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Munir Ahmad Khan

he 8th ministerial meeting of the

Commission on Science and Tech-

nology (Comstech) opens on De-

cember 16 in Islamabad with the
usual fanfare and protocol. The representa-
tives of 50 or more Muslim countries, in-
cluding several ministers, will attend the
three-day conference which marks the 14th
year of its establishment. A busy agenda has
been prepared on which speaker after
speaker will appland the achievements of
- Comstech andpronﬂsegreatﬂajmsforthe
future. But this is also a time for self-ap-
praisal. Will the delegates do it or remain
polite to each other?

Comstech was established in 1983 with
great expectations when it charted out a
very ambitious 20-year programme to ac-
celerate the development of science and
technology in the Ummah countries and pre-
pare it for entering the 21st century. Four-
teen years on, it is only fair to ask ourselves:
What have we achieved nearly two-third of
the way down the road? Will we be ready to
face the realities or dodge this question with
diplomatic niceties and pleasaniries?

Since then we have made progress on
many “fronts”. Our population has in-
creased. The number of member states has
gone up. Following the example of other in-
ternational organisations, we have held a
number of meetings, seminars, workshops
and even issued several reports as an index
of our activity. But unfortunately we have
failed to make a real impact on the develop-
ment of Science and Technology in the
Ummah which may even have slipped back
in relation to the rapid advancements in the
world. This demands that we must look for
reasons as to why it happened so.

The Muslims constitute about 20% of the
world population but contribute only 5% of

the world GNP In fact the total GNP of all
the 56 Muslim countries of the OIC is less
than the GNP of France. We contribute only
7% to the world trade and our exporis con-
sist largely of commodities such as oil. Last
year the exports of South Korea, Taiwan and
Hong Kong alone exceeded the total exports
of all the Muslim countries put together.
With the recent fall in oil prices and ghut in
production, the industrialised countries are
fc:llllmg the shots and our oil revenues will

All this is because we have been relying
too heavily on export of commodities (the
prices of which continue to fall in real
terms) instead of manufactured goods
(which become costlier year after year.) The
result is that, inspite of our wealth of mate-
rial resources and strategic position, we do
not have much say at the global level, and
the industrialised countries continue to push
u;:ﬂryound economically, politically and mil-
itarily.

The only way to reverse this situation is
to use the tools of modern science and tech-
nology to increase our economic strength
and transform our human and material re-
sources into valuable products and services
to meet our own needs and expand our ex-
ports. Nobody disputes this prescription, but
then we are unwilling to take the “medicine”.
It runs counter to our sense of apathy, mood
of slumber and infinite inertia. Time has
come for us to open our eyes and face real-
ities. Inaction on S&T front will doom us to
the backwaters of history in the coming mil-
lennium.

Science and technology begins at home
and not in international organisations. The
first thing we have to ask ourselves is: Do
we have a commitment to promote science
and technology in our respective countries
and use it as a tool for development? With-

-out a strong and unwavering national corm-

mitment to S&T by the leadership in the

country concerned nothing will happen. As
things stand, very few Muslim countries
have given S&T any priority in their national
planning. We have become used to paying
lip-service to science because it is fashion-
able to talk about it. Most countries do not
even have Ministers of Science and Technol-
ogy. They do not have any well defined long-
range S&T Plans. If they happen to have
ther, by chance, they just file them because
they do not fit into their strategic thinking.

Perhaps we are all facing difficult situa-
tions at home on the economic and political
fronts and our leaders are too busy resolv-
ing the day to day problems! Ignoring S&T,
for whatever reason, can be fatal in the
highly competitive global environment
where market economies will rule and frade
liberalisation will break the protective barri-
ers and only the fittest will survive.

‘ N re should ask ourselves how much
s do we talk about S&T and how

much do we actually spend on it?
At the moment the Muslim countries spend
on an average spent less than 5% or about
($5 billion) on Research and Development
(R&D). This is less than what one leading
conglomerate spends on development of its
products to meet the competition from oth-
ers. Unless we put more resources into S&T
we will get nowhere.

Given that science and technology re-
ceives a place in the national agenda, then
the next issue is do we have clear-cut S&T
Plans and programmes to translate our de-
sires into reality. It is amazing how few Mus-
lim countries have actually prepared con-
crete S&T Plans related to their actual

-development needs and shown the determi- -

nation to implement them. Malaysia is one
of the few outstanding exceptions which
have produced and followed such a plan. It
is now reaping the benefits and has already
becoming a centre of high technology prod-
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ucts and services. It constitutes only 2% of
the population: of the Ummah and accounts
for 20% of its exports.

