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Introduction 

 
Regional cooperation is a critical factor in the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). Its value transcends ease and efficiency of resource mobilization, spanning diverse and 
powerful ways through which collective efforts can strengthen achievement of the SDGs. Cooperative 
approaches promise to deliver faster results with greater efficiency. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development encourages all member states to engage in regional forums in various stages of its 
implementation. Countries belonging to specific geographic regions are often found to have similar 
development trajectories, owing to a mix of historical, cultural and locational factors, and hence have 
many common sustainable development policy challenges. Moreover, due to proximity, they are also 
often bound by transboundary issues such as climate change and natural disasters, energy security, 
transport and ICT connectivity, which needs collectively developed and owned policy solutions and 
transboundary infrastructure networks. Such networks can enhance access to goods and services which 
are critical for improving living conditions, especially for vulnerable groups. 
 
The need for collective regional actions is immense in the South Asia subregion to enhance 
effectiveness and efficiency of SDG interventions. South Asia’s progress towards the SDGs has been 
uneven, marked by some notable improvements in certain targets related to poverty reduction, food 
security and health, but is lagging in terms of overall progress. At the current pace of progress, the 
subregion is not on track for meeting any of the SDGs by 2030 and requires accelerated efforts to stay 
on stay on course. Alarmingly, South Asia is found to be regressing on key goals related to 
environmental sustainability (Goals 13 on Climate Action and Goal 14 on Life Below Water), which 
may in turn have negative impacts on policy programmes for other goals.  The subregion needs to utilize 
the full potential of regional cooperation in this regard, especially as the COVID-19 outbreak is causing 
unexpected socio-economic disruptions across the subregional countries. As the negative impacts of the 
crisis threatens to exacerbate pre-existing vulnerabilities across South Asian countries, they must work 
together to hasten recovery.    
 
The Policy Dialogue on Regional Cooperation for Sustainable Development in South Asia was 
organized by UNESCAP South and South-West Asia Office. Experts from regional policy think-tanks, 
representatives of governments, academia, civil society organizations, media, and other key 
stakeholders from South Asian countries participated in the event, which was held on 17 November 
2021 in Sri Lanka, back-to back-with the Fifth South Asian Forum on SDGs. The Dialogue sought to 
deepen engagement between various stakeholders on potential areas for further strengthening 
subregional linkages, and how such linkages can be channelled into inclusive growth and sustainable 
development outcomes. The focus areas of discussions during the one-day event included:  
 

 Deepening of intra-regional trade and investment relations in the aftermath of 
disruptions to global commerce caused by COVID-19. 
 Improving transport and energy connectivity as key enablers of sustainable 
development  
 Promoting regional cooperation mechanisms to address the growing threat of climate 
change, shared risks and vulnerabilities.  
 Framing of future agenda for the South Asia Network for SDGs (SANS), responding 
to the call made by UNESCAP Resolution 77/1 on Building back better from crises through 
regional cooperation. 
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Key highlights 

 
Regional economic integration has lots of potential to drive growth but is hampered by a lack of 
political will and trust. At present there is about US$23 billion in intra-regional trade in South Asia, 
but the subregion is losing out on about US$54 billion each year in intra-regional trade potential. The 
cost of trade between India and Brazil is cheaper that the cost of trade between India and neighbouring 
countries which is something that needs to change.  Areas of economic cooperation which are less 
politically sensitive and have high potential benefits should be pursued to build momentum for further 
regional cooperation. For example, improvements in trade facilitation measures have greater scope for 
improving regional trade than tariff reductions. Cooperation on SDGs may also be less politically 
sensitive and offer scope for building of trust between countries. 
 
Need for facilitative policies to bring women workers from the informal to formal economy. 
Negative impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic were disproportionately higher for women as existing 
gender gaps were exacerbated. Better access to digital platforms and services, education, training and 
skill development opportunities, while creating a conducive environment for women entrepreneurs is 
required.  Support to sectors that are important for women workers and incentivizing them through 
setting up of special economic/industrial zones (SEZs) are some of the measures that can promote 
participation of women in international trade. 
 
Much potential exists to expand intra-regional trade in services. South Asian exports are high in 
services and minerals and low in value-added manufacturing and services constitutes a greater portion 
of GDP of all South Asian countries. Preferential trade liberalisation in services has not been 
implemented yet under SAARC though there is SAARC Agreement on Trade in Services (SATIS) and 
the potentials of this sector remains under-utilised and should be pursued more closely. 
 
Promotion of sustainable freight transport is essential for sustainable development. The transport 
sector adversely impacts the environment due to high energy consumption, operational pollution, land 
intrusion and congestion. About a quarter of GHG emissions comes from the transport sector out of 
which 40% is attributed to freight transport. Key priority areas for achieving sustainable freight 
transport in South Asia include: (i) Decarbonizing freight transport; (ii) building freight transport 
resilience to deal with climate challenges and pandemics; (iii) strengthening cross-border and transit 
transport connectivity; (iv) enhancing rural freight transport linkages; (v) improving urban freight 
logistics; (vi) reducing accidents related to freight transport; (vii) supporting sustainable freight 
transport in countries with special needs; and (viii) increasing the share of rail freight and other 
sustainable transport modes. 
 
Push for greening supply chains is becoming stronger worldwide and needs to be promoted.  
Measures that can be taken include tax incentives to modernize carrier fleets to improve fuel efficiency, 
greening of port operations through conversion to smart ports (fully digitized port operations), 
promoting alternative fuel bunkering services, offering concessions to clean fuelled vessels, and 
investing in carbon neutral handling. Investments in railways and inland waterways transport can 
facilitate modal shift. The sharing of experiences and good practices in areas such as electric mobility, 
modal shift, green logistics and decarbonization of transport needs to be fostered and can be scaled up 
to form common regional approaches to sustainable freight transport. 
 
The establishment of a South Asia wide Sustainable Freight Coordinating Platform (SFCP) can 
bring South Asian countries together to develop a common strategy. Key areas of work should 
include the promotion of sustainable modes of transport such as railways and waterways through modal 
shift policies, enhancing efficiency of cross border and transit transport through digitalizing transport 



 
 

4 
 

operations, promotion of optimal utilization of vehicle capacity, and improving energy efficiency of 
freight transport. 
 
Regional integration of power grids and energy markets can help to lower costs and facilitate 
economic development.  Cross-border connectivity can enable countries to gain access to lower cost 
resources, have potential for generating export revenues and increase economies of scale for investment 
as larger power plants can serve demand both domestically and across a country’s borders.  Countries 
currently maintain their own spinning reserves, but pooling such reserves can be more economical for 
each country.   
 
Regional energy integration is more important than ever to help countries to meet the goal of net 
zero emissions. There are huge reserves of wind power in Sri Lanka, hydropower in Bhutan and Nepal 
and solar energy in India. Cross-border connectivity can provide countries with access to regions with 
higher renewable energy potential and enables the integration of variable renewable energy sources 
(resource smoothing). The development of frameworks to help countries align connectivity initiatives 
with SDGs can be beneficial so that when power is traded across borders it results in increased 
renewable energy integration or decreased carbon emissions. Without regional cooperation, the 
reduction of carbon emissions from the energy sector will be difficult.  
 
Need to enhance networking between various regional institutions working on cross border 
electricity trade to overcome challenges of fostering energy cooperation. For cross-border 
connectivity to be successful, political will is needed to engage in power system connectivity initiatives. 
Financing is also a challenge given the high investment costs, difficulty in estimating benefits, reaching 
agreement on cost sharing and attracting private capital.  Existing institutions have limited capacity to 
effectuate changes across borders and there is a need for proper regional regulatory mechanisms as well 
as robust legal frameworks to support trade in energy. Regional institutions can help overcome energy 
cooperation challenges by creating groups that can facilitate the: (i) enhancement of trust among 
countries for energy cooperation through appropriate regional policy frameworks; (ii) establishment of 
a regional institution for cross cutting of regulations; (iii) establishment of a regional institution for 
coordinated transmission planning and operation of power systems; (iv) financial closure of cross 
border projects and regional investment framework; and (v) establishment of suitable dispute resolution 
mechanisms. 
 
Major advances in technology are taking place that is changing the landscape for managing 
disaster risks. IPCC Sixth Assessment Report and attribution engineering done on the cause and effect 
of natural disasters is now allowing disaster risk to be looked at from a climate change perspective and 
making more funds available to vulnerable countries for climate adaptation and resilience. Tools such 
as the Risk and Resilience Portal and the Asia-Pacific Climate Adaptation Information Platform (AP-
PLAT) are providing web-based information to support decision making.  State-of-the art early warning 
systems can be used for climate predictions that are useful for water and agriculture management as 
well as support the preparation of climate adaptation tools and management systems. 
 
Impact-based forecasting and community level warning systems are important to cope with 
growing uncertainties of disasters.  Although from the hydro-met perspective the number of fatalities 
from disasters has decreased, the damages caused by hazards have increased three-fold. Climate change 
is the main driver for increasing intensity and frequency of such disasters and there is also an increase 
on cascading disasters in the region. To reduce these risks, there is a need to look at the interrelated 
aspects of vulnerability, hazard and exposure and use data, innovative tools and technologies for early 
warning systems that get the necessary information to the end users who need it the most. 
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Countries in South Asia face similar issues related to gender inequalities that provides significant 
scope for regional cooperation. COVID-19 pandemic showed that prevailing gender inequalities are 
accentuated during disasters, leading to heightened vulnerability of women through loss of employment, 
intensified unpaid care giving roles, gender-based violence, sexual and reproductive health issues. 
There is a need to address prevailing gender-based inequalities in society simultaneously with the 
specific gender-based inequalities that come into effect during disaster situation. The issue of gender 
mainstreaming should be picked up by SANS as a priority concern as it is essential for building and 
achieving resilience. 
 
Building synergies among SANS members can strengthen collaborative research.  The 
establishment of specialized groups to conduct policy research on specific topics or sharing of research 
workplans can allow members to collaborate on joint studies. Relationship-building and networking 
among mid-career researchers of the SANS members would be useful so that they would be able to take 
the SANS agenda forward in future. 
 
