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Abstract 
 

This paper will examine the vision of regional cooperation in the three 
Asias by analyzing the need of transforming SAARC and ECO as functional 

organizations so that the two can be useful for promoting meaningful 
cooperation in Central, South and West Asia. The regions of Central, South 

and West Asia are strategically, economically and politically relevant and 

important when one talks about the concept of three Asias. Regional 

cooperation is not a pipe dream but a major requirement for ensuring social 

and human development of people living in a particular region. Ideas, 

concepts, approaches and theories about regional cooperation and 
regionalism primarily emerged in the West, but it is in the Third World 

Countries or global South where connectivity and linkages in people, goods, 
services and capital became a need and a necessity with the passage of time. 

Pakistan and Afghanistan are the only two countries having their 

membership in SAARC and ECO and without their cogent role the vision to 
promote regional cooperation in the three Asias cannot be transformed into 

a reality. 
 

Keywords: Regional cooperation, regionalism, three Asias, civil society 

networks, connectivity, good governance  

 

Introduction 
 

The modern concept of regional cooperation emerged after the end of 

the Second World War and got an impetus as a sequel to the process of 

decolonization of Asia and Africa by the European imperial powers. 

Whereas, regionalism, called as the wave of the future, institutionalized the 

process of regional cooperation since 1950s. Initially, regional cooperation 
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had a limited scope and understanding but with the passage of time and back 

to back changes in the International system, the newly independent countries 

of Asia and Africa felt the concept useful for augmenting the process of 

development and progress in their respective regions. 

This paper will examine the vision of regional cooperation in the three 

Asias by analyzing the need of transforming SAARC and ECO as functional 

organizations so that the two can be useful for promoting meaningful 

cooperation in Central, South and West Asia. The regions of Central, South 

and West Asia are strategically, economically and politically relevant and 

important when one talks about the concept of three Asias. Regional 

cooperation is not a pipe dream but a major requirement for ensuring social 

and human development of people living in a particular region.  

Ideas, concepts, approaches and theories about regional cooperation and 

regionalism primarily emerged in the West, but it is in the Third World 

Countries or global South where connectivity and linkages in people, goods, 

services and capital became a need and a necessity with the passage of time.  

Following questions will be responded in this paper.  

1. What is regionalism and how regional cooperation is viewed in Central, 

South Asia and West Asia? 

2. What is the concept of three Asias and how regional cooperation can 

unleash the process of peace and stability in Central, South and West 

Asia?  

3. How SAARC and ECO can help build bridges in the three Asias? 

4. What are the prospects and impediments for the vision of regional 

cooperation in three Asias?  

 

The common characteristics of the three Asias pose a pertinent question: 

why there is lack of proper connectivity, meaningful cooperation in 

economic, trade, commercial and in other areas of cooperation in the three 

regions? Yet, the vision of regional cooperation cannot take off in the three 

Asias unless the two organizations representing the three regions i.e. South 

Asian Association of Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and Economic 

Cooperation Organizations (ECO) are made functional and meaningful in 

their activities. SAARC, which was established by seven countries
1
 of South 

Asia in December 1985, is still grappling with internal conflicts which tend 

to impede the process of regional cooperation. Likewise, ECO which was 

established in November 1992
2
 by including seven more countries in its fold 

                                                 
1
  Afghanistan became the eight member of SAARC in April 2007. 

2
  Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD) which was composed of Iran, Pakistan and 

Turkey was non-functional after the Iranian revolution of February 1979 and was revived 

under a different name of Economic Cooperation Organization by the three members of 

RCD in 1985. Following the disintegration of Soviet Union and the independence of Central 

Asian Republics from the tutelage of Moscow, six countries of Central Asia joined ECO 

viz: Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. 

