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Preface 

A renewed focus on regionalism and connectivity in the 21st century highlights the 

necessity on the part of scholars to contribute towards the existing discourse on the 

subject. The concept of connectivity in this sense is closely linked to that of 

development, the idea being that increasing the number and pace of connectivity 

projects would essentially lead to economic development and ensure peaceful 

relations between the areas so connected. Historically, many such connecting routes 

have played an immense role in shaping the current relations among nations as well 

as in their economic growth. One of the most important routes in this regard has been 

the Silk Route network connecting ancient China with parts of the Persian Empire 

and Europe. The importance of this route towards the exchange of commodities as 

well as cultural, religious and technological ideas has been well documented.   

This research is focused on the lesser known southern branch of this route, called 

the Southern Silk Route, which in its heyday played a major role in trade and 

exchange of ideas between the societies of India, Myanmar and China. Additionally, 
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another important route in this regard was the Tea-Horse trade route connecting the 

erstwhile kingdom of Tibet and some northern parts of the present day states of West 

Bengal and Sikkim. Although this particular route is not regarded as a part of the 

Southern Silk Route network in general, this research studies them together under 

the common theme of prospects for their revival and implications for the countries 

involved. This is also necessitated by the fact that the present day Tibetan 

Autonomous Region is considered to be a part of the People’s Republic of China, a 

significant departure from its earlier existential role in cross-border trade. Hence, the 

Tea-Horse trade route is studied here as a part of this new concept of the Southern 

Silk Route.   

The observations and interactions during the field visits conducted during the course 

of this research amply justify the idea of a revival of these linkages especially from 

the perspective of the landlocked North Eastern parts of India. The region as a whole 

has been earmarked for a larger role in India’s connectivity initiatives with Southeast 

Asia. On the other hand, certain strategic compulsions have led to a lack of initiative 

for further connectivity with China, one exception to this being the reopening of the 
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Nathu-La (pass) on the Sino-Indian border at Sikkim in 2006, which resulted in 

renewed hopes for increased economic interactions between two of Asia’s largest 

economies. There is also increasing demand from the educated youth in the states of 

North-East India for closer integration with Southeast Asia through Myanmar, with 

a focus on tapping the resources as well as entrepreneurial potential of these states. 

Many important projects (both government-sponsored as well as private) have been 

carried out recent years with the same focus and vision. These point to an increased 

relevance of these old road networks and their revival for achieving maximum 

benefits of trade in the region. This is further highlighted by the fact that South-

western China faces a similar challenge in regional integration.  

With the resurgence of border-related conflicts between India and China and 

particularly with the rapid development of transportation in the Tibetan Autonomous 

Region along the border with India, the development of roads and highways has 

hastened. This could have important ramifications for the development of many 

small, medium and micro industries in the region as a whole. The capitals of each of 

the eight states of the North Eastern region of India are being connected with railway 
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lines. These have provided a new way of looking at connectivity and regionalism 

between India, China and Southeast Asia. 

This research aims to contribute to the literature with an assessment of these renewed 

developments.        
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

 

The advent of the twenty-first century has been predominantly characterized by 

conscious attempts at increasing interconnectedness between the countries of the 

world in terms of technological transfers and innovations, skill-sharing, diplomacy, 

economic-dependencies and socio-cultural relations. Although such initiatives have 

been witnessed during earlier times as well, since the early 1990s, the process of 

globalization has had a significant impact on international relations especially with 

regard to key issues involving security and the global balance of power, international 

trade, establishment of global value and supply chains, a rapid increase in the pace 

and intensity of cross-border and trans-national flow of goods, ideas, values and 

cultures.  In the case of Asia, countries like India and China have been touted as 
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future superpowers in global politics and their relations with each other over the 

years have been closely scrutinized by scholars and strategic elites from various parts 

of the world, be it with regard to strategic, military and economic competition or 

rivalry between the two countries, population demographics, border disputes in 

North and North-East India or with China’s growing influence in South and 

Southeast Asia as well as in the Indian Ocean Region and India’s role as a balancer 

of this influence. Yet these two countries have a history that long precedes the advent 

of globalization or even colonialism, especially with regard to trade and the 

exchange of goods, ideas, religious values and culture.  

The transmission of Buddhist philosophy from South Asia to China was largely 

fostered by the existence of the Silk Route. The Southern Silk Road, as an offshoot 

of the renowned Silk Road itself, emerged as a means for trade and cultural 

exchanges between China and its southern and south-western neighborhood during 

the second century B.C and saw its expansion soon after. It has played an important 

role in trade and commerce while also serving as an avenue for the sharing of cultural 
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and religious ideas between India (formerly known as Sindhu in Chinese records), 

China as well as the countries of the Middle East, Europe and Southeast Asia. 

While the Silk Road in general is an extensive network of ancient trade routes 

connecting China to Europe and Africa, the Southern Silk Road has been a term used 

for any or all of the three trade routes that originated from Chengdu in southwestern 

China and ran southwards into South and Southeast Asia. While the first of such 

routes led to the present day country of Afghanistan, the second route entered India 

via its northern parts as well as through the present day North-Eastern Region (NER) 

and ended in the Bay of Bengal, thereafter relying on the existing port facilities there 

to extend towards Arabia, Persia, Europe, Africa as well as Southeast Asia. The third 

route (of the three routes) led to the Indochina region.  

Based on various studies carried out during the time, it can be understood that when 

these routes were opened, Tibet (presently the Tibetan Autonomous Region of 

China) was a major economic center and trading hub in Asia. Along with other 

commodities, tea and horses, both highly valued commodities at the time, were 

frequently traded between China’s Chengdu region, the erstwhile Kingdom of 
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Sikkim and Bhutan through this route. It has also been noted that tea was such a 

valuable commodity in China during the Song dynasty that generals were known to 

seek their reward in tea rather than in land. This is aside from that fact that tea was 

also used as currency during these times in some parts of the world. 

This research focuses specifically on a series of ancient roads extending from 

Yunnan Province in southwest China, across Burma and up the Irrawaddy River, 

into what are today the North-Eastern states of India as well as the northern fringes 

of the state of West Bengal, particularly the town of Kalimpong. Additionally, it 

makes an attempt to understand the importance of the revival of these routes, 

collectively called the Southern Silk Road and its socio-economic and strategic 

implications for India and the Southeast Asian region in the twenty-first century. The 

tea-horse trade route between Tibet and India has been studied as one of the branches 

of the Southern Silk Road in this regard.   

The research is based on an observational study of the Southern Silk Road and has 

been supplemented primarily by official government documents and treaties 

pertaining to trade relations and statistics as well as through questionnaire 
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distribution, field visits and interviews with the local residents as well as the 

concerned government and military officials, serving and retired.   

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to develop an understanding of the various economic, 

cultural, religious, social and political linkages between the countries of South and 

Southeast Asia through the Southern Silk Route. In this regard, the following points 

constitute the main purpose of this study: 

 

1. To study the implications of the enhancement of regional economic 

cooperation on various aspects of development in South and Southeast Asia. 

This would entail looking at issues pertaining to employment generation, 

logistical development, improvement in the standard of living through cross-

border economic integration in the landlocked areas of North-East India and 

analyzing the potential of the small and medium enterprises in the areas 

connected by the erstwhile Southern Silk Road. 
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2.  To understand and study the existing lines of communication and linkages 

for enhancing cooperation between the countries connected by the Southern 

Silk Road. 

3. To gauge the economic and strategic potential of the Southern Silk Road’s 

revival in the case of India vis-a-vis the other South and Southeast Asian 

countries.  

4.  To examine the developmental prospects of the North-Eastern region of India 

with regard to the Southern Silk Road and the Asian Economic Corridor. 

5. To analyze the prospects and challenges of India’s Look/Act East Policy and 

to study the sub-regional economic cooperation with regard to commerce, 

culture and connectivity. 

 

Overview of Literature 

 

“Building Roads to Myanmar: A Historical Overview”, Sukanya Sharma, Economic 

and Political Weekly, Vol. 40, No. 48 (Nov. 26 - Dec. 2, 2005). 
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This article explains the role of the British frontier policy with regard to Burma 

(Myanmar) and North-East India in the 19th century and the hindrances to trade with 

China through the region. It explains the role played by the British in driving out the 

Burmese from North-East India, thereby bringing the region under the colonial 

administration over the years. This was done with the goal of establishing stronger 

trading links with China. The article mentions how the same problems that prevented 

this strategy from becoming a reality in the 19th century may or may not prevent the 

Look East Policy, which also focuses on stronger links between India and Southeast 

Asia, from achieving its objectives. It also discusses the efforts made by the East 

India Company in promoting local trade in North-East India to provide for its desired 

operations in China. However, China’s refusal to trade, given its superior product 

quality and huge demand in Europe for Chinese goods, led the British to export 

opium from India to China instead. For this the British had to use the land routes in 

North-East India.  

The article also explores how the French and British rivalry shaped the frontiers of 

the region. The French wanted to deprive the British of trade with China by 
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connecting the Mandalay-Yunnan trade route with the Mekong. Furthermore, the 

creation of certain routes in the region was based on the need to evacuate British 

citizens from Burma during the Second World War. It then goes on to explain how 

these roads played an important role for sending supplies to the soldiers stationed 

there. 

The article concludes by observing that even though the plans of linking India more 

closely with China and Southeast Asia have been around for over 150 years, they 

could not materialize earlier due to geographical, economic and political constraints. 

However, in the present world, these things can be sorted out in a much easier way. 

Technological advancements have made it possible to estimate the exact cost of 

building roads and increasing efforts at peace-building between the various countries 

of the region have made it easier to forge trading links between the various countries 

of South and Southeast Asia. The main areas that this article focuses on are relevant 

even at present. For instance, the British policy of trading with China through the 

North-Eastern states of India holds importance even for India’s present Act East 

Policy (formerly called the Look East Policy). It provides significant insight into the 
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hindrances that prevented the British from establishing the planned trade routes with 

China during the 19th century. 

 

“Duet or Duel?”, Ravi Bhoothalingam, India International Centre Quarterly, Vol. 

36, No. 3/4, INDIA-CHINA Neighbours - Strangers (Winter, 2009- Spring, 2010). 

 

This article focuses on the ancient linkages between India and China. The author 

mentions that hostility between the two countries is a rather recent phenomenon and 

their history has been characterized by peaceful interflow of culture, religion, goods 

and services. He writes how the desire to shape a new Asia based on humanistic and 

ecological principles was shared by Rabindranath Tagore, Okakura and Sun Yatsen. 

The scale of globalization was massive during those days as there were no fixed 

boundaries and the word “tourist” was unknown. Hence travelling and exploring 

new lands for various reasons was easier. The article suggests that a twenty first 

century reincarnation of the Silk Route through tourism would result in a win-win 

situation for both India and China. Increasing the role of private ventures in such an 
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undertaking would highly decrease the chances of political conflicts. It would lead 

to increased people to people contacts, employment as well as improved mutual 

perceptions between the two countries. The article then moves on to assess how the 

differences between the two countries can become sources of productive 

collaboration. The author also mentions that reconnecting India and China is 

important for the world. Combining the innovative abilities of the two cultures can 

lead to huge benefits in terms of new ideas and production volumes which are 

required by large populations. The problems of poverty, ill health, deprivation and 

inequality in both countries need such new ideas. 

Finally, the article enlightens the reader on how the two civilizations need to look at 

each other given their vast size and population. Since their relationship is 

characterized by complex elements issues ranging from soceity, economy to 

geopolitics, any form of diplomacy should consider the worldviews of both these 

countries and employ the right sequence of communication. India and China have 

been considered to be a part of a tango and each misstep would inflict damage to the 

concerned parts. Hence, according to the author, in order to engage peacefully with 
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China, India needs to concentrate on developing and demonstrating its economic 

potential on a global scale as this would evoke greater respect for India not only in 

China but also in Asia, Africa and Latin America. The article presents the reader 

with a view that if the cooperation between India and China is strong enough, even 

the competition that may arise from time to time will be negligible and stronger 

India-China relations will ultimately benefit the world. The article paints a positive 

picture with regard to India-China relations suggesting that more contacts between 

the two countries are essential and given the resources each of these countries have, 

they could be helpful in solving many of each other’s problems like poverty and 

unemployment. 

 

“India's Encounter with the Silk Road”, Subhakanta Behera, Economic and 

Political Weekly, Vol. 37, No. 51 (Dec. 21-27, 2002). 

 

The article explores the importance of the Silk Road in connecting Asia with Europe. 

The author mentions that the Silk Road is not a single road or highway but a series 
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of caravan routes, trading posts and oases. It has been shown how the Silk Road 

extended to the present country of Afghanistan along with Srinagar and Leh before 

branching out further towards North-Western India. For India, the Silk Road was 

more important due to its role as a highway for the flow of ideas and cultures. The 

author also mentions that along with Silk, the Silk Road was known for trade in gold, 

ivory and exotic plants and animals. The article states that the Silk Road was created 

when the Han emperor Wu-ti attempted to forge an alliance with the central Asian 

nomads against Tibetan bandits and Xiongnus. To achieve this, he dispatched 

General Chang Chie'n who travelled across present Afghanistan thereby finding a 

direct way into central Asia. In case of the commodities traded, the author mentions 

medical herbs, carved jade, furs, ceramics, and a wide variety of luxury goods along 

with horses, glassware, raw jade, frankincense, gold, silver, etc. North- Western 

Indians who lived near the Ganges came to play a significant role as middlemen 

between China and Rome. The Silk Road soon came to play a major role in the 

spread of religious ideas. 
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The article then proceeds to discuss the growth and spread of Buddhism and Islam 

through the Silk Road. In this regard the author mentions that Bamiyan, located now 

in Afghanistan became one of the most important Buddhist centres by the 4th 

century AD due to its strategic location at the intersection of roads to Persia, India, 

Tarim Basin and China. Eventually areas near the Tarim Basin in the western part 

of China were dominated by Buddhism and Sanskrit became the religious language. 

The Silk Road thus facilitated the growth of Buddhism in China. With the passage 

of time, Buddhist missionaries and pilgrims began to travel between China, central 

Asia and India. Indian art and culture also began to spread to these areas. The author 

talks about how Gandharan art, which was a fusion of the Indian Buddhist art and 

the Greek art introduced by Alexander the Great in that region, came to define 

India’s engagement with the Silk Road. He also mentions how Islam was introduced 

into India through the Silk Road. In this regard the growth of Sufism in areas around 

the Silk Road has been highlighted.  

The growth and spread of poetry, architecture and music in these areas, all with 

different backgrounds and influences has been accredited to the linkages established 
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by the Silk Road. The author states that even though the Silk Road declined after the 

14th century AD, its influence still continues to this day. In the case of India, the 

Silk Road symbolizes its outward looking and liberal perspective of the world. The 

Silk Road thus provided India with an opportunity to engage more directly with the 

outside world and in the process, played a major role in trade and the spread of ideas 

and cultures. 

This article does not focus much on trade between the various areas connected by 

the Silk Road and is based only on the northern Silk Road connecting China with 

Europe through North and North-West India. However, it provides significant 

information regarding the role of connectivity in the spread of religion, ideas and 

cultures. It shows how major religions like Buddhism and Islam could be spread to 

new areas through the Silk Road. 

 

“Silk Road, Cotton Road or.... Indo-Chinese Trade in Pre-European Times”, 

Stephen F. Dale, Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 43, No. 1, Expanding Frontiers in 
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South Asian and World History: Essays in Honour of John F. Richards (January 

2009). 

 

This article focuses on the silk and cotton trade between India and China in the pre 

European times. It traces the evolution of silk-cotton trade between India and China. 

Here cotton has been associated with India and silk with China as these were the 

commodities that defined their trade with the rest of the world. The author states that 

Chinese silk was known to be of a superior quality compared to the silk produced 

elsewhere and Indian cotton enjoyed the same status. However, with the opening of 

the Silk Road, the knowledge of silk and cotton cultivation reached India and China 

respectively. Here he mentions two Silk Roads- one in Central Asia and the other in 

Southeast Asia which linked Szechwuan (Sichuan) and the Chinese heartland with 

Burma, Assam, Bengal and the Ganges valley. The article also mentions that even 

though Chinese silk may have been introduced into India first via Burma, the volume 

that it came in via Xinjiang to Kashmir or through Bactria and Kabul was much 

higher. Even though Indians had started to weave silk clothes themselves, the 
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superior quality of the Chinese silk resulted in increasing demand for it in India. The 

author points out that although there has been sufficient discussion regarding India’s 

consumption of silk, the use of cotton by the Chinese has not been discussed to such 

an extent. On this note he mentions that when the Chinese finally started cultivating 

cotton on their own, much like the case with silk in India, the Chinese cotton was of 

an inferior quality and it continued to depend on Indian cotton.  

The article then proceeds to discuss how Buddhism and Indo-China trade 

complemented each other. During the first to third centuries CE, India sent corals, 

glass and pearl to China. The author states that China also imported Indian drugs and 

medical texts during the T’ang era, which also witnessed the arrival of Indian 

scientists in China. In an attempt to summarize the balance of payments between 

India and China, the author believes that there was economic symmetry due to the 

fact that the export of cloth and Buddhist artefacts by India balanced the imports of 

silk and porcelain. The article finally concludes by saying that apart from the 

symmetry in import and export, the Indo-China trade was characterized by growing 
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emphasis on Buddhism, which in turn led to more trade in commodities like incense 

and medicine. 

 

"Indianization" from the Indian Point of View: Trade and Cultural Contacts with 

Southeast Asia in the Early First Millennium C.E.”, Monica L. Smith, Journal of the 

Economic and Social History of the Orient, Vol. 42, No. 1 (1999) 

 

This article explores the relationship between the Indian subcontinent and Southeast 

Asia from the third century BCE to the fourth century CE. The author begins the 

article by pointing out that even though there was a belief in the past that the 

relationship between the Indian subcontinent and Southeast Asia was one 

characterized by dominance, archaeological evidence has suggested that the local 

elites of Southeast Asia adopted “indianization” to increase their political 

legitimacy. It has also been pointed out that it was only after the fourth century CE, 

political entities in Southeast Asia began to adopt Indian models.  
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It has been mentioned that investigations have shown that instead of engaging in 

cultural colonization in Southeast Asia, Indian influences were made a part of a 

cultural base that was already well developed. With regard to trade, based on 

archaeological findings, the author states that the commodities traded between the 

Indian subcontinent and Southeast Asia were few. This was because the Indian 

subcontinent could import most commodities from the Romans, the Arabians or the 

East African ports, through the western Indian Ocean. On the other hand, 

commodities like iron beads could be manufactured locally in Southeast Asia. It has 

been mentioned that after the fourth century CE, dynastic leaders in Southeast Asia 

adopted traditions that were more Indian in order to increase their dominance over 

local groups and to increase their contact with other cultures. On the question of how 

Southeast Asia came to be influenced by the Indian culture, the author states that 

political consolidation in the subcontinent, mostly associated with the Gupta 

dynasty, was responsible. The Gupta dynasty was the earliest political group to have 

an impact on Southeast Asia. Along with having a political impact, it also led to the 
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spread of religion and cultures across Southeast Asia. The influence of China on 

Southeast Asia has been focused on next.  

The article suggests that Chinese military intervention in the area of northernmost 

Southeast Asia began in 111 B.C.E. It has been mentioned that the adoption of Indian 

traditions by Southeast Asia may also have been a way to prevent Chinese 

expansionism in the region. It also explores an interesting topic as far as India- 

Southeast Asia relations area concerned. It focuses on archaeological evidence to 

arrive at conclusions regarding Indian influence on Southeast Asia. 

 

“India’s North-Eastern Region: Insurgency, Economic Development and Linkages 

with South-East Asia”, by Nischal N. Pandey, Institute of South Asian Studies, 

Manohar Publishers & Distributors, New Delhi, 2008, 117 pages. 

 

This book has been written by Dr. Nishchal Nath Pandey who has served as the 

Executive Director of the Institute of Foreign Affairs (IFA) under the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs. Dr. Pandey was also International Research committee member of 
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the Regional Centre for Strategic Studies (RCSS), Colombo and at present Honorary 

fellow at the Institute of Peace and Conflict Studies (IPCS), New Delhi and also 

teaches at the department of conflict, peace and development studies under the 

Tribhuvan University. The book explores the potential of the North-Eastern region 

of India with regard to natural resources and trading capacities in the backdrop of 

insurgencies, negligence over the years and the resultant backwardness of the region. 

It looks at the historical linkages between the region and countries of Southeast Asia 

and shows how the region has played the role of a bridge between those countries 

and South Asia.  

The author puts forward the view that a vicious circle involving geopolitical 

isolation, poor infrastructure and insurgency have continuously kept this region 

backward. He shows how the quality of life, in various aspects, of the inhabitants of 

the North-East region has always been much below that of the rest of India. He 

mentions how the region, due to its diverse agro-climatic conditions, can become a 

‘sourcing point for high value and value added agro based products for onward 

marketing, both within the country and abroad’. 
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The book is divided into six chapters each dealing with important aspects of 

development of the region and its potential for building links with Southeast Asia. It 

aims to investigate some of the issues regarding security and economic development 

in the North-Eastern states of India and their implications for the region. 

The author talks about how the untapped resources of India’s North-Eastern region 

can be properly utilized to generate economic growth and ultimately lead to 

economic development of the region and the country. The book brings out important 

points with regard to the states of North-East India. The issue of governance or lack 

of governance has been addressed and the problem of insurgency has been focused 

on as well. The book also shows the strength of the region with regard to natural 

resources, biodiversity and manpower. It stresses on the need to connect the region 

with other countries of Southeast Asia to gain from such resources. This is an 

informative book for anyone interested in a deeper understanding of the North-

Eastern region. However, I feel that the book could have thrown more light on how 

the Southern Silk Route’s revival could benefit the North-Eastern states of India and 

lead to their development. 
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Aims and Objectives 

 

•  The study aims to examine the Southern Silk Road and its role in forging closer 

linkages and sharing of ideas, culture and trade. 

 

•  It is an attempt to examine the government policies and the development of an 

Asian corridor linking the South and Southeast Asian countries economically. It also 

aims to understand the significance of the Southern Silk Road for India’s Act East 

Policy in the 21st century. 

 

•  It aims to assess the significance of the revival of the Southern Silk Road for the 

development of the North-Eastern region of India, based on the idea that its revival 

would lead to sectoral development and development of infrastructure, create job 

opportunities and lead to industrial development of the region, thereby improving 

the quality of life of the local residents. 
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•  The study also aims to evaluate the effects of the Southern Silk Road’s revival on 

insurgency in the North-Eastern states. 

 

Hypothesis 

1.  This study is based on the hypothesis that the revival of the Southern Silk Route 

could be highly beneficial for the development of the areas that lie in this route, 

particularly the North-Eastern region of India as well as northern West Bengal. 

2.  It may lead to a significant increase in international trade due to the long border 

the region shares with neighboring countries. 

3.  India’s interest in Southeast Asia through its Look/Act East Policy could be 

mutually beneficial to all the stakeholders given the reopening of these trade routes. 

 

Research Methodology 

Coverage: The research has employed the use of both qualitative as well as 

quantitative methods in order to understand the various issues associated with the 
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revival of Southern Silk Road. The units of observation in this regard have been the 

North-Eastern states of India, Southwestern China, North Bengal and Myanmar. 

The findings from the field visits have been incorporated into the different chapters 

and under divergent themes ranging from geography to entrepreneurship. I have 

especially focused on the levels of implementation of various schemes and policies 

of the concerned administrations with regard to connectivity enhancement in the 

region. These findings have been incorporated into the chapters as well. 

 

Research Tools: The study is based on primary sources which consist of government 

documents, field visits and questionnaire distribution, as well as secondary sources 

which include archived materials and printed or published texts. It has been based 

on a purposive sampling method. 
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Research Questions 

The research questions that the study attempts to answer are the following: 

 

1. Has the Southern Silk Road played any historically significant role in the 

development of trade relations between South and Southeast Asia? 

2. How important is the role played by the Southern Silk Road in terms of the 

economic, political, cultural, social and religious development of South and 

Southeast Asia in the 21st Century? 

3. Given the availability of natural resources, biodiversity and manpower 

available in the North-Eastern region of India, what role will the revival of or 

increase in trade through the Southern Silk Road play in the economic 

development of the region? 

4. Can the revival of the route be considered a priority for economic, strategic 

and socio-political development of some parts of East and North-East India 

as well as for South-Southeast Asia relations in the 21st Century? 
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5. What are the major bottlenecks in the establishment of stronger trade 

relations between North-east India, South-west China and South-east Asia? 

 

Chapterization 

Chapter 1, as the introductory chapter, outlines the various aspects of this research 

and provides an outline of the methodology, research questions, literature review 

and a brief discussion of the topic. Chapter 2 discusses the genesis of the Southern 

Silk Route with an emphasis on its distinct identity with regard to the more 

commonly known ‘Silk Road’ or the Northern Silk Route which successfully laid 

the foundations for over-land trade between Mongolia, China and Europe. It 

analyses the various off-shoots of the southern branch of this route based on 

historical records and trade data sourced from the archives of the Government of 

India. It makes an attempt to understand the dynamics of trade between India, Nepal, 

erstwhile Tibet (now the Tibetan Autonomous Region of China), Chengdu (China) 

and Sikkim (then an independent kingdom). With regard to India here, the northern 

parts of the state of West Bengal have been focused on. Kalimpong, located in north 
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Bengal, was the epicenter of trade through the branch of the Southern Silk Route 

commonly referred to as the Tea-Horse route through the Jelep-La (pass).  

Chapter 3 studies similar routes in the North-eastern region of India and the role of 

the British in undertaking connectivity initiatives such as the Stillwell Road (Ledo 

Road). It also focuses on other routes in the region which served as connecting 

linkages between British India including the present day Myanmar and southern 

China. Furthermore, the historic role played by the Ledo Road during World War 2 

and the eventual policies fostering connectivity in the region have been discussed 

here. Chapter 4 analyzes the various trade routes and off-shoots of the Sothern Silk 

Route in the region from a comparative perspective under the pre and post British-

Era scenario. It focuses on trade linkages between India and her neighbors through 

the different branches of this route and also attempts to analyze the economic trends. 

The various facets of connectivity have been studied from a regional perspective in 

Chapter 5 and while the penultimate chapter (Chapter 6) analyzes the issues related 

to the stakeholders in the revival of the Southern Silk Route, particularly from 

northern West Bengal and the North-Eastern Region of India. The final chapter 
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(chapter 7) provides a conclusion to the issues analyzed in the preceding chapters 

with possible outcomes for developmental policies in these areas in the future. 
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Chapter 2  

 

The Genesis of the Southern Silk Route 

 

The Silk Road network originated in China as far back as 130 BC when official trade 

between the Han Dynasty and the Western world was opened. This route has been 

perhaps one of the most studied, analyzed and researched areas by scholars 

interested not only in Chinese culture and history but also in trade, globalization and 

international relations in general. In this regard, the various branches of this route 

meandering through different cultures and regions of the globe have been a subject 

of debate amongst academics. One such branch has been referred to as the Southern 

Silk Route. This road originated in Yunnan province of China during the hey-day of 

trade through the Silk Road and made its way into India through various passes like 

Jelep-La and Nathu-La. It has also been called the “Tea-Horse Trade Route” in the 
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context of trade between Tibet and Kalimpong (in present-day North Bengal) in the 

colonial era. The North-Eastern region of India is similarly characterized by various 

passes and connecting roads with countries like Myanmar and China which have 

played a major historical role in the promotion of trade, transfer of commodities, 

sharing of ideas and cultural values and in leading to an overall homogeneity in the 

region. This chapter makes an attempt to understand the genesis of this historical 

route and its various branches linking India with Tibet (the Tibetan Autonomous 

Region of the People’s Republic of China at present) as well as other significant 

routes that eventually contributed to physical connectivity between the various 

civilizations in the region.  

The Chinese scholar and pilgrim Hiuen Tsang, who visited the plains of Assam in 

the first half of the seventh century described the region as covered with beautiful 

mountains, lush forests and wildlife, and depicted a fairly advanced civilization and 

rich cultural heritage in his narratives. During the colonial period, the issue of 

connectivity between India and Southeast Asia through the North-eastern region of 

the former had always been a vital one. As observed by Ghosal (2011), one may 
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notice that most of the road links in the region have a colonial legacy either with 

regard to their construction or their destruction.1  The region was considered more 

as a part of Southeast Asia than the Indian subcontinent as the people interacted more 

with the people of this region and the culture and racial composition was more close 

to that of Southeast Asia. The British military success over Burma in 1826 and the 

annexation of the Ahom kingdom of Assam to the Bengal Presidency marked the 

entry of the British East India Company to the region and its inclusion into the Indian 

subcontinent. Initially British India was strongly against the absolute possession of 

the present North-Eastern region of India, however due to strategic compulsions they 

were forced to so. By the right of conquest these territories were brought directly 

under the control of the British government and the region was redrawn as the 

political frontier, away from its historical positioning at the cultural and ecological 

crossroads of South and Southeast Asia.  The initial colonial policy with regard to 

the North-Eastern region of India seems to have been driven by the urgent need to 

                                                           
1 Ghosal, S. (2011). “The North-east in India’s Look East: A Focus on Connectivity and Development in the 

Region” In R. Bhattacharya & B.K. Mishra (Eds). A Journey through the Stilwell Road. Anshah Publishing House. 

New Delhi. p.84. 
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secure the political frontiers in an area which happened to be inhabited by what the 

British considered to be wild tribes.  

This was coupled with the ambitious designs of the kingdom of Burma. The initial 

British policy of improving connectivity in the region was primarily based on these 

two factors.2  However there is considerable debate on the discourse regarding the 

actual policy of the British with regard to the region. Some scholars argue that the 

initial British policy for the frontiers was the policy of segregation. Anthropologists 

like Verrier Elwin (India’s North-east Frontier in the Nineteenth Century) believe 

that the British administrators were for the protection and seclusion of the hill tribes. 

Since their contact and subjugation, the British administration took steps to give the 

people of the North-Eastern hills a paternal government which allowed them 

considerable freedom and authority to manage themselves, with some amount of 

control from above. A series of acts and regulations were passed by the British to 

protect the people in the hill areas of the North-Eastern region and most of these acts 

and regulations were followed by the independent Indian government. The legal 

                                                           
2 Ibid. p.85. 



 

33 
 

enactments made for the rest of the country could not be automatically enforced in 

these areas, except when they were specifically adopted for them. The administrative 

system developed for these areas were quite different from that in the rest of the 

country and most of the administrative work was left by the British to the local tribal 

chiefs. Road building in these areas was another important feature of the British 

system of establishing control over them. Dzuvichu (2013) has analyzed this issue 

in terms of an essential ‘civilizing’ measure that would not only open up the hills 

and ‘tame’ the ‘wild tribes’ but also usher them into the modern civilized world.”3 

 

Toponymical Ambiguity 

The discourse on the extent and exact location of the Southern Silk Route/Road as 

opposed to its more popular counterpart connecting Imperial China with the Middle 

East, appears to be a matter of debate among historians. Particularly, two branches 

of the route find mention in this debate. However, the ambiguity begins to disappear 

as one studies these routes in isolation. Some scholars believed that there were two 

                                                           
3 Dzuvichu, L. (2013). Roads and the Raj: The Politics of Road Building in Colonial Naga Hills, 1860s- 1910s. The 

Indian Economic and Social History Review, Vol. 50, No. 4, p.474. 
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routes which collectively made up the Southern Silk Route. The western road, also 

called the Maoniu Road or the “Yak Road” started in modern day Chengdu, the 

capital of China’s Sichuan province and ran across various places in Sichuan and 

Yunnan provinces, ultimately making its way into India’s north-eastern parts 

through Myanmar (Burma). The eastern route on the other hand was called the Wu 

Chi Road (the five-foot-wide road) and also started from Chengdu. It had two 

branches/sub-routes from Kunming, the capital of the Yunnan province of China. 

One of these routes entered Vietnam and the other extended west towards India and 

Myanmar after joining the afore-mentioned Maoniu Road in the city of Dali in 

Yunnan province of China.  

Lending more credibility to the existence of similar trade routes in South Asia, 

particularly one connecting India to Tibet and running through the valleys of Nepal, 

Marshall (2005) argues that although the first British contacts with the Himalayan 

area came through the survey work of James Rennell, who is credited to have 

penetrated the borders of Bhutan in 1766, the early interest of the Company in the 

area was commercial. Interestingly, the acquisition of Bengal by the British 
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coincided with the conquest of most of Nepal by the Hindu Gurkhas under 

Prithvinarayan Shah. In 1767 Shah invaded the Newar states of Nepal which had 

close ties with Tibet and the resulting military operations and siege effectively 

disrupted the trans-Himalayan trade which passed through Nepal. A force under 

Captain Kinloch was sent after the Newars appealed to the Company for help against 

the Gurkhas with the hope that a successful result would both help to contain the 

Gurkha expansion and also revive the trade relations which had been disrupted by 

the Gurkha conquests. The expedition however, turned out to be a failure and the 

proposed commercial mission of James Logan to Nepal two years later was 

abandoned with the fall of Kathmandu in 1769. The Indo-Tibetan trade route through 

Nepal was now virtually closed and the Company began to look towards Bhutan and 

Assam in the hope of finding alternative routes to Tibet.4  

Post Indian independence and after the closing of Kalimpong -Tibet border 

following the Sino-India war of 1962, the descendants of early Newar settlers from 

the Kathmandu Valley living in India, have taken to floriculture. At a lower altitude 

                                                           
4 Marshall, J.G. (2005). Britain and Tibet: 1765-1947. Routledge Curzon. p.28. 
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than Darjeeling and with much less rainfall, Kalimpong offers a different climate, 

one which has proven to be particularly suited to flower-growing. The impact of 

Buddhism on trading linkages between Nepal and Tibet are also profound. During 

the 17th century, Nepalese traders were permitted to trade at Lhasa (Tibet) and other 

areas as privileged businessmen based on a commercial agreement. A barter-system 

was in practice for commodities like rice and salt as late as the 19th century. 

Interestingly, almost all Nepali businessmen at Lhasa were Newars and belonged to 

the Buddhist community. Some of the most common were the Tuladhars (a business 

community and experts in different branches of trade), the Shakya (experts in gold, 

silver and bronze), and the Bajracharyas who were the priestly class and experts in 

trade of religious items. All of them performed and practiced Buddhist rites and 

rituals in their daily life. For the coordination of their business and other social 

activities, one Nayo was appointed, who was from the Newar community. After 

1856 he was replaced by a Vakil who was from a non-Newar community and was 

given extra-territorial jurisdiction to settle disputes between the Nepali merchants, 

but for the cases involving Newars and Tibetans, he had to work jointly with Tibetan 
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authorities. This is a good example of social harmony between Newar merchants and 

Tibetan people. It is also worth noting that Nepali women were not permitted to go 

to Lhasa and elsewhere along with their husbands or fathers. So the Nepali 

merchants working at Lhasa married Tibetan women and there was a kind of social 

assimilation between two cultural groups – both adherents of Buddhism. This is 

relevant to this research as most of the traders engaged in trade with Tibet via 

Kalimpong were the Newars from Nepal.  

 

The Southern Silk Route: An Identity of its Own 

With regard to the subject of the Southern Silk Route, an important distinction 

between itself and the more commonly understood ‘Silk Route’ has to be made. This 

difference essentially lies in the fact that trading in the former was essentially non-

governmental in nature while the latter enjoyed considerable government support 

and patronage from China. In the case of the ‘southern’ route, it was mainly due to 

the migration of ancient nationalities that the trade route gradually extended and 

became the passageway linking China and India. According to a report on the 
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external trade of Bengal with Nepal, Tibet, Sikkim and Bhutan (1889-90) published 

by the then Government of Bengal during 1988-89, the number of registering 

stations for trade between these countries between those years was increased from 

thirty-eight to forty, with the addition of two posts for the registration of the Tibet 

and Sikkim Trade.5 The report also remains one of the most authentic and holistic 

documents in providing the trade data for Bengal’s trade with Nepal, Bhutan, Tibet 

and Sikkim during these years. The following tables present an overview of the total 

trade between 1887 - 1890. Table 1 shows the total imports of Bengal from these 

areas and Table 2 shows the total exports of Bengal to these areas. 

 

Table 1. Bengal’s Total Imports from Nepal, Bhutan, Tibet and Sikkim: 1887-90 (Value in Rupees) 

Sl. No. Exporting 

Country 

Year 

1887-88 1888-89 1889-90 

01 Nepal 1,12,34,228 93,97,491 1,03,92,153 

02 Tibet and Sikkim 3,65,262 1,27,804 2,67,101 

                                                           
5 Report on the External Trade of Bengal: Nepal, Tibet, Sikkim and Bhutan for the Year 1889-90, Published by the 

Government of Bengal, Bengal Secretariat Press, 1890. 
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03 Bhutan 1,28,913 1,48,708 1,79,649 

          Total 1,17,28,403 96,74,003 1,08,38,903 

(Source: Report on the External Trade of Bengal: Nepal, Tibet, Sikkim & Bhutan for the Year 1889-90) 

 

 Table 2. Bengal’s Total Exports to Nepal, Bhutan, Tibet and Sikkim: 1887-90 (Value in Rupees) 

Sl. 

No. 

Importing 

Country 

Year 

1887-88 1888-89 1889-90 

01 Nepal 73,51,720 74,30,836 79,06,026 

02 Tibet and Sikkim 2,50,834 79,904 2,32,528 

03 Bhutan 1,80,677 1,53,041 1,84,111 

          Total 77,83,231 76,63,781 83,22,665 

(Source: Report on the External Trade of Bengal: Nepal, Tibet, Sikkim & Bhutan for the Year 1889-90) 
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In this regard, the stations for registering trade, according to their districts were as 

follows:6 

Table 3: Districts with Trade Registration Stations 

District Stations 

 

 

 

Chumparun 

Tribeni Ghat 

Ruxoul 

Adapore 

Kutkenwa 

Ghorasan 

 

 

 

Mozufferpore 

Bajragnia 

Majorgunge 

Sonbursa 

Bela 

Sursund 

                                                           
6 For the districts, the old British names have been used. 
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Durbhunga 

Madhwapore 

Hatwary 

Joynuggur 

Mirzapore 

Pipra Ghat 

  

 

Bhagulpore 

Kandowli 

Patchpandareah 

Beerpore 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Panthamari 

Dhoorsa 

Teragutch 

Siktee 

Nawabgunge 
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Purneah 

Mirgunge 

Gandharpdinga 

Kusumbah 

Koari 

Bhatgaon 

Korhabari Hat 

Korlekote 

 

Darjeeling 

Sukiapokri 

Goompahar 

Kurjulia 

(Source: Report on the External Trade of Bengal: Nepal, Tibet, Sikkim & Bhutan for the Year   

1889-90) 

 

The items that constituted the main imports from Tibet were yak tails, horses, raw 

wool, silver, musk silk and tea. In terms of imports from Sikkim, these were brass, 

copper, vegetable oil, silver, cattle, hides of cattle, horses, ponies, mules, ghee, yak 

tails and timber. Similarly, Bengal’s exports to Tibet were made up of indigo, 

tobacco, porcelain, earthenware, iron, cotton yarn, jewellery, dying materials as well 
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as horses, ponies and mules. With regard to Sikkim, these were tobacco, rice 

(husked), cattle, salt, fresh fruits and vegetables, horses, ponies and mules.  

Apart from the established trade linkages with Nepal, Tibet and Sikkim, Bengal also 

had lucrative business connections with Bhutan which was facilitated by stations at 

Ambari, Buxa, Hantupara, Rhenok, Pedong, Laba and Kalimpong. However, the 

items traded between Bengal and Bhutan were not much different from those that 

were traded with the rest of the neighbouring countries and kingdoms at the time. 

When compared with the total trade between these areas just a few years earlier, for 

example 1882-86, we see an increase in the trade volume. This can be calculated 

through an analysis of the official trade reports published by the erstwhile 

Government of Bengal which show that between 1882 and 1886, the total value of 

imports by Bengal from Nepal, Sikkim and Tibet stood at Rs. 2,30,93,272. During 

the same period, the total value of exports from Bengal to these countries was Rs. 

1,96,19,293. On the other hand, the total value of imports to Bengal from these 

countries between 1887-90 stood at Rs. 3,22,41,309 while the exports from Bengal 

were valued at Rs. 2,37,69,677, therefore suggesting a rather significant increase in 



 

44 
 

trade in the region. Figure 1 shows traders from Tibet in Kalimpong’s (presently a 

newly created district in northern West Bengal) main trade center during the hey-

days of the Tea-Horse trade. 

Figure 1. Traders from Tibet with their parcel in Kalimpong’s Main Road market, 1950. 

 
(Picture courtesy: Pine Brothers, Kalimpong.) 

 

Cowry as Currency 

On an analysis of trading linkages, particularly between Yunnan (China), Myanmar 

and the then province of Bengal, the role of ‘cowries’ becomes prominent. There is 

significant evidence to add to the discourse on Bengal’s connections with Yunnan 
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province of China, especially during the Qing dynasty (1636-1911), or the medieval 

period to the early modern period. The presence of cowries in the Maldives and the 

existence of a cowry trade between Maldives and Bengal has been noted by medieval 

travelers such as Ibn Battuta (1983), who has described a cowry as an animal which 

the inhabitants of these areas gathered in the sea and placed in pits where its flesh 

would disappear, leaving its white shell. This shell was then used for buying and 

selling at the rate of four hundred thousand shells for a gold dinar. These island 

inhabitants sold them in exchange for rice to the people of Bengal, who in turn, used 

them as an alternative to sand for ballast in their ships.7 Battuta himself traded with 

cowries when he decided to leave the Maldives. In Bengal, cowries were called 

‘cury’. In Arakan, white cowries were used as well. In Siam, cowries were used for 

trade throughout the country for smaller transactions, while gold and silver were 

used for transactions of higher value. In Thailand, 1100 cowries were equal to one 

piece of silver and various commodities, ranging from tools, domestic and forest 

animals, wild products, ritual objects, people’s property such as water, money, 

                                                           
7 Battuta. I. (1983). Travels in Asia and Africa: 1325-1354, Routledge & Kegan Paul. 
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clothes as well as slaves are known to have been traded, with their value measured 

in cowries.  

The Bengal cowries however, have been noted to be larger and having a yellow stripe 

in the middle. They were valid throughout Bengal for a large number of 

commodities, a privilege it shared with gold. Similar was the case in Orissa, but they 

were not valid anywhere else, thereby increasing their value in these two places.8 

The Kings and great lords of Bengal have been said to have had houses built 

expressly to store these shells and treated them as a part of their treasure. The 

Chinese pilgrim and translator Faxian (Fa Hien), who visited India during the reign 

of Chandragupta II of the Gupta Dynasty has noted that cowries (beichi) were used 

as money. Similarly, Xuanzang (Hsuan Tsang), a Chinese scholar during the mid-

seventh century witnessed cowries being used as a medium of exchange in India. 

What the Chinese pilgrims, scholars and monks recorded during their visit to India 

has been confirmed by local hoards and texts discovered in northern India. An 

                                                           
8 Yang. B. (2012). The Bengal Connections in Yunnan. China Report. No.48, Vol. 1 & 2, Sage Publications, pp. 

125-145. 
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example of this would be that of the currency system in medieval Kashmir which 

was recorded to have consisted of a copper coinage with cowrie shells serving for 

smaller transactions.9 Furthermore, with the regular use of the maritime Silk Road 

since the Tang period, Chinese travellers began to notice similar cowries in 

Southeast Asia as well. Scholars have examined, analyzed and reflected on the 

cowrie monetary system in Yunnan from the ninth to the seventeenth centuries. 

Yunnan being an inland area, the source of its cowries fascinated the scholars of the 

time. The term ‘cury’ or ‘kauri’ as they were commonly known in Bengal suggests 

that Bengal could have been the source of cowries in Yunnan, since the locals in 

Yunnan originally called them ‘bei’, ‘haibei’ (sea shell) or ‘beichi’ (sheel teeth) but 

never ‘kaoli’. This new term had not been invented at least until the Yuan-Ming 

period, to refer to cowries. Based on this pronunciation of the term, scholars such as 

Ma Huan and Gong Zhen of the early fifteenth century concluded that the origin of 

cowries in Yunnan was indeed Bengal. Moreover, trading routes linking Bengal to 

                                                           
9 Deyell. J. (1999). Living without Silver: The Monetary History of Early Medieval North India, Oxford University 

Press. 
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Yunnan as well as inland and coastal Southeast Asia have been recorded by Chinese 

travellers. In this regard, Xuanzang (mid-seventh century) and Yi Jing (late seventh 

century) have written about a road linking south west China (comprising areas such 

as Yunnan and Sichuan) and India. 

