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Abstract

The 15th BRICS summit sparked significant interest due to Bangladesh’s
optimistic stance towards its membership in the BRICS. For Bangladesh, the
possibility of joining BRICS remains a topic of ongoing discussion, as there
will be chances for expansion in the upcoming BRICS summits. Considering
the possibility of future expansion phases, it is likely that Bangladesh might
show interest in becoming a BRICS member. BRICS membership could bring
potential opportunities for Bangladesh. Nevertheless, joining BRICS has some
challenges that require thorough evaluation and consideration. This paper aims
to evaluate the potential benefits and challenges of becoming a member of
BRICS. It sheds light on the opportunities that can be availed by Bangladesh
and the complexities that may arise if Bangladesh joins BRICS in the future. It
also argues that Bangladesh’s position in South Asia may be positively impacted
by becoming a member of BRICS. Lastly, the paper draws a way forward
for Bangladesh. The study is intended to contribute to scholarly discussions
regarding Bangladesh’s engagement with multilateral organisations.
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1. Introduction

‘BRICS’ as a group of emerging economies consisting of Brazil, Russia,
India, China, and South Africa, started its journey in 2009. BRICS countries have
different areas of co-operation, such as agriculture, health, education, science and
technology, and economic and financial cooperation.! The population of five BRICS
member states comprises 42 per cent of the world population and accounts for
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more than 37 per cent of the global GDP.2 Economist Jim O’Neill first coined the
abbreviation ‘BRIC’ (Brazil, Russia, India, and China) in the year 2001, who was
affiliated with Goldman Sachs at the time.> O’Neill introduced this abbreviation in a
study that focused on the development potential of the economies of Brazil, Russia,
India, and China. The first-ever BRIC summit was held in Yekaterinburg, Russia in
2009.* With the addition of South Africa in 2011, the BRIC became the BRICS, with
the ‘S’ standing for the newest member. BRICS has been holding summits every year
since its formation. During August 22-24, 2023, the 15th BRICS Summit took place.

During the BRICS Summit 2023, the leaders of the BRICS countries met
in Johannesburg, South Africa.’ The member states voiced concern over the use of
unilateral coercive measures by certain countries and emphasised their commitment
to inclusive multilateralism. At the summit, six countries were invited to join BRICS
as member states. These countries were Argentina, Saudi Arabia, Iran, the United
Arab Emirates, Egypt, and Ethiopia.® The expanded BRICS, dubbed as BRICS+,
has a combined gross domestic product (GDP) of approximately US$ 65 trillion,
which accounts for around 37 per cent of the global GDP in terms of purchasing
power parity (PPP).” Although there were discussions on the potential establishment
of a unified currency inside the bloc, this proposition ultimately did not materialise.®
Bangladesh participated in the 15th BRICS summit after accepting an invitation from
the President of South Africa, although Bangladesh had not made any formal request
to join BRICS.” The BRICS+ countries will represent 45 per cent of the world’s
population, about half of global food output, nearly half of global oil production
and reserves, 38.3 per cent of global industrial production, and 23.4 per cent of total
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exports.'? This indicates that BRICS membership will bring about certain opportunities
for Bangladesh if it joins in the future. The South African President mentioned at the
15th BRICS Summit that there was a consensus that more phases of expansion would
follow.!! There were certain criteria for the expansion of membership, which included
economic growth, geopolitical position, good governance, a strategic partnership
and most importantly, consensus.'> However, India’s opposition to the expansion of
BRICS membership was not motivated by a desire to exclude Bangladesh from the
group. India expressed its objection to the growth of BRICS to prevent China from
incorporating nations that bolster BRICS membership as a platform that opposes
Western influence."

Jim et al'* asserted that China, Brazil, Russia, and India have all altered their
political systems to accept global capitalism and further anticipated that China and
India will, respectively, overtake Brazil and Russia as the world’s major providers
of manufactured products and services. This adaptation reflects a significant shift
in these nations’ economic policies and governance structures, signaling their
willingness to engage with the global capitalist system. Overbeek'> discussed that
the BRICS and other developing nations seek to make the world fairer and more
equitable by working together to reform the Western-dominated international system.
Jaish'® also argued that the BRICS has been successful in laying the framework of
an alternate system in the international arena dominated by the West and can form
a multilateral platform in the global order. Similarly, Liu and Papa'” discussed that
BRICS might challenge the dollar hegemony and the US-led global financial system
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by lowering dollar dependence to avoid US sanctions. The authors concluded that the
BRICS alliance can help create a nondollar system and a revisionist de-dollarisation
coalition. Contrastingly, Nuruzzaman'® presents a skeptical viewpoint regarding
BRICS’ ability to pose actual threats to the US-led post-war system. He argued that
the BRICS face tremendous political, ideological, and strategic challenges. According
to Nuruzzaman, these challenges hinder BRICS’ capacity to work cohesively to
overthrow the US-dominated governance structure and establish a new global order.
Similarly, Hooijmaaijers' discussed that the individual interests of China, India, and
the other BRICS states exhibit divergent positions and preferences.

