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F O R E W O R D

Dr. Asif Iqbal
President, IETO

I want to begin with why engagement with ASEAN should be 
high on the priority list for India. ASEAN is home to 8.7% of the 
world’s population. With over 640 million inhabitants, ASEAN 
represents 8.7% of the total world population. By comparison, 
the European Union has about 512 million people, and the United 
States had around 327 million people in 2018. After China and 
India, ASEAN is the most populous region in the world. The 
strengthening of relations in the geopolitical sphere has also given a 
push to the India-ASEAN economic ties, with ASEAN now India’s 
fourth-largest trading partner engaging in bilateral trade in 2019-
20 worth $86.9 billion. India’s ‘Act East’ policy is a core tenet of 
its Indo-Pacifi c vision. India already has a free trade agreement 
(FTA) with ASEAN, spanning goods, services and investment.

India defi nes this platform today as ‘a 21st-century economic 
arrangement designed to tackle 21st-century economic challenges, 
ranging from setting the rules of the road for the digital economy; 
to ensuring secure and resilient supply chains; to helping 
make the kind of major investments necessary in clean energy 
infrastructure and the clean energy transition; to raising standards 
for transparency, fair taxation and anti-corruption’.  

India and the ASEAN face geopolitical headwinds from the war 
in Ukraine and its impact on food and energy security, prices and 
supply chains. India fully supports a strong, unifi ed, prosperous 
ASEAN whose centrality in the Indo-Pacifi c is fully recognised. 
Now, the world is currently experiencing turbulence which, along 
with the consequences of the pandemic, has made the global 
outlook even more uncertain and complex. Developments in our 
own region too, have had their implications, whether we speak of 
Afghanistan or of Myanmar. Further away, the confl ict in Ukraine 
is exacerbating concerns over food, fertilizer and fuel security. This 
global scenario highlights the need for countries of the Indo-Pacifi c 
to enhance cooperation and, in fact, to stand together.

ASEAN is a diverse group. Indonesia represents almost 40 
percent of the region’s economic output and is a member of the 
G20, while Myanmar, emerging from decades of isolation, is a 
frontier market working to build its institutions. GDP per capita in 
Singapore, for instance, is more than 30 times higher than in Laos 
and more than 50 times higher than in Cambodia and Myanmar; in 
fact, it even surpasses that of mature economies such as Canada and 
the United States. That diversity extends to culture, language, and 

religion. Although ASEAN is becoming more integrated, investors 
should be aware of local preferences and cultural sensitivities; 
they cannot rely on a one-size-fi ts-all strategy across such widely 
varying markets. India already has FTAs with 13 of ASEAN’s 15 
members. India now has to actively engage with the grouping in 
trade and investment so as to ensure that it considers this region 
as a potential economic partner.

One of the most diverse regions in the world 
Despite its motto “One Vision, One Identity, One Community”, 

ASEAN is one of the most culturally diverse regions in the world.
ASEAN is home to hundreds of diff erent ethnic groups, 

each with its own distinct culture and traditions. Southeast Asia 
is a region of enormous linguistic diversity where thousands of 
languages are spoken.

ASEAN is also characterised by a great diversity of religious 
beliefs and practices, including Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, 
Christianity and Animism.

Crucial geopolitical signifi cance
ASEAN is also a contributor to the world’s food security and 

is one of the most productive agricultural baskets in the world. In 
2012 it produced 129 million tons of rice, 40 million tons of corn, 
171 million tons of sugarcane, 1.44 million tons of soybean, and 
70.34 million tons of cassava.

In the midst of a digital revolution
49 percent of ASEAN’s population lives in urban areas. This 

mass urbanisation has been accompanied by rapid expansion in 
connectivity across the region, fuelled by the high literacy rates of 
the under-30 population. Despite their distinct cultures, histories, 
and languages, the ten member states of ASEAN share a focus 
on jobs and prosperity. Household purchasing power is rising, 
transforming the region into the next frontier of consumer growth.

We open our doors for collaboration to all countries that 
subscribe to the same principle, and Reva University and its 
Chancellor who is also the Trade Commissioner for the Karnataka 
region will pledge solidarity to strengthen these relations, 
especially in the sphere of academic collaborations with Indian 
students and the ASEAN students coming together. 
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ASEAN
A COMMUNITY OF OPPORTUNITIES FOR ALL

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations, or ASEAN, was established on 8 August 
1967 in Bangkok, Thailand, with the signing of the ASEAN Declaration (Bangkok 
Declaration) by the Founding Fathers of ASEAN: Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, 

Singapore and Thailand. Brunei Darussalam joined ASEAN on 7 January 1984, followed 
by Viet Nam on 28 July 1995, Lao PDR and Myanmar on 23 July 1997, and Cambodia on 
30 April 1999, making up what is today the ten Member States of ASEAN.
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ASEAN MEMBER STATES

BRUNEI DARUSSALAM

CAMBODIA

INDONESIA

COMMENCEMENT DATE: 7 JANUARY 1984

COMMENCEMENT DATE: 30 APRIL 1999

COMMENCEMENT DATE: 8 AUGUST 1967

• Head of State: His Majesty Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah 
Mu’izzaddin Waddaulah

• Capital: Bandar Seri Begawan
• National Flag: Click Here for detail Specifi cation.
• Language(s): Malay, English
• Currency: B$ (Brunei Dollar)

• Head of State: His Majesty King Norodom Sihamoni
• Head of Government: Prime Minister Hun Sen
• Capital: Phnom Penh
• Language: Khmer
• Currency: Riel

• Head of State: President Joko Widodo
• Capital: Jakarta
• Language: Indonesian
• Currency: Rupiah
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PHILIPPINES

MYANMAR

LAO PDR

MALAYSIA

COMMENCEMENT DATE: 8 AUGUST 1967

COMMENCEMENT DATE: 23 JULY 1997

COMMENCEMENT DATE: 23 JULY 1997

COMMENCEMENT DATE: 8 AUGUST 1967

• Head of State: Ferdinand Romualdez Marcos Jr.
• Capital: Manila
• Language(s): Filipino, English, Spanish
• Currency: Peso

• Head of State: U Win Myint
• Capital: Nay Pyi Taw
• Language: Myanmar
• Currency: Kyat

• Head of State: President Thongloun Sisoulith
• Head of Government: Prime Minister Phankham 

Viphavanh
• Capital: Vientiane
• Language: Lao
• Currency: Kip

• Head of State: His Majesty Seri Paduka Baginda 
The Yang Di-Pertuan Agong Al-Sultan Abdullah 
Ri’ayatuddin Al-Mustafa Billah Shah Ibni Almarhum 
Sultan Haji Ahmad Shah Al-Musta’in Billah

• Head of Government: The Honourable Dato’ Sri Ismail 
Sabri bin Yaakob

• Capital: Kuala Lumpur
• Language(s): Malay, English, Chinese, Tamil
• Currency: Ringgit
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SINGAPORE

THAILAND

VIET NAM

ASEAN DAY ASEAN MOTTO

COMMENCEMENT DATE: 8 AUGUST 1967

COMMENCEMENT DATE: 8 AUGUST 1967

COMMENCEMENT DATE: 28 JULY 1995

8TH AUGUST IS 
OBSERVED AS ASEAN DAY

“ONE VISION, ONE IDENTITY, 
ONE COMMUNITY”

• Head of State: His Majesty King Norodom Sihamoni
• Head of Government: Prime Minister Hun Sen
• Capital: Phnom Penh
• Language: Khmer
• Currency: Riel

• Head of State: His Majesty King Maha Vajiralongkorn 
Bodindradebayavarangkun

• Head of Government: Prime Minister General Prayut 
Chan-o-cha

• Capital: Bangkok
• Language: Thai
• Currency: Baht

• Head of State: President Nguyen Xuan Phuc
• Head of Government: Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh
• Capital: Ha Noi
• Language: Vietnamese
• Currency: Dong
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India hosted ASEAN Foreign Ministers and Secretary 
General for a Special ASEAN-India Foreign Ministers’ 
Meeting (SAIFMM) on 16-17 June 2022 to commemorate 
30 years of ASEAN-India Dialogue Relations. In 

recognition of this milestone, the year 2022 is being 
celebrated as the ASEAN-India Friendship Year as announced 
by ASEAN and Indian leaders at the 18th ASEAN-India 
Summit in October 2021.

The SAIFMM was co-chaired by Dr. S. Jaishankar, External 
Aff airs Minister of India and Dr. Vivian Balakrishnan, Minister 
of Foreign Aff airs of the Republic of Singapore. The Meeting 
was also attended by Foreign Ministers of Brunei, Cambodia, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam and representatives of Foreign 
Ministers from Lao PDR, Philippines, and Thailand along 
with Secretary General of ASEAN. The Ministers reviewed 
the status of ASEAN-India Partnership and set out the path 
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YEARS OF 
INDIA-ASEAN 
FRIENDSHIP

30
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ASEAN Secretary General also called on Prime Minister, Shri 
Narendra Modi.

During this visit, the ASEAN Foreign Ministers, ASEAN 
Secretary General and Representatives of Foreign Ministers 
along with Dr. Jaishankar also addressed the Ministerial 
Session of twelfth edition of Delhi Dialogue (DDXII) which 
focused on 30 years of ASEAN-India relations with the 
theme ‘Building Bridges in the Indo-Pacifi c’. Launched in 
2009, Delhi Dialogue is India’s premier annual Track 1.5 
Dialogue, which aims to strengthen ASEAN-India relations 
in the context of contemporary global and regional scenario.

