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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUNDER: 
 
 The COVID-19 pandemic has posed a serious economic and health crisis 

to several of the member nations. But as Prime Minister of India, Shri Narendra 

Modi’s outreach to the SAARC countries exemplify, it is also an opportunity to 

evolve a new spirit in regional cooperation, where the burning issues of today 

can find solutions in ideas of the future and the region can attempt a leap frog to 

create a paradigm shift towards the goal of inclusive, sustainable and holistic 

development.   

In this light, the Asian Confluence has launched a series of initiative to 

deepen understanding and take forward the narrative of the importance of the 

Bay of Bengal in meeting the objective a Free and Open Indo Pacific, India’s “Act 

East Policy” (AEP) and the “Neighborhood First Policy” (NFP), along with the 

development of the North eastern region of India.   

 As part of this initiative,  the following two mega webinars were held to 

gain perspectives from scholars, think-tanks and industry in the Bay of Bengal 

Region and foster a deeper appreciation of BIMSTEC as an institution which can 

anchor some of the process of multilateral collaboration amongst the member 

countries in the Bay of Bengal region.  

 

1) Forging  a Bay of Bengal Community: Emerging Contours post COVID 19 

2) BIMSTEC Co-operation in COVID 19 Era.  
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Forging  a Bay of Bengal Community. Emerging Contours post 

COVID 19 

 

Special Address by Ambassador Sumith Nakandala    

Mr Sabyasachi  Dutta  

Dr John West ( Chair)  

Ambassador Biren Nanda 

Dr Nilanjan Ghosh 

Ms Shanti Shamdasani 

Prof. Lau Sim Yee 

Prof. Mizanur Rahman 

Dr Prabir De 

 

 

BIMSTEC Co-operation in COVID 19 Era.  

  

1) Special Address: 

• H. E. Amb. M. Shahidul Islam, Secretary General, 

BIMSTEC Secretariat, Dhaka, Bangladesh. 

Moderated: 

• Amb. Rajiv Bhatia, Member, Governing Council, Asian Confluence & 

Distinguished Fellow, Gateway House, India.  

• Dr. Prabir De, Head, ASEAN-India Center, RIS, India.  

Welcome Remarks: 

• Mr. Sabyasachi Dutta, Executive Director, Asian Confluence. 

Remarks from Industry: 

• Special Representative from FICCI. 

Eminent panelists: 

• Dr. Khondaker G. Moazzem, Research Director, CPD, Bangladesh; 

• Mr. Achyut Bhandari, Former Consultant, ADB, Bhutan;  

• Dr. Sreeradha Datta, Senior Fellow, VIF, India;  

• Dr. Zaw Oo, Executive Director, CESD, Myanmar;  

• Mr. Sujeev Shakya, Chair, Nepal Economic Forum 

• Mr. Kithmina Hewage, Research Economist, IPS, Sri Lanka; 

• Dr. Piti Srisangnam, Chulalongkorn University, Thailand 
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MAJOR TAKEWAYS:  

 

1) Multilateral process needs to be strengthened  

2) BIMSTEC need to be recognized as a mechanism that connects 

to and complements other initiatives. It should not be seen a 

competition to SAARC. 

 
3) Balance the Dominance of China with more regional efforts  

4) Promote SDGs for Business Competitiveness 

5) Create Agriculture and allied value chains in the region  

6) Invest in Public Health Sector and share best practices in Health 

management during COVID times.  

 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS:  
 

• Joint declarations by BIMSTEC countries on COVID19 era 

 

• Can the foreign minister’s and health minister’s be pooled in for 

online conference programs in dealing with the issue. 

 

 
  

BIMSTEC

SAARC

ASEAN

BBIN

GNSC
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SUMMARY OF PROCEEDINGS: 
 
Forging a Bay of Bengal Community : Emerging Contours Post 

COVID 19 

 

 

 

John West, Director, The Asian Century Institute, Australia 

 

1. What we’ve learnt from covid19 crisis is the lack of a global 

leadership-the whole multilateral system seems weak and 

ineffective. This calls upon small regions like the Bay of Bengal to 

work together, and tackle issues. 

 

2. Global value/supply chains which very important around East 

Asia, particularly China have not been working as we expected. 

We’re too dependent upon China as being the factory of the world. 

The Bay of Bengal can play a very crucial role in taking over some 

of these value chains. 

 

Amb. Sumit Nakandala, Former SG BIMSTEC and Ambassador of Sri 

Lanka to Netherlands 

3. The importance of the Bay of Bengal has been dealt by a number 

historical legacies but a special mention should be made to the 

important work done by Sunil Amrit and his book titled ‘Crossing 

the Bay of Bengal’. He mentions the Bay of Bengal as a region at 

the heart of the global history but however due to the colonial 

adventure in the Indian ocean the importance of the Bay of Bengal 

has withered away. Historically, the Bay of Bengal was the conduit 

of transfer of technology, civilizations, religions, language, culture 

from the Indian sub continent to South East Asia . It is a common 

heritage based on culture and heritage; In this context, deep rooted 

cooperation is possible. 

 

4. The normative narrative of regional cooperation and integration is 

through land connectivity, however we must strongly believe that 

body of water, oceans have always been a character of integration. 
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Bay of Bengal is part of the Indian ocean, its important to 

understand that water bodies aren’t separating people but bringing 

people together. 

 

5. The idea of  Bay of Bengal community can be materialized into 

reality if we see the historical narrative with the archeological and 

anthropological evidences- the basic foundation to create a 

community is there. 

 

6. A lot of efforts have been done to activate the bay of Bengal 

community- like the establishment of the BIMSTEC secretariat etc. 

Its important to note that the distance between Indira point and 

Ache is less than the distance from Chennai to New Delhi. Thus, 

the geographical demarcation of the Bay of Bengal starts from the 

north of Sri Lanka to the Tundra point south of Sri Lanka and goes 

to the Ache and there after to Malaysia, Myanmar and Bangladesh. 

 

7. Covid19 has raised certain concerns and challenges to the 

integration experiment worldwide.  

 

8. European coal and steel turning into political unions as a living 

example of all the integration theories. Now covid19 has posed the 

question of whether the European integration exercise will fade 

away. However covid19 will also bring the opportunities and 

possibilities of greater cooperation and integration.  

