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OP-ED

The importance of seizing the moment

RIME Minister
Narendra Modi
of India, in an

interview on
the eve of his visit has
likened the
unanimous
ratification of the LBA
and its Protocol by
the Indian Rajya
Sabha and Lok Sabha
to the fall of the
Berlin Wall. How
relevant is this
analogy? The Berlin Wall, constructed in 1961
was not just a wall that encaged West Berlin
within the then East Germany but also cut oft
the city from West Germany, and represented
in an iconic manner the East-West divide in
Europe. Its demolition in 1989, literally by
peoples on both sides of the Germanic divide,
therefore not merely depicted the demolition
of a brick-and-mortar structure that separated
peoples but also, more importantly, the
demolition of the walls created within the
minds of a the German people, and heralded
the end of the regime that had for over a
quarter century posited that the ideological
divide was literally carved in stone and was
forever immutable. In a sense, the demolition
of the Berlin Wall was also a forerunner of the
process that resulted in the “reunification” of
post-War Europe through the dramatic
enlargement of the European Union.

[f one takes into account that the Partition
of the historical India-subcontinent on the eve
of its independence from British Colonial rule
on August 14, 1947 was also through the draw-
ing of a line across a map that had hitherto
represented a single geo-political landmass for
millennia, and that post-Partition the strident
divisive nationalist jingoism actually fortified
the walls that were built within the mind-sets
of the new nations so created (which were far
stronger and more impermeable than the lines
on the ground), the analogy drawn by Mr.
Modi is not at all as far-fetched as sceptics
would wish it to be. When many in India,
Bangladesh and elsewhere in the sub-continent
had come to believe that border issues
spawned by the Radcliffe Award that marked
the Partition could never be resolved, the abil-
ity of negotiators not only to arrive at the final
agreement, and of Parliaments in both coun-
tries actually managing to get it ratified, with
disparate voices from right to left of the politi-
cal divide coming on the same platform and
voicing support, is a monumental shattering of
a glass ceiling of sort. It demolishes a tena-
ciously held myth by many that problems
between India and its partitioned neighbours
could never be resolved. The mind-set that this
event demolishes is perhaps far more impor-
tant than the barbed-wire fencing that has been
put on the ground reflecting the sheer difficul-
ties on the ground in managing a vastly porous
border whose lines were fuzzy and unclear to
many on both sides. I view this as prizing apart
the hitherto very narrowly defined space of
mutual comfort and trust through fragmenta-
tion of the mind-set of yore that had
bedevilled bilateral relations between the two
neighbours, as also the beginning of a process
that may, yet, ultimately make the fence irrele-
vant. I see Prime Minister Modi's visit to his
perhaps most important neighbour in the
eastern flank of India as replete with signifi-
cance and promising opportunities of mutual
benefit to both and the region.

How was Mr. Modi able to push through the
Constitutional Amendment Bill100 ratifying
the LBA and Protocol thereto so unanimously
in both Houses of Parliament, that even a
couple of days earlier had appeared likely to
flounder when recalcitrant allies and elements
of his own party had wanted to leave Assam
out of it? Mr. Modi deserves far more credit
than his critics are loathed to concede to him.
Let me assert here, Indian foreign policy for-
mulation and practice has historically been
based upon wide bipartisan consensus on most
important issues, particularly to those relating
to neighbours. As an active participant and
negotiator on the ground at the time when this
accord was being finalised, I can unequivocally
assert that this bipartisan consensus on the
LBA was there even when the Agreement was
signed in September 2011. However, the UPA-2
government was a relatively weaker coalition
than the UPA-1, and the tendency of its smaller
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coalition partners succumbing to play regional
or local issues with electoral politics in mind
made the ratification process, already complex
in India's federal structure increasingly more
difficult as the country moved forward to suc-
cessive state and national general elections.
The government of the day was committed to
the ratification, but was simply not able to
manage the politics adroitly. When Mr. Modi
was elected to power so convincingly in May
2014, found that even though his party (also a
“coalition”) dominated the lower house with
absolute majority was outnumbered by the
parties in opposition in the Upper House. In
the event, since the Bill tabled by the Congress-
led UPA-2 was still alive, but dormant, in the
Rajya Sabha, Mr. Modi brilliantly played smart
politics to turn the situation in his favour. He
listened carefully to all voices in India and
Bangladesh, and when it appeared quite evi-
dent that the piecemeal method advocated by
some of his allies risked losing for India what-
ever credibility and trust that had it had been
able to build to date so painstakingly in
Bangladesh, he over-rode his allies and gave
pre-eminence to India’s broader strategic goals
of opening up economically to the East that
required Bangladesh as an active and integral
partner to his “Act East” initiative. Realist as he
is, he understood that West Bengal supremo's
demand for monetary compensation had to be
met in acceptable measure. He also understood
that it was necessary to assuage the enormous
ego of the West Bengal Chief Minister to get
her on board both on the LBA and Teesta
accord. For this, while delegating this task to
his senior-most ministers (External Affairs
Minister Shushma Swaraj, Home Minister
Rajnath Singh and Finance and Corporate
Affairs Minister Arun Jaitley) to reason with
Ms. Mamata Bannerjee, he also reached out to
her personally. This was in sharp contrast to
the UPA-2 government handling that had
fallen abysmally short in Ms. Bannerjee's per-
ception on both counts. (She may also have
looked askance at Bangladesh's egregious
treatment of her in 2011 by not inviting her to
make a stand-alone visit when she had on
several occasions indicated that she was keen
to do so, and instead inviting her in September
2011 to share the limelight with four other
Chief Ministers, of Assam, Meghalaya,
Mizoram and Tripura respectively, accompany-
ing Primme Minister Manmohan Singh during
his visit.)

