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Abstract

The Indian northeastern region has two century old history of traffic, transit and exchange of goods with the neighbouring countries of Bangladesh, Bhutan, China and Myanmar. Neither the trans-border and trans-frontier nor the trans-Himalayan trade interaction are new phenomena for the region.  Across an extensive surface-road link, Assam, Meghalaya and Arunachal Pradesh had been the transit routes for traffic of goods originating in Bengal, Lhasa and Rangoon. In the backdrop of a disruption in trade and commerce during the first few decades of the second half of twentieth century, the year 1995 was a landmark.  There has been a sort of the revival, and accordingly, serious research on the theme of in traffic, transit and trade relations began again as observed in the regional trade historiography and literature on economic analysis of foreign trade. 
Alas! The region still acts as the transit route for the traffic in goods and also fake currency. Moreover, the volume and value of trade between the northeastern region and neighbouring countries is almost negligible percentage of the volume and value of aggregate trade between India (as a whole) and neighbouring countries of Bangladesh, Bhutan, China and Myanmar. The specific constraints are to be traced in the nature of the laggard economy of the region. The region suffers from deficits in commodities production, shortfalls in financial revenue mobilization, and the transport bottlenecks. These are profound constraints behind the objective function of increasing region’s share in foreign trade and commerce. 
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Prologue
Presently, ‘Act East’ is a national slogan, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of India, New Delhi, is at the forefront of actualising the policy initiative since 2014. Being a gateway to the Southeast Asian countries and almost landlocked with nearly ninety-eight percent of international border with Bangladesh, Bhutan, China and Myanmar, the northeastern region
 comes into the focus of this policy initiative. 

Being home to a considerable number of people of ‘Ahom' (the single no-caste-Hindu in India), Buddhist religious sects (mostly in the state of Arunachal Pradesh and to be seconded by the presence of the Buddhist religious sect people in Leh and Ladakh in Jammu and Kashmir), Indo-Mongoloid racial stock (only to be seconded by the presence of the Mongoloid race people in small number of the districts of Leh and Ladakh in Jammu and Kashmir), erstwhile multiple tribal groups (numbering more than 213 Scheduled Tribe out of total 635 tribal groups listed by the Anthropological Survey of India, and constituting almost 10 percent of all scheduled tribe population of the country), and a refuge for the illegal non-refugee Bangladeshi infiltrators and Myanmar militants, a specific spatial region around and beyond the mighty Brahmaputra river (the only river system named after a male Indian god) in the eastern agro-climatic Himalayan foothills in the Indian subcontinent is popular as the northeastern region. 

Assam is the largest state of this region of India, and the region comprises of erstwhile British Assam, erstwhile colonial times tracts under the North Eastern Frontier Agency (NEFA), and Sikkim. It is today reorganised into a cluster of eight subnational states, 85 township district headquarters (located mostly in the hills and mountains)and nearly 39,216 inhabited villages over a triangle-shaped territory of 2,62,379 square kilometres of the geographical area (constituting nearly 8 percent of area of the country). 

It is a specific region that has a common international border with China at two points in Arunachal Pradesh and Sikkim. Being geographically located in a strategic spot in India and larger eastern Asia, the region is however the physical gateway between India, China, and Southeast Asia. This is of strategic and traffic and transit related significance. The historic fact of border disputes with China has influenced the economic and trade relations of the region not only with China but also with Myanmar, Bangladesh and Bhutan. The disputed international boundary of the subnational state of Arunachal Pradesh with China has ever brought the region into the focus of the international galore. 

Being home to a considerably high percentage of population of the scheduled tribe in the aggregate (constituting more than 60 percent of the respective populations of Meghalaya, Mizoram, Arunachal Pradesh and Nagaland, nearly 30 percent of the state population in Tripura, at least 12 percent of population in Assam but almost 25 percent of aggregate population of the region), the region has however been a constellation of people who have been migrating, circulating and hopping from one place to another within the region, and also from the areas of “Duars” of  Bengal (gateway to Bhutan) and Chhotanagpur plateau of Bihar to Assam which was an outpost of the British colonial Empire - a Diaspora. 
This Diaspora has been exposed to both positive and negative neighbouring international influences as no other regions of the country. Such exposure has not put them in command of traffic, transit and trade network, however. If it is difficult to say that a region having ninety-eight international boundary with foreign countries in the neighbourhood has been reaping the benefits of production, specialization and export-trade of merchandise, it is equally difficult to say that this region being the Diaspora and home of a majority of tribal populace has a composition of commercial traffickers, transit managers and merchants in favour of agents of tribal identity.
Be that as it may. The region is an interesting tract of India for exploration and analysis of the foreign economic relations with the neighbouring countries at the international border. Three aspects are significant: the identity of the commercial traffickers and transit managers, the availability of exchange infrastructure, and the composition of traffic in commodities (and exchange and trade, if any) and transit routes.
There are principally two sorts of description and analysis of trade, transit and traffic of the northeastern region in the regional literature. One, a claim of the historiography
 that trade relations is old in origin. So far as the trade interactions of the region with the neighbouring countries at the border are concerned, it dates from at least two last centuries. There was a vibrant network of flourishing traffic, transit and also presumably trade in commodities. In the recent literature, Shyam Bhadra Medhi (1978) and H K Barpujari (1994) have reasserted similar claims regarding the relation of traffic and transit of goods to these countries through Assam. It is of significance that Verrier Elwin (1962)
 noted the prevalence of cross-border traffic and transit routes with the countries of Bhutan, Tibet, Burma, and China during the nineteenth century. 

Other, an economic analysis of recent foreign trade that concentrates on the exploration of the implications of the new chapter of economic and business relations that have started since the communist revolution in China in 1950, the Independence of India and Burma from the erstwhile British colonial empire in 1947 and 1948 respectively and the Independence of Bangladesh from Pakistan in 1971 and continued to surge in traffic, transit and trade following the announcement of the ‘Look East Policy’
 in 1991 and the first-ever foreign trade agreement with Myanmar in 1994. 
The present paper takes up these issues, and its structure is divided into three principal sections. The first section sketches in historical perspective the description of traffic in merchandise and transit routes of Caravan trade of nineteenth century and early twentieth century. The second section is devoted to analysis of the interim period before Independence of India in 1947. The third section deals with the features of contemporary traffic and transit of commodities through the northeaster region. The fourth section attempts to bring to the fore the economic constraints behind the low volume and value of trade, transit and traffic between the northeastern region and neighbouring countries. A brief critical remark follows. 

1.  Traffic and Transit of the Past 

Whether the areas falling under the Ahom kingdom (and later British colonial empire) and the North Eastern Frontier Agency (NEFA) had surpluses in production of some agricultural, livestock and manufactured commodities during eighteenth and nineteenth century which could be exported is not known accurately. While historiography is rich in furnishing qualitative and impressionistic details, it is short of the quantitative aggregative information.