 

9. The key to cooperation and deeper integration is: 

leadership to muster the support of various nation states. 

 

10. People to people contact must be renewed and revived. 

11. Covid19 embraces the importance of digital connectivity, 

broadband services at affordable prices for the dissemination of 

information to reach out to people. 
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Biren Nanda IFS Retd. Former ambassador to Indonesia and Australia 

 

12. BIMSTEC has been the flagship project for the eventual 

establishment of the Bay of Bengal economic community that links 

the ecologies of the Himalayas to that of the Bay. It accounts for 

21% of the world’s population with a combined GDP of 3.5 trillion 

dollars providing a huge potential for trade. Intra regional trade as 

a percentage of total trade is one indicator of regional economic 

trade- currently at 7% but according to some predictions it has the 

potential to go up to 21% with sustained efforts. 

 

13. Geo political developments relating to India-Pakistan relations and 

the consequent impasse within SAARC have given an impetus to 

BIMSTEC cooperation. Equally important has been the China 

factor- to counter China’s growing footprint in the region, India 

feels it must step up its engagement with regional neighbors. 

BIMSTEC integration owes a lot of its progress to BBIN. 

 

14. The rising interest in energy pouring into BIMSTEC projects has 

manifested itself into negotiations on a raft of agreements, 

including the BIMSTEC FDA, Coastal shipping agreement, 

transport and infrastructure logistics study etc. The Asian 

Development bank has ambitious plans of trans-Asia floor and rail 

networks. The government of India also endorses better transport 

communication connectivity through the north east of India to its 

neighboring countries 

 

15. Recent years have witnessed significant changes in Asia’s 

maritime landscape. There has been an escalation in great power 

rivalry, tightened geo political competition and conflict. The Bay 

of Bengal is now a critical theater for economic and strategic 

competition, and a focal point for competing connectivity 

initiatives. New connectivity corridors are coming up and China 

seeks to link its Eastern provinces to the Bay of Bengal. Apart 

from their economic significance, could there be a solution for 
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China’s Malacca dilemma. Gas pipelines link China to Myanmar’s 

western coast, China’s BRI and BCIM corridors and Tokyo’s Bay 

of Bengal industrial growth belt are symbolic of competing 

connectivity visions. The former a part of China’s grand strategy of 

leveraging connectivity projects to dominate and influence China’s 

periphery and the latter focusing on an inclusive approach seeking 

to create quality infrastructure to boost economic growth in line 

with development priorities in recipient countries. 

 

16. BIMSTEC is well placed to cooperate in addressing the security 

challenges in the Eastern Indian ocean region. India, Myanmar and 

Thailand have cooperated in ASEAN centric regional security 

platforms. The 3 countries can seek to reinforce the role as a forum 

for consultation amongst leaders in the Bay of Bengal region. 

There can also focus on targeted cooperation in multilateral forums 

they’re a part of . In the Eastern Indian ocean BIMSTEC can 

cooperate in shaping the regional architecture of the Bay of 

Bengal. 

 

17. As mankind encroaches upon forests and animal habitats the 

emergence of such threats in the future is a distinct possibility. 

Covid19 could be the big disruption of the 21st century and will 

likely lead to a deep recession. Trade flows and global value chains 

have been disrupted, global GDP has shrunk. The crisis has 

demonstrated the risk of overdependence on one country in 

production chains. The growing mistrust between US and China 

will most likely lead to an accelerated push back leading to the 

decupling of the US and Chinese economies. The US has often 

criticized multi lateral institutions and on occasions undermined 

them. However when it comes to supporting the multi lateral order 

China’s record is equally dismal. BIMSTEC cannot reverse this 

trend but it can mitigate it with an accelerated push towards 

regional integration through the twin instruments of trade and 

investment liberalization and enhanced connectivity in the region. 
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18. In the economic sphere the trend towards multi polarity will 

continue but from a security perspective, COVID 19 will likely 

reinforce the trend towards a bipolar US-China system. Asia with 

its fast recovery may experience an accelerated shift of economic 

power towards the continent. Economic pain may reinforce the 

tendency towards protectionism. Increasing poverty, 

unemployment and economic stress has the potential for the rise of 

right wing movements and accelerated resurgence of nationalism. 

BIMSTEC has the size and critical mass to navigate around these 

trends or to at least mitigate their ill effects. 

 

19. There have been 2 incidents in the border between India and China 

earlier this month. There are 2 interpretations for Chinese 

aggressiveness. One is since 2013 it has sought to exploit what it 

calls the period of strategic opportunity which is what lead to the 

creation of all the artificial islands which are now being given 

Chinese names. Second whenever there is internal political dissent 

in china, it becomes externally aggressive or there could also be a 

third interpretation that China might just be sending out a message 

to the world that despite COVID 19  “we are in good physical 

shape”.  

 

Shaanti Shamdasani,  ASEAN, International Advocacy, Jkarta  

 

20. When we look at the bay of Bengal we need to look at agriculture 

aside from fishery. Post COVID 19 a lot of importance would be 

given the Agricultural sector as farming it is highly critical for 

survival. 

21. Post covid19 countries will into the mode of protectionism. The 

focus should be on positioning the Bay of Bengal as an aggressive 

and equivalent to the BRI. It is clear that China’s BRI initiative is 

not a connectivity but a dominance initiative. Oil and gas is also 

another area where cooperation can be deemed possible. 
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22. We must be realistic as to how we want to position the Bay of 

Bengal. And the timing could not be any perfect then now because 

due to COVID 19.  All countries are almost down on their knees 

and they’re looking for an alternative, while exhausting all kind of 

borders and blocs in the past. 

 

23.  The positioning of Bay of Bengal as a component of the Indo-

Pacific world makes sense. Its primarily a dominance game we see 

here. We should have 2 strategies, first how we position the Bay of 

Bengal independently as a very strategic bloc to partner with and 

secondly, positioning the Bay of Bengal in the Indo pacific 

initiative and vision. 