Greater engagement of SANS with stakeholders at the local level can make recommendations 
offered by SANS more effective and practical. The inclusion of organizations with ground-level 
experiences in SANS research can provide for a cross fertilization of knowledge and lead to more 
practical solutions to issues faced.  SANS members often act as “quasi policy makers” through advice 
provided to governments and can be a voice for stakeholders who might not have sufficient influence.  
SANS members could also work with local governments to contribute to SDG localization. 
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Inaugural Session 

 
The policy dialogue was opened with opening remarks from the UNESCAP Subregional Office for 
South and South West Asia, the Institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka, the Sustainable Development 
Council of the Government of Sri Lanka, South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation, the 
Ministry of National Planning, Housing and Infrastructure of the Government of Maldives and the State 
Minister of Regional Cooperation of the Government of Sri Lanka. 
 
 
Welcome address 
 
Mr. Adnan Aliani, Officer-in-Charge, UNESCAP Subregional Office for South and South-West Asia 
(SRO-SSWA), opened the session by noting that regional economic cooperation has been observed to 
have brought about substantial development transformations in many parts of the Asia-Pacific region 
by way of rapid growth fuelled by trade and investments, bringing countries closer together and 
enhancing their collective strengths in terms of productivity and competitiveness. Recognizing the 
potential of regional cooperation, UNESCAP member States have adopted the Bangkok Declaration on 
Regional Economic Cooperation and Integration in Asia and the Pacific in December 2013, mandating 
UNESCAP Secretariat to utilize regional cooperation as a key strategy for achieving inclusive and 
sustainable development. The Regional Road Map for Implementing the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development in Asia and the Pacific, adopted by UNESCAP member States in 2017, further 
consolidates commitments and lays out an action agenda for regional cooperation. 
 
He stated that UNESCAP’s Subregional Office for South and South-West Asia has been actively 
engaged in carrying forward this mandate in the subregion. Research has shown that huge opportunities 
exist for furthering regional cooperation in South Asia in the areas such as market integration through 
enhanced cross-border trade and investments; development of transport and energy connectivity; and 
increasing economic and technical cooperation to address shared vulnerabilities such as climate change 
induced disasters. In broadening and advancing the agenda of regional cooperation, South and 
Southwest Asia can benefit from institutional arrangements already provided under overlapping 
regional organisations such as SAARC, ECO, and BIMSTEC.  Greater collaboration between these 
regional organizations can create an arc of advantage for South Asia and open up creation of a connected 
economic space between South Asia and its neighbourhood, leading eventually to broader Asia-Pacific 
integration. UNESCAP stands committed to assist the subregional countries in this agenda, utilizing its 
multi-sectoral expertise, convening authority, various institutions, and cooperative mechanisms for 
capacity-building and technical assistance.  
 
Dr. Dushni Weerakoon, Executive Director, Institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka (IPS), noted that 
the COVID-19 experience has shown that development challenges cannot be dealt with by any country 
alone, given the complexities of intertwined economic and social impacts. With limited resources and 
capacities at the national level, it is essential that regional forums are used to foster development 
cooperation between countries. IPS is working with other think-tanks from South Asian countries as an 
active member of many regional forums. Efforts have been made to assess the broad socio-economic 
fallouts of the pandemic at the national and regional levels. There are concerns as to whether the adverse 
impacts of the pandemic will be prolonged and whether SDGs will fall back in priority as countries 
focus on recovery measures. However, it is encouraging to note that most countries are taking steps to 
utilize the SDGs as a guiding framework in their efforts to build-back better, integrating green economy 
concepts into medium-term planning. Regional cooperation initiatives can support this approach in the 
current context.  
 



 
 

7 
 

Ms. Chamindry Saparamadu, Director General, Sustainable Development Council, Government of 
Sri Lanka, remarked that discussions during the 2021 South Asia Forum on SDGs provided insights on 
how the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic will affect countries individually and collectively as a 
region. The discussions flagged the importance of greater coherence in policy planning, strengthening 
data systems, sustainable financing, and the need for collaboration and partnerships for sustainable 
development among stakeholders among and between countries. The need for collective regional action 
has never been more profound and discussions on how to foster regional partnerships are therefore 
critical as all countries are devising their post-pandemic development strategies. Sri Lanka has 
emphasized the need for green economy pathways, while planning recovery strategies based on 
industrial growth which calls for integrated approaches. The country has made commitments towards 
decarbonization, protection of bio-diversity, conservation of natural resources and transition towards a 
circular economy. In this context, the topics selected for the Policy Dialogue – enhancing regional 
economic integration, sustainable transport, energy cooperation and joint efforts for addressing disaster 
risks and building climate resilience – are highly important.           
 
 
Special address 
 
Mr. Esala Ruwan Weerakoon, Secretary General, SAARC, stated that the SAARC Charter aims to 
promote welfare and improve the quality of life of the people of South Asia through accelerated socio-
economic development and that poverty alleviation has been an overarching goal. He noted that 
progress achieved across the SDGs in the subregion has been uneven and that the COVID-19 pandemic 
has impeded efforts to accelerate SDG implementation. In this context, the strengthening of the means 
of implementation and partnerships was critical and all stakeholders need to work collectively to build 
back better. Though the subregion has managed to reduce income poverty rates to less than 15% before 
the onset of COVID-19, multidimensional poverty continues to be widely prevalent. Malnutrition 
among children and gender inequalities are persistent challenges. SDGs cannot be achieved at the global 
level without progress made by South Asia, given the sizable share of the subregion in global 
population.  
 
South Asian countries responded proactively to the pandemic, showing their solidarity against the crisis, 
reflected by the establishment of the SAARC COVID-19 Emergency Fund. Subsequent high-level 
meetings, particularly the meeting of the planning Ministers in September 2020 to discuss SAARC 
Vision 2030, are carrying forward the agenda of collective actions. There is a need for reorienting the 
subregion’s approach towards the SDGs through innovative and transformative means. Forming new 
partnerships and cooperation mechanisms, facilitating technology transfer, capacity-building, access to 
information and monitoring for accountability were deemed to be important.  
 
Essential areas to focus on include economic cooperation for diversification, industry-focused structural 
transformation, investments in key social sectors of health and education, expansion of social 
protection, improvement of basic infrastructure, and agriculture and rural development. The 
enhancement of environmental sustainability through green recovery packages, greater investments in 
renewables, and low carbon technologies were also cited as important. South Asia needs to also harness 
the full potential of intraregional trade and investments. Improvements in intraregional transport 
connectivity, communication networks and trade facilitation measures were identified as enablers of 
regional economic integration. The pandemic has changed the functioning of the global economy in 
fundamental ways, creating new challenges and prospects. Mr. Weerakon felt that South Asia can take 
advantage of emerging prospects through digitization, promotion of IT-enabled services, and 
embracement of new technologies. Deeper economic integration is required in every sphere, particularly 
in development financing.  
 



 
 

8 
 

Ms. Fathimath Niuma, Deputy Minister, Ministry of National Planning, Housing and Infrastructure, 
Maldives, recognized that COVID-19 pandemic has inflicted setbacks on several developmental fronts 
and that regional cooperation is essential to confront them. From the perspective of Maldives, one of 
the priority areas requiring such cooperation is that of climate change and environmental threats. Being 
one of the Small Island Developing States (SIDS), Maldives is relatively more vulnerable to climate 
change induced disasters among South Asian countries. Maldives has made a commitment to reduce 
carbon emissions by 26% from current levels by 2030, which can be met only with support from 
regional countries and partners. Regional cooperation needs to be expanded beyond trade and economic 
integration to include knowledge and resource sharing. One of the initiatives taken by Maldives at the 
national level is a commitment to establish an integrated public ferry network system for connecting 
the dispersed population of the country with its economy, infrastructure and social services. This can 
further broaden the domain of connectivity to the regional level through maritime transport links. 
Maldives, with its strategic location along important international maritime routes, is committed to play 
a vital role as a catalyst for promoting broader regional connectivity and economic integration.   
 
 
Inaugural address 
 
Mr. Tharaka Balasuriya, State Minister of Regional Cooperation, Sri Lanka, stated that South Asia 
needs to acknowledge the tremendous progress that the subregion has made on poverty reduction in 
recent years and strive to achieve higher targets and improve upon measures taken thus far. Success on 
SDGs hinges on how the challenges of global warming and climate change are addressed. At the 
recently concluded COP 26 (UN Climate Change Conference) of 2021, it was noted that global warming 
can reach alarming proportions in the absence of urgent mitigative measures.  
 
Climate change has drastic implications for lives and livelihoods. Sri Lanka is experiencing several 
localized natural disasters, such as landslides and flash floods, and such incidents are becoming more 
frequent and can potentially result in income disparities and social unrest. With similar economic 
structures and levels of economic progress, South Asian countries are ideally placed to take cooperative 
actions against common challenges such as environmental risks and vulnerabilities. In this regard, 
besides deepening trade and economic integration, regional cooperation needs to be extended to harness 
the power of new technologies. Collaboration for technology transfer within the region, with the aim of 
speeding-up infusion of innovations, would have a decisive impact on the SDG prospects of South Asia. 
Sri Lanka is taking several new initiatives to bring in transformative changes in the country’s 
development paradigm, reflected by the resolve to achieve a carbon neutral economy within specified 
timelines. Banning of single-use plastic, curbing coal-based power generation, and adoption of organic-
farming are some of the key steps being taken towards this objective. Sri Lanka is open to share its 
development experiences with neighbouring countries and is committed to promote regional 
cooperation for the SDGs along its various dimensions and channels.  
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Session 1: Enhancing regional economic integration in South Asia in the 
emerging context 

 
The landscape of global trade and investment flows is rapidly changing with rising protectionist 
tendencies and trade tensions, emerging mega-regional trade agreements and transformative 
technologies. In the aftermath of the COVID-19 outbreak, global trade and investment flows have 
experienced unprecedented setbacks. In light of growing uncertainties and volatilities in the external 
economic environment, there is an impetus for South Asia to look inwards and harness its intra-regional 
potential. This session examined the progress and potential of the existing economic cooperation 
initiatives in South Asia, trends of regional trade and investment flows and implementation of trade 
facilitation measures. Options to modernize regional trading systems and fully utilize the scope of 
regional production networks were also discussed. 
 
Prof. Nagesh Kumar, Director of the Institute for Studies in Industrial Development (ISID), India, set 
the stage for the session by mentioning that due to a variety of factors such as poor connectivity, high 
trade barriers and poor supply capacities, the SSWA region has exploited less than one-third of intra-
regional trade potential.  Between 2003-2009, global trade had been growing at 10% per year and 
enhancement of intra-regional trade did not seem to be a priority when global trade was expanding so 
rapidly.  However, when the global financial crisis hit in 2008-2009, global trade declined; the COVID-
19 pandemic then brought global trade to a halt in 2020.  Trade has recovered robustly in 2021, but it 
is likely a temporary spike of pent-up demand and it is uncertain if global trade can recover to the 
growth and dynamism it had before the global financial crisis.  The next engine of growth is not global 
economic integration, so the session would examine whether intra-regional trade can drive growth in 
the next decade and how its potential can be harnessed.  
 
