
Much has happened in South Asia in recent months. India and Pakistan celebrated
60 years of their existence as independent nations but they have been grappling with
several internal challenges. At the same time, parts of South Asia are dealing with
extreme flooding caused by incessant monsoons.

In India, the Congress-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government has
come closer to finalising a nuclear deal with the United States. However, the left
political parties, which support the UPA government, and the Bharatiya Janata
Party, the principal opposition party, have expressed strong reservations on the
nuclear deal. There are concerns that the stalemate between the left parties and the
government on the nuclear issue could lead to the fall of the Manmohan Singh
government. Pressure is building on the government to initiate a wide-ranging
debate on the nuclear deal in the Indian Parliament.

Pakistan, too, faces a number of political challenges. The Pakistani Supreme Court
has reinstated Mr Iftikhar Muhammed Chaudhary as the Chief Justice, overruling a
decision by President Pervez Musharaff in this regard. This is the first instance in
Pakistan’s history that the judiciary has gone against the decision by a military ruler
and it may have wider implications for the country’s future. The Supreme Court has
allowed the exiled former Prime Minister Nawaz Sheriff to return to Pakistan.
Meanwhile, self-exiled former Prime Minister Benazir Bhuto, who has reportedly
made a secret deal with President Musharaff, is also returning to politics. With this,
there is great interest in the Pakistani general elections due later this year.

In vast areas of South Asia, particularly Bangladesh, India and Nepal, monsoon rains
have caused massive floods. Bangladesh is one of the worst affected states. With
roughly half the country under water, many hundreds have died and almost 20 million
have been displaced from their homes. The caretaker government in Bangladesh has
the difficult task of relief and rehabilitation. Scientists warn that global warming is
contributing to changes in the rainfall pattern of the South Asian monsoon. This is
a new challenge for South Asia, whose economies are highly dependent on the
monsoon.

The Institute has been closely following events in South Asia. Two important
conferences were held to mark the occasion of 60 years of independence of Pakistan
and India. The Institute also organised a conference on the ‘Geopolitics of Energy
in South Asia’. We also bring out regular briefs, insights and working papers on
South Asia. These publications are found on our website at www.isas.nus.edu.sg.

In this edition of the newsletter, we focus on several important developments in South
Asia. These include the elections in Pakistan, and the political and economic reforms
in Bangladesh. An article reviews the India-Singapore Comprehensive Economic
Cooperation Agreement, two years after it came into effect in August 2005 while
another examines India and the East Asia Summit. There is also coverage on India’s
relations with Myanmar vis-à-vis China.

We hope you enjoy this issue of our newsletter.

Assoc Prof Tan Tai Yong
Acting Director
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Until the early 1990s, India had not paid much attention to East Asia.
But a confluence of three events in the early 1990s prompted India to
look more closely at the region: one, the collapse of India's key strategic
partner, the Soviet Union; two, India was facing its worst ever financial
crisis; and three, the reality of globalisation and the imperatives of an
increasingly interconnected world.

The East was, in a way, a default option for India. As India was blocked
to the north by China and to the west by Pakistan, the east offered the
only viable opportunity for India's economic challenges. East Asian
countries were growing rapidly, generally stable and peaceful.  Importantly,
increased economic ties with East Asia also offered the opportunity to
bring much needed development to India’s Northeastern states.

With these considerations in mind, India embarked on its “Look
East” policy with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) at its core.  Beginning as an ASEAN sectoral partner in
1992, India moved to a full dialogue partnership in 1995 and finally
a summit-level engagement in 2002. Relations with ASEAN as a
whole, and with its individual members, have developed rapidly
over the last 15 years.  However, the “Look East” policy has gradually
evolved in geographic scope. In addition to ASEAN, India has also
been engaging other East Asian and Pacific countries.  There has
also been an accretion to its substantive content.  Whereas the initial
focus of India’s ties with East Asia was primarily economic in nature,
military engagement has now emerged as a growing area of
cooperation.

