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ABSTRACT 

The vision of North-East as a springboard for launching intense economic 

integration with ASEAN countries was intended for India to establish better links with 

Myanmar and beyond. It was expected that geography would be used as an 

opportunity and that the geographical proximity between the two countries, would 

translate into long-standing trade relations across land borders and the sea route. The 

emergence of hopeful change occurred when Thein Sein and his government 

embarked on a series of reforms. India and Thailand both look to the democratic and 

economic opening of Myanmar as giving a much needed boost to the connectivity and 

economic integration between India, Myanmar and Thailand. Myanmar’s ongoing 

democratic and economic transition has also created an unprecedented opportunity for 

India and Thailand to cooperate and strengthen economic links between South and 

Southeast Asia.  

 

KEY WORDS: India, Myanmar, Thailand, Look East Policy, Look West Policy 

 

The Look East Policy of India, framed by the Narasimha Rao government in the early 

nineties, is an expression of India’s desire to engage in a constructive attention 

towards South East Asia. While Northeast India was given a focal reference in its 

foreign policy the repositioning of India’s northeast in the Look East policy was done 

conciously to facilitate the opening of commercial linkages with ASEAN countries. 

The vision of North-East as a springboard for launching intense economic integration 

with ASEAN countries was intended for India to establish better links with Myanmar 

and beyond. It was expected that geography would be used as an opportunity and that 

the geographical proximity between the two countries, would translate into long-

standing trade relations across land borders and the sea route.  The  raison d’etre being 

that India’s security centric approach was to be replaced by smart border principle 

that encompasses safe and secure flow of people and goods and improvement of 
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transit infrastructure and cross border cooperation for more fluid borders and 

increased trade efficiency.  

Befriending Myanmar’s generals1 with a policy of constructive engagement and 

trying to gain a strategic foothold in Myanmar was to enable India to deal with the 

potential threat posed by China on its eastern flank and respond to China’s growing 

influence2 as well as military presence in this strategic space and enable it to secure 

the strategic zone between India, China and Southeast Asia. Consequently, India 

opted for cautious but direct engagement with Myanmar that would meet India’s 

national interests, to consolidate India’s presence in a neighboring country where the 

West was largely absent till recently when Myanmar opened up, and check China’s 

advancement towards the Indian Ocean.3 The internal and external considerations as a 

matter of fact make it hard for India to avoid dealing with neighboring, resource rich 

Myanmar with which India’s northeast shares a porous 1643 Km long border. Despite 

enduring sympathies for Myanmar’s pro democracy stirrings since 1988, India was 

convinced that it must engage Myanmar for more than just strategic reasons. The 

inclusion of Myanmar in India’s regional geopolitical vision fitted well with India’s 

desire to make its presence felt much more in Asia, through Myanmar.4  

The policy of looking east brought a direct interface for India’s north eastern region 

with Myanmar, which shares its border with the states of Arunachal Pradesh, 

Nagaland, Manipur and Mizoram. 5 And Myanmar’s states that border India are 

Kachin, Sagaing and Chin. Myanmar is then geographically contiguous with parts of 

northeast India and forms the land bridge that connects India with rest of Southeast 

Asia. The two are also bound by religious, cultural and ethnic ties which go back two 

millennia and it is the point of linkage where there are indelible similarities in cultural 

and social systems.  

The geographical proximity has translated into long standing trade relations across 

land borders and even though there is no precise estimate of the volume of trans-

border informal trade it is widely believed that official trade is only a fraction of the 

expanding grey market.6  Although trade between the two is said to have expanded in 

the wake of the Look-East initiative, there are major hurdles7 that have contributed to 

the thin trade traffic across the border with very little trade benefits for the 

northeastern states despite the tall claims made.8 Against this existing background the 

Union Government will need to do a realistic assessment of the goods to be traded 

especially those that are required across the border such as locally made textiles and 
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woven tribal items, improve the border facility with Myanmar. Or else New Delhi’s 

interest in the North-East region will continue to be critiqued as security obsessed and 

not oriented towards genuine economic development and trade promotion.  

 Engaging Myanmar was also aimed at dealing with the insurgency problem in the 

northeast region as these miscreants often take refuge on Myanmar’s soil.  New 

Delhi’s engagement has prompted Myanmar to deny assistance9 to militants in the 

northeast though the nature of its cooperation may be of limited scale. 10 But it does 

not mean that India’s policy of strengthening its ties with Myanmar is limited to 

counter insurgency efforts alone. 

