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The following ar cle comprises two parts. First is the full text of Ambassador Rana’s
presenta on. Second, a comprehensive summary of the various issues raised in the
lively discussion that followed.
Part I: Full text of Ambassador Rana’s presenta on
Few had imagined before May 2014 that Narendra Modi, as India’s plebeian prime
minister (PM), the ﬁrst Indian prime minister to be born in post-Independence era
and rooted so ﬁrmly in his 12-year term as a provincial chief minister, might give such
salience to foreign aﬀairs. His marathon elec on campaign had commenced in mid-
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Par cipants pose ques ons

2013, when he struggled to shed the legacy of the 2002 riots in Gujarat, ﬁrst to win
what then seemed an improbable nomina on as his party’s candidate, and then to
persuade the people of India to buy into his dream, that development is the na on’s
biggest challenge.
I would like to set out for you ﬁve proposi ons. These are ideas that are s ll
developing hence I greatly value your reac on and cri cism, so as to deepen my
understanding.
Proposi on 1: Foreign aﬀairs now receive high priority, a trend that will con nue
No Indian leader has commi ed so much me and a en on to improving rela ons
with foreign countries — neighbours as well as middle and great powers — within the
ﬁrst year of assuming oﬃce. The brilliant decision to invite the South Asian
Associa on for Regional Coopera on (SAARC) states plus Mauri us to his swearing in
ceremony was a ﬁrst for India, and also in terms of neighbourhood prac ces. One
might wonder, why did no one think of this before?
Salience to neighbours con nued with PM Modi’s ﬁrst visits, star ng with Bhutan and
then to Nepal. It may seem hard to believe but it was 23 years ago that an Indian
prime minister made a bilateral visit to Kathmandu. No other predecessor had
undertaken a full-scale bilateral tour to Sri Lanka since 1987 either.
How India priori ses its outbound bilateral visits, its op ons in terms of its available
pale e of high dignitaries and special representa ves, connects with a much wider
ques on. Simply put, India has limited op ons, since designa ons such as ‘deputy PM’
are not customary, and there is no prac ce of designa ng a permanent set of special
emissaries, say unlike Japan. But the obliga ons of foreign engagement are
inexorable.
Now, 10 months into his job, PM Modi has been to nine countries on bilateral
journeys (Bhutan, Nepal, Japan, the United States, Australia, Fiji, three Indian Ocean
island states, Sri Lanka, Seychelles and Mauri us). In the next two months, he is to go
to Germany, France, Canada and China. PM Modi will have to keep on delivering on
this and maintain momentum. I hope this can be done.
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Proposi on 2: Delivering value for India is the highest priority
It is a truism that the foreign policy of countries is predicated on their self-interest,
even while this is framed in broad and enlightened terms. So what is diﬀerent?
In Gujarat, Narendra Modi prac ced performance accountability, which one might say
is rela vely straigh orward in rela on to development programme delivery, more so
at a ground or provincial level. Delhi, however, is a diﬀerent ball game.
For the ﬁrst me in its history, the Ministry of External Aﬀairs (MEA) announced in
mid-December 2014 that it was preparing its annual plan for 2015, and that this was
in conformity with the PM's emphasis on forward planning. I wish I could have
witnessed the annual conference of Indian ambassadors which was held in February
2015. My impression is that it conveyed to Indian envoys a renewed sense of purpose
in Indian diplomacy.
Embassies are now being tasked more closely, with improved supervision over their
performance. A great deal can be done through performance management tools that
are well known, prac ced by many foreign ministries.
The appointment of a new Foreign Service head of the MEA at the end of January was
part of this process of rejuvena on. The appointment of a career professional — not a
re red diplomat — as the new envoy in Washington, DC, was another indicator of a
shi in the direc on of transparent ac on, and reward for good work.
Foreign ministry work techniques and human resource management are subjects I
study, and I have the expecta on that we are going to witness a series of ac ons that
will improve MEA’s work style. A good system holds promise of ge ng be er.
