T was not by chance that
1 Farug A Choudhury, 59,
was apponied the Chalr-

man of the SAARC Preparatory

Committee [or the Jfust
concluded 7th Summit. His
experience and expertise

made [t obvious. He was there
when it started in December,
1985. As the Foreign Secretary
of the host country, he was the
chilef organiser of the First
. SAARC Summit, and in the

absence of any SAARC
secretariat, served as the
Secretary-General of the

Conference. So it was only nat-
ural that the government
should call on his expertise
once more. A career diplomat,
he joined the Pakistan Foreign
Service in 1956 and served in
various capacities in Italy,
China. lolland and Algeria till
our independence in
December 1971.

He was Bangladesh's first
Chief of Protocol and served as
Deputy High Commissioner in
London from 1972-76. From
76 1o 82 he served as
Ambassador to UAE and EEC
and Benelux countries. le be-
came an Additional Foreign
Secretary in 1982 and served
as the Foreign Secretary from
1984-86. From 86-92, he was
Bangladesh's lligh Commis-
sioner to [ndia. Choudhury
retired from service in January
1992, He served i(n an
honorary ecapacity as the
Summit’s chief organtser,

The Daily Star (DS] — You
remarked to me earlier that
insiead of one Summit, you
ended up organising three.
Tell us abolit your experiences
while organising the Dhaka
Summilt.

Faruq A Choudhury (FC) —

This confercnee, in a way,
tested the limits of an organ-
iser’s paticnee. Given the two
postponements, and the
volatile situation in the region,
- one could never feel conlident
that all could turn out well at
the end, as it did. It was really
a test of our tenacity and pa-
ticnee. The cabincet decided
that there will be an overall
chairman and several sub-
committeces under the leader-

p of rclevant ministers and
he mayor of Dhaka.

There was a foreign min-
istry subcommittee. That was
the main sub-committee, that
prepared all the substantive
documents, Then we had the
cultural subcommitiec, hecadced
by the state minister for cul-
ture; the information subcom-
mittee, headed by information
ministcr, sccurity sub-commit-
tee headed by the home mints-
ler ctc:. These were Lhe main
groups. | sat in all the sub-
commitlces, so did the chicl
coordinalor, Qumar Rahim,
Director-General of the

SAARC dcsk. | must say that,

this Summit would compare
very unflavourably to the first in
terms of ceremontes and lavish
spending. Think of the airport
arrangements for the leaders
in the first Summit. Head of
our governmenl was at the air-
port, guard of honour, thou-
sand of school girls lined up
along thc road, displays cic.
Some of these were donc away
with, and others scaled down.
Becausc of the change in pro-
ocol our Prime Ministcr was
not to the airport to recetve
any s of stlate or m-
ment. That saved us a lot of
trouble and time. We combined
the guard of honour, and the
playing of the national anthem
in the inaugural cercmony
Then of coursc, things like
visiling natjonal mausolcums
had been done away in SAARC
Because heads of governments
would do so in bilaicral visits
We rcally went for a simple but
highly dignified Summit

DS : lLet me clarify this
point. did SAARC Summit de
cide lo do away with visits (o
nalional monuments or did
they decide that it is not nec
essary, but left &t v the host
government?

FC : The sdca is to simphfy
the procedure. And since visits
to natjonal monuments s con
cred in btlateral visits | 8o for
BAARC, the leaders thought it
Was nol necessary This cvent
of going to Late President Zia's
mazar was not our tdca. [l was
not in the programme
President Premadasa sug
gestied 1t at the end of the
river cruisc. He thought it was
the duty of SAARC heads of
deicgations to pay respect o
the originator of SAARC idca
Others thought 1t was a jolly
good idca and we had to make
last minutc preparations for it
S€curily aspect was 1o be
taken care of. In fact this sud
den programme put a ot of
strain on our organizing capac

ity.

DS : Give us some of the
highlights of the just con
cluded Summit

PC : You see everyone is say
ing that it was a successiul
conference. We think there
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'The 7th Summzt isa Turmng Pomt in SAARC's Hu lstory
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To get an insider's view of the 7th SAARC Summit, The Daily Star decided to talk to Faruq A Choudhury, the Chairman of the Preparatory
Committee, and one who was intimately involved-with every facet of the substantive and organising work of Summit preparation. In an
indepth and wide-ranging interview, Choudhury reveals to our readers the fascinating story of how Summit meetings are organised and
how leaders interact to make historic decisions.

