The 20 th ASEAN-India Summit:12 pillars of strength
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On 7th September 2023, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi attended the 20th ASEAN-
India Summit as well as attended the 18th East Asia Summit in Jakarta, Indonesia. The
ASEAN-India Summit held several discussions and they aimed to further strengthen their
relationship and work on the ASEAN-India Comprehensive Strategic Partnership and
create a future course of action.

It was during this meeting that Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi reaffirmed India’s
support for ASEAN’s centrality in the Indo-Pacific domain along with highlighting its
synergism between India’s Indo-Pacific Ocean’s Initiative (IPOI) and ASEAN’s Outlook on
the Indo-Pacific(AOIP).[1]During this meeting, Prime Minister Modi presented a 12 point-
proposal for the strengthening of relations between India-ASEAN cooperation, and they
are as follows:

1. “Creating a multi-modal connectivity and economic corridor which would help link the
Southeast Asia, India, West Asia, and Europe.

2. India offered its services and guidance in the domain of Digital Public Infrastructure
for the ASEAN partners.

3. A Digital Future between ASEAN and India was announced, and they aim of this fund
is to make sure they collaborate and cooperate with one another in the domain of digital
transformation and financial connectivity.
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4. India also announced their renewal of support for Economic and Research Institute of
ASEAN and East Asia (ERIA) to act as knowledge partner for the improvement and
enhancement of their relations.

5. Collectively cooperating in raising issues faced in the Global South era.

6. India extended an invitation to the ASEAN countries to join the Global Centre for
Traditional Medicine which has been established by World Health Organisation in India.

7. Aim to work towards Mission LiFE.

8. India offered to share their experience in providing affordable and quality medicines
to people through the initiative of Jan-AushadhiKendras.

9. India called in for the collective need to fight against terrorism, terror financing and
cyber-disinformation.

10. India aimed for joint coalition for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure and invited ASEAN
countries for the same.

11. Cooperating with one another for disaster management and related issues.

12. Enhance cooperation in the domain of maritime safety, security, and domain
awareness”.[2]

One must understand that Southeast Asia and India have a long-standing history of trade,
commerce, cultural exchanges, and people-to-people interactions for centuries now.
Geographically, Southeast Asia is placed in a middle of the two seas, Pacific Ocean and
the Indian Ocean, which inevitably makes ASEAN,‘the heart of the two seas’. In the
present geographical context too, ASEAN can be called the heart or the joining point
between the Pacific Ocean and the Indian Ocean which makes ASEAN, an extremely
vital part of the Indo-Pacific. Indo-Pacific started off as an idea and construct which later
paved the way for many countries accepting the Indo-Pacific Vision, Initiative, Strategy
and so, eventually ASEAN also brought in their version of the ‘ASEAN Outlook on the
Indo-Pacific’ (AOIP). ASEAN has aimed to maintain its centrality and that makes ASEAN,
a partner to look forward to. Though, ASEAN’s centrality has faced many issues as many
ASEAN countries have been bothered and arm-twisted by China in the South China Sea.
In the 2023, India-ASEAN Summit, India yet again supported ASEAN’s centrality which
meant that India understands ASEAN'’s need to maintain centrality and by supporting
ASEAN'’s centrality, India was also able to give a clear answer to China that China’s
bullying and arm-twisting wouldn’t be accepted against ASEAN.

Further, one must look at the 12 points which were highlighted to increase the synergy
between India and ASEAN from a perceptive of growth, development and dealing with
issues for the future. ASEAN is situated in the centre or the heart of the Pacific Ocean
and the Indian Ocean which inevitably helps connect the major trade routes which is not
only economically beneficial for every country’s growth and development but also, create
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opportunities for major investments by the creation of a multimodal connectivity would
help and strengthen the relations between all the countries of the Southeast Asia, India,
West Asia, and Europe.

