SAARC initiatives/milestones in Agriculture and related areas
Meeting of SAARC Agriculture/ Food Ministers: 

· Ministerial meetings on Food and Agriculture have taken place in 1996, 2002, 2006, 2008, 2016 and 2019;
· The Ministerial process continues to provide important directives and guidance to the Technical Committee and Core Group established on particular area identified by SAARC. 
· The Ministers’ meeting adopted ‘New Delhi Declaration on Food Security’ in 2008, ‘Dhaka Statement on Agriculture and Rural Development’ in 2016 and the “Thimphu Statement on Agriculture and Rural Development” in 2019. 

Technical Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development (TCARD):
· Cooperation in Agriculture among the South Asian countries predates the establishment of SAARC. The Study Group on Agriculture first began in 1981 which later came to be known as Technical Committee on Agriculture. The Committee’s first meeting took place in Dhaka on 9-11 November 1983 in Dhaka; 
· Study Group on Rural Development was also relatively an early endeavour which started work in April 1981. It later was converted intoa Working group in November of the same year. The Group held its first meeting in Colombo in February 1982. Subsequently, the Technical Committee first met on 16-17 January 1984 in Colombo;
·  Both the groups were launched under an Integrated Programme of Action (IPA) in 1983 and re-designated as Technical Committee. Until1999 the Committee met17 times each of which focused on fostering regional cooperation in a specific area. In the year 2001, both the Committees were merged into one single body named Technical Committee Agriculture and Rural Development (TCARD). The newly formed TCARD so far met for nine times. Ninth Meeting of TCARD was held in Thimphu on 25 June 2019. Bhutan is the present Chair of the Forum;
· As a sectoral Technical Committee, TCARD deals with all the broad and micro Cooperation issues pertaining to Agriculture and Rural Development in the South Asian region. 
Inter-governmental Core Group on Agricultural Research-Extension-Farmers linkages (IGCG-REF)
· Inter-governmental Core Group on Agricultural Research-Extension-Farmers linkages was established to work on regional Cooperation in developing comprehensive linkage among research, extension and farmers of the region;

· Under the mechanism, so far relevant experts met three times: in 2007, 2009 and in 2015, respectively in Dhaka (Bangladesh) and Dehradun(India) and Colombo (Sri Lanka).
Chief Veterinary Officers (CVOs) Forum 
· In non-crop sector, the Chief Veterinary Officers (CVOs) remain engaged in addressing the priority Trans-Boundary Animal Diseases (TADs) prevalent in the region; 

· SAARC has implemented a four-years regional project on Highly Pathogenic and Emerging Diseases (HPED) with financial assistance from EU and technical support from FAO from 2010-14. 

· In 2011, SAARC Secretariat joined the FAO-OIE maintained ‘Global Framework for containment of Trans-boundary Animal Diseases (GFTADs)

· The CVOs Forum has successfully supervised the exchange of high yielding buffalo germplasms-Nili Ravi of Pakistan and Murrah buffalo of India-to SAARC Member States. The CVOs Forum is currently working on establishing SAARC Vaccine Bank and SAARC Gene Bank.

· CVOs Forum has so far held seven meetings. 
· The Sixth Meeting of CVOs Forum (Thimphu, 09-10 May 2017) unanimously agreed to set 2028 as the SAARC Year to Declare the Region PPR Free. The Meeting also finalized a draft Statement on SAARC’s Cooperation on Antimicrobial Resistance (AMR) and draft Regional Action Plan to Curb Antimicrobial Use (AMU)/Antimicrobial Resistance in the SAARC region for consideration and approval of the SAARC Agriculture Ministers. 

· The Seventh Meeting of the CVOs Forum was held on 23-24 July 2019 in Islamabad. The Meeting of the CVOs Forum was preceded by the 4th FAO/OIE Sub-regional Meeting of GF-TADs for SAARC on 22 July 2019.
· SAARC Secretariat has also initiated the process of establishing SAARC Vaccine Bank as well as a SAARC Gene Bank. 

SAARC Food Bank

· Originally initiated as SAARC Food Security Reserve in 1988 the mechanism later transformed into SAARC Food Bank in 2007. In 2009, the capacity of SAARC Food Bank was raised from 2,43,000 MT to 4,86,000MT. 
· So far the SAARC Food Bank Board held Eleven Meetings. The Eleventh Meeting of the SAARC Food Bank Board was held in Colombo on 21-22 January 2020. 

· During its Eleventh meeting, the Board considered a possible trial shipment/transaction from the SAARC Food Bank and decided that such trial shipment would be very useful for operationalization of the Food Bank and to test the whole procedure step-by-step. 

· However, trial transaction was finally not required. In May 2020, to deal with the outbreak of the COVID-19 situation, the Bhutan completed drawing on foodgrains from the SAARC Food Bank Reserve maintained by India. This is the first time the reserve of food grains maintained under the SAARC Food Bank Reserve has been utilized since its establishment and completion of this first ever transaction led to the operationalization of the SAARC Food Bank.
Saarc Seed Bank
· The SAARC Seed Bank Agreement was signed during the Seventeenth Summit in Addu City (November, 2011). The Agreement has been ratified by all SAARC Member States and entered into force on 15 June 2016 upon issuance of a notification by the Secretary General of SAARC.  
· Bangladesh hosted the inception meeting of the Seed Bank Board in Dhaka from 27-28 September 2016 that was attended by all the Member States except Maldives, Representative of the SAARC Seed Forum, a regional multi-stakeholder forum related to seed issues coordinated by SAARC Agriculture Centre, farmers’ representative and private sector representatives. Mentionable that the Seed Bank Board comprises country representative as well as one farmers' representative, on rotational basis from the Member States, and two members from the private sector i.e. the SAARC Seed Forum;
· The Seed Bank Agreement included the Regional Framework(s) for Material Transfer which is actually a Material Transfer Agreement (MTA) to facilitate seed transfer from one country to another, along with a Proforma Agreement for the parties.
· The main purpose of the Seed Bank is to provide regional support to national seed security efforts; address regional seed shortages through collective actions and foster inter-country partnerships and promote increase of Seed Replacement Rate (SRR) with appropriate varieties  to ensure the availability of top quality seeds across the region before the onset of cropping seasons;
· The Agreement stipulates that the Member States will develop a Common Minimum Seed Quality Standard (CMQS) and Seed Testing Procedures for different quality attributes (of all the crops);