Proposi on 3: Reframing East Policy — changing the ac ve verb from ‘Look’ to
‘Act’ is a qualita ve change
Even one word can carry heavy meaning. PM PV Narasimha Rao came up with the
‘Look East’ slogan in 1993. Did we act suﬃciently on that? During the Asian Economic
Crisis of 1997–1998, I asked a senior oﬃcial why we did not oﬀer even a small amount
of $5 billion as our contribu on in support of an Asian reserve, at a me when our
forex reserves were at $300 billion. He gave a dismissive response.
Since then, things have evolved and India’s commitment to ASEAN is stronger than it
has ever seen. Notwithstanding that, PM Modi’s ‘Act East’ deserves applause, but it
also raises expecta ons that it will lead to new ac ons. India’s bilateral rela ons with
countries in Southeast Asia evolve well and we need further forward movement on
that.
Economics is the driver of poli cal rela ons, even while convergence of views on
global issues and maintenance of a tranquil environment of peace and security are
our permanent objec ves. We have to adapt our ac ons to ﬁt ASEAN’s Economic
Community vision and view this in a long-term perspec ve.
Proposi on 4: India needs to work harder to transform regional links with Southeast
Asia
The Bay of Bengal Ini a ve for Mul -Sectoral Technical and Economic Coopera on
(BIMSTEC) should be a focus of real ac on but we s ll await concrete ac ons via that
mechanism, even while a secretariat has been established in Dhaka.
April 2015
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India’s North East states are the bridgehead to Southeast Asia. A er a delay of many
years, work on internal transport infrastructure within the North East states is moving
forward but we have to move from paper plans to fully completed road, rail and
other communica on links. Without those ac ons, we cannot fully take advantage of
economic opportuni es in this dynamic ASEAN region.
Myanmar and Bangladesh are the con guous immediate neighbours and oﬀer the
pathways to the rest of Southeast Asia. Both these rela onships have seen qualita ve
improvement, which leads the way to be er connec vity. New Asian rail routes are
gaining trac on, including a Kunming to Singapore railway line. There is a vision for an
East to West rail link from India to Southeast Asia. All this needs work.
The Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Forum for Regional Coopera on (BCIM) is a
sub-regional group that connects Bangladesh and Myanmar with adjoining parts of
India and China. In 2013, this group decided to establish an ‘Economic Corridor’ for
the beneﬁt of all the four. We have not seen concrete ac on on this.
In India, we need to have a holis c vision of regional diplomacy and to take be er
advantage of exis ng and evolving groupings.
Proposi on 5: Transforming India's rela onship across Asia is a major challenge
Indian elite opinion, including academics, think tank scholars and columnists, remain
divided in their assessment of China, whether it is mainly a compe tor and a
poten al threat, or whether India should move forward in closer engagement with it,
while keeping up its guard.
The Indian business world takes a diﬀerent perspec ve, convinced that China’s
growth dynamics oﬀers major economic opportuni es that India should grasp for its
own beneﬁt. The public, especially the youth, are not trauma sed by past history,
and that is an important posi ve feature in this fraught rela onship.
Narendra Modi steers a path through these perspec ves, focused on maximising
opportuni es for India, viewing China as a market, source of investment and a
contributor to our needs for infrastructure.
Even while the territorial issue is not resolved, the two countries have maintained
tranquillity on the border, notwithstanding minor incidents that result from a line of
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control, which is neither delineated on the ground nor demarcated on agreed maps. I
expect that the Modi government will work for forward movement on the border
dispute.
Japan, South Korea and Australia are other major Indian targets for deeper
engagement. We see this as integral to our wider engagement with Asia and other
major powers.
PM Modi has met the leaders of two of these countries in recent months and I am
sure closer dialogue with South Korea is a high priority. We see each of these
countries as important contributors to India’s economic growth. For instance, Japan
plans to invest in India’s North East states, which would surely facilitate other foreign
investments in this region.
Part II: Comprehensive Summary of the Discussion
The importance of Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran
The three countries remain cri cal to Indian foreign engagement for obvious reasons.
