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Plenary 1: Growth and Equity - Achieving SDGs in South Asia in 4IR
The world is currently entering into the fourth industrial revolution (4IR), aﬀecting the way people live, work, do business, and interact. Several emerging
technologies are expected to play signiﬁcant roles in the upcoming revolution, including robotics, artiﬁcial intelligence (AI), internet of things (IoT),
machine-to-machine (M2M) communication, virtual reality and 3D printing. South Asia’s current upturn in growth is accompanied by a myriad of development
challenges, including being home to the largest share of world’s poor and half of the world’s undernourished children. While the region remains vulnerable to
rising inequities, technological innovations driving the 4IR do hold the potential to accelerate progress in meeting the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
particularly in areas such as education, health and food security.
This session intends to explore the readiness of South Asia for changes arising out of the 4IR and how the 4IR can be harnessed to deliver sustainable and equitable growth in South Asia, and foster avenues for closer cooperation to meet the SDGs. Rising inequities and a growing youth bulge mean that the region needs
to prepare itself for the future better. This requires adapting to and thriving in the era of the 4IR, bridging the digital divide, and preparing the workforce,
infrastructure and regulatory frameworks to embrace the digital transformation. Forward-thinking policies at the national, regional and international levels to
ensure that the beneﬁts of 4IR reach all people and achieve SDGs are critical to ensure that no one is left behind by the evolving digital economy. Discussion
points for the session include:





Is South Asia ready to keep pace with innovations under the 4IR or is it in danger of falling behind the development curve?
What strategies are in place to manage and encourage the transition towards ‘Industry 4.0’ and reduce social threats arising from technological changes?
What is the potential of these technologies driving the 4IR such as blockchain, AI and big data in accelerating and monitoring the progress of meeting the
SDGs?
Which policies or innovative approaches could help expedite the progress of SDGs?

Parallel A1: Providing Macroeconomic Stability for Growth during 4IR
Despite a very positive long-term growth outlook, South Asia is continually hampered by weak ﬁscal policy management, including low revenue collections,
increasing public expenditures, and worsening ﬁscal and external current account deﬁcits. The economies are consequently beset by high levels of debt, a heavy
reliance on foreign capital inﬂows, a steady depreciation of currencies, and high-interest rates. Fiscal deﬁcits are often accommodated under the assumption
that these stimulate economic activity, but according to evidence, the impact of government spending on economic growth is rather limited. Moreover, while
most governments in the region set ﬁscal consolidation targets with the aim of achieving ﬁscal discipline, monitoring spending and restructuring state-owned
enterprises (SOEs) have proved to be challenging. On the revenue front, governments are striving to expand their tax bases, but the granting of tax exemptions
continue regularly, raising concerns on the ability to increase government revenue in line with economic growth.
As demands for higher investments in skills and technology gather pace, placing additional pressures on government expenditures, prudent macroeconomic
management will be essential to retain the region’s advantageous growth position. Against this backdrop, this session aims to discuss possible measures to
maintain macroeconomic stability and minimise vulnerability to exogenous shocks; thus, the potential beneﬁts of economic growth can be fully exploited.
Discussion points for the session include:





How can the region stay globally competitive amidst challenging macroeconomic conditions?
What sectors are anticipated drivers of economic growth under the 4IR (e.g. services), and are their implications for equity?
How can governments deal with the likelihood of erosion of tax base in a globalised digital economy? Can new tax instruments and a greater reliance
on information technology play a role in expanding tax bases?
Can the new technologies help improve accountability and greater transparency in public ﬁnance management?

Parallel A2: Promoting Trade with 4IR
South Asia is particularly vulnerable to pressures of 'premature' deindustrialisation with its heavy reliance on the services sector (at 55-60 per cent of GDP).
Eﬃciency gains and productivity enhancements will be critical to spur exports of goods and services and foster avenues for closer cooperation in trade and
investments, such as through cross-border e-commerce. The 4IR presents a gamut of new trade opportunities for developing countries, including South Asia.
The rise of 4IR technologies has the potential to transform regional and global trade. For instance, the adoption of new technologies, such as the use of smart
robots to optimise storage and inventory can boost business by reducing trade costs. The shift towards digitalisation will lead to changes in the composition of
trade to reﬂect increased services trade and trade in information communication technology (ICT) products. Moreover, traditional sources of comparative
advantage could become less relevant in the new era of 4IR, while paving the way for newer sources of comparative advantages.
Preparing for this newly emerging digital trade landscape will require private sector support, an enabling environment for digital trade, and relevant regulatory
frameworks. Enhanced cooperation among South Asian countries in areas such as services trade, intellectual property and data protection and trade facilitation
are much needed to capitalise on the opportunities that 4IR presents.