Previous literature on Bangladesh and BRICS has focused on economic
diplomacy and bilateral trade balances. Kamal, Russel, and Robidas® argued that
Bangladesh has the capacity to join the BRICS and take part in the global economic
uprising with its resources. This perspective suggests that Bangladesh possesses
the potential to align itself with BRICS nations. However, Uddin*' argued that
Bangladesh may have challenges in fully implementing the comprehensive economic
diplomacy strategies used by BRICS nations. He also discussed that Bangladesh’s
economic diplomacy efforts might still benefit from the adoption of the best practices
seen in BRICS countries. Kundu??> conducted a study using gravity modelling to
analyse the significant correlations between the trade balances of Bangladesh and
BRICS nations. Through empirical analysis spanning the 1991-2013 period, Kundu
demonstrates that all the relevant factors have a significant influence on Bangladesh’s
trade balance with the BRICS. Kundu, Sultana, and Munim? also conducted a study
using gravity modelling to analyse whether the global fiscal crisis has certain impacts
on the trade balances between Bangladesh and BRICS nations. The study discovers
that as a result of the financial crisis, the significant impacts of all relevant factors
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on the trade balance led to a decrease in Bangladesh’s trade balance with the BRICS
countries.

From the above discussion, it can be stated that there is a lacuna in existing
studies on the prospect of Bangladesh joining BRICS. There is also a research gap on
the emerging dynamics of global politics, and what Bangladesh’s way forward might
be. This paper fills this existing gap in the literature.

The potential inclusion of Bangladesh as a member of the BRICS in the
15th BRICS summit has generated considerable interest and has become a topic of
deliberation and analysis. The BRICS summits have sparked discussions and debates
surrounding the potential benefits and challenges that Bangladesh’s membership in
the BRICS could entail. This paper aims to analyse how BRICS membership can
impact Bangladesh’s position. It also seeks to explore the various opportunities
and challenges that may arise because of Bangladesh’s membership in the BRICS.
Additionally, this paper aims to draw a way forward for Bangladesh regarding its
engagement with the BRICS. The paper will answer the following questions: What
potential opportunities can Bangladesh avail of BRICS membership? What are the
challenges associated with Bangladesh’s membership in BRICS? If Bangladesh
joins BRICS, how can the BRICS membership impact Bangladesh’s position in
South Asia? This study is qualitative in nature. The primary data for this paper has
been collected from Key Informant Interviews (KII) of academicians, businessmen,
practitioners, and the officials of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA). Secondary
data has been collected from existing scholarly articles, news articles and reports.

The paper has six sections. The first section includes the introductory
remarks. The second section offers a theoretical framework for understanding BRICS
as an intergovernmental organisation. The third section and fourth sections focus
respectively on the potential opportunities and challenges that BRICS membership
might bring for Bangladesh. The fifth section formulates a way forward for Bangladesh
regarding its engagement with BRICS. The sixth section concludes the paper.

2. Theoretical Approach to Understanding the ‘BRICS’

There are ongoing discussions on the categorisation of BRICS and how to
conceptualise the grouping. Although BRICS is a group of developing economies, it
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is not a trade bloc or an economic bloc. It also differs from formal military alliances
like the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO). Various theories explain the
integration of emerging economies e.g. functionalism, neo-functionalism and
liberal intergovernmentalism. The theories of functionalism and neo-functionalism
focus on the enhanced political and economic co-operation amongst the countries
residing in the same region and focus more on regionalism. As the BRICS countries
belong to different regions and continents, BRICS countries are multi-regional, and
the theories of functionalism and neo-functionalism do not apply. Among the other
theories of integration, there is liberal intergovernmentalism. Andrew Moravesik
explained European integration through the theory of liberal intergovernmentalism
and stated that “European integration is the result of a strategic calculation by
member governments to promote their key economic interests and of a series of
rational choices made by national elites.”** According to Andrew Moravcsik, liberal
intergovernmentalism includes a theory of international bargaining that posits that
each member state aims to fulfil its objectives, considering the objectives and inherent
obstacles of the other states.?® The interdependence between states in the international
arena creates externalities, which can be either negative (costs) or positive (profits),
and to lower the transaction costs associated with the fulfillment of these objectives,
states create institutions.?® The theory of Liberal intergovernmentalism posits that
geopolitical, idealistic and ideological factors play a role in integration, but it is
marginal compared to the primary driver of economic interest.”’