Afghanistan also became a member of ECO following its enlargement in November 1992.  
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is unable to proceed for viable cooperation among the member states. When 

ECO and SAARC are not proactive in implementing their respective 

charters, how can one expect the two to proceed for cooperation with each 

other while identifying common goals and objectives. Some of the members 

of ECO like Pakistan and Afghanistan are simultaneously in SAARC which 

establishes linkages between South, West and Central Asia.  

Regionalism also got a boost after the formation of European Economic 

Community (EEC) in 1957 and Association for South East Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) in 1967 but the uphill task of regional cooperation through 

connectivity in South and Central Asia is a major reality. SAARC was 

established in December 1985 and ECO in its present form came into being 

in November 1992. Pakistan and Afghanistan are the only two countries 

having their membership in SAARC and ECO and without their cogent role 

the vision to promote regional cooperation in the three Asias cannot be 

transformed into a reality. It is also argued by the proponents of the concept 

of three Asias that unless there is peace and stability in Afghanistan, one 

cannot expect the process of regional cooperation and regionalism to take off 

in the three regions because of its borders with the three Asias. How the two 

regional organizations can play a meaningful role in bringing Central, South 

and West Asia together and connected is the essence of this paper and will 

be discussed in detail.  

 

Regional Cooperation and Regionalism 
 

Regional cooperation is the first step to institutionalize the process of 

regionalism provided the stakeholders are aware and conscious of the 

conditions and requirements. Regional organizations represent the practical 

shape of regionalism. Therefore, “Regional organization is a segment of the 

world bound together by a common set of objectives based on geographical, 

social, cultural, economic, or political ties and possessing a formal structure 

provided for in intergovernmental agreements.”
3
 Six major requirements of 

regional cooperation which are also relevant in case of three Asias are as 

follows: 

1. Political will and determination to be expressed on the part of those who 

want meaningful regional cooperation and a proactive approach to 

support the concept of regionalism. 

2. Dynamic and bold leadership with clear vision without contradictions in 

theory and practice. 

3. Step by step measures to ease restrictions on the free movement of 

people, goods, services and capital. Proper planning is required to 

                                                 
3
  “Varieties of Regionalism” in A. LeRoy Bennett, International Organizations (Sixth 

Edition) (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1995):  230 
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unleash the process of soft borders while encouraging trade with 

minimum curbs.  

4. The role of non-governmental sector to support the process of regional 

cooperation. Only regional cooperation at the governmental level cannot 

yield positive results unless the corporate sector is also engaged in this 

regard. 

5. Meaningful cooperation in education, culture, science & technology. 

This would require not only exchange of ideas and concepts but also the 

sharing of expertise and skills to promote interaction among students, 

teachers and civil society groups.  

6. Steps to promote meaningful connectivity at the popular level and the 

easing of Visa restrictions. Without lifting curbs on people to people 

interaction the process of regional cooperation and regionalism cannot 

be unleashed.  

 

Yet the goal of regional cooperation cannot be accomplished without 

pursuing a practical approach by those who are supposed to transform ideas 

into reality. Whereas, regionalism is a concept which integrates all the 

essential requirements of regional cooperation as it happened in case of 

European Union. Andrew Hurrel, in his article, “Explaining the Resurgence 

of Regionalism in World Politics’ argues that,  

Both ‘region’ and ‘regionalism’ are ambiguous terms. The terrain is 

contested and the debate on definition has produced little consensus. 
Regionalism was often analyzed in terms of social cohesiveness 

(ethnicity, race, language, religion, culture, history, consciousness of 
a common heritage), economic cohesiveness (trade patterns, 

economic complementarities), political cohesiveness (regime type, 

ideology) and organizational cohesiveness (existence of formal 
regional institutions). Regionalization can involve increasing flows of 

people, the development of multiple channels and complex social 
networks by which ideas, political attitudes and ways of thinking 

spread from one area to another, and the creation of a transnational 

regional civil society.
4
 

 

