Address by H.E. Ms. Bhaswati Mukherjee, Ambassador of India at the Round Table Meeting on Strengthening the Netherlands India Business and Economic Relations

1 June, 2011

ING House, Amsterdam

Mr. R. L. Lakhina, Chairman, Netherlands India Chamber of Commerce and Trade,

Mr. Marten van den Berg, Deputy Director General for Foreign Economic Relations, 

Mr. Peter Staal, Board Member, ING Vysya Bank,

Thank you for inviting me to this important event to participate with the captains of Dutch and Indian industry and business at this Roundtable today.  This is my first visit to ING House in Amsterdam which represents the pulsating heart of business and banking activities in the Netherlands.  There could not have been a better venue than the ING House.  ING is as well known in India as here in the Netherlands through its joint venture ING-Vysya Bank in India.  ING-Vysya Bank is living proof of excellent collaboration between India and Netherlands, signifying the synergy flowing from our common business cultures.  It also demonstrates the coming together of the old and the new, through the Vysya Bank, one of the oldest Indian banks founded in 1930, merging with ING in 2000.

2.
Let us pause for a moment and examine our bilateral business and commercial relationship in a historical context.  The first Dutch ships of the Netherlands East India Company reached the famous Malabar Coast of India, commonly known as the Spice Coast, over 400 years ago.  Officially, India and Netherlands established diplomatic relations immediately after Independence of India. India has been honoured by two State Visits of Her Majesty the Queen and has the warmest bilateral relations with the Netherlands.

3.
On business and industry, both countries share the same healthy pragmatic approach to international trade and despite the global economic turndown, our  bilateral trade registered an annual growth of 23% last year.  There are about 115 Dutch companies which have their presence in India.

4.
It is important to underline that this partnership between the world’s largest democracy and Netherlands, the 16th largest global economy, is marked by many political commonalities that provide an impetus to a strong business relationship.  These include our democratic credentials, strong and transparent legal systems and a free press. India today with its open economy has one of the finest institutional frameworks for enabling business and investments.  Our economies are complementary to each other. 

5.
Netherlands is not only a trading partner but also an important investment partner of India. It ranks 5th in the list of countries in terms of cumulative FDI inflows into India.  Netherlands, with its highly industrialised economy and world-class technologies, is an ideal partner for India, which too has a strong technology base and an ever growing consumer market. 

6.
It is important to note that India is a price sensitive market.  Our Dutch friends would be well served by keeping prices at competitive levels.  What they might lose by a lower price would be more than compensated through enormous volumes.  I could give no better example than that of Telecom sector where cell phone call rates are the lowest in the world and yet it remains the most profitable business.

7.
Indian companies are also increasingly looking at the Dutch market and, in some cases as a gateway to Europe for their regional operations. The cooperation between India and the Netherlands in the ICT sector is deepening, with most of the leading IT companies having established their operations here. Some of them are represented at the Roundtable today. This cooperation will receive further fillip with the expansion of the scope of MOU on Science & Technology Cooperation to include Information and Communication sector, with a focus on embedded IT applications. This was decided during the visit of Permanent Secretary of Science and Technology of India, Dr. T. Ramasami, to the Netherlands in March 2011. The Embassy is planning a major seminar on this subject in the near future. 

8.
Let me say a few words about the transformation of Indian economy. The economic reforms initiated in 1991, have resulted in an economy which is worth close to two trillion dollars, and is today the second fastest growing major economy in the world. India's GDP growth during the current financial year is estimated to touch 9%.  India today ranks as the world's fourth-largest economy (in purchasing power parity terms) and is an important player in the G-20 economies.  It is expected to become the fastest growing economy in the years to come.  India will also be the largest contributor to the world's workforce. The demographic dividend has already started showing positive results.  

Dear Friends,

9.
Under colonial rule, India missed out on its industrial revolution.  Nevertheless, it has more than made up for the loss during the last few decades.  Indian companies have used the liberal environment in this period to enhance their competitiveness. India is going through a phase when the interest rates are coming down, capital is in abundance, highways and ports are improving and real estate markets are becoming transparent. The financial markets are booming. More than 100 Indian companies now have a market capitalization of over a billion dollars, and some of these have become global brands.