Interview by Mahfuz Anam, Star's Executive Editor.

were noo major hiccups bult
there were few minor onces. |
remember on the concluding
session we had a table for
signing. There {s a ccremonial
aspect to this. For this we had
rchearsed. | kept things rcady.
The table was in a straight
line, and in alphabetical order.
Just before the beginning of

the conference one delegation,’

I would not name, suggested
that it should be perhaps — a
U' shaped table. The proposal
came to me and | sald "No
way', | mean in 15 minutes
time the thing was going to
start and he wants changes.
Then a Foreign Minister forgot
his pen. | couldn't understand
why the signing process was
delayed. I thought that either
he was a slow writer or his
name was terribly long. The
[act was, he had wait to borrow
the pen from the person next
to him.

nDs
hitch?

s FC: No, thcre was another.
The event that caused & fot of
worry, for a while though, was
the blackout on the night that
the Foreign Minister was host-
ing a dinner at the Purbani
Hotel. The lights went out in
the entire city. 1 cannot recall
such a massive power failure in
Dhaka before. President
Premadasa was to arrive at
11.40 that night, and we were
all worried whether he would
arrive in city without lights. It
was definitely not the best way
to welcome the sitting
Chairman of SAARC. Anyway
the lights came just on time
and everything went alright.

Mind you, weather matters
a great decal in organising such
gatherings, In December,
when it was winter, we had
diffcrent plans for the Summit.
But in April, we had to think of
the rains and possible storm,
in planning all the events.
Originally we were planning

: Was that the only

“the banquet for the heads of

governments at Senakunja. But
in April. this could no longer
be the venue. This time every-
thing had to be under a proper
roof

DS— After the Summit got
postponed, how did you all
Jeel and what did you do.

FC — When the Summit got
postponed the first time, after
most of the delegations had
arrived, we felt terribly frus-
trated, Officlals and some min-
isters were already here in
Dhaka. tions, as you can
imagine, were all completed.
Conferences like a Summitl has
to be very meliculously
planned. The preparations
have a momentum which is
difficult for those outside the
process o understand, It is a
huge intcr-ministerial machine
which come into molion and
gradually gathered speed and
efficicncy. For us to have
compleled the preparatory
process and then to suddenly
find out that we are back to
zero, — nol zero in the real
scnse — was quile devastating.

The first time | heard about
the destruction of the mosque
in Ayodhya, was over the radio,
and ai that very moment, |
knew in my heart that the
Summil was ofl

DS — By that time many of
the offlicials were already here?

FC — Yes, yes In [act | was
at the reception given by our
Chief Co-ordinator, for the
members of the Programming
Commitice, when | heard this
news over the radio. So you see
the Programming Commitice's
meeiing of the Summit was al-
ready on.

S — What did you do Im-
mediately? Did you call the
Foreign Minister, or the PM's

office, or what?

FC — | called the Forcign
Minister.

DS — How long after the
Babri Mosque destruction, did
you get the official confirma-
tion that Prime Minister Rao
would not be coming.

FC — Within twenty four
hours.

DS — Tell us about the sec-
ond postponement.

FC — Thewmsccond post-
ponement was taken with a bit
of cynicism, | think. The [irst
postponement was in
December. The sccond one
was in January '93. If | re-
member correctly, the politi-
cal allairs committee of the
Indian cabinet advised Prime
Minister Rao against leaving

the country at that time. It was
a very dillicult time for them,
they said. Well again the wholc

proccss had to be brought to a
halt and again we felt terribly
frustrated.

o when we told ople
a‘oul the third time, tﬂtim
will finally hold the SAARC,
many people found il to be a
big joke. And coincidentally, it
was on the Ist. of April that we
started telling pcople that the
Summit was to be held. They

would really look at m¢ and

laugh

DS — When you are prepar
ing the schedule, what is the
balance of time you allow say,
Jor example, for common dis
cussions and for bilateral dis-
cussions. How is the time ap-
portlioned?

FC — | would say hall and
hall. This time we left a full
morning for bilateral talks. |

think it is a very important as-
pect of the SAARC Summit,

DS — Let me clarify my
question. As [ see (t, there are
three types of meetings — one
is the formal session, then
there is time for bilateral talks.
But there (s the third, like the
‘Retreat’ where (t is neither
Jormal nor bilateral. There you
have seven heads of govern-
menits talking to each other in
an informal atmosphere, with-

oul any set agenda or structure
to the discussions.

FC — 1 would say that going
by the clock you have more
time for unstructured talks.
There 18 more Ume for [ree
discussions

DS — So would it be righi

Jor me 1o conclude tha! the
emphasis was more on allow-
ing leaders time to get to
know each other better. be-
come comfortable In each
other's company, develop in-
Jormal relationships, etc.

