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Visit to ASEAN Secretariat

A delegation from the BIMSTEC Secretariat led by the Secretary General H.E. Tenzin Lekphell, undertook
a two-day working visit to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Secretariat in Jakarta,
Indonesia from April 10-11, 2023.

The delegation called on the Secretary General of ASEAN Dr. Kao Kim Hourn and met with the Deputy
Secretary General of ASEAN for ASEAN Economic Community, Mr. Satvinder Singh and the Executive
Director of the ASEAN Foundation Dr. Piti Srisangnam. The delegation also had briefing sessions and
interacted with officials from the ASEAN Economic Community, Political-Security Community,
Socio-Cultural Community, Community & Corporate Affairs Departments, and the ASEAN Connectivity
Division.

The visit was supported and facilitated by the Asian Development Bank primarily to learn about ASEAN'’s
mechanism & best practices and explore potential future collaboration between BIMSTEC & ASEAN.

Secretary General Calls on Foreign Minister of Nepal

The Secretary General of BIMSTEC H.E. Tenzin
Lekphell made a courtesy call on the Hon. Minister for
Foreign Affairs of Nepal, H.E. Mr. Narayan Prakash
Saudon on June 20, 2023 in Kathmandu, Nepal. The
discussion during the call on primarily centred around
enhancing regional cooperation among the Member
States to make the BIMSTEC process more effective.

The Secretary General expressed appreciation for
Nepal’s valuable contribution towards advancing the
BIMSTEC process. The call on was also attended by
Mr. Dhan Bahadur Oli, Joint Secretary, Regional
Organizations Division, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
Nepal.
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Special Session of BIMSTEC Network of Policy Think Tanks

A Special Session of the BIMSTEC Network of Policy Think Tanks (BNPTT) was convened virtually by
Thailand on May 08-09, 2023. Assistant Professor Dr. Surat Horachaikul, Director of the Indian Studies
Center at Chulalongkorn University who is also a BNPTT member from Thailand chaired the Special
Session. The Session was attended by the BIMSTEC BNPTT members and the National Focal Points
representing the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and External Trade of the Member States.

The Session had extensive deliberations on areas ranging from humanitarian & economic tragedies
linked to COVID-19 Pandemic & economic crisis, transnational challenges including security to
sustainable consumption and proposed a number of short and long term policy recommendations. The
Session also reiterated the importance of sharing information on BIMSTEC activities with the BNPTT
members, so as to keep the members abreast of the development and issues pertaining to BIMSTEC.

The BIMSTEC Think Tank institutions include the Centre for Policy Dialogue — Bangladesh; Royal
Institute for Governance and Strategic Studies — Bhutan; Research and Information Systems for
Developing Countries — India; Myanmar Institute of Strategic and International Studies; Centre for
Economic Development and Administration — Nepal; Lakshman Kadirgamar Institute for International
Relations and Strategic Studies — Sri Lanka; and Indian Studies Center, Chulalongkorn University —
Thailand.
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15t Meeting of BIMSTEC Expert Group on Technology
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The First Meeting of the BIMSTEC Expert Group on Technology which will henceforth be called the
BIMSTEC Expert Group on Science, Technology, and Innovation (STI) Cooperation held its first
meeting, hosted by Sri Lanka (as the Lead Country for STI), virtually on June 21, 2023. The Meeting
was attended by representatives from all the Member States.

The Meeting finalized the Draft BIMSTEC Plan of Action on STI (2023-2024) and Draft Terms of
Reference of the Expert Group on STI cooperation. The Plan of Action was aimed at developing a
vibrant STI culture across BIMSTEC countries and sharing & expanding knowledge & know-how in
technology & application for the sustainable development of the economy and lifestyle of the people of
BIMSTEC.

The Meeting decisions also included timelines for steps for the entry into force of the Memorandum of

Association on the Establishment of the BIMSTEC Technology Transfer Facility and the convening of
the first Meeting of its Governing Board.

9t Meeting of BIMSTEC Sub-group on Legal and Law Enforcement Issues

The BIMSTEC Sub-Group on Legal and Law
Enforcement Issues held its Ninth Meeting in
e ‘ New Delhi, India on June 21-22, 2023. The

on Legal and Lav
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meeting was hosted by India with participation
from all the Member States.

