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Thedeadlock inthe SAARC hasaggravated
ORIGINAL ARTICLE after series of terrorist attacks in India that has

pushed India to ook towards the grouping of the
BIMSTEC. Thiswas clearly visible in India’s action
when Prime Minister Narendra Modi invited the
members of the BIMSTEC in its swearing-in-
ceremony in its second term which witnessed a
deviation from 2014 swearing-in-ceremony in
which SAARC memberswereinvited. It meant that
Pakistan, Afghani stan and Mal dives would not be
part of the ceremony in the second term. The Bay
of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical
and Economic Cooperation, with absence of
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complements with India’s Act East Policy and its
Neighbourhood First Policy. The question arises
whether BIMSTEC replaces SAARC or
complements the process of regional integration.
The paper has been divided into different sections. The paper discusses and analyses reasonsfor failure
of SAARC as a regional organisation. The paper also focusses on the reasons for India’s shift towards
the BIMSTEC. The paper analyses the debating question whether BIMSTEC can replace SAARC inthe
near future or it isa new chapter in the arena of regional cooperation in South Asia.
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Introduction

The South Asian Association for Regiona Organisation (SAARC) hasrecently focussed on i ssues of
disability, youth, nutrition and elderly with the voice of Secretary General about theseissuesat different
internationa forums. It cdebrated its40" anniversary in 2024 guarantesingitscommitment for regiond integration
and connectivity. However, if compared with other regional organisationslike The Bay of Bengd Initiativefor
Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), BRICS and Association of South East
AsanNations(ASEAN), itssuccessrateisvery low dueto politica tensons, least economicintegration with
low intra-regiond tradeamong member countriesand the current situation with themembership of Afghani stan.
Thedeadlock inthe SAARC hasaggravated after series of terrorist attacksin Indiathat haspushed Indiato
look towardsthe grouping of the BIMSTEC.
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Theinvitation of the BIMSTEC membersin the swearing-in ceremony by theIndian Prime Minister
NarendraModi in his second term demongtrates ashift from his previous stand when the SAARCmembers
were invited in 2014 during his swearing-in ceremony. This signifies a major strategic shift in India’s policy
towards East anditsNighbourhood First Policy and from thegroupings of the SAARC to thegroupingsof the
BIMSTEC. A renewed push in BIMSTEC can bewitnessed when Indiahosted its outreach summit in 2016
aongside BRICS summitin Goa. Thetaksduring BRICS meet haveanew dimensionto IndiaBIMSTEC
relations (Dutta 2019). The PM of India said during the Kathmandu’s SAARC summit in 2014 that,
“opportunities must be realized through SAARC or outside it” and “among us all or some of us” (Desai 2019).

Rationale and Scope of the Study

The study makesan attempt to examine the significance and importance of SAARC and BIMSTEC for
regional cooperation and regional integration in South Asia. An emphasis has been on the India’s position
concerning thesetwo regional groupingsand the choicethat Indiamakesinitsforeign policy concerningthe
two groupings. It assessesthe challenges, experience and strategies of Indiato addressthecentral question
how regional groupingshave acquired much significancein the current period. The paper anayseswhether
BIMSTEC can bean dternativefor SAARC or BIMSTEC isan opportunity for enhancing theregional
cooperation in South Asiaand acts as a bridge between South Asiaand South East Asiathat is between
SAARC andASEAN. The study would help present the significance of regional cooperation for Indiaand
how regional groupingscan be made moreeffectivein the current situation of multipolar world.

Objectives

The study will be undertaken with the following objectives: 1) To analyse the reasons for India’s shift in
itspoliciestowards SAARC. 2) Tofocuson theimportanceof BIMSTEC for India. 3) To investigate whether
BIMSTEC can replace SAARC as aregional grouping in South Asia. 4)To examine BIMSTEC asan
opportunity to connect SAARC and ASEAN.