FC — Yes, exactly. The
'Retreat’ idea is also there in
the Commonwealth hcads of
government mectings. A whole
weckend is allocated for that
purposc. In the case ol SAARC

¢ 'Retreat’ {s even more im-
portant. The rapport betwcen
leaders in our context is cx-
tremely important bccause
SAARC dccisions have a direct
bearing, unlike the
Commonwealth case, on mem-
ber countries.

DS — How would you assess
the outcome of this confer-
ence?

FC — | will try to be as ob-

jective as possible. [ think the
7th. Summit will be remem-

bered as watershed summit in

Abcve: Leaders at 7th Summit session.

Left: Farug A Choudhury in his office.

important bearing on national '

policies. So there is a qualita-
tive change and S C has

moved into the very serious
business of development.
Expectations are high and
SAARC will now have to come
up with results.

DS — There is a lot of scep-
ticism about SAPTA.

FC — Much of it come from
a lack of understanding as to
what it is. Now the countries
will have to work out the de-
tails, according to their com-
parative advantage. What the
Summit has achieved is to be-

gin the process,

Through SAARC a tremen-
dous thing 1s happening.
People to people contact is in-
creasing. | know this may
sound like a cliche. But this is
a fact. Once | feared that
SAARC would be confined to
contacts between government
oflicials. This {s no longer true.
People are more involved and
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'The momentum of cooperation that we
have set in motion through SAARC, and
which got a big boost in the last Summit,
may take us to places that we cannot
imagine today. It is better to prepare
ourselves for such changes, for they are

bound to come.’

the history of SAARC. The rca

son | say this is becausc the
economic and social contents
of this Summit is [ar more
than before. SAARC has moved
into core dcvelopment issucs
now. Wc are now into the is-
sucs that will touch the lives of
the people of SAARC counlries.

1 think this shilt {s a major
change with immense positive
consequences. SAPTA i1s a ma-
jor achievement. Nothing
much at the moment, but it is
the beginning of something
very important. The poverty al-
leviation report is also very
important, which will have
follow-up at both the micro
and macro levels. Very clear
responsibilities have been
given to national governments
to draw up their respective
plans. These are major devel-
opments. Right to work, right
to primary education, etc. have
been highlighted. These have

more in touch with SAARC,

| think the Prime Minister
did a very good thing by
thanking the peﬂplc of Dhaka
for patiently suflering all the
hardahipu during the Summit,
long hours of waiting in traflic
jams, etc, People cooperated
to make the Summit a grand
success.

DS —Why were we not told
from before about roads being
closed. and the timing of it.
Such information could have
saved us a lot of time and re-

duced the traffic jams?

FC — You really have to ask
the people in charge of traffic
arrangements.

DS — This may be a tricky
one for you to answer, but |
will ask anyway. Which leaders
do you think got along best
with one another?

FC — This one | will pass.
Hut one thing was evident.
Everybody seemed to get along

very well with our Prime
Ministcr, As one head of gov-
crnment said "Being the only
lady among us, we never seem
to be able to say no to you." So
everybody said "yes” to her. But
to add, when you sce these
leaders from close quarters
you realise that they all are
very informal people. | cannot
think of any single person, and
I am not being diplomatic here
at all, who is diflicult to talk to,
difficult to approach with a
problem. all are very easy
pcople to get along with. They
specak the same language, so to
spcak. They react to things in
the same manner. They have
similar background, similar
problems — there really is a lot
of common ground.

DS— One impression some

people have as to why SAARC

never took off is that the do-
mestic agenda of some of the
member countries influence
the regional agenda too much.
What do you think?

FC = This is true. Bul there

cannot be any othcr way.
Domestic politics will deter-
mine the main policics in any
country’'s case. You have to ac-
cept it

Broadly speaking. mcaning-
ful economic cooperation will
make pcople look at political
problems some what diller-
ently. Things that seem {mpos-
sible today can bc quitc possi-
ble tomorrow. History moves
very fast. We have reached the
1400th. Year of Bangla calen-
dar. Think how far, and how
fast, we have moved in the last
one hundred ycars. When
Bengal was partitioned in
1905, Dhaka was small, back-
ward, district town. Today, af-
ter almost nine decades it is
the capital of a sovereign na-
tion. Dhaka gave birth to a re-
gional body. Could anybody
have imagined it? We have an
independent country of our
own. Imagine the role of Dhaka
University. This institution has
produced some of the great
leaders who changed our his-
tory. Our nation has travelled a
long way over the last hundred
years. ThinFl change, and
change very [ast. The next ten
years may takc us to places
that we cannot foresee even
now. The momentum of coop-
cration that we have set in
motion through SAARC, and
which got a big boost in the

last Summit, may take us to
places that we cannolt imagine
today. It is better to prepare
ourselves for such changes, for
they are bound to come.

