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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 The ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit on 25 January 2018 was an occasion 

for India to profile its strategic partnership with ASEAN at the centre of its Act East 

policy.  

 
 Although India tabled various proposals aimed at deepening security, economic and 

cultural engagement with ASEAN, trade is evidently a weak link in ASEAN-India 

relations and cooperation in other areas remains underwhelming. 

 
 Maritime cooperation was the priority of the Summit, reflecting the convergence of 

interests on both sides over the maritime domain in the Indo-Pacific.  

 
 Despite ASEAN’s reluctance to embrace the Indo-Pacific concept introduced by the 

US and supported by India, there is a meeting of minds between both sides in 

agreeing to work towards “an open, transparent, inclusive and rules-based regional 

architecture.” 

 
 China is an important factor in ASEAN-India relations. By strengthening its 

partnership with India, ASEAN seeks to reduce its vulnerability to China, and has 

another partner to keep an open, balanced and inclusive regional order in Southeast 

Asia. 

 
 
 
 

* Hoang Thi Ha and Termsak Chalermpalanupap are Lead Researchers (Political-
Security) at the ASEAN Studies Centre, ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit was held on 25 January 20181 in New Delhi 
to celebrate the 25th anniversary of ASEAN-India relations, with the theme “Shared Values, 
Common Destiny.” Its outcome document, the Delhi Declaration, demonstrates both sides’ 
determination and concrete initiatives to strengthen and deepen their strategic partnership.  
The Summit was accompanied by many commemorative activities, most notably the 
presence of ten ASEAN leaders as Chief Guests at the 69th Indian Republic Day parade2, 
the ASEAN-India Youth Awards, the ASEAN-India Business and Investment Meet and 
Expo, the inauguration of Bharat-ASEAN Maitri Park in New Delhi, and the conferment of 
the Padma Shri award to ten ASEAN nationals. 
 
The Summit received wide coverage in the Indian and regional media. Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi had in the past devoted considerable effort to building good rapport with 
ASEAN leaders. He also profiled the Summit, and showcased India’s commitment to the 
multi-faceted and strategic partnership with ASEAN, through his many tweets and an op-
ed with customised contents for each ASEAN country in their respective English dailies.3  
 
Apart from publicity efforts to demonstrate “the strategic partnership with ASEAN at the 
centre of India’s Act East policy”4, New Delhi introduced a number of substantive initiatives 
to strengthen broad-based ASEAN-India cooperation, focusing on maritime cooperation, 
counter-terrorism and the 3-C – Commerce, Connectivity and Culture. This ISEAS 
Perspective examines the discussions and outcomes of the Summit to see how far India has 
matched its Act East policy with concrete actions in advancing its strategic partnership with 
ASEAN and projecting its influence eastwards.  
 
3-C AND COUNTER-TERRORISM 
 
The weakest link in the 3-C formula is perhaps Commerce, where early conclusion of the 
ASEAN-led Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) would be a critical 
test. Modi remains non-committal regardless of ASEAN leaders’ strong calls to conclude 
the RCEP by 2018, putting emphasis instead on achieving a “balanced and fair agreement.” 
While ASEAN leaders looked forward to a “high-quality RCEP”, Modi highlighted 
different levels of development among the participating countries in defense of a much less 
ambitious agreement.  
 
India’s foot-dragging in the RCEP negotiations is mainly driven by fears of larger trade 
deficits with non-ASEAN participating countries, especially China. Domestic politics is 

