


Culture, Connectivity, and Commerce: Assessing the Economic Development Potential of Nagaland under India's Act East Policy

Abstract
The economic progress of peripheral and border regions depends largely on the efficient utilization of local resources, the development of robust connectivity, and successful integration with regional markets. Historically, the northeastern region of India — and the state of Nagaland in particular — has experienced comparatively lower economic growth despite possessing rich cultural diversity and a strategically significant geographical location. In this context, India's Act East Policy presents a substantial opportunity not only to strengthen economic, cultural, and strategic ties with Southeast Asian nations but also to catalyze development across the northeastern states of India. This paper aims to explore the economic development potential of Nagaland through the three central pillars of the Act East Policy: culture, connectivity, and commerce. The study employs a conceptual-analytical approach supplemented by secondary data drawn from the Nagaland Economic Survey, the Directorate of Tourism, and government trade reports. The findings highlight the dominance of the tertiary sector in the state economy, the emergence of cultural tourism as a rapidly growing component of the tourism sector, and the cross-border trade opportunities arising from Nagaland's geographical proximity to Myanmar. Tourist arrival data from 2009 to 2019 provide empirical evidence of the growing significance of cultural tourism, while the state's border location underscores its potential for expanded commercial engagement with neighboring countries. The results suggest that sustained development of cultural tourism, strengthening infrastructure and connectivity, and facilitating cross-border trade represent the principal drivers of future economic growth in Nagaland. The study concludes that the integrated framework of culture, connectivity, and commerce offers a coherent and productive lens for both understanding and advancing the economic development potential of Nagaland under the Act East Policy.
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1. Introduction
Economic development reflects a major factor by which we judge progress and the overall satisfaction of a people in a certain area. Indeed, throughout the world, authorities are always on the lookout for effective methods of increasing the average yield, expanding the number and types of jobs, and improving the standard of living of the population as a whole. In fact, in countries such as India, which are still developing, regional economic development imbalances represent a challenge to a large extent. Although a few states have managed to attain major industrial and economic growth, quite a number of other states are still facing issues due to inherent factors like poor infrastructure, scant industrialization, and geographical limitations. The northeastern part of India has, in fact, been ranked as one of the poorest regions in terms of development in the whole country; however, it is rich in natural resources, culturally diversified, and has a geography that is advantageous for trade and other activities. Among states in the northeast region, Nagaland is a unique case. The state is endowed with a rich cultural heritage, varied tribal traditions, and has a great potential for tourism. On the other hand, its economy is still struggling due to very limited industrial activities, poor infrastructure and limited market access. Most of the Naga people are farmers and they live from the income of the allied activities. The industrial sector is only in its infancy stage. This is one of the reasons why the standard of living in Nagaland is lower as compared to many other states of India. Nevertheless, the location of Nagaland at the gates of Myanmar not only makes it a gateway for cross-border trade but also a link for the regional economic integration.
Understanding the high strategic value of India's northeast, the Government of India introduced the Act East policy to make economic, cultural and strategic relations with Southeast Asian countries more close/strong. This policy is regarded as an enhanced version of the earlier Look East Policy and mainly concentrates on developing regional cooperation with ASEAN countries by means of better connectivity, increasing trade and facilitating more interaction between people (Das & Guha, 2022). The region of northeast India is considered as a gateway that links India with Southeast Asia, according to this policy. This, in turn, would open up the northeastern region to new possibilities for economic growth through regional integration. In engaging ASEAN countries closely, the Act East Policy puts ASEAN countries close on three pillars known as the Three Cs - Culture, Connectivity, and Commerce. The cultural relationship between India and Southeast Asia can be utilized as a means to strengthen the tourism industry and people-to-people ties. Enhanced connectivity physical infrastructure communication transportation) can easily support trade and people mobility across borders, while higher levels of commerce can trigger economic activities and create new market opportunities. Such components in combination can quite remarkably influence the overall economic development of the border regions like Nagaland.
In the face of these opportunities, little academic research has so far focused on the extent to which the three Cs could contribute to Nagaland's economic growth. Hence, this paper attempts to explore the economic growth potential of Nagaland through the lens of culture, connection and trade under the Act East Policy. This paper analyses the inter-relationships among these factors along with how Nagaland, using its cultural strengths, geographical location and linkages with other parts of the region, can encourage sustainable economic growth.
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework of the Study










