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Bangladesh-India Relations
New Dimensions and Opportunities

Executive Summary

India and Bangladesh share a common heritage and partners in development and the 
relations built on trust and mutual respect. The relationship between them is firmly 
anchored in history, culture, language and shared values of secularism, democracy, and 

equality. Today, the bilateral relation goes far beyond a strategic partnership.  

Bangladesh and India share both land and maritime border. Indian states that share borders 
with Bangladesh are: Assam, West Bengal, Mizoram, Meghalaya and Tripura. Four north 
eastern states, namely, Tripura, Meghalaya, Mizoram and Assam share a 1,880 km border 
with Bangladesh. In the last couple of years, the relationship has been further strengthened 
including through cooperation in new and high-technology areas, connectivity, trade and 
investment, to mention a few. In the last few years, a lot of constructive developments have 
happened between the two neighbours in terms of enhanced multimodal connectivity, 
e-connectivity, trade and people to people exchange.  

The bilateral relation has scaled new heights under the present leadership of the two 
nations. The importance of furthering cooperation between the north-eastern states of India 
and bordering districts of Bangladesh have gained momentum amongst stakeholders on 
both sides of the border and reiterated by the respective governments. For example, Tripura, 
which has a common language and cultural root along with strong physical connectivity 
with Bangladesh, will get immensely benefited with greater engagement with Bangladesh. 
Geographically Mizoram and Tripura enjoy close proximity to the Bay of Bengal through 
Bangladesh. Connectivity between North Eastern states of India and Bangladesh also 
holds enormous opportunities for other nations such as Nepal and Bhutan to connect to 
the Bay of Bengal and towards a prosperous Bay of Bengal community. Building on such 
developments championed by top down political will on both sides, it has become more 
vital for “third space” beyond the first two of government and business chambers, to engage 
and re-engage in newer ways and forms. An organic bottom up people driven cooperation 
(facilitated by government and industry), in areas such as education, tourism, health, culture, 
SMEs, startups, community development at border regions, etc. between the two nations 
will further enhance benefit effects of the projects being planned and implemented by the 
respective governments. A synergy between “bottom up” and “top down” efforts would 
greatly help to take forward the relationship even further and help to address the challenges 
that exist by promoting ground level narratives for further cooperation and trust building.  

The Report entitled “India-Bangladesh Relations: New Dimensions and Opportunities” reviews 
the bilateral relations in most aspects of partnership, namely, economic and social relations, 
connectivity and border development with particular focus on India’s Northeastern region. 
Spread over six chapters, this Report examines the current phase of India-Bangladesh 
relation, discusses the challenges and opportunities and presents a “Way Forward”.   
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List of Recommendations  
Based on field-level data and stakeholders consultations, this Report has a series of 
recommendations, and some of them are presented here.  

Trade and Investment 
• To facilitate the bilateral trade, India and Bangladesh should speed up the negotiation of 

India – Bangladesh bilateral CEPA (Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement). 

• Harmonisation of product and process standards in a calibrated manner between the 
two countries is needed. More interactions are needed between standard-setting bodies 
(e.g. BIS and BSTI), trade and industry associations, testing laboratories, etc. Besides, 
Indian government may consider enhancing the training and capacity building for the 
officials, scientists, practitioners, researchers, etc.  

• Mutual recognition of academic degrees and diplomas between the two countries would 
help deepening the services trade between the two countries. This would also promote 
an eco-system which is required to push up academic excellence.  

• In view of the trade concessions offered under the SAFTA agreement, two countries 
may consider not to impose anti-dumping duty and countervailing duties, which are 
affecting the bilateral trade.  

• Bangladesh is a net importer of spices and other food products. Northeastern region 
(NER) of India provides Bangladesh an alternative source of spices, especially fresh 
quality spices where proximity to source plays an important role in maintaining freshness 
all the way to the market. There are also opportunities for firms from Bangladesh to create 
and appropriate value in this value chain. Bangladesh, with its vibrant food industry, 
could also invest in spice farms and other businesses along the value chain in NER. Its 
logistics providers could partake of margins generated in the value chain by providing 
services, especially if transit through Bangladesh is made possible through the required 
policy changes. Such transit would cut down the time and costs to reach markets in 
India and abroad, which could be a key enabler for NER’s horticultural value chains, 
especially those related to fresh products where the time taken in transportation plays 
a very important role.  
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Connectivity 
• With Agartala-Akhaura railway project and the Padma Bridge getting ready, the 

connectivity between the two nations is eventually going to witness a new phase of 
development.  

