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Distinguished Delegates,
Good Morning. 
I would like to extend a very warm welcome to all of you to the SAARC Secretariat for this Meeting of the Core Group of the SAARC Immigration Authorities and Visa Experts, which is being held as mandated by the Eighth Meeting of the SAARC Immigration Authorities. I wish you a pleasant stay in this beautiful and historic city of Kathmandu. 
As you are aware, the Fifth SAARC Summit held in November 1990 in the Maldives had decided to launch the SAARC Visa Exemption Scheme. The Scheme became operational in 1992 and is considered as an important milestone for enhancing people-to-people contacts in the region.  
I firmly believe that people-to-people contacts are essential for effective regional integration and in order to achieve that, connectivity is the key.   In this connection, I am pleased to share with the distinguished delegates that the SAARC Air Service, SAARC Motor Vehicles and SAARC Railways Agreements are under consideration by the Member States. The people will be able to benefit from these Agreements only when we ease visa and immigration regimes and develop infrastructure. This will also help in making speedy progress toward the ultimate goal of the South Asian Economic Union, as envisioned by our Leaders during the Eighteenth SAARC Summit. The visa facilitation is also essential for enhancing our economic relations and intra-regional trade.  
Distinguished Delegates,
I recall that the Core Group of Immigration and Visa Experts held in Kathmandu in August 2013 had entrusted the task of developing a ‘Security Software’ for the SAARC Visa Exemption Scheme to the SAARC Secretariat. Accordingly, a private firm – “Three60”, was hired to prepare a detailed proposal for the development of the Security Software for the SAARC Visa Exemption Scheme. In addition, the firm was also tasked to prepare the proposal for upgradation of equipment at all entry/exit points for holders of the SAARC electronic visas.   
At the Seventh Meeting of the SAARC Immigration Authorities held in Islamabad in August 2016, the SAARC Secretariat’s Consultant made a detailed presentation on the proposal for the development of Security Software for the SAARC Visa Exemption Scheme. After extensive deliberations, the Meeting agreed that the proposal may be revised by the Consultant in the light of the suggestions made by the Member States. Accordingly, the Consultant revised the proposal, which was circulated among the Member States by the Secretariat. 
The Eighth Meeting of the SAARC Immigration Authorities, held in Colombo on 11 July 2017, approved the development of the proposed security software for the Scheme. The Meeting also agreed that the SAARC Secretariat will prepare and circulate the RFPs among the Member States within one month. It was also agreed that the Meeting of the Core Group would review the RFPs and the implementation process of the SAARC Visa Exemption Scheme. The SAARC Secretariat had circulated the RFPs among the Member States for their views/comments and for further review during this Meeting of the Core Group. We expect the distinguished delegates to critically examine the proposal submitted by the Consultant and share their valuable suggestions/views for inclusion in the RFPs.    
I am confident that this meeting will make important recommendations for smooth functioning of the revised SAARC Visa Exemption Scheme and for ensuring speedy implementation of the new electronic visa and immigration regimes, contributing to the overall goal of enhancing and facilitating people-to-people contacts across the region.
The Secretariat is at the disposal of the distinguished delegates. We are committed to provide efficient services to the Member States for further strengthening the SAARC process.
I am personally available for any consultation. I look forward to seeing you again during our working luncheon today and welcoming you to a dinner this evening. All of you are cordially invited.
I wish the distinguished delegates fruitful deliberations.
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