Overall, the meetings were held in an atmosphere of 
friendship and cooperation and underlined the importance 
India attaches to its relations with ASEAN, as exemplifi ed 
through its Act East Policy and centrality of ASEAN in its 
vision for the wider Indo-Pacifi c. 

for the coming decade. The discussions included key focus 
areas of Covid-19 & Health, Trade & Commerce, Connectivity 
– physical and digital, Education & Capacity Building, as 
well as implementation of ASEAN-India Joint Statement 
on Cooperation on the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacifi c 
(AOIP). The Ministers also exchanged views on important 
regional and international developments and post pandemic 
economic recovery. The Meeting unanimously adopted the 
Co-Chairs’ Statement. The ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ and 

Overall, the meetings were held in 
an atmosphere of friendship and 
cooperation and underlined the 
importance India attaches to its 
relations with ASEAN
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CAMBODIA-INDIA 
RELATIONS

Cambodia’s historical contact with India 
can be traced back to as early as the 1st 
century AD, which has been broadly 

embedded in Cambodia’s cultural, social and 
political structures. Politically, Cambodia and 
India established diplomatic ties in May 1952, 
even prior to Cambodia gaining full independence 
in November 1953. However, diplomatic ties were 
suspended during the Khmer Rouge regime in 1975 
and reestablished in 1981. 

In the 1950s, India associated with the 
International Control Commission (ICC) on 
Indo-China. India’s contribution as Co-Chairman of 
this commission came in for widespread appreciation in 
Cambodia.

The bilateral relations have been reinforced by several high-
level visits. In 1954, Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru 
visited Cambodia and King Norodom Sihanouk visited India 

in 1957. Subsequently, Prime Minister Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee visited Cambodia in April and November 
2002.President of India Smt. Pratibha Devi Singh 
Patil visited Cambodia in 2010. Other high-level 
visits to Cambodia included Prime Minister Dr. 
Manmohan Singh in 2012, Vice President Hamid 
Ansari in 2015. In 2018, there had been three 
high-level visits from India. Hon’ble Shri. Suresh 
Prabhu, Minister of Commerce visited Cambodia 
in May, Hon’ble Minister of Defence Smt. Nirmala 
Sitharaman in June and Hon’ble Minister of External 
Aff airs Smt. Sushma Swaraj in August 2018.

From Cambodian side, Samdech Techo Prime Minister 
HUN SEN paid several visits to India. The last visit took place 
in January 2018 when he paid a state visit to India and also 
participated in the ASEAN–India Commemorative Summit 
and as Guest of Honour at the Republic Day Parade 2018 
along with other ASEAN Leaders.

H.E. UNG Sean
Ambassador, Royal 

Embassy of Cambodia

Samdech Akka Moha Sena Padei Techo Hun Sen, Prime Minister 
of Cambodia with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi
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Cambodia is grateful that in response to its request, 
India sent two Chief Electoral offi  cers to witness 
the legislative election in July 2018 and very much 
appreciated the congratulatory message that Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi kindly sent to Samdech Techo 
Prime Minister HUN SEN on the Ruling Party’s (CPP) 
victory in this election. 

When Cambodia was its at most diffi  cult time in the 
1980’s, India as the largest democratic country in the 
world recognised the new government and reopened its 
Embassy in Phnom Penh in 1981 and extended valuable 
support and assistance to Cambodia by responding to 
an appeal by the Cambodian Government to send a 
team of experts from Archeological Survey of India 
in 1986 for the restoration of the famous Angkor Wat 
Temple, now a World Heritage site.

In the context of India “Act East” policy, 
Cambodia welcomes the promotion of bilateral 
Cooperation and strengthening of ASEAN–India ties. 
Cambodia and India have signed various Agreements 
and MoUs in the fi elds of bilateral cooperation, trade, 
cultural exchanges, capacity building, concessional 
loans for development projects and restoration and 
conservation of ancient temples in Cambodia.

The excellent work carried out by Indian experts 
is still appreciated by Cambodia. At present, the 
restoration of another temple complex Ta Promh has 
been a major ongoing project. India as co-chair of 
National Authority of Preah Vihear also committed to 
helping the partial restoration of this ancient temple.

For economic and social growth, India continues 
to assist Cambodia in diverse fi elds. Lines of Credit 
have been extended for water resource development, 
transmission line and supply of water pumps.

Under the Mekong–Ganga Cooperation (MGC) 
initiative, the Asian Traditional Textile Museum in 
Siem Reap was completed in 2011 with an Indian 
Director. The Museum has exhibited on textiles from 
the Mekong-Ganga region along with interactive 
facilities and also has a training centre.  Children 
activities and various workshops are also conducted 
at the centre. 

Beginning from 2015-2016, under the same 
initiative, India also provided assistance to Cambodia 
with small socio-economic projects known as Quick 
Impact Project (QIP) in the fi elds of agriculture, health, 
women empowerment, capacity building, sanitation, 
environment and information technology. Since 2018 
the number of projects has been increasing from 5 to 
10 every year.

In addition to the existing schemes of training 
under ITEC programme and ICCR scholarships for 
Cambodian students, India also off ered assistance in 

setting up a Centre of Excellence in IT and IT-enabled 
service in Cambodia.

Cambodia is highly supportive of India initiated 
MGC Business Forum and digital connectivity 
through the establishment of “Digital Villages” in 
Mekong countries. For Cambodia, the feasibility 
Report on “Digital Village Pilot” project in Takeo 
Province was carried out by Telecommunications 
Consultants India Limited (A Government of India 
Enterprise). An Agreement between the Minister of 
Posts and Telecommunication of Cambodia and Indian 
Ambassador to Cambodia Manika Jain was signed on 
August 2018 to implement the project.

In Defense cooperation, India provided training 
and 15 sniff er dogs to assist in demining. Cambodia 
is firmly confident that Cambodia-India Defense 
cooperation, including in the UN Peace Keeping 
will be further enhanced by the Defense Cooperation 
Plan agreed during Indian Defense Minister’s visit to 
Cambodia in June 2018.

In Trade, Investment and Tourism Exchange and 
Cooperation, it is encouraging to see a gradual increase 
in bilateral trade and investment interest. However, 
there is still so much room for expansion. Cambodia 
does hope that both sides can agree on the proposed 
Cambodia–India Bilateral Investment Treaty.

To promote trade and business relations, Hon’ble 
Minister of Commerce, Trade and Civil Aviation, 
Shri Suresh Prabhu visited Cambodia in May 2018 
to participate in CLMV-India Business conclave 
in Phnom Penh and held a bilateral meeting with 
Minister of Commerce H.E. Sorasak Pan on trade 
improvement and connectivity. India and Cambodia 
jointly organized some events in Cambodia such as 
5thCLMV-India Business Conclave and Incredible 
India Road Show in May 2018. Besides, Cambodian 
government officials and the business delegation 
were invited to participate in Advantage Assam-India 
Expressway to ASEAN in February 2018, FICCI 
High Education Summit, Saurashtra Vyapar Udyog 
Mahamandal (SVUM) in July 2018 and other mega-
events and expo’s in India. Cambodian Minister of 
Commerce will lead a delegation to participate in the 
4th ASEAN-India Expo and Summit in New Delhi, 
during 21-23rd February 2018.

References: 

•   Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, 
Cambodia

•   Ministry of External Affairs, India

•   Royal Embassy of Cambodia, New Delhi, India
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H.E. Ms. Ina H. Krisnamurthi
Ambassador of Indonesia to India

Indonesia is currently holding the G20 presidency. With its 
main theme, “Recover Together, Recover Stronger”, Indonesia’s 
presidency brings the idea that the G20 must act as the catalyst for 
joint and inclusive eff orts to fi nd global solutions to recover from 
the pandemic, especially to assist the developing countries. Drawing 
on the importance of strong and sustainable recovery, Indonesia’s 
G20 Presidency will focus on 3 priority sectors, namely: (i) Global 
Health Architecture; (ii) Sustainable Energy Transition; and (iii) 
Digital Transformation. Continuity in G20 policies, strategies and 
objectives is also a priority for Indonesia. More importantly, four 
emerging countries will be back-to-back Presidencies in 2023-2024.  

In this regard, a collaboration between Indonesia and India has 
become signifi cant, as India is resuming its role as G20 Presidency 
starting in December 2022.

According to the Press Release of the Ministry of External 
Relations, India will focus on, among others, inclusive, equitable 
and sustainable growth, as well as LiFE (Lifestyle For Environment). 
These priorities are in concurrence with Indonesia’s G20 Presidency 
priority and vision, and for that, we commend India for its eff ort to 
establish continuity in G20 policies.

Regarding India and Indonesia’s bilateral relation, statistic 
shows that the bilateral trade in 2021 reached USD 19.8 billion, 
an increase of 42.7% compared to 2020. However, there are still 
many opportunities that need to be explored, including investment, 
technology, education, digital economy, and many more.

It is understood that the bilateral relationship between Indonesia 
and India must be viewed comprehensively, not only in terms of 
a trade balance but also in a broader partnership between the two 
countries. Only with such an overarching partnership will our 
relationship be mutually benefi cial, and in the end, it will nourish 
trust within the relationship. Indonesia strongly believes that trust 
is the main ingredient of sustainable relationships among countries.

To conclude, let me extend my appreciation toward The 
Diplomatist for this special edition which points out the ever-
increasing level of relationship between India and Indonesia.
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DYNAMICS OF
INDIAN-INDONESIAN 

RELATIONS

By Surbhi Arora

I
ndia-Indonesia relations have a long history and have 
been maintaining cultural and trade relations with each 
other. India is the largest country in South Asia and 
Indonesia is the largest country in South-East Asia. 
Both the countries have some common factors like 

cultural affi  nity, colonial past and geographical proximity. 
Indonesia’s traditional puppetry and drama tradition 

called Wayang has been infl uenced by the narratives of 
the Ramayana and the Mahabharata (Trivedi). The Hindu 
temples in Bali also refl ect the infl uence of Indian culture 
in Indonesia. The national motto of Indonesia is “Bhinneka 
Tunggal Ika” meaning “unity in diversity, although diff erent 
still one”, is found in the Indian Constitution. The national 
symbol of Indonesia is the Garuda bird which fi nds mention 
in Ramayana. Its national symbol also contains a banyan tree 
and a bull head. The banyan tree is the national tree of India 
and the bull is found in the national symbol of India i.e., in 
the Ashoka Pillar of Sarnath. This refl ects that the culture 
and mythology of both countries have infl uenced each other.

India and Indonesia were under British rule for more 
than two hundred years. Indonesia was under Dutch rule 
and became fully independent on 17th August, 1945, two 
years before India became independent. Indonesia became 
a republic in 1950. After independence, both India and 
Indonesia faced similar issues like building the nation, 
economic development, sectarian violence etc. Prime Minister 
Jawaharlal Nehru and President Sukarno laid the foundation 
of the Afro-Asian and Non-Aligned Movements at the 
Bandung Conference in 1955.

