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RECLAIMING SAARC FROM THE ASHES OF 2020 
Despite the despondency, the rationale for its existence is intact,  

and India can use it as a stage for its global ambitions 
 Thirty-six years after it first began, the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), 
appears to be all but dead in the water. The year 2020 marked the sixth year since the leaders of the eight 
nations that make up SAARC were able to meet. Further evidence of its perilous position, if any was needed, 
came on the SAARC charter day on December 8, where Prime Minister Narendra Modi made it clear that 
India’s position on cross-border terrorism from Pakistan that led New Delhi to refuse to attend the SAARC 
summit in 2016 in Islamabad, is still in place. This indicates that the grouping, which cannot convene unless all 
leaders agree to meet, is unlikely to do so in the near future. 
 
The shadows over the meets 
 Over the past year, India-Pakistan issues have impacted other meetings of SAARC as well, making it 
easier for member countries, as well as international agencies to deal with South Asia as a fragmented group 
rather than a collective, working with each country in separate silos or in smaller configurations. However, the 
events of 2020, particularly the novel coronavirus pandemic and China’s aggressions at the Line of Actual 
Control (LAC) shone a new spotlight on this mechanism, and should make the Modi government review its 
position and reverse that trend. 
  India’s problems with Pakistan on terrorism, territorial claims and on its role in blocking SAARC 
initiatives on connectivity and trade are well known. Even so, India’s refusal to allow Pakistan to host the 
SAARC summit because of those problems is akin to giving Pakistan a ‘veto’ over the entire SAARC process. The 
insistence is particularly puzzling given that Mr. Modi and his cabinet ministers continued to attend Shanghai 
Cooperation Organisation (SCO) meetings along with their Pakistani counterparts, including the SCO Heads of 
Government meeting in November where New Delhi even invited Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan (he 
deputed another official). 
 While China’s incursions in Ladakh and the Galwan killings constituted the larger concern in the year, 
India did not decline to attend meetings with the Chinese leadership at the SCO, the Russia-India-China 
trilateral, the G-20 and others. No concerns over territorial claims stopped the Modi government from 
engaging with Nepal either, despite Mr. K.P. Sharma Oli’s decision to change Nepal’s map and Constitution to 
include Indian territories. In a year when the pandemic has forced most multilateral summits to go online, it is 
inexplicable that India cannot attend a virtual SAARC summit hosted by Pakistan, which would allow the South 
Asian process to move forward. 
 
Pandemic-caused challenges 
 Second, reviving SAARC is crucial to countering the common challenges brought about by the 
pandemic. To begin with, studies have shown that South Asia’s experience of the pandemic has been unique 
from other regions of the world, and this needs to be studied further in a comprehensive manner (Pandemic 
Preparedness and Response to COVID-19 in South Asian Countries) in order to counter future pandemics. Such 
an approach is also necessary for the distribution and further trials needed for vaccines, as well as developing 
cold storage chains for the vast market that South Asia represents. 
  The pandemic’s impact on South Asian economies is another area that calls for coordination. Apart 
from the overall GDP slowdown, global job cuts which will lead to an estimated 22% fall in revenue for migrant 
labour and expatriates from South Asian countries, there is an expected loss of about 10.77 million jobs and 
$52.32 billion in GDP in the tourism sector alone from the impact of COVID-19. World Bank reports that have 
estimated the losses have all suggested that South Asian countries work as a collective to set standards for 
labour from the region, and also to promoting a more intra-regional, transnational approach towards tourism, 
citing successful examples including the ‘East Africa Single Joint Visa’ system, or similar joint tourism initiatives 
like in the Mekong region or the Caribbean islands. 
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A time for regional initiatives 
 In the longer term, there will be a shift in priorities towards health security, food security, and job 
security, that will also benefit from an “all-of” South Asia approach. The impact of COVID-19 will be seen in 
broader, global trends: a growing distaste for ‘globalisation’ of trade, travel and migration all of which were 
seen to have helped the pandemic spread from China, as well as a growing preference for nativism, self-
dependence and localising supply chains. While it will be impossible for countries to cut themselves off from 
the global market entirely, regional initiatives will become the “Goldilocks option” (not too hot and not too 
cold), or the happy medium between globalisation and hyper-nationalism. It would be important to note 
therefore, that as the world is divided between regional trade arrangements such as new United States-
Mexico-Canada Agreement, or USMCA (North America), the Southern Common Market, or MERCOSUR for its 
Spanish initials (South America), the European Union (Europe), the African Continental Free Trade Area, or 
AfCFTA (Africa), the Gulf Cooperation Council, or GCC (Gulf) and Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership, or RCEP (South East Asia and Australasia including China), India’s only regional trading agreement 
at present is the South Asian Free Trade Area, or SAFTA (with SAARC countries). 
 
