
Question: India-Myanmar ties are on the cusp of a remarkable transformation. 

In the light of this statement, discuss the geostrategic importance of Myanmar 

for India’s foreign policy. 

 

Answer: 

Myanmar is geopolitically significant to India as it stands at the centre of the 

India-Southeast Asia geography. Myanmar is the only Southeast Asian country 

that shares a land border with northeastern India, stretching some 1,624 

kilometers. The neighbors also share a 725-km maritime boundary in the Bay of 

Bengal. While Myanmar is India’s gateway to Southeast Asia, India is 

Myanmar’s gateway to South Asia. 

 

Myanmar is an important member of the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-

Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), a minilateral 

subregional organization that is committed to fostering bilateral or regional 

cooperation among Bay of Bengal countries.  

 

Myanmar is the only Southeast Asian country that has a separate 

bureaucratic division (shared with Bangladesh) in India’s External Affairs 

Ministry, testifying to the continued importance of Myanmar to India’s foreign 

policy under the present government. 

 

Economic relations 

 India sees Myanmar as being vital to fulfilling its ambition to become a 

$5 trillion economy by 2024. But with a total bilateral trade of $2 

billion, India’s economic engagement with Myanmar lags behind 

China, behoving government to scale up India-Myanmar economic ties. 

This dovetails with India giving greater weight to bilateral economic 

engagement with Southeast Asian countries after it withdrew from the 

multilateral Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership. 

 



 Facilitating connectivity is central to improving India-Myanmar 

economic relations. India regards Myanmar as a gateway to link up to the 

rest of Southeast Asia, and thus has invested in ASEAN-wide 

infrastructural projects that are able to boost trade in the ASEAN-India 

Free Trade Area. 

 

 

 Infrastructure projects are underway, such as the India-Myanmar-

Thailand Trilateral Highway and Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit 

Transport (KMMTT), which aims to connect the eastern Indian seaport 

of Kolkata with the Sittwe deep-water port in Myanmar’s Rakhine state 

by sea. It is incumbent on India to bring the projects they front and 

finance into fruition expeditiously. 

 

Defence relations 

 The Indian and Myanmar armies have carried out two joint military 

operations, codenamed Operation Sunshine 1 and 2, to fight militants 

along the borders of Myanmar’s Rakhine state, which borders the 

northeastern Indian states of Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur, and 

Mizoram. Greater impetus was given to these operations after Modi 

visited Myanmar in 2018. 

 

 Seeing that Myanmar is critical to its national security interests, India 

provides military training and conducts joint military exercises with the 

Myanmar Army like the India-Myanmar Bilateral Military Exercise 

(IMBAX-2017 and IMBEX 2018-19), by which India had trained the 

Myanmar Army to be able to participate in UN Peacekeeping Operations. 

 

 To deepen their defense relations, India and Myanmar signed a landmark 

defense cooperation agreement in July 2019. 

 



 Realizing the growing importance of the Bay of Bengal, the navies of 

both India and Myanmar conducted a historic bilateral naval exercise, 

IMNEX-18, in 2018. India also invited the Myanmar Army to participate 

in the India-led multilateral Milan naval exercise that occurs biennially in 

the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, with the next one taking place in 

March 2020. 

 

 Myanmar bought India’s first locally-produced anti-submarine torpedo, 

called TAL Shyena, in 2017, and in 2019, Myanmar acquired a diesel-

electric Kilo-class submarine, INS Sindhuvir, which India had 

modernized after purchasing from Russia in the 1980s. 

 

Cultural relations 

 Not immediately obvious is Myanmar’s importance to India’s conduct of 

cultural diplomacy through the lens of Buddhism for tourism purposes. 

India’s “Buddhist Circuit” initiative, which seeks to double foreign tourist 

arrivals and revenue by connecting ancient Buddhist heritage sites across 

different states in India, should resonate with Buddhist-majority 

Myanmar. 

 

 India’s Buddhist diplomacy would not only attract pilgrims from 

mainland Buddhist Southeast Asia and thereby bolster the country’s 

tourist industry, but it could also build up India’s diplomatic reservoir of 

goodwill and trust with Buddhist-majority countries such as Myanmar. 

 

 

Envisioning the potential in India-Myanmar relations has to be prioritized by 

both countries, and bilateral commitments translated to practical outcomes, lest 

India and Myanmar end up as one of those bilateral relationships that 

disappoints or merely flatters to deceive. The onus, however, remains on India 

as to how far and deep it is prepared to nurture its relations with Myanmar, 

knowing full well that Naypyidaw will matter much to Delhi in the next decade, 



not least if India wants to augment its standing as a regional power in the Indo-

Pacific. 


