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Bangladesh PM says Chinese president's visit to usher in new era in bilateral cooperation

Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina has expressed confidence
that the visit of Chinese President Xi Jinping would usher in "a new era
of intensive cooperation” in trade, investment and other sectors
between the two nations.

Hasina made the comments Tuesday ahead of President Xi's visit to the
country. "We are very happy and feel honored that President Xi is
coming to Bangladesh. | believe that President Xi's visit will also be
more important for South Asia,' she told Xinhua at her official
Ganobhaban residence in the capital Dhaka.

Speaking highly of the Bangladesh-China ties, the prime minister
pointed out that the relations between the two nations are
underpinned by "the Five Principles of Peaceful Co-existance, Spirit of
Good Neighborliness, Mutual Trust, Confidence and Non- Interference
into each other's internal affairs.

Hasina reaffirmed that Bangladesh strongly adheres to one-China
policy and supports China on issues related to its core national interests
and efforts to safequard its national sovereignty and territorial integrity.
The Chinese president's visit comes at a time in history when
Bangladesh is about to break free from the clutches of low-level
equilibrium trap and move into a brand-new frontier of investment,
industrialization, ecological restoration and prosperity for all, according
to Hasina.

"China has become our largest trading partner and we consider China
as a trusted partner in realizing our dreams too. China is the leading
generator of many of our mega-projects in terms of finance,
capitalization and technology,’ she said.

Noting that Bangladesh-China relations are now framed within a
comprehensive partnership of cooperation that reaches into almost all
possible sectors, she said, "We are planning to elevate the relationship
to a newer height with the much-awaited visit of President Xi Jinping.”
Hasina said cooperation between Bangladesh and China has gained
maturity in past decades, but there are huge potentials for future
expansion of the two countries' engagement in fields such as
development of infrastructure and for that matter, investing in
emerging sectors like ICT, ago-processing and electronics.

Hailing China-proposed Belt and Road initiative, the prime minister said
her country is now working to connect growth centers of the country
with the rest of the region in South Asia and create a single economic
contiguity between South Asia and Southeast Asia.

And this "would be host to greater integration with East Asia and
connect the three ecosystems to the rest of the world through our
seaports in the south,” she added.

The prime minister expressed her appreciation for China's support to
Bangladesh's efforts in attaining sustainable development while
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welcoming Chinese companies investing in the country's emerging
sectors like textiles, leather, petrochemicals, pharmaceuticals,
shipbuilding and agro-processing, among others.

"We are on the verge of launching the exclusive Economic and

Industrial Zone in Chittagong that would be a landmark event in our
economic, investment and trade cooperation. We would like to
encourage Chinese investors to invest in these economic zones as a
developer or as an individual investor,' she said.

B&R Initiative to change landscape of economic cooperation

in South Asia
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Construction site of the Padma bridge on the outskirts of Dhaka, capital of Bangladesh. In June 2014, the Bangladeshi government
awarded China Major Bridge Engineering Company Limited a 1.55-billion-U.5. dollar contract to build core structure of the Padma

bridge project which is to be completed in four years. (Xinhua/Shariful Islam)
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BCIM Economic Corridor.

"I think that this old Silk Road is being revived proper-
ly. It has 132-billion-U.S.-dollar potential. So investing
dollars in the Silk Road and reconnecting all the nations
which were connected is great economic planning,’
said Inu.

The B&R Initiative involves 26 countries, which repre-
sent nearly 30 percent of the global gross domestic
product and 63 percent of the global population.

MS Siddiqui, professor at Dhaka's Daffodil Internation-
al University, told Xinhua recently that the B&R
Initiative will bring opportunities to Bangladesh.

"Bangladesh is in a strategic location between China,
India and ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian
Nations) countries and hence is well placed to be a
trading and manufacturing hub," Siddiqui said.
"Bangladesh needs such increased connectivity with
other economies in this region and China's Belt and
Road Initiative will see the realization of this economic
area.’

The BCIM Economic Corridor will increase trade,
transport, tourism and investment for Bangladesh, due
to its strategic location between India and China, he
said.

"The availability and affordability of workers and its
geographical location are important aspects of Bangla-
desh's developing into regional hub, yet it urgently
needs a port, and related infrastructure to boost
connectivity with other nations through ocean and
land routes. The Belt and Road Initiative will open up

numerous opportunities for Bangladesh,' said Siddiqui.

CHALLENGES AHEAD

The BCIM Economic Corridor working group has held
two meetings and issued a series of deliberations and
joint statements, Chai, the former Chinese Ambassador
to Bangladesh, said, adding that the governments and
leaders of the four countries have shown "surprisingly”

strong willingness to build the corridor.