 
Presentation 
 
Dr. Selim Raihan, Executive Director, South Asian Network on Economic Modeling (SANEM), 
Bangladesh, outlined that the landscape of global trade and investment flows has been changing with 
rising protectionist tendencies and trade tensions and that South Asia has not been a part of mega-
regional trading blocks that have been emerging. Data shows some encouraging signs of increased intra-
regional trade in South Asia, but it is occurring at a very slow pace and surrounded by uncertainties. In 
South Asian countries, imports from the region are slowly increasing, but with yearly fluctuations.  
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka are the only two countries that have maintained a stable trade pattern.  
Regional exports are also seeing a slow increase as a percentage of total exports of countries.   
 
Dr. Selim then presented analyses showing that South Asian countries are showing signs of three 
premature phenomena that are not helpful for expanding intra-regional trade. These include signs of 
premature declining share of trade as percentage of GDP, premature declining share of FDI as a 
percentage of GDP and premature deindustrialization, i.e., declining share of manufacturing value-
added as percentage of GDP. He also compared growth of per capita GDP of South Asian countries 
with that of China in Vietnam. In 1985, South Asian countries had similar per capita GDP to China and 
Vietnam.  By 2020, per capita GDP has grown, but at a much lower rate than China or Vietnam. Finally, 
he examined export composition of various countries and South Asian exports are high in services and 
minerals, but low in value-added manufacturing. 
 
In closing some key issues were put forth to enhance regional economic integration: (i) finding political 
will to solve non-political issues; (ii) addressing tariff and non-tariff issues; (iii) establishing trade 
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investment nexus through regional and subregional special economic zones; (iv) exploring areas of 
cooperation through SDGs.  Some issues, such as tariffs, can be sensitive to deal with, but SDG 
cooperation is something that countries can work on together. 
 
 
Panellists 
 
Dr. Abid Suleri, Executive Director, SDPI, Pakistan, pointed out that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
fundamentally changed the global trade landscape, requiring fresh perspectives on regional economic 
cooperation and integration in the subregion. There are certain areas of economic cooperation which 
are less politically sensitive, have high potential benefits and are feasible to be operationalized in the 
short-term. Citing the recent developments, in which Pakistan made exceptions to allow transit of wheat 
from India to Afghanistan, he stressed that cooperation in such areas should be aggressively pursued. 
Some of the opportunities for enhanced cooperation arising out of the current crises include 
collaboration for ease of trade in vaccines and medical supplies, emergency food items, etc., and efforts 
to address climate change. Such potential areas can be bundled together to chart out courses of 
cooperative policy actions in the near term.     
 
Mr. Chanchal Chand Sarkar, Director, Economic, Trade and Finance, SAARC Secretariat, noted that 
there is about US$23 billion in intra-regional trade in South Asia, but that the subregion was losing out 
on about US$54 billion each year in intra-regional trade potential. His discourse provided reflections 
on opportunities to improve intra-regional trade that do not require additional commitments or have 
little costs.  World Bank studies have shown that the cost of trade between India and Brazil is cheaper 
than the cost of trade between India and neighbouring countries and this is something that needs to 
change. In some markets, non-tariffs and para tariffs are as high as 20-25%, when they are supposed to 
be between 0-5%.  Some successes have been seen between India and Bangladesh and this should be 
studied more closely to see if there are lessons that can be applied elsewhere. Much potential also exists 
to expand intra-regional trade in services which constitutes a greater proportion of GDP of all South 
Asian countries. Services trade liberalisation has not been implemented so far under SAARC and the 
potentials of this sector remain untapped, thus this issue should be examined more closely. 
 
Ms. Pramila Acharya Rijal, President, South Asian Women Development Forum (SAWDF), Nepal, 
discussed gender dimensions of regional cooperation, focusing on involvement of women in intra-
regional trade. Quoting World Bank’s Women, Business and Law Report 2020, she argued that the 
discriminations faced by women in the workforce in terms of mobility, pay scales, entrepreneurial 
constraints, asset ownerships, access to banking services, etc., are persistent in the South Asia. South 
Asian countries are ranked low in terms of the global gender parity indices. As COVID-19 adversely 
impacted jobs and livelihoods in the subregion, such impacts were disproportionately higher for women. 
Existing gender gaps, including gaps in access to digital platforms and services, must be closed to ensure 
equal opportunities for women in the labour force to recover from the impacts of the pandemic. Sectoral 
collaboration, giving prominence to sectors that are important for women workers and incentivizing 
them through setting up of special economic/industrial zones (SEZs) etc. are some of the measures that 
can promote participation of women in international trade. Facilitative policies are needed to bring 
women workers from the informal economy through education, training and skill development, while 
creating a conducive operating environment for women entrepreneurs to effectively partake in 
opportunities from regional economic integration.  
 
Prof. Shahid Ahmed, Professor of the Department of Economics of Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi 
participated virtually and highlighted findings of a recent study undertaken that tried to quantify the 
impact of tariff versus trade facilitation in the South Asia region.  The study has found that if the 
regulatory environment of the region is improved it has a greater scope for improving regional trade 
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than tariff reductions. As such there is a huge potential to trade facilitation issues and there are many 
areas that can be improved where there is no cost involved. In terms of policy prescriptions to improve 
trade and investment and cooperation in the region, internal reforms and improvements of the regulatory 
environment should be the main area of focus.  
 
 
Open discussion  
 
In the open discussion it was highlighted that speakers cited the lack of political will and trust as a major 
factor affecting regional economic integration.  However, if you look at other regions of the world such 
as Europe, political differences and conflicts exist but more importance is given to economic 
integration.  As such, how can South Asia move forward in improving economic integration and do 
regional institutions such as SAARC or ESCAP have a role to play? 
 
The Chair recalled that several speakers have recommended to begin discussions on common challenges 
facing countries in the region which can then hopefully facilitate the tackling of more difficult issues. 
SAARC and ESCAP do have a role to play as they can provide forums to bring everyone together and 
facilitate the development of a common understanding.  Another speaker noted that political will is 
important and given good experience between Bangladesh and India, the convening of a regional 
dialogue by Bangladesh on SDGs could be a step to try to break the ice.  It was also mentioned that 
until countries start to undertake trade and investment policy reforms, it will be difficult to see any kind 
of convergence on development policies and make advancements on regional economic integration. 
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Session 2: Regional Cooperation for enhancing shift towards sustainable 
freight transport in South and South-West Asia  

 
Enhancing shift towards sustainable freight transport has become imperative given the rising negative 
externalities of freight transport in South and South-West Asia. It also provides an opportunity for the 
subregion to build back better from the pandemic. The Session was moderated by Mr. D. D. 
Matharaarachchi, Secretary, State Ministry of Warehouse Facilities, Container Yards, Port Supply 
Facilities and Board and Shipping Industry Development of Sri Lanka. It discussed on experiences of 
South Asian countries on national policies and programmes to enhance sustainability of freight transport 
and issues that need to be addressed to address negative externalities of freight transport in South and 
Southwest Asia. 
 
 
Presentations 
 
Ms. Frida Youssef, Chief, Transport Section, Trade Logistics Branch, UNCTAD, began by stating that 
the harnessing the potential of trade-led development cannot be achieved without sustainable transport 
infrastructure. Challenges to sustainable transport systems are both physical infrastructure deficits and 
lack of adequate soft infrastructure and logistics services. While global freight transport volumes are 
projected to grow four-fold by 2050, this sector currently accounts for about 7% of global GHG 
emissions which is expected to grow by a factor of 3.9 by 2050. Promoting sustainable transport can 
lead to gains through all the three pillars - economic, social and environmental - of sustainable 
development. UNCTAD is providing capacity-building support for developing national/subregional 
sustainable freight transport (SFT) strategies and financing of SFT strategies though private-public 
partnerships. Several key Performance Indicators (KPIs) are used to monitor progress of 
implementation. Resources developed for this are available from UNCTAD SFT Portal1.          
 
Mr. Sandeep Raj Jain, Economic Affairs Officer, Transport Division, UNESCAP, mentioned that the 
transport sector accounts for about a quarter of global GHG emissions, out of which about 40% is 
attributed to freight transport. He presented on a United Nations Development Account project on 
Enhancing Shift towards Sustainable Freight Transport in Asia-Pacific being led by UNESCAP. The 
first track of the project conducts national assessments in select countries to develop national strategies 
for improving sustainability, and the second track is on promoting regional cooperation for sustainable 
freight transport by evolving consensus on key principles and incorporating them within the framework 
of UNESCAP’s intergovernmental agreements. On the first track, the example of a draft national 
strategy for sustainable freight transport of Sri Lanka was provided, with thrust areas such as increasing 
the role of railway transport, improving intermodal freight transport and measures for transforming Sri 
Lanka into a global maritime hub, etc. The strengthening of governance for sustainable freight transport, 
encouraging of private sector participation, diversification of funding sources, building capacity of 
transport policy makers and promotion of transformative transport technologies were identified as some 
of the necessary enablers for implementation of national strategies.  
 
For promoting regional cooperation for sustainable transport, the enhancement of coordination at the 
regional level through appropriate modalities or instruments is necessary. Decarbonizing freight 
transport, building the resilience of freight transport to effectively deal with climate challenges and 
pandemics, strengthening cross-border and transit transport connectivity, enhancing rural freight 
transport linkages, improving urban freight logistics, reducing accidents related to freight transport, 

 
1 http://unctadsftportal.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/PRINT-UNCTAD-Sustainable-Freight-Transport-Portal.pdf 
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supporting sustainable freight transport in countries with special needs, and increasing the share of rail 
freight and other sustainable transport modes are some of the key priority areas for South Asian 
countries for achieving sustainable freight transport.  
 
South Asian countries must work together to develop a common strategy, preferably by establishing a 
South Asia Wide Sustainable Freight Coordinating Platform (SFCP). They must collaborate to promote 
sustainable modes of transport such as railways and waterways through modal shift policies, enhance 
efficiency of cross border and transit transport through digitalizing transport operations, promote 
optimal utilization of vehicle capacity, and improve energy efficiency of freight transport. South Asia 
can gain by sharing experiences and good practices in areas such as electric mobility, modal shift, green 
logistics and decarbonization of transport.  
 
Mr. Paul Apthrop, Lead Consultant, Sustainable Freight Transport, ESCAP, noted that the push for 
making supply chains green as well as ethical is getting stronger world-wide. Green supply chains are 
becoming an incentive for transport business, with current focus on sustainable maritime transport, 
which will extend to connecting road transport segments in the future. While road freight transport will 
have to adopt sustainable ways, rail and inland waterways have to be made part of sustainability 
solutions. Some of the key issues for sustainable freight transport in emerging economies include 
continued dependence on fossil fuels, outdated trucking fleet and lack of adequate modal shift facilities 
to reduce congestion. Modernisation of carrier fleets can significantly improve fuel efficiency and there 
are examples of using tax instruments to incentivise such modernisation. Greening of port operations is 
taking place in a big way through conversion to smart ports (fully digitized port operations), promoting 
alternative fuel bunkering services, offering concessions to clean fuelled vessels, and by investing in 
carbon neutral handling. Facilitation of modal shift is another important area by investing in railways 
and inland waterways transport. There are some initiatives being taken in this direction in South Asian 
countries such as Sri Lanka and Bangladesh. Such policy practices can be scaled up to form common 
regional approaches to sustainable freight transport.  
 
Mr. Md Anisur Rahman, Joint Secretary, Road Transport and Highways Division (RTHD), 
Bangladesh, mentioned that Bangladesh has adopted the National Integrated Multimodal Transport 
Policy of 2013 which is a major step towards promotion of sustainable transport and reducing 
environmental impacts of the transport sector. Bangladesh’s National Determined Contributions (NDC) 
policy has set a target of unconditional decarbonisation of the transport sector by 9% below business-
as-usual by 2030, and by 24% with external support. The country has committed to invest in high-
capacity public transport. The Mujib Climate Prosperity Plan, National Land Transport Policy 2004, 
Perspective Plan of Bangladesh 2021-2041, Railway Master Plan (2016-2045), etc., are some of the 
other key reform initiatives. Bangladesh Railway, planning to carry 45 million tonnes by 2045 from 
current levels of about 2.5 million tonnes, is undergoing modernisation by shifting from meter gauge to 
broad gauge as well as expansion and electrification of its rail network. The country is adopting inland 
waterways transport as an extremely energy efficient mode. Lack of adequate institutional and 
regulatory capacities, and financing remain as challenges that are being addressed through domestic 
reforms and international cooperation.      
 
Mr. B. N. Puri, Asian Institute of Transport Development (AITD), India, remarked that the transport 
sector adversely impacts environmental sustainability due to factors such as high energy consumption, 
operational pollution, land intrusion and congestion. In India, transport demand is likely to increase to 
15.6 trillion-tonne kms by 2050, potentially causing high strain on road transport sector in the absence 
of adequate modal shift facilitation. A study by NITI Aayog (India) has estimated that under a business-
as-usual scenario, India‘s cumulative energy consumption from freight transport between 2020 and 
2050 will be around 5.8 billion tonnes of oil equivalent (TOE). Potential rise in energy consumption 
can be reduced by 50% through policies enabling increased share of rail transport, optimized truck 
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usage, and use of fuel-efficient vehicles and alternative fuels. An integrated approach to multi-modal 
transport systems is needed, which also takes into account intra-modal or trans-modal choices. In this 
regard, recent studies carried out by AITD - A Comparative Study on Rail and Road, and Sustainable 
Transport Pricing and Charges – analyses traffic flows and costs to determine ideal pricing and modal-
mix to achieve targets of sustainable transport. Studies have shown that increasing reliance on railways 
can have significant benefits in terms of cost reduction and competitiveness with lower environmental 
impacts. AITD has also been carrying out capacity building programmes at regional level to promote 
sustainable transport.  
 
Dr. Thusitha Sugathapala, Senior Lecturer, University of Moratuwa, Sri Lanka, stated that sustainable 
transport policies in Sri Lanka are predominantly focusing on the passenger road transport sector. 
Interventions in the freight transport sector in the context of sustainable development are yet to be 
strategized and operationalized. There are gaps in operationalising some of the policy proposals for 
improving sustainability. Sri Lanka is aiming at becoming a multimodal logistics hub, taking advantage 
of the strategic location of the country with access to international shipping corridors. Though the 
transport sector has incurred massive losses in recent times from the disruption caused by the COVID-
19 pandemic, there are indications of a quick recovery. Sri Lanka can expand its freight and logistics 
markets by strengthening air and sea freight transport segments. The country also needs to improve its 
export performance for this, taking advantage of potentials offered by e-commerce. Several of Sri 
Lanka’s National Determined Contributions (NDCs) for reduction of carbon emissions are targeted 
towards the freight transport sector (aiming for 5% reduction in the transport sector), including 
proposals for shift to environmentally benign modes and development of railways. Fuel economy 
targets for heavy duty vehicles is set for 70% emission cuts by 2050, which needs facilitating policies 
such as fuel economy labelling programme. Addressing sustainability challenges of the freight transport 
sector needs comprehensive, transformational, innovative and unique localized solutions, aided by 
multi-stakeholder partnerships and regional cooperation.  
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Session 3: Fostering Energy Cooperation 

 
Exponentially growing demand for energy and saturating traditional sources of energy characterises the 
ever-widening energy gaps in South Asia. Addressing energy gaps in South Asia is also challenged by 
the need to improve its energy-mix, relying more on renewable energy sources. In South Asia, the 
greatest scope for achieving the twin goal of energy sufficiency and improvements in the energy-mix 
lies in generation and trade of hydropower. Although bilateral frameworks for such trade, in terms of 
both infrastructure and power trading agreements, exist in the subregion, a comprehensive regional 
framework is still lacking. This session explored ways and means of extending various bilateral 
framework to form an integrated regional power grid and regional energy market. It revealed the many 
benefits that cross-border energy connectivity can provide as well as work being conducted by various 
organizations that can be used to find areas for further collaboration to accelerate progress and be a 
catalyst for continued change in South Asia. 
 
 
Presentations 
 
Mr. Matthew Wittenstein, Chief, Energy Connectivity Section, Energy Division, UNESCAP, opened 
his presentation by outlining opportunities that cross-border power system connectivity can bring to 
countries.  In terms of economics, cross-border connectivity can enable countries to gain access to lower 
cost resources, have potential for generating export revenues and increase economies of scale for 
investment as larger power plants can serve demand both domestically and across a country’s borders. 
With regard to energy security, reserve margin requirements of individual countries can be lowered as 
neighbouring countries can be relied on if shortages are faced and the diversity of power resources 
available to countries are increased. On sustainability, cross-border connectivity can provide countries 
with access to regions with higher renewable energy potential and enables the integration of variable 
renewable energy sources (resource smoothing). 
 
The fostering of such energy cooperation does have challenges.  The need for political will to engage 
in such cooperation is important; some countries are keen to pursue cross border power system 
connectivity, while others are less interested.  Power system connectivity can only be successful when 
all countries engage politically to support such initiatives.  Financing is another challenge as there are 
high costs that have to be borne when investing in cross-border connectivity and it can be difficult to 
estimate benefits, agree on how to allocate costs and there is a need for private capital to fund such 
projects. Currently in Asia, institutions are absent or may have limited authority or capacity to introduce 
changes across multiple countries and there are no multi-national power pools that exist. There is also 
an absence of frameworks to help countries align connectivity initiatives with SDGs so that when power 
is traded across borders, it results in increased renewable energy integration or decreased carbon 
emissions. 
 
UNESCAP’s work on energy connectivity is guided by a Regional Roadmap on Power System 
Connectivity endorsed by member States in 2021.  It covers areas of planning, financing and 
development, operational and cross-cutting issues, such as building trust and political consensus, 
developing intergovernmental agreements and capacity building.   
 
Examples of initiatives in the Asia region were also presented that could be of interest to the SSWA 
region. 
 



 
 

16 
 

1) Regional power system planning: an experience on the development of an ASEAN 
Interconnection Masterplan Study (AIMS III) to optimize interconnectors at the sub-regional level 
was shared.    

2) Acceleration of investments for financing interconnectors was also presented, including the 
mobilization of private sector financing in transmission development, joint ventures between utility 
companies, public-private partnerships and merchant lines.  It was also noted that financial support 
for connectivity is becoming available from entities such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank (AIIB), Asian Development Bank (ADB) and Multilateral Cooperation Center for 
Development Finance (MCDF). 

3) Multilateral power trading is not prevalent in Asia as a whole, but examples of harmonized 
bilateral, secondary and primary trading models were presented that could useful to consider in the 
SSWA region.  

 
There is much work already being conducted in SSWA region related to policy and regulations, 
transmission systems and power markets which should be built on.  ESCAP provides support for 
connectivity issues through capacity building activities, work on green power corridors to link 
connectivity and sustainable development and convene stakeholders  
 
 
Mr. V.K. Kharbanda, Consultant at UNESAP began by noting that South Asia is blessed with a wide 
range of energy resources like hydro, coal, solar, wind, oil and natural gas.  India and Pakistan have 
substantial coal reserves, Bhutan and Nepal generate hydroelectricity and Iran has reserves of oil and 
natural gas. Through cross-border grid connectivity, the region has potential to optimize energy 
resources and supply mix by balancing conventional energy sources with renewable energy, improving 
energy access and economic growth and addressing climate change. 

In SSWA, electricity production is dominated by coal (53.2%) followed by natural gas (22.1%), hydro 
(12.5%) and oil (5.6%).  A major challenge is in decarbonizing the electricity sector for sustainability 
as solar/wind/tide/geothermal and biofuels and waste collectively contributes to only 4.4% of total 
electricity produced.  An overview of the current cross border electricity trade in the SSWA region 
noted that trade of about 3000 MW is occurring only in the eastern part of the South Asia. Pakistan is 
importing about 150 MW from Iran and Afghanistan imports 900 MW of electricity from neighbouring 
countries. 

Bilateral cross-border electricity trade (CBET) of India with Bhutan, Bangladesh and Nepal have had 
beneficial effects.  For Bhutan, export of hydro power has contributed between 11%-17% of its GDP 
between 2003-2015 and led to the development of cement, steel and iron industries. Bangladesh has 
experienced reduced load shedding and power cuts since imports from India started in 2013, which has 
helped to grow industry and opened possibilities to access cheaper and clean hydropower from Bhutan 
and Nepal.  The signing of a Power Trade Agreement in 2014, has helped Nepal to access the Indian 
power market at competitive prices to meet its shortfalls as well as power required for building new 
hydro power projects.  India through exports has been able to optimize its assets and generate revenues.    