2. Objectives of the Study
a) To examine the economic development potential of Nagaland within the framework of the Act East Policy.
b) To analyze how the three pillars of the Act East Policy-culture, connectivity, and commerce-can contribute to the economic development of the state.
3. Literature Review
Economic Development has been a key theme research in the area of development economics for a very long time. Many authors have highlighted that economic growth is a result of changes in several structural factors such as trade infrastructure tourism, and institutional development. Specifically, Infrastructure development has been generally considered as one of the main factors of regional economic growth because it aids the movement of people and goods, lowers the cost of transport, and opens up the market to new areas (Donaldson, 2018; Timilsina et al. 2024). Investigations into regional development point to the fact that creation of and improvement of transportation infrastructure and connectivity are among the factors that stimulate economic production and help in the integration of remote areas with markets at national as well as international levels (Pradhan & Bagchi, 2013; Vasilakos et al. 2023). Better transportation and communication links allow for goods, services and people to be moved around easily, resulting in greater economic effectiveness and regional integration. Considering the condition of the economies that are still in their development stages, infrastructure development is typically viewed as a necessity for the alleviation of regional imbalances as well as for the increase of economic growth in the long run.
Yet another major research domain looks into the economic consequences of tourism. It is no longer ignored that through the support of cultural and natural assets the sector of tourism can be a driving force for economic growth. Examination of tourism's effects on the economy has been the subject of numerous works which have highlighted the multifunctional roles of tourism in creating jobs, earning foreign exchange, and enlarging the economy overall (Balaguer & Cantavella-Jord, 2002; Lee & Chang, 2008). Data gathered from various parts of the world prove that tourism not only leads to an increase in economic growth through the enhancement of infrastructure but also by the development of service sectors and the support of regional development (Seetanah, 2011; Ohlan, 2017). According to the tourism-led growth hypothesis, the expansion of tourism activities has the potential to create a multiplier effect in local economies by increased demand for goods and services such as transportation accommodation food, and others (Brida et al. 2016). Besides, a newly developed body of literature shows how tourism, if properly managed, can be a source of economic growth as well as a tool for poverty alleviation and enhancement of inhabitants' living standards in least developed countries (Croes & Vanegas, 2008).
In general tourism studies, cultural tourism is increasingly viewed as an important driver of regional economic development. It refers to travel driven by the desire to experience cultural heritage arts traditions, festivals, and local lifestyles and it is one of the fastest rising sectors in the world tourism market (Richards, 2018). Researchers remind us that, apart from being tangible and intangible heritage, cultural sites and cultural activities are powerful instruments in promoting local economic development through the attraction of tourists as well as the creation of local incomes (lvarez-Garca et al. 2019; Bertacchini & Dalle Nogare, 2021). Besides, cultural tourism helps in passing down the heritage and ancient traditions of the community while it opens doors for the inhabitants to engage in tourism-related activities and entrepreneurship (Mutra et al. 2023). Indeed, in rural and underdeveloped areas, cultural tourism is heavily supported as a form of sustainable development because it enables the local community to make a living economically and, at the same time, protect their cultural identity.
International trade and regional integration beside tourism and infrastructure are two of the most important factors influencing economic development. Opening up of trade and an increasing number of trade facilitation measures are ways through which economic growth may be significantly increased. This is because market opportunities for the producers get opened and at the same time specialization occurs following the comparative advantage (Shepherd & Wilson, 2009). According to studies on the trade relations between India and Southeast Asia, the regional integration of the two economies under India's Act East Policy holds the most promising benefits. The objective of strengthening the economic, cultural, and strategic relations of India with ASEAN countries is one of the main features of this policy which is besides other issues is also addressed by improving connectivity, facilitating the cross-border trade and mostly through the northeast region of India which is the geographical gateway to Southeast Asia, increasing the people to people interactions (Das & Guha, 2022).
Although a considerable number of studies have been conducted on the topics of tourism development, infrastructure connectivity, and regional trade integration, only a few studies have addressed the economic development potential of individual northeastern states like Nagaland within the framework of India's Act East Policy. Existing literature mostly covers general trends of regional development or economic outcomes at the national level. Hence, to an extent, it is necessary to find out how the integration of culture, connectivity, and commerce can lead to the economic development of Nagaland. An analysis of these interlinked factors can offer a different angle to understanding how the state, by capitalizing on its geographical location, cultural richness, and regional connectivity, can promote economic growth and development.
4. Methodology
4.1 Research Design
This study adopts a descriptive-analytical research design grounded in a conceptual framework. Given that the primary objective is to explore and map the economic development potential of Nagaland through the three pillars of the Act East Policy — Culture, Connectivity, and Commerce — a qualitative-dominant, mixed descriptive approach is considered the most appropriate. This design is particularly suitable for policy-oriented research in developing regional economies where primary data collection faces significant logistical and institutional constraints, and where the goal is to synthesize existing evidence into a coherent analytical narrative rather than to test causal hypotheses (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
The conceptual framework guiding this study, as illustrated in Figure 1, treats the three Cs — Culture, Connectivity, and Commerce — as distinct but interrelated pathways through which the Act East Policy can potentially stimulate economic development in Nagaland. Each pillar is analyzed separately before being synthesized into an integrated assessment of the state's economic development potential.
4.2 Nature and Sources of Data
The study relies exclusively on secondary data drawn from credible government and institutional sources. Primary data collection was not undertaken given the scope and nature of the study, which aims at a macro-level assessment of economic potential rather than a micro-level or community-based investigation. The use of secondary data is well established in regional economic development research, particularly in studies examining policy frameworks and their developmental implications (Kothari, 2004).
The data sources employed in this study are as follows:
Nagaland Economic Survey (various years, up to 2018-19): Used to analyze the sectoral composition of the state economy through Gross State Value Added (GSVA) figures, providing the structural economic baseline for the study.
Directorate of Tourism, Government of Nagaland: Used to examine tourist inflow trends, both domestic and foreign, over the period 2009 to 2020, serving as the primary empirical basis for assessing cultural tourism potential.
Ministry of Commerce and Industry, Government of India: Used to analyze aggregate India-ASEAN trade data over the period 2013-14 to 2019-20, providing the broader regional trade context within which Nagaland's commerce potential is situated.
Published academic literature and policy documents: Used to contextualize findings within the broader theoretical and empirical scholarship on infrastructure-led growth, tourism-led development, and regional trade integration.
4.3 Time Period of the Study
The primary data analyzed in this study covers the period from 2009 to 2019-20, depending on the availability of disaggregated state-level data. For tourism analysis, the period 2009–2020 is used, with 2020 data included to acknowledge the disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, even though the substantive trend analysis is centered on the pre-pandemic trajectory of 2009–2019. For sectoral economic analysis, the available GSVA data covers 2011-12 to 2018-19. For trade analysis, India-ASEAN aggregate trade data spanning 2013-14 to 2019-20 is utilized. The authors acknowledge that more recent data, particularly post-2020 figures capturing the pandemic recovery period, would strengthen the analysis and is recommended as a direction for future research.
4.4 Analytical Approach
The analysis proceeds in three stages corresponding to the three pillars of the conceptual framework.
First, the sectoral structure of the Nagaland economy is analyzed through percentage share decomposition of GSVA across primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors. This provides the foundational economic context and identifies which sectors hold the greatest potential for policy intervention under the Act East Policy.
Second, tourism growth trends are examined through descriptive trend analysis of domestic and foreign tourist arrival data. Year-on-year changes are analyzed to identify growth phases, inflection points, and disruptions, with a particular focus on the role of cultural events such as the Hornbill Festival as drivers of tourist inflow.
Third, trade opportunities are assessed through a contextual analysis of India-ASEAN aggregate trade data combined with a qualitative examination of Nagaland's border trade infrastructure, particularly the Avangkhu Land Customs Station. Since disaggregated Nagaland-specific border trade data is not publicly available in a consistent time-series format, the trade analysis is necessarily contextual and indicative rather than precisely quantitative. This limitation is explicitly acknowledged.
4.5 Limitations of the Methodology
Several limitations of the present methodological approach must be acknowledged in the interest of scholarly transparency.
First, the absence of a dedicated primary data collection component means that the perspectives of local communities, traders, tourism operators, and policymakers are not directly captured. Future studies would benefit from incorporating interviews, focus group discussions, or structured surveys to provide a ground-level validation of the macro-level trends identified here.
Second, Nagaland-specific trade volume data at the border customs level is not consistently available in the public domain, which restricts the depth of the commerce pillar analysis. The use of national-level India-ASEAN trade data as a proxy for regional trade potential is an acknowledged limitation.
Third, the most recent economic and tourism data available from official Nagaland government sources at the time of this study extends only to 2018-19 and 2019-20 respectively. This means the analysis does not fully capture post-pandemic recovery trends or the implications of Myanmar's changed political environment after 2021 for cross-border trade prospects — both of which are significant contextual developments.
Fourth, the conceptual framework adopted in this study establishes associative rather than causal linkages between the three Cs and economic development outcomes. The study does not employ econometric or inferential statistical techniques, and therefore cannot establish the direction or magnitude of causal effects. The findings are accordingly interpreted as indicative of potential rather than as demonstrated causal outcomes.
Fifth, the analysis is confined to the state of Nagaland and does not undertake a comparative analysis with other northeastern states such as Manipur or Mizoram, which share similar geographic and policy contexts. A comparative dimension in future research would provide a stronger basis for generalizing the findings.
4.6 Ethical Considerations
Since this study relies entirely on publicly available secondary data sourced from government publications and peer-reviewed academic literature, no ethical clearance for primary data collection was required. All data sources are appropriately cited, and no individual-level or sensitive personal data was used at any stage of the research.

