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AS the revolution in communications and information technology speed up globalisation, another reality casts a deep shadow on the situation. The meetings of the world’s wealthiest nations, the G-8, are always marked by demonstrations protesting against the neglect of the deprived and underprivileged in the developing world.

Despite all the promises about tackling poverty and ending discrimination, the gap between the haves and have-nots widens.While globalisation remains a frustrating mirage, regional cooperation has had varying degrees of success. The European Union is a success story though disparities and contrasts persist among its members. Asia, much larger and containing nearly two-thirds of humanity, has also seen regional groupings emerge. But their performance falls far short of that of the EU.

However, it is worth taking a closer look at the three largest groupings that have an interlocking relationship: Asean that covers 10 countries in Southeast Asia after being founded in 1967, Saarc founded in 1985 and with eight members, the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation with six members. (Although the Economic Cooperation Organisation covers 10 countries of South, West and Central Asia its activities are constrained due to the reservations of the major powers notably after 9/11).

A review of the current status of the three Asian regional organisations selected can be helpful in understanding the political, strategic and economic evolution of most of the continent. These organisations also figure in global trends in various ways. Asean was an offshoot of the Cold War and was founded in 1967 with five members, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Indonesia and the Philippines, all of which were apprehensive of communist militancy. The US was engaged in the war in Vietnam, whose communist regime enjoyed the military and political support of the Soviet Union and China. It was only after the communist victory in Vietnam and US withdrawal that a sense of urgency and purpose materialised.

However, serious differences persisted as Thailand and the Philippines were members of Seato whereas Indonesia and Malaysia were non-aligned. Yet, the Asean countries came to evolve modes of dialogue and cooperation that came to be referred to as the “Asean Way”. Its main characteristics were non-intervention in each other’s affairs, decision-making by consensus, mutual cooperation by soft diplomacy rather than compulsion and a regional secretariat. Thus it was much less rules-based than the European Union.

The end of the Cold War in 1989 created conditions for increasing the role and functions of Asean. A free trade area was launched. The organisation grew in membership. Brunei had joined on gaining independence in the 1970s and a decision was taken in 1997 to include Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar, raising the membership to 10.

The economic crisis in Southeast Asia in the mid-1990s led to efforts by older members to help newer ones. Another feature was to create an Asean community to carry it beyond the status of an association. The three pillars of the community would be economic integration, security relations and closer social and cultural ties.

Perhaps the most important change in the organisation after 1997 has been its engagement with external powers. Asean entered into dialogue with major Asian powers including China, Japan and South Korea. Closer economic relations have also been established with Australia and India.

Asean has also played a major role in promoting the Asian Regional Forum that facilitates dialogue with significant powers. Pakistan has been admitted to this.

Though falling short of the EU in facilitating the integration of the continent, Asean is a success story of regional cooperation and has contributed to the security and development of its members.

Saarc was formally launched in 1985 but its efforts at South Asian regional cooperation have been held up by the disputes and differences of the two major countries in the region, India and Pakistan. India insisted on two provisions being included in the Saarc charter: one, that all decisions would be by consensus, and two, that contentious political issues would not figure in its agenda.

The approval of these conditions has given India the means to virtually control its deliberations. Pakistan’s only concern was that India might use Saarc to impose its will on the members in numerous areas where it enjoyed superiority due to its size. In actual fact, India has chosen to restrict the role of Saarc and to build up its own influence on a bilateral basis with smaller members. Since India has had disputes with all its smaller neighbours, it has prevented their discussions in the formal proceedings. However, the presence of the leaders at summit meetings has enabled private meetings among them to achieve political ends.

Though Saarc has done useful work in selected areas in the economic and social sphere, it has achieved very little compared to the EU, Asean or other successful multilateral groupings. Even the South Asian Free Trade Area has not been able to achieve much.

The main problem in South Asia is extreme asymmetry. India is much larger than all the other members. Afghanistan was admitted as a member recently, while China was accepted as an observer. It appears doubtful that Saarc will overcome problems caused by India’s domination and future designs any time soon.

The SCO was formally launched in June 2001, though the “Shanghai-5” first met in 1996 with five members namely China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.

The initial meeting was motivated by three objectives:

i) Resolve boundary disputes peacefully and achieve a reduction in forces concentrated on the borders.

ii) Promote trade and economic cooperation.

iii) Strive jointly for a multilateral global order i.e. oppose US moves for global hegemony.

After 1996, summit meetings were held by rotation in Moscow, Almaty, and Bishkek. By the time the summit was held again in China with the addition of a sixth member, Uzbekistan, terrorism and religious extremism had increased and was included in the goals in place of the first objective that had been accomplished. With China and Russia experiencing turbulence in Xinjiang and Chechnya respectively, they gave importance to this goal.

The SCO’s importance has grown as it has pursued its goals with seriousness. It set up a centre in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, to deal with counter-terrorism. China’s phenomenal growth has enabled it to facilitate expanding trade among its members. Perhaps the most important development has been the combined impact of China and Russia on US policies during the Bush presidency to exercise hegemony on the basis of power.

Several other Asian powers, including India, Pakistan and Iran, have sought admission and acquired observer status. The Pakistani government has attached great importance to its role specially in strengthening peace and cooperation.

As the US continues to build ballistic missile bases on the basis of the Ballistic Missile Defence concept, there is scepticism in Europe while China and Russia have opposed it. Aimed ostensibly at “rogue states” like North Korea and Iran, even US analysts state that the real target is China.

The recent announcement by the US that it is setting up BMD installations in Poland and the Czech Republic has drawn a blistering response from President Vladimir Putin of Russia. He tested new ballistic missiles while China demonstrated its capability to shoot down satellites last November. Thus the US BMD initiative which was supported by India and Japan faces Sino-Russian opposition.

Putin’s strong reaction to new missile defence installations in eastern Europe has given rise to talk of a new Cold War. Sino-Russian collaboration under SCO confronts the West with a new challenge. Neither Russia nor China accept the explanation that BMD is aimed at rogue states like Iran.

The SCO’s overall goals and approach rejects the new imperialism of Bush based on the neo-con concept of hegemony through power. There are signs that US opinion is also moving away from the Bush doctrine and may seek to achieve peace and concerted action to resolve global problems through the UN and other multilateral organisations after 2008. As such the SCO symbolises the real aspirations of the bulk of mankind, notably in Asia.
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