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Representation of South Asia Region in Board meeting of ICSW (International) in Johannesburg. 
Dr. Mary Venus Joseph, Chair, ICSW South Asia Working Group attended the International Council on Social Welfare Supervisory and Advisory Board meeting held in Johannesburg, South Africa in late June 2009. Dr. Joseph participated in the discussions on membership growth, regional plans of action, regional newsletters, linkage with the South Asian Association for Regional Co-operation (SAARC) and budget allocation for the South Asia Region. 
As  a follow up to the Board meeting, the South Asia Working Group will be involved in strengthening the ICSW South Asia region starting with India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Maldives, Bhutan and Bangladesh by December, 2009. In all these countries it was decided to organise a national seminar/training programme involving NGOs and to identify national members to ICSW (International). It was also decided to start a dialogue with the SAARC South Asia office at Kathmandu. 
Implementation of Millennium Development Goals is critical to bridge the gap between rich and poor in South Asian region.                              
As the world is at the half way point towards the 2015 target date for the development of MDGs, all nations have to collectively commit to ensure that all the citizens of the region including women, girls, disabled, disadvantaged, ethnic group and castes, internationally displaced, migrants, HIV/ AIDS affected rural population are able to reap the benefits of progress in implementing the MDG’s.
In the Asian region to some extent economic growth has helped to reach MDG targets of reducing extreme poverty by half and achieving universal primary education. But such progress is over shadowed by the uneven progress and disparities visible between countries in Asian region.
Two thirds of the estimated global total of 774 million illiterate adults lives in the Asia Pacific region. In addition an estimated 65% of the region’s employed women – 447 millions are considered to be in ‘vulnerable’ employment.

South Asia has the second highest maternal mortality ratio in the world (490 per 100,000 live births in 2005). Again South Asia region is the world’s most disaster prone. More women than men die as the indirect and direct result of natural disasters. Women accounted for approximately 61% of the world’s death from cyclone “Nargis” in Myanmar and more than 70 % of deaths are from the Indian Ocean Tsunami. 




Courtesy – UN Information Centre, New Delhi

Conflict and peace in Sri Lanka

The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elem have been fighting the Sri Lankan Government for last 33 years in the attempt to have a separate state for Tamil population in Sri Lanka under the leadership of Chief Velupillai Prabakaran. On 19th May Sri Lankan Army captured areas occupied by LTTE and killed the outfit chief Prabakaran in a gun battle. 
As a result of this conflict 2.75 lakhs civilians are displaced. Sri Lankan President Sri Mahinda Rajapaksa has said that to rehabilitate the displaced civilian minority group of the island displaced Tamils have the right to freedom. He said it is necessary to find political solutions to settle the Tamil minority and integrate them in the main stream of Sri Lankan society. Sri Lankan Government has initiated action for resettlement of 2.75 lakh displaced people in their original places of habitation in northern part of Sri Lanka. India has promised Sri Lanka assistance to rehabilitate displaced Tamil citizens of Sri Lanka.  
USAid to Pakistan to stop terrorism

The US Government has approved a US Non military aid to Pakistan for $1.5 billion annually. Pakistan Enduring Assistance and Cooperation Enhancement (PEACE) ACT 2009  passed seeks to bar the Pakistan military or its intelligence agencies for supporting in any extremist and terrorist groups that indulges in terror activities in Pakistan. 

Slow change for isolated Afghans

Seven years after the fall of Taliban in Farkhar Valley – a decaying isolated Afghan village, 300 families still do not have access to clean drinking water and lack facilities for medical clinics. In recent years the Government has introduced a small electrical power plant in Darbaw another village allowing villagers to switch from kerosene lamps to electrical bulbs. But while the introduction of the light bulb has certainly made a difference to the lives of the villages, Darbaw’s power supply is minimal and is unable to provide enough electricity even to sustain one fridge. Darbaw, like 1000 other villages still wait for the Government and the international community for help and assistance for a better life.  Like in other parts of Afghanistan most northerners are still living below the poverty line, despite billions of dollars of foreign aid. 
India’s social development experience

The persistence of a low level of human development is one of the paradoxes of Indian development experience. The Government is planning for a substantial boost in the social sector. Expenditure on education, one of the key areas of social sector spending fell from 2.90% of the GDP in 2002 – 2003 to 2.84% in 2007-2008. As a proportion of social expenditure, the expenditure on education fell from 50.3% to 45.3%.