While we all welcome Ms. Bannerjee now
having come aboard on the LBA, it appears as of
last reports that she has still not relented on her
previously publicly stated position on the Teesta
agreement. Bangladeshis may perhaps not be
unjustified in feeling that while their own Prime
Minister did, in actuality, treat Ms. Bannerjee as
a sister in trying to accommodate her on the
issue as far as practicable without sacrificing
Bangladesh's interest on account of her political
compulsions in 2011, the latter had not recipro-
cated this sisterly gesture in full measure. One can
only hope that Ms. Bannerjee will now juxtapose
her apparently inflexible position to date against
the benefits to be gained from addressing the
larger picture and yet still be persuaded to relent
at the last moment, in a gesture of pulling out of
the hat a surprise gift for her Bangladeshi neigh-
bours and well-wishers!

Mr. Modi had made it abundantly clear
immediately after his landslide victory in the
2014 elections that gave him such a massive
mandate that he was going to pursue a “neigh-
bours first” policy, placing his immediate
South Asian neighbours in the inner core of a
several concentric circles of relations.

When the totality of his enunciated goals
and regional goals are viewed together, they are
eerily reminiscent of the late Mr. Deng
Xiaoping's goals and strategy after he assumed
power in 1979, when he had enunciated that
he would make the 20th century China's cen-
tury, to do which he launched his “four
modernizations” program for China's eco-
nomic development and growth but which
could only be achieved by underpinning those
goals on the bedrock of two foundational
prerequisites — “stability at home and peace
with neighbours” (China at that point of time
had adversarial relations with practically all
neighbours except North Korea). Mr. Deng was
able to achieve spectacular success on both
counts by 1990, and thereafter was able to
totally concentrate all efforts, energies and

resources to catapult China into transforming
into the second largest economy of the world

with outstanding growth performance and the
powerful country it is today.

Mr. Modi has similar development goals,
and he wasted no time in publicly signalling
his outreach intentions, particularly to his
immediate SAARC neighbours. But lofty goals
notwithstanding.

Mr. Modi is a pragmatic realist. He has
made it abundantly clear that while he would
wish to give a fillip to the entire SAARC pro-
cess, some sub-regions of SAARC might be
more amenable to moving forward than oth-
ers. This was demonstrated by the pattern of
his first bilateral regional visits in South Asia,

He visited Bhutan first, with whom India
has the best of relations, no problems and

confident that the Teesta Accord too will hap-
pen, sooner rather than later (if not during the
forthcoming visit itself).

With at least one (the more important in my
personal view) resolved, Bangladesh should
now be prepared to assume fully its role as hub
of connectivity, by river, rail, road and air for
which it is uniquely positioned, not only
between the Indian mainland and its North-
eastern states, but between the whole of India
and east Asia. [ recall that in one of her earliest
pronouncements after being elected to power
in 2008, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina had
asserted that she “wanted her rivers and water-
ways back”. This, I believe, was not merely a
sentimental declaration aimed only at cleaning
up badly polluted rivers, but a recognition that
by ignoring our rivers and concentrating only

from whom India will obtain 10,000 MW of
hydro-power (Bhutan has latent capacity of
generating between 23,000 -27,000 MW, of
which Mr. Modi would surely want to get
more). He then visited Nepal which had for
too long been neglected by India, to reach out
to its people and leadership and kick-start
relations and projects that had gone into hiber-
nation for over 2 decades. Mr. Modi's personal
magic touch has effectively assuaged that
resentful feeling of overbearing neglect. His
visit to Sri Lanka also served to restore the
bonhomie that had seen some jarring jolts in
the latter part of President Rajapaksa's term.

