Impediments to progress
By Sultan Ahmed

PRIME MINISTER Shaukat Aziz wants Asia to reduce half of its poverty by 2015. By achieving that, almost half the poverty in the world, estimated to be affecting 1.2 billion people, will be eliminated. And that is the UN millennium goal as well for eliminating poverty from the whole world in stages, along with seeking vast improvements in the global literacy rate and female education.

He was speaking in London at an International conference on “Repositioning Asia: A roadmap” as a keynote speaker along with the British premier Tony Blair. He presented his own comprehensive road map with a six-point strategy. With Japan and China as two major economic powers in Asia, and others like India and Pakistan forging ahead, he wants the 21st century to become the Asian century — the century in which Asia woke up collectively and marched ahead mutually cooperatively, though with mutually competing economies.

Mr Shaukat Aziz is right in giving the highest priority to the settlement of political disputes, promotion of security and stability at the internal and external levels. That is the key to long-term development and prosperity in the region, he argues.

He said while some countries of Asia were making rapid progress, others remained embroiled in internal dissensions or encumbered by disputes, which are consuming their resources. So our long range objective should be to help the less developed countries, maintain stability, narrow the wealth gap and raise the living standards of the people.

If there is a state of war between two neighbours, whether that be a shooting war or a cold war, a great deal of the resources of such countries are spent on acquiring arms and on the armed forces, with their competing claims for larger resources. When the arms are not available through the official channels, they are bought from clandestine suppliers at far higher prices.

Such tensions between neighbours also result in the creation of a large internal security apparatus and a vast intelligence network which means further waste of funds and greater impoverishment of such countries.

Within the countries with a history of differences between groups of people on a political basis or based on religion, race, caste or other subdivisions, there can be conflicts. Such conflicts can negate or undermine the democratic process even when the constitution is sound and high-principled and that can result in larger waste of revenues.

Such conflicts can take a great deal of time of the ministers and officials, and because of the urgency to deal with such issues, other far more important issues concerning people may receive a lower priority. The poor suffer even more in such an environment and their basic needs, including safe drinking water, are not met.

Mr Shaukat Aziz quoted the example of East Asia, or the Asean, which does not suffer from such differences. So they have been able to make rapid progress, though it is often said that they were able to do that since most of them are people of Chinese origin with Confucian values . The Asean states have not only managed to overcome internal differences of their people, they have also enlarged the Asean into an organization of ten states from the original five.

Compare that to the achievements of the Organization of Islamic Conference with 57 members or with the performance of Saarc in South Asia with its seven members (now eight, with the addition of Afghanistan). How few are their achievements despite the manifest advantages of a deepened economic cooperation between them, particularly to reduce poverty.

Governments of poor countries are burdened with large bureaucracies. The more the number of problems, the larger the size of bureaucracy. And a large bureaucracy adds to the problems of the state and increases the red tape in any administration. New bureaucratic structures are created when new problems arise or the old problems aggravate, but ultimately these structures come to exist for themselves like the anti-corruption departments in the provincial governments.

Recently President Musharraf was told of how fifty billion dollars of foreign investment came and went back because of excess of red tape, which made the investors run from pillar to post. In the days of Lee Kuan Yew as prime minister of Singapore, any investor could approach the prime minister’s office with his proposals which, if found sound, would be accepted and promoted actively.

In Pakistan we have eventually come half way to such a stage of problem solution and not all the way. We have to improve on that quick instead of letting too many ministers mess up the investment proposals. The judicial system too should be improved quick and made far more effective. Not only the quality of justice dispensation needs to be improved, but also the time it takes to get a verdict has to be reduced. And the judgments should be enforced quick and effectively instead of being neutralized by various agencies.

The government has a plan to set up commercial courts to deal with commercial disputes speedily, but it is taking a long time to materialize. Setting up of such courts should be expedited now. Settlement of disputes in land ownership cases should not take years. The World bank representative in Pakistan recently spoke of a land case in which the bank was involved and even after 20 years no judgment has been delivered.