10.
There is a great potential for intensification of cooperation between India and the Netherlands in the fields of agriculture and food processing, water management, automotive industry, infrastructure including transport/shipping/maritime and inland waterways sector.
11. 
In its continuous efforts to intensify bilateral relations, Government of India recently granted permission for opening of a maiden branch in Mumbai by Rabobank International.  The proposal to open a branch of State Bank of India in Amsterdam will shortly be implemented.  It will not only boost the confidence of the existing Indian companies based in the Amsterdam region but will also encourage more Indian companies to come to the Netherlands.

Dear Friends,

12.
Allow me to highlight some of the important steps undertaken by the Embassy in the recent months to cement our bilateral trade relationship.  After a long gap, Foreign Office Consultations at the level of Secretary General were held at the Hague in January ’11.  For the first time, India and Netherlands will have a Joint Economic Council at the level of Commerce and Industry Ministers which would address all issues related to trade and investment.  Institutionally, this would bring the bilateral trade & business relationship between our Governments, on par with our other major European partners.  This is a significant step forward.  The Embassy has also undertaken a number of initiatives to facilitate visas for our Dutch friends. The Embassy has Visa Outsourcing Centres at three places: Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague bringing us closer to the applicants.  India’s Foreign Secretary, during her visit here last week, launched the online visa application scheme which would make the entire process smoother and efficient.  The Embassy will shortly be implementing a Fast Track Business Visa Facilitation Scheme.  We are in the process of building the requisite database needed for such a Scheme.  

13.
Trade and culture have a symbiotic relationship. Trade is instrumental in intensifying cultural contacts. Cultural activities help bringing peoples closer through promoting better understanding of each other’s values.  This was witnessed in the successful collaborative effort put in together by the Embassy and the Friends of Tagore in the Netherlands, the Municipalities of The Hague, Amsterdam, Amstelveen and Leiden University for commemorating the 150th Birth Anniversary of Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore.   We are currently engaged in establishing an Indian Cultural Centre in the Netherlands, a long standing demand of the Indian and Surinami Hindustani Diaspora here.

14.
Mayor of Amsterdam has recently returned from a successful visit to India bringing India closer to Amsterdam and H.E. Mr. Henk Bleker, Dutch Minister of Agriculture and Foreign Trade is set to lead a large official and business delegation to India later this week. Mr. Van den Berg, who is here with us today and will be speaking after me, will be accompanying Minister Bleker.  Mayor of Rotterdam has also just visited India.
15.
There will be gala festivities to celebrate Diwali this year, especially in the cities of Amsterdam, Amstelveen and The Hague.  I just participated in the 1st Meeting of the Organising Committee of the Diwali Festival in Amstelveen, organised by His Excellency, the Mayor of Amstelveen.

16.
Let me underline the important role played by NICCT in organising this Roundtable.  NICCT has grown over the years as one of the leading bilateral trade chambers in the Netherlands and is contributing positively to the strengthening of India-Netherlands business relations.  The valuable efforts undertaken by NICCT over the years to increase interaction between Dutch and Indian companies through regular seminars and meetings, is commendable. The Embassy remains ready to work with the NICCT in this common effort. 
17.
Netherlands and India are in a dynamic new partnership.  A bright and prosperous future awaits us.  Allow me to conclude by inviting you to invest in my wonderful country, India.  I quote the apt and evoking words  of the quintessential American Mark Twain who so appropriately described India and I quote: 

“India is the cradle of the human race, 

the birthplace of human speech, 

the mother of history, 

the grandmother of legend, 

and the great grand mother of tradition. 

Our most valuable and most instructive materials in the history of man are treasured up in India only. The one land that all men desire to see, and having seen once, by even a glimpse, would not give that glimpse for all the shows of all the rest of the globe combined”.

Thank you.

* * * *
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