	SAARC: rekindling of hope
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	By Rahimullah Yusufzai

For the Indian media this week, the first-round elimination of the country's cricket team from the World Cup and master batsman Sachin Tendulkar's future after his failure with the bat in the Caribbean were of greater importance than the Fourteenth summit of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) held in New Delhi on April 3-4. Both the print and electronic media continued to postmortem the defeat of India's much-vaunted team. Not far behind was the saturation media coverage of the unveiling of Bollywood superstar Shah Rukh Khan's wax statue at Madame Tussauds in London. Rest of the prime television time and newspaper space was taken up by some crime stories and the local government elections in Delhi. Reports about the summit, attended by heads of state and government of eight countries populated by 1.4 billion people, were relegated to inside pages of newspapers and to unimportant slots on television channels.

The lack of interest by the Indian media in the proceedings of the SAARC summit reflected the non-seriousness with which the 22-year old organisation is taken owing to its past failures. Any such summit would have definitely received more coverage in Pakistan and other member states compared with the more professional Indian media and the statements of the presidents and prime ministers of these countries would have surely been front-paged even if they said nothing new. But it is also true that SAARC has not much to show in terms of its performance to deserve any accolades or better media coverage. It had aroused great expectations after its creation in 1985 and its founders had promised to make it a vibrant forum to pursue economic cooperation and regional integration in South Asia. Due to a host of reasons, the major ones being the deep mistrust among some of its members and bureaucratic red-tape, SAARC made little progress in achieving its stated goals and implementing decisions. 

A turn of events has rekindled hopes in SAARC. For the first time during its long existence, the organisation has started attracting new members and observers. Despite its location in Central Asia, Afghanistan has been made a member for political reasons and President Hamid Karzai represented his country at the New Delhi summit. China, Japan and South Korea have been given status of observers and their foreign ministers addressed the summit along with the presidents and prime ministers of the eight SAARC members. 

The US and European Union too were given observer status and Iran will get it at the next summit. Approval of Iran's application to become an observer at SAARC events is significant because it happened at a time when Tehran was confronted with growing hostility from the US and its western allies on account of its refusal to roll back its nuclear programme. It showed the determination of SAARC to take independent decisions. As its two most powerful members, India and Pakistan would have to display similar determination and courage to go ahead with plans to buy gas from Iran and lay a pipeline to bring it to their borders for meeting the needs of their growing energy-hungry economies.

There are other promising developments as well. The European Union, which has done much to bring closer the once distrustful countries of Europe by gradually integrating their economies, has offered its assistance to undertake economic integration of South Asia. The World Bank also appears willing to help in this endeavour and some of its senior officials have painted a rosy picture beneficial for all eight SAARC members in case they allowed more open trade in the region and took steps for integrating their economies. 

Praful Patel, World Bank's vice-president for South Asia and Shantayanan Devarajan, its chief economist for the region, predicted that trade would more than double if appropriate regional agreements on roads, rail, air and shipping are put in place to enable seamless movement. They felt there was potential for $ 20 billion trade in South Asia by 2010 if barriers were reduced. Another instance often cited to illustrate the non-fulfilment of the potential for regional trade is the calculation that intra-regional commerce is less than 2 per cent of the GDP of the SAARC countries compared to more than 20 per cent for East Asia. 

However, removal of barriers and free trade would not be easy unless bilateral disputes between member states remain unresolved. Prime minister Shaukat Aziz pointed this out in his interaction with newspaper editors in New Delhi when he said regional cooperation would be facilitated by first settling disputes such as the 'core issue' of Kashmir to build trust, create a level-playing field and ensure interdependencies. He didn't mention Kashmir in his speech at the summit in keeping with SAARC tradition not to highlight contentious issues at this forum but he made his intentions clear by mentioning the dispute during his talk with journalists in the Indian capital. Pakistan is under pressure from various quarters to allow transit of Indian goods to Afghanistan. It has extended such a facility to Afghanistan but is reluctant to do so in case of India in view of the non-resolution of Kashmir and other disputes between them and the trust-deficient that characterises their relations. 

The declaration of the SAARC summit is an attempt to move forward from rhetoric to the presentation of concrete proposals and their implementation. The 36 points in the declaration are fairly comprehensive and cover a lot of ground. Decisions were taken to set up a South Asian university and a food bank to help needy countries in times of crisis, and to cooperate in the spheres of water management, energy, and environment. SAFTA received a strong endorsement at the summit. Commitments were also made to take every possible measure to prevent and suppress financing of acts of terrorism. 

A study on multi-modal transport systems in South Asia will now be extended to its newest member, Afghanistan. India also announced certain unilateral measures offering duty-free access to the least developed countries in South Asia and liberalizing the visa regimes for some category of visitors including students, teachers, journalists and patients. All this sounds good and promising. But past experience shows that the promises and commitments of making SAARC a vibrant and useful organisation weren't fulfilled. One would have to wait and see how much is achieved this time. 
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