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] Despite the difference in the intensity, scope, and effectiveness of their response,   
 initiatives and commitments by both ASEAN and SAARC demonstrate that responding  
 to Covid-19 pandemic has created an institutional momentum for greater cooperation. 

] Both regional organisations have seen intensified cooperation mechanisms ranging   
 from increase in meetings; strengthening of pre-existing institutions which were   
 focused on dealing with health emergencies or crises in general; and formation of new  
 mechanisms to mitigate the economic and health impact of the crisis with emergency  
 pooled funds and reserve of medical supplies.

] However, not only have these institutional mechanisms yet to deliver in concrete   
 terms given the recency of these institutions, but these cooperation mechanisms 
 have also been constrained by the organisation’s long-standing strategic differences,  
 impeding an effective regional response.

] For ASEAN, such strategic differences have surfaced with regards to the relationship   
 between China and its individual members’ countries, and its time-tested dilemma   
 of balancing the US and China. The latter has been exacerbated by the crisis, marked  
 by the deterioration of the US-China relations, evident by Western states to call for an  
 investigation on the origins of the virus.

] In SAARC, India has continued to take the regional leadership in addressing the crisis.  
 This has strengthened the India-centricity that has defined South Asia’s regional order  
 and has come at the expense of strengthening SAARC as an institution.
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‘Crises’--financial crash, pandemics, political conflicts, and natural disasters—have been 
recognised for providing stimulus for institutional strengthening of regional organisations 
(Ogbonnaya, 2013; Vinokurov and Libman, 2014). The development of institutional 
mechanisms and strategies to address crises that impact a particular region is argued 
to facilitate strengthening of existing institutions or initiating new ones within regional 
organisations. This report first maps and analyses the Covid-19 responses of two of 
Asia’s prominent regional organisations, namely the South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC) and Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in South and 
Southeast Asia. In doing so, it assesses how has the regional response to the pandemic 
impacted prospects of greater regional cooperation in Asia.

Understanding regional organisation’s responses to Covid-19 and the impact of these 
responses on the strengthening of regional organisations in Global South is pertinent 
for at least two reasons. First, there is a consensus that a concerted global multilateral 
response to the pandemic has been absent. The key global health agency, the World 
Health Organization, was underpowered. There was absence of global political leadership 
(Wise, 2021). The UN Security Council was unable to facilitate multilateral cooperation, 
questioning the very relevance of the UN system (Charbonneau, 2021). Secondly, national 
responses, in turn, have been parochial and inward-looking. The colossal impact of the 
pandemic in rich industrial Western states meant that countries who otherwise were 
expected to take lead in tackling global crises were themselves occupied domestically. 
A push to get first access to vaccines supply or ‘vaccine nationalism’(Gruszczynski and 
Wu, 2021) by the Western states not only delayed prospects of a global recovery (Huizen, 
2021), but also exposed the inequalities between the Global North and the South. The 
gaps left by the limitations of the ‘nationalist’ and the ‘absence of global leadership, 
carved space for regional leadership, in turn, raising prospects of regional institutions 
to play important role in managing the crises. Additionally, the transboundary nature of 
pandemics that required policy coordination  between different countries in a region put 
further  impetus on the role of  regional organisations (Kliem, 2020).  This report examines 
if and how two regional organisations in the Global South--ASEAN and SAARC--have been 
able to harness the opportunities presented by Covid-19 and its impact on building and 
strengthening of cooperation mechanisms. 

Introduction



Methodologically, the report relies primarily on systematic analysis of meetings, press 
releases and statements by SAARC and ASEAN on response to Covid-19 including the 
period of January-July 2020. These meetings were either held directly to discuss Covid-19, 
or ones where Covid-19 response was the primary focus.  Further, to analyse the impact of 
these meetings on regional cooperation, this report relies on review of secondary literature 
i.e. a review of newspapers, interviews, and journal articles on the theme. This report 
locates the regional response, and the challenges within a larger historical perspective. 
It thus, starts with the discussion on the institutional evolution and structure of the 
regional organisations before proceeding to discuss the response to the pandemic. While 
the report seeks to document the response of ASEAN and SAARC, it acknowledges the 
differences between the two. Further, as dominant regional organisations in their respective 
regions, studying response strategies of both organisations allows an analysis of how crises 
shape regional cooperation and institution building of regional organisations.
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Studies on contemporary regionalism widely concedes that regionalism aims for ‘more 
than trade and security’(Börzel and Risse, 2016). Regional organisations increasingly seek 
to govern a variety of functions, including, “non-traditional” security threats, such as 
human rights violations, environmental degradation, migration and refugee flows, 
promotion and protec¬tion of human rights and democracy and counter-terrorism 
(Acharya, 2016). Within this gamut of non-traditional security issues, disaster response 
have dominated as an avenue galvanizing greater regional cooperation (Cook and Chen, 
2020). This trend in ‘crises’ governance holds equally for regional organisations in Asia, 
where other ‘non-traditional’ security issues such as peacekeeping, conflict mediation, 
regional courts and dispute settlement have yet to herald regional institution building  
(Jetschke and Katada, 2016). Thus, governing a crisis like the Covid-19 pandemic makes an 
ideal case for investigating the institutional growth and birth of cooperation mechanisms 
in ASEAN and SAARC. 

Incremental institutionalisation of ASEAN 

Formed in 1967, ASEAN is seen as the one of the most consolidated regional organisations, 
aside from European Union (EU). Regional integration within ASEAN has, however, been 
distinct to that of the EU. A core distinction lies in ASEAN’s inter-governmental approach, 
in comparison to EU’s supranational one- which implies that there is no central authority 
on which the member states transfer their powers on economic, or political matters. 
Rather, a central supranational authority is seen as ‘anathema’(Chalermpalanupap, 2008). 
Since its establishment, it has been guided by precepts of the ‘ASEAN Way’ characterised 
by preference for informal and non-binding mechanisms and agreements, and decisions 
made on the basis of consensus among member states, with member states having the 
power to veto decisions (Henry, 2007). 

Institutional Structure of Regional 
Organisations in South and Southeast Asia



Despite this conscious desire among member states to keep the institutional mechanism 
informal (Acharya and Johnston, 2001), which has led the organisation to bypass the role 
of the institutions and instead prioritise influence of national governments (Rattanasevee, 
2014), there has been an incremental institutional evolution. It has grown in terms of its 
membership from five to ten covering Southeast Asia more broadly. More importantly, 
ASEAN has enlarged in scope in terms of its remit to include twenty-eight distinct 
ministerial sectors, including economy, finance, culture, society, and the environment 
by 2007, but also proliferated in terms official agencies, committees, and meetings 
(Chalermpalanupap, 2008). The most conspicuous evidence of this institutionalization 
is the signing of the ASEAN Charter of 2008 which establishes legal and institutional 
framework for increased cooperation based on three distinct communities: the  ASEAN 
Economic Community, the Political- Security Community  and the socio-cultural 
community (Jetschke and Murray, 2012). 

Historically, crises have also contributed to this process of increased institutional 
cooperation mechanisms which have in turn sought to strengthen the organisational 
capacity of ASEAN. For instance, the 1997 financial crisis, and realisation in its aftermath 
that there was a need to revitalise regional multilateral institutions for pan-Asian economic 
led to the fomalisation of the ASEAN Plus Three mechanism (Jones and Smith, 2007). 
Similarly, the Chiang Mai Initiative  which provides short-term financing to support 
currencies in crises also arose in response to the Asian financial crisis and dissatisfaction 
of the IMF response(Khong and Nesadurai, 2009). Particular focus, here, has been on 
natural disasters related emergencies. Efforts to manage risk from disasters have led to the 
establishment of the ASEAN Committee on Disaster Management in 2003 (later elevated 
to a full-fledged Committee), as well as the promulgation of the Agreement on Disaster 
Management and Response- to collaborate during emergencies (Lucero-Prisno, 2014). 
Likewise, in 2017, the bloc developed a comprehensive ASEAN Joint Disaster Response Plan 
providing a common framework to deliver an ASEAN response based on different natural 
disaster scenarios. On health-related crises, in 2008, the ASEAN Technical Working Group 
on Pandemic Preparedness and Response, was formed to promote planning and 
co-ordination and draft the ASEAN Joint Pandemic Response Plan (Ly, 2020).
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Interrupted regional endeavour of SAARC 

Efforts to curate a framework for regional cooperation to foster a common regional 
identity, galvanise economic growth, and induce social and political development in South 
Asia started in the 1980s (Ahmed and Bhatnagar, 2008).In 1985, under the Bangladesh’s 
active role the SAARC was formed. Since the onset, the aim was to create a functional 
and an intergovernmental agency, and not a supranational one, with an incremental 
approach to regional cooperation. Accordingly, SAARC structures are intergovernmental 
in character, and any new area of cooperation is subject to the approval of SAARC heads 
of state or government (Inayat, 2007). This focus on functionality helped mitigate a core 
challenge that had stymied regional organisation building in South Asia- the asymmetry 
between India and its neighbours. India accounts for 75 per cent of the region’s population, 
63 per cent of its total area, and 78 per cent of its gross domestic product outweighing 
the cumulative strength of all other states combined (Singh, 2007). This disparity had 
induced concerns over its smaller neighbours about India’s dominance in the region and 
potential interference in their affairs- which has determined the very design of SAARC 
(Bailes, 2007). For India, the regional hegemon in South Asia, the functional focus of 
SAARC helped address the fear that smaller countries would unite against it in the SAARC 
forum. Likewise, it served the smaller countries in the region which feared that India would 
use SAARC to impose its hegemony. Accordingly, all decisions within SAARC are taken 
based on unanimity, while bilateral and contentious issues are excluded from the group’s 
deliberations(SAARC, n.d).

