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Governor of the Central Bank of Sri Lanka, Dr. Indrajit Coomaraswamy, 

State Secretary, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Mrs. Grace Asirwatham,

My former senior colleagues and Director General of Delhi Policy Group, 

Ambassador H.K Singh and Ambassador Biren Nanda.

Additional Secretary in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and former Secretary General,

BIMSTEC and former AHC in Chennai Amb. Sumith NaKandala

Delegates from BIMSTEC countries,

Distinguished Guests,

I  am happy to  be here this  morning,  at  the Third  Regional  Conference on

BIMSTEC being organized by the Delhi Policy Group (DPG). It is always a pleasure to

meet old friends and colleagues. I am glad that DPG chose Colombo as the venue for

the third conference. 

Sri Lanka is not only a founding, and active member, of BIMSTEC. Sri Lanka, is

the only island nation in BIMSTEC, which is an initiative named after Bay of Bengal;

BIMSTEC could be a vehicle of choice for Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka is also expected to be

the  next  Chair  of  BIMSTEC  after  the  forthcoming  Summit  in  Kathmandu.  This

Conference could not have come at a more opportune time.

As External Affairs Minister of India said at the BIMSTEC Ministerial  meeting

held in Kathmandu last year, “We consider BIMSTEC as a natural choice to fulfil our

key foreign policy priorities of 'Neighbourhood First' and 'Act East'. BIMSTEC, is the

unique bridge, that connects South and South-East Asia. I  consider this important,
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because  I  believe,  that  the  future  of  our  nations  is  intertwined.  Shared  cultural

heritage,  common  aspirations  for  growth  and  development,  and  relatively  young

population,  are  some  of  the  key  factors  that  unite  us.  Our  synergies  and

complementarities, are substantial. The more we are conscious of this fact, the more,

we build on collaboration, and cooperation, the more, we stand to gain, and grow. 

What is the basic aim of India’s foreign policy, I would just say:  D for D! Our

Diplomacy is for Development. The core aim of India’s foreign policy is to meet the

developmental  aspirations  of  its  1.25  billion  people.  India  also  looks  at  engaging

effectively with the world and the region to meet common challenges. Our expectation

from BIMSTEC is no different: to forge a peaceful,  secure, and prosperous region,

where all of us thrive and excel. 

Following the BRICS-BIMSTEC Outreach Summit in October 2016 in Goa, there

is  a  renewed  impetus  to  energise  BIMSTEC.  We  also  count  on  the  forthcoming

Summit in Kathmandu to take forward the momentum.

Connectivity,  and people to  people  exchanges,  lie  at  the heart  of  BIMSTEC

cooperation. Enhancing connectivity, has been the focus, at all three Summits in the

past, as well as at the BIMSTEC Leaders’ Retreat. This, I understand, is also broadly,

the theme of this Conference. If we are not connected, if we do not get to know each

other, integration will remain a far away dream.

I  would like  to touch upon Sri  Lanka here.  Let  me take you through,  a few

connectivity initiatives, which we are pursuing with Sri Lanka. Few of you may know,,

that  Sri Lankan Airlines, has become the largest foreign carrier to India, operating to

around 14 cities in India.

We  are  happy  to  partner  with  Sri  Lanka  in  infrastructure  and  development
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projects.  India has extended concessional  financing around US$ 1.3 billion for up-

gradation of railways in Sri Lanka. More than 70% of Colombo Port transshipment is

India related. We are also providing a Line of Credit to Sri Lanka for rehabilitation of

Kankesanthurai Harbour in the North, so that it could be fully used as a commercial

port,  facilitating movement of  cargo between Southern India and Sri  Lanka. At the

request of Government of Sri Lanka, we are looking at options for certain Indian airline

operators to operate international flights from Palaly.

Coming to trade, when India and Sri Lanka signed a Free Trade Agreement in

2000, it was a first for both of us, and this has helped increase bilateral trade 8 times

since then. We are engaged with Sri Lanka in increasing the scope of FTA and are

willing to move at a pace Sri Lanka is comfortable with.

Both India and Sri Lanka have also demonstrated that it is possible to expand

connectivity to the digital  sphere as well. Sri  Lanka recently joined India’s National

Knowledge Network (NKN), being the first South Asian country to do so, through which

the Sri Lankan Universities will now have digital access to around 1600 universities in

India & beyond. This is important considering the need to reach out  to the youth;

tomorrow is born in today’s classrooms. You must also remember that India and Sri

Lanka launched the international  submarine cable  system,  Bharat-Lanka Cable as

early as 2006, again a first for both countries. 

Dear friends,

One common thread which binds the BIMSTEC countries together is also the

cultural  and  spiritual  links.  Prime  Minister  Modi  was  the  Chief  Guest  at  the

International  Vesak Day (Buddha Poornima) celebrations, which Sri Lanka hosted for

the first time in May last year. During the visit, to further strengthen people to people

ties, Prime Minister announced launch of direct Air India flights between Colombo and

Varanasi,  which  have  been  operational  since  August  last  year.  Recently,  India
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facilitated the visit of Sri Lankan army personnel along with families to Bodh Gaya on a

special aircraft. The initiative was widely acclaimed in Sri Lanka. 

Tourism is a sector which holds great potential, as seeing is also believing. India

remains that biggest source of tourist arrivals to Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka is equally an

important source country for Indian tourism.

When we say that India is ready to walk with Sri Lanka in rain and in shine, we

do not mean it just figuratively, but literally as well. India has been and will remain the

first responder for Sri Lanka. When floods hit Sri Lanka in May last year, Indian Naval

Ships touched Sri Lankan shores with men and material within hours, precisely six

hours, of receiving the Sri Lankan request, and they worked shoulder to shoulder with

Sri Lankan Navy. Our response was no different when Sri Lanka was hit by drought. 

Our development partnership with Sri Lanka stands at nearly US$ 3 billion out of

which more than US$ 500 million is pure grants. Our partnership goes beyond the

numbers on Excel sheets, and is focussed on people-oriented projects that touch the

lives  of  citizens  of  Sri  Lanka.  Whether  it  is  the  launch  of  Emergency  Ambulance

Service or housing or livelihood support for fishing and farming communities or a new

big auditorium in a University,  our  development  projects are spread all  across the

island. It is heartening to note that we have been able to fulfil our promises in a timely

manner. We go by only one blueprint: Sri Lanka’s own priorities. 

As Lord Buddha said, “An idea, that is developed, and put into action, is more

important, than an idea, that exists, only as an idea.” I am certain that this Conference

will come up with valuable and actionable recommendations, to deliver on the promise

of peace, security and prosperity for our region. I congratulate the Delhi Policy Group

and I wish the Conference every success.

Thank you..
* * * * * *
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