 

Nilanjan Ghosh, Director ORF, Kolkata  

 

24. The debate regarding changing global order has been floating ever 

since China announced its Belt and Road initiative around 7 years 

ago and the idea of status quo in the global political and economic 

order with the occident rolling the roast. This was challenged 

further with the emergence of the strongman leaders, the 

dominance of nationalistic fervors emerging from xenophobic 

concerns of some major nations and of course the insulating 

tendencies of some of the major economies- who were the major 

proponents of free trade and free market economies. Such 

insulating tendencies can be witnessed from the US withdrawal 

from the trans pacific partnership, the prolonged US-China trade 

war, the very “Trump’ian” disregard for climate change crisis, the 

Brexit and on the other hand what we find is that China’s belt and 

road initiative began gaining momentum with the nation from EU, 

Asia and Latin America joining it. It was attempted to be combated 

with some coalitions- just like the cord with potential Indo pacific 

security arrangement for the 4 large democracies- Japan, India, 

Australia and US. It is at this point in time that enter COVID -19 
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25.   Nations with the highest level of economic exposure in terms of 3 

specific variables- human capital movement, trade and FDI with 

china are the ones worst affected. This can be seen with the case of 

Italy- China was not only Italy’s large cooperative trade partner but 

ever since the nation became a part of BRI in 2019, it emerged as 

one of the major destinations of Chinese FDI. The same is the case 

with Iran. In case of South Korea that had a very high export rate 

to China which often occurs to the assembly lines before being re-

exported to other nations.  

 

26. Trade routes are now going to be seen with suspicion, investment 

in foreign destinations to exploit the GVC’s are going to be cast 

with doubts. This is the backdrop in which we are going to see 

BIMSTEC emerge over time. The sudden spark in BIMSTEC after 

all these years is due to the need for alternate institutional 

mechanisms because of uncertainties that prevailed in the SAARC 

resulting from aggravating India-Pakistan geopolitics and the 

ascendance of China.  

 

27. Challenges for BIMSTEC- Challenge of reactive nationalism as 

against pro- active regionalism. Regionalism provides a platform 

for different nations to pool their resources, strength, and work 

towards tapping the untapped opportunity. Pro active regionalism 

often helps in tapping un tapped opportunities to cooperation in 

joint endeavors, however member nations in BIMSTEC seems to 

have awakened to the idea that the challenges posed by the 

uncertainties in SAARC or the rise of BRI are too overwhelming. 

And this is called reactive regionalism. Even today enough 

resources have not been invested in the institutional platform to 

make it a success despite the noise made around it. The 2nd 

challenge is posed by China and BRI. Call it china’s dominance or 

China’s market imperialistic designs, these loom large all across 

the region. Here China finds opportunities to exploit both the input 

as well as the product market. This region basically finds itself 

with cheap skilled labor, huge repository of natural resources- and 
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capital, and a massive population with rising incomes, and a low 

dependency ratio as compared to any other region. India has been 

very worried about the BRI for geo political reasons, for trade 

deficits and of course for possible market inflations, therefore one 

may notice a divergence in terms of member nations in the way it 

treats China. 

 

28. Another challenge is with bigger member nations maneuvering 

domestic policies for broader regional goods, this becomes an even 

bigger challenge in a federal democracy. 

 

29. In terms of advantages, we can relate it to the 4 capital taxonomies 

– physical, human, natural and social capital. The trade potential is 

massive here. 

 

30. However with COVID 19 the BIMSTEC region that is expected to 

provide skilled human capital to the developed world might be 

loosing out. Despite that the changing global economic order will 

make many focus on BIMSTEC nations as preferred destinations 

for investment because they have all the 4 factors (physical, 

human, natural and social capital ) for enabling business 

abundance, at a global level these nations are relatively less 

explored and therefore the rates of return can be high from a lower 

base and can hence be a fulcrum of development in the post covid 

world. At the regional level a higher standard of uniformity would 

be needed in policies with respect to land, labour and capital 

movement that can make the region a lucrative destination for 

investment. There’s also a need for promoting SDG’s for business 

competitiveness. 

 

Prof. Sim Yee Lau, Tokyo 
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31. We need to use multilateralism into a new frontier where there’s 

cooperation towards a green economy using genetic mutation for 

our cultural sector and we cannot rely too much on FDI from 

advanced countries like japan, korea, china, us. These ecologies are 

all severely affected by COVID 19 and japan has contracted 

company bankruptcy due to disruption in supply chain, and hence 

we can assure that not many a Japanese countries will invest in 

South East Asia. However japan does see India and Thailand as 

prime investment hotspots. Japanese companies in china face many 

issues due to the disruption in supply chains and Japan’s 

government has ventured to subsidize instead of off shoring and on 

shoring back to china. An observation here is that market forces are 

going to be the new game. 

 

32. Regarding BIMSTEC members talking to potential investors, 

investments do not come over night but the key is constructive 

dialogue. In some ASEAN countries because of rising labor costs 

and diminishing labor productivity, there are many multi national 

companies which are looking for new countries for their 

investments. In this regard BIMSTEC could take advantage of 

Thailand and Myanmar. We know the existence of the ASEAN-

India free trade agreement and probably through BIMSTEC other 

member countries can consult/ negotiate with India regarding what 

are the practical ways for India to also consider other member 

countries to be inclusive in this comprehensive partnership with 

ASEAN. 

 

33. There are 7 countries in ASEAN, every individual country also has 

bilateral partnership with Japan and the beauty of this two tier 

economic partnership are numerous strong value chains. 

34. BIMSTEC is a little different from South East Asia and for that 

matter North East Asia region. ASEAN regional arrangement was 

cultivated by market forces but later on once the formal agreement 

was signed the cooperation developed by little bounds or by market 

forces- only Japan , Korea and to a certain extent China were only 

based on market forces. BIMSTEC has the opportunity to examine 
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how member countries can work together with those member 

countries who already have free trade agreements with Japan and 

others. However this navigation will not be very easy, when we 

look at the map of Bengal gulf including India- even with the 

advancement of technology one may wish to imagine the cost of 

land transport, probably shipment would be faster and cheaper. 

BIMSTEC has an agreement on coast line shipment, now in this 

regard there is very strong competition for eg: comparing Chennai 

and Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka is an anchor point for China due to 

security geo political concern and Myanmar is also an anchor point 

for Chinese military interest and in that regard.  How can we use 

BIMSTEC economic cooperation and also include the issue of geo 

politics into the discussion of moving forward with COVID 19 

induces challenges.  