There is a strong case for substantially increasing India’s public investments to bridge the huge short fall in the provision of public goods that improve the quality of life. The present Government will give more emphasis now to step up resources for key social sector programmes. Critical areas in which the Government plans to intervene are the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme, basic social services, education, economic infrastructure, rural electrification, urban poverty alleviation programmes, skill development and rural health. With nearly 77 % of the population still being deprived and vulnerable, a strong infusion of public expenditure in the social sector is imperative to improve their capabilities.

International cooperation among South Asian countries

The underlying principle of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, (initially known as Shanghai Five), is to promote trans–border cooperation. The group was established by China Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan in Shanghai in 1966. After Uzbekistan joined the group in 2001 the organisation addressed regional security issues. A summit of this organisation held in Yekaterinburg in June considered the proposals of Russian and Kazakh leaders to develop cooperation in the financial sphere and to create a common supranational currency for the SCO countries. In this Summit it was decided that Belarus and Sri Lanka would be granted partner status and that a protocol would be adopted to regulate the admission of new members. 

Suicide rates in South Asian countries is increasing

The world observes Suicide Prevention Day on 10th September every year.  WHO has estimated that one million people die in the world each year by suicide. This represents an annual world suicide mortality rate on 14.5 for 100,000 population. 

A survey reports that India had a total of 118,112 suicides during 2006 -2007 which was an overall increase of 33.9% in the number of suicides during the decade of 1996-2006. The reality is that every minute there are two dead by suicide and for every suicide there are approximately 20 attempted cases. The main reasons attributed for suicide are: - family problems and illness accounting for 26.1% and 22.5% respectively. Other reasons are love affairs (3.4%), bankruptcy (2.8%) and poverty (2.2%).
NGOs can play an active role in reducing suicide rates through timely counselling for lonely and suicidal persons. They can also open help centres with telephone help lines to help persons in distress and who plan to suicide. South Asia Region countries should organise prevention programs for suicide by entering into partnership with National NGOs who are willing to take responsibilities to arrest suicide rates. 

WHO warns against Melamine contamination in milk products 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) has alerted the member states of South East Asia to the possible dangers of distribution and consumption of melamine contaminated milk products. Contaminated batches of infant formula or other milk containing products such as biscuits chocolates and snack foods are reportedly being exported to this region posing a serious public health risk especially to infants. 
WHO has recommended exclusive breast feeding for all infants for the first six months. No other liquid or food, not even water is needed during this period. Thereafter infants should receive adequate and safe supplementary foods. Breast feeding can continue up to two years and beyond. Replacing powdered infant formula in other products such as condensed milk or fresh milk is not recommended by WHO. 

The WHO’s South East Asia regional Office is taking steps to support member states in dealing with this issue. WHO has recommended standards for maximum limits of Melamine contents in food products. A surveillance case definition has also been provided to the member states.

Books and publications
· Pro-poor growth and governance in South Asia- A book edited by Ponnawignaraja and Sunil Siruvardana, South Asian Prospective Network Association  Sri Lanka. 

This book deals in detail with a pro–poor growth strategy where the poor participate directly as subjects in their development. The contributors maintain that a critical element in this process is social mobilisation where organisations of the poor work in partnership with a state and a socially responsible private sector. To illustrate these possibilities 6 case studies from India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal and Bangladesh are presented in this book. 
For Details contact e-mail: exports@indiasage.com
·  Economic Democracy through proper growth- A book edited by Ponnawignaraja, Sunil Siruvardana and Akmal Hussain.

The above study recognises that we are witnessing a process of globalisation which in some ways is an irreversible process. But in the midst of globalisation we still have a large backlog of poverty, deprivation, illiteracy and malnutrition. Much remains to be done to meet the basic requirements of the poor in South Asia. It is pointed out in the study that with such a large number of efficient poor in South Asia, they could be a valuable resource and could contribute to growth if they are participants in the process, instead of passive objects for development. 

For details contact e-mail:- s_apna@sltnet.lk
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