
 

 

 

 
New Year’s Predictions, Resolutions, 
and Recommendations 
Amb. Karl F. Inderfurth 

The Economist, in its recent issue “The World in 2012,” gave this thumbnail 

prediction for India in the New Year: “The Congress-led government is leaking 

support because of widespread corruption and a patchy economic record… 

Nevertheless, the government of the Prime Minister, Manmohan Singh, will hold 

on until the end of its term in 2014—not least because the opposition Bharatiya 

Janata Party is equally tarnished. Strong internal growth and foreign demand for 

India’s services will propel the economy, though the rate of expansion will slow.” 

A comparable prediction for the United States in the New Year would be similar, 

starting with the Obama administration’s own “patchy economic record” and 

likelihood of slow growth in 2012. Added to this would be the near certainty of 

continuing, highly partisan battles in Congress and the uncertainties (and risks) 

associated with a steady stream of foreign policy “flashpoints” from the ongoing 

military engagement in Afghanistan, to Iran and Iraq, to the Middle East and 

North Africa. 

Moreover, today both capitals suffer from policy gridlock. No significant law has 

been passed by India’s parliament since the Singh government’s reelection two 

years ago. None has been passed during the current session of the U.S. Congress, 

nor are any expected this year. Finally, both countries are moving into political 

campaign mode, with the run-up to the November U.S. presidential election now 

in full swing and India engaged in what amounts to a “mini” general election year 

with a series of big state elections, including Uttar Pradesh, Punjab, and Gujarat. 

So what does this portend for U.S.-India ties in the New Year? More to the point, 

where might there be opportunities in 2012 to advance U.S.-India ties, even as 

both capitals remain inwardly focused and subject to increasingly dysfunctional 

politics? Offered below are three New Year’s resolutions and five New Year’s 

recommendations for consideration in both countries—by those in and out of 

government—who want to see the bilateral relationship proceed on an upward 

trajectory in 2012. 

Three New Year’s Resolutions 

1. Deepen existing initiatives. With the attention of policymakers in both 

Washington and New Delhi trained elsewhere, the principal focus in 2012 should 

be on consolidating and implementing existing initiatives and deepening the 

relationship for the long term. As Deputy Secretary of State William Burns said 

recently in Mumbai, this kind of “sustained, steady work at the relationship” can 

be “equally important” to the dramatic breakthroughs we have seen in recent 

Opportunity in Myanmar 

With the recent decision by the United States to 

restore full diplomatic relations with Myanmar, 

prompted by the country’s nascent political and 

economic reforms and release of political 

prisoners, 2012 is set to be a pivotal year for 

Myanmar’s relations with its neighbors and with 

the West. In recent months, Myanmar has hosted 

Thailand’s prime minister, foreign ministers 

from Indonesia and Japan, and historic visits by 

U.S. secretary of state Hillary Clinton and 

British foreign secretary William Hague. 

Naypyidaw, sent a parliamentary delegation to 

Delhi in mid-December to study the rules and 

practices of the Indian parliament, signaling its 

interest in alternate democratic processes, and 

India’s army chief, General V.K. Singh, visited 

Myanmar for bilateral consultations this past 

week. The gradual changes in Myanmar also 

provide an opportunity for closer policy 

collaboration between United States and India in 

the year ahead. 

Until recently, Washington and Delhi have 

historically taken divergent approaches to 

relations with Naypyidaw (the capital was 

Yangon until 2005). While the United States has 

aimed to isolate Myanmar politically and 

economically with sanctions directed at the 

military junta’s human rights abuses and 

suppression of democracy, India shifted away 

from a similar stance during the 1990s after 

becoming wary of losing influence with 

Myanmar vis-à-vis China. Delhi and Naypyidaw 

have cooperated since then on areas of mutual 

strategic interest including infrastructure 

development, counterterrorism, military-to-

military relations, and science and technology 

training.  