The formation and functioning of the BRICS can be explained by applying
the perspective of liberal intergovernmentalism. The BRICS nations, characterised
by their diverse economic structures and political systems, have common economic
objectives and concerns. Their cooperation is driven by enhanced commerce,
investment prospects, and a more inclusive global economic order. This is consistent
with the perspective of liberal intergovernmentalism, which suggests that international
integration occurs because member states make strategic calculations to further their
primary economic interests. The creation of common institutions by the BRICS, such
as the New Development Bank, demonstrates a strategic calculation based on liberal
intergovernmentalism, whereby governments form institutions to achieve their
economic initiatives. Besides, in the formation of the BRICS, there are geopolitical

Sabine Saurugger, Theoretical Approaches to European Integration (Basingstoke: Hampshire Palgrave
Macmillan, 2014), 54-76.

Saurugger, Theoretical Approaches to European Integration.
Saurugger, Theoretical Approaches to European Integration.
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and ideological factors at play as well. Therefore, the BRICS can be explained by
applying the principles of the theory of liberal intergovernmentalism.

Andrew Moravcsik proposes that liberal intergovernmentalism progresses in
three stages. The first stage involves the creation of a state’s national preferences, which
are influenced by issue-specific factors, particularly economic interests. The second
stage is inter-state negotiations that rely upon the asymmetrical interdependence
between member states; finally, the choice of supranational institutions.

The formation of national preferences within the BRICS framework aligns
with the first stage of liberal intergovernmentalism, where economic interests shape
the preferences of states. Each of the member states of the BRICS converges on
achieving the common goal of fostering economic growth, and trade expansion along
with creating a more inclusive global economic order. The economic-centric national
preferences of BRICS underscore the issue-specific nature of the national preferences
of the BRICS countries. This is in accordance with the core principle of liberal
intergovernmentalism, which demonstrates the logical pursuit of economic interests
as the primary incentive for international cooperation. The second stage of liberal
intergovernmentalism, that is the inter-state negotiations based on asymmetrical
interdependence, explains the internal dynamics of the member states of the BRICS.
Asymmetrical interdependence is seen in the varying and geopolitical influences
and economic capacities of the BRICS nations. The differences in political and
economic systems within BRICS countries show the complexities of negotiations.
For instance, China’s economic prowess and technological advancements may lead
to negotiations to accommodate its economic initiatives. However, once national
preferences are established, negotiations ensue to identify mutually beneficial
areas for cooperation. Examples of these negotiations can be seen in the BRICS’
collaborative efforts in the establishment of the New Development Bank (NDB)
or the BRICS Bank and Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA). The third stage
of liberal intergovernmentalism, involving the choice of supranational institutions
finds relevance in the context of the BRICS. Although the BRICS countries have not
set up large-scale supranational structures as the European Union has, the countries
have worked together to create shared institutions. The economic focus of BRICS
nations is evident in their collaborative initiatives in creating institutions like the
New Development Bank and the Contingent Reserve Arrangement. The choice of
creating shared institutions reflects the rational pursuit of common economic interests,
irrespective of ideological differences among BRICS nations.

% Saurugger, Theoretical Approaches to European Integration.
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Therefore, the theory of liberal intergovernmentalism provides a
comprehensive framework for understanding the formation and functioning of the
BRICS. The theory emphasises the role of national economic interests in shaping
preferences, driving inter-state negotiations based on asymmetrical interdependence,
and influencing the choice of creating supranational institutions by the member
states. The BRICS can be defined as an intergovernmental organisation as it fulfills
the three stages as suggested by the theory of liberal intergovernmentalism. Having
explored the theoretical approach to understanding ‘BRICS’, the following section
will shed light on the potential opportunities that Bangladesh can avail of from
BRICS membership.

3. Potential Opportunities in BRICS

Joining BRICS in the forthcoming expansion phases can bring about certain
opportunities for Bangladesh. Being a part of BRICS will allow Bangladesh to
strengthen its economic ties with some of the world’s largest emerging economies
and open up new avenues for geopolitical opportunities due to its strategic location.
For Bangladesh, the potential opportunities can broadly be divided into two types:
economic opportunities and political, diplomatic, and geopolitical opportunities.
Economically, joining BRICS can lead to increased trade and investment, as well as
access to new markets for Bangladeshi goods and services. This can help boost the
country’s economic growth and development. On the political and diplomatic front,
being a part of BRICS can enhance Bangladesh’s standing on the global stage and
provide opportunities for cooperation on issues of mutual interest, such as climate
change, security, and regional stability. The following section will discuss the
economic opportunities for Bangladesh.