In the mono-cropping areas of Assam and Manipur, the food crop of rice was certainly not in surplus, and in the areas of Assam and Tripura, the commercial crop of jute was also not in surplus during the nineteenth century. There was hardly any surplus produce available in Assam and its adjoining areas. Rice from Rangoon (capital of Burma, now called Myanmar) was going everywhere. 
A distinction must be drawn between being the places of origin (production centre) of the goods entering into the trade and exchange network of the neighbouring countries on the one hand and simply being the transit routes in the movement of goods produced somewhere else on the other. 
It is quite conveniently ignored that one of the reasons for little enticement for the British colonial power to make early entry into the least prosperous lands surrounding Assam (and also neighbouring Bhutan) was repulsive force of absence of any noticeable surplus to extract and appropriate. In the similar way that Bhutan (including Nepal) was a transit route for traffic in goods, the areas of what is designated today as the northeastern region comprising principally of Assam was probably merely a transit route
 for a good number of commodities originating in Bengal, Myanmar, Tibet and Yunnan province of China but in small volume. Assam and its adjoining areas had not been the site of production, specialization with comparative advantage and places of origin of tradable commodities entering the trans-Himalayan circuit
.

The geography of movement of merchandise along the Caravan routes of traffic. There were movement of butter and cheese and land swap deals under the feudatory relations between monastic organisation of eastern Bhutan and the Twang monastery of the then North Eastern Frontier Agency (now called Arunachal Pradesh). 
On the other side, the war-Khasi border tribes of Meghalaya had also substantial traffic with East Bengal (now Bangladesh). There was traffic in traditional consumer and luxury goods on the border of Meghalaya and Bangladesh (earlier East Bengal and later East Pakistan) through the mart at Dawki.  There were other famous nineteenth century markets at Jaintiapur, Dawki, Sheila, and Phalibazaar. 
The Nathu La in the Chumbi valley in Sikkim at the confluence of countries of Bhutan and China was a major transit route for goods bound to either Bengal or Lhasa. Howsoever small value of the trans-border, trans-Himalayan and trans-frontier traffic, transit and trade was there, it used to be facilitated through the extensive surface-road links with the neighbouring areas, and specifically, the southern trail of the Silk Road
. 

There was trans-frontier traffic in goods through the transit routes within the region between hills and the plains as well. The raids of the warriors from the surrounding hills on the plains of Assam for rice as well as women complemented the foreign business across the frontier of British Assam. 

Assam had transit routes for exchanges of goods – both luxuries as well as necessities, through the fairs and marts situated at the ‘Duar’ (gateway to Bhutan) areas of the border. There were eleven entry points, locally called duars. Out of these, five duars belonged to the district of Jalpaiguri in Bengal and six to the district of Goalpara in Assam during the nineteenth century (Sarkar and Ray, 2006). These were transit stops at the Duar marts at the border of Assam and Bhutan through which traffic in goods originating in Paro, Lhasa and Bengal was intense
. The Duars used to be the seasonal marketplaces during the winter month, which often lasted for weeks till the arrival of spring season or early monsoons. The marts used to be organized to meet the ‘rock-salt' demand of plainsmen and ‘endi-cloth' requirements of the highlanders (Goswami, 1984, pp.22-23). 
Assam (as well as Bhutan) was beneficiaries of profits of being transit routes for the traffic. Being a transit route with stop-over stations at the international border whatever little amount of goods that was exchanged along the trans-​Himalayan border consisted of the luxury goods, for example, silver, gold, embroidered silk piece-goods, woollen cloth, musk, tea, munjeet (a type of dye), tobacco, coral, leather and sandal-wood while the frontier trade in the region dealt mainly with necessities, for example, rice, rock-salt and endi-clothes. All traffic was, however, barter business with no mediation of a commonly accepted medium of exchange.

Mules, ponies and horses were the principal mode of transport, in addition to the head load
. The riverboats were also the means of conveyance, wherever possible. The carts with horse were unfit for the mountains. The bullock carts or the horse carts were not seen on the roads till the last quarter of the nineteenth century (H.K. Barpujari, 1994). There were no bullock carts and mostly the elephants used to carry its traffic over short distances. The use of carts was hindered by the absence of bridges on the rivers crossing the roads (H.K. Barpujari, 1994). 

The anthropologists and historians of the academic landscape of the northeastern region since 1947, and specifically, after opening of the North Eastern Hill University at Shillong in early 1970s, have collated a good amount of impressionistic account and narratives on the transit routes of traffic and specific names of the merchandise on the move but have been silent on the issues of quantitative estimate of such traffic and commerce as between the northeastern region and the neighbouring countries (Baruah, 2003; Misra, 2011). 
In such a case, the assertion that the traffic in luxury goods, including some essential commodities, was vibrant and such traffic, irrespective of the amount, volume and value, might have catalysed the agricultural and plantation economies of the northeastern region (Baruah, 2004) are lacking objective foundation
 of quantifiable information. 

2. Specialization and Trade of the Interim Period

It was the frontier traffic orchestrated under the commercial policies of the erstwhile British colonial rule in the late nineteenth century. It replaced the significance of cross-border traffic and transit business everywhere across the region. 
Not only the composition of goods varied, the transportation route and the destination of trade changed. It was with the growth of steamer service and the railways that the transit of goods began but that was destined within Assam (and also with adjoining Bengal) and towards the west European countries. It was but all very late in nineteenth century. 
Under the colonial business policy during late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, those were surpluses in tea products and forest products that were traded, and the foreign trade and transit were mostly destined towards England and other European countries – far away from the neighbourhood at the international border. Assam did develop specialization in tea and oil in the production of which the industrial capital of planters and industrialists were involved but the quantitative information on the volume of export of tea and petroleum, mining and extraction, forest products and bamboo from the region to the neighbouring countries of Bhutan, Burma, Tibet and China is not accurately known. 
In the early decades of twentieth century, the economic and business relation with China (and Tibet) was minimal due to long distance and the waning of the tradition of Caravan traffic along the Silk Road, and also due to the political contestations in the Chumbi valley in Sikkim and along the border at Arunachal Pradesh. China has its own tea, and its tiny industrial base did not require much of the petroleum products.

A new chapter of events and episodes of intensifications of the bilateral and multilateral agreements, treaties and pacts of the governments in the service of forging and facilitating the formal and registered nature of exchange, trade and commerce among individual economic agents and business firms of neighbouring countries across international borders began immediately after Independence of India from the erstwhile British colonial empire. While the foreign trade pact with Bhutan since 1949 has had a smooth operation, the pact of smooth trade with China signed in 1954 was violated time and again. 
In the backdrop of deterioration in relations with Pakistan subsequent to the Indo-Pak war of 1965, the rail, road and river links between the northeastern region and East Pakistan (earlier East Bengal and now Bangladesh) was disrupted. Given the fact that Burma was separated from the British India in 1935, the British India was partitioned in India and Pakistan in 1947 and the India-Pakistan War in 1965, the Stilwell Road from Ledo (Assam) to Myitkyina (Myanmar) to Yunnan (China) became a mere muddy track and the railway links stood severed. The China border near Arunachal Pradesh was closed. The international borders near the northeastern region were closed. With Myanmar, the trade relations were severed. The signing of any trade with Myanmar was delayed till 1994. The trade pact with Bangladesh was though signed in 1972 but it remained dormant in operation till 2009. The Indo-Chinese trade through Chumbi valley was attempted to be revived only in 2006.

With closure of the international borders that was the hub of informal and unregistered trafficking in goods from neighbouring countries, all products consumed in the northeast came to be brought and transported from within the manufacturing regions of the country. As Indian exports diversified towards manufactures and other non-plantation products, the exports of tea and forest produce – the principal produces of the northeastern region – to the neighbouring countries lost their importance. 

