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IT is tragic indeed that while the young nations of the world are moving ahead with ambitious programmes of economic development and determined struggle against terrorism and extremism, Pakistan’s leadership is caught in the quagmire of petty politics and self-deprecating conflict between judiciary and the government. 

The regional developments having direct impact on Pakistan’s security and economy have been allowed to pass unnoticed. The war against terror is only one element of Pakistan’s foreign policy but undue emphasis on it has made us oblivious of political and strategic changes and developments in the region. A case in point is the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) which held its 10th summit early this month in Tashkent. 

The SCO was founded in Shanghai on June 15, 2001 and despite being the youngest regional grouping it has evolved into one of the most important international forums. The SCO is an intergovernmental mutual-security organisation set up by the leaders of China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. Except for Uzbekistan, the other countries had been members of the Shanghai Five, founded in 1996. After the inclusion of Uzbekistan in 2001, the members renamed the organisation. Several states are associated with this bloc as member states or observer states, contact states or dialogue partners. 

However, it is mainly focused on Central Asian countries and deals with matters relating to security, economic cooperation and cultural exchanges. States holding observer status are India, Pakistan, Mongolia and Iran. Dialogue partners are Belarus and Sri Lanka. The US applied for observer status in 2005 but was rejected. The SCO seeks to promote peace and stability in the region. Combating terrorism, extremism and organised crime have received greater attention by the SCO in recent years. 

There were serious reservations in the West and the US about the SCO as it was regarded as a significant regional counterweight to the United States. To allay these fears and apprehensions, Putin, the then president of Russia in an article published in the government daily Rossiiskaya Gazeta on June 14, 2006 explained the genesis of SCO, its prospects and goals. Putin claimed that the SCO was setting “an excellent example of even handed partnership in the Eurasian region while enhancing the region’s security and stability. He underlined the importance of “pooling efforts to address new challenges”, asserting his belief that “peace and economic progress in the vast region where we all live could only come through a multilateral partnership of countries that comprise it. He reiterated that “SCO is open to dialogue and ready for joint efforts for the sake of peace and stability and development”.Putin maintained that the SCO, well before 9/11 realised the need to confront scourge of terrorism. In June 2001 the SCO member states came up with a pioneering initiative to establish regional anti-terrorist entity. The SCO, Putin maintained is an “effective mechanism to fight three evils of terrorism, separatism and extremism”. 

Putin offered detailed expose of SCO’s philosophy and raison d’etre. The organisation’s wide scope of activities is not limited to politics. Its economic agenda is also very ambitious as economic cooperation becomes increasingly important and relevant here. The SCO region offers remarkable opportunities for joint mutual beneficial projects that can significantly improve living, standards and turn Central Asia into one of the most developed regions in the world. I believe that through efficient mechanisms of regional integration, the SCO nations will benefit from their intrinsic competitive edge in energy, natural resources, transport flow, management and traditional as well as innovative manufacturing, science and technology”. 

What we see here is an enormous opportunity for business and banking activity and initiative. It is no coincidence that the format of the summit will include the founding session of the SCO business Council, which will establish a coordination centre for businesses representing all SCO nations. Another aspect of the SCO activities that is also becoming increasingly important is cultural development. The energy of academic and cultural relations, youth exchanges and contacts between people will undoubtedly make the organisation more vibrant and creative. 

We have already amassed vast experience of cultural contacts and exchanges, and academic dialogue. We are drafting documents on joint projects in education as well, and are aware of the need for adapting SCO members’ bilateral tourism and sports cooperation to multilateral applications. 

Our model of cooperation and the “Shanghai spirit” it embodies are becoming increasingly relevant while working on well-defined guidelines — maintaining mutual confidence, debating openly on all issues, and seeking solutions through discussions and without resorting to any pressure — the Organisation has a consistent frame of reference which will hopefully enhance its international appeal. 

By 2007 the SCO had initiated over twenty large-scale projects related to transportation, energy and telecommunications and held regular meetings of security, military, defence, foreign affairs, economic, cultural, banking and other officials from its member states. No multinational organisation with such comprehensive mutual interests and activities has ever existed on this scale before. 

President Zardari led Pakistan delegation to the 10th summit held in Tashkent and repeatedly articulated Pakistan’s keen desire to benefit from the SCO as a full member. Pakistan’s contribution to counter-terrorism was unmatched. “We are determined to eliminate this menace,” He pointed out that narco-money was being used to fund terrorist activities and called for greater collaboration to stem it. Zardari also called for increased collaboration between Pakistan and the SCO’s Business Council and Inter-Bank Consortium to boost trade and commercial ties. 

“We can also provide a land bridge for energy-transport and develop a win-win situation”, he pointed out that Pakistan, owing to its strategic position, can provide the shortest and fastest trade corridors to link the Central Asian republics to the rest of the world for partners in the SCO. 

Zardari urged increased trade and commercial activities in the region for that could bring about a positive change in the lives of its people. “We also look forward to joining the planned SCO information superhighway”. Pakistan believes in further increasing regional cooperation and be associated more closely in the fields of economic, trade and finance. A powerful case for inclusion of Pakistan in the SCO as a full member was made arguing it was the gateway to the landlocked Central Asian republics with historical and cultural links that span centuries. 

Zardari held that Pakistan was a natural member of the SCO and its entry would further boost the people-to-people contacts, bring more stability and enhance trade and economic ties in the region. He hoped that the approved criteria would enable the SCO to accept Pakistan’s request for membership at an early date. “Pakistan’s strategic priority is development. We seek regional peace and stability and desire friendly cooperation and good-neighbourly relations with all states”. 

In a short period of time the SCO has grown into an impressive regional grouping for peace, cooperation and development and a platform to transform ties into a partnership for peace and common prosperity. “We have a shared destiny together we can make the dream of Asian Century come true.” 

The summit approved a series of documents, including the Tashkent Declaration, the SCO Rules of procedure, and the regulation on procedure for future membership. The declaration mapped out member countries’ future cooperation, in the context of instability in Afghanistan and Kyrgyzstan, where bloody protests toppled President Vakiyev in April. One document laid out a road map for regional economic cooperation which includes three steps — “to facilitate trade and investment, to deepen economic cooperation and to realise the free flow of goods, capital, services and technology.” SCO countries have already agreed on more than 125 joint projects related to trade and investment and have set up a specialist panels to coordinate cooperation in fields such as customs, transportation, investment promotion, energy and telecommunications. 

A cursory glance at the achievements of the SCO during 10 years of its existence clearly establishes the importance of association with this body for Pakistan’s economic and political future. Pakistan at this point in history needs friends and partners to assist it, politically and economically and there is no better mechanism and medium than the SCO to obtain its objectives.

The writer is a former ambassador. 