People in Bangladesh and India may (there-
fore) be excused for enquiring why he was
delaying his visit to Bangladesh. Mr. Modi
astutely recognized that he could only visit
Bangladesh when he was in a position to
deliver in full or partial measure the commit-
ments already made by India earlier and frozen
in the pipeline. He understood only too well
that a visit only with promises to “soon deliver
on promises” would not only go down badly
but could well result in an erosion of the capital
accumulated to date, and also create further
domestic problems for a friendly government in
Bangladesh. Above all, his efforts at establishing
regional credibility that are essential for his
larger strategic goals would have taken a palpa-
ble hit in the process. By settling the LBA issue
so deftly and convincingly, Mr. Modi may well
have had something more in his mind - he
could carry on his visit to China the model of
how a long-festering border issue had been
resolved between India and one of its three
neighbours with whom it had the largest bor-
ders, demonstrating that given political will and
determination to resolve problems, even the
most intractable of long-festering issues could be
resolved amicably and to mutual benefit.

It would be pertinent to remember here that
the LBA was almost not signed during Dr.
Manmohan Singh's visit because of the sense
of affront that many in the Bangladeshi leader-
ship felt when the final conclusion of the agreed
upon draft Teesta accord, having been initialled
by the Water Resources Secretaries of the two
countries, was aborted by the Indian side.

Ower the last three years | have repeatedly
and unwaveringly asserted to skeptics that the
LBA would ultimately be ratified by the Indian
Parliament, and on May 6and 7, I was vindi-
cated in my conviction. Today, I remain equally
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on roads and highways (very difficult to main-
tain during the best of climatic conditions),
Bangladeshi planners had ignored and gone
against the very geo-morphology of the terrain
that defined the country, and indeed the lives
of its people. Mr. Modi also believes, just as
passionately as Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
does, that our rivers have to be rejuvenated and
restored, and Mr. Modi has already directed
that India must develop in earnest national
waterways as assiduously if not more as it had
to date poured in resources for developing
national highways. Restoring the waterways
would enable far more goods and human
traffic to be transported across these waterways,
(and far cheaper and for much longer distances
per unit fuel or money); and restoration of the
waterways would also revive in the process
upstream and downstream activities that had
described the way of life historically for the
peoples inhabiting its many river basins, as
well as significantly reducing the carbon foot-
print of the country.

There is now, therefore, a significant con-
fluence of visions and interests as well in both
the countries, in respect of how water bodies
should be holistically and better managed
bearing in mind the heavy environmental and
ecological price that all have paid by ignoring
the growing water crisis. Bangladesh and India
can both work towards linking up their respec-
tive national waterways and expand it to
assume sub-regional dimensions, by facilitat-
ing, directly or by developing nearby hubs for
freeing Bhutan and Nepal from their land-
locked situations. Both would need to develop
communication infrastructure in harmony
with each other and always keeping the larger
goal of connectivity regionally for economic
development of all. Both should also seek to
break out from remaining hostage to
Benapole-Petrapole and Akhaura-Agartala
being the two principal gateways for trade.
While Dawki-Tamabil is in the process of
upgradation, some more points facilitating
more direct north south movement (like the
present grossly inadequate Changrabandha-
Burimari, Banglabandha-Fulbari, and
Nakugaon-Dalu points) should be made user-
friendly and more meaningfully operational,
that would immensely benefit Bhutan and
Nepal as well. Bangladesh would also do well to
reviving seriously its own Ganges barrage project
(on which the Ganges Treaty of 1996 was predi-
cated) so that it comes out of a perpetual depend-

ency situation, and seek Indian collabora-
tion/assistance in realizing this project.

