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Neighbours : Why India Should Worry

Why In News

e Three of India's neighbouring countries- Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Pakistan-
have witnessed unusual shifts in their political environment including calls for
politicians to step down and mass protests against ruling governments which
often took a violent turn, killing and injuring numerous people.
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¢ India & Bangladesh
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THE CRISIS Islamic groups may

Long-serving Bangladesh PM pose a threat too

Sheikh Hasina flees her country N Progress on bi-
as a student-led agitation over lateral cooperation
job quotas snowballs into a like power projects
popular revolt against her au- could be impacted,
thoritarian rule. Though an inter- and China may

im government has taken charge, make inroads into
the situation remains fluid Bangladesh

¢ India & Pakistan
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THE CRISIS
The 2024 general election sees a coalition
government take charge with Shehbaz Sharif
of the Pakistan Mushim League (Nawaz) as
PM. Butthe economic crisis—an external

debt burden and high inflation-threatens its
stability along with a resurgent Imran Khan

INDIA'S WORRY

N The series of terror strikes in Jammu by
Pakistan-backed militants reveal the
country's new game plan to disrupt the as-
sembly election in J&K

N With Pakistan completely dependent on
China for bailouts, Beijing will use itas a pawn
to needle Indian security forces
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¢ India & Maldives

MALDIVES ‘ THE CRISIS

Pro-China Mohamed Muizzu wins
Real GDP growth rate: 4 4% the election on an “India Out”

policy and is appointed President

in November 2023 and sets about

dismantling India's bilateral projects
and cancelling earlier agreements

INDIA'S WORRY

. S Muizzu has signed 20 agreements

Population: 0-5 mn with China, thus ending the

Maldives’ dependence on India for
food imports, health facilities and
trade
A China plans to develop a naval
base in the Maldives, posing a threat
to India’s security and its Indian
Ocean strategic initiatives

e India & Sri Lanka
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S While India’s role
during the crisis
was applauded,
China’s influence
in Sri Lanka has
endured

N The election

THE CRISIS Sri Lanka endured its may see the return
severest economic crisis in 2022; of inimical political
President Gotabaya Rajapaksa forces that could
was ousted. His successor Ranil thwart India’s
Wickremesinghe stabilised the plans to expand
economy but the upcoming presi- strategic coopera-
dential polls could prove divisive tion with Lanka

Population: 22 mn
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¢ India & Mayanmar

THE CRISIS

Civil war continues to roil the nation
ever since the military junta overthrew
the government of Aung San Suu Kyiin
February 2021. The generals currently
control less than 50 per cent of the land

INDIA’'S WORRY

Population: 54_21 mn N The fighting impacts India’s Kaladan
Multimodal Transit Transport Project
aimed at developing Northeast India
N The war caused 50,000 Myanmarese to
pour into Mizoram, Manipur, Nagaland and
Arunachal Pradesh. Northeastern militant
groups the junta had targeted may regroup

¢ India & Nepal
NEPAL
Real GDP.growth rate: O_8°

GDP: $416n

Per capita'income: $ 1 3

Population: 31 mn

THE CRISIS INDIA’S WORRY

Nepal's politics is going N Nepal has included Kalapani,
through a shuffle as pro- Limpivadhura and Lipulekh (in
ChinaK.P. SharmaOliofthe  Uttarakhand)as part of Nepali
Communist Party of Nepal- territory in maps. India has rejectas
Unified Marxist-Leninist it but it remains a thornin ties

(CPN-UML)is swornin as N China has overtaken India
PM on July 14in a coalition as Nepal's top foreign investor.
with the Nepali Congress, The new dispensation may
seen as pro-india favour Belijing
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India & China

CHINA
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India’s Neighbour Issues
“India’s curse” is that it is surrounded by countries riven by deep domestic
political cleavages. So, there is a dramatic improvement in relations when pro-
India parties come to power, but things go rapidly downhill when alternative

political forces gain ground.
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THE CRISIS

The bloody clashin
Galwanin 2020 led to
the biggest stand-

off between Indian
and Chinese armies
onthe LAC, send-
ingties into adeep
freeze. The stalemate
continues, with China
refusing to vacate
some areas it had
intruded into

INDIA'S WORRY

S The China-Russia
"unlimited friend-
ship" could jeopardise
India’s security
interests, with Beijing
setting up bases and
fortifying positions

N Its growing clout
in each South Asian
nation through infra-
structure projects
canencircle India

What has compounded the problem is that some of India’s neighbours are
relatively new nation-states—Bangladesh itself came into existence only in

1971, just 53 years ago.
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Former National Security Advisor Shivshankar Menon points out that not only
does India have a huge presence in the region, it also has tremendous influence
both economically and in terms of society and tradition. Pakistan may be the
only partial exception, since its identity and existence are self-defined by its
difference with India.

