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SAARC’S Promise: Prosperity or

Continued Insecurity?

Tara P. Pokharel

A regional approach to development in South Asia began with the formation of the
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) in December 1985{ A
decade and half later, however, South Asia still confronts the same problems of
poverty and development. Despite the significant transformations taking place in the
world, mutual fear, distrust and conflict in the region have yet to lessen. Somethjng
is wrong with the regional cooperation mechanism. This article identifies the
fundamental problems besetting South Asia and examines the major defects in the
institutional mechanism that addresses them. It then recommends a new policy
approach to reinvigorate SAARC, thus enabling it to contribute to regional peace and
development.

I: rom a regional perspective, South Asmesents a unique challenge. South
Asia is heir to a profound common civilizational continuum that constitutes &
historical basis for sustaining harmonious relations among the people of the?regior
At the same time, this region, with a rich and complex plurality of cultural and
religious traditions, is also characterized by divergences and interstate conflict
South Asia is also heterogeneous. The region is composed of Hindu, Muslim, Bu
dhist and Christian populations. The geographical forms of the nations also var
Nepal and Bhutan are land-locked whereas Sri Lanka and the Maldives are col
posed of islands. The remarkable difference in size and population between Inc
and the other countries of South Asia characterizes the composition of this regic
The central position of India, which alone has a land border with or direct access |
sea to all the other countries of the region, is another significant geopolitical chara
teristic3
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With the exception of Nepal and Bhutan, all countries were part of t
British Empire. Sri Lanka gained independence in 1948 and the Maldives, forme
a Protectorate of Britain, was given full independence in 1971. India gained in
pendence from British rule in 1947. The country was partitioned into Hindu-dor
nant India and Muslim-dominant Pakistan when the British gave up control. T
issue of Kashmir, unresolved since their independence, continues to remain a th
issue between the two countries.

Against this historical and geopolitical background, regional cooperation
South Asia was initiated through the South Asian Association for Regional Coope
tion (SAARC). The regional institution aims at promoting cooperation withoi
touching the points of contention among its members. After more than 15 year
existence, SAARC’s attempts at cooperation have had a negligible impact on
gional development. This article identifies the fundamental problems that beset S
Asia and impede the progress of regional cooperation. Bilateral differences, part
larly that of Indo-Pakistan, and divergent security perceptions are identified as
major problems affecting regional development and peace in South Asia. The m
weakness of SAARC seems to be its disregard for these regional problems. I
past is a guide, significant progress in the areas of cooperation identified ur
SAARC will not be made without addressing the issues that divide the region. I
therefore, high time to reinvigorate SAARC, enabling it to resolve the underlyi
problems of the region and promote regional peace and development. While re
nizing the modest achievements of SAARC in such a complex environment, |
paper proposes measures to address the fundamental problems restraining re
cooperation endeavors. The policy measures examined in this paper include di:
sion of bilateral and contentious issues, institutionalization of confidence-buildi
measures, creation of the SAARC Regional Forum and strengthening of the SAZ
Secretariat. The policy measures proposed in the article seek to reform the exi
regional organization and enable it to contribute to regional harmony, which al
seems to be the key to the progress and prosperity in South Asia.

Quest for cooperation

The quest for regional cooperation in South Asia formally began with
proposal by Bangladesh in 1980 to explore the possibility of establishing an inst
tional arrangement for regional cooperattoim the beginning, the response to the
idea of regional cooperation in South Asia was not very encouraging. India fee
such an institution might have an anti-Indian posture. At the same time, other cc
tries were apprehensive of Indian dominance. However, they all seemed to ac
“The prospect without cooperation is growing instability, violence and even tvars
Thus, when SAARC was formed in December 1985, it was considered to be a ir
diplomatic breakthrough in South Asia. The formation of SAARC symbolized tl
beginning of a new approach to cooperation in the region.
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The formation of SAARC was also a reaction to the South Asian countries
desire for mutual cooperation to attain economic prosperity, on the one hand, a
the growing trend of regionalization and success stories of the European Econon
Community (EEC) and the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), ot
the other.