 

35. If infrastructure of railway, highway can be stretched from 

Thailand, Myanmar, across to Bangladesh and therefore to 

Kolkata, then is land route might easily link up with could be 

further complemented by costal shipment. This would cost a lot of 

money. We might have to look at public-private partnership. There 

aren’t many countries willing to pool out so much of investment 

fund to BIMSTEC countries unless we can take advantage of the 

cooperation issue with respect to each specific project instead of 

approaching the cooperation holistically-a piece meal approach 

would be a better option for member countries to shell off 

temporarily sensitive issues 

 

 

 

 

 

Mizanur Rahman, University of Dhaka, Bangladesh 

 

36. Globalization has progressed with world economic activities across 

3 major economic regions- North America, Europe and East Asia. 

An economic dependency if we measure it in terms of inter 
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regional trade share and other indicator it depends more on within 

East Asian economic regions than the other two economic regions. 

Global/regional organizational production is one driving force of 

this outcome. As the global value chains were increasingly 

dissected offshoring labor intensive activities to low wage 

locations, it has led to export levied growth and development for 

many developing countries. Global saving emerged in this period. 

A group of emerging and oil producing countries, where exporting 

their excess savings to finance a persistent global current account 

deficits particularly the united states, International reserve 

accumulation by surplus countries was also closely mirrored by 

growth in international ineptness of the us. And unintended 

consequence of this globalization was an unsustainable global 

payment imbalance. It was followed by the global financial crisis 

in 2008-2009. 

 

37. After the global financial crisis subsided, several advanced 

economies faced prolonged slump in their aggregate demand, 

households and firms showed less appetite for credit even though 

their central banks were perusing unconventional monetary 

policies in the fiscal year. Global imbalance persisted by the 

composition changed. In the post crisis period major deficit 

countries included the US, UK and few emerging countries. The 

US account deficit narrowed after2008 but yet remained very 

significant at 3% GDP, the US current account deficits were more 

driven by government savings in this period. A new set of creditors 

emerged in this time. This included Germany, Netherland, Russia, 

Japan and Taiwan. China moved out of this club, between 2007 an 

18, China experienced the accumulated real requisites of 35% and 

its current account deficit declined from 10% in 2007 to 0.4% in 

2018. It is also note worthy that this classic adjustment process 

involving change in real exchange rate and shift in relative demand 

worked very well in the process of global payment imbalance. 

 

38. The US-China trade issue caused sharp slowdown in global trade 

and industrial production. The latest phase of globalization thus 
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faced the risk and then came covid19. The earlier episode of 

globalization characterize by global integration of production, 

dismantling of trade barriers is most likely over. Exporting firms in 

low wage locations have initially faced cancellation of export 

orders, unsold stocks, liquidity crisis and as time progressed 

liquidity crisis and turning into solvency crisis. The aggregate 

demand and supply is contracting by 20-40% across countries. 

Some developing countries like Bangladesh that depend on the 

surging flow of inward remittance, a critical capital flow are also 

facing a sudden storm and an influx of returnees from rest of the 

world adding to the pool of unemployed. Every component of 

aggregate demand except government spending is also collapsing.  

A sharp economic contraction is inevitable for even countries 

across the Bay of Bengal. 

 

39. If we look at the policy response of the emerging economies to 

mitigate the economic fallout, we observe a combination of fiscal 

and monetary stimulus in play. In particular, Central banks are 

lower in reserve refunds, purchasing government eligible securities 

offering targeted lending programs. The objective of these 

interventions is to provide liquidity to households and businesses 

to stay afloat and avert insolvency but an untended consequence of 

this will be rising inflation, depletion of forex reserve and possibly 

currency crisis. Global organizational production based on 

stationed production network will surely change as the us-china 

trade tensions are escalating.  China as the platform for export to 

the world will likely further decline and new centres will emerge in 

the world economy. If the world economy goes through prolonged 

recession or stagflation there is a possibility that advanced 

economies will reverse production of relatively low scale goods 

from off shore to auction.  

 

40. There needs to be an avocation of more activist political actions on 

the part of political leaders to understand the need to come together 
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and remove the barriers to unlock potential to mitigate the ill 

responses of COVID 19. 

 

Dr. Prabir De, Head ASEAN India Centre, RIS.  

 

41. The global economic setting pre Covid was characterize by a set of 

rules, however post Covid we have a new set of rules due to the 

changing market dynamics. We need to set up a strengthened 

multilateral process otherwise regional organizations, bilateral- sub 

regional collectives may not work. The global institutions that run 

this country would undergo great reform or there maybe a need to 

set up a new international-global organizations. 

42. The Bay of Bengal countries included in and beyond BIMSTEC 

members which have strong cultural relations and civilization links 

need to come together to look at solutions:- 

 

43. Open dialogues and discussions at higher levels with leaders. Once 

recovered from the pandemic.  the appetite for regional 

cooperation-integration would resume with a lot of attention given 

to the bay of Bengal. 

 

44. China BRI wont be as attractive a force post covid19 as countries 

are also in debt. We need to analyze which countries need what set 

of development and regional cooperation support package. The 

new times would be looking more towards health, more trade in 

medical products, health services, where we dont cross the border 

but provide the services. 

 

45. To unlock a brilliant idea one needs an honest partner to guide one 

to the destination. Japan is one country which has quality 

infrastructure which is good for not just physical infrastructure but 

digital and social. Tokyo is not in lockdown.  It is open, however 

individual responsibility of not wanting to spread the virus has pre-

cautioned the Japanese. Herd immunity in the Japanese value 
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system is very strong unlike others. There is a need now more than 

ever to learn from each other. 

 

46. During the Asian financial crisis in 2007-8 recovery was more 

from supply side. The Chinese introduced the Asian infrastructure 

investment bank, BRI- these are all supply side initiatives. But this 

time we would need more of a demand driven recovery- that’s why 

the stimulus is coming up. We need to look at the stimulus getting 

into the national development for covid repercussion relief while 

also trying to understand the stimulus happening in other regions. 