From a geopolitical perspective, the strategic
horizons of many East Asian countries converge
with those of India in the eastern Indian Ocean.
India’s Tri-service Command in the Andaman
and Nicobar Islands enables the Indian navy
to keep a close watch on the northern approaches
to the Malacca Straits.  India’s prompt despatch
of assistance for tsunami relief in 2004; its escort
of high-value cargo through the Malacca Straits
in 2002; and its successful interdiction of a
hijacked Japanese ship, the ‘Alondra Rainbow’,
in 1999 lend credibility to India’s regional naval
capabilities and posture.  Thus, it is natural that
India’s military cooperation, especially naval,
which includes joint exercises and coordinated
patrolling, should have dramatically grown in
the last few years with many countries in East

and Southeast Asia.  India will, however, have to decide whether it
should maintain an independent maritime policy in Asia or whether it
would be preferable to bandwagon with countries like  Australia, Japan
and the United States, with the attendant political implications of such
a move vis-à-vis both China and ASEAN.

India is now perceived as a serious and important contributor to global
stability, security and prosperity. India is also being viewed as a potentially
important economic partner that could provide a useful balance and
hedge against China’s current economic dominance and future
uncertainties. Steadily, but inexorably, India’s “Look East” policy has
opened the doors to India’s membership of important regional
organisations such as the ASEAN Regional Forum and the Asia-Europe
Meeting. India’s becoming a founding member of the East Asia Summit
(EAS) in 2005 symbolises the success and credibility of the “Look
East” policy. Coupled with the development of transnational links, an
important mindset change has been brought about – India and ASEAN
are closer neighbours than previously thought.

The East Asia Summit
The birth of the EAS was not painless.  India’s membership was always
going to be difficult but countries like Singapore and Japan helped convince
other countries of the importance of India playing a key role in the new
Asian architecture. India’s leaders have articulated a bold long-term vision
of a community of nations from the Himalayas to the Pacific which could
be a new driver of global growth and an anchor of stability and development
in Asia.  The preferential and free trading arrangements in place or being



Another challenge would be the membership of the EAS. The United
States had remained out of the EAS partly because it was distracted
with the Middle East and partly because it had assumed it to be another
talk-shop forum. As the EAS shows signs of evolving into a serious
organisation, the United States will not want to be excluded. But if the
United States becomes a member, the EAS cannot provide the framework
for a pan-Asian entity having an independent standing and influence.
Further, if the United States joins, then Russia which has been very keen
on EAS membership from the very beginning, would surely push for
its presence in this body.  It may be prudent not to consider any expansion
of EAS membership at this stage.

In a long-term perspective, however, this issue will have to be
confronted. Taiwan and North Korea will remain sensitive matters,
especially to China and South Korea respectively.  In the longer
term, it might be unrealistic to have an East Asia that continued
to exclude Taiwan and North Korea. With India’s integration into
the EAS, it might be equally unrealistic to exclude the rest of South
Asia. India will need to devise means to take along its South Asian
neighbours in the larger Asian integration process. The EAS would
need to reconcile its community-building goals with the interests
of all currently excluded countries that have an interest in joining
the EAS, including the United States which has multiple points of
leverage against many EAS members.

For India, the ASEAN-India Free Trade Agreement (AIFTA)
remains another important challenge.  The main problems relate
to tariff reductions on some sensitive agricultural products.  ASEAN
has to bear in mind that because agriculture is a livelihood issue
for millions of people in India, there are limits beyond which India
simply cannot go. Crucially, without an AIFTA, India’s engagement
with ASEAN could lose momentum and its long-term vision of an
Asian regional architecture will become less credible. A protracted
delay could prompt India to focus its economic energies on other
FTA negotiations such as those with Japan and Korea.  As both
sides have significant long-term economic and political stakes in
the AIFTA, it would be desirable to accelerate the negotiations and
have it finally signed at the forthcoming India-ASEAN summit in
Singapore in November 2007.

negotiated among the major Asian countries are now recognised as
building blocks for a regional economic framework. They would take
advantage of existing complementarities and bring about stronger
synergies and optimal benefits for all participants.

Key Challenges
The question of how to define the emerging regional architecture and
an East Asia Community remains unclear. Sustained and skillful
diplomacy will be needed to build a consensus for a more inclusive
approach to community building around the EAS since some countries
continue to prefer the ASEAN+3 as an alternate framework for the
evolving regional architecture.