CBET in South Asia does have its challenges.  Electricity trade has been limited to only four countries 
through bilateral agreements. Multilateral trade is hampered by a lack of: (i) trust and relationships 
between countries; (ii) coordinated policies/regulations, competitive power market viz. power pricing 
mechanism, standard power purchase agreements, transmission service agreements; (iii) regional 
institutions for coordination of regulations, transmission planning/system operations and dispute 
resolution mechanism; and iv) integrated capital market and friendly policies for promoting investment. 
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When looking at the international experiences on CBET, the signing of intergovernmental agreements 
is a commonality even in South Asia. However, other regions of the world have inter-utilities 
agreements (power purchase costs, operational rules) and created regional institutions for cooperation 
on cross-cutting regulation and coordination of transmission planning and system operators. There are 
also standardized power purchase agreements and contracts as well as transparent dispute resolution 
mechanisms which are important for CBET governance. 
 
A number of suggestions for improving CBET were also made. 
   
1) Need to enhance networking between various regional institutions working on CBET in the region 

and the creation of groups to facilitate: (i) enhancement of trust among countries for energy 
cooperation through appropriate regional policy frameworks; (ii) establishment of a regional 
institution for cross cutting of regulations; (iii) establishment of a regional institution for 
coordinated transmission planning and operation of power system; (iv) financial closure of cross 
border projects and regional investment framework; and (v) establishment of suitable dispute 
resolution mechanisms. 

2) Prioritize activities of ESCAP’s Roadmap on Energy Connectivity in the Asia Pacific Region and 
prepare action plans to be implemented within a specific time period. 

3) Improve financial viability of the power generation, transmission and distribution to sustain CBET 
in the long run. 

4) Accord priority to the development of hydro power through provision of incentives as it contributes 
to grid stability and net-zero emissions. 

 
 
Panellists: 
 
Dr. Nawaz Ahmad, Director, SAARC Energy Centre, Pakistan, noted that almost 700 million people 
in South Asia have been affected by climate change in the last decade and that the South Asia subregion 
will be more highly affected by climate change than in most other parts of the world.  As SAARC 
member states are net importers of fossil fuels, the development of electricity trade and power markets 
makes economic sense for the region. A SAARC framework agreement for energy cooperation in the 
electricity sector signed in November 2014 was seen as an important step to form the basis of what the 
member States need to do to achieve regional integration.  It was highlighted that bilateral trade 
agreements in electricity exist in the region and that trilateral agreements are also expected in the future. 
Such multilateral engagements should not only seek to optimize the energy resource mix, but also 
ensure greater reliability, supply security and maximize the benefits for everyone in the region.  The 
available potential for hydro power in the region has not been fully explored as such projects are capital 
intensive, require long construction times and have hydrological risks. The use of partnerships is key 
for the financing of such projects and an example of a partnership between India and Bhutan was cited.  
In closing, Dr. Ahmad felt that in order to build fair, transparent and integrated regional markets, the 
ratification of existing framework agreements and subsequent steps of harmonizing regulations, 
establishing competitive markets and open access to transmissions and distribution network are 
important. Market reforms introduced by India since 2003 and other best practices in terms of enabling 
policies, building of a conducive regulatory environment, financial arrangements and infrastructure 
development can help other member States to meet energy demands of the region. 
 
Dr. Jyoti Parikh, Executive Director of Integrated Research and Action for Development (IRADe) 
participated virtually and highlighted that IRADe has been working on power system integration 
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through the South Asia Regional Initiative for Energy Integration (SARI/EI) programme since 2012. 
The work has focussed on consensus building and at the beginning there were questions about how 
power could be traded if all countries had power deficits.  However, progress has been made and 
questions now revolve around how can power trading be done and at what cost.  Currently IRADe is 
looking at the important role of institutions and there is modelling work being conducted for South Asia 
power integration focusing on implications of declining prices of solar, wind and storage technologies 
on regional power trade. It was also noted that work on power system integration is not just an issue of 
electricity reliability, but can also be a driver for economic development.    
 
Dr. Parikh then quickly highlighted the work being conducted by the current phase of the SARI/EI 
programme and its structure which consists of a Project Steering Committee and three task forces 
dealing with coordination of policy, legal and regulatory frameworks, advancement of transmissions 
systems interconnection and South Asia regional electricity markets. There is consideration of creating 
a fourth task force focusing on investment. The SARI/EI programme has developed 30-40 reports, has 
around 2000-3000 stakeholders engaged in different workshops and organized about 100 
events. Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, which saw lockdowns happening in different countries at 
different times, work has continued.  
 
In closing, Dr. Parikh noted that there is a need to move forward in many directions. Modelling work, 
for example, should continue with a 2040 to 2050 time horizon.  If South Asia works together, the goal 
of net-zero emissions is achievable, particularly with further development of hydro and renewable 
energy resources.  For consensus building, IRADe is working with stakeholders such as BIMSTEC, 
SAARC, CERC, Ministries of Power and Foreign Ministry diplomats.  In South Asia, there is a need to 
develop human capacity to establish and operate (buy and place bids) power markets.   
 
Mr. Damitha Kumarasinghe, Director General, Public Utilities Commission of Sri Lanka noted that 
there is much potential for the region’s economies to grow and energy needs will also grow. Diverse 
energy resources are available in the South Asian region, but there are energy security issues that exist, 
and these are likely to grow unless there is a sharing of resources among countries. Affordability of 
energy is also an issue with high peak pricing being seen in all countries.  Regional integration can help 
to lower costs and facilitate economic development. Countries are also currently maintaining their own 
spinning reserves but pooling of such reserves can be more economical for each country.  In terms of 
accessibility, it is easier for some countries to develop certain resources than for others and there is a 
need to ensure that all countries can access energy required for their development.  Acceptability is 
another issue as certain resources are not acceptable in some countries and some countries may be able 
to harness certain energy resources economically given their financial and technical status. Finally, it 
was noted that there is a need for proper regional regulation and regulatory mechanisms as well as 
robust legal frameworks to support trade in energy.  
 
 
Open discussion 
 
Mr. R.V. Shahi, Senior Energy Advisor for South Asia at the World Bank commented on the questions 
posed about institutional frameworks and working groups that are needed to promote power system 
integration and trading.  Starting in 2014, the World Bank established a South Asia Power Secretary 
Roundtable which meets once every six months.  The group is an informal one which makes it easier 
to discuss on how regional cooperation on energy can be enhanced. A joint Working Group of 
Regulators has also been established to discuss on issues such as grid quotas and market design.  A joint 
Working Group on transmission planning also exists. Policy advocacy work is also conducted to try to 
enhance South Asian cooperation.  Mr Shahi also endorsed a recommendation that there is a need for 
more coordination and collaboration among multilateral agencies to promote and help finance regional 
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infrastructure such as transmission infrastructure. Modest successes have been had in the trade of power 
over the past 10 years which has increased from 7 billion units of power to 20 billion units.  The 
connecting of Sri Lanka to the rest of South Asia, while technically feasible, has not yet been realized. 
In closing, Mr Shahi noted that regional energy integration is more important than ever under the 
background of COP26.  There are huge reserves of wind power in Sri Lanka, hydropower in Bhutan 
and Nepal and solar energy in India.  Unless there is regional cooperation, the reduction of carbon 
emissions will be difficult. 
 
Mr. Wittenstein closed the session by thanking all participants for the rich insights provided. Some of 
the key points that were felt to be important to highlight were as follows:   
 
1) multi-lateral power trading and integration provides an opportunity to optimise energy resource 

mixes, but it also is equally important to ensure that that everybody can benefit from the lower 
prices, better quality power and higher share of renewables that such cooperation can bring. 

2) the tremendous work being conducted by IRADe was great to see and ESCAP would like to pursue 
opportunities for collaboration. 

3) the issue of acceptability is very important to consider as not all countries want to have the same 
generation mix.  This diversity of energy mixes is important as it can become a strength and energy 
diversity should be built on what countries are doing on the ground and not based on what looks 
good theoretically on paper. 

4) ESCAP was not aware of the initiatives by the World Bank and continues to learn about work 
carried out by various organizations. The main aim of ESCAP is to not add to ongoing work but 
see how strengths of various actors can be leveraged to accelerate progress and be a catalyst for 
continued change in South Asia. 
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Session 4: Regional Cooperation for Addressing Disaster Risks and 
Building Climate Resilience 

 
 
Around 675 million people in SSWA are exposed to natural and biological hazards – 345 million to 
heatwaves, 205 million to droughts and 126 million to floods and cyclones. In the Ganges-Brahmaputra-
Meghna basin, for example, around one-third of the total population are at risk of exposure to floods. 
For droughts, the greatest risks are in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Pakistan – countries 
with large agriculture sectors and rural populations with high levels of poverty. Droughts and floods 
are also responsible for high economic losses. Climate change impacts will exacerbate these 
vulnerabilities.  
 
Investments in strengthening early warning systems followed by resilient water management systems, 
improving dryland agriculture and protecting mangroves are priority adaptation measures that can yield 
high and multiple benefits. The overall GDP of the sub-region is $4.7 trillion, while annualized average 
losses both from natural and biological hazards is estimated at $161 billion (4 per cent of GDP). The 
cost of adaptation is estimated at around $51 billion (1.1 percent of GDP) and the adaptation benefits 
cover all three social, economic, and environmental pillars of sustainable development.   
 
The session deliberated on how existing regional cooperation mechanisms can be used to close 
adaptation gaps and build resilience in South and South-West Asia. It presented a confluence of 
solutions and tools to address multi-hazard risks and their cascading impacts for policymakers and 
practitioners of the field. The speakers focussed on how various stakeholders from government, 
planning ministries, development researchers and civil society can contribute towards climate 
adaptation and resilience building. Utilizing frontier technologies, latest scientific information and 
financing mechanisms stood out as key approaches to manage the systemic risks. Discussions 
highlighted regional cooperation and knowledge sharing as important ways forward to achieve the given 
objectives.  
 
