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Following the visionary initiative of Indian Prime Minister’s outreach to SAARC 
nations and after the first virtual-summit of SAARC leaders since COVID-19 
struck the world, think-tanks from the South Asian region came together to 
share perspectives and brainstorm on ideas and actions for cooperation towards 
common threats created by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Key Takeaways 
 
• SAARC leaders’ meeting have reignited the SAARC spirit  

o The region can take this as an opportunity to increase the remit for 
the already established agreement on ‘Rapid Response and Natural 
Disaster’, which the cooperation already possess.  

o SAARC has done reasonably well in forging health cooperation. A 
potential intervention and collaboration in the fields of science, 
technology and R&D is required, essentially to come up with an anti-
corona vaccine. 

• Need to tackle poverty together 
o Poverty is also likely to bring up the challenge of food security in the 

region  
o The operational mechanisms of the SAARC emergency funds need to 

be discussed further. A SAARC Food Bank can be ideated and 
reflected in these changing times. 

• Role of Science Diplomacy in enhancing cooperation in health 
o South Asia should respond to COVID -19 with its own efforts to create 

a general vaccine and drugs  
o Regional collaboration within the SAARC countries to meet the 

Science Diplomacy goal 
o India can take the lead 

• Further use of ICT for trade 
o Enhancement of regional supply chains within the SAARC region 

through ICTs to promote paperless trade 
• Promote MSMEs  

o The middle-scaled firms are not receiving any tailored or customized 
fiscal response that is required, which in turn might threaten their 
graduation.  

• Innovative ways to absorb return migrant labour 
o Absorb in the agriculture sector 
o Scaling and promote local level entrepreneurship  
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Introduction 
With India and other South Asian countries under nation-wide lockdown, the 
coronavirus crisis requires a strong response to limit loss of life and facilitate a 
rapid economic recovery. Although, the scale of the deadly epidemic across 
South Asia seems smaller compared to western countries, COVID-19 is triggering 
an economic recession that will drive millions into poverty, vulnerability and 
further increase inequality. As it turns out, these testing times have also 
provided new opportunities for South Asian economies to join forces, strengthen 
regional institutions, and pool resources to fight a deadly pandemic that knows 
no borders and spreads indiscriminately through communities. 
 
One of the significant objectives of this webinar, apart from cross-learning and 
coping with recovery mechanisms of COVID-19 pandemic was to discuss on 
three crucial issues: short and long term health-security, economic-security and 
institutional development.  
 
The webinar was well attended by more than 5000 people on FB live. Registered 
attendees posed a number of questions. Questions from Facebook live were also 
attended to.  
 

 

Country Perspectives 
 
Mr. Nazir Kabiri, Executive Director, Biruni Institute, Afghanistan  
1. Afghanistan is presently going through four simultaneous crises: political, 

security, migration (returnees) and economic. On the pandemic, all Corona 
cases are imported from Iran. Cases in Afghanistan have progressed 
relatively slowly during March and April to reach an official total of 2350 
positive cases. Government response has been fairly acceptable: 
a. Early implementation of lockdown and social distancing – Kabul has been 

in lockdown since end March 
b. Effective national public communication and campaign has been in place 
c. Delegated authorities at the provincial level are operational 
d. Isolations centres and setup across the country has been established 
e. Afghanistan’s poor health care system remains a serious concern  

2. Country has been going through a severe economic distress as 75 percent of 
public spending depends on foreign aid, with the pandemic already affecting 
aid predictability. Estimate shows that economy is already under recession 
with a growth rate of 3 – 5 percent in 2020 as a result of decrease in trade 
and supply chains.  A sharp decline in revenue will expose the country to a 
fiscal crisis. With an estimation of an additional 8 million people at risk of 
falling under the poverty line, total poverty rate will stand at 80 percent. 
Policy response has not yet reached daily wagers and vulnerable population 
by means of cash transfers or any other forms. Food security has been a 
serious issue. A potential premature withdrawal of the US forces would 
further exacerbate the situation.  

3. International organizations such as the World Bank, ADB, WHO and IMF have 
been kind enough to support. Budget reallocations have been under process. 
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Government has been working with humanitarian agencies to develop relief 
packages in cash or kind, although yet to be tested and implemented.  

4. Poverty in the region will worsen with pandemic as the region is fighting 
with two deaths -corona and hunger.  

5. An appeal to put all regional and political differences aside to expedite the 
Afghan peace process – a peaceful Afghanistan is in the best interest of all.  

