Intra-Regional Trade

In South Asla

South Asia is now the fastest growing region in the world
and has registered a rapid expansion in trade since the
introduction of liberalization policies in the early 1990s.
However, intra-regional trade has lagged behind the regions
deepening engagement in global trade, with the e ects

of geopolitics and a legacy of mistrust leaving a mark on
integration e orts. It is currently one of the least integrated
regions in the world in terms of trade, infrastructure, water,
and energy cooperation. Some progress has been made
through regional arrangements such as the South Asian As-
sociation for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), the agreement
on the South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA), and several
bilateral agreements, but trade connectivity is below what is
necessary to unlock the regions potential for prosperity.

isis re ected in comparative regional trade growth over
the last quarter-century. SAARC s share of intra-regional
trade remains at just 5 percent of total trade of the region
today, having grown from approximately three percent in
1990. Other Asian trade blocs have performed better over
the same period; ASEAN s intra-regional trade share has
grown from approximately 17 to 25 percent, and ASEAN
+3 has grown from 38 to 45 percent. Overall, intra-regional
trade is less than 2 percent of the SAARC s GDP, compared
to more than 20 percent of ASEAN.
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Improving Lives, Expanding Opportunities

Enhanced trade in the region is constrained by a number of
factors including tari and non-tari barriers, weak infra-
structure, poor awareness among stakeholders, a lack of po-
litical will, and low levels of investment.  ough tari s con-
tinue to be reduced bilaterally, regionally, and even globally,
the burden of non-tari  barriers (NTBs) remains a serious
challenge in South Asia. NTBs can be formal restrictions on
trade that range from quotas to sanctions, or they can be ad-
ministrative bottlenecks, ine cient customs procedures, and
standards-compliance hurdles that include everything from
strict packaging and sanitary requirements to the mandatory
multiple weighing of consignments at borders.  ese policies
and practices distort the regional market, discourage sensible
imports, and frequently lead to economic loss and higher
prices for imported goods that are passed on to consumers.

e costs of these barriers are not immediately quanti able,
making them harder to address.

AN EVIDENCE-BASED APPROACH

Since 2011, e Asia Foundation has engaged with gov-
ernments, civil society, and the private sector in South Asia
to produce actionable research on trade barriers, inform
policy reform, and create a more rational framework for
regional trade policy. Activities have shaped advocacy e orts
at national and sub-national levels, created a growing body