Research Methodology

Themethodsused inthe proposed study isdescriptive, andytica and statistical and isbased onempirical
review of the dataand literature collected from both primary and secondary sources. The primary sources
include the documents and reports from the government departments of India, BIMSTEC, and SAARC. It
asoincludesarticlesfrom academic newspapers. The secondary sourceswould includethe relevant books,
aticlesand dsojournasfrom different publications.

SAARC: Issues and Challenges

The SAARC suffersfrom severa chalengesand oneamongst such challengeisthe problem between
Indiaand Pakistan. Indiahad to recourseto BBIN (Bhutan, Bangladesh, Indiaand Nepa) agreement in 2015
inplaceof SAARC Motor VehicleAgreement and the SAARC Satdllitewasrenamed as SouthAsiaSatellite
after Pakistan’s withdrawal(Jacob 2016). The cross-border terrorism isa major concern for India but Pakistan
hasfailed to addresstheseissues (Ahmed 2016). The politica issuesamong the member countrieshaveledto
the suspension of 11 summits. (Ahmed 2017). Indian Ambassador to Oman, UAE and Saudi Arabia, also
discussed about the ineffectiveness of the SAARC. He said, “So, the invitation to BIMSTEC leaders for the
swearingin ceremony indicatesthat Indiaisnow shaping an aternativeregiona engagement platform because
SAARC has no basis to go forward.... it is regrettable but it is a fact of history, it (SAARC) is not going to go
anywhere for the time being” (The Economic Times 2019). Even after the implementation of SAFTAin 2006,
theintra-regiona tradeamong the SAARC countriesislessthan five percent (World Bank 2020). Thebaance
of power intheregionisasymmetrical with Indiabeing aheadof other membersintermsof GrossDomestic
Product (GDP), military power, popul ation and territory. There has been suspicion and mistrust among the
members with India playing ‘Big Brother role’. The lack of trust among the member countries especially
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Pakistan hasresultedin severd stalling of projects(Mandana2014). Themembersareoptingfor bilateralism
asan easer option compared to agrouping at different levelsof functioning (Thapar 2006).

BIMSTEC: Importance and Significance for India

BIMSTEC consistsof al major countries of South Asiaexcept Maldives, Pakistan and Afghanistan
and has emerged asanatural platform for regional integration in South Asia. The chances of economic
cooperation were explored by Thailand in 1994 in adesire to connect South Asiaand South East Asia
(Mehta2002). It wasoriginally caled BIST-EC that isBangladesh, India, Sri Lankaand Thailand Economic
Cooperation (Sharmaand Rathode 2015). BIM STEC hasbecome popular asit connectsthelittoral countries
of Bay of Bengal and the ecol ogies of Himaayas. BIM STEC hasrelevancein termsof geography, economy,
regional integration, maritime security, connectivity and strategic. It comprises of 22 percent of world’s total
population and is world’s largest bay. The GDP of BIMSTEC has been around 3.8 trillion USD. Every year,
one fourth of the World’s traded goods cross the bay (BIMSTEC 2022). It has emerged as the route for 25
percent of the world’s trade. The regional cooperation has been identified in 14 sectors and divided with
different countries (shownin Table 1). It can be seen that India has been handling important sectorslike
Trangport and Communication, Tourism, Environment and Disaster Management and Counter Terrorismand
Transnationa Crimes.

Table1: BIMSTEC Sectorsand Lead Countries

Sectors Lead Countries
Tradeand Investment Bangladesh
Technology Sri Lanka
Energy Myanmar
Transportation & Communication India
Tourism India
Fisheries Thalland
Agriculture Myanmar
Cultura Cooperation Bhutan
Environment and Disaster Management India
PublicHedth Thalland
People-to- People Contact Thaland
Poverty Alleviation Nepal
Counter Terrorismand Transnationd Crime | India
Climate Change Bangladesh

[Source: BIMSTEC website (2022)]

