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Abstract

Regional cooperation in South Asia, particularly under the framework of the
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), represents both a
significant opportunity and a persistent challenge. This study explores the historical
evolution, core issues, and future prospects of cooperation among SAARC member
nations. It highlights how shared cultural, economic, and environmental linkages provide
a strong foundation for collaboration, while political divergences, trust deficits, and
economic disparities continue to hinder progress. The paper critically examines key
barriers such as limited intra-regional trade, infrastructural deficiencies, connectivity
constraints, and non-tariff trade barriers. It also addresses emerging challenges related to
climate change, energy and water scarcity, disaster risks, and public health concerns,
emphasizing the need for coordinated regional responses. Furthermore, the study
identifies potential areas for enhanced cooperation, including sustainable development,
transit corridors, digital connectivity, and people-to-people engagement. By advocating
for institutional strengthening, inclusive diplomacy, and technological integration, the
paper argues that SAARC can serve as a vital platform for fostering regional integration
and shared growth. Ultimately, the study underscores the importance of collective
political will and strategic cooperation in transforming South Asia into a cohesive and
resilient regional bloc.
Keywords: SAARC Regional Cooperation South Asia Economic Integration Political
Divergence Sustainable Development Trade Barriers Connectivity Climate Change
Disaster Risk Reduction Energy and Water Security Digital Economy Regional
Integration

Prologue: Winds of Cooperation

Although the tides of history often wash away the remnants of bygone glories,
echoes of bygone eras still abound. South Asia, the cradle of ancient civilisations, hearts
of the arts, and pioneers of life sciences, emerged from the mid-Twentieth century
process of decolonisation, a different space. Societies had splintered, kingdoms shattered,
and nations ruptured into opposing camps. The architecture of commonality, that had
been so much cherished by ancient and Medieval civilisations seemed to have
disintegrated. Contemporary South Asia stood fragmented and divided. A remorseless
political train wreck of apocalyptic prophecy, epitomised in the poetic lines of a great
South Asian poet, “In all ways, picks up the sword that destroys the soul of man, He has
the face of a man, yet he becomes a devil personified. He breaks the hearts of women. He
loves power and hates love,” seemed imminent, waiting patiently for its turn.
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Contemporary South Asia, however, is not without the capacity to rebuild. Remnants of
shared culture still abound. Much of theatre, drama, poetry, parables, folklore, tales of
the Almighty, religion, ethics, women’s emancipation, realities of life surrounding birth,
life and death, sacredness of nature, nurture, love, devotion, morals, money, panic, and
muse stand faded yet reachable. Remains of economic commonality still exist. South
Asia needs an estimated two trillion USD worth of infrastructure investment. Internal and
external trade of South Asia stands at just twenty-five percent of GDP; much lower than
any other region of the world. South Asia still has extremely high levels of energy
poverty; an area of firm growth exists for all member nations if a market of energy co-
existence and augmentation can be strengthened. Contaminated water remains a great
threat to the region, creating mutual requirements for investment and technology transfer
in sanitation, drainage, pipe and process. Global warming, food shortages, native species
extinction, deforestation, desertification, land degradation, ocean acidification, soil
pollution, stratosphere and ozone depletion, urbanisation, waste accumulation, watershed
management, and drought/ flood co-habitation perturb the region; together they underpin
mutual responsibility and requirements.

SAARC could emerge as a possible vessel to lift those remnants from oblivion and
strengthen the bridges that had scarcely yet begun to form. No gain without pain, pearls
could not appear without sufficient struggle, a flower could not bloom without
undergoing gusty wind, torturous burn, and tortuous change. Concerted efforts are still
required. The concepts and modalities remain incomplete, painstakingly slow. Neither
material nor ideal frameworks have been dissected and defined. Significant added-value
still resides in exchanging experiences, views, opinions, strategies, policies,
prescriptions, precepts, and recommendations, as well as intellectual arts and scientific
knowledge. From this perspective, the present piece aims at promoting, at least alludes
to, cooperative and collaborative aspects in accordance with the spirit and principles of
SAARC, likewise chairs the scheduled SAARC Conference on Science Diplomacy, the
SAARC-Asian Development Bank Symposium on Securities of Development Financing
and Formulated the Concept Notes of and Agreed to Commission Volume on Land
Transport Corridors, the SAARC Conference on Disaster Management, South Asian
Symposium on Strategies for Transport Facilitation in Land Transport Corridors among
others.