Amitav Acharya in his article, “Asia Is Not One” published in The 

Journal of Asian Studies argues that “Regionalism, as it is understood in the 

political science and international relations literature implies the deliberate 

act of forging a common platform, including new intergovernmental 

organizations and transnational civil society networks, to deal with common 

challenges, realize common objectives, and articulate and advance a 

common identity.”
5
 Furthermore, on the emergence of regionalism, Edward 

                                                 
4
  Andrew Hurrel, “Explaining the Resurgence of Regionalism in World Politics” in Review of 

International Studies, 21(4) (October 1995): 333-334 
5
  Amitav Acharya, “Asia Is Not One” The Journal of Asian Studies, 69(4) (November 2010): 1002  
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D. Mansfield and Helen V. Milner are of the opinion that, “Since World War 

II, states have continued to organize commerce on regional basis, despite the 

existence of a multilateral economic framework. The most recent wave of 

regionalism has arisen in different context than earlier episodes. It emerged 

in the wake of the Cold War’s conclusion and the attendant changes in 

interstate powers and security relations.”
6
 

According to the Penguin Dictionary of International Relations, 

“Regionalism is to a region what nationalism is to nation. A complex of 

attitudes, loyalties and ideas which concentrates the individual and collective 

minds of people(s) upon what they perceive as their region. Regionalism exists 

both within states and between states. Within states it can be one manifestation 

of ethnic nationalism and the political goal of separation and independence. On 

the other hand, regionalism may simply reflect organizational desire to increase 

efficiencies and make administration more accountable to the population. 
7
” 

How far such ideas can transform into practice is an uphill task of the 

protagonists of regional cooperation and regionalism.  

Further elaboration of regionalism is given by Martin Griffiths and Terry 

O’ Callaghan in Key Concepts in International Relations that “the term refers 

to intensifying political and/or economic process of cooperation among states 

and other actors in particular geographic regions, although it is most often 

discussed in the context of trade flows. At least since the beginning of the 

1980s, the world economy has become more and more tripolar, with more 

than 83 per cent of world trade concentrated in the three regions: East Asia, 

Western Europe, and North America. Regionalism can develop from below 

i.e. from the decisions by companies to invest and by people to move within 

region or from above.”
8
 Furthermore, according to Merriam-Webster 

dictionary, regionalism means, “consciousness of and loyalty to a distinct 

region with a homogenous population.  Development of a political or social 

system based on one or more such areas.”
9
 According to English Oxford 

Living Dictionary, regionalism is “theory or practice of region rather than 

central systems of administration or economic, cultural, or political 

affiliations. A linguistic feature peculiar to a particular region and not part of 

the standard language of a country.”
10

 According to Encyclopedia 

Princetoniensis, “regionalism refers to three distinct elements:  

1. movements demanding territorial autonomy within unitary states;  

                                                 
6
  Edward D. Mansfield and Helen V. Milner, “The New Wave of Regionalism” International 

Organizations, 53(3), (Summer 1999):  598, 600  
7
  Graham Evans, The Penguin Dictionary of International Relations, (New York: Penguin 

Books, 1998):  474. 
8
  Terry O’ Callaghan , Key Concepts in International Relations, (London: Routlegde, 2004): 

273-74 
9
  Retrieved from https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/regionalismaccessed, 

accessed on May 27, 2017 
10

 Retrieved from https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/regionalism,  accessed on May 

27, 2017. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/regionalismaccessed
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/regionalism,%20%20accessed%20on%20May%2027
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/regionalism,%20%20accessed%20on%20May%2027
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2. the organization of the central state on a regional basis for the delivery 

of its policies including regional development policies and  

3. political decentralization and regional autonomy.  

 

The first may be seen as ‘bottom-up regionalism, the second as ‘top-

down regionalism and the third as a response to the first”.
11

 The same source 

further states that “Regionalism in the sense identified here is a product of 

the west European state. In international relations it refers to something quite 

different groupings of states such as the European Union, the North 

American Free Trade Area or the Association of South East Asian Nations. 