China’s quest 
 In dealing with the challenge from China too, both at India’s borders and in its neighbourhood, a 
unified South Asian platform remains India’s most potent countermeasure. At the border, it is clear that 
tensions with Pakistan and Nepal amplify the threat perception from China, while other SAARC members 
(minus Bhutan), all of whom are Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) partners of China will be hard placed to help 
individually. Significantly, from 2005-14, China actually wanted to join SAARC. Officials recall that every SAARC 
summit during that decade period saw a discussion on whether China could be upgraded to member status 
(from observer status). On each occasion, it was fought back by India and most other countries in the grouping, 
with the logic that despite sharing boundaries with three South Asian countries, China is not South Asian. 
 Despite the rebuff, China has continued to push its way into South Asia, as several statistical indicators 
for investment, trade, tourism and South Asian student preferences for universities (Looking Back, Looking 
Ahead: Foreign Policy In Transition Under Modi; Is India still the neighbourhood’s education hub?). In the past 
year, the Chinese government, and its Communist Party of China party arms such as the United Front Work 
Department, or the UFWD have used the opportunities presented by the pandemic to push ahead with this 
quest. Apart from sending medicines, personal protective equipment kits, and promising vaccines to most 
SAARC countries as part of its “Health Silk Road” initiative, China’s vice minister has held three separate 
meetings with combinations of Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, and discussed 
economic issues and Sinovac vaccine availability with them. Experts suggest that it is only a matter of time 
before Beijing holds a meeting of all SAARC countries (minus India and Bhutan), for they are all part of the BRI, 
and even that they will be invited to join RCEP, which India declined. 
  
India’s steps, more bilateral 
 In contrast, India stepped up its health and economic diplomacy in the region, but apart from one 
SAARC meeting convened by Mr. Modi in March, these have been bilateral initiatives, not a combined effort 
for South Asia. These are some of the reasons that led all SAARC leaders other than Mr. Modi to urgently call 
for the revival of SAARC during their charter day messages. 
 Despite the despondency, the rationale for its existence remains intact: while history and political 
grievances may be perceived differently, geography is reality. Seen through Beijing’s prism, India’s SAARC 
neighbourhood may be a means to contain India, with the People’s Liberation Army strategies against India 
over the LAC at present, or in conjunction with Pakistan or Nepal at other disputed fronts in the future. New 
Delhi must find its own prism with which to view its South Asian neighbourhood as it should be: a unit that has 
a common future, and as a force-multiplier for India’s ambitions on the global stage. 
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Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 
 South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 

(SAARC) (noun) – Established in 1985, it is the 

regional intergovernmental organization and 

geopolitical union of states in South Asia. Its 

member states are Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 

Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and 

Sri Lanka. 

 ash (noun) – remains. 

 despondency (noun) – dejection, discouragement, 

hopelessness/despair. 

 rationale (noun) – reason, reasoning, grounds, 

basis, logic. 

 intact (adjective) – unbroken, undamaged, 

unharmed, uninjured, unimpaired. 

 all but (phrase) – nearly, almost, just about, more 

or less, practically, virtually. 

 dead in the water (phrase) – not able to function 

successfully. 

 mark (verb) – indicate, represent, signify. 

 make up (phrasal verb) – comprise, form, 

compose, constitute. 

 perilous (adjective) – dangerous, risky, precarious, 

insecure, life-threatening. 