Menon recalls how Gen. Zia-ul-Haq, who ruled Pakistan in the 1980s, when
asked why he was pushing for greater Isla-misation of his country, reportedly
said, “If an Egyptian stops being a Muslim, he still remains an Egyptian. But if a
Pakistani stops being a Muslim, he becomes an Indian.”
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e Menon’s point: Every new nation-state needs to have a perceived enemy to
unify its citizens against it. The less the basis for the creation of a nation-state,
the more antagonistic it will need to appear. And India is encircled by such
nascent nations.

The Way Out

e Most experts advocate a massive push towards economic integration with its
neighbours and a willingness to spend big bucks as China did with BRI.

e Menon is among those who believe that India should move beyond security
being the leitmotif of its neighbourhood policy and focus instead on providing
economic stability and enhancing prosperity. He adds another important
condition: India should not push for reciprocity with its neighbours but, like the
doctrine enunciated by former prime minister I.K. Gujral, give them more than
what we take from them.

e “If America insists on reciprocity in its relations with India, do you think our ties
with it will move forward rapidly?” asks Menon.

¢ India should take a leaf out of China’s playbook and work towards “making its
enemies dependent on it”. And economics is the one realm where you can get
maximum leverage, which means India should pursue an aggressive trade policy
that enhances regional integration. Saran agrees and says what’s important is to
have a range of such engagements that ensure “long-term interdependence”
that can prevent “suicidal compulsions” for incoming hostile political
dispensations.
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INDIA’S FOREIGN TRADE POLICY
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A new dimension should be added to the country’s neighbourhood policy in
which “India fights its battles in the economic and financial front rows too”.

Sri Lanka is a good example of how the Modi government played its cards well
after the economic crisis of 2022 plunged the island-nation into uncertainty.
Before that, China had wooed Sri Lanka with investments worth over $13 billion
which included major infrastructure projects, related mainly to ports and urban

development.

But many of these proved to be white elephants and Sri Lanka’s debt to GDP
ratio crossed an unsustainable 110 per cent. The economy was on the verge of
collapse after Covid saw remittances dry up, the tourism industry crash and
inflation in food, fertiliser and petrol prices soar.
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e That’s when India stepped in and extended financial aid worth about $4 billion.
And even as Chinese FDI dried up in the past four years, India pumped in close
to $500 million in investments.

¢ India also managed to overcome Maldivian hostility with a call to boycott the
Maldives as a tourist destination. With a 42 per cent drop in Indian tourists, the
archipelago was soon urging Indians to be a part of its tourism since their
economy depended on it. It also forced the ruling dispensation to tone down its
anti-India rhetoric.

“INDIAIS NOT
READING THE
“INDIA SHOULD BE WRITINGON
MORE ENGAGED THEWALLIN
WITHALLPLAYERS MYANMARFOR
INNEPALANDNOT CHANGE.
PUTALLITSEGGSIN IT PREFERS THE STATUS QUO"”
ONE BASKET, AS -GAUTAM MUKHOPADHAYA
ITDIDIN Former ambassador to Myanmar
BANGLADESH"”
- RANJIT RAE

Former ambassador to Nepal

e Other experts advocate that India work towards massive infrastructure projects
that can integrate the South Asian region better and bring about greater
economic connectivity rather than allow China to take the lead.
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e Absolutely critical is developing a strong regional trade association and pushing
through a free trade agreement that can boost intra-regional trade. After the
South Asian Asso-ciation for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) got derailed
bec-ause of India-Pakistan hostilities, India set up the Bay of Bengal Initiative
for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) in 2004.

e Former prime minister A.B. Vajpayee once remarked, “You can’t change your
neighbours, but you can change your friends.” India’s endeavour should now be
to turn its neighbours into friends rather than be a natural magnet for their
resentment because of its size and proximity.
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