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Coming closer

India-Bangladesh relationship can be a role model for South Asia

Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s first visit to India
after the BJP-led government came to power in 2014 has
pulled the two countries closer. There’s no denying that
Bangladesh under Hasina has emerged as one of India’s most
friendliest neighbours with Dhaka going the extra mile to
address New Delhi’s security concerns by cracking down on
terrorism and insurgent groups. At the same time the Modi
government too has been walking the talk in terms of a
cooperative relationship. This was best exemplified by the
conclusion of the Indo-Bangla Land Boundary Agreement
during Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to Dhaka in
2015.

It’s in this vein that Hasina’s visit has seen India extend another $4.5 billion concessional line of credit for
priority sector projects in Bangladesh, including the development of Payra, Mongla and Chittagong ports. The
two countries also signed five defence cooperation agreements, including a $500 million line of credit for
defence purchases from India. Plus, the visit has seen the launch of new bus and rail links between the two
countries on the Kolkata-Khulna route. These should boost people-to-people contacts which form the bedrock
of two-way ties.That said, the big item that continues to elude the India-Bangladesh compact is the Teesta river
water sharing agreement. As is well known, Bengal chief minister Mamata Banerjee continues to have
reservations about the deal which she believes will adversely affect the water situation in her state. Given that
water sharing can be an intractable issue even among Indian states, creative solutions need to be found to
address Dhaka’s concern. Mamata’s suggestion that water sharing be explored from other river systems such as
Torsha could be a way out. The offer of more electricity for Bangladesh flowing through Bengal could also be a
win-win deal.The visit has also seen the two sides highlight the sacrifices made by Indian soldiers during
Bangladesh’s 1971 liberation struggle to reinforce bilateral ties. This is a good approach given the Awami
League dispensation in Dhaka. But the India-Bangladesh relationship needs to go beyond political parties and
become genuinely irreversible. And that can only happen through a win-win development paradigm. In that
sense, a synergy-driven India-Bangladesh engagement would demonstrate to Pakistan what it is missing out on
by following a destructive, self-harming, terror-driven course that is dragging South Asia down.
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Allow free vote

Government must back EC move to switch to cluster counting of votes

India may be a fractious democracy where few institutions work, but one thing that keeps it thriving is that the
integrity of its elections are beyond doubt. Credit for this should go to the Election Commission (EC), justly
held in high regard throughout the country. Today, however, we have an odd situation with EC and government
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on opposite sides of a PIL in Supreme Court, where the issue
at stake is reform to ensure that people can cast their vote
fearlessly. The government, which opposes EC’s reform,
should revisit its position as democracy can only be robust if
people can exercise their franchise freely without the threat of
victimisation.

EC has recommended government amend relevant legislation
to replace existing booth-wise counting with cluster counting
; of many polling booths taken together. The aim is to prevent

~ political parties from identifying voting patterns at a granular
level and punishing localities that have voted against it.
Finance minister Arun Jaitley’s last budget indicates that even corporates are vulnerable to such pressure,
which is why their political donations can be made anonymously. Given this context, it is difficult to see how
government can oppose EC’s suggestion.Government must acknowledge India’s ground reality. All political
parties have complained at different points that state institutions have been unfairly used by the government of
the day to harass rivals. If that is the case, surely individual citizens are far more vulnerable to such
harassment, allowing democracy to be gamed. At the end of the day, electoral integrity depends on the
confidence that free choice will not lead to adverse consequences. India has made notable progress in
improving its electoral process. The Centre should not now stand as an obstacle to that progress.
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Sheikh Hasina’s India tour

India, Bangladesh should work for a deadline to solve Teesta issue

The recent visit by Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
serves to stress the importance accorded to a neighbourhood
policy in the Modi administration’s foreign policy. Throughout
her state visit, India signalled a clear message: India sees
Bangladesh’s prosperity as a cherished goal and would be a
willing partner in this endeavour. The message was conveyed by
measures ranging from Prime Minister Modi’s protocol-
breaking reception of the visitor at the airport to assorted
ceremonies underscoring India’s key role in Bangladesh’s
creation and a range of agreements on bilateral partnership.
New Delhi needs to put its best foot forward, given China’s
aggressive effort to increase its influence in the region. To this
end, resolving how to share the waters of the Teesta remains a vital goal. It would benefit India as well as
Sheikh Hasina’s Awami League government ahead of the 2018 national elections.

Bengal chief minister Mamata Banerjee must play a positive and constructive role, working with the central
government to arrive at a negotiated resolution.For Bangladesh, water sharing has always had an outsized
importance, and is an issue that consistently serves to fuel anti-India sentiments. It is therefore in the interest
of both countries to resolve the matter. Not that PM Hasina is returning to Dhaka empty handed. The 22
agreements signed move beyond capacity building, to embrace defence (important, in view of the Hasina
government’s fight against terror), cybersecurity, nuclear energy, space, shipping, electricity transmission and
energy pipelines. India has increased its line of credit to Bangladesh to $8 billion. Improved connectivity and
interaction at the border matter; hence the restoration of Kolkata-Khulna bus and rail links opening of new
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border haats. The strong mutually beneficial partnership between India and Bangladesh must deliver on its
promise. While resolving specific issues like Teesta is important, so is addressing problems facing the region
that have the potential to flare up, whether terror or the Rohingya situation.

Date: 10-04-17
Timely release of budgetary funds

Focus must also be on planned outcomes

The government has put in place procedures for timely release of budgetary funds for various schemes. This is
a welcome departure from the past practice of one whole quarter of the financial year getting over before the
assorted ministries started releasing their budgetary allocations. However, this is not enough. There must be
relentless focus on outcomes, not just on spending. Indeed, on some schemes in education, healthcare and
water management, the Niti Aayog has created a framework for monitoring measurable progress and states will
get ranked on the basis of their score on a composite index. Such focus on outcomes is called for across the
board.Advancing the Budget has enabled Parliament to vote on expenditure proposals before the start of the
financial year, precluding bunching of expenditures in the last two quarters. Doing away with the segregation
of expenditure as Plan and non-Plan blocks, now that the 12th Plan that got over in March 2017 has no
successor Plan, will help in holistic evaluation. The UPA government had launched the outcome Budget in
2005-06 to improve the quality of implementation of its flagship schemes, enhance efficiency and
accountability of the delivery mechanism. Regrettably, its effectiveness was patchy due to poor understanding
of the goals by ministries and departments. Social sector programmes must go beyond ministerial boundaries
in conception and overall implementation. The government should also adopt a recommendation by one of the
many committees headed by C Rangarajan to shift to a multi-year time horizon, and base budget outlays on
detailed project reports that set milestones, final targets and funding needs at every stage. These changes have

to be accompanied by governance reforms for effective delivery of services.
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