In 991, India adopted the ‘Look East Policy’ and ever 
since there has been rapid development in bilateral relations 
of both the countries relating to political, security, defence, 

commercial and cultural fi elds. The multi-faceted relationship 
got strengthened with the signing of the ‘Joint Declaration on 
Establishing a Strategic Partnership’ in 2005 during the State 
Visit of President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono.

In trade and business terms, Indonesia is India’s second-
largest trading partner in ASEAN The glorious past and 
shared cultural ties of both nations create a strong platform 
for cooperation in the future.

In 2005 both the countries agreed to become Strategic 
Partners and in 2013 India and Indonesia jointly assessed 
their potential through the Five Initiatives for Strengthening 
the India–Indonesia Strategic Partnership based on a shared 
commitment to values of democracy, pluralism and diversity 
and having economies with strong complementarities and 
challenges.

According to the United Nations COMTRADE database 
on international trade, India’s Exports to Indonesia were 
US$8.09 Billion in 2021. Exports to Indonesia from India 
increased to 106.10 INR Billion in June from 70.10 INR 
Billion in May of 2022. 

India’s Export
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India’s exports to Indonesia are Organic 
chemicals, ships & boats, machinery, vehicles 
and oil seeds etc. In 2020, India exported 
$4.55B to Indonesia. The main products 
exported from India to Indonesia were Special 
Purpose Ships ($772M), Semi-Finished Iron 
($302M), and Frozen Bovine Meat ($272M). 
During the last 25 years, the exports of India 
to Indonesia have increased at an annualized 
rate of 7.91%, from $678M in 1995 to $4.55B 
in 2020. (22Au)

India’s imports from Indonesia was 
US$16.72 Billion in 2021, according to the 
United Nations COMTRADE database on 
international trade. Imports from Indonesia to 
India increased to 261.68 INR Billion in June 
from 207.44 INR Billion in May of 2022. 
During the period from 1995 to 2020, the 
exports of Indonesia to India have increased 
at an annualized rate of 12.9%, from $534M 
in 1995 to $11B in 2020.

Indonesia is of particular interest to India 
as it has over 37% of the population and over 
33% of the combined GDP, as the largest 
ASEAN state and as a fellow member of the 
G-20. Both the countries aspire to have an open 
trading system through global organizations 
like the WTO. 

India has raised concerns at the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) over a host of trade 
barriers built in by Indonesia in May 2022, 
including export restrictions on palm oil and 
import curbs on bovine meat and automotive 
(auto) parts, holding that such measures have 
adversely impacted India. India understands 
Indonesia’s import substitution programme 
and export policies; however, Indonesia is 
maintaining many restrictions on imports and 
exports which is aff ecting Indian business 
in terms of exports and also supply chain 
disruptions. 

After Ukraine’s invasion by Russia, 
Indonesia had banned the 
export of crude and refined 
palm oil amid the global 
shortage of edible oil. India 
imported 42 percent (or 3.4 
million tonnes) of its total palm 
oil imports from Indonesia in 
2021. Before the ban, Indonesia 
had levied high export duty and 
an export levy on palm oil, as 
well as adopted export-curbing 
procedures, pushing up the 
prices of palm oil and edible 
oils in India.

Indonesia also reduced the annual quota on 
bovine meat import. Due to port restrictions on 
such imports, there is an increase in export cost. 
A delay in the issuance of horticultural product 
import recommendations for agricultural 
products like onion, potato, etc has also 
aff ected India’s exports. India had also asked 
to lift the restrictions on the export of ginger.

Greater cooperation among India and 
Indonesia would not only benefi t the Asia 
Pacifi c region but also the world as it will 
foster partnerships with like-minded countries 
and strengthen ASEAN. Infrastructure 
development and energy security are major 
areas for cooperation between India and 
Indonesia. These sectors allow for both 
countries to collaborate and benefi t from each 
other’s expertise. 

References: 

(n.d.). Retrieved August 
22, 2022, from https://oec.
world/en/profile/bilateral-
country/ind/partner/idn

(n.d.). Retrieved August 
22, 2022, from https://oec.
world/en/profile/bilateral-
country/ind/partner/idn

(n.d.). Retrieved August 
22, 2022, from https://
www.business-standard.
com/article/economy-
policy/wto-india-raises-
concerns-over-trade-
barriers-built-in-by-
indonesia-122050501472_1.
html

Trivedi, S. (n.d.). Early 
Indian Influence in 
Southeast Asia: Revitalising 
Partnership between India 
and Indonesia. Indian 
Quaterly, 66 (1), 51-67. 

https://www.
insightsonindia.com/
international-relations/
bilateral-regional-and-
global-groupings-and-
agreements-involving-
india-and-or-affecting-
indias-interests/india-and-
south-east-and-east-asia/
india-indonesia/ accessed 
on 20/08/22.

https://tradingeconomics.
com/india/exports-to-
indonesia

https://tradingeconomics.
com/india/exports/
indonesia

Author is Chief Strategy 
Officer (CSO), Rishishwar 
Logistics Pvt. Ltd.

India’s Import

In 2020, Indonesia exported $11B to India. 
The main products exported from Indonesia to 
India were Coal Briquettes ($3.8B), Palm Oil 
($3.05B), and Stearic Acid ($258M). During 
the period from 1995 to 2020, the exports 
of Indonesia to India have increased at an 
annualized rate of 12.9%, from $534M in 1995 
to $11B in 2020. (22Au1)

In 2021, India exported autos and parts for 
$366 million, organic chemicals for $$536 
million, and pharmaceuticals for $$119 million 
to Indonesia. India also exported bovine meat 
worth $262 million and vegetables worth $30 
million in 2021. Overall exports to Indonesia 
in 2021 rose 43.1 percent to $8.1 billion, while 
imports increased 39.1 percent to $16.7 billion 
during the same period, leading to a trade 
defi cit of $8.6 billion. (22Au2)
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INDONESIA’S 
DYNAMIC 
LEADERSHIP 
OF THE G20
By Vaishali Basu Sharma

A
sia has become central in the global economy and it 
plays an increasingly large role in global politics. 
Against this backdrop, the role of Indonesia 
as President of the G20 assumes tremendous 
signifi cance. As an upholder of the principle of 

‘Gotong Royong’, translated as ‘working together, shoulder 
to shoulder for the greater good’, Indonesia can lead the G20 
towards cooperative multilateralism by working together for 
the greater good, facing global challenges together, especially 
now as the world faces increasingly complex challenges post 
COVID-19 and stark divisions over the military operations 
in Ukraine. 

Taking over from Italy, Indonesia’s presidency of the 
G20 began on December 1, 2021. It has been a member of 
the Group of Twenty or G20 since its inception at the fi nance 
ministers’ level in 1999.  Indonesia will focus on three 
main pillars for its G20 2022 Presidency - Global Health 
Architecture, Sustainable Energy Transition, and Digital 
Transformation.

A determined member, Indonesia has been zealously 
working towards making infrastructure investment a G20 
priority, particularly for accelerating inclusive, strong, 
sustainable and balanced growth. It has co-chaired the Anti-
Corruption Working Group, the Working Group on Energy 
and Commodities Markets, the Study Group on Financing for 
Investment, and the Infrastructure and Investment Working 
Group. Indonesia has proudly hosted meetings of the Study 
Group on Financing for Investment and the Infrastructure 
Investment Working Group.



18 • ASEAN • October 2022

As President of the crucial G20 forum, Indonesia’s 
focus has been to accentuate issues relating to global 
health architecture, digital economy transformation and 
energy transition as a comprehensive exit strategy to 
support the global recovery. Jakarta would be arranging 
summit meetings around the G20 Nations Finance 
ministers and Bank governors, the Sherpa track 
meeting, the working group meetings, the deputy’s 
meeting and sideline events eventually leading up 

to the G20 summit meeting in 
November 2022 at Bali. 

The G20 became the primary 
wor ld  l eaders ’ fo rum for 
coordinating global economic 
policy in September 2009 almost 
a year after it was conceived to 
facilitate a global response to 
the international fi nancial crisis. 
And President, a continuing 
emphasis on economic issues 
can be discerned in Indonesia’s 
approach. Discussion around 
an exit strategy to support 
recovery, payment system in the 
digital era, sustainable fi nance, 
digital financial inclusion, and 

international taxation appear to be thrust areas. Soon 
after assuming the Presidency Indonesia commenced 
work on the fi nance track of the grouping with the 
1st Finance and Central Bank Deputies (FCBD) 
Meeting from 9-10th December 2021. Addressing a 
press conference, Indonesia’s Minister of Finance, Sri 
Mulyani Indrawati, said “Indonesia’s G20 Presidency 
represents a great opportunity for Indonesia to show 
its resolve to lead global forums and address various 
international challenges and issues.  Indonesia is 
determined to overcome global challenges yet to 
emerge, seek the best solutions and ensure all countries 
recover together while promoting policy reform to 
support stronger, sustainable, balanced and inclusive 
post-pandemic economic growth.  Indonesia’s G20 
Presidency carries the overarching theme of Recover 
Together, Recover Stronger.”

President Joko Widodo has appointed Coordinating 
Minister for Economy Airlangga Hartarto to chair 
the G20 Sherpa Track. Hartarto believes that the G20 
presidency will bring benefi ts to Indonesia, including 
synergizing with members of the international 
community to boost the recoveries of its and 
global economies. To facilitate various independent 
stakeholders in developing proposals and presenting 
non-binding policy recommendations to the G20 
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Leaders, President country Indonesia has 
formed 10 Engagement Groups: Business 
of Twenty (B20), Science of Twenty (S20), 
Labor of Twenty (L20),  Parliament of Twenty 
(P20), Civil of Twenty (C20), Think of Twenty 
(T20), Youth of Twenty (Y20), Woman of 
Twenty (W20), Urban of Twenty (U20), 
Religion of Twenty (R20), Supreme Audit 
Institution of Twenty (SAI20), and Sports of 
Twenty (SP20). The Indonesian Government 
has created a document management system 
to manage the G20’s substantial documents. 
It is then integrated into Indonesia’s G20 
Sherpa Secretariat that can be accessed by all 
ministries and government agencies involved 
in the G20.

