Foreword

For some time now the North East has been in the focus with the Centre gradually realizing that development of this region is crucial both from the economic and security points of view. For the last decade or so this region has been plagued with the problems of insurgency and economic discontent. In some sense the North East parts of the country are unique. For one, the level of literacy is generally higher than the national average. Second, the workers participation is almost as high among women as in men. Third, there is no major population problem and density of population is low relative to the rest of country. Finally, there is almost no organized industrial sector except for the traditional resource based industries like tea and oil. 

In some sense the development of the North East states is subject to the vagaries of the weather. While the widespread rains are good for crops like tea, the resulting floods often inhibit traditional farming and industry. It is however still unfortunate that the states of this region have remained largely unindustrialized with a subsistence based agricultural sector the mainstay of employment for a majority of the population. It is also clear that the mainstay of employment, forestry, can no longer drive the economies of this region. For environmental considerations, the timber industry can no longer be relied upon to generate economic wealth. However, non-timber forest products still offer vast unutilized resources. The only other major source of employment in this region is the government and the armed forces. Such a pattern of development does not lead to establishing the basis for a long-term strategy of development.

The low population level and per capita incomes also indicate that a strategy of development based on domestic demand is bound to fail. In one sense, the North East represents the classic small economy embarking on a growth strategy. Economic theory tells us that such an economy must have a trade based strategy of growth. Another aspect of the North East which must be taken into account is the hilly terrain (barring Assam ) which precludes heavy industrialization as in the plain areas. In particular, the terrain makes the problems of communication and transportation a major constraint in development. Finally, such a trade based strategy must rely on private initiative (from within or outside the region) with the role of the government limited to providing the infrastructural facilities. The state must act as a facilitator not the driver of growth. 

In this exploratory study, we have tried to find out the areas in which the potential of trade (export and import) lies and see what linkages exist with the rest of the world. In identifying the potential areas,  we have taken into account that the North East is crucially located (both for land and air routes) in India’s trade with the countries of South and South East Asia. Given India’s recent proactive diplomatic linkages with Myanmar, the possibility of opening up the so call “Silk Route” to South East Asia seems much larger. So in identifying trade possibilities of the North East we have looked separately at the internal and external trade.

This is only an exploratory study. It is hoped that this study will identify areas in which further in depth study would be conducted. Here the objective is more to identify the problem areas rather than offer complete solutions.