5. Economic Development Potential of Nagaland through the Three Cs of the Act East Policy
5.1 Culture and Tourism Potential in Nagaland
Nagaland has a deep cultural heritage that depicts the traditions, customs, and ways of life of its different native tribes. The cultural variety of this area is considered to be one of the major treasures and it has the potential to contribute to tourism and economic growth. Cultural tourism is now a vital aspect of regional development, particularly in attracting tourists who want to see local customs fairs handicrafts, and monuments (Richards, 2018; lvarez-Garca et al. 2019). With reference to Nagaland, the coexistence of several tribes with distinct cultural identities, traditional festivals, and colorful art forms is a major asset for tourism development that can lead to economic growth.
One of the best examples of cultural tourism in Nagaland is the Hornbill Festival which is held every year by the Government of Nagaland. This festival is a great platform for different Naga tribes to display their cultural heritage through music dance games, handicrafts, and food. Today, this festival has drawn many local and foreign tourists due to the increased awareness of the cultural heritage of the region. From 2009 to 2019, there was a steady rise in the number of tourists visiting the state, further validating the capability of tourism as a key contributor to the state economy. Besides generating revenue for the local community, cultural tourism also offers job opportunities in industries like hospitality transportation handicrafts, and local services (Bertacchini & Dalle Nogare, 2021; Mutra et al. 2023). Because of this, by well marketing its cultural heritage and festivals, Nagaland can not only develop its tourism industry but also improve its economic growth through the cultural pillar of the Act East Policy.
5.2 Connectivity and Infrastructure Development
Connectivity stands as a vital factor for economic progress, especially in the areas that are very remote geographically. It is through proper transportation and infrastructure facilities that the movement of goods, services, and people become free which in turn opens more marketplaces and leads to a rise in economic activities. Several authors have pointed out that infrastructure building, mainly transport, has a major influence on boosting regional economies by lowering trade costs and enhancing accessibility (Pradhan & Bagchi, 2013; Donaldson, 2018). Historically, the Northeast of India has been the least connected part in the whole of India due to the presence of natural barriers, fewer transportation linkages, and poor infrastructures. Therefore enhancing the connectivity of this region has been identified as a priority for making it a part of both the national and the global markets.
Under India's Act East Policy, aiming to enhance the connectivity of the northeastern states with the countries of Southeast Asia is the main focus. To support these regional ties and open up cross-border economic cooperation, many infrastructure projects have been launched. The India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway is undoubtedly the most prominent initiative as it plans to link India with Southeast Asia via road networks through Myanmar. On the other hand, the Kaladan Multimodal Transit Transport Project is to connect the Indian eastern seaport of Kolkata with Myanmar through different routes like sea, river and road. These projects will undoubtedly lead to better trade routes and new avenues for economic interaction for India and the ASEAN countries. Being a border state, Nagaland's enhanced connectivity would be a very effective way to increase trade, tourism, and investment leading to its economic development.
5.3 Commerce and Cross-Border Trade
Trade is the third main pillar of the Act East Policy and has a major role in deepening economic ties of India with Southeast Asian countries. Growing trade and commercial activities can lead to the economic growth by creating more market opportunities, attracting investment, as well as the promotion and exchange of goods and services. Studies of regional trade integration reveal that when trade facilitation is enhanced and trade barriers are reduced, regions are able to not only take advantage of international markets but also become more economically productive (Shepherd & Wilson, 2009). With the Act East Policy of India, it is the northeast which is anticipated to be the gateway for India to the ASEAN economies via cross-border trade and economic cooperation.
Nagaland's position on the border with Myanmar is highly advantageous for developing cross-border trade. The state not only shares a lengthy border with Myanmar but this also opens up possibilities of economic interaction with adjoining regions through trade. Trade between India and Myanmar has generally been routed through official trading points like Moreh in Manipur and Zokhawthar in Mizoram. Nagaland's Avangkhu Land Customs Station has been identified as a possible trade path for cross-border commerce. In contrast to other trading points in the northeastern region, commercial activities through this route have been quite limited due to poor infrastructure and logistical problems. Upgrading border trade facilities, enhancing customs services and motivating the local communities to participate in cross-border markets can contribute to Nagaland harnessing regional trade opportunities. In this way, through deepening commercial ties with neighboring countries, Nagaland may leverage its strategic location not only to foster economic growth but also under the commerce aspect of the Act East Policy.

