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Abstract - The Bay of Bengal coastline and neighbouring countries of India, Thailand, Myanmar, Nepal, Bangladesh,
Sri Lanka, and Bhutan are members of the interregional organization known as BIMSTEC, which has its headquarters
in Dhaka. BIMSTEC has become the “preferred platform” for regional cooperation in South Asia as a result of setbacks
to the South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation (SAARC), especially when its 2016 summit, was planned to
be held in Pakistan but postponed due to member countries’ withdrawals. However, BIMSTEC has drawn criticism for
missing key deadlines 23 years after its founding. Experts have also criticized the organization’s insufficient reaction
to problems like the Rohingya crisis, which affects three of its members: Bangladesh, India, and Myanmar.
Keywords: BIMSTEC, SAARC, SCCO and India.

BIMSTEC and India in 2024 - Analysis

History and Background: The “Bay of Bengal Initiative
for Multi-Sectorial T echnical and Economic
Cooperation ” (hereinafter to be referred to as “the
BIMSTEC” or “BIMSTEC”), is an international organisation.
Comprising of Seven South Asian and South-East Asian
countries which are directly dependent on The Bay of
Bengal. These countries have a combined population of
1.8 billion and a GDP of $4.4 Trillion. The countries are
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and
Thailand. BIMSTEC was formed in Bangkok (06th June
1997) under the name BISTEC (standing for Bangladesh,
India, Sri Lanka, and Thailand Economic Cooperation).Then
on 22nd December 1997, with the inclusion of Myanmar,
the group was renamed to BIMST-EC (standing for
Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Thailand
Economic Cooperation). In 1998, Nepal joined as an
observer; and in February 2004, Nepal and Bhutan joined
as full members. Finally, on 31st July 2004, the organisation
had its first Summit as BIMSTEC1.
Objectives and Functioning: BIMSTEC has 14 priority
sectors of cooperation and several “BIMSTEC centres”
have been established to focus on those sectors2.Member
nations are each designated as “Lead Countries” for each
of the 14 sectors. The leadership of BIMSTEC is rotated
among its member nations, in alphabetical order. The
Chairmanship of the BIMSTEC has been taken in rotation
commencing with Bangladesh (1997–1999)3. While its
permanent secretariat is in Dhaka, Bangladesh; and India
contributes 32% of the total expenditure incurred in its
upkeep4. However, on 30th March 2022, a decision was
made to reduce, re-constitute, and reconstruct the large
and unwieldy 14 sectors into more streamlined 7 sectors.

Trade, Investment and Development - Bangladesh
Environment and Climate Change - Bhutan

Geet Krishn V yas*

*B. A., L.L.B Hons., Kirit P . Mehta School of Law , Mumbai (Maharashtra)  INDIA

Security and Energy - India
Agriculture and Food Security - Myanmar
People-to-people Contact - Nepal
Science, Technology and Innovation - Sri Lanka
Connectivity- Thailand

The BIMSTEC is a T rade Organisation : The BIMSTEC
Free Trade Area Framework Agreement  (hereinafter to
be referred to as “BFTAFA” or “the BFTAFA”) has been
signed by all member nations of the BIMSTEC. The agree-
ment was signed5:To simulate trade and investment between
the Treaty Parties,attract outsiders and encourage them to
trade and invest in the BIMSTEC members at a higher level.A
Trade Negotiation Committee (TNC) was set up with Thai-
land as its permanent chair. It aimed to negotiate6:
a. Area of Trade in goods and services
b. Investment
c. Economic Co-operation
d. Trade facilitation and assistance for LDCs.

A breakthrough can be seen in the formation of the
BIMSTEC Coast al Shipping Agreement  (hereinafter to
be referred to as BCSA) draft, discussed on 01st December
2017; to facilitate shipping within 20 nautical miles of the
coastal regions of member nations to boost trade. Coastal
shipping is entirely different from high-seas trading as
vessels are often smaller and lighter compared to high-sea
shipping. Moreover, all the member nations should use the
gift of nature in form of the Bay of Bengal more for the
Transportation of Goods, Services and People7. The two
immediate challenges faced by the agreement when it
becomes an agreement would be inculcating coastal
shipping ecosystems and energy infrastructure. Similarly,
the BIMSTEC Conclave of Port s summit was held at
Vishakhapatnam, India8.
Strategic Significance of BIMSTEC: As a collective of
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stakeholders who are directly dependent on the Bay of
Bengal for trade and transportation of people. BIMSTEC
would represent a stronger case for the interest of these
nations. As observed in the partnership between the
BIMSTEC and Asian Development Bank (hereinafter to be
referred to as ADB). Both organisations have made a
strategic partnership to undertake a study on “BIMSTEC
Transport ation and Logistic S tudy ” (BTILS)9.Similarly,
BRICS under the initiative of India invited members of
BIMSTEC, so that the former can increase its regional
outreach10.

The Bay of Bengal acts as a crucial location in the
transportation of goods and crude oil, from the gulf nations
to China, South Korea and Japan11. Three of the biggest
importers of Gulf Oil, while the trade route passes through
minimal space from the Bay of Bengal; but all oil traders
have to pass through the Strait of Malacca. This is an un-
tapped strategical feature for BIMSTEC to increase its in-
fluence in the region by guaranteeing the security and lo-
gistical support to pass through the Strait. 12

Role of India in BIMSTEC

Figure 1: India as a nexus of various Regional
Organisations.
India in its “Look East Initiative” intends to focus on
strengthening and deepening its relations (strategic, military
and trade) with South East Asia to emerge as the regional
power broker in the region. This initiative was majorly taken
upon by the country to counter the increasing influence of
China on both the global scale as well as regional Asia,
especially around the Indian Sub-Continent13. It has been
a part of India’s Foreign Policy since 1991 and has seen

smooth functioning through various regime changes in the
country.

However, since 2014, under the leader of the BJP-led
Coalition, India upgraded to the “Act East Policy” and the
country has now become even more aggressive in its
approach to South East Relations and Diplomacy14. India,
along with other BIMSTEC countries, is exploring energy
opportunities at the Rakhine coast of Myanmar in the
northern part of the Bay of Bengal.India lies in a very
strategic position in Asia, it has a dominating position in the
Indian Ocean, thus also on the Arabian Sea and Bay of
Bengal through its mainland coastline as well as
Lakshadweep and Andaman-Nicobar Island chains. On the
continent, India lies between many historic and modern
strategic trade routes.
SAARC and BIMSTEC: The Pakist an Issue 15 :  Both South
Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and
BIMSTEC are regional Asian organisations, and both of
them started as an economic collaboration but later
metamorphosised into a political stage. And both share five
common nations: influenced by politico-strategic factors.
Five of the members – India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bhutan and
Bangladesh. But both organisations diverge into two sepa-
rate entities. While BIMSTEC has kept up with changing
times, SAARC has shown signs of slowing down. In the 30
years of its history, annual SAARC summits have been
postponed 11 times for political  reasons, either bilateral or
internal.

Another problem has been the unwillingness of Paki-
stan to cooperate as a willing partner: leading to Numer-
ous agreements and institutional mechanisms established
under SAARC not being adequately implemented. Paki-
stan did not sign the SAARC–Motor Vehicle Agreement
(MVA)16. This dragging of feet by the ‘rogue’ member na-
tion led India, Nepal, Bhutan and Bangladesh to sign BBIN
Vehicles Agreement, in 2015. Similarly, Pakistan objected
to the SAARC Satellite Project and thus the project had to
be abandoned17. While cross-border terrorism emanating
from Pakistan is a major concern for India, Sri Lanka and
Afghanistan; Pakistan has failed to address these
concerns.Many countries started levying the complaint that
India is acting as the Hegemon (or the Big Brother in the
group), thus changing the agenda to Indian agenda.
Conclusionand Suggestions:
“……. Make the Bay of Bengal, the bridge of
connectivity , prosperity and security .”

   - Narendra Modi, PM India @ BIMSTEC 2022
Well, this can be the thesis statement of BIMSTEC,

however, this also shows what the critiques of the
organisation call its biggest flaw. That is the Indian Agenda
and its shadow over the organisation. BIMSTEC is
supposed to be a robust, independent and working
organisation. BIMSTEC needs to evolve with the times or it
will collapse under the expectation levied by its member
nations like how SCCO and SAARC. So, it needs to expand
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and give itself a greater meaning for its survival and
existence. If BIMSTEC needs to survive and thrive as a
trade/treaty organisation it needs to increase strategic
members in its alliance.
1. Malaysia is a must, it’s the country closest to the Bay

of Bengal and has control of Strait Malaka. It will help
the trade organisation to leverage better treaties with
Chin and will help Japan and South Korea to be a more
willing listeners to the interests of member nations.

2. Vietnam, Indonesia and Cambodia: In the era of China
plus one, both of these nations will have increased
trade as countries with competitive manufacturing. And
these countries have two options to export the finished
products and import the raw materials: either to rely
on China and the South China Sea or rely on the
BIMSTEC Partners for a more beneficial deal.

3. Maldives: as an Island Nation, India being it’s one of
the closes allies and biggest trade partners. It would
be forthe mutual benefit of both nations to have a long
partnership.

References:-
1. “BIMSTEC Charter”, BIMSTEC, URL: https://drive.

google.com/file/d/1Z-P447ounplkWmGNQ6iC6k
_Ofs2Dxbk5/view accessed at 05:22 AM on 28th Feb-
ruary 2023.