For Pakistan, while there is tremendous geostrategic importance, perhaps India
should stand back for a me and let the Pakistanis sort out their own issues. India will
not proﬁt from any of its neighbours’ internal troubles and there should not be any
Schadenfreude on India’s part. It is important to keep mul ple avenues of
communica on open and there should not be any kind of freeze whatsoever.

India is not and
should not be
party to any
encirclement of
China, just as
ASEAN is not.

At the same me, India also has tremendous interest in developments in Afghanistan
and Iran. India has invested signiﬁcantly in the former and should con nue to ac vely
support all eﬀorts to achieve peace, security and tranquillity in that country. Iran is
also very important to India, which does not fully buy into the Western narra ve of
Iran’s inten ons. In Iran’s case, India prefers to engage it as a neighbour, trade
partner and important regional player.
The neglect of North East India
There have been many in India who have highlighted the importance of the North
East region as a strategic connector to East Asia and cri cised its neglect. There is a
need for the central and state governments to get their acts together and work
towards infrastructure development. This will allow for not just be er land trade
connec vity to Southeast Asia but also to China. Even Myanmar has be er
infrastructure than North East India. Old myths, feuds and fears have kept
infrastructure, par cularly roads and other forms of connec vity, extremely
underdeveloped. If ma ers are not addressed quickly and planned development does
not happen soon, there is a real risk of a huge region of India losing out on investment
and remaining stagnant, while the rest of the region surges forward.
The ‘containment’ of China
India is not and should not be party to any encirclement of China, just as ASEAN is
not. Countries in this region should be alert to any a empts to be drawn in
geopoli cal games by large powers. India has neither the desire nor capacity to
engage in any kind of encirclement of China and will con nue to follow a policy of
strategic autonomy. India intends to pursue friendly rela ons with everyone as long
as it conforms to India’s strategic interest and the enlightened interest of others in
the region.
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Trade, foreign policy and reform in the Indian Foreign Service
India needs to be much more forward looking and bold when it comes to Free Trade
Agreements (FTAs). For too long they have been viewed defensively, in terms of what
interests need to be protected at home. Instead, they should be viewed in terms of
the opportuni es that they bring for new markets and economic advancement.

Free Trade
Agreements
(FTAs) should
be viewed in
terms of the
opportunities
that they bring
for new markets
and economic
advancement.

Trade and commerce are major features of modern day external rela ons.
Nevertheless, various interest groups — companies that enjoy monopolies and certain
government ministries and bodies — maintain a very strong protec onist outlook.
This has always hamstrung Indian diploma c, economic and trade eﬀorts. More o en
than not, the MEA is o en le out of the loop by their trade and industry counterparts
leading to many complica ons. Perhaps the me has come for the combina on of the
external aﬀairs and trade ministries. More than 30 countries have already
implemented such an approach leading to be er coordina on of diploma c,
economic and trade eﬀorts.
Historically, the legacy of the Indian Foreign Service is one that focuses on specialists.
Diplomats are iden ﬁed and trained to focus on key regions or states, to understand
the language, history and culture with an aim of becoming area specialists. This is not
necessarily a bad thing but in a globalised world, diplomats must be ﬂexible and
adaptable. Hence the need to ensure that diplomats, whether area specialists or not,
are given the opportunity to serve in mul ple capaci es and areas, broadening their
experience.
Ul mately though, India needs to move beyond the rhetoric and become more
engaged with the wider region, especially with Southeast Asia. The signs so far look
good; internal shakeups are taking place within the MEA, with more detailed policy
objec ves and plans being developed. Perhaps PM Modi will be able to deliver the
poli cal backing, as he has indicated so far, to really get the ball rolling. Such changes
will take me but must be implemented.
Defence coopera on and the South China Sea
India is looking at signiﬁcantly increasing defence coopera on with neighbouring
countries, not just in South Asia but also in Southeast Asia. A vital aspect in this is the
expansion of the ‘Make in India’ concept to the defence sector. India is looking at
making more defence and security assets and expor ng them. A key focus that is
important to both India and its prospec ve partners in Southeast Asia is the mari me
sector. Such developments will not only be to the interest of India but also Southeast
Asia. Indeed, the region needs more op ons and avenues for coopera on.