This is because these states have not had the same experience since the 

Second World War and the various meanings of the region have not 

converged. Elsewhere in the world the idea exists but in a less developed 

form, and mainly referring to regional development policies rather than self-

government”.
12

 Hence, three waves of regionalism emerged in the last 150 

years. The first generation of regionalism originated in the Western 

hemisphere when in April 1948 Organization of American States (OAS) was 

established comprising the countries of North, Central and South America 

with its headquarters in Washington DC. Furthermore, in the first wave of 

regionalism, the concept was extended to Western Europe when the treaty of 

Rome of 1957 created European Economic Community (EEC) composed of 

six countries viz. Belgium, France, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and 

West Germany. Since 1957 till 1993, several European countries joined 

EEC. In November 1993 the Maastricht treaty led to the formation of 

European Union thus replacing the EEC and giving a semblance of vision of 

Common European Home and United States of Europe.  

The second wave of regionalism is referred to the emergence of regional 

organizations in Asia when in 1967 Association of South East Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) was formed by six countries namely, Bureau, Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Philippines, Thailand and Singapore with its headquarters in Manila
13

. Ideas 

promoting cooperation at the economic, political, cultural and security level 

made their inroads in different regions of Asia. In 1981 Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC) a security oriented regional organization composed of six 

countries of Persian Gulf namely, Bahrain, Muscat & Oman, Qatar, Saudi 

Arabia and United Arab Emirates was formed. In 1985 two regional 

organizations were established in the three Asias. The first one called as 

Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) was established by Iran, Pakistan 

and Turkey and the same year seven countries of South Asia, Bangladesh, 

Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka established South 

Asian Association of Regional Cooperation (SAARC). The third wave of 

                                                 
11

  Retrieved from https://pesd.princeton.edu/?q=node/264,  accessed on May 28, 2017. 
12

  Ibid.,  
13

  Asean expanded from six to ten members by including Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and 

Vietnam.  

https://pesd.princeton.edu/?q=node/264,%20%20accessed%20on%20May%2028
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regionalism witnessed a shift from inter-governmental to non-governmental 

organizations particularly in the areas of cooperation on environmental, 

energy, water, education, culture, science and technology with a purpose to 

enhance the level of connectivity among people. The third wave of 

regionalism is different from the first two waves because it focuses on 

connectivity through technology regardless of impediments namely mindset 

which is hostile to regional cooperation and the very concept of regionalism.  

How regional cooperation and regionalism are viewed in the three Asias 

and what is the level of awareness in the three strategically important 

regions about regionalism? As discussed earlier, the process of regional 

cooperation and regionalism was unleashed in the three Asias in the second 

wave of regionalism. Inspired from the success of EEC in promoting 

economic, trade, communications and travel cooperation and the launching 

of a similar process in South East Asia, the countries of Central, West and 

South Asia found regionalism relevant and beneficial for the progress and 

development of their region.  

Regional cooperation in the three Asias under the leadership of ECO 

and SAARC can lead to following positive results: 

1. Strengthen the process of human and social development because trade, 

commercial and other activities launched by ECO and SAARC will 

create opportunities for employment and business activities.  

2. Regional cooperation will help augment human security in the three 

Asias. 

3. Extremism, violence and terrorism which are considered as a common 

threat in the three Asias will be properly dealt with. 

4. Peace and stability, which is fragile in many countries of three Asias 

will be strengthened.  

 

The Concept of Three Asias 
 

Far reaching geo-political and geo-strategic changes taking place after the 

end of the Second World War; Cold war years and in the post-cold war era 

shaped the dynamics of the three Asias. The most significant change which 

came in the three Asias was the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 

independence of Central Asian republics from the tutelage of Moscow. West 

Asia is composed of Iran and Turkey. South Asia is composed of Afghanistan, 

Bhutan, Bangladesh, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. 

