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From the Director’s Desk

It gives me great pleasure to announce the launch of the AsCon Reflections series from the Asian 
Confluence. Born in 2012 as an initiative of Divyajeevan Foundation, the Asian Confluence initiates, 
stimulates and accelerates revival of the shared civilizational values between the peoples of India and our 
greater eastern neighbourhood. The Asian Confluence initiative promotes research, advocacy and training 
programs that promote people to people contact between the various countries of the region at an academic 
and cultural level, fostering better understanding on environmental, educational and socio political issues 
of the region, complementing similar efforts already underway.

In a landmark conference titled the “Shillong Dialogue“ in 2014, held in collaboration with the Indian 
Council for World Affairs, the Asian Confluence launched a flagship concept, “The Intelligent Third 
Space” . Complementing the first “first” and “second” spaces of government and large commercial 
consideration respectively, the “third space” is of people for their own engagement as well as with other 
sectors. The space is vibrant and intelligent daring stakeholders for innovative and out of the box solutions. 
The Asian Confluence has aimed to provide an institutional framework to this space promoting an open 
space for cultural and intellectual exchanges beyond borders, encouraging people to people contact and 
advocacy for policy frameworks that support the vision. 

The role of academia, media in providing thought leadership to this space is key. Our peoples are bound 
by a common geography and history and yet separated by borders. The AsCon reflections series authored 
by writers who have held key positions as policy makers, aim to provide thought leadership and stimulus  
to academia and civil society at large to constructively participate in taking forward the discourse..

The Asian Confluence invites scholars and experts to contribute to this ongoing series as a collective and 
joint mission. We will be looking forward to receiving such proposals in our commitment to enriching the 
“Third Space” further.

Sabyasachi Dutta
Executive Director

Asian Confluence
India East Asia Center

Shillong, India
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Look East-Act East and the Northeast
Madan Prasad Bezbaruah

Introduction

“Logically, the Look East Policy must begin with NER’, says North Eastern Region Vision 2020. It goes 
on to endorse the statement that ‘South East Asia begins where North East India ends’ and recommends 
that NE region should play the ‘arrow-head’ role in the country’s LEP. In fact most references to the role 
of the Northeast (hereinafter NE) in India’s Look East Policy (LEP) and subsequent Act East Policy (AEP 
referred to here only as AEP) are couched in fine hyperboles that enrich the realm of economic rhetoric.

For instance, the former Prime Minister Vajpayee hoped that the NE states can become the country’s 
‘economic bridgehead to Southeast Asia.’ Former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh raised the expectations 
of the people of the NE further when he said in 2004 that the region should be at the forefront of the 
country’s links to the Asian Century. 

“We envision an Asian Economic Community…One cannot but be captivated by the vision of an integrated 
market, spanning the distance from the Himalayas to the Pacific Ocean, linked by efficient road, rail, air 
and shipping services. This community of nations would constitute an ‘arc of advantage’ across which 
there would be large- scale movement of people, capital, ideas and creativity…This is an idea whose time 
is fast approaching..”

The then External Affairs Minister Pranab Mukherjee had assured the region, geographically isolated 
by partition that geography can be an opportunity and not necessarily an obstacle.  Prime Minister Modi 
has often described the NE being at the heart of Act East policy. The LEP, according to MEA analysis, 
envisages the NE not as the periphery of India but ‘as the centre of a thriving and integrated economic 
space linking two dynamic regions’.

Such constant euphoric references at times created an impression in the NE that NE was not only the 
driving force for the AEP, it was also the reason for the same. At the same time it created strong optimism 
that AEP was the answer to its economic malaise and that the distortions created by the partition of the 
country would soon be set right. Such an impression is not in tune with the realities. 

LE/AE Policy was not a formal, documented policy. It evolved over a period of time as a response to a 
wide range of strategic economic and political issues. 