The prime minister did not deal with the issue of corruption, which is rampant in the developing countries where that evil seems to be the norm. It is said there is no corruption at the top now but it is a debatable matter. If there is corruption at all other levels particularly in the police and the judiciary with whom people deal with too often, that is just too bad. The police fleeces the poor man on one pretext or the other as they are helpless. And corruption inflates the cost of investment as too many officials at lower level have to be pleased.

Power is a major problem in the developing countries particularly in Asia at a time when they are opening up their economies to investment and are inviting foreign investors. The small and medium enterprises need dependable power at reasonable prices. Such countries need adequate number of barrages both to produce power and provide water for agriculture. Such dams can also reduce waterlogging and salinity by regulating the supply of water. Since hydel power is the cheapest source of energy, more and more avenues for producing hydel power should be explored.

Waste of agricultural products as a whole should be avoided through better harvesting, transportation and storage and a larger use of the coal storage should be brought in to play.

As long as poverty is a major problem in the country and the less poor are not living too well either, the vastly wasteful marriage ceremonies with their excessive ostentation should be avoided. Not only the rulers and officials indulge in such excesses on their part, but also patronize such wedding extravaganzas. The issue is not only of serving a meal at a wedding, but also of preventing the far larger excesses.

In the industrial sector, higher productivity should be the continuing goal and waste should be reduced in this sector in all its forms. The unit cost of production should be brought down and there should be real diversification in industry instead of excessive concentration on textiles.

In the financial sector savings should be encouraged and rewarded instead of being penalized most of the time as the banks do with the blessings of the State Bank. If that results in less consumption, more will be available for exports and that is what the country needs now instead of the modest export surplus. At the individual level, poverty can be reduced by providing employment to the poor. They should be paid fair wages instead of low wages which force them to take up many jobs.

A low income earner may take up several jobs together because of inflation. Inflation is one of the worst enemies of people. More so when it is sustained and high. Hence the objective of the government should be not only to provide employment, but also to hold down inflation to make the wages meaningful. It is not enough for the government to argue that higher inflation is the other side of the coin of high economic growth. A sound monetary policy should be able to take care of that.

In a developing country where education should have the highest priority, it is not enough if large funds are made available for education. The government must ensure the money is well used and made truly effective. Money spent on female education should be truly well spent.

We talk of fair treatment and empowerment of women. The larger reality is far different. Faisal Edhi of the Edhi Foundation says that 99 per cent of the babies left at the cradles of the Foundation are girls and 99 per cent of the bodies left abandoned and picked up by the foundation are girls. This is a chilling reality.

Shaukat Aziz did not mention the need for family planning to keep down the population of poor countries and the size of the families. An active family planning drive is essential in the poor countries and among the poor people to have less number of the poor. The drive for good health among the poor should begin with safe drinking water for all. Impure water is the cause for more than half the stomach ailments and other diseases in the country. It is not that the burden of building a better society rests on the shoulders of the government alone. The private sector also has as much a responsibility in a developing country. Now there is talk of public-private partnership. It is slow in coming up.

He wants intra-regional cooperation in such strategic sectors as energy, water, food, infrastructure connectivity, environmental protection and the financial sector to face the emerging challenges. Such widespread cooperation will lighten their task and yield far better results for all.

The developing countries should also use the new technologies to increase the productivity of the land and its products can be exported lucratively. The investment on human capital should be stepped up by providing appropriate education and imparting them the necessary skills. The benefits of the information technology and outsourcing by the West should be fully availed of.

President Musharraf has declared that Pakistan is not in an arms race with India and will not acquire very expensive defence equipment at the cost of other needs. After the minimum defence needs of the country are met , he will spend the resources of the state on reducing poverty and increasing employment .

In modern times it is a folly for the poor countries to spend too much of their money on arms and little on everything else. Finally, after the minimum needs of people are met what they need is good governance. In fact, good governance is a pre-requisite for meeting minimum needs of people by managing the limited resources skillfully. Good governance is a result of a good administrative system, an efficient and upright police force and an effective judicial system known for its integrity.