South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation

The philosophy behind SAARC is to foster economic cooperation despite
the differences in the region. Therefore, it focuses mainly on socioeconomic deve
opment. Promotion of mutual trust and understanding as well as collaboration
cultural and technical fields constitute other priorities of SAARC. Pervaiz Cheem
has observed:

Unlike North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), Warsaw Pact, South
East Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO), and Central Treaty Organization
(CENTO), which were products of a desire for collective efforts against
perceived threats, SAARC was born as a collective response to a desire for
a regional organization that could facilitate cooperation and promote eco-
nomic interaction among the regional countfies.

Given the prevailing discord in the region it was natural for this organization to avoi
political and security issues. Regarding its formation, it is interesting to note the
unlike many regional organizations, the formation of SAARC was not the result o
the initiatives taken by the leading countries in the region. Rather, SAARC came in
being through the concerted efforts of smaller countries and without any involve
ment of outsiders.

The organizational structure of SAARC consists of the Summit, the Counci
of Ministers, the Standing Committee, the Programming Committee, the Technic:
Committee and the Action Committed.his structure requires regular meetings of
the heads of state of governments, foreign ministers, foreign secretaries, and ser
officials of foreign ministries, as well other government officials directly responsible
for the implementation, coordination and monitoring of the programs agreed upo

Achievements of SAARC

SAARC marked its 15-year Anniversary on 8 of December 2000. During
this time, it has identified many areas for cooperation. These include agricultur
communication; education; culture and sports; environment and meteorology; heal
population activities, and child welfare; prevention of drug trafficking; rural devel-
opment; science and technology; tourism; transport; and women in developmel
Moreover, the South Asian Preferential Trading Arrangement (SAPTA) came int
operation in 1995. SAPTA envisions the gradual reduction and eventual eliminatic
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of tariffs within SAARC and is a significant achievement of the regional organiz
tion. SAARC is also committed to attaining a South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFT
by 2005.

SAARC has created many exchange programs to promote people-to-pe
contact in the region. These include the Audio Visual Exchange Program; Sch
for Promotion of Organized Tourism; Chairs, Fellowships and Scholarships Sche
Youth Volunteers Program; Visa Exemption Scheme; and Youth Awards Séhen
Similarly, associations at various levels from nongovernmental organizations (NG(
to parliamentarians, to the Chamber of Commerce and Industries have been for
Much of this work has been undertaken in the field of poverty eradication. SAAI
has also held regional conventions on the suppression of terrorism, on narc
drugs and psychotropic substances, and on an agreement establishing the S/
Food Security Reserve.

The number of activities undertaken within the framework of SAARC ind
cates its expanding scope, but its actual achievements are quite modest. In fac
pace of development and progress made by SAARC has been remarkably
Despite the expectation that successful cooperative beginnings in different areas
influence the member countries to move forward with deeper commitment tow
attaining substantial gains, SAARC has failed to make such prd§ress.

Problems

The identification of different areas of cooperation under SAARC reflec
the capacity of its members to develop a common course of action. Occasi
disruptions in the SAARC activities have, however, adversely affected the tempe
the process and progress. Member countries’ lack of commitment and vigor in im
menting the programs constitutes a serious problem. Various internal as wel
bilateral factors have caused the delay and postponement of the annual summits
11" Summit, previously scheduled to be held in 1999 in Nepal, remains postpo
as of this writing, due to Indian concern over the military regime now in place
Pakistan. The SAARC spirit in a true sense has not developed. Though SAARC
conceived along lines similar to ASEAN and EU, the SAARC countries have be
unable to forge the bonds that characterize these regional institit®AARC also
has failed to reduce the mistrust among its members. After a period of more tha
years, South Asia is still plagued by poverty and disharmony. The major fact
impeding the progress of SAARC consist of bilateral differences, divergent secu
perceptions, and the Indo-Pakistan conflict.

Bilateral differences

Most of the countries within the region have important bilateral issues tf
need to be resolved; most of these issues concern India. The leaders and obs
in the region expected that increased cooperation within SAARC would help att
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the twin goals of economic development and the easing of tensions. Unfortunate
SAARC has not facilitated the easing of bilateral tensions. In fact, in the perio
following its establishment, bilateral tensions have spread in an unprecedented m:
ner. India and Pakistan came close to war in 1987 and 1990, and fought again
Kargil in 19992

In addition to the Indo-Pakistan conflict, which is examined under a sepa
rate heading below, the region faces many bilateral differences such as the Inc
Bangladesh problems over water sharing issues; movement of people and territor
issues; and the Indo-Nepal problems of transit-related issues, territorial issues, se
rity concerns, and disagreement over hydropower projects. In fact, Indo-Nepal rel
tions reached their worst point over trade and transit issues in 1989—four years af
the SAARC was formed. Similarly, Indo-Sri Lankan differences have resulted fron
the “covert and overt support to Sri Lankan Tamils by both the Central and Sta
(Tamil Nadu) governments of Indi&' These relations did not improve after SAARC
came into existence. All countries in South Asia have been confronting interne
problems, which, in many instances, have spillover effects in bilateral relations
Bangladesh confronted an insurgency of the Chakmas who have sought to oper
from Indian territory, thereby, complicating relations with Indi®hutan adopted
an oppressive policy toward its citizens of Nepalese origin and forcibly evicted ther
from the country. Approximately 100,000 Bhutanese refugees are currently she
tered in Nepal® The long-standing issues concerning repatriation of these refugee
to Bhutan has affected the relations between the two countries.

The bilateral problems mentioned above have prevented the South Asic
countries from developing a common spirit and bond. Other examples o
regionalization indicate that the key to success lies in a ‘we-feeling’ among th
members, a feeling that is lacking in SAARC. Bilateral suspicion and conflicts be
tween the states have affected the successful functioning of the regional organi:
tion. Unless these factors are adequately addressed, the SAARC process is unlik
to gain the desired momentum. Even after a reasonable period of time, the organi
tional framework devised in South Asia could not contribute toward easing the dif
ferences and enhancing the feeling of security in the region. In light of the history «
relations within the region, which has been marked more by conflict than cooper:
tion, the slow pace of progress made in regional cooperation in South Asia can
largely attributed to political reasotfs.

Divergent Security perceptions

Unlike ASEAN, “which was a product of a shared threat perception of
communistinsurgency,” and EEC, which initially feared the Soviet threat, SAARC
did not come into existence due to a common threat experienced by the members.
the contrary, South Asia remains largely divided over security perceptions. Bim:
Prasad has observed:
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While India wants all the South Asian countries to cooperate in the politi-
cal field in order to safeguard the region’s autonomy and security vis-a-vis
major external powers, most of India’s neighbors are constantly on the
lookout to forge political and other linkages with those very external pow-
ers in order to counterbalance India and safeguard their own autonomy and
security against possible encroachment by India and this makes India ap-
prehensive about the designs of its neighBors.

The divergent security perceptions indicated above can be significantly attribute
the lack of enthusiasm in developing a distinct South Asian identity.

According to Kanti Bajpai, “India has been seen as the principal interst
threat to smaller countrie$?”Countries in the region fear India due both to bilatere
issues and the potential for Indian dominance. What would otherwise be simp
bilateral issue, quite normal between neighbors, is also complicated by the per
tion of Indian hegemonic design. The persistence of this conflict of perception
largely stalled the mutual cooperation campaign initiated in the region. Since
independence from Britain, India has viewed the involvement of extra-regional pc
ers in the region as a threat to its security. India’s sensitivity to the involvemen
outside powers in the region is more psychological than objective. The impact of
sensitivity is also evident in other Indian policies involving interaction with foreigt
ers. India is still suspicious of foreign investment, multinationals, and a globali:
economic order due to its colonial history when invaders came posing as tade
During the Cold War, U.S. and USSR involvement in South Asia varied from time
time depending on their broader global commitments and strategic iritelPeest-
ently China, more than any other country, has emerged as the actor favored b
smaller South Asian nations, in their bids to increase their maneuvering cépaci
India and other South Asian countries also differ in their perceptions of China. In
is the only country in South Asia that perceives China as a threat. India perceiv
threat for a variety of reasons, including its border dispute with China, the “latte
involvement with domestic uprisings and secessionist grati@s)d Chinese coop-
eration with Pakistan in nuclear and missiles programs. The other SAARC mem|
face no such problem with China. This difference in perception occasionally affe
the bilateral relations between India and other South Asian countries.

