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th st20  Century was the 'American Century' the 21  Century may be aptly christened as the 'Asian Century', in 

which India and China – geopolitically representing South Asia and East Asia respectively-have evolved as the 

most important economic actors. South Asian nations have progressively liberalized their economies in the 

context of globalization. They have also taken steps to increase regional economic integration under the 

aegis of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). South Asian Association for Regional 

cooperation {SAARC}, a grand expression of that vision, has kept our hopes alive all these years.The principles 

of sovereign equality, territorial integrity, political independence, non-interference in internal affairs of 

other states and cooperation for mutual bene�it were reiterated in the declaration. The objectives of SARC as 

set out in the declaration were inter-alia, promotion of the welfare of the peoples of South Asia and 

improvement in the quality of their life, promotion and strengthening of collective self reliance among the 

countries of South Asia; and acceleration of economic growth, social progress and cultural development in 

the region.
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India emerged as the leader of the non-aligned movement (NAM) in the post-colonial twentieth century. 

The Indian policy of non-alignment in respect on South Asia was intended to limit the penetration of cold 

war politics into the region. India's political position in the world and Asia, in particular, suffered a serious 

setback in 1960s on account of deterioration in relations with China resulting in the humiliating war of 

1962. Further, three years of drought and agricultural failure during third �ive year plan (1961-66) 

brought India on the brink of an economic collapse. India had to import food to prevent starvation and the 

World Bank in 1966 enforced devaluation of Indian currency. There was a widespread impression in the 

West that India would not survive long as a united country, and would not be able to feed itself and develop 

as a viable state.

The process for regional cooperation in South Asia moved a signi�icant step further when the Foreign 

Secretaries decided to raise the level of interaction to the political plane. In August 1983 the Foreign 

Ministers of the seven South Asian Countries met in New Delhi to adopt a declaration on South Asian 

Regional Cooperation.

The objectives of SARC as set out in the declaration were inter-alia, promotion of the welfare of the peoples 

of South Asia and improvement in the quality of their life, promotion and strengthening of collective self-

reliance among the countries of South Asia; and acceleration of economic growth, social progress and 

cultural development in the region. The principles of sovereign equality, territorial integrity, political 

independence, non-interference in internal affairs of other states and cooperation for mutual bene�it were 

reiterated in the declaration. It was envisaged that the cooperation would be complementary to, rather 

than a substitute for, the existing bilateral cooperation.
st thIn the mirror of global of the 21  Century, a proverb is commonly enhoed that if the 20  Century was the 

st'American Century' the 21  Century may be aptly christened as the 'Asian Century' , in which India and 
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important economic actors. Having accepted this notion, it is evident that India's economic growth and 

development is intrinsically linked with the holistic development of South Asia, since the phenomenon of 

globalization has knit the regional countries into a single chain. The countries of South Asia represent a 

rich matrix of characteristics, in terms of their physical and human geography, as well as historical 

experiences.

Constituted of eight core countries, South Asia covers an area of more than 10% of the Asian continent or 

2.4% of the world's total land surface area. It accounts for about 34% of Asia's population or over 16.5% of 

the global population. Its GDP, based on purchasing power parity is $ 3.57 trillion, with a registered 

combined average growth of over 7% in 2010, with a consumer base of over 425million in the middle class 

bracket 423 billion labour forces- the largest among other economic blocks in the world. In an effort to 

integrate their markets with the engine of the worlds economy, the South Asian nations have progressively 

liberalized their economies in the context of globalization. They have also taken steps to increase regional 

economic integration under the aegis of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). 

The vision of South Asia has been with us for many decades. It is only in the early 1980s that the nations of 

the region agreed to take gradual measures to turn that dream into a reality. Since then, all the south Asian 

countries have been exploring various modalities to achieve the art of the possible without compromising 

on what is also desirable. Often, the pace has been slow and the results not always forthcoming. However, 

our sights have always remained focused and the South Asian Association for Regional cooperation 

{SAARC}, a grand expression of that vision, has kept our hopes alive all these years.

