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General Studies-2; Topic: India and its neighbourhood- relations. 

SAARC vs BIMSTEC 

1) Introduction 

• The failure of South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation (SAARC) to nurture cooperation in 
South Asia has pushed regional players to search for an alternative. 

• Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) grouping 
is popularly favoured as the viable option. 

• Recently BIMSTEC has gained more favour as the preferred platform for regional cooperation in 
South Asia. 

• After India hosted a mini-summit during the BRICS meeting in Goa in 2016, support for BIMSTEC 
gained further momentum. 

2) Failures of SAARC 

• SAARC has come under serious scrutiny in the last few years. 

• From its very inception, member countries treated it with suspicion and mistrust. 

• Even after three decades of its existence, SAARC’s performance has been less than satisfactory, and 
its role in strengthening regional cooperation is being questioned. 

• In the 30 years of its history, annual SAARC summits have been postponed 11 times for political 
reasons, either bilateral or internal. 

• Numerous agreements and institutional mechanisms established under SAARC have not been 
adequately implemented. 

• Pakistan’s Non-cooperation 
a. Pakistan’s non-cooperation has stalled some major initiatives under SAARC. 
b. At the 18th SAARC summit in Kathmandu in 2014, initiatives such as the SAARC–Motor Vehicle 

Agreement (MVA), could not be signed. 
c. The SAARC satellite project that India proposed was abandoned following objection from 

Pakistan in 2016. 
d. 19th summit scheduled to be held in Pakistan in 2016 was suspended for an indefinite period, 

as member countries declined to participate. 
e. While cross-border terrorism emanating from Pakistan is a major concern for India, Pakistan has 

failed to address these concerns. 

3) Reasons for SAARC’s failures 

• The asymmetry between India and other member countries in terms of geography, economy, 
military strength and influence in the global arena make the smaller countries apprehensive. 

• Smaller neighbouring countries perceive India as “Big Brother” and have been reluctant to 
implement various agreements under SAARC. 

• SAARC does not have any arrangement for resolving disputes or mediating conflicts. 

• Given SAARC’s failures, member countries have turned to bilateralism, which in turn has adversely 
affected the organisation. 

• SAARC faces a shortage of resources, and countries have been reluctant to increase their 
contributions. 

• Until the member countries resolve their issues, the future of SAARC remains uncertain. 
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4) India's increased interest in BIMSTEC 

• India has shown increased interest in the grouping. 

• Leaders of the BIMSTEC countries attended Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s swearing-in ceremony. 

• At BRICS summit in Goa, PM Modi also hosted an outreach summit with Bimstec leaders in October 
2016. 

• India began focusing on BIMSTEC after a series of terrorist attacks on Indian defence 
establishments in Uri and Pathankot. 

• Setting up of the BIMSTEC Energy Centre in Bengaluru and the BIMSTEC Business Council, a forum 
for business organisations to promote regional trade. 

• For India, it aids in its Look East Policy and South–South cooperation efforts. 

• The development of the North-eastern region, by opening up to Bangladesh and Myanmar, is 
another incentive. 

• Leveraging BIMSTEC, India focus on connectivity projects in and around the Bay of Bengal region. 

• Physical connectivity with BIMSTEC would also help India integrate itself with ASEAN’s Master Plan 
of Connectivity 2025. 

• BIMSTEC could also help in partially addressing India’s growing energy requirements. 

• India, along with other BIMSTEC countries, is exploring energy opportunities at the Rakhine coast of 
Myanmar in the northern part of the Bay of Bengal. 

5) BIMSTEC as Vehicle for Regional Cooperation 

• In recent years, BIMSTEC has gained popularity among South Asian countries as a platform for 
regional cooperation. 

• The organisation is a bridge between South Asia and South East Asia. 

• BIMSTEC’s major strength is that it includes two influential regional powers: Thailand and India. 

• This adds to the comfort of smaller neighbours by reducing the fear of dominance by one big 
power. 

• BIMSTEC also helps smaller countries such as Bangladesh, Nepal and Bhutan to develop 
connectivity with ASEAN countries. 

• The region has countries with the fastest-growing economies in the world. 

• Trade among the BIMSTEC member countries reached six percent in just a decade, while in SAARC, 
it has remained around five percent since its inception. 

• Concerns 
a. Infrequency of the BIMSTEC summits. 
b. Delay in the adoption of the Free Trade Agreement (FTA) 
c. The permanent secretariat faces a severe resource crunch, both in terms of money and 

manpower. 

6) Way Forward to strengthen BIMSTEC 

• Consistency in the frequency of the summits to ensure regularity in decision-making. 

• Improving the capacity of the secretariat, both in terms of manpower and funding. 

• Projects in the areas of tourism, digital connectivity, energy connectivity and humanitarian 
assistance in disaster relief should be considered. 

• Empowering BIMSTEC to be a platform for dispute resolution among member countries. 
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