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ABSTRACT 

The South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), is today comprising Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka.  Despite geographical proximity a common historical and economic problems, an 
organization concentrating on regional cooperation, the SAARC, has only existed since 1985.  So, the concept of regional cooperation 
emerged late in South Asia.  The region is geographically, politically, economically and in military terms, decisively influenced by 
India.  A clear implication of this indo-centric nature of the region is that no steps towards regional cooperative in a regional 
framework can take place without India; acquiring a central place in the entire scheme of things. 
 

Over the past three decades SAARC has gradually expanded area of cooperation from ineffective serial and development 
issues to closer economic cooperation.  This shift reflects that the organization trying to adjust new strategic and economic 
development in the period of globalization.  Some of the initiatives taken by the SAARC countries in various summits hold the 
prospects of a more meaningful regional cooperation.  But it was handicapped by frequent postponements and India-Pakistan relations 
appeared to cast a lengthening shadow over SAARC.  Nevertheless, SAARC as a regional organization, depends a lot on two of its 
prominent members, India as well as Pakistan in the 21st century. 

 
Keywords –Regionalism, Indo-Centric, SAARC Idea, Globalization, Post-Cold War, Summit. 
 
I. Introduction 

South Asia, known formerly as the Indian Sub-continent, is today viewed as encompassing the countries of Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Afghanistan. The region, bestows a unique geography and it has rightly been described 
in the past as a “region without regionalism”. 1 This landscape did not see any organizational development during the first four decades 
of the postwar period. After the second World War, a number of International Organization were initially created in the wake of the 
East-West conflict which were tied to Super Powers, such as NATO and the Warsaw fact in the Military field or the Council for 
Mutual Economic Assistant (CEMA) and the European Community (EC) in the Economic field. During the period which followed, 
other Organization emerged and focused more strongly on regional interest (such as, for example, the Association of south East Asian 
Nation (ASEAN) and which sought a common policy for the solution of their economic and political problems. The successful 
formation and continuous functioning of European Community and ASEAN could have inspired the Policy-Makers in the south Asia 
for forming Cooperative structure in the region. 

 
II.SAARC idea  

The concept of regional cooperation emerged late in South Asia. Despite a common historical and cultural past and numerous 
similar political and economic problems, an organization concentrating or regional cooperation, the SAARC, has only existed since 
1985. and the birth of SAARC is only an official recognition of this Commonality by the new Post-Cononial States. Interestingly, the 
initiatives for establishing such a regional forum in South Asia came from Bangladesh, which was the last one to gain independence 
among the South Asian countries and free from any major controversy. There were mainly three important aspects of global and 
regional context in which the initiatives were cast. The first was the deteriorating international economic order for South Asia 
resulting from the breakdown of the North-South negotiations and worsening prospects for the South Asian economics. This naturally 
compelled the south Asian Leaders to think of ways and means to cope with economic challenges. The second aspect was the 
emergence of like mined, Western Oriented regimes in South Asia in eighties. This opener the prospects of grater regional interactions 
in various field and the south Asian stated exploring such prospects. And thirdly, the strategic fall out of developments like the “Sour 
Revolution” in Afghanistan in 1978, which followed by the Soviet Military intervention in that country. This prompted the leaders of 
South Asian Countries to unite the prevent great power intervention and rivalry in South Asia, and promote a regional forum to 
understand each other better and to have economic, social, cultural and scientific cooperation. 

 
III.EVOLUTION OF SAARC 

The concept of regional cooperation emerged late in South Asia. In this region attempt towards regional cooperation can be 
divided into two phases- the pre and post 1970 phases. During the early phase efforts towards regional cooperation in South Asia was 
a part of the phenomenon of Asian identity. The Indian leadership was conscious about the need to develop cooperation in South Asia 
even before independence viz. first Asian relations conference in 1947 (New Delhi). 
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The idea to establish a regional grouping in the region can be traced back to the year 1977 and was first mooted by the late 
President Zia-ur-Rahman of Bangladesh. Particularly the small states like Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan and Sri Lanka were more 
enthusiastic to form a regional body whereas India and Pakistan were initially hesitant to the proposal. India favoured a slow, gradual 
step by step approach and subsequently welcomed the idea of regional cooperation. 

 
A working paper entitled “Regional Cooperation in South Asia” was prepared by Bangladesh and circulated among the 

Seven South Asian Countries in November 1980. It contained a forceful plea for greater political understanding among them. Finally, 
the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) came into existence in 1985 at Dhaka, Bangladesh. The ‘Dhaka 
Declaration’ reiterated the leaders of Seven Countries to resolve to cooperate regionally in the promotion and prosperity of their 
people through maximum utilization of their human and natural resources for socio-economic development in South Asia. The then 
Prime Minister of India Rajiv Gandhi at the Dhaka Summit expressed that “SAARC symbolizes the most populous regional grouping 
in the world and its success will depend on involvement of our people in their hundreds of millions.”2 
 

This paper formed the basis for the first official talks in Colombo in April 1981. During further meeting in the following 
year, procedural rules, Organizational structure and fields of cooperation were elaborated. Agreement was reached on the principle of t 
unanimity of decisions, which gives all states a right of Veto. A. “Standing Committee” was set up entrusted with general 
coordination, and special working groups laid down the first fields of future cooperation: agriculture, rural development, health and 
population, telecommunications and meteorology. During the course of subsequent meetings, these were supplemented by the fields of 
transport, postal services, science and technology, sports, art and culture. 

 
The first Summit held in December 1985 was a historic event of unprecedented importance and heralded a new era in 

regional cooperation in South Asia. 
 

IV.SUMMITRY DIPLOMACY 
Summitry Diplomacy in our study is an important platform to integrate the South Asian region through high level contact 

among the leaders of SAARC. The Summit meetings have helped to monitor the progress of SAARC in various core areas. SAARC 
also has provided a forum for bilateral discussions on the sidelines especially when there has been an absence of formal interaction 
between the Heads of State. 
 
 On this basis, a new organization for regional cooperation was constituted the meeting of foreign ministers in New Delhi, 
August 1983, which was initially called “South Asian Regional Cooperation” (SARC)3. The foreign minister adopted the Delhi 
declaration on regional cooperation and a joint communiqué in which they organized the principles of sovereignty, territorial integrity, 
political independence and non-intervention in the internal affairs of the other states. They envisaged cooperation was based on the 
principles of unanimity of resolutions, excluded bi-lateral and controversial issue, did not seek to replace already existing bi-and 
multilateral talks. Although, these were the first modest beginnings of the “Standing Committee” and the foreign ministers before the 
SAARC was set up in its final form as the “south Asian Association for Regional Cooperation” at the summit meeting in Dhaka in 
1985. The Government leaders adopted a charter which postulated the following goals of the SAARC. 
 To promote the welfare of the people of south Asia and to improve their quality of life, 
 The mobilization, promotion and extension of own resources to satisfy basic needs “(Self-reliance)” 
 The promotion of economic growth, social progress and cultural development. 
 Active cooperation and mutual assistance in the economic, social, cultural, technical and scientific fields. 
 The strengthening and improvement of regional positions in international bodies.4  
 

They reaffirmed the principles of the Delhi-Declaration and also laid down the organizational structure of the future 
organization. The subsequent summit meetings in Bangalore, 1986 and Kathmandu, 1987 mainly achieved an extension of the fields 
of cooperation. In Kathmandu, a Secretariat was set up in 1987 in order to strengthen the institutional frame of the SAARC. 
 

