Roundtable on Building Bridges and Promoting People to People Interaction in South Asia

23-24 October 2011, Kathmandu, Nepal  – The Centre for South Asian Studies in Kathmandu in collaboration with the GPPAC South Asia Regional Secretariat organized  a two-day seminar  titled “Building Bridges and Promoting People to People Interaction in South Asia” in Kathmandu, Nepal, from 23 to 24 October 2011. The roundtable aimed to share experiences and lessons learnt from other regional organizations and to promote greater interaction among South Asians as well as encourage wider participation in SAARC's activities as a means to contribute to the progress of member states of South Asia. The inauguration of the roundtable was held on 23 October and was graced by H.E. Uz. Fathimath Dhiyana Saeed, the Secretary General of SAARC. 
The participants were welcomed by Mr. Nishchal Pandey, Director of the Center for South Asian Studies in Kathmandu who underscored the importance of improving connectivity in the region as well as closer interaction between South Asians. He further emphasized the need for the SAARC Secretariat to play a proactive role in building bridges between people in the region. 

In his address, Professor Amal Jayawardane, the Executive Director of RCSS, stated that in conflict prevention and peacebuilding, GPPAC tries to engage different stakeholders at various levels.  Regional Intergovernmental Organizations (RIGOs) constitute an important element in regional network building.   The development of closer relations between civil society organizations and RIGOs will be given an important place in the work of GPPAC in the coming years.  GPPAC and SAARC share a common objective of promoting “people-to-people” interactions.   
Delivering the keynote address, the Secretary General elaborated on the various efforts made by SAARC in facilitating Regional Corporation in diverse areas. However, it was also highlighted that the regional body had not always met the hopes and aspirations of South Asians. Her Excellency stressed on the need for strengthening SAARC and its institutional mechanisms and also of the importance of promoting people - to- people contacts within the region. With regard to strengthening SAARC and its institutional mechanisms, the Secretary General further stated that some progress had been made through the recently established South Asia Forum as well as the Consultative Meeting on Strengthening the SAARC’s Institutional Mechanisms which had provided with a useful set of recommendations that will be considered during the forthcoming Summit. 
Concluding the inauguration, Mr. Nihal Rodrigo, former Secretary General of SAARC highlighted several conclusions made at the Consultative Meeting on Strengthening the SAARC’s Institutional Mechanisms which was held from 8-9 October 2011 in Male, one of which was to consult and engage with civil society. 

The roundtable was attended by members of various civil society organizations in Nepal and across South Asia. The roundtable comprised of three working sessions where eight paper writers presented their papers. Ms. Veena Sikri, Vice-Chairperson of the South Asia Forum in India; Mr. Ranjan Roy, Associate Editor of Times of India; Ms. Saloni Singh, Executive Chair of Didi Bahini in Nepal; and Mr. Gopal Khanal, Secretary of SAFMA-Nepal Chapter, presented papers on the work of their respective organizations in the region as well as their efforts to foster cooperation between communities across South Asia. 
Ms. Catherine Woollard, the Executive Director of the European Peacebuilding Liaison Office in Brussels and Ms. Corinna Lopa, Regional Coordinator for the South East Asian Committee for Advocacy in the Philippines presented papers on their experiences of working on peacebuilding activities with the European Union (EU) and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) respectively. 
Mr. Nihal Rodrigo, former Secretary General of SAARC presented a paper on "Relationships and Linkages between SAARC, Corporate Sectors and CSOs", while Mr. Hussein Hassarat of the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission presented a paper on “Civil Society and State Building in Afghanistan.” In the concluding session, Ms. Nadeeka Withana, the Regional Liaison Officer for GPPAC South Asia, gave an introductory presentation on the network structure and activities of the Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed Conflict (GPPAC). Ms. Seema Kakran and Dr. Farhan Siddiqui represented the Women in Security Conflict Management and Peace (WISCOMP) in New Delhi and the Program on Peace Studies and Conflict Resolution (PPSCR) at the University of Karachi; both of which are member organizations of the GPPAC South Asia Regional Steering Group. 

 On 24 October, the participants visited the SAARC Secretariat in Kathmandu and met with Secretariat officials where the role of SAARC in the region as well as possibilities for greater CSO engagement with SAARC was discussed. The participants also visited the United Nations Regional Centre for Peace and Disarmament (UNRCPD) in Kathmandu where they were briefed on the UNRCPD activities as well as on how civil society organizations can collaborate with the Centre on peacebuilding and conflict prevention activities. A report on the roundtable proceedings together with the papers presented will be published by the Centre for South Asian Studies and RCSS. 

