration of work have captured the labour market of 

Manipur. This adversely affects the livelihood of the local labourers and even allowed to 

compete for extremely limited jobs in the state government departments. The other groups 

consist of the Marwaries, Bengalese, and Panjabis who control the business establishments of 

the state dominating trade and commerce. Glaring evidence in this matter is the control over 

of the Manipur Chamber of Commerce (MCC) by these migrant business communities 

exercising monopoly in the fixation of price of all essential commodities.  

Geographically Manipur may be divided into hills and plain. For the convenience of 

administration, Manipur is administratively divided into nine districts. Out of the nine 

districts five are hill district which are dominated by different tribal groups.  Theimmigrant 

business groups and labour communities from different parts of India dominated manual 

works and trade and commercial activities in all the district headquarters. Besides, there are 

some important places where business and other commercial activities are fully controlled by 

immigrant communities or non-local. 

Example may be cited as Moreh town.  Moreh town is known for its international 

commercial hubssituated at the boundary of India and Myanmar. It is the gateway to South 

Asia and South East Asian Countries. Moreh town is the most important gateway to Asian 

and Southeast Asian countries without which India‟s Look East Policy cannot be successfully 

implemented. Originally, the present Moreh townis founded by indigenous Kuki tribal 

groups. Gradually, as situated at the boundary of two independent countries, (India and 

Myanmar) Moreh became important international business and commercial town. At present, 

immigrant from Tamil Nadu, Bihar and other parts of India settled at Moreh town. Flowing 

of non-local from different parts of India to Moreh continue even today. The population of 

non-local pouring from different parts of the country is nearly dominating the population of 

the indigenous tribal settlers of Moreh town today.  These immigrants non local havecontrol 

all the business and commercial activities at Moreh town. Important business establishments 

including trade and commercial activities at Moreh international commercial town are owned 

and control by Tamils, Punjabis and Nepalese.In other word, Tamils, Nepalese and Panjubis 

are controlling business activities at commercially strategic location (Moreh border town), 
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where bulk of border trade is carried out.  It is fear that these immigrant communities would 

snatch all the benefits or prospects of India‟s Look East Policy when the policy is fully 

implemented.  

 

Flesh Trade 

Even though India‟s Look East Policy may facilitate greater economic integration of 

the Northeast India with the market economies of South Asia and South East Asia and is 

expected to bring numerous opportunities and possibility in the North east India in general 

and Manipur in particular, there are numerous threats or challenges which need to be 

addressed. Flesh trade is one of the most fearful threats of India‟s Look East Policy. As 

Moreh town being the centre of border trade, it is believed that many tourists, businessmen 

and visitors from foreign countries (western and as well as Asian and South East Asian) will 

poured into it when India‟s Look East Policy is fully implemented. Besides, the number daily 

commuters form local and non-local would be increased along the Asian international 

highway and Moreh international commercial town. It is believed that flowing of tourists and 

businessmen from national and international would resulted in increase of immoral act ( 

prostitute) at the capital (Imphal), Moreh commercial town and other tourist spots of state. 

Therefore, it is fear that the practice of flesh trade which is unknown among the tribal society 

of Manipur would beginin and around Moreh border town when India‟s Look East Policy is 

fully implemented.  

 

Drug Abuse 

Manipur being the gateway of South and Southeast Asia, drug smuggling, 

addictionand illegal arm business have been the most problem for social and security concern 

since many decades. The volume of illegal trade has been on increasing trend in the North 

East India since the implementation of India‟s Look East Policy.  Drug and illegal arm were 

imported from Golden Triangle, Thailand, Myanmar and other South East Asian countries to 

Manipur and other parts of Northeast India through porous Indo-Myanmar boundary. As a 

result, there was a sharp increase in the number of drug addicts inManipur. It is reported that 

the number of drug addicts has risen from just 600 in 1988 to 31,000 in 1996 and 40,000 in 

2002 in Manipur. Drug smuggling and other illegal trade or business at Moreh border town 

and other places along the Indo-Myanmar boundary would be rampant when India‟s Look 

East Policy is fully implemented. It is believed that drug users among the youngsters in 
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Manipur in general and Moreh border town in particular would be greatly increased. The life 

and carrier of many youngsters have been lost due to drug abuse. In fact, there would be 

increase in drug addicts or users among the tribal settled in and around Moreh commercial 

town when India‟s Look East Policy is fully implemented.  It is fear that more life and carrier 

among the younger age particularly among the tribal would lost due to drug abuse. 

Spreads of HIV 

Due to lack of basic infrastructural facilities between two countries (India and 

Myanmar) the volume of illegal trade has been on increasing trend. The increasing trend on 

illegal trade especially on drug trafficking is largely responsible for the fast degeneration of 

social environment on Myanmar bordering states of North East India in general and Manipur 

inparticular. 

The Golden Triangle, popularly known for its illegal drug production had a great 

impact which badly affected North Eastern region of India in general and Manipur in 

particular. Drug addict in Manipur is spreading like a malignant growth. As a result, the 

number of HIV positive cases is alarming rate in Manipur. It is generally known that HIV is 

spread through sexual contact, sharing needle, etc. It is reported that 80 per cent of HIV cases 

are drug users. It means that 80 per cent of HIV positive cases are spread by drug users. The 

number of HIV positive cases in Manipur in 1995 was just 2046 and rose to 13,979 in 2002. 

It is fear that India‟s Look East Policy would surely bring drugs and illegal migrants more 

easily in large volume than before when the policy is fully implemented. The result would be 

more spread of HIV positive in Manipur in particular and tribal population of Moreh 

international commercial town and other places in Indo-Myanmar border.  

 

Conclusion 

India‟s Look East Policywas launched by NarasimhaRao government in 1991 to 

promote greater tradeand commercial relation with South and South East Asia. The policy 

has generatedlots of benefits and opportunities for the tribal settled along the Trans-National 

highway and Moreh commercial town of Manipur. Even though India‟s Look East Policy has 

generated various opportunities for the people of Manipur in general and tribal in particular, 

there are numerous threats which need to be checked or careful while implementing the 

policy. Therefore, this paper throw lights the threats of India‟s Look East Policy and threat 

ahead so as to minimise the threats and maximise the benefits while implementing the policy. 
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