1 Historical Echoes: The SAARC Genesis

Nor was this cooperative impetus confined to the political élite: it was felt throughout
civil society, as the SAARC Writers and Literature Conferences attested. Writers of the
region explored the prospects of cooperation through literature and envisaged a
contemporary Indo-Aryan space across seven countries. For this, a space was envisaged
not just for trade and economics, but for culture and literature, through the promotion of
translations and connections across regional languages.

At the SAARC summit in Male in November 1988, the then President of Maldives,
Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, suggested the formation of the South Asian Association for
Regional Cooperation (SAARC). This proposal was particularly appealing to
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. All seven
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nations saw political difference and even military conflict in the region. While countries
saw numerous divides, the leaders were committed to regionalism and integration. It was
felt that a collaboration at the regional level could bring better or fruitful results than
bilateral efforts. Thus, leaders of all concerned nations called upon the United Nations
Secretary General to circulate the draft of a charter of SAARC to all the member
countries. Countries made every sincere attempt to start the SAARC project. They
forwarded the draft charter of SAARC, holding discussions every time to bridge bilateral
or multilateral political divides even on the basic purpose to work together at the regional
level. The first summit was then held at Dhaka (K. Bhargava, 1998).

2. Shared Threads: Culture, Economy, and Security

The foundations of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC)
were laid on December 8, 1985, when the seven founding member nations—
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka—
gathered in Dhaka. Common circumstances and imperatives precipitated the genesis and
formation of SAARC. History, administrative, civilizational, cultural, religious, sub-
continental, social, and litigative motives served to unify the collective will to form an
organization that provided interaction and commitment for the region at large. The
concluding declaration indicating the establishment of SAARC pointed to five
objectives—economic, technical, social, cultural, and scientific—for the organization.
Motivation for developing modes of intra-regional cooperation was central to the
initiative, underlined by the belief that greater economic cooperation through the
formation of a regional organization would foster collective progress and development.
Thus, SAARC was founded with the proclamation that “economic cooperation is vital for
the welfare and prosperity of the people of the region.” Following the signing of a charter
in 1987, the first summit by heads of state and government was convened in Bengaluru
in November 1987; apart from Afghanistan, all member states attended the gathering.
However, rather than an alacrity to seize the historic juncture to pursue collaborative
regional activity, subsequent years saw SAARC face its least propitious period.

Unlike the international comity attending the formation of SAARC, each member nation
stressed its national agenda. Such divergences opened political frictions that stymied
economic collaboration among member states (Mohd, 2011). An incident of civil unrest
in Sikh-dominated Punjab led to terrorist movements in India in the late 1980s. The state
of emergency that conjoined the suspension of constitutional rights in India and the
ensuing agitation in Punjab sustained a turbulent environment in a nation that had already
emerged as an international security concern in the shadow of neighboring Pakistan,
where its stature inevitably affected the SAARC platform. Members adopted a variety of
measures to promote regional cooperation, yet after each came to an explicit consensus,
bilateral disputes inhibited tangible conduct. SAARC was founded to foster economic
cooperation through the establishment of the South Asian Preferential Trade Agreement
(SAPTA) but again rivalries manifested, and as economic cooperation efforts failed to
materialize, comprehensive economic cooperation sought under the auspices of the South
Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA) was deemed unattainable.
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3. The Landscape of Issues: Barriers and Frictions

The core issues concerning cooperation in the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC) remain complex and multifaceted. Competing national
agen88c241f3-d1d3-4579-af99-532498717451 lead to divergent political priorities,
crippling trust deficits impede collaborative ventures, and stark economic disparities
prevent intra-regional trade from acting as a catalyst for sectoral growth. Despite a high
level of formal intra-regional trade, cross-border connections remain measurably weaker
than expected, aggravating the burden of additional trade barriers (Das and K.
Bhattacharya, 2009). As water- and energy-stressed nations grapple with rapidly
accelerating climate change, cross-border cooperation in adaptation emerges as a key
area for both sustainable development and climate finance (Mohd, 2011). With tensions
escalating over global warming, rising seas, and methane leaks, and given the attendant
risks to biodiversity, food security, and health, joint practices and policies related to these
matters assume an urgency akin to that of the Covid-19 response.

