The SAARC Food Bank
The SAARC Food Security Reserve (SFSR) was created through signing of an Agreement in 1987 during the Third SAARC Summit (Kathmandu, 1987). The Agreement, which came into force on 12 August 1988, provided a reserve of food grains for meeting Food emergencies in member countries. The size of the Reserve was 241,580 mts in 2002 (started with 1,99,800 MTs). It was administered by the SAARC food Security Reserve Board (FSRB), which comprises representatives from each member country and met once a year. The main functions of the Board were to undertake a periodic review and assessment of the food situation and prospects in the region including factors such as production, consumption, trade prices, quality and stocks of food grains. The Agreement was amended on 2-3 January 2002 including clarification of the phrase ‘Emergency’.

The idea behind setting up of the reserve was its utilization by member countries in times of emergency food crises. But no member country could up to the end utilize the food stock available under the Reserve due to procedural and other difficulties. The question of non-operationalisation of the reserve has remained a subject of concern for the Association. In 1997-98, when there was an acute shortage of food grains in Bangladesh, it could not access the Reserve on account of procedural difficulties. This issue was highlighted by Bangladesh in the Eighth meeting of the SAARC Food Security Reserve Board in 2001, where it suggested that the SAARC Secretariat may coordinate the various complex functions in order to successfully use the SAARC Food Security Reserve by the member countries in cases of an emergency. It circulated a paper under the title “improvement of Procedures to Withdraw Food Grains in Emergency from the SAARC Food Security Reserve”, which was taken up for detailed discussion. Gradually, the ideas of Nodal points and Institution, specimen of grains/ harmonized safety standards, transport, delivery, inspection, pricing guidelines came up. 

Following is a list of Food Security Reserve Board Meetings held:
SAARC Food Security Reserve Board Meetings
	Meeting#
	Venue
	Date

	First Meeting of the SAARC Food Security Reserve Board
	Islamabad
	24 December 1988

	Second Meeting of the SAARC Food Security Reserve Board
	Malé
	15 November 1999

	Special Meeting of the SAARC Food Security Reserve Board
	Paro, Bhutan
	1-2 October 1991

	Third Meeting
	Colombo 
	2-3 November 1991

	Fourth Meeting 
	Dhaka
	7 December 1992

	Fifth Meeting
	New Delhi
	27 April 1995

	Sixth Meeting 
	Malé
	8 May 1997

	Seventh Meeting
	Colombo
	25 July 1998

	Eighth Meeting 
	Kathmandu
	10-11 April 2001

	Ninth Meeting of the SAARC Food Security Reserve Board 
	Islamabad
	17-18 December 2002

	Tenth Meeting of the SAARC Food Security Reserve Board
	Dhaka
	6-7 October 2004


Taking into note the challenges and hindrances in the operationalization of the Reserve, the Twelfth SAARC Summit (Islamabad, 4-6 January 2004) decided to establish a Regional Food Bank and Thirteenth Summit Declaration (Dhaka, November 2005) reiterated the merit of the idea. The Concept Paper on the establishment of a SAARC Regional Food Bank was presented by India in the 3rd TCARD (New Delhi, 18-19 September 2006). The Committee revised the paper incorporating comments of all the Member States, widening of scope of the Agreement on SAARC Food Security Reserve, price incentives and access to private sector stakeholders and suggested to hold an Inter-governmental Expert Group meeting (New Delhi, 1-2 March 2007) to finalize the draft Agreement which was subsequently signed during the 14th SAARC Summit (New Delhi, 3-4 April 2007). On completion of the ratification and notification of the Secretariat, the Agreement entered into force on 7 January 2013. In 2009, the capacity of SAARC Food Bank was raised from 2,43,000 MT to 4,86,000MT. 

Till date, the Board has met for eleven meetings, finalized its Standard Operating Procedure (SoP), determination of pricing guidelines, compiled the list of Nodal Points in each Member States and the Storage locations for the assessed reserve. Recently, while the Board was working for developing common storage method, quality control measures and public distribution systems, the Board was also giving efforts for early operationalization of the Bank. The Board is also considering to ensuring regional food security through project based collaboration as directed by the SAARC higher bodies.

The Seventh SAARC Food Bank Board meeting (New Delhi, 10-11 November 2014) expressed its consensus view that

Quote 

“14. … the Bank should have more operating space to respond to the varying needs of the Member States.”