DS — Do you think the two
postponements affected in
anyway the substantive aspecls
of the outcome?

FC — No, not at all. We did
not allow the fact of two post-
ponements to- aflect the out-
come. These were totally scpa-
rate issucs. The recasons for
postponcments had nothing to
do with the mattcrs that con-
cerned SAARC or the Summit.
No, thcre was absolutely no
impact of the two postpone-
mecnts on the outcome of the
meeling.

FC — If | may interrupt you.
The very fact that the Summit
took place speaks volumes
about the inner strength of
this body. Under what other

circumstances would seven

. .heads of -governmentf“leave

their very pressing engage-
ments and get together to talk
and think about regional coop-
cration, unless SAARC existed.
Everybody had their domestic

problems. Yet they came. It
:m:anu all these leaders attach
tremendous importance to
SAARC, otherwise why should

they come?
: You have been the main

organiser of the First Summit,
tell us a little bit about how you

‘went about organizing that

one, what was for us, the mosi
important conference in many
yeur:?

: 1 have been a“nrintcd
with SAARC from its very in-
ception, purely ‘of course, by
accident of appointments.
When SAARC  was born in
Dhaka in Dec. '85 1 was the
Foreign Secretary. At that time
you will recall, there was no

SAARC Sccretariat. It was not

yct established. In my capacity
as Bangladesh's Foreign
Secretary | acted as the
Secretary General of the first
SAARC summit.

DS : Tell us about some of
the initial steps of the first
Summit?

FC : In Octobecr 1984. | be-
came the Foreign Secretary.
Almost immediately we the
work for building up to hold-
ing the first SAARC Summit in
Dhaka. As SAARC was born in
the mind of late Eresident

Ziaur Rahman naturally il was

our desire to hold it in Dhaka.
It was a feeling all the S

partners shared. | remember
in Fcb. ‘84 we had the third
conference of SAARC Foreign
Secretaries in Male, where we
discussed about the type of
declaration the SAARC summit
will come out with. Then we
went to the ministerial confer-
ence which was held Thimpu,
Bhutan {in May '85. | must say
the Thimpu meeting was very
interesting. Incidentally that
was the f[irst international
conference that was ever held
there. It was a joyous occasion.
[t was very elliciently organ-
ised. But at the start, there
was a big hitch. Shri Lanka, for
some bilateral reasons, did not
feel like turning up in’'the be-
ginning. And so we had to wait
But at last they decided to
come. But then they were de-
layed because of the somewhat
unpredictable Bhutanese

wecather. But anyway everybody
showed up at the end, and the

foreign ministers’ level meet-
ing was held. It was in that
meeting that two or three
very important decisions were
taken. One was the date, other
was the venue and third was
what form of declaration to be
adopted. The last point was
extremely important as it was
going to be the very [irst
SAARC Summit Declaration.

It was also at that confer-
ence we decided to change the
spelling from SARC to SAARC
(From South Asian Reglonal
Cooperation to South Asian
Association for Regional
Cooperation]. Another ‘A’ was
added. The first SAARC
Summit went on rather
smoothly. No postponements
took place. It was very inter-
esting to see, for the first time
seven South Asian leaders
come together. We had Rajiv
Gandhi, Ziaul Haq, the King of
Nepal, the new Shri Lankan
President and of course
President Ershad of
Bangladesh. Much had changed
by the time we held the 7th
Summit — second for Dhaka.
Five heads of government from
the first summit were not pre-
sent in the second. There are

only two comiman | figures, the
President of luhldtﬂ:ﬁ and the
King of Bhutan.

In the first summit we had
a very Interesting situation.
You see we went for this
‘retreat’ in the same boat
'Ostrich’. A lot of substantial
things had to be discussed at

the 'retreat’. In fact they were
discussing the Declaration.

There was going to be an ofli-
cial press rclease also. We
were going para by para, when
I realized, in utter horror, that
we had forgotten to take a type
writer on board. | was the
Secretary General of the
Summit and | was siiting
there with no stenographer
and no type writer. Well every-
body took it in a good spirit
and | took notes of what each
head of rnment was say-
ing. In fact | was the steno
pher to seven bosscs.

were all was giving their sug-
gestions for the Joint
Declaration. Everything was
done by hand without any ma-
jor mistake. The point | would
likