Overview of SAARC Meetings of the Agriculture Ministers/Food Ministers 
Regional cooperation in agriculture and rural development predates the formal inception of SAARC in December 1985. Agriculture was one of the original five areas identified by the Foreign Secretaries of the South Asian countries when they met for the first time in Colombo, Sri Lanka on 21-23 April 1981. During that meeting agriculture, rural development, telecommunication, meteorology and health and population were identified for cooperation among the regional countries. Following the meeting a Study Groups on Agriculture (SGA) and Rural Development (SGRD) were formed respectively with Bangladesh and Sri Lanka as the Coordinating Country. In 1982 the Study Group on Agriculture (SGA) was transformed into the Working Group in Agriculture (WGA) and Study Group in Rural Development (SGRD) into Working Group in Rural Development (WRD) retaining their respective coordinators. This clearly demonstrates the priority attached by the Member States to regional cooperation in Agriculture and Rural Development.

With the launching of the Integrated Programme of Action (IPA) and in pursuance of the Declaration on South Asian Regional Cooperation (SARC) signed by the Foreign Ministers of the South Asian countries (New Delhi, August 1983), the Working Groups evolved as the Technical Committee and two respective Technical Committees were formed. The Committees reconstituted again in 1999. During this time, till the 1996, the Committees had directly been guided by the Standing Committee. In the 1990s, issues relating to agriculture and food security were primarily and partially addressed by the SAARC Finance/Planning Ministers’ meeting on Poverty Eradication (1994, 1996, 2002, 2006). 
SAARC Agriculture Ministers met for the first time on 8-9 October 1996 in Islamabad, Pakistan not as such to consider matter relating to SAARC cooperation in agriculture and rural development but in preparation of a common SAARC stand for the World Food Summit held in Rome on 13-17 November 1996. Since then, SAARC Agriculture/ Food Ministers are meeting time to time to guide the cooperation process under the TCARD and other mechanisms related to Agriculture, Rural Development and Food Security matters.  
Though the Agriculture Ministers met twice in 1996 and 2002 to prepare for the World Food Summit, their Meeting in Islamabad in December 2006 is considered to be the first regular meeting of SAARC Agriculture Ministers. The first Meeting made specific decisions on effective functioning of the Technical Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development (TCARD). It endorsed revision of mandate of the SAARC Agriculture Information Centre (SAIC) and recommended changing of its nomenclature to “The SAARC Agricultural Center”. The Meeting recommended creation of an Inter-governmental Core Group on research and extension and farming linkage, IGCG R-E-F and identification of coordinating institutions for both research and extension, in addition to designated national focal points. 

The Ministerial process continues to provide important directives. At their Extra-ordinary Meeting (New Delhi, Nov. 2008), each Member State made observations on issues inter alia reflecting respective national experience as well as on possible regional approach to deal with the challenges: increase in food production; Agriculture research and prevention of soil health degradation; Sharing of Best Practices in Procurement and Distribution; Management of the climatic and disease-related risks in agriculture; Investment in agriculture and agro-based industries; and Development and sharing of agricultural technologies. The Ministers adopted a ‘New Delhi Declaration on Food Security’ in 2008. 
The Third meeting of Food/Agriculture Ministers was held in Dhaka, Bangladesh on 07 April 2016 after a span of eight years. The meeting was preceded by the Senior Agriculture Officials’ meeting and attended by all the Member States. The Ministers took note of the developments since its last meeting in 2008 with regard to cooperation under Food Bank, Seed Bank, Livestock and Trans-boundary Animal Diseases, activities on adaptive trails for regional varieties, multi-stakeholders’ dialogue on agriculture and partnering with the international organizations and UN agencies. The Ministers guided the multi-stakeholders dialogue for better functioning and directed the Secretariat to invite relevant development partners in all the technical level meeting for fostering mutual cooperation. The meeting noted SAARC Agriculture Centres’ continuous endeavour in spite of various difficulties like low programme budget, difficulties in recruiting and retaining high caliber scientists due to unattractive remuneration, lack of response from the Member States in providing inputs for various research and capacity building programmes, difficulty in ensuring participation of resource persons in trainings and workshops, lack of flexibility and mandate to forge partnership with international organizations and specialized bodies. The Agriculture Ministers further called for addressing barriers in intra-regional trade in agriculture and promotion of a regional value chain in agriculture.
The Agriculture Ministers also directed the SAARC Secretariat to work out the modalities for sustaining the activities of the Regional Support Unit (RSU) and Regional Epidemiology Centre (REC) and SAARC Epidemiology Network (SAARC-Epinet) with ownership of the SAARC Member States, noted the status of implementation of ongoing SAARC projects and endorsed the decision of the Senior Agriculture Officials (SAOM) that the international specialized organizations could be invited to attend TCARD meetings.

The Fourth Meeting of the SAARC Agriculture Ministers was held in Thimphu, Bhutan on 27 June 2019. The Ministers reaffirmed their commitment to further strengthen regional cooperation by promoting cooperation in Agriculture and Rural Development for enhancing food, nutrition and livelihood security of the region. 

The Thimphu Statement on Agriculture and Rural Development was unanimously adopted by the Meeting, with 19-points regional pledges and strategies to deal with the emerging challenges being faced by the region in agriculture and its allied sectors.  The Meeting agreed to, among others,  promote multi-sectoral approaches to attain higher level of food safety and nutrition security; promote climate resilient agricultural strategies and technologies; expand agro-processing and building competitive agricultural value chains; facilitate gender mainstreaming and attracting youth and women to agriculture; intensify agricultural research, development and innovation through higher public investment and public-private partnership; and adopt appropriate measures for addressing the issues related to transboundary animal diseases. Recognizing the increasing challenges, posed by Antimicrobial Resistance (AMR) to animal and human health in the region, as recommended by the SAARC Chief Veterinary Officers’ (CVOs) Forum, the Meeting also adopted a Statement on SAARC’s Cooperation on Antimicrobial Resistance (AMR) with some specific directives to tackle this menace.  

The Fourth Meeting of the SAARC Agriculture Ministers was preceded by Senior Agriculture Officials’ Meeting (SAOM) and Ninth Meeting of the Technical Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development (TCARD).
Meetings of SAARC Agriculture/Food Ministers at a glance
	Sl no
	Particulars
	Venue
	Date

	1. 
	SAARC Agriculture Ministers meeting
	Islamabad
	8-9 September 1996

	2. 
	SAARC Agriculture Ministers meeting
	Kathmandu
	15 May 2002

	3. 
	1st SAARC Agriculture/Food Ministers Meetings
	Islamabad
	14 December 2006

	4. 
	 2nd /Extra ordinary session of the SAARC Agriculture Ministers
	New Delhi
	5 November 2008

	5. 
	3rd meeting of the SAARC Agriculture Ministers
	Dhaka
	7 April 2016

	6. 
	4th Meeting of the SAARC Agriculture Ministers
	Thimphu
	27 June 2019
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