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BANGLADESH: THE NEIGHBOUR WITH SUBSTANCE 

 

In the Foreign Secretary J.N. Dixit’s company, I was having breakfast at the Sheraton 

Hotel in Dhaka. It was 7th December 1992, the day after the demolition of Babri Masjid 

in far away Ayodhya. Adverse reaction of people in Bangladesh became apparent 

quickly. Preparations for the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 

(SAARC) Summit that had brought us to Dhaka were abandoned. The inextricable 

linkage between India and Bangladesh had struck us again. A Vital Neighbour and the 

unique importance of Bangladesh as our neighbour is a given.  

With 187 million people, it is the third largest nation in South Asia, after India and 

Pakistan. It was part of British India till 1947 and then part of Pakistan. Since 1971, it 

has been an independent nation. Geography ensures mutual dependence: it is 

surrounded by India from three sides, with a long shoreline on the Bay of Bengal and a 

short land border with Myanmar. It separates mainland India from its northeastern 

states and is also a natural bridge between the two. Eighty-seven per cent of the people 

are Muslims, but their ethnicity, culture and language are Bengali. Broadly, the nation’s 

ethos is marked by secularism and tolerance, but it stands diminished by the rise of 

radical Islamism. It has been governed, since 2009, by a leader consistently friendly 

towards India. In short, there are strong reasons for fellow Indians to internalize what 

drives Bangladesh and the high stakes involved in India-Bangladesh relations. Politics 

and Economy Bangladesh has matured as a polity since its liberation in 1971 – the 

result of the people’s valiant struggle against West Pakistan’s political and military elite. 

It received crucial support from India, which led to the India-Pakistan war and the 

former’s victory. 

In recent decades, the country has been ruled by two political parties, Awami League 

(AL) and Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP). Since 1991, two women leaders have 

taken turns to serve as prime ministers – Begum Khaleda Zia, the BNP leader (and wife 

of President Ziaur Rahman) and Sheikh Hasina Wazed, the AL leader (and daughter of 

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the first President and the Father of the Nation). Hasina has 

been in office since January 2009. Her present term runs up to 2019. She is firmly in the 



 

 

saddle, but dangers lurk in the background. The country’s main political problem stems 

from a deep ideological cleavage, apparent since its birth. A Muslim-majority nation with 

Bengali culture and ethnicity struggles to define its unique identity. It practices Islam, 

with a large section of populace subscribing to its moderate vision, whereas another 

section, though smaller, remains attracted to the appeal of far right parties such as 

Jamaat-e-Islami. Yet, Bengali is the official language, and Bengali culture unites the 

nation. AL is a strong advocate of close relations with India, whereas BNP prefers a 

more complex approach of seeking balanced ties with India, Pakistan and the Islamic 

countries.  

Genocide-related trials have recently emerged as a key issue which has deepened the 

political divide. The ‘genocide’ refers to mass killings and destruction wrought by the 

Pakistan army and its collaborators in East Pakistan in 1971. Estimates suggest that 

between 300,000 and 3 million people were killed and a huge number were raped and 

wounded, as the result of Pakistani atrocities. Prime Minister Hasina’s government 

initiated the trials of some of the accused. Authorities succeeded to arrange fair trials 

that culminated in the execution of a few culprits. Hasina has astutely managed the 

opposition to her rule and her brand of politics. In the tradition of other South Asian 

women leaders, her rule is characterized by an authoritarian tendency in an otherwise 

democratic dispensation. Experts maintain that the Opposition has never been as weak 

and divided as now. Good news coming from Bangladesh is welcome. Considered for 

long as ‘a basket case’ in economic terms and ravaged frequently by natural disasters, 

the country is now firmly on the path of progress. During 2004 - 2014, its economy grew 

at an average annual rate of 6%. To the GNP valued at about half a trillion dollars (in 

PPP terms), 51% is contributed by the services sector, a sure sign of its modernization. 

The country’s microfinance system, with Grameen Bank and Nobel Laureate 

Muhammad Yunus as its flag bearers, it has received global recognition. 

 Its position on the Human Development Index is better than India on several 3 counts. 

Nevertheless, Bangladesh still faces a long journey ahead to overcome poverty and 

privation. Foreign Policy in managing external relations, Bangladesh has displayed 

sophistication. In professional excellence, Bangladeshi diplomats are second to none. In 



 

 

my official dealings with them, both while negotiating the Tin Bigha Agreement and the 

Ganga waters arrangement in the early 1990s and during subsequent interactions in 

diverse capitals, I found them worthy partners. They were articulate and loyal to their 

core positions, but also flexible and a pleasure to work with. But it was not always easy! 

Foreign policy is moulded by a few key principles enshrined in the country’s constitution.  

Frequent reference is made to four cardinal principles namely, friendship to all; respect 

for sovereignty and territorial integrity of other states; non-intervention in the domestic 

affairs of any state; and belief in peace and peaceful settlement of conflict. General in 

nature, they are used by different governments to justify their brands of foreign policy. 

