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Introduction: Unlocking BIMSTEC’s Potential
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Anasua Basu Ray Chaudhury

As an emerging zone of convergence between South and Southeast Asia, the Bay of Bengal has gained strategic and economic prominence within the broader Indo-Pacific framework. At the heart of this regional cooperative architecture lies the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), which emphasises connectivity as a cardinal pillar to regional growth and development. Since its inception in 1997, BIMSTEC has identified ‘transport and communication’ as a key area of cooperation. At the 5th BIMSTEC Summit in March 2022, this sector was reorganised and renamed ‘connectivity’ (1). Anchored in principles of equality, non-interference, and mutual benefit, the BIMSTEC Charter (adopted in March 2022) entrusts Thailand with leadership in advancing this sector.

This volume examines how BIMSTEC’s connectivity agenda reflects the collective aspirations of its member states—Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Thailand—for shared prosperity, regional resilience, and openness in a multipolar Indo-Pacific. Despite differences, these countries share a broad consensus that greater connectivity is key to unlocking the region's economic potential and advancing its development. BIMSTEC encourages cooperative integration and open regionalism through port development and cross-border electricity trade. Simultaneously, efforts to enhance resilient infrastructure, coupled with diversification of supply networks, address the region's growing vulnerability to economic disruptions, environmental challenges, and geopolitical changes.

Member states regard connectivity as an engine of economic integration and political cohesiveness, while infrastructure development is largely regarded as a logistical activity. From a geographic point of view, Nepal and Bhutan have deemed BIMSTEC programmes as important to open access to the blue and digital economies. While the connectivity agenda also seeks to position Sri Lanka and Myanmar in regional supply chains and movement corridors, this agenda also captures national interests related to port development, trade facilitation, and maritime cooperation for coastal nations such as Bangladesh, India, and Thailand.

With projects such as cross-border electricity trade and resilient infrastructure development, BIMSTEC tries to establish open regionalism that benefits all, regardless of size or geography. Thus, these efforts aim to reduce shared vulnerabilities to climate change, economic shocks, and geopolitical uncertainties—the issues increasingly highlighted by the smaller and more vulnerable economies in the grouping. However, the connectivity discourse today also encompasses domains beyond physical infrastructure: digital connectivity, supply-chain security, blue economy cooperation and disaster-risk management, all of which now form essential building blocks for a future-ready regional order. By placing BIMSTEC's evolving connectivity vision within the broader Indo-Pacific discourse, this volume tries to link regional perceptions with cooperative integration. Thus, it asks how BIMSTEC can be made into a vehicle for creating a Bay of Bengal community that is more prosperous, resilient, and inclusive, in harmony with the Charter's founding spirit.

Bangkok Vision 2030

The Bangkok Vision 2030 (2), adopted and spearheaded by Thailand during the 6th Summit in March 2025, is an overarching document that revolves around the theme ‘A Prosperous, Resilient and Open BIMSTEC by 2030 for our people and future generations’. This vision document undertakes a value-laden reclassification of the Bangkok Declaration of 1997, which serves as BIMSTEC’s foundational mandate, and recategorises BIMSTEC’s seven comprehensive areas of cooperation under the three crucial heads: ‘prosperous’, ‘resilient’, and ‘open’.

This document sets clear directions towards a ‘prosperous BIMSTEC’ through economic integration and inclusive development, with special emphasis on supporting the developmental needs of the least developed countries (LDCs; Bangladesh, Bhutan, Myanmar and Nepal) (3); a ‘resilient BIMSTEC’ through stability, preparedness, and institutional robustness to effectively mitigate non-traditional security challenges that has been facing the region; and an ‘open BIMSTEC’ through inclusive dialogue, people-to-people engagement, cultural exchanges, tourism and so on. However, despite such an ambitious roadmap and the immense potential the region offers, several areas need strengthening for effective implementation, including enhancing institutional capacity, improving financing, and resolving political and security divergences among member countries. Initiatives such as the BIMSTEC Master Plan for Transport Connectivity and the Grid Interconnection Master Plan mark significant progress toward realising this vision. However, key gaps persist, including the lack of strong conflict-resolution mechanisms, insufficient gender-responsive policies, significant environmental vulnerabilities, and an unclear approach to external engagement.