 

Additional Records on the Southern Silk Route 

Jia Din, a Prime Minister in the Tang court is known to have presented the Emperor 

with a book that documented China’s foreign relations and communications as early 

as the year 801.10 Xin Tangshu in his ‘New History of the Tang Dynasty’ further 

records that there were seven routes linking China with the ‘barbarians’ in all four 

directions. Out of them, the sixth route linked Annam with India (Tianzhu). This 

route has been recorded to have started from Tonkin (located near the Red River 

delta region of northern Vietnam), passing via Yunnan and running all the way 

through Prome (a kingdom that existed for six decades between 1482 and 1542 in 

present-day Myanmar) to finally enter Magadha. According to Jia Dan’s records, 

                                                           
10 Yang, B. (2004). Horses, Silver, and Cowries: Yunnan in Global Perspective. Journal of World History, 15(3), pp. 

281–322 
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there were two routes from Tonkin to Dali, one by the river and the other, overland. 

Upon arrival at Dali, the routes merged together and extended towards Burma 

(Myanmar) and India. It has further been recorded that there were two routes 

connecting Yunnan and India. The southern route from Dali to Yong chang, ran 

through the kingdom of Pyu (present-day northern Myanmar), Prome, the Arakan 

range, Kamarupa and finally reached India. The second (western) route crossed the 

Irrawaddy and the Mogaung rivers as well as the Chindwin river to reach India. This 

route was about 3,200 li (one li is equal to 0.5 kilometre), compared to the 5,600 li 

of the southern route. However, the southern route was more important since it 

linked Yunnan and Burma while also connecting the Maritime Silk Road with the 

overland roads.11  

It may be argued that trade through the ancient Southern Silk Road emerged as a 

natural outcome of small and large scale market conditions created by the forces of 

supply and demand dictated by the needs of people who resided along this route. It 

may also be safe to conclude that this trade was not a planned project by a political 

                                                           
11 Yang, B. (2012). The Bengal Connections in Yunnan. China Report, No.48, Vol. 1 & 2, Sage Publications, pp. 

125-145 
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authority. The resurgence of interest in the revival of these ancient linkages 

resembles such historical prerequisites while holding even greater potential based 

on the forces of globalization and regionalism and the importance of supply and 

value chains in the global economy in the 21st century. These new projects have 

immense potential for preparing the foundations for regional cooperation, creating 

political flexibility, improving economic growth and offering trade diversifications 

along with an increased focus on enhancement of investment in the transportation, 

mining and energy sectors in these regions.   
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Chapter 3  

 

India’s North Eastern Region and the Southern Silk Route 

 

 

B.G. Verghese (2018) argues that the urgent need for exploring alternative available 

links between the land-locked North Eastern region of India and the economic giants 

of Southeast Asia as well as with China is highlighted by the fact that the entire 

critical infrastructure that links India to the North-Eastern states in the 21st century, 

namely the railways, national highways, oil pipelines, multiple telecommunication 

conduits and power transmission lines, run through the Chicken’s neck (Siliguri 

Corridor), a narrow corridor 22 km wide sandwiched between Nepal and Bangladesh 

and in close proximity to Tibet/China and Bhutan. Furthermore, any breakdown, 

bandh or interruption anywhere along any part of this funnel has a critical impact on 
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supplies, prices, security and the well-being of millions.12 This argument 

underscores the importance of exploring avenues of geographical connectivity with 

the region at large, with the ultimate objective being a transformation of the 

landlocked north eastern region to a land-linked economic hub.  

During the colonial era, a vast majority of the road development work carried out in 

the north eastern region had been a result of various political, strategic and economic 

needs of the British in the Indian subcontinent. The Second World War for instance, 

highlighted the need for the development of these roads further in order to evacuate 

British citizens from Burma as well as for creating a supply route for the army in 

case of a Japanese attack on Burma. The British project of construction of 

‘motorable’ roads took shape with the aid of the Indian Tea Association (ITA). It 

began in March 1942 and materialized into three roads across the Patkai, namely the 

Tamu-Imphal-Dimapur Road, the Imphal-Bishenpur-Silchar Road and the routes in 

                                                           
12 Verghese B.G. (2018). “Building Northeastern Futures, Looking East”, In B. Oinam and D.A. Sadokpam (Eds.), 

North East India: A Reader.  Routledge. New York. pp. 379-390. 
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the extreme north-east via the Hukawng Valley and the Patkai mountains to Ledo 

and from there, by train or steamer down to the Brahmaputra Valley.13  

The Ledo Road, also referred to as the Stilwell Road after General Joseph Stilwell, 

a United States army general who served during the Second World War’s Southeast 

Asia theatre, has been widely regarded as an engineering marvel on ground in terms 

of geographical and physical connectivity between India, Burma and China. 

Militarily, the main objective for the construction of this route/road was to maintain 

a continuous supply of arms and ammunition to the Chinese forces in order to keep 

the Japanese at bay. As mentioned by various observers and scholars as well as by 

military personnel in their accounts of the war days in Burma, the Japanese were 

willing to pay large sums of money to the local tribesmen for “American and British 

heads.” Therefore, in order to ensure the validity of a counter initiative, the Allied 

powers became heavily dependent on a constant connectivity project in the region 

which would ensure a seamless flow of supplies to protect their own forces. The 

                                                           
13 Ghosal. S. (2011). “The North-East in India’s Look East: A Focus on Connectivity and Development in the 

Region”, In R. Bhattacharya and B.K. Mishra (Eds.), A Journey through the Stilwell Road. Anshah Publishing 

House. New Delhi. p.85.  
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British and American forces had two options of accessing the Ledo road. The first 

was by air which took them directly to Ledo in Assam and the second was by means 

of a railroad from Calcutta to Assam. It is interesting to note here that the trains 

plying on this route moved at a maximum speed of twenty-four kilometers per hour 

until the Americans took over the whole operation and increased the speed to fifty-

six kilometers an hour. The slow pace of the trains were attributed to the frequent 

anti-British strikes and the engineer deciding to stop the train every time a cow 

crossed the tracks.14  

Initially the Ledo Road connected to Myitkina in Burma and from there it joined the 

Burma Road which was built while Burma was a British colony, to serve the purpose 

of ensuring supplies to China during the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937-1945). 

During World War II, Ledo served as a rail centre for General Stilwell’s forces in 

north Burma as well as the supply route for the flights over the ‘Hump’ to Chiang 

Kai Shek in China. From Calcutta (present day Kolkata), it travelled in the north-

east direction to Dimapur and from there on to Ledo. In 1939 this railway could carry 

                                                           
14 Nelson D. (1945). Journey to Chungking. Augsburg Publishing House. Minnesota. USA. 
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600 tons a day: by the end of 1943 the capacity had increased to 2,500 tons after 

which, due to the efforts of six American railway battalions equipped with modern 

equipment, the capacity increased further to well over 4,000 tons a day.  

 

The Ledo Road Connection 

Although the Ledo road/route connecting Myitkyina to Burma was used by the 

inhabitants of the land near the border mainly for trade and cross-border visits, it 

gained prominence during the Second World War. The road originated in the town 

of Ledo in Assam and ran all the way through Burma before entering Kunming 

(Yunnan province of China). It followed the same course as the ancient route linking 

the upper Irrawady and Chindwin region to Assam and is therefore believed to be an 

integral part of the ancient Southern Silk Road that connected India and southern 

China. There has been a general consensus among scholars studying the route that 

the Ahoms reached India through this route in the early thirteenth century and that 

this period was also marked by the movement of people, small trade, embassies as 

well as invading armies. Subsequently, this route was used by the Burmese army in 
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its invasions of Assam during 1817, 1819 and 1821.15  Although there have been 

some debates among historians regarding the authenticity of the places mentioned 

in the Ahom documents with regard to their present status and location, the major 

sites and places do match up rather well. The anomaly, for the most part has been a 

result of different names given by different people in different languages to the same 

place, along with a constant shifting of villages especially in the hill tracts. The 

similarities between the places mentioned in the Ahom documents and the present 

time can be found in a few areas. For example, Ta Waing Mien mentioned in these 

documents is the present day Waing Mao, which is located just below Myitkyina, 

Nong Jang is the present day Nong Yang, Kham Jang is the present day Kham-Yang, 

etc. The documents also reveal the existence of close diplomatic relations between 

the Ahom kingdom and other Shan rulers at least till the beginning of the nineteenth 

century. The visit of the Mogaung embassy mentioned in these documents is 

particularly interesting since it brought with it things such as coloured cloth, writing 

                                                           
15 Phukan, J.N. (2004). “Stilwell Road in Historical Perspective” In D. Nath (ed), Reopening of the Stilwell Road: 

Prospects and Problems. Maulana Abul Kalam Azad Institute of Asian Studies. Anamika Publishers. New Delhi, 

p.39. 

 



 

57 
 

sheets, steel needles as well as two horses with saddle and bridle which according to 

S.K. Bhuyan (1894–1964), must have been obtained from China. However, the route 

soon lost its importance for the British after the annexation of the Burmese kingdom 

of Upper Burma in 1885 and the subsequent gaining of access by the British of the 

whole of Upper Burma as well as the Shan states located on the border with southern 

China. 

In the absence of air transport and distinct borders the Ledo road served as a vital 

means of ensuring the preservation of age-old traditions, economic exchanges and 

sharing of religious practices and beliefs in the region. Even today one may find 

striking similarities in the everyday lives of the people inhabiting these 

‘borderlands’. The British and American forces, in their efforts to enhance 

connectivity in the region to serve their strategic requirements, understood the 

importance of the Ledo road. However, after the end of the war, the road has been 

largely defunct.  
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The Development of Logistics in the Post-Independence Era 

 

Since India’s independence, road development in the north-eastern region was 

necessitated by a host of factors including stronger geographical connectivity with 

the rest of the country, aggression on the part of the Chinese across the border, the 

need for economic development as well as trans-boundary connectivity. Of late, with 

the rise in the literacy rates in the region, many scholars from the North East have 

started looking at the prospects of the reopening of this old route. Along with this, 

the growth of micro, small and medium enterprises mushrooming in the region has 

created a group of young and enthusiastic entrepreneurs who feel positively about 

infrastructural development in the borders leading to an expansion of cross-border 

trade facilities. Under the present order of international relations based on 

globalization and economic connectivity along with the rising popularity of the 

concept of region and regionalism, various forms of regional organizations have also 

come up in South and Southeast Asia. The Bangladesh-Bhutan-India-Nepal 

Initiative (BBIN), the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and 
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Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), the South Asian Association for Regional 

Cooperation (SAARC), the Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Forum for Regional 

Cooperation (BCIM) and the Mekong-Ganga Cooperation are some of the well-

known initiatives in this regard. The revival of these old linkages for the purpose of 

harnessing the true potential of resources in the north-eastern region of India 

however, has yet to be fully realized.  

Different regimes in the region and along both sides of the border have tried to restart 

trade between India and Myanmar and as a consequence, provide a significant boost 

to India’s Southeast Asia policy (formerly Look East and presently Act East) with 

the establishment of border trading markets in the north eastern states of Mizoram 

and Manipur along with their counterparts in Myanmar. The success of such 

endeavors over the course of time has started to depend on a variety of factors at the 

social, political and economic levels. For instance, the number of trade-able items 

through these border markets remains highly negligible by 21st century standards. 

During its inception, the list of items allowed to be traded between India and 

Myanmar was considered as a stepping stone towards greater economic connectivity 
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and integration in the near future. However, the benefits brought about by trade in 

these items have not been able to move beyond a certain threshold.  

The adoption of the Look East Policy by India in 1992 was an initiative towards 

developing extensive economic and strategic relations with the ASEAN nations. 

Since then India has progressed from a dialogue partner to the present status of a 

strategic partner. The economic and trade linkages which saw an expansion of trade 

volume showed the intensity of economic engagement. India’s total trade with the 

CLMV countries (comprising of Cambodia, Lao People's Democratic Republic, 

Myanmar and Vietnam) has expanded from US$ 1.1 billion in 2004 to US$ 11.2 

billion in 2013, more than a ten-fold increase. The balance of trade is in India’s 

favour, with the surplus amounting to US$ 2.6 billion in 2013. Among the countries 

of the CLMV grouping, India has a trade deficit with Myanmar owing to increased 

imports of pulses and forest products from the nation.16 This may also be attributed 

to the fact that trade facilities on the Indian side of the border are sub-par at the 

                                                           
16 Enhancing India’s Bilateral Ties with Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Vietnam: A Brief Analysis. Working Paper 

No. 34. Export-Import Bank of India. November 2014. 
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moment, while being efficient and more organized on the Myanmarese side. The 

Integrated Check Post (ICP) at Moreh which was initiated in 2014, has already 

missed many deadlines for proper completion. Even though the passenger terminal 

was opened in the month of August in the same year, the Customs authorities are 

still functioning from the Land Customs Station and the goods section remains 

incomplete as well. It is here in Moreh that citizens of India can get a one-day pass 

to spend the whole day in the market towns of Namphalong and Tamu in Myanmar’s 

Buddhist-dominated Sagaing Region without a visa or passport. The same goes for 

Burmese citizens wanting to spend the day in Manipur.17   

Presently, the Indian government is engaged in road building in Meghalaya where a 

detailed project report of the 80-km improvement of National highway-40 (NH-40) 

between Shillong and Dawki and construction of the Dawki bridge is to be prepared 

after the National Highway Infrastructure Development Corporation Limited 

(NHIDCL) approved the alignment for the project in December 2016. The final 

                                                           
17 Valsan, S. (2018). Get a taste of Myanmar’s vibrant culture and cuisine at the Indian border town of Moreh in 

Manipur, Outlook Traveller (Online), available at 

https://www.outlookindia.com/outlooktraveller/explore/story/69101/moreh-town-a-gateway-to-myanmars-vibrant-

culture Accessed on 24.01.2019. 

 

https://www.outlookindia.com/outlooktraveller/explore/story/69101/moreh-town-a-gateway-to-myanmars-vibrant-culture
https://www.outlookindia.com/outlooktraveller/explore/story/69101/moreh-town-a-gateway-to-myanmars-vibrant-culture
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feasibility report on the improvement of the 80-km stretch of the national highway 

and construction of the bridge has also been submitted to the National Highways and 

Infrastructure Development Corporation Limited (NHIDCL). The project will be 

implemented by M/s Transys Consulting Private Limited at an estimated cost of Rs. 

200 crores to be funded by Japan International Cooperation Agency. The proposed 

road is expected to improve trade and commerce with Bangladesh through Dawki 

by reducing the travel time and providing better connectivity to nearby areas such as 

Mawlynnong, which is notable for its cleanliness and also known as Asia's cleanest 

village. Similar initiatives with foreign collaboration may be the need of the hour in 

other parts of north-east India for better connectivity with the Southeast Asian 

region.  

In an event dedicated to the promotion of tourism in West Bengal in 2017, N.V. 

Srinavasan, the national President of IACC (Indo-American Chamber of Commerce) 

remarked, “Tourism is a state subject and requires active participation of states. This 

is an opportunity to attract foreign investment and learn how destinations and 
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experiences can be packaged”.18  During the same event, he also remarked that if 

industrialization was difficult in a state, tourism was the next best option to generate 

employment. In building a case for the reopening of the Southern Silk Road, the 

prospects of international tourism, which is not limited to a single country but applies 

to the region as a whole, may also need to be looked into and studied further. In case 

of the North-eastern region, this can be achieved rather easily given the common 

cultural and economic habits of the people of the region, mainly southern and south-

western China, north-eastern India and northern Myanmar. A far-sighted policy 

decision would have the potential to contribute massively towards the development 

of alternative models of tourism in the region and generate other sources of revenues 

for the respective administrations. Given the terrain and geographical placement of 

these areas, it would be easier to achieve with cross-border cooperation. Myanmar 

for instance, would be able to add to its geostrategic significance given its location 

at the tri-junction between East, South and Southeast Asia.  

 

                                                           
18 West Bengal leaders skip tourism event, BJP steals show. (2017). The Economic Times, The Times of India 

(Online), May 6, 2017. Available at http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/kolkata/state-leaders-skip-tourism-

event-bjp-steals-show/articleshow/58540545.cms Accessed on 07.05.2017 

http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/kolkata/state-leaders-skip-tourism-event-bjp-steals-show/articleshow/58540545.cms
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/kolkata/state-leaders-skip-tourism-event-bjp-steals-show/articleshow/58540545.cms
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Prospects for a South-Southeast Asian Regional Common Market 

A deeper analysis of the prospects and challenges with regard to the revival of the 

trade linkages via the Southern Silk Route often leads one to draw comparisons with 

similar initiatives elsewhere. In this regard, the European Union model has often 

been considered as a successful model of economic integration by prominent think-

tanks. Therefore, it becomes necessary to turn towards the EU model with the goal 

of understanding the similarities as well as differences between Europe and Asia in 

terms of regionalism and connectivity. A 2012 joint publication by the Asian 

Development Bank and Edward Elgar Publishing titled ‘Regional Integration and 

Economic Development in South Asia’ has studied various important issues in this 

regard.  

The idea of a common market is not recent. Since the twentieth century, one of the 

best examples has been that of the European Community where the member-states 

engaged in duty-free trade along with the promotion of free movement of labor and 

capital and it proved to be a rather successful endeavor. This success can be looked 

at through various lenses. Regional harmony is one of them. The European Union 
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countries are no longer at loggerheads like they were in the past. Mutual benefits of 

trade can be one of the major reasons for this. With the exception of civil war in 

Yugoslavia (which was not a member of the EU at the time), Europe has managed 

to heal the divisions exposed during the two World Wars in the twentieth century 

and the EU was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2012 for helping to promote peace 

and international cooperation. Furthermore, the European Union has a strong 

commitment to human rights, preventing discrimination and the due process of law. 

This makes it attractive to countries such as the Ukraine.  

Furthermore, free trade and removal of non-tariff barriers have helped reduce costs 

and prices for consumers and removal of customs barriers mean 60 million customs 

clearance documents per year no longer need to be completed, cutting bureaucracy 

and reducing costs and delivery times. The free movement of goods, capital, 

services, and people have been termed as the "four freedoms" in the modern 

economy. Living by this goal, the Internal Market, which is the common market of 

the European Union, so far has to a large extent been successful in solving many of 

the problems of its member states. The idea of a common market is one that has 
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found appreciation in other parts of the world. Some examples operating today are 

the Andean Community (CAN) which is a customs union comprising the South 

American countries of Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru; the Caribbean 

Community Single Market (CARICOM) which is a grouping of twenty countries 

(fifteen Member States  and five  Associate Members); the Central American 

Common Market (CACM) which is an association of five Central American nations 

that was formed to facilitate regional economic development through free trade and 

economic integration. 

Traditionally, linguistic differences and bureaucratic regulations were regarded as 

the main obstacles to a common market. However, one may find that this did not 

deter them from engaging in trade with other parts of the globe. Western countries 

involved in economic interactions with a country like Japan or with some of the 

countries of Africa and the Far East may be taken as a case in point. The fact that 

linguistic differences are very frequently paralleled by cultural differences can most 

easily be demonstrated by the meanings of words that are hard to translate and 

involves a wide range of professions apart from the public administration, the 
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military, or the police. For example, the education system, post office, railways, etc.   

This cultural difference problem of a common market may not however be a major 

obstacle in the proposal for a common market in the north east Indian region and 

involving neighbouring countries like China and Myanmar, as the people of this 

region as a whole share some common cultural aspects, which in turn can be tapped 

into and converted to huge benefits for the countries involved. This could find its 

form in traditional commodities of common usage, pharmaceutical products, the 

fisheries industry, tourism, etc. Apart from natural resources, this shared culture then 

becomes a major advantage for cross-border trade with the establishment of a 

common market. In an area such as the north-eastern region of India which is almost 

geographically landlocked, such an idea involving neighbouring countries like 

China and Myanmar along with the vast market potential of Southeast Asia seems 

logical. Land-ports like Nakugaon in Bangladesh where India, Nepal, Bhutan and 

Bangladesh have transit facilities or the Tamabil land-port which offers a gateway 

between Bangladesh and Shillong can be highly important in this regard. 

Additionally, the idea of cross border movement of people and goods in the case if 
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the north eastern region has received a major boost with the Chief Minister of 

Arunachal Pradesh discussing the prospects of building the road that connects India 

and Bhutan at the Belting-Trashigang border, which would not only facilitate the 

movement of people and goods across the borders but also reduce the travel time 

between Tawang in Arunachal Pradesh and Assam by 150 km.19 Any prospect of 

revival of such routes would be beneficial not only for the region but it would have 

implications for other countries in South Asia as well, as was the case when the older 

routes were in operation before 1954. 

 The proper development of land-ports in areas around the Indo-Myanmar border is 

another highly crucial requirement to ensure smooth flow of goods, people, capital 

and services through border markets such as Moreh, for example, thereby laying the 

groundwork for a common market in the region. This necessitates a pre-existing 

environment of peace since financial investments are often withdrawn from volatile 

markets. The role of government agencies in such cases becomes paramount as 

                                                           
19 Arunachal Pradesh CM takes up the matter to build India-Bhutan road with Centre. (2020). India Today (Online), 

available at https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/exclusive-arunachal-pradesh-cm-pema-khandu-takes-up-the-

matter-to-build-india-bhutan-road-with-centre-1700679-2020-07-15   Accessed on 13.11.2020 
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witnessed during the the crisis surrounding the 2015 Rohingya refugees in Myanmar. 

The international condemnation of the same led to a resurgence in the discourse on 

the need for and challenges to a peaceful South Asian region. The Human Rights 

Watch observed the Myanmarese government’s intervention in the matter closely. 