3.1 Economic Opportunities

Bangladesh has experienced growth and development even amidst periods
characterised by heightened global economic uncertainty.”” Bangladesh’s growing
economic prosperity has transformed it into a ‘miracle of South Asia.”*® Over the
course of the past two decades, rapid economic growth has been facilitated by

¥ “Overview,” World Bank, accessed December 21, 2023, https//www.worldbank.org/en/country/angladesh/
overview.
Alaul Alam, “Geopolitical Importance of Bangladesh,” Daily Observer, September 4, 2023, https//www.

observerbd.com/news.php?id=435675.
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several key factors, including a robust demographic dividend, a thriving ready-made
garment (RMG) export industry, inflows of remittances, and stable macroeconomic
conditions.’! Joining BRICS in the upcoming phases of membership expansion can
bring about certain economic opportunities for Bangladesh.

Bangladesh has the opportunity to enhance bilateral economic co-operation
with BRICS countries. In the fiscal year 2022-2023, Bangladesh’s exports to India
and China were US$ 2,129.49 million and US$ 677.36 million respectively.® In
the context of Bangladesh’s trade relations, it is noteworthy to highlight that China
and India, among the BRICS nations, emerge as the top trade partners. In 2021,
Bangladesh’s total imports from India and China were US$ 14.1 billion and US$
24.1 billion.** These two countries collectively contribute to nearly 40 per cent of
Bangladesh’s total imports.** From 2021 to 2022, Bangladesh’s bilateral trade value
was US$ 0.3 billion with South Africa, US$ 0.2 billion with Russia, and US$ 0.3
billion with Brazil.*® In 2022, Bangladesh’s imports from the BRICS nations were
USS$ 19.2 billion, while its exports to them were valued at US$ 18.5 billion.>

Bangladesh’s engagement with BRICS nations like Russia and China is
crucial for enhancing trade, investment cooperation, and economic ties, potentially
leading to increased foreign direct investment and the establishment of free trade
agreements. The necessity for an expanded framework of regional trade and
investment cooperation for Bangladesh is apparent. Bangladesh’s engagement with
the BRICS would help improve strategic and economic ties with Russia and China.
The business ties between Bangladesh, Russia and China are expected to strengthen,
which will also increase the potential for attracting Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)

3 “Overview,” World Bank.

Export Promotion Bureau, Ministry of Commerce, Government of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh,

Annual Report 2022-2023 (Dhaka: Export Promotion Bureau, 2023), http://www.epb.gov.bd/sites/default/

files/files/epb.portal.gov.bd/annual reports/be57d59f 05a6_4b2d_a8le 59aef2bdba03/2023-11-05-03-45-

9a2d98e9688faec938c2c4bae14a60890.pdf.

“Bangladesh (BGD) Exports, Imports, and Trade Partners,” The Observatory of Economic Complexity,

accessed February 27, 2024, https://oec.world/en/profile/country/bgd.

#*  Sajjadur Rahman, “Bangladesh Joining BRICS. What Now?,” The Business Standard, June 16, 2023, https://
www.tbsnews.net/economy/bangladesh-joining-brics-what-now-650650.

3 Aishwarya Sanjukta Roy Proma, “Bangladesh in the BRICS BLOC New Dynamics in Economic Partnership,”
Modern Diplomacy, July 20, 2023, https//moderndiplomacy.eu/2023/07/21/angladesh-in-the-brics-bloc-
new-dynamics-in-economic-partnership/.

% “Bangladesh’s Potential BRICS Membership: Broadened Trade Horizons,” Chamber News, Metropolitan
Chamber of Commerce & Industry, Dhaka (MCCI), July 7, 2023, https://mccibd.org/wp-content/uploads/
2023/07/Chamber-News-July-2023.pdf.
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from these nations.’” BRICS membership is going to serve as a centre for bolstering
Bangladesh’s trade and economic opportunities as well as its interactions with the
nations involved in Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).*® China has emerged as the
most reliable development partner for Bangladesh, fostering a strong and enduring
friendship between the two nations.* For a remarkable period of 13 years, China
has contributed to the foreign investment in Bangladesh which amounts to US$
3.17 billion and has consistently held the position of Bangladesh’s largest trading
partner.*® Active participation in the BRICS could result in the establishment of Free
Trade Agreements (FTAs) and Preferential Trade Agreements (PTAs) with China and
Russia.*!