Among other issues, the Meeting finalized the
text of the BIMSTEC Convention Against
Trafficking in Persons. The Sub-Group also
discussed the Plan of Action including the
timeframe for completion of its activities.
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5" Meeting of the BIMSTEC Task Force on Traditional Medicine
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The Fifth Meeting of the BIMSTEC Task Force on Traditional Medicine (BTFTM) and the Symposium on
Best Practice in Traditional Medicine Systems of BIMSTEC Member States was held in Nonthaburi,
Thailand on June 26-28, 2023, with the participation of delegations from all seven BIMSTEC Member
States — Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Thailand. The Meeting was chaired
by the head of delegation of the host country, Thailand — Dr. Thongchai Lertwilairatanapong, Director
General of the Department of Traditional and Alternative Medicine of the Ministry of Public Health of
Thailand.

The two-day Meeting on June 26 and 27 reviewed the implementation of the BIMSTEC Plan of Action for
Development of Traditional Medicine that had been adopted in 2020 during the Third Meeting of the Task
Force, and agreed on further steps to be taken on a range of activities such as the development of the
BIMSTEC Traditional Medicine Portal; sharing Pharmacopoeia of BIMSTEC Member States; conducting
systematic review of research in diabetes and COVID-19; convening a Conference on Traditional Medicine
Knowledge, Genetic Resources and Intellectual Property Rights; and the publication of the ‘Traditional
Medicine Systems of BIMSTEC Member States -2023 Report’.

On 28 June, on the sidelines of the Twentieth National Herbs Expo of Thailand, a Symposium on Best
Practice in Traditional Medicine Systems of BIMSTEC Member States was held at the Impact Exhibition
and Convention Centre in Nonthaburi. The officials of the Department of Traditional and Alternative
Medicine of Thailand also arranged for the delegates from the BIMSTEC Member States to visit the Centre
of Applied Thai Traditional Medicine of the Faculty of Medicine, Siriraj Hospital, Mahidol University, in
Bangkok; and the Thai Traditional Medicine Museum in Nonthaburi.

This was the first time in three years that the Task Force met physically, with the last physical meeting
(Third Meeting of the Task Force) having been held in Kathmandu, Nepal, in 2020. As a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic, the Fourth Meeting of the Task Force was held in virtual format from Colombo, Sri
Lanka, in January, 2022. The Sixth Meeting of the Task Force will take place in Sri Lanka in 2024.
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1stTrade Facilitation Capacity Building Programme for BIMSTEC Countries
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The 1%t Trade Facilitation Capacity Building Program for BIMSTEC countries took place in New Delhi, India
from May 08-29, 2023. The program was hosted by the Indian Council for Research on International
Economic Relations in collaboration with Ministry of External Affairs of the Government of India and the Asian
Development Bank (ADB).

The participants comprised officials from the Customs and Commerce Ministries of all BIMSTEC Member
States as well as from the BIMSTEC Secretariat. The program was facilitated by the resource persons from
the Government of India, ADB, United Nations Economic Social Commission for Asia-Pacific and few other
independent consultants.

The two week program covered a wide range of interactive theoretical and practical sessions on trade
facilitation including WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement, authorized economic operator, risk management
system and coordinated border management, inland container depot & dry port, advance passenger
information system, logistic data bank, trade facilitation policy framing, logistics & international trade and
trade facilitation imperatives for BIMSTEC. A field visit to Chennai Sea Port was also undertaken as part of
the program.

The program ended with the award of certificates to the participants by the Chief Guest, SMT. Meenakshi
Lekhi, Hon'ble Minister of State, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India. The Secretary General of
BIMSTEC, H. E. Tenzin Lekphell, also joined the closing session and thanked ICRIER, Ministry of External
Affairs, India and ADB on behalf of BIMSTEC for organizing the program.
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Secretary General at 79*" Session of ESCAP
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The Secretary General of BIMSTEC, H.E. Tenzin LekpheII part|0|pated in the 79" Session of the Economic
and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific held in Bangkok, Thailand from May 15-19, 2023.

Addressing the Commission Session on May 16 on “Subregional Perspectives - Accelerating Climate
Action in Asia and the Pacific for Sustainable Development”, the Secretary General underscored the
importance of accelerating climate action for sustainable development & achieving the 2030 Sustainable
Development Goals. The Secretary General also urged Commission members & international
organizations to consider cooperating with BIMSTEC as well as supporting BIMSTEC while undertaking
initiatives in addressing climate change challenges.