 
Dr. Selim Raihan, SANEM, Bangladesh 
1. The impact of COVID-19 on South Asian economies will depend on how these 

countries are exposed towards the pandemic. Nepal and Bhutan have already 
been strongly hit on their respective remittance and tourism sector fronts.  

2. Given that the poverty rate in Bangladesh would shoot up from 20 percent in 
pre-Covid to an estimated 41 percent in post-Covid in 2020 (researchers 
used micro-simulation exercise with disintegrated household data) owing to 
this phenomenon, Governments should more closely monitor its impact on 
poverty and vulnerability aspects.  

3. Although most of the Governments in the South Asian region are focusing on 
stimulus packages with special emphasis on affected industries and 
providing social protection to vulnerable, the success of it would depend on 
proper financing, distribution and monitoring of these resources. SANEM has 
proposed a national level as well as a local level monitoring committee in 
order to monitor the execution of the stimulus package.  

4. There has been a sheer need of extending social protection programmes for a 
vast number of marginalized, near marginalized and a section of ‘suddenly-
vulnerable’ population and undertaking some politically feasible policy 
reforms in areas of trade, tax and explore ways for generating resources to 
support the fiscal stimulus and eased monetary policy measures.  

5. There is an urgent need to address the common health problems with the 
pool of South Asian doctors and healthcare facilities to combat this crisis. 

6. Trade ministries in each country can take a lead in formulating more efficient 
trade facilitation for trans-boundary trade as well as e-commerce.   

7. The region has a unique opportunity of addressing its regional integration 
efforts as rightly pointed out by Prime Minister Modi in his recently 
conducted SAARC video-conference in order to find means to exploit a more 
coherent regional value and supply chain and stand for each other.  

 
Amb. Dago Tshering, Former Ambassador of Bhutan to India, Bhutan  
1. Further cooperation is required by ways of exchanging useful information 

across the region.   
2. Bhutan is learning to cope up with the new tourism policy of ‘high value – low 

volume’, introducing new norms in health and wellness sectors at the global 
stage.  

3. The concept of Gross National Happiness (GNH) has become more relevant in 
the recent era with Bhutan championing it since long. It is time that the 
region practices this new form of measuring index in order to introduce 
newer dimensions of socio-cultural and environmental aspects.  

 
Dr. Amita Batra, Professor, Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), India  
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1. Time to further strengthen and revive multilateralism. Time for South Asia to 
come together as unit to voice common concerns of trade and investment in 
the WTO.  

2. The world has noticed a differential trajectory of South Asia in terms of lower 
numbers of confirmed positives and deaths on account of COVID-19, not 
knowing as yet the reasons. Although this can be due to the differential 
demography of South Asia, low testing, indifferent temperature zones or 
more polluted environment with greater exposure to germs and virus, one 
should be cautiously optimistic in going forward.  

3. Huge economic repercussions of this pandemic on the back of a period of 
moving gradually into a slowing of the economy. International projections of 
a less than a 2 percent growth rate in 2020 for India is even optimistic. A 
positive rate of recovery can be foreseen in 2021.     

4. The banks may be required to give concessionary loans to the medium, small 
and micro enterprises during/post pandemic.  

5. Huge impact of COVID on SMEs, which runs on small monetary buffers, 
resulting in insolvencies, bankruptcy and large scale unemployment, adding 
up to the migrant crisis in and around the country. 

6. One apprehends an increase in the poverty numbers and inequality 
percentages in the region – what started off as a disease of the rich and the 
ones who has travelled more has eventually turned out into a problem of the 
poor and vulnerable.  

7. Poverty and inequality are also likely to bring up the challenge of food 
security in the region – distribution to the targeted group being the most 
relevant aspect.  

8. Trade and supply chain of apparel and garments section of the region (e.g. 
Bangladesh) got hugely interrupted, losing both market and suppliers. 
Creating and nurturing regional South Asian value chains can be very 
effective and critical at this point.  

9. It is important to judge whether South Asia, in terms of trade, would like to 
look towards reshaping SAFTA in favour of restricted sectors and beyond 
NTBs.  