The key challenge facing the East Asian countries remains building on
the existing momentum from two successful summits. From India's
perspective, ASEAN has to drive and be central to the EAS process.
However, Asia can only become the envisaged pole of global growth
if all major and emerging powers are represented, and it is in Asia’s
interest not to exclude countries like India.  As its Chairman, Singapore
should set the tone and build upon the outcome of the Second EAS
through key initiatives, including promoting research and development
in conventional and non-conventional forms of energy; establishing a
regional financial architecture; and greater cooperation in culture and
the arts through projects such as reviving the ancient Nalanda University.
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The Institute of South Asian Studies played host to H. E. Mr S R Nathan,
the President, on 27 August 2007.

During the visit, the Institute briefed President Nathan on its research
programme, staff recruitment, and planned initiatives and activities. President
Nathan commended the Institute on the significant progress made in the
last three years. He called on the Institute to work closely with like-minded
research institutes in Singapore and around the world as well as to explore
ways to ensure that its publications and activities reach all segments of the
Singapore society.

The visit was also an opportunity for President Nathan to meet
with ISAS’ Board members, the ISAS Associates and staff.

President Nathan visits ISAS



Elections are due in Pakistan towards the
end of 2007 or early 2008. The current
assemblies were elected in 2002. The
Pakistani electoral system is based on the
first-past-the-post procedure, as prevalent
in Britain and India. Normally, several
parties take part in elections but the
prac t ice  of  e lec t ions  and  c iv i l i an
governments is weakly developed in
Pakistan. The military has been in power
for  much of  i ts  chequered history.
Therefore, it is not certain that elections
will be held.

General Pervez Musharraf ’s term as
president of Pakistan ends in November
2007. He has declared that  he is  a
candidate for the post of president for
another term, which he wants to contest
while simultaneously retaining his post
of chief of army staff. Further, he wants
the election of the president to be held
before the general election. According to procedure as
laid down in the pristine 1973 Constitution (heavily amended
since),  the members of the National and Provincial
Assemblies are directly elected by the people on the basis of
universal adult franchise. The elected representatives
of the National and Provincial Assemblies then elect the
president.

President Musharraf wants the members of the current
assemblies to be assigned this task and not those who will be
returned after the election. The pro-Musharraf Muslim League-Q
and its allies have a comfortable majority in the various
assemblies. Therefore, his opponents accuse him of arranging
his election in a distorted and illegitimate manner. On 7 July
2007, some of the opposition leaders met in London and
pledged not to accept him as a president-in-uniform elected
by the current assemblies.

Pakistani politicians, however, are not known to speak
consistently with one voice or in a principled manner when it
comes to democracy and constitutionalism. With few exceptions,
they are notorious for their corrupt ways, opportunism and

general incompetence. The military has since a long time been
exploiting contradictions deriving from the clash of ideology,
interest and ambition among them.

Perhaps more interesting and intriguing is the fact that,
a l though Pakis tan enjoys the reputat ion of  being a
conservative and authoritarian polity in which oppressive
religious laws menace the lives particularly of women and
religious minorities, at no point in its history have the
Islamists enjoyed more than 10 to 12 percent of the national
vote or seats in the legislative assemblies.

The exception is, of course, the current composition of
the assemblies. The pro-Musharraf Muslim League-Q won
a  ma jo r i t y  i n  t he  Na t iona l  Assembly  and  in  t he
provincial legislatures of Punjab and Sindh amid cries of
vote rigging by the opposition. In the North West Frontier
Province, however, an alliance of Islamist parties – the
Muthidda Majlis-e-Amal, comprising mainly the Jama’at-
e-Islami and Jami’at-e-Ulema-e-Islam – won a majority
w h i l e  i n  B a l o c h i s t a n ,  i t s  s t r e n g t h  i n c r e a s e d
significantly.
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General Musharraf declaring Chief Justice Chaudhry
of the Pakistan Supreme Court as non-functional
(a novel term meaning practically removed from
his office) on allegations of misuse of office.

It is widely believed that Justice Chaudhry had told
General Musharraf that he could not contest elections
while remaining in uniform and that his election as
president had to be carried out before the end of
2007. Moreover, he had taken up several cases of
Pakistani citizens, mainly critical journalists and
political activists, abducted by the security forces
to produce those individuals in court. He also ordered
a stop to the sale of Karachi Steel Mill below market
price which the government had agreed to.