On May 17, the Secretary General addressed an event held on the sidelines of the ESCAP Session titled
“Enhancing Cross Border Connectivity Towards SDGs and Shared Prosperity in BBIN -
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, and Nepal”.The Secretary General shared the initiatives taken by BIMSTEC
on connectivity front and called for cooperation among the BBIN countries for better connectivity for
promotion of trade and investment in the BBIN region.

The Secretary General also called on the UN Under-Secretary-General and Executive Secretary of
UNESCAP, Ms. Armida Alisjahbana. Discussions during the meeting focused on connectivity, trade
facilitation, and other areas of mutual interest related to sustainable development.

Secretary General attends Global Food Policy Report 2023 Launch

The Secretary General of BIMSTEC, H.E.
Tenzin Lekphell, attended the launch of Global
Food Policy Report 2023: Rethinking Food
Crisis Responses South Asia by the
International Food Policy Research Institute in
Kathmandu, Nepal on June 19, 2023. The report
looks at the critical tools and approaches
needed for better crisis response and the
chapter on South Asia considers how crises
have affected the region in recent years and
how these developments signal new challenges
and opportunities for the region.
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BIMSTEC Business Conclave

The Indian Chamber of Commerce with support from the Ministry of External Affairs of the Government of
India organized a BIMSTEC Business Conclave to commemorate 25 years of BIMSTEC in Kolkata, India
on June 13-15, 2023. The Secretary General H.E. also attended the Conclave and interacted with the
participants.

The Business Conclave was aimed at creating a platform among the policy makers, business leaders and
entrepreneurs from the BIMSTEC region to discuss business opportunities, challenges, solutions and
possibilities of business tie-ups on the basis of market complementarities among the BIMSTEC Member
States.

The three-day long Conclave along with a BIMSTEC exhibition deliberated extensively on business
priorities, opportunities, challenges in the region and provided platform for B2B, G2G and B2G
interactions. The Conclave also discussed future collaboration and partnership among various stake
holders gathered at the Conclave for the growth and prosperity of the BIMSTEC region.

The Conclave marked a notable milestone and brought together dignitaries, government officials,
business owners, financiers, companies and entrepreneurs from the BIMSTEC member countries to
foster regional cooperation and economic integration. The Conclave also provided opportunities for
networking and exchange of ideas among the participants.
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BIMSTEC: Twenty Six Years of Progress

Daiyan Hasan, Lead Specialist, People-to- People Contact, BIMSTEC Secretariat

The Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) has
completed an impressive 26-year journey since its establishment in 1997. The regional organization,
comprising seven countries situated in the littoral and adjacent areas of the Bay of Bengal, namely
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Thailand, has made significant strides in
promoting cooperation, economic integration, and regional connectivity. The region, with a combined GDP
of $3.8 billion and constituting 22% of world’s holds immense potential and growth.

The intra-BIMSTEC trade has experienced steady growth, bolstering economic ties and regional
integration. Negotiation for a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) among the Member States has been ongoing
since 2004, aimed at deepening economic integration and trade liberalization. Recognizing the
importance of physical connectivity, efforts have been made to enhance infrastructure and connections
within the region. Initiatives such as the BIMSTEC transport infrastructure and logistics study, Motor
Vehicles Agreement, BIMSTEC Master Plan for Transport Connectivity and Agreement on Maritime
Transport Cooperation were aimed at improveing connectivity and facilitate trade, tourism, cultural
exchange, people-to-people contact and the movement of goods and services.

In addition to economic and technical cooperation, BIMSTEC also recognizes the need to address
security challenges in the region. The BIMSTEC Convention on Cooperation in Combating International
Terrorism, Transnational Organized Crime, and llicit Drug Trafficking signed in 2009, provides a framework
for enhancing cooperation, exchanging information, and taking coordinated action against shared security
challenges. The signing of Memorandum of Association on the establishment of the BIMSTEC Energy
Centre in 2011 and the establishment of BIMSTEC Centre for Weather and Climate in 2012 further
highlights the commitment to collaboration in the energy and climate sectors. Progress has also been
made in sectors such as disaster management, culture, business, traditional medicine, textiles,
people-to-people contact and policy research. Programs promoting student exchanges, cultural festivals,
and collaborative research projects have deepened mutual understanding, appreciation, and
collaboration among the diverse communities of the Member States.