Bangladesh’s potential membership in BRICS could significantly expand its
trade opportunities and economic growth by establishing alternative trade routes and
fostering closer economic ties with countries like the United Arab Emirates (UAE),
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Ethiopia. The inclusion of the UAE, Egypt, Saudi
Arabia, Iran and Ethiopia as members in the BRICS has the potential to significantly
expand Bangladesh’s trade horizons.*> This holds possibilities for enhancing
Bangladesh’s economic growth and fostering closer economic ties with these nations.
By incorporating Bangladesh, BRICS will have the opportunity to establish an
alternative trade route to bypass the conventional trade routes of Southeast Asia.*
By attaining BRICS membership, Bangladesh will have access to a larger market
and increased opportunities for trade with these countries. Bangladesh is currently
engaged in an exploration of potential trade and labour markets in the countries of
South Africa, Brazil and the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region.* Hence,
BRICS presents a promising avenue for Bangladesh to foster valuable networking
prospects due to the South-South cooperation of the BRICS.

37 Dr. Nasim Ahmed, “Implications of Bangladesh’s Engagement with BRICS,” The Daily Sun, October 11,
2023, https//www.daily-sun.com/printversion/details/716792/Implications-of-Bangladesh%E2%80%99s-
Engagement-with-BRICS.

% Ahmed, “Implications of Bangladesh’s Engagement with BRICS.”

3 “China Most Reliable Development Partner of Bangladesh,” The Daily Star, November 29, 2023, https//www.
thedailystar.net/news/angladesh/diplomacy/news/china-most-reliable-dev-partner-bangladesh-3481621.
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4 Interview with MS Siddiqui, Non-Government Adviser, Bangladesh Competition Commission, November
23,2023.

4 Interview with MS Siddiqui.
4 Interview with MS Siddiqui.
4 Ahmed, “Implications of Bangladesh’s Engagement with BRICS.”
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The establishment of the NDB and the CRA are significant collaborative
initiatives among BRICS nations, which could greatly benefit Bangladesh if it were
to become a member. Among the various collaborative endeavours undertaken
by BRICS nations, the establishment of their own institution, known as the New
Development Bank, holds paramount importance. It has some specific areas of
cooperation, which include environmental protection, transport infrastructure,
water and sanitation, clean energy and energy efficiency and digital infrastructure.®
If Bangladesh were to become a member of the BRICS, then Bangladesh would
be able to avail the areas of co-operation offered by the NDB, which would result
in significant improvement in the socio-economic conditions of Bangladesh.*
Bangladesh is going to receive US$ 800 million NDB loan for two projects, which
are the Dhaka-Narayanganj Gas Pipeline and the Basila Water Supply Project.?’
Due to the strict conditionalities practiced by the World Bank and International
Monetary Fund (IMF), it is easier for Bangladesh to take out loans from the NDB.
It is anticipated that NDB will extend Bangladesh a loan of US$ 112 million for
a power distribution initiative within the jurisdiction of the Northern Electricity
Supply Company (NESCO) and US$ 115 million for the establishment of a 120
MW solar power plant in Raipura.*® Additionally, implementation of a Contingent
Reserves Arrangement further contributes to the significance of the BRICS’
collective efforts. The CRA, established during the 2014 summit held in Brazil, is a
financial mechanism with a total value of US$ 100 billion. Its primary objective is
to offer emergency lending facilities in the event of a liquidity crisis.* Bangladesh
can stand to benefit from the Contingent Reserve Agreement in cases of liquidity
crisis if it becomes a member of the BRICS.

This section has outlined the potential economic prospects for Bangladesh
within the BRICS. The following section delves into the political, diplomatic, and
geopolitical opportunities that membership in BRICS could offer to Bangladesh.

4 “Focus Areas - New Development Bank,” New Development Bank, accessed December 2, 2023, https//
www.ndb.int/about-ndb/focus-areas/.

4 Interview with Rais Hasan Sarwar, Director General, Regional Organisation, Ministry of Foreign Affairs,

Bangladesh, December 7, 2023.

47 “PM Directs to Initiate Process to Secure Loans from NDB,” The Daily Star, August 29, 2023, https:/www.
thedailystar.net/business/economy/news/pm-directs-initiate-process-secure-loans-ndb-3406396.

“ Mohammad Zakaria, “NDB Likely to Provide $2B for 8 Projects,” The Business Post, May 30, 2023, https//
businesspostbd.com/news/2023-05-30/ndb-likely-to-provide-2b-for-8-projects-2023-05-30.

4 “China Most Reliable Development Partner of Bangladesh.”