 
Dr. Puspa Sharma, Executive Director, SAWTEE, Nepal 
1. Central Bureau of Statistics of Nepal has projected a GDP growth of 2.3 

percent in 2020 for Nepal.  
2. Reduction in remittances is one of the biggest concerns of Nepal. A shutdown 

of the tourism sector will also have adverse impact on the country’s economy. 
3. Government has come up with stimulus measures, both in fiscal and 

monetary measures.  
4. Cross learning in terms of recovery measures is important - a pathway 

towards gradual normalization from this lockdown.  
5. SAARC leaders’ meeting has reignited the SAARC spirit – the region can take 

this as an opportunity to increase the remit for the already established 
agreement on ‘Rapid Response and Natural Disaster’, which the cooperation 
already possess. The operational mechanisms of the SAARC emergency fund 
need to be discussed further. The SAARC Food Bank can be utilized at this 
changing time.  
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6. Enhancement of regional supply chains within the SAARC region through 
ICTs will promote paperless trade. 

7. Return migrant labour can be utilized to bolster the agriculture sector. 
Incentives can also be given to generate entrepreneurial projects by qualified 
returning migrants who have gained assets and skills due to their exposure 
elsewhere.  

 
Dr. Vaqar Ahmed, Joint Executive Director SDPI, Pakistan 
1. COVID has hit Pakistan in the later weeks of March, given the larger number 

of pilgrims who returned from Iran – the country’s preparedness and 
readiness for such an exigency at that point was not up to the mark. 
Government, in the run up to Ramadan, did partially ease the Ramadan and 
the results have not been very encouraging. Infection rates going up in the 
mostly densely populated areas like Karachi and Lahore are the biggest 
sources of concerns.  

2. Countries in South Asia would have to be prepared for several rounds of 
COVID. Due to the prolonged lockdown, the daily wage earners and informal 
workers are moving back to their native towns and it is likely to increase the 
infection rate in the rural areas – it would be an uphill task for the local 
authorities and administrations to manage, given their present preparedness.  

3. Reimaging response, relief, recovery and resilience to combat these rounds of 
COVID, four main themes probably require a region-wide thinking:  
a. Food security and supply chain disruptions due to prolonged lockdowns – 

each of the nations across the region should have a Central Data Registry 
of the food to understand the supply and the demand side of the food 
security.  

b. Response of Government to SMEs in this region essentially focuses on the 
small skill enterprises (because of larger population) and the large skill 
enterprises (because of access to power corridors) catering to a ‘missing 
middle problem’. The middle scaled firms are not receiving any tailored 
or customized fiscal response that is required, which in turn might 
threaten their graduation.  

c. Cash probably is not the only assistance. The region needs a rapid survey 
to assess other forms of non-liquidity, non-cash and non-finance needs for 
the informal sector and the daily wage workers. Non-monetary refinance 
facilities can be a viable option.  

d. Liberalizing regional trade will help realizing the natural pool in domestic 
demand. 

4. SAARC wide effort to promote science, technology, R&D to scale up the 
production of PPE and health sector equipments. SAARC being an instrument 
of cooperation – one need to be more open towards other platforms like 
Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) for Pakistan, Afghanistan and 
Iran. Role of Science Diplomacy with collaboration between Ministries of 
Science as well as Higher Education in all SAARC nations not only help 
alleviate the current situation but also build better ties within SAARC.  

5. Looking beyond external assistance and finance arrangements for the South 
Asian economies – mobilize local/regional level philanthropy.  

 
Dr. Ganeshan Wignaraja Executive Director, LKI, Sri Lanka 
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1. Sri Lanka stands at 31.8 cases per million populations, with only 7 deaths. 
The country has done exceedingly well in maintaining the nutrition level of 
the population based on the basic need strategy along with a decent health 
and hospital service facility.  

2. The Covid-19 has significant economic impact on Sri Lankan economy. 
Growth is projected to 1.5 percent in 2020. With limited foreign exchange 
buffers, external financing would be essential triggering bilateral and 
multilateral projects – India has been requested for a US$ 400 mn bilateral 
swap.  

3. There is  a need to promote home-growth reform programme to develop a 
competitive economy to be able to withstand external shocks and be more 
agriculture centric, while ensuring the ranking of business indicators.  

4. Countries should aim to have tangible cooperation on making an eventual 
vaccine readily available for South Asia – the game changer. Similarly, SAARC 
fund should make this a priority which in turn would save millions of lives.   

5. A sharp economic recovery (L-shaped estimated) would depend on factors 
like coordinated fiscal response, ready business and external demand with 
advanced western countries, already in crisis.  