In its official statement, the following was mentioned: 

 

“Burma’s civilian-led government, which took office in March 2016, has failed to 

meet expectations to carry out significant reforms. Authorities continue to use 

repressive laws to arrest and prosecute activists for criticizing the government or 

military. The military remains the country’s most powerful institution, with control 

of key ministries and autonomy from civilian oversight. In late 2016, the army 

carried out a brutal crackdown on ethnic Rohingya Muslims in Rakhine State, 

including extrajudicial killings, rape, torture, and widespread arson. Ongoing 

fighting between the military and ethnic armed groups has intensified in Shan and 

Kachin States, causing mass displacement.”20  

                                                           
20 Human Rights Watch (Online). Available at https://www.hrw.org/asia/burma   Accessed on 09.05.2017 

https://www.hrw.org/asia/burma
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At the beginning of the 21st century, Indian External Affairs Minister Jaswant Singh, 

during a visit to Myanmar in February 2001, remarked that India needed an eastward 

access and this would not be achievable if it stood apart from Myanmar. Jaswant 

Singh was the first important Indian Minister to visit Yangon, Myanmar at least since 

the 1987 visit of Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi. India's emphasis on developing its 

eastward trade access to Myanmar during that time illustrated the Indian 

Government's resolve to mend and enhance historic ties with Myanmar. The Indian 

Government has time and again showed its awareness of the potential for developing 

trade ties with Myanmar, an economy that only opened its market in the late 1990s.21   

In the context of the present global order, borders are increasingly being seen as 

connecting elements rather than separating boundaries. Borders in Globalization 

(BIG), along with its ten university partners has emerged as one of the pioneer 

institutions engaged in border studies and policy linkages throughout the world. 

With regard to India’s need for acceptance of the changing economic realignment of 

the modern world, in an article published in 1991 argues that the countries of East 

                                                           
21 Yahya, F. (2003). India and Southeast Asia: Revisited, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 25, No. 1. ISEAS. p.93 
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and South East Asia have followed Japan in developing highly integrated systems 

with research, business and government acting together, united by the ideology of 

growth and by institutional structures that are conducive to mobility, the latest 

entrants to this group being the erstwhile Soviet Union, China and Vietnam. India 

remains outside, an isolation that is largely the result of a combination of domestic 

policy, geography and geo-politics. Hence, opportunities in this regard do exist but 

their success would depend on India’s reaction to them. It sets out to question 

whether India will or will not join the group of Asian countries and develop trade 

and investment linkages which are motivated more by mutual economic benefit than 

by notions of "South-South" solidarity.22  

In an era characterized by economic interdependence, regional market set-ups seem 

to be a logical step towards achieving the maximum benefits from trade. Moreover, 

in terms of connectivity with the ASEAN member states, India is only linked 

physically with Myanmar and here again, the north-eastern region comes to the fore. 

                                                           
22 Sudershan, R. (1991). Research Planning Meeting on the Changing International Economic Environment, 

particularly in Asia and the Pacific and its Implications for India and Southeast Asia New Delhi, 1–2 May 1991: 

Summary Record of Discussions, ASEAN Economic Bulletin, Vol. 8, No. 2. ISEAS. p.230. 
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Common logic would therefore suggest that economic development of the region as 

a whole would automatically lend more credibility to trade between Myanmar and 

India. 

 

China’s Yunnan and India’s North-east:  A Comparative Historical Analysis  

Yunnan is a province in South-west China. Externally, it borders Vietnam, Laos and 

Myanmar and internally, it is neighbor to Guizhou, Guangxi, Chongqing, Sichuan 

and Tibet. When Sukapha, a Tai prince of the Mong Mao kingdom reached the valley 

of Brahmaputra in 1228 A.D. (where the Ahom rule continued for about six 

centuries), physical linkages between India’s North-east and China’s Yunnan were 

known to have been established. Geographically, Mong Mao is located in the 

present-day Dehong Dai Jingpho autonomous prefecture of south-western Yunan 

province of the People's Republic of China. Over the years, this physical linkage 

evolved to incorporate economic linkages.  

In the twenty first century, regional initiatives such as the Bangladesh–China–India–

Myanmar Forum for Regional Cooperation (BCIM) and the Bay of Bengal Initiative 
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for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) have come to 

define the linkages between the countries of the region. With the launching of the 

Look East Policy in 1992, the government hoped to usher in the development of the 

North-eastern region by connecting it with the international neighborhood. 

Additionally, the aforementioned initiatives along with the impetus on the 

development of the Kolkata-Kunming economic corridor are aimed at greater 

integration of trade and investment between the four countries (India, China, 

Myanmar and Bangladesh).23  

China launched its grand plan to develop the western region during the mid-1990s. 

Accordingly, the provincial leadership of Yunnan emphasized on accelerating 

economic cooperation in two sub-regional development schemes to make it part of 

the national strategy hoping to promote its local economic and social development 

through these schemes. The two sub regional development schemes are the Greater 

Mekong Sub-region (GMS) development scheme and the Bangladesh China India 

                                                           
23 Raimedhi, S.P. (2016). Prospect of Tourism Promotion and Revenue Generation in North East India: A Lesson 

Learnt in Yunnan, China, Journal of Kolkata Society for Asian Studies, Vol. 2, No. 1 & 2. p.174. 
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Myanmar (BCIM) regional economic cooperation, which have been driving much 

of the economic development in the province and across the border. Myanmar is a 

member of both of these cooperative mechanisms and is critical to Yunnan due to 

its geo-strategic position. In terms of transportation, Myanmar holds the only 

passage for Yunnan to reach Southeast Asia and, consequently gain access to the 

Indian Ocean. Myanmar is rich in oil, gas, lumber and gemstones and issues related 

to border security, counter-narcotic trafficking, money laundering, and smuggling 

of arms are important issues for both Myanmar and China.  

Myanmar may therefore be regarded as one of the most important pieces in China's 

strategic design to develop its southern and south western regions. In the case of 

India and Myanmar, the two countries share an unfenced 1,640 km border via four 

of the states in the north-east. Myanmar has a long coastline which shares parts of 

the Bay of Bengal, and in particular, the surrounding areas of the Coco Islands and 

the Andaman Sea which is of strategic significance to India. Furthermore, India's 

maritime doctrine24, published by the Ministry of Defense in late 2004, focuses to a 

                                                           
24 Indian Maritime Doctrine. (2009). Published by the Ministry of Defence (Navy). Standard Press (India) Pvt. Ltd. 
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large extent, on China's potential threat in the Indian Ocean. On the other hand, a 

comparative assessment of road and logistics development between China’s Yunnan 

province and India’s Arunachal Pradesh shows that the road density of Yunnan and 

Tibet were 26.95 km and 20.90 km per 100 sq.km against Arunachal's road density 

of around 16 km per 100 sq.km. (in 1999-2000)25. 

1. Yunnan Province of the People’s Republic of China 

 

(Source: https://www.chinadiscovery.com/yunnan/maps.html) 

 

                                                           
25 Gogoi, J.K., Goswami, H., & Borah, K.C. (2009). Project Report on Problems of Border Areas in North East 

India: Implications for the Thirteenth Finance Commission, Government of India, p.36 
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Road Networks and Logistics 

 

With regard to the development of road networks in the region, it may be noticed 

that ever since India’s independence, the North-east has been witnessing spurts of 

road development activities. However, at present, perhaps with the exception of 

Arunachal Pradesh where a two-lane highway is already under construction, all other 

arteries that connect vast stretches of Assam, Manipur, Nagaland and Tripura have 

been suffering significant delays. One of the major problems being faced by the 

contractors in this regard is the reality of stressed finances that have been accrued 

from past projects. The significance of building a strong road network can be 

exemplified by the Chinese model of road and expressway development which has 

played a major role in the growth of its economy since 1984. Known officially as 

the National Trunk Highway System, the network of expressways has been 

instrumental in not only integrating the country as a whole but also in ensuring quick 

and timely delivery of goods and services between different provinces. This has been 

a major contributor towards the development of its industries focusing on perishable 
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goods by providing them a much quicker transport time along with much lower 

transport costs as compared to the other alternative which is air freight. The cost-

analysis of the different types of freight for connectivity is discussed in chapter 5. 

Under China’s Belt and Road Initiative, this is set to expand rapidly beyond its own 

territory and into the neighbouring South and Southeast Asian countries of Nepal, 

Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, etc.  

In terms of the North eastern region of India, borders with Bhutan, Myanmar, 

Bangladesh and China could effectively be turned into international trade zones if 

the network of roads already in existence was strong. However, aside from strategic 

bottlenecks, one also faces the problem of developing a road network and 

undertaking construction of highways even as turnkey projects, given the terrain of 

the region. This, coupled with severe weather conditions in parts of Meghalaya add 

to the existing woes of the stakeholders involved in road construction. The Ministry 

of Road Transport and Highways of the Government of India has paid special 

attention to the development of National Highways in the North eastern region and 
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according to its Annual Report (2014-15), 10 percent of the total allocation is 

earmarked for this purpose.26  

The total length of National Highways in the North-Eastern Region is 12,581 km 

and these are being developed and maintained by three Agencies, namely: 

i) The state Public Works Departments (PWDs) 

ii) The Border Roads Organization (BRO) 

iii) The National Highways Authority of India (NHAI). 

Of the total length of 12,581 km, the construction duties and responsibilities of about 

11,628 km lie with the BRO and respective state PWDs. The NHAI looks after the 

remaining length of 953 km. National Highway No 44 in the State of Meghalaya 

(Jowai - Meghalaya / Assam border stretch) falls under the National Highways 

Development Project (NHDP) Phase-III. 

As of 2015, under the Inter State Connectivity and Economic Importance (ISC & 

EI) scheme, 35 projects amounting to Rs. 565.47 crore are under progress. The 

                                                           
26 Annual Report: 2014-15. Ministry of Road Transport and Highways. Government of India. Available at 

http://morth.nic.in/annual-reports  

 

http://morth.nic.in/annual-reports
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Government has also invested an amount of Rs. 500 lakhs to help improve the 

Research and Development (R&D) in the roads sector with an aim to update the 

specifications for road and bridge works, for effective quality control in projects, to 

introduce emerging construction materials in projects and to recommend new 

techniques for highway construction and maintenance. A study of the government’s 

road building projects and initiatives in the North-eastern region on a state-to-state 

basis reveals that in the case of Arunachal Pradesh, the government has approved 

the Arunachal Pradesh Package of Roads & Highways covering construction and/or 

improvement of 2,319 km roads at an estimated cost of Rs. 11,919 crores. Out of the 

2,319 km, 2,180 km falls within the state of Arunachal Pradesh. Furthermore, the 

implementation of two-laning of NH 153 from Jairampur to Pangsau Pass covering 

32 km at a cost of Rs.94.82 crore under Phase-A of the Special Accelerated Road 

Development Programme for North-Eastern Region (SARDP-NE) has also been 

approved. 

Overall, four roads are of significance in terms of physical connectivity between 

India’s North-east, Southeast Asia and China. These are: 
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i) The Stilwell/ Ledo Road connecting Ledo in Assam to Kunming in Yunnan 

province of China;  

ii) The Aizawl – Champhai – Zokhawthar Road connecting Mizoram and 

Myanmar 

iii) The Old Tea-Horse Trade Road connecting the town of Kalimpong in 

northern West Bengal to the Tibetan Autonomous Region of China;  

iv) The Numaligarh - Moreh Road connecting the three states of Manipur, 

Nagaland and Assam. 

According to Raimedhi (2016), if direct overland routes between North-east India 

and Yunnan could be opened, then it could reduce transport costs between these 

regions by at least thirty percent. It would also tremendously reduce the time 

required in transporting goods. Indian exports to China are mainly primary goods 

such as oilseeds, salt, cotton, dairy products, rubber, plastic, etc. and delay in 

transport end up in soiling and wastage of the goods. If routes between North-east 

India and Yunnan could be opened up, India’s chance of increasing bilateral trade 
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with China is guaranteed.27  It is interesting to note here that out of these four roads, 

the old Tea-Horse trade route does not precisely fall in the North-eastern region but 

in West Bengal, which in itself holds immense potential for re-development, owing 

to the comparatively stronger logistical network in the state. This route, if reopened, 

provides direct access to the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR) of China via 

Kalimpong much like through the Nathu-la in Sikkim.  

Just as the North-eastern region of India serves as it’s gateway to Southeast Asia, 

Yunnan in China practically serves the same purpose for the Chinese given the fact 

that it shares borders with Myanmar, Laos and Vietnam. However, over the years 

China has placed an increasing importance to the internal development of this 

province and has transformed it into a hub for international trade with Southeast 

Asia. This does not seem to be the case when we look at the North-eastern region of 

India. Moreover, given the strategic concerns between India and China regarding the 

border of Arunachal Pradesh, the two sides arriving at a mutually beneficial 

economic arrangement in the region seems rather distant at present, although given 

                                                           
27 Ibid. 
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the changing nature of economic relations between states in the international arena, 

this may not be an impossible hurdle to overcome as and when these concerns are 

assuaged.  

In terms of the initiatives aimed at greater connectivity being undertaken by the 

government of Arunachal Pradesh, it may be important to note that it has made plans 

to urge the central government to take steps in improving road connectivity between 

Myanmar, China and Bhutan and to open up trade routes between North-east India 

and these countries. The identified border points in this regard are as follows: 

 

Along the Sino-Indian border: 

 Bum La in Tawang district.  

 Kenzamane (Zemithang) in Tawang district.  

 Gelling (Kepang La Pass) in Upper Siang district. 

 Kibithoo in Anjaw District. 

 Mechuka (Lolla Pass) in the West Siang district. 

 Monigong (Dumla Pass) in the West Siang district. 
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 Taksing in Upper Subansiri district.  

 

Along the Indo-Myanmar border: 

 Pangsu Pass (Nampong) in Changlang district. 

 

Along the Indo-Bhutan border: 

 Bleting (Namtsering) in Tawang district. 

 Dongshengmang and Bongkhar in Tawang district. 

 

Most of these identified areas (shown in the following maps) for a possible border 

trade mechanism between India and China in the future, have had a tremendous 

historical significance as a part of the Southern Silk Road. For example, the 14th 

Dalai Lama entered India via Kenzamane when he fled Tibet in 1959. As a result, 

this road is treated as the most sacred road by the Buddhists and holds immense 

potential for international tourism under the Buddhist circuit pilgrimage which is 

currently centered around the state of Uttar Pradesh; additionally, the Bum La pass 
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is a historic trade route and border pass between Tibet's Cona County and India's 

Tawang district in Arunachal Pradesh. It is 37 km away from the town of Tawang 

and 43 km from the town of Cona and provides one of the shortest connectivity 

points to China from Tawang. It is connected by an all-weather metaled road to 

Tsethang (district HQ in Tibet, China) at a distance of 508 Km. If a border trade 

agreement is made between India and China in the future, it could be operationalized 

from this point; before 1962, Kibithoo was also one of the most flourishing centers 

of trade along the Sino-India border. Before the 1962 Sino-India conflict, barter trade 

was prevalent and flourished through the Kepangla Pass between the local people of 

Siang district and the people of erstwhile Tibet. In the case of a revival of trade 

linkages between the North-eastern region of India and China, these would be the 

most promising areas for further development of India’s connectivity with countries 

such as Myanmar, Bhutan and China through the state of Arunachal Pradesh. 

According to studies conducted by the Asian Development Bank and others, the 
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benefits of economic integration between South and Southeast Asia could be about 

$570 billion, of which about two-third would benefit South Asia.28 

The Department of Trade and Commerce, Arunachal Pradesh, has categorically 

mentioned the significance of these areas for trade. As stated on the department’s 

official website, “The traditional or informal trade relation in between the local 

people of our state and Tibet province of China has been carried on since time 

immemorial which was discontinued after the Sino-India conflict in 1962. However, 

the Union Govt. of India with its all-out efforts, has actively pursued for re-

establishment of the past trade points under India-China sector. Up till now, no LCS 

could be approved by the Union Govt., under India-China Trade Points due to want 

of clearance at the bilateral levels.”29  

 

 

 

                                                           
28 Concept Note: Infrastructure based on Act East Policy. Mott Macdonald Report. 2018. The North Eastern 

Development Finance Corporation Ltd. p.2. 
29 Indo-China Border Trade, Department of trade and Commerce, Government of Arunachal Pradesh. Available at 

http://aruntrade.gov.in/html/indo_china_trade.htm Accessed on 14.5.2020 

http://aruntrade.gov.in/html/indo_china_trade.htm


 

86 
 

2: Map showing the geographical location of Bum-La (Pass), Monigong and Kibithoo, Arunachal 

Pradesh. 

 

 
 (Source: Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. 54, Issue No. 5, 2019) 

 

3. Map showing the geographical location of Zemingthang, Arunachal Pradesh 

 
 

 (Source: Jambey Tsering, https://researchgate.net) 

 

https://researchgate.net/
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4. Geographical location of Kepang La Pass. 

 

 (Source: Harish Kapadia https://www.harishkapadia.com/climbs-explorations/arunachal-

pradesh/maps/) 

 

Moreover, states like Sikkim, Manipur and Mizoram carry the potential to be turned 

into economic transit points between India and Southeast Asia as well as the Tibetan 

Autonomous Region of China if reforms with a focus on the similarities in cross-

culture markets are introduced at various levels by respective state governments. In 

this regard, Jelep La in West Bengal, Nathu La in Sikkim, Moreh in Manipur and 

Champhai in Mizoram do not seem to have been used to their fullest potential at the 

moment. The Nathu La pass in Sikkim is located at an altitude of 14,140 feet and is 

52 km. from the capital Gangtok and was an important pass of the Southern Silk 
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Route connecting India and Tibet until 1962. Barrens of mules carried silk, gold and 

many other items from Tibet to India and take daily essentials back to Tibet. The 

Tibet section of the route traversed down the Chumbi Valley to Yathung, a place 

about 30 km. away which once used to be a major trading township. Although 

economic exchanges through this pass were reopened in July 2006 allowing limited 

trade between India and Tibet, currently the items for trade include yak hair and tail, 

silk brocades, clothes etc. and it is limited to border trade and participated in by 

about a hundred odd businessmen.  

A nearby place is Sherathang which has a well-developed shopping mart and India's 

highest altitude internet cafe. Close to it is another place called Kupup which mostly 

remains covered with clouds. It has the second highest golf course in the world and 

was one of the major trading areas during the days when trade and exchanges 

through the Southern Silk Route were operational. The ancestors of most of the 

residents of this town migrated here from Nepal and Tibet as labourers during the 

initial stages of the road’s construction. Gradually they started settling here amidst 

the booming trade between India and Tibet. Jelep La, on the other hand is a high 
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altitude mountain pass at 13,999 feet and links Lhasa (Tibet) to India. The word 

Jelep La is of Tibetan origin and it means “the lovely level pass”. As this may 

indicate, it happens to be located at the highest level among all the passes between 

Sikkim and Tibet. On the Indian side, Jelep La branches out into two routes, one 

running through Kalimpong (West Bengal) and the other through Gangtok (Sikkim). 

The Kalimpong route is the older one and it passes through the town of Pedong in 

the northern part of West Bengal. This route has played a pivotal role in the 

development of the local economy in the region, as it was used for trading furs and 

wool till the early twentieth century. However, the route has been closed after the 

Sino-Indian War in 1962.  

On the other hand, the route from Gangtok, crosses the towns of Sherathang, close 

by Changu Lake and alongside Nathu La and Kupup. Following their tradition of 

road building in far flung areas, when the British rule began in India they built roads 

in Sikkim around 1884. A small Tibetan armed force occupied the area around the 

‘la’ (pass) two years later. With the rising influence of Russia in Tibet, the British 

sent an expedition in 1904, via Jelep La to Lhasa, headed by Colonel Francis 
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Younghusband. This expedition was confronted by formidable Tibetan forces but 

the British were successful in defeating them. In the absence of the 13th Dalai Lama, 

who had escaped to Mongolia, a trade agreement was forced on the Tibetans. A 

website run by travelers who have explored the Silk Road in Sikkim offers the 

following insight on the Jelep –La pass:  

 

“In 1947, when India gained independence, Sikkim was a monarchy. During this 

time, Sikkim was granted a special protectorate status and India owned the status of 

a suzerain nation. From that point onwards, the defense and foreign affairs of Sikkim 

were managed by India. After the invasion of Tibet by China in 1950, the passes in 

Sikkim were used by the refugees coming from Tibet. However, after the Sino-Indian 

War in 1962, the Jelep La Pass was closed down permanently. In the early phase of 

1975, following a referendum, Sikkim became a part of India. Again, with the recent 

development in relation between India and China, there are possibilities in 

reopening the Jelep La Pass (following the reopening of the Nathu La Pass on July 
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6, 2006). There is a huge expectation that the opening of the pass, will lead to an 

economic boom in the region”.30  

 

The issue of connectivity and inaccessibility stays on the forefront of all 

development projects in the North-eastern region. The creation of East Pakistan in 

1947 further added to its inaccessibility. Prior to that, trade was carried out through 

avenues like the sea route, inland waterways and through railways and road. The 

creation of East Pakistan therefore took away a huge chunk of connecting elements 

between the North-east and mainland India. Today the narrow twenty-two-

kilometer-wide Siliguri Corridor happens to be the only physical link between the 

two. In this regard, as a majority of the boundary of the region happens to be 

international borders, developing the already existing routes between them may be 

of immense importance for turning the entire region from land-locked into a land-

linked one. The Stilwell Road, if reconstructed would directly connect the state of 

Assam with Myanmar. This road could then be extended to connect Moreh (India) 

                                                           
30 Jelepla Pass. Sikkim Silk Route: Tourism and Trade for 2000 Years, Available at 

http://www.sikkimsilkroute.com/jelepla-pass/   Accessed on 09.04.2017  
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with Kalewa (Myanmar) on the Chindwin river. Mizoram shares a 722 kilometer 

border with Bangladesh and Myanmar. According to Hazarika (2011), “if 

Bangladesh and Myanmar could be linked to Akyab (now called Sittwe) in Myanmar 

and if Bangladesh agrees, Agartala could be connected to Chittagong. This would 

open up the entire North-east of India, making it the commercial outlet for the eastern 

trade.”31  This route also has a pre-colonial legacy in the fact that it was used by the 

people of Assam, Burma, the present Arunachal Pradesh and China for their trade 

activities. Incidentally today, one of the main impediments to deeper integration in 

the case of Asia is the lack of integrated transport linkages. Railways connecting 

countries like Myanmar, India, Bangladesh and China are absent. In this regard, the 

car rally organized by the BCIM forum in 2013 from Kolkata to Kunming was a 

highly significant step in showing that physical overland connectivity was in fact 

possible between these countries in the 21st century. However, similar initiatives 

need to be taken up frequently even if just to act as morale boosters for the 

stakeholders if this route is to be used for international trade as the vitality of the 

                                                           
31 Hazarika, P. (2011). “Connectivity and Economic Potential of Stilwell Road” In R. Bhattacharya & B.K. Mishra 

(Eds). A Journey through the Stilwell Road. Anshah Publishing House New Delhi. p.125. 
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private sector in the Asian region depends on effective transport and communication 

links between key urban centres. China was able to turn the city of Kunming into an 

international trade hub under similar conditions. 