269



BIISS JOURNAL, VOL. 45, NO. 2, APRIL 2024

3.2 Political, Diplomatic and Geopolitical Opportunities

The potential for BRICS membership continues to be a subject of ongoing
consideration, as there will be expansion opportunities in the upcoming BRICS
summits. During the 15th BRICS Summit, it expanded its membership by admitting
a total of six new members. Given the potential for subsequent expansion phases, it
is plausible that Bangladesh may express interest in seeking membership during the
forthcoming expansion phases. Bangladesh has attracted considerable attention as
a sought-after partner in the dynamic geopolitical context of the region, primarily
due to its strategic location which serves as a connecting point between South Asia
and the wider Indo-Pacific region.’® Because Bangladesh is close to both the global
power China and regional power India and because of their rivalry in South Asia and
the rest of the regions, discussions about Bangladesh have taken on a new tone, and
in recent years, this made Bangladesh important to the US and other world powers.*!
Bangladesh, in its capacity as an emerging middle power, is currently attracting the
attention of major global powers who are actively seeking to engage with it as a
potential market, investment hub, and strategic stronghold.*? Therefore, the potential
impacts on Bangladesh’s position in South Asia would depend on its ability to
strategically leverage this association to further its own goals.

Bangladesh’s influence in the region may increase if the country joins BRICS,
which would give it a platform from which to participate more actively in global
affairs. Bangladesh aims to leverage its autonomous foreign policy, where it seeks
to balance its relations with so many different countries, and there is the advantage
of being a part of mechanisms and arrangements that advance its ties with the West
but also that advance its ties with countries outside of the West.™* By becoming an
active participant within the BRICS, Bangladesh stands to benefit from engaging in
high-level dialogues and collaboration with fellow member countries. This presents
an opportunity for Bangladesh to enhance its regional standing, as it gains access to
discussions and initiatives addressing a wide range of global issues. Furthermore,
Bangladesh’s participation in the BRICS holds the potential to effectively tackle
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regional security apprehensions® and foster peace in the South Asian region. This
can be achieved by capitalising on the combined diplomatic and economic prowess
of the BRICS, thereby enhancing Bangladesh’s geopolitical influence within the
region. Bangladesh’s participation would assist in creating unity among states that
would help solve problems in the provision of global public goods and common
challenges like climate change, pandemics like COVID-19 and trade problems when
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are discussed.>

If Bangladesh wants to increase its bargaining capacity at the global level,
it needs to increase participation and there is a need to augment the country’s
diplomatic space.*® Joining BRICS has potentially enhanced Bangladesh’s capacity
to negotiate and exert influence on the international platform. From a prestige
factor, Bangladesh is at an advantage as it would be seen as being a part of a very
significant global grouping.’” The act of participating in various initiatives can grant
it a heightened degree of influence in international negotiations. Bangladesh believes
in a rule-based multilateral system.® The membership of Bangladesh in the BRICS
offers a significant platform for the country to actively participate in a wide range
of global issues like trade, finance, and security. Bangladesh is a leading developing
nation from the global south that has considerable engagement worldwide, but it
still needs to increase that role.” Participation in multilateral organisations, can help
Bangladesh uphold the basic dictum of its foreign policy, “friendship to all, malice
towards none”.%

The geostrategic location of Bangladesh is a significant aspect that deserves
consideration for BRICS membership. Bangladesh is geographically situated in a
region that shares land borders with Myanmar, thereby establishing a connection
between Southeast and Western Asia as well as India. Bangladesh, being strategically
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positioned, operates three major ports, namely Chattogram, Mongla, and Payra.*!
These ports play a significant role in facilitating connectivity between China, India,
and Russia with other member countries of the BRICS. The BRICS will have the
prospect of engaging in communication and co-operation with other regional blocs,
namely the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic
Cooperation (BIMSTEC), the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation
(SAARC), and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).5

If Bangladesh were to join BRICS, it could potentially experience significant
geo-economic benefits. It is estimated that by 2030, Bangladesh will become the
ninth-largest consumer market in the world.®* Bangladesh’s population which is over
160 million, makes it ideal for business and commerce.* Bangladesh has been able to
increase its relations with the countries in the West, particularly through very robust
trade ties and commercial relations; hence, it would serve Bangladesh’s interests well
to also be a part of BRICS, which represents an alternative to the West.% Bangladesh
could leverage the platform to enhance trade and investment opportunities,
particularly with the BRICS nations, which collectively represent a substantial
portion of the global economy. Additionally, participation in BRICS would provide
Bangladesh with a more influential voice in shaping international economic policies
and strategies, potentially improving its access to global markets and resources.*

Bangladesh saw a geopolitical upheaval when it acquired sea access and a
maritime border from India. During that period, China introduced its BRI. As the
Indo-Pacific Strategy was introduced, Bangladesh published its own Indo-Pacific
Outlook due to its geographical proximity and strategic access to the Indian Ocean.
The BRICS would consider including Bangladesh because of its strategic location in
the Indian Ocean, which is advantageous for nations like China, India, and Russia that
have significant maritime interests.®” The energy supply of the newly added BRICS
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members from the Middle Eastern nations navigates through the Indian Ocean.
Ensuring maritime security for the BRICS members is a crucial goal, and Bangladesh
can significantly contribute to this purpose as trade and security are interconnected.®®

Hence, Bangladesh’s potential inclusion in the BRICS has significant impacts.
Joining BRICS could elevate Bangladesh’s regional influence, strengthen its global
bargaining power, and strategically position the nation as a key player in international
dialogues. Geostrategically, Bangladesh’s location and ports offer vital connectivity,
while economically, BRICS membership could enhance trade opportunities and
influence international economic policies. Having explored the diplomatic, political,
and geopolitical opportunities associated with BRICS membership, the subsequent
section will analyse the challenges and considerations Bangladesh must address in its
pursuit of joining BRICS.