 

47. After the pandemic management, the next one year should be 

dedicated to drive regional arrangements. 

 

48. Business potentials need to be unlocked. Joint ventures in health 

investments, production of PPE’s, ventilators- business in countries 

need to release that covid is not going to disappear. New business 

opportunities are in the digital economy- mobile application 

development etc. 

 

 

49. Some areas where regional efforts could be forwarded- maritime 

cooperation, disaster management , health care management , 

tourism To drive a demand driven regional economy tourism is a 

crucial area, along with education, particularly into smaller 

enterprises. 
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SUMMARY OF PROCEEDINGS:  

 

BIMSTEC Cooperation in COVID19 Era. 

 

Amb. Rajiv Bhatia (Chair)  

 

50. Its important to highlight the importance of not merely the strategic 

political cultural and the people to people aspect of BIMSTEC but 

above all the business aspect, because if BIMSETC is unable to 

extend its economic footprint then obviously it may not be able to 

reach out to the full constituency it intends to. 

 

51. BIMSTEC began as a grouping of sub regional cooperation and in 

the recent years, it’s evolved as a grouping of a region- a region in 

its own right. It’s a grouping of 7 states, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bhutan, 

Bangladesh, India, Myanmar and Thailand, in other words it has 5 

countries from south Asia and 2 countries from south east Asia- 

and that is what makes BIMSTEC a unique regional grouping. 

BIMSTEC was launched in 1997, celebrating 20 years in 2017 and 

now stepping into its 23rd year of inception. When we talk in the 

title of BIMSTEC cooperation in Covid19 era we are essentially 

saying there is a need to focus on the issues relating to Covid-19 

and how they’re going to impact on BIMSTEC and what really is 

the role in the next 2-3 years of Covid-19 era. Its crucial to first 

focus on the short medium term scenario of the Covid-19 era rather 

than going on assuming the post Covid-19 era. 

 

52. As mentioned by the ex- secretary general himself, in the first 20 

years the achievements of BIMSTEC were rather modest, then we 

saw this special period running from the end of 2015-16 till 2018, 

culminating in the Kathmandu Summit of BIMSTEC which was 

very productive and elevated the level of expectations from 

BIMSTEC in a very significant manner. Then came the current 

period 2018- till now; first there was consolidation and 

concentration on follow up and then somehow in the public 
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perception it seemed that BIMSTEC’ visibility was probably less 

than 2016-18.  However in contrast to that, its fair to point out the 

government’s view that a considerable amount of progress has 

been made on the Kathmandu agenda. 

 

53. What is the correct way to look at BIMSTEC  with reference to the 

2 major groupings . It is surrounded by SAARC and ASEAN. Is 

BIMSTEC a substitute for SAARC or ASEAN? Clearly that’s not 

the case. Is BIMSTEC a competitor? Clearly that’s also not the 

case. BIMSTEC is the bridging partner between SAARC and 

ASEAN, with its own unique composition and destiny. 

 

Khondakar Golam, CPD, Bangladesh 

 

54. Most businesses in the BIMSTEC economy, particularly 

Bangladesh by and large are informal or small scale- oriented at 

very limited levels to the global value chains with very limited 

contingency support of their own putting them highly dependent on 

the government stimulus packages along with other citizens who 

are well below the poverty line.  

 

55. Since a number of countries have already opened up their 

economic activities without the indication of reduction of 

COVID19 victims, the recovery rate would indeed be delayed and 

prolonged.  

 

56. Most of these economics are linked with intra BIMSTEC related 

trade, investment and cooperation and at the same time they are 

linked to the global economies as well.  

 

57. Indications at the global level of how the global economies would 

respond in terms of the trade point of view, most importantly the 

essential food commodities would have serious implications on the 
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import dependent economies of these regions including 

Bangladesh. 

 

58. This situation may create opportunities for economies that have the 

infrastructure to facilitate online based trading mechanisms. 

 

59. There is a trend of self-sustenance that every country is aligning 

itself with for economic recovery- a sort of protectionist attitude. 

These economies try to go for more agricultural production, 

domestic economic and industrial activities and for see cross 

border trade challenges. It does sound as a positive approach right 

now but it is not a long term solution. 

 

60. There are multiple areas of BIMSTEC cooperation, however 

despite having these areas of cooperation while trying to estimate 

the progress in these areas we realize that none of the areas of 

collaboration have yet developed a concrete instrument to enforce. 

A 2-3 year plan of action could be formulated to tackle areas of 

poverty, public health, people to people connect and the 

environment. 

 

61. Poverty and food security are major areas of cooperation where 

BIMSTEC can play a positive role. Within the region bilateral 

trade or regional trade should continue and should not be hampered 

in anyway, as within the region 2-3 countries play an important 

role in sources of food and agricultural commodities. So keeping 

this in mind these countries should open up their cross border trade 

to support the supply of food without disrupting the domestic of 

value chains 
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Deepankar Tiwari , FICCI.  

 

62. We have very interesting neighbors who aren’t yet part of 

BIMSTEC but if we look at very closed economies which are 

culturally very similar with close historical ties- like Cambodia, 

Vietnam we realize that we can lean on them and incorporate them 

in regional business. 

 

63. As the PM of India spoke about local promotion, BIMSTEC is 

indeed a very local region that can thrive with due support.  

 

64. It has to an effort driven by multiple agencies in a very 

consolidated manner- governments, financial institutions . For eg: 

what we are seeing today large companies like the Tata’s are 

actually supporting some of their dealership networks. So it has to 

be a multitude play of the larger players supporting SME’s. We 

need to look at the future, we need more innovations, lower cost 

leveraging technology processes. 

 

Prabir De, Head ASEAN India Center, RIS.  

 

65. In the 2018 declaration of BIMSTEC, paragraph 22 tells us there 

should be a very detailed path of cooperation in Health, National 

Disaster and Agriculture sector. These three are very important in 

the crisis that we’re facing as migrant labourers who are now back 

in their own countries would be looked upon for agriculture 

MSME and such sectors. 

 

WILL BE UPDATED  
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Achyut Bhandari, Formerly with ADB, Bhutan 

 
66. We have BIMSTEC right here at the centre, the point of this 

diagram is that it is absolutely necessary for BIMSTEC to learn 

from these other regional organization, perhaps not duplicate them 

but find a niche where BIMSTEC could make a difference. 