Whereas, Central Asia is composed of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. Afghanistan is located both in 

Central and South Asia and hence is a member of ECO and SAARC.  
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Map of the Asia Composed of Central, South and West Asia 

 

 
 
Source: http://www.diercke.com/kartenansicht.xtp?artId=978-3-14-100790-

9&seite=98&id=17562&kartennr=1 accessed on, July 12, 2017. 

 

The core of the three Asias is South Asia because it is the most populous 

region having maximum number of countries. Afghanistan is the only 

country in South Asia which has borders with three Central Asian countries: 

Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan whereas, Pakistan and Afghanistan 

have borders with Iran, a West Asian country. The concept of three Asias 

emerged after the independence of the Soviet Central Asian Republics and 

the expansion of ECO from three original members, Iran, Pakistan and 

Turkey by including six more members representing Central Asia.  

Conceptually, “the shared concerns of Central, West and South Asia 

range from environmental, water, energy, refugees, and poverty concerns to 

political, security, ethnic, religious and territorial issues. The linkages in the 

three Asias promote both a sense of identity and diversity in the three 

regions.”
14

 Furthermore, “religion, nationalism, secularism and democracy 

are important trends influencing the three Asias and the future of these 

                                                 
14

  Moonis Ahmar, "The Emergence Of Three Asias” World Affairs, 2(1), (New Delhi: April-

June 1998):122  

http://www.diercke.com/kartenansicht.xtp?artId=978-3-14-100790-9&seite=98&id=17562&kartennr=1
http://www.diercke.com/kartenansicht.xtp?artId=978-3-14-100790-9&seite=98&id=17562&kartennr=1
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regions depends on the cooperation and conflict arising from these trends.”

15
 

There are four major factors which can help understand the concept of three 

Asias. First, the geographical contiguity of the three regions and their shared 

historical, religious and cultural backgrounds. For a long period of time, the 

three Asias were ruled by the Muslim empires and except Afghanistan, Iran 

and Turkey were colonized by the British and Russian Empires. The British 

and Russian imperialistic ambitions in Central Asia and in the Indian sub-

continent coined the term the “Great Game”
16

 of 19
th
 century which 

transformed Afghanistan as a buffer state between the British and Russian 

empires.  

Second, the ideological factor has remained significant in the three 

Asias following the Russian revolution and the surge of political Islam. With 

the demise of the Soviet bloc and the marginalization of communism as an 

ideology of power, the vacuum was largely filled by political Islam and 

those groups propagating the proclamation of Shariah as asserted by Al-

Qaeda and Da’ish. It is not only the rise of political Islam followed by 

Islamic extremism that impacted on the majority of the countries of Central, 

West and South Asia, but the rise of Hindu and Buddhist nationalism in 

India and Sri Lanka also generated serious threats to these two South Asian 

countries. Nevertheless, religious extremism and terrorism are the challenges 

which are common in the three Asias and provide an opportunity for 

SAARC and ECO to adopt collective measures to deal with issues which 

cause intolerance, extremism, radicalization, violence and terrorism in the 

three regions. Third, dangerous threats emanating from environmental 

pollution; energy and water shortages in the three Asias provide adequate 

justification to SAARC and ECO to formulate common strategies which can 

help deal with such threats. At the moment, there is lack of coordination 

between SAARC and ECO to deal with issues like the melting of glaciers, 

global warming, deforestation and the erosion of water resources. The 

glaciers of Hindu Kush and Himalayas, which are a major source of water 

for Central And South Asia are facing a serious threat to their survival. 

SAARC since its inception in December 1985 has done a lot of studies on 

such issues but has not been able to go beyond paper work. It can share 

decades of its work with ECO so that the two regional organizations facing 

similar issues and problems can jointly formulate strategies in third regard.  