Justice Chaudhry challenged his removal in the
Supreme Court of Pakistan. On 20 July 2007,
a full-bench of the Supreme Court overruled, by a
majority, the so-called non-functionality of Justice
Chaudhry and restored him as Chief Justice. This is
a major, blow to the prestige and power of General
Musharraf.

Another major crisis faced by the government has
been the very visible defiance of government
writ and authority by Islamic radicals in the
Pakistani capital, Islamabad. It culminated into an

armed confrontation at the Lal Masjid. Of the 1,500 men and
women who were barricading inside the mosque and its various
rooms and compounds, some 1,300 accepted the amnesty
offered to them by the government but the rest fell fighting.

The two mainstream parties with large followings in Pakistan
are the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) and the Muslim League-
N but their leaders, former prime ministers, Benazir Bhutto
and Nawaz Sharif respectively, are currently living in
exile. Against the former, a number of cases of alleged
misappropriation of government money and abuse of office
are pending in European as well as Pakistani courts.

A new national stature politician has emerged in Pakistan in
recent years. He is the legendary cricket hero, Imran Khan,
who heads the Tehrik-e-Insaaf (Justice Movement). Initially
Khan was noted to have been apprenticed in politics by hawkish
former generals such as General Hamid Gul who headed the
all-powerful Inter-Services Intelligence but he seems to have
adopted an independent position in favour of the rule of law
and constitutionalism. His popular following, after he changed
course and became a champion of citizen rights and rule of
law, has yet to be put to test.

In addition, the party of Urdu-speaking migrants from India,
the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM), with its strong base
in Pakistan’s megacity of Karachi and in the urban areas of
the Sindh Province, is another important player in Pakistani
politics. It is represented both in the National Assembly and
in the Sindh Assembly where it heads a coalition government.
The MQM became a close ally of General Musharraf who it
may be noted is also of Mohajir origin.

For several weeks, Pakistan witnessed protests and
demonstrations, mainly by lawyers and political cadres, in the
wake of the legal and constitutional crisis precipitated by
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It is possible that the United States may consider a change
in Islamabad necessary if a popular mass movement in favour
of constitutionalism and democracy gets underway but, at
present, the situation is volatile and unpredictable. Some
weeks earlier, rumours were rife that the government and
Benazir Bhutto were in touch and a deal was in the offing
but after the judicial crisis assumed a popular character, Miss
Bhutto seemed to have decided not to go ahead with it.
But after the military action against the Lal Masjid radicals,
she came out strongly in support of the government’s response.
She announced that she will be returning soon to Pakistan
and that some understanding with the government was
possible.

The Institute of South Asian Studies (ISAS) organised the conference
on the “Geopolitics of Energy in South Asia” on 14 August 2007.
It attracted over 120 participants. The conference was supported
by the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies.

The conference provided an excellent opportunity for a more intense
understanding of the key issues and developments surrounding
energy security in South Asia and their implications on regional
and international relations.

Dr Balaji Sadasivan, Senior Minister of State for
Foreign Affairs, and Information, Communication
and the Arts, delivered the keynote address. He
discussed issues such as energy trends in South
Asia; global climate change; and old and new
energy corridors. Dr Sadasivan highlighted the
implications of the growing energy demand. These
included the stability of the region and cooperation
between the countries.

The conference witnessed presentations by ISAS’
researchers and a panel of experts. The Institute’s
expertise on South Asia looked at the crucial issue of energy from a regional perspective, with its researchers
focussing on key political and economic developments driven by the increased need for energy and their wider
impact on the region and the international sphere. The expert panel consisted of local and
international scholars, whose primary focus was on developments and issues relating to energy and
energy security.

The papers presented at the event covered a range of issues, including India’s new foreign policy; regional integration
in South Asia and energy diplomacy; implications of geopolitics of energy for Southeast Asia;
urbanisation and energy; and energy cooperation between India and Bangladesh.
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The general assessment of the observers of Pakistani
politics is that, in a free and fair election, the PPP and
Muslim League-N will win a majority of seats. A coalition
government, comprising both Benazir and Nawaz, is possible
but no such agreement exists at present. Imran Khan’s electoral
fortunes remain a matter of speculation. The Islamist parties
will probably gain their normal share of 10 to 12 percent votes.