4. Challenges for Bangladesh

The potential inclusion of Bangladesh as a member of the BRICS holds
significant implications that are not without their fair share of challenges. Considering
the dynamic and escalating geopolitical landscape in the Indo-Pacific region, coupled
with the increasing heterogeneity observed among the BRICS members, it is evident
that there are challenges. In the context of Bangladesh joining BRICS, there are some
probable challenges that Bangladesh might face.

South Asia holds significant geopolitical importance and serves as a
prominent stage for escalating competition between two major powers in Asia,
namely China and India.® The potential inclusion of Bangladesh in the BRICS raises
important considerations regarding the country’s ability to effectively navigate its
trade, investment, and strategic relationships with India and China.” How Bangladesh
manages these aspects will play a crucial role in determining the extent to which it
can derive benefits from its participation in BRICS. Besides, BRICS is dominated
by countries that are more powerful and influential than Bangladesh, like China,
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Russia, and even India.”' As Bangladesh would come in as a new member, initially
it would probably have a junior-level status, which would make it difficult for it to
be as influential as established members.”> Despite this, Bangladesh could capitalise
on its unique position to forge closer ties with these influential nations and gradually
increase its stature within the group.

The New Development Bank plays an important role in facilitating the
provision of loans to support the economic development of countries in the global
south. In contrast to the World Bank and IMF, the institution lacks a loan supervision
system that would effectively oversee and regulate the allocation and utilisation of
loans. This loan supervision system is deemed essential in the context of Bangladesh
for proper utilisation. Besides, the BRICS primarily focuses on investment
cooperation rather than serving as a trade forum.” In the absence of comprehensive
agreements pertaining to trade in goods and services, trade facilitation, intellectual
property rights, and non-tariff measures, the significance of investment cooperation
would be diminished.” Besides, China would be more inclined to advance its newly
established Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) more than the NDB.”

Bangladesh does not align itself with any specific geopolitical bloc, so it
seeks to balance relations with many different countries, including different powers
that are rivals with each other.” Besides, an important point to be noted is that the
BRICS has no member states from the West and has no prospect of doing so either.
Given the active participation of Russia and China, which are widely recognised as
the United States’ primary political and economic competitors, it is reasonable to
assert that this perception is not unfounded.”” Within the current geopolitical context,
Bangladesh is confronted with a challenging situation due to its reliance on the United
States and its allies as significant export destinations and sources of FDI and Official
Development Assistance (ODA).
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The 15th BRICS summit prioritised the objective of diminishing worldwide
dependence on the US currency. During the summit, the leaders of the BRICS
countries engaged in further deliberations over concrete strategies to enhance trade and
investment by promoting the use of domestic currencies.” The issue of the common
currency is complex, including considerations such as whether it should be a distinct
currency or the BRICS member states’ own currency.” India is a participant in the
emerging Indo-Pacific Economic Framework, which is seen as a coalition against
China.* India seeks to establish an independent currency system, whereas China also
wants the same.®! The BRICS members have differences in the size of the economy,
the size of the population and the rate of inflation, so the adoption of currency is not
going to be a very easy task.®” In the pursuit of becoming a member of BRICS, it is
imperative for Bangladesh to be cautious when considering the adoption of a common
currency, as this decision may have significant repercussions from the West. Having
examined the potential challenges and surrounding Bangladesh’s membership in
BRICS, the subsequent section delineates a way forward for Bangladesh.

5. Way Forward for Bangladesh

The potential for Bangladesh to join the BRICS presents an opportunity
for the country to reap economic advantages and enhance its diplomatic leverage.
However, this decision entails a multitude of geopolitical complexities and factors that
must be carefully evaluated and considered. Bangladesh, as a nation, must undertake
a comprehensive assessment of the prospective advantages and disadvantages
associated with joining BRICS. Subsequently, Bangladesh needs to devise strategies
that effectively optimise its national interests while ensuring alignment with its
overarching foreign policy objectives.