Bangladesh and India also succeeded in
doing something that was summarily dis-
missed by Bangladesh some seven or eight
years ago when offer of electricity from India in
return for giving it passage of over-dimensional
cargo from West Bengal to Tripura to enable
construction of a 1100 MW gas-based power
station was summarily rejected (one was told
that the irrational rationale for the rejection of
that offer was that Bangladesh did not need
“hindu” power). Well Bangladesh is not only
purchasing these non-denominational electrons
to the extent of 500MW, but has linked a point
in its western grid with India's eastern grid, and
the two sides are figuring out how to cope with
the sudden whetting of appetite for this power.
India, in January 2012, had made public its offer
to Bangladesh to acquire equity (to the extent of
100% if it so wished) in any power project any-
where in India. Energy security is required to
fuel the South Asian industrial revolution to lift
its teeming millions (40% or more of its total
population) out of the morass of poverty. This
increasing cooperation in the energy and power
sector is an area that offers numerous win-win
scenarios. India's Northeast has latent hydro
power of over 70,000 MW, but it can evacuate at
the most only about 10,000 or 15000 MW
through the narrow and difficult terrain that is
its “chicken neck”. So no significant investment
has been made in the power sector in the North-
eastern states. Bangladesh could enter into joint
or sole investments, in hydro and other modes
of power generation and also offer evacuation
through Bangladesh in return for a sizeable
quantum of that power being dropped in
Bangladesh. In return, Bangladesh needs Indian
approval for evacuation of hydro-power (of
10,000 MW at least, should we so desire, from
Bhutan alone) from Bhutan and Nepal. This
would ensure our medium and long term energy
security, and also put in place the architecture for
regional energy security - the key to development
and prosperity. If the government or the private
sector of India is willing to enter into joint venture
projects with Bangladesh towards our mutual
energy security, we should certainly grasp it.

The prospects of the two countries further
deepening and broadening their existing
cooperation and collaboration, and expand-
ing them progressively to embrace the region,
whether in South Asia itself or beyond to the
East, are immense. Whether, and to what
extent, progress can, or will be made are
dependent on one single factor that looms
large over everything else - deeply entrenched
mind-sets, perhaps more now in the smaller
neighbours than in India that is today a far
more self-confident nation than it was say a
decade or two earlier. The baggage that we
have is our unfortunate legacy from the cata-
clysmic Partition of 1947, and of that post-
colonial aberrational phenomenon called the
Cold War which subsumed so many of the
world's discourses in the last half century and
whose spectre still casts a dark shadow on
many present-day discourses, keeping alive
still the spirit of discord and malevolence in
bits and parts. To overcome this, history has
to be perceived as such, history to draw les-
sons from, not to imprison ourselves in a
time warp. While it becomes imperative for
the strong and large to be more generous and
sometimes even to appear to be self-effacing
to give the smaller and weaker the sense of
secure space and trusting comfort, it is
equally incumbent on the latter to lower their
guards that are frozen in perpetual belliger-
ence of self-defence and more often than not
loathe to recognize the moment when a good
offer is being made, and accept the hand
offering that. Such a moment is now upon us,
which bodes well for our bilateral relations as
well for regional economic integration - at
least in the eastern BBIN (Bangladesh-
Bhutan-India and Nepal) sub-region of
SAARC. Let us seize it. Let us demonstrate, to
ourselves and the rest of the region, that there
is nothing to fear but fear itself, and nothing
succeeds like success!

The writer was High Commissioner of Bangladesh to India
from August 2009-October 2014. He had earlier served as
Deputy High Commissioner to New Delhi (July 1984-
August 1988) and as Additional Foreign Secretary of
Bangladesh for South Asia and SAARC (March 1995-March
1997). He is currently Advisor to the World Bank on South
Asian Regional Integration and concurrently Distinguished
Fellow in the Vivekananda International Foundation, New
Delhi.

“There is still hope for a Teesta deal during this visit"

Dr. Imtiaz Ahmed, Professor of International Relations at Dhaka University, talks to Nahela Nowshin of The Daily Star about contending
issues between Bangladesh and India on the occasion of Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi's visit to Bangladesh.

The Daily Star (TDS): Delhi has made it clear
that no deal on Teesta will be signed during
PM Modi's visit. What will the ramifications
of that be for Bangladesh?

Imtiaz Ahmed (IA): I will still not rule out a
deal on Teesta. Sushma Swaraj did not say that
the central government is against a deal on
Teesta. She basically said that Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee needs to be part of any water
sharing agreement on Teesta. The issue then
becomes about when and how Mamata
Banerjee is brought on board.

PM Modi's visit to Bangladesh is different
from that of Manmohan Singh in 2011.
Congress did not have a majority then and
Manmohan Singh was dependent on other
parties and State ministers, including Mamata
Banerjee. But PM Modi has a two-thirds major-
ity in Lok Sabha and his government has
already completed one whole year.

[ don't think he will want to give off the vibe
that Mamata Banerjee is more powerful than
him and present that image to the international
community. Since Mamata Banerjee's arrival to
Bangladesh was scheduled one day prior to PM
Modi's, some arrangements may have been
made regarding a deal on Teesta. An alternative
scenario could be that PM Sheikh Hasina will
have to visit Delhi or Kolkata within a few
months to continue talks on Teesta.