Over the years, SAARC’s agenda has expanded considerably on issues of agriculture and 
rural development; health and population; women, youth and children; environment and 
forestry; human resource development information and communications technology; 
biotechnology and energy among others necessitating some form of organisation building 
(Ahmed and Bhatnagar, 2008). Likewise, regional centres with specific mandates, including, 
SAARC Disaster Management Centre, newer institutions such as SAARC Arbitration 
Council, South Asian University, SAARC Development Fund Secretariat have been formed 
(SAARC, no date). The SAARC Preferential Trade Arrangement (SAPTA) Agreement signed 
in April 1993 and South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA) Agreement signed in 2004, which 
aimed to eliminate trade barriers, and  facilitate free and fair movement of products marked 
yet another critical moment grater economic integration (Mukherjee, 2014). 



This momentum however has ebbed, and along with concerns about asymmetry between 
member states, it has also been a hostage to inter-state tensions between India and 
Pakistan. Not surprisingly, South Asia continues to be ranked as one of the least integrated 
regions in the world (Batra, 2014). Periods of economic growth and rapid global trade 
integration of different South Asian states has failed to translate into higher level of 
economic integration within the region (Batra, 2014). Thus, SAARC members have not 
only focused on strengthening ties with other extra-regional countries rather than within 
SAARC, but have also looked to other sub-regional groupings to make ‘regionalism’ 
work. The Dhaka-headquartered Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and 
Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) that seeks to foster regional and economic cooperation 
among nations in the littoral and adjacent areas of the Bay of Bengal — India, Thailand, 
Myanmar, Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Bhutan has emerged as an alternative 
contender. However, considering BIMSTEC’s own modest achievement, and SAARC’s 
potential for economic interaction between South Asian countries has ensured that SAARC 
is still seen to be a pertinent regional avenue with great potential (Ram, 2009). 
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The shortcomings of a global approach and the limits of a nationalistic approach during the 
Covid-19 pandemic has put the spotlight on regional mechanisms like SAARC and ASEAN 
(Nash and den Boer, no date). Accordingly, there have been attempts to map response 
by regional organizations. Some like the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development have mapped regional response but have focused on national response by 
countries in a particular response rather than by regional organisations per se (OECD, no 
date). Others like  the London School of Economics and Political Science’s Covid-19 and 
the Global South Programme (Alden and Dunst, no date). This special feature by the LSE 
is comprehensive in terms of the number of regional organisations covered, and insightful 
in terms of its analysis. This report builds on to efforts like these but brings an added 
component of comprehensive mapping of statements and meetings of ASEAN and SAARC, 
as well as reviewing the effect of the commitments laid out in the statements. 

Institutions, added commitments, and multi-faceted 
policies- the ASEAN Response 

Between February to June 2020, ASEAN issued at least 25 statements that focused on 
pursuit of greater coordination and cooperation in responding to the coronavirus pandemic 
and its effects on the wider economy. These statements came either in response to 
meetings of representatives of ASEAN states, meeting of ASEAN Plus Three members, or by 
the ASEAN chair outlining the steps taken across different sectors, commitment to set up 
new institutions to respond, pooled funds made available to member states, establishment 
of reserve of medical supplies among others. To start, on January 3, 2020, ten days before 
the first COVID-19 case was discovered in the region, guided by the ASEAN Post-2015 
Health Development Agenda, a meeting was called for by the ASEAN Senior Officials’ 
Meeting on Health Development, a core governing body responsible for the strategic 
management and implementation of the APHDA to exchange information between 
ASEAN’s Health Division and ASEAN member countries (Ly, 2020).  By the beginning of 
February, a Special Video Conference of the ASEAN Plus Three Senior Officials Meeting on 
Health Development on Covid-19 was organised. These meeting were the first in a series 
of other meetings and press statements enabling additional interaction between member 
states (ASEAN, 2020c). Beyond increased interaction between member states, these 
meetings have also strengthened cooperation mechanism between the member states in 
at least three ways:

Regional Reponse to the Covid-19 Pandemic



First, newer institutions, and coordination mechanisms were proposed for the dealing with 
the immediate effect of the pandemic, and pre-existing institutions were revitalised. 
In April 2020, in the ASEAN plus three meeting, the establishment of the COVID-19 ASEAN 
Response Fund was proposed (ASEAN, 2020k). Similarly, the commitment to establish  
ASEAN Plus Three reserve of essential medical supplies was also announced in the same 
meeting. Beyond the fund and the reserve, there were discussions on strengthening early 
warning systems on pandemics, and exchanging national experiences along with technical 
information and good practices. Similarly, there was also a push for using existing regional 
health mechanisms. The existing institutions mentioned in the statements included,  the 
ASEAN Health Sector Cooperation; ASEAN Emergency Operations Centre Network for 
public health emergencies; ASEAN Plus Three Field Epidemiology Training Network; ASEAN 
BioDiaspora Virtual Centre for big data analytics and visualization; ASEAN Risk Assessment 
and Risk Communication Centre; and Regional Public Health Laboratories Network 
(ASEAN, 2020k, 2020l, 2020g). Owing to Covid-19, a multi-faceted ASEAN Comprehensive 
Recovery Frameworkwas also launched, which consist of: (1) enhancing health systems, (2) 
strengthening human security, (3) maximising the potential of intra-ASEAN market and 
broader economic integration, (4) accelerating inclusive digital transformation and (5), 
and advancing towards a more sustainable and resilient future (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
Kingdom of Thailand, 2020).

Some commitments have translated in practice. In November 2020, the ASEAN Regional 
Reserve of Medical Supplies for Public Health Emergencies was launched to distribute 
medical supplies, committed by each ASEAN Member State on a voluntary basis, as well 
as ASEAN’s  external  partners, international organisations and other sources, including 
public and private sectors (ASEAN, 2020o). Similarly, in February 2021, ASEAN allocated 
10.5 million dollars from the emergency fund for Covid-19 response to purchase Covid-19 
vaccines for member nations (Anh, 2021).
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Second, the nature of the pandemic and the spill over impact with political, economic, 
and social dimensions called for need for a multi-faceted recovery. This has necessitated 
coordination and cooperation among multiple sectors, including, tourism, agriculture, 
labour to supply chains to rally a region-wide response. For instance, meetings including, 
the ASEAN Defence Ministers retreat in February 2020 (ASEAN, 2020h), the gathering of 
ASEAN Economic Ministers, gathered in March 2020 (ASEAN, 2020n), the video conference 
of ASEAN Health Ministers in Enhancing Cooperation on the pandemic response April 
2020 (ASEAN, 2020l), meeting of ASEAN Tourism Ministers on Strengthening Cooperation 
to Revitalise ASEAN Tourism in April 2020 (ASEAN, 2020j); joint statement of ASEAN 
Ministers on Agriculture and Forestry focuses on ensuring Food Security, Food Safety 
and Nutrition in ASEAN in April 2020 (ASEAN, 2020m); and meeting of ASEAN Labour 
Ministers on response to the pandemic on labour and employment issues in May 2020 
(ASEAN, 2020i)- focused on their sector-specific commitments and recovery plans 
demonstrating the range of sectors committing to greater regional coordination. This 
highlights the acknowledgement that rallying a region-wide recovery from the long-
term impact of the pandemic will demand further cooperation among member states. 
The meetings accordingly called for wide-range of commitments to formulate ASEAN’s 
National Tourism Organisations’ collaboration and development post COVID-19 Crisis 
Recovery Plan; to combat inflationary pressures and address issues with regards to non-
traffic barriers;  enable a more resilient supply chain within the region to ensure food 
security and ensure availability of basic goods and commodities; compensation to workers, 
including migrant workers affected by the pandemic; inhibiting restrictions on trade 
despite the restriction on cross-border movements based on  public  health considerations. 
The policies and pledges to chalk out a comprehensive, multi-sectoral response is likely to 
engender greater coordination among member states and strengthen the existing ASEAN 
framework. 