3.  Trade and Commerce of the Present 
A perusal of the cotemporaneous foreign economic relations of India and India’s north-eastern region with these four neighbouring countries brings to focus four sharp features. 

First, it had been the central government of India (and they have always been the public functionaries of the various ministries of the central government at Delhi) that has been in a position of directing and overseeing the truck and barter relationships of the northeastern region with its neighbouring four nations.  Of late, there have been deals in land swapping, a proposal for barriers against labour migration, unilateral capital transfers and exchange pacts under bilateral agreements and treaties
, and expansion of both informal and formal exchange of goods and services across neighbouring borders under the aegis of the central government of India. 
Second, the states of the northeastern region do not have government to government pacts and agreements with either of the neighbouring countries regarding the movement and exchange of land, labour, capital, enterprise and commodities as yet. There is no state public enterprise in the region that is directly involved in the so-called international trade of the northeastern region. The State Trading Corporations of the region is not a direct participant in such a foreign trade. There is regional EXIM Bank to boost the foreign trade of the region with the neighbouring countries. No subnational governments of the region has ever organised a trade fair and an event to entice the foreign direct investments by the non-resident Indians and the people of Indian origin. 

In June 2015, the transport ministers of Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and Nepal (BBIN) signed a landmark “Motor Vehicles Agreement” (MVA to allow smooth passage of goods and passenger vehicles in each other’s territories. This agreement has now been ratified in all the four countries (Bhutan was the most recent to come on board, in June 2016), and paves the way for its implementation. 
Third, while the value and volume of foreign trade of India as a whole with four neighbouring countries is considerable (running into multiple thousand of crores of rupees), the foreign trade participation of the northeastern region has been abysmally low and insignificant (the value of traffic, transit and trade across the border amounting to not even a hundred crore of rupees). 

Much of the traffic in merchandise and goods between the northeastern region and Bangladesh, Myanmar and Bhutan is informal
. There are high transactions costs because of traffic barriers, tariffs, delays, and corruption that entice the informal traders and smugglers. Where sharp price differentials exist across borders, there are strong, even irresistible, incentives for private agents to take advantage of arbitrage-based profit opportunities. The region does not produce many more things
 but it is involved in profiteering through commission agency and arbitrage activity because of the existence of insurmountable tariff and non-tariff barriers at the international border with Bangladesh and Myanmar
. 
Fourth, the quantitative figures regarding the composition of regional hawkers, peddlers and merchants and traders are but not available
. Alas! There is statistical and data constraint in the region.

Alas! The volume and value of such traffic in goods has ever been abysmally small, continues to remain insignificant, and faces the significant trade constraints in the deficit nature of production, transportation and finance of the regional economy. The thesis that immediately after Independence of India from the British colonial empire, there was isolation of and disruption in the traffic of northeastern region with the neighbouring countries, and the impact on the region was highly regressive (Verghese, 2001) is therefore suspect. 

A country-wide profile of contemporaneous trade relations with Bhutan, China, Myanmar and Bangladesh is interesting.
Bhutan 

Bhutan has always acted as a buffer zone between India and China. India has continued to stay as a major trading partner of Bhutan. Since 1950, there has been a regime of free trade between two countries. To begin with the Nehruvian era in our country, India had signed a treaty in 1949 with Bhutan to govern the free business and commerce relations. India agreed to grant to Bhutan every facility for the carriage of its produce throughout the territory of India by land and sea. Bhutan has duty-free access to the Indian market under their bilateral treaties. 

Subsequently, further four trade agreements had been concluded in 1972, 1983, 1990, and 1995 respectively while allowing the 1995 Agreement on Trade and Commerce to remain valid till 2005 and its further revalidation from 2006 till in 2016. 

On an average, India has been exporting worth rupees two thousand crores while importing approximately one thousand crore of goods and services to have a favourable balance of trade at slightly above one thousand crore with Bhutan in recent years. 
Under the framework of free trade agreement, there are unregistered movement of goods in addition to registered and recorded volumes and value of goods of export and import. 

At present, there is only one exit and entry road route point for traffic between the northeastern region (specifically Assam) and Bhutan. This is Darranga (Assam) and adjoining Samdrup Jongkhar (Bhutan). This check post is close to Samdrup Jongkhar in Bhutan with the land customs station at Darranga in Assam. Dhubri/Noonkhawa river route is used for Bangladesh-Bhutan trade. Since the traffic between the two nations is unrestricted, the land customs station at Darranga functions only to keep records of flows
.

Bhutan is a source of timber and logwoods for India. Timbers and logwoods of Bhutan is purchased and brought to Assam and adjoining areas through the registered as well as unregistered contractors and traders through check post at Samdrup Jongkhar. As regards the investment by private enterprises and governments of the northeastern region in Bhutan and exports of northeastern regional local produce to Bhutan is concerned, it is insignificant.
Bhutan produces and exports the edible fruits, prepared foodstuffs and beverages. Apples and canned fruit products bearing the Druk brand name enter the northeastern region but a good amount is destined towards Bangladesh. 

India has a huge investment in hydroelectricity development projects (recent example is the Chukha hydel project), maintenance of highways through Border Road Organisation and Ground Reserve Engineering Force in Bhutan. There is a proposal of extending the railway line from Hashimara forest area (North Bengal) to Buxa industrial corridor of Bhutan. 
At the 16th South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) summit in Thimpu, Bhutan in 2010, member countries declared 2010-2020 as the “Decade of Intra-Regional Connectivity in SAARC”. They unanimously acknowledged the importance of improving transport infrastructure and transit facilities, especially for landlocked countries as a means to promote intra-SAARC trade. 
Nepal 
Nepal’s sea access got a major boost in June 2016, when India and Nepal agreed that India’s Visakhapatnam Port would be the second gateway port for Nepal, in addition to Kolkata-Haldia.

China

China is today one of the major trading partners for India today. There is brisk business between India and China. In 2014-15, India’s imports from China was almost rupees three lakhs seventy thousand crores worth of goods and services while the value of India’s exports to China was merely worth rupees seventy-three thousand crores. India has a huge negative balance of trade with China which is close to rupees three lakhs crores. 

Whatever trade has been taking place of late,  the route of traffic and trade is neither through the Silk Road across Chumbi valley in Sikkim nor through the international border of Arunachal Pradesh in India. Major port of trade is in Kolkata. 

Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru and Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai had signed a treaty in 1954 in Peking, entitled "Agreement (with exchange of notes) on Traffic and Intercourse between Tibet Region of China and India". It laid out five principles of mutual respect for each other's territorial integrity and sovereignty, mutual non-aggression, mutual non-interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and cooperation for mutual benefit, and peaceful co-existence to govern the relationship. In the spirit of Nehruvian pacifism, this pact was called the "Panchsheel" (derived from ancient Buddhist scriptural word of ‘Pancsila' that stood for the "Five Taboos" in the life and personal behavior among the Buddhist monks for the sake of peaceful co-existence of all). 
The Panchsheel agreements were violated during the Indo-Pakistan war and Indo-China war in 1962 and 1965 respectively. India has not entered into any agreement with regard to business and exchange between the north-eastern region and China since 1962 despite it that a substantial trade has been going on. India and China has not ceased the world trade relation.
In retrospect, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru picked up the idea of ‘panchsheel' from ancient Buddhist literature and made it the preamble of treaties with countries, specifically the Indo-China foreign relations and the cornerstone of India's foreign policy of non-alignment and pacifism, and its subsequent application in the case of the northeastern region. In the late 1950s, Mr. Verrier Elwin was appointed the third advisor to the Governor of Assam on tribal affairs (the first advisor was Mr. J P Mills and the second advisor was Mr. Nari Rustomji) (Burman, 1993).  There was but not substantial benefits of all these initiatives. Come 1962, the borders were closed.