Indo-Pakistan Conflict

In light of the nuclearization of India and Pakistan and the greater animo:s
between them, the Indo-Pakistan conflict needs to be analyzed separately from
bilateral conflicts in the region. India and Pakistan have been bitterly divided o
the issue of Kashmir since their split in 1947. The dispute began after the Hil
ruler of the Muslim-majority state of Kashmir decided to join India at the time
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partition. Pakistan’s refusal to accept this led to major wars in 1948 and 1965. Th
also fought in 1971 over the fate of East Pakistan, which broke away to forr
Bangladesh. War nearly broke out between India and Pakistan in 1987 (due to p
vocative maneuvers along the border by both sides) and in 1990 (due to Pakist:
activities in Indian-administered Kashmit)Both countries tested nuclear weapons
in 1998 and still remain beyond the ambit of the two major multilateral arms contrc
regimes, the Non-Proliferation Treaty and the Comprehensive Test Ban ?Treaty.
The crisis precipitated again along the Line of Control in Kashmir in May-July
1999.

Nuclearization and the arms build up in South Asia can be partly attribute
to the role and position of China. The growing strength of China left India insecur
without a nuclear deterrent. Particularly since the Sino-Indian Border War of 196
Indian defense planners have worried about the growth of Chinese conventional a
nuclear capabilitie®. It is worth recalling here that after Taiwan, India has the most
significant border/territorial disputes with the People’s Republic of China.

Pakistan shares a border of some 2,250 kilometers with India and also shai
about 640 kilometers of borders with Ch#idn the early 1960s, Pakistan served as
a useful link between China and the rest of the world at a time when the Unite
States attempted to isolate ChthaAlthough this helped China ease the hardships
of isolation and gave Pakistan a counterweight against India and Russia, it al
deepened Indian mistru8t.Pakistan’s security perceptions have also been shape
by its relationship with Afghanistan, which has claims on Pakistani territory, anc
both clashed over border issues in the 1950s and the ¥9B@akistan’s strengthen-
ing of extra-regional and Muslim-world ties, expanded relations with China (ensur
ing the supply of weapons and military hardware, establishment of defense-relat
industry, and cooperation in the nuclear and missile programs), joining of the U.S
sponsored security arrangements of the 1950s, etc. can be understood in this c
text32 These measures have largely contributed towards enhancing the strength
deterrence capacity of Pakistan.

Neither India nor Pakistan shows signs of curbing their arms race and builc
up. The sporadic fighting over Kashmir continues. However, the “emergence
insurgent groups in Kashmir since 198%nd the development of nuclear weapons
in both countries have added new dimensions to this long-standing problem, makil
the Indo-Pakistan border a volatile region. According to Tellis, “several observers i
the US and abroad, including successive Directors of Central Intelligence, ha
argued that the South Asian region represents the most probable international ar
where deterrence breakdown might lead to nuclear3ise.”

Persistence of Indo-Pakistan rivalry indicates not only the failure of SAARC
to promote mutual understanding and trust by focusing on regional socioeconon
cooperation, but also the difficulty for SAARC to make progress without resolving
this conflict.
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Proposed Solution

Contentious bilateral issues and the spillover of internal conflicts on bil:
eral relations have continuously inhibited faster and more substantial progres
SAARC? For 15 years, SAARC has been unable to advance mutual trust or les
tensions among its members. Without addressing these issues effectively, SAAFR
not likely to contribute toward the prosperity in the region, as their commitme
remains significantly hindered by the sense of regional uncertainty. Resolutior
these issues will give each member a new sense of purpose, optimism, and c
dence in their mutually developed programs, making the member countries s
more commitment and vigor in the implementation of the regional programs.
following is a list of possible reforms SAARC could undertake in order to be mc
effective and relevant to the resolution of problems in South Asia.