Since the Indian central government has
already prepared a draft on Teesta, I don't see
why with a two-thirds majority, PM Modi
would hand over that kind of power to

Mamata Banerjee. There is still hope for a
Teesta deal during this visit. If there's no agree-
ment on Teesta this time, we can conclude that
there are other reasons and that this Mamata
Banerjee affair is just a pretext.

TDS: The Land Boundary Agreement (LBA) is
now at the implementation stage. What do
you think needs to be done to implement it
effectively?
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IA: First we need to find the number of people
who would opt to go to the other side (of the
border). In a survey done in 2007 to find out
the number of people willing to shift across
the border, the lowest figure was 700 and the
highest was 3000. I understand that the bulk
of the people would be staying where they are.
So in that case we need to see to it that the
enclave peoples obtain all the necessary docu-
mentation like national ID and voter ID
because all these years they lived in enclaves in

Bangladesh that were part of India and vice
versa. For these people, the LBA ratification is
like Independence Day.

The government needs to be careful, espe-
cially when it comes to the middlemen
employed in the provision of said documents;
the civil society, NGOs, watchdogs and media
need to watch out as well. Our system of gov-
ernance isn't exactly the most efficient and
chances of corruption are very high.

There's a misconception that the LBA will
resolve the issue of cross border movements;
in reality, they have nothing to do with each
other. There are three things regarding the LBA:
exchange of enclaves, adverse possessed land,
and demarcation of undemarcated borders.
Most of the enclaves are deep inside
Bangladesh and India so they're not directly
linked to the problem of cross border move-
ments. The latter are mainly related to things
like poverty and unequal development.

In the 70s and 80s, these movements could
have been attributed to Bangladesh's lower
growth rate compared to India. Post 90s, how-
ever, Bangladesh has consistently maintained a
6 percent plus growth rate which I think is
good enough for people to not cross the bor-
der, largely because India's growth rate hasn't
been as consistent.

Also, over the years India has built barbed-
wire fences for miles after miles. That has put a
stop to the flow of people across the border to
a large extent because it has now become more
dangerous and difficult to cross over. Looking

at the recent tragic news of people attempting
to go abroad by boat in order to flee poverty, it
is evident that the attraction towards India is
waning in comparison to Indonesia, Malaysia
and other countries.

TDS: How can we reduce the historic trade
gap that we have with India?

IA: Firstly, in an age of globalisation, analysing
a one-to-one relationship in the context of
supply and demand and only looking at the
trade surplus or deficit with one country isn't
the right way of looking into things. You have to
take into account factors such as raw materials
being brought in from different parts of the
world, value added to the product, cheap
labour, etc. After all these processes take place,
the final product is exported. From that point of
view, | don't see the trade deficit with India to
be as problematic. We also have a trade deficit
with China.

Consider our RMG sector. 20% of the cotton
comes from India, the bulk of it comes from
Central Asia; machines used to come from
Germany, now they come from China; designs
come from New York or Milan; the products get
value added in Bangladesh after which they're
exported. Bangladesh has a trade surplus with the
ELI and the US, and a growth rate of 6% overall.
We have to look at all these interactions instead
of focusing on a one-to-one relationship.

Secondly, the quickest way to reduce trade
deficit with India would be to focus on pro-
duction on the basis of partnership. For
instance, it may be cheaper to produce a cet-

tain item in Comilla or Sylhet rather than
sending goods from West Bengal to Tripura or
Assam. It would benefit our workers and
would be a win-win situation for Bangladesh
and India.

TDS: Bangladesh is situated between two
giants: India and China. What are some ways
in which we can exploit the opportunities as
a result of our blessed geopolitical position?
IA: The easiest way would be to create a robust
production sector. China has showed us the
way and is a great example. China is one of the
largest trading partners of the US. China
achieved this feat not with rail and road con-
nectivity with the US but with a globally com-
petitive production sector.

Our RMG sector is the second-largest RMG
hub after China. It is not roads or railways that
sprouted the growth of our garments industry. It
all started with production houses, and road
linkages and other forms of connectivity came
later. This isn't a chicken-and-egg situation. You
have to have the 'honey' which is the produc-
tion sector, and one of the reasons why it's
possible to have a large production sector in this
part of the region is low labour costs which, in
turn, help make items produced here competi-
tive in the market. In the age of globalisation, it
is possible for India, China and Bangladesh to
join hands, form partnerships and build pro-
duction houses to facilitate the movement of
goods to different parts of the world. If we build
a strong production sector, all this connectivity
we speak of will follow eventually.



