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South Asia, as a region, has exhibited significant economic dynamism and resurgence during the past two 

decades, maintaining comparatively high average annual growth rate of above 6% since 2000. The fact that 

three of the four remaining Least Developed Countries (LDCs) of South Asia– Bangladesh, Bhutan and Nepal 

– have now qualified for graduation from LDC Status underscores the region’s success in translating high 

economic growth into positive development outcomes to a large extent. However, still accounting for about 

one-third of the world population suffering from extreme poverty and hunger, the magnitude of development 

challenges ahead for South Asia remains enormous. The region must not fail to maintain its high growth 

trajectory. Emerging threats to the sustainability of the region’s long-term growth and signs of waning 

momentum are therefore of grave concern. 

 

South Asia is facing headwinds of rising protectionism, the weakening of the multilateral trading system and 

escalation in trade wars between major trading powers and drastic slow-down of world trade growth. Against 

the fault lines appearing in its traditional sources of growth and against the rising risks of external market 

shocks, the imperative for South Asia to look towards harnessing the potential of regional cooperation is 

perhaps now more than ever before. 

 

While intra-regional trade in South Asia has been estimated to be representing only a third of its potential 

(UNESCAP 2018), the scope of regional cooperation extends far beyond mere promotion of intra-regional 

trade and investment flows. In the current context, regional cooperation is absolutely essential to improve 

connectivity, enhance food and energy security, fight climate change and build resilience against natural 

disasters. In fact, regional cooperation can offer South Asia potent solutions to a wide range of common 

challenges to sustainable development, by sharing development experiences, cross-learning, and pooling of 

resources.  

 
While the process under SAARC, among the institutional mechanisms for regional cooperation is suffering 

from lack of political consensus, a number of cooperative arrangements have been evolved for promoting 

cooperation. These include, various bilateral transport and energy connectivity projects, the BIMSTEC and 

BBIN frameworks, and initiatives supported by international organizations such as UNESCAP and ADB. 

Nevertheless, an overarching framework for carrying forward the regional cooperation agenda still eludes 

South Asia. 

 

This Regional Policy Dialogue will explore opportunities and challenges before South Asia to strengthen 

regional cooperation and develop an action agenda to support the implementation of the 2030 Development 

Agenda through a broader development coalition and partnership in the region.  

     

The Policy Dialogue will be organized by UNESCAP and the Research and Information System for 

Developing Countries (RIS), New Delhi. It will have the participation of heads of national policy think-tanks 

in South Asian countries, representatives of governments, academia, civil society organizations, media, and 

other key stakeholders from South Asian countries.  

 

 



                                
 

 

Tentative Programme  

 

14:30-15:00 Registration and coffee/tea 

15:00–15.30 Inaugural Session 

Opening remarks:  

• Dr. Nagesh Kumar, Head, United Nations ESCAP South and South-
West Asia Office (UNESCAP-SSWA) 

• Dr. Sachin Chaturvedi, Director General, Research and Information 

System for Developing Countries (RIS) 

Inaugural Address 

H.E. Amb. Hardeep Singh Puri, Minister of State (I.C.) for Civil Aviation, 
Housing and Urban Affairs and Minister of State for Commerce and Industry*  

 

15.00-16.30 Panel Discussion on Harnessing the Potential of Regional Cooperation 

for Sustainable Development in South Asia   

Panelists:  

• Mr. Nazir Kabiri, Executive Director, Biruni Institute, 

Afghanistan 

• Dr. Selim Raihan, Executive Director, SANEM, Bangladesh 

• Mr. Sonam Tashi, Chief, Policy & Planning Division, Ministry of 

Economic Affairs, Bhutan 

• Dr. Sachin Chaturvedi, Director General, Research and Information 

System for Developing Countries (RIS), India 

• Mr Dilip Chenoy, Secretary-General, FICCI  

• Dr. Posh Raj Pandey, Chairman, South Asia Watch on Trade 

Economics and Environment (SAWTEE), Nepal 

• Dr. Dushni Weerakoon, Executive Director of the Institute of 

Policy Studies of Sri Lanka (IPS), Sri Lanka 

16.30–17.15  Open discussions 

17.15-17.30 Wrap up and Closing session 

17.30 - High tea 

  *invited. 