As with all regional powers, India does have an interest in the South China Sea.
Addi onally, India has been invited by Vietnam to play a bigger role there, especially
in oil explora on. India does not intend to instruct others how to run their aﬀairs in
the South China Sea. Neither does it want to provoke China or retaliate in any way
because of perceived Chinese ac vity in the Indian Ocean. India looks forward to
working with the li oral states in economic development, security and other mutually
beneﬁcial ac vi es in the mari me sector. India has somewhat neglected its interest
in the mari me sector for quite long and is only now a emp ng to make progress on
that.
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India’s inten on in ‘looking’ and ‘ac ng’ East
India, like many countries, was caught up in the rubric of the Cold War. Thus Cold
War thinking was applied in its foreign policy analysis of Southeast Asia and ASEAN on
the basis of which country and organisa on was thought to be allied with either the
United States or the Soviet Union. India looked at foreign policy as a ma er of
strategic defence rather than an opportunity for external trade and economic
development. This led to several lost opportuni es to build up a more posi ve
framework for rela ons between the larger East Asia and India.
Now, however, India is working ac vely to make up for lost ground. The economic
achievements of Southeast and East Asia serve as an inspira on for India to be er
organise its own economic strategies. However, India does not come empty handed.
India has both the interest and capacity to engage with East and Southeast Asia. It
oﬀers its own technical and technological exper se, unavailable to countries in
Southeast Asia from China, Japan or the West for various reasons.
While some of these ac ons might look like a empts to play a containing role against
China, they are most assuredly not. Despite what others might think or want, India
neither has the interest, ambi on nor capacity to confront China. What India wants to
do is to build posi ve rela ons and connec ons with Southeast and East Asia and
beyond.
On 13 March 2015, ISIS Malaysia hosted an ISIS Interna onal Aﬀairs Forum featuring
Ambassador Kishan S Rana — former Indian Ambassador, Professor Emeritus of
DiploFounda on, Malta & Geneva, and Honorary Fellow at the Ins tute of Chinese
Studies in New Delhi. The Ambassador spoke on the emerging contours of Indian
foreign policy under Prime Minister Modi, focusing on the new ‘Act East’ policy. ISIS
Malaysia Analyst Thomas Daniel reported.
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US Pivot (or Rebalancing) Towards Asia
When President Barack Obama took oﬃce nearly seven years ago, he ar culated his
vision for America by introducing a number of agendas. Most notable among them
was the Aﬀordable Health Care Act, also known as ‘ObamaCare’, that requires most
people to have health insurance as of 1 January 2014. In the interna onal arena, it
was the pivot or rebalancing towards Asia.
Under Obama’s ‘Pivot to Asia’ agenda, there is a visible shi towards Asia. At the heart
of the pivot is the belief that America’s economic and security future is ed to Asia.
Since Asia is the world’s largest consumer market and engine for global economic
growth, there is a desire to forge closer links with the region to tap the opportuni es
available for commercial success, which in turn would translate into job crea on in
the United States.
The pivot

At the heart of
the pivot is
the belief that
America’s
economic and
security future
is tied to Asia.

The pivot towards Asia called for a comprehensive approach from mul ple angles —
economic, security, diploma c, people to people and military. For instance, the Young
Southeast Asian Leaders Ini a ve (YSEALI) — an Obama-ini ated programme — was
launched in 2013 with the aim of bolstering leadership development and, more
importantly, establishing networking among American and Southeast Asian youth.
Another notable aspect of America’s pivot is its focus towards Southeast Asia. The
United States is keen to support Southeast Asia as a whole through ASEAN and build
es with individual states such as Indonesia, Malaysia and Vietnam. Indeed much
eﬀort has gone into strengthening bilateral rela ons between the United States and
Malaysia.