TheBIMSTEC helpsIndiain boosting its blue economy* and guaranteeing maritime protection by
providing solutionstoissuessuch asaverting traffi cking of women and drugs, il legitimatefishingand misfortunes
acrossmaritimeand illegitimateandirregular migration. BIM STEC dsoisin harmoniouswith the Security and
Growthfor All intheRegion (SAGAR)?initiativeof India. It meansthat every boat would risewiththerisein
thetides. Theboats symboliseregiona countriesand rising tide symbolisestogetherness. The Sittwe Port of
Myanmar is closer to North Eastern States of Indiathan the state of Kolkata. It would also help Indiain
integrating with the ASEAN’s Master Plan of Connectivity 20253, Indiahas madeinvestmentsin India-
Myanmar-Thailand Trilaterd Highway, the Ka adan Multimoda Trangit Transport Project andtheBIMSTEC
Motor VehicleAgreement. The absence of Chinaand Pakistan meansfew obstaclesin achieving regional
integration objectivesthrough BIMSTEC.

BIMSTEC would aso help Thailand in achieving itsLook West Policy. It enhancesthe connectivity
with theASEAN countriesfor thesma ler countrieslike Bangladesh, Nepa and Bhutan. BIMSTEC provides
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variousopportunitiesfor trade devel opment. Theintra-BIM STEC trade of Myanmar isaround 36.14 percent
of its total trade. The intra-BIMSTEC trade of Nepal and Sri Lanka’s is around 59.13 percent and 18.42
percent. Theintra-BIM STEC trade of Bangladesh is 11.55 percent (Jha2015).Indiawishesto utilisethe
maritimeroutesin termsof both national, regional and sub regional contexts. It wishesto developitsNorth
Eastern region bothin terms of economic and regional devel opment.

TheBIMSTEC isrelevant for its connectivity. Thefour states of Indiaare adjacent to Bay of Bengal
like Andhra Pradesh, Orissa, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal that comprises of one-quarter of India’s population.
TheNorth Eastern regions of Indiawould find connectivity to Myanmar, Thailand and Bangladesh through
Bay of Benga. The PM of Indiarefereed BIMSTEC asanatura platform that would helpin achievingits
foreign policy objectives of Act East Policy and Neighbourhood First Policy. Chinahas shown itsactive
presencein Bay of Benga Region and Indian Ocean region throughits submarines and shipsand assuch the
significanceof theBIM STEC increasesto much extent for India. It would also help Indiain responding to
China’s belt and road initiative in BIMSTEC region as China is keen on developing infrastructure through its
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) # project in South Asiaand South East Asia.

IsBIMSTEC a Substitute for SAARC?

According to thereports of theWorld Bank (2022), the SouthAsian region hasthe potentia to double
its trade engagement which cannot be done through SAARC providing an opportunity for BIMSTEC. India’s
tradewith BIMSTEC countrieshas shown agrowth of 10.4 percent annualy (World Bank 2017).Thefourth
BIM STEC summit of 2018 has emphasised on finalising the Free Trade agreements among the countries
(Desal 2019). There have been instances which demonstratesthe reyuvenation of BIM STEC between 2016
and 2018 (Bhatia 2018). Some scholars believed that the BIM STEC was formed to keep Pakistan away
from hurdling regional integration. However, Former PM of IndiaManmohan Singh hasclarified thisby
saying, “we are not trying to isolate any country. Pakistan is not linked geographically to the Bay of Bengal and
itisas simple as that” (TOI12004). S. Jaishankar, the External Affairs Minister said that India can see mix of
“energy, mindset and possibility” in BIMSTEC (Chaudhary 2019). Ranil Wickremesinghe, former PM of Sri
Lanka said, “SAARC is deadlocked. While BIMSTEC is not a substitute for SAARC, itis, nevertheless, a
starting point for integration” (Meera 2020). Jaishankar once said during the Ramnath Goenka Lecture that as
India aspires to become major power in future, it cannot “continue with unsettled borders, an unintegrated
region and under-exploited opportunities” (MEA, 2019).

BIMSTEC’s relevance can be witnessed in 2004 when Manmohan Singh said “We consider our
participation...as a key element in our Look East policy and long-standing approach of good neighborliness
towardsall our neighboursby land and sea. The challengebefore usisto transform therichnessof our human
and natural resourcesinto cooperativeregiona activities promoting devel opment, enhancing prosperity and
the wellbeing of our people and ensuring our collective security in all its multifarious dimensions” (MEA
2004).The BIMSTEC summit of 2017 witnessed Prime Minister looking forward to it as he said, “Itis a
natural platform to fulfill our key foreign policy priorities of Neighbourhood First and Act East”, as it provides
connectivity to Great Himal ayas and the Bay of Bengal along with South East Asiaand SouthAsia. The
membersshare historical, geographica and cultural linkages.

At present, India’s foreign policy revolves around two important imperatives (Bhatia 2020). First, it
triesto cooperate with magjor powersof theworld asit aspiresto become onein thefuture. Second, it triesto
have peaceful and positivetieswithimmediate neighbours. Therehavea so been severd positiveinclinations
towardsSAARC. Sri Lankan Prime Minister M ahindaRgj apaksaa so requested to continue with the process
of regional integration. He said, “We have already gone a considerable distance in building SAARC and that
should be continued” (Haider 2020). Bangladesh and Nepal have been unhappy with the slow progress of
BIMSTEC and BBIN, and they still hopefor reviva of the SAARC. Thereisneed of political will among
member countriesof both BISTEC and SAARC. Indiacould findwayswith someflexibility to engage Pakistan
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in SAARC summit to beheldinIdamabad. Indiahasinvited PrimeMinister of Pakistan, Imran Khan for next
Sanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) summit. According to C. Rgjamohan (2004), theBay of Bengal
community needsto complement the effortsof SAARC that wishto promotefreetradeareain SouthAsaThe
charter of the BIMSTEC aso says that it is a bridge between SAARC and ASEAN. The process of
regiondisationin SAARC over many years have been much stronger compared toworksunder BIMSTEC.
The SAARC hasitsownimportance and s gnificance though Indiahas shown ashift initspoliciestowards
regiond integration by putting SAARC onhold at ones deand enhancingregiond integrationthrough BIMSTEC
ontheother. Thelndia=ASEAN relations have been based on 3-Csthat includes Connectivity, Commerce
and Culture. The same pattern needsto befollowed for BIMSTEC aswell as SAARC whichwould helpin
itsreviva and success.

Conclusion

The problems of the unjust economic world order and structural shortcomingsare overcomethrough
regional arrangements. BIMSTEC and SAARC aretheinvention in this course. SAARC isaregiona
organisation asit consistsof countriesfrom aparticular regionthat isSouthAsa, whereassBIMSTEC isinter-
regiond organisation asit comprises of countriesfrom both SouthAsiaand South East Asia. Theseregiona
groupings complement and harmoni se each other if seenintermsof their goals and objectives. Through
BIMSTEC, the SAARC countries getsan opportunity to connect withtheASEAN members. Thereisaways
possibility of SAARC surviva asitsmesetingshavebeen postponed but not cancelled. Thesuccessof BIMSTEC
addsanew chapter for regiona cooperationintheregionsof SouthAsia. The SAARC wasaproduct of cold
war eraasit was established in 1985 whereas BIM STEC was establishin 1997 post-cold war era. Thereis
lack of trust among SAARC memberswhereasin BIMSTEC acordial relations can be seen among the
members. The SAARC suffersfrom regional politicswhereasthe objectivesof BIMSTEC istoimprove
economic and technical cooperation. Thereisdominanceof onepower Indiain SAARC butinBIMSTEC
the balance of power ismaintained with Indiaand Thailand being itsmembers. It can besaid that BIMSTEC
cannot occupy the place of SAARC but it addsanew chapter to the process of regiona integrationin South
Asialt wishesto devel op cooperation with other devel oping countries and al so with other regional and
internationa organisationthat hassimilar amsand objectives(SAARC Charter 2022).
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