• The construction of Feni Bridge to connect Sabroom in Tripura and Ramgarh in 
Bangladesh is going to be a game changer. It would effectively end the misery of 
landlockedness in Northeast India as well as boost the economic development in 
Bangladesh and Northeast India. The Bridge is getting ready, and it will reduce the 
road distance between Chattogram Port and major urban centres of Northeastern states 
and ease the transportation. A trial run on transshipment from Bangladesh to northeast 
states of India has already been made. India and Bangladesh may consider conducting a 
master plan of connectivity between the two countries, which would also act as important 
input to BIMSTEC and BBIN connectivity. This is a high time that India, Bangladesh 
and Nepal shall operationalize the BIN MVA. 

• The Covid-19 pandemic demands increased global cooperation to combat the virus. 
Enhanced cooperation between India and Bangladesh is needed in almost all the 
categories of service sectors. With an improvement in the ongoing pandemic scenario, 
India and Bangladesh may gradually open up the services sector such as health, travel 
and tourism, education, logistics for each other’s nationals, subject to the compliance of 
procedures laid down.  

• Presently, waterways are used only to transport goods like cement, limestone, coal, etc. 
between NER and Bangladesh and over dimensional cargoes (ODCs) constitute bulk of 
the cargo transported through NW. In the state of Assam in India and Zakiganj, in Sylhet 
Division of Bangladesh, both located on the banks on Kushiyara River, are the entry 
and exit points of trans-boundary cargo through Protocol Route 3 (Kolkata-Karimganj). 
Improving navigability up to Karimganj and linking it with NW-16 from Bhanga to 
Lakhipur (121 km) will provide better transit connectivity between Kolkata and the 
hinterlands of lower Assam, Tripura, Nagaland Manipur and Mizoram. Bangladesh 
and India’s Northeastern state of Tripura has been connected since 3 September, 2020, 
via a 93 km long inland waterway over River Gumti. A Bangladeshi company has sent 
50 MT of cement onboard MV Premiere from Daukandi to Tripura’s Sonamura. It can 
facilitate cargo movement to and from Bangladesh for key commodities such as food 
grains, construction materials, petroleum products, etc. The dredging operation between 
Bhanga and Silchar has already been completed. India and Bangladesh have initiated joint 
dredging from Ashuganj to Karimganj to improve the navigability of protocol routes.  
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• Given the surge in trade and tourism, civil aviation connectivity between the two 
countries must be scaled up. India and Bangladesh should connect more airports. For 
example, Guwahati with Dhaka, Sylhet and Chottogram, Bagdogra with Dhaka, etc. 
may be taken up in the first phase.  

Agriculture 
• The Northeastern states in India have huge potential for producing high value fruits and 

vegetables and herbs which have huge demand in the international markets including 
Bangladesh. Setting up of Agro Processing Park near Indo-Bangladesh border could 
benefit both India and Bangladesh in terms of procuring inputs from Bangladesh and 
India for value addition and then exports to the international markets. For instance, 
agriculture products which are growing near border areas such as pineapples and 
cassava, can be used for agro-processing near the border areas. A joint study can be 
conducted to look for the feasibility of a joint venture project to create an agro-processing 
park in the border areas.  

• India and Bangladesh borders have several commonalities in terms of shared rivers, 
shared groundwater and similar food habits and ecology. Bangladesh and India can 
cooperate in cropping patterns to ensure food security, conserve groundwater, mitigate 
effects of flooding and manage water during lean season.  Both the governments can 
set up a joint working group between ecologists and agriculture experts working in 
respective countries.  

Energy Cooperation  
• Energy cooperation is recognised as a pathway for greater regional cooperation, 

particularly in the context of BBIN. Huge potential exists in Indo-Bangladesh energy 
trade and cooperation. The largest opportunity is based on LNG facility on the Bay of 
Bengal coast with participation by India and Bangladesh. A quadrilateral partnership 
between Bhutan, Bangladesh, India, and Nepal to develop shared pipelines, electricity 
grids, terminals, and gas storage facilities can enhance economic integration. 