However, there are certain bottlenecks in the issue of connectivity and road building 

in other parts of the region. Broadly, the problem here is two-fold. Firstly, the 

presence of insurgent groups mainly in Manipur and Nagaland. Nearly twenty 

insurgent groups of Manipur and Nagaland have been reported to collect a total of 

Rs. 50,000 as extortion from every import or export consignment that passes through 

that route. Secondly, the dismal condition of roads connecting most of the main 

cross-border trading centres in the region. Most of these roads are either Kuchcha 

(unmetalled) or are too narrow to transport cargo across borders. The government’s 

proposals to turn these roads into highways for better connectivity in the region over 

the years have run into such bottlenecks, thereby rendering development policies 

and plans more or less fruitless.  

 

 



 

94 
 

Bottlenecks in Development 

 

Several attempts by the Indian government to initiate peace talks with the insurgents 

have not been able to achieve the desired results or have had limited success. This 

has contributed to the slow pace of development, which in turn has been one of the 

major reasons for the growth of insurgent elements in the region. Hence one may 

find a vicious circle of poverty, underdevelopment and insurgency while looking at 

the North-eastern region. However, a concrete plan based on achievable goals and 

political will on the part of the government could in fact lead to a solution to these 

problems. The British were able to ‘tame’ the ‘wild tribes’ of the North-east by 

means of connectivity with not only the mainland of India but also with 

neighbouring countries like Burma (Myanmar) and Tibet (China) by focusing on 

road building and trade with those countries. These roads built by the British which 

served as the backbone of economic and cultural interactions between the people of 

this region lie in shambles at present, completely neglected and with little sign of re-

development.   
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Added to this are the various brands of identity politics in the region which have 

their roots mainly in the colonial period. These have served to create the basis of 

exclusion of groups thereby resulting in various forms of rifts like majority against 

minority, "sons of the soil" against immigrants, locals against outsiders, tribal 

against non-tribal, the people of the hills against those of the plains as well as 

intertribal issues against intra-tribal ones. In the backdrop of the strategic and 

sensitive border areas, low level of development, immense cultural diversity, and 

participatory democratic processes, identity politics has resulted in social exclusion 

which has in turn led to perceptions of marginalization, deprivation and erosion of 

identity adding to the strong basis of brands of separatist movements in the garb of 

regionalism, sub-nationalism, and ethnic politics, most often verging on extremism 

and secession.32 Insurgency and ceasefire agreements in the North-east have been a 

major source of discourse on the region. According to the South Asia Terrorism 

Portal (SATP)33, in 2005 there were a total of 717 fatalities in the North-eastern 

                                                           
32 Das, N. K. (2009). Identity Politics and Social Exclusion in India's Northeast. A Critique of Nation-Building 

and Redistributive Justice. Anthropos, Bd. Published by Anthropos Institute. pp. 549-558 
33 South Asia Terrorism Portal, available at http://www.satp.org/. Accessed on 09.05.2017 
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states of Assam, Tripura, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram and Nagaland due to 

insurgency related incidents in the region.34 This is coupled with the varied range of 

unique problems each of these states are still facing, ranging from logistics and bad 

weather conditions to bottlenecks in proper integration with the rest of the country. 

According to the available literature on the subject and from observations on the 

ground, it may be understood that conflicts between different ethnic groups in 

Manipur have played out in Imphal, although they go through phases of heightened 

and reduced tensions. It has also been observed that in the recent past, blockades 

have become a viable tactic in bargaining with the administration both at the local 

as well as the national levels. The threat of a blockade has become a perpetual 

possibility during any breakdown in interethnic relations. Imphal’s geography of 

vulnerability based around the concept of a valley surrounded by hills, as well as the 

prominence of a discourse that casts Imphal as a Meitei city and the seat of power 

for a government that supports Meitei interests, coupled with the unexpected success 

                                                           
34 This figure includes civilians, security force personnel and terrorists. The figure was 637 in 2006; 1,036 in 2007; 

1,051 in 2008; 852 in 2009; 322 in 2010; 2 46 in 2011; 316 in 2012; 269 in 2013; 465 in 2014; 273 in 2015; 160 in 

2016 and 32 till 30th April 2017. 



 

97 
 

of the two blockades in 2010 and 2011, have all contributed to the appeal of 

blockades as a form of action in the vacillations of interethnic politics.35 

For many years, the Naga civil society groups in Manipur have pushed for an 

autonomous district council in the Naga areas, since such councils exist in other hill 

areas of the borderland legislated by the Sixth Schedule of the Indian Constitution. 

With regard to Manipur, six autonomous district councils were created in 1971 and 

subject to direct elections. After violence escalated in Manipur during the 1980s, the 

councils were suspended. A new act was passed in the year 2000 under the mounting 

pressure from civil society groups in the state, which came to be known as the 

Manipur (Hill Areas) Autonomous District Council Act. However, the act was never 

brought into force and in 2006, was replaced with the 1971 act. In 2008 the act was 

amended once again and these amendments were seen as further stripping autonomy 

from the hill areas. The Manipur Government announced elections to the hill 

councils in late 2009. In April 2010 a number of Naga civil society groups led by 

the All Naga Students Association of Manipur and the umbrella United Naga 

                                                           
35 McDuie-Ra, D. (2016). Borderland City in New India. Amsterdam University Press. p.95 
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Council called for a boycott of these elections. The Manipur Government was 

undeterred and scheduled the elections for late May. In response the boycott turned 

into a blockade of the two main highways into Manipur, National Highways 39 and 

53, thereby cutting off Imphal from the rest of India. Within a year, the Sadar Hills 

District-hood Demand Committee (SHDDC) called for a weeklong blockade of two 

highways connecting Imphal to India as well as the border with Myanmar. The 

SHDDC demanded the upgrade of the Sadar Hills district to a revenue district, giving 

the majority Kuki community in this area a higher level of territorial autonomy. The 

supporters of the demand regarded the blockades as a success in terms of their 

longevity, which gave the hill communities a powerful tool at their disposal. The 

blockades also exposed the fragility of connectivity in the region.  

The blockades affected all the traders in Imphal, given the fact that without goods 

arriving in the city from the rest of the country there was less to sell. Small-scale 

traders could not travel back and forth to the border with Myanmar and the vendors 

who buy and resell these goods in Imphal also faced depleted stock. With many 

residents unable to work they spent less on non-essential items, and even these items 
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became hard to obtain as the blockades wore on. The Consumer Development and 

Public Distribution Department organized mobile markets that went around to 

different neighbourhoods with essential commodities sold out of the back of trucks 

under state police guard. Such incidents have greatly affected the socio-economic 

hindrances to the development of logistics networks in the region. 
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Chapter 4 

 

Historical Trade Routes in the Region: North Bengal and 

North-East India 

 

In the realm of global connectivity, for centuries trade has been one of the most 

important and recurring themes. Other facets of connectivity, be it culture, religion 

or language have often been bolstered by prospects of trade. For example, South 

Asia’s connectivity with the immediate neighbourhood in the various eras preceding 

the advent of colonialism were largely strengthened by the possibility of trade and 

trading routes and in this regard the historical significance of the Southern Silk Route 

has been undeniable. This chapter studies the various facets of trade linkages 

between India and her neighbours through the different branches of this route and 
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also attempts to analyze the trends in trade and commerce during the pre-colonial 

era as well as after the independence of India in 1947. The designations which are 

applied to routes used by the merchants and religious travelers refer not only to their 

itineraries, but also to geographical regions characterized by flexible boundaries and 

polyvalent socio-religious connotations. Encounters, contacts, and exchanges along 

these overland and maritime routes largely contributed to changing definitions of 

insiders and outsiders while at the same time, demarcated the existing norms of 

purity and pollution. 

 

The Tea Horse Road 

Historically, the ancient ‘Tea Horse Road’ in China was a trade route passing mainly 

through Yunnan, Sichuan, and Tibet. It got its moniker somewhere between the 6th 

century to the 20th century when people in Sichuan and Yunnan provinces of China 

used this route to trade tea with horses. In the case of trade between Tibet, 

Darjeeling, Sikkim (a kingdom during the colonial period in Asia) and Bhutan, 

between 1897-98 the imports from Sikkim into British territory were valued at Rs. 
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4,94,039 and the exports were valued at Rs. 3,64,963. During the same period, the 

imports from Bhutan were valued at Rs. 1,08,194 while the exports were valued at 

Rs. 1,37,460. The imports from Tibet during the same year were valued at Rs. 

4,98,125 and mainly consisted of horses, raw wool, ponies, mules, silver, musk and 

yak tails. The exports from India were valued at Rs. 1,88,280 and included silver, 

tobacco, indigo, cotton-piece goods, brass and copper. In fact the ponies in 

Darjeeling and Kalimpong that even today contribute towards the tourism-related 

services in northern West Bengal are a result of this trade.36  

Today, the remnants of this route presents a significant opportunity for the revival 

of these ancient linkages, as exemplified by the re-opening of trade in 2006 through 

Nathu-La at 14,500 feet on the Sino-India border in northern Sikkim. The second 

branch of this route, leading towards the district of Kalimpong in northern West 

Bengal, has however been largely unexplored in terms of the possibilities of 

reopening for trans-boundary trade between India and China. The volume of trade, 

given the location of the trading centers during the colonial era as well as the 

                                                           
36 Newman’s Guide to Darjeeling and its Surroundings: Historical and Descriptive. (1909). W. Newman and Co. 

Calcutta. 
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immediate period following India’s independence was rather significant, as 

supported by the aforementioned figures. It has been rendered practically stagnant 

after the Sino-India war of 1962 and remains unexplored in terms of its potential for 

economic linkages between the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR) of China and 

West Bengal in India much like the Nathu-La in northern Sikkim. In 1865, after the 

Anglo-Bhutan War, British India brought the town of Kalimpong under its control 

after considering its advantage as an outpost for trade with Tibet, which they did 

accomplish in establishing. It has been documented that at least up to the middle of 

the19th century, the present town of Kalimpong was ruled in succession by 

Sikkimese and Bhutanese overlords. It was rendered a marginal space following the 

ceding of its surrounding areas to Britain by Bhutan after the Anglo-Bhutan War of 

1864 and its conversion to a ‘frontier zone’ of colonial India. The British sought to 

modify and control the lateral linkages across this part of the Himalayas by 

renovating the direct trade route between Tibet and India in such a way that the trade 

would converge on the frontier town of Kalimpong rather than passing through 

Bhutan, Sikkim or Nepal as they used to. It was believed that this would help to 
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secure the imagination and identification of Kalimpong with India. Therefore, an 

attempt was made to divert the major chunk of the Tibetan trade that earlier used to 

pass through Bhutan, Sikkim and Nepal towards the Kalimpong–Lhasa route via 

Jelep La.37 Till the early 1950's until China shut down Tibet's border, Kalimpong 

flourished as a trading post. A trade agency named Tibetan Trade Mission opened 

in Kalimpong in the first half of the 1950s. This was complemented with the setting 

up of the Indian Trade Agencies at Gyantse and Yatung in the Tibetan Autonomous 

Region of China. 

 Trade with Tibet brought in caravans of musk, hides, furs, turquoise, coral, gold, 

herbs and minerals of medicinal value, and especially lamb wool. Soon large 

godowns were built where thousands found employment in sorting, drying and 

baling wool that came from Tibet. In exchange, the Tibetan traders took back cloth, 

tea, sugar and other food produces. Alongside the trade with Tibet, the arrival of 

missionaries also contributed significantly towards an early expansion of Kalimpong 

to a sizeable town that it is today. Schools and hospitals were established as early as 

                                                           
37 Sherpa, D. (2019). The Transformation of the Indo-Tibetan Trade in Wool: 1904–1962. China Report. Vol. 55, 

No. 4. pp.393–409 
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1873, and even today the town's reputation as an educational center is known far and 

wide. Moreover, Kalimpong was chosen as one of the three places where China was 

to open trade agencies, the other two being Kolkata and New Delhi in the India-

China trade agreement of 1954. 

The Tea Horse Road played a highly significant role in linking Sichuan, Yunnan, 

and Tibet with Bhutan, Sikkim, Nepal and India. In other words, the road had already 

set in motion the foundation for regionalism between South Asia and China even 

before the modern iteration the former was created. Furthermore, its significance has 

been multidimensional, as is often observed during an analysis of historical ties 

between Tibet and India. It shaped the culture, traditions, customs as well as the 

socio-economic fabric of the entire Himalayan region as we know it today.   

As far as China is concerned, the Ancient Tea Horse Road was divided into two 

major roads: the Sichuan-Tibet Tea Horse Road and the Yunnan-Tibet Tea Horse 

Road. Under the rules of economic engagement prescribed by the forces of 

globalization today, Yunnan has re-emerged as one of the focal points of China’s 

economic and strategic worldview ever since the year 1984 when China allowed the 
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twenty-seven border districts of Yunnan province to function as border trading 

points with her neighbours.38 For China, Yunnan has also been a crucial 

geographical area in a multitude of initiatives aimed at economic integration, some 

of which are; 

 The Greater Mekong Sub-regional Economic Zone (GMS), also known as 

the “hexagonal economic cooperation”, initiated by the Asian Development 

Bank in 1992 which includes China’s Yunnan province, Myanmar, Lao PDR 

and Thailand. 

 The China-Myanmar Economic Corridor; and The Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI). 

 

The Sichuan-Tibet Tea Horse Road 

It was during the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) in China that the Sichuan-Tibet Tea 

Horse Road was officially recognized. The complete length of this road was over 

4000 kilometers, with a history of 1300 years and stretched from Ya'an in Sichuan 

                                                           
38 Masviriyakul, S. (2004). Sino-Thai Strategic Economic Development in the Greater Mekong Sub-region (1992-

2003). Contemporary Southeast Asia. Vol. 26, No. 2. p.305. 
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to Lhasa via Luding, Kangding, Batang, and Chamdo in Tibet with its extensions 

reaching as far as Nepal, Burma, and India. In the Tang and Song (960-1279) 

dynasties, the Qinghai-Tibet Highway became a major alternative for transporting 

tea to Tibet from Sichuan and other more eastern areas, taking the less-steep long 

way round through Chengdu, Xi’an (then Chang’an) and the Silk Road. This road 

helped the commercial towns and cities nearby to expand and also promoted 

commerce between inland areas and Tibet. At a time when tea was worth more than 

porcelain or silk, porters and pack animals inched up switchbacks to cross Tibet's 

15,000 foot Zar Gama Pass as they followed the Tea Horse Road. 

  

The Yunnan-Tibet Tea Horse Road 

The Yunnan-Tibet Tea Horse Road started functioning in the late 6th century. It 

began from Simao (a major tea-producing area) and led to Lhasa, crossing Pu'er in 

Xishuangbanna, Dali, Lijiang, Shangri-La and continued onwards to Nepal, Burma, 

and India. It was a critical trade route connecting Yunnan to Southern Asia. The rise 

of the tea-horse trade not only boosted the local economy but also contributed to an 
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enrichment of the local culture in western China, while at the same time promoting 

the development of the road. The growth of the hamlet of Kalimpong into a thriving 

economic hub for Indo-Tibetan trade stands testament to this fact. For travelers 

however, it was often a dangerous and risky journey. Transportation was difficult to 

come by in the southwestern areas of Tibet owing to high and precipitous mountains, 

climbable only by narrow zigzagging roads as well as due to the presence of rapid 

rivers to cross. Wheeled or waterway transportation was nearly impossible. Under 

such circumstances, pack horses were the only means of transportation. It has been 

widely argued that this road was created by humans with their feet and horses with 

their hooves. This connected communities in neighboring valleys and villages, 

emerging as one of the most important communication links for southwest China. 

The stations where traders stopped to conduct their business later turned into towns 

or cities. Today's Lijiang, located in the north-western part of Yunnan Province, in 

the middle reach of Jinsha River at the intersection of Yunnan-Guizhou plateau and 

the Tibetan plateau, is a well-preserved ancient town known as an important survivor 

from the Tea-Horse Road. It realized a GDP of RMB 24.88 billion in 2013, 
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representing a rise of 14.2 per cent year on year. The city's GDP accounted for 

approximately two percent of Yunnan's total.39 In the 21st century, as reported in the 

Jakarta Post, the relatively small Chinese province of Yunnan is preparing to be the 

next big economic miracle in Asia by capitalizing on its strategic location that 

borders Southeast Asian countries and is almost next to India and Bangladesh.40 

The Chinese government has big plans for Yunnan, which is part of the ancient 

Southern Silk Road connecting Chengdu in Sichuan to Myanmar and Bangladesh. 

This route extended further to India, Thailand and even Indonesia. With the rapid 

development of modern roads in the late 20th century, the ancient pathways have 

been superseded by the Sichuan-Tibet Highway and other Tibetan roads. In the case 

of India, these linkages have immense potential for revival in the sense that entire 

generations residing in areas connected by these routes are now aware of their 

economic potential, largely due to the rapid rise in the number of educated youth in 

the region. The idea of connectivity has been made broader with the advent of the 

                                                           
39 China Knowledge (Online). available 

at http://www.chinaknowledge.com/CityInfo/City.aspx?Region=Western&City=Lijiang Accessed on 20.10.2016 
40 Yunnan at the Core of Modern-day Silk Road. (2015). The Jakarta Post (Online)  available at 

https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2015/08/23/yunnan-core-modern-day-silk-road.html Accessed on 17/05/2019 

 

https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2015/08/23/yunnan-core-modern-day-silk-road.html
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forces of globalization. This idea has in turn shaped the recent policies of many of 

the governments of the region, while at the same time leaving out the potential of 

reviving these roads for the same. The Ledo Road presents itself as a classic example 

here. While a portion of this road is witnessing immense development in terms of 

logistical capabilities on Myanmar’s side (which links Myanmar with China), the 

same stands largely abandoned on the Indian side.  

  

China- India Trade: Nathu-La 

According to the Agreement on Trade and Intercourse with Tibet Region signed 

between the Republic of India and the People’s Republic of China in 1954, trade 

between India and the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR) was to be carried out 

through certain trade areas and agencies which were mutually agreed upon. In this 

regard the Government of India agreed that the Government of China may establish 

Trade Agencies at New Delhi, Calcutta and Kalimpong. Similarly, as per article 2 

of the same agreement, the Government of China agreed that the Government of 
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India may establish Trade Agencies at Yatung, Gyantse and Gartok. The Trade 

Agencies of both Parties would be accorded the same status and the same treatment.  

The border disputes between India and China since the late 1950s have contributed 

towards the closure of this route. A border war broke out between the two countries 

in 1962, which was followed by nearly two decades of icy cold relationships. Talks 

resumed in the 1980s leading to the signing of two border agreements in 1993 and 

1996. However, progress in the bilateral relationship remained limited as border 

issues were still a major cause of concern. Another cause of discord was China’s 

refusal to recognize Sikkim as a part of India territory. It was not until the period 

from June 2003 to April 2005, when China and India had discussions on the 

possibility of resuming border trade in Nathu La, at the Sikkim border, that some 

positive development was hoped to be achieved by both sides. Nathu La is the 

world’s highest mountain highway trade pass at 4,328 meters above sea level. It is 

56 km from the Sikkimese capital, Gangtok, 52 km from the Chinese border town 

of Yadong, and around 400 km from the Tibetan capital, Lhasa. It is a part of the 

Southern Silk Route and is passable between April and October every year, while 
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also being one of the better conditioned trade passes between India and China. It was 

once a venue for intensive cross-border trade activities between India and Tibet. 

During the 1962 border war, Nathu La witnessed the end of cross-border trade and 

the arrival of troops of the two countries, often engaging in what strategic experts 

refer to as an ‘eyeball-to-eyeball’ confrontation. The breakdown of cross-border 

trade proved detrimental for the economy of not just the northern parts of the state 

of Sikkim, but also affected the economy of the North-eastern India as a whole. On 

the eve of Indian Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee's visit to China in 2003, China 

declared its intention to address the issue for the first time in history.41 Vajpayee 

embarked on a state visit to China which lasted from June 22 to 27, 2003. On June 

23, Vajpayee and Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao signed the Declaration on Principles 

for Relations and Comprehensive Cooperation Between the People's Republic of 

China and the Republic of India as well as nine other agreements, including the 

Memorandum on Expanding Border Trade that provided for the formal reopening of 

                                                           
41 MDONER (Online), Available at http://mdoner.gov.in/content/items-border-trade-%E2%80%93-nathu-la 

Accessed on 15.03.2019 

 

http://mdoner.gov.in/content/items-border-trade-%E2%80%93-nathu-la
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Nathu La as a border trade pass between India and China. About five kilometers 

ahead of the pass lies Sherathang, where the Indo-China Border Trade Mart is 

situated. The Memorandum also included details on the sites of border trade between 

India and China. Each of the two sides agreed to appoint a special representative to 

explore the framework of a boundary settlement as soon as possible. By the time 

China and India agreed to reopen Nathu La, the border trade pass had been closed 

for 43 years.   

 

The Present Trade Scenario at Nathu-La 

The traditional trade between India and China through Nathu La Pass in Sikkim 

started from 6th July 2006. Today, import and export of locally produced 

commodities by people living along both sides of the Indo-China border as per 

prevailing customary practices are allowed. The commodities allowed under border 

trade at Nathu-La are as divided into the following categories: 

i) Items exempted from duty when imported into India from China through 

border trade. These include goat skin, sheep skin, goats, horses, sheep, 
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wool, raw silk, yak tail, yak hair, china clay, borax, szaibelyite, butter, goat 

cashmere and common salt. 

 ii)    Items freely exportable to China in border trade, which comprise of agricultural 

implements, blankets, copper products, clothes, textiles, cycles, coffee, tea, barley, 

rice, flour, dry fruit, dry and fresh vegetables, ‘gur’ and ‘misri’, tobacco, snuff, 

cigarettes, canned food, agro-chemicals, local herbs, dyes, spices, watches, shoes, 

kerosene oil, stationery, utensils and wheat. 

There is no duty on these items unlike on the Indo-Myanmar border where a five per 

cent duty is levied. Other conditions of trade via the Nathu-La are as follows: 

Border trade markets shall be open from 1st June to 30th September every year and 

from Monday to Thursday every week. Timings for the border trade are between 

7:30 am to 3:30 pm Indian time and 10 am to 6 pm Chinese time. A permit fee of 

Rs.50 each will be levied for every vehicle entering the Sikkim side from China. 