                                                        
1 Since ASEAN-India sectoral dialogue relations began in January 1992, the year proper for 
commemoration should be 2017. However, India proposed to host the Commemorative Summit in 
January 2018 in conjuction with the Republic Day for greater publicity.  
2 Senior Indian officials carefully called the attention of international media to the fact that this 
was the first time India had as many as 10 foreign heads of state/government as Chief Guests at 
the Republic Day parade. 
3 Narendra Modi, “ASEAN-India: Shared values, common destiny”, 26 January 2018, 
http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=175913 
4 PM Modi’s Speech at the ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y7nsltb79mw 
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another factor as “India is heading for several state elections in 2018 and a general election 
in 2019.”5 India’s protectionist leanings undermine the chance of leveraging the RCEP to 
increase ASEAN-India trade volume. The low-level ASEAN-India Free Trade Agreement 
(AIFTA), despite the immense size of the combined 1.8 billion population, has failed to 
give a strong boost to bilateral trade which amounted to only US$58.5 billion in 2016 (about 
2.6% of ASEAN’s total trade), trailing far behind China, the EU, the US and Japan. India’s 
limited economic presence in Southeast Asia is a drag on its search for greater influence in 
the region. Singapore Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong highlighted this in his post-Summit 
comment: “When you make a trade agreement like this, it is very seldom only about 
economics or trade. There is always another aspect to it – of bilateral cooperation, of 
friendship, of strategic calculation.”6 
 
Contrary to its stance on trade, India is more proactive on Connectivity, driven by economic 
benefits that can be gained from ASEAN countries, especially those on mainland Southeast 
Asia, and by anxiety over China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) making deep inroads into 
both Southeast Asia and India’s neighbourhood, i.e. Pakistan and Sri Lanka. The Summit 
boosted the momentum for an expeditious conclusion to ASEAN-India agreements on air 
and maritime transport, and early completion of the delayed India-Myanmar-Thailand 
Trilateral Highway. Digital and people-to-people connectivity is also on India’s mind. Modi 
made pilot project offers to set up digital villages in CLMV countries, organise an ASEAN-
India Start-up Festival in 2018, and designate 2019 as ASEAN-India Year of Tourism.  
 
There remain however many backlogs partly due to India’s bureaucratic inertia. As 
remarked in a recent Jakarta Post commentary, when it comes to infrastructure projects, 
“India is seen as chugging along, metaphorically, with a bullock-cart mentality; China has 
zipped ahead like a Formula One racing car.”7 Financing is another major bottleneck. 
Unlike China, India obviously does not have deep pockets. But even in circumstances where 
India writes the cheque, it does not necessarily translate into action on the ground. For 
example, the oft-cited US$1 billion credit line that India availed for ASEAN-India 
connectivity projects remains unutilised, because the interest rates are not attractive.   
 
Culture featured prominently during the Summit with emphasis given by both sides to their 
ancient cultural and civilisational links, various scholarship offers by India, and Modi’s 
proposals to set up virtual networks of ASEAN-India universities and museums. This was 
punctuated by many educational and cultural events during the Summit such as the ASEAN-
India Students and Media Exchange programmes, the Ramayana Festival, and the ASEAN-
India Film Festival and Cultural Festival in Goa. These initiatives point to a more holistic 
approach in the Act East policy which increasingly taps on India’s cultural footprints in 
Southeast Asia as part of its ‘soft power’– a realm where China is also making headway 
under the BRI’s ambit. 
 

                                                        
5 Sanchita Basu Das, "RCEP in 2018? - Expectations must be Tempered", ISEAS Commentary, 9 
February 2018 
6 Elgin Toh, “ASEAN and India keen to conclude RCEP this year: PM”, The Straits Times, 27 
January 2018 
7 Raghu Dayal, “India must walk the talk with ASEAN”, The Jakarta Post, 27 January 2008 



  
 

 
4 

ISSUE: 2018 No. 8 

ISSN 2335-6677 

India’s cultural diplomacy has not been smooth sailing. A case in point is the revival of the 
Nalanda University, an initiative introduced by India at the 3rd East Asia Summit (EAS) in 
2007 which was roundly supported by EAS leaders. What started off as an exemplar of EAS 
cooperation gradually became a victim of bureaucratic politics. In November 2016, Mr. 
George Yeo – former foreign minister of Singapore, which is an important partner in this 
project – stepped down as its Chancellor when the Indian government reconstituted the 
University’s governing board without his prior knowledge.8 Mr. Yeo’s move came less than 
two years after Nobel laureate Professor Amartya Sen resigned as Chancellor for the same 
reason. The Nalanda University example is a grim reminder of India’s domestic politics and 
bureaucracy which can cause delays and misunderstandings in regional projects and even 
undermine the friendship and goodwill that these projects purport to promote.  
 