As I see it, South Asia is today entering a dynamic phase. Our economies are growing at a faster pace. We no 

longer see ourselves as an island immune to the global forces of change, but recognise the need to optimise 

our individual and collective bene�its from what the global environment has to offer. In part, the economic 

liberalisation policies followed by almost all the countries in the region signi�ies the acceptance of this 

change. As our countries welcome the ingrowth, we have also come to accept the need for all the countries 

to work together to avoid the backlash of the globalisation process.

India emerged as the leader of the non-aligned movement (NAM) in the post-colonial twentieth centuary. 

The Indian policy of non-alignment in respect on South Asia was intended to limit the penetration of cold 

war politics into the region. India's political position in the world and Asia, in particular, suffered a serious 

setback in 1960s on account of deterioration in relations with China resulting in the humiliating war of 

1962. Further, three years of drought and agricultural failure during third �ive year plan (1961-66) 

brought India on the brink of an economic collapse. India had to import food to prevent starvation and the 

World Bank in 1966 enforced devaluation of Indian currency. There was a widespread impression in the 

West that India would not survive long as a united country, and would not be able to feed itself and develop 
1as a viable state.

But later events, particularly India's decisive victory against Pakistan in 1971 war resulting in creation of 

Bangladesh, achievement of self-suf�iciency in food production and nuclear test explosion at Pokhran 

(1974), restored India's credibility and image in international power politics. The year 1971 was thus a 

turning point for South Asia and for India's role in the region. Emergence of India as a regional power in 

South Asia and failure of the U.S. and China to help Pakistan in 1971 war with India enhanced the fear and 

mistrust of India's neighbours in the region. 

Earlier, the Indo-Soviet Treaty of Friendship signed in 1971 had to some extent undermined India's non-

aligned status in the post–Nehru period. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 and 
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Western response to this brought the cold war on the door- steps of India.

It was against this background that the idea of a South Asian Regional Cooperation (SAARC) was mooted 

by President Ziaur Rahman of Bangladesh in 1980. He discussed the possibility to organize regional 

cooperation for the common good of the people of South Asia during his visits to Nepal, India, Pakistan and 

Sri Lanka in late 70s and in 1980. Encouraged by the positive response from south Asian capitals, the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Government of Bangladesh formulated a proposal for regional 

cooperation in South Asia and circulated the proposal among the countries of the resion in November 

1980.

The process for regional cooperation in South Asia moved a signi�icant step further when the Foreign 

Secretaries decided to raise the level of interaction to the political plane. In August 1983 the Foreign 

Ministers of the seven South Asian Countries met in New Delhi to adopt a declaration on South Asian 

Regional Cooperation. This important Ministerial Meeting took following important decisions:

• The Integrated Programme of Action for cooperation in the �ields of Agriculture, Meteorology, Health 

and Population Activities, Postal Services, Rural Development, Science and Technology, 

Telecommunications, Transport and Sports, Arts and Culture be implemented;

• It was decided that the Foreign Ministers would meet once a year to review the progress of regional 

cooperation;

• A summit meeting of the Heads of State/Government be recommended to be held- the dates be 

�inalized in the next meeting of the Foreign Minister in the Maldives;

• The Foreign Ministers signed the declaration on South Asian Regional Cooperation setting out the 

objectives; and

• Approved principles of such cooperation incorporating provisions regarding institutional and 
2�inancial arrangements.

Declaration of South Asian Regional Cooperation (SARC) :- The objectives of SARC as set out in the 

declaration were inter-alia, promotion of the welfare of the peoples of South Asia and improvement in the 

quality of their life, promotion and strengthening of collective self-reliance among the countries of South 

Asia; and acceleration of economic growth, social progress and cultural development in the region. The 

principles of sovereign equality, territorial integrity, political independence, non-interference in internal 

affairs of other states and cooperation for mutual bene�it were reiterated in the declaration. It was 

envisaged that the cooperation would be complementary to , rather than a substitute for, the existing 
3bilateral cooperation.

The institutional arrangements �inalised in the declaration provided for a Technical Committee for each 

area of cooperation It also provided for an Action Committee for implementation of the projects in case 

more than two countries but not all countries of the region are involved; and a Standing Committee at the 

level of Foreign Secretaries for the coordination and monitoring of the Programme. The Technical 

Committees were required to submit periodic reports to the Standing Committee. Likewise Action 

Committees could be constituted only with the approval of the Standing Committee.

