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Abstract 

The Bay of Bengal has long brought together communities, cultures and countries and it is 

reclaiming its primacy in maritime Asia. As such, its study has the potential to build bridges 

between countries in the region as well as academic disciplines. This brief looks at the rich past 

of the Bay of Bengal and underlines some contemporary issues, which require more attention from 

policymakers and academicians alike. 
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Reliving the Bay of Bengal in Our Time  

Introduction: A Bygone World 

The Bay of Bengal (the Bay), largest single maritime space in the eastern Indian Ocean, always 

had strong Asian connections. Traditionally, conceptions of the Bay have envisaged this ocean 

space as comprising two distinct regions – South and Southeast Asia. Yet a study of the past of 

this vital part of the Indian Ocean reveals the fluvial unity of this maritime space. From early 

records about navigational routes and trading networks to more contemporary works about the 

current and emerging social, economic and cultural ties between the Bay’s littoral states and 

communities, the unity of the Bay as a distinct and cohesive region, with its strategic importance, 

is increasingly hard to deny. It is “the key connector for China to South Asia through Southeast 

Asian waterscapes”, a “multi-polar ocean with a ‘soft’ centre” and India’s gateway to its eastward 

engagements.1    

 

The Bay, northeastern part of the Indian Ocean, stretches from the equator to 25 degrees 

north and from 80 degrees east to 100 degrees east and is surrounded on the west and northwest 

by India, on the north by Bangladesh, and on the east by India, Myanmar and the northern part of 

the Malay Peninsula.2 Further, the Bay has traditionally been a key trading zone of the Indian 

Ocean. A large part of Southeast Asian trade used to be carried on by the coastal or deep-sea 

voyages undertaken by the merchants belonging to the countries encircling the Bay.3 Trade 

networks covering different parts of the Ocean have a history of remarkable longevity, while at 

the same time being open to innovation and a deepening of cross-cultural ties. The merchant ships 

also carried missionaries bearing the religious banner of new ideas and ideologies along with 

mercantile commodities. As early as the third century B.C., the Maurya emperor despatched 

missionaries to spread the message of Buddhism to the countries surrounding.4 Over the centuries, 

                                                             
1 Rila Mukherjee, “Civilizational Linkages in the bay Bengal Region Until 1800” in Prabir De (ed.), Twenty Years of 

BIMSTEC: Promoting Regional Cooperation and Integration in the Bay of Bengal Region, New Delhi: KW 

Publishers, 2018, pp.47-48. 
2 D.V. Subba Rao, “The Bay of Bengal” in Charles R.C. Sheppard (ed.), Seas at the Millennium: An Environmental 

Evaluation, Volume II, New York: Pergamon, 2000, p.271. Also See, 

https://www.worldatlas.com/aatlas/infopage/baybengal.htm.  
3 Bhaskar Chattopadhyay, An Introduction to the Maritime History of India (With Special Reference to the Bay of 

Bengal), Calcutta: Punthi Pustak, 1994, p.117. 
4 Ibid. 
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India has played a key role in the successful functioning of these trading networks – both due to 

its geographic centrality and power of its markets. Of the two ocean segments bordering peninsular 

India, the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal, the Bay has probably been the more important in 

the volume and value of trade. Tamralipti (a city in ancient Bengal), was the greatest trade-

emporium of the East connected to different countries. There are vivid accounts of the sea-voyages 

and coastal-trade underlining a long-continued tradition of Bengal’s role in maritime and 

commercial pursuits since the days of Tamralipti.5 The Bay has long been central to the history of 

globalisation, acting as the meeting space for the merchants of the Indian and Pacific oceans, as 

well as later European powers. The Bay established a commercial and cultural liaison between the 

West and the East.  

 

Historically, the waterways have been a medium of trade that provided an impetus to the 

growth of maritime enterprises for densely populated littoral countries, such as India, Bangladesh, 

Thailand, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, and Indonesia. More importantly, there was evidence of 

unique inland navigation network in Bengal which not only provided a distinctive environment 

throughout the early history of Bengal but it also linked Bengal to the larger Ganga and 

Brahmaputra valley networks, on the one hand, and the east coast and Bay of Bengal systems, on 

the other.6 The inland navigation system played a crucial role in the economic, social and cultural 

life of the region. 