Bangladesh has been a strong believer in regional integration. The initiative to establish 

SAARC came from it. Its enthusiasm for the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral 

Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) eventually led to the setting up of the 

grouping’s secretariat in Dhaka. Of late, Bangladesh takes increased interest in the 

Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA). Through its membership of ASEAN Regional 

Forum (ARF), it is engaged in promoting closer cooperation with East Asia. Dhaka has 

much interest in developing cooperative ties with major powers - US, China, Russia and 

the European Union. The western countries have had problems with Bangladesh 

regarding its human rights situation and its ‘flawed’ election in 2014, but western 

assistance has kept flowing. With China, Bangladesh’s economic cooperation and 

defense ties have been on the rise. Russia too has become a significant partner for 

defense cooperation. Sheikh Hasina’s visits to Russia, China and Japan in recent years 

have widened the circle of friends and countered the criticism of her foreign policy as 

being too ‘India-centric.’ With Pakistan, the relationship has been vexed and ambivalent. 

Special care is shown for consolidating ties with Islamic countries, especially the Gulf 

States.  

Relations with India Prior to 1971, East Pakistan served as India's adversary. After the 

liberation, under BNP governments, it behaved for long as a difficult neighbour, 

convinced that New Delhi was unwilling to accommodate its essential interests. It was 

also a shelter for anti-India insurgent groups that posed a serious threat to internal 

security. However, Awami League governments have traditionally been quite friendly, 



 

 

appreciative of India's critical role in the liberation and conscious that the destinies of 

the two countries are intertwined. The present state of relations should be examined in 

this backdrop. The portrayal of Indian PM Modi’s visit to Bangladesh last year (2015) is 

accurate, but it fails to present the entire picture. An objective view suggests that the 

period from January 2009 when Sheikh Hasina became PM till today has been the most 

positive period in the history of India-Bangladesh relations, excluding the Mujib years. 

For this, credit should be given to three leaders - PM Hasina, PM Manmohan Singh and 

PM Modi, their visits and vision as well as the solid contribution made by their foreign 

ministers, officials and others. Taken together, the visit to India by Hasina (June 2010) 

and to Bangladesh by Manmohan Singh (July 2011) and by Modi (June 2015) 

contributed immensely to resolving many outstanding issues, including the long-delayed 

implementation of the 1974 Agreement on the exchange of enclaves. They resulted in 

building a relationship taking into account mutual concerns ranging from security, border 

management, development assistance, Lines of Credit, trade, economic cooperation, 

transit, connectivity and regional integration. It is worth remembering that the Hasina 

government began this process by arresting and handing over Indian insurgent leaders 

to Indian authorities.  

At the beginning of 2016, as one looks at the months ahead, it is critical for New Delhi 

and Dhaka to leverage the present opportunity optimally for strengthening and 

diversifying bilateral cooperation. A few considered suggestions for policymakers are 

delineated below. Firstly, an annual summit of the prime ministers is essential. Care 

should be taken so that they get enough time, free from the rigours of protocol, to have 

long one-to-one conversations about the future of this vital relationship. Secondly, 

bilateral relations in all their dimensions should be developed in a balanced and 

mutually reinforcing manner. Top priority should be given to the management of 

common rivers, especially the Teesta issue. Further, connectivity of the negative kind – 

illegal migration, smuggling of cattle, drugs and currency, trans-border crimes etc. – has 

to be curbed firmly and connectivity of the right kind – linking roads, railways, river-ways 

and tourism – should be promoted. Thirdly, sub-regional cooperation involving select 

South Asian countries should be advanced on both tracks – Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, 

Nepal (BBIN) and BIMSTEC. In particular, BBIN, involving cooperation in the fields of 



 

 

transport, power etc. should be strengthened, regardless of whether Pakistan allows 

SAARC to grow or stall. Fourthly, India should treat Bangladesh as a partner in the 

former’s ‘Act East’ policy, particularly for increasing connectivity with our North Eastern 

Region and developing cooperation with Myanmar. Given present tensions in 

Bangladesh-Myanmar relations, India will need to watch its steps and ensure that its 

contribution is positive. Finally, on Bangladesh, China, India and Myanmar (BCIM) 

Forum, New Delhi needs to develop prior understanding with Dhaka and Naypyitaw 

regarding the desirable contours of cooperation with the northern neighbour. If India, 

Bangladesh and Myanmar are on the same wavelength, they would find it easier to 

partner with China on the Kolkata-to-Kunming highway project.  

Tariq Karim, a former Bangladesh high commissioner to India, depicted recent 

achievements as ‘the dramatic turnaround.’ Echoing him, Deb Mukharji, a former Indian 

high commissioner to Bangladesh, termed it as ‘a clear paradigm shift.’ Pinak Ranjan 

Chakravarty, another former high commissioner, aptly pointed out that the future of this 

relationship lies in ‘creating a web of connectivity.’ The present represents ‘the season 

of hope’, according to PM Hasina. The future holds the promise of ‘a stronger 

partnership’, as PM Modi asserted. For securing it, sustained endeavours and public 

support are indispensable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 


