SAARC Cooperation in Rural Development

Genesis: 

At a meeting of the Foreign Secretaries from all South Asian countries during April 21-23, 1981 (the first ever for any such kind), rural development was identified as one of the five core areas for close partnership among the South Asian countries. This Forum also went onto set up a Study Group on Rural Development with Sri Lanka as the Coordinating Country to conduct in-depth studies and place concrete recommendations before their next meeting. The Study Group met in Colombo in August 1981. The First Meeting of the Working Group held in Colombo in February 1982 identified areas for immediate implementation. The Second Meeting of the Foreign Secretaries held in Kathmandu in November 1981 agreed to convert the Study Group into a Working Group. The Working Group met for the second time in Colombo in November 1982. With the launching of the Integrated Programme of Action (IPA) in August 1983, the Working Group was re-designated as the Technical Committee on Rural Development. Till the emergence of SAARC Integrated Programme of Action (SIPA) in 1999, the Technical Committee met as many as 17 times. At this point, the Committee emphasized on information exchanges, conducting capacity building programmes, organizing seminars, workshop, symposiums etc.  The Committee also set a guideline for the cooperation in rural development in the region..  Among other initiatives, training programmes and workshops conducted on rural development include:(i) training course on poverty focused rural development (June 1985 and March 1986), (ii) decentralization (Feb. 1986), (iii)workshop on local level planning for rural poor, (iv) design and appraisal of agricultural and rural development programme (April 1986),  (v) people’s participation in rural development (November 1986) and local government system as a vehicle for rural development, (vi) rural child development; (vii) rural development strategy and  identified eight areas for research, such as (i) people’s participation, (ii) rural energy, (iii) rural housing, (iv) rural water supply, (v) rural markets and roads, (vi) transfer of technology, (vii) impact of poverty focused programme and (viii) rural institutions. The Committee was also credited for developing SAARC Youth Volunteers Programme (SYVOP) in 1986 for engaging regional youth for harnessing food security through cooperation in rural development and agriculture. This programme subsequently produced the SAARC Youth Resolution in 1994 and paved the way for the "SAARC Youth Awards Scheme". 

In 1999, Member States evolved a number of specialized programmes and projects under the SAARC Integrated Programme of Action (SIPA). Under the SIPA, the two Technical Committees on Agriculture and Rural Development were merged into one as ‘Technical Committee on Agriculture & Rural Development’. The reconstituted Committee, with Nepal as the chair, worked up to 2002 when the Regional Integrated Programme of Action (RIPA) was adopted. Me the Committee met twice in 2000 and 2002. In 2004, India assumed the chair of the reconstituted TCARD (including including Livestock and Fisheries) under RIPA; and hosted Meetings of the Technical Committee on Agriculture & Rural Development (TCARD). Since then, it has met eight times. The new phase is more focused on the project based collaboration. While the new phase carried forward the old proposal on harmonizing food standards, the reconstituted TCARD undertook the project to develop SAARC Regional Strategy and Programmes for Food Security, which later was translated into seven priority food security programmes. Among others, the Committee has successfully introduced the ideas of SAARC Food Bank, SAARC Seed Bank and SAARC Inter-governmental Core Group on Agricultural Research, Extension and Farmers Linkages. The Committee also mooted project ideas on Zero Energy Cold Storage; Post-Harvest Management and Value Addition of Fruits in Production Catchments which are being implemented by the SAARC Development Fund. 
The SAARC Agricultural Perspective Vision 2020 is another milestone document provided by the Committee and launched by the Extra-ordinary Meeting of the SAARC Agriculture Ministers (New Delhi, 5 November 2008). As the document is focused on agricultural perspective, it only touches cross-cutting areas of rural development linked with agriculture such as livelihood development, food security, natural resource management, poverty alleviation, developing non-crop sector, infrastructure, climate change and so on.  Within the relevant inter-governmental bodies/mechanisms in SAARC, Member States are showing greater engagement in spearheading collaboration in those areas. 
Recently the SAARC Secretariat has revived the MoU with the CIRDAP with a view to strengthening the rural development profile of the Secretariat. SAARC-CIRDAP partnership on rural development can go a long way as all the SAARC Member States also feature in CIRDAP. 
As recommended by the Third Meeting of the SAARC Agriculture Ministers (Dhaka, 7 April 2016), the 28th Meeting of the SAARC Development Fund (SDF) Board of Directors (Thimphu, 20-22 December 2017) approved the SAARC Agriculture Centre (SAC)-proposed project on "Livelihood enhancement of small farmers in SAARC region through small agro-business focusing on value chain development" amounting to about US $ 2 million for two years. A Project Inception Meeting was held in Bhutan on 26-27 November 2018, which was attended by six implementing agencies from the Member States, including SAC. Six implementing agencies from six Member States (Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Pakistan and Sri Lanka) including SAC, have signed the Project Financing Agreement and have already received the fund from SDF to implement the project. SDF has already disbursed about US $ 174,151 up to July 2020. Bangladesh already started producing the products (chips) from Jackfruit and Banana and machine procurement activities for the remaining countries are in progress.

SAARC Development Fund (SDF), under its Social Window, has long been funding for several livelihood projects which are related to rural development. 

The Third Multi Stakeholders’ Dialogue (Thimphu, 24 June 2019), noting the concerns of rural-urban migration issues in the region, agreed to initiate appropriate programmes and projects in Agriculture for rural revitalization. 
The Ninth Meeting of the Technical Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development (TCARD) held in Thimphu on 25 June 2019, also requested SAARC Agriculture Centre (SAC) to develop a regional project with IFAD on Rural Revitalization on Agriculture.
 The Fourth Meeting of SAARC Agriculture Ministers (Thimphu, 27 June 2019),  recognizing the need to further deepen regional integration by promoting cooperation in Agriculture and Rural Development, among others, agreed to promote cooperation in Agriculture and its allied sectors to promote sustainable agriculture for enhancing agricultural productivity, competitiveness, rural growth and to ensure food and nutrition security in the region; and to facilitate gender mainstreaming and attracting youth and women in agriculture through inclusive rural livelihood initiatives. 
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