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The delegation for relations with South Asia (D-SAS), covering Bangladesh, Bhutan, Sri Lanka, 
the Maldives, Nepal and Pakistan, was created in 2007, as was the delegation for relations with 
India: relations with all these countries were previously structured under the then delegation for 
relations with the South Asia Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). 

EU relations with the South Asian countries are based on different legal grounds, reflecting the 
differentiation that exists in deepening relations with each country as well as the different nature 
of the challenges they face. Thus:

EU-Bangladesh:

Relations between the EC and Bangladesh date from 1973. The EC-Bangladesh Commercial 
Cooperation Agreement, signed in 1976, was replaced in March 2001 by an updated Trade and 
Cooperation Agreement, which paved the way for cooperation on a broad range of ideas, 
(development cooperation, human and social development, good governance and human rights, 
economic and trade development, environment and disaster management, food security), 
including political dialogue. Bangladesh is also covered, since 2001, by the 'Everything But 
Arms' regulation (EBA), liberalizing access to the European market for products from the least-
development countries.

The EC's current country analysis and objectives are set out in the 2007/2013 Country Strategy 
Paper with a total envelope of €385 million, heavily shaped by the Millennium Development 
Goals and the national Poverty Reduction Strategy.

An EU Election Observation Mission (Chief Observer: Alexander GRAF LAMBSDORFF 
[ALDE, D]), with an EP component, was deployed to monitor the legislative elections which 
took place in December 2008, assessing their conduct broadly in line with international standards 
and best practices,  with an outcome that appears to reflect the will of the people. The elections 
saw the end of two years of emergency rule under a caretaker government; the voter registration 
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of over 80 million voters had previously been completed successfully, with the EU being the 
largest provider of financial assistance to the project.

EU-Bhutan:

EU assistance to Bhutan only started in 1982; since then, the scope of EU-Bhutan cooperation 
has steadily increased, focusing on the areas of capacity building, governance, renewable natural 
resources, health, and export diversification. The 2007/2013 Country Strategy Paper, with a 
financial envelope of €14 million, coincides with Bhutan’s 10th Five Year Plan (2008-2013). 
Other focal sectors are the support to Government and institution building, particularly support 
to local government, and trade and economic cooperation. 

On invitation by the Royal Government of Bhutan, the EU deployed an Election Observation 
Mission (Chief Observer: Javier POMES RUIZ [EPP, ES]) when the first National Assembly 
Elections were held in 2008 - marking Bhutan's transition from an absolute monarchy to a 
constitutional monarchy and to democracy. The mandate of the EOM, which found the elections 
to have generally met international standards for democratic elections, was to conduct a 
comprehensive assessment of the electoral process, embedded in a substantive democratisation 
programme supported by the EU in Bhutan.

As a sign of the renewed interest Bhutan shows in further developing relations with the EU, a 
Permanent Representation is in the process of being set up in Brussels in 2009, becoming the 
latest of the 7 diplomatic posts Bhutan maintains in the world.

EU-Maldives:

The EU and the Maldives have maintained very close cooperation since diplomatic relations 
were established in 1983. Currently, the EU seeks to maintain its close collaboration with the 
Maldives mainly through sustained aid implementation and deepening political co-operation.

Severely affected by the 2004 tsunami, the Maldives benefited from significant EU aid to 
alleviate the effect of the disaster, with both grants and loans being provided by the EC and the 
European Investment Bank - the EU being the biggest donor of post-tsunami relief. 

The Maldives was graduated from Least Developed Country (LDC) status by the UN in 2004 
with a grace period ending in 2010. Graduation from LDC status is likely to affect the country’s 
export sector in the short-term due to loss of preferential market access. In terms of Millennium 
Development Goals, the Maldives is seen as the most advanced country in South Asia, although 
poverty remains a problem

Politically, the Maldives have undergone fundamental constitutional changes, with a new 
constitution ratified in August 2008, containing provisions for separating the country's executive 
and legislature and enshrining a bill of rights; the first multi-party presidential elections took 
place in October 2008, seeing the victory of Mohamed 'Anni' Nasheed, a former political 
prisoner.
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Keen to further develop their relations with the EU, the Maldives opened their Permanent 
Representation in Brussels in 2008.

EU-Nepal:

Although a beneficiary of the duty-free quota-free Everything But Arms trade régime, Nepal is 
still the poorest country in South Asia, as internal conflict has limited its economic growth in 
recent years. The -fragile- restoration of peace in 2006 brought some stability and a basis for new 
growth, but the country continues to face as a main difficulty building the foundations for its new 
nationhood. Besides achieving lasting peace, it needs a solid and robust democratic system of 
good governance and a sustainable economic development strategy. 

The main objectives of the EU remain:

- to encourage political stability and multiparty democracy; with the deployment of a large EU-
EOM in April 2008, with an EP component, the EU has been actively engaged in supporting the 
peace process, which led in May 2008 to the abolition, by the Constituent Assembly, of the 
monarchy and the establishment of a Republic.

