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THE conclusion of the twao-
day meeting of the Saarc
council of ministers: has
ended on an upbeat note.
The meeting has set ambi-
ticus targets to reduce pover-
ty among the region’s 1.4 bil-
lion people and has also
mapped out plans to repli-
cate  prosperity  levels
enjoyed elsewhere in the
world. Before us are exam-
ples of the Asean countries
as well as the European
Union, where member states
have derived enormous eco-
nomi¢ and social benefits
from pooling their resources
and skills and encouraging
regmnal trade. In this regard,
some important dl‘iE!.lSS]GI]S
were held at the Islamabad
meeting, These include spe-
cific proposals for collabora-
tive projects in areas of
telecommunications, infor-
mation technology as well as
approval of a plan of action
on energy. with a meeting of
Saarc energy ministers soon
to be held to discuss the
details of a regional energy
grid. Discussions were also
held on the problem of
poverty, with ministers com-
ing up with suggestions on
how to alleviate poverty in
South Asia, where nearly 40
per cent of the population
lives below the poverty line
of §1 a day earning. These
well-intentioned proposals
need to be followed up with
some tangible action that
marks a shift away from
mare words. In the past few
months, Saarc has been able
to pursue its agenda of pro-
moting regional economic
couperation, with countries
now looking for the estab-
lishment of the South Asia
Free Trade Agreement and
possibly a single currency in
the future,

More than half the world's
poor live in South Asia
where social indicators
refmain depressing, Despite
some improvement in educa-
tion and health services, the
region still has the world’'s
highest rate of illiteracy,

which stands at an average
of 45 per cent. Iliteracy
among women is higher, with
56 per cent not able to read
or write. The region also
accounts for one-third of the
world’s materrial deaths
while 50 per cent of children |
born here remain malnour- |
ished. Other areas of concern
are rising population, envi-
ronmental degradation and
spread of communicable dis-
ease. These are all chal-
lenges that Saarc faces at
this erucial juncture,

For Saarc to rise to these
challenges, it needs to be'in a
position to deliver on all
fronts. Till now, it has been
seen as nothing more than a
talk shop since tensions
between two major members
— India and Paldstan —
have meant that not much
progress has been achieved
in collective efforts, All that
now seems to be changing.
Foreign Minister Khurshid
Easuri told a press confer-
ence in Islamabad on
Thursday that the improve-
ment in relations between
India and Pakistan had given
the organization a shot in the
arni. He was hopeful that the
decisions taken at the
Islamabad meeting would
soon be implemented and
that this would lead to reso-
luden of larger issues
between the two neighbours,
The parleys between the
Indian and Pakistani foreign
ministers on the sidelines of
the Saarc meeting give cre-
dence to this view. Pakistan
has also suggesied the cre-
ation of & forum within Saarc
to discuss peace and securi-
ty. Currently the charter of
Saarc prohibits discussion on
any bilateral disputes. Such
a forum could indeed prove
useful in a region riven by
conflict, The idea has not
taken hold yet but, if it does,
it could provide the organiza-
tion with an opportunity to
settle outstanding disputes
and differences often coming
in the way of collective
Progress.