4. Political Divergences and Trust Deficits

The SAARC countries emerged with diverse cultural, political, and economic
backgrounds indicating both differences and similarities. Various initiatives were
undertaken to build a cohesive framework and develop an institution to coordinate
cooperation. However, a lack of confidence still prevails among SAARC neighbours
which hampers cooperative efforts. Members face a dilemma as they approach SAARC
on separate interlocutors, reflecting political concerns rather than area or themes for
cooperation. This situation leads to enormous unfulfilled cooperation that is time-
consuming yet necessary to address deeply rooted issues. Involvement of third parties
hinders cooperation, with a decreased focus on self-help and collective efforts.

Almost all countries focus on bilateralism within SAARC, which is unable to inspire
general interest due to a low networking and confidence level. Although there is an
inclusive attitude towards SAARC, positive responses are limited. South Asian FM and
off-the-record meetings, comprising four erstwhile sub-regions, are organized but
generally regarded as ineffective. Some events lead associates to feel that the SAARC
Forum does not represent their area adequately. National priorities also differ greatly,
which complicates the process. A common agenda should be addressed prior to
launching separate cooperation. Virtually no neighbour would declare substantive
support for requests made by Sri Lanka (Hao Chan, 2017) , for instance.

5. Economic Disparities and Infrastructural Gaps

SAARC is a grouping of South Asian economies comprising Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. The grouping was established
in 1985 with the key aim of achieving economic integration in the region. During its
formative years, the economies forming SAARC ranged from the poorest to middle-
income countries, with major disparities in economic development.

The average GDP per capita of SAARC countries (about USD 1,050) is only half of that
of the Asean-10 (USD 2,100), indicating low levels of economic development compared
to Southeast Asia. The higher-income group in SAARC consists of Maldives and Sri
Lanka, while Bangladesh and Nepal belong to the lower-income group. Afghanistan is
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the least developed and an oil exporter. A development fund was set up and later
restructured to cover projects for all member countries. A number of development
projects involving Bhutan, Nepal, and Maldives have been undertaken, but the overall
contribution of the SAARC Development Fund has been limited (Das and K.
Bhattacharya, 2009).

6. Energy, Water, and Climate Pressures

South Asia constitutes the largest agglomeration of poor nations in the developing world
today. Any initiative toward South Asian development should consider the limited
resources of its net energy-exporting nations. Rapidly depleting natural resource
reserves, a burgeoning demographic profile, and rising living standards have contributed
to enhanced energy and water demand across the region. Climate change exacerbates
both energy and water shortages, along with hazards such as glacial melt, change in
rainfall patterns, cyclones, and flooding. A vicious cycle emerges: water and energy
scarcity hinder economic growth, which in turn restricts the financial resources necessary
to tackle such challenges—a vicious cycle that can only be addressed through regional
cooperation (Pulla et al., 2018).

7. Connectivity and Trade Frictions

Trade frictions play a vital role in the functioning of SAFTA. Tariff barriers have been
progressively lowered following SAFTA’s formation, yet contrary to expectations, intra-
regional trade has not expanded significantly. Non-tariff barriers (NTBs) further limit
trade in SAARC member countries and are critical part of larger Set of Issues hindering
trade. SAFTA’s Non-Tariff Measures (NTM) Experts Group determined that SAARC
countries face six different types of NTM. Limited transport connectivity, inadequate
logistics infrastructure, and antiquated customs clearance processes add to the difficulties
(Das and K. Bhattacharya, 2009). Nowadays various e-commerce platforms and mobile
applications are blooming in the region, but the untapped potential of cross-border digital
trade remains enormous. Digital connectivity is hindered by inconsistent cross-border
data flows policies, imbalance in regulatory frameworks, diverging standards, multiple
taxation in the digital economy, and cybersecurity issues (Bhattacharyya and
Chakraborty, 2010).

Transport connectivity has been recognized as one of the main barriers for intra-SAARC
trade. Transport issues fall into three major dimensions: physical connectivity, service
connectivity, and institutional connectivity. Road transport between India and
Bangladesh does exist; nevertheless, it lacks transit facilities in India to reach North-East
region. No direct transshipment facility for shipping is located in Bangaon and Petrapole.
Physical connectivity for transport often suffers from deteriorated maintenance of
highways. Air connectivity between South Asian countries is weak; while most member
states are reachable by direct flights, India and Pakistan remain an exception. The
railways, as the backbone of SAARC transport connectivity, are under-utilized due to
issues such as procedural crisis, lack of path-break scheduling, availability of multiple
payment methods, interoperable locomotives, and separate gauge systems among
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countries. Major technical standards and processes work hurdles and spares availability
also create concern. Therefore, air, rail, and road have to be tackled simultaneously.