Big enough to be representative of the 
present distribution of power it is also small 
enough to facilitate collective action at the 
leaders’ level. The G20’s ascent is caused to a 
large extent because of the perception that the 
multilateral order is in a general state of crisis 
as the international institutions are incapable of 
generating the levels of cooperation required 
to effectively tackle pressing threats and 
challenges. Empowering the G20 and a 
rule-based order anchored in the multilateral 
system is crucial under the present geopolitical 
tensions. This can happen if the agenda of the 
G20  is expanded to include matters hitherto 
preserved for the G8, such as international 
peace and security. Eff ective on many fronts, 
especially economic recovery there is hope that 
the G20 can even act as a dynamo for United 
Nations reform. However, since the Ukraine 
war, it appears diffi  cult to say with certainty if 
the G20’s responsibilities will ever be expanded 
to include security issues. 

At the Bali summit in Indonesia, the 
removal of Russia from the G20 became a 
signifi cant topic of conversation. While Jakarta 
has attempted to keep the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine off  the meeting’s agenda, some 
countries have called for Russian President 
Vladimir Putin to be excluded from the G20. 
Taking lead Poland and Canada and others 
have said that the group should re-evaluate 
Russia’s participation in the grouping. And 
US President Joe Biden has indicated support 
for these calls. In April 2022 US Secretary 
of the Treasury Janet Yellen said that she 
would not be in session at the Bali summit if 
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it included Russian delegates. But despite the 
US-led eff ort to isolate Russia, a global majority 
continued to engage Moscow. Indonesian 
foreign minister Retno Marsudi has responded 
to these calls by stating that her government 
would consider the views and suggestions of 
other members but the summit is meant to 
focus on pandemic and economic recovery. 
Indonesia’s finance minister Sri Mulyani 
Indrawati, who was chairing the session, India’s 
Nirmala Sitharaman, and several other fi nance 
ministers sat through the virtual presentation 
by Russia’s fi nance minister, Anton Siluanov. 
In a sharp retort to the US-led boycott of the 
Russian session at the G20, Indonesian fi nance 
minister Indrawati said that it was “not a total 
surprise” and it was not disruptive to the group’s 
wider discussion. 

When the G20 was formed essentially 
it was imagined as a concert of powers and 
geopolitical competition was supposed to be 
consigned to history. But current tensions over 
Ukraine between the west and Russia, have 
taken centre stage and created overwhelming 
differences among member nations. Under 
these circumstances, it is diffi  cult to say whether 
the G20 can serve as a forum for the major 
powers to cooperate in pursuit of common 
interests across a range of issue areas. In such 
a situation the role of the President nation 
assumes great significance. If the G20 can 
succeed in providing the right direction it will 
become increasingly important in this decade 
and may even supplant traditional alliances.

Indonesia sets a fi ne example of earnest 
structural and fi nancial reforms in the midst of 
COVID-19 as evidenced by its job creation law, 
transition to green energy, and establishment of 
an Indonesian sovereign wealth fund (SWF). 
And as part of Indonesia’s strategies in chairing 
the G20 Sherpa in 2022, a focal point would be 
synergizing with members of the international 
community to boost the recoveries of its and 
global economies. Indonesia must strive to bring 
together the member countries, over prioritised 
programs including digitalization, human 
resources development, women and youths’ 
empowerment, availability of vaccine stocks, 
and preparation for the healthcare system for 
future pandemic risk mitigation despite their 
diff erences over current geopolitical security 
issues. 



BOLSTERING 
INDIA-INDONESIA 
TRADE LINKS 
THROUGH THE 
ANDAMAN-ACEH 
CORRIDOR
By Sagnik Sarkar

Introduction: India-Indonesia Relations
Enjoying two millennia of shared cultural and commercial 

contacts, India and Indonesia share a bond like none other. 
Located in the littoral of the Bay of Bengal, these two nations 
have been civilisational partners since times immemorial. 
A unifying factor in the bilateral ties is the shared culture, 
colonial history, and post-independence ideals of political 
autonomy, economic self-sufficiency, and autonomous 
foreign policy. The two nations commemorated 70 years of 
thriving and eff ective diplomatic relations in 2019. A key 
tenet of India’s Indo Pacifi c strategy, the Indo-Indonesia 
cooperation has a signifi cant role to play in achieving the 
shared goal of a secure and prosperous Bay of Bengal area.

Economically, the two nations are signifi cantly progressing 
forward with their ties. In the ASEAN area, Indonesia has 
overtaken Bangladesh to rank as India’s second-largest 
commercial partner. From US$ 6.9 billion in 2007–2008 
to US$ 19.03 billion in 2014–2015, there has been a rise in 
bilateral trade. India imports coal, minerals, rubber, pulp and 
paper, hydrocarbons, and is Indonesia’s biggest consumer 
of crude palm oil. India exports to Indonesia steel products, 
plastics, cotton, maize, commercial cars, telecommunications 
equipment, oil seeds, and animal feed. India also sends 
formulations and large quantities of medications to Indonesia1.

Andaman-Aceh: Proximity and Potential
In order to take steps forward to bolster trade 

ties further, it is important for both these nations to 
harness their shared maritime border through the Andaman 

and Nicobar Islands of India and the Aceh province 
of Indonesia through the Andaman sea. The largest 
city and capital of the Aceh province of Indonesia, 

Banda Aceh, is situated near the 
southernmost point of Sumatra. 
The distance between Indira 
Point, the southernmost point 

in Campbell Bay in the Andaman 
and Nicobar Islands, and the Rondo island, 

the northernmost island in Indonesia, is 
only 163 kilometers. The Sabang island 
looks out over the Strait of Malacca, 
which is where all shipping to and from 
the Pacifi c and Indian Oceans passes.

Thus, the key to strengthening 
India-Indonesia connectivity lies on 
the Andaman-Aceh corridor, and it 
can play a mammoth role, functioning 

as a bridge fulfilling bilateral trade 
potentials like never before. Besides, 

being in such close proximity to an ASEAN 
economy, the development of this corridor can 

have much more to provide. It can play the role of 
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a catalyst behind unlocking India-Indonesia 
business capabilities in the near and distant 
future.

2018-19: The Potential Noticed
The potential of the Andaman-Aceh corridor 

has been gaining limelight since 2018, following 
the publication of the Shared Vision of India-
Indonesia Maritime Cooperation in the Indo-
Pacifi c during the May visit of the Indian Prime 
Minister to Jakarta that year. A “Joint Task 
Force to Undertake Projects for Port Related 
Infrastructure in and Around Sabang” was 
agreed to be established after this offi  cial visit. 
A lot has followed, aiming for promoting greater 
linkages between the two islands. This includes 
the fi rst India-Indonesia Investment Forum held 
in Aceh in July 2018, a focus group discussion 
in Banda Aceh titled “Enhancing Business 
Connectivity between Aceh and Andaman & 
Nicobar,” a 30-member delegation of members 
of the Aceh Chamber of Commerce’s visit to Port 
Blair in November 2018, and a visit by a special 
vessel carrying samples of Aceh-made goods 
and raw materials to Banda Aceh on January 
4, 2019. This visit by the Indonesian ship “KM 
Aceh Millennium” was described as the “initial 
step in creating economic connectivity” by the 
Indonesian envoy in New Delhi, who were 
optimistic that Port Blair might become a center 
for trade and expand the tourism industry. The 
frequency of transits between Malahayati Port, 
Aceh, and Port Blair may increase as a result of 
such journeys, giving the Bay of Bengal region’s 
short sea shipping the much-needed boost2.

“The India-Indonesia Investment and 
Business Forum of 2019”: The Next Step

The “India-Indonesia Investment and 
Business Forum,” held on November 24th, 
2019, in Jakarta by the Indian Embassy and the 
Indonesian Ministry of Foreign Aff airs, sought 
to increase two-way investments that would 
lead to better business cooperation between 
Andaman-Nicobar and Aceh. Discussions 
were held on how new investment options, 
such as one via the Aceh-Andaman link, could 
help open up enormous economic prospects in 
a variety of industries, including healthcare, 
tourism, energy, construction, agro-processing, 
and fi sheries. By 2025, India and Indonesia hope 
to reach a target of $50 billion in commerce. To 

help the two countries work together to exploit 
prospective projects for investment, particularly 
in the infrastructure sector, a list of opportunities 
available for Indian enterprises in Banda Aceh 
and Sabang Free Port and Free Trade Zone was 
highlighted.

This forum played a key role in bringing 
business communities of both nations together, 
with companies from both sides taking part. 
Pt Samudra Indonesia, Pt Hutama Karya, 
Ankasapura II, Pt Trans Continent, Pt MMC, Pt 
Wika, Pt Pelindo, and representatives of Kadin 
Aceh were among the participating Indonesian 
businesses. Indian businesses that took part 
included GMR, GVK, BHEL, L&T, Feedback 
Infra, Pt Ion Exchange Asia Pacifi c, Afcons 
Infrastructure, Tata Motors, Tata Power, and 
SBI. In short, this forum paved the way for 
greater synergy on both ends in tapping the 
potential projects through the corridor3. 

2022: The Year of Commitment
More recently, in April 2022, at the seventh 

round of India-Indonesia foreign office 
consultations in Jakarta, both the parties have 
decided to work together towards improving 
Andaman-Aceh connectivity. The MEA 
released a statement in which it stated that “the 
two delegations stressed the need for stronger 
maritime cooperation in the Indo-Pacifi c” and 
“their continuous commitment to strengthening 
India-Indonesia comprehensive strategic 
relationship.” Another key area where this 
extensive set of discussions revolved around 
was enhancing people-to-people exchange as 
well as cultural cooperation.