How are new technologies transforming the export competitiveness of South Asia?
How will the 4IR impact the composition of trade in goods and services in South Asia?
What are the implications of the 4IR on intra-regional trade and investments and global supply networks in South Asia?
Will new technologies that composition of trade and reduce cost of trading foster closer trade integration in South Asia?

Parallel A3: Addressing Inequalities and 4IR
The digital transformation of the 4IR can provide an opportunity for the South Asian region to achieve faster growth and leapfrog through the stages of economic
development, capitalising on its large market, young educated workforce and a technologically connected youth population. At the same time, innovations and
economic advancement unlocked by the 4IR must be cognisant of its social and economic impacts, including the displacement of human labour by automation
and potential to exacerbate/widen income inequities.
Thus, technology should be better harnessed to ensure that its beneﬁts reach those who need it. Countries need to work towards enhancing the inclusiveness
of technology to mitigate falling behind in development and implementing new technologies that create inequities. South Asian countries do face the risk of
being left behind due to lack of accountable governance and resources to invest heavily in new technologies, and infrastructural deﬁciencies, such as shortages
of reliable electricity supplies and super-fast/aﬀordable connectivity.
In aiming to end poverty and hunger, improve access to health and education, build strong institutions and partnerships, and take action on climate change, the
challenges for South Asia are many. The discussion points for the session include:





What explains rising income inequality in the South Asian region and what are current policies to address this?
Will 4IR technologies widen existing inequalities in South Asia or will they help narrow them?
Who will be more prone to technological disruptions under the 4IR in South Asia?
Can 4IR technologies be used to bridge inequality gap in South Asia?

Plenary 2: Meeting Challenges in the New World of Work under 4IR
Scientiﬁc breakthroughs in a broad spectrum of ﬁelds including genetics, AI, nanotechnology and 3D printing are feeding into innovations that are redeﬁning the
way people reproduce, grow food, live, work and interact with each other. These trends are shifting the nature and organisation of the labour market in many
ways. Automation and innovation are making existing jobs redundant and creating new jobs. Along with this, the skill demands of the market are changing
rapidly.
Further, these changes are redeﬁning the way employers and employees interact. Technological developments are bringing people together from a variety of
ﬁelds and doing so faster and at a lower cost. Firms are getting work done using a diverse workforce hired through a variety of ways. Individuals with wider
access to markets are resorting more and more to be independent workers. Innovations are also allowing ﬁrms to provide more ﬂexible work arrangements to
their core workers.
The transformations mentioned above improve the eﬃciency and productivity of economic activities and oﬀer workers better and more ﬂexible work arrangements. However, these are also creating challenges for policymakers. The education and training sectors of even the most advanced countries are ﬁnding it
diﬃcult to match the supply of the workforce to meet the ever-changing demand. The changing structure of the labour market and the increasing share of
independent workers are reducing the share of workers covered by social protection, making workers more vulnerable. Lastly, not all countries and all workers
in each country can beneﬁt from the technological transformations that are taking place. Policies are needed to help countries to beneﬁt from technological
change and to reform policies to provide social protection to workers under changing labour market conditions. Policies are also required to ensure that no one
is left behind by technological driven development.
This session will discuss how technological advances are changing the labour markets in the region and eﬀective policies to promote technology-led growth in
an inclusive and sustainable manner. Some of the discussion points include:





How is technological change aﬀecting labour markets, and what are the main drivers?
What are urgent policy reforms needed to ensure decent jobs in the future?
How can countries make technologically driven labour markets more inclusive?
How can policymakers navigate in the arena of labour market reforms amongst competing interests?