Furthermore, one must understand that the proposal made by India to create a
multimodal connectivity would help create an economic corridor between ASEAN to
Europe with India and West Asia in the centre as connecting points. Southeast Asia is a
major market and if this multimodal connectivity project is created than it would benefit
not only ASEAN market but also, open by the European market to ASEAN, India and to
West Asia and vis-a-versa. Michael Tanchum in his study “India’s Arab-Mediterranean
Corridor:A Paradigm Shift in StrategicConnectivity to Europe” opined that “India’s
Arabian-Mediterranean (Arab-Med) Corridor to Europe is anemerging multi-modal,
commercial corridor that could radicallyreconfigure trade patterns between the Indian
Ocean Region, theMiddle East and Europe by creating an arc of commercialconnectivity
spanning Eurasia’s southern rim from India’s ArabianSea coast to Greece’s eastern
Mediterranean coast.”[3]Further, Tanchum highlighted that “this new connectivity would
be able to shape India’s strategic paradigm and also, help reshape the role of Eurasian
economic order as the trans-Mediterranean maritime link from Haifa to the European
mainland and this would help India’s goods ships would be able to reach the UAE’s ports
which would inevitably help reach the major markets and manufacturing centres of
Europe. And this route would also be an alternative trans-regional commercial
transportation route to the troubled Chabahar-based International North-South Transit
Corridor”.[4]If Tanchum’s points are to be considered then, India can further extend the
route to the ASEAN market and that would help in creating a multi-modal connectivity and
economic corridor which would help link the Southeast Asia, India, West Asia, and
Europe. Also, during the Summit meeting ASEAN and India aimed to review the FTA
within a time bound period as it would be easier to do trade with the FTA in place.

India is a leader in digitalisation as its process of digitalisation has taken up great pace
and the success story of UPI has taken the world by storm. India aims to help ASEAN
with the Digital Public Infrastructure and create a future to build towards digital
transformation and financial connectivity and these are in sync with the Master Plan on
ASEAN Connectivity 2025 where they highlighted the “domain of digital innovation and
spoke of supporting financial access through digital technologies, improving open data
use and management, developing digital financial inclusion framework and also
establishing an ASEAN digital data governance framework”.[5] Also, On the 10
February, 2023, India-ASEAN Digital Work Plan 2023 had been approved in the 3™
ASEAN Digital Ministers(ADGMIN) meeting where they spoke about “capacity building
and knowledge sharing in emerging areas of information and communication
technologies like artificial intelligence in cyber security, application of IoT and Al in next
generation smart city and society 5.0, sustainable data and transport network for future:
standards and applications, 5G technologies for IoT and future trends, role of ICT in
implementation of digital health and security protection and assessment’.[6] Another effort
made by India and ASEAN was seen in the year of 2022, when the ASEAN-India
Friendship year was celebrated along with commemorating the 30" anniversary of the
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establishment of the dialogue relations with ASEAN and elevated the Strategic
Partnership to Comprehensive Strategic Partnership where they worked on the theme
“synergy towards a sustainable digital future”.[7] In the digital era, India and ASEAN are
working on some many domains, but there are issues like cyber attacks and cyber
misinformation which also need to be dealt with.

According to the “ASEAN State of Climate Change Report (ASCCR): Current Status and
Outlook of the ASEAN region toward the ASEAN climate vision 2050” aimed to look at the
climate change context in the ASEAN region with special emphasis on adaptation and
mitigation at the national, regional and global levels and also, find the gaps and potential
areas of cooperation for regional development.[8]India has been actively working on
climate change issues and brought out several initiatives like ISA, CDRI, LiFE(Lifestyle
for Environment) and OSOWOG.[9] These initiatives can be useful for the ASEAN
countries. In the domain of maritime security, India and ASEAN aimed to cooperate in
areas of maritime safety and security through confidence-building measures, coordinating
and sharing on emergency response, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, search
and rescue operations, early warning systems, countering piracy, armed robbery against
ships, trafficking in persons and smuggling of drugs and arms, combating IUU fishing,
sustainable use of the oceans, seas and marine resources, marine biodiversity and
ecosystem conservation, combating climate change, marine pollution, promoting green
and efficient maritime transport, marine-based renewable energy and marine debris.[10]
All the efforts early explain that India and ASEAN are serious about taking forward the
maritime security and also, working on futuristic maritime requirements.

It can be said that given ASEAN’s importance in the Indo-Pacific domain, India has been
making several efforts to be a cooperative and supportive partner to the ASEAN. Since,
most countries are still developing in Southeast Asia, India helping and guiding them is a
good sign as it paves the way for stronger relations and help build stronger partnerships
for the future.
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