Third, cooperation mechanisms and channels have been forged with ASEAN plus three 
states, as well as other external partners like the US, Australia and the European Union.  
For instance, in April 2020, APT Health Ministers meeting focused on preparedness, 
prevention, detection and response to the pandemic, which pledged a broad spectrum of 
commitments, including, strengthening early warning system in the region for pandemics; 
enhancing national and regional capacities, including the protection of healthcare workers, 
and the provision of adequate medicines and medical supplies etc;  scientific cooperation, 
setting institutions, such as APT reserve of essential medical supplies;  provision of 
appropriate support and assistance to nationals of the APT countries; and reaffirming the 
financial resilience to restore growth, connectivity and tourism, and preventing  potential 
risks of economic recession among others (ASEAN, 2020k, 2020c). Similarly, the pandemic 
triggered special meetings or was integrated into existing forums with external partners, 
including with,  EU, Japan. China, US, and Australia. Meetings included, the meeting of the 
Foreign Ministers of ASEAN and China; the ASEAN-EU video conference in March 2020;  
the meeting between  Economic Ministers of ASEAN states, and Minister of Economy, 
Trade and Industry of Japan on Economic Resilience in Response to the pandemic in April 
2020; meeting between ASEAN Foreign Ministers and the United States Secretary of State 
on ASEAN-United States cooperation in public health emergencies in April 2020; the 
conference of Health Ministers of ASEAN and the United States in Enhancing Cooperation 
on Coronavirus Disease response; the 32nd ASEAN-Australia Forum in May which discussed 
the pandemic response; the meeting of the ASEAN Economic Ministers and the Minister of 
Commerce of the People’s Republic of China in May- all are emblematic of the increased 
coordination and cooperation with ASEAN’s external partners (ASEAN, 2020b, 2020e, 
2020f, 2020a). 

Beyond the symbolism, such increased cooperation has heralded tangible impact on 
ASEAN’s ability to respond to the pandemic.  Each of ASEAN plus three partners- Japan, 
China and South Korea- contributed $1 million to ASEAN Covid-19 response fund. Similarly, 
China has provided emergency medical supplies, sent multiple medical expert teams to 
several ASEAN countries and assisted several ASEAN member states in building virus-
testing laboratories (Xijun, 2021). Similarly, the European Union launched a €20 million 
programme to support the preparedness and response capacities (European Commission, 
2020).  Likewise, US supported with provision of expertise, training, and human capital via 
a range of agencies such as the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention ; as well as 
through the World Health Organization (Parameswaran, 2020).
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Catalysing a new institution and added cooperation- 
the SAARC Response

The pandemic occasioned a more radical story for SAARC, whose ineffectiveness has been 
evident by the fact that the organisation, in terms of region-wide meeting, has been in 
hibernation since 2016. While SAARC meetings are held annually, on grounds of cross-
border terrorism India boycotted the summit in Pakistan in 2016, with Bangladesh and 
Bhutan following the suit, leading to no summit being organised since then. This changed 
in March 2020, when hard on the heels of the pandemic, the Indian Prime Minister of India, 
Narendra Modi, through twitter proposed ‘the leadership of SAARC nations chalk out a 
strong strategy to fight the coronavirus”(Laskar, 2020). The swift positive response by 
other SAARC members to the tweet led to a videoconference on March 15, 2020, which 
was attended by of all heads of state of all member states, apart from Pakistan, who was 
represented by the Special Assistant on Health to the Prime Minister of Pakistan. The 
meeting heard member states share information about their national actions, challenges, 
as well as called for thinking about a pan-regional response. At a more institutional 
level, the meeting announced establishment of a SAARC Emergency Response Fund for 
COVID-19, with India pledging  an initial contribution of US $10 million. There were also 
proposals for follow-up discussions between medical professionals of the SAARC region, 
use existing institutions like the SAARC Disaster Management Centre to share best 
practices and facilitate information sharing,  setting up an Integrated Disease Surveillance 
Portal, as well as establishing SAARC Pandemic Protocols to be applied on state borders 
(Ministry of External Affairs, India, 2020b). This videoconference not only set up an avenue 
for cooperation that had been stalled for four years, but also set pace for more meetings 
at an organisational level. This meeting was followed by video Conference of senior health 
professionals of SAARC countries on March 26, 2020, Video Conference of senior trade 
officials of SAARC countries on dealing with the impact of Covid-19 on intra-regional 
trade on April 8,2020, as well as video conference of Health Ministers of SAARC Health 
Ministers. The conference of senior trade officials was particularly notable, as it discussed 
some of the core travails of intra-regional trade in SAARC region, exacerbated by the 
pandemic. Specific issues including, facilitation of trade through provisional clearance 
of imports at preferential duty, provisional acceptance of digitally signed certificates of 
origin, acceptance of scanned copies of documents for clearance of imports by customs 
and release of payments by banks, resolving issues being faced for exports/imports at land 
customs stations on land border were  at the table (Ministry of External Affairs, India, 
2020c). 