 SAARC charter day (noun) – The Charter 

establishing the Association (SAARC) was signed 

on 8 December 1985 by the leader of the Seven 

South Asian Countries (Maldives, India, Bhutan, 

Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladeshi and Sri Lanka). The 

South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 

(SAARC) celebrates its Charter Day annually on the 

8th of December. The 36th SAARC Charter Day 

was observed on the 8th December 2020 at the 

SAARC Cultural Centre (SCC), Colombo, Sri Lanka 

premises in an elegant manner. 

 make clear (phrase) – explain, clarify, elucidate. 

 cross-border (adjective) – across a border 

between two countries. 

 summit (noun) – meeting, conference. 

 in place (phrase) – in position. 

 convene (verb) – summon, call/get together, 

assemble, gather. 

 unlikely (adjective) – doubtful, dubious, 

implausible, beyond belief. 

 shadow (noun) – something that is not 

good/insubstantial. 

 fragmented (adjective) – divided, split, separated, 

disintegrated. 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 

 collective (adjective) – combined, united/joint, 

cooperative (by all people as a group). 

 silo (noun) – any system/process/department 

which is unable to operate with others. It 

functions alone and does not wish to share 

information with others. 

 configuration (noun) – arrangement, composition, 

disposition (of different parts/elements). 

 aggression (noun) – hostility, belligerence, 

combativeness, warmongering, hawkishness. 

 Line of Actual Control (LAC) (noun) – the de-facto 

(effective) border between India and China. The 

LAC is a 4,057-km border running through three 

areas-Western (Ladakh, Ladakh (Kashmir)), middle 

(Uttarakhand, Himachal) and eastern (Sikkim, 

Arunachal). 

 the spotlight (noun) – the public attention, the 

focus of public/media; the public eye. 

 mechanism (noun) – procedure, process, 

method/technique. 

 reverse (verb) – alter, change. 

 host (verb) – present, organize, arrange (an 

event). 

 akin (adjective) – similar, related, equivalent. 

 veto (noun) – a right/power to reject a 

decision/proposal; rejection, dismissal, denial, 

ban, prohibition. 

 insistence (noun) – demand, requirement; 

assertion, declaration, claim. 

 puzzling (adjective) – bewildering, perplexing, 

mystifying, bemusing, confusing, unclear, difficult 

to understand. 

 counterpart (noun) – equivalent, equal (person); 

fellow, peer. 
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 Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) (noun) 

– The Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) is 

a permanent intergovernmental international 

organisation, the creation of which was 

announced on 15 June 2001 in Shanghai (China). 

The SCO currently comprises eight Member States 

(China, India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, 

Pakistan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan) and is seen as 

a counterweight to NATO (The North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization). It was established as a 

multilateral association to ensure security and 

maintain stability across the vast Eurasian region, 

join forces to counteract emerging challenges and 

threats, and enhance trade, as well as cultural and 

humanitarian cooperation. 

 incursion (noun) – invasion/attack; it is the act of 

entering another’s territory; And it is the sudden 

arrival of someone into an area where they do not 

belong. 

 constitute (verb) – represent, comprise, be 

regarded as, act as. 

 Russia, India and China grouping (RIC) (noun) – a 

grouping acronym referring to the countries of 

Russia, India, and China and what makes the 

trilateral (grouping) unique-and important-is the 

convergence of geography, foreign policy 

philosophy, and economic ascent within the 

group. 

 trilateral (adjective) – involving three 

nations/parties/groups. 