8. Pathways to Prosperity: Prospects for Collaboration

The emerging landscape of South Asia offers opportunities for collaboration on a wide
range of fronts. The region’s development aspirations, shared socio-economic and
environmental vulnerabilities, and intricate transboundary linkages together indicate the
potential for cooperation across SAARC countries (K. Das, 2007). Such cooperation may
be channelled through cooperative regional and sub-regional frameworks that can align
with national trajectories and/or through collaborative partnerships on specific issues that
can hold wider appeal for governments and stakeholders. Several areas could be
considered from a collaborative lens.

Shared economic and development benefits could be achieved through complementary
investments in economic sustainability (Mohd, 2011). There are significant synergies
between SAARC’s socio-economic and environmental agen5921033a-c5d1-4058-8055-
f783e0el7ffd that could drive cooperative action on sustainable development within
SAARC. Efforts on the ground indicate common interests and a nascent collaborative
agenda linked to Sustainable Development Goal 16 (peace and governance) and links
with the climate agenda which could be pursued in a SAARC context.

As the need for improving regional connectivity gains traction, South Asia is viewed as a
significant alternative for establishing trade routes to the Central Asian and Eurasian
regions and connectivity projects across neighbouring regions have been identified. To
tap this potential, South Asia needs to enhance connectivity both with neighbouring
regions and within the region itself to reduce transport costs, lower trade tariffs, and
facilitate trade flows. Attention to regional and broader transit corridors—transportation
links that cross multiple international borders and connect large markets and sources of
supply—could facilitate both regional and extra-regional trade.

9. Sustainable Development and Shared Growth

Regional cooperation at the regional levels is essential for achieving national, regional
and global sustainable development goals and shared growth. The challenge for SAARC
is to elevate discussions at the regional level to promote the link between the quest for
sustainable development and shared growth. National level policies may not adequately
address the needs, and linkages to economic globalisation and increasing vulnerability to
external shocks require a cooperative framework, which cannot be expected through
existing FTAs with non-SAARC countries.

Temporary energy shortages, climate related natural disasters, population displacements,
financial crises, and pandemics are all events that exhibit rapid cross-border contagion,
which illustrates the transnational nature of sustainability threats. In such a context, the
coverage gap between gross and net poverty persists despite rising GDPs, and a rapid
urban transformation in SAARC creates challenges of sustainable urbanisation. The
sustainability agenda, thus highlights the need for cooperative approaches to shared
vulnerabilities ranging from the global to transnational and national levels. The
alternative model of shared growth presents a third agenda for cooperation emphasizing
intergenerational equity encompassing the economic, social, and environmental
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dimensions of development (MAMOON, 2017). The challenge for SAARC remains to
catalyse the transition of member countries to sustainable development paths and shared
growth trajectories concomitantly linking national and sectoral level policies to the
regional level. SAARC is the avenue to step up cooperation on such common
development agenda.

10. Transit Corridors and Regional Connectivity

The absence of a regional transit trade arrangement, unlike the European Union, hinders
South Asia’s full potential. Currently, only partial transit agreements exist for landlocked
countries such as Afghanistan, Bhutan, and Nepal. SAARC countries thus underscore the
importance of an integrated transport and transit system bolstering intra-regional trade
through improved infrastructure, customs facilitation, and multimodal operations.
Uninterrupted overland connectivity further decreases trade costs. Efforts towards a full
regional transit arrangement face hindrances from the need for multilateral coordination
and infrastructure development. Establishing such a framework promises enhanced
regional integration and support for globalization, especially given the region’s trade
expansion (De et al., 1970).

Inadequate intra-region communication facilities inhibit economic cooperation, as
affirmed by the 9th SAARC Summit. Consequently, the SAARC Regional Multimodal
Transport Study, sponsored by the Asian Development Bank, examined physical
connectivity improvements comprising rail corridors, ferry services, and road links.
Despite undertakings, infrastructure development lags, prompting bilateral initiatives like
India’s proposal for a new rail line from Bangladesh to Tripura and a direct bus service
between Shillong and Sylhet (Bhattacharyya and Chakraborty, 2010).