Finally, the challenges of good governance, rule of law and proper 

justice system are prevailing in the three Asias. Exchange of ideas, skills and 

expertise between SAARC and ECO to deal with issues which cause bad 

governance, absence of the rule of law and inefficient justice system can 

surely help the countries of the three Asias eradicate extremism, intolerance, 

violence, radicalization and terrorism from their societies. From Turkey to 

                                                 
15

 Ibid., p. 123.  
16

  Peter Hopirk, The Great Game The Struggle for Empire in Central Asia (New York: 

Kodansha International, 1992).  



Moonis Ahmar  76 

 

Bangladesh and from Kazakhstan to Sri Lanka, the countries of the three 

Asias face the challenge of governance and violence and as a result of joint 

projects launched by ECO and SAARC one can expect peace, stability and 

progress achievable in coming decades. For that matter, ECO and SAARC 

can formulate joint study groups and networks to proceed for identifying 

common areas of cooperation in order to ensure better future for around 2 

billion people of the three Asias.  

 

Building Bridges in the Three Asias  
 

How the gap in the three Asias, which exist in terms of regional 

cooperation can be bridged and what are the impediments in this regard? 

Unlike the North East Asian region, where there is no regional organization 

to represent that important landmass, Central, West and South Asia are 

represented by ECO and SAARC. Building bridges in the three Asias is not 

only the task at the governmental level but non-governmental organizations 

can contribute enormously to develop connectivity and linkages on various 

areas of cooperation.  

There are three ways to build bridges in the three Asias. First, 

communication linkages in the form of roads and railways connecting 

Kazakhstan with India and Turkey with Bangladesh. China-Pakistan 

Economic Corridor (CPEC) a multi-billion dollar project linking the 

Western parts of China to the Arabian Sea is an innovative idea but is only 

limited to China and Pakistan. Yet, under the Chinese vision of ‘One Belt, 

One Road” (OBOR) communication linkages can be extended to other parts 

of three Asia by reviving the old silk route. When a network of modern 

roads, highways and railways can be established in the three Asias one can 

expect huge expansion in trade, commerce and business activities. Regional 

cooperation through communication linkages will also help expand tourism, 

educational, cultural and scientific ties. China, in view of its vision of ‘One 

Belt and One Road” can be a useful partner and contributor for 

communication linkages in the three Asia because of its geographical 

proximity with the three regions. China has borders with five out of eight 

SAARC members and has also borders with the two Central Asian states of 

Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Its inclusion for building bridges in the three 

Asias can be a ‘game changer’. But, building bridges in the three Asias 

would also require political will and determination of the members of ECO 

and SAARC to pursue a practical approach and move in the direction of 

connecting the three regions. Second, ECO and SAARC can have a joint 

summit  in order to identify areas of mutual cooperation and strategies to 

move forward in order to give a practical shape to regionalism in the three 

Asias. Afghanistan and Pakistan as the two members of ECO and SAARC 
can play their role for holding such a joint summit so as to deal with issues 

which are common in nature; require collective wisdom and efforts. 
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Paradoxically, both ECO and SAARC established in the same year are 

however unable to perform better. The challenge of building bridges in the 

three Asias provides an opportunity to these two regional organizations to 

connect and work together for a better future. At some stage, Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization (SCO)
17

 composed of Russia, China, Central 

Asian countries, India and Pakistan can also be involved to work with ECO 

and SAARC in order to establish security connectivity in the three Asia. 

Third, building of bridges in the three Asias would require promoting free 

movement of people, goods, services and capital. Easing of Visa restrictions 

along with free movement of goods, services and capital may look like a 

pipe dream but the vision of regionalism in the three Asias cannot be 

transformed into a reality unless the leadership of the three countries act 

above their parochial interests and adopt a forward looking approach.  