- as enshrined in the 2007/2013 Country Strategy Paper, to help improve the living conditions of 
the Nepalese, particularly in rural areas, and to enhance the performance of its economy, 
including trade capacity and integration in the global economy; the CSP also focuses on 
education (60% of the development aid bilateral fund) and peace building (30%), in order to help 
Nepal to achieve the Millennium Development Goals by 2015.

An EU EOM (Chief Observer: Jan MULDER [ALDE, NL]), with an EP component, was 
deployed in May 2008 to observe the elections to the Constituent Assembly - the largest 
international mission present in Nepal on this occasion ; the EOM concluded that the elections 
were organised in a professional and transparent manner, meeting many international standards.

EU-Pakistan:

The EC signed with Pakistan a Commercial Cooperation Agreement in 1976; the current 3rd 
generation Cooperation Agreement on Partnership and Development entered into force in 2004, 
with Political Dialogue taking place since 1992. 

However, the EU -Pakistan’s largest trading partner- has acknowledged the key role Pakistan 
plays in terms of regional stability and is currently seeking to explore ways of further 
strengthening the EU-Pakistan partnership, with the first ever EU-Pakistan Summit having been 
organised in Brussels in June 2009. On this occasion, the EC outlined a package of measures and 
incentives to gradually build up the trade relationship and boost and diversify the exports of 
Pakistan: this includes a commitment on both sides to enhanced dialogue, capacity building, as 
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well as exploring the options available under the various EU preferential access schemes and the 
potential to move towards Free Trade Agreement negotiations. The Council has invited the EC to 
report back on specific recommendations for further action by October 2009.

Furthermore, in order to promote Islamabad's efforts in enhancing development and eradicating 
poverty and extremism, the EC pledged €485 million over 5 years at the Donors’ Conference in 
Tokyo in April 2009 and intends to step up cooperation in the field of counter-terrorism, with a 
particular focus on law enforcement and criminal justice; in line with Pakistan’s policy priorities, 
the key objective of the EC's 2007-2013 Country Strategy Paper is poverty reduction, especially 
in the NWFP and Baluchistan.

An EU EOM (Chief Observer: Michael GAHLER [EPP,D]), with an EP component, was 
deployed in February 2008 to observe the National and Provincial Assembly Elections; the EOM 
noted serious problems with the conditions in which the elections were held, including the abuse 
of state resources and bias in the state media in favour of the former ruling parties, and 
concluded that although a pluralistic process in which a broad range of views were expressed had 
taken place, the election were competitive but falling short of a number of international 
standards.

EU-Sri Lanka:

Cooperation between the EU and Sri Lanka dates back to 1975, when a Commercial Co-
operation Agreement was concluded. This was upgraded to a Co-operation Agreement on 
Partnership and Development starting 1 April 1995 which encompassed, amongst others, respect 
for democratic principles and human rights, political dialogue, trade and investment, aid and 
cultural linkages. The EU opened a delegation in Colombo in 1995, and an EU-Sri Lanka Re-
admission agreement has been in force since May 2005.

EU political involvement intensified since the 2002 Ceasefire Agreement between the GoSL and 
the LTTE, with the EU being one of the four Co-Chairs appointed by the June 2003 Tokyo 
Donors Conference. Sri Lanka also benefited from a large Tsunami response programme since 
2006; €112 million has been earmarked for assistance under the Development Cooperation 
Instrument in 2007-2013, with a focus on supporting the peace process and poverty reduction in 
the North and East.

Often described as the oldest democracy of South Asia, Sri Lanka furthermore benefits from the 
EU’s GSP+ trade preferential régime, which gives duty-free access to the EU market for around 
6400 tariff lines provided that 27 core UN and ILO conventions on human and labour rights have 
been ratified and effectively implemented. An EC investigation, with which the GoSL has 
refused to cooperate, is under way since October 2008 in view of possible temporary withdrawal 
of these benefits on the grounds of alleged lack of effective implementation of three UN Human 
Rights conventions (namely, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the 
Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment 
and the Convention on the Rights of the Child).
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Missions of the Delegation

Including previous legislative terms, a total of 32 meetings have taken place with the countries of 
South Asia:

- 4 with Bangladesh - 4 with Bhutan
- 3 with the Maldives - 8 with Nepal
- 6 with Sri Lanka - 7 with Pakistan

The Interparliamentary meetings and Working Group visits the Delegation undertook during the 
last legislative term, in chronological order, were:

- WG (Bureau) visit to Bangladesh 16-22 November 2007, Dhaka

- WG visit to the Maldives & Sri Lanka 17-21 December 2007, Colombo, Male

- 5th EP/Sri Lanka meeting, 20 - 26 July 2008, Colombo

- WG Visit to Nepal, 25-29 October 2008, Kathmandu

- 7th EP/Pakistan meeting 21–25 February 2009,  Islamabad and Lahore

- 3rd EP/Bhutan meeting, 26–28 February 2009, Thimphu

Secretariat (as of September 2009)

Administrator Mr Philippe KAMARIS philippe.kamaris@europarl.europa.eu

Administrator Ms Alida NADEJDE alida.nadejde@europarl.europa.eu
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