The United States is looking to draw lessons from Malaysia’s development strategies
in crea ng a conducive ecosystem – ins tu ons, policies and regula ons — and
together help transplant these processes to less developed ASEAN members. U lising
resources from government and private sectors, infrastructure development is
another area of coopera on for the be erment of ASEAN infrastructure as a whole.
The pivot towards Asia ‘coincides’ with the rise of China not just as an economic
power but as an increasingly asser ve military power. While the pivot agenda is o en
interpreted as America’s eﬀort to contain China, Washington has reiterated its desire
to engage and cooperate with Beijing to ensure con nued peace and prosperity in the
region. A strong ASEAN is one way to balance the power in the region, hence the
constant emphasis on strengthening ASEAN and its processes. The United States, on
its part, has been very open to assist in areas such as human capital development and
closing the development gaps among ASEAN countries.
At the heart of Obama’s pivot to Asia is the Trans Paciﬁc Partnership (TPP) Agreement.
The TPP originated from an ini a ve nearly a decade ago by four members of the Asia
Paciﬁc Economic Coopera on (APEC) forum — New Zealand, Singapore, Brunei and
Chile. The TPP momentum gained strength once Obama adopted it and made it one
of the key features of his Asian agenda. As of 2014, eight Asia Paciﬁc countries have
joined the original four to par cipate in the TPP nego a ons, namely Australia,
Canada, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, Peru, the United States, and Vietnam.
The most signiﬁcant feature of the TPP, which sets it apart from other regional
agreements, is its ambi ous ‘high quality’ inclusive agreement. Provisions of the TPP
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agreement will be binding rather than voluntary as in the case of other regional
trade agreements. The goal of the TPP is ‘to create a pla orm for economic
integra on across the Asia Paciﬁc region’ and eventually pave the way for the
future Free Trade Area of the Asia-Paciﬁc (FTAAP).
The Obama administra on believes that the TPP provides a ‘new and meaningful
market access for American goods and services exports’. The TPP would also,
according to the Obama administra on, ‘set high-standard rules for trade, and
address vital 21st century issues within the global economy’.
While businesses in the United States are generally ‘Pro-TPP’, many Americans are
scep cal of its claimed beneﬁts. Previous experience in Free Trade Agreements
(FTAs), the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) for example, has not
only failed at job crea on but was partly blamed for the loss of American jobs to
oﬀshoring. Others are cri cal of the lack of transparency in the ongoing
nego a ons. The apprehension is not limited to the United States alone; ci zens of
the other 11 na ons have also voiced opposi on in some form or other. The
ambi ous agreement which covers goods and services, even with exclusions, will
lock these sectors in a binding agreement. Some of the discussions include opening
access to sensi ve areas, which could include government procurement processes,
agriculture, labour rules and regula on, and the health industry. There are also
ques ons concerning the eﬀec veness of the TPP without the involvement of the
world’s second largest economy, China.

Provisions of the
TPP agreement
will be binding
rather than
voluntary as in
the case of other
regional trade
agreements.
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Nonetheless, there are beneﬁts to the TPP and FTA in general. By lowering tariﬀ
and other barriers, the cost of goods and services would become lower, allowing
consumers to enjoy them at cheaper prices. In addi on, there will be increased
protec on for producers and the work force. There is then poten al to establish
and strengthen basic labour laws and intellectual property rights, par cularly in
countries where such protec on is lacking. The increase in compe on will
hopefully push governments to be more compe ve; to allocate their resources
more eﬃciently. Due to the unimpeded market access, the TPP also presents
commercial opportuni es and growth. In the short run, the TPP is not likely to
present a win-win scenario. The strategy, however, is to ensure that one’s ‘win’
column will be bigger than that of the ‘loss’.
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Yes we can?
The success of Obama’s agenda hinges on several factors. On the domes c front, the
prevailing economic situa on in the United States aﬀects public sen ment.
Undeniably, an improving economy with an op mis c populace will likely be more
recep ve towards the idea of an FTA. On the other hand, worsening racial es, if not
managed properly, could divert the government’s a en on and energy away from
aggressively pursuing its interna onal agenda.