A further challenge lies in resource mobilisation. While Vision 2030 outlines aspirations across multiple sectors, it does not provide clarity on financing models, the role of multilateral development banks, or how to systematically engage the private sector. The Vision’s implementation thus hinges on BIMSTEC’s ability to complement state-driven efforts with private investment, regional value chains, development partnerships, and climate-finance frameworks. Strengthening the secretariat, increasing predictable funding, and developing a monitoring mechanism remain important prerequisites for transforming the Bangkok Vision into tangible progress.

The Master Plan for BIMSTEC Connectivity

The BIMSTEC Master Plan for Transport Connectivity (as designed by the Asian Development Bank) (4), comprising 267 projects (216 in infrastructure, 51 in soft infrastructure), is closely aligned with the Bangkok Vision 2030 and reflects strong progress toward its framework. Finalised under India’s chairmanship and adopted in March 2022, the plan aims to create a seamless multimodal transport network to improve the movement of goods and people. Its implementation is evident in major achievements such as the Akhaura–Agartala rail link (yet to be operationalised), highlighting effective India–Bangladesh cooperation. Complementary developments, including coastal shipping arrangements and expanded inland waterway protocols also strengthen bilateral connectivity. Ongoing initiatives, such as the India–Myanmar–Thailand Trilateral Highway, are expected to provide Nepal and Bhutan with better access to regional markets. Other significant projects, such as the Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujib Railway Bridge and the Matarbari deep-sea port in Bangladesh, underscore the plan’s broader goal of enhancing intra-regional trade and integration.

Yet the Master Plan, ambitious and holistic in scope, needs convergence with border management systems, customs modernisation, digital trade mechanisms, and regulatory harmonisation. Without unified standards, interoperable logistics systems, and coordinated infrastructure planning, physical connectivity alone cannot translate into trade gains. The absence of dedicated dispute-resolution frameworks and slow progress in modernising land customs stations further limit the Master Plan’s transformative potential. Moreover, the Plan requires stronger links with the private sector, which will be key to maintaining transport fleets, operating logistics corridors, and transforming ports into competitive regional hubs.

Current Hiccups

A key insight shared by both the Vision and the Master Plan is that BIMSTEC’s relevance depends on turning ambitious plans into practical outcomes. With a population of 1.7 billion and a combined GDP of US$5 trillion (5), the region holds vast potential. Unlocking it, however, requires sustained commitment to harmonising standards, easing customs procedures, and addressing political differences to position BIMSTEC as a vital bridge between the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).

The current situation presents significant challenges. Weak regional coordination, inadequate information sharing, and uneven technical standards obstruct the development of seamless road connectivity across BIMSTEC. Ageing transport fleets and cross-border restrictions also inflate costs and reduce efficiency, highlighting the need for private investment and aligned operational frameworks. Ongoing security concerns, particularly in conflict-affected areas such as Myanmar, continue to slow progress and impede the establishment of dependable regional transport networks.

Compounding these operational difficulties are climate-induced disruptions—cyclones, floods, landslides, and coastal erosion—which significantly affect transport corridors, supply chains, and border infrastructure. Without climate-proof planning and early-warning systems, connectivity projects risk becoming vulnerable to recurring environmental shocks. The Bay of Bengal is one of the world’s most disaster-prone regions, and BIMSTEC’s connectivity ambitions can succeed only when resilience becomes integral to corridor planning.