 

There is a growing salience of the Bay once again in academia and policymakers in recent 

years. The Bay’s economic and strategic significance is undeniable due to several reasons, whether 

its strategic geography or rich reservoir of natural resources or the presence of a variety of 

transnational threats. All these shape policies of all countries in the region. Located at the heart of 

the Indo-Pacific region amidst unfolding geopolitical complexities and unfolding challenges to 

regionalism, the Bay is witnessing a widespread interest among littoral states and major powers 

for building a regional community in the Bay of Bengal. This presents a golden opportunity for 

                                                             
5 Ibid, p.129. 
6 Himanshu Prabha Ray, “The Archaeology of Bengal: Trading Networks, Cultural Identities”, Journal of the 

Economic and Social History of the Orient, Vol. 49, No. 1 (2006), pp. 68-95. 
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India and other countries of the region to come up with practical ideas for advancing the agenda 

on connectivity, commerce and sustainable development of the littoral states.7 

 

Unity in Diversity 

The Bay of Bengal is one of the marvels of nature and unique marine ecosystems in the 

world. It is the largest bay in the world with some of the largest rivers in the world, namely Ganga, 

Brahmaputra, Irrawaddy, Mahanadi, Godavari and Kaveri discharging in it.8 It is an enclosed sea 

bounded by India on the west and northwest, on the east by Myanmar, Thailand, Malaysia and 

Indonesia, Bangladesh on the north and south by Sri Lanka.9 It has resulted in its distinctive 

geological features. It contains 572 islands notably Car Nicobar, St. Martin’s Island, Chowra Island 

and Sagar Island.10 It has key straits like Strait of Malacca and Palk Strait. It contains the Gulf of 

Mottama, which is one of the world’s largest areas of permanently muddy water.11 The Bay of 

Bengal is habitat to a diverse and endangered species of marine life including elusive dugongs, 

around 20 cetaceans has been sighted, about 40 per cent sea snake’s diversity in the world, five 

species of turtles, seven species of seabirds, elasmobranchs like rare megamouth shark, rays, and 

skates. It contains rich and diverse fish fauna including demersal and pelagic fish. Mangroves are 

not only key to the sustenance and survival of the ecology but are also the lifeline for the fishing 

community. 45 species of mangroves are found in the Bay of Bengal. 12 per cent of global 

mangroves are in this region.12 Sundarbans, a mangrove area in the delta formed by the confluence 

of the Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna Rivers, is the jewel in the crown of the Bay of Bengal 

ecosystem. It is a unique landscape consisting of a web of islands, creeks, rivers, marsh and 

                                                             
7 C. Raja Mohan, “The Bay of Bengal in the Emerging Indo-Pacific,” ORF Issue Brief No. 416, October 2020, 

Observer Research Foundation (ORF).  
8 Bishnu B. Bhandari, “The Bay of Bengal: A Forgotten Sea,” in Bishnu B. Bhandari and Reiko Nakamura (eds.), 

The Proceeding of the Symposium on the Bay of Bengal, 2016, 

http://rcj.o.oo7.jp/english/2016_myanmar_mission/BOB%20Symposium%20Report.pdf, (Accessed on 15/12/2020). 
9 Sylvie Guénette, An exploratory ecosystem model of the Bay of Bengal Large Marine Ecosystem, December 2013 

(revised 27 August 2014), https://www.boblme.org/documentRepository/BOBLME-2014-Ecology-09.pdf, 

(Accessed on 15/12/2020). 
10 Shakeel Anwar, “The Island Groups”, 24 November 2015, https://www.jagranjosh.com/general-knowledge/the-
island-groups-1448369008-1, (Accessed on 15/12/2020). 
11 “Gulf of Mottama: Navigating muddy waters”, 9 June 2016, https://www.iucn.org/news/myanmar/201606/gulf-

mottama-navigating-muddy-waters, (Accessed on 15/12/2020). 
12 David Brewer, Donna Hayes, Vincent Lyne, Anthea Donovan, Tim Skewes, David Milton and Nicole Murphy An 

ecosystem characterisation of the Bay of Bengal, March 2015, 

https://www.boblme.org/documentRepository/BOBLME-2015-Ecology-13.pdf, (Accessed on 15/12/2020) 
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backwaters spreading across 16,000 km2 across Bangladesh and India along the Bay of Bengal.13 