Following from the conference, SAARC Disaster Management Centre (SDMC-IU)set up a 
website (http://www.covid19-sdmc.org/) on COVID-19 for tracking developments and 
official case numbers across the entire region. The organisation has also discussed creating 
integrated a surveillance portal and coordinating of research(Alden and Dunst, no date b). 
Further, SAARC COVID-19 Emergency Fund was operationalized, with added contribution 
from other member states, including, Sri Lanka (USD 5 million), Bangladesh (1.5 million), 
Nepal (USD 1 million), Afghanistan (USD 1 million), Maldives (USD 200,000) and Bhutan 
(USD 100,000) taking the total amount in the COVID-19 Emergency Fund to USD 18.3 
million(SAARC Disaster Management Centre, no date). Similarly, following the meeting 
the Ministry of External Affairs, India announced COVID-19 training program for healthcare 
professionals from SAARC countries carried out by the Central Government’s Indian 
Technical and Economic Cooperation  programme. The Maldives has already accessed 
$386,432 from the SAARC Covid-19 Emergency Fund, which was made available by the 
Government of Pakistan(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Maldives, 2021). 
For a regional organisation that had barely had high-level meetings since 2016, responding 
to the  pandemic galvanised dialogue between members and commitment for coordination. 
Further, the formation of the emergency fund, and contribution from each country, marks a 
huge leap in terms of reigniting the momentum for institutionalizing SAARC for a region-
wide response. 
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Despite the increased regional interaction between the members states in both ASEAN and 
SAARC, and active steps towards building institutions to respond to the pandemic, through 
mechanisms like the Emergency Funds, the response to the pandemic also reified the 
strategic challenges of the organisations. 

 ‘China’ Factor, and the dilemma of balancing the China 
and the West 

While meeting-packed calendars of ASEAN as discussed above can be dismissed as 
symbolism, the push to collectively address the disruptive economic shock and the health 
consequences opened spaces for greater institutionalisation of cooperation (Ha, 2020b).
However, despite calls for a coherent and collective regional response, the diversity of 
responses by individual member states and disparity in their successes in addressing the 
pandemic testify the gaps in regional approach. 

To start, many of the initiatives and commitments have yet to be fully implemented and 
assessed. Further, the very nature of the pandemic has also dampened prospects of further 
greater coordination within the region. Despite commitment for reserves of emergency 
stockpiles of medical equipment for much of the early stages, disrupted supply chains and 
subdued capital flows impeded the procurement of supplies for distribution to ASEAN 
countries (Djalante et al., 2020). Relatedly, the public health measures of border closures 
and travel restrictions, avoid physical contact hits  the core ingredient of regionalism, 
focused on greater movement of goods and people (Kimura et al., 2020). 

Gaps and Challenges



More pertinently, however, the pandemic and its response have reignited two central 
strategic dilemmas that has since long inflamed ASEAN: i) its relationship with China, and 
ii) its navigating through the China-US strategic competition in Southeast Asia.  Multiple-
facets bind ASEAN-China relations from geographic continuity, economic integration, to 
cultural and diasporic connection. ASEAN-China relations have also evolved over time. 
ASEAN’s concerns over Beijing’s drive for military modernization and its assertive posture 
in territorial disputes over the South China Sea of the early 1990s  co-exist with growing 
economic ties and shared geo-political interests for building regional security through 
multilateral processes (Yuan, 2006). Descriptions of the relationship between China and 
the ASEAN states range from one of inevitable hegemony, to one of cooperation (Kraft, 
2017). Amid this, differences between individual ASEAN states on relationship with China 
has historically tested ASEAN’s consensus.  As this ASEAN consensus is based on the 
influence of national governments, rather than the role of institutions, national choices 
of individual governments become pivotal for regional collective action. The pandemic 
response highlighted how the differences between individual ASEAN governments with 
regards to their China policy impacted ASEAN’s collective action with regards to the 
pandemic. In the early stages of the pandemic when Chinese state of Hubei was the 
epicentre of the virus, ASEAN states were varied in their approach to enforcing travel ban 
from China. While Singapore and Vietnam took a calibrated approach imposing China 
travel bans, Cambodia maintained no travel restrictions with China, seeking to be on 
China’s good books and given its wider dependency on China(Adhikari, 2020). Cambodia’s 
stance also arose in response to China’s efforts to persuade ASEAN members to relax 
bans on Chinese nationals and other travel restrictions which would impact the China’s 
economy- also outlined at the Special ASEAN-China Foreign Ministers’ Meeting on the 
Coronavirus Disease 2019(Muramatsu and Hadano, 2020). Given the extensive and 
relatively free ASEAN-wide movements of people, the uneven response by different states 
impeded ASEAN’s ability to mount a collective region-wide action against the spread of 
the disease (Ha, 2020a). 
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China emerging as a source of discord is not new. In 2012, ASEAN for the first time in its 
history failed to issue a Joint Communiqué for its 45th Ministerial Meeting. This failure 
resulted from disagreements whether the statement should mention ScarboroughShoal, 
the site of a tense stand-off between China and the Philippines, which both claim in the 
South China Sea.  The Philippines wanted to include such a reference, but Cambodia 
objected, leading to the “ASEAN way” of consensus to fail (O’Neill, 2019). The divergent 
strategies towards China impeding an ASEAN-wide level response thus revisits a core 
strategic challenge. This divisions are likely to increase as a bloc of Southeast Asian 
countries became China’s biggest trading partner in 2020, as economic activity picked up 
on both sides while slowing in Western states because of the pandemic (Jennings, 2020). 