Actually Science and Technology Plans,
just like Economic Development Plans, offer
a framework for development, harnessing
and utilisation of technology and as a means
of focusing on specific fields with bench-
marks to judge the progress or otherwise.
Further, the existence of such plans give the
various Ummah couniries a clear idea of
what is being <lone by others to enable them
to seek cooperation and exchanges in areas
of common interest. This way we can evolve
strategies for advancing together in certain
chosen fields instead of talking about coop-
eration in gentral which never materializes.

For instance, in 1984 Comstech outlined 8

Thrust Areas for cooperation which included
Food and Agrriculture, Health, Manpower
Development. Research and Development,
Information, (Current and Future Technolo-
gies, Resource Development and Energy.
Since the national priorities varied from
country fo country, it became difficult to
bring the various Muslim states together and
we have not een able to get any coopera-
tive programrnes. Similarly the idea of hav-

“ing 15 High echnology Institutes relating

to such fields as Ocean Sciences, Tropical
Medicine, Renewable Energy, Space Sci-
ences etc. have failed to materialise.

In the preparation of Science and Tech-
nology Plans one cannot just copy some-
body else’s plan and transplant it at home.
Nevertheless, one can definitely learn for the
methodology used by others in development
of such plans. For instance, the way

Malaysia developed its strategic develop- .

ment plan can teach us a lot. All S&T plans
must be indigenous in the sense that they
have to respond to local needs and condi-
tions and there is no substitute for making
self“effort in this regard with whatever co-
operation one can get in terms of methodol-
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ogy and techniques. '

Another major prolylem which the
Ummah countries face inv jividually and col-
lectively is the lack of S& I infrastructure in
terms of manpower and f acilities. One esti-
mate indicates that there ¢re no more than
300,000 scientists and te ¢ hnologists in the
Muslim countries as comipared to over 10
million in the world. This ¢ neans that we ac-
count for only 3% of the vi-orld skilled man-

power which is very low a3 compared to our

population and developme t it needs. We have
to invest more in the devel opment of scien-
tific manpower and skills. | Ve should not be
afraid of training more te( :hnologists than
we need in the near term be :cause human re-
source development is a ver y valuable asset.

~ It not only accelerates gro1 wth at home but

attracts investments from! abroad. The in-
dustrialised countries pa.rcd L out production
where it is more econmmq cal, This is why
China is attracting more i nvestment than
other countries. |

omstech aims at mcﬂ easing coopera-

tion among the My islim countries

which is indeed laud able, but imple-
mentation of any cooperati on pregramme,
be it in science and technol ogy or industry,
depends not only upon the, government to
government agreements, w hich are essen-
tial, but also upon understa nding and rela-
tionship between scientists ;, technologists
and industrialists. Comstect 1 is yet far from
realising its potential. In fﬁ wct it is a small
miracle that it is still workin' g largely due to
the confinuing commitmeni : from Pakistan
to back it up financially and { wdministratively
and the help it receives fror n Saudi Arabia
and the Islamic Developmen: t Bank.

It is unfortunate that tl 1e operational
body for implementing S&T projects estab-
lished by OIC called Islamic' Foundation for
Science and Technology ant 1 Development
or IFSTAD had to be wou nd up after a

decade or so because of lack of support

from member states. The Ummah countries |

have been much more forthcoming and fi-

nance cooperative S&T programmes znd ac- |

tivities if we really want to forge ahead.

We must remember that it took the
Western countries decades if not centuries
to evolve meaningful cooperation in Sci-
ence and Technology and we cannot ex-
pect early results unless we use the right
approach. The key lies in promoting ex-
change of scientists and experts as a pre-

lude to developing cooperation. At present, |

there is hardly any flow of researchers,
teachers or students within the Ummah
countries except within the Middle East
where the situation is entirely different. It
is necessary to have a deliberate policy of
facilitating large scale interchange of
young researchers, experts, planners and
industrialists to create a climate of under-
standing and then evolve programmes
which will be acceptable and imple-
mentable by the countries concerned.

One of the major issues which the .
Ummah faces is how to bring the Central |

Asian Muslim states into the mainstream of
Science and Technology? These countries
have a vast potential and tradition of scien-

tific research. However, they have remained

relatively isolated and in some cases over-

specialised in selected fields. Ummah coun- |

tries can benefit from their know-how in key
areas and at the same time contribute to- |
wards the broadening of their horizons and

spectrum of their activities.

Letushopethazmls(}mnstechmeehngl

will break new ground instead of repeating
the old cliches and platitudes and make a®
more objective appraisal of our achieve-| i
ments and shortcoming so that we can make|
greater headway in the future. {
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