Inclusion of bilateral and contentious issues

Most of the troubles within South Asia fall within the ambit of bilatera
relationships® South Asian countries should, therefore, discuss their bilateral d
putes and contentious issues in the SAARC forum. This institutional approach
reduce the fear of cheating among the member countries and will have signifi
impact on other regional cooperative endeavors. The discussion of such issues
enhance understanding at a regional level and will facilitate the adoption of ne
sary confidence-building measures. The Charter of the SAARC, with a general |
vision, bars discussion of “bilateral and contentious issues” in the SAARC foru
The member countries should, therefore, consider amending the Charter to incc
rate a provision to allow discussion of such matters. SAARC, however, should ¢
tinue to adhere to taking decisions by unanimity.

The most difficult issues should be deferred until easier ones are sett
The resolution of some issues may enhance confidence in the institution and tt
fore make it easier to deal with the more complicated issues. Movements of cri
nals across borders, use of one country’s territory for subversive activities in
other, state-sponsored propaganda against other countries, etc. are some issu
could be addressed from the outset. Issues concerning sharing of resources, be
and liabilities could then be discussed. As they are the most problematic, territc
issues are best discussed at a later stage. The Secretary General should ha
prerogative to choose the issue with consideration of its complexities and the ir
of the countries concerned.

Inclusion of political and security issues

The SAARC forum has been used to assess international economic, pc
cal, and security matters. SAARC should also be used to examine and review p
cal and regional security issues in South Asia. Member states should be expect
elaborate their foreign policies and positions on nuclear issues and armaments. St
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of such policy issues would help develop a regional spirit in the South Asian cour
tries. Such a practice would also facilitate possible future formulations of unifiec
positions on issues.

Confidence Building Measures (CBMs)

The formation of SAARC itself can be taken as the most important confi-
dence-building measure in South A8IESAARC provides a venue for the leaders of
the region to assemble on a regular basis. Nevertheless, bilateral differences e
conflict of perception still persist among SAARC countries. SAARC has not becom
a forum to narrow down such differences among members. What is proposed here
that the member countries should mandate SAARC to adopt Confidence Buildir
Measures (CBMs) in consideration of the situation in the region. An institutiona
approach toward building confidence appears to be an appropriate step in the So
Asian context.

SAARC should serve as a permanent institutional mechanism to overse
CBMs. Because both India and Pakistan are armed with nuclear weapons, the thr
of intentional, accidental or inadvertent use of nuclear weapons has increased, ¢
conflict prevention and promoting CBMs has become an urgent®h&smmuni-
cation, constraint, transparency, and verification measures are the primary milita
CBM *“tools.”™® Most of the CBMs adopted between the two countries so far consis
of military rather than non-military CBM$. The major CBM accords between
India and Pakistan include the military hotlines (1971, 1990), the hotline betwee
Prime Ministers (1989, 1990), the Declaration of Non-Use of Force (1966), th
arrangement for prior notification of military exercises (1991), for the non-intrusior
of air space (1991), for the non-attack of nuclear facilities (1988), for the prohibitiol
of chemical weapons (1992), étcThe SAARC should be instrumental in maintain-
ing non-military CBM’s in the region. If “economic CBMs (promotion of trade,
joint ventures, contacts between Chambers of Trade and Comnierae) ex-
pected to lessen the tension by increasing interaction and interdependence, socio
tural CBMs would be the most significant in that they could address the root caus
of the conflict between India and Pakistan.

The SAARC nations should focus on eliminating, in the long run, their
negative perceptions of each other. Mutahir Ahmed has appropriately said, “Tt
success of CBMs depends upon ending the ‘enemy myth,” which continues to pe
petuate a highly negative image of each country in the other, as well as the supp
of the Indian and Pakistani people themseléd:or this purpose, SAARC mea-
sures may include commitments from both sides to refrain from making adverse u
of propaganda and reference to religion. Interactions between religious organiz
tions should be encouraged in order to reduce religious intolerance. SAARC m:
encourage joint action and cooperation in humanitarian and cultural matters at t
regional level. The formation of joint sports teams at the bilateral or regional leve
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could also be encouraged to compete with similar teams from other region or
regions. Similarly, SAARC may encourage efforts to develop joint positions on
ternational issues of common interest. In addition to the ongoing process of ren
ing barriers to trade and commerce, the establishment of Indo-Pakistan joint
tures in different economically viable sectors may be encouraged.