67. At the initial stage of both SAARC & BIMSTEC there’s a lot of 

enthusiasm and the progress in the first 6-7 years was good. 

However what happened over time was that reality overtook the 

earlier enthusiasm and as a consequence the progress has not been 

as commendable as everyone expected as there are many other 

factors that are at play here- political issues, asymmetry of member 

countries. What we need to do is take advantage of this 

asymmetry- India and Thailand being large, good work population 

in Bangladesh; these are advantages that we can tap. The growth of 

these countries is ultimately good for the growth of the periphery 

countries like Nepal, Bhutan. 

68. In light of the ongoing pandemic it would be advisable for 

BIMSTEC to relook at the revised list and concentrate on the areas 

where BIMSTEC can make a difference. 

69. International cooperation has always been a zigzag between 

bilateralism and multilateralism. Look at what’s happened to EU, it 

was initially an example for all the see that with BREXIT many of 

the countries feel that its multilateralism or regional organizations 

development have withdrawn. 

70. Cooperation with BIMSTEC should strengthen multilateralism 

through every opportunity – by individually voicing in 

international forums, by taking advantages of regional cooperation 

BIMSTEC

SAARC

ASEAN

BBIN

GNSC

https://www.asianconfluence.org/


Combined Report 
• BIMSTEC Cooperation in Post-COVID-19 Era 

• Forging a Bay of Bengal Community: Emerging Contours Post-COVID-19 
 

www.asianconfluence.org 
 

24 

organizations, and up scaling cooperation on health, environment 

and improving collective response. 

71. BIMSTEC can mitigate challenges with political commitment. 

Member countries need to be more active, the profile of BIMSTEC 

has to be raised, consolidate areas of cooperation, and get on with 

tangible project. 

 

Sreeradha Datta , VIF , India 

72. BIMSTEC is the bridge connecting SAARC and ASEAN. The 

Regional framework would provide a larger gateway and platform 

for us to combine all energies to work together on issues. 

73. BIMSTEC does cover multiple aspects, however there has been too 

many aspects and we really need to start focusing on the sub 

sectors and sub groups. 

 

74. Suggestion to make the website of BIMSTEC a little interactive. 

Need for the website to be more robust, proper information 

dissemination mechanism, considering the fact that we now live in 

a virtual era 

 

75.  Is it possible that BIMSTEC could be open to a public-private 

partnership? The political will is never at question here but a lot of 

it stays at the government level, percolation down to the public 

domain has not really happened; which is why there’s very little 

knowledge and awareness about what BIMSTEC is doing. There’s 

a need for the knowledge school to seep into it, as there’s plenty 

going on but very little awareness. 

 

76. Need to collaborate with other nations to work on the 

Pharmaceutical sector. India is working closely with many 

international organizations on vaccinations however not so much in 

the region of SAARC or BIMSTEC. 

 

77. While working through the secretariat is one aspect, the point is 

that not everything needs to be driven by it – it could be address 

individually as well. With Covid we’ve learnt to use the virtual 
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world, so through the virtual world its possible to intersect that 

same common space, interact and commit to certain things. 

 

Zaw Oo, CEPD, Myanmar 

 

78. Like few of the other BIMSTEC economies, Myanmar shares 

borders with China; hence even before the virus Myanmar was 

already affected by the supply chain disruption in the borders. 

Myanmar was also hit by low demand from trading partners in 

Europe, North America. 

 

79. Myanmar would be able to contribute towards regional concerns of 

food security being a food surplus economy thanks to the early 

harvest.  

 

80. Struggling between public health measures and administrative 

lockdowns , has reduced the flow of credit to the farmers. Plus with 

uncertainty in the market there’s very little investment in farming. 

A dilemma at hand-while enjoying the opportunity of boosting 

food production and trying to serve the needs of the region, but the 

inability to handle the uncertainty of the market is dampening any 

chance of a boost. 

 

81. Regional agriculture trade brings attention towards some of the 

rising non tariff measures, border measures being imposed on 

agriculture trade. China has imposed very strict border trade 

controls due to health related concerns. Myanmar still has 

qualitative control from Government of India to restrict passing of 

export to India. All these measures would have a devastating effect 

on farmers and traders. 

 

82. Another key issue is the migration and mobility of labour. 

Migrants working across South Asian countries have returned and 

has begun to pose as a huge public health challenge for the 

government to handle. We need to take cue and learn from the 

experiences of all the BIMSTEC nations plus more importantly 
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discussion the implications of digital solutions like contact tracing, 

ICT. 

 

83. Agriculture is one of the main area’s governments would have to 

devote attention to, which is in a way is also in sync with the food 

security concerns of the region. Many agriculture value chains are 

still very outdated supply chains which rely primarily on 

unprocessed primary product to trade each other, this is where we 

have the opportunity to upgrade some of the value chains. 

BIMSTEC collaboration is required for the issue of an guaranteed 

market and value chain upgrade along with the underlying concern 

of trade and trade restrictions.  

 

Sujeev Shakya  

84.  As we are sitting in a lockdown its very important to reflect and 

think about how things have moved and not moved since the 

Kathmandu summit of BIMSTEC. As we move ahead in the 

context is crucial to look at the geopolitics post covid19 world- 

when President Ping stood at the WHO assembly and committed 2 

billion dollars he opened a new strata in geopolitics, its very 

similar to what President Obama did after Ebola. We need to notice 

Indo Pacific as another force coming up. 

 

85. As we look at the larger issues we also need to focus on the  

bilateral issues because as we speak Nepal and India have had a 

very turbulent relation post blockade and the issue of the new map 

encroachment of territory; Bangladesh and Myanmar have bilateral 

issues , so in that context how we take these issues ahead. At the 

same time we need to look at the future, 2040 India and China are 

expected to take up world 35% GDP- They are going to be two 

superpowers and BIMSTEC is going to be at the centre of action. 
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86. Need to focus on the digitization going on, the artificial 

intelligence, the bloc chain etc. With e-commerce, an informal 

trade is happening, where people sitting in Kathmandu can buy 

from Thailand. The question I how to formalize the informal. 