Conclusion
The Andaman-Aceh connectivity holds 

with itself the key to take the India-Indonesia 
relationship to the next level, ensuring prosperity 
not just in bilaterality, but also in terms of the 
region. Besides economic gains for both the 
nations, this would also ensure the development 
of the region and hence bring forward better 
opportunities for the local people on both sides. 
And the blessings it brings is not just restricted 
to the fi nancial front; this may also lead to the 
development of maritime security and defense 
cooperation in the region. It is thus very crucial 
for both governments to gear up and make this 
corridor a reality in the times to come. 
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INDONESIA’S 
ROLE IN ASEAN
By Dr Arenla
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I
ndonesia has long been said 
to be the ‘natural born leader’ 
or ‘first among equals’ or 
‘primus inter pares’ within the 
Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN) dating back to the 
establishment of ASEAN in 1967. 

The termination of the konfrontasi
(confrontation) and Indonesia’s 
acceptance of ASEAN membership 
were essential to the organization’s 
formation.  In turn, this helped 
President Suharto achieve his 
objective of portraying Indonesia as 
a friendly neighbour. Although the 
1997–1998 East Asian Financial Crisis 
and the subsequent fall of President 
Suharto’s New Order government 
caused Indonesia to become somewhat 
reclusive, the consolidation of stability, 
economic growth, and democratic 
ideals saw Indonesia re-emerge as an 
active leader in ASEAN. President 
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (SBY) 
(2004-2014) and Joko Widodo (2014–
present) implemented a variety of 
modern foreign policies that restored 
Indonesia to its key position in 
ASEAN.

Geographica l ly,  Indones ia 
represents a vast archipelago stretching 
over 5,350 square kilometres from its 
Eastern and Western points, while 
encompassing 17,508 islands (6,000 
of which are inhabited). Moreover, 
Indonesia’s surface area comprises 
1.9 million square kilometres, or 
over 42 percent of the total land mass 
covered by the ASEAN states.1

Out of the 655 million population 
of ASEAN, Indonesia has the highest 
number of inhabitants so far. About 
a third of all people in the ASEAN 
live in Indonesia which is the world’s 
fourth most populous nation and 
tenth largest economy in terms of 
purchasing power parity.2 The Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) in Indonesia 
was worth 1186.09 billion US dollars 
in 2021, according to offi  cial data 
from the World Bank. The GDP value 
of Indonesia represents 0.08 percent 
of the world economy.3

Considered the de facto leader 
of the ASEAN based on historical 
assumptions, the ascent of Indonesia 
as a global leader in the post-Cold war 
era and its role in regional and global 
peace and security is paramount. 

Indonesia’s Role in Confl ict 
Management among ASEAN

Indonesia’s involvement in 
confl ict resolution is a refl ection of 
its desire to reduce regional political 
and security unrest as well as a 
demonstration of how a powerful, 
developed state can resolve internal 
strife.

The signifi cant disputes that have 
occurred in recent years are evidence 
of this. In addition to playing a 
significant role in the Palestinian-
Israeli peace process, the territorial 
disputes between Thailand and 
Cambodia over the Preah Vihear 
temple in 2011, the issue of the South 
China Sea between the People’s 
Republic of China and several 
ASEAN member states, and the 
resolution of the Vietnam-Cambodia 
confl ict in 1988 and the Philippines-
Moro National Liberation Front 
(MNLF) confl ict in the 1970s and 
1980s, Indonesia already has a wealth 
of experience as a mediator. Indonesia 
was quick to take up a leadership role 
following the 1 February 2021 coup 
in Myanmar, with President Jokowi 
urging for a high-level ASEAN 
meeting to discuss the crisis. This 
was followed by Indonesian Foreign 
Minister Retno Marsudi’s shuttle 
diplomacy in the region to coordinate 
responses. 

Indonesia as an Architecture of 
ASEAN Institutions and Norms

Indonesia has established a 
stable and independent security 
environment through the successful 
transition to democracy, allowing 
for the development of institutional 
frameworks to enhance security, 
democracy, and human rights, 
among other issues.4 Notable among 
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them is the establishment of the ASEAN 
Political and Security Community 2015, and 
the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on 
Human Rights, both a refl ection of Indonesia’s 
willingness to spread its successful transition 
towards democracy in ASEAN.

Indonesia’s leadership role within ASEAN 
has been most apparent in matters related to 
the Indo-Pacifi c. Indonesia anticipates ASEAN 
growing its presence and collective leadership 
to boost its geostrategic importance within 
a competitive regional architecture, despite 
differing opinions within ASEAN on the 
relatively new Indo-Pacifi c construct. At the 
34th ASEAN Summit in June 2019, Indonesia 
aided the adoption of the ASEAN Outlook on 
the Indo-Pacifi c (AOIP), a blueprint to deepen 
ASEAN’s partnership with partners in the 
Indo-Pacifi c. The ASEAN Outlook for the Indo-
Pacifi c was mostly driven by Jakarta.5

With the strong support of several ASEAN 
dialogue partners, Indonesia assumed the 
initiative again in early 2022 to further substantiate 
the AOIP by putting forward a proposal to 
mainstream priority areas like connectivity, 
economic and maritime cooperation, and 
sustainable development within ASEAN-led 
mechanisms. Through direct cooperation, 
ASEAN will be able to expand its sphere of 
infl uence by forming alliances with signifi cant 
regional nations.

Besides the AOIP, Indonesia continues to 
champion bold initiatives as part of the High-
Level Task Force for the ASEAN Post-2025 
vision. These new ideas include positioning 
ASEAN as a global agent of peace in mediating 
confl ict and promoting ASEAN as a strategic 
region in global supply chain systems. To 
reinvigorate its function, ASEAN needs fresh, 
visionary leadership that might be open to 
taking some of Indonesia’s suggestions into 
consideration.6

Indonesia’s Rising Global Profi le
Jakarta is making every eff ort to stay ahead 

of today’s rapidly changing strategic landscape, 
in particular in the Indo-Pacifi c region. Indonesia 
has recently attracted attention from all the great 
powers. Apart from presiding over the Group of 
20 (G20) this year (the only ASEAN member 
of G20, mostly democracies) and issuing an 
unprecedented invitation to Ukraine during his 
peace mission in June-July as the host’s guest 

to attend the G20 Summit in Bali in November, 
Indonesia has been appointed by the United 
Nations (UN) as a champion (together with fi ve 
other countries) of a Global Crisis Response 
Group to address the challenges of rising food 
and fuel prices, and other fi nancial uncertainties 
exacerbated by the Russia-Ukraine war.7

Indonesia’s position on the geopolitical map of 
the world has gained immense signifi cance. This 
recent shuttle diplomacy by Jokowi in East Asia 
is a case in point. These visits have demonstrated 
that his nation matters to all powers that wish to 
engage with Southeast Asia and beyond.

Even as Indonesia plays an active role in wider 
multilateral forums, Indonesia contends that 
ASEAN is central to Indonesian foreign policy. 
Its ASEAN membership provides Indonesia 
with informal infl uence in international forums 
as it is perceived as representing a much larger 
ASEAN entity.

Way Forward
The Indonesian ASEAN Chairmanship 

in 2023 will take place amid a backdrop of a 
complicated geopolitical and crisis-plagued 
world. Regionally, it has to deal with the ongoing 
diffi  culties in drafting a code of conduct for the 
South China Sea, and the ongoing intractable 
Myanmar dilemma. Amidst its aspirations to 
be a key player in the global as well as regional 
settings, Jakarta’s domestic state of aff airs and 
unrest cannot be overlooked.

To prepare ASEAN for the future, Indonesia 
is likely to press for additional structural 
adjustments. One of its goals is to reevaluate key 
ASEAN procedures, such as the long-standing 
consensus-based decision-making system, and 
replace it with one that relies on the positive votes 
of at least seven ASEAN members on important 
topics. Externally, Indonesia is interested in 
reshaping, enlarging and restructuring the 
ASEAN-led regional architectures including the 
East Asia Summit (EAS), the ASEAN Defence 
Ministers Meeting (ADMM)-Plus and others. 
This idea is one of many that might potentially 
revitalise ASEAN, which has long been criticised 
for being slow and ineff ectual.

Indonesia’s proactive approach to its 
foreign policy and ASEAN’s external relations 
demonstrates its ambition as a key factor in 
the Indo-Pacifi c and to play a greater role as 
a potential middle power in international and 
regional politics. 
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ENHANCING FRIENDLY
COOPERATION IN BILATERAL TRADE
BETWEEN MYANMAR AND INDIA

The year 2018 marked the 70th Anniversary of the 
establishment of diplomatic relations between 
Myanmar and India. Both the countries not only have 

a long history of friendly relationships and cultural linkages 
but also share strong economic and commercial ties. It is 
rightly said that Myanmar-India relations are rooted in shared 
historical, ethnic, cultural and religious ties. 

From the perspective of bilateral trade, Trade Agreement 
and Border Trade Agreement were signed in 1970 and 1994 
respectively, with the aim of increasing bilateral trade. Joint 
Trade Committee (JTC), Border Trade Committee and 

Joint Committee on Border Haats were formed between 
the two countries and the meetings of these Committees are 
alternately held in each country.

Institutional mechanisms such as Myanmar-India 
Business Conclave and the formation of India-Myanmar 
Chamber of Commerce are some of the signifi cant initiatives 
that are enhancing cooperation and communication between 
the business communities of both countries. 

India is an important and huge consumer market with more 
than 1.34 billion population and was the 5th largest trading 
partner of Myanmar in 2017-2018. Myanmar, therefore, 
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pays favourable attention to bilateral trade and would like to 
diversify its exports to India. 

Myanmar-India bilateral trade reached 1468 million USD 
in 2017-2018 which was a 24 percent decrease compared to 
1943 million USD in 2016-2017. It was noted that the main 
reason for the declining bilateral trade is the decrease in 
the export of Myanmar pulses to India. With the purpose of 
enhancing bilateral trade, Memorandum of Understanding on 
Cooperation in Marketing of Pigeon Peas, Black Matpe and 
Mung Beans is being negotiated between Myanmar and India 
since 2016. In this regard, Myanmar is very eager to sign this 
MOU and expects positive respons from negotiators on both 
sides in order to promote the export of pulses.