Bangladesh’s membership would bring more of South Asia to the BRICS,
which is a critical region. It would not only have an Indian voice in BRICS but also
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a new voice from South Asia if Bangladesh were to join BRICS.* For Bangladesh,
the diplomatic advantages include working more closely with friends like India
and also in other regions where Bangladesh is not as present. The BRICS is the
first organisation in the 21st century that has no Western members. The BRICS
is a new kind of alignment, as it does not accept nor completely reject the West.™
While Bangladesh seeks membership of BRICS in the upcoming BRICS summit,
it is imperative that the country maintain a strategic balance with both the US and
Europe. Maintaining the foreign policy dictum “Friendship to all, malice towards
none” should be the guiding force to move forward with BRICS nations.

It is anticipated that Bangladesh will successfully go through a transition
from a Least Developed Country (LDC) status by the year 2026. Consequently,
Bangladesh will no longer be eligible to receive PTAs from developed nations,
and Bangladesh needs to explore new options for export.’> Membership in BRICS
will provide Bangladesh with access to a vast and growing market. However, if
Bangladesh wants to be a part of BRICS, it needs to figure out whether its systems
are developed enough to leverage the economic gains that come with it. The time,
resources, and diplomatic endeavors that would be required to gain membership in
BRICS would need to be evaluated. However, Bangladesh must consider that it is
currently not a trading bloc and would not see immediate benefits to its economy
from joining this group.®® There is a need to undertake a comprehensive cost-benefit
analysis to determine the feasibility of Bangladesh’s membership in BRICS.

To gain membership in the BRICS organisation, it is necessary to enhance
diplomatic relations with member nations. To effectively communicate with
government and organisational leaders, it is important to take appropriate measures,
such as writing official letters and appointing a dedicated ambassador for persuasion.
Bangladesh did not actively pursue diplomatic engagement to seek membership in
the 15th BRICS summit. To seek membership in the upcoming membership stages,
Bangladesh should actively participate in bilateral or multilateral discussions with
BRICS countries. In addition, Bangladesh should also strive to meet the membership
criteria established by the BRICS countries.
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6. Conclusion

Bangladesh’s potential membership in the BRICS has been a subject
of considerable deliberation and analysis, particularly in light of the dynamic
geopolitical landscape and evolving global dynamics. This paper has conducted an
evaluation of the potential opportunities and challenges associated with Bangladesh’s
prospective membership in the BRICS. The theoretical framework of liberal
intergovernmentalism provides valuable insights into understanding the formation
and functioning of the BRICS, emphasising the role of economic interests, inter-state
negotiations, and the establishment of supranational institutions. The BRICS as a
representation of the Global South, aims to promote increased trade, investment, and
cooperation among developing nations within a global system dominated by the West.
The BRICS has evolved into a significant platform for emerging economies to foster
economic cooperation, address global challenges, and shape international discourse.
Bangladesh’s expressed interest in joining BRICS reflects its aspiration to leverage
its growing economic prosperity, strategic location, and geopolitical significance to
further its national interests on the global stage.

Given its status as a developing nation, Bangladesh has the capacity to
become a member of BRICS and thus get access to the many prospects that BRICS
provides. Bangladesh’s potential inclusion in the BRICS presents a strategic
opportunity to enhance bilateral economic cooperation, expand trade horizons, and
attract foreign investment, particularly from key BRICS members such as China
and India. It will facilitate loans from the New Development Bank and strengthen
cooperation between countries in the southern hemisphere. Incorporating Bangladesh
into the BRICS would expand South Asian representation and bolster diplomatic
ties, hence amplifying the region’s influence within the group. Bangladesh stands
to gain significant geopolitical advantages from joining BRICS. Bangladesh could
enhance its regional influence, strengthen its global bargaining power, and contribute
to addressing common challenges such as regional security, climate change, and
sustainable development. However, Bangladesh must also navigate through a set of
challenges associated with BRICS membership, including geopolitical complexities
and asymmetric power dynamics within the group. The membership of this
organisation presents several difficulties stemming from the geopolitical competition
between India and China, the complexities associated with implementing a shared
currency, and the limitations of NDB loans. The absence of comprehensive trade
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agreements and concerns over currency harmonisation pose additional hurdles that
require careful consideration.

The paper has suggested way forward for Bangladesh regarding its
engagement with BRICS, which includes strengthening diplomatic ties with BRICS
countries, conducting a cost-benefit analysis, maintaining strategic balance, and
addressing the possible challenges of Bangladesh. The way forward might be taken
into consideration throughout the following rounds of membership expansion at the
upcoming BRICS Summits. Bangladesh’s potential inclusion in BRICS represents
a pivotal opportunity to advance its economic, diplomatic, and strategic interests on
the global stage. By strategically navigating through challenges and leveraging its
strengths, Bangladesh can be a valuable addition to the BRICS.
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