 
Mr. PK Taneja, Director, SAARC Disaster Management Centre as Moderator of the session, opened 
by noting that impact of disasters on the economy and communities are on the rise, mostly triggered by 
hydrological hazards due to climate change. In order to build resilience to disaster risks, a siloed and 
sectoral approach is insufficient and the interplay between the social-economic-environment aspects of 
the SDGs needs to be considered.  There is a need to understand the impact of risks, such as through 
impact-based forecasting, and community level warning systems are important to cope with growing 
uncertainties.  Mr. Taneja also stated that disaster resilient infrastructure requires the development of 
both hard and soft infrastructure (e.g., managing of internal displacements, social security, etc.) and the 
leveraging of existing regional cooperation mechanisms, such as the Coalition for Disaster Resilient 
Infrastructure, International Solar Alliance, One World One Sun One Grid Initiative, is important. 
 
 
Presentations 
 
Mr. Sanjay Srivastava, Chief, Disaster Risk Reduction Section, ESCAP, started off by noting that 
when a biological disaster like COVID-19 collides with natural disasters such as cyclones and floods, 
even countries that are champions in multi-hazard early warning systems find it difficult to manage two 
risks at the same time on the ground. The experiences of the past year have shown the importance of 
having a multisectoral approach to managing disasters and that building local level resilience is key. A 
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game changing development has occurred with the IPCC Sixth Assessment Report and attribution 
engineering done on the cause and effect of natural disasters. This is now allowing disaster risk to be 
looked at from a climate change perspective and making more funds available to vulnerable countries 
for climate adaptation and resilience. The use of frontier technologies (e.g., internet of things, big data, 
and analytics) will change the landscape for managing disaster risks and make the world more resilient. 
 
Ms. Madhurima Sarkar-Swaisgood, Economic Affairs Officer, Disaster Risk Reduction Section, 
ESCAP presented on a Risk and Resilience Portal2, a new initiative of the Asia Pacific Disaster 
Resilience Network. The “riskscape” of the Asia Pacific region is expanding with the convergence of 
natural hazards, biological hazards and climate change. The Portal brings together information from 
multiple data sources that can be used to: (i) understand the location of risk hotspots; (ii) estimate 
regional and national losses and benefits for planning ministries, government, development researchers, 
etc.; (iii) estimate the cost of adaptation at national, subregional and regional levels; and (iv) help 
policymakers to make informed decisions on adaptation priorities. A practical demonstration of the 
portal features was provided, including estimation of adaptation costs and net benefits under a worst-
case climate change scenario for Pakistan. Mr. Taneja indicated an interest in organizing a SAARC 
webinar to share in more detail the information and features of the portal that can support decision 
making in the subregion. 
 
Mr Yuji Masutomi, Head, Asia-Pacific Climate Change Adaptation Research Section, Center for 
Climate Change Adaptation (CCCA) of the National Institute for Environmental Studies (NIES), Japan, 
presented on the Asia-Pacific Climate Adaptation Information Platform (AP-PLAT)3, a web-based 
information platform providing scientific information on climate change, including future climate 
projections, impacts and adaptation. AP-PLAT houses a ClimoCast4 tool that allows users to check 
future regional climate projections based on the latest climate data (CMIP6 data).  A map mode allows 
for geographical comparisons of future climates for different climate scenarios and a time series mode 
compares future climate changes for different climate scenarios. The platform allows for raw data to be 
downloaded in a CSV format for further use and analysis. AP-PLAT also provides a climate impact 
viewer5 that presents the impacts of climate change, comparing a “no adaptation” versus “with 
adaptation” scenarios, on a variety of sectors such as extreme weather, sea level rise, health, agriculture, 
water resources and ecosystems. An e-learning platform6 has started to be developed to support capacity 
building. 
 
Mr. Tanaji Sen, Director-Advocacy & Partnerships, Coalition for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure 
(CDRI), presented on the work of his organization. Launched in 2019, CDRI is a partnership of national 
governments, UN agencies and programmes, multilateral development banks and financing 
mechanisms, the private sector, and knowledge institutions that aims to promote disaster resilient 
infrastructure with a focus on climate resilience and geophysical hazard resilience.  
 
CDRI looks at the reduction of economic losses and promotion of well-being of communities with its 
sectoral subjects of work focused on power and energy, digital infrastructure (data), and transport sector 
resilience.  CDRI will launch a first global flagship report in 2023 that assesses multi-hazard challenges 
of disaster and climate resilient infrastructure.  This regular publication will have four regular 
components on: (i) global risk and resilience assessment of infrastructure systems; (ii) disaster and 
climate resilience intersector index; (iii) progress review on global targets for resilient infrastructure; 
and (iv) financing for resilient infrastructure.  A fifth element will be a thematic one and the topic for 

 
2 https://rrp.unescap.org/ 
3 https://ap-plat.nies.go.jp/ 
4 https://a-plat.nies.go.jp/ap-plat/cmip6/global.html 
5 https://a-plat.nies.go.jp/ap-plat/asia_pacific/index.html 
6 https://ap-plat.nies.go.jp/adaptation_literacy/index.html 
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the first publication will be on nature-based solutions. All of these will be relevant to the Sendai 
Framework Indicators C (reducing economic losses), D (preventing infrastructure damage and 
disruption to critical services), F (enhancing international cooperation), and G (improving risk 
assessment and early warning systems). 
 
Mr. Sen also briefly shared information on other projects being undertaken by CDRI, including a study 
in the State of Orissa which provides lessons on coastal protection for power sector infrastructure, work 
of resilience of airports, urban infrastructure resilience pilot projects in 20 South Asian countries, and 
fiscal planning that is adaptive to an unpredictable climate and impact of disasters.  Mr. Sen noted that 
while climate mitigation is something that must be done, the future of climate action is on adaptation 
and resilience as we know that there will be changes to our climate with increased warming that we will 
need to adapt to. CDRI has a lot of technical knowledge and holistic perspectives that can be shared to 
make resilience work at a regional level. 
 
 

Panellists 
 
Following the background presentations that were made, the moderator invited panellists to provide 
their thoughts on strengthening regional cooperation for building climate resilience and how their 
organizations are supporting this work. 
 
Mr. Ashis Mitra, BIMSTEC Centre on Weather and Climate (BCWC), Noida, New Delhi, noted that 
the Centre builds, operates and implements state-of-the art early warning systems related to natural 
disasters. A seamless modelling system has been developed that can be applied at different scales, for 
example at a small scale for fog forecasting in Delhi to much larger national and global scales. The 
model can be used for short-term climate predictions and provide multi-week and seasonal forecasts 
that are useful for water and agriculture management as well as support the preparation of climate 
adaptation tools and management systems. There is a lot of online information that is available for 
sharing. Mr. Mitra stated that there is unique opportunity to further develop this model for regional 
cooperation and developing applications. One area of regional cooperation that can be pursued is the 
validation of the model output as it is an important part of the model development cycle. There are only 
about 13 centres with global data assimilation and forecast systems in the world, one of which is located 
in India. BMWC is open to sharing information and collaborating in regional cooperation initiatives. 
 
Ms. Mandhira Singh Shrestha, ICIMOD, Nepal, noted that disaster risk is increasing in South Asia, 
most of which are flood disasters that are transboundary in nature. Climate change is the main driver 
for increasing intensity and frequency of such disasters and there is also an increase on cascading 
disasters in the region. To reduce these risks there is a need to look at the interrelated aspects of 
vulnerability, hazard and exposure and use data, innovative tools and technologies for early warning 
systems that get the necessary information to the end users who need it the most. ICIMOD has tools for 
flood monitoring and modelling, which is particularly important for transboundary rivers and cascading 
impacts as well as a forest fire monitoring system in Nepal and Bhutan. An example of the HKH-
HYCOS project, which has setup a regional flood information system in the HKH region, was shared. 
 
In closing, Ms Shrestha outlined opportunities for managing cascading hazards, which included: 
(i) integration of risk information into early warning systems with impact-based forecasting being 
critical; (ii) need to look at governance and institutional mechanisms particularly in transboundary 
basins to enhance coordination and communication down to the concerned stakeholders; (iii) capacity 
building and co-learning is essential to enhance technical capacity and empower communities who are 
the end users of this information; (iv) planning needs to accommodate increased uncertainties of climate 
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change and required the development of more robust soft and hard infrastructure; and (v) regional 
collaboration and partnerships is key not only for sharing data information, but also knowledge to 
enhance climate resilience. 
 
Mr. Ramraj Narasimhan, Chief, Special Programmes, RIMES, began by citing statistics from the 
Climate Risk Index (Germanwatch) which shows that five countries from South Asia are among the top 
25 at risk. It is estimated that one on four South Asians have been affected by floods in the last two 
decades and that three out of three out of five South Asians have been affected by some kind of disaster. 
Data also shows from the hydromet perspective that the number of fatalities from disasters has 
decreased, but that the damages caused by hazards have increased three-fold. As such, the need for 
disaster management practitioners to work more closely with hyromet services is ever more important. 
Mr. Narasimhan stated that an information value chain approach is one that must be taken where 
information provided by information providers (meteorological services) leads to informed decision 
making. All infrastructure planning also needs to incorporate hazard risk assessment, which is 
something that is not being done at the present point in time. Regional cooperation was also deemed to 
be critical as COVID-19 has highlighted the interconnectedness of issues at global, national, regional 
and local levels.  An integrated and whole-of-society approach needs to be taken to help link disaster 
management with the key users and key climate sensitive sectors; an example of work that RIMES has 
conducted in Tamil Nadu and Odisha to co-develop decision support systems to help integrate 
information into the sectoral planning and development was cited.  Major advances in technology are 
also taking place, as showcased by other speakers in the session, and the available information needs to 
be used to make a difference at the community level on the ground.   
 
Ms. Madhavi Malalgoda Ariyabandu, Duryog Nivaran (Network for Disaster Risk Reduction in 
South Asia), Sri Lanka, started by mentioning that gender inequalities in disasters are reflective of the 
prevailing socio-economic and political relations that result in women and girls being systematically 
disadvantaged and discriminated against. The COVID-19 pandemic showed that gender inequalities are 
accentuated during disasters, leading to heightened vulnerability of women through loss of employment, 
intensified unpaid care giving roles, gender-based violence, sexual and reproductive health issues. 
There is therefore a need to address prevailing gender-based inequalities in society simultaneously with 
the specific gender-based inequalities that come into effect during disaster situations. 
 
Gender equality and women’s empowerment is an essential pillar in building and achieving resilience 
and must be a priority issue for regional cooperation.  In this regard, it was recommended that the South 
Asia Network on Sustainable Development Goals (SANS) needs to take gender mainstreaming as a 
priority concern as it acts as a knowledge sharing platform for all stakeholders and can provide an 
excellent opportunity for gender mainstreaming in resilience building. The Asia Pacific Action Plan 
2021-2024 for implementation of the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction incorporates 
specific actions for mainstreaming gender under each of its priorities for action. The opportunity of 
implementing actions identified in the Plan must be taken up by all the stakeholders. 
 