It is the largest mangrove forest ecosystem in the world and a UNESCO heritage biodiversity 

hotspot and is largest habitat of the endangered Royal Bengal Tigers which are estimated to around 

600 in wild.14 Apart from the Royal Bengal Tiger, it is home to the Gangetic river dolphin, Olive 

Ridley turtles, estuarine crocodile, water monitors, Indian python, and has rich biodiversity in 

terms of bird, fish and insect species.15 

 

The unique ecosystem of the Bay over the millennial has been a melting pot of civilisation. It has 

been a sentinel that has seen the rise and fall of empires and kingdoms. Beginning of the first 

millennium saw the rise of sea trade in the eastern and southern coast of India.16 In the second 

century, Tamaralipta, the capital of the kingdom of Vanga in eastern India, was a bustling port 

exporting indigo, silk, and copper to the Roman Empire and the kingdoms of south-east Asia.17 

The Roman geographer Ptolemy calls Tamaralipta as “Tamilitis”, a rich and a thriving port.18 It 

was also a centre of culture and learning. Fa Hien, the famous Chinese traveller, when he visited 

Tamaralipta, found 24 Buddhist monasteries in and around the city.19 Emperor Asoka’s son 

Mahindra set sail for his Buddhist missionary mission from this port.20  

 

The sixth century saw the emergence of the Pallavas in south India who ruled from Kanchipuram, 

a magnificent city encircled by a fortress wall. It was a well-planned city with beautiful mansions 

and majestic towers. Pallavas not only provided peace and stability but promoted trade and 

commerce.21 Under their patronage, Mamallapuram developed into a major port of the 

                                                             
13 Aditya Ghosh, Sustainability Conflicts in Coastal India: Hazards, Changing Climate and Development 

Discourses in the Sundarbans, Cham: Springer Nature, 2018. 
14 Annu Jalais, Forest of Tigers: People, Politics and Environment in the Sundarbans, New Delhi: Routledge, 2010. 
15 A. Anurag Danda, Anupam Joshi, Asish Kumar Ghosh and Ratul Saha Edited, State of Art Report on Biodiversity 

in Indian Sundarbans, August 2017, https://support.wwfindia.org/other/State_of_Art_Report.pdf, (Accessed on 

15/12/2020). 
16 Sunil S. Amrith, Crossing the Bay of Bengal: The Furies of Nature and the Fortunes of Migrants, Cambridge 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2013. 
17 Tamluk, https://www.britannica.com/place/Tamluk, (Accessed on 15/12/2020). 
18 Nitesh Sengupta, Land of Two Rivers: A History of Bengal from the Mahabharata to Mujib, New Delhi: Penguin 

Books, 2011. 
19 Suhrid Sankar Chattopadhyay, “Unearthing a culture”, The Frontline, 22 February 2013, 

https://frontline.thehindu.com/arts-and-culture/heritage/unearthing-a-culture/article4372313.ece, (Accessed on 

15/12/2020) 
20 Sanjeev Sanyal, The Ocean of Churn: How the Indian Ocean Shaped Human History, New Delhi, Viking, 2016. 
21 Kanakalatha Mukund, The World of the Tamil Merchant: Pioneers of International Trade, New Delhi: Penguin 

Books, 2012. 



Reliving the Bay of Bengal in Our Time  

 

6 
 

Coromandel Coast. It had extensive trade relation with Java, Sumatra, Thailand, Cambodia and 

Vietnam.22 Mamallapuram port was an integral part of the silk route trade with China.23 The Cholas 

were not only one of the greatest Kingdom in south India but were the pioneer of international 

trade.24 They rose from relative obscurity in the 6th century to be the dominating power in 

peninsular India and Southeast Asia from the 10th to 13th century. Building upon the political and 

economic structure of the previous dynasties they provided internal peace and thriving external 

trade. They encouraged trade and commerce by providing the traders with favourable terms of 

trade and security. They helped in the formation of Chola merchant guilds like Manigramam and 

Ayyavole that laid a strong foundation for internal and external trade. Meera Abraham posit that 

institutional support provided to the Chola merchant by the guilds helped them control and 

dominate trade routes on both Coromandel and Malabar coast.25 The Chola ruler were also great 

builders. Urbanisation and building temple complexes gained momentum, Rajaraja built the 

majestic Brihadeswara temple is now a UNESCO world heritage site. The temples were not only 

a spiritual centre but were also an arena for economic and cultural activities.26 R.C. Majumdar 

notes how temples played an important role as a centre of learning.27  

 