While acknowledging the accomplishments of the last 26 years, the magnitude of regional integration has
not been as expected due to diverse economic structures, varying levels of development, competing
priorities among Member States and unprecedented global events. Balancing these interests and
ensuring equitable benefits have proven challenging, resulting in protracted FTA negotiations, in
particular. Alignment of existing bilateral and regional trade agreements of Member States with the
provisions of the BIMSTEC FTA provisions requires time and coordination to resolve conflicting
commitments. Furthermore, investing in customs infrastructure, regulatory frameworks, and trade
facilitation measures is necessary but time-consuming. Addressing issues such as standardization, tariffs,
and non-tariff obstacles within BIMSTEC framework is essential to unlock the full trade potential.

Infrastructure and connectivity play vital roles in facilitating trade, but border areas face challenges such
as lengthy process and inadequate physical infrastructure, including electricity, parking facilities, cold
storage, and reliable telecommunications connectivity. To overcome these issues, BIMSTEC must focus
and prioritize air, rail, and road transport connections which currently hinder the growth of trade and
investment infrastructure. The experiences and successful models of the and European Union and
Association of Southeast Asian Nations model can serve as valuable references for BIMSTEC Member

States in this endeavor.
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Another challenge faced by the BIMSTEC region is the need for a seamless system that promotes
cross-border mobility of people and goods. The World Bank's Doing Business report for 2015 highlights the
importance of simplification of trans-border formalities, vehicular mobility, and customs processes to
facilitate cross-border movement and improve connectivity. Implementing a BIMSTEC visa regime similar to
that of South Asian association for Regional Cooperation would promote greater regional integration, boost
tourism, enhance business interactions, and foster closer people-to-people ties among the Member States.
Further, by capitalizing the diverse and rich cultural history and stunning natural surroundings of the region,
BIMSTEC can not only promote tourism, but also contribute to the growth and development of the region.

Since some of the Member States have access to sea, harnessing the blue economy presents tremendous
potential for growth. Collaborative efforts in sustainable fisheries & aquaculture, maritime transportation &
trade, coastal tourism & recreation, offshore energy & mineral exploration, marine biotechnology &
biodiversity protection, and catastrophe risk reduction & management can lead to shared prosperity while
preserving the ecological integrity of the region. It is crucial for Member States to transition away from
reliance on fossil fuels to solar, wind, and hydropower to ensure energy security and to combat climate
change. BIMSTEC can deepen its cultural linkages and identity by encouraging interactions among different
stakeholders including academics, artists, media professionals, civil society organizations, youth
organizations. People-to-people exchanges should be promoted to foster respect, trust, and goodwill
among the region's diverse cultures and groups (Sachdeva G., 2020).

To realize the economic potential outlined in the BIMSTEC Charter and the envisioned development agenda
in the "new normal" circumstances, strengthening the BIMSTEC Secretariat with adequate resources and
sufficient authority is imperative. This will enable effective coordination of activities among the Member
States and ensure smooth functioning of the organization. The "BIMSTEC Bangkok Vision 2030", a timely
visionary roadmap to build a Prosperous, Resilient, and Open (PRO) BIMSTEC by 2030, outlines a clear
direction, priorities, and collaborative goals for BIMSTEC to address challenges and capitalize on
opportunities in the next decade. The implementation of the roadmap with true BIMSTEC spirit through
collective efforts and shared aspirations is imperative.

In conclusion, the 26-year journey of BIMSTEC has witnessed significant progress in fostering cooperation,
economic integration, and regional connectivity among its Member States. Looking to the future, BIMSTEC
must continue to build on its successes and leverage potential. and overcome challenges. BIMSTEC has
had a commendable journey and paved ways towards becoming a dynamic regional organization that
fosters sustainable development, prosperity, and peace in the Bay of Bengal region.
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BIMSTEC SECRETARIAT Follow us

House No-N.W.(I)-06, Road No-53,
Gulshan-02, Dhaka-1212, Bangladesh
Tele : +880-2222290096-98, Fax : +880-2222287565
Email: info@bimstec.org, media@bimstec.org

www.twitter.com/BimstecinDhaka

www.facebook.com/BimstecinDhaka/

www.instagram.com/bimstec_secretariat

Website : www.bimstec.org
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