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Bangladesh needs to be smart
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Bangladesh took us by surprise—
especially when we found ourselves
bracketed with countries like North
Korea and Myanmar—sending shock
waves throughout the power structure
as well as the civil society. It is also
clear that these sanctions are not about
to be lifted anytime soon; remember
the withdrawal of GSP after the Rana
Plaza collapse, and the promise of its
reinstatement once compliance was
met? Despite very good compliance, the
GSP agenda was never under serious
consideration by the US.

Coming back to the sanctions: Once
the shouts of “conspiracy” and the
routine blame games have subsided,
we will have to come to terms with the
rapidly changing geopolitics, of which
these sanctions are symptomatic.

It is of little consequence to discuss
morality or even democracy in this
context, although if those were indeed
of central concern, one might have
been able to conjure up a modicum of
sympathy for the actions imposed. There
is no denying that not all is hunky dory
with our “State of Denmark.” However,
who can deny that “Denmark” has risen,
that enemies have been contained, that
other challenges remain that might
indeed require more muscle? However, it
is not enough for “Denmark” to grow and
expand; it must advance on other fronts
as well, which, let’s simply say (although
this is no simple matter), includes the
rights of citizens to be better respected.
It should matter not whether the US
wants this from us—we obviously want
it for ourselves, and if we do not, we
certainly should.

Apologies for digressing. At the heart
of the matter is the growing Western
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discomfort with the rise of China
compounded by the Ukraine crisis,
which further threatens to destabilise the
world order. Under the circumstances,
the US would like to contain China in the
Pacific as well as the Indo-Pacific. Some
of you may have noted that the US sent
an urgent, high-powered delegation even
to the Solomon Islands, a tiny country

with a population of under 700,000,
after it signed a treaty with China. This
is eloquent testimony to the degree of
sensitivity in the West around all things
related to China.

The US wants Bangladesh to get on
board its China (containment) project.
This is a difficult ask: China is just round
the block and commands an economy
that will soon overtake that of the US.
China is also heavily involved in mega
construction projects in Bangladesh. In
other words, Bangladesh is way more
dependent on China than it is on the
far-away US as far as investment is
concerned.

A new great game begins.
Will Bangladesh be in it?
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hardly noticed but one of the most
A important parts of Indian External
Affairs Minister S Jaishankar’s

speech at a conclave in Guwahati on
May 28 was his efforts to weave the sea
connectivity through Bangladesh and road
link through Myanmar into the Indo-
Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF), a US
led initiative agreed on by India, Australia,
Japan and 10 other countries, mostly from
Southeast Asia.

Detailing the road, rail and riverine
transport connectivity between India
and its neighbours in both bilateral and
subregional templates, Jaishankar brought
up a vision of more integrated South and
Southeast Asian economies, saying this
offered a “complete transformation of the
regional economy.” This, he said, would
let the region shed its outlier tag and turn
it into a hub of economic activities, with
shorter supply lines in and out of the area
via the expansion of the outlets to global
access. Pointing to the confluence of India’s
Act Fast and Neighbourhood First policies,
he cited the proposed land connectivity
through Myanmar to Thailand and sea
connectivity through Bangladesh to
Southeast Asia as ways that would link
South Asia to Vietnam and the Philippines.
This, he argued, would “make a difference
to the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework.”
Jaishankar was clearly trying to hard-sell
the IPEF just four days after it was decided
on. The Bangladesh foreign minister was
among the dignitaries present at the event.

The IPEF stands on four pillars: 1) Trade; 2)
Secure and resilient supply chains; 3) Green
energy infrastructure; and 4) Standards of
transparency through fair taxation and anti-
corruption. As of now, the IPEF is not a trade
agreement, but a platform. There is no talk
about tariff cuts, but of common standards
defining the four pillars of the IPEF, which
accounts for half of the world’s population
and a sizable portion of the global GDP. It is
too early to conclude if the IPEF is a prelude
to Donald Trump’s Trans-Pacific Trade
agreement in a different cloak. But the IPEF
has taken care to ensure that participants to
the initiative would only begin consultations
and not launch negotiations to start with.
Trump’s successor, Joe Biden, knows any
whilfl of tariff cuts is not only sensitive to the
US internal constituency, but would also

dissuade many countries from joining the
IPEF.