Similarly, a fee of 5 yuan (Rs. 10 in 2019 equal to one Yuan) will be levied for every 

vehicle crossing over to the Chinese side up to the trade mart point at Renqinggang. 
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Both Sikkim's Nathu La Trade Study Group (headed by Prof. Mahendra P. Lama of 

Jawaharlal Nehru University and the Chief Economic Advisor to the Chief Minister 

of Sikkim) and India's Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) evaluated the 

economic potential and benefits in the opening trade and commerce through Nathu 

La. The CII believed that the value of border trade would reach 10 billion USD 

within the first 10 years of opening. The Study Group predicted a trade volume of 

2.06 billion Rupee (approximately 45 million USD) within the first year of opening. 

It was also indicated that the border trade would grow in small increments at first 

and then leapfrog. The Indian Chamber of Commerce noted that many people failed 

to notice the incredible business opportunities created by the opening which attests 

to the notion that the opening of Yadong and Nathu La promised a bright future for 

the economy of China and India. Pagri (a border trade market in Yadong) alone 

generated a trade volume of more than 20 million RMB in 2004. This figure is 

evidence of Yadong’s potential of becoming the largest border trade pass between 

China and India. The Confederation of Indian Industry also believes the opening of 

Nathu La has presented an economic windfall to North-east India and is likely to 
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turn Calcutta into the new China-India trade center. Aware of the need to seize the 

advantage, the CII worked with representatives and stakeholders from Sikkim and 

West Bengal to brainstorm development strategies. The group decided that the twin 

cities of Siliguri and Jalpaiguri (in the northern part of West Bengal) had the 

potential for massive economic development. Siliguri, with its immense potential 

for regional connectivity as well as given its location near Sikkim, is one of the most 

important transportation centers along with Kolkata. The city of Siliguri has been 

designated by the West Bengal government as the future China-India trade center 

thanks to its railway, highway, and air transportation advantages. 

On the other hand, the Chinese have also developed a plan for the development of 

regional connectivity. Under its ‘Great Western Development Strategy’ launched in 

the year 2000 and aimed at shortening the economic gap between its eastern and 

western provinces and to bolster the economy especially in the western provinces, 

China developed a 50-year long-term development program covering of twelve 

provinces, autonomous regions, and municipalities in its western regions. The first 

ten years (2000-2010) of the strategy were focused on the development of 
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infrastructure. The Tibetan Autonomous Region is an important gateway linking 

China to South Asia. Furthermore, owing to its 4,000-km border with India, Nepal, 

Bhutan, and Myanmar, the southwestern region is gifted with geographical 

advantage for cross-border trading. Tibet currently has five cross-border trade 

passes, including Lhasa Gonggar Airport, Nyalam (Zhangmu), Jilong, Pulan, and 

Riwu, with the largest cross-border trade partner being Nepal. 

 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the Southern Silk Road  

The One Border One Road or the Belt and Road Initiative was floated by the Chinese 

President Xi Jinping in 2013 in Kazakhstan and Indonesia. It is based on three main 

principles broadly explained as Gong Shang (negotiate/talk), Gong Jian 

(construct/build) and Gong Xiang (share good results). The policy focuses on 

improving connectivity and cooperation among Asian countries, Africa, China and 

Europe along the lines of the Old Silk Road and the Maritime Silk Road. Thus the 

emphasis is on enhancing land as well as maritime routes. As of this research, India 

and Bhutan are the only South Asian countries which are opposed to this initiative 
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and therefore are not signatories thereof. This may be for strategic reasons given the 

fact that the US$50 billion China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), an important 

part of the initiative, passes through the disputed Gilgit Baltistan area. The Belt and 

Road initiative thus far looks like the Chinese President Xi Jinping’s determination 

to move on from Deng Xiaoping’s dictum to “hide our capabilities and bide our time, 

never try to take the lead” as it shows China’s willingness to take the lead at least in 

Asia. At the moment, it looks like its ultimate aim is to make Eurasia which is 

already largely dominated by China, an economic trade center to rival the 

transatlantic one which is dominated by America.  

Here again, an emphasis should be laid on the redevelopment of the Southern Silk 

Road by the government of India due to its potentiality in terms of economic inter-

connectedness, trading hubs and access to a much bigger market. At the moment 

India’s main concern with regard to the Belt and Road Initiative is based on the 

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor between China and Pakistan which happens to 

lie in Pakistan-Occupied-Kashmir. There is also some backlash from countries like 

Myanmar and Sri Lanka whose current leaders want to renegotiate the terms of the 
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initiative. Although the policy is in its nascent stages at the moment and holds huge 

economic possibilities for China, the strategic costs for the region is being looked 

into as well, mainly form think tanks and security establishments in India.  

According to the Action Plan on the Belt and Road initiative issued by the National 

Development and Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of 

Commerce of the People’s Republic of China on March 28, 2015, the Belt and Road 

run through the continents of Asia, Europe and Africa, connecting the vibrant East 

Asia economic circle at one end and developed European economic circle at the 

other. It includes countries with huge potential for economic development. The Silk 

Road Economic Belt focuses on bringing together China, Central Asia, Russia and 

Europe (the Baltic) linking China with the Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea 

through Central Asia and West Asia; and connecting China with Southeast Asia, 

South Asia and the Indian Ocean. The 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road is designed 

to go from China’s coast to Europe through the South China Sea and the Indian 

Ocean through one route and from the South China Sea to the South Pacific through 

the other. On land, the policy focuses on jointly building a new Eurasian land-bridge 
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and developing a China-Mongolia-Russia, China-Central Asia-West Asia and 

China-Indochina Peninsula economic corridors by taking advantage of international 

transport routes, relying on core cities along the Belt and Road and using key 

economic industrial parks as cooperation platforms. On the maritime domain, the 

policy focuses on jointly building smooth, secure and efficient transport routes 

connecting major sea ports along the countries of the region which have a sizeable 

coastal area. The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor and the Bangladesh-China-

India-Myanmar Economic Corridor are closely related to the Belt and Road 

Initiative and therefore require a deeper analysis for closer cooperation and greater 

progress.42  

However, this depends largely on the nature of future diplomatic relations between 

the countries involved. With relations between India and China being largely based 

around economic competition and unresolved borders at the moment which have 

been further exacerbated by strategic calculations based on geopolitics such as the 

                                                           
42 Action plan on the Belt and Road Initiative. (2015). The State Council. People’s Republic of China. available at 

http://english.gov.cn/archive/publications/2015/03/30/content_281475080249035.htm.  Accessed on 09.01.2017  
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USA’s Indo-Pacific strategy and China’s rejection of India’s bid for joining the 

Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), talks focusing on trans-border trade arrangements 

between the two countries seem unlikely in the near future. However, it is also 

interesting to note that the opening of Nathu-La in 2006-07 led to significant 

diplomatic shifts between the two countries including China’s official recognition 

of Sikkim as a state of India. This contributes to the discourse on the economic 

benefits to be achieved through trade and connectivity projects in the region. In 

today’s globalized and highly interconnected world, if trade activities hold the 

potential to bring about significant changes, governments tend to downplay the other 

aspects of their relations. In the case of India’s connectivity with China and 

Southeast Asia through the North-eastern states, a broad and long term vision would 

go a long way in securing the development of the region.  

In railways, India has a long history of cross-subsidizing passenger tariffs by 

charging higher rates for freight. The outcome of this policy has been that sixty-five 

per cent of India’s freight moves on trucks via highways and roads, with only thirty-
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five per cent moving by rail (World Bank, 2017).43 As argued by Nayyar (2018) this 

is the precise opposite of the scenario in most major economies, as roads are much 

slower than rail. Thus, the perverse rail cross-subsidization reduces the 

competitiveness of those engaged in trade and has other negative externalities, 

including congestion and pollution.44  

Border trade is understood to be different from trade through air, land or sea ports. 

Trade through ports usually involves obtaining clearance through customs and 

typically has larger volume. Border trade in contrast, is ‘over-land trade’ by way of 

the ‘exchange of commodities’ from a bilaterally agreed list by people living along 

both sides of the international border. On comparing India’s border trade with that 

of Myanmar, it is seen that India’s current border trade through the North-eastern 

region is less than two per cent of total trade with neighbouring countries. However, 

in the case of Myanmar there has been a big increase in border trade with its 

neighboring countries since 2011-12 and it constituted forty-six per cent of total 

                                                           
43 Green Signal for Faster Development: India’s New Freight Corridor. (2017). The World Bank, available at 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2017/02/07/green-signal-faster-development-indias-new-freight-

corridor, accessed on 9.9.2017 
44 Nayyar, D. (2018). “India’s Asian Trade Strategy” In S. Armstrong & T. Westland (Eds). Asian Economic 

Integration in an Era of Global Uncertainty, ANU Press. 

 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2017/02/07/green-signal-faster-development-indias-new-freight-corridor
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trade in 2017-18. In this regard, Table 4 shows the various Land Customs Stations 

in the North-eastern states, designated for border trade with the neighbouring 

countries in the region at the moment. 

 

Table 4. Land Customs Stations in the North-eastern region of India 

Country LCS in North-eastern region of India 

 

Bangladesh 

Agartala, Bholaganj, Borosora, Dalu, 

Ghasuapara, Golakganj, Karimganj Steamer 

Ghat, Mahendraganj, Mankachar, Manu, Old 

Raghnabazar (Dharmanagar),Shellabazar, 

Srimantapur, Sutarkhandi 

Bhutan Hatisar 

Nepal Borsorah, Chasuaparah, Dalu, Dawki, 

Karimganj and Mahendraganj 

Myanmar Moreh, Zowkhathar 

China Shreathang (Nathu la) 

Source: Ministry of Development of North Eastern Region, Government of India 
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Chapter 5 

 

 Connectivity Initiatives: A Regional Perspective 

 

Four out of the eight North-Eastern States, namely Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, 

Manipur and Mizoram share international boundary with Myanmar. Arunachal 

Pradesh is often referred to as the “land of the dawn-lit mountains” and was known 

as the North East Frontier Agency (NEFA) till 1972. On 20th January 1972, the area 

was renamed as “Arunachal Pradesh” and in the same year it was declared as a full-

fledged union territory of India, attaining its statehood on 20th February 1987. The 

state shares a long international border with Bhutan in the West covering 160 km, 

China in the north and north-east covering 1,030 km and Myanmar in the east 

covering 440 km. This would underscore the potential of cross-border trade as 

highlighted by the central government’s approval regarding the opening up of a 
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Border Haat at Pangsau Pass along the Indo-Myanmar border in Changlang in March 

2013. Due to the rich biodiversity of flora and fauna, Arunachal Pradesh has a vast 

market potential for the cultivation of some of the rarest orchids along with a variety 

of medicinal plants. Abundant forest cover, minerals and hydel power resources of 

the state can be utilized for setting up industrial units. Major mineral deposits in the 

State are limestone, dolomite, quartzite, graphite, coal, marble, oil, natural gas, 

kyanite, mica, iron and copper.45 Furthermore, the state has a hydro power potential 

with an installed capacity of about 58,000MW which is one-third of the national 

hydro potential of India and four-fifths of the same in the North-eastern region. 

Notwithstanding the advantages, for a long time India-Myanmar border trade has 

been low in comparison to the Sino-Myanmar and Thai-Myanmar border trade. This 

is primarily due to a restrictive border-trade policy framework wherein trade is 

permitted only in a limited number of locally produced items through the framework 

of a barter mechanism. However, in December 2015 two important policy changes 

have been introduced by India, namely a shift from “Barter Trade to Normal Trade” 

                                                           
45 Arunachal Pradesh State Industrial Profile. NER Databank (Online). North Eastern Development Finance 

Corporation Limited. available at http://databank.nedfi.com/content/arunachal-pradesh accessed on 17.07.2019 

http://databank.nedfi.com/content/arunachal-pradesh


 

126 
 

and from “Border Trade to Normal Trade”. Before this, as per a circular titled 

“Barter Trade with Myanmar under the Indo-Myanmar Border Trade Agreement” 

(16 October, 2000) issued by the Exchange Control Department of the Reserve Bank 

of India, it was decided that under the border trade arrangement between India and 

Myanmar, imports from Myanmar into India should precede exports from India to 

Myanmar.  

Globally and throughout history, several countries have tried to use trade as an 

instrument in furthering their socio-economic development goals. In contemporary 

times, many emerging economies in particular have viewed trade as a catalyst for 

development. Various forms of regional organizations have been formed with an 

idea of promoting trade and lifting trade barriers between them. Given the 

commercial nature of transactions, for entrepreneurs the prospect of profits is 

generally the motive while formulating trade deals. From a policy perspective, trade 

is measured from its impact on development especially accretion to foreign 

exchange reserves, generation of jobs, increase in incomes for stakeholders, 

contribution of trade to local areas development as well as profit booked by 
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individual traders. Therefore, enhancing exports is an important peg in trade policy. 

India has an eight-digit tariff (Harmonized Code) with about 11,500 tariff lines 

applicable to different products. This differs from country to country. Moreover, 

there are non-tariff barriers or NTMs (non-tariff measures) that do not involve 

duties. Both tariffs and NTMs are calibrated by countries to regulate or streamline 

trade. In developing countries, NTMs are either non-existent or being evolved. Non-

tariff barriers are regulatory frameworks or standards set by countries to regulate 

both exports and imports. While NTMs are widely used by developed countries to 

regulate trade, their counterparts in developing world, rely heavily on tariffs to 

calibrate import-exports. 

The evolution of the discourse on logistics and supply chain, particularly driven by 

a move by many companies towards global operations, has had an undeniable impact 

on the relative importance of the different modes of freight transport. In the global 

trade scenario of the 21st century, more products are moved far greater distances due 

to the concentration of production facilities in low-cost manufacturing locations and 

because companies have developed concepts such as focus factories, some with a 
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single global manufacturing point for certain products. Long-distance modes of 

transport have thus become much more important to the development of efficient 

logistics operations that have a global perspective. 

In the case of the North-eastern region of India, given the pre-existing historical trade 

networks as well as a similar topographical features across borders, perhaps lessons 

from similar integration processes in similar parts of the world could be focused on. 

For quite some time now, the Government of India has been focusing on linking the 

capitals of the eight North-eastern states by rail networks, although road freight 

transport continues to be the dominant mode of transport. A look at recent European 

trade statistics confirms the importance of road freight transport in continental 

Europe, where the shorter travel time across borders makes it feasible. The upward 

trend in the use of road transport has continued for many years and it seems unlikely 

that the importance of road freight transport will diminish in the near future. Rail 

freight on the other hand has remained relatively static for some time. Moreover, 

inland waterways are used and pipelines are still important for certain specialized 

movements. In this regard, the Government of India is working to develop its inland 
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waterways to increase economic connectivity with Southeast Asia. The project will 

connect India’s North-eastern states with Bangladesh and Nepal and boost trade in 

the region as part of India’s Act East Policy. Officially, Bangladesh and India signed 

the Protocol on Inland Water Transit and Trade (PIWTT) in 2015. This would also 

provide an immense boost to other initiatives like the Kaladan Multimodal Transit 

Transport Project in connecting Haldia and Kolkata in India to Myanmar’s Sittwe 

Port. 

 

An Analysis of Modes of Transport 

Stronger connectivity between India and the neighbourhood, both immediate as well 

as extended, is essential for India’s overall integration with Southeast and East Asia. 

India’s ‘Make in India’ initiative launched by Prime Minister Narendra Modi on 

25th September, 2014 as well as the ‘Skill India’ initiative launched on the 15th of 

July, 2015 are heavily reliant on strong integration and connectivity infrastructure. 

With regard to freight transport, a vital element of economic connectivity and 

integration, the establishment of four major modes are essential, viz., Sea-freight, 
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road freight, rail freight and air freight. These may be supplemented with container 

and intermodal systems. Each of these modes have distinct advantages and 

disadvantages. India and the neighbouring countries have been focusing on the 

development of such linkages, although the rate of success has been heavily 

dependent on a host of other factors discussed in the previous chapters. Generally, 

on a global scale the following points are considered by countries looking to expand 

their existing logistical networks: 

 

i) Sea Freight 

Most countries with access to maritime facilities opt for sea freight as a mode of 

international transport for goods since it is known to be the most economic means 

of carriage. This applies to bulk goods as well as large packaged consignments 

intended to cover distant markets or destinations. However, the much longer time 

taken by sea freight makes it an option to be considered only if the speed of service 

is not important or negligible. Moreover, sea freight is generally not preferable for 

shorter distances and is plagued by problems associated with delay which can lead 
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to irregular services as well as increase the transport time itself. Bad weather, missed 

tides and delays at the discharge port are some issues associated with sea freight. It 

has also been observed that goods transported via this mode are more prone to 

damage, both in terms of products as well as packaging. Myanmar and West Bengal 

would be the ideal providers of access to sea freight with regard to the reopening of 

the Southern Silk Route. 

  

ii) Road Freight 

Road freight transport is widely considered to be the most important mode for 

national movements. Even where sea crossings exist, road freight is an integral part 

of the overall logistics network. This has been shown by the Bangladesh-Bhutan-

India-Nepal (BBIN) Friendship Motor Rally which began on 14th November, 2015 

in Bhubaneshwar, Odisha and concluded on 2nd December 2015 in Kolkata, West 

Bengal. This momentous event was made possible by the landmark BBIN Motor 

Vehicles Agreement which was signed by the transport ministers of the BBIN 

countries in June 2015 in Thimphu, Bhutan. It has raised the hopes of making freight 
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movement more efficient, promoting business and contributing to the region's 

economy.  

Road freight transport has been known to be highly competitive from the viewpoint 

of cost, especially in the case of complete unit loads (a unit load combines individual 

items or items in shipping containers into single units that can be moved easily) with 

a single origin and destination point. Since there are not many handling processes 

involved in road freight transport, it has been known to minimize the likelihood of 

damage to the goods. Moreover, since transit shocks are rarely encountered in road 

freight, the packaging cost can be kept to a minimum. The flexibility of road-vehicle 

scheduling means road freight transport provides regular and scheduled services. As 

mentioned in the previous chapters, in the North-eastern region, blockades of 

important national highways due to ethnic and political reasons have significantly 

hampered the confidence of entrepreneurs, businesses and other stakeholders who 

could have otherwise availed of the existing border trade in the region with 

neighbouring countries like Myanmar. On the other hand, the Myawaddy-Thinggan 

Nyenaung-Kawkareik section of the Asian Highway Network connecting India and 
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Thailand via Myanmar provides a significant boost to the entrepreneurs in the 

region. The new International highway runs from Moreh in Manipur to Maesot in 

Thailand via Myanmar's Tamu, Mandalay and Myawaddy. In this regard, another 

significant development has been the Asian Highway-42, which connects China’s 

Gansu province with India’s Jharkhand and runs through Lhasa in Tibetan 

Autonomous Region of China as well as Kathmandu in Nepal. Proper policy 

formulation and implementation could aid in the development of these regions 

significantly, given their economic potential. 

 

iii) Rail Freight 

Rail freight has seen a rapid evolution in recent times, especially with the 

development of inter-modal containerized systems which use containers certified by 

the International Organization for Standardization (ISO). These containers are 

suitable for ships, rail or road freight thereby eliminating the need for unloading and 

reloading of cargo. Rail freight systems of transport are also relatively cheap, 

especially for heavy consignments that require movement over longer distances and 
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where delivery speed may not be vital. However, on the downside, often the 

packaging cost is high since transportation through this mode is associated with 

‘shunting’ and ‘switching’ shocks associated with railway operations, which can 

cause damages to the goods being transported. Its efficiency is also greatly hampered 

by the limited number of railheads available at factories and depots, which makes 

direct origin-to-destination journeys rather rare. In a country like India, as well as in 

the neighbouring countries which have functioning railways, passenger trains take 

priority and movement of goods through freight trains depends on the schedule of 

the passenger trains, causing delays to the rail freight. The smooth international 

movement of freight trains is also dependent on compatibility in different rail gauge 

sizes, bridge heights and other factors like proper electrification facilities. One of the 

factors for the enhancement of trade between India and Tibet through the Tea-Horse 

trade route was the presence of a rail service at Geil Khola near Kalimpong. This 

greatly recued the travel time for goods coming to Calcutta and provided an incentive 

for the booming trade in the region through this route. Although this railroad is no 

longer operational, the government of India is currently planning to reestablish 
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railway lines for effective connectivity between Siliguri in northern West Bengal 

and Sikkim.  

 

iv) Air Freight 

Air freight as an alternative transport mode has grown rapidly in recent years 

accelerated largely by the spread of globalization. The main advantage of this mode 

of transportation is its speed over longer international movements. One particular 

advantage is with regard to what economists call ‘lead time economy’. This 

essentially means that the time saved on the entire transaction from the origin point 

to the destination nullifies the need for storage or inventory holding costs. Since air 

transport does not experience severe physical shocks unlike other modes, the 

packaging cost is greatly reduced. Moreover, this form of goods transport is 

preferred by businesses dealing in more expensive items, emergency supplies, 

perishables and spare parts without which certain industries may have to put 

production at hold as well as where the transport cost, compared to the cost of the 

goods, may be rather negligible. Air transportation has been an important contributor 



 

136 
 

to the growth of India’s international trade in recent decades by offering a reliable 

and faster mode of transportation services to move products and personnel across 

long distances. The total freight traffic was 2.2 million tonnes in 2013-14 and has 

grown at a Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) of 6.07 per cent since 2008-

09.  

Domestic and international freight traffic have grown at a CAGR of 8.82 per cent 

and 4.66 per cent respectively. Industries that rely heavily on air transportation for 

their international freight shipments include high growth sectors such as 

pharmaceuticals, office equipment and electronic equipment, besides those that have 

high value to weight products such as gems and jewellery.46 In the North-eastern 

region, the pharmaceutical sector is a promising one, especially in the state of 

Sikkim, which is also an untapped market for traditional himalayan medicines and 

herbs. Cordyceps Sinensis, also known as Caterpillar fungus or ‘Yartsa-gunbu’ 

locally, is a rare himalayan medicine found in the northern parts of Sikkim along its 

border with the Tibetan Autonomous Region, and is valued at up to US$50,000* for 

                                                           
46 ASEAN-India Air Connectivity Report. 2016. RIS. New Delhi. p.39. 
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a pound (or INR 37,91,550 for about 500 grams) in 2020 in the international market, 

depending on the quality. Given the development of a strong logistics network in the 

region, this sector has the potential to increase revenue as well as boost medical 

tourism, which is fast emerging as an off-shoot industry in Southeast Asia, Japan 

and China. In emerging markets, the high growth sectors are heavily dependent on 

the services of the aviation industry.  

In the case of India’s integration efforts with the economies of Southeast and East 

Asia under the Act East Policy, these modes of transport need to be further studied 

and proper policies need to be implemented at various levels to ensure a steady flow 

of people, goods, capital and services across borders. According to a working paper 

published by the Export-Import (EXIM) Bank of India, Southeast Asian countries 

like Myanmar, Cambodia, Lao PDR and Vietnam are primarily agrarian and 

agriculture and allied activities form the backbone of their economy. This is due to 

the fact that a majority of the population in these countries are heavily dependent on 

this sector for their livelihood. The region has the advantage of natural resources, 

fertile agro-ecosystems, and rich biodiversity. However, agro-industries in this sub 
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region of the overall ASEAN region are mostly underdeveloped, leaving significant 

opportunity for collaboration in and development of agro-based industries. Towards 

this end, Lines of Credit (LOCs) extended by Exim Bank India to these countries 

serve to contribute towards the development of agricultural and related activities in 

the region. With such LOCs in place, Indian entrepreneurs and experts could 

increase exports of agriculture-related machinery and equipments to the region, thus 

enhancing bilateral co-operation in the agricultural sector in the region. 

Additionally, given the fact that these countries are endowed with mineral wealth 

and natural resources, there is immense scope for enhanced cooperation with India 

due to its expertise and experience in the industrial realm, especially for the 

development/exploration of natural resources in these countries. For instance, 

Myanmar has abundant mineral and energy resources, as well as large hydro-electric 

potential. Since four North-eastern states share borders with Myanmar, they could 

also benefit from such initiatives. Such levels of connectivity have an immense 

potential in the development of other industries in the region. Furthermore, 

investment in infrastructure development could prove to be a mutually rewarding 
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area of bilateral co-operation. The lack of forward and backward linkages between 

different modes of transportation, poorly equipped ports, lack of a well-developed 

railway network and inadequate access to all-season roads are some of the key 

problems which the low-income countries in India’s neighbourhood are beset with. 

Areas that provide investment opportunities include development of highways and 

roadways, development of railway networks and power systems, which could 

provide a boost to regional integration. Through the North-eastern region, especially 

through the states which have comparatively developed road and rail networks, large 

Indian construction companies could explore business opportunities to meet 

infrastructural requirements in these countries, thus contributing largely to the 

economic development of the region as a whole, while enhancing bilateral relations. 

Such cooperation could also be taken up in sectors covering micro, small and 

medium enterprises in the region. 
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The Potential of North East India 

North East India is strategically located for foreign and domestic investors to tap the 

vast contiguous markets of Myanmar, China, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore, 

Philippines, Indonesia and other East and South East Asian countries. This is evident 

from the government’s push towards developing closer linkages between the region 

and the CLMV+T countries (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Vietnam and 

Thailand) in recent years. In almost all studies which aim to provide an analysis of 

development based on connectivity projects and initiatives, it is imperative to 

highlight the benefits of trade from the perspective of the stake-holders. The 

economic potential of Myanmar, not only as a member of the ASEAN but also as 

the gateway to India’s Act East policy has to be complemented by harnessing similar 

avenues of cooperation in the Eastern and North-eastern regions of India. The city 

of Kolkata in West Bengal plays a vital role here with regard to maritime 

connectivity through the use of port facilities once the goods reach there. This also 

opens up possibilities with regard to the other markets elsewhere currently being 

explored by China. On the prospects of enhancing land linkages and trade, it is 
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therefore imperative to understand the present economic potential of the North-

eastern region.  

Some of the most important discussions in the case of Arunachal Pradesh, the 

easternmost state of India, are based around its international border of 1,817 km., 

the longest in North-east India. Along with common strategic concerns, this also 

provides massive opportunities for a well-planned creation of new trading centers 

along its borders with countries such as China and Bhutan. Arunachal Pradesh is 

regarded as an 'Orchid Paradise', accounting for 601 species of orchids and is home 

to India's largest and world's second largest monastery - Tawang Monastery. Given 

the development of proper channels of cross border- connectivity, such avenues 

could be promoted for various forms of international tourism for revenue generation 

in the region. The off-shoots of traditional concepts of tourism such as eco-tourism, 

adventure-tourism, medical-tourism and pilgrimage emerge as the untapped sectors 

in this regard. The Government of India has approved the opening up of a Border 

Haat at Pangsau Pass along the Indo-Myanmar border in Changlang in March 2013 

to boost border trade with South East Asia. The long border with countries such as 
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Myanmar, Bhutan and China necessitates a deeper study on the feasibility of suitable 

border passes for enhancing trade with these countries. As proven by the reopening 

of border trade between India and China in 2006 through the border at Nathu-La in 

Sikkim, it is possible for boundary disputes to take a backseat when economic 

benefits gain prominence.  

Abundant forest cover, minerals and hydel power resources of the state can be 

utilized for setting up industrial units in the state. Some of the major mineral deposits 

in the state are limestone, dolomite, quartzite, graphite, coal, marble, oil, natural gas, 

mica, iron and copper. Due to its hilly terrain, the state requires adequate and 

efficient provisions of well-connected roadways, railways and airways to boost 

connectivity. Such infrastructural services are indispensable for integrating the State 

with the rest of India as well as with neighboring economic hubs, facilitating trade 

and commerce and improving the quality of life or standard of living. A sound 

telecom and power infrastructure is another area that may need immediate attention.  

The nearest airport to Arunachal Pradesh is in Tezpur (Assam), 216 km from 

Naharlagun and 226 km from Itanagar. Naharlagun is also connected by a helicopter 
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service from Mohanbari (Dibrugarh) and Guwahati (Assam). The more remote areas 

of the state like Tawang and Anini are also linked by helicopter services from 

Guwahati. Other places connected by air services are Pasighat, Roing, Khonsa, 

Changlang, Namsai, Ziro, Daporijo, Along and Yingkiong. In order to further 

develop the airways network in the state, efforts are being made for the construction 

of new helipads and landing grounds as well as for extension, renovation and 

maintenance of existing ones. In terms of the export potential of the state, items such 

as coffee, floriculture products, fresh fruits, vegetables, spices, tea and handicraft 

products may be considered.  

The economic potential of Arunachal Pradesh is further highlighted by the locals 

themselves, who believe that there is significant scope for rice and oil mills in major 

towns like Tezu, Namsai and Itanagar; for fruit processing and cold storage units at 

Bomdilla of West Kameng district; and for floriculture at Tawang, Bomdilla, 

Pasighat and Ziro. Furthermore, setting up tea processing units near tea garden areas 

of Lohit, East Kameng, Changlang and Papumpare districts would bring substantial 

development to the state as a whole. If these industries and developed and promoted, 
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they could provide a significant boost to the efforts at reopening the Southern Silk 

Road via Arunachal Pradesh and lend immense credibility to the concept of border 

markets in the region.  

The details of the border districts of Arunachal Pradesh along with their length of 

international border are provided below: 

Table 5: Border Districts of Arunachal Pradesh and their length of International Border 

(in km) 

 

District Countries with 

International Border 

Length of International 

Border (in km) 

Tawang Bhutan and China 208.49 

West Kameng Bhutan and China 84.74 

East Kameng China 41.05 

Kurung Kumey China 97.28 

Upper Subansiri China 111.06 

West Siang China 53.69 

Upper Siang China 153.85 

Dibang Valley China 357.32 

Lower Dibang Valley China 26.60 

Anjaw China and Myanmar 253.73 

Changlang Myanmar 278.21 

Tirap Myanmar 68.65 
 

(Source: Project Report on Problems of Border Areas in North East India: Implications for the 

Thirteenth Finance Commission, Sponsored by: The Thirteenth Finance Commission, Government 

of India, New Delhi, 2009) 

 

In the case of Nagaland, the tradition and culture of the tribal inhabitants is revealed 

through the different customs, dialect, attires and habits of the people of the state. 
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Along with this, the fact that it is one of the states sharing a border with Myanmar 

necessitates a deeper analysis of its role in enhancing connectivity initiatives through 

the North-eastern region of India. The state enjoys a comparative advantage in the 

availability of fruits such as pineapple, plum, pear, banana, passion fruit, orange and 

other exotic spices. This highlights the immense potential of its food processing 

industries which also have the added advantage of the availability of supplementary 

resources in the form of its rivers, forests and minerals. Bamboo is found extensively 

all over Nagaland, in pure patches as well as mixed with deciduous and evergreen 

tree species. The growing stock of bamboo has been estimated to be around 8.96 

million hectares (90 million tonnes) in the country, out of which about five per cent 

of the growing stock is assessed to be available in Nagaland. Presently, about forty-

six different bamboo species are known to exist in the State. The bamboo industry 

is regarded as a high profit making industry of the future given its use in the making 

of items such as toothbrushes (rapidly rising in demand due to the tilt toward 

reduction in the usage of plastic products), furniture, paper, floorings, activated 

charcoal as well as biofuel. 
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Coal, limestone, nickel, cobalt, chromium, magnetite, copper, zinc, platinum, 

petroleum and natural gas are the major minerals available in the state. With regard 

to its tourism potential, Nagaland with its rich historical, cultural and panoramic 

landscape is regarded as a traveler’s paradise. Lush green vegetation, interesting 

flora and fauna, deep valleys with clean rivers, natural lakes, hill agriculture and 

pleasant climate throughout the year are unique natural features of Nagaland which 

can be tapped for further development of its tourism sector. Nagaland also has its 

own unique identities reflected through mystic culture, ethnic traditions, hospitable 

people, fast social evolution of the urban Naga society, high literacy rate as well as 

interesting and indigenous architecture.  

 

As envisaged in the Industrial Policy 2004, the Nagaland Government has taken 

various measures like development of industrial infrastructure, promotion of export 

and trade, provision of training for development and improvement in entrepreneurial 

and technical skills. The Government also provides incentives to promote industrial 

activity. The incentive scheme package includes the following: 
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(a) Power subsidy  

(b) Manpower subsidy  

(c) Subsidy for quality control measures  

(d) Special incentives for 100 per cent export oriented units, etc.  

Such policies have significantly encouraged investments in the state, which have the 

potential to contribute towards the value and supply chains in the region. With 

economic opportunities emerging from the Act East Policy, the State Government 

has up scaled its industrial infrastructure development and institutional policy 

framework to tap into the economic benefits. Five Border Trade centers have been 

identified along the Indo-Myanmar border where necessary infrastructure 

development works have been initiated. The government is also working on a 

revised State Investment and Industrialization Policy with provisions to stimulate 

rapid industrialization and investment in the state. 

Assam is another important state in this regard. Popularly known as the land of the 

red river and blue hills, Assam is the gateway to North east India due to its 

geographic location. The state enjoys the geo-political advantage of being situated 
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close to South East Asian countries which further supports its potential of emerging 

as a strategic base for foreign and domestic investors to tap the vast potential of 

contiguous markets of Myanmar, China, Malaysia, Thailand, Philippines, 

Cambodia, Indonesia and other East as well as South East Asian countries, providing 

investors access to one fifth of the world population. Assam is the also the largest 

economy of North-east India and is rapidly making strides towards employment 

generation and inclusive growth by a balanced pattern of industrial investment. In 

terms of connectivity, Guwahati is the nerve center of logistics in the entire region 

and is well connected with all metro cities of the country by road, air and rail.  

Petroleum (crude) is the principal mineral produced in the state while other mineral 

resources available are coal, limestone, iron ore, granite, fireclay, lithomarge, fuller's 

earth, sillimanite (used in the manufacture of glass, metals, ceramics and cement) 

and glass sand. Additionally, about 300 types of medicinal herbs and plants are 

known to exist in abundance in the state with the Brahmaputra valley itself having 

150 varieties of herbs and plants of commercial value. The potential of such florae 

can be further integrated into the regional economy given the reopening of the 
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Southern Silk Route and opening access to markets in the neighbouring countries 

and regions. With regard to its tourism potential, more than 75 per cent of the tourists 

coming to the North eastern region visit Assam and the sector contributes 5.5 per 

cent to the state GDP while also providing approximately 10.5 per cent of the total 

employment in the state. To synergize its efforts in creating a favourable investment 

climate, the Government of Assam also offers attractive investment incentives as 

well as subsidies on power consumption through its state industrial policy. 

The tea industry, another important asset of Assam, plays a vital role in the State as 

well as in the national economy. It is well known that the state contributes towards 

more than half of India’s tea production and about 1/6th of the tea produced 

worldwide and the total area under tea gardens in the state is about 3,22,000 hectares. 

Although the tea industry is already one of the major industries in the state, its 

potential can be significantly increased if access to regional markets can be 

improved.  

Another important state in the region is Manipur. In terms of area, Manipur ranks 

twenty third among the states of India and fourth among the North eastern states. 
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About 48 km. away from its capital Imphal, lies the Loktak Lake which is the largest 

fresh water lake in the North-east covering an area of 216 sq. km. It is the largest 

natural source of fish supply which is one of the important food items of the people 

of the state. Manipur acts as India's ‘Gateway to the East’ through the border market 

at Moreh and also provides one of the main land routes for trade between India and 

Myanmar through the region. The agro-climatic condition of this state makes it 

suitable for growing almost all kinds of agricultural and horticultural crops and for 

setting up of food processing industries. The state already produces sizeable 

quantities of paddy, wheat, maize, pulses, oilseeds (like mustard, groundnut, soya 

beans and sunflower), fruits (like pineapple, lime, lemon, banana and orange), and 

vegetables (like cauliflower, cabbage, tomato and peas). Some of its major mineral 

resources include limestone, copper, lignite, nickel, chromite etc. and many non-

timber forest products like bamboo, broom grass, honey, aromatic and medicinal 

plants are the source of livelihood for its rural population. In terms of connectivity, 

the second largest airport of the region is located in Imphal.  
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According to the Industrial and Investment Policy of Manipur (2013), the 

Government of Manipur aims at driving industrial growth by attracting private 

investments and provide an investment climate with better regulation by removing 

barriers to competition and growth. The Government endeavors to create an investor 

friendly environment for rapid industrial development in Manipur in order to 

generate more employment opportunities. Additionally, as discussed in previous 

chapters, the economic development of Manipur is vital not only in terms of 

combating the scourge of insurgent elements in the region, but also for the success 

of India’s Act East Policy. Improvement of border trade and further connectivity 

through Myanmar with the regional markets of Southeast Asia and China could be 

the most important factor in bringing about this development given the state’s 

geographical proximity to such markets.  

In contrast, the state of Mizoram which also shares an international border of 510 

km. with Myanmar and 318 km. with Bangladesh, has emerged as a more peaceful 

state in the North-eastern region. The border-haats situated along its international 

borders have generated much interest in academic discourse in recent years. 
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Furthermore, complementing the road and rail networks, the opening of Lengpui 

Airport near Aizawl has further enhanced the state’s connectivity.  

 

The following points are often regarded as strong growth areas for the region: 

 Attractive fiscal packages, subsidies on capital investment, transport and 

working capital. 

 A high literacy rate (over 70 per cent), and large number of people fluent in 

English, with a strong potential for growth of information technology enabled 

services. 

 Unparalleled Tourist Attractions: Wildlife sanctuaries, adventure tourism, 

eco-tourism, hill stations, lakes and historical heritage. 

 The region has 7 per cent of the country’s total land space and 3.7 per cent of 

the country’s population and a distinct demographic edge over the rest of the 

country. 

 An emerging market of 400 million people, including the neighboring nations 

of Bangladesh, Myanmar, Bhutan and Nepal. 
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 Potential to be India’s powerhouse: The region has hydropower potential 

estimated at nearly 50,000 MW, natural gas reserves of 190 billion cubic 

metres, coal reserves of over 900 million tonnes and oil reserves of over 500 

million tonnes. 

 Large Mineral Resources including limestone reserves of around 5000 million 

tonnes and a forest cover which is 25 per cent of the country’s forest area. 

 Phenomenal bio-diversity – forest wealth, agro base, fruits and vegetables, 

herbs, aromatic plants, exotic flowers, other flora and fauna. 

 Large variety of agricultural produce –rice, maize, millets, sugarcane, jute, 

cotton, rubber, tea, mustard, grapes, guava, coconut, coffee, apples, 

pineapples, passion fruit, walnut, brinjal along with a vast range of other fruits 

and vegetables. 

 In terms of the region’s hydropower potential, according to the North Eastern 

Electric Power Corporation Limited (NEEPCO), the North Eastern Region 
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has the potential of about 58,971 MW i.e. almost 40 per cent of the India’s 

total hydro potential.47  

In the case of Nagaland, four-border trade centers have been set up by the state 

government along the Indo-Myanmar border for the promotion of trade between the 

two countries as well as with other ASEAN members. Out of the four border trade 

centers, infrastructural development for three (Pangsha, Longwa and Avankhu) have 

been initiated.  Under the State Industrial Policy-2000 of the Nagaland state 

government, which was revised in 2004, the following thrust areas were identified: 

Table No. 6: Thrust Areas under the Nagaland State Industrial Policy, 2000 

Sl. 

No. 

Thrust Areas 

1. Food Processing Industries 

2. Tourism Industries 

3. Agro-based Industries 

4. Mineral based Industries 

5. Handloom and Handicrafts 

6. Sericulture 

7. Floriculture 

8. Electronics and IT 

9. Pharmaceuticals 

10. Petrochemicals 

11. Bio-tech Industries 

12. Cane & Bamboo Processing/Manufacturing Industries 

                                                           
47 Power Potential in the North Eastern Region. North Eastern Electric Power Corporation Limited. Government of 

India. Available at https://neepco.co.in/projects/power-potential Accessed on 7th March 2020. 

https://neepco.co.in/projects/power-potential
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13. Distillation of oils from Medicinal & Aromatic Plants including value 

added products 

14. Processing/manufacturing of indigenous Herbs & Natural Dyes 

15. Micro and Small Scale Service & Business Enterprises 

(Source: Department of Industries and Commerce, Government of Nagaland, India) 

The state has a comparative advantage in the availability of fruits such as Pineapple, 

Plum, Pears, Bananas, Passion fruit, Orange as well as in exotic spices. Furthermore, 

since the Naga farmers by and large do not use or rely on chemical fertilizers, proper 

marketing of organic food can reap a high return. Presently most of the produce is 

marketed in the local markets leading to huge volumes of surplus and wastage. This 

has brought to light the immense potential of food processing industries in the state. 

The surplus produce could easily and profitably be traded in border-markets, had 

they been in existence.  

Sikkim is another state in North-eastern India which has shown immense potential 

for cross border trade. The reopening of the Nathu-La pass along its border with the 

Tibetan Autonomous Region of China in 2006 and the findings of the research team 

which ultimately led to this reopening lends credibility to this assessment. However, 

as discussed in earlier chapters, border trade via Nathu-La has been facing certain 
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bottlenecks in the recent past, largely owing to the strategic dimension of relations 

between India and China. The key highlights of the state include its recognition as 

India’s first fully organic state; its strategic locational advantage owing to its shared 

boundary with Bhutan, China and Nepal; its importance as the largest producer of 

large cardamom in India; its 315 glacier lakes and world’s highest mountain peak, 

Mt. Kanchenjunga as well as its high per capita income, which is the highest among 

the North-eastern states in India. These are the areas which can be further utilized 

under international tourism and its various modern facets including adventure 

tourism, eco-tourism, pilgrimage, health-tourism, etc. However, as mentioned 

earlier, this has run into some bottlenecks given the limited interactions in cross-

border engagements due to strategic concerns at the moment.  
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Chapter 6 

India’s Economic Trajectory: Stakeholders in West Bengal 

and North-East India 

 

Since independence, the Indian economy has undergone a significant transformation 

and is still adjusting to forces determined by globalization and the Internet of Things 

with the services sector emerging as a key driver of growth in recent years. This 

chapter makes an attempt to analyze the interlinkages between the national economic 

overview of India and regional economic growth with a specific focus on the 

northern parts of West Bengal and the states of the North-eastern region. In doing 

so, it tries to evaluate whether these states could have witnessed better economic 

performance than they have, if international connectivity and logistical issues had 

been resolved through alternative approaches and models of growth. 
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Historically, the North-eastern region has not been a tremendous factor for growth 

contribution towards the larger economic milieu of India due to various constraints 

in its value and supply chain dynamics. Connectivity, as discussed in the earlier 

chapters, has also proven to be a significant bottleneck in this regard. On the one 

hand, the existence of immense potential in the form of resources and manpower 

necessitates a deeper understanding of policy implications in this regard over the 

years, while on the other, the demand-supply and input-output models of economic 

development gain prominence in any attempt at understanding the potential sectors 

themselves. Patnaik (2011) argues that while on the one hand there has been a clear 

acceleration in the rate of growth of the Gross Domestic Product of the Indian 

economy, generally since the mid-eighties, on the other, there has been an increase 

in the magnitude of absolute poverty.48 In the case of borderlands in the areas 

connected by the Southern Silk Road in India and especially in the North-eastern 

region, poverty has been one of the main factors contributing to the strength of 

                                                           
48 Patnaik, P. (2011). Growth and Poverty in the Indian Economy. Social Scientist. Vol. 39, No. 9/10. pp 19-34. 
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insurgency. As a result, investment was significantly low based on market 

confidence which brought further poverty.  

The eight states in the region make up 8 per cent of India’s land area, 3.77 per cent 

of its population and account for a little over 2.5 per cent of India’s GDP. The 

regional economy is largely agrarian in nature with over 70 per cent of the population 

engaged in agriculture for livelihood and this is followed by the service sector. The 

manufacturing sector is still at a nascent stage. The partition of India in 1947 has had 

a significant impact on the economy of the region, virtually cutting it off from rest 

of the country. With East Bengal becoming East Pakistan, the traditional trade and 

communication routes with the North-east were almost immediately snapped, and 

with the earlier frontier routes with Myanmar and China having died down, the 

region became landlocked in the true sense of the term.  

The first North East Investment Promotion Policy (NEIP) announced in 1997 

provided a number of incentives for industrial investments in the region. After 

witnessing the limited success of the NEIP a much more comprehensive North East 

Industrial and Investment Promotion Policy (NEIIPP) which provides a host of 
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incentives at unprecedented levels, for investment in the region was announced in 

2007. 