… Obama may
have a better
chance of
passing the
TPP bill with
the Republicans
in control of
the Congress.

Addi onally, the Middle East could poten ally occupy Obama’s administra on at the
expense of the TPP. The rise of the Islamic State (IS) and its poten al security threat
on American soil would naturally take precedence over any FTAs. Other global hot
spots that could poten ally occupy Washington’s a en on include the Russia-Ukraine
conﬂict, Iran and the North Korean nuclear threat.
At the last US midterm elec on — held on 4 November 2014 — the Republican Party
made sweeping gains in the Senate and House of Representa ves. How will the
Republican-controlled Congress exercise its power? Will it oppose Obama in order to
strengthen its posi on for the 2016 elec on or choose to demonstrate its ability to
govern via coopera ng with the president? The Republicans are tradi onally probusiness and are more open towards the free trade agenda; hence Obama may have a
be er chance of passing the TPP bill with the Republicans in control of the Congress.
Time is of the essence where the TPP nego a ons are concerned. 2015 is seen as the
best year for the nego a ons to be concluded as the United States will be
preoccupied with the presiden al elec on in 2016. Currently, there are concerns
about delays in obtaining congressional approval for bills pertaining to the TPP.
Renewal of the Trade Promo on Authority (TPA) — which grants the president
authority to enter into trade agreements — and the Congress’ desire for more control
over trade nego a ons, have become points of conten on, largely in Obama’s own
party. Intensity must increase in nego a on eﬀorts for the TPP to meet its deadline.
Every president aims to leave with a posi ve and las ng legacy that would deﬁne his
me in oﬃce. More o en than not, a one word moniker sets one’s impression of the
presiden al administra on — ‘Camelot’ for the golden era of President Kennedy,
‘Reaganomics’ for the US economic revival under President Reagan, ‘Watergate’ for
the scandal that tainted President Nixon despite his many successes, and ‘Bushwacked’ for President George W Bush. For Obama to leave oﬃce with his agenda in
place, be it via ObamaCare or the successful conclusion of the TPP Agreement, gives
real meaning to his famous rallying cry of ‘Yes we can!’
On 5 December 2014, we were privileged to host Mr Marc Mealy at our ISIS
Interna onal Aﬀairs Forum. He is currently the Vice President-Policy at the US-ASEAN
Business Council. The points highlighted in this ar cle were taken from Mealy’s talk on
‘US Mid-Term Elec on and Implica ons for the Asia-Paciﬁc and Malaysia’. ISIS
Malaysia Analyst Zarina Zainuddin reported.
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INSTITUTE OF STRATEGIC AND
INTERNATIONAL STUDIES (ISIS) MALAYSIA
The Ins tute of Strategic and Interna onal Studies (ISIS) was established on 8 April
1983 as an autonomous, not-for-proﬁt research organisa on. ISIS Malaysia has a
diverse research focus which includes economics, foreign policy, security studies,
na on-building, social policy, technology, innova on and environmental studies. It
also undertakes research collabora on with na onal and interna onal
organisa ons in important areas such as na onal development and interna onal
aﬀairs.
ISIS Malaysia engages ac vely in Track Two diplomacy, and promotes the exchange
of views and opinions at both the na onal and interna onal levels. The Ins tute
has also played a role in fostering closer regional integra on and interna onal
coopera on through forums such as the Asia-Paciﬁc Roundtable, the ASEAN
Ins tutes of Strategic and Interna onal Studies (ASEAN-ISIS), the Paciﬁc Economic
Coopera on Council (PECC) and the Network of East Asian Think-Tanks (NEAT). ISIS
Malaysia is a founding member of the Council for Security Coopera on in the AsiaPaciﬁc (CSCAP) and manages the Council’s Secretariat.
As the country’s premier think-tank, ISIS Malaysia has been at the forefront of
some of the most signiﬁcant na on-building ini a ves in the na on’s history. It was
a contributor to the Vision 2020 concept and was consultant to the KnowledgeBased Economy Master Plan ini a ve.
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