 The Group of Twenty (G20) (noun) – The Group of 

Twenty (G20) is the premier international forum 

for global economic cooperation. The members of 

the G20 are: Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, 

China, France, Germany, India, Indonesia, Italy, 

Japan, Republic of Korea, Mexico, Russia, Saudi 

Arabia, South Africa, Turkey, United Kingdom, 

United States, and the European Union. G20 

members account for 85 per cent of the world 

economy, 75 per cent of global trade, and two-

thirds of the world’s population, including more 

than half of the world’s poor. 

 territorial (adjective) – geographical. 

 multilateral (adjective) – involving many different 

countries (in which all WTO member countries are 

party to the agreement). 

 inexplicable (adjective) – perplexing, mystifying, 

bewildering, mysterious, strange; 

incomprehensible, unfathomable, unexplainable. 

 virtual (adjective) – performing a task with the use 

of a computer, especially over a network. 

 virtual summit (noun) – online meeting. 

 move forward (phrasal verb) – progress, make 

progress, advance, develop. 

 revive (verb) – reintroduce, re-establish, restore; 

revitalize, fortify, strengthen. 

 counter (verb) – tackle, stand up to, put up a fight 

against. 

 bring about (phrasal verb) – cause, produce, give 

rise to. 

 to begin with (phrase) – at first, at the outset, at 

the beginning. 

 comprehensive (adjective) – all-inclusive, broad-

based, complete/thorough. 

 preparedness (noun) – readiness. 

 trial (noun) – test, pilot study, experiment (phase 

1, 2,3, and or human/clinical trial). 

 vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that 

improves immunity to a particular disease. 

 cold chain (noun) – a temperature-controlled 

supply chain. It is a kind of supply chain that 

specializes in the storage, transport, and 

preservation of cargo that needs to be maintained 

at a specific temperature or within an acceptable 

temperature range. 

 call for (phrasal verb) – require, publicly 

ask/necessitate, demand. 

 Gross domestic product (GDP) (noun) – a measure 

of economic activity in a country. It is the total 

value of a country’s annual output of goods and 

service. 

 slowdown (noun) – economic decline, recession, 

slump/depression. 

 cut (verb) – reduce, decrease, lessen. 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on, call 

forth, give rise to. 
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 migrant (noun) – a person who moves from one 

region to another – either within a country or 

across national borders in order to find work or 

better living conditions. 

 expatriate (noun) – newcomer, incomer, new 

arrival, migrant/emigrant. 

 intra- (prefix) – within. 

 transnational (adjective) – involving/relating to 

two/more countries. 

 cite (verb) – refer to, adduce, make reference to, 

invoke. 

 ‘East Africa Single Joint Visa’ system (noun) – a 

single entry visa for foreigners visiting Kenya, 

Rwanda and Uganda simultaneously. It is multi-

entry within the three countries; however, this 

expires automatically if a traveler goes outside of 

the three (3) countries. 

 food security (noun) – food security is a situation 

that exists when all people, at all times, have 

physical,  social and economic access to sufficient, 

safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary 

needs and food preferences for an active and 

healthy life. 

 distaste (noun) – dislike disdain, hatred. 

 globalisation (noun) – the process of making the 

trade of goods and services equivalent in all 

nations (Courtesy: VOA Learning English). 

 migration (noun) – movement of people within 

the borders of the same country or cross 

international borders in order to find work or 

better living conditions. 

 nativism (noun) – the political policy of supporting 

the interests of native inhabitants against those of 

immigrants. 

  (global) supply chain (noun) – a dynamic 

worldwide network when a company purchases or 

uses goods or services from overseas. It involves 

people, information, processes and resources 

involved in the production, handling and 

distribution of materials and finished products or 

providing a service to the customer. 

 self-dependence (noun) – independence, self-

reliance. 

 localised (adjective) – limited/restricted to a 

particular place. 

 cut off (phrasal verb) – block/stop, remove, 

discontinue (a standard method of 

doing/accessing something). 

 goldilocks (noun) – exactly right condition (a 

country’s economy is neither expanding too fast 

nor contracting). (not too hot and not too cold). 

 hyper-nationalism (noun) – extreme nationalism, 

ultra-nationalism. 

 United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement 

(USMCA) (noun) – it is a free trade agreement 

concluded between Canada, Mexico, and the 

United States as a successor to the North 

American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). 

 the Southern Common Market (MERCOSUR) 

(noun) – Spanish acronym of Mercado Común del 

Sur, the Southern Common Market is a South 

American trade bloc established by the Treaty of 

Asunción in 1991 and Protocol of Ouro Preto in 

1994. Its full members are Argentina, Brazil, 

Paraguay and Uruguay. 