6. Data Analysis and Discussion
This section briefly presents the analysis of some economic indicators in relation to Nagaland. The purpose is to gain a deeper understanding of the economic development potential of the state in the three priority areas of the Act East Policy - culture, connectivity, and commerce. The study relies on secondary data obtained from various sources, such as the Nagaland Economic Survey, the Directorate of Tourism, and government reports. This section aims to reflect on the main features of the economic structure of Nagaland and to point out key tourism and trade patterns which might be instrumental in the future economic development.
6.1 Sectoral Structure of Nagaland Economy
An examination of the sector-wise contribution to Gross State Value Added (GSVA) provides the most informative basis for understanding the economic structure of Nagaland. GSVA measures the value of goods and services produced within a state and enables the assessment of the relative importance of different sectors of the economy. In the case of Nagaland, the tertiary sector has consistently served as the mainstay of the state's economy, while the secondary sector remains substantially underdeveloped.
As shown in Table 1, the tertiary sector accounts for the largest share of Nagaland's GSVA, comprising approximately 58 percent of the state economy. This pattern is further illustrated in Figure 2, which clearly depicts the significant predominance of the tertiary sector over both the primary and secondary sectors. The primary sector contributes approximately 29 to 31 percent of GSVA, while the secondary sector accounts for only around 12 percent. This structural configuration suggests that Nagaland's economy is predominantly service-based, with comparatively limited industrial development. The negligible contribution of the secondary sector represents a significant constraint on industrial growth within the state. Strengthening service-oriented activities such as tourism, trade, and transport — which together constitute the core of the tertiary sector — would therefore contribute meaningfully to the overall economic advancement of Nagaland.