The rise of Srivijaya a thalassocratic empire in the  Melaka-Sunda Strait region in the 8th century 

heralding a new era of trade and cultural syncretism in Southeast Asia. It was founded by the local 

Malay Chiefs around the Palembang a port city in southeastern Sumatra. It is located halfway 

between straits of Melaka and strait provided it with a strategic advantage.28 Palembang was also 

a natural harbour and connected with Musi river which was navigable for long distances resulted 

in its predominance as a major trading port and with time the Srivijaya’s ruled most of Sumatra 

                                                             
22 Dennis Hudson, The Body of God: An Emperor’s Palace for Krishna in Eighth-Century Kanchipuram, New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2008. 
23 ETB Sivapriyan, Mamallapuram-China ties date back to 2,000 years, 5 October 2019, 

https://www.deccanherald.com/national/south/mamallapuram-china-ties-date-back-to-2000-years-766523.html, 

(Accessed on 15/12/2020). 
24 Kanakalatha Mukund, The World of the Tamil Merchant: Pioneers of International Trade, New Delhi: Penguin 

Books, 2012. 
25 Tansen Sen, Buddhism, Diplomacy and Trade: The Realignment of Sino-Indian Relations, 66-1400, Honnolulu: 

University of Hawai’i Press, 2003. 
26 Kanakalatha Mukund, op. cit. 
27 R.C. Majumdar, Corporate Life in Ancient India, Calcutta: Firm K.L. Mukhopadhyay, 3rd ed, 1969. 
28 Nicholas Tarling Edited, The Cambridge History of Southeast Asia, Volume One,: From Early Times to c.1800, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,1992. 
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and Malay Peninsula.29 When Chinese pilgrim I-Ching visited Palembang he found that it was not 

only a prosperous trading port with ships laden with goods from China and India but a 

cosmopolitan city renowned for culture and Buddhist scholarship30. The Srivijaya Kings were 

Buddhist and had deep religious and cultural ties with India. The famed Nalanda University was 

partly funded by the Sri Vijaya Kings.31 Since 9th-century Arab traders were in direct trade in 

Indian Ocean rim and extended to China through Southeast Asia. Many of the pioneer Muslim 

traders in Southeast Asia were Persians from the gulf and Arabs from Hadhramaut.32 The married 

locally and Islam legal framework for trade and commerce attracted other local traders to join their 

community.33 With the time Islamic trading communities were developed in Aru, Perlak, Lambri, 

Pasai and with Melaka being an important commercial and financial entrepot.34 Anthony Reid 

observed Islam came to Southeast Asia through trade and was consolidated by political and 

military power.35  

 

The tranquillity of Bay of Bengal was disturbed by the emergence of European power in the 15th 

century.36 K.M. Panikkar termed it “Vasco da Gama Era” which created a new order in the horizon 

of Bay of Bengal.37 The Portuguese under Vasco Da Gama not only disrupted the Arab monopoly 

in trade but went beyond the commercial sphere to political domination. Portuguese lead was 

followed by other European powers Dutch, Danes, English and the French. After initial Portuguese 

hegemony in the region, Dutch wrested from them in the 17th century. In the 18th century saw a 

bitter contest between English and the French. By the middle of the 18th century dominated the 

Bay of Bengal region and continued to be a paramount power till the end of Second World War.38 

 

Age of Turmoil 

                                                             
29 Anthony Reid, A History of Southeast Asia: Critical Crossroads, EBook, Wiley Blackwell, 2015. 
30 Nicholas Tarling Edited, The Cambridge History of Southeast Asia, Volume One,: From Early Times to c.1800, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992. 
31 Sanjeev Sanyal, The Ocean of Churn: How the Indian Ocean Shaped Human History, New Delhi: Viking ,2016. 
32 Anthony Reid, A History of Southeast Asia: Critical Crossroads, EBook, Wiley Blackwell, 2015. 
33 Rhoads Murphey and Kristin Stapleton, A History of Asia (7th Edition), New York: Routledge, 2014. 
34 Anthony Reid, A History of Southeast Asia: Critical Crossroads, EBook, Wiley Blackwell, 2015. 
35 Anthony Reid, Charting the Shape of Early Modern Southeast Asia, EBook, Silkworm Books, 2014. 
36 Sanjay Subrahmanyam, The Political Economy of Commerce Southern India 1500-1650, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1992. 
37 Tapan Raychaudhuri and Irfan Habib Edited, The Cambridge Economic History of India, Volume I: c 1200-