Creation of the SAARC Regional Forum (SRF)

The rationale behind the widening of the SAARC in the form of the SRF
three-fold. First, interaction with key actors in the South Asia’s own forum would
instrumental in promoting peace and stability in the region. Second, such a fo
would also provide India and Pakistan with opportunities for further economic cot
eration in a context larger than South Asian. Third, the forum thus widened will a
address the smaller countries’ concerns about and fear of Indian dominatior
giving them the sense of belonging to a larger group. The SRF aims at expan
mutual cooperation with other extra-regional members and reducing the tensio
the region caused by Indo-Pakistan misunderstanding.

The SRF proposed here does not deal exclusively with the security iss
but would have two segments: economic and security. In the economic segmen
SRF would act to promote cooperation between SAARC and other extra-regic
members, particularly China. In the security segment, the SRF would aim to eli
nate the security dilemma faced by India and Pakistan, promote confidence-buil
measures, and ensure nuclear safety in the region. The extra-regional membe
the SRF would be expected to persuade both India and Pakistan to revive the (
process in view of the growing risk of nuclear dangers and to resolve the Kast
dispute. The SRF could be used for a comprehensive discussion of arms and nt
weapons issues. The CBMs to be discussed in the SRF will mostly include milit
CBMs. SRF may be a forum to discuss and develop new nuclear risk reductions
safety measures as well. The SRF will not discuss security matters beyond the ‘SA,
plus China’ region but will discuss economic matters between SAARC and any of
extra-regional member of SRF. For extra-regional members, the SRF may also ¢
as a venue to explore and exploit the combined ‘SAARC plus China’ market cc
posed of more than 2.5 billion people.

China shares a border with four out of the seven SAARC members, and
always been an important country to the region. Only India has significant diff
ences with China, as Chinese military cooperation with Pakistan has a negze
impact on India. Given its geopolitical situation and evolving strength, SAAR(
China cooperation in economic as well as security matters would be a signific
factor in the promotion of regional peace and development. The SRF should, th
fore, include China as well as other extra-regional powers like the United Sta
Japan, other interested nuclear powers, and advanced countries. Japan has
interest in lessening the tension between India and Pakistan and, as a prin
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financial donor, is also in a position to play a significant role in the development ¢
the region. As the United States has been concerned about the nuclear developn
in South Asia and has been trying to diffuse tension between India and Pakistan,
involvement is also desirable. Similarly, a stable Afghanistan may be considered
a future member in the SAARC regional forum.

The SRF will meet annually at the foreign ministerial level just before the
SAARC Summit Meeting. A Senior Officials Meeting (representing foreign minis-
tries) will precede the ministerial meeting. The Senior Officials Meeting will set the
agenda for the SRF meeting. The modality for the follow-up and monitoring will be
agreed upon during the Senior Officials Meeting. In consideration of the inadequa
resources and expertise, the Secretary General will not play a significant role in tl
security segment. However, he will play a very active role in the economic segme
of the SRF. He will mobilize external resources, prepare regional projects for th
consideration of economic segment of the SRF, coordinate regional policies to pr
mote joint ventures, and recommend measures and guidelines to the member co
tries for promoting regional relations with extra-regional members.

Strengthening the Secretariat

The SAARC Secretariat, based in Kathmandu, has been operational sin
January 1987. Each member country, in an alphabetical order of rotation, appoir
the Secretary General, who has a fixed tenure of two years. Seven directors from
seven member states, deputed for a fixed term, assist the Secretary. Only the G
eral Services Staff is permanent. In the current institutional structure of SAARC, th
Secretary General is not in a position to assume an active role to initiate and purs
matters in absence of a specific mandatéhe lack of adequate authority and
absence of a permanent staff of its own would seriously hamper the functioning
the secretariat in the new context. In fact, the inclusion of regional political/securit
issues as well as bilateral and contentious issues in the deliberations at SAAF
forums necessitates an efficient and dynamic SAARC. The Secretary General shot
therefore, be given adequate authority and autonomy to take initiatives as well as
enhance the effectiveness and dynamism of the SAARC.

