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On the occasion of Prime Minister Manmohan Singh’s visit to Saudi Arabia, it’s timely to think how to re-energies the Kingdom’s ties with India. Although long overdue, this visit is a reciprocal gesture from India to the landmark visit of King Abdullah in 2006, which marked a pragmatic shift in the Kingdom’s post-Cold War foreign policy. 
As India’s importance has increased in recent years in political, economic as well as strategic terms, more emphasis will need to be given as to how to strengthen ties between India and Saudi Arabia and how to take advantage of emerging opportunities. Up until now, such comparative advantages have not been fully translated into policy decisions. 
There can be no doubt that India’s rapid economic growth, expanding regional and global influence, continued military modernization, and robust political system are shifting the geopolitical terrain and contributing to the reconfiguration of regional as well as international relations. Similarly, Saudi Arabia is determined in the rapidly changing global environment to play a larger role to ensure that its national interests are respected and that moderation and stability are the key elements around which a post-crisis global order is being constructed. Given those circumstances, it is natural for the Kingdom and India to strive for a broad-based mutually  reinforcing partnership.
After the last 55 years of limited and failed engagement since the visit of King Saud to India in 1955, the Kingdom and India are now poised to expand their relationship to a new level. In this context, it must first be understood that the Kingdom’s tryst with India is civilization and encompasses a history of more than 1,000 years old. The famous cloth fair near Makkah that used to be the hub for Indian textile industry to market their products with European merchants with Arab traders mediating, bespoke the cordial link between the two great countries. This relationship got strengthened with the discovery of oil and manpower shortages which precipitated phenomenal labor migration to the region. 
Skilled Indian laborers flocked to the Kingdom and the Gulf in search of employment and higher wages. The succeeding period witnessed high-level political exchanges, but they failed to result in substantial growth in the  overall relationship.
The primary factors behind the subdued engagement can be attributed to the regional as well as global political situation. To name just a few examples, the disintegration of East Pakistan in 1971 followed by the 1973 oil boom set the ground for closer ties between the Kingdom and Pakistan. Similarly, after the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan in 1979, Saudi Arabia became active partner with the US and Pakistan in supporting the fight against the Red Army. Finally, the establishment of diplomatic ties between India and Israel further complicated the situation.
Despite the political obscurantism in the bilateral engagement, Saudi-India ties continued to progress in other domains, especially in economic matters. The oil-fuelled economic diversification in the Kingdom initially resulted in increasing commercial and labor exchange with India and subsequently, India’s growing energy requirement for its liberalized economy and industry became more dependent on the Kingdom. Since that time, progressive growth has been observed in bilateral investment, especially after the liberalization induced growth in India since 1991. In country-wise foreign direct investment (FDI) joint ventures in India, the Kingdom ranks 15th and second Arab country followed by the UAE. During 2004-2008, Saudi Arabia had nearly $22 million worth of joint ventures in India. The Kingdom is also one of the major FDI investors in India; it has invested nearly $9 million during August 1991 to December 1999 and $16 million during January 2000 to August 2008. Simultaneously, Indian companies have also become active in the Kingdom with several joint venture projects or wholly owned subsidiaries. 
While both Saudi and India have achieved spectacular economic growth since 2004, the bilateral trade profile, which in 2008 stood at $28 billion in terms of merchandise trade remains overwhelmingly dominated by Saudi exports to India indicating trade is not sufficiently diversified and continues to miss out on immense potentials. For example, the Kingdom faces formidable trade barriers in India. There are high ad valorem tariffs imposed on Saudi exports in India while Saudis adhere to a nominal 5 per cent tariff on Indian exports. In this regard, it is prudent to highlight the significance of the stalled Free Trade Agreement negotiations with India. 
The GCC-India FTA negotiations have not achieved much due to procedural rigidities involving sectoral commercial interests. India’s demand for not including petrochemicals and stress on labor issues has become stumbling blocks. Given the current macroeconomic contexts and economic policy regimes prevailing in both regions, there is a need to explore the possibilities of more intensive cooperation in trade, investment, services and collaborations in other areas. 
Better trade-investment facilitation mechanisms need to be put in place. There is also greater potential in two-way investment flows in a number of sectors in both regions. These include power, roads, ports, telecommunications and civil aviation, IT sector, services like education, tourism, R&D, design and prototyping, regional distribution centers. Enterprise-level technical cooperation can be another area of engagement, which is essential for industrial competitiveness in both the regions. The changing economic circumstances have also led to shifts in the political relationship. With increasing requirements of a growing economy and concerns about securing export markets, the Kingdom stressed upon an eastward shift in its economic diplomacy and India, a billion-plus market economy, became attractive. The historic visit of King Abdullah to India in January 2006 reflected this realization. The signing of the comprehensive “Delhi Declaration” suggested the creation of a mutually beneficial partnership.
What this specifically refers to are growing linkages in the security space that extends from Afghanistan to the Middle East where both have vital stakes. While US strategic and economic interests will remain significant for the Kingdom and will continue to be a factor for regional stability, it is pragmatic for the Kingdom to incorporate Indian involvement in one form or another as an additional security ally in order to diversify or broaden its security dependence. India’s credibility and role as a “neutral” player in Asia may serve the Kingdom’s interests in managing the emerging security and  strategic objectives.
Overall, there is a need to address existing bottlenecks and rigidities at the highest level in order for a sustainable relationship in the future to emerge. Important is the issue of misguided mutual perceptions owing to information asymmetry. This requires confidence-building initiatives such as academic exchanges and collaborations. In this aspect, it is worthwhile to mention the initiative undertaken by the Gulf Research Center, Dubai in partnership with the Indian Ministry of External Affairs for a “GCC-India Joint Study Group” that will develop concrete policy recommendations on all dimensions of the bilateral relationship. To conclude, it can be said that while the Kingdom has extended the red carpet for India, it’s time for India to reciprocate. Hopefully, Prime Minister Singh’s visit would achieve that.