• More and more electricity grids between India and Bangladesh should be connected.  
For example, Agartala and Chattogram or Shillong and Sylhet do not have formal 
energy exchange nor the grids are interconnected. However, if the BBIN regional 
electricity market comes in effect, cross-border electricity exchange must be enhanced. 
Both Bangladesh and India need to attract greater investments in power generation and 
transmission infrastructure in the region.  
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• Convergence in regulatory matters of the energy sector of the participating countries is 
needed to optimally gain from the energy integration. Bangladesh and India can gain from 
electricity trading, particularly to promote the border development. However, market 
integration must be accompanied by domestic reforms and international harmonization 
of regulatory standards. 

 

Border Infrastructure  
• The most important border check post between India and Bangladesh suffers from 

infrastructure deficit. The facilities available at the Petrapole ICP and Benapole landport 
require drastic improvement and capacity addition. These include communication 
constraints, absence of testing labs or distantly located labs, inadequate storage facilities 
for perishable goods and poor goods-handling facilities, narrow approach road (Indian 
side), capacity of cargo terminals, quarantine facilities, parking areas, etc. 

• The ICP at Dawki is currently under construction. Some of the facilities that the Dawki 
ICP is earmarked to include are customs, immigration, passenger terminals, security 
and surveillance, import and export warehouses, cargo terminal buildings, loose-cargo 
areas, quarantine areas, parking slots, rummaging sheds, weighbridges, banks, foreign-
exchange bureaus, public health offices, cafeterias, electric substations and toilet blocks. 
Completion of Dawki ICP will facilitate trade and passenger movements between 
Bangladesh and Northeast India.   

• Smart borders are essential for security and safety of goods, vehicles and passengers. In 
order to have complete vigilance, border posts have to be equipped with modern gazettes 
such as scanners, container handling equipment, 24x7 security, biometric measures, etc. 
Simple border-crossing procedures with online transactions are essential to encourage 
cross-border trade and investment.  

• India and Bangladesh may undertake joint border area health cooperation. Outbreak of 
COVID-19 has huge health implications. Bangladesh and India can set up a task force on 
border area health cooperation to share the information and provide necessary health 
care assistance to jointly fight against the pandemic in the border areas.    

Way toward Border Co-prosperity Zone (BCZ) 
• Only four Border Haats operate in the long Indo-Bangladesh border. Out of five bordering 

states of Bangladesh, only Tripura and Meghalaya have two Border Haats each. States 
like Assam, Mizoram and West Bengal, which have common cultural heritage with 
Bangladesh, are yet to have any officially recognized Border Haat. Border Haats have 
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cast a positive impact on the standards of living of the local people. By offering income 
generation and enhancement opportunities to several categories of stakeholders, 
they have contributed to poverty alleviation in the area. Besides, people-to-people 
connectivity, cross-border relations and security needs have been addressed, alongside 
lowering of informal trade.   

• India and Bangladesh may consider upgrading a few Border Haats into Border Co-
prosperity Zone (BCZs). Some of the successful Border Haats can be upgraded into BCZs. 
For example, Kamlasagar-Tripura and Balat-Meghalaya could be upgraded to enhance 
border trade and provide medical facilities to promote medical tourism. Bangladesh 
and India can initiate joint study to identify suitable Border Haats for the up-gradations. 
While the BCZ could lie in parts in both countries, it would be a naturally enclosed area 
or with a fence all around, with the focus being on developing the tourism potential of 
the place, along the border to facilitate entry of residents from the countries.  The choice 
of location could be a scenic location, with good connectivity to an urban center and 
preferably enjoying some heritage value as well as natural beauty. For example there 
are many riverine areas on the Indo-Bangladesh, (example: Ranikor on the Jadukata 
River, Dawki on the Umgot River) border with immense tourism potential. The BCZ 
could run an event calendar throughout the year curating festivals, educational tours, 
performance by local and celebrity artists, exhibitions by master craftsmen of the area, 
special conferences on borders, etc aimed to maintain healthy and regular footfall. The 
BCZ could also house an educational or health service institute in the likes of developing 
a university town at the border. 

Ganga-Brahmaputra-Meghna (GBM) River Basin Development 
• The Ganga-Brahmaputra-Meghna (GBM) river basin is a trans-boundary river basin, 

and is the third largest freshwater outlet to the world’s oceans, being exceeded only 
by the Amazon and the Congo River systems. Eastern and North-Eastern parts of 
India and Bangladesh are part of this GBM eco-system. India and Bangladesh have 54 
trans-boundary rivers between them, all of which are part of the drainage system of 
the Ganga-Brahmaputra-Meghna (GBM) basin. The Padma (the Ganga), the Jamuna 
(the Brahmaputra) and the Meghna (the Barak) and their tributaries are integral in 
maintaining food and water security in the region. In most of these cases, Bangladesh 
is the lower riparian. This causes concern in Bangladesh that India being both the upper 
riparian and first to develop the water resources can have far more disproportionate 
control over the rivers. 