Recent political turbulence in Bangladesh and the ensuing constitutional crisis have clouded the prospects for India–Bangladesh cooperation. The resulting instability has disrupted trade flows and infrastructure projects: rail services linking the two countries have reportedly been suspended, jeopardising cross-border connectivity vital for BIMSTEC ambitions (6). Moreover, the protracted Rohingya crisis is also a cause for concern. The continued influx of refugees and the absence of progress on safe repatriation have heightened Dhaka’s security and humanitarian burdens. Together, these pressures have become significant irritants for Bangladesh on both the domestic and regional fronts, thereby challenging the momentum of BIMSTEC connectivity and integration efforts. Additionally, the recent death-sentence verdict for Bangladesh’s former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina has introduced fresh uncertainty into India–Bangladesh relations (7). Strategically, this instability raises questions about the long-term feasibility of major regional infrastructure initiatives, potentially undermining the momentum of the BIMSTEC transport plan.

These political developments highlight a larger structural gap: BIMSTEC lacks mechanisms to shield connectivity initiatives from domestic political fluctuations. Until the organisation institutionalises dispute-management tools, risk-sharing mechanisms, and long-term project safeguards, progress will remain vulnerable to shifting national politics, geopolitical pressures, and security disruptions.

About the Volume

This volume is divided into four major sections. 

The first section, ‘Common Goals, Open Futures: Strengthening Regionalism through Collaboration in the Bay of Bengal’, comprises three essays that collectively underscore BIMSTEC’s strategic potential as a bridge between South and Southeast Asia while highlighting the persistent challenges that impel its effectiveness. The essays assess how the organisation’s strategic promise is shaped—and often constrained—by institutional capacities, political conditions, and the differing national priorities of its member states. Together, they offer a grounded understanding of the opportunities and structural reforms necessary to strengthen BIMSTEC’s regional relevance and effectiveness. Sreeradha Dutta emphasises BIMSTEC’s growing relevance amid SAARC’s stagnation but notes that political instability, weak institutional capacity, and funding shortages continue to hinder progress. She identifies security cooperation, trade facilitation, and multimodal connectivity as priority areas requiring renewed commitment, with India playing a central role. Pratnashree Basu focuses on the widening gap between BIMSTEC’s ambitions and its institutional reality, arguing for stronger structures—such as a more empowered secretariat, streamlined mechanisms, and sustainable financing—drawing lessons from organisations like ASEAN and the European Union. Complementing these perspectives, Nishchal Nath Pandey highlights Nepal’s proactive engagement and BIMSTEC’s value to landlocked states, while cautioning that geopolitical tensions, limited capacity, and structural weaknesses still impede deeper integration. Together, the essays call for incremental yet determined efforts to strengthen BIMSTEC’s institutional foundations, enhance connectivity, and reinforce collective regional resilience.

The second section, ‘Connectivity for Prosperity: Member States’ Priorities to Achieve Common Goals’, has five essays that highlight the varied yet interconnected perspectives of the BIMSTEC countries on regional connectivity, economic integration, and security cooperation. Together, these essays map the ambitions, constraints, and strategic choices that inform BIMSTEC’s evolving approach to building an integrated and future-ready Bay of Bengal region. In this context, U Kyaw Nyunt Lwin underscores Myanmar’s strategic role as the land bridge between South and Southeast Asia, noting both its geographic advantages—spanning ancient trade routes and key ports—and the setbacks caused by ongoing political instability. From Thailand’s standpoint, Surat Horachaikul emphasises Bangkok’s centrality in driving BIMSTEC connectivity through its ‘Thailand 4.0’ vision, Eastern Economic Corridor, and middle-power diplomacy that balances relations with India and China. Roshan Saha and Anasua Basu Ray Chaudhury focus on energy security, arguing that despite strong economic and sustainability incentives, political mistrust, regulatory inconsistencies, and infrastructure deficits continue to impede meaningful cross-border energy cooperation. Offering a Sri Lankan lens, Aditya Gowdara Shivamurthy notes Colombo’s renewed interest in trade and connectivity amid its economic recovery, even as slow BIMSTEC progress pushes it toward bilateral engagements, particularly with India. Complementing these dimensions, Sohini Bose highlights the critical role of maritime connectivity, observing that while BIMSTEC has made some progress, it lacks a dedicated port development agenda—an area where India’s decade-long Sagarmala programme offers valuable lessons for strengthening regional maritime infrastructure. Together, these contributions illustrate both the promise and persistent challenges of advancing a cohesive and resilient BIMSTEC connectivity framework.