India’s Look East Policy initiated in 1991, marked a significant shift in the country’s foreign policy 
towards a greater focus on the east. Since then, the policy has been one of the most extensively discussed 
and debated topic in India. Much of the initial thinking on the LEP was guided by historical and cultural 
links and shared common values and customs between India and Southeast Asia. I.K.Gujral when he was 
Minister for External Affairs said in Jakarta that every aspect of India’s ethos reflects “the footprints of 
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South-East Asia”. The Annual Report of the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) mentions that the LEP 
was launched to qualitatively enhance the synergic and civilizational linkages with the dynamic East and 
South East Asian region. The then External Affairs Minister, Gujral had said that every aspect of India’s 
ethos reflect the footprints of South-East Asia.

 India’s search for ‘new economic space’, MEA says, led to the Look East policy.  In his 2003 speech at 
Harvard University, India’s former foreign minister, Yaswant Singh, explained the shift in emphasis in the 
following words-

In the past, India’s engagement with much of Asia, including South East and East Asia, 
was built on an idealistic conception of Asian brotherhood, based on shared experiences of 
colonialism and of cultural ties. The rhythm of the region today is determined, however, as 
much by trade, investment and production as by history and culture. That is what motivates 
our decade-old ‘Look East’ policy. 

However economic realities dictated the direction and the subsequent evolution of the policy. It was the 
time of India’s severe balance of payments difficulties and the search for economic liberalization. India 
had to look for a basket of opportunities and to eke out ‘a new economic space’. It was, as elaborated 
by the then PM Manmohan Singh, ‘a strategic shift in India’s vision of the world and India’s place in 
the evolving global economy’. This vision was influenced, among other things, by the growth of many 
regional groupings, the inescapable forces of globalization, the emergence of the ‘Asian Tigers’, the 
declining economic strength of the west and a desire not to be marginalized in the changing Geo-political 
settings. India also envisioned the Asian Economic Community—an exciting idea whose time had come, 
creating, as the then PM said, an ‘arc of advantage’ across which there will be large scale movement of 
ideas, capital, people and creativity. 

In this strategy, NE was, if at all, only incidental and not the main focus. The integration of the NE into the 
policy has been a gradual process. It was only in 2007, almost 15 years after the emergence of the AEP that 
the NE was formally seen as a bridge. “Even though the Look East Policy (LEP) has been part of India’s 
foreign policy since early 1990s” says an official document of the Ministry of Development of North 
Eastern Region (DONER), “a Northeast perspective emerged  at the official level only in October 2007”.

This gradual process was perhaps hastened by a landmark report by a high level Commission constituted 
by the Planning Commission of India. This report (known as the Shukla Commission report) titled 
‘Transforming the Northeast’ and submitted in 1997 clearly stated-“Northeast is indeed India’s cultural 
and economic bridgehead to the fast growing economies of Southeast Asia”.

At about the time that the ‘bridgehead’ role of the NE in the AEP was formally recognized and woven into 
the policy, DONER and the North Eastern Council (NEC) had published a landmark report--North Eastern 
Region Vision 2020. The Vision 2020 brings out the importance of AEC for the NE by emphasizing that 
‘the fortunes of the region are inextricably intertwined with its neighbours’. 
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But the Vision 2020 also echoed what the general public opinion about AEP was in the NE—that it 
was just a ‘slogan’. Veteran journalist B.G. Verghese also lamented that only ‘lip service’ was paid to 
developing an ‘arrowhead’ role for the NE. It is a bold assessment of the ground realities in an official 
document. The reason for this mismatch between what government is saying and the perception in the NE 
needs to be explored.

There could be several reasons for such perceptions. 

First, as DONER has said NE was not officially in the picture till 2007. It is quite possible that the AEP 
projects were not packaged or publicized in the NE context. 

Second, though various components of the NE have put forward fragmented proposals for implementing 
the LE/AE strategy relevant to the NE, the region itself has not formulated its own comprehensive ‘wish 
list’ from AEP. There is a vacuum and therefore a feeling of inactivity. 

Third, there is no institutional mechanism for continuous and formal interaction and joint monitoring of 
the AEP relating to the NE by government of India and the NE. 

It is necessary to bridge this gap by formal institutional arrangements.
  

The North East: General Overview

“The eight States located in India’s north-east cover an 
area of 2, 62,179 sq. km. constituting 7.9 per cent of the 
country’s total geographical area but has only 39 million 
people or about 3.8 per cent of the total population 
of the country (2001 census). Over 68 per cent of the 
population of the region lives in the State of Assam alone. 
The density of population varies from 13 per sq. km. in 
Arunachal Pradesh to 340 per sq. km. in Assam. The 
predominantly hilly terrain in all the States except Assam 
is host to an overwhelming proportion of tribal population 
ranging from 19.3 per cent in Assam to 94.5 per cent 
in Mizoram. The region has over 160 scheduled tribes 
and over 400 other tribal and sub-tribal communities and 
groups. It is predominantly rural with over 84 per cent 
of the population living in the countryside. According to 
the 2001 Census, the total literacy rate of the population 
in the region at 68.5 per cent, with a female literacy rate 
at 61.5 per cent, is higher than the country’s average of 
64.8 per cent and 53.7 per cent, respectively. Of course, 
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there are significant variations in the literacy rates among different States with Assam, Arunachal Pradesh 
and Meghalaya below the national average. Even as the average literacy rate in the region is higher than 
the national average, there are concerns about the quality of education. More importantly, the literacy rate 
has not translated into higher employability or productivity”. (Vision 2020)

The beauty of the Northeast is its variety. Though the region looks compact geographically it hides great 
variety within the region in language, culture, ethnicity, customs and levels of development. It is the 
melting pot of culture, heritage and tradition. The states differ in ethnicity, topography, climate, language 
and culture, and within each state, again, there is bewildering variety of language, culture and customs. 
Tribal population predominates, ranging from 30 to 94 percentages in all states except Assam. Out of 635 
tribes in the country, more than 200 are in the Northeast. They speak many languages—about 200, not 
counting, the dialects, of which there may be another 200. Yet, in this variety, there is a strong common 
bonding.

The region is richly endowed with abundant natural resources. The forest cover of the region is 52 per cent.  
The mighty Brahmaputra and its numerous tributaries provide plenty of water resources, still waiting to be 
fully harnessed. One fifth of the country’s petroleum and natural gas potential is in the NE. And the region 
is the primary tea grower in the country, earning very valuable foreign exchange for over a hundred years. 

This diversity presents a unique resource for NE tourism. The Ministry of Tourism describes the region 
as “Paradise Unexplored”. In fact, the range of ethnic lifestyles and cultures, the verdant green forests, 
the snow- capped mountains, the swift flowing rivers, the vast array of flora and fauna, the rich traditions 
of Buddhist art and archaeology, the rolling tea gardens—all these and more make tourism in the NE a 
unique experience.

In spite of such natural resources, the development scenario in the NE, in the words of the North Eastern 
Region Vision 2020 is ‘anarchic’. The development challenges are enormous and complex. Yet, in 
aggregate terms the region’s per capita income was 4.1 per cent higher than the national average at the time 
of beginning of the Five Year Plans in1950-51. It declined to 27 per cent lower than the national average 
by 1980 and was 46.38 per cent lower by 2008-09. Various reasons for such decline have been cited, one 
of them being the geographical isolation and blockade of access to the sea ports and the markets of the 
mainland India caused by the partition of India.

Various strategies have been suggested to overcome the inherent problems and to accelerate growth so 
that the NE can catch up with the rest of the economy. One such strategy is to develop sectors with 
“comparative advantage”. Tourism is one prime focus of such a strategy. And the Vision Document and 
many other policy papers look to the implementation of the AEP  to provide the NE natural access to 
markets beyond its borders to the east so that its geographical isolation could be neutralised. 
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What NE expects from the AEP

It is in this background that the NE felt that the AEP provided a ray of hope and a way out of what the 
Vision 2020 called ‘an anarchic’ economic situation and economic imprisonment. The expectations from 
AEP are primarily economic—a hope that the region could get back to the development path with the 
restoration of economic ties broken by the partition of the country. The Vision 2020 articulates these 
aspirations extensively. 

This hope and optimism is strengthened by a few other socio-cultural and historical factors.

First, the NE looks upon the AEP as a natural geographical extension of traditional ethnic and cultural and 
trade relations interrupted by history. AEP will open up the market in the east for a land locked region.

Second, B.G. Verghese eloquently states that ‘ culturally and ethnically, the Northeast is truly part of 
Southeast Asia’. There is expectation in the NE that the shared historical, ethnic and cultural links with 
South East Asia could be leveraged for greater market access and trade’

Third, greater physical connectivity and increased people to people contact will enable the NE to use its 
comparative advantage in tourism to benefit from the big SE Asian tourism boom.

Fourth, as one Chief Minister of the NE emotionally articulated, there is great optimism that the changes 
in  Geo-political relations would transform the immediate borders  to borders of peace and prosperity 
rather than of strife, insurgency, arm smuggling and drug trafficking.

However between these expectations and their realization, there is a big gap. NE has not yet formulated a 
strategy or a plan to give concrete shape to these dreams.

Trade

The picture of trade development due to AEP is not very heartening. India’s trade with the ASEAN is 
growing towards the target of $100bn. The share of the NE in that trade is only 0.01%. Many reports 
indicate that the share is declining.

One writer, Haokip says “India’s trade with countries bordering the Northeast have seen the most dramatic 
expansion, with the share going up more than five times from 1.7% in 1992-93 to 8% in 2003-04. However, 
trade between North East India and its neighbouring countries has been declining.”

More significantly, such reports also refer to another disappointment with the nature of border trade – that 
most of the goods are third country products with no significant economic development input for either 
country. If development of trade as part of the AEP is to start a process of economic development in the 
NE, great attention will have to be given to increase production capacity and efficiency of production in 
the NE. It is felt that the NE has not been able to effectively benefit from various FTAs because of some 
inherent weaknesses like lack of intra- regional and inter-state connectivity, absence of specialization 
inability to build on its comparative advantage in exportable products and inadequate infrastructure.
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Though tactically trade with Myanmar and Bangladesh should be the stepping stone for expanding trade of 
the NE with East Asia, the quantum of trade also has been negligible. A FICCI/PWC report at the end of 
2014 had shown that the share of the NE in India’s trade with its eastern neighbours has been consistently 
hovering around 1 to 2%. Of India’s trade with Bangladesh, Myanmar and Bhutan, 95 % of exports and 99 
% of trade was from regions other than the NE.

Trade facilitation suffers from a number of constraints.

The Land custom Stations are handicapped by many infrastructure deficits.  A study by NEC had pointed 
out absence of weigh bridges, food testing centres, communication facilities, warehouses, payment 
bottlenecks in the Bangladesh and Myanmar sector .A more modern and efficient management would also 
require attention to issues like—

•	 harmonization of standards;

•	 development of trade portals with basic information on procedures, like forms to be filled etc;

•	 e-governance facilities for quick and transparent facilitation;

•	 single stop transactions at border-coordination with different agencies responsible for border 
trade;

•	 skilling of personnel at the cutting edge level and coordination among the personnel on both sides 
of the border.

In general border trade in the NE region suffers from very high transaction costs. As a result of the AEP 
push many steps have been taken like opening up more centres for border trade, adding more items to the 
list of items for trading etc. 

Moreh-Tamu has been historically and traditionally been well established border trading point. However due 
to many infrastructural and logistical problems the magnitude of illegal or informal trade in this point has 
been quite high. Equally predominant has been trade in third country products. Such realities of border trade 
should invite attention to the urgent necessity of addressing the supply side bottlenecks in a planned manner.

NE regions trade with the immediate neighbours has also been primarily raw materials like coal, limestone, 
fruits and vegetable and imports have been mainly of finished products. So far as its eastern neighbours 
are concerned, compared to other regions of India, the NE has a locational advantage in costs. As has been 
pointed out in many studies future trade development strategy for the NE must focus on creating value 
chains for exports of finished products.

It is widely reported in various surveys and reports that a very robust trade exchange goes on all along the 
border. Such exchanges are very vital for the people in the border regions and in fact also enhance people 
to people contacts. However, there is no definite information on the depth and extent of such trade. Also, 
important as such trade is in the intra NE context, it does not have the capacity to be a catalyst for growth 
that the NE is expecting.
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Future trade development as part of the AEP must be based on a definite strategy. Such strategy must 
assess the demand pattern, the supply capability and the interventions required to make a success of the 
policy.