Whether a new democratically elected government will take
up the challenge and establish the rule of law, respect for
constitutional procedure and use its power to curb extremism
and terrorism remains to be seen. But first of all, a free and
fair election has to take place.

ISAS organises Conference on
“Geopolitics of Energy in South Asia”



to be completed in two years. China is keen to secure energy
resources for its growing economy as well as to reduce its
dependence on the Malacca Straits for oil imports. Myanmar
is central to this strategy. China is also playing the hearts-
and-minds card by making it easy for Kachin leaders to
travel to the Yunnan province.

This, however, does not mean that all is lost for India in
Myanmar. Myanmar is keen to have good relations with
India. China’s growing influence is regarded with suspicion
and India is seen as the only viable alternative to balance
China’s increasing encroachment, especially in the Kachin
and Shan states. India needs to fine-tune its strategy for
dealing with Myanmar, focusing not on what might have
been but on what can still be done.

The Northeast, sandwiched between Bangladesh, China and
Myanmar, can really develop only if it is allowed to open
up for trade. The most promising outlet is Myanmar since
Bangladesh has not shown any willingness to cooperate with

Over the last decade, relations between the
two neighbours, India and Myanmar, have
steadily improved. It, therefore, came as
a surprise to learn that the gas located in
Myanmar’s part of the Bay to Bengal is
to be transported via pipeline to Yunnan
in China. India had assumed that the
proximity of the reserves to India and the
fact that Indian companies partly owned
them would ensure that the gas would come
to India. The air is thick with mutual
recriminations between different branches
of  the  government  over  “Who los t
Myanmar?”

Va r i o u s  a c t o r s  b e a r  a  c o l l e c t i v e
responsibility. One year was lost in vainly
pursuing the Bangladesh route when it was
self-evident that any route via the Northeast,
although longer and more expensive, was
more reliable and would serve the larger
interest of the development of the Northeast. Clearly, India
underestimated China. Even after India settled on the
Northeast route, it was too slow in nailing down the deal and
insufficiently vigilant about China’s counter-moves.

This episode starkly brings out the fact that India does not
have a coherent Myanmar policy. This contrasts sharply with
China’s approach. China has been incredibly focused and
foresighted in its foreign policy when it concerns energy-
rich states, especially in its neighbourhood. China’s progress
in Myanmar has been swift and remarkable. The markets up
and down the country are flooded with Chinese goods;
Chinese businesses have linked up with the Chinese diaspora
in Myanmar; and infrastructure projects such as the rebuilding
of the Stillwell Road in the north have started. In Kachin
state alone, there are four border trading posts. China is
planning to develop a deep sea water port south of Sittwe
called Kyauk Phyu (the contract has already been awarded
to the Asia World Company) and, from there, a crude oil
pipeline, a gas pipeline and a road to Kunming, all scheduled
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India unless it is on terms that make the Northeast a virtual
colony of Bangladesh. Links with Myanmar will open up
the rest of Southeast Asia too for the Northeast. As for
China, there are far too many complications. For one, China
claims Arunachal Pradesh as its territory. India is also wary
about re-establishing a direct route from the Northeast to
China that could bring the Northeast into China’s economic
vortex. Many in the Northeast are worried that opening the
borders will bring in more drugs, arms and sexually
transmitted diseases, which would only add more fuel to
the existing discontent and disaffection. However, it is
generally agreed that insurgency movements are less
attractive when the local population is well off. Increased
trade and connectivity will improve the lives of many,
unlike the tea industries, which mainly benefit owners
living outside the Northeast.

Improving trade levels is not that easy and will require
high-level political direction. Most of the trade with
Myanmar is routed via Singapore. Even Indian companies
with offices in Myanmar find it difficult to import goods

from India to Myanmar. Ideally, more border
posts  across  the  Northeas t  need to  be
developed, connecting Tripura, Mizoram,
Nagaland and Arunachal  Pradesh wi th
northwest Myanmar as Moreh alone is no
longer enough.