· It is expected that Member States would utilize the platform to develop a common Seed Certification system and standard and in due course will work to update and harmonize the relevant Acts, Rules/ Regulations, Orders of the SAARC Member States.

· The Second Meeting of the SAARC Seed Bank Board was held on 17 January 2019 in New Delhi.

Saarc Agricultural Centre (SAC)

· Following the endorsement at the 4th SAARC Summit (Islamabad, 1988), the SAARC Agricultural Information Centre (SAIC) started its journey in 1989 as the first ever Regional Centre under SAARC to establish network among relevant agricultural research and information agencies in SAARC Member States and disseminate regionally generated technical information to strengthen agricultural research, development and innovations. 
· In 2006, Member States agreed to expand the mandate of SAIC and entrust it to deal with all sub-sectors /allied disciplines of Agriculture e.g. Crops, Fisheries, Livestock and Horticulture and changed its nomenclature as SAARC Agricultural Centre (SAC). Over the years, SAC has turned into an agricultural knowledge and information hub in South Asia. SAC has regular programmes on publications on measure areas of Agriculture. In 2016, The Library of Congress of the United States purchased five publications of SAC.
· With support from AusAID, SAC has implemented a project on Agri input modeling in 2013 with a view to improving water productivity in rain-fed and irrigated smallholder rice-based farming systems in South Asia and thereby enhance agricultural production and food security.

· Across the year, SAC has been engaged in Action research, study, arranging regular expert consultation, workshop as well as various forms of capacity development programmes in addition to regular information sharing publications for disseminating regionally adoptable technologies. With technical support from specialized international bodies SAC has implemented regional projects. The SAARC Secretariat has also taken number of initiative to upgrade/strengthen the capacity of the Centre by appointing regional and international specialists.
· During 2016 to April 2019, around 55 time-bound, and action oriented need-based programmes related to consultation, training, adaptive trail, germplasms exchange and meeting/workshop were implemented by the SAARC Agriculture Centre. The programmes included identification of rice verities, high yielding dairy buffalo, germplasm exchange, animal bio-technology, agro processing, climate change impact on costal fisheries, fish diversity, conservation agriculture, technology sharing, backyard poultry production, Integrated plant nutrient management system, risk management for small farmers, proven technology sharing, good agricultural practices, integrated pest management training, women in agriculture, climate smart agriculture, ICT in agriculture, small scale fisheries, aquaculture of commercially important fish, value chain development etc.

· In recent years SAC has significantly expanded its research and capacity development profile in partnership with various UN and International Specialized Organizations/Bodies such as FAO, IFAD, IFPRI, IRRI, ILRI, OIE and CIRDAP
· Sharing of Germplasms: The Centre facilitates sharing of elite plant and animal germplasmas for adaptive trial as well as genetic improvement purposes. “High Yielding Buffalo Breed Development in SAARC region” has been one of the priority programmes of SAC, under which, SAC in 2016 organized dissemination of Nili Ravi Buffalo Germplasm received from the Government of Pakistan and in 2018, SAC organized dissemination of Murrah buffalo germplasm/semen received from the Government of India among the Member States for breeding.

· Since 2019, SAC has been implementing a SDF Funded project on "Livelihood enhancement of small farmers in SAARC region through small agro-business focusing on value chain development".
· For capacity building of young scientists, the SAARC Agriculture Centre (SAC) has started SAARC Agriculture PhD Scholarship Programme since 2017. SAC has already awarded scholarships to the candidates from Bangladesh (2017), Afghanistan (2018) and Nepal (2019) to pursue their PhD at Bangladesh Agriculture University (BAU), Postgraduate Institute of Agriculture of the University of Peradeniya (PGIA-UOP), Sri Lanka, and ICAR- Indian Agricultural Research Institute, New Delhi, respectively. In the year 2020, two candidates from the Member States (except Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Nepal) would be awarded SAARC Agriculture PhD Scholarship. 

International Collaboration

SAARC Leaders are guiding SAARC’s collaboration with the development partners including UN agencies and International Organizations in successive Summits with policy guidelines. The 18th SAARC Summit (Kathmandu, 2014) endorsed a policy of ‘Pathway to Partnership’ for cooperation with the SAARC Observers in the following areas-
i) Communication;

ii) Connectivity;


iii)
Agriculture;

iv)
Public Health;


v)
Energy;


vi)
Environment; and


vii)
Economic Cooperation.

In line with the existing guidelines, the Secretariat established working relation with various organizations. Under the aegis of the agreement/MoU, the Secretariat is engaged in implementing regional projects in identified areas of cooperation with the partners. The details of such project could be found in the head of project based cooperation.