Considering that North East pins so much of hope in trade development, few things should merit attention. 
It is necessary to find out what is the nature of demands in the ASEAN region and if NE can match some 
of them. While doing the assessment it would be a practical idea to focus on the demand of the immediate 
neighbours. Yet, there is no definite plan within the NE about what to sell, whom to sell and how. 

A rough estimate by FICCI and PWC had put the trade potential of the NE anywhere between Rs 35000 
crore to Rs 180000 crore. But such estimates need to be followed up by detailed, professional survey. And 
more important, a strategy to translate that potential to actual trade should be evolved sooner than later.

The LE/AE policy has been in existence for almost quarter of a century. It has been a decade since formal 
incorporation of the NE into the framework of the policy. It is now time to make a planned, professional 
assessment of the comparative advantage of the North East –making an assessment of what it can sell 
competitively. Following from that, as the PM had mentioned in the recent ASEAN meet NE should set 
up production mechanism for such identified products -like setting up economic zones which can provide 
incentives, marketing and transport support so that North East can get over the hurdles of transport cost 
and the goods could be  competitive. The much talked about economic zone approach has been adhoc 
and disjointed. It seems a planned professional well conceived effort is still missing. This matter should 
receive urgent and concrete attention.

Tourism

The other great expectation – Tourism – is still languishing.

Analysis of the India –ASEAN relationship often refers to tourism potential—more so in the case of NER. 
The ASEAN and SE Asian tourism market is widely different in size and demand. Therefore the marketing 
strategy of the NE should be based not only on its own carrying capacity and macro picture of the ASEAN 
but it should be carefully attuned to the target markets. While looking at the ASEAN as a source for tourist 
flows to the NE, therefore, it is essential to develop strategy not on a macro view of the region but on the 
basis of an assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of each country.

A quick examination of the ASEAN tourism trends show some salient features. . First, ‘air’ is the primary 
mode of travel to India. But Kolkata is not the most preferred airport of entry. Tourist traffic through 
Kolkata was minimal—only 3.7 per cent of total arrivals to India. Better international connectivity to 
Kolkata should be, in the short run, a part of the tourism development strategy. The recommendation of 
the SASEC study to develop Bagdogra and Guwahati as civil aviation hubs should be seriously examined 
if the NE is to benefit from ASEAN tourists.
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Second, business travel is a substantial component of the ASEAN tourist flow. In recent times government 
have greatly stepped up investment in the NE and various incentives have been offered to the private sector 
for investment in the NE.  Therefore the region is likely to benefit if the complementary activities of trade 
and investment cooperation opens up the NE for business. There are many proposals of India –ASEAN 
cooperation on the drawing board. If the process of implementation gears up, business travel to the region 
is also likely to grow. Given the low carrying capacity of the region and the fragile eco systems, that would 
be a sensible tourism strategy to focus on high value business tourists.

A very large number of tourist arrivals to India are of the VFR –visiting friends and relatives --category. 
The Galileo study of Indian outbound tourism in 2005 reported that Myanmar has 2.9m overseas Indians—
including NRIs and PIOs –a number larger than any other country. This group could stimulate both Indian 
travellers to Myanmar and Myanmar travellers to India. The marketing strategy of the NE, the immediate 
neighbour of Myanmar could take this factor into consideration.

NE’s tourism expectations are partly linked to road connectivity envisaged under the various cooperation 
agreements and the role of the Asian Highway. Partly, it is also based on the expectation of attracting some 
of the booming Asia Pacific (AP) outbound tourists. By 2020, China is expected to be the top outbound 
tourist source in the world and the AP region is likely to contribute 500m of the total 1.2 billion travellers. 

For tourism, the great hope is the Asian High Way. However there are three concerns. Its development is 
very sketchy and yet far remote from the romantic silk route it is compared with. According to UN-ESCAP 
about 11500 km of the 14000 km long road that goes through 32 countries is in poor shape. The study 
though a decade old identifies the key problem.

Second, it has remained just a road not at tourism gateway. If it has to come alive with tourism potential 
and as a means for integration of the NE with the SE Asia, future tourism requirements like wayside 
facility, tourism hubs, and getaway airport on the way are to be developed. Otherwise it has the danger of 
remaining just a road for occasional car rallies or a trucker’s road only. 

