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INDIA’S OUTREACH TO MYANMAR
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Chief of Army Staff General M.M. Naravane and Foreign Secretary Harsh V. Shringla along with
Ambassador of India to Myanmar Saurabh Kumar called on State Counsellor Daw Aung San
Suu Kyi in Myanmar on October 5, 2020. Photo: Twitter/@IndiainMyanmar via PTI  

The recent visit of Foreign Secretary Harsh Vardhan Shringla and Chief of the Army Staff Gen.
Manoj Naravane to Myanmar reflected India’s multidimensional interests in the country and the
deepening of ties between Delhi and Naypyidaw. Coming a few weeks before Myanmar’s
general election, the visit underscored two lines of thinking that drive India’s Myanmar policy:
engagement with key political actors and balancing neighbours. For Myanmar, the visit would be
viewed as India’s support for its efforts in strengthening democratisation amidst criticisms by
rights groups over the credibility of its upcoming election. The Indian delegation met State
Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi and Myanmar’s military Commander-in-Chief Senior General Min
Aung Hlaing.

The political logic that has shaped India’s Myanmar policy since the 1990s has been to support
democratisation driven from within the country. This has allowed Delhi to engage with the
military that played a key role in Myanmar’s political transition and is still an important political
actor. It has also enabled Delhi to work with the party in power, whether the military-backed
Union Solidarity and Development Party that won the 2010 polls or the pro-democracy National
League for Democracy, which is in power now.

Also read | India has an ‘abiding interest’ in resolving crisis in Rakhine State

India is cognisant of the geopolitical dimension of Myanmar’s democratisation. Myanmar’s
political transition created challenges for Naypyidaw and limited its ties with the West. India and
a few Asian countries have engaged Myanmar keeping in mind the need to reintegrate it with the
region and world. This has been a strategic imperative for Naypyidaw as part of its policy of
diversifying its foreign engagements.

A key factor behind the military regime’s decision to open the country when it initiated reforms
was, in part, to reduce dependence on China. By engaging Myanmar, Delhi provides alternative
options to Naypyidaw. This driver in India’s Myanmar policy has perhaps gained greater salience
in the rapidly changing regional geopolitics.

Like in other neighbouring countries, India suffers from an image of being unable get its act
together in making its presence felt on the ground. Some initiatives announced during the joint
visit suggest Delhi is taking steps to leverage its political, diplomatic, and security ties with
Myanmar to address some of these issues. The inauguration of the liaison office of the Embassy
of India in Naypyidaw may seem a routine diplomatic activity. However, establishing a
permanent presence in the capital where only a few countries have set up such offices does
matter. Interestingly, China was the first country to establish a liaison office in Naypyidaw in
2017.

Also read | India to handover Kilo class attack submarine to Myanmar

India has also proposed to build a petroleum refinery in Myanmar that would involve an
investment of $6 billion. This is another indication of Myanmar’s growing significance in India’s
strategic calculus, particularly in energy security. It also shows India’s evolving competitive
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dynamic with China in the sector at a time when tensions between the two have intensified.

Another area of cooperation that has expanded involves the border areas. The joint visit
reiterated the “mutual commitment not to allow respective territories to be used for activities
inimical to each other.” Both Delhi and Naypyidaw have been collaborating in the development
of border areas with the understanding that it is the best guarantee to secure their borders. And
this is an area where the fruits of bilateral cooperation are already evident on the ground.
Furthermore, the recent announcement that India was transferring a Kilo-class submarine to
Myanmar demonstrates the depth of their cooperation in the maritime domain.

Also read | India, Myanmar review ties

Last, for Delhi, the balancing act between Bangladesh and Myanmar remains one of the keys to
its overall approach to the Rohingya issue. Delhi has reiterated its support for “ensuring safe,
sustainable and speedy return of displaced persons” to Myanmar. The choices before Delhi are
limited on the issue. By positioning as playing an active role in facilitating the return of Rohingya
refugees to Myanmar, India has made it clear that it supports Myanmar’s efforts and also
understands Bangladesh’s burden. For Delhi, engaging rather than criticising is the most
practical approach to finding a solution.

Delhi’s political engagement and diplomatic balancing seems to have worked so far in its ties
with Myanmar. Whether it has leveraged these advantages on the ground to the full is open to
debate. The aforementioned initiatives could be the beginning of change on the ground by
establishing India’s presence in sectors where it ought to be more pronounced. For India,
Myanmar is key in linking South Asia to Southeast Asia and the eastern periphery becomes the
focal point for New Delhi’s regional outreach.

Harsh V. Pant is Director, Studies at the Observer Research Foundation (ORF) and Professor of
International Relations, King’s College London; K. Yhome is a Senior Fellow with ORF’s
Neigbhourhood Regional Studies Initiative
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Dear reader,

We have been keeping you up-to-date with information on the developments in India and the
world that have a bearing on our health and wellbeing, our lives and livelihoods, during these
difficult times. To enable wide dissemination of news that is in public interest, we have increased
the number of articles that can be read free, and extended free trial periods. However, we have
a request for those who can afford to subscribe: please do. As we fight disinformation and
misinformation, and keep apace with the happenings, we need to commit greater resources to
news gathering operations. We promise to deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested
interest and political propaganda.

Dear subscriber,

Thank you!

Your support for our journalism is invaluable. It’s a support for truth and fairness in journalism. It
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has helped us keep apace with events and happenings.

The Hindu has always stood for journalism that is in the public interest. At this difficult time, it
becomes even more important that we have access to information that has a bearing on our
health and well-being, our lives, and livelihoods. As a subscriber, you are not only a beneficiary
of our work but also its enabler.

We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.

Suresh Nambath
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To reassure Indian Muslims, the PM needs to state that the govt. will not conduct an exercise
like NRC
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