At the moment, there is little evidence to prove about institutional 

linkages between ECO and SAARC which happen to be the two regional 

organizations representing the three Asias. Certainly, as compared to ECO, 

SAARC has done well in terms of holding summits, meetings of foreign 

ministers and foreign secretaries in the last three decades, but its 

performance in transforming the vision of regional cooperation in South 

Asia into a reality is dismal. There are several reasons as to why and how 

SAARC, unlike European Union (EU) and Association for South East Asian 

Nations (ASEAN) has been unable to proceed for the free movement of 

people, goods, service and capital. The trade within the SAARC countries as 

compared to ASEAN and EU is marginal. SAARC has also become a 

hostage of Indo-Pak conflicts, a fact which exists because of the 

postponement
18

 of 19
th
 SAARC summit scheduled to be held in Islamabad 

last year when India, along with Afghanistan, Bhutan and Bangladesh 

refused to attend that summit. Therefore, “over the years, SAARC has 

attempted to address several regional concerns, for instance drug and human 

trafficking, economic cooperation among South Asian states and the forging 

of its stated intentions, SAARC as a regional body has for years grappled 

with interstate, intrastate and regional conflicts. SAARC has been critical for 

its failure to forge an effective regional identity.”
19

 When SAARC itself is 

                                                 
17

  According to a Kazakh scholar “The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) was 

established in order to strengthen regional security and promote multidirectional as well as 

multilateral cooperation between member states. The organization has become a major 

regional structure possessing the ability to create mutually beneficial relations in trade and 

economic fields.” For further information see, “ Yergeniy Khon, “Prospects of Economic 

Cooperation in SCO Region,” in SCO’s Role in Regional Stability Prospects of its 

Expansion (Islamabad: Islamabad Policy Research Institute, 2013), p.139.  
18

  See news item> “SAARC summit in Pakistan postponed after member states pull out.” 

Daily Dawn (Karachi, September 28, 2016) 
19

  Zhahid Shahab Ahmed and Stuti Bhatnagar, “SAARC and Interstate conflicts In South 

Asia: Prospects and Challenges for Regionalism,” Pakistan Horizon, 61(3), (Karachi, July 

2008): 70  



Moonis Ahmar  78 

 

facing a major predicament to its survival as a viable regional organization, 

how it can forge linkages with ECO or other regional organizations is a 

question which needs to be analyzed by those who want to seek better 

connectivity and cooperation in the three Asias.   

 

Prospects and Impediments 
 

What are the prospects for unleashing the process of regional cooperation 

and regionalism in the three Asias and what are the impediments in this 

regard? How the countries of Central, West and South Asia can move forward 

and take practical steps for establishing connectivity in the three Asias? Three 

major prospects for establishing linkages among the three Asias can be 

visualized. First, realizing that there is no alternate to peace, cooperation and 

human development, the three Asias with substantial political will and 

determination can take institutional measures for establishing economic, trade, 

commercial, cultural, security and environmental linkages. The road to human 

development, progress and prosperity passes through meaningful regional 

cooperation as it happened in case of European Union and ASEAN. In the 

absence of inter and intra-regional trade, travel, tourism, educational, scientific 

and environmental linkages, one cannot expect the goal of human 

development to reach a practical stage. Second, if CPEC succeeds in 

transforming the concept of ‘one belt and one road’ into a reality, one can 

expect wider prospects for regional cooperation in the three Asias because the 

communication linkages between the Western region of China and the 

Arabian Sea can be of use to Iran, India and Central Asian states. Already, 

Pakistan and China have offered Central, West and South Asian countries to 

join CPEC and benefit connectivity from roads, highways and railways for 

trade and commercial purposes. China has multiple stakes and interests in 

Central, West and South Asia and its involvement for providing connectivity 

through trade, commerce and modernizing the communication linkages can go 

a long way in linking different parts of three Asias. Furthermore, 

Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India  (TAPI) gas pipeline project 

will connect Central and South Asia. Iran-Pakistan (IP) gas pipeline which 

was earlier Iran-Pakistan-India (IPI) gas pipeline project will connect West 

and South Asia.  

Third, since almost all the countries of the three Asias are facing the 

threats of extremism, intolerance, militancy, violence, radicalization and 

terrorism, henceforth it is their legitimate concern and need to collectively 

deal with such threats in a collective and prudent manner. Likewise, 

prospects of regional cooperation in the three Asias can also become bright 

because of human security challenges particularly global warming and 

climate change. If Aral Sea, which till 1960 was the world’s fourth fresh 
water lake, is termed as a single manmade disaster because of its erosion, 

one can figure out similar situation in South Asia because of the scarcity of 
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water resources and melting of glaciers. What is required is to give practical 

shape to such prospects which can ensure human development. Again, there 

are prospects for building institutional linkages to deal with traditional and 

non-traditional security issues by SAARC and ECO so that the people of the 

three Asias can aspire for a better future.  

As far as the impediments for transforming the vision of regional 

cooperation in Central, West and South Asia into a reality are concerned, 

there is no short cut to deal with issues which are a cause of insecurity, 

instability, under-development and violence in the three Asia. Six major 

impediments which can be identified in the three Asias as far as regional 

cooperation is concerned are as follows:- 

1. Intra-regional conflicts particularly India and Pakistan, which impedes 

the process of regional cooperation under the auspices of SAARC. 

2. Violence and instability in Afghanistan which precludes connectivity 

between Central and South Asia. As a strategically located country 

having its borders with Central and South Asian countries, absence of 

peace in Afghanistan makes it difficult to forge connectivity between 

the two regions. 

3. Lack of proper awareness and commitment in the three Asias as far as 

the concept of regional cooperation and regionalism is concerned. The 

existence of SAARC and ECO representing the three Asias however is 

unable to formulate a proactive approach by these two organizations to 

launch joint programs in order to connect Central, West and South Asia. 

4. Except Turkey, which has a modern infrastructure and is the 19
th
 largest 

world economy, no other country in Central, West and South Asia has 

been able to proceed for the achievement of millennium development 

goals. Although, Indian economy has considerably improved in the last 

two decades, it is still behind to eradicate poverty, illiteracy and improve 

quality of life of its people. Without better education and a professional 

approach to move in the direction of modernization and market economy, 

the goal of regional cooperation and regionalism cannot be achieved.  

5. Extremism, intolerance, militancy, radicalization and terrorism are the 

major impediments in shaping the vision of regional cooperation and 

regionalism a reality in the three Asias. The surge of religious extremism, 

particularly among the youths of the three Asias is a major threat to future 

progress and development to the three regions. Whether it is the Kurdish 

problem or the rise of ISIS in Turkey, or Iran’s security issues with the 

Arab Gulf countries, the two West Asian countries are facing a major 

predicament in dealing with matters which threaten their own security. 

Likewise, the countries of Central and South Asia are also vulnerable to 

violence and terrorism which SCO and SAARC are trying to deal with.  

6. Lack of professional approach in giving practical shape to ideas, 

concepts, proposals and plans which are worked out and presented after 

several brainstorming sessions of ECO and SAARC for regional 
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connectivity. Since 1981, when meetings of foreign secretaries of South 

Asian countries were held to identify areas of regional cooperation till 

today, a lot of work has been done in this regard but to utter dismay 

beyond meetings nothing concrete has been reached which reflects lack 

of professional approach by the concerned stakeholders. To a large 

extent same is the case with ECO where since 1992, when that regional 

organization was expanded in its present form, not much has been 

achieved in promoting connectivity and regional cooperation among the 

member states. 

 

How such impediments could be removed requires the pursuance of 

practical approach in order to transform the vision of regional cooperation 

and regionalism in the three Asias into a reality. The idea to hold a joint 

summit of ECO and SAARC needs to be given a serious thought so that the 

stakeholders of the two regional organizations can enter into serious and 

meaningful brainstorming sessions so as to formulate strategies which can 

connect the three Asias through an institutional process.  
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