• The world’s largest mangrove forest Sundarbans situated in the delta formed by the 
confluence of the Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna Rivers in the Bay of Bengal. The 
shared ecology is an asset and it must be protected from further degradation.  
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Capacity Building and Human Resource Development 
• Human resource development is a key component of India’s development cooperation 

efforts in Bangladesh through its several ongoing training programs and scholarships. 
India has been training 1800 Bangladesh Civil Service officials at National Centre for 
Good Governance (NCGG), Mussoorie. More slots may be extended to Bangladesh for 
training of officials through online as well as offline.  

• India may organise training and scholarship programmes for Bangladesh in the areas of 
national accounts statistics and large scale socio-economic sample surveys. India may 
facilitate knowledge sharing through exchange visits by experts from vocational training 
institutions and skill development authorities. 

Tourism 
• The shared history and culture of India and Bangladesh could be celebrated by creation of 

Indo-Banga tourism circuits, such as Tagore Circuits, Buddhist, Islamic and Shaktipeetha 
Circuit, Jaintia History circuit, literary - history circuit, etc.  The many historical and 
cultural tourism sites in Bangladesh which if developed as part of a larger circuit with 
India could aid conservation, economic development of the local areas and greatly 
enhance deeper understanding at a people to people level. 

• A special Memorandum between the various Tourism Boards of Bangladesh and India  
facililated by the respective governments can be considered.  

Public Health and Traditional Medicine 
• India and Bangladesh shall promote sharing of information in the field of public health, 

medicine, health education and health promotion relevant to the health priorities under 
the clusters of promoting healthy lifestyles; responding to all hazards and emerging 
threats; strengthening health systems and access to care; and ensuring food safety; etc. 
Both can announce a Fund to promote joint research in the areas of communicable and 
non-communicable diseases, etc. 

• India may organise workshop-cum-training for officials of Bangladesh in India on 
eradication of communicable and non-communicable diseases with high incidences. 

• India and Bangladesh should facilitate traditional medicines and Indian Ayurveda 
specialists under the Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation Programme (ITEC) 
upon request. 
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• India may organize a special workshop on traditional and complimentary medicine 
focusing on issues related to regulatory systems and standardization procedures 
involving traditional medicinal systems of the region. 

Way Forward 
• A comprehensive friendship treaty with Bangladesh, is crucial for the development 

of land locked NER states, especially which share a common border with Bangladesh.  

• Bangladesh shares a border of over 4000 km. with five Indian states and at present 
there are only four Border Haats in operation. Border Co-prosperity Zone (BCZ) may 
be created along the Indo-Bangladesh border.  

• India and Bangladesh may consider setting up the Kazi Najrul Islam International 
Cultural Centre in Kolkata and Dhaka. 

• India is a major supplier of vaccines globally, and its manufacturing capacity could be 
useful for the world for potential Covid-19 vaccines. India should supply the Covid-19 
vaccines to Bangladesh on priority basis and invest in health infrastructure, joint research 
and development in health sector.  

• Bangladesh falls very much within India’s rejuvenated Act East Policy (AEP), and 
it should be acknowledged.  Think-Tanks in India and Bangladesh may organise a 
roundable on  India’s AEP and Bangladesh. 

• The common ecosystem that both the nations enjoy for thousands of years could be the 
basis of future cooperation. Ganga-Brahmaputra-Meghna Basin Cooperation (GBMBC) 
in line with the Mekong-Ganga Cooperation (MGC) may be initiated to optimize the 
potential of NER. It is likely to be a win-win situation for all the stakeholders, including 
Nepal and Bhutan.
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Evolving Global Order and Indo-Bangladesh Relations: 
New Dimensions and Opportunities

Based on Opinion Survey*

In October and November 2020, the Asian Confluence conducted an online opinion 
survey: 
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-
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(*Sample survey, which aims to ascertain or elucidate opinions possessed by the members of a given 
human population with regard to certain topics, was conducted between October and November 2020.)

13

Bangladesh-India Relations: New Dimensions and Opportunities



New focus areas in which India and Bangladesh should work together
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