Infrastructure development will also have to
be given priority. Roads on both sides of the
border are underdeveloped. India needs to
speed up the much-delayed Trilateral Highway
Project with Myanmar and Thailand and not
lose sight of the long-term proposal for a rail
link between India and Myanmar, eventually
connecting India to Vietnam. Those who argue
that Chinese goods will swamp the Northeast
should visit the markets in Guwahati and
Shillong – this is already happening. But, to
date, this is largely a one-way traffic that does
not benefit India.

Over the last  15 years ,  India has been
fo l lowing  a  pragmat ic  po l icy  towards
Myanmar. It toned down its rhetoric over
Aung San Suu Kyi and began dealing with
the military junta in Yangon. This policy has
borne good results. In view of Aung San Suu
Kyi’s close links with the Nehru-Gandhi
family and the Congress party, some doubts
arose, when the present United Progressive
Alliance government came to power, about
whether this policy would be continued.
However, the policy remained unchanged.
India took the significant step of inviting Than
Shwe to vis i t  India  in  2004.  This  was
reciprocated by then President A.P.J. Abdul
Kalam’s visit to Myanmar last year. During
his visit to Myanmar earlier this year, External

Affairs Minister Pranab Mukherjee reaffirmed that India
would deal with governments in power and had no intention
of exporting democracy.

But while India is on the right track, it is obviously not
doing enough in Myanmar. Among all of India’s neighbours,
Myanmar is the most disadvantaged in getting the serious
and sustained attention of decision-makers in New Delhi
since the bordering Northeast states of India are political
l ightweights  tha t  are  of ten  themselves  ignored by
geographically distant New Delhi. This is in sharp contrast
to the attention that, for example, Afghanistan gets, even
though India’s stakes in Myanmar are probably higher. If
Myanmar were to get even half of the US$750 million grant
assistance and the at tention that  India has given to
Afghanistan, India would gain considerable influence in
Myanmar.

India’s “Look East” policy is intended to benefit the
Northeast. So far, there are no visible effects of the policy
in any of the seven states. The Northeast is already burning.
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One hopes that the recent visit by Mr Mukherjee to Shillong,
and having an activist and energetic Mani Shankar Aiyar
as minister in charge of the Northeast region, would focus
high-level attention to the urgent need for a comprehensive
long-term policy for the Northeast and Myanmar.

India’s Myanmar policy also needs to take into account the
potential long-term dangers for India emanating from
Myanmar. By establishing a substantial presence west of the
Irrawady and on the Rakhine coast, China will considerably
neutralise India’s strategic preponderance in the Bay of
Bengal. Secondly, as China is steadily extending its control
over the northern parts of Myanmar, it could, over time,
outflank India in Arunachal Pradesh which it considers
Chinese territory. Thirdly, growing Chinese influence in areas
bordering India would enable China to spread its influence
and resume its support to rebel and insurgent groups in the
Northeast. China has already established a foothold in
Chittagong. A link-up between Myanmar and Bangladesh
would bring the Chinese right on India’s doorstep and
complete China’s encirclement of India from the east.

There is no time for India to lose in giving much higher
priority to relations with Myanmar.

H. E. Mr Rohitha Bogollagama, Sri Lanka’s Minister of
Foreign Affairs, delivered a public lecture on “Sri Lanka: A
Safe Destination for Business” on 1 June 2007. Over 120
participants attended the lecture.

In his lecture, Mr Bogollagama mentioned that Sri Lanka was
the first country to dismantle the socialist economy and
introduced liberalisation, opening up the economy
democratically. There was a realisation that the country’s
economy would be transformed for the better. Further, there
was greater dependence on human resources, due to the high
literacy rate. At the same time, there were high returns on
direct investments in Sri Lanka.

Accepting that Sri Lanka has suffered its fair share from terrorism, he mentioned that the country’s government
has been able to curtail terrorism and confine it to certain provinces. Sri Lanka wants to engage the “terrorists”
in a negotiated settlement and to reach a political solution to the conflict. In recent times, Sri Lanka also suffered
from the tsunami but it has been able to bounce back from this turmoil.

He concluded by stating that Sri Lanka is committed to addressing its key issues so that the people could benefit
from its prosperity and progress. He also welcomed greater trade with and investments from Singapore.

Sri Lanka’s Foreign Minister delivers
ISAS Public Lecture
