The third section, ‘Sustainable Growth and Economic Diversification: Responses from the Regional Stakeholders’, includes four essays that examine how BIMSTEC members are shaping a forward-looking development agenda rooted in national priorities and regional synergies. Collectively, these contributions explore how diverse economies—from Bhutan and Bangladesh to India and the wider region—are leveraging BIMSTEC to advance sustainability, economic diversification, geoeconomic cooperation, and climate resilience. The essays capture the growing recognition that long-term prosperity in the Bay of Bengal hinges on aligning domestic development strategies with BIMSTEC’s emerging vision for an integrated, resilient, and future-ready region. Karma Dorji illustrates Bhutan’s value-driven engagement rooted in Gross National Happiness, showcasing its initiatives in digital connectivity, organic agriculture, and energy diversification as aligned with BIMSTEC’s sustainable development goals. Soumya Bhowmik charts BIMSTEC’s transformation from inertia to institutional renewal—with the Charter, sectoral rationalisation, and Vision 2030—arguing that its future credibility hinges on delivering tangible outcomes in trade, connectivity, and geoeconomic cooperation. Nilanjan Ghosh presents an eight-pillar ‘India Wishlist’, outlining how a functional BIMSTEC can drive trade growth, supply-chain de-risking, trusted connectivity, blue economy collaboration, digital public infrastructure, value chains, knowledge creation, and institutional strengthening. Complementing these perspectives, Khondaker Golam Moazzem and Sabiha Sharmin situate Bangladesh’s participation as a strategic balance between domestic resilience and regional interdependence, emphasising connectivity expansion, trade diversification, renewable energy cooperation, and climate adaptation as key to its post-COVID-19 recovery and LDC graduation. Together, these contributions highlight BIMSTEC’s potential to emerge as a collaborative, future-ready platform anchored in shared prosperity, sustainability, and strategic coherence.

The fourth section, ‘Building Resilience: Considering Non-Traditional Security Among Member States’, has five essays that collectively highlight the breadth and urgency of non-traditional security (NTS) challenges confronting the BIMSTEC region, emphasising the need for coordinated, multidimensional, and people-centred responses. These contributions show how challenges such as trafficking, food insecurity, climate pressures, health risks, and human-development gaps now spill across borders, making coordinated, people-centred regional responses more urgent than ever. Taken together, the essays demonstrate that strengthening BIMSTEC’s NTS agenda is essential not only for safeguarding communities but also for reinforcing the region’s long-term stability, connectivity, and shared resilience. Sreeparna Banerjee draws attention to the growing threats of trafficking in persons, drugs, arms, and wildlife, exacerbated by porous borders and uneven enforcement capacities, calling for harmonised legal, operational, and community-level interventions. Shoba Suri underscores persistent nutritional vulnerabilities aggravated by climate shocks and limited agricultural trade, proposing a BIMSTEC food security framework rooted in climate-resilient agriculture, technology transfer, and equitable nutrition. Arpan Tulsyan positions education as a strategic yet underutilised tool for enhancing regional resilience, strengthening skills, connectivity, and people-to-people linkages to address a spectrum of NTS threats. Sufia Khanom highlights environmental degradation and climate change as the region’s most acute NTS risks, using Bangladesh as a case study to show how ecological stress drives broader insecurities, and argues that BIMSTEC’s unique geopolitical positioning offers a promising basis for collective action. Complementing these perspectives, Oommen C. Kurian and K.S. Uplabdh Gopal examine efforts to build health resilience through stronger primary care, digital health systems, and cross-border cooperation, asserting that integrated data, referral mechanisms, and social protection can help convert uneven national capacities into a shared buffer against future shocks. Together, these essays outline pathways for a more coordinated, resilient, and future-ready BIMSTEC security architecture.