2. Dr Swami Prasad Saxena & Ms Sonam Bhadauriya,
“India and BIMSTEC: An Analysis of India’s Trade Per-
formance and Prospects”, Business Analyst Vol.33
No.1 (2012)

3. Banik, Nilanjan. (2006). “How Promising Is BIMSTEC?.
Economic and Political Weekly”. 41. 10.2307/4419057.

4. “ Brief on BIMSTEC” , Ministry of External Affairs, URL:
https://www.mea.gov.in/Uploads/PublicationDocs/
23022_BIMSTEC_Brief_February_2014.pdf accessed
at 05:22 AM on 28th February 2023.

5. “Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical
and Economic Cooperation.” Wikipedia, URL: https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bay_of_Bengal_ Initiative_
for_Multi-Sectoral_Technical_and_ Economic_ Coop-
eration accessed at 03:09 AM on 02 March 2023.

Footnotes:-
1. Evolution of BIMSTEC, “Brief on BIMSTEC”, Ministry

of External Affairs, URL: https://www.mea.gov.in/
Uploads/Publ icat ionDocs/23022_BIMSTEC_
Brief_February_2014.pdf accessed at 14:02 AM on 03rd

March 2023. (Page 1)
2. “Sectors of Cooperation”, BIMSTEC, URL: https://

bimstec.org/sectors-of-cooperation/ accessed at 14:02
AM on 03rd March 2023.

3. Ibid 1.
4. Ibid 1, page 2.
5. “Free Trade Agreement”, BIMSTEC, URL: https://

bimstec.org/sectors-of-cooperation/ accessed at 14:02
AM on 03rd March 2023.

6. “Twenty-First Meeting of the BIMSTEC Trade
Negotiating Committee”, BIMSTEC, URL: https://

bimstec.org/sectors-of-cooperation/ accessed at 14:02
AM on 03rd March 2023.

7. Press Information Bureau, “BIMSTEC Member States
discuss draft text of Coastal Shipping Agreement”,
Ministry of Shipping, URL: https://pib.gov.in/newsite/
PrintRelease.aspx?relid=174036 accessed at 14:02
AM on 03rd March 2023.

8. “BIMSTEC Ports Conclave”, BIMSTEC, URL: https://
bimstec.org/event/bimstec-ports-conclave/#:~:text=
Officials%20from%20the%20Ports%20 Authorities,
among%20the% 20BIMSTEC%20Member%20States.
accessed at 14:02 AM on 03rd March 2023.

9. Asia Development Bank, “Updating and Enhancement
of the BIMSTEC Transport Infrastructure and Logistics
Study”, BIMSTEC-ADB, URL: https://www.adb.org/
sites/default/files/publication/439106/updating-
bimstec-transport-logistics-study.pdf accessed at 14:02
AM on 03rd March 2023.

10. Dr Amit Ranjan, “BRICS-BIMSTEC Outreach Summit
and Bangladesh”, Indian Council of World Affairs, URL:
https://www.icwa.in/show_content.php?lang=1&level
=3&ls_id=591&lid=533#:~:text=The%20 seven%2
Dcountries%20grouping%20of,due%20to%20lack%
20of%20funding. accessed at 14:02 AM on 03rd March
2023.

11. Evers, Hans-Dieter & Gerke, Solvay. (2006). The
Strategic Importance of the Straits of Malacca. SSRN
Electronic Journal. 10.2139/ssrn.1020877.

12. John Mauldin, “2 Choke Points That Threaten Oil Trade
Between the Persian Gulf And East Asia”, Forbes, URL:
https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnmauldin/2017/04/17/
2-choke-points-that-threaten-oil-trade-between-
persian-gulf-and-east-asia/?sh=5294bab94b96
accessed at: 01:03 on 29th February 2023.

13. Haokip Thongkholal, “India’s Look East Policy: Its
Evolution and Approach,” South Asian Survey, Vol. 18,
No. 2 (Sep 2011), pp. 239-257

14. Pankaj Jha, “Vietnam’s Salience in India’s Act-East
Policy”. Oped Column Syndication, 23rd March 2019.

15. Padmaja Murthy, “SAARC and BIMSTEC:
Understanding their Experience in Regional
Cooperation” December 2008. URL: https://cuts-
citee.org/pdf/BP08-REC-02.pdf accessed at 21:09 on
01st March 2023.

16. Press Information Bureau, “India, Nepal, Bhutan and
Bangladesh Sign a landmark Motor Vehicles
Agreement for seamless movement of road traffic
among Four SAARC Countries in Thimpu”, Ministry of
Road Transport & Highways, URL: https://pib.gov.in/
newsite/printrelease.aspx?relid=122516 accessed at
21:09 on 01st March 2023.

17. Press Information Bureau, “South Asian Satellite to
boost regional communication”, Special Service and
Features,URL:https://pib.gov.in/newsite/printrelease.
aspx?relid=161611 accessed at 21:09 on 01st March
2023.