c.1750, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982. 
38 K.M.Panikkar, Asia and Western Dominance, London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd, 1959. 
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The Bay of Bengal is facing an unprecedented crisis triggered by rapacious plunder of nature and 

geopolitical machination leading to a chain of concatenation unleashing tides after tides of 

ecological, economic and security challenges with devastating Consequences. We depend on 

nature for our lives and livelihoods from having a symbiotic relation in harmony with nature there 

has been a paradigm shift to exploiting and ravaging nature backed by modern technological 

innovation with devastating consequences. This has a catastrophic effect on nature with the fastest 

even levels of species loss. In the last 40 years, there has been a 60 per cent decline in the 

populations of mammals, amphibians, reptiles, birds and fish.39 Around 1,000 domesticated breeds 

of mammals used for agriculture and food are threatened. Over 680 vertebrate species have been 

extinct in the preceding centuries due to excessive hunting and deforestation.40 Current extinction 

rates are around 100 to 1000 times higher than the historical average.41 One million fauna and flora 

species are threatened with extinction.42 The oceans and the seas have been a conduit for human 

civilizations for thousands of years. Roughly ninety per cent of the world’s goods are transported 

by oceans and seas. They connect each nook and corner of the globe and are the highways of the 

interconnected world.43 The exponential growth of human activities has transformed them beyond 

recognition. They have absorbed a fourth of all the carbon emanations and 90 per cent of excess 

heat of global warming. This carbon absorption led to “ocean acidification” a process leading to 

the decrease in oceans pH caused by the absorption of Carbon dioxide. Ocean acidification led to 

the decline and destruction of coral reefs.44 Coral reefs are not only the key to sustaining the marine 

ecosystem but also provide a livelihood to over 275 million people in the coastline in over 100 

countries. They contribute 15 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) in over 20 countries. They 

defend the coastal areas from the onslaught of storms and erosions.45 Coral reefs are under grave 

                                                             
39  Sir Partha Dasgupta, The Dasgupta Review – Independent Review on the Economics of Biodiversity( Interim 

Report),April 2020, 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/882222/The_Econ

omics_of_Biodiversity_The_Dasgupta_Review_Interim_Report.pdf, (Accessed on 20/12/2020). 
40 UN Report: Nature’s Dangerous Decline ‘Unprecedented’; Species Extinction Rates ‘Accelerating’,6 May 2019 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/05/nature-decline-unprecedented-report/,(Accessed 

on20/12/2020). 
41 Felbab Brown Venda, The Extinction Market: Wildlife Trafficking and How to Counter it, New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2017. 
42 Jeff Tollefson, Humans are driving one million species to extinction, 6 May 2019, 

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-01448-4, (Accessed on20/12/2020). 
43 James Castonguay, International Shipping: Globalization In Crisis, 

https://www.visionproject.org/images/img_magazine/pdfs/international_shipping.pdf, (Accessed on20/12/2020).  
44 David Wallace-Wells, The uninhabitable earth : life after warming, New York: Tim Duggan Books, 2019. 
45 Coral Reef Risk Outlook, https://sos.noaa.gov/datasets/coral-reef-risk-outlook/, (Accessed on20/12/2020). 
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threat due to myriad human interventions in the marine ecosystem like rapid urbanization of the 

coastal areas, deforestation, discharge of toxic pollutants and overfishing has threatened around 75 

per cent of the coral reefs and is expected to escalate in future if immediately to corrective measure 

is taken.46 The tide of ever-accelerating of human impact is having a catastrophic effect on the Bay 

of Bengal. The Bay of Bengal’s unique ecosystem is now under tremendous pressure posed by 

population pressure, spatial transformation, excessive resource extraction, salinization, sea-level 

rise, and climate change.47 Its famed ecosystem consisting of unique flora and fauna are under 

threat. Iconic species like Royal Bengal Tigers, Irrawaddy dolphin, Gangetic river dolphin, 

megamouth shark, estuarine crocodile and Olive Ridley turtles are on the verge of extinction. The 

Bay of Bengal region of the most populous regions of the earth. The eight countries along its 

coastline Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Maldives, Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Thailand 

has a quarter of the world’s population.48 The Bay of Bengal region is a severe cyclone-prone 

region in the world between 1891 and 2018 it was stuck by 41 severe cyclonic storms and 21 

cyclonic storms.49 These cyclones take a huge toll on life and property. Bhola cyclone killed over 

3,00,000 people in Bangladesh in 1971,50 while Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar killed over 84,000 

people in 2008.51 The recent Amphan super cyclone killed over 84 people in India and Bangladesh. 