Table 1. Sectoral Contribution to Gross State Value Added in Nagaland (%)
	Sector
	2011-12
	2013-14
	2015-16
	2017-18
	2018-19

	Primary Sector
	31.41
	32.46
	30.38
	29.38
	29.39

	Secondary Sector
	12.41
	8.98
	11.22
	12.23
	12.25

	Tertiary Sector
	56.17
	58.56
	58.40
	58.38
	58.37


Source: Nagaland Economic Survey 2018-2019

Figure 2: Sectoral Structure of Nagaland Economy















Source: Nagaland Economic Survey 2018-2019.

6.2 Tourism Growth and Cultural Potential
Tourism has emerged as one of the most significant sectors with the potential to drive economic growth in Nagaland. The state's rich cultural heritage, combined with its diverse tribal practices and traditional festivities, presents substantial opportunities for cultural tourism development. The Government of Nagaland annually organizes the Hornbill Festival, which has grown into a major attraction for both domestic and international visitors. The festival has played a particularly important role in promoting the state's cultural identity and raising awareness of Nagaland's tribal heritage among tourists from across India and abroad.
The growth of tourism in Nagaland is clearly evidenced by the tourist inflow data presented in Table 2 and Figure 3. As shown in Table 2, the number of domestic tourists visiting Nagaland increased from 20,953 in 2009 to 125,949 in 2019, representing a nearly sixfold rise over the decade. Foreign tourist arrivals similarly recorded significant growth, increasing from 1,423 in 2009 to 5,568 in 2019. This sustained upward trend in tourist inflow demonstrates that cultural tourism in Nagaland holds considerable potential for employment generation, income creation, and broader regional development. As illustrated in Figure 3, both domestic and foreign tourist arrivals followed an upward trajectory during the period 2009 to 2019, with domestic arrivals growing at a markedly faster rate than foreign arrivals. Targeted promotion of cultural festivals, traditional handicrafts, local cuisine, and ecotourism would further strengthen the tourism sector and simultaneously contribute to the broader developmental objectives of the Act East Policy.
Table 2: Tourist Inflow in Nagaland

