The Saarc talk shop
By Shamshad Ahmad

MORE than two decades have passed since Saarc came into being as an expression of our region’s collective resolve to keep apace with the changing times and to evolve a coherent regional cooperative framework in an increasingly inter-dependent world for the socio-economic well-being of the peoples of its member-states. This promise remains far from being fulfilled.

What has gone wrong with Saarc is a question that keeps agitating our minds at all levels attracting discourse and scrutiny from practitioners of all sorts both within and outside our region. But no one would disagree that there is still a long way between Saarc’s promise and performance, and between its avowed goals and accomplishment. Indeed, Saarc has yet a long way to go before it can come of age.

We just had another “landmark” Saarc summit, the 14th in the 22 years of its existence. But questions abound on Saarc’s performance and its potential for any visible or meaningful regional cooperation in South Asia. The most pertinent comment came from the Times of India which editorially described the summit as a “super bazaar” and asked if this summit would also be marked by the “bumbling that's been a defining feature of this august association so far.”

If the statements made at the summit and its final outcome are of any indicative significance, the answer has to be in the affirmative. Another newspaper looked at the summit as yet another “mumbling jumbling” with member-states finding it hard to form a consensus on issues of relevance to all and finding it difficult to compromise owing to their own political needs.

In keeping with the Saarc summitry tradition, the New Delhi gathering was thus reduced to no more than a regional debating forum, a high-level talk shop, in which some spoke with conviction in their institutional and democratic strength, while others only read well-prepared statements with a theatrical accent and operatic tenor but without any conviction in what they were reading.

A journalist friend of mine called me from New Delhi to congratulate me for Pakistan’s “excellent performance”. He told me that the audience this time was giving marks for the elocutionary skills of the participants as demonstrated in the statements in the plenary and Pakistan stood out with unmatched distinction. Well, we ought to be proud of at least something. But it looked so artificial and theatrical.

In terms of the final outcome, we only had yet another high-sounding but low-yield declaration which according to the Indian foreign minister was a “comprehensive and forward-looking milestone”. But everyone else sees it as nothing more than a rehash of the same old and familiar reaffirmations and reiterations that have been made by our heads of state and government every year without ever meaning anything to the region’s peoples and masses, and the oft-repeated promises and commitments that have never been fulfilled or honoured.

There were no major actionable decisions on the future of the region in terms of the socio-economic well-being of its peoples. The only consensus decision emerging from the summit was on the dates and venue of the next summit which will be held in Male, the capital of the Maldives. And one concrete thing emerging from this summit is the decision to establish a South Asian University – a centre of excellence in higher education for which the host country, India, must be complimented.

It was also decided to celebrate the year 2008 as the Saarc “year of good governance.” Hopefully, the benchmarks for good governance in the region by next year will include abolition of dictatorships, civilian or military, in all forms and manifestations. Good governance in South Asia also needs greater allocation of GDP ratio at national levels to education and the social sector rather than escalating military budgets.

The planned $300-million South Asian Development Fund for regional poverty alleviation programmes seems to be a non-starter like all other funds in the developing world. If member-states could afford this huge sum, they might as well use it for poverty alleviation in their own countries. Saarc must not become an instrument of funds or aid mechanisms that always tend to cripple the nations’ initiative and drive and retard the urge for self-reliance.

In their statements, our leaders without exception, including the newcomer wizard in green robe from the Pamirs, were unanimously of the view that Saarc’s vision of genuine regional cooperation remains unfulfilled. They all agreed that their region was out of step with other regions of the world, and presented their own vision of a “comprehensive and forward-looking” regional approach.

Pakistan’s prime minister offered a five-point roadmap for Saarc’s recovery “to become a cohesive and effective body with boundless potential.” These included the requisites of “peace and security in the region, mutual trust and confidence, peaceful co-existence on the basis of sovereign equality, interdependence, and a level playing field for effective division of labour and production.” This is not a new roadmap.

Pakistan has been pursuing many similar roadmaps for the last 10 years. I recall the then-elected prime minister making similar proposals at the ninth Saarc summit in 1997. But in the absence of political will, all “practical and do-able” measures have remained unachievable and the much cursed trust deficit continues to obstruct a genuine regional approach.

