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Mutual optimism
Asean and India commemorate a 25-year partnership and look forward to the next quarter century of greater collaboration for prosperity. By Saniya More

zzWhile Asean celebrated its golden anni-
versary last week, it was also marking 
the silver anniversary of official ties with 
India. The official dialogue partnership 
that began in 1992 has made substantial 
progress on the economic and political 
fronts but both sides believe the potential 
is just beginning to be tapped.

One of India’s primary goals for its part-
nership with Asean has been to work with 
the region to promote increased manufac-
turing and specialised economic growth 
within its states.

“There is a great legacy, history and 
culture within this region. There is very 
close geographical proximity. It is possible 
for this relationship between Asean and 
India to drive regional trade, connectivity, 
travel and tourism, and to create wealth 
and prosperity for the people of the entire 
region of Asean and India,” said Amitabh 
Kant, CEO of the National Institution for 
Transforming India (NITI Aayog).

India, meanwhile, is a land of opportu-
nity with a massive population of 1.3 bil-
lion, and an increasingly affluent market 
that has made it the world’s fastest-growing 
large economy, he noted.

Mr Kant has played a key role in the 
“Make in India”, “Startup India”, “Incredi-
ble India” and “God’s Own Country” initi-
atives, among others, which have helped 
make the country a manufacturing hub 
and also made Kerala state its most popular 
tourism destination.

“India is a very young country but with 
an ancient civilisation. Therefore, it has 
great heritage sites and, through a part-
nership with Asean, it can drive travel and 
tourism,” he told Asia Focus.

“Our geographical proximity should 
enable us with better physical and digital 
connectivity. We should be able to play a 
much greater role together, in trade, indus-
try and commerce.”

Asean and India could also become a 
major force for change, with both regions 
benefitting equally from working together, 
he added.

Mr Kant has also been a strong advocate 
for increasing manufacturing in India, pri-
marily because there is a lot of “disguised 
unemployment within the agricultural 
sector”. Because of this, the country must 
move toward value-added production, 
especially in sectors such as textiles, food 
processing, gems and jewellery, as well as 
leather and footwear.

Mr Kant made his comments at the Ase-
an-India Expo and Forum held in Bang-
kok early this month to commemorate the 

silver anniversary. Thailand, meanwhile, is 
celebrating a milestone of its own, marking 
70 years of diplomatic relations with India.

In terms of finding common ground 
between Asean and India, Thai Prime 
Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha said people 
are an “important mechanism of linkage”. 
He stressed that the two regions must work 
toward three main goals: developing dig-
ital government to facilitate business and 
reduce opportunity costs in the private 
sector; developing technology to further 
the agricultural sector; and ensuring the 
availability of human resources to deal 
with challenges in the age of the Internet 
of Things (IoT).

INDIA’S GATEWAY
Among other speakers at the event was 
Fukunari Kimura, chief economist at the 
Economic Research Institute for Asean and 
East Asia (ERIA), who stressed the impor-
tance of the special relationship. India, he 
said, needs manufacturing-based eco-
nomic development to reduce widespread 
poverty. This, he said, was where Asean 
would play a major role.

“India should join international produc-
tion networks by using Asean as a gateway,” 
he said, adding that by collaborating, the 
two regions could help each other grow, 
not just on a national but on a global scale.

RD Udeshi, president of the polyester 
chain unit of the Indian conglomerate Reli-
ance Industries Limited (RIL), said that if 
the Indian and Asean markets worked in 

harmony, they would become “compet-
itive and complementary to each other”, 
thus bolstering all the countries involved 
in the partnership.

Mr Kimura, who spoke at a panel discus-
sion about outsiders’ perspectives on trade, 
investment, tourism and connectivity, said 
both physical and institutional connectiv-
ity between the two regions was important.

Successful collaboration between Asean 
and India could mean higher economic 
growth for all countries involved, especially 
if the Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP) becomes a reality.