Second, the pandemic, and the resulting tensions between China and Western states- 
notably, US and Australia- has exacerbated ASEAN’s strategic dilemma of balancing its 
relations between the two (Acharya, 2011). The pandemic has accentuated the strategic 
rivalry of China and the United States (Yee et al., 2020)as evidenced by instances including, 
Beijing and Washington’s competing narratives on origins of the COVID-19, as well as calls 
by Australia to investigate the origins of the virus. Historically, China’s competition with 
Japan over economic leadership in the region and even more, its strategic rivalry with the 
United States has placed the ASEAN states in an awkward situation (Saw, Lijun and Wah, 
2017).This has tested the capacity of ASEAN states to create a strategic space and sit on 
the fence as U.S.-China competition continues to grow. Even before the pandemic, the 
US-China rivalry had unleashed divergent paths among ASEAN states, while Cambodia 
and Laos lean towards China, Singapore has tilted towards the US (Acharya, 2021). This 
quest to balance China and the West has also been testified by the sequencing of ASEAN 
meetings on the pandemics. For instance, as the meeting packed calendars of ASEAN states 
reveal, along with summits and meetings with China on pandemic response, ASEAN also 
held similar conferences with the US, Australia and EU (ASEAN, 2020f, 2020a, 2020d). 
Similarly, in the ASEAN-Australia meeting, ASEAN only ‘noted’ Australia’s call for an 
independent review of the COVID-19 outbreak, outlining that any ‘such review should 
be independent, impartial, objective and occur at the right time once the immediacy of 
responding to the COVID-19 outbreak has subsided’(ASEAN, 2020a).



India, and India-Pakistan relations- holding SAARC hostage
  
Like ASEAN, SAARC’s response too had its limits. Between the different waves of the 
pandemic, there were varying levels of response, and successes in different phases. 
While countries like Sri Lanka largely contained the pandemic better in 2020, clusters of 
infections emerged in 2021(Maynard, 2021). India which had low levels of cases in 2020 
succumbed in 2021 with over 400,000 deaths, made worse by people dying for lack of 
oxygen and medical care, and shortage of medications and basic amenities(Narayan, 2021, 
p. 19).Bhutan emerged as an unlikely success story with only two death (by July 2021) 
(Drexler, 2021). The differences also point to how coherent regional actions are difficult as 
the pandemic has continued in different waves. 

However, SAARC response also shed light on two core strategic issues that has perennially 
held it hostage: i) India’s centrality larger than that of a pan-regional institution building, 
and ii) the tensions between India-Pakistan, who have fought four wars in the past, and 
have a fraught relationship.
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First, an asymmetric nature of the regional system in South Asia--with India’s 
preponderance and other smaller states  suspicious of its intentions--is seen as a structural 
barrier to SAARC (Chakma, 2018). Smaller countries of South Asia, hope to tame the 
prospects of India’s use of its superior power (India) for hostile purposes by a regional 
mandate through SAARC (Mukherjee, 2014). India in turn has seen regional multilateralism 
as a possible mechanism for India’s smaller neighbours to contain India, and has preferred 
bilateral diplomacy (Saran, 2005; Menon, 2013; Sikri, 2014). This was evident even in the 
initial Indian proposal for SAARC, where it proposed decisions by unanimity (to give India 
a veto even if all of the smaller members got together on any issue) and the exclusion 
of bilateral issues from the regional plan (Sharma, 2011).The Indian centrality has been 
reinforced by the pandemic. The series of meetings, funds, conferences to discuss the 
pandemic among the SAARC members were Indian initiatives and not so much of a SAARC 
initiative(Xavier, 2020). For instance, the very first video-conference of leaders of the 
Member States of SAARC to discuss measures to contain the spread of COVID-19 in the 
region in March, 2020 was a result of the invitation of Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
(Ministry of External Affairs, India, 2020b). Similarly, one of the core capacity building 
programmes for healthcare professionals of the region on Covid-19 was an Indian initiative 
under the Ministry of External Affairs, and carried out by Indian Technical and Economic 
Cooperation programme (ANI News, 2020). Likewise, India contributed more than 50 per 
cent of the total fund meant for SAARC countries(SAARC Disaster Management Centre, 
no date).Further, even this Indian initiative was not consistent. India, as the world’s largest 
vaccine manufacturer had in the first phase of the pandemic donated 66 million doses of 
Astrazeneca vaccine. The largest beneficiaries of which were countries from the region like 
Bhutan, Nepal, Bangladesh. However, as the second wave in 2021 hit India hard, creating 
shortage of vaccines domestically, it halted vaccine exports. The move has left countries in 
South Asia including Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka scrambling for alternate supplies (Arora, 
Das and Jain, 2021). India’s decision to stop vaccine export, , led to South Asian countries 
looking out for non-regional partners like the US, and China for vaccine supply, diluting the 
earlier momentum (Pasricha, 2021). 