The “Nathu La” (a mountainous pass in the Chumbi valley and transit route of old Silk Road passing through the confluence of Sikkim, Bhutan and China) used to be a crucial segment of the traffic route between India and Tibet till 1962 when the Chinese invasion of India led to its closure (and heavy militarization of the area). Located at an altitude of 4,310 meters (14,200 feet), Nathu La Pass is 54 kilometres from Gangtok.

There is an office of the Gangtok Customs Preventive Unit, which however comes under the purview of the Naxalbari Customs Division (north Bengal). A Land Custom Station was later proposed to be opened in 2006 so as to reopen the Nathu La for traffic along the Old Silk Road. At present there are no customs offices at Nathu La. Whatever unregistered movement of goods have been taking place along the Nathu La, it has been quite insignificant. The road from Gangtok (Sikkim) to the Chinese border is as yet unready to handle a concourse of heavy track loads. The zigzag motor-able road is steeper as it leaves Gangtok. 

With regard to the trade, transit traffic infrastructure, there is still no plan to open any land custom station at the border of Arunachal Pradesh with China with the fear that China would dump cheap Chinese products and may lead support to ethnic militant groups (Mishra, 2015). 

Gujarat receives a major chunk of the Chinese investment in India ad the states like Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh and Telengana have developed better links with the East and South East Asian countries rather than he northeastern region. In 2015-16, China, Singapore and Japan have accepted to invest and provide technical support in building Amravati, capital city of the residuary state of Andhra Pradesh. There is however a proposal to link Kolkata (India) to Kunming (Yunnan province of China) which will pass through Dhaka and Chittagong (Bangladesh), Moreh and Imphal in Manipur and Silchar in Assam (India) and Mandalay (Myanmar) is underway (Rana and Uberoi, 2012).
Myanmar
India’s export to Myanmar has of late been close to rupees five-thousand crores worth of goods and services while India’s imports has been well above rupees seven-thousand crores in 2014-15. There has been a negative trade balance of India with Myanmar which was close to rupees three thousand crores. Since Myanmar has not been India’s major export destination but India has been a major trading partner of Myanmar, the balance of traffic has heavily been in favour of Myanmar.  

Myanmar is the second largest supplier of beans, pulses, and forest-based products to India. Indian imports from Myanmar are dominated by agricultural items of beans, pulses, and forest-based products (accounting for almost 90 percent of all imports). In 2013-14, timber and wood products accounted for more than 27 percent of Myanmar's exports to India. 

Indian export to Myanmar is small, ranging from primary commodities to manufactured products. Indian exports to Myanmar include pharmaceuticals, rubber products, plastics, machinery and equipment, cotton, garments, iron products, electrical machinery and mineral oil.  Primary and semi-finished steel along with steel bars and rods constitute over one-third of India's exports. India also exports precious stones, and vegetables, and fruits.

India is presently the ninth largest investor in Myanmar with an approved investment of US$ 730.649 million by 22 Indian companies. Most of India's investments have been in the oil and gas sector. ONGC Videsh Ltd. (OVL), GAIL and ESSAR are participants in the energy sector in Myanmar. Indian drugs and pharmaceuticals have also established a significant market presence.

TATA motor has transferred technology of truck assembly plant in Magway, Myanmar. TVS motors (two wheelers) launched dealership in Mandalay and Myitkyina. Sonalika Tractors, New Holland tractor, Escorts and their farm implements from India have a good presence in Myanmar. 

In February 2001, India and Burma inaugurated 250 kilometre long “Tamu-Kalewa-Kalemyo” highway (or the “Friendship Highway”) which was constructed by the Border Road Organisation of India. This Trilateral Highway (or the “Friendship Highway”) from Moreh (Manipur) to Mandalay (Myanmar) to Mae Sot (Thailand) (160 kilometres of the Tamu-Kalewa-Kalemyo sector) was a fruitful initiative in which India helped Myanmar (Chand, 2014). An air service from Chennai (India) to Myanmar has already been begun. There is however no direct flight between Imphal and Rangoon as yet. On completion, the ‘Kaladan Multi-modal Transit Transport Project’ would connect the eastern Indian seaport of Kolkata with ‘Sittwe’ seaport in Myanmar by sea. This transit transport project would link Mizoram to Paletwa in Myanmar by road, from there to Sittwe through Kaldan River, and from Sittwe to Kolkata via sea route (Shah, 2014). ADB is preparing a project to improve part of the trilateral highway in Myanmar. A bus service between Imphal and Mandalay across 820 kilometres is also on project.
In the wood based industries sector as the export of unprocessed logs has been banned by Myanmar since April 2014, a number of Indian companies namely Centuryply, Greenply Industries, MAK Plywood, B.S Progressive and Fine Ply have set up their wood-based industries with a total estimated investment of about US$ 35 million. Global Protek is setting up a PVC plant with Thiha Tun Company at Monwya, Sagaing Region. 

Chinese factor has always come in the way of Indo-Myanmar relations for quite long time. There had been frozen cool relation between India and Myanmar for long time. In recent times, the relations have changed however. 

With the announcement of the ‘Look East Policy’, India concluded the first border trade agreement with Myanmar in 1994. In 1994 border trade agreement, there were only 22 locally produced commodities that were allowed to be traded between Myanmar and India. In 2008, the list of items for barter business identified under the 1994 Agreement was expanded to 40. Of late, the list of 40 items has lost its relevance. All goods except a handful of restricted items are being traded. There are many more commodities entering the informal traffic and transit route network. 
The border trade agreement with Myanmar in 1994 allowed border traffic to take place initially through two points at Moreh in Manipur and Champhai in Myanmar, and subsequently through any other points to be identified by mutual agreement. There are four Land Custom Stations in operation that facilitate traffic between India and Myanmar, out of which one custom station is there in the northeastern region. 
The custom station at Moreh in Manipur and Tamu in Myanmar is the busiest one that almost handles close to 99 per cent of the traffic value of the northeastern region with Myanmar. It is but important to note that the cross-border trade via roads between India and Myanmar, via Moreh/Tamu and Reed, comprises only 1.5 percent of the total road-based cross-border trades of Myanmar which stands at approximately 1.1 billion dollars. On the other side, almost 70 percent and 26 percent of road-based cross-border trade of Myanmar has been with China and Thailand respectively.
In 2008, traffic through the Moreh-Tamu and Zokhawthar-Rhi border points was upgraded to normal trade. A decision was also taken to open a new border traffic point at Avakhung-Leshi. 

There are informal and mostly unregistered trade at the Myanmar border. Most of the products coming through Moreh are not of Myanmarese origin. Most of the goods of Thailand and Chinese origin are transacted at Moreh. There are inflows of the betel nuts, dry ginger, and pulses from Myanmar to the northeastern region (India) while soyabari, cumin seed, soya grid and skimmed milk powder outflows into Myanmar through Moreh (Manipur, India). 

It is but as yet difficult to assess the value and volume of inflow and outflow of commodities in Myanmar through the borders of the northeastern region.
Bangladesh
Bangladesh is India's eighth important export destination. India's export to Bangladesh has of late been close to approximately rupees forty thousand crores worth of goods and services. To this should be added the substantial volume of illegal unregistered exports. The estimates of amount of trade in services are not available. Indian import from Bangladesh has been less than four thousand crores. The value of positive trade balance of India with Bangladesh in 2014-15 was of the tune of approximately thirty-five thousand crores plus. Bangladesh has the perennial, large bilateral traffic deficit with India as far as formally accounted business is concerned. 

According to Muchkund Dubey (2013), India's total earnings from trade with Bangladesh has of late varied in the range of 14 to 15 billion dollars per annum, and a trade balance in favour of India, of the magnitude of 3.2 billion dollars in 2011-12. 

India exports to Bangladesh the inputs of cotton yarn and textiles. Bangladesh uses these in the production of its main export item, that is, readymade garments. In addition, India exports to Bangladesh cereals, machines and equipment, chemical and allied industry products and base metals. 

Bangladesh's exports to India consist of just two products, anhydrous ammonia (which is imported duty-free as an input into India's urea industry) and raw jute despite the fact that readymade garments is the specialization of Bangladesh and its principal export. 

The first Trade Agreement between India and Bangladesh was signed in 1972, however, it remained largely dormant and its implementation quite tardy. India's protectionist policies have hobbled Bangladesh exports to India. 
Indian investment in Bangladesh could not prosper despite eagerness shown by the Tata group in 2005 to put forward a proposal for investment of close to three billion dollars for setting up a steel plant, fertilizer factories, and power plants, mainly based on the local supply of gas in Bangladesh. Other Indian companies, viz. Indian business firms of the Reliance, Mittal, and Birlas also showed interest in similar and other projects for investment in Bangladesh. 
The Bangladesh Government however rejected all these on the ground that because of the limited gas reserves in Bangladesh, it could not guarantee the supply of gas needed for operating these projects (Dubey, 2013). Bangladesh has a comparative advantage in gas based fertilizer industry but it has not entered in Indian market due to high tariff and import duty barriers erected by India.
A new India-Bangladesh Trade Agreement (IBTA) was signed much later in 2009. In 2010, a decision was taken to establish border ‘haats’ (periodic weekly marts) at two locations and subsequently expand the number of locations. Two border 'haats' were set up in 2012 on the Meghalaya-Bangladesh border - at Kalaichar (India)-Baliamari (Bangladesh) and Dalora (Bangladesh)-Balat (India). The 2009 trade agreement was subsequently renewed for a period of three years up to 2012, which till date governs the trading arrangements between the two countries. According to a union home ministry report, India is keen to set up 70 markets along its 4,096-km border with Bangladesh, including a 1,116 km riverine boundary. The governments of Manipur, Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland and Mizoram too have proposed the setting up of 15 such 'haats' along the India-Myanmar border for trans-border trade and business. Tripura's first border 'haat' in Srinagar (southern Tripura), about 140 km south of state capital Agartala was inaugurated on January 13, 2015. A second Integrated Check Post (ICP) along Tripura border with Bangladesh was inaugurated on 6th January, 2016 on the Biribazar area in western Tripura.
On 6th June 2015, bus services between Kolkata-Dhaka-Agartala and Dhaka-Shillong-Guwahati were flagged off to boost connectivity in the otherwise landlocked hilly region. Two buses would begin moving on the Kolkata-Agartala-Dhaka route, one which will be run by the West Bengal Government and the other by the Tripura Government. This bus service would reduce by 560 km the distance between West Bengal and the landlocked state of Tripura. 
Since November 2015 when an Agreement on Coastal Shipping was finalised between the governments of India and Bangladesh, Tripura had promised to export 100 MW power to Bangladesh from its share of 196 MW power from the Palatana Power Plant in reciprocation of Bangladesh allowing Tripura to use its ports to transport the heavy equipment for the 726 MW Palatana project.  
Moreover, the construction of a bridge over river Feni has been started in Tripura to ferry heavy machines and goods to and from the northeastern states and the rest of India via Bangladesh through the international port. The bridge will connect Sabroom of Tripura with Chittagong Seaport of Ramgarh and reduce travel time. India has started supplying electricity to Bangladesh in return for internet bandwidth that will help connect its northeastern states. In this respect, 47-km long power transmission line from Suryamaninagar in West Tripura to Southern Comilla in Eastern Bangladesh has been extended. 
On 6th June 2015, an agreement was signed in Dhaka between Bangladesh Submarine Cable Company Limited (BSCCL) and Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limited (BSNL) for leasing of international bandwidth for internet at Akhaura, Tripura. After the establishment of the optical fibre cable (OFC) link between Akhaura along Agartala and Cox's Bazar, there would be a sea change in the internet and telecommunication connectivity in Tripura.
Free trade agreement has not worked well in the past. It is only recently that the facility has begun working at ‘Chittagong’  and ‘Mongla’ ports in Bangladesh to facilitate free transit of goods and services to Nepal as well as Bhutan and to other countries through India. 

Being a neighbour, Assam and Meghalaya have of late also developed a trading relation with to Bangladesh. A mix of commercial agents and actors (including smugglers) has come up the scene. 
In the northeastern region, Sutarkandi custom station (Karimganj, Assam) presently handles rupees six crores of annual average traffic, of which rupees four crores is export and rupees two crores is imported. About rupees twenty-four crores of India-Bangladesh traffic is presently contributed by the Meghalaya (RISDC, 2011). 

The northeastern region’s exports to Bangladesh consist of the raw materials of coal, limestone, stone chips, and bamboo. The northeastern region’s imports consist of the finished products of cement, plastic goods, readymade garments, process food, and drinks.

Dawki in Jaintia Hills is the oldest and largest land customs station in the entire northeast region. Assam-Bangladesh traffic mainly flows through Sutarkandi custom station (Karimganj, Assam), and accounts for almost 85 percent of the Assam-Bangladesh traffic flows. Borsora and Ghasuapara in Garo Hills (Meghalaya) also play the dominant role in Bangladesh-northeastern region traffic. The traffic through the Agartala custom station is growing also (RISDC, 2011). 

There are twenty-six Land Customs Stations for traffic between Bangladesh and the northeastern region. While 20 custom stations are functional, the remaining six are non-functional. 
There is informal unrecorded traffic in merchandise between Bangladesh and the northeastern region which bypass the Customs posts. The traffic that moves through the Custom Stations do often involve explicitly illegal practices such as under-invoicing, misclassification and bribery of Customs and other officials, and which in Bangladesh is sometimes called "technical" smuggling. Documentations are also falsified to falsify the description of products so that they are misclassified as products subject to low rather than high tariffs (ADB, 2006).

The individual transit overseers, traffickers and private smuggling firms of the northeastern region of the country who are enticed to participate in the commerce and trade through the land custom stations across the international borders are presently quite active. They earn mostly the commission agency margins through arbitrage activities in the backdrop of price differentials at the border. Arbitrage activities in the backdrop of price differential across the international borders as a source of profiteering from international traffic, mainly in commodities, have become dominant in the northeastern region. 