 

Concluding Remarks 
 
Amb. Rajiv Bhatia, Member Governing Council Asian Confluence and 
Distinguished Fellow, Gateway House, India 
1. The South Asian region has to be cautiously optimistic about the future in 

terms of its immediate impact on lives and a common threat. 
2. SAARC has done reasonably well in forging health cooperation. A potential 

intervention and collaboration in the fields of science, technology and R&D is 
required, essentially to come up with an anti-corona vaccine. 

3. A comprehensive strategy has to be developed in mutual consultation and 
dialogue with the Finance Ministers, Labour Ministers and MSME Ministers of 
all SAARC countries to gradually address the adverse economic impacts of 
COVID and find solutions to meet these common challenges. 

4. Emphasize should be given to an apolitical – outcome oriented approach, 
insulating the entire collaboration from controversial, divisive issues. 

5. Countries must focus on the enormous importance of Track II dialogues 
involving strategic communities, academic communities and experts. We 
should contribute enough towards raising public awareness and opinions 
about the costs, challenges and impacts of COVID-19 crisis. More steps are to 
be laid on the importance of a sense of maintaining national harmony and 
discipline and abide by the emerging protocols and guidelines towards 
fighting the most dangerous crisis facing humanity.         
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ANNEXURE: SOME OF THE LIVE QUESTIONS POSED THROUGH VARIOUS 
MEDIA PLATFORMS (partial list)  
 
Some were addressed and the answers are encapsulated in the country 
perspectives.  
 
1. Mr. Mohammad Rizwan asked "What are the reasons; South Asia faced 

relatively mild health disaster as compared to EU and North America due to 
Covid-19? It’s because of good measures by the South Asian governments, 
strong immunity of people, relatively less devastating form/shape of 
coronavirus in this region or anything else?" 

2. Mr. Arjun Thapa Giri said " How can a remittance dependent country like 
Nepal can cope the coming post COVID- 19 , economic plunge" 

3. Dr. Somesh Mathur said "What do you think should be the role of the WTO in 
ensuring affordability and accessibility of medicines to common citizens by 
sharing clinical results data to increase COVID vaccinations capacitors across 
South Asia and the world? Can the flexibilities of the WTO like compulsory 
licensing be issued and used?"  

4. Dr. Syed Shujaat Ahmed said "My questions to all panelists here: While 
looking at the post pandemic situation as there is going to be changes in 
economic system, what is the future of economy and economics in the 
subcontinent ? How current sectors are going to behave post pandemic?” 

5. Ms. Mann Priya asked "What are the solutions to control poverty in south 
Asia due to covid-19?" 

6. Mr. Abu Sayeed Khan Dipu said, "In most of the countries,the budget or policy 
announced for Covid-19 is passively in support of Capitalist that is in the case 
of maximum policy the poor are hardly accepted as the matter of concern. In 
Bangladesh the farmers have to pay 4% interest to get loan. But the garments 
owner has to pay only 2%. Don't you think that this type of policy is made in 
favor of only capitalist? And don't you think that this type capitalism is 
leading us to more inequality acting as like shock doctrine. What are your 
suggestions to decrease these types of inequality and to make policy in favor 
of poor people. It is high time we have focused on the development form GDP 
perspective, now we should look for development from the perspective of 
well being of people. Because GDP is not the true representative of well being. 
Thank you" 

7. Dr. Ratnakar Adhikari said "It would be good to hear some perspective on 
opportunities as well. What have various governments in the region done to, 
for example, towards: a) advancing regional cooperation; b) speeding up 
trade facilitation measures; and c) strengthening e-commerce ecosystem?" 

8. Ms. Saswati Chaudhuri said "The national interests of the respective 
countries in South Asia and the bilateral and multilateral relations might 
increase manifold. To this end, South Asian countries should act decisively 
and cooperatively, as a matter of urgency. Such coordinated efforts could 
herald new opportunities for the regional bloc to collaborate in a meaningful 
and long-lasting way. It would be nice if you could suggest an institutional 
regional framework to fight the virus" 

9. Dr. Fabiha Bushra Khan said "In a recent interview, Joseph Stiglitz had 
criticized the US leadership in dealing with the coronavirus pandemic. 
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Specifically, the reason highlighted was less importance given to science and 
R&D at the political level. How can the South Asian region cooperate and 
coordinate on R&D to support each other in this crisis as well as in the long 
run?" 

10. Ms. Charitha Fernando, Sri Lanka asked a question to the panel: “How can 
South Asian states collaborate to boost country preparedness & community 
resilience against health threats including AMR (Anti Microbial Resistance)?”  
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