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It is my privilege to join Mr R P Sehgal, Chairman of EEPC Eastern Region, in welcoming you all to today’s Seminar. I would like to extend my grateful thanks to all the distinguished panelists at the Seminar for sparing their valuable time to be with us in today’s brainstorming session. 

We have gathered here to dwell upon a very significant topic with deep repercussions on the economic development of the eastern region and the entire nation. Friends, this part of the country, especially the state of West Bengal, was once the hub of economic and political activities of the country. However, we are once again on a growth path. Your valued views today will enable us to consolidate our strategy to regain the glory, to enhancing engineering trade from the Eastern Region. 

Friends, today the world has become increasingly inter-dependent and countries are vigorously pursuing policies to optimise comparative factor endowments and their core competencies. The rapid technological changes have reinforced the process of global integration. It has been said that the battles of this century will be fought and won on the “power of ideas.” I am sure, during the course of the Seminar, a number of such ideas and issues will emerge which will help in enhancing trade from this region. 

World Economic Outlook 2006 and World Trade ………

The World Economic Outlook released in April 2006 states that global growth has continued to exceed expectations. Growth in most emerging and developing countries remains solid, with the buoyancy of activity in China, India, and Russia. 

According to the same report, the emerging market and developing countries have a share of 30.8 percent in total exports of goods and services, as against a share of 68.9% belonging to advanced economies. Focussing on Developing Asia which has a share of 12.1% only, China has a share of 6.7% and India has only a share of 1.3%. Ladies and Gentlemen, this is indeed a cause of concern and the reason why we are all here is to work upon and brainstorm on strategies to enhance our share in the world trade.

India Everywhere…………

India's economy is on the fulcrum of an ever-increasing growth curve. With positive indicators such as a stable 8 percent annual growth, rising foreign exchange reserves of close to US$ 164 billion, flowing foreign direct investment (FDI) close to US$ 5.5 billion in 2005-06, and a more than 20 per cent surge in exports, it is easy to grasp why India is a leading destination for foreign investment. 

With these encouraging factors, Ladies and Gentlemen, I would like to move on to the theme of today’s Seminar “Enhancing Engineering Trade from the Eastern Region”.

Exports and Eastern Region …………

Friends, I am happy to say that the Eastern Region is responding positively to this call of development. I will refrain myself from delving into statistical details which Mr Sehgal has very lucidly covered, yet I would like to mention that Eastern region accounts for 10% - 12% in total exports from the country today. The State of West Bengal contributes around 75% of the exports from this region. Orissa and Jharkhand also have substantial contributions to the export kitty of this region, both in terms of value and quantity. 

Importance of Participation by States………

Friends, one of the main objectives of organizing this programme was to highlight the importance of participation of states in export activities. There used to be a wrong notion that the states should not put any extra efforts for export promotion since it does not contribute to the state coffer. Fortunately, that notion has changed now. There is a perceptible change in the attitudes of the state governments towards exports, and I am very happy to say that almost all states are taking steps to promote exports. 

Friends, here I must congratulate the representatives of the three states present here for being present at the Hannover Fair, which is the biggest and most important show of its kind in the world. These states have professionally displayed their strengths and advantages as promising investment destinations before the captains of the European industry. Perhaps we could have done better, but the beginning is important. I hope that in the days to come we will have you more and more in our promotional events. 

Sir, as you would agree with me, export is a very important economic activity. According to the RIS Report titled ‘Towards an Employment-Oriented Export Strategy: Some Explorations’, prepared for the Ministry of Commerce & Industry, Government of India, export activity in India has emerged as an increasingly important source of jobs. The report also suggests that boom in exports have moderated the incidence of shrinking employment in the organized sector.

Leveraging the Locational Advantage………….

It is well known that Eastern Region has always enjoyed a locational advantage in terms of reaching out to our Far Eastern and South Eastern Asian neighbours. However, somehow this advantage was never quite leveraged until the announcement of Look East Policy of the Government of India. Since then the tide has turned and closer economic linkage to the East and Southeast Asia has become a bright possibility. 

Recent initiatives of the Government of India with the ASEAN block have paved ways for Indian business to promote their business in this region. Though the India - Thailand FTA has evinced some mixed reaction, efforts are on to strike deals with Singapore and the ASEAN as a whole, which would go a long way in furthering our business in the ASEAN region. 

