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Modi’s Act East policy
has set new benchmarks

India’s compulsions and ambitions to play a larger role
in the region will sustain its engagement with Asean

SWARAN
SINGH

n his characteristic style of managing

foreign policy through mega events and

action-driven engagements with world

leaders, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
hosted on Friday all 10 Asean leaders as
chief guests at India’s 69th Republic Day
Parade. A similar event was first seen in
May 2014 when Modi invited all the Saarc
leaderstohisswearing-in ceremony. Modi's
hosting the Brics summit in October 2016
also saw an outreach summit organised
with all seven leaders of BIMSTEC (Bay of
Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Techni-
cal and Economic Cooperation). The last
four years have been marked by Modi'’s for-
eignvisits, huge get-togethers with India’s
diaspora abroad and road shows at home
with leaders from China, Japan and, most
recently, Israel.

Together these mark a new genre in
Indiandiplomacyin which this presence of
10 Aseanleaderswill beremembered for set-
tingnew benchmarksinIndia'sengagement
with Southeast Asia.

This is important for a rising India as
Aseanrepresents the mostinstitutionalised
and most acceptable grouping forall major
world powers. Thishasbecomeincreasingly
critical given the global power shift from the
Atlantic to the Pacific where these tiger
economies stand next to by world’s most
militarised nations. Theunprecedentedrise
of China is a shared concern, and Asean
nationsengage Indiaastheir alternativeto
anincreasingly assertive China. However,
neither side seems willing to confess or
addressthisdichotomy of their dependence
and discomfort with Beijing. India’s con-
frontation with Chinaat Doklam last year
saw Asean wary of taking sides.

India’s need to move over from a Look
Eastpolicy toan Act East policyhad beenin
public debates since the 2011 Hyderabad
speech of US secretary of state Hillary Clin-

EVER SINCE NEW DELHIMOVED
FROM ALOOK EAST POLICY TO AN
ACT EAST POLICY, THEAIMISTO
WIDEN INDIA’S POLITICO-
SECURITY ENGAGEMENT IN THE
ASIA-PACIFIC, WITH ASEAN AT

M

ton. Butitwasformally enunciated by Modi
during the 12th India-Asean summit in
Myanmar in September 2014. The aim has
since been towiden and deepen India’s polit-
ico-security engagementin the Asia-Pacific
with Asean atits core.

The world media widely covering the 10
Aseanleadersinaway marked theselead-
ers’ endorsement of India’s growingintegra-
tion into Southeast Asia which is nudging
discourses on Asia-Pacific geopolitics
towards the new Indo-Pacific formulation
withIndiaatitscentre. Nodoubt China with
a $12 trillion economy and a $450 billion
trade with Asean remains the elephantin
theroominalltheseparleys. YetIndiaand
Aseantogetherholdthe potential toensure
China stayson courserespectingnormsand
laws. Thisis where both India and Aseanare
now evolvingflexible strategies of ‘congage-
ment’ (containment and engagement) of
China. The DelhiDeclaration, forinstance,
talks of ensuring implementation of the
United Nations Convention of Laws of the
Seasinthe South China Sea butalso alludes
to accepting China’s lead in building the
Regional Comprehensive Economic Part-
nership.

Inview of the shrinkingglobal role of the
United States, Indiaand Asean arefollowing
the example already set by European
nationsthataretryingtostand on theirown
toensureregional peace and stability. The
Delhi Declaration underlines specific con-
cerns about cross-border terrorism and
freedom of navigation that commits themto
anearlyimplementation of various agreed
projects, including their Plan of Action 2016-
2020.

Juxtaposed with Modi’s Neighbourhood
Firstpolicy, his Act East policy saw Assam
chiefminister Sarbananda Sonowal invited
tojointhe PM’sdinnerforthe 10 Aseanlead-
ers. Thisenthusiasmis expected tofurther
synergise linkages between India’s North-
eastand Southeast Asia. The birth of India’s
Look East policy coincided with the expan-
sion of Asean. The addition of Cambodia,
Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam brought
Asean to share borders with India. They
were, accordingly, conceptualised to be at
the centre of India’s Look East policy and
their connectivity with the tiger economies
wastobringeconomicreliefto their political
turmoil. Now with the new focus on Act
East, alleight Northeast states are expected
tobe connected by rail by 2020.

So, both its compulsions as well as its
ambitionstoplayamajorroleintheregion
hold promise to sustain this new enthusi-
asminIndia’sexpandingengagement with
Asean.
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