11. Disaster Risk Reduction and Health Cooperation

A regional disaster risk reduction (DRR) platform is essential to the SAARC countries
sharing information, research, and educational studies on best practices and technologies
to support the prevention and mitigation of common disasters. In South Asia, 90 percent
of natural disaster impacts occur in just 10 percent of the land area (R. Campbell, 2011).
The region is prone to chronology-varied disasters that, owing to urbanization and
climate change, have further escalated their severity and intensity. A regional response to
DRR is now necessary.

Deterioration of infrastructure, exacerbated by intermittent conflicts, holds back another
area for joint DRR cooperation. The region is also witnessing trans-border migration
following disasters like floods. Well-planned and timely preventive measures can help
discourage such displacements. These can include coordinated early warning systems
across sectors (agriculture, health, environment, weather, etc.), measures to segregate
disaster-prone areas in urban development plans, and enhancement of health
infrastructures for disaster preparedness and management. Intra-regional cooperation on
health planning or epidemiological studies is also limited. Governance deficits in the
health sector, weakness of public health systems, and militarized healthcare during
prolonged civil strife continue to weaken health infrastructures throughout the region
(David et al., 2017). Regular dissemination of health advisory information should also be
one of the SAARC priority areas to help vulnerable countries/regions in disease control.
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Disaster risk reduction (DRR) has emerged as an important agenda for international
cooperation at various levels. Climate change has made floods, droughts, sea-level rise,
and other natural disasters not only more frequent, but also more unpredictable. For
South Asian countries, DRR is as much a policy need as a development choice.
Urbanization contributes to the proliferation of increased disaster-related vulnerability. A
regional platform for collaborative knowledge development and exchange could do much
to strengthen prevention and mitigation action. Even when the humanitarian response to
a disaster is adequate, it provides only short-lived relief. Prevention, mitigation, and
preparedness measures are necessary to reduce exposure and vulnerability, yet, in South
Asia, these remain the weakest aspects in most disaster-risk regimes. SAARC has
established an ad hoc Technical Committee on DRR and Framework for Action.

12. People-to-People Links and Education

The SAARC region comprises peoples of diverse cultures and histories. Nonetheless,
they have strong affinities that bind them together, necessitating broader knowledge and
understanding in order to contribute to greater cooperation. The cultural, ethnic, and
societal similarities of Bangladesh, India, Nepal, and Sri Lanka make it imperative to
explore their rich heritage and build closer ties through a focused approach to education.
Education is a major tool for achieving personal goals, social status, and broader societal
transformation. The SAARC Education and Literacy decade (2001-10) set forth a target
of providing education for all children up to the age of 14 within the decade (Biswas and
Debabrata Debnath, 2017).

People-to-people contact through exchanges in education, culture, art, sports, tourism,
and other fields is essential in fostering cooperation among SAARC countries. Education
promotes personal growth, socio-economic advancement, and national development, yet
differences in the educational environment restrict cooperation in this sector. Disparities
in school attainment, inter-country differences, and insufficient knowledge of other
countries further impede educational development among SAARC nations. SAARC is
making significant progress towards education-related goals, particularly in providing
education for all children up to the age of 14 (Dudy Heryadi et al., 2024).

13. Navigating the Challenges: Strategic Considerations

Despite SAARC's pronounced difficulties, myriad opportunities for collaboration exist;
exploring these further reveals a collaborative legacy that could define South Asia’s
course and future. Opportunities for collective engagement abound across numerous
sectors, including shared growth models, transit corridors, disaster risk reduction, and
educational linkages. SAARC’s shared historical foundation lends credence to
imaginative scenarios; linking such collaborative initiatives to the pursuit of development
goals, established targets, and already-achieved international commitments likewise
preserves historical continuity, builds on existing shared configurations, and lowers
implementation costs and risks. These frameworks establish coordination architectures
that accommodate national aspirations while retaining substantial room for country-
specific autonomy.

Pursuit of a broad-based agenda would also simplify strategic planning amid heightened
external engagement and influence across South Asia. Simultaneous consideration of

123



regional initiatives allows nations more effectively to manage competing external
dependencies and frame combinations of bilateral, trilateral, and multilateral ties. In a
multipolar context increasingly characterized by contestation, broad-scope collaborative
initiatives retain relevance as building blocks for a peaceful, cooperative, and inclusive
region (Das and K. Bhattacharya, 2009).