	Year
	Domestic Tourists
	Foreign Tourists

	2009
	20,953
	1,423

	2010
	21,004
	1,495

	2011
	25,216
	1,941

	2012
	28,945
	2,173

	2013
	52,350
	2,305

	2014
	58,507
	2,585

	2015
	64,616
	2,769

	2016
	58,178
	3,260

	2017
	63,362
	4,765

	2018
	101,588
	5,010

	2019
	125,949
	5,568

	2020
	10,979
	518


Source: Directorate of Tourism, Government of Nagaland.

Figure 3: Trend of Domestic and Foreign Tourist Arrivals in Nagaland
Source: Directorate of Tourism, Government of Nagaland.

6.3 Trade Opportunities under the Act East Policy
Commerce is a very significant part of economic development, more so for those areas that are strategically located on the map. One of the objectives of the Act East Policy is to promote economic cooperation between India and Southeast Asian nations by means of mutual trade and investment. Due to their closeness to ASEAN nations, India's northeastern states are expected to be instrumental in this development. In this regard, Nagaland can take advantage of its situation on the India-Myanmar border to engage in border trade, so that upgraded connectivity and border trade facilities could lead to new commercial opportunities and greater regional economic integration.
The increase in trade between India and ASEAN countries through the years shows the growing focus on economic cooperation as underlying the Act East Policy. As can be seen from Table 3, the overall commerce between India and ASEAN has witnessed a substantial rise over the last ten years. Development of trading ties points to the existence of a larger scope for economic interaction between India and Southeast Asian countries. Nevertheless, the advantages arising from the growth of regional trade will not reach Nagaland on their own. This is because, for instance, the Avangkhu Land Customs Station has to be provided with a larger capacity of border infrastructure, customs facilities, and market linkages. For Nagaland, developing border trade routes like the Avangkhu Land Customs Station would help the transfer of goods and boost trade activities in the area. If carried out, infrastructure development along with trade-friendly policies, Nagaland would be in a position to better use its geographic location and raise its role in the networks of regional economies. Thus, upgrading border infrastructure, easing cross-border trade, and connecting regional markets through strengthened linkages remain the main components of the policy agenda.

Table 3: India-ASEAN Total Trade (USD Billion)
	Year
	Total Trade (USD Billion)

	2013-14
	74.41

	2014-15
	76.52

	2015-16
	65.04

	2016-17
	70.28

	2017-18
	81.34

	2018-19
	96.80

	2019-20
	86.90


Source: Ministry of Commerce and Industry, Government of India.

The findings of this study reveal three interrelated dimensions of Nagaland's economic development potential under the Act East Policy framework. Each dimension — culture, connectivity, and commerce — offers distinct but complementary pathways toward regional growth.
The dominance of the tertiary sector, which accounts for approximately 58% of the state's Gross State Value Added, underscores the centrality of service-based activities - particularly tourism -  as the primary engine of economic development in Nagaland. This structural configuration aligns with broader evidence from India, where tourism investment and government expenditure on the sector have been shown to validate the tourism-led growth hypothesis over the long run (Singh & Alam, 2024). The sustained increase in domestic tourist arrivals from 20,953 in 2009 to 125,949 in 2019 reflects a growing recognition of Nagaland's cultural assets as tourism resources. Cultural festivals such as the Hornbill Festival have served as powerful demand-side drivers, consistent with international evidence demonstrating that cultural heritage sites play a significant role in sustaining regional economic resilience (Muštra et al., 2023). These findings suggest that strategic investment in cultural tourism infrastructure could generate meaningful multiplier effects across hospitality, transport, and local services in the state.
On the commerce pillar, the growth in aggregate India-ASEAN trade from USD 74.41 billion in 2013-14 to USD 96.80 billion in 2018-19 signals an expanding regional economic architecture that Nagaland could leverage through its border proximity to Myanmar. Das and Guha (2022) demonstrate that northeastern land customs stations have historically driven the bulk of cross-border trade volumes under the Act East Policy, with the Moreh station in Manipur accounting for the highest trade flows. This finding underscores that the underdevelopment of Nagaland's Avangkhu Land Customs Station represents both a gap and an opportunity — targeted infrastructure investment at this border point could enable the state to participate more actively in regional commerce networks. Hajam et al. (2024), examining the tourism-economy nexus in India, further affirm that merchandise trade and capital formation are co-determinants of economic growth alongside tourism, reinforcing the case for a multi-pillar policy approach of the kind proposed in this study.
Taken together, these results suggest that Nagaland's economic development trajectory under the Act East Policy is plausible but contingent upon coordinated policy action across all three Cs simultaneously. Cultural tourism promotion without commensurate infrastructure connectivity will remain supply-constrained, while enhanced connectivity without border trade facilitation will fail to translate into commercial gains.