South Asia lags behind in gender mainstreaming, particularly in regional cooperation initiatives. For 
example, ASEAN has developed a Regional Framework on Protection, Gender and Inclusion in 
Disaster Management (2021-2025) which articulates a common mission on the topic. South Asia needs 
to capitalize on the few regional cooperation mechanisms that exist (e.g., SANS) and keep the topic 
alive as the challenge and magnitude of the problem keeps expanding as has been experienced by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  The countries in South Asia face similar issues related to gender inequalities, so 
there is significant scope for regional cooperation to address these issues. 
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Session 5: Building back better from crises through regional cooperation: 
Setting the Future Agenda for the South Asia Network on the Sustainable 
Development Goals  

 
The South Asia Network on the Sustainable Development Goals (SANS) was established to foster 
subregional cooperation through the cross-fertilization of ideas, sharing of good practices, policy 
analyses on specific subregional issues and building capacities for accelerated implementation of the 
2030 Agenda. This session discussed on the scope, activities and the way forward for the members and 
partners of SANS for meeting the twin goals of recovery from the COVID-19 crisis and acceleration of 
progress towards the SDGs. 
 
Dr. Dushni Weerakoon, Executive Director, IPS, Sri Lanka, as moderator, opened the session by 
introducing the objectives of the South Asia Network on the Sustainable Development (SANS) and 
putting forward the two key questions for discussion, namely: 

 How can SANS members strengthen the network and use knowledge products in helping countries 
accelerate progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)? 

 What actions does SANS need to take to make it more relevant and useful for policymakers? 
 
Panellists 
 
Dr. Fahmida Khatun, Executive Director, Centre for Policy Dialogue, Bangladesh, provided ideas on 
strengthening the SANS network for achieving the SDGs at the country level. Dr. Khatun opined that 
the SANS should engage with people and stakeholders at the grassroots level, given the need for a 
whole-of-society approach in implementing the SDGs. She noted that local solutions could be very 
helpful in overcoming challenges; grassroots stakeholders understand issues on the ground well, even 
as some issues are global, regional or national in nature, and raised the example of national measures 
on climate change adaption that were originally innovated at the local and grassroots level. She therefore 
suggested that the current composition of SANS, currently consisting primarily of think tanks, could be 
expanded to include other organizations with diversified experiences, including “do tanks” with on-the-
ground experience. The resultant cross-fertilization of knowledge would enable recommendations 
offered by SANS to be more effective and practical. Dr. Khatun also called for the inclusion of youth 
organizations and women’s organizations as SANS members, noting that women and girls tend to be 
disproportionately affected by the negative impacts of socio-economic challenges and crises. 
  
Dr. Selim Raihan, Executive Director, South Asian Network on Economic Modelling (SANEM), 
Bangladesh, affirmed the importance of making SANS relevant to stakeholders who were crucial for 
SDG implementation. He observed that SANS members were busy with their own activities and called 
for a closer alignment between SANS activities and those of its individual members. To this end, he 
suggested for ESCAP to develop an annual calendar to allow SANS members to better plan activities 
in line with SANS events. He also highlighted the importance of having a regular SANS newsletter to 
ensure its members are constantly updated and reminded of SANS activities. Dr. Raihan then referred 
to Dr. Khatun’s suggestion of bringing SANS to the grassroots. While he agreed with the need to engage 
local stakeholders, he emphasized the criticality and challenges of identifying the appropriate type of 
actors from the ground, namely those that possessed both interest in the issues at hand as well as 
influence in effecting policy discussion and development. Finally, in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic, he felt that countries would benefit from learning about available tools for analyzing the 
impact of the pandemic and that SANS could facilitate the sharing of tools, knowledge and experience. 
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Dr. Puspa Sharma, Executive Director, South Asia Watch on Trade, Economics and Environment 
(SAWATEE), Nepal, agreed that it was important for SANS to engage actors at the grassroots level, 
given that SDG implementation at the local level would be pivotal for its success and that the South 
Asian governments were keen to localize the SDGs. To this end, SANS members could work with local 
governments and mobilize grassroots CSOs to support local governments in aligning local plans with 
the SDGs and in implementing these plans accordingly. Dr. Sharma also opined that it might be difficult 
for South Asian countries to achieve the SDGs based on the original agenda and timelines, given the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the subregion. Furthermore, Bangladesh, Bhutan and Nepal 
would be graduating from Least Developed Country status in the coming years and the change in status 
would impact the countries’ progress towards the SDGs. In this context, the subregion would have to 
consider the extent to which the SDGs would be achievable in South Asia. SANS members could 
support this deliberation process by providing inputs on the impact of the pandemic on South Asian 
countries, the extent to which the SDGs could still be achieved as well as recommendations on the way 
forward, including how to address challenges along the way. 
 
Dr. Abid Suleri, Executive Director, Sustainable Development Policy Institute, Pakistan, first noted 
that SANS members possessed the advantage of having access to and influence on policymakers in their 
respective countries, with their leading researchers being “quasi-policymakers” through the other roles 
that they assume. To connect research with policy, Dr. Suleri therefore suggested for SANS to establish 
specialized groups that would conduct policy research on specific topics and provide space for youth 
and women organizations and other groups to contribute inputs; members with access to policymakers 
could then connect these specialized groups and their research to policymakers. In addition to 
synchronizing the event calendars of SANS and its individual members, he also proposed that SANS 
members could share workplans and upcoming research areas, so that members could collaborate on 
joint studies, reports and/or recommendations where there were complementarities in research plans. 
Finally, he highlighted the importance of deepening relationships among SANS members through the 
appointment of focal persons in each member organization and networking among these focal persons. 
In particular, relationship-building and networking among mid-career researchers of the SANS 
members would be useful so that they would be able to take the SANS agenda forward in future. 
 
Dr. Arvind Kumar, President, India Water Foundation (IWF), stated that South Asia was facing 
unprecedented impacts of climate change. He pointed out that countries in South Asia possessed shared 
histories and cultures, and have a huge potential for economic cooperation; however, political tensions 
and mistrust have instead led to intra-regional conflicts. He also highlighted that the COVID-19 
pandemic and climate change have exposed pre-existing social, economic and environmental problems 
and that South Asian cooperation was vital for recovery from the pandemic and accelerating the 
implementation of the SDGs.  
 
IWF contributes to localizing and implementing the SDGs through a “people first” approach that fosters 
local, national and regional partnerships for development and shares knowledge, expertise, best 
practices. Examples of IWF’s work that were considered good practices and appreciated by stakeholders 
both within and outside India were shared.  
 
Dr. Kumar stated that the SANS portal could play a crucial role in accelerating knowledge-sharing 
towards achieving the SDGs, and that as a multi-stakeholder platform, SANS could only be successful 
with the active involvement of its members in its initiatives. He also raised the possibility of bringing 
together other regional cooperation platforms, such as BIMSTEC and SAARC, in support of SDG 
implementation.  
 
It was also observed there was unprecedented collaboration between governments and other 
organizations during the pandemic and that such partnerships were required to reinvigorate cooperation 
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towards the SDGs. To this end, he suggested that CSOs played a complementary role to governments 
and the private sector by facilitating interventions and the dissemination of knowledge at the grassroots 
level. Broader partnerships between governments, international development organizations, the private 
sector and regional CSOs could be explored for addressing regulatory and resource mobilization 
challenges. He also mentioned that scientific and technological innovations would be the key means of 
achieving a sustainable, equitable and resilient future for the human civilization and the environment, 
and opined that integrated approaches were essential to the achievement of the SDGs. 
 
 
Open discussion 
 
Other suggestions on the role of SANS during the session discussions included: 

1) Use of the SANS portal to serve as a repository of data, given the absence of a medium that contains 
all relevant data on South Asia in one place. 

2) Consider a role for SANS members to be a voice for stakeholders interested in the SDGs, but who 
might not have sufficient influence, including those at the local level. 

3) Breakdown the different types of work SANS should undertake at the national and subregional level 
to help identify areas of subregional cooperation and provide suggestions how to undertake such 
subregional work. 

4) Develop a common “minimalistic” research agenda that SANS members could collectively pursue 
and work on at the subregional level in 2022. 
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Wrap up and Closing session 

 
Ms. Chamindry Saparamadu, Director General, Sustainable Development Council, Government of 
Sri Lanka thanked the participants for the insightful presentations and discussions. She noted that from 
a practitioner’s point of view, one point that came out strongly was that most countries in the region 
have been focusing on economic recovery strategies based on increasing trade, but that there is a need 
to balance competing interests by looking at more sustainable strategies, supply chain greening and 
sustainable transport issues.  The sharing of the presentations would be most useful for practitioners.  
She thanked all the panellists and presenters for the rich insights, ESCAP for inviting the Government 
of Sri Lanka to co-host the event, all the staff at ESCAP, SDC and the IT team for the hard work over 
the past days and the participants for the trust placed in travelling to Sri Lanka and wished everybody a 
safe flight back. 
 
Dr. Dushni Weerakoon, Executive Director, IPS, Sri Lanka noted that the theme of the policy dialogue 
was on regional cooperation and SDGs in a time when we see economic policies of countries moving 
inwards as opposed to aggressively looking to integrate and linkup regionally or globally.  This will 
have a bearing on whether regional cooperation agenda gets picked up on the economic front. The 
presentations have shown that there are significant benefits to be reaped from regional cooperation, but 
in Sri Lanka the approach is a bit hesitant in that direction as focus has been placed on building national 
economic capacity rather than pushing for bilateral and regional partnerships.  Having said that, the 
SDGs themselves are a priority and governments will decide on whether to prioritize and select some 
SDGs to focus on for the next two to three years until we come out of the COVID-related economic 
crisis or accept all 17 SDGs.  These types of regional forums are important for that conversation to be 
shared and understand what the implications are of picking or dropping some of the goals in achieving 
the 2030 Agenda in a more holistic manner. Dr. Weerakoon thanked ESCAP and SDC for the 
programme and looked forward to continuing work with ESCAP as a member of the SANS network. 
 