The RCEP, which was first proposed in 
2012 at the Asean Summit in Cambodia, 
is a free-trade agreement (FTA) involv-
ing 10 Asean member states, and six key 
trading partners (Australia, China, India, 
Japan, South Korea and New Zealand) with 
which Asean has existing FTAs. When first 
proposed, it was widely seen as an alter-
native to the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP), which included some Asean and 
Pacific Rim countries but excluded India 
and China.

With the future of the TPP on doubt now 
that the United States has pulled out, the 
RCEP participants have stepped up efforts 
to reach an agreement as their talks have 
fallen nearly two years behind schedule.

While the RCEP is expected to improve 
market access, increase trade and make it 
more transparent, countries continue to 
spar over tariffs and protection. China and 
India, for example, have been at odds over 
the extent to which each would open its 

goods and services markets. There are also 
concerns that not all countries will benefit 
equally. Singapore, Japan and South Korea 
are seen as benefiting the least because 
unlike the TPP, the RCEP does not include 
an investment component, which is impor-
tant for them.

Despite the perceived drawbacks of 
the RCEP, Chutintorn Gongsakdi, the 
Thai ambassador to India, said some 
form of Asean-India partnership is cru-
cial to growth.

“It is time that Asean and India truly 
discovered their potential. The basis of 
economic and political cooperation is peo-
ple-to-people contact. This event brings 
key people from the business sectors of 
the 11 countries together,” he said, refer-
ring to the Expo. “The future is in India and 
the future is in Asean, and it only makes 
good economic sense for us to strengthen 
our relationship.”

INDIA’S CHALLENGES
The challenge for India, in Mr Kant’s view, 
is to push each of its 29 states to take advan-
tage of its core economic, geographic and 
demographic strengths in order to max-
imise efficiency and increase production.

“There is no reason a state like Kerala, 
for instance, should get into manufactur-
ing,” he said. “It’s a coastal state. If manu-
facturing units come in, they will spoil the 
sustainability of that area. So, Kerala must 
become the world’s number one destina-
tion for travel and tourism.

“Similarly, in Karnataka, there is a 

huge possibility for textiles and in Andhra 
Pradesh, a possibility for (pharmaceutical) 
biosimilars. Every state must find its core 
competency and excel in that. And what-
ever they do, they must aim to become the 
world’s number one.”

India’s massive population and geo-
graphic size may pose obstacles when 
it comes to economic growth given the 
different resources and strengths of each 
state. Mr Udeshi, speaking at a panel on 
trade, investment and tourism, said the 
country was seeing heavy urbanisation 
taking place, which would spur the trans-
formation into a more fully market-ori-
ented economy.

“India has a strong base in terms of 
population, urbanisation, the young in 
age. India has age in its favour. We are an 
emerging economy, so India needs to catch 
up,” he told Asia Focus.

Mr Udeshi also reemphasised Mr Kant’s 
thoughts on manufacturing, adding that 
the country needs to develop technically 
and digitally as well.

Looking at China’s rapid economic 
growth and how it compared to that of 
India, Mr Kant observed that the two coun-
tries follow different models based on their 
political systems.

“We cherish our model [of economic 
growth] because it is a model of growth 
with democracy. India is the world’s larg-
est democracy — we value the freedom of 
thought, we value the freedom of expres-
sion and Indians will never substitute 
democracy for anything else,” he said.

China’s economic model, by contrast, 
is a Communist Party-led initiative. This 
hasn’t hindered the country’s progress, 
which has made it a global manufacturing 
hub and the world’s largest manufactur-
ing economy.

“They have done exceedingly well. We 
have the greatest admiration for China and 
its ability to drive manufacturing,” he said. 
“But we want to grow, we want to prove it 
is possible to do that within a democracy. 
Therefore, both models must continue to 
grow and flourish.”

Participants at the Invest India Expo and Forum 2017 held in Bangkok.
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Every [Indian] state must 
find its core competency 

and excel in that. And 
whatever they do, they 

must aim to become the 
world’s number one”

aMItaBH Kant
CEo, national Institution for 

transforming India

MAJOR 
ECONOMIES
Country/region   GDP (US$ trillion)

United States         18.57 

European Union      16.4 

China      11.2 

Japan       4.94 

Asean       2.55 

India        2.26

Source: World Bank data from 2016


