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I am delighted to be present at this event at the invitation of the SAARC Citizens Council and to have the opportunity to offer a few thoughts on the future of SAARC in terms of fulfilling the expectations of its citizens. I draw on the experiences which we have gone through in the European Union over the past 50 years of integration when making my remarks. 

First, it is clear that any emerging regional entity must work assiduously to ensure that it responds effectively to the needs and aspirations of the citizens living within its borders. Technocratic and elitist rule can undoubtedly deliver tangible results, but without popular support, economic and political progress may become unsustainable. It is vital, therefore, that there are mechanisms for articulating the popular will in the regional context. In the EU, we have had a directly elected European Parliament since 1979. With every successive revision of the EU treaties, our Parliament has been vested with increased powers to scrutinize and, in many cases, reject, proposed European legislation. The Parliament has also become a powerful articulator of EU citizens’ concerns, for example on environmental, human rights and consumer safety matters. Similarly, the EU institutions have sought to forge a closer relationship with the European citizens whom they serve, including by pledging to answer all correspondence promptly and in the official EU language – of which there are 23 – in which the letter is written. There remain, of course, huge challenges within the EU in ensuring responsiveness to the concerns of our citizens, as underlined by the rejection in 2005 by French and Dutch voters of the proposed EU Constitution. However, concerted efforts are underway to ensure that the EU raises its game in this area.
Second, it is vital that tangible progress is made in the regional context in facilitating the movement of people across national borders for the purpose of cultural and commercial exchange. In the EU, we have spent 50 years constructing a political and economic entity which is responsive to the needs and aspirations of a market of half a billion consumers. With freedom to move, establish businesses and circulate capital within the borders of the EU, psychological barriers to doing business are fading. The adoption of the euro in 15 of the 27 EU Member States, and intensive EU funding to improve infrastructure in poorer regions of the EU, further facilitates economic connectivity. All these innovations have stimulated growth and prosperity. For example, in a recent estimate, 30% of the rise in Europeans’ living standards over the last 50 years was attributed to the creation of the EU’s internal market. Moreover, since 1993, over two and a half million jobs have been created thanks to the internal market. 
The leaders of SAARC are clearly aware of the need to foster improved  people-to-people contacts. For example, it is heartening to see the degree of ambition with respect to connectivity which is enshrined in the Declaration of the 14th SAARC Summit. This encompasses an emphasis on improving infrastructure, including through the SAARC Regional Mulitimodal Transport Plan, the mobilization of the SAARC Development Fund and the commitment to develop a roadmap for a South Asian Customs Union and a South Asian Economic Union. The reopening of the passenger service between Dhaka and Kolkata is one recent example of progress in bringing the people of SAARC together.
I look forward to hearing the ideas of participants in this roundtable on how the expectations of the citizens of SAARC may be further fulfilled and may I close by wishing you all a fruitful and stimulating conference.