 

87. BIMSTEC meetings should not become an old school reunions 

where people talk and eat only to forget till the next reunion, we 

need to get into action. 

 

88. To run a platform we need resources. 

 

89. We need to have people to people contact- in this region majority 

of the people are under 25 with 50% women. We need a wider 

people to people discourse, else its going to only be a talk show. 

 

90. If we can take it beyond G2G, Government to Government 

BIMSTEC can have more partnerships and learning between 

institutions, think tanks, businesses. We can find new 

opportunities, tourism is definitely one, digital finance addressing 

issues of migration, issues around climate change. 

 

 Kithmina Hewage 

91. Covid19 has created a necessity for change that comes in the form 

of individual behavior and also in the form of state craft. This is a 

chance for BIMSTEC to make the organization more meaning in 

broader ways, considering the fact the we’ve seen many a false 

dawns- its important to note that the opportunity for change is 

actionable. 

92. India’s interest and commitment to regionalism is going to play an 

important, determining part in how much BIMSTEC or SAARC 

would be successful in a regional grouping. 

93. PM Modi’s agenda of self reliance came as a concern to most 

seeing the focus on domestic economy, a protectionist policy post 

Covid. The same is reflected in many a regions including Sri 
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Lanka. Given this its important to look at the opportunities in terms 

of  

what state led politics could make , as there are certain instances 

where the state is a barrier towards better regional actionable 

policies.  

94. Private sector has a key role to play in 3 aspects: 

• Technology and knowledge sharing, in terms of 

public health, SME’s who are badly hit and looking 

for options to move from physical retail based trade 

to online platforms 

• Idea of Tourism bubbles, where countries that have 

taken a step forward in terms of public health and 

where its relatively safe to travel can create a bubble 

of sorts for easier facilitation of travel amongst those 

countries. This would create more tourism, revenue 

for the sector, a natural linkage that would in the long 

term create more investment and business activity- a 

situation where in movement could create and 

precede institutional change. 

• Reconfiguration of supply chains where investment 

and manufacturing would move out of china and 

towards countries closer to our regional groups like 

Thailand or India. 

 

95. We need to look at what type of supply chain reconfigurations will 

happen because right now what most companies have realized their 

dependence on china to provide raw materials and intermediate 

goods is the problem. Particularly because if we depend on one 

country alone then disruption in that country is going to create a 

massive issue. Hence it’s predicted to move out of China into 

countries like Malaysia, Thailand. We’re looking at electronics, 

low to high level manufacturing products- a technologically driven 

supply chain along with skilled labor force to be able to operate it, 

this is an advantage Sri Lanka might have. However structural 
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reforms would have to be undertaken for that, eg.  free flow of 

trade. 

 

Piti Srisanam, Thailand 

The need to prepare not only Thai Business sector but also everyone 

around the Bay of Bengal to realize the importance of BIMSTEC. 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BIMSTEC FTA Utilisation- 

 

1) Geo politics- Deeper and Broader areas of regional economic 

integration to ensure GVCs are still located in our region. The BIMSTEC 

FTA needs to really actualize, especially the agreements on rules of 

origins and trade facilitation 

 

2) Socio cultural- Need to empower the business sector to see new 

opportunities. We can expect economic up-scale from BIMSTEC, and if 

we start the foot hold today we also get economic offspeeds- once the 

FDA is incremented the one who invests first gets the debit first, this is 

what we need to change the mindset of the business sectors to invest 

more and trade more. Even though we don’t have the FDA now we have 

the existing 14 areas of cooperation that we can start working on. 

 

3) The overlapping of geo political and socio cultural- enhance and 

leverage the BIMSTEC cooperation from sub regional to full regional 

and high potential regional cooperation 
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4) We must develop the Bay of Bengal not just at the sub regional level 

but at the real regional level because right now we are in the scratch 

between Indo Pacific strategies from the western world and go abroad 

initiatives from china, hence positioning Bay of Bengal in a good fashion 

of blue economies where 7-8 countries around the area often work 

together in the issue of security, international relations, and economics to 

help each other. The story of the bay of Bengal from the ancient times 

about trade that happened here for more than thousand centuries is a thing 

that needs to be told. Food gastronomy is also important we share the 

same food, language and culture, Ramayana and the Mahabharata. 

 

~x~ 
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ANNEXURE 1: Speech of Secretary General BIMSTEC 

 

SG Remarks at BIMSTEC Cooperation in Post COVID-19 

 

Mr. Sabyasachi Dutta, Executive Director, Asian Confluence;  

Distinguished moderators and eminent panelists;  

Good afternoon.    

 

It is a privilege and honor for me to take part in today's webinar on 

the topic BIMSTEC Cooperation in Post COVID-19.  I would like to 

express my deep gratitude to Mr. Sabyasachi Dutta for organizing this 

event and bringing together so many eminent panelists to treat the 

subject. I am also very happy to see the active involvement of 

Ambassador Rajiv Bhatia and Dr. Prabir De - the two bright minds who 

have dedicated much of their time and talent in promoting regional 

cooperation in South Asia and the greater Bay of Bengal region. I am 

indebted to all of you for your interest in BIMSTEC process.    

 

02. We are meeting at a time when the spread of COVID 19 pandemic 

has revealed the inadequacy of the existing national, regional and global 

preparedness to deal with a pandemic of this magnitude. As the pandemic 

has affected the entire humanity, it was expected that there will be a 

global response. In reality, responses have been mainly national, whereas 

the role of regional and international organizations remained marginal. A 

rare example was set by Indian Prime Minister Mr. Narendra Modi when 

he declared the creation of Covid-19 Emergency Fund under the umbrella 

of SAARC. We hope the fund will be operational soon.   