The 12-point economic policy of Myanmar government 
identifi es the focus areas of export-led growth, private sector 
development, employment creation and poverty reduction. 
According to the Myanmar Investment Law (2016), investors 
can benefi t not only from incentives and tax holidays but also 
from duty preference granted for products from LDC countries.

From the Indian perspective, Myanmar is the gateway to 
South East Asia and accords the highest priority to deepen 

trade and investment relations through bilateral cooperation 
and regional integration. From the Myanmar perspective, 
India is one of the major investors in Myanmar and agro-
processing, power and infrastructure, IT, education and health 
care sectors are potential areas which will bring great benefi ts 
for Indian investors.

Presently the Government of India is paying attention to 
the Act East Policy and the development of the North Eastern 
Region. Mynammar and India can greatly benefi t in this 
regard and enormous oppurtunities will be generated for the 
business communities. 

State visit of the leaders of the two countries, mutual coop-
eration between the two governments and business matching 
between private sectors, strengthen the friendship and coopera-
tion between the two countries. During the state visit of India’s 
Prime Minister to Myanmar, the two leaders emphasised the 
need to improve market access by removing all trade barriers 
with a view to facilitate trade between the two countries.

The Central Bank of Myanmar issued foreign bank branch 
license to the State Bank of India (SBI) on September 27, 

2016, and closer collaboration is being carried out between 
the two banks for better banking arrangements.

Myanmar places a high priority for infrastructure develop-
ment for better logistics and transportation and Government of 
India supports grants and loans for infrastructure development 
projects, especially upgrading of road and bridges connecting 
its northeastern region, aiming to facilitate the movement of 
people and goods between the two countries. 

Additionally, Myanmar and India are enhancing active 
collaboration not only on bilateral issues but also in regional 
organizations such as ASEAN-India FTA, BIMSTEC and 
BCIM. According to ASEAN-India FTA and Duty-Free Tariff  
Preference (DFTP) Scheme, products from both countries can 
get greater market access with duty preference. 

Deeper and closer cooperation between the two countries 
will bring gains which will empower the future of economic 
development and bring prosperity to both the nations.

Indian Prime Minster Narendra Modi with President of Myanmar, 
Mr. U. Htin Kyaw, at Presidential Palace, in Nay Pyi Taw, Myanmar, 2017

“ “Myanmar has entered into a new chapter of history with 
her democratically elected government and has started 
a series of reforms and programmes. The country can be 
considered as the best place for investment. 

H.E. Than Myint, Union Minister for Commerce and 
Vice-Chairman of Myanmar Investment Commission
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By Embassy of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar 
in New Delhi, India
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Dr. P. Shyama Raju was once an aspiring young man 
from a village in Andhra Pradesh who arrived in 
Bengaluru to establish his architectural brilliance 

around the city. From being a builder and then the owner of 
one of the most revolutionising building companies in the 
world, he has left no stone unturned. He has ensured that 
history would be made and repeated as he moved on from the 
role of an entrepreneur to an edupreneur. While his rise in the 
construction business has been meteoric, his contribution to 
education has been nothing short of inconceivable brilliance.

Charting the Path
Understanding that infrastructure forms the cultural, 

economic and social cornerstone of any nation, Dr. Raju 
started his search for the perfect symbol in stone and bricks 
early on. His story is that of raw enthusiasm and passion 
chiseled in experience grown to this stature today. He has 
been written in the history of Bengaluru’s infrastructural 
growth, etching a signifi cant name in the cityscape. The 
buildings, bridges and lakes of Bengaluru are testimony to 
his contribution through DivyaSree.

Established in 1975, DivyaSree has since, seen a rise to 
power and grown signifi cantly in reputation and is associated 
with avant-garde and uncompromising quality in the country. 
It was the dream of his late wife, Mrs Rukmini Shyama 
Raju, that he forayed into the fi eld of education and set up 
state-of-the-art educational institutions. She fi rmly believed 
in academics as the forerunner of everything important in 
life. Dr. P. Shyama Raju honoured her wish and quickly 
mastered the complex aspects of academic administration. 
Within a decade’s time, he was conferred with a Doctorate 
by Visvesvaraya Technological University (VTU), Belagavi.

Challenges and Risks
For the young P Shyama Raju, the initial days were filled 

with struggle. The circumstances were challenging, the 
resources meagre, and at times, the manpower insuffi  cient. 
However, he persevered till he reached perfection, guided by 
his foresight, intuition and creativity. His highly principled, 
ethical and transparent manner always led those around him to 
recognize the merit of his views and intent. As his learning and 
evolution continued, Dr. Raju steadily imbibed the maturity 
and wisdom of a leader. Adept at building bridges with 
people and organizations, he forged alliances where it seemed 

impossible and earned a reputation for meeting challenging 
deadlines. Always adapting to new, diverse environments 
with transformation and learning, he continually imbibes new 
skills and practices as he enters novel avenues.

He could have easily succumbed to a life of comfort as 
an employee of a renowned bank; instead. he chose to start 
his own brand with little support, but the thirst to learn. This 
risk was the biggest challenge in his life. His dedication 
and determination made him the name he is today, a choice 
planted at an opportune time when young men choose the 
inevitable. His beginning as an educationist came at a time 
when he was an already established name in infrastructural 
development in the country. It shocked many to see him 
transition so seamlessly into this role. REVA has been at the 
peak of many educational aspirations seeing them completed 
and every single day, creating new opportunities for the youth 
and establishing new benchmarks.

Life Lessons
Rising from humble origins and growing through 

challenges and embracing every opportunity, Dr P Shyama 
Raju upheld integrity, transparency and honesty. A firm 
believer in a hands-on approach, he maintains an instinctive 
understanding of the tiniest details of every project. Keeping 
an eye and an ear to the ground even while pursuing a lofty 
vision, his style is a blend of the micro with the macro. For 
a man who admits that he was new to the workings of a 
university when he founded it, he is a respected and much-
emulated Chancellor of an apex education institution today.

If one walks along the corridors of REVA University, one 
could often spot the Chancellor chatting with a bunch of eager 
undergraduates or having a meal with a group of animated 
students in the cafeteria. At DivyaSree, he is equally at ease 
with visiting dignitaries, CXOs and employees.

It has been said that ‘To labour is to pray’: Dr. Raju 
practices this dictum. Being constantly in touch with the 
ground realities and keeping his precious hours accessible to 
all, he instills high standards in every endeavor. His strong 
innovative streak helps him break the mould and pave new 
paths in every sphere of activity. He says, “The youth and 
infl uencing the life of the youth has been my major inspiration. 
Starting with the younger age group of 18 when I fi rst started 
REVA; the small but impactful diff erence I brought into their 
lives has been my greatest source of inspiration. 

DR. P. SHYAMA RAJU
JOURNEY FROM AN ENTREPRENEUR 
TO AN EDUPRENEUR
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H.E. MR. BOUNNEME 
CHOUANGHOM, AMBASSADOR 
OF LAO P.D.R. TO INDIA

has marked the year 2019 as the ASEAN-India tourism 
year to promote people to people exchange between 
ASEAN and India.

Additionally, India has continued its assistance to 
CLMV on education, culture as well as a fund for the 
restoration of temples and important world heritages 
and so on. 

 
How do you see India’s role in the development of 

infrastructure in the ASEAN region to meet the target of 
digital connectivity between member states?

I understand that during the 25th Anniversary 
of ASEAN-India Relation Commemoration, the 
Government of India emphasised on increasing the 
cooperation on digital connectivity between the two 
regions, especially on the information and technology, 
communication, digital connectivity and infrastructure 
front and providing training assistant projects on 
telecommunication and technology for ASEAN. India 
also proposed pilot digital villages in the CLMV 
countries, under the initiative of 1 billion dollars loan 
from India for digital connectivity and ASEAN-India 
infrastructure. I personally think that if the project 
undergoes smoothly and according to the plan, it would 
be very useful for the member countries. 

 
Lao PDR and India share cordial bilateral relations but 

the trade between the two countries is still below potential. 
Could you please tell us about your plans for strengthening 
trade relations?

Lao PDR and India have had for a long time, traditional 
and cordial bilateral relations. The Governments and 
People of both countries have supported each other 
in the political fi eld as well as the struggles for peace, 
independence and national liberation, but trade between 
the two countries is still low, though both countries 

QHow do you see the growing partnership between India 
and ASEAN?

ASEAN-India relations started from the cooperation 
at the sectoral level in 1992. India became full Dialogue 
Partner of ASEAN in 1995. The cooperation of ASEAN-
India has been further raised by the ASEAN-India 
Summit in 2002, in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Since then, 
the ASEAN-India Summit has been organised every 
year. All these initiatives have shown the importance 
of the relation between ASEAN-India and progression 
of the cooperation in the last 10 years. India has been 
playing an active role in ASEAN, in the fi elds of politics 
and security, economy, culture, science and technology, 
connectivity and so on. As we are aware that India has 
taken part in a lot of events, such as ASEAN+1 meeting, 
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), EAS, Mekong-
Ganga Cooperation and Bay of Bengal Initiative for 
Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation 
(BIMSTEC), TAC and so on.

During the 20th Anniversary of ASEAN-India 
Relation Commemoration in 2012, in New Delhi, the 
ASEAN-India Vision was adopted and the relationship 
was raised to a Strategic Partnership. And during the   
25th Anniversary of the relation Commemoration held 
in New Delhi, in January 2018, the two sides adopted 
Delhi Declaration for laying out future cooperation, in 
which India has respected the ASEAN centralization 
on the implementation of the Act East Policy of India, 
urging to increase the maritime cooperation, the idea of 
blue economy and also put on some proposals for future 
cooperation in the region. 

India has emphasised on increasing the bilateral 
cooperation on digital connectivity between the two 
regions and proposed pilot digital villages in the CLMV 
countries under the loan of 1 billion dollars for the digital 
connectivity and infrastructure of ASEAN-India. India 
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have some potential for cooperation, especially as the 
volume of the bilateral trade is below 200 million dollars 
and investment is estimated at the same level. I am 
committed to initiating more activities to promote Laos 
among Indian businessmen. Especially on the potential 
of trade and investment in various sectors between 
Laos and India. This can happen by taking part in the 
business meetings, seminars and so on, and promoting 
visit exchanges and meetings between the two Chambers 
of Commerce and Industries in order to understand the 
potential of each other for cooperation on trade and 
investment.   

