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Introduction

An institution is known by its institutional integrity, endurance and inclusivity.
SAARC envisaged multi-pronged cooperation amongst South Asian countries for
economic revival, regional peace and united voice at international fora. The sound
start has seen multiple challenges due to mutual distrust, Political rivalries and
contradictory perceptions about ways to achieve their National Interests.

Origin, Membership & Regional Clout:

4+ Context: 8 Dec 2024 marked its 40th Charter Day.

#+ Established on 8 December, 1985 in Dhaka (on Bangladesh President Ziaur
Rahman proposal).

4+ Members: India, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Maldives, Pakistan.
Afghanistan joined in 2007.

+ HQ & Secretariat- Kathmandu (Nepal).

#+ Influence: 3% world’s area, 5.21 % global economy and 21% of world’s
population.

Objectives: Welfare, Quality of life, Economic growth, Social Progress, Cultural
connect, Mutual trust, Scientific and technical cooperation, Cooperate with

Developing countries and international fora.

Principles: Consensus-based decision-making, Non-interference in others internal

affairs, Territorial Integrity, Sovereign Equality.
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Institutional Initiatives

SAARC University: Established in Delhi to promote regional education and
research cooperation.

SAARC International College: Bangladesh

SAARC Food Bank: To ensure food security in emergencies.

SAARC Energy Centre/Reserve: Proposed in Pakistan to enhance energy
cooperation.

Relevance Today

Platform for dialogue: Climate change, poverty, education, child issues.
Shared Regional interests: Covid-19 Emergency Fund, Cross-border
terrorism.

Economic Integration: SAFTA, SAARC Agreement on Trade in Services.
Avoid dependence on external frameworks: ASEAN, BRI.

Successes: SAFTA & SAARC Development Fund

Growth Rate (World Bank): Expected to be 6.6% in 2025 and 5.8% in 2026
in South Asia.

Significance for India

Neighbourhood First Policy: Reinforces India’s commitment to its
immediate neighbours through regional development.

Geostrategic Importance: Provides a platform to counter China’s BRI
initiative by engaging countries like Nepal, Bhutan, Sri Lanka.

Regional Stability: Encourages mutual trust, peace, and conflict resolution in
South Asia.

Global Leadership Role: Strengthens India’s leadership image in the Global
South through proactive regional diplomacy.

Support to Act East Policy: Acts as a bridge between South and Southeast
Asia, enhancing India’s integration in regional supply chains, especially in
services.

Challenges
+ Last Summit: 18" at Kathmandu (2014); Islamabad Summit (2016)

cancelled due to Uri attack; Absence of Political will.

+ Pakistan: CPEC Violates India’s sovereignty; cross-border terrorism and

proxy war; Possible China-Pak Bloc; Pak economic crisis.




+ Taliban: Recognition issue, Diplomatic ties, Medieval outlook.

# China: Wished to join it; Maintains close ties with its members.

+ Bangladesh: Political crisis since Sheikh Hasina exit.

+ Big Brother Syndrome: Members fear due to India’s size, location,
economic, political and military weight.

+ Structural Issues: No mechanism for conflict resolution; Difficult to take
decisions due to unanimity rule.

# Trade: Only 5% intra-regional trade (ASEAN 25%, EU 50% to 75% for most
States); Lack of complementarity (Not take the benefit of the theory of
comparative advantage)

%+ Climate Change & Poverty: World’s most vulnerable.

India’s Approach

#+ SAARC Initiatives: South Asian University in Delhi, South Asian Satellite.
% Search for Alternatives: Act East Policy, Prioritizing BIMSTEC

Road Ahead

%+ Gujral Doctrine: Non-reciprocity.

*+ Prioritize SAARC-minus-Pakistan Projects.

+ EU & ASEAN: Model for intra-regional trade.

+ Political stability: Democratic spirit — Nepal, Afghanistan.

# Nuclear: Non-proliferation, rhetoric- Balakot airstrikes.

+ Boost BBIN

+ Issue-based cooperation like climate, disaster relief, health etc.

Conclusion

SAARC remains vital for South Asia’s collective survival but needs structural
overhaul to bypass Pakistan-led deadlocks. A reformed SAARC could drive
inclusive growth and stability, without it, South Asia risks fragmentation in a
multipolar world. Infusing political will and diplomatic energy through sustained
dialogue hold the key.

“What we need today is the dose of maturity which would lead SAARC from
adolescence to adulthood”.

-Atal Bihari Vajpayee