The Indian External Affairs Minister Jaswant Singh, during a visit to Myanmar in 

February 2001, emphasized that since road and communication constitute important 

elements of infrastructure in any country’s economy, physically connecting the 

northeast to the business centres of Southeast Asia was important.  And that India 

needed an eastward access and that India could not have this if it stood apart from 

Myanmar.11  An important step was taken in this direction when the 160 Kilometer 

long road provided linking the border town of Tamu to Kalemyo and Kalewa, to the 

Indian border town of Moreh and the 225km Rih-Tiddim –Falem road was built to 

connect Champai in Mizoram to Rhi in Myanmar. Such collaborative arrangements 

were intended to liberate the Northeast from its geographic isolation while Myanmar 

would stand to benefit from Indian investment in infrastructure and as for Thailand it 

would open road connectivity to a huge market.12 

A more ambitious venture is to link the ports on India’s east coast and Sittwe in 

Western Myanmar. The Kaladan Multi-Modal Transport Project will provide an 

access to Mizoram and to other northeastern states of India and an outlet to the sea as 

well, bypassing Bangladesh.  This link from Mizoram to Sittwe either by land or an 

inter-modal road water transfer holds out the prospect of an alternate outlet to the Bay 

of Bengal for India’s northeast which will help to boost trade ties.13 It holds the 

potential to transform Mizoram into a major transit route that would facilitate 

investments as well as draw advantage of the state’s high literacy rate.  However, 

certain challenges must be addressed for that possibility to happen. These challenges 

take the form of non-traditional security concerns namely the inflow of people from 

Myanmar who come to Mizoram as refugees and migrants in search of economic 

opportunities on the one hand and the inflow of narcotics and the spread of HIV/AIDS 
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on the other.14   Then only greater linkages with Southeast Asia would be translated 

into an opportunity and not into an additional source of dilemma.  

Although the current emphasis seems to be on the Kaladan Multimodal Transit 

Project its completion is expected by 2013. Yet logistical issues of river engineering 

like dredging, removal of rock outcrops, rapids, lack of navigation aids, etc., 

combined with environmental concerns, may delay its dividends.15  

While enhanced connectivity with Myanmar holds the key to transforming the socio-

political and economic contours of the northeast India, this process will have to be 

complemented with efforts to prepare the region to face the transformation 

productively. India’s financial support for the construction of infrastructures in 

Myanmar, the development projects and investments in Myanmar has per se has 

stressed on state sponsored infrastructure projects such as roads, railways, port 

facilities, hydropower plants and energy development.16 These are located in remote 

and under populated areas, thus reducing their impact on the local Myanmarese 

communities. More importantly while connectivity proposals are relevant in bringing 

together the northeast India and the adjacent trans-national areas on its east, at the 

same time it offered an opportunity to New Delhi to balance institutionally the rising 

Chinese presence and initiative in the Mekong sub-region.17 

In the recent PM Manmohan Sing’s visit to Myanmar, various memorandums were 

signed focusing on the areas such as border area development, transportation, 

connectivity, agriculture, trade and investment, promotion of friendly exchanges and 

human resource development. 18 The visit of the Prime Minister the first after 25 years 

is a historic milestone in the relations between India and Myanmar. Myanmar is 

currently taking moves on the road to democracy.  However, an important benchmark 

would be to resolve the question of ethnic minorities. This fundamental question 

needs to be addressed by Myanmar to make diversity its strength rather than its 

weakness. India will need to read Myanmar correctly. Improper handling of Myanmar 

would hurt India’s strategic interest, contructive ties, as well as the look east policy. 

At the same time India needs to do a lot more to catch up China’s strides in Myanmar 

which are well planned and executed.  

The emergence of hopeful change occurred when Thein Sein and his government 

embarked on a series of reforms. India and Thailand both look to the democratic and 
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economic opening of Myanmar as giving a much needed boost to the connectivity and 

economic integration between South and Southeast Asia. India and Thailand, located 

in each other’s extended neighborhood, share a maritime boundary in the Andaman 

Sea. India’s bilateral relations with Thailand are rooted in history, age-old social and 

cultural interactions and extensive people to people contacts. The shared link of 

Buddhism is reflected in regular pilgrimages to places ofBuddhist interest in India by 

a large number of Thai people. Hindu elements can be found among those reflected in 

Thai architecture, arts, sculpture, dance, drama and literature. The Thai language 

incorporates Pali and Sanskrit influences. A large 

Indian Diaspora living and working in Thailand is another important bond. India and 

Thailand celebrated 65 years of their diplomatic relations in 2012.  Myanmar’s 

ongoing democratic and economic transition has also created an unprecedented 

opportunity for India and Thailand to cooperate and strengthen economic links 

between South and Southeast Asia.  

The Indian government invited Ms. Yingluck Shinawatra, Thailand’s prime minister, 

to be the chief guest at the country’s annual Republic Day parade on 26 January 2012. 

Symbolically the Thai premier’s visit to New Delhi overlapped with that of 

Myanmar’s foreign minister, Mr. Wanna Maung Lwin, who came to discuss progress 

on economic and security relations and extended an invitation to India’s Prime 

Minister Manmohan Singh to visit his country. 

Myanmar’s recent opening that has now created an unprecedented opportunity for 

closer India-Thailand bilateral relations and for better coordination of India’s look 

east policy and Thailand’s look west policy. This new opportunity with President 

Thein Sein’s moves to take Myanmar on the road to democracy, the prospects for 

India- Thai relations seem bright as well as both countries are anchored in a bilateral 

relationship that has developed over the last ten years, including seven Thai prime 

ministerial visits to New Delhi, reciprocated by three Indian prime minister trips to 

Bangkok. Economic relations have blossomed. Thailand’s Look West policy has been 

focussing upon engagement with India.  

