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Distinguished Chairman of the Institute of South Asian Studies,
Distinguished Representatives of Think-Tanks from the SAARC region,  
Distinguished Participants, 
I wish to thank the Centre for South Asian Studies for inviting me to address the Workshop on ‘Re-energizing the SAARC Process’ through video-conferencing.
The theme of the Workshop is very pertinent. I do hope that this Workshop will make useful recommendations for revitalizing the SAARC process. 
As we all know, SAARC is a people-centric organization. As enshrined in its Charter, promotion of welfare and wellbeing of the peoples is the cardinal objective of SAARC. It is, therefore, essential that all endeavours in the SAARC process should be geared toward the attainment of this objective.  
The Summit constitutes the highest political platform in SAARC.  The Summit enables the SAARC process to benefit from vision of the leaders. It also provides an opportunity for bilateral meetings of the leaders as well as exchange of views among them on important issues in an informal manner in the retreat. Essentially, Summits determine the direction of the SAARC process, define the scope of regional cooperation and provide policy directives.  The SAARC Charter provides that Summits should be held annually. At the Eighteenth Summit held in Kathmandu in November 2014, the leaders decided that the Summits would be held biennially or earlier, if necessary.  
Likewise, as per the decision of the Eighteenth Summit, the Council of Ministers and the Standing Committee should meet once a year and the Programming Committee twice a year. 
In my view, holding of sessions of such important Charter bodies, as decided by the Summit, as well as regular convening of meetings of other mechanisms with appropriate representation, will provide impetus to the SAARC process.  
All of us are aware of the significance of connectivity, which is sine qua non for regional integration.  We need to expeditiously connect our countries in the region through air, road, rail and sea. It will, in conjunction with other measures, facilitate regional economic integration, leading eventually to the realization of the goal of the South Asian Economic Union, as envisaged by our leaders.
The SAARC Air Services Agreement is under consideration for improving air connectivity. Motor Vehicles and Railways Agreements, once adopted by SAARC, will facilitate connectivity by surface. The SAARC Ferry Service will begin soon between Sri Lanka and India and may be extended to other countries in the next phase. These measures for improving regional connectivity will promote economic relations, people-to-people contacts and tourism. 
We need to engage our youth in the promotion of the SAARC process. The South Asian University is a very useful platform to bring together students in the region. I am happy to inform you that recently held SAARC Health Ministers’ Meeting at Colombo adopted my proposal for the establishment of a SAARC Medical University. This will also promote amity among our younger generation. Besides, there should be regular exchanges of students with a view to passing the SAARC spirit on to our youth.
Besides exchanges of students, there should be regular interaction among scholars, intellectuals, writers, artists, and exchanges of cultural troupes to promote friendship among our peoples.  
Trade Fairs, Tourism Fairs, and Film and Food Festivals are other measures that will help to promote people-to-people contacts.  SAARC Apex and Recognized Bodies can also play a vital role in this respect.
There is a need to strengthen regional cooperation in priority areas identified by the Member States and the programmes should be results-based and implemented in a time bound manner. A focussed approach with emphasis on concrete results is the need of the hour.  
The SAARC Regional Centres should function as centres of excellence and must pursue result-oriented programmes in their respective areas to deliver tangible benefits to the peoples.
The timely implementation of decisions taken by inter-governmental bodies will re-energize the SAARC process. For effective and efficient implementation of the decisions, there is a need to strengthen the SAARC Divisions, appoint Sectoral Focal Points and hold at least one annual consultation meeting at the national level under the chairmanship of Foreign Secretary. The Secretariat should also play its due role in coordinating and monitoring the implementation of the SAARC activities and decisions taken by the Member States.  
The enhancement of the institutional capacity of the SAARC Secretariat is important to re-energize the SAARC process. It will enable the Secretariat to fulfil its responsibilities in an efficient and effective manner, in keeping with the emerging realities.
SAARC currently has nine observers. As directed by our leaders at the Eighteenth Summit, we must engage our observers in productive, demand-driven and objective project-based cooperation in priority areas identified by the Member States, such as communication, connectivity, agriculture, public health, energy, environment and economic cooperation.  
SAARC has Cooperation Agreements or Memoranda of Understanding with a number of regional and international organizations. It is necessary for us to engage in substantive and project-based collaboration with these organizations. At the same time, we should also endeavour to present SAARC’s common positions at international fora on issues of common interest.  
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Distinguished Participants,
I have shared my views on the topic chosen for this Workshop. I look forward to receiving the report of the Workshop to benefit from the learned views of the participants.  
I thank you. 
***
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