Table – 1

Value of Foreign Trade of India with Neighbouring Countries, 2014-15 
(In Rupees Crores)

	Neighbour Countries
	Value of India’s Exports 

(in crores of rupees)
	Value of India’s Imports 

(in crores of rupees)
	Value of India’s 

Trade Balance 

(in crores of rupees)

	Bhutan
	2,051

(0.11)
	915

(0.33)
	(+) 1,136

	Bangladesh
	39,440

(2.08)
	3,794

(0.14)
	(+) 35,646

	Myanmar
	4,736

(0.35)
	7,476

(0.27)
	(−)  2,740

	China
	73,030

(3.85)
	3,69,565

(13.50)
	(−) 2,96,535


Source: adapted from the data sheet of DGCI&S, 2015
Note: The numbers in italic font in parentheses are the percentage share of exports and imports respectively

According to an informal traffic surveys, smuggled merchandise exports from Bangladesh to India by the bootleg route are however very low. Smuggled "bootleg" merchandise exports from Bangladesh exports to India have been estimated at only about 3 percent of smuggled bootleg Indian exports to Bangladesh (RISDC, 2011). Gold and silver as well as currency are smuggled into India in part to pay for Indian goods. 

Both Bangladesh and India have periodically constrained imports of certain products by specifying the ports at which they can be cleared by Customs. In view of large volumes of goods being smuggled from India, Bangladesh has recently imposed the conditionality of acceptability of the import of sugar and textile yarns (two major items of export of India) only through the sea route. 

4. Constraints of Traffic, Transit and Trade
There is a set of persistent constraints inhibiting the realization of the objective function of boosting commerce and trade, and that is the perennial deficits in both agricultural and industrial production and supply and the deficits in the government revenue mobilization in the region. 

Assam to Arunachal Pradesh suffers from the phenomena of financial and commodity deficits. There is low credit-deposit ratio in the banking sector, leading to transfer of approximately rupees 5000 core rupees annually to the rest of India. It is the region of food deficit, and thus, a region dependent on internal inflow and entry of foodgrains and food stuffs. In 1990s, the region used to produce not more than 6 million tons of foodgrains while its requirement was more than 7 million tons of foodgrains. Heavy inflow
 from the rest of India was the remedy of imbalance. It had been estimated by the Shukla Commission that over 2,500 crores rupees worth of consumer items used to annually inflow into the region from the rest of the country. 

The average yield of principal crop of paddy (and rice) has been quite low which has kept per capita food grain output below two hundred kilograms for long time. While there has been very slow growth in the aggregate production, the consumption requirements have multiplied very fast with increasing population. In spite of adequate rainfall and natural abundance of water resources, Assam has been dependent on inflow of half of its fish requirements and Manipur dependent on inflow of more than three-fourths of its requirement from outside, the bulk entering into the region all the way from Andhra Pradesh. 
While being the harbinger of industrialization in India with first-ever tea as well as petroleum industry and first-ever railway line network, the industrial base of Assam has not made much improvement. There is abysmally low and tiny industrial base in the whole region. In addition to food, quite a good amount of the inflow of cement had been from Orissa and Madhya Pradesh and inflow of the chemicals from Gujarat and Maharashtra. In short, the region has slowly emerged as a small captive market for the produce of western, southern and northern regions of the country as the rail and road links with rest of the country kept on expanding. The foreign trade potential has long been replaced with the internal one-way traffic from other regions of the country. 

On the other hand, the states have been highly dependent on central grants-in-aid
. Aid syndrome has cemented over the years in the backdrop of deficits in revenue mobilization by the subnational governments. The average per capita Central Assistance for State Plans (CA-SPs) in the region was placed at rupees 1,546 in 2001-02 as compared with merely rupees 356 crores at the all-India level. The Northeastern Region Industrial and Investment Promotion Policy (NEIIPP) were drafted in 2007, and in the same year, the Backward Region Grants Fund (BRGF) was created for the region. In the Indian system of fiscal federalism, the north-eastern region was categorized as the ‘Special Category States'. Financially, the subnational governments of the region have lower capacity to mobilise tax and non-tax revenues and higher commitment to incur public expenditure with sole source of raising public debt to meet the deficits being the central government at Delhi (Chaturvedi, 2011). The deficits finances simply meant that both financial grants-in-aid as well as food and non-food commodities has been  formally supplied to the northeastern region more by the Indian territories than the neighbouring countries over the years. The level of debts of north-eastern states have reached unsustainable levels to the point where they have been forced to adhere to a financial responsibility act that have demanded a gradual decline in state budget deficits. 

In such a situation, expecting that the individual state of the region would enter into  agreement and treaties with  neighbouring countries and surpluses of the agricultural and manufactured commodities would be sold to the neighbouring nations through the State Trading Corporations of the northeastern region seem to be far-fetched and remote possibility. 
In addition to financial resource and commodity production deficits, third significant constraint is the problem of transport bottleneck. In matter of logistics and transportation of goods and other traffic, the problems of acute shortage have been reduced to a large extent with development of roads and number of vehicles, railway tracks and the number of wagons, and air links. Close to 14 percent of the geographical area of the region is linked with some mode of transportation (see table - 2 for details), but this is insufficient in view of high transportation cost
.

Table – 2

All Transport Coverage in 

Northeast Region

	Transport Particulars


	Kilometre Coverage

	1. National Highways
	6,880 Kilometres

	2. State Highways
	5,711 Kilometres

	3. Major District Roads
	15,154 Kilometres

	4. Road Categories (1+2+3)
	27,745 Kilometres

	5. Rail Network 
	2,578 Kilometres

	6. All Road And Rail
	30,323 Kilometres

	7. National Waterway – II
	891 Kilometres

	8. Other Waterways
	3,000 Kilometres

	9. All waterways
	3,891 Kilometres

	10. All road, rail and waterways
	34,214 Kilometres

	11. Geographical Area of Seven Northeast States
	251699 Square Kilometres

	12. All road, rail and waterways as percentage of geographical area
	13.59

	13. Airports 
	22 in Number


Notes: Rail Network comprises 4 percent of the National Network; only 11 Airports are Operational; National Waterway – II is extended from Sadiya to Dhubri.

In addition to disrepute of high transportation costs, there are intertwined phenomena of exorbitant illicit levy tolls imposed by the extremist and militant political forces on goods movements, and informal cross-border transit and traffic (including supposedly an un-estimated but large fraction of smuggling and traffic in illicit drugs and arms, and also a corridor of entry of fake currency) in the region. 

The Central government has proposed to create in the year of 2015 a specialised highways construction agency — the National Highways and Infrastructure Development Corporation (NHIDC) for the northeaster region to implement 34 projects covering 1,001 kilometres at a total cost of more than rupees 10,000 crore.

Critical Remarks

What is the "North-eastern Question"? It is the unresolved issue of translation of potentiality into actualization of economic development of the region and social security for the populace. It remains unaddressed. Unless such an unaddressed problem is resolved, the prospects of conversion of traffic and transit route into effective trade route, productive exchange network and economically gainful specialization in production would be tardy and continue to be unexciting.