The role of the Secretary General can be enhanced by the authorization
initiate SAARC activities, and set agendas and priority for the discussion of contel
tious issues. The Secretary’s functions may include encouraging and proposing me
ber countries to prepare common position paper on international issues. Empow
ing the Secretary to initiate and advise non-military CBMs for the member countrie
and observe and follow up on their compliance as agreed upon would contribute
the promotion of mutual understanding in the region. Recognition of the Secreta
General as a spokesperson and representative of SAARC will also enhance the lead
profile. Authorization to mobilize external resources to undertake SAARC activities
would enhance the position’s independence and impartiality. The current role of tt
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Secretary General is limited by a short tenure of two years and the lack of a pel
nent professional staff. Extending this tenure to four years and according the
tion a ministerial status (instead of the current ambassadorial rank) with its ¢
permanent staff would enhance the Secretary’s role, influence, and acceptabili
dealing with the bilateral differences between the member states and initiating CE

Justification for the new proposal

In the course of its short history, SAARC has been able to identify varic
areas of common interest in South Asia. It has also acquired experience in deve
ing plans of actions and programs, particularly in the areas of social and econc
development. SAARC is, therefore, well placed to promote regional cooperatior
any field in South Asia. Technically, it has established the mechanism and gai
expertise in dealing with regional issues. Palitically, it has gained acceptance
recognition as a viable institution in operation in South Asia. An agreement on
new structure and scope of SAARC would reflect a renewed and stronger polit
commitment of the member states and would provide further impetus to the onge
activities in the socioeconomic field. Similarly, its focus on the amicable resoluti
of longstanding bilateral disputes would mark a new beginning in the history
South Asia. The involvement of SAARC in confidence building measures wol
ensure continuity and effectiveness of these measures in the promotion of peac
stability in the region.

The changes proposed here aim at addressing the problems in South
from three different perspectives. Firstly, the security segment of the SRF repres
an international approach and tries to deal with the security concerns of both |
and Pakistan to encourage each to curb its arms buildup and nuclear progr
Bilateral and regional approaches would not be effective toward this end in ligh
the complex and technical nature of the problem. Secondly, the focus on non-r
tary CBMs under SAARC aims at eliminating member nations’ negative perceptic
of each other without requiring any involvement of extra-regional powers. Fina
the economic segment of the SRF is expected to give a further impetus to the
gional economic cooperation and development in the region. The renewed com
ment of the member countries will have positive impact on the cooperative efft
and their belief in regional institutions.

The proposal to include China is also important. While India perceiv
China as an external threat, Pakistan receives weapons from and cooperates
China. Interaction with China is likely to narrow the existing gap between India ¢
other South Asian countries’ perceptions of China. The current efforts of the Uni
States to “encourage India and Pakistan to continue official dialogue along v
other measures such as test ban, fissile material cutoff, strategic restraint and e
controls™ are not likely to effectively solve the South Asian problem as they do r
pay attention to the role of China in the current state of South Asia and to the r
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for greater economic interaction, as well as other non-military CBMs.

In summary, this proposal is a comprehensive mechanism aimed at addre:
ing not only the different aspects of the Indo-Pakistan conflict, but also the peac
cooperation, and development of the whole South Asia region. Its focus on enhar
ing regional cooperation, mitigating bilateral differences, promoting CBMs, anc
addressing security concerns at the same time under a single regional institutior
what South Asia truly needs.

Feasibility

The proposed reforms in SAARC consist of three fundamental change:
inclusion of bilateral and contentious issues in the SAARC agenda, creation of tt
SRF, and empowering and granting some autonomy to the Secretary General
SAARC. The first reform is likely to be supported by all countries except India.
Since all the bilateral problems concern it, India is likely to consider the propose
reform as an offensive move by the rest of the SAARC members. This position ¢
India was evident during the formation of SAARC. However, a great deal of Indiat
concern about SAARC opening to other regional organizations and powerful extr:
regional actors has been eliminated in the context of the post-Cold War imper
tives?® During the Cold War period, India was wary of strategic shifts in the policies
of the USSR, the United States, and China. India was greatly concerned about |
attention the United States gave to Pakistan in the 1980s, which was strategic in
context of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. The Soviet withdrawal marked a dis
tinct shift in United States policy toward Pakistan to the satisfaction of India. Indi
has consistently been able to receive U.S. attention in the post-Cold War peric
making India more assured and confident. Furthermore, Indian ambition to assur
a greater role in international politics would be furthered by a matured, amicabl
and friendly role in the region.