Parallel B1: Gender, Equality, and 4IR
With the emergence of the 4IR, its implications on the existing gender structures and balances, especially in the labour markets has become a widely discussed
topic. While the optimistic views point out the opportunities for strengthening women’s position for greater gender equality through the 4IR, others argue that
the 4IR would be 'gender blind' and entrenched labour market inequalities that keep women restricted to low-paid, poor-quality jobs will likely be further
deepened by the 4IR.
The 2030 Development Agenda adopted by 193 United Nation’s member states in 2015 includes a comprehensive set of gender-sensitive targets across all Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including Goal 5 on Gender Equality and Women Empowerment. At the national level, countries have committed to localising the
SDGs to ensure that “no one is left behind”. Economic growth is always a gendered process and the in-built gender inequalities can hinder the progress towards
inclusive growth. Thus, the prospects and challenges for gender equality arising from the 4IR depend on current diﬀerences in the position of women and men in
the labour market and their division of both paid and unpaid work. Currently, women are in a more disadvantaged position in the labour market than men. Globally,
more women are employed in the informal sector, and involved in unpaid care work than men. Women are paid less than men for the same job, and most of them
are employed in low paid non-technological work. In the case of South Asia, it already suﬀers from a low rate of female labour force participation, with the rate
estimated to have declined over the past two decades from 36.4 per cent to 30.6 per cent. This session discusses the gender implications of the 4IR for the South
Asian region paying attention to labour markets, education and access to technology. Discussion points include the following:







What would be the major labour market implications of the 4IR for South Asian women?
Are women equipped to take advantage of new opportunities in a digital era? Can digital marketing or e-commerce act as a tool to promote gender
equality and empowerment? What is required to be done in this regard?
How can women’s access to ‘Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics’ (STEM) education be improved in South Asia?
What would be the opportunities and challenges for South Asian women for greater gender equality under the 4IR?
What actions have been taken and what more needs to be done in South Asia to empower women, including using technology as one of the SDG targets?
Will regional cooperation on this issue be useful?
Has adequate focus on women entrepreneurs been given to economically empower women in South Asia? What evidence is required to bring in
new policies to empower women? What roles can think tanks or international organisations play and what are the areas for possible cooperation?

Parallel B2: Managing Labour Migration in 4IR
Labour migration and the associated ﬂow of international remittances are important components of the economies in South Asia. In 2019, remittances to the region
are estimated to grow by 4.3 per cent to reach USD 137 billion. The 4IR ushers in many challenges and opportunities for migration from and within the region, and
remittances to the region. Traditional modes of migrant workers are increasingly challenged in the 4IR where modern technology facilitates piece-meal work under
virtual migration, gig economy and platform-based work. As the nature of work shifts, the context and nature of international migration will also change.
While technological advances of the 4IR can polarise labour demand for low skilled/low paying and high skilled/high paying jobs, there is a tendency for
medium-skilled workers to be displaced and routine work to be automated. At the same time, migrant workers would have new 4IR technology-based job oppor
tunities and greater demand for human-only skills, that cannot be automated. As such, amidst changes in the employment opportunities available to migrant
workers, their earning structures will change, impacting remittance ﬂows. Similarly, greater connectivity and modern technology in the 4IR show a potential to
achieve the objectives of the global compact of migration (GCM) and SDGs, namely facilitating orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration and mobility of
people, while decreasing the cost of remittances. As such, the discussion points for the session include the following:
 How do 4IR developments inﬂuence the management of migration and eﬀect cost of transfer of remittances to South Asia?
 How can the challenges/opportunities for low skilled migrant workers that can arise from automation of routine work be met?
 What are the new challenges, opportunities and their implications for migrant workers created by virtual mobility, gig economy and platform-based work
in the 4IR? Can South Asia maintain its signiﬁcance in terms of a region of origin of migrant workers and attract remittances in the 4IR?
 How can the 4IR contribute to safe, orderly and regular migration from South Asia?