Unquote

The Eighteenth Summit (Kathmandu 25 November 2014 “directed to eliminate the threshold criteria from the SAARC Food Bank Agreement so as to enable the Member States to avail food grains, during both emergency and normal time food difficulty”
Accordingly, the Eighth meeting of the Food Bank Board (Male’, 2-3 September 2015) deliberated on the matter and decided that…

Quote 

“15. … the Agreement needs to be amended. However to do the amendment, on Article V.3 or any other Article as may be suggested by the Member States, according to Article XV of the Agreement, the SAARC Secretariat would circulate a draft amendment seeking views. All the amendments, as may be proposed and unanimously agreed by the Member States, would be placed before the next meeting of the Council of Ministers for consideration and approval”




Unquote

Subsequently, the Ninth meeting (Kathmandu, 21-22 September 2016) considered the views of the Member States and finalized its draft amendment of the agreement eliminating the threshold criteria and and cooperation with the development partners with whom SAARC has the MoU. The draft would now be placed before the SAARC higher bodies for approval.

Following is the list of the Meetings of SAARC Food Bank Board held so far:


SAARC Food Bank Board Meeting


(Agreement signed at 14th Summit, New Delhi, 3-4 April 2007)


Came into operation since October 2008

Enter into force: 7th January 2013
	Sl no
	Particulars
	Venue
	Date

	1. 
	First Food Bank Board Meeting
	Colombo
	15 – 16 October 2008

	2. 
	Second Food Bank Board Meeting
	Colombo
	12 - 13 February 2009

	3. 
	3rd Food Bank Board Meeting
	Kabul
	8-9 November, 2009

	4. 
	4th SAARC Food Bank Board Meeting
	Dhaka
	27 – 28 October 2010

	5. 
	5th (Special) SAARC Food Bank Board Meeting
	Dhaka
	13 May 2012

	6. 
	6th SAARC Food Bank Board Meeting
	Thimphu
	25-26 November, 2013

	7. 
	7th SAARC Food Bank Board Meeting
	New Delhi
	10-11 November 2014

	8. 
	8th SAARC Food Bank Board Meeting
	Male’
	2-3 September 2015

	9. 
	9th SAARC Food Bank Board Meeting
	Kathmandu
	21-22 September 2016 

	10. 
	10th SAARC Food Bank Board Meeting
	Islamabad
	21-22 January 2019

	11. 
	11th SAARC Food Bank Board Meeting
	Colombo
	21-22 January 2020


As decided by the Eighth Food Bank Board meeting (Malé, 2-3 September 2015), SAARC Food Bank Information System (SFBIS) has been inserted in the SAARC Agriculture Centre (SAC)’s website. Also “A Guide to the SAARC Food Bank” has been published collating all relevant information and references. 

To operationalize the Food Bank, the SAARC Secretariat in partnership with UN-ESCAP has commissioned a study. Later, World Food Programme (WFP) also undertook a Study for operationalization of the Food Bank.

The Tenth Meeting of the SAARC Food Bank Board was held in Islamabad on 21-22 January 2019. During the Meeting the Board reviewed the status of implementation of the decisions of its Ninth Meeting and provided further guidance for early operationalization of the Food Bank. The Board reviewed the Schedule-II of the Agreement and decided to formulate the Regional Guidelines on Storage Method, practices and Quality Control Measures at the soonest. The Tenth Meeting of the SAARC Food Bank Board also considered WFP Study Report on “SAARC Food Bank: Review and Recommendations for Operationalization” and the Board considered the recommendations of both the UNESCAP and WFP studies for operationalization of the Food Bank. The Eleventh Meeting of the SAARC Food Bank Board was held in Colombo on 21-22 January 2020. The Board reviewed the status of implementation of the decisions of its Tenth Meeting, reviewed Schedule-II of the Agreement, among others. Representatives of International Organizations also participated in a particular session of the Meeting to discuss possible collaboration to enhance regional food and nutrition security. While during its Tenth Meeting, the Food Bank Board discussed that one trial shipment might be useful, to test the viability and effectiveness of the transaction process of the Food Bank, during its Eleventh meeting, during its Eleventh meeting, the Board considered a possible trial shipment/transaction from the SAARC Food Bank and decided that such trial shipment would be very useful for operationalization of the Food Bank and to test the whole procedure step-by-step. 
However, trial transaction was finally not required. In May 2020, to deal with the outbreak of the COVID-19 situation, Bhutan completed drawing on foodgrains from the SAARC Food Bank Reserve maintained by India. This is the first time the reserve of food grains maintained under the SAARC Food Bank Reserve has been utilized since its establishment and completion of this first ever transaction led to the operationalization of the SAARC Food Bank.