This volume arrives at a crucial moment for BIMSTEC, offering a timely and multidimensional assessment of its evolving role in a rapidly changing Bay of Bengal region. Bringing together diverse scholarly and policy perspectives, it highlights both the organisation’s strategic potential and its persistent institutional, political, and developmental challenges. By examining connectivity, economic cooperation, and non-traditional security in an integrated manner, the volume aims to provide a holistic understanding of BIMSTEC’s connectivity roadmap and the member states’ aspirations. It presents analyses that outline the obstacles and practical pathways for strengthening BIMSTEC, making it a valuable resource for shaping a more connected, resilient, and future-ready regional architecture.

Anasua Basu Ray Chaudhury is a Senior Fellow with ORF’s Neighbourhood Initiative.

The editor gratefully acknowledges Sreedipta Roy and Subhangi Mukherjee (Research Interns, ORF) for their assistance in producing this volume.
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1 Reenergising the BIMSTEC Through an Internal Refocus 
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Sreeradha Datta

The current global political landscape is marked by considerable fluidity, with new alliances and partnerships emerging regularly. Some bilateral relations are strengthening, while others are losing momentum. At the same time, several multilateral initiatives are evolving to enhance cooperation, reflecting shifting patterns of geopolitical engagement. In South Asia, the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) remains largely inactive due to political differences among its members. In contrast, the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), although progressing gradually, is better positioned to harness the region’s economic potential.

However, the BIMSTEC is not without constraints; indeed, its member states seem plagued with internal dissonance. South and Southeast Asia have both been struggling with quick political changes; four of the seven BIMSTEC countries have experienced political disruptions in recent times. This began with the military coup in Myanmar in February 2021, leading to several rounds of inconclusive ethnic wars. The situation remains volatile, but after consolidating its presence over a significant geographical area, the military has announced a limited election for late December (1). Thailand's parliament has chosen its third prime minister in two years and is gearing up for elections early next year. Sri Lanka appears to have stabilised to some extent following the victory of the National People’s Power coalition, but Bangladesh and Nepal are still in the throes of severe political and economic challenges. 

While there were deep underlying political, financial, and social problems in Nepal (2) and Bangladesh (3), and to some extent in Sri Lanka (4), the economic stresses will need urgent attention. While these issues will require domestic and internal resolution, the BIMSTEC grouping can serve as a platform for economic support. Additionally, India, as one of the larger member countries and with experience as a first responder in humanitarian and economic crises, can also be relied upon. BIMSTEC, one of the first sub-regional groupings worldwide to attempt building a security framework, should also promote the flexibility of non-binding, voluntary political decision-making among its members. Indeed, establishing it as a platform for discussion and dialogue can be a constructive exercise rather than being seen as a measure to intrude or intervene. 

BIMSTEC: The Aspirational Platform

Regional cooperation in South Asia has been slow and limited for a variety of reasons. While SAARC was formed in 1985 as an attempt to integrate the region economically, the grouping failed even to establish a preferential trade regime due to a lack of agreement. Thus, while the South Asian region was unable to deliver on regional cooperation, there was an expectation that forming a group to bring together South Asia and Southeast Asian states would be a far more enriching experience. The lack of political hostility was, of course, the most assuring factor within BIMSTEC. Given the relatively robust economic growth of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) bloc, expectations from BIMSTEC were thus high. 