7. Conclusion
Economic development in peripheral regions is generally understood as a function of the efficient utilization of local resources, the exploitation of strategic geographical advantages, and the presence of supportive policy frameworks. Nagaland, as a border state endowed with rich cultural heritage, a strategically significant location, and growing regional connectivity potential, possesses a meaningful foundation for sustained economic growth. The Act East Policy of the Government of India represents a pivotal initiative in strengthening economic ties between India and Southeast Asian countries, with the northeastern region positioned as the primary conduit for such regional cooperation and integration.
The present study illuminates several important features of Nagaland's economy and its developmental potential. The sectoral analysis reveals that the tertiary sector overwhelmingly dominates the state's economic structure, accounting for the largest share of Gross State Value Added, while the secondary sector remains substantially underdeveloped. This structural configuration suggests that service-oriented activities - particularly tourism, transport, and trade - hold the greatest potential for stimulating economic growth in the state. The analysis of tourist arrival data demonstrates a consistent upward trend between 2009 and 2019, indicating that cultural tourism represents a significant and expanding economic opportunity for Nagaland. Cultural events such as the Hornbill Festival, combined with the state's diverse tribal traditions and intangible heritage, constitute a powerful lever for tourism-driven development and local employment generation.
Beyond cultural tourism, the upgrading of connectivity infrastructure and the strengthening of regional trade linkages are equally critical to the state's economic advancement. Major connectivity initiatives under the Act East Policy — particularly the India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway and the Kaladan Multimodal Transit Transport Project — are expected to enhance regional accessibility and facilitate economic interaction with neighboring countries. The sustained growth in India-ASEAN trade volumes further underscores the expanding scope of regional economic cooperation. However, for Nagaland to translate these broader regional gains into tangible local benefits, phased development of border infrastructure, customs facilities, and market linkages at key trading points such as the Avangkhu Land Customs Station will be essential.
In conclusion, the integrated culture, connectivity, and commerce framework advanced in this study offers a coherent and practically grounded perspective on how Nagaland can harness its economic potential under the Act East Policy. By strategically promoting cultural tourism, modernizing transport and infrastructure networks, and facilitating cross-border trade, the state can more effectively leverage its geographical position and cultural assets to advance economic growth and regional development. Future policy measures should prioritize infrastructure investment, the strengthening of border trade systems, and the development of tourism-based livelihoods, so as to enable Nagaland to participate more meaningfully in the broader architecture of Southeast Asian regional economic integration.

8. Limitations and Future Research
This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the analysis relies exclusively on secondary data, with the most recent government statistics extending only to 2018-19, precluding any assessment of post-pandemic recovery trends in tourism and trade. Second, the absence of Nagaland-specific border trade data necessitated the use of aggregate India-ASEAN figures as a contextual proxy, limiting the precision of the commerce pillar analysis. Third, the conceptual-descriptive approach establishes associative rather than causal relationships between the three Cs and economic outcomes, and no econometric techniques were employed. Fourth, the study does not account for the significant disruption to cross-border trade prospects arising from Myanmar's post-2021 political instability.
Future research should address these gaps by incorporating primary data through community surveys and stakeholder interviews, employing econometric methods to establish causal linkages, updating the analysis with post-2020 data, and extending the framework comparatively across other northeastern states to generate broader policy insights.
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