However, as a long-term complicated and arduous
systematic program, the BCIM Economic Corridor faces
many risks and challenges.

"The construction of the corridor is slower than
expected,” Chai said, adding that the difference of the
four countries in national systems, policy-making
mechanisms and procedures has dragged to some
extent the advance of the corridor.

Besides, due to the lack of capital and experience, the
corridor's construction has not been able to enter a
substantial stage, Chai said.

Ren lJia, director of Yunnan Academy of Social Scienc-
es, listed blocked road, laggard infrastructure, ineffec-
tive policy, poor trade flow and lack of capital and
communication as the main reasons that have imped-
ed the construction of the corridor.

"While there are free trade arrangements between
China and Myanmar and Bangladesh, India has adopt-
ed a positive and prudent attitude in building the
economic corridor, said Liu Xiaoxue, a researcher with
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences.

In fact, for countries like India, the B&R Initiative is
"highly important as its primary objective is to create
win-win situation to achieve economic prosperity
through enhancing road and rail connectivity," Bishnu
Hari Nepal, a former Nepalese ambassador to Japan,
told a seminar in Kathmandu in May.

"India should work closely with China to collaborate
and push forward the One Belt and One Road Initiative
instead of being skeptical. This initiative should be
taken as a new opportunity for the South Asia region,’
he said.

Shreedhar Gautam, secretary general of the Council
of World Affairs, a think tank in Nepal, also urged India
to join hands with China, saying that this initiative
should not be taken as strategic tool of China to exert
influence in the region.

The China-proposed Belt and Road Initiative, of which
the Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar (BCIM) Econom-
ic Corridor forms an important part, is expected to
change the landscape of economic cooperation in
South Asia.

The B&R Initiative comprising the Silk Road Economic
Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road proposed
by Chinese President Xi Jinping in 2013 brings together
countries in Asia, Europe and Africa via land and
maritime networks.

Within the framework of the Initiative, the BCIM
Economic Corridor will connect India's northeast,
Bangladesh, Myanmar and southwest China's Yunnan
Province through a network of roads, railways, water-
ways, and airways. It seeks to improve connectivity,
infrastructure, energy resources, agriculture, trade and
investment in South Asia.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR SOUTH ASIA
Covering 9 percent of the global landmass and 40
percent of the global population, the corridor was first
discussed in 1999 by specialists and academics at a
meeting in Kunming, Yunnan.
The corridor initiative gained momentum during
Chinese Premier Li Kegiang's visit to India in May 2013.

According to an article by Pravakar Sahoo and Abhir-
up Bhunia from India's Institute of Economic Growth,
the BCIM corridor will allow all four countries to exploit
complementarity in trade.

Myanmar is a primary goods exporter and has abun-
dant cheap labor. India has positioned itself as a
leading services exporter. China is the largest manufac-
turing exporter in the world; and Bangladesh, like
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many other South Asian countries, engages in both
services export and low-end manufactured goods, the
academics said.

Now under the Belt and Road Initiative, projects such
as the BCIM Economic Corridor and the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor have greatly promoted economic
development in related countries and injected
dynamism into regional cooperation in South Asia,
Chinese Vice Commerce Minister Gao Yan said.

In recent years, China and South Asian countries have
conducted cooperation in such areas as trade, invest-
ment, infrastructure and services, Gao said.

By the end of 2015, direct investment from China in
South Asian countries hit 12.29 billion U.S. dollars and
investment from South Asian countries in China
reached 890 million dollars, Gao said, adding that
China has become the largest source of foreign invest-
ment for some South Asian countries.

Chinese official data showed that trade between
China and member countries of the South Asian
Association of Regional Cooperation -- Afghanistan,
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan,
Sri Lanka - hit 111.22 billion dollars in 2015, up 4.9
percent from a year before.

“The BCIM Economic Corridor, since it was first official-
ly put forward by Premier Li in 2013, has received
positive response from India, Bangladesh and Myan-
mar," Chai Xi, former Chinese Ambassador to Bangla-
desh, told the forum in Kunming.

Bangladesh's Information Minister Hasanul Huq Inu,
in an exclusive interview with Xinhua in May, appreciat-
ed the Chinese leadership for proposing development
initiatives such as the Belt and Road Initiative and the
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Bangladeshi students who have got scholarship pose for a group photo during a farewell reception in Dhaka, Bangladesh, Aug. 26,
2016. A total of 106 Bangladeshi students have received scholarship provided by the Chinese government to study in China.
(Xinhua/Shariful Islam)
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