It may not be out of place to mention here that the products like 

· Machinery, engineering products

· Mineral products, base metal and metal articles

· Chemicals, drugs and pharmaceuticals

· Base metal and metal articles

· Transport equipment

· Textiles and apparel

· Plastics

· Optical, precision and instruments

· Prepared foodstuffs

· Vegetable products

· Services

have great potential for the ASEAN region. I take this opportunity to inform the gathering of the efforts taken in this regard by my Council. EEPC has brought out a Strategy Paper last year with doubling exports by 2009-10 being one of its objectives. ASEAN region has been identified as a thrust region in that Strategy Paper for engineering goods. 

The Strategy Paper suggests that in spite of tremendous potential of Indian goods in the ASEAN region, the Indian presence there is marginal. You will be surprised to know that despite the geographical proximity, India’s engineering exports are just over 1% of the total ASEAN engineering imports from outside the block. However, the small volume of trade between India and ASEAN is hardly an indicator of its economic importance to India. What is more compelling is the fact that though the volume of trade is small, the export basket has potential to move up the value chain and diversify to cater to the emerging and growing demand in the ASEAN countries.

Another interesting feature to note here is that, the intra-ASEAN trade is only around 30% of ASEAN’s imports from the rest of the world for engineering goods. This signifies that there exists demand within the region. Therefore, it is critical that we give serious consideration to trade arrangements with ASEAN.

In the engineering sector, Automobile Parts and Industrial Castings have been identified as two major thrust products for the ASEAN region. 

To become successful in the ASEAN region, I suggest the following actions:

The institutional mechanisms, such as the existing trade arrangements, should be leveraged to gain market access in this region to India’s advantage.

Study of business opportunities in the ASEAN region followed up by dedicated business missions will help fructify business partnerships in tandem with the Government’s ‘Look East Policy.’ EEPC can be of help to the exporters of engineering goods, as we have an office in Singapore.

India’s positive engagement with Myanmar and the recent BIMSTEC initiative will stand India in good stead. Apart from Singapore, Thailand and Malaysia, we should also look at Myanmar to further the existing bilateral trade and economic relations.

A strong road network ………

Friends, let me share with you some stray thoughts which I consider important for development of trade and business in Eastern India:

Friends, infrastructure is a vast subject. I would like to therefore comment on some specific issues concerning infrastructure.

I would like to invite kind attention of the distinguished panelists to the importance of having a strong inland water transport system. We have two National Waterways in this part of the country, viz, NW I and NW II. While NW I is along the river Ganges and connects Kolkata to Patna and Allahabad, NW II is along the River Brahmaputra which connects remote north eastern locations to Kolkata. The most important feature of water transport is shipping in bulk at a cost much lower than rail or road transport.  Although the Government of India has identified these two waterways as possible transport routes, much needs to be done in order to make it an attractive option for the trading community. I urge upon you to take up the issue with the appropriate authorities of the Central Government to sort out the issues impeding usage of these routes.

Friends, Eastern India is very uniquely positioned to have road connectivity with the neighbouring countries. Once Nathu La opens up and Indo-China trade begins, Western part of China and Central Asia would become accessible from Kolkata in a few days by road, provided we make full use of the Silk Route that used to exist in ancient times. 

Moreover, I would also like to mention of the Stilwell Road which was constructed by the Allied Forces during World War II. Stilwell Road connected Beijing to Mandalay in Myanmar via Ledo in Assam. The road still exists and is being used in China, but its Indian and Myanmarese parts are ruined. If this route can be developed, it will open up new vistas of opportunity for trading with China, Myanmar and Thailand by road. I would request the panelists to explore possibilities of making these routes available to the Indian business community. For I believe that the Asian Bondage will never be strong enough without a strong and reliable road network.

Friends, I will conclude with a thought, 

Even though the world has become a global village, communities of countries in that village are getting enormously important. Europe is an example which has unified in the interest of trade and business. If it can happen in Europe, why should we not dream of 'One Asia' without boundaries? If this dream comes true, Eastern India will then play a pivotal role in this strategic partnership.

With these words I thank you all for a patient hearing.