Afghanistan’s admission into Saarc as its eighth member is a welcome development but as someone said in these columns, it is “no more than” redefining the geographical limits of our region and perhaps also” recognition of Afghanistan’s pivotal role” as a potential bridge between this region and Central and West Asia. Now with Afghanistan as member, it seems Saarc, like the Economic Cooperation Organisation, would become even more vulnerable to the vagaries of the turbulent and uncertain regional environment.

But the Saarc scenario is grim in any case. Two decades have passed since this organisation came into being as an expression of our region’s collective resolve to develop a coherent regional cooperative framework in an increasingly interdependent world for the socio-economic well-being of the peoples of its member-states. This promise is far from being fulfilled.

Saarc has neither improved the quality of life in our region, nor accelerated the economic growth, social progress and cultural development of its member-states. South Asia remains one of the world’s poorest regions with a closed economy, despite some progress towards trade liberalisation in the 1990s. Saarc’s intra-regional trade is less than two per cent of the GDP while its collective share in world trade remains just one per cent. Protectionism continues to limit mutual market access.

The vast majority of our people still live in grinding poverty and sub-human conditions. Economic growth indices, with rare exceptions, are static, if not going downward. With some notable exceptions, our countries also lag behind in developing genuine democracy, rule of law and good governance through universally acclaimed norms and principles.

Indeed, there is something fundamentally wrong with our approach which needs to strike a balance between our ambition, our region’s peculiar environment and our operational capacity. The debate on Saarc’s performance over the years has only highlighted the need for an enabling environment free of mistrust and hostility, without which no regional arrangement any where in the world has worked.

For an enabling environment, South Asia must be freed of tensions, military confrontations and escalating military budgets. Like Asean, Saarc should also have a regional political forum, called the “South Asia Regional Forum” which would be useful in reinforcing the process of “confidence-building, preventive diplomacy, and peaceful settlement of disputes”

But the India-Pakistan equation with all its ramifications is not the only factor that has adversely impacted on Saarc’s performance. Its capacity to deliver on its ambitious agenda has also been conditioned by its systemic limitations and operational handicaps.

Saarc needs to be re-oriented both structurally and operationally, enhancing its effectiveness as a dynamic vehicle of regional cooperation. This would require an attitudinal change both at the national and regional levels to move from our declaratory stance to an implementation mode equipped with the necessary means and resources. The foremost priority must be to ensure that we have our regional perspective clearly drawn, our goals and priorities pragmatically defined and our wherewithal appropriately geared towards the realisation of our declared objectives.

Saarc must adapt itself to the new realities even if it means the re-writing of its basic charter. All institutions are susceptible to change and improvement. Business as usual approach will not work. Besides political commitment and deeper engagement on the part of all member-states, a new result-oriented normative framework and operational culture consistent with our regional ground realities is needed. We need to move from the realm of ideas to actionable plans.

Sustainable development and poverty eradication must remain the over-arching goals of Saarc and demonstrate a more focused and result-based approach in the realisation of national development plans. Instead of setting up funds and food reservoirs as instruments of charity, we need to have a South Asian Trade and Development Bank to augment Saarc’s capacity as a catalyst in the economic and social development of the region and for promotion of intra-regional trade and Safta goals.

The realisation of the Millennium Development Goals must also be integrated with time-bound national development strategies. Trade must be viewed as a means of development and not an end in itself. While efforts need to be made for removing restrictive barriers to mutual trade and opening of markets in the region on the basis of fairness and equity, we must also ensure that the process of operationalisation of Safta remains linked with the region’s development strategies.

But most important is the need for an exceptional regional impulse to keep pace with the changing times. Our region needs a fresh democratic impulse to promote a culture of real peace, people-centred development, and undiluted democracy. This fresh regional impulse must spring from within South Asia with all member-states, even those that now have autocratic or unelected governments, committing themselves to democratic norms and pluralistic governance.

South Asia needs to have a regional “social contract” guaranteeing fundamental freedoms and basic rights to their citizens, including their inalienable right to choose or change their government through an independently cast ballot, and which establishes the power and duties of the government and provides the legal basis for its institutional structure. Only then will our peoples be able to harness the full potential of the South Asian region and join the worldwide quest for economic growth, political stability and sustainable development.

The writer is a former foreign secretary.