Over the past three decades SAARC has gradually expanded its area of cooperation form ineffective social and development 
issues to closer economic cooperation. This shift reflects that the organization is trying to adjust to new geo-strategic and economic 
development in the period of globalization. Some of the initiatives taken by the SAARC countries in the subsequent summits hold the 
prospects of a more meaningful regional cooperation. These are south Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA), cooperation of the issue of 
trade and transit, energy cooperation, SARRC convention on terrorism etc.5  

 

The journey of the south Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) has completed its 32 years. In these periods, 
the world has undergone for the economic growth and development of the region, it is yet to demonstrate any concrete achievement 
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since 2006, when the much delayed south Asian Free Trade Agreement became operational. It has pushed regional trade up to an 
estimated half a billion dollars but this is still way below potential. Subjects such as economic integration on the region and a common 
currency are no longer discussed with any earnestness. A fund for “least developed countries” within the region was once talked about 
and abandoned. SAARC charter is clear that bilateral issues cannot be brought up in any forum o the association. Despite this, 
SAARC has permanently been overshadowed by the hostility between Indian and Pakistan. SAFTA is a victim, as is the SAARC 
convention on Terrorism. The 16th SAARC summit that took place in the capital of Bhutan. The theme of the summit was “Towards a 
green and happy south Asia”. But many ambitious plans drawn up by the SAARC for the betterment of impoverished region, home to 
1.6 billion people or more than one-sixth of humanity, have either remained on paper or moved towards its implementation very 
slowly. Certainly, it is far behind form other regional organizations when compared about the progress and development of the region 
6 . In the summit, the leaders of member countries rightly raised this issue. Bhutan’s Prime Minister Jigmi Y Thinly said that SAARC 
is losing its focus from core issues, such as poverty, food security, etc. In core sense these statements are true, as there are many bi-
lateral issues between member countries which used the affect the multilateral efforts and initiatives of the developments, e.g., India-
Pakistan relations and this time also the fate of the Indo-Pak talks has been linked with outcome of the SAARC summit. Though, 
according to SAARC Charter, bilateral issue cannot be raised on its forum, still more possibilities of Indo-Pak high level meet used to 
occupy a lot of space of the summit unofficial or official agenda. 

 
V.India and SAARC: Changes and Challenges 

The years 1989-1991 were a watershed in the history of the twentieth century. In a series of dramatic and stunning events viz. 
the end of cold war, disintegration of Soviet Union, the fall of Berlin Wall in 1991, symbolized the end of Cold War which paved the 
way for a new world order. As the four decades of cold war drew to close, India was forced to reorient its economic and foreign 
polices to the changing global realities. It was a turning point for Indian Foreign Policy, as it was free from the structural constraint of 
a bipolar world order. It lost its political, diplomatic and military ally with the disintegration of the Soviet Union and its economy was 
on the threshold of bankruptcy. The ideological struggle gave way to economic regionalism and efforts to create a globalized 
economic order. 
 

The Post-Cold War imperatives of economic liberalization and globalization, as well as absence of great power rivalry in 
South Asia, there was a paradigm shift in India’s foreign policy. India’s relations with the world have seen a transformation since the 
initiative of economic reforms in 1991. The end of cold war seemed to have provided greater leeway to India to promote her 
perception of South Asian regionalism through SAARC. 

 
From 1991 to 1995, Prime Minister Narasimha Rao focused on economic liberalization policies and basically pursued a 

friendly regional policy. Since 1996, India has adopted a dual regional policy – positive unilateralism toward small neighbours and 
pragmatic bilateralism toward Pakistan. The policy of positive unilateralism, initiated by India’s former Prime Minister, I.K. Gujral in 
1996 and continued since then by successive Prime Ministers Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Dr. Manmohan Singh. The primary goal of 
India’s policy of positive unilateralism is to win the trust of its regional neighbours that could facilitate the growth of South Asian 
regionalism. India defined its approach to the region as being that of ‘asymmetrical responsibility’- an extension of the ‘Gujral 
Doctrine’ providing unilateral concession to the neighbours without expecting reciprocity. While India may have achieved some 
success in this policy toward smaller neighbours, its policy of pragmatic bilateralism, which combined accommodative diplomacy 
with regional posture, has remained worrisome for Pakistan and has become counterproductive for the growth of SAARC and regional 
cooperation in South Asia. However, some positive thrust to boost SAARC has become indispensable for India’s foreign policy in the 
new millennium. 