It left a trail of destruction uprooting thousands of trees and flattening houses.52 Due to climate 

change, the intensity of cyclones over the Bay of Bengal region is on the rise. Prasad Kumar 

Bhaskaran, head of Ocean Engineering and Naval Architecture at the Indian Institute of 

Technology in Kharagpur said “Due to global warming, the property of the ocean is changing. The 

sub-surface water temperature is more than the temperature of the surface water, leading to more 

                                                             
46 Lauretta Burke, Reefs at Risk Projections: Present, 2030, and 2050, February 2011, 

https://www.wri.org/resources/charts-graphs/reefs-risk-projections-present-2030-and-2050, (Accessed 

on20/12/2020). 
47 Dr. Staffan Holmgren, An environmental assessment of the Bay of Bengal region, 1994, 

http://www.fao.org/tempref/docrep/fao/007/ad894e/ad894e00.pdf (Accessed on 20/12/2020). 
48 Sunil S. Amrith, Crossing the Bay of Bengal: The Furies of Nature and the Fortunes of Migrants, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press, 2013. 
49 Jayanta Basu, Bengal most vulnerable to climate risk, flags India’s first assessment report, 3 July 2020, 

https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/climate-change/bengal-most-vulnerable-to-climate-risk-flags-india-s-first-
assessment-report-72117, (Accessed on20/12/2020). 
50 Amitav Ghosh, The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable, New Delhi: Allen Lane, 2016 
51 Myanmar: Cyclone Nargis 2008 Facts and Figures, 3 May 2011, https://www.ifrc.org/en/news-and-media/news-

stories/asia-pacific/myanmar/myanmar-cyclone-nargis-2008-facts-and-figures/, (Accessed on20/12/2020). 
52 Amphan: Kolkata devastated as cyclone kills scores in India and Bangladesh, 21 May 2020, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-52749935, /, (Accessed on20/12/2020). 
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conservation of energy and the ability of the sea to form severe cyclones”.53 Climate Guru James 

Hansen predicts an apocalypse future due to climate change sea levels could rise by several meters 

in future submerging most of the coastal cities uninhabitable.54 Climate change, potential sea-level 

rise and extreme weather change creates a nightmare scenario for densely populated coastal cities 

like Kolkata, Dhaka, Chennai, Manila and Jakarta. Posing enormous adaptation challenges 

effecting the urban poor the most who lives in the crowded floodplains or unstable slopes.55 George 

Marshall posits, “Climate change is inherently uncanny: Heather conditions and the high-carbon 

lifestyles that are changing them are extremely familiar and yet have now given a new menace and 

uncertainly”.56 The exponential growth of human intervention has resulted in rampant pollution in 

the Bay of Bengal ecosystem with devastating effects. The mighty rivers like Ganga, 

Brahmaputra, Irrawaddy, Godavari, Cauvery, Krishna and Salween are carrying colossal amount 

of untreated refuge, agriculture and aquaculture waste, plastic and toxic industrial effluent.57 They 

are choking the life out of the ecosystem. The Bay has become a vast sink of wastes containing a 

noxious cocktail of human waste, nutrients, cytotoxic, medical wastes, antibiotic and hormone-

mimicking materials.58 Pollution poses a major challenge to both biodiversity and human 

security.59 Around 200 million people living along the coastlines are wholly or partially dependent 

on the bays for their livelihood.60 The Bay of Bengal accounts for nearly four per cent of total 

global catch corresponding to nearly six million tons of fish providing animal protein to nearly  

                                                             
53 Namrata Acharya, Severity of cyclones in Bay of Bengal on the rise, say scientists, 3 May 2019, 

https://www.business-standard.com/article/current-affairs/severity-of-cyclones-in-bay-of-bengal-on-the-rise-say-
scientists-119050300848_1.html, (Accessed on20/12/2020). 
54 Oliver Milman, Climate guru James Hansen warns of much worse than expected sea level rise, 22 March 2016, 

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2016/mar/22/sea-level-rise-james-hansen-climate-change-scientist, (Accessed 

on20/12/2020).   
55 Climate Risks and Adaptation in Asian Coastal Megacities: A Synthesis Report, September 2010, 

http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/866821468339644916/pdf/571100WP0REPLA1egacities01019110web

.pdf, (Accessed on20/12/2020).   
56 Amitav Ghosh, The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Uthinkable, New Delhi: Allen Lane, 2016. 
57 Amitav Ghosh and Aaron Savio Lobo, Bay of Bengal: depleted fish stocks and huge dead zone signal tipping 

point, 31 January 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/jan/31/bay-bengal-depleted-fish-stocks-

pollution-climate-change-migration, (Accessed on20/12/2020).   
58 Sunil S. Amrith, Crossing the Bay of Bengal: The Furies of Nature and the Fortunes of Migrants, Cambridge 
Massachuetts: Harvard University Press, 2013. 
59 Vörösmarty, C., McIntyre, P., Gessner, M. et al. Global threats to human water security and river 

biodiversity. Nature 467, 555–561 (2010). https://doi.org/10.1038/nature09440. 
60 Amitav Ghosh and Aaron Savio Lobo,Bay of Bengal: depleted fish stocks and huge dead zone signal tipping 

point,31 January 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/jan/31/bay-bengal-depleted-fish-stocks-

pollution-climate-change-migration, (Accessed on20/12/2020).   
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400 million people of the region.61 All these issues need more focussed and interdisciplinary 

research for a better understanding of contemporary challenges and ways to tackle them for the 

sustainable development of the region. 

 

Blueprint For Shared Prosperity 

While there is a huge potential for the revitalisation of the Bay as a pivot to the emerging idea of 

Indo-Pacific and a vibrant geo-economic and geostrategic region, it has innumerable challenges 

too, which requires collective efforts of the Bay littoral states. A range of issues needs attention 

including port logistics and legal frameworks, expanding physical and digital connectivity, 

enhancing people to people connect, strengthening sub-regional and regional cooperation 

mechanisms. Already, efforts are being made to work on these aspects, particularly by the Indian 

government. Several initiatives have been taken by the Government of India to revive the Bay of 

Bengal’s rich history and tradition. However, three vital areas need more attention of 

policymakers.   

 

First is the importance of inland navigational network and linking India’s northeast region with 

the Bay. The Northeast region comprises eight states Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, 

Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim and Tripura has enormous strategic significance as it 

borders Bangladesh, Myanmar, Nepal, Bhutan and China. This region has been blessed with rich 

fauna and flora. Numerous ethnic groups that reside there presents a remarkable kaleidoscope 

culture. This region has deep ties with the neighbouring countries and the exchange can be seen in 

the regional art, culture and language. However despite these close interactions and the huge 

potential this region has been a saga of underdevelopment marked by strife and discord. The need 

of the hour is unleashing the immense energy of the youth of the region through modern 

technological innovation and managerial expertise.  

 

                                                             
61 MM Majedul Islam,Alarming plastic pollution in the Bay of Bengal,10 August 2019, 

https://www.thedailystar.net/opinion/environment/news/alarming-plastic-pollution-the-bay-bengal-

1784278#:~:text=Over%2046%2C000%20pieces%20of%20plastics,fishes%20in%20the%20world's%20oceans, 

(Accessed on20/12/2020).   
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Second, it is important to connect the landlocked states of Nepal and Bhutan into the bay area by 

connecting them through a network of roads. They can have special zones in the bay area port for 

the export of their goods. It will not only be beneficial for them but will usher development in the 

areas through which the road passes.  

 

Third, the countries of this region need to develop a political framework which takes into account 

supremacy of rule of law and peaceful coexistence. It is pertinent to enforce a code for sustainable 

development of regions’ natural resources. There is a need for greater cooperation and 

collaboration of India’s Northeast region with its neighbouring countries the resulting cross-

pollination will ignite a new era of peace and prosperity in the region.  

 

The Bay of Bengal is emerging as a significant field of research and its study has the potential to 

build bridges between countries in the region as well as academic disciplines. Indeed, the Bay of 

Bengal studies requires more attention from policymakers and academicians alike.  

 
 