Apart from the 3-C, countering terrorism and extremism is emerging as a new focus area of 
ASEAN-India cooperation. Compared with the plan of action to implement ASEAN-India 
partnership (2016-2020) adopted in 2015, the Delhi Declaration demonstrated a higher level 
of interest by both sides to deepen cooperation on counter-terrorism in both hard and soft 
aspects, including terrorist financing and recruitment, terrorist narratives and propaganda, 
radicalisation of youth through social media, and misuse of internet.  
 
India indeed has a lot of experiences and best practices to share with ASEAN, especially 
with regard to cross-border movement of terrorists, and prevention of radicalisation, given 
the impressive resilience of its huge youth bulge to the global jihad. Like some ASEAN 
countries, India also has to deal with ethnic separatism and domestic insurgencies which 
potentially have links with international terrorist networks. In this regard, India’s provision 
of US$500,000 to support the Philippines’ rehabilitation efforts in Marawi was hailed as a 
substantive example of its Act East policy. Yet, cooperation in counter-terrorism under the 
ambit of ASEAN SOMTC+India Consultation remains lacklustre, compared to more active 
partners like Japan, the US, and Russia. India’s recent offer to host a conference on counter-
radicalisation this year is an initial step in the right direction, but more needs to be done to 
translate the Delhi Declaration provisions into action.   
 
MARITIME COOPERATION AND REGIONAL ORDER 
 
Maritime cooperation 
 
The theme of the retreat – Maritime Security and Cooperation – manifested India’s robust 
efforts to strengthen cooperation with ASEAN in the maritime domain. The retreat’s 
extensive discussions and three paragraphs in the Delhi Declaration dedicated to this topic 
point to a high level of convergence of interests and concerns between both sides on the 
issue of maritime connectivity, rules-based order at sea, freedom of navigation and 
overflight, unimpeded commerce and peaceful resolutions of disputes.  
 
During the Summit, both sides tabled proposals on a broad range of maritime cooperation 
from disaster management, blue economy, and maritime transport to anti-piracy and 
maritime domain awareness. Outside of mutually beneficial functional cooperation, geo-

                                                        
8 Nirmala Ganapathy, “George Yeo quits as Nalanda University chancellor”, Straits Times 26 Nov 
2016, http://www.straitstimes.com/asia/south-asia/george-yeo-quits-as-nalanda-university-
chancellor 
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strategic and geo-political concerns in the maritime domain loom large, especially with 
regard to China’s growing military presence and assertiveness in both the Indian Ocean and 
the South China Sea. Highlighting security cooperation and freedom of navigation among 
key focus areas of ASEAN-India maritime cooperation, Modi made bold proposals to 
increase military-to-military relations, including naval cooperation programmes and a 
sailing expedition around the world involving ASEAN-India navy women.9 
 
The elevated importance that India attached to the maritime domain was reflected in its 
proposal to establish a mechanism for greater maritime cooperation with ASEAN to address 
both traditional and non-traditional challenges. The agreement on such a mechanism, as 
claimed by India in a post-Summit press briefing10, was nevertheless not reflected in the 
Delhi Declaration, which merely reiterated “existing relevant mechanisms, including the 
Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum (EAMF) to address common challenges on maritime 
issues.”11  
 
While supporting enhanced maritime cooperation, ASEAN countries were more ambivalent 
about setting up a new exclusive mechanism with India, especially one of a strategic nature, 
that may be construed to be targeted at China. Furthermore, the work scope of this proposed 
mechanism is unclear and not easy to define, given the multi-dimensional nature of maritime 
issues. Some of ASEAN’s cross-sectoral maritime platforms including the EAMF are 
coming adrift due to the absence of a clear direction and niche. ASEAN therefore would 
tread cautiously on this matter of institutionalisation, preferring to be open and inclusive, 
and avoid duplication with existing mechanisms, e.g. EAMF, ADMM-Plus, ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF), and EAS.  
 