(cont’d next page)
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years. The two countries have some 21 formal dialogues or working groups 

established, covering every aspect of possible cooperation. In the months ahead, 

“consolidation” and “implementation” should be the watchwords. 

2. Don’t mistake “not now” for “never.” High hopes were raised, then dashed, by 

the Singh government’s decision to temporarily shelve plans to open the $450- 

billion domestic multi-brand retail market to foreign companies. But arguments 

about protecting small shopkeepers and businesses from the giants like Wal-Mart 

have also been fought in the United States and are being resolved. Over time, that 

pattern may also prove to be the case in India, not only with respect to the retail 

market but also the liability issues that are still preventing U.S. companies from 

fully engaging India’s civilian nuclear power market. One encouraging sign: India 

will allow 100 percent foreign direct investment (FDI) in single-brand retail that 

will pave the way for some foreign companies to set up shop in India. This 

development may eventually pave the way for multi-brand retail. 

3. Think beyond capital “beltways.” Since both governments are preoccupied at the 

federal level, there is increasing space for state-level and business-level interaction. 

Recent examples include successful trade missions led by Maryland governor 

Martin O’Malley and Virginia governor Robert McDonnell. Maryland is reported to 

have attracted $60 million in investments as a result of this one trip. India’s state of 

Andhra Pradesh also recently sent a delegation to the United States. Governors are 

ideally positioned to focus on attracting investment and job growth opportunities 

that directly benefit their states and local industry, providing an opportunity to 

significantly increase bilateral interaction—beyond both capitals’ beltways. 

Five New Year’s Recommendations  

1. Agree on a bilateral investment treaty. Negotiations should be accelerated on a 

bilateral investment treaty (BIT) with India. This is one area where both countries 

could achieve big results and significantly strengthen the business-to-business level 

of our relationship by encouraging more investment, joint ventures and sharing of 

technology. As 10 members of the Senate India Caucus—led by Mark Warner (D-

VA) and John Cornyn (R-TX)—recently stated in a letter to President Obama: “A 

high-standard U.S.-India BIT would better protect our businesses and create new 

sales and economic opportunities, and would further solidify U.S.-India economic 

relations.” 

But time is of the essence. India has already signed trade agreements with ASEAN, 

Japan, South Korea, and Singapore. It is negotiating with Australia, Canada, New 

Zealand, and the European Union. As the senators noted in their letter: “In order to 

overcome the competitive disadvantage already facing American companies in the 

Indian marketplace, it is imperative that the United States move forward quickly to 

negotiate and conclude this treaty.” 

2. Get moving on infrastructure. The Economist’s “World in 2012” also surveyed 

key global industries, including infrastructure: transport, telecoms, electricity, and 

water. Here India took center stage: “India will give the infrastructure industry its 

biggest jolt in 2012: its latest five-year plan, which starts in April, offers $1 trillion 

in infrastructure spending, double the amount of its previous plan. Up to half of the 

investment is expected to come from the private sector.” 

These numbers have clearly caught the eye of the new Commerce Secretary John 

Bryson. His first trade mission, in March, will focus on infrastructure opportunities 

 

Yet, as Indian ambassador Rajiv Bhatia points 

out in a recent ICRIER publication, the United 

States has criticized India in the past for its 

approach to relations with Myanmar’s 

government. During President Obama’s state 

visit to India in November 2010, Bhatia notes, 

the president called out India in a speech to 

parliament for often avoiding issues of 

democracy and human rights violations “in 

international fora.” He urged India to accept 

expanded international responsibilities 

commensurate with its role as an emerging 

power, including the condemnation of 

violations in Myanmar. 

Now, following Secretary Clinton’s December 

visit to Myanmar and the restoration of 

diplomatic ties, the United States and India 

have an opportunity for closer engagement on 

Myanmar. Taken in the context of the U.S. 