Third and most important for the North East is the fact that the backward linkages of this road to the 
tourism spots of the North East has not been established nor has been planned.

It is relevant also to examine how prepared the NER is to benefit, even if it is in the long run, from 
the tourism potential of the AEP. The Ministry of Tourism describes the North East as the ‘paradise 
unexplored’. From the snow- capped mountains of Sikkim, to the rugged hills of Nagaland, Arunachal 
Pradesh, Manipur, Tripura and Mizoram, the rolling meadows of Meghalaya, called the ‘Scotland of the 
East’, and the verdant plains of Assam traversed by the mighty Brahamputra and its numerous tributaries, 
there is surprise at every step in the diversity of the landscape of the North East. 

Yet, such potential has not been fully exploited. The total arrival of foreign tourists to the region in 2015 
shown below tells a disappointing story.
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Table: Total Foreign tourist Arrivals in Northeast India 2015

State Number of foreign tourists Share in total Rank in India

Arunachal Pradesh 5705 0.02 31

Assam 24720 0.11 26

Manipur 3260 0.01 32

Meghalaya 8027 0.03 28

Mizoram 798 0.00 36

Nagaland 2769 0.01 33

Sikkim 38479 0.16 23

Tripura 34886 0.15 24

Total 58920

Total-India 19494879
Source: India Tourism Statistics, 2015. Ministry of Tourism, Government of India

Even these modest figures could contain double counting because for example, tourists to other states may 
have to travel through Assam several times. In respect of tourist infrastructure like hotels and travel agents/
tour operators, adequate information is not available. But the number of government approved hotels and 
government recognized tour operators/travel agents are very low. It implies that hotels whose services 
could be evaluated and regulated and service providers whose services could be monitored are almost non-
existent. International travellers generally look for some authentic service providers and the government 
quality stamp helps in decision making. This inadequacy is another area of attention for NER tourism in 
promoting tourists from ASEAN.

Table: Hotel Rooms in Northeast India 

State No. of Hotels Hotel rooms Recognised travel agents/tour operators

Arunachal Pradesh 4 106 1

Assam 29 1039 6

Manipur 1 59 3

Meghalaya 1 51

Mizoram 1 45

Nagaland 1 19

Sikkim 18 432 1

Tripura 1 101
Source: India Tourism Statistics, 2015. Ministry of Tourism, Government of India
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In spite of such a gloomy scenario it is only appropriate that the NER should leverage its unique tourism 
potential to take advantage of the many opportunities created by the fast growing AEP. For this purpose a 
broad three pronged strategy is suggested.

1. Devise a strategy for action.
2. Identify the products to suit the strategy and manage destinations properly.
3. Facilitate travel by improving connectivity.

The broad strategy must take into consideration the mega trends which are shaping world tourism in 
general and the socio-demographic changes in the profile of the new tourists, in particular. The strategy 
should also be to select and focus on the comparative advantages of the NER which fit into the demand 
pattern of the ASEAN rather than trying to promote tourism generally. The other issue to keep in mind 
is the concern for sustainability. The vision document refers to the poor carrying capacity of the NER 
and therefore promotion of tourism should not conflict with the capacity of the region to absorb the flow 
sustainably.

Present day tourists belong to a “time poor, money rich” generation of discerning travellers who look for 
new and unique experiences. Tourism has become an ‘experience economy’—‘a market of one’ where 
each tourist is to be serviced based on his own ideas and expectations. The new age traveller is also often 
of two income families who prefers short but repeated trips. For such travellers, quick connectivity would 
be the most important consideration. A modern professional tourism development of the NER should be 
able to service such demands. And therefore any tourism development plan for the NE must have a specific 
strategy for human resource development.

SASEC tourism development report has identified the following areas for product development. 

1. Footsteps of Lord Buddha
2. Living Buddhism in the Himalayas –Sikkim and Tawang in Arunachal Pradesh.
3. Buddhist art and archaeology—linking Sikkim, Tawang, Tripura (Pilak), Myanmar and 

Bangladesh.
4. Trekking in Himalayas.
5. Tourism in Ganga-Brahmaputra (culture and wildlife).
6. Adventure tourism in the NER.