Open, balanced and inclusive regional order 
 
India increasingly identifies its Act East policy with a strong embrace of the Indo-Pacific 
region. New Delhi considers ASEAN a natural bridge to reach out to the Pacific – 
diplomatically through ASEAN-led mechanisms and physically through connectivity 
projects. Indian Foreign Minister S. Jaishankar made this clear in his 11 July 2017 speech 
in Singapore: “Without ASEAN, the transformation of the Asia-Pacific to the Indo-Pacific 
would have never happened.”12 
 

                                                        
9 Media Briefing by Secretary (East) on ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit, 25 January 2018, 
http://mea.gov.in/media-
briefings.htm?dtl/29392/Transcript+of+Media+Briefing+by+Secretary+East+on+ASEANIndia+Co
mmemorative+Summit+January+25+2018  
10Transcript of Media Briefing on ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit, January 26, 2018, 
http://www.mea.gov.in/media-
briefings.htm?dtl/29399/Transcript+of+Media+Briefing+on+ASEANIndia+Commemorative+Sum
mit+January+26+2018. 
11 Delhi Declaration of The ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit to Mark The 25th 
Anniversary of ASEAN-India Dialogue Relations, http://asean.org/storage/2018/01/Delhi-
Declaration_Adopted-25-Jan-2018.pdf  
12 Speech by India’s Foreign Secretary S. Jaishankar on 25 years of India-Singapore Partnership, 11 
July 2017 
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The term “Indo-Pacific” was mentioned by Modi throughout the Summit but was not 
reflected in the Delhi Declaration. At this juncture, ASEAN is reluctant to embrace the still-
nascent “Indo-Pacific” concept which may mean different things to different players. 
Among ASEAN countries, Indonesia – the country stradding the Indian and Pacific Oceans 
and an active member of the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) – may be most 
receptive of this term. Even so, Indonesia’s position remains that this concept needs to be 
further developed “based on openness, inclusiveness, and the spirit of cooperation.”13 As 
regards the US’ proposition of “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” which is embraced by Japan, 
India and Australia, ASEAN remains very cautious. Despite its ambiguities, this proposition 
obviously excludes China and potentially sidelines ASEAN-centred regional architecture in 
favour of great power-based alignment in the form of the Quad. ASEAN therefore made 
sure that the Delhi Declaration reiterated the relevance of existing ASEAN-led frameworks 
and mechanisms.  
 
Notwithstanding their different attitudes towards the “Indo-Pacific” concept, there is a 
meeting of minds between India and ASEAN in ensuring “an open, transparent, inclusive 
and rules-based regional architecture.” In his intervention at the Summit and his op-ed for 
this occasion, Singapore Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong – the Co-Chair of the Summit – 
emphasised that “ASEAN and India share common interests in […] an open, balanced and 
inclusive regional architecture.” 14  “Balanced” is not often used in ASEAN’s regional 
architecture lexicon; thus its inclusion now unveils ASEAN countries’ preference not to 
have the regional order subject to the dictates of any single hegemon, be it the US, China or 
another big power.  
 
The China factor 
 
The China factor loomed large both at the Summit and in ASEAN-India relations in general. 
Modi’s representation of the relations as “free from contests and claims” in his op-ed subtly 
contrasted with the ASEAN-China relationship which, despite intensive trade and 
investment links, is blemished with cyclical tensions over the South China Sea disputes. 
Also by presenting “a common vision for the future, built on commitment to inclusion and 
integration, [and] belief in sovereign equality of all nations irrespective of size,” Modi 
unmistakeably tried to touch a chord with ASEAN countries on the shape of the regional 
economic-security order, tapping into the latter’s deep-rooted anxiety over China’s 
increasing influence and occasionally heavy-handed approach in asserting its interests in 
Southeast Asia, especially in the South China Sea.  
 