“pivot” toward Asia, there is a growing 

consensus in Washington that the United States 

should consider democracy and human rights 

issues in the context of other common interests 

with India, such as supporting Myanmar’s 

“strategic flexibility” vis-à-vis China and 

developing its ability to contribute to economic 

prosperity in Southeast Asia. Accordingly, 

Secretary Clinton suggested the United States 

would no longer stand in the way of some types 

of World Bank and IMF assistance in 

Myanmar. Under current U.S. law, allowing 

more substantive assistance would necessitate a 

lifting of current sanctions with a phased 

approach starting with the more recent “JADE 

Act” of 2008. The United States should also 

engage India as a close dialogue partner on 

political developments both bilaterally and at 

the UN Security Council where India is 

currently a member. 

As events unfold in 2012, the United States and 

India would be well advised to engage more 

closely on the significant political changes 

currently underway in Myanmar. Doing so will 

not only enhance the U.S.-India partnership and 

India’s role as a leader in regional security, but 

will also send a strong signal to the rest of Asia 

of Washington and New Delhi’s ability to more 

closely coordinate on an area of common 

strategic interest. 

—S. Amer Latif & Nicholas Lombardo  

http://www.firstpost.com/fwire/senators-want-obama-to-step-up-bilateral-trade-with-india-173917.html
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in India. According to a Commerce Department trip announcement: “Selling more made-in-USA infrastructure products to India will 

help U.S. companies grow and hire more people while helping India meet its ambitious goals to dramatically improve its roads, 

railways and bridges.” 

3. Accelerate India’s social and economic development. In one of her first speeches as India’s new ambassador to the United States, 

Nirupama Rao told an audience at Yale University: “India regards the United States as the most important partner in its quest for 

social and economic development.” 

In this regard, both governments have identified cooperation in the field of education as a key priority. In 2011, the first U.S.-India 

Higher Education Summit was held as part of the larger Obama-Singh Knowledge Initiative, launched in 2009. That initiative has an 

ambitious goal in mind: developing the capacity of junior faculty in India, fostering academic leadership through training, creating a 

community college system in India (through collaborations in the United States) and academic collaboration. A number of American 

community colleges have expressed interest in developing a capable system in India. Several have already begun partnering with 

Indian institutions and opening branches there, including Montgomery College in Maryland, the University of Maryland, the Virginia 

Foundation for Community College Education, Virginia Tech, and others. As the Higher Education Summit is intended to be an 

annual gathering, this is an initiative from which both countries benefit—it can only enhance opportunities for the next generation, 

retrain those in mid-career, and increase partnerships for innovation. 

4. Strengthen the strategic partnership. The second U.S.-India Strategic Dialogue was held in New Delhi in July 2011. It reaffirmed 

the common commitment of the two countries to concentrate on coordination and cooperation in Afghanistan. As 2012 unfolds, and as 

the U.S. military withdrawal from Afghanistan accelerates, intensifying the bilateral dialogue with India on Afghanistan will take on 

even greater significance, as will consultations on other areas of common strategic interest, including the Middle East, South China 

Sea, and Myanmar. The latter presents some immediate opportunities for closer U.S.-India cooperation, as the accompanying 

“Opportunity Myanmar” article explains. 

5. Reinforce the narrative. At the East Asia Summit (EAS) in Bali last November, Prime Minister Singh offered this assessment of the 

current state of Indo-U.S. ties to President Obama: “I am happy to report to you that there are, today, no irritants whatsoever in our 

working together on a multiplicity of areas.” While this gracious observation can be seen as a bit of a diplomatic overstatement—all 

countries have some “irritants”—it is also true that U.S.-India ties are not adrift, as some commentators have suggested. They are 

moving forward, albeit slowly, but surely. 

Reinforcing the narrative of a U.S.-India relationship that has been transformed over the 

past decade and is moving forward —with strong bipartisan support in both countries—

will require high-level attention in both Washington and New Delhi. India will also be 

closely watching the U.S. presidential election to see how the next president views the 

strategic importance of bilateral ties. Meanwhile, a focus in 2012 on “consolidation” and 

“implementation” will put the relationship on an even sounder footing when the leaders 

in both capitals determine it is time to quicken the pace. 
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