 
A statement released at the 9th India-Lao PDR Joint 

Commission meeting  (JCM) says “India-Lao PDR enjoy 
excellent bilateral relations which need to be strengthened 
further through constant political dialogue and through 
increased trade and investment.” Please comment.

As I have mentioned that Laos and India have old 
and traditional bilateral relations and good cooperation, 
especially in the fi eld of politics, the government and 
people of the Lao PDR have always expressed sincere 
gratitude to the government and people of India for 
their kind and valued support to the struggles for peace, 
independence and national liberation of the Lao people 
in the past, but we have seen that the cooperation in 
other areas such as economic cooperation, trade and 
investment is still low and needs to be promoted and 
further strengthened. 

 
India has been actively involved in power transmission 

and agricultural sectors in the Lao PDR. What kind of 
development has been made in this front?

According to the policy of the Government of the Lao 
PDR, energy and agriculture sectors are part of priority 
potential sectors, to help national development and 
take Laos out of the least developed countries by 2020. 
Laos has a lot of rivers with high potential of building 
hydro-power dams. Some of the planned dams have been 
built, but because of the lack of funds for the extension 
of grids to other parts of the country, some projects are 
still to take off . 

In the agricultural sector, as you may know, that more 
than 80 percent of the people of the Lao PDR are farmers, 
living in the countryside, growing rice, especially sticky 
rice, and other crops. According to the policy of the 
government, food suffi  ciency is one of the priorities to 
take Lao people out of poverty. So, Laos need to produce 
enough rice for consumption and export, but to get 

those targets, the government needs to help farmers on 
building an irrigation system for growing rice more than 
one time a year and for other cultivation throughout the 
year. In order to achieve this, the Lao government has 
requested assistance from the government of India for 
project developments, such as 30.94 million for irrigation 
projects in 3 southern provinces, 72.4 million dollars for 
an agricultural college building in Champasak province. 

 
What are the priority areas of cooperation between the 

two countries that would give further impetus to bilateral 
relations?

Besides the old, traditional and cordial relations on the 
political front that I have mentioned before, both sides 
are trying to realise bilateral cooperation in many areas, 
especially in areas such as Energy and Production. Laos 
has a lot of rivers suitable for the building of hydropower 
dams for domestic consumption and export to our 
neighboring countries. In the agricultural sector, Laos has 
large land with fertilized soil for cultivation throughout 
the year. India has high technology, experts and skillful 
human resources, so we can cooperate in these areas. 
Besides, we still have a lot of potential in areas of tourism, 
services, education, small and medium enterprises can 
especially benefi t from such opportunities. 

Laos has a lot of rivers with high potential 
of building hydro-power dams. Some 
of the planned dams have been built, 
but because of the lack of funds for the 
extension of grids to other parts of the 
country, some projects are still to take off .
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India has been connected with nations in Southeast 
Asia for centuries which has ensured an uninterrupted 
people-to-people contact for religious pilgrimage and 

trade. Connectivity continues to be a key element for the 
ASEAN-India partnership. This would not only strengthen 
socio-cultural connect but given the increasing economic 
and security ties it would help deepen as well as broaden the 
scope of the partnership. The importance of connectivity as 
the major driver in the overall ASEAN-India relations is very 
much evident given the fact that in December 2017, the fi rst-
ever ASEAN-India Connectivity Summit was held at New 
Delhi which saw the active participation from India and all 
the ten ASEAN states.

the emergence of new centres of power, partnerships and 
alliances, ensured that the old relations are re-evaluated and 
reshaped. The ASEAN-India relation was no exception to this 
given the huge potential of a win-win partnership through a 
more diverse and deeper engagement. 

Since the 1980s, the ASEAN nations by adopting a mixed 
form of capitalism have achieved economic growth fi gures of 
between 6 to 15 percent annually. This economic dynamism 
of ASEAN represented a promising growth area of the 
world which India saw with great potential for its economic 
outreach. The need to push economic relations with Southeast 
Asia was one of the major agendas of the Indian government 
in the post Cold War period. During a lecture titled “India 
and the Asia-pacifi c: Forging a New Relationship”, delivered 
by our former Prime Minister P V Narasimha Rao on 
September 8, 1994 in Singapore, the Look East policy was 
for the fi rst enunciated. The Look East policy was based 
on building India’s relations with its Eastern neighbours 

By Dr Temjenmeren Ao

CONNECTIVITY 
SACROSANCT TO THE ASEAN-INDIA RELATIONS

Building the ASEAN-India Economic Relations 
Even though India’s relation with the nations in Southeast 

Asia goes back a long way, our diplomatic and in particular 
economic relations are comparatively recent. Further, the 
imperatives of the Cold War geopolitics inevitably drew 
India and nations of ASEAN apart with both looking at 
each other from the Cold War prism – in which India was 
seen to be pro-Soviet and some States in Southeast Asia 
as pro-West. Until about the late-1980s it was customary 
to look at India-ASEAN relations largely in the context of 
shared Civilisational, cultural, and historical prisms. While 
this still forms an important basis of the relationship, the 
changes following the end of the Cold war that witnessed 

L-R: Mr Rakesh Bharti Mittal, President Designate, CII and Vice Chairman, Bharti 
Enterprises, Shri Manoj Sinha, Hon’ble Minister of State for Communications, 
Government of India, H E Taun Chankosal, Secretary of State, Ministry of Public 
Works and Transport, Kingdom of Cambodia, Smt Preeti Saran, Secretary East, 
Ministry of External Aff airs, Government of India, Mr Prabir De, Coordinator, 
ASEAN India Centre, RIS at the valedictory Session of the ASEAN-India 
Connectivity Summit on 12 December, 2017 at New Delhi.
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starting with the nations in Southeast 
Asia and with economics at the core. 
The underlining agenda towards pushing 
economic engagement with Southeast Asia 
was a necessity given the fragility of the 
Indian economy at that time. India’s ‘Look 
East’ policy along with the August 13, 
1991Government of India’s Statement on 
Trade Policy announced in the Parliament 
wherein reduction in controls, simplifi ed 
procedures, and creation of a congenial 
environment for trade were announced 
ushered in a new era of foreign trade policy 
in India.1   

India was invited to be a sectoral 
partner of ASEAN in 1992 that helped 
promote trade, investment, and tourism 
relations. The joint trade committee which 
was set up after 1992 helped coordinate 
economic exchanges. Further, the ASEAN-
India Trade Negotiation Committee and 
the ASEAN-India Economic Ministers’ 
Meetings provided inputs for fruitful economic contacts. In 
1995 India was made a full dialogue partner that provided a 
broader agenda for cooperation which also included the areas 
of security and political cooperation. After the elevation of 
India into a dialogue partner status, the ASEAN-India Joint 
Cooperation committee and India-ASEAN Working Group 
on Trade and Investment were established. Thus, India’s 
diplomatic outreach to its eastern neighbors through the 
‘Look East’ policy where economics was at the core paid 
off  as India was able to improve its economic relations with 
the nations of ASEAN. It must also be noted that the Indian 
economic structure driven by its service orientation was 
largely complementary to the light manufacturing sectors 
that dominated the ASEAN economies. This also helped 
fortify the ASEAN-India economic relations.2  In less than 
four years from 1992 to 1996, India’s two-way trade with 
ASEAN more than doubled to US$ 6 billion and crossed the 
target of US$ 10 billion in the year 2002. With the signing 
of the Free trade agreement in August 2009, India’s trade 
with ASEAN continued to grow which currently stands at 
US$ 81.33 billion, and constitutes 10.6 percent of India’s 
overall trade.3 

Connectivity helps in propelling the relations  
Since ancient times connectivity is the key element in 

forging India’s relations with nations in Southeast Asia. 
Indian merchants in order to carry out trade with its immediate 
neighbours were one of the fi rst to build contact with the 
region and this paved the way for religious missionaries 
consisting of the Brahmins and Buddhist monks to spread 
their theological teachings. The ASEAN-India relations which 

were fi rst re-drawn through the ‘Look East’ 
policy enabled the building of economic 
as well as helped broaden the scope of the 
bilateral partnership. The announcement 
of the ‘Act East’ policy in 2014 provides 
the opportunity to further deepen the 
relations by accelerating the scope of our 
connectivity partnership.

One of the on-going projects is the 
Kaladan multi modal transit Transport 
Project, whose framework was signed in 
2008 between the Government of India 
and the Government of Myanmar. The 
project as indicated in fi gure one includes 
a waterways component of 158 km on the 
Kaladan River from Sittwe to Paletwa in 
Myanmar and a road component of 129 
km from Paletwa to Zorinpui on the India-
Myanmar border in Mizoram State. This 
project, which will help connect Sittwe 
Port in Myanmar to the India-Myanmar 
border is expected to contribute to the 

economic development of the North-Eastern States of India 
by opening up the sea route for the movement of products. 
It also provides a strategic link to the North-East thereby 
reducing pressure on the Siliguri Corridor. 

Figure One: Kaladan Multimodal Transit Transport 
Project4

There is also the India-Myanmar Thailand Trilateral 

The ongoing 
projects such 
as the Kaladan 
multi modal 
transit Transport 
Project, whose 
framework was 
signed in 2008 
between the 
Government of 
India and the 
Government of 
Myanmar.

Highway (IMTTH) which is a cross-border transportation 
network being financed by the government of India, 
Myanmar, and Thailand. The 1,400 km long IMTTH project 
as indicated in fi gure two would link the North East Region 
of India to the countries in Southeast Asia by land and give 
a boost to trade, business, health, education and strengthen 
tourism ties among the three countries. Union Minister 
Mr. Nitin Gadkari on January 23, 2018, stated that the 
India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway is likely to be 
operational by December 2019.
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Figure Two: India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral 
Highway5 

Further through the Mekong-India Economic Corridor 
there is a plan to construct a sea route linking Chennai Port 
with Dawei deep-sea port in Myanmar and Laem Chabang 
deep-sea port in Thailand. As shown in fi gure three,by linking 
Chennai’s port to the Laem Chabang port of Thailand, the 
economic corridor would help in facilitating the transportation 
of various raw materials and parts to the various industries 
of India and the ASEAN states. 