Thailand, in 2003, was the first ASEAN nation to secure a bilateral framework 

agreement for free trade with India, resulting in immediate benefits for Bangkok as 82 

goods were put on a fast track towards total tariff elimination under an Early Harvest 
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Scheme. In course of his four-day visit to Assam, Meghalaya and Tripura from 21-25 

June 2007, Thailand's Commerce Minister, Krik Krai Jirapet19 had expressed interest 

in investing in the region and identified it as a zone of convergence between 

Thailand's Look West and India's Look East policies. Earlier, Jirapet was invited as 

the chief guest for the valedictory session of the 3rd Northeast Business Summit, held 

in April 2007 in New Delhi. In his speech, Jirapet had offered to collaborate with 

India in various investment efforts in the North Eastern states covering areas of road 

construction, inland water transport and rubber production. With this Thailand 

became the first ASEAN country to agree to invest in the Northeast.20  Thailand’s 

proposed investment in the region along with India’s facilitating role can pave the 

way for economic development of the entire Northeast by supporting local industrial 

entreneurship and creating an enabling atmosphere, for further investment. While the 

development of infrastructure is essential for operationalizing production facilities in 

the region, they also offer incentives for investment due to growing demand in India. 

If the service sector in the northeast is improved then most tourist visiting Thailand 

could make Andaman and Nicobar and then onwards to India’s northeast as their 

destination. This would be beneficial in uplifting the situation in the region. 

New Delhi and Bangkok also interact through ASEAN—where India is a 

dialoguePartner- the East Asia Forum, and the Asia Cooperation Dialogue. In 

addition, both are founding members of the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-

Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC, established in 1997) and 

the Mekong-Ganga cooperation. Myanmar is also a member of BIMSTEC and 

Mekong-Ganga Cooperation. For Thailand, India is seen not only as a rising power 

one has to be friends with, but also as a civilization that has greatly influenced 

Thailand’s own culture.   

The democratic and economic opening of Myanmar gives a unique opportunity to 

both India as well as Thailand to cooperate with each other and in third countries as 

well. One of the highlights of the India-Thailand joint statement includes a plan for 

both countries to cooperate in energy exploration and joint development of 

transportation and shipping infrastructure in third countries; Myanmar being the most 

immediate priority.  The mega-project for a deep-sea port and industrial zone at 

Dawei, in Southern Myanmar located only 350km from Bangkok is a case at hand. 
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Other than the fact that it offers an attractive alternative to the increasingly congested 

Malacca Strait  this port facility has the potential to offer an alternate strategic 

corridor to link South India to Thailand and beyond to other Southeast Asian 

economies. This maritime connection will supplement the transport goods through 

Northeast India and Myanmar.  

There are also other opportunities for Indian and Thai interests to revive the historical 

trade routes that once linked South and Southeast Asia. As a part of its Look East 

policy, India has pursued the idea of transforming its seven landlocked North-eastern 

states into an economic platform and gateway for Southeast Asia. Thailand has also 

expressed interest in investment opportunities in the hydroelectric sector of India’s 

Northeast, and has been persistently lobbying for New Delhi to accept a wider free 

trade agreement so as to allow greater penetration of Thai exports. Finally, the Delhi-

Bangkok stretch of the Asian Highway project now has a chance to become reality. 

Both countries have invested in transportation links to their main border points with 

Myanmar, including the Indian road from Tamu to Kalaymyo-Kalewa, and the Mae 

Sot highway on the Thai side. To complete the stretch in Myanmar, New Delhi and 

Bangkok have expressed interest in supporting the much-needed construction and 

renovation of its road and rail infrastructure. This would also include the India-

Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway, resulting in increased interregional trade, and 
give a much-needed boost to the connectivity and integration between India and South East Asia. 

Again Prime Minister Manmohan Singh at the end of his two-day visit to 

Thailand signed an extradition treaty that can pave way for bringing back a key aide 

of underworld don Dawood Ibrahim. The two countries also firmed up a pact to 

effectively deal with money laundering, terror financing and ratified a treaty on the 

Transfer of Sentenced Persons, enabling both sides to swap prisoners after they have 

served a portion of their prison terms. India and Thailand also signed seven other 

agreements, including cooperation in space technology and education.  After wide 

ranging talks between Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and his Thai counterpart 

Yingluck Shinawatra, a Memorandum of Understanding between India's Financial 

Intelligence Unit and Thailand's Anti Money Laundering Organisation on cooperation 

in the exchange of intelligence related to money laundering and terrorism financing 

was also signed. 

In conclusion one can say that India cannot ignore the geopolitical reality of Myanmar 

as the only land bridge to Southeast Asia and its strategic importance for India’s 
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security particularly in the context of the northeast. So long as the reform process 

continues and is irreversible, the prospects for relations between India Myanmar and 

Thailand seem bright. And if the connectivity between India, Myanmar and Thailand 

are improved it would immensely benefit the northeastern states of India. This is 

therefore an opportune time for India Myanmar and Thailand to meet in India’s 

northeast.  
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