While BIMSTEC has a combined GDP exceeding US$5.2 trillion with a population of 1.7 billion (2023) (5), it remains an underutilised economic corridor. Although it had identified all the sectors relevant to the region, its subgroupings progressed at a snail’s pace in the initial years. However, restructuring of the previous sectors has resulted in seven priority areas: trade, investment, and development (with Bangladesh as the lead country); environment and climate change (Bhutan); people-to-people contact (Nepal); agriculture and food security (Myanmar); science, technology, and innovation (Sri Lanka), connectivity (Thailand), and security cooperation (India) (6). While there is a common aspiration, each country has varied perceptions and expectations. While India has been keen to build on the momentum, ably supported by Thailand, in recognition that larger economies have a responsibility to advance smaller nations, the hesitancy to accelerate is evident. 

Although each country is working on the sectors assigned to them to build greater momentum and ensure that BIMSTEC develops into an effective functional organisation, this essay suggests a greater focus on three core areas to accelerate momentum. In some ways, each sector is connected to the others and will serve as a force multiplier. It is imperative to identify the challenges that have stymied the organisation so far. Security cooperation is identified as the core factor that binds the members together, providing a common framework for all. The essay also recommends extending BIMSTEC membership to Indonesia to leverage its economic strength, while accounting for external factors.  

Security Cooperation

While BIMSTEC is often criticised for a lack of visibility in the public domain, several dialogues and agreements have taken place. India has previously suggested developing the Bay of Bengal region as a ‘common security space’. Sharing best practices on such a counterterrorism platform will be a first-of-its-kind initiative, enabling all members to converge on formulating common responses to security challenges (7). 

In 2016, at the BIMSTEC leaders’ retreat hosted by India, the member states determined the need to boost cooperation between their intelligence and security organisations. India hosted the first meeting of the BIMSTEC national security chiefs in March 2017. A key outcome of the meeting was the recognition of the need to transform BIMSTEC into a “common security space” (8). The meeting was held annually for the next three years, and again in July 2024 in Myanmar. The security dialogues have suggested various initiatives that have led to cooperation at several levels, including the establishment of the Indian Navy’s Information Fusion Centre for the Indian Ocean Region in 2018. India had also offered 100 training slots for capacity building in the security domain, cybersecurity cooperation, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, and the use of emerging space technologies to address security challenges (9).  

India has also hosted two meetings of the BIMSTEC Expert Group on Cyber Security Cooperation (in 2022 and 2025) (10), the objective of which is to formulate an action plan to strengthen cybersecurity in the use of information and communication technologies, and is expected to be implemented within the next five years (11).

Importantly, BIMSTEC must not only coordinate evolving security cooperation among member nations but also be cognisant of each country’s domestic challenges. Indeed, domestic political resilience is a prerequisite for regional security. BIMSTEC should not be seen as an intrusive group, but its support may be a necessary mechanism to address any exigencies. 

Additionally, having a broad understanding of security issues will also ease cooperation in other sectors. 

Trade Facilitation 

One of the primary objectives of establishing BIMSTEC was to promote intra-regional trade and investment in the Bay of Bengal region. In 2004, the grouping concluded a free trade framework agreement, which encouraged the establishment of trade and investment facilitation measures, including simplifying customs procedures and developing mutual recognition arrangements. However, there are several challenges to realising free trade among the member states. Apart from differences in each country’s conditions and capacities to facilitate trade, some states have yet to undertake many of the activities needed to improve trade (12). Notably, most BIMSTEC countries lag behind global standards in adopting modern logistics practices. This is perhaps why most BIMSTEC countries perform poorly on the World Bank’s Logistics Performance Index. 

India has on several occasions called for deeper integration among the member countries to provide feedback and help strengthen trade facilitation and the cross-border movement of goods. Indeed, at the inaugural edition of the BIMSTEC Business Summit, India’s commerce and industries minister Piyush Goyal identified many trade facilitation measures to strengthen partnership in e-commerce and digital public infrastructure, as well as improve the integration of customs borders with the aid of technology, including computerising border controls and faster import-export online clearances (13).  