There are other contrasts and parallels in Modi’s op-ed that present India as an alternative 
to China’s model of regional development and integration. His assertion of “free and open 
pathways of commerce and engagement” is very much similar to the “many belts, many 
roads” espoused by India and its like-minded partners (Japan and the US) in response to 

                                                        
13 Website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Indonesia, “President Joko Widodo Met Prime 
Minister of India, Narendra Modi, To Improve Indonesia-India Strategic Partnership”, 26 January 
2018, https://www.kemlu.go.id/en/berita/berita-perwakilan/Pages/President-Joko-Widodo-Met-
Prime-Minister-of-India,-Narendra-Modi,-To-Improve-Indonesia-India-Strategic-Partnership.aspx  
14  http://www.pmo.gov.sg/newsroom/op-ed-pm-lee-hsien-loong-occasion-asean-india-
commemorative-summit-2018 
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China’s BRI. And as China is trying to build a closer China-ASEAN community of common 
destiny, India too is promoting a greater India-ASEAN community15 based on shared values 
and common destiny, as reflected in the Summit’s theme.  
 
A lot of media coverage especially in India has singularly focused on the China factor in 
the Summit, depicting it as “India’s diplomatic counterstroke against China”, or an 
“occasion for India to showcase itself as an attractive alternative to China” and “to blunt 
China’s influence in the region.”16 Such a binary representation has invited rebuke from 
Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying who noted an obsession among 
certain Indian media to “associate every move of Indian government and leaders with China 
immediately.”17  
 
To be sure, the shifting balance of power in Indo-Pacific and shared anxieties over China’s 
overwhelming power and the US’ distractions in the age of Trump have brought ASEAN 
and India closer. For many ASEAN countries, India constitutes a strategic counterweight to 
China and a prospective lucrative economic partner to wean themselves from their 
increasing dependency on China. Deepening engagement with India and other major powers 
helps maximise ASEAN’s options, in keeping with its pursuit of a dynamic multi-
directional equilibrium in Southeast Asia. However it is too simplistic to view the 
advancement of ASEAN-India relations purely through the ambition of countering China. 
This representation does not do justice to the intrinsic values of ASEAN-India relations 
which “stand on their own”, as stated by Indian Secretary (East) Preeti Saran.18 There is no 
denial that competition and balance of power are at play in ASEAN-India-China trilateral 
affairs, but not in the classic sense that these terms are often used since ASEAN has neither 
the capacity nor the interest to contain China. What ASEAN always aims to achieve in 
reaching out to all external partners is to maintain an open, balanced and inclusive order in 
Southeast Asia.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit provided a valued opportunity for ASEAN and 
India to demonstrate their political will to deepen their strategic partnership through 
concrete and meaningful initiatives.  
 
On the part of India, PM Modi and his government invested significantly into this Summit 
to validate its Act East policy, as seen in the high publicity accorded to the event and various 
                                                        
15 Remarks by External Affairs Minister at the 5th Roundtable of the ASEAN-India Network of 
Think Tanks, 6 January 2018, http://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-
Statements.htm?dtl/29337/Remarks_by_External_Affairs_Minister_at_the_5th_Roundtable_of_the
_ASEANIndia_Network_of_Think_Tanks_January_06_2018 
16https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/india-positions-itself-as-china-
alternative/articleshow/62432783.cms; https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/india-s-
diplomatic-counterstroke-against-china-1154575-2018-01-26; 
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/india-to-court-asean-leaders-as-it-seeks-edge-
over-china/articleshow/62449498.cms 
17 Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying's Regular Press Conference on 25 January 2018, 
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/xwfw_665399/s2510_665401/t1528984.shtml 
18 Transcript of Media Briefing on ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit, January 26, 2018, 
Ibid. 
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initiatives made to give substance to the ASEAN-India strategic partnership. Through the 
Summit, one can see that India has become more proactive and holistic in fostering its multi-
faceted and strategic engagement with ASEAN. Buoyed by robust economic growth and 
domestic reforms, India is now reaching out to ASEAN with greater confidence and vigour. 
 
However, there is a chasm between India’s ambition and its capacity to deliver. Trade 
remains a sore point. Realising the RCEP is of paramount importance to both ASEAN and 
India economically and strategically, hence the need to come up with innovative proposals 
to bring India onboard. On connectivity, counter-terrorism and maritime cooperation, 
actions on the ground remain underwhelming. If India is serious about projecting its 
influence eastwards and presenting itself as a credible strategic partner of ASEAN, much 
more needs to be done and delivered.  
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