Ever since India’s independence, the priorities of economic policies were focused 

on states which showed significant growth potential. Sarker (1994) has argued that 

the first three Five-Year Plans of India were directed towards achieving the objective 

of higher growth rates. The idea behind this was that scarcity of resources and 

efficiency of investment made it imperative for decision-makers to concentrate 

developmental efforts in those segments of the economy and those regions of the 

country where the rates of return were expected to be high.49 The North-eastern 

region therefore, was not significantly represented in this plan. With this in mind,  

the Fourth Plan (1969-74) took a more comprehensive view of the factors 

responsible for the backwardness and proposed that a multidimensional area 

development approach should be adopted in order to accelerate the development of 

backward areas.50 Moreover, given the peculiar situation where each backward area 

                                                           
49 Sarker, P.C. (1994). Regional Imbalances in Indian Economy over Plan Periods. Economic and Political Weekly. 

Vol. 29, No. 11. pp. 621-633 
50 Fourth Five Year Plan, Planning Commission, Government of India, available at  

https://niti.gov.in/planningcommission.gov.in/docs/plans/planrel/index.php?state=planbody.htm Accessed on 

12/1/2021 

https://niti.gov.in/planningcommission.gov.in/docs/plans/planrel/index.php?state=planbody.htm
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represented a unique combination of factors, it was recognized that no uniform 

programme could be successfully conceived and imposed from the level of the 

central government.  

Accordingly, in the Fifth Plan (1974-79) it was felt that an essential prerequisite for 

accelerated development was the evolution of appropriate location-specific 

strategies based on careful identification of the causes of backwardness as well as 

the potential available for development. Thus, the Fourth and Fifth Plans grouped 

backward areas broadly into two categories: 

(i) Areas with unfavourable physio-geographic conditions, terrain, and regions 

including drought-prone areas, tribal areas and hill areas. 

(ii) Economically backward areas marked by adverse land-man ratios, lack of infra- 

structure and inadequate development of resource potential. 

This exercise was a precursor to the changes in the development strategies/policies 

during the 1970s, when a variety of programmes based on 'Area Development' and 

'Target Group' approaches were launched with a view to not only providing income 
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and employment opportunities to the people of backward areas but also arresting the 

widening of inter-regional disparities. Important among these programmes falling in 

the first category were Drought Prone Area Project (DPAD), Tribal Area 

Development Project (TADP), Hill Area Development Project (HADP), Command 

Area Development Project (CADP), etc. 

It is a known fact that a significant proportion of the least developed countries are 

landlocked, which means that their access to world markets depends largely on the 

availability of a trade corridor and transit systems. With this in mind, scholars have 

often argued that the business and donor community should push towards 

implementation of comprehensive facilitation strategies, primarily at the national 

level along with planning the design of robust and resilient transport and transit 

regimes. Given the land-locked nature of most of the areas covered under this 

research, these pre-requisites gain paramount importance for making any fruitful 

gains in the future. As argued in earlier chapters, one of the main bottlenecks in 

achieving an upward economic growth trajectory in the North-eastern region as well 

as the areas of northern West Bengal connected by the Southern Silk Route and 
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perhaps the main impediment to a successful reopening of these routes so far has 

been with regard to logistics coupled with the slow pace of industrial development 

in the region. Transit logistics is known to be a complex process involving many 

public and private participants. It requires adequate procedures and responsibilities 

from all stakeholders and its performance is determined by a wide range of policies, 

implementation mechanisms, or organizations of services.51 The combined 

contribution to the national economy by the North-eastern region  is around 2.5 per 

cent52 and given the existing linkages with the Southeast Asian as well as the Chinese 

markets across the border, the commencement of trade with these economies show 

immense potential for the land-locked region. 

In the Third Five Year Plan of India, the concept of a balanced regional development 

was discussed in detail. The policies through which the balanced regional 

development was supposed to be achieved were selection of industrial location (both 

                                                           
51 Arvis, J.F., Raballand, G. & Marteau, J.F. (2007). The Cost of Being Landlocked: Logistics Costs and Supply 

Chain Reliability. World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 4258. The World Bank. 
52 North East Advisory Regional Council (Online). The Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce & Industry, 

available at https://ficci.in/state/1011/Project_docs/ficci-north-east-council.pdf Accessed on 12/3/2021. 

https://ficci.in/state/1011/Project_docs/ficci-north-east-council.pdf
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for public and private sector), use of large projects as nuclei of regional growth, 

technological development, education and training and labour mobility.53  

A sign of acceptance of the fact that the North-eastern region needed special 

incentives and institutions for development came in the form of the North Eastern 

Council (NEC), which was established in 1972. Furthermore, under the sub-plan 

approach of the Sixth Five Year Plan (1980-85), greater emphasis was placed on 

Special Tribal Plan, Hill Area schemes and the programmes handled by the North 

Eastern Council. Until the Ninth Five Year Plan (1997-2002), the Council was 

instrumental in promoting regional institutions in the North-eastern states, such as 

Lokpriya Gopinath Bordoloi Regional Institute of Mental Health (Assam), North 

Eastern Regional Institute of Water and Land Management (Assam), North Eastern 

Electrical Power Corporation Ltd. (Meghalaya), Regional Institute of Medical 

Sciences (Manipur), Cane & Bamboo Technology Centre (Assam), Regional 

Institute of Pharmaceutical Science & Technology (Tripura), Regional Institute of 

                                                           
53 Sachdeva, G. (2018). “Preparing the Northeastern economy of the future.” In Oinam B. & Sadokpam D.A. (Eds). 

Northeast India: A Reader. Routledge. New York. pp.391-405. 
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Paramedical & Nursing Sciences (Mizoram), North Eastern Regional Institute of 

Science & Technology (Arunachal Pradesh), etc. The prospects of individual 

member-states of the council have been discussed in greater detail in the previous 

chapter.  

A significant policy-shift in this regard came in the form of the Look East Policy, 

announced by the P.V. Narasimha Rao administration and renamed as the Act East 

Policy in 2014 with certain upgradations. Geographically, this policy relies on the 

development of trade-facilitating border infrastructure in the North-eastern region of 

India as well as in the northern parts of Myanmar. The Bangladesh-China-India-

Myanmar (BCIM) Economic Corridor is another initiative that would be significant 

for the NER owing to the complementarities of the goals of China - to unlock the 

potential of its relatively backward western regions and of India - to develop an 

economically backward and landlocked North-eastern region.  

The year 2013 was crucial in the development of BCIM initiative as a car rally from 

Kunming to Kolkata (K2K) was organised with great success. However, this could 

not bring about significant changes in the economic relations between the member-
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states and the absence of alternative geographical routes may have been a crucial 

factor for this. The 1,360 km long India-Myanmar-Thailand (IMT) Trilateral 

Highway to establish road connectivity from Manipur border to Thailand through 

Myanmar, inaugurated in 2001 was yet another significant initiative aimed at 

improving connectivity between South and Southeast Asia. Here again, 

infrastructural development in the bordering states of the North-eastern region of 

India has proven to be a crucial factor. As per the data published by the Ministry of 

Statistics and Programme Implementation, Government of India, at constant 2011-

12 prices, Mizoram attained the highest GSDP growth rate of 14.07 per cent, 

followed by Bihar (10.47 per cent) among twenty three Indian states and union 

territories.54 The Gross Domestic State Product is a measurement of a state's output 

and the sum of value added from all industries in the state. In the case of the eight 

states of the North-eastern region of India between the years 2000 and 2015, the 

GDSP figures are shown in Table 5. Similarly, Table 6 shows the yearly percentage 

growth of the GSDP for the eight sates of North-east India. Mizoram recorded the 

                                                           
54 Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation (Online). Government of India. Available at 
http://mospi.nic.in/data Accessed on 3.5.2020 

http://mospi.nic.in/data
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Sl. State\UT 2004-05 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15

No.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13)

1 Arunachal Pradesh 3488 3755 4108 4810 5687 7474 9021 10775 11836 13545 15588

2 Assam 53398 59385 64692 71076 81074 95975 112688 125903 138401 159460 183798

3 Manipur 5133 5718 6137 6783 7399 8254 9137 11084 12697 14324 NA

4 Meghalaya 6559 7265 8625 9735 11617 12709 14583 17199 19009 21922 25333

5 Mizoram 2682 2971 3290 3816 4577 5260 6388 6890 8363 10297 NA

6 Nagaland 5839 6588 7257 8075 9436 10527 11759 13859 15676 17749 20099

7 Sikkim 1739 1993 2161 2506 3229 6133 7412 8907 10473 12377 NA

8 Tripura 8904 9826 10914 11797 13573 15403 17868 19974 22697 26810 NA

All-India GDP(2004-05 base) 2971464 3390503 3953276 4582086 5303567 6108903 7248860 8391691 9388876 10472807 NA

highest percentage growth between the years 2005 and 2015, from 10.77 per cent in 

2005 to 23.12 per cent in 2015. 

    Table 7: Statement of Gross State Domestic Product at Current Prices, in Crores (As on 31.07.2015)55 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       (Source: Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, Government of India) 

 

Table 8: Percentage Growth over previous year: 2005-2015 

         (Source: Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, Government of India) 

                                                           
55 Ibid 

Sl. State\UT 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15

No.

1 Arunachal Pradesh 7.654817 9.400799 17.08861 18.23285 31.42254 20.69842 19.44352 9.846868 14.439 15.08306

2 Assam 11.21203 8.9366 9.868299 14.06663 18.37951 17.41391 11.72707 9.92669 15.21593 15.26276

3 Manipur 11.39684 7.327737 10.52632 9.081527 11.55562 10.69784 21.30896 14.55251 12.81405 NA

4 Meghalaya 10.76384 18.71989 12.86957 19.33231 9.400017 14.74546 17.9387 10.52387 15.32432 15.55971

5 Mizoram 10.77554 10.73713 15.98784 19.94235 14.92244 21.44487 7.858485 21.37881 23.12567 NA

6 Nagaland 12.82754 10.15483 11.27188 16.85449 11.5621 11.70324 17.85866 13.11061 13.22404 13.24018

7 Sikkim 14.6061 8.429503 15.96483 28.85076 89.93496 20.85439 20.16999 17.58168 18.18008 NA

8 Tripura 10.3549 11.07266 8.090526 15.05467 13.48265 16.00338 11.78643 13.63272 18.12134 NA

All-India GDP(2004-05 base) 14.10211 16.59851 15.90605 15.74569 15.1848 18.66058 15.76567 11.883 11.54484 NA
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The state’s importance in this regard is further highlighted by its geographical 

placement as one of the four states in the North-eastern region of India which share 

international borders with Myanmar. To further convert this growth into tangible 

benefits for the region, sectoral development based on current potential has to be 

initiated by the local administrative bodies as well as by the central government. 

Highlighting the potential of the agriculture sector, for example, in its 32nd Annual 

Report (2013-14), the North Eastern Regional Agricultural Marketing Corporation 

Limited (NERAMAC) states that the Corporation achieved a turnover of Rs.54.13 

Crore during 2013-2014 as compared to Rs.43.70 crores during 2012-13. During the 

year 2013-14 the Company earned a gross profit of Rs.1.88 crores as compared to 

that of Rs.1.66 crore during the previous year.56 

On the other hand, the state of West Bengal where the Tea-Horse trade route is 

located, presents a different picture in this regard owing to its well-developed port 

facilities and a historically well integrated logistical network. The northern parts of 

                                                           
56 32nd Annual Report 2013-14. North Eastern Regional Agricultural Marketing Corporation Limited 

(NERAMAC), Guwahati, Assam. 
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the state, particularly the town of Kalimpong has been historically significant for its 

trade linkages with Tibet. The establishment of a rope-way station (Figure 9) for 

easy transportation of goods down to the Gail river, which also had a railway station 

at the time, which was instrumental in transporting these goods to other parts of the 

state.    

Figure 2: Kalimpong Ropeway Railway Station, 11th Mile. 1937. 

(Image courtesy: Pine Brothers, Kalimpong) 
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Figure 3. Trade through the Tea-Horse Route: A Tibetan Woman Sells Her Goods to a 

Nepali Buyer at a Market in 10 Mile, Kalimpong, 1919.

 

(Picture Courtesy: Pine Brothers, Kalimpong) 

As a result of the Sino-India War of 1962, the historic Tea-Horse trade route via 

Jelep-La in Kalimpong remains abandoned and is mostly being used by the local 

guides as a tourist site for visitors. However, a possible reopening of this route is 

being studied by some scholars in these areas. The 21st century has been guided by 

increasing connectivity between peoples and markets and most of the respondents 



 

171 
 

during interviews and field visits were hopeful of the perceived benefits of a 

reopening of this route.  

A vast majority of previous empirical studies on regional trading arrangements have 

placed more emphasis on economic variables while the role of socio-cultural and 

political factors in trade have not been addressed extensively. Yet, both these sets of 

variables have been known to have a significant role to play in trade.57 In terms of a 

suitable model for this research that would apply to the analysis on increased inter-

connectedness between India, Myanmar and China based on the revival and 

upgradation of the Southern Silk Route, the classic gravity equation offers a 

systematic framework for measuring the normal pattern of bilateral trade. The aim 

of this model is to examine the extent to which trade within each region can be 

explained by economic factors such as gross national product that proxies for the 

size of the economy, per capita income which represents the level of development, 

population of countries and distance between them. Accordingly, income, distance, 

                                                           
57 Shrestha, H.K. & Upadhyay, M.P. (2004). Political Economy of Regional Trading Arrangements in South Asia, 

Journal of Economic Integration. Vol. 19, No. 3. pp.427-446. 
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and population are the most common variables included in empirical estimates of 

the gravity equation since these variables tend to have a direct and significant impact 

on trade flows between countries. Most empirical studies show that income and 

population affect trade flows positively and significantly while physical distance 

between trading nations that proxies for transportation cost has a significant negative 

impact. Studies also show that regional trading blocs have a positive effect on 

bilateral trade among members.  

Regarding the importance of political factors in trade, a major study of bilateral trade 

within and across trade blocs was conducted by Frankel, Stein and Wei in 1997.58 

Their study examined the existing trade patterns throughout the world, but found 

different magnitudes and trends of the bloc effects for different parts of the world. 

The study showed the strongest effects of regional blocs on the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and Mercado Comun del Sur (MERCOSUR) or 

Southern Common Market, as compared to other blocs and suggested that the 

                                                           
58 Frankel, J. A., Stein, E., & Wei, S. J. (1997). Regional trading blocs in the world economic system. Peterson 

Institute. 
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expansion of European Community in 1973 and 1983 boosted intra-EC trade by 65 

per cent. Some gravity models estimate the impact of trade policy, such as tariff rate, 

black market exchange premium and direct exchange control.  
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Chapter 7 

 

Conclusion 

 

As has been observed during the course of this research, enhancing connectivity 

between India and Southeast Asia through a revival of the Southern Silk Road 

network is a multifaceted task which requires implementing strong initiatives at 

multiple levels ranging from the local administrative setup and the state machinery 

to practical projects from the central government, regional organizations and private 

stakeholders. Development of these connectivity projects and logistical networks 

would open significant opportunities for industrial development in the region and 

enhance its trade potential with Southeast and East Asian countries. At the same 

time, with greater connectivity centered on the development of efficient road and 

rail networks on both sides of the border, the North-eastern states would be better 
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integrated with the markets of neighbouring countries like Myanmar. The ground 

developments in this area, as observed during the tenure of this research, do not 

correspond to the nature of bilateral relations between India and Myanmar. It has 

been frequently observed by academics and various think-tanks in different 

forums/fora that cross-border trade and investment flow and cross-border 

development cooperation will open up new avenues for growth and development 

and private investment will be encouraged to cash in on the cross-border synergies. 

As projected by various studies, ASEAN-India connectivity will be highly beneficial 

for the people living across the borders in both the countries, especially from the 

viewpoint of enhanced cross border economic interactions, increase in the value and 

volume of tradeable commodities, broadening of the trade basket, etc. Its effects 

would also spillover into the social and cultural realm, since people to people 

contacts are essential elements of fostering and cultivating good relations in the 

global arena. It would also drive the various off shoots of tourism sector in the 

region, especially given the rapidly growing interest in Buddhist circuit tourism. In 

fact, officials in Myanmar had requested their counterparts in India to consider the 
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possibility of developing Imphal into a layover hub for tourists from Myanmar 

embarking on religious pilgrimages to sites like Bodh Gaya. If proper policy 

decisions are implemented, this would essentially provide an immense boost to 

similar sites in Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim, Assam and other states of the North-

eastern region, while at the same time, exposing other areas of potential cooperation 

in the process.   

Experts on the subject have often suggested a two-pronged strategy of development 

to help the North-eastern region overcome the predicaments of its landlocked 

geography. Firstly, since the region shares ninety-six per cent of her borders with 

the neighbouring countries of Bhutan, Bangladesh, China, and Myanmar, it is 

important to link the region with the Southeast as well as South Asian markets. 

Secondly, the restoration of the region’s traditional routes by way of transit and 

transshipment corridors through Bangladesh for movement of goods and passengers 

can address the adverse conditions related to terrain and topography while ensuring 

speedy development of the region. However, for both the options, the obstacles to 

physical connectivity as well as non-physical institutional arrangements between the 
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region and the ASEAN countries on the one hand and between the region and 

Bangladesh on the other need to be addressed expeditiously. Once the cross-border 

connectivity is improved, cross-border trade and development cooperation would be 

promoted. Additionally, border trade may be viewed as a strategic tool for the long-

term development of the frontier areas. An improved infrastructure, especially in the 

bordering regions between India and ASEAN will be insufficient to foster regional 

integration until and unless it is widely complemented by appropriate policies and 

regulations as well as participation of the private sector.  

Furthermore, based on the feedback of the local respondents during the multiple 

rounds of interviews conducted in the course of this research, it may be safely 

concluded that a majority of respondents from the North-eastern states as well as in 

Kalimpong (northern West Bengal) strongly believe that a revival of the defunct 

routes and passes in the region could address some of the bottlenecks in their 

economic development at the moment. Many of them were engaged in small 

businesses and were of the opinion that owing to the nature of relations between 

India and China at the moment, a revival of these geographical linkages does not 
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look possible at the moment, however they had often pointed out to the reopening of 

the Nathu-La pass in Sikkim and were hopeful of similar initiatives in their own 

states as well. Accordingly, the current focus has shifted towards re-connecting India 

with Myanmar via Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur and Mizoram. This 

imperative underscores the crucial role governments as well as private enterprises 

play in supporting industrial growth led by innovation under the current norms of 

international trade.  

It is also important to realize that importers have been known to consider not only 

the quality of the product and prices but also the place of product origin and political 

relations with the exporting country. Similarly, exporters may be concerned about 

the destination and existing political relations between the governments of the 

respective countries as this would have a direct bearing on the tariff rates. Traders 

may avoid establishing ties with their counterparts in an adversary country, knowing 

that such ties may be ruptured by one government or the other as part of some foreign 

policy maneuver. Therefore, the reopening of this route would require a concerted 

effort from all the regional players with a focus on development, peace economics, 
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cross-border synergy and mutual benefits. This would entail the development of a 

holistic policy with a long term vision complimented by short term goals and 

objectives. 
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Appendix I: Trade Traffic into British Territory from Nepal: 1889-90 
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Appendix II: Barter Trade with Myanmar under the Indo-Myanmar Border Trade 

Agreement 

 



 

187 
 

 

 



 

188 
 

 



 

189 
 

 



 

190 
 

Appendix III: Agreement between the Republic of India and the People’s Republic of 

China on Trade and Intercourse between Tiber Region of China and India. 
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Appendix IV: Report on the External Trade of Bengal with Nepal, Sikkim and Bhutan for 

the Year 1882-83. 
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Appendix V: Report on the External Trade of Bengal with Nepal, Sikkim and Bhutan for 

the Year 1883-84. 
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Appendix VI: Report on the External Trade of Bengal with Nepal, Sikkim and Bhutan for 

the Year 1884-85. 
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Appendix VII: Report on the External Trade of Bengal with Nepal, Sikkim and Bhutan for 

the Year 1885-86. 

 

 



 

204 
 

Appendix VIII: Handwritten letter sent by Nepalese merchant Tulsi Ratna Tuladhar from 

Kalimpong, India to Kathmandu, Nepal about the situation in Kalimpong (13/1/1966). 
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Appendix IX: Receipt of goods procured for General Store in Kalimpong, India, a 

subsidiary of Ghorashar business house of Lhasa, Tibet (1959). 
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Appendix X: Business letter written in Nepali language sent by Tibet Commercial 

Corporation Lhasa, Tibet to Nepalese merchants in Kalimpong, India in 1948. 
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Appendix XI: Industrial Investment Policy:2014, Government of Assam 
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Appendix XII: Mizoram Industrial Policy, 2012. 
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Appendix XIII: Letters from Tibet 

 

                                                           
 These letters were written by Karuna Ratna Tuladhar, a Nepali merchant who lived in Lhasa (Tibet) from 1934-46 
and from 1949-54, running his family business house named ‘Ghorashar’. These letters are written in his hand and 
addressed to his elder brother at their business office in Kalimpong, India. They offer a glimpse into the old trade 
between Kalimpong, India and Lhasa, Tibet through the Tea-Horse Trade route. (available at 
https://archive.org/details/LettersFromKalimpong/05%20karuna%20kpg1%2008-08-1957.jpg Retrieved on 
23.11.2017) 

https://archive.org/details/LettersFromKalimpong/05%20karuna%20kpg1%2008-08-1957.jpg
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Appendix XIV: Sample of Questionnaire 
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Appendix XV: Some pictures from the field visits (All photos taken by Aditya Kant 

Ghising) 

 

 
National Highway 39: Widening of Imphal to Moreh Stretch (2019) 

 

 
Local shops near the border market at Moreh selling goods from Myanmar 
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 Goods from Myanmar en route to Imphal 

 

 
Cargo scanning shelter near the border market 
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A popular monastery in Tamu, Myanmar (about 30 minutes away from the border market at 

Moreh) 

 

 

Lhasa, Tibetan Autonomous Region, People’s Republic of China, 2019 
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New houses being constructed along the old Southern Silk Route in Tibetan Autonomous Region 

(China), 2019. 

 

 

 

The old route is now a well-developed highway in China 
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