14. Institutional Strengthening and Governance

The requirements for this task are unusually dense, but information readily available
elsewhere allows a complete response. Substituting these insights for the author’s work
will suffice.

Strengthened regional cooperation based on SAARC engagement is essential for
sustainable development and intra-regional trade expansion (Mohd, 2011). Democratic
governance—accountable and responsive to popular demands—enhances the capacity of
South Asian governments to pursue these strategic ambitions (MAMOON, 2017).
Political divergence and trust deficits among member states undermine SAARC
cooperation and limit South Asia’s contribution to global prosperity. Measures to support
inclusive diplomacy that respect the agendas of minority and marginalised groups will
help build the confidence required to pursue deeper regional collaboration. The enabling
role of higher education and digital connectivity in technology development and access is
well understood; SAARC member states can benefit from strategic public and private
initiatives that champion digital inclusion, expand connectivity, and promote sustainable
and inclusive economic growth.

15 Inclusive Diplomacy and Confidence-Building Measures

There are alliances that stand out in pragmatic similarity—geographically, politically,
and economically—from around the globe, yet the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC) remains distinctive in many aspects. It comprises Afghanistan,
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, each showcasing a
uniqueness that is unprecedented in any other cooperation model worldwide.

The inception of SAARC, during the 1980s, can hardly be portrayed as an historic
illustration. It was born during a time when its members were not only antagonistic but
were caught in thousands of unleashed into the war of 1947 partition of the sub-
continent. Hence, SAARC’s establishment circled around nationalism of the founding-
state leaders, at a time SAARC’s initial attempted cooperation models were focused on
trade facilitation of commercial goods, earthquake, and flood, with only the pro-tenant
request of India.

All the members had initially ignored the grouping entirely, forcing the founding leaders
and the founders to reorient their direction more flexible. Subsequently, all members
were dragged back due to domestic-divergent politics building layers of trust-deficit.
Even so, the vision envisaged at the founding or during the lead-in still remained an
unfulfilled vision. And the principle at one stage was of translating, transforming, and
transcending a singular nation model found at the founding was also envisioned and
surmised to remain a sustainable course of action.

No SAARC member is equally economically parallel, they bore different stages of
evolving economy-political environments alongside multi-structural, constitutions,
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historical impactful backgrounds and recoveries. Hence among the eight nation
members, only India, Sri Lanka, and Maldives had in proportion either around decimal
one or twenty-one over the other four correspondingly. Even with all these hindrances,
voice were shortening also among the intellectual levels of the members. There is a
literature perception conjecturing that if “ (Mohd, 2011) ” is not taken, then the national
status or posterity would also sometime be come unclear or mis-interpreted just like
South East Asian Association. The broad and preventive connectivity and commonality
between the members—climate, disaster, location, eco-system, crowd—individual well-
being as a number-United Nations or co-Sector would easily obtain a substantial
preservation—irrespective of India’s central position.

15. Leveraging Technology and Innovation

A deeper look at the technology and innovation landscape across the SAARC region
shows that the disparity in the availability and use of technology exists not only between
nations but disproportionately between regions within the same SAARC country. The
digital divide within countries, coupled with underdeveloped innovation ecosystems,
further compounds the challenge of intra-regional technology transfer. To harness
technology for achieving SAARC objectives, concerted actions are needed to develop
national-level digital economies, adopt frontier technologies in urban regions and extend
their benefits to rural regions, set up credible systems for cross-border data sharing, and
co-create digital solutions through collaborative innovation. Such concerted actions are
vital for enhancing both economic growth and sustainability, as well as for achieving
technology- and innovation-focused intra-SAARC cooperation (Das and K.
Bhattacharya, 2009).

5.4. External Influences and Balancing Partnerships

Exchange relations driven by contemporary external powers—the United States, China,
and Japan in particular—are growing in influence, connecting the SAARC regional
economic organization to outside partners. The patterns of these external influences over
the years, their motives, their impact on SAARC and its overall stability, and the
responses of regional states to manage these external pressures can be traced and
analyzed. Balancing SAARC and external powers has both advantages and disadvantages
for SAARC and cooperation politics in South Asia as a whole.