Two important conditions re�lecting Indian position were incorporated as General Provisions under the 

institutional arrangements, viz., decisions at all levels would be taken on the basis of unanimity, and 

bilateral and contentious issues would be excluded from the deliberations.
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India, obviously was not in a hurry to hold the summit meeting. It was agreed to recommend to the 

respective Heads of State or Government that the �irst Summit of South Asian countries be held in Dhaka in 

the last quarter of 1985 to be preceded by a meeting of the Foreign Ministers in Bhutan in May, 1985 to 
4serve as the preparatory meeting for the Summit.

The Third Meeting of the Foreign Ministers was convened at Thimpu, Bhutan during 13-14 May, 1985 

against the backdrop of heightened tension between India and Sri Lanka over 'Tamil problem'. Sri Lanka 

initially did not want to participate in protest against a statement made by the then Indian Minister for 

External Affairs in the Upper House of Indian Parliament about the Sri Lanka Government's alleged 

involvement in fomenting divisions amongst the Tamils. A special envoy of Sri Lanka, however, later joined 

the deliberations at Thimpu. The envoy fully endorsed the decisions taken by the representatives of the 

other six countries.

In their fourth meeting at Dhaka on December, 5, 1985 the Foreign Ministers of SAARC member countries 

discussed the overall preparations for the �irst SARC summit and reviewed the activities under the 

Integrated Programme of Action. The Ministers recommended a Draft Charter, Declaration and Emblem of 

the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) for adoption by the summit. Three days 

later, on December 8, 1985, the Heads of State/Government of Seven South Asian Countries launched the 

SAARC.

The launching of SAARC aroused world-wide interest. This was re�lected in the messages received from 

the UN Secretary General, Executive Secretary of ESCAP, ASEAN, President of Indonesia and the Prime 

Minister of Thailand. There was extensive coverage in the foreign media as well.
thThe 16  summit of the eight-nation South Asian Regional Cooperation (SAARC) concluded on March 29 in 

Bhutanese capital Thimphu, vowing to plant “10 million trees over the next �ive years” so that there is a 

“green and happy South Asia.” It also resolved to boost trade cooperation among the member states and 

pledged to concentrate on the uplift of poverty stricken people in the region that is home to 1.5 billion 

humans–a fourth of the world population. Climate change and Socio-economic development were, thus, 

the two principal themes that the summit focused on.

The Seventeenth Summit was held from 10-11 November 2011 in Addu City, Maldives. H.E. Mohamed 
thNasheed was elected as the Chairperson of the 17  SAARC Summit. In his inaugural address President 

Nasheed highlighted three areas of cooperation in which progress should be made; trade, transport and 

economic integration; security issues such piracy and climate change; and good governance. President 

also called on the Member States to establish a commission to address issues of gender inequalities in 

South Asia.

In this Meeting, the Foreign Ministers of the respective Member States signed four agreements;

1. SAARC Agreement on Rapid Response to Natural Disasters

2. SAARC Agreement on Multilateral Arrangement on Recognition of Conformity Assessment

3. SAARC Agreement on Implementation of Regional Standards

4. SAARC Seed Bank Agreement

The eighteenth summit of 'South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation' (SAARC) was held in 

Kathmandu the capital of Feberal Democratic Republic of Nepal during 26–27 November 2014. The theme 

of the summit was Deeper Integration for Peace and Prosperity, focused on enhancing connectivity 
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between the member states for easier transit-transport across the region. On 26 May 2014, head of 

state/head of government of all SAARC nations attended the Swearing-in ceremony of Narendra Modi in 

New Delhi and the following day they have held high level discussion with the newly appointed Indian 
5Prime Minister Narendra Modi which was dubbed as the mini SAARC summit in the media.  There it was 

6agreed to revitalize the SAARC initiative and a summit was agreed upon in Nepal at the earliest.  Started on 

November 26, the two-day SAARC Summit was the 18th session of the multilateral organisation. 