Agricultural trade can become a key driver of economic growth for the region. While tariff protection is high in this sector to maintain food and livelihood security, liberalisation is needed to augment regional trade. This can be done by focusing on specific sub-sectors within the larger agricultural sector (14). The member states will need to address many of the often-cited gaps, such as lower yields, non-similar food standards, demand-supply imbalance, and protectionist policies that affect enduring food security, to ensure progress in the region. India and Thailand will need to actively participate in lowering non-tariff barriers and improving trade facilitation measures, thereby enabling greater access for smaller economies and giving them an advantage in trade within the group. If the larger economies cannot dilute their protectionist measures, it is unlikely that BIMSTEC will emerge as a robust trade bloc. 

The BIMSTEC Charter will provide the framework and greater impetus to the region’s progress and growth. However, the lack of institution-building has left the organisation with a distinct weakness. To maximise potential, the larger economies will have to provide incentives for the smaller economies to trade with other member countries. To be sure, trade potential can only fully develop when land, air and marine routes are connected. Thus, towards that end, BIMSTEC had also laid out a plan. 

Multi-Modal Connectivity Plans

The BIMSTEC Master Plan for Transport Connectivity identifies 141 ‘flagship’ projects to enhance connectivity in the Bay of Bengal region at an estimated cost of US$47 billion. Implementing the plan will require commitment from all member states and international development partners to carry out necessary reforms and capacity development (15). The plan adopts a holistic approach, covering both hard infrastructure (such as roads, railways, ports, inland waterways, and airports) and soft infrastructure (such as the services using the hard infrastructure for international transport, namely capacity building, transport access agreements, and the harmonisation of rules, regulations and policies).

Many BIMSTEC countries have been working on increasing their physical connectivity with other member states, but this has been at cross-purposes with China’s transport connectivity plans in the region. China’s attempts to increase connectivity with some BIMSTEC countries are a concern, given the heightened hostility with India in recent years. Although a binding factor among the BIMSTEC members is the lack of hostility and political differences, China’s growing presence in the region is a sore point (16).

Another underlying issue is the lack of funds, which is a significant constraint for the BIMSTEC process (17). As such, BIMSTEC is not in a position to demonstrate its role and relevance in promoting improvements in intraregional transport connectivity. Indeed, for the ambitious connectivity plans to materialise, the cooperation of external organisations will be crucial.

The Way Ahead 

BIMSTEC holds strategic and economic importance for India. A successful BIMSTEC will be able to support India’s foreign policy initiatives focused on the region, such as ‘Act East’, ‘Neighbourhood First’, and ‘Security and Growth for All in the Region’. In recent years, India has focused on developing infrastructure in its Northeast, as it is pivotal for growth and as a means to connect with the BIMSTEC region. The Kaladan Multimodal Project, now a part of the BIMSTEC master plan, was designed as a cross-border connectivity initiative with Myanmar and also aims to revive traditional routes and ties. While many of these initiatives have achieved some success, bolstering them through BIMSTEC and integrating them with other overlapping policies will certainly consolidate them and lead to more positive outcomes. Many of India's foreign policy outreach efforts naturally align with BIMSTEC, and thus, greater momentum in one will invariably support the other. 

Still, BIMSTEC faces one key dilemma—whether to become more effective from within through its existing members or by expanding its membership to cover a larger geographical area. To be sure, BIMSTEC will undoubtedly benefit from the support of other larger economies. For instance, the grouping should consider expanding its membership to include Indonesia—the largest economy, with the largest population, and covering the largest geographic area in Southeast Asia—and one that is growing in importance in the Indo-Pacific region. Cooperation and convergence in the Bay of Bengal and the wider region are essential to ensure a stable Indo-Pacific and a peaceful international system. Not only do India and Indonesia share a strong historical relationship, but Indonesia also faces common trade, economic, environmental, and traditional security issues with the other member-states (18).