Though these are suitable product development possibilities, considering the present poor stage of tourism 
infrastructure in the region, it is advisable to plan out the developments in phases. An area where the 
demand of ASEAN tourist and the advantage of the NER tourism match is Buddhist culture, religion and 
traditions. The first stage of tourism promotion should concentrate on creating a circuit of Buddhist art 
and archaeology and Living Buddhism of the NER with similar products in Bangladesh and Myanmar. 
This will require much coordination, much improvement in facilities and a lot of branding and marketing. 
Once the tourists flow starts and stabilises, the other attractions of the NER can be linked and promoted.
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The NER can benefit from the growing opportunities in tourism likely to be created by the AEP  only when 
the development efforts within the NER are aligned to the requirements of the AEP. Both in tourism and 
in connectivity projects that help tourism and trade, a four tier approach is necessary.

 First, there should be convenient internal connectivity within the NE region. Such connectivity and 
required infrastructure development will also enable development of pan-NER tourism circuits. 

Second, these internal circuits should be conveniently linked to the connectivity network now being 
planned or underway to connect the NE to its immediate neighbourhood in South and Southeast Asia, 
notably Bangladesh and Myanmar. 

Third, these linkages to the immediate neighbourhood should provide access for the NER to the broader 
ASEAN-India projects.

 Fourth, through the linkages of the third stage, NE should also find communication to the wider ASEAN 
framework which extends even to China, Japan and Australia-countries which are driving the Asia Pacific 
outbound tourism growth.

 A study by the Institute of Chinese Studies also has suggested a “growth triangle” approach that harmonizes 
the efforts of the neighbouring countries with backward linkages to Nepal and Bhutan. In fact, the much 
needed aviation hub in Guwahati becomes more feasible and commercially viable with such backward and 
forward linkages.

Several studies have brought out the possibility of developing a tourism circuit of the NER with its 
immediate neighbours on the theme of what the ADB-SASEC  study calls ‘footsteps of the Buddha’. 
There is a great scope of linking the Myanmar Buddhist sites with the North East region and beyond. In 
addition, Manipur has got 2nd World War Nostalgia and the memory of Azad Hind Force which have not 
been exploited. 

Therefore in order to exploit the tremendous tourism potential of the AEP, air connectivity development 
should be three pronged.

First, Guwahati should be developed as the main hub linking Myanmar, Singapore and Thailand and 
having backward linkages to Nepal and Bhutan. 

Second, Imphal should be developed as sub-hub with linkages to Guwahati with possible links to the 
Buddhist circuits in Bihar and the exquisite Buddhist sites in Orissa. 

Third and most important, is the necessity of creating seamless integration of national tourism  with the 
North Eastern States and within the North Eastern States. This is an ideal and prime requirement but has 
been slow in concept and evolution. Focus of the AEP on this connectivity has been subdued.

On tourism, two broad studies would be helpful. First is to survey the profile of the demand pattern of the 
ASEAN—what interests the tourists, what infrastructure are needed and how to attract them. 
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Secondly, the tourism potential of the Asian Highway has to be studied and plans to link the NE tourism 
to the Asian Highway should be formulated with the help of ASEAN. Of course for that tourism dream of 
the NE to materialize much needs to be done in the NE itself to put its own house in order and  to take care 
of the supply side and to put in place suitable infrastructure.

The strategy should also be to select and focus on the comparative advantages of the NE which fit into the 
demand pattern of the ASEAN rather than trying to promote tourism generally. The first stage of tourism 
promotion should concentrate on creating a circuit of Buddhist art and archaeology and ‘Living Buddhism’ 
of the NER with similar products in Bangladesh and Myanmar. This will require much coordination, 
considerable improvement in facilities and a lot of branding and marketing. Once the tourists flow starts 
and stabilises, the other attractions of the NER can be linked and promoted.

The background paper for the India-ASEAN Business Summit in 2004 had outlined the following plan of 
action for the future. More than a decade after the summit these recommendations are still relevant.