 

 

 

BIMSTEC Prior to COVID 19 Pandemic 

 

03. Until early March this year, when the 20th Session of the 

BIMSTEC Senior Officials’ Meeting (SOM) took place in Colombo, 

things were looking up for the BIMSTEC process. The Fourth BIMSTEC 

Summit held in 2018 took a number of decisions to strengthen 

organizational structure, streamline working method and consolidate 
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sectoral activities of BIMSTEC. During the 18 months between the 4th 

Summit and the 20th Senior Officials' Meeting, a flurry of activities took 

place to implement the directives of the 4th Summit. Progress made in the 

area of strengthening institutional structure and streamlining working 

method of the organization  include i) Strengthening of the BIMSTEC 

Secretariat by increasing the number of Directors from three (3) to seven 

(7); ii) finalization of the draft text of BIMSTEC Charter to be adopted by 

the 5th Summit;  iii) rationalization of sectors of cooperation by 

regrouping the existing sectors/sub-sectors into 1seven (7), each to be led 

by a Member State; iv) establishment of  a set of uniform rules to govern 

the administrative and financial matters pertaining to the BIMSTEC 

Centres and Entities; v) establishment of an Expert Group for  examining 

the proposal to establish BIMSTEC Development Fund (BDF); vi) and 

last but not the least, mandating the Secretariat to enter into collaboration 

with regional and international organizations having similar aims and 

objectives (such as ADB, World Bank). All in all, BIMSTEC forum was 

taking a concrete shape with necessary institutional structure, clear 

mandate and focused areas of activities.    

 

04. The Fourth BIMSTEC Summit agreed to take up on priority basis 

the legal documents and instruments that are pending for various 

reasons. The MOU on Establishment of the BIMSTEC Grid 

Interconnection came into force on 7 April 2019, promising the 

establishment of a region-wide electricity grid. The long stalled FTA 

negotiations resumed with the holding of the 21st meeting of the Trade 

Negotiating Committee (TNC) in November 2018 in Dhaka. Efforts are 

continuing to sign the Agreement on Trade in Goods and the Agreement 

on Cooperation and Mutual Assistance in Customs Matters during the 

next BIMSTEC Summit.    

05.   An important part of BIMSTEC's activities is the identification 

and implementation of specific projects in the agreed areas of 

cooperation. Currently, BIMSTEC is in the process of finalizing the 

BIMSTEC Transport Connectivity Master Plan Study with the technical 

 
1  Trade, Investment and Development (Bangladesh); Environment & Climate Change (Bhutan); 

Security (India); Agriculture & Food Security(Myanmar); People-to-People Contact(Nepal); Science, 

Technology and Innovation (Sri Lanka); Connectivity (Thailand);   
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assistance from the Asian Development Bank (ADB). The Transport 

Connectivity Master Plan aims to identify and remove the remaining 

bottlenecks to the seamless movement of goods, vehicles and people from 

India to Thailand and beyond. ADB has also been carrying out analytical 

studies on three key priority areas, namely, (i) financing for transport 

connectivity, (ii) trade facilitation, and (iii) tourism promotion. With 

enhanced visibility of BIMSTEC, other development partners (like World 

Bank, UNDP, IMF, OECD) are also showing keen interest to support 

BIMSTEC’s project-based cooperation.  All in all, it seemed to us that we 

are on the right track, and we were looking forward to the 5th BIMSTEC 

Summit to adopt the BIMSTEC Charter.   

 

Post COVID BIMSTEC Cooperation 

 

06.  BIMSTEC was established to strengthen regional cooperation 

through more trade, more travel and more exchanges within the region by 

leveraging on geographical advantage and available resources. BIMSTEC 

member countries also agreed to work together to address vulnerabilities 

like climate change, natural disasters, terrorism, transnational crimes and 

communicable diseases. The COVID 19 vindicates that the areas of 

cooperation identified by BIMSTEC remain equally relevant in the post 

COVID 19 era, with the only difference that we will need to do the same 

things in a better way - with more speed, more technology and better 

coordination.  

 

• Regional connectivity - both physical and economic - is at the heart 

of BIMSTEC mandate. Unfortunately, most countries have 

responded to COVID 19 crisis by closing international and [even] 

domestic movements disrupting essential supply chains and 

reducing regional economic activity.  In the post-COVID 19 

periods, it will be important to resume all kind of connectivity 

initiatives in a way that can better handle future disruption by 

pandemic or other disasters. In particular, coastal shipping 

agreement needs to be concluded to avoid high cost and political 

sensitivity associated with land transport.  
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• Covid 19 crisis has underlined the need to develop uninterrupted 

supply chain for food, medicines and other essential commodities. 

Trade facilitation measures including simplification of customs 

procedures (by using technology) will be very important to retain 

and further solidify supply chain in the South Asian region.  Intra-

regional trade, which is only 6% today, can and should be 

increased significantly. Efforts to conclude BIMSTEC FTA and 

Customs Cooperation Agreement need to be redoubled.   

 

• Tourism and hospitality industry has become a big casualty of 

COVID-19. BIMSTEC countries may promote regional tourism to 

revive this sector and create jobs. COVID 19 has underlined the 

need to develop more humane and predictable way to handle 

stranded citizens of another member country.  

 

• We need to keep in mind that COVID 19 may not be the last 

calamity to befall our region. The economic gains registered by 

BIMSTEC countries are constantly being threatened by natural 

disasters, climate change, pandemics, poverty and economic 

disparity. Our collective resilience to these challenges will have to 

be raised through joint action.  

 

• Considering the vulnerability of agriculture sector in the Bay of 

Bengal region to vagaries of the nature including effects of climate 

changes, Agriculture and Food security needs more attention in the 

post-Covid 19 BIMSTEC cooperation.     

 

• In the Post COVID-19 period, public health is expected to get 

renewed attention in the work of BIMSTEC. Development of 

regional centre for disease control, establishment of regional value 

chain for pharmaceutical industries may be considered on a priority 

basis. With strong pharmaceutical industries in the BIMSTEC 

countries especially in Bangladesh, India and Thailand, this should 

be possible.  
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07. The economic impact of COVID 19 pandemic will not go away 

within a short time. This may drastically increase the number of poor if 

we cannot create jobs for the returnee migrant workers and the vast 

workforce supported by informal sector. This will be a time for 

BIMSTEC Member States to create economic activities through more 

intra-regional trade, transaction and tourism. This will also be a time for 

Member States to invest more to ensure human security. In the absence of 

strong global governance in the post-COVID 19 era, regional 

organizations like BIMSTEC will need to take up greater responsibility 

for regional recovery and rehabilitation. I look forward to the discussion 

of eminent panelists.  
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