US National Security Adviser Jake
Sullivan touted the IPEF as a “new model”
to promote economic partnership among
the Indo-Pacific countries, but admitted
the challenges that stand in the way.
Barring the one relating to supply chain
resilience, all the other three pillars of the
IPEF have ingrained in them concerns for
all the 13 countries that have agreed so far
to be a part of'it. For instance, there are
bound to be concerns among a majority
of the countries over the US insistence
on environmental and labour standards
on the manufacturing and trade fronts.
Secondly, green energy could pose a
challenge to the developing countries,
if the targets of greenhouse gas (GHG)
emission cuts are thrust on them without
being assured of generous funds from the
developed countries for building renewable
energy sources.

The third thorny issue relating to the
trade pillar could be the digital economy
component of'it, particularly the demand
by India on the localisation of data storage
by big multinational firms. The pillar of
anti-corruption and transparency may also
throw up problems for countries that are
yet to sign up to global conventions on the
subject.

Perhaps the biggest political issue that
could crop up for many countries keen
to sign on the IPEF is to assess how it
provides an alternative to China’s aggressive
economic diplomacy worldwide with liberal
finances. It must be remembered that many
countries—including India, which agreed
tojoin the IPEF process—have very robust
trade ties with China. All the Asean-member
countries are part of the China-led Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership
(RCEP) Agreement, which means a vital
supply chain route already exists. So,
how does the IPEF project itself as a more
viable alternative, unless it comes up with
something better both in terms of providing
funds and technology?

At the Tokyo summit, QUAD
committed USD 50 billion to building up
infrastructure in the Indo-Pacific region
and opposed China’sillegal fishing in the
seas of the region and militarisation of
disputed territories—a declaration that
has resonance not only in India, but also
in a number of Southeast Asian countries
which have boundary issues with China.
The IPEF needs to do a lot more to chip
away into China’s economic dominance
in the Indo-Pacific. The IPEF countries,
and those aspiring (o join it, have to weigh
the benelits and risks, if any, of joining the
arrangement.
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The US wants
Bangladesh to
geton board
its China
(containment)
project.

And thisis a
dithicult ask.

about US sanctions

The human rights and democracy
cards are meant to create pressure, and
when deployed by the most powerful
country in the world, it is best to give
it serious thought. After all, the US
is a country with which we have vital
trade relations, and where—and this
is important—we have a large number
of immigrants, many of whom are

drawn from Bangladesh’s upper classes.
Bangladesh cannot afford to earn the ire
of the US.

While we may cry foul that similar or
worse rights violations have occurred
elsewhere with nearly zero consequences
(e.g. in Israel, Saudi Arabia, Yemen,
Afghanistan, India, Cambodia, Turkey)
or that there are growing rights abuses
in the West itself, given the rise of neo-
Nazis and white supremacists, and a
history of violent racism against black
and indigenous populations, our cries
will be of little avail. The main issue is
China, and perhaps the coming cold war.
The main issue is Western insecurity,

and a concern that their dominance
maintained over the last 200 years can
no longer be taken for granted.

If Bangladesh considers joining
the Indo-Pacific treaty, it must ensure
that it gets its money’s worth (think
markets, technology, investment; also
think GSP). There should be no hurry.
So far, Bangladesh has managed to
balance India and China with reasonable
success. It will now have to learn a
new game: how to balance China and
the US. Let’s wait to see what others
do—after all, many countries are likely
to face a similar dilemma and will wish
to stay away from superpower rivalries.
As a developmental state, Bangladesh’s
concerns are business, markets,
and economics; it has no interest in
military pacts or security treaties. I do
see Myanmar as a threat, but that is
something that we will have to deal with
bilaterally. At any rate, it does not look
as if either China or the US will help us
out with that.

We have been placed in a dilemma
that is not of our making. All we can do
is continue to utter our constitutionally
binding foreign policy mantra of
“Friendship to All, Malice to None,”
which, unfortunately, will not make
anyone happy. In the meantime, we must
vigorously avoid joining any security
pact, but remain open to treaties
structured around developmental goals.
Given the second cold war that is clearly
in the making, perhaps the need of
the hour is for Jawaharlal Nehru to be
resurrected to put together a new Non
Aligned Movement?

We should also note that the
Biden administration has declared its
intention to again assume the role of
the champion of human rights and
democracy. If these can be combined
with geopolitical goals, so much the
better! I fear, alas, that we may have to
swallow some pride. If we are smart,
improving human rights and democracy
quickly may allow us to earn enough
brownie points to put Bangladesh
in a stronger position from which to
negotiate our geopolitical space.
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