Parallel B3: Changing the World of Work for Youth in 4IR
Globalisation has accelerated the pace of innovation and technology. In this rapidly changing economic environment, new occupations are emerging while the
need for new skills and competencies are evolving. Thus, countries aiming to integrate into a globalised world require well-educated workers who can perform
complex tasks and adapt rapidly to changing needs with new skills and competencies. Even lower-skilled jobs increasingly require talent and knowledge and
therefore, vocational training and secondary education must be geared to equip people for the world of work in a complex, digital environment.
Capacity building in science and technology and innovation are more crucial today than ever before. Therefore, schools need to teach in ways that encourage
ﬂexible thinking rather than emphasising memorisation, and produce students who can think critically, solve problems, and adapt to new technologies. Without
changes to the education system, the future of work can potentially leave more people behind. A major challenge that countries face today is to enhance the
responsiveness of education and training systems to cater to these emerging skill requirements. The extent of staﬀ training through continuous on-the-job training
is also of concern to ensure constant upgrading of workers' skills. Potential discussion points include:
 How should the school systems be changed to bridge the skill gaps and help school leavers embrace the new ﬁelds and opportunities under the 4IR?
 What should future policy actions and initiatives focus on when addressing skill mismatches and lifelong training?
 How can South Asian countries promote eﬀective education models (i.e. apprenticeship, after-school/out-of-school programmes, enterprise
investments in a changing world)?
 Can new partnerships be fostered, leveraging existing institutional relationships and undertaking innovative investments in the region?

Plenary 3: Promoting Innovation and Disruption in 4IR
The rapid pace at which technology is evolving under the 4IR requires prepared and agile decision-making, by the public as well as private sector stakeholders.
Developing countries need to proactively promote and accommodate innovation and technological disruption, as the potential to be ‘left-behind’ is very high.
Meanwhile, countries should simultaneously prepare to manage the impacts of disruption on existing socio-economic dynamics. South Asia has traditionally fallen
victim to reactive policy-making and structural barriers to growth and prosperity. Therefore, the 4IR could potentially become a vital catalyst for growth. However,
at the same time, if left unmanaged and countries are not adequately prepared, these same disruptions could also create signiﬁcant damage. Thus, succeeding in
the 4IR era requires a careful balance between accommodating disruptive technologies while managing its impacts.
This session seeks to provide a platform for a dynamic discussion between regional representatives from the policy space as well as the private sector, to chart the
region's future in terms of responding to the 4IR. The discussion will focus on short-term and medium-term policy measures that could be undertaken at the
unilateral, bilateral, and regional level to promote innovation while managing disruption. Some discussion points include the following:





What measures are South Asian governments taking to promote innovation and disruption?
How do policies in South Asia to spur innovation compare to successful innovation policies in other parts of Asia and developing countries overall?
What role should the private sector play in preparing economies for the 4IR and driving innovation-led growth?
What realistic opportunities lie in creating intra-regional networks for technological innovation and if so, how should it be created?

Parallel C1: Governance, Business, and Civil Society in 4IR
While the quest for better and sound governance has been on South Asia’s reform agenda – and enacted in institutional changes and regulatory acts – governance
has remained weak and unresponsive to citizen needs. In turn, these have led to problems such as corruption, poor service quality and delivery. As a result,
corruption and other governance issues have been occupying top positions in national reform agendas in all countries of the region.
The emergence of e-governance has raised new hopes about better management of public systems for around a decade now. However, despite signiﬁcant national eﬀorts to adopt e-governance tools to enhance public sector performance in the region, outcomes indicate a mixed bag of results. The framework of e-governance evolved under limited development in public sector capacity to oﬀer e-government services, and slow growth in access to and usage of those services by
client groups, dominated by rural farming communities. However, access and usage diﬃculties are now signiﬁcantly being eased by the spread of communications
network even into remote corners of the region and growing popularity of smartphones among all segments of the population. While a communication boom has
enhanced the connectivity between citizens and governments as well as performance of delivery of public services, the process is embroiled with many technological, social and security challenges too. The challenge in terms of governance of the 4IR may even be greater than in previous industrial revolutions due to its
complexity, pace, and global reach. The discussion points for the session include:





Can the growth of shadow economies that are diﬃcult to regulate and control, be better managed with the 4IR technologies?
What are the opportunities for regional partnerships and shared models of e-governance to alleviate common challenges in South Asia?
How can 4IR technologies be deployed to govern better, improve accessibility, transparency and accountability?
How can South Asia cope with privacy, security and data breaches with the support of the private sector and civil society?

Parallel C2: Supporting Innovative Research – 20 Years of the South Asia Economic Journal (SAEJ)
The beneﬁts of technologies such as AI, IoT, big data, amongst others, are transforming data driven research around the world. This session will invite shortlisted
presentations of innovative research on South Asian socio-economic issues to be presented and published in the South Asia Economic Journal (SAEJ), as it
celebrates 20 years of contributing to region’s economic policy discussions.

