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he northeast region (NER) in India comprising of ‘seven sisters and one brother’
states has always been an integral part of India. Besides others, it has been blessed

with people who have the ability and potential to contribute significantly to India’s economic
development and resurgence on the world stage. However, in spite of being endowed with
vast natural resources in terms of forests, biological diversity and renewable energy potential
it remains under- developed mainly due to lack of infrastructure and connectivity, both internally
and with the rest of India. Exploitation of just its hydropower potential can equate the
average per capital income of every northeastern citizen of India to that of Bahrain, Oman
and few other countries of the GCC and Middle East. Besides the generation of hydropower
can enable export of power to meet the deficit of Northern and Western states in India
thereby upgrading the standard of living of millions of people. Availability of power will
lead to development of core industries such as cement, etc. that will help in not only skilling
workers but also open up a massive bank of skilled labour and educated human capital
resources. Despite NER being highly literate and seven out of its eight states having a
literacy rate higher than the national average, unemployment remains at unprecedented levels
further augmented by high rate of school dropouts.

Assam Tea has already made a global impression among tea connoisseurs. Rich oil reserves,
agriculture and food processing are other industries that can be developed in NER. Rubber
and bamboo are also among some of the important agricultural produces that offer tremendous
potential and scope for investment. After Kerala, the Indian Rubber Board has already
declared Tripura as the ‘second rubber capital’ of India. This augurs extremely well for
the future as India and Indians are one of the world’s highest producers and consumers
of rubber. Production of fruits and vegetables and other horticultural products can lead to
setting up of small scale processing units that will create huge amount of rural employment.
The Guinness book of records traces the origin of game Polo to Manipur. The vibrant
cultural heritage and monuments of North East with major festivals like  Bihu  in Assam,
Hornbill and Sekrenyi in Nagaland, Torgya Monastery in Arunachal Pradesh, Autumn in
Shillong , Chapchar Kut in Manipur, and Kharchi Puja from Tripura combined with picturesque
location of meandering water bodies, astonishing waterfalls, lush green forest and blue mountain
ranges nestled in pleasant weather can be the biggest draw for international travellers and
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help boost tourism. This would lead to development of the hospitality industry thus creating
jobs. Some of NER’s flora, fauna and wildlife are globally unique and its beauty is unparalleled.
Sikkim alone has 700 different species of butterflies, most of which are found no where
else on the planet.

NER has been acknowledged as the eastern gateway for India’s ‘Look East’ Policy. Under
this policy, India seeks economic co-operation and trade with ASEAN and other surrounding
countries. India’s relations with Nepal, Bhutan, Myanmar and Bangladesh are critical not
only for trade and commerce but also to tame the North East rebels and control insurgency.
The Government of India must work out institutional mechanisms with its neighbours and
develop an anti-terror strategy to deal with elements that operate freely sans borders.

The Indian government has now laid strong emphasis on NER and Modi has given more
importance to its overall strategic importance than any of his predecessors. The NER is
located at crossroads between three major economies – East Asia, South Asia and South
East Asia. This geopolitical advantage must now translate into the economic development
of the region. Just four northeastern states – Tripura, Meghalaya, Mizoram and Assam
share a 1880-km border with Bangladesh with a large number of people residing along
both boundaries. Bangladesh needs the northeast market to sell its products while the latter
needs investments. India needs to capitalise on this. The two countries have already agreed
to set up ‘Border Haats’ (border markets) within five kilometers of their respective boundaries
and a dedicated cargo and freight corridor connecting the two countries is also under
development. India would rather import goods from Bangladesh than illegal immigrants.

Presently, all of NER has been declared as a Special Economic Zone under North East
Industrial and Investment Promotion Policy 2007 and incentives have been provided to industry
to attract them into the region. Interest subsidies, comprehensive insurance schemes where
the government would bear 100% premium for the next 10 years, tax holidays for five
years to industrial units and encouraging development of private universities are some of
the giant strides already taken by the government. Educational institutes, schools and colleges
providing higher education will help restrict students from migrating to other parts of the
country but unless they are provided jobs, we would fail to capitalise on this initiative.

Drinking water and sanitation facilities are the poorest in the NER and this should be the
immediate focus of the government. Corporate houses and Public Sector Undertakings have
to be encouraged to build these facilities under their respective CSR initiatives. Safe drinking
water means good health that eventually leads to prosperity and well being of every citizen.

The cultural diversity of NER is unparalleled. Arunachal Pradesh remains the only State
in India where its residents use ‘Jai Hind’ as the salutation while meeting socially. Their
patriotism and love for India is contagious. Prime Minister Modi recently drew global attention
to the NER by attending the Hornbill festival in Nagaland where he said that NER was
full of NEZs (Natural Economic Zones) versus SEZs (Special Economic Zones) that the
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world knew of. His emphasis on development and allocation of billions of dollars to provide
road, rail and air connectivity to Indian and international tourists has been welcomed across
India. Referring to the four colours of the Indian flag, he talked of four revolutions in
NER that he looked forward to – the second green revolution for agriculture, a white
revolution for milk and animal husbandry, a saffron revolution for renewable energy and
a blue revolution for fisheries and marine development.

The Indian government has finally recognised and acknowledged the importance of the North
East in its own development plans. It has already highlighted the needs for gas grid, safe
drinking water, 24X7 electricity and optical fibre network to create next generation infrastructure.
Allocation of Rs 28,000 crores for the region in the last railway budget, the Northeast
is poised to achieve new heights in development. It is time for every Indian in the rest
of the country to join hands with our brothers and sisters in North East states and usher
in the future. To begin with, we have to stop referring to them as foreigners. What seems
like the far end of the country to all of India is actually the gateway to India for the
rest of the world. It is only a renewed perspective such as this that will not only change
our country’s fortunes but also uplift the lives and lifestyles of our fellow countrymen.