Second, and relatedly, SAARC has continued to be bogged down by India-Pakistan 
hostilities (Mukherjee, 2014). Before the pandemic, in 2016, India (along with Bangladesh, 
Afghanistan, and Bhutan) boycotted the SAARC Summit after the Uri terror attack in 
India- where Pakistan based militants crossed the Line of Control into India-administered 
Kashmir to strike at an Indian Army camp. In the pandemic response, India’s initiatives 
and its bypassing regional institutions of SAARC has reignited the tension between the 
two. In an instance, Pakistan boycotted a video conference of trade officials of the SAARC 
countries, saying such initiatives could only be effective if spearheaded by the group’s 
secretariat instead of India (PTI, 2020).In yet another example, Pakistan, stated that its 
contribution to the SAARC COVID-19 Emergency Fund should be administered through 
the SAARC Secretariat located in Kathmandu and its utilisation should be finalised through 
consultations with the SAARC members “as per the SAARC Charter” (Bhattacherjee, 2020). 
Pakistan’s stance was geared to oppose India’s- who outlined that given the extraordinary 
circumstances procedural formalities should be minimised (PTI, 2020). Indian official 
stated that  “It is for each SAARC member state to decide on the timing, manner and 
implementation of their SAARC COVID-19 Emergency Response Fund commitments. 
Where India is concerned, the commitment made by the prime minister is today in an 
advanced stage of implementation,” (Ministry of External Affairs, India, 2020a).The fate 
of SAARC relying on the state of India-Pakistan relations also affirms the former SAARC 
Secretary General’s statement, that  SAARC is a ‘region where functional cooperation in 
different areas remains firmly dependent on cordiality of political relations among the 
member countries. The achievements of SAARC must be seen in this context; or else one 
would end up with a skewed perspective’ (Sharma, 2011).
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This report assessed the openings presented by the Covid-19 pandemic on strengthening 
regional cooperation mechanisms. In both SAARC and ASEAN, albeit to varying degrees, 
newer institutional mechanisms like the emergency funds have been formed, newer 
commitments have been made, all of which at the bare minimum has enabled multiple 
platforms for regional leaders to come together to think through a regional response. 
While how many of these commitments translate into long-term sustainable institutions 
leading to practical actions remains to be seen, these initiatives indicate new openings. 
This region-building has been deemed more urgent considering a lacklustre global 
multilateral response, and the preoccupation of richer Western states in resolving their 
own domestic situation. However, the lingering nature of the pandemic, its evolving into 
different variants and waves, alongside historical disparity on scientific capacity between 
individual states has made it difficult to plan and coordinate a rapidly evolving scenario.  

Despite little focus being given to strategic factors in analysing pandemic response in the 
scholarship, this report highlights its pertinence for regional organisations. In ASEAN, the 
nature and the origins of the pandemic in China, and the resulting in escalated tensions 
between the West and China has accentuated ASEAN’s perennial dilemma of balancing 
between China and the West. Similarly, the Indian leadership in cohering a regional 
response in South Asia, has paradoxically, diluted SAARC’s role in managing the crisis, 
and reignited the problem of Indian dominance over regional institutions. In essence, 
however, while scholars have debated how crises trigger greater region-building, this 
report highlights that the evidence is rather mixed: in ASEAN and SAARC intensification 
of institutions and activities at the regional level have been simultaneous with divisions 
between member states on critical strategic issues. 

Conclusion
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