In the course of eighteenth and nineteenth century, a specialized group of tribal as well as non-tribal traffickers, transporters and transit organisers was born. The Sylhet traders, mostly Muslims, were settled at the war-Khasi there, and they were the principal traffickers and transit overseers at those marts. The annual fairs and marts at the Duar borders of Bhutan, Chumbi valley border of Tibetan region of China and war-Khasi borders of Bangladesh had attracted a number of outside merchants including the mercantile community from the Marwar region of Rajasthan and Kolkatta. Developing the monopolies in the internal trade of Assam, going off the far-away hill marts of the region of Arunachal Pradesh and Nagaland, working in collaboration with capital investment of the British planters and miners and extractors, Marwaris in Assam and Arunachal Pradesh emerged as the principal beneficiaries since mid-l9th century from the cross-border and frontier commerce.  
It is a tragedy that the merchant capital and their profits were increasingly sunk in money-lending business, cloth-shops business and opium cultivation rather than being invested in rice cultivation, agriculture and industry. Procuring more wives, more cattle, and more articles of precious metals and jewellery was a symbol of prestige and status, and therefore, the tribal traffickers and intermediaries spent the margin money earned on these. Such investments did not add to the primitive accumulation process among the tribe. 
The specific composition of traffickers and transit organisers and their non-investing nature helped accentuate inequalities in the tribal economies and society rather than breaking the shackle of stagnancy and underdevelopment in the region. To quote an authoritative remark:

Resources of the tribal villages became exposed to the pull of external demand. The tribesmen became the victims of the colonial mode of the trade so far as they rapidly lost their natural resources lime, rubber, madder, Mishmitita, wild life, timber, etc. These were rapidly used up ………… this development engendered inequality in the society because it was based on the changing pattern of unequal command over land and natural resources by individual families …………….…… the process of growing inequalities was further facilitated by the inflow of money into the village economy (Ganguli, 1993, P.306).

The inequalities created in the course of last century had given rise to the class of affluent merchants and the specialized group of traffickers whose generations were probably active later in establishing the network of informal and smuggling traffic with the neighbouring countries through porous borders in the following decades after Independence of India. 

Contemporaneously, there are not only gentleman merchants but a number of unidentified extremist and militant personae who are suspected to be involved in traffic and transit. It is as yet not known as to what the proportion of involvement of personae of tribe is in the traffic and transit of goods across the international border, and what the composition of tribal and non-tribal is among such merchants and traders at the border
. 

With a porous border with Bangladesh, Myanmar and Bhutan, the region has been a hotspot of internal subversive activities of insurgents, militants and terrorists, and thereby, a region of the largest counter-insurgency operations in the country. International borders and the active transit routes provide an escape and refuge to these anti-social elements in the guise of traders and merchants. Tragically, it is also a region characterized by the notoriety of widespread corruption, and embezzlement of public money and resources inside and outside the official corridors. There are possibilities of the embezzled resources of corrupt persons might have found outlets in the traffic and transit business at the international border.  
What is the future? Having comparative advantage in education and health related services, the region must specialise in the export of the medical college trained doctors, IIT and NIT trained engineers and other skilled and educated students of the missionary schools and their services to Sylhet and Mymensingh of Bangladesh and Mandalay and Champhai of Myanmar. It is needed to facilitate the formation of labour contracting agencies at Guwahati and Imphal.   
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� The region is having only two percent of internal border with Siliguri district of West Bengal in India – also called the Chicken neck-pass. Unlike other regions of India, it is a region of only two percent of its geographical circumference bordering with the mainland of the country, which passes through a narrow piece of Indian land with a width of 21 kilometres to 40 kilometres. Being pitched between two neighbouring countries of Bangladesh and Bhutan, this narrow piece of land is located in the Siliguri Corridor, a district headquarter of West Bengal (a subnational state of India), which has ever allowed a huge traffic of men, materials and food to make transit through the ‘Chicken's Neck-pass’. Confined within a circumference of 2040 kilometres, almost two thousand kilometres (approximately 98 percent) of circumference of the region has international borders. The states of Mizoram, Manipur, Nagaland and Arunachal Pradesh share the international border with Myanmar, the states of Sikkim and Assam have borders with Bhutan, the states of Assam and Meghalaya have borders with Bangladesh, and the states of Sikkim and raunchily Pradesh have borders with China. While there are 699 kilometres of Bhutan, 2,100 kilometres� of China, 1,880 kilometres of Bangladesh and 1,600 kilometres of Myanmar land frontier of international border with the region, there is a long maritime boundary of Myanmar with India. While the plains of Assam state in India can be glanced from a place in the high mountains of Bhutan, the plains of Bangladesh can be glanced from the location of the highest place in Meghalaya state of this region. 


� A number of the colonial district administrators, anthropologist and historians have furnished scattered piecemeal accounts of the central places of caravan traffic and transit routes and specific name of goods of luxuries and necessities exchanged during eighteenth and nineteenth century. Refer to the works of M’Cosh (1837), J Butler (1855), AJM Mills (1854), WW Hunter (1879), W Robinson (1851), S K Bhuyan and B K Baruah quoted in SB Medhi ( 1978), Regional Transport Survey of the Government of Assam (1967) and the Report on the Trade between Assam and the Adjoining Foreign Countries for the Period, 1899-1900.





� Elwin was a self-taught anthropologist, ethnographer and social worker who worked in the North Eastern Frontier Agency (known today as Arunachal Pradesh state of India at the border of China). He was a romantic chronicler of the tribal life of the region, and drafted the programme of development of tribe of the region – the Nehru-Elwin strategy of tribal integration of ‘panchsheel’. 





� See Haokip (2011) for a survey of literature on the LEP and Devare, et al. (2015) for the proceedings of the international conference on the theme. There are other interesting works of Mishra (2014), Bhattacharya (2011), Chakraborty and Ray (2014). 





� While there had been evidence of inflow and outflow of necessities and luxury goods through Assam, Sikkim and the North Eastern Frontier Agency, these areas however acted simply as the Caravan transit routes for the traffic in most of the commodities bound to Rangoon, Paro and Lhasa. No doubt, most of the entry and exit routes for the traffic were located in the northeastern region. 





� There are but sufficient evidence of a vibrant network of traffic and transit of merchandise through the region, and specifically, Assam. Through Sikkim and Assam, the Silk Road and Stillwell road used to pass with stops-over and transit points at many places for the Caravan trade. There were marts situated at the border of Assam and Bhutan on the one hand and Meghalaya and Bangladesh (earlier East Bengal) on the other.





� This trail of the road-links connected western China with central and South Asia. This trail passed through the confluence of Bhutan, China and Sikkim and it was significant transit point of commerce and trade in those days.


� In 1833, Lt. Rutherford started a marketplace at Udalguri in the Darrang district of Assam. In 1867, the fair at Sadiya in Assam was organized. Come the early decades of the twentieth century, a party of Tibetan traders, encouraged by these developments, reached Calcutta with merchandise in 1920-21, using the Sadiya route. All in all, the volume and value of the merchandise was quite insignificant.





� Such trans-frontier traffic was however constrained by limited number and reach of the roads on both sides. There were merely three impassable roads in British Assam: the Gohain Komal Ali (a road of about fifteen feet broad and raised about eight feet above the inundation level bund road or military causeway, extending along the whole northern border of the country from Sadiya to Cooch Behar), the Bengal Ali (a road built by Mir Jumlah, passing through the Darrang district from North East to South West and joined the Brahmaputra nearly opposite Gauhati), and the Dhodar Ali (a road passing throughout many villages in the Upper Assam). There were two stone bridges - one over the Namdang River near Sibsagar, and another over a canal near North Gauhati (J. M’Cosh, 1837). If the intensity of traffic through transit routes was dependent on the roads construction, it was really begun in 1859 only. A metalled road connecting Gauhati with Shillong was constructed and opened for wheeled traffic in 1877. Real progress in the road sector within the district was made after the establishment of local Boards in 1880 (S. B. Medhi, 1978). The Assam Company claimed in 1845 that it had opened and repaired some 1280 kilometres of public roads and had erected 266 bridges - much later after the saga of traffic and transit with Rangoon of Burma (later called Myanmar), Lhasa (much later Tibetan region of China) and Paro (Bhutan) ceased. 