 African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) 

(noun) – it is an African free trade area, concluded 

under an agreement between African Union (AU) 

countries signed in March 2018, AU member 

States have continued to show interest in this 

continental project. To date, the Agreement has 

been signed by 54 out of 55 member States. 

 Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) (noun) – a 

regional intergovernmental political and economic 

union consisting of all Arab states of the Persian 

Gulf except Iraq, namely: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, 

Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. 

 Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

(RCEP) (noun) – a proposed agreement between 

the member states of the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN) and its free trade 

agreement (FTA) partners. The pact aims to cover 

trade in goods and services, intellectual property, 

etc. 

 neighbourhood (noun) – (surrounding) area, 

region, district/country. 
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 South Asia Free Trade Agreement (SAFTA) (noun) 

– the free trade arrangement of the South Asian 

Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). 

 quest (noun) – pursuit, search. 

 potent (noun) – strong, powerful, effective. 

 countermeasure (noun) – solution, answer, 

antidote. 

 amplify (verb) – raise, intensify, escalate. 

 perception (noun) – understanding/interpretation, 

realization, discernment. 

 Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) (noun) – The Belt 

and Road Initiative, formerly known as One Belt 

One Road or OBOR for short, is a global 

infrastructure development strategy adopted by 

the Chinese government in 2013 to invest in 

nearly 71 countries and international 

organizations. It is also referred to as “21st 

century silk road”. From South-east Asia to Eastern 

Europe and Africa, Belt and Road includes 71 

countries that account for half the world’s 

population and a quarter of global GDP. 

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 

 rebuff (noun) – rejection, refusal, snub (of a 

request). 

 arm (verb) – prepare, make ready. 

 United Front Work Department (UFWD) (noun) – 

The United Front Work Department of the Central 

Committee of the Chinese Communist Party is a 

department that reports directly to the Central 

Committee of the Chinese Communist Party, 

which gathers intelligence on, manages relations 

with, and attempts to influence elite individuals 

and organizations inside and outside China. 

 personal protective equipment (PPE) (noun) – 

safety gear; protective clothing, helmets, masks, 

goggles, gloves or other garments or equipment 

designed to protect the wearer’s body from 

injury/disease. 

 it is only a matter of time (phrase) – to be sure to 

happen at some point in the future. 

 sinovac vaccine (noun) – a (covid-19) vaccine 

developed by Sinovac Biotech Ltd. (a Chinese 

biopharmaceutical company).  

 push ahead (phrase) – proceed, advance, 

progress, move up. 

 Health Silk Road (noun) – The Health Silk Road, a 

rhetorical extension of China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI). China had wafted (floated) its 

Health Silk Road in the World Health Organization 

(WHO) before the pandemic. The Health Silk Road 

which has been part of China’s BRI since its 

conception in 2013 originated in 2017 by China 

and the WHO. 

 bilateral (adjective) – involving two groups or 

countries. 

 step up (phrasal verb) – increase, intensify, 

strengthen, augment. 

 diplomacy (noun) – negotiation, discussion, talks. 

 revival (noun) – improvement, rallying, picking up; 

comeback. 

 grievance (noun) – complaint, problem, 

objection/protest. 

 perceive (verb) – view, regard, consider. 

 geography (noun) – region. 

 see through (phrasal verb) – realize, understand, 

get the measure of. 

 prism (noun) – a viewpoint which clarifies/distorts 

something. 

 People’s Liberation Army (PLA) (noun) – People’s 

Liberation Army (PLA) is the armed forces of the 

country of China and Communist Party of China 

(CPC). It is one of the largest military forces in the 

world. 

 strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to 

achieve a more expansive set of political, 

economic, and security interests). 

 in conjunction (phrase) – together. 

 front (noun) – a particular situation (or) front line, 

vanguard, combat zone. 

 force-multiplier (noun) – tools/mechanisms/ 

procedures that help you amplify/increase your 

effort to produce more output. 

 