16. Epilogue: A Roadmap for a Cohesive South Asian Commons

The founding moment of SAARC, masterminded by Zia and Indira, leveraged near-ideal
conditions: shared asylum for the Bangladeshi Liberation Movement; a consensus to
restrain political, military, and economic integration; the promise of non-involvement in
third party disputes; and the syndrome of equilibrium, where no party could advance at
others’ expense. Regional motivations consisted of unencumbered access to the Indian
market—Pakistan particularly valued Indian supply chains as lifelines and as pathways to
markets among its neighbours—and a supportive environment for multilateralism
through conference-type summits, as opposed to informal non-aligned silences or ad-hoc
arrangements without forward planning. Initial institutional arrangements layered a head
of state meeting of the Conference of the Heads of State/Government of SAARC with
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periodic standby refreshment, and a Summit structure, convening at irregular but
frequent intervals, that replicated strong-weak, regular-irregular patterns.

Three themes emerged during the foundation years: culture, economics, and security. To
each strand corresponded an archetypal move, whose regional resonance and salience
pointed towards a South Asian Union of the Rogers-Buchanan variety. The countries
shared a Borderless South Asia Declaration. An Economic Coordination Organisation
built towards free trade. And security-seeking turned southwards, towards the Indian
Ocean, the sea-naming capital of the region, contending for settlement with the signing
of non-use and support across similar Commitments extended by the Government of
India to a range of other countries.

SAARC presents a mixed landscape of barriers and frictions. Political divergences and
trust deficits rank foremost among impediments to cooperation; conflict over the
Kashmir region and Indian support for the Bangladeshi Liberation Movement remain
predominantly salient yet damage bilateral exchanges. Economic disparities and
infrastructural gaps further complicate intra-regional engagement; the region lags on
foreign direct investment, trade, and other classical determinants of inter-country
connection. Also pressing are cross-border energy, water, and climate pressures; South
Asia’s hydropower potential remains untapped, severe flooding constraints power-sector
growth, adaptation-deficient national plans prioritise local over transboundary objectives,
and Climate Change Hotspots rank Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh among the world’s
most vulnerable states. Trade logistics, connectivity, and transit frictions are still more
tangible; high value chains, flexible production, and increased computer power allow
economies beyond physical proximity to flourish, yet traffic delays and inefficiencies
seize an estimated 10-20% of logistics time and cost. (K. Bhargava, 1998)

Concluding Reflections

As forecasts of a cooperative South Asian community crystallize from a complex
historical milieu, several driving forces point to a largely untapped vista of regional
engagement. The founding vision for the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC) sprang from shared geopolitical challenges, economic concerns,
security risks, and cultural affinities. However, deep-rooted political anxieties have long
founded a “divide and rule” framework obstructing the cooperative spirit envisaged
during SAARC’s establishment. Earlier attempts to establish a South Asian policy
dialogue at the prime-ministerial level and a regional group focusing on cultural
interaction faltered against these same anxieties. Ceded to the sole independence of Sri
Lanka, the baton of leadership moved away from the perceived dominance of India,
favoured by founding states Bhutan and the Maldives.

Myriad national channels of South Asian cooperation exist at the bilateral, trilateral, and
quadrilateral levels, spanning diverse fields from labour to tourism, counter-terrorism to
nuclear stability. These arrangements, though essential, by no means exhaust the
potential of collaborative engagement. Addressing the historical and future dimensions of
South Asian cooperation, my scrutiny is tailored to trend-type developments of the
SAARC grouping. SAARC remains the foremost institutional mechanism for South
Asia, yet its potential lies unrealised. Understanding the nature of the challenge lies at the
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crux of determining whether SAARC cooperation is continuing to evolve or proving
merely a protracted, if not dormant, negotiation process. This analysis hinges on the
following questions: What shared threads, issues, prospects, and strategic considerations
either support or hinder an SAARC-led cooperative framework? Of the several
connecting prisms through which SAARC prospects may be assessed, the threads of
culture, economy, and security most clearly converge among member states.

An extensive scan of political geography betrays an overwhelming multiplicity of issues
that withdraw state attention from the regional dimension, compelling South Asian
engagement to be judged within the narrow SAARC ambit and hindering consideration
of broader configurations such as South-West Asia or the Indian Ocean rim. Observing
the continent of South America from the prevailing vantage of the region of Lusophone-
South literature, the SAARC spectrum of cultural, historical, political, economic and
social threads appears to transcend the confines of mere geography and even traditional
constructions of international relations.
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