1. Exhaustive mapping of the consumer segments in ASEAN region and a systematic mapping of 
their needs.

2. Perpetual mapping of India from the perspective of the ASEAN tourist.
3. Development of tourism products to match the demands of the ASEAN tourists.
4. Benchmark standards of tourism service delivery and monitor their implementation.
5. Launch a marketing strategy based on the survey of demand.

Connectivity

The NER Connectivity Sub-Committee of National Transport Policy Advisory Committee

 suggests that transport planning for the region has to be at three levels—

1. Intra-regional.
2. With the rest of India and 
3. With the international neighbours and beyond for South Asia, Southeast Asia and China.

It admits that the “challenges to ensure state of the art connectivity in the region are enormous”.

Connectivity needs also to be seen in all its aspects like air, rail, road, waterways and the much talked 
about digital connectivity.

The UN-ESCAP report ‘Toward an Asian Integrated Transport Network’ has summed up some salient 
features of connectivity and globalisation with reference to the Asian experience as follows—

1. The provision of inter-country road transport is a necessary but not sufficient condition for 
movement of inter-country traffic. It requires quite a lot of coordination to take care of many 
physical and non-physical networks.

2. “For various historical, political, economic and topographical reasons inter-country transport of 
goods and people by land on the Asian continent has been negligible”.
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3. Though the Asian Highway (AH) and the Trans-Asian Railway (TAR) are mentioned often as 
examples of sub-regional cooperation, development of Asian integrated transport system is still 
in “in its infancy”.

4. Asian cooperation in truly regional transport projects is rare. The AH was initiated in 1959 
followed by the TAR in 1960 and only after 1980 the projects have made any progress.

Connectivity needs also to be seen in all its aspects like air, rail, road, waterways and the much talked 
about digital connectivity.

The recently introduced ‘Udaan” scheme has revolutionised air connectivity within the region. The 
second phase has introduced 92 new air routes in the NE. Air connectivity to the region also has seen 
tremendous growth and upgradation of the Guwahati airport is underway. Government have announced 
huge investment in development of national highways and railway network in the region.

The AEP has helped to formulate a plethora of initiatives, most of them in trade facilitation and improving 
connectivity. Most of these projects when fully implemented will link the NE more closely with SE Asia. 
Some of the completed, on-going or contemplated projects are-

1. 165-km long Indo-Myanmar Friendship Road connecting Tamu and Kalaymyo-Kalewainaugurated 
in 2001.

2. India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway.
3.  Trans Asian Highway.
4. India-Myanmar rail linkages.
5. Kaladan Multimodal project, which envisages connectivity between Indian ports on the eastern 

seaboard and Sittwe Port in Myanmar and then through riverine transport and by road to Mizoram, 
thereby providing an alternate route for transport of goods to Northeast India.

6. The Stilwell road.
7. Myanmar-India-Bangladesh gas and/or oil pipeline.
8. Tamanthi Hydroelectricity project.
9. The optical fiber network between Northeast India and Southeast Asia operationalised in 2009
10. Proposed rail link from Jiribam in Manipur to Hanoi in Vietnam passing through Myanmar.
11. There is also a plan to construct a 1, 360km Trilateral Highway from Moreh to   Sot (Thailand) 

through Bagan (Myanmar) as well as connecting by rail to the sea port of Chittagong.

The Transport Sub-Committee has identified a number of projects which, if implemented, can change the 
complexion of road travel between the NE and South and SE Asia. However, between policies and their 
implementation lie the intricacies of regional negotiations, financial constraints, implementation capability 
and problems of coordination.
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A monograph titled , ‘ India’s North East States, the BCIM Forum and Regional Integration’ by K.S.Rana 
and Patricia Uberoi for Institute of Chinese Studies sums it up “ we need to take a holistic view on how the 
NE states can connect with the dynamic region of SE and East Asia that adjoins them, and in the process 
also weave new relationships with their South Asian neighbours. The in-country links of these states, 
their internal connectivity among themselves, and the outward transport routes that bring them  to their 
neighbouring states are all part of a single challenge in relation to which we need a new vision, plus a 
viable action formula…..it is no less than a matter of ‘re-imagining our borders’. 

                                                 ---------------------------------------
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