External pressures will lead to changes in how international trade is conducted, and it is critical that trade facilitation in the BIMSTEC region can respond positively to these adjustments to avoid the emergence of new non-tariff barriers (19). Indeed, the way ahead is echoed in the words of India’s foreign minister at the 2025 BIMSTEC Summit: “[The] Task before BIMSTEC is to be realistic about where we stand today, confident about the foundation of our endeavours and optimistic about its coming possibilities... India is aware of its special responsibility in regard to BIMSTEC. India connects most of them, provides much of the interface between the Indian Sub-continent and ASEAN" (20). As such, all member countries must hold similar aspirations and accord a similar level of interest and efforts to make BIMSTEC a truly effective regional partner. 

Sreeradha Datta is a Professor at the O.P. Jindal Global University, Haryana, India.
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2. Bridging the Gap Between Rhetoric and Reality: Institutionalising BIMSTEC
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Pratnashree Basu

The Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) occupies an important, albeit mostly dormant, position in the Indo-Pacific. At the global level, the effectiveness of regional organisations often depends less on rhetoric and more on institutional resilience. Yet, many such entities suffer from “under-institutionalisation”—a lack of formal structures, stable financing, enforcement mechanisms, and consistent operations (1). BIMSTEC exemplifies this challenge. Although a Secretariat was finally inaugurated in Dhaka in 2014, the institution remains under-resourced and structurally weak, undermining its capacity to translate vision into action. High-level meetings are scarce, the absence of binding decision-making powers hampers implementation, and a strong institutional identity has yet to emerge.

Encompassing seven nations—Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Thailand—it brings together around 1.8 billion people over a region that spans vital maritime and overland corridors linking South Asia and Southeast Asia, serving as both a conduit for global trade and a potential maritime-security domain. For India, BIMSTEC is not only a linchpin of its ‘Neighbourhood First’ and ‘Act East’ policies, but also a means to offer a forward-looking regional alternative to the fraught South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) framework (2).

Why, then, must BIMSTEC strengthen its institutional architecture? The answer lies in credibility—the extent to which member states and external partners perceive an organisation as reliable, actionable, and capable of delivering tangible outcomes. For BIMSTEC, institutional depth is not an end in itself; it is the mechanism by which its broad agenda—spanning trade facilitation, connectivity, energy, disaster resilience, and people-to-people ties—can materialise into concrete benefits. In a region marked by growing geopolitical competition and development gaps, BIMSTEC’s ability to serve as an operational regional actor depends squarely on stronger institutional capacity.

Although BIMSTEC’s strategic heft and functional promise are real, unless the organisation anchors itself in robust structures, standardised financing, and operational legitimacy, it risks remaining a declaratory platform rather than a credible linchpin of regional collaboration.

Evolution of BIMSTEC’s Institutional Framework

In its early years, BIMSTEC operated via loosely structured working groups and informal mechanisms. Its agenda was modest, focused on a few economic and technical areas, and the grouping lacked a permanent institutional base, relying instead on ad hoc coordination. Over time, BIMSTEC expanded its mandate significantly. Initially covering six sectors (trade, technology, transport, tourism, energy, and fisheries), by 2008, it had broadened this list to 14 areas—adding agriculture, public health, poverty alleviation, counterterrorism and transnational crime, environment and disaster management, climate change, culture, and people-to-people contacts. While this expansion demonstrated ambition and inclusivity, it also introduced complexity and diffusion, thus highlighting the need for future rationalisation.

A breakthrough came in 2014, during the Third BIMSTEC Summit, when member states signed the Memorandum of Association to establish a permanent Secretariat in Dhaka, Bangladesh. The Secretariat became operational later that year and was ceremonially inaugurated on 13 September 2014 by Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina of Bangladesh. This marked a turning point, transforming BIMSTEC from an informal forum into an institution harbouring greater continuity and bureaucratic coherence. However, the Secretariat’s resource base and mandate remained limited, with staffing and funding constraints hindering its ability to effectively spearhead regional initiatives.
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