 
Once more issue, which had maintained gap between members, is the Indian factor. India had geographically, economically 

& politically a big brother image among the rest member countries of SAARC. These fears of Indian dominance corresponded on the 
Indian international affairs. Kodikara, one of the experts on Indian Foreign policy, described this dilemma as follows, “While India 
perceives perceive India itself as a threat against which security is necessary 7. As all states in this region have conflicts with India, 
such a discussion would have led to confrontation and to an isolation of India and thus to a breakdown of all efforts. On the other 
hand, a successful regional cooperation cannot be meaningfully realized without India, bearing in mind its political and economic 
significance. This might possibly be the reason for a United Nations document to mention that “The eventual success of SAARC will 
be significantly determined by the role played by India”. This certainly has to accept the vital role of sparking off the process of 
development through promoting intra-regional trade, extending economic assistance and incurring investment.  And for the first time 
in the history, India has been recognized as an emerging force and a significant player to reckon with global economy. India’s 
economy growing 8.5 percent annually since the reform process got under way in the early 1990s. India has been on the move. Such 
formerly closed major factors including banking, telecommunication, pharmaceuticals and airlines have been liberalized, average 
industrial tariffs, once as high as 340% have fallen to around 10% 8 . But intra-regional trade is still only 5 percent of SAARC 
numbers total trade, compared with 24 percent for ASEAN. Pakistan has still refused to Confer Most Favoured Nation (MFN) status 



 
Cover Page 

  

 
DOI: http://ijmer.in.doi./2021/10.06.48 

 

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :7.816(2021); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:10, ISSUE:6(3), June:2021 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available: www.ijmer.in 
Digital certificate of publication:http://ijmer.in/pdf/e-Certificate%20of%20Publication-IJMER.pdf 

Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 
Article Received: 10th June - Publication Date:30th June 2021 

 

 
48 

 

to India. The Pakistan approach has violated the reciprocity of both SAPTA and SAFTA. Unlike European Union, the SARRC has 
failed comprehensively to manage the benefits of the free movement of services, capital and lobour. At the same time the intra-
SAARC investment flows remain small. The functioning of SAARC Development fund has not been up to satisfactory level. This 
region desperately needs economic cooperation and coordination to sustain the onslaughts of globalization. Nevertheless, the SAARC 
reiterated their commitment to implement SAFTA in letter and spirit. They emphasized the need to realize the full potential, though 
reduction of the size of the sensitive lists and removal of non-tariff, para-tariff, and other barriers. Besides this, the SAARC leader 
called for collaborative and indorsed the recommendation to declare 2010-2020 as the “Decade of Intra-regional Connectivity in 
SAARC”. 

 
VI. Conclusion 

Thirty-five seems a good age to fix the problem that ails the association. SAARC has modest success in some economic, 
technical and cultural areas. SAARC was handicapped by frequent postponements and Info-Pakistan relational appeared to cast a 
lengthening shadow over SAARC. Pakistan’s Kashmir involvement and encouragement of terrorist activities always disturbed 
SAARC to move towards substantial cooperation. The lunching of SAARC had great promises like other successful regional bodies. 
Therefore, improvement of Indo-Pakistan relations is almost a pre-condition for the development and growth of SAARC and this 
cannot happen overnight. Issue of Kashmir cannot be settled and terrorism cannot be vanished so easily. But grater economic, social 
and cultural cooperative must be expanded to address hard political issues. And SAARC given an open forum to its members to 
exchange their views and visions regarding South Asia’s present, future and its political role in international political and economic 
structure. Eventually, SAARC depends a lot on India as well as Pakistan in the 21st Century. 
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