The 19th SAARC summit is a scheduled diplomatic conference, which was originally planned to be held in 
7Islamabad, Pakistan on 15–16 November 2016.  The summit was to be attended by the leaders of the eight 

SAARC member states and representatives of observers and guest states.

Following the rising diplomatic tensions after the Uri terrorist attack, India announced its boycott of the 

summit, alleging Pakistan's involvement in the attack. Later, Bangladesh, Afghanistan and Bhutan also 
8pulled out of the summit.

The Agenda & Reactions by member nations

During the concluding ceremony of the 18th SAARC Summit on 27 November Foreign Ministers of the 

eight member states signed an agreement on energy cooperation namely 'SAARC Framework Agreement 

for Energy Cooperation (Electricity)' in the presence of their heads of state and government. Although 

Pakistan stalled, citing insuf�icient internal preparations, signing of two other agreements on Vehicular 

Traf�ic and Railways respectively. Although Nepalese Prime Minister Sushil Koirala, current SAARC Chair, 

expressed his hope that the 'Regulation of Passenger and Cargo Vehicular Traf�ic amongst SAARC Member 

States', and 'SAARC Regional Agreement on Railways' would be signed later after the Transport Ministers 
9of these countries reviewed them. It was also decided that Pakistan will host the next summit in 2016.

The India-Pakistan stand-off on the �irst day threatened to jeopardize the entire summit process as 

Pakistan seemed to be in the mood to block every Indian led proposal. But the next day things have 

changed when the two Prime Ministers met privately at the retreat session which led to Pakistan agreeing 

one out of three proposed agreements and they also met and shook hands publicly during the closing 

ceremony and this 'transient peace' in the relation was believed to brokered by the Nepalese side as a face-
10saving measure for the Kathmandu summit.

China, which holds an observer status in the group, was represented by Vice Foreign Minister Liu Zhenmin 

seen actively promoting a more active role for itself in the region including infrastructure funding through 

its proposed 'Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank' (AIIB) and extending its ambitious Maritime Silk 

Road project to South Asian nations. Pakistan, China's all weather friend, also vouched for a more 

participatory role for the observer nations in the summit process, indirectly advocating for a more Chinese 
11involvement. Although no such proposal was accepted because of India's reservation.

Bangladesh also pulled out of the summit in Islamabad. The Bangladeshi Foreign Ministry conveyed to the 

SAARC Chair Nepal that Pakistan's increasing interference in Bangladesh's domestic affairs is inimical to 

the interest of Bangladesh and under such circumstances it is not possible to participate in the summit at 
12Islamabad.  The ministry maintained that "Bangladesh, as the initiator of the SAARC process, remains 

steadfast in its commitment to regional cooperation, connectivity and contacts but believes that these can 
13only go forward in a more congenial atmosphere".

Afghanistan announced its withdrawal from the summit, stating, "Due to increased level of violence and 

�ighting as a result of imposed terrorism on Afghanistan, (President) Ashraf Ghani with his 

34.5



AIJRA Vol.II Issue III

In 21st Century Saarc and Its Future Prospects: A Brief Overview
Dr. Ram Chandra

responsibilities as the Commander-in-Chief will be fully engaged, and will not be able to attend the 
14Summit."

Bhutan also withdrew from the summit. The country stated that the "recent escalation of terrorism in the 

region has seriously compromised the environment for the successful holding" of the summit. The 

Bhutanese government added that it also shared the concerns of some member states on the 

"deterioration of regional peace because of terror".

Nepal, the current chair of SAARC, urged that "a conducive environment be created soon to ensure the 

participation of all member states in the 19th SAARC summit in line with the spirit of the SAARC charter". 

It also asked the member countries- "to ensure that their respective territories are not used by terrorists 

for cross border terrorism".

The Maldives refrained from boycotting and instead urged a conductive environment be created for the 

summit. 

Pakistan has postponed the conference to a further date, citing Article X (General Provisions) of the SAARC 

Charter that all decisions at all levels shall be taken on the basis of unanimity. Thus, the conference can only 
15go ahead with all member states present.

Ph.D., Guest Faculty Lecturer, Department of Political Science

Jai Narain Vyas University,Jodhpur
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