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Abstract

This thesis aimed at evaluating the progress of the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC), since its establishment in 1985. This study is significant because it
has gone beyond the limited appraisal of SAARC in any particular area, such as economic
integration, to present a detailed appraisal of cooperation under the overarching themes of
economic cooperation, environmental security, human welfare, and cooperation in security
matters (e.g. anti-terrorism). A detailed case study was pertinent for the purpose of presenting
a critique of the Association’s functionalist approach to regionalism vis-a-vis a basic
assumption that cooperation in noncontroversial areas would pave the way for meaningful

cooperation in sensitive areas, such as terrorism, and ultimately lead to regional security.

As there is a plethora of literature available on SAARC, a new approach examining
regionalism in South Asia was imperative. Apart from the reviewing of conceptual and
empirical literature, and content analysis of official documents, this thesis is based on
viewpoints from within SAARC extracted through interviews with officials and direct
interactions with them while on an internship at the Secretariat. The external insights on the

organisation were also collected through interviews of academics, researchers and journalists.

SAARC is making progress on the breadth of issues it addresses on its agenda. The transition
from agreements to actions and frequent interactions among the member states has boosted
confidence. The Association has created an informal mechanism to permit political
consultations at bilateral levels on the sidelines of its official meetings. The progress of the
Association is most evident in the less controversial areas of human security, such as poverty

alleviation, health and safety, human resources development, and higher education.

Notwithstanding enthusiastic commitments reflected in agreements and action plans, there is a
gulf between rhetoric and implementation. Assessment of SAARC’s progress indicates
substantial omissions in its agenda, notably in sensitive areas relating to traditional security.
There are major limitations in many areas in terms of implementation and outcomes, and there
is a mixed level of political commitment towards various aspects of regional cooperation.

SAARC projects are still limited in scope and impact.
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The lack of commitment can be explained by several factors: the lack of trust (or periodic
outright hostility) between India and Pakistan; insufficient financial contribution from the
poor member states; competing priorities for funds, and attention to domestic and foreign
policy; a crisis culture due to natural disasters and/or conflicts; and a remarkable lack of

continuity and skills in member countries’ staffing of SAARC.

Considering the organisational, economic, political and structural challenges faced by
SAARC, it was deemed appropriate in this thesis to draw lessons from ASEAN — the
organisation which has often been cited as an ideal model for South Asian regional

cooperation.

While there have been many studies on regionalism and regional security in South Asia,
hitherto, no study has comprehensively addressed the correlation between the two nor
explored the interaction between traditional and human security issues. This thesis proposed
that greater cooperation in common human security areas has a potential to pave the way for a
cooperation on issues of a ‘contentious’ nature, particularly terrorism. Nevertheless, the work
of SAARC, particularly in the security sector, has been hindered by the India-Pakistan rivalry,

and a lack of human and financial resources.
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