For the other countries, the possibility of discussing problems at a region:
level offers an important opportunity toward resolving their disputes. The reforn
aimed at empowering the SAARC Secretary General and strengthening the regiol
body is likely to get the support of all member countries in light of its significant
implications for regional cooperation and stability.

The creation of the SRF will add a significant dimension to the SAARC
process. However, a successful launching of the SRF will require a regional conse
sus among SAARC members as well as the involvement of the United States, Chil
and other interested nuclear powers and advanced countries. The problems in Sc
Asia have drawn considerable international attention particularly after the nucle:
tests conducted by India and Pakistan in 1998. The United States is actively involv
in diffusing tension and encouraging both countries to restrain their nuclear prc
grams. Similarly, given its concerns about the continued Chinese support in tt
development of nuclear programs in Pakistan, the United States should be interes
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in the SRF—particularly the security segment. Rizvi has argued that “as long as
security concerns are not addressed by some forms of regional or global non-pi
eration arrangements that also include India, the current profile of Pakistan’s nuc
and missile programs is not likely to be altered drastic&llsimilarly, regional
arrangements involving both Pakistan and China seem necessary to address Ii
security concerns. The SRF seems to meet the concerns of both these countrie:
SRF, being a forum for forging economic cooperation with other extra-regiot
members, would be of greater significance to all South Asian countries.

Membership of China in the SRF could be an important event. It woL
bring three contiguous nuclear neighbors into a regional forum to contribute
stability. Success of the SRF, which, besides its economic agenda, aims at elim
ing security sensitivities in South Asia, devising a security mechanism, and ensu
nuclear safety in the region, will largely depend on the cooperative policy of Chi
However, given the Chinese enthusiasm to play a significant role in regional
international institutions, and the possible economic benefits from an effective €
nomic segment, it may be interested in joining the forum. Moreover, it seems tc
in the interest of China to participate in the forum, which is also likely to devise
security framework involving its two nuclear neighbors.

Among other prospective members, Japan has already shown intere:
playing a role to reduce tension and ensure stability in South Asia. In view of
significant security implications as well as economic opportunities in the ‘SAAR
plus China’ region, other extra-regional members will also have considerable in
est in joining the forum that consists of the three recognized nuclear powers of A

Conclusion

The South Asian environment has not changed much despite emphasi
mutual cooperation within the region under the framework of SAARC, the regiol
organization. The regional mechanism has thus far failed to accelerate the pa
economic development and improve the environment of discord and mistrust an
its members. Nevertheless, no fault has particularly been found in the nature o
functioning of the SAARC itself. It became instrumental in identifying and expan
ing the areas of cooperation and enhancing contacts and interactions in the regi
different levels. The problems did not lie in the nature of SAARC but in its scoj
SAARC was not devised to address the issues of bilateral disputes and sec
concerns of the member states, as it was then believed that its focus on socic
nomic cooperation would gradually contribute toward reducing the mutual distr
and discord. The evolution of SAARC under its current scope has not been satic
tory. Therefore, a different approach under SAARC is proposed in this article
address the underlying issues besetting the region. The reforms proposed inc
mechanisms to discuss bilateral and contentious issues thus far avoided in the fr
work of SAARC, to create a SAARC regional forum and to further strengthen t
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role and authority of the Secretary General to initiate appropriate measures in t
changed context. The new SAARC is thus expected to ensure regional peace ¢
harmony on the one hand and accelerate the pace of regional cooperation, on

other. Similarly, the new SAARC with its active regional forum involving India,

Pakistan and China could also be instrumental in promoting peace and stabili
beyond South Asia.
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