Figure Three: Sea route linking Chennai Port with 
Dawei deep-sea port in Myanmar and Laem Chabang 

which India also supports – indicates that today connectivity 
cannot be restricted only to hard infrastructural connectivity 
but needs to expand into the digital domain. This provides 
new scope for ASEAN-India cooperation and collaboration 
in terms of capacity and capability building. Here both can 
pool in their technology and know-how in order to devise 
solution for our impending challenges. Connectivity in the 
form of roadways, rails, sea links, as well as digital networks 
remain crucial and is at the core of ASEAN-India partnership 
todaywith the underlying goal to usher in peace, security, and 
prosperity for India, ASEAN and beyond the region.   

deep-sea port in Thailand6 
India remains committed and attaches importance to 

infrastructure development with nations of Southeast Asia. 
The Moreh-Tamu land route between India and Myanmar 
which was opened in August 2018 is one such recently 
completed and operationalised connectivity project. Further, 
consensus on fi nalising the proposed protocol of the India-
Myanmar-Thailand Motor Vehicle Agreement (Trilateral 
MVA) has also been reached. These projects and agreement 
will have a critical role in realising seamless movement of 
passenger, personal, and cargo vehicles along roads linking 
India to Southeast Asia. 

Today there is a consensus amongst ASEAN and India 
on the need towards establishing measures to intensify 
connectivity by expanding it into other domains. The move 
towards enhancing soft connectivity through digital networks 
in the sea and space is one such area for collaboration. This 
would enable deeper cooperation while also expanding the 
scope of the partnership such as help secure the sea lanes 
that continue to remain under threat. In order to achieve this, 
robust networks of infrastructure such as roads, airports, 
ports, railways and power grids, become pre-requisite in 
complementing the broader connectivity agenda. These new 
areas of connectivity part of the ASEAN Master Plan 2025 – 

Author is a Research 
Fellow for Southeast 
Asia, ICWA
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PHOTO FEATURE INDIA ASEAN TRADE SUMMIT

The ASEAN Summit 2022 was 
held in Bangalore at Reva 

niversity. The Summit was 
attended by H.E. Mr. Ung Sean, 
Ambassador of the Royal Embassy 
of Cambodia, H.E. Mr. Bounneme 
Chouanghom, Ambassador of 
the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic and H.E. Mr. Moe Kyaw 
Aung, Ambassador of the Union 
of Myanmar. The event saw the 
appointment of Dr. P. Shyama Raju 
as the chairman of the India-ASEAN 
Trade Council.
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Dr. Asif Iqbal, President, IETO called on Dr. 
Prabir De, Coordinator of the ASEAN-India 
Centre (AIC) at RIS.

ASEAN ambassadors with the Karnataka Higher Education Minister 
Dr. CN Ashwathnarayan
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Mr. Vijay Subramanian, ASEAN Trade Commissioner 
in Tamil Nadu with H.E. Mr. Ung Sean, Ambassador of 
Cambodia to India

INDIA-ASEAN PEACE CONFERENCE
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SOCIO-CULTURAL COOPERATION 
BETWEEN INDIA & ASEAN

India and ASEAN have had a long socio-cultural 
relationship, dating back to the early pages of history. 
Sanskrit and Pali were heavily used in some of these 

countries. The geographical territories of some South-East 
Asian countries have their names infl uenced by India. Some 
of these infl uences include the word Indonesia which means 
the Indian Islands. Some scholars are of the opinion that 
Java is Java Dripa, as mentioned in the Ramayana. Similarly, 
Suvarna Dripa has been identifi ed with Sumatra. 

Poerbatjaraka, a known Javanese scholar, has said that 
about 70-80 percent of words of the Javanese language fi nd 
their origin in the Sanskrit language. 

Buddhism came to Southeast Asia from India in 3rd 
century BCE when Buddhist monks were sent by king Ashok. 
It has had a great spread across the length and spread of East 
Asia. In fact, Buddhism has spread its tentacles across the 
world. Traders and missionaries through their travel by sea 
took Buddhist ideas to South-East Asia.  

Sanskrit had become the offi  cial language of the court 
by 500 A.D. It had become a part of civilization. More than 
30 Cambodian kings had Sanskrit Suffi  x’s. The kingdom in 
Sumatra, Srivijaya, was named after a king named Vijaya, 
which means victorious. Sanskrit is a very visible element 
in many South-East Asian languages; many of the alphabets 
of these languages have Indian origins. 

The great Indonesian nationalist leader, President 
Sukarno, once wrote for the Hindu on Jan 4, 1946. His words 
were as follows – “In the veins of every one of my people 
fl ow the blood of Indian ancestors and the culture that we 
possess is steeped through and through with Indian infl uences. 
Two thousand years ago, people from your country came to 
Jawadvipa and Suvarnadvipa in the spirit of brotherly love. 
They gave the 89 initiatives to found powerful Kingdoms 
such as those of Srivijaya, Mataram and Majapahit. We then 
learned to worship the very God that you now worship still 
and we fashioned a culture that even today is largely identical 
with your own. Later we turned to Islam, but that religion too 
was brought by people coming from both sides of the Indus.”

Ramayana and Mahabharata have occupied a central 
and pivotal place in the literature of many South-East Asian 
countries. Ramayana besides being an Indian epic is also the 
National epic of Indonesia. Ramayana and Mahabharata have 
inspired and continue to inspire the people of the region in a 
very large way. People continue to be mesmerised by these 
epics. The Indonesian Ministry of Information and culture or-
ganised the fi rst International Ramayana festival in Jakarta in 
August-September 1971. The objective of the festival was to 
promote deeper cultural understanding among nations. People 
from India, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Burma, Nepal, Malaysia, 
Singapore, the Philippines, Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia 

By Diplomatist Bureau
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participated. Reciprocally, four years later, 
on the 400th anniversary of Tulsidas’s Ram-
charitmanas, Sahitya Kala Academy organised 
a seminar on “Asian variations of Ramayana”. 
The form and shape in which Ramayana is 
performed vary greatly. 

Thailand has a great fondness for the 
Ramayana. Ramayana has been painted, 
engraved as well as performed at various 
junctions. Despite Buddhism being the 
national religion, the king of Thailand calls 
himself Rama and Ramayana is performed as 
the royal dance drama. 

In Malaysia, Ramayana is mainly 
performed orally. The name of Malaysian 
Ramayana is Hikayat Seri Ramo (Story of 
Rama). Since Ramayana has been transmitted 
orally and very strongly, it has got mixed up 
with local legends and myths. 

Ramayana is also overwhelming popular 
in Laos. Again, various forms-dance, music, 
visual arts and dance dramas have Ramayana 
influence. Ramkriti is the Kampuchean 
Ramayana and is available in both prose and 
poetry. Burma, again a Buddhist country, has 
very strong Ramayana roots. 

South-East Asian leaders have time to time 
acknowledged their cultural indebtedness to 
India. At the inauguration of Jawaharlal Nehru 
Boulevard in Phnom Penh on May 10, 1955; 
President Sihanouk said “When we refer to 
two-thousand-year-old ties which united us 
with India, it is not at all a hyperbole. In fact, 

it was about two thousand years ago that 
the first navigators, Indian merchants and 
Brahmins brought to our ancestors their gods, 
their techniques, their organisation. Briefl y, 
India was for us what Greece was to the Latin 
Occident”.

In modern times, India and ASEAN have 
undertaken a number of initiatives to boost 
people-to-people contact and maintain cultural 
ties. Inviting students for student exchange 
programs is a very important part of the 
agenda. Special training programs for ASEAN 
diplomats have been conducted. Regular 
parliamentary exchange programs take 
place. National Children’s Science Congress, 
ASEAN-India Network of Think-Tanks and 
ASEAN-India Eminent Persons Lecture Series 
are other platforms for interaction.

With such a glorious past and plenty 
of modern interest, Indo-ASEAN cultural 
relationship is bound to attain newer heights. 

Thailand has a 
great fondness 

for the Ramayana. 
Ramayana has been 

painted, engraved 
as well as performed 
at various junctions. 

Despite Buddhism 
being the national 

religion, the king 
of Thailand calls 

himself Rama 
and Ramayana is 
performed as the 

royal dance drama. 

Sources: 

http://shodhganga.
inflibnet.ac.in/
bitstream/10603/8005/11/11_
chapter%203.pdf 
http://mea.gov.in/
aseanindia/20-years.htm
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INDIA AND ASEAN

South East Asia has been one of the most successful regions in the world in terms of 
economic development. We know that the year 2022 marks 30 years of ASEAN-India 
relations. India’s “Act East Policy” is a refl ection of the importance that we attach to 

our strategic partnership with ASEAN. Buddhism has gained prominence in India’s diplomacy 
for fostering deeper engagement with ASEAN countries. The ASEAN Community is like a 
friendship bridge that unites the region as one, shares borders and cooperates with each other 
to build a better community.

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations or ASEAN was established on 8th August 1967 
in Bangkok, Thailand, with the signing of the ASEAN Declaration (Bangkok Declaration) by 
the Founding Fathers of ASEAN: Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and Thailand. 
ASEAN is a 10-member regional bloc with a combined GDP of $3.2 trillion, a population of 
662 million, and a land mass covering more than 1.7 million square miles. ASEAN seeks to 
promote economic growth and regional stability among its members through consultation, 
consensus, and cooperation.  India and ASEAN have strongly condemned terrorism in all its 
forms and emphasised the need to strengthen global cooperation to combat the menace in a 
comprehensive manner. 

ASEAN’s community-building eff ort comprises of three pillars: the Political Security 
Community; Economic Community and Socio-Cultural Community. The three greatest 
contributions of ASEAN are Peace, Prosperity and Geopolitical Stability for Southeast Asia. 
Each of these accomplishments is remarkable; they are astonishingly considered in aggregate.

By Prof. J. Ranganathan

Author is Honorary 
Consul of Myanmar in 
Chennai
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