With the growth of steamer and railway services since 1847 the significance of trans-Himalayan and trans-border transit and traffic lost significance. The steamer service on the Brahmaputra between Calcutta and Gauhati was introduced. In 1856, the services of three Government steamers were extended from Gauhati to Dibrugarh. In 1860, the Indian General Steam Navitation Company (I.G.S.N.) entered into a contract with the British government to run a pair of steamers every six weeks from Calcutta to Dibrugarh also. The godowns were subsequently built near the steamer-ghat to store the goods to be transported by the steamers. Steamer services actually helped the introduction of railway in Assam around 1882. The Assam Railway and Trading Company established in London in 1879 had begun the construction of Dibru-Sadiya Railway line in 1882 and opened in 1884. The Assam Bengal Railway Company formed in 1892 had started the construction of a railway line between Chittagong and Cachar. It was subsequently extended in the direction of Lumding to Dibrugarh and Gauhati. Gauhati. The Assam-Bengal Railway to Chittagong was opened in 1900 and the Eastern Bengal Railway to Calcutta via Dhubri in 1913 (H.K. Barpujari, 1994; S. B.  Medhi, 1978). All these were made possible because surpluses in tea and forest products emerged. With the growth of steamer and railway services since 1847 the significance of trans-Himalayan and trans-border transit and traffic lost significance. It was replaced with the foreign trade with the European countries. 





� In the context of British Assam (which comprised of Meghalaya as well as Mizoram), this caravan trade was underpinned by the backdrop of a socio-economic ethos marked with the general absence of public buildings and brick-bungalows, metalled roads and bridges, steamer-ghats and railway stations, post and telegraph offices, modern educational institutions and dispensaries, and the municipal bodies of townships. At the time of British occupation of the Ahom dynasty, there were all around the jungle and breaches through them. 





� The central government has been at the forefront of establishing the foreign trade infrastructure and lubricating air, road and sea connectivity (for example, the plans of Asian Highway (AH I and AH 2) and Railway network) for the benefits of the northeastern region through multilateral treaties and pacts in the frameworks of the Mekong Ganga Cooperation (MGC)(spill-over benefits accruing to Laos, Vietnam and combodia in addition to Myanmar and Thailand), the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC)(almost 65 proposed connectivity projects costing some twenty billion dollars whose spill-over benefits going to Bhutan, Nepal, Myanmar and also Thailand), the Bangladesh China India Myanmar Economic Corridor (BCIM-EC) Forum. Most of these different economic corridors and connectivity projects would pass through the region and hopes are pinned on the expectation that these would break the shackles of its landlocked nature and move it on the path of development. One often forgets that all these projects were not initiated with keeping the region as a priority. Looking towards the East Asia through the prism of the northeastern region is only one of the several options that the Indian government exercises. The assumption that the northeastern region is indispensable in all these projects in the eyes of the central government of India is little faulty. All in all, Highway roads and railways are required for trade (Goswami, 2015) but cannot alone ensure economic development (Ram Singh, 2011), and the history is a reminder that economic development through tea and petroleum led to road ad railway construction in Assam and not the other way round (Medhi, 1978). It is but also true that the central government of India has also been active in developing key Land Customs Stations (LCS) through Integrated Check Post Program (ICP) at priority border crossing points in the SASEC subregion, such as Moreh (opposite Tamu in Myanmar) and Changrabandha (opposite Burimari in Bangladesh) and the assistance to states for Infrastructural Development for Promoting Exports scheme (e.g. Panitanki (in West Bengal near India-Nepal border) and Bolanchopati). Asian Development Bank (ADB) has provided loans for Land Customs Station (LCS) development at Kakaravita in Nepal, Benapole and Burimari in Bangladesh, at Pasakha and Phuentsholing in Bhutan.


� There was declaration of the ‘Kunming Initiative’, which was the outcome of an International conference to promote growth quadrangle between India, China, Myanmar and Bangladesh held in Kunming, Yunnan from August 14 to 17, 1999. The scholars as well as officials participated in the conference.





� While the value of trade of India with East and south-east Asian countries grew from 4.5 billion dollars in 1991 (the year of announcement of the “Look East Policy”) to nearly 95 billion dollars in 2015, the share of the northeastern region is presently 0.01 percent. While the value of trade of India as a whole with ASEAN countries is expected to be about 200 billion dollars by 2020, the northeastern region is presumed to be merely a corridor of traffic and transit in the trade network of countries in the neighbourhood rather than a producer-trader region with comparative cost advantage. The region is not expected to be  the beneficiary of specialization and import-export business in the near future.


� Most of the goods that are traded across the border are not even produced in the region (for example, the tradable precious metals and fake currency), and as such the regional producers are hardly participating in the border trader of the region. There have not been much brisk traffic and commerce in terms of volume and value because of the infrastructure bottlenecks, delays at border points and high transaction costs involved in moving the goods. 





� While the value of trade of India with East and south-east Asian countries grew from 4.5 billion dollars in 1991 (the year of announcement of the “Look East Policy”) to nearly 95 billion dollars in 2015, the share of the northeastern region is presently 0.01 percent. While the value of trade of India as a whole with ASEAN countries is expected to be about 200 billion dollars by 2020, the northeastern region is presumed to be merely a corridor of traffic and transit in the trade network of countries in the neighbourhood rather than a producer with comparative cost advantage, and therefore, the beneficiary of specialization and import-export business.


� West Bengal has flourishing registered and unregistered trade relations with Bhutan through the check post at Jaigaon (Siliguri) and Phuentsholing in Bhutan. It is the only land-route of India’s export to Bhutan.


� At a time, Assam has been dependent on inflow of nearly seventy-four percent of its milk product, ninety-eight percent of its meat requirements and 94 percent of its eggs from outside the region. A predominantly rural Manipur has to allow the inflow and entry of nearly all its egg and poultry requirements from a distant Andhra Pradesh. The poultry sector of the region has been dependent on the inflow of chick and all the feed items from states like Orissa and West Bengal. 


� In a comprehensive way, there have been three schemes of transfers from the Central government to the subnational governments of the states: assistance under the Centrally Sponsored Schemes (CSS), Normal Central Assistance (NCA) (State Plans) and Additional Central Assistance (ACA). In other words, the Gross Budgetary Support (GBS) from the Center to the State have been decomposed into CSS, NCA (State Plans) and ACA. 


� According to an estimate by the World Bank study, the costs of logistics and damages in moving goods from Calcutta to the northeastern region added 60 percent to the cost of a bag of cement and 14 percent to general cargo (World Bank, 2001). Such high costs have led to the phenomenon of lack of competitiveness in trade and commerce at the international border.


� Some of the insurgents, militants, terrorists and rack-renting corrupt personae in the disguise of traffickers and transit managers might be of tribal origin but they do not really represent the interests of the tribal, and therefore, can hardly be identified as tribal trader, trafficker and transit manager. The region harbours more than forty million human populations out of which almost one-fourth are of tribal origin and identity. 