Parallel C3: Driving Agriculture in 4IR
South Asia’s population, as reported in 2017 is a staggering 1.8 billion. It is estimated that this number will rise to 2.1 billion by 2030. With the rapid growth in the
population, food consumption in the region will also multiply. Moreover, climate change threatens food production, makes those who are dependent on agriculture more vulnerable, and exacerbates the risks of food security. More than half of South Asia's population lives in areas that are expected to become severe
hotspots by 2050; Sri Lanka, Nepal and Bangladesh are among the top 10 most aﬀected countries in 2017 based on the ‘Global Climate Index 2019’. While eﬀorts
to mitigate the adverse eﬀects of climate change complements eﬀorts to promote the region’s agriculture, which accounts for 40per cent of employment and
16per cent of output, a rapid escalation in food production to cater to the growing demand is not an easy task.
The world is witnessing yet another fundamental change in the wake of the 4IR that applies modern technologies such as global positioning system (GPS),
geographic information system (GIS), remote sensing, autonomous robotic labour, sensors and IoT to agriculture. These technologies allow farmers to produce
more valuable, climate-resilient and nutritious foods, help distribute food, and reduce hunger and malnutrition in the region. This session will discuss diﬀerent
avenues for adopting technology for sustainable growth. More speciﬁcally, the session tries to understand how South Asian collaboration could help promote
technologies to make smart farming a reality. Some discussion points include:





Will adopting technology lead to sustainable agricultural production in South Asia?
What is South Asia’s position in adopting technology relative to the rest of the world?
What are the challenges that have hindered South Asia’s progress in adopting technology for sustainable growth?
What are future policy actions and research initiatives that can help overcome bottlenecks and technology adoption in South Asia’s agricultural sector?

Parallel D1: Innovation, Connectivity, and Security in South Asia during 4IR
The emergence of novel technologies in the 4IR has allowed for greater levels of opportunity for economic activity and engagement, both within countries as well
as across borders. These opportunities, however, have also created challenges in terms of securing the privacy of citizens, rights of consumers, upholding domestic
and international security, as well as ensuring that communication and social media platforms are not deployed to promote ‘hate speech’ and communal violence.
South Asian countries are already experiencing each of these challenges and opportunities in recent years, especially at the domestic level. Successfully navigating
the 4IR, therefore, requires diﬀerent stakeholders to engage constructively to leverage the possibilities for better economic and social cohesion, while eﬀectively
addressing the many emerging challenges in this sphere.
This session focuses on discussing the opportunities and challenges faced by South Asian countries in spurring innovation and connectivity, while also ensuring
and improving personal and communal security. Some of the discussion points for the session include:
 What policies can governments take to improve technological connectivity and synergies across countries in the region?
 What challenges do private sector ﬁrms face in establishing a healthy eco-system for internet-based commerce?
 Currently, what policies have been implemented in South Asian countries in regards to the protection of privacy and data sharing? What needs to be
done to improve these laws?
 What steps should be taken by governments, private sector, and social media platforms to better regulate hate speech and other such activities on
online platforms?

Parallel D2: Promoting Collaborative South Asian Regional Initiatives
South Asia remains the least integrated region in the world with intra-regional trade accounting for about 5 per cent of South Asia’s trade, while intra-regional
investment is less than 1 per cent. The onset of the 4IR may prove to be a catalyst for a more collaborative South Asia with the digitalisation of many business
processes and increased connectivity.
Although SAARC has made some modest progress since its inception, as an organization, it should consider a new approach to regional policy and governance in
the 4IR. While national-level policies are critical, technologies of the 4IR do not recognise national borders. Under the 4IR, the need for regional cooperation, and
the beneﬁts that ﬂow from deeper regional collaboration is signiﬁcantly heightened. If SAARC member countries do not think regionally, they will miss out on
opportunities and fail to address growing challenges in the region. This session will discuss the potential for collaborative South Asian Initiatives and how the digital
economy will aﬀect intra-regional activities. Some discussion points include:
 What are the challenges in the regulation and law enforcement of virtual goods and services across borders and are these hindering intra-regional
collaboration and integration in South Asia?
 What opportunities does the 4IR provide for furthering integration and collaboration within the region?
 What should future policy action and research initiatives focus on to promote regional collaboration in a more digitised regional economy?
 What is the role of the SAARC Secretariat in the 4IR and transfer and access of data across borders?

