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Background 

The South Asian Economic Summit (SAES) was launched in 2008 with the first Summit being 
held in Colombo, Sri Lanka. To date, 11 Summits have been held each year in the capitals of 
South Asian countries. The Summit has provided a regional platform for discussing and debating 
socio-economic challenges facing the region. SAES also aims to foster and develop regional 
integration and co-operation among the South Asian countries. Each year, the SAES brings 
together stakeholders from the government, private sector, research/academic community, 
donors and civil society from within and outside the region with an interest in South Asia to 
deliberate on issues of importance to the region and generate new ideas and solutions for 
consideration by the policymakers of the region. SAES has evolved into one of the most looked-
forward to events for those with an interest in development and regional integration in South 
Asia. 

The Initiative has been led by five prominent South Asian think tanks which have taken turns in 
organising and hosting the annual event in one of the SAARC nations on a rotating basis. The 
SAES think tanks comprise of: Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD), Bangladesh; Research and 
Information System for Developing Countries (RIS), India; Sustainable Development Policy 
Institute (SDPI), Pakistan; South Asia Watch on Trade, Economics and Environment 
(SAWTEE), Nepal; and the Institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka (IPS), Sri Lanka. 

Objectives 

SAES XII is organised in Colombo, Sri Lanka by the IPS. Expected to be held in mid-September 
2019, the SAES XII will focus on the theme of Shaping South Asia’s Future in the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution (4IR). 

SAES XII aims to uncover the prospects and challenges for South Asia in harnessing the 4IR and 
discovering potential avenues for cooperation through a multi-stakeholder dialogue, on how the 
region can constructively shape its future in the 4IR to improve the well-being of its people, 
individually and collectively. 

The 12th South Asia Economic Summit (SAES): Shaping South Asia’s Future in the Fourth Industrial Revolution 
(4IR) 

Today, South Asia is the fastest growing region in the world, recording growth in excess of 7 per 
cent on average, outperforming its historical competitors in East Asia and the Pacific. While, 
high and rapid growth has been accompanied by a remarkable reduction in absolute poverty, the 
region still holds the largest share of the world’s poor and has witnessed rising levels of income 



inequality. Changes to South Asia’s growth patterns and a fast evolving demographic transition – 
whereby the numbers of workers entering the labour force are higher than the jobs being created 
– are also generating its own set of challenges. Jobless growth, low female labour force 
participation (only 40% to that of men) and inadequate skills are some of the most prominent 
concerns across countries in the region. 

To address these, higher spending on social sectors to build human capital, connecting lagging 
regions through better infrastructure, implementing policies to ease the flow of goods and 
services, and improving institutional and governance structures to strengthen the rule of law and 
tackle corruption are amongst some pressing areas of reform that South Asia needs. These take 
on even more urgency as the region’s demographic transition brings with it the promise of a 
youth dividend whereby 1.8 million youth will reach the working age every month, through 
2025. Thus, if the youth are educated and provided with productive jobs, South Asia can convert 
its strong growth presence as of today to far more sustainable and equitable development 
outcomes in the longer term. However, failure to exploit its youth dividend can leave the region 
vulnerable to serious socio-economic conditions/imbalances and political unrest. 

The application of new digital and automated technologies – the so-called 4IR – can hasten or 
slowdown the process of this structural transformation in South Asia. While the pace and speed 
at which 4IR will transform production processes and service delivery is contested, what is not 
disputed is the potential for disruptive technology (Artificial Intelligence (AI), Blockchain 3D 
printing) to drive productivity and hence economic growth, in the years to come. 

For South Asia, as in many other developing country regions, the benefits and pitfalls of 4IR are 
significant. On the one hand, the 4IR may allow countries to leapfrog development stages. Those 
with better established manufacturing bases or with resources to invest in technologies stand to 
benefit. At the same time, technological-driven productivity that drives down costs of production 
in advanced economies can hasten ‘premature’ de-industrialisation in others. For many, the 
threat of human labour displacement by automation is very real. 

To this end, the disruption of technology through 4IR presents a watershed moment for South 
Asia. 4IR is not only driving the Fourth Wave of Globalisation, but it is also introducing new 
tools to assess and understand competitiveness. Concepts such as entrepreneurial culture, 
embracing disruptive ideas, multi-stakeholder collaboration, critical thinking, meritocracy and 
social trust – along with more traditional components like ICT and physical infrastructure, 
macroeconomic stability, property rights, and years of schooling – will form the defining 
features of economic success in the 4IR. 

South Asia’s challenge, therefore, is not merely limited to technological adoption, but rather a 
broader challenge to reform its laws, institutions, and economic structures that can adequately 
respond to a world that does not recognise national borders. In this regard, the South Asian 
region as a whole is being afforded with another opportunity to revisit means of cooperation in 
areas such as value chain linkages that circumvent traditional barriers to trade, improved 
resource management and technology transfers and innovations that could set up the region as a 
leader for other developing countries and regions. 

 



Participants 

Invited guests from abroad will include participants from SAES partner institutions, and 
policymakers and experts from SAARC countries as well as experts invited by the co-organisers. 
They will be joined by high-level representatives from key stakeholder groups in Sri Lanka 
including policymakers, experts, development practitioners and development partners. 

Outcomes 

The discussions held at the Summit will help identify and prioritise the prospects for cooperation 
and the challenges that need to be addressed in shaping South Asia’s future in the 4IR. The 
Summit which brings together the regions’ leading minds to discuss some of the central 
development issues and themes impacting South Asia, its people and the planet, will be 
instrumental in influencing the policy agenda of South Asian governments. Participants will be 
welcomed to contribute high quality articles to a special issue of the South Asia Economic 
Journal (SAEJ), which will be brought out after the Summit. 

 


