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INFORMAL SESSION OF THE SAARC COUNCIL OF MINISTERS
On the sidelines of the Seventy-second Session of the United Nations General Assembly
NEW YORK, 21 SEPTEMBER 2017

STATEMENT BY H. E. MR. AMJAD HUSSAIN B. SIAL, SECRETARY GENERAL OF SAARC

Hon. Chairperson,
Hon. Ministers and Heads of Delegation,

[bookmark: _GoBack]	It is an honour for me to attend the Informal Meeting of the SAARC Council of Ministers. 

	We wish to thank the Chair of the Council of Ministers for organizing this Informal Meeting. 

We also wish to thank the Hon. Ministers and heads of delegation for their august presence at this meeting. 

I wish to thank the Council of Ministers for endorsing my appointment as the Secretary General of SAARC with effect from the 1st of March. I look forward to receiving continued guidance and support from the Council. 

During my introductory courtesy calls on the leaders, I was highly encouraged by the reiteration of firm commitment by them to the SAARC process. I will strive to carry forward the vision the leaders shared with me.
	
Since the Council last met in September 2016, reasonable progress has been made in the SAARC process. We have submitted to this Informal Meeting a detailed Progress Report and matrixes on the status of implementation of the decisions of the last Summit and the Council of Ministers. I wish to present a summary of the important points contained in the two documents.

Interior or Home Ministers met in Colombo on 13 July. Health Ministers met in Colombo on 29 July.  Both the meetings were preceded by the Secretary-level preparatory meetings.

The Ministers of Home or Interior took a number of decisions for countering terrorism and drug abuse, promoting peace and security and improving the SAARC Visa Exemption Scheme.

In a landmark development, the Health Ministers endorsed my proposal to establish the SAARC Medical University for imparting quality education in medicine at affordable cost. The Health Ministers also accepted the offer of Sri Lanka to host the Medical University.  

Our Finance Ministers met in May in an informal session in Yokohama on the sidelines of the Fiftieth Annual Meeting of the Board of Governors of the Asian Development Bank.   
	
Besides Ministerial Meetings, a large number of other activities have been held, details of which are given in the two documents.	

The Ministerial Meetings provide policy directives in steering cooperation in the identified areas. It is, therefore, very important that these meetings are convened on a regular basis. However, several Ministerial Meetings on vital areas of cooperation have not taken place for quite some time, including those on SAFTA, Transport, Energy, Science & Technology, Education and Poverty Alleviation. 

A number of other activities could not be held due to lack of adequate confirmations for participation. In our view, we should prioritize our calendar of activities, as directed by our Leaders and the Council.  But once we agree to the calendar of activities, these should be held as planned for smooth, efficient and effective progress in the SAARC process.  

The Eighteenth SAARC Summit held in Kathmandu in November 2014 decided to hold the Summits every two years, or earlier, if necessary; the Council of Ministers once a year; the Standing Committee at least once a year; and the Programming Committee at least twice a year. This decision by the Leaders is to be implemented.

The fundamental requirement for regional integration is connectivity. We should put into effect, at the earliest, SAARC Motor Vehicles Agreement, SAARC Railways Agreement and SAARC Air Services Agreement. These are essential for the promotion of economic relations, people-to-people contacts and tourism. Besides, facilitation of visa will also help in achieving these objectives.

Regional economic integration is of utmost importance for socio-economic development of the region and wellbeing of our peoples.  However, intra-SAARC trade is negligible. Therefore, there is an urgent need to convene the Meeting of the SAFTA Ministerial Council to address the issues impeding regional trade.  

At the Eighteenth SAARC Summit, the Leaders decided to engage SAARC Observers into productive, demand-driven and objective project based cooperation in priority areas. On receipt of inputs from all Member States, the Secretariat will develop projects, with the help of Consultants, for consideration.  

During the period under review, SAARC’s collaboration with regional and international organizations like ADB, FAO, UNICEF and IFAD was more than satisfactory.  

Some of the SAARC Recognized and Apex Bodies have been active in networking among peoples.  

To enhance efficiency, efficacy and visibility of SAARC and the Secretariat, since I assumed the charge, a few modest measures have been taken.  A new website was launched in June. In addition to frequent interactions with media personnel, media in the region is informed about all important SAARC activities through press releases, which are also uploaded on our website. A quarterly e-newsletter has been initiated and widely disseminated. A SAARC Tweeter Account has been activated. A new Computer Server Room has been set up with solar power back-up for uninterrupted access. Video-conferencing equipment has been procured. For effective monitoring and implementation of decisions, the Secretariat regularly updates matrixes of decisions by the Member States for circulation.  

I thank Your Excellencies.
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