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The main feature of what was dubbed as the ‘Gujral doctrine’ was that India would not
expect mutual reciprocity from its neighbours. Mr. Gujral was criticized for this
approach, with some dubbing it utopian and too soft on Pakistan and others feeling it
was patronizing towards smaller countries in the neighbourhood. One of the notable
successes was the Ganga Water Sharing Agreement signed in December 1996.
Bangladesh’s current PM was Prime Minister, while HD Deve Gowda was the Indian
PM. Gujral was external Affairs Minister. Mr. Gujral’s successors including the current
incumbent have sought to follow this approach, though there have been significant
tweaks in the past two decades. Strong growth rates also gave India the ability to assist
neighbours with financial assistance for infrastructural projects and capacity

development.

Nearly two decades later after signing the Ganga Water sharing agreement, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi who was quite aggressive on issues pertaining to Bangladesh
(especially migrant issues) signed the Land Boundary Agreement during his visit to
Bangladesh in June 2015. The agreement was in limbo, and had been opposed by his
party when it was in opposition. During an address at Dhaka University the Prime
Minister stated, "If you think the Land Boundary Agreement is about a few sq feet of
land going this side and that side, then think again. It is a bridge between two nations...

a meeting of hearts,

Indian investments in Bangladesh are also likely to witness a rise. Currently the major
Indian investors are Airtel, Marico, and Godrej. During a business summit in January
2016, Adani Group and Reliance also evinced interest in setting up power plants.
During Modi’s visit in June 2015 an agreement was also signed for the creation of two

SEZ’s for Indian companies.

In recent times, there has also been an emphasis on connectivity, both land and
maritime. During Prime Minister Modi’s visit not only were to bus services (Kolkata-

Dhaka-Agartala and Dhaka-Shillong-Guwahati) flagged off, the Agartala (Tripura)-
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Akhaura rail link an important project which is likely to be completed by 2017 was also
discussed. This rail link along with transit access to Mongla and Chittagong Ports will
help in saving time since currently the gateway to the North East is Siliguri or the
‘chicken’s neck’. Naysayers in Bangladesh have opposed this move of Bangladesh to
give transit rights, but Bangladesh too has benefited from increased engagement. The
Palatana Power Plant in Tripura, which was inaugurated through video-conferencing by
Modi, Hasina and the Chief Minister Manik Sarkar, will provide 100 megawatts of
power to Bangladesh. The latter had assisted India by providing transit facility through
Ashuganj Port for transportation of equipment for the power plant. Only recently,
Bharat Heavy Electricals Limited (BHEL) bagged a 1.6 Billion USD power project in
Khulna (Southern Bangladesh).

Key hallmarks of India-Bangladesh ties

The first factor is domestic politics. For India to reach out to any country, there has to be
strong political consensus between all. In the case of Bangladesh, there is a clear
consensus. For other countries in the region, it has to be a leader willing to bite the
bullet and incur the wrath. Sheikh Hasina has been clearly willing to do that. It is not
just the national level, but even state governments, such as Tripura, under Manik Sarkar,
which have sought to play a positive role. A number of important steps have been taken
by incumbent Manik Sarkar to reach out to Bangladesh, and these received strong
backing from both the UPA and NDA Government. So there has been a clear political
consensus. Other CM’s like Meghalaya CM Mukul Sangma too have been reaching out

to Bangladesh. He has spoken in favour of investments

Second, Bangladesh is emerging into an aspirational society with robust growth rates.
Between 19994-2016, the country’s average growth rate has been over 5.5 (5.72) with
an all time high of 7.05 in 2016. The business community has been willing to take risks
and even though the balance of trade is firmly in favour of India, Bangladesh has not

been afraid to remove restrictions realizing that competition is helpful in the long run.
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Third, Dhaka while maintaining good relations with Beijing has deftly balanced these
with good relations with India. It has not sought to leverage the rivalry between both
countries and has approached projects on merit; the Khulna Power plant in which a
Chinese company also evinced interest was ultimately bagged by BHEL due to

economic reasons.

Fourth, India has developed a strong bilateral relationship with Bangladesh and does not
view the country purely from the prism of SAARC. The joint declaration between both

countries released during the Modi visit strongly reinforces this point

‘...welcomed the agreement on establishing of the BIMSTEC electricity grid and
expressed the hope that the BIMSTEC Free Trade Agreement will be finalized soon.
They also expressed confidence that the BCIM-EC Study Group reports would be
finalized soon to allow decision making with regard to several projects envisaged under
this framework, particularly the Kolkata-to-Kunming Highway Project’. While some
important strides have been made in the bilateral relationship, domestic politics in both
countries are likely to First, it remains to be seen whether there are any major changes
in the near future in Bangladesh. Hasina’s popularity is waning and there is a belief that
she has kowtowed too much to India, especially by granting India transit rights. Critics
of Hasina belief she has not been able to get anything in lieu of all the overtures she has
made. It remains to be seen if the Bangladesh National Party (BNP) would reverse the
Awami League’s policies or follow her approach towards India, were it to come to
power. Apart from this, there is the growth of obscurantist forces, which are posing a

challenge to her, it remains to be seen how she deals with this challenge

India on its part should reach to all political stakeholders, it should also build consensus
in support of the Teesta Agreement. North-Eastern CM’s from Tripura, Meghalaya and
Assam should be encouraged to reach out to Bangladesh irrespective of party

affiliations. New Delhi should keep them on board with regard to important issues.
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In conclusion, it is imperative that there is a strong political consensus for improvement
of ties between both countries, and that some of the recent achievements are
consolidated. Bangladesh with its economic progress as well as giant leaps in HDI is

emerging as a success story and strong bilateral relations will be mutually beneficial.
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