Mr. Adnan Aliani, Officer-in-Charge, UNESCAP South and South-West Asia Office (UNESCAP-
SSWA), closed the policy dialogue by noting that the hybrid discussions held over the past three days 
at the SDG Forum and Policy Dialogue were very vibrant and insightful and thanked all that had 
participated. UNESCAP has taken note of discussions and recommendations of the Policy Dialogue 
and will share a report that hopefully captures all the rich discussions. He hoped that the Policy Dialogue 
was just a beginning and looked forward to working with participants to operationalize 
recommendations and initiatives to promote greater regional cooperation in South Asia. He thanked 
SDC and IDS for partnering with ESCAP in organizing the event and wished people safe journeys back 
home as well as good health and fruitful rest of the week for those participating virtually. 
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Annex 1: Policy Dialogue Programme  
 

Policy Dialogue 
on  

Regional Cooperation for Sustainable Development in South Asia 
17 November 2021 

Colombo, Sri Lanka 
 

Hybrid mode 
Venue: Hilton Hotel, Colombo, Sri Lanka 

Programme 

09:00-09:15 Registration  

9:15–09:45 Inaugural Session 

 

Welcome address 

 Mr. Adnan Aliani, Officer-in-Charge, UNESCAP South and South West 
Asia Office (UNESCAP-SSWA), New Delhi 
 

 Dr. Dushni Weerakoon, Executive Director, IPS, Sri Lanka 
 

 Ms. Chamindry Saparamadu, Director General, Sustainable 
Development Council, Government of Sri Lanka 

 

Special address: 
 H.E. Mr. Esala Ruwan Weerakoon, Secretary General, SAARC 

 

 H.E. Ms. Fathimath Niuma, Deputy Minister, Ministry of National 
Planning, Housing and Infrastructure, Maldives 

 

Inaugural address 
 

 H.E. Mr. Tharaka Balasuriya, State Minister of Regional Cooperation,  
Sri Lanka 
 

09:45-10:00 Group Photo and Coffee break 

10:00 -11:00 Session 1: Enhancing regional economic integration in South Asia in the 
emerging context 

Rising protectionist tendencies and trade tensions, emerging mega-regional 
trade agreements and transformative technologies are fast changing the 
landscape of global trade and investment flows. Global trade and investment 
flows have experienced unprecedented setbacks in the aftermath of the COVID-
19 outbreak. Against growing uncertainties and volatilities in the external 
economic environment, the impetus for South Asia to look inwards and harness 
its intra-regional potential is now more than ever. This session will examine the 
progress and potential of the existing economic cooperation initiatives in South 
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Asia, trends of regional trade and investment flows and implementation of trade 
facilitation measures. It will discuss ways to modernize regional trading systems 
and fully utilize the scope of regional production networks.   

Moderator:  

 Prof. Nagesh Kumar, Director, Institute for Studies in Industrial 
Development (ISID), India 

Presentation: 

 Dr. Selim Raihan, Executive Director, South Asian Network on 
Economic Modeling (SANEM), Bangladesh 

Panelists: 

 Dr. Abid Suleri, Executive Director, SDPI, Pakistan  
 Mr. Chanchal Chand Sarkar, Director, Economic, Trade and Finance, 

SAARC Secretariat 
 Ms. Pramila Acharya Rijal, President, South Asian Women 

Development Forum (SAWDF), Nepal   

 Prof. Shahid Ahmed, Professor, Department of Economics, Jamia 
Millia Islamia, New Delhi  

Open discussion 

11:00–12:15 Session 2: Regional Cooperation for enhancing shift towards sustainable 
freight transport in South and South-West Asia  

Enhancing shift towards sustainable freight transport has become imperative 
given the rising negative externalities of freight transport in South and South-
West Asia. It also provides an opportunity for the subregion to build back better 
from the pandemic. This session will elaborate on the United Nations 
Development Account project on Enhancing Shift towards Sustainable Freight 
Transport in Asia and the Pacific being implemented by the ESCAP. The Session 
will also discuss on the experience on Sri Lanka and Bangladesh on the potential 
to enhance sustainability of freight transport through dedicated national 
strategies. 

Moderator: 

 Mr. D. D. Matharaarachchi, Secretary, State Ministry of Warehouse 
Facilities, Container Yards, Port Supply Facilities and Board and 
Shipping Industry Development of Sri Lanka  

Presentation: 

 Ms. Frida Youssef, Chief, Transport Section, Trade Logistics Branch, 
UNCTAD  

 Mr. Sandeep Raj Jain, Transport Division, UNESCAP  
 Mr. Paul Apthrop, Lead Consultant, Sustainable Freight Transport, 

ESCAP  
 Mr. Md Anisur Rahman, Joint Secretary, Road Transport and 

Highways Division (RTHD), Bangladesh  
 Mr. B. N. Puri, AITD, India  



 
 

30 
 

 Dr. Thusitha Sugathapala, Senior Lecturer, University of Moratuwa, 
Sri Lanka 

Open discussion 

12:15–13:15 Lunch 

13.15-14:15 Session 3: Fostering Energy Cooperation   

Exponentially growing demand for energy and saturating traditional sources of 
energy characterises the ever-widening energy gaps in South Asia. Addressing 
energy gaps in South Asia is also challenged by the need to improve its energy-
mix, relying more on renewable energy sources. In South Asia, the greatest scope 
for aching the twin goal of energy sufficiency and improvements in the energy-
mix lies in generation and trade of hydro-power. Though bilateral frameworks 
for such trade, in terms of both infrastructure and power trading agreements, 
exist in the subregion, a comprehensive regional framework is still lacking. This 
session will explore ways and means of extending various bilateral framework to 
form an integrated regional power grid and regional energy market.  

 

Moderator:  

 Dr. Rajan Sudesh Ratna, UNESCAP, New Delhi  

Presentation: (15 minutes each) 

 Mr. Matthew Wittenstein, Chief, Energy Division, ESCAP 
 Mr. V.K. Kharbanda, Consultant, UNESAP 

Panelists: 

 Dr. Nawaz Ahmad, Director, SAARC Energy Centre, Pakistan  
 Dr. Jyoti Parikh, Executive Director, IRADe  
 Mr. Damitha Kumarasinghe, Director General, Public Utilities 

Commission of Sri Lanka  

Open discussion 

14:15-15:30 Session 4: Regional Cooperation for addressing Disaster Risks and Building 
Climate Resilience  

Asia-Pacific disaster report 2021 presents a new riskscape of South and South-
West Asia (SSWA).  Around 675 million people in SSWA are exposed to natural 
and biological hazards – 345 million to heatwaves, 205 million to droughts and 
126 million to floods and cyclones. In the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna basin, 
for example, around one-third of the total population are at risk of exposure to 
floods. For droughts, the greatest risks are in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, 
Nepal and Pakistan – countries with large agriculture sectors and rural 
populations with high levels of poverty. Droughts and floods are also responsible 
for high economic losses. Climate change impacts will exacerbate these 
vulnerabilities. Priority adaptation measures that yield high and multiple 
benefits would be building resilient infrastructure and investment in 
strengthening early warning systems followed by resilient water management 
systems, improving dryland agriculture and protecting mangroves. The overall 
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GDP of the sub-region is $4.7 trillion, while annualized average losses both from 
natural and biological hazards is estimated to be $161 billion (4 per cent of 
GDP) and adaptation cost is around $51 billion (1.1 percent of GDP). The 
adaptation benefits cover all three social, economic, and environmental pillars 
of the SDGs.  

The session will deliberate on closing the adaptation gaps by utilizing existing 
regional co-operation mechanisms and building resilience in South and South-
West Asia.  

 

Moderator:  

Mr. P.K. Taneja, Director, SAARC Disaster Management Centre (SAARC 
Disaster Management perspectives and recent priorities)  

Presentations: 

 Mr. Sanjay Srivastava, ESCAP –South Asia Sub-regional Disaster 
Report 2021 – key messages and recommendations on bridging 
adaptation and resilience gaps  
 

 Ms Madhurima Sarkar-Swaisgood, ESCAP’s risk and resilience portal 
for estimating adaptation costs and risk-informed priorities for South Asia 
 

 Mr Yuji Masutomi, Asia-Pacific Climate Adaptation Platform (AP-
PLAT) – products for climate resilience in South Asia  
 

 Mr Tanaji Sen, Coalition for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure 

Panelists: 

 Mr. Ashis Mitra, In-Charge, BIMSTEC Centre on Weather and Climate 
(BCWC), Noida (UP), New Delhi [5 min] – BCWC products and services 
for integrated multi-hazard early warning systems  

 Ms Mandhira Singh Shrestha, ICIMOD, Kathmandu - Opportunities 
for managing cascading hazards with multi-hazard risk management in 
South Asia  

 Mr. Ramraj Narasimhan, RIMES, Opportunities to capitalize on 
climate adaptation and resilience for South Asia  

 Ms. Madhavi Malalgoda Ariyabandu, Duryog Nivaran (Network for 
Disaster Risk Reduction in South Asia), Colombo - Opportunities for 
mainstreaming gender in DRR: Regional co-operation perspectives.  

Discussion on:  

New opportunities for strengthening regional co-operation in South Asia 

 

15:30–15:45 Tea/Coffee Break 

15:45–16:45   Session 5:  Building back better from crises through regional cooperation: 
Setting the Future Agenda for the South Asia Network on SDGs (SANS)  

 SANS was established to facilitate cross-fertilization of ideas, sharing of good 
practices, policy analyses on specific subregional issues and building capacities 
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for accelerated implementation of the 2030 Agenda. This session will discuss the 
scope, activities and the way forward for the members and partners of SANS for 
meeting the twin goals of recovery from the COVID-19 crisis and acceleration 
of progress towards the SDGs. 

 

Moderator: 

  Dr. Dushni Weerakoon, Executive Director, IPS, Sri Lanka 
 

Panelists: Heads/senior representatives of South Asian think-tanks 

 Dr. Fahmida Khatun, Executive Director, CPD, Bangladesh 

 Dr. Selim Raihan, Executive Director, SANEM, Bangladesh  

 Dr. Puspa Sharma, Executive Director, SAWTEE, Nepal 

 Dr. Abid Suleri, Executive Director, SDPI, Pakistan  

 Dr. Arvind Kumar, President, India Water Foundation 

Open discussion 

16:45-17:00 Wrap up and Closing session 

 Ms. Chamindry Saparamadu, Director General, Sustainable 
Development Council, Government of Sri Lanka 

 Dr. Dushni Weerakoon, Executive Director, IPS, Sri Lanka 
 Mr. Adnan Aliani, Officer-in-Charge, UNESCAP South and South West 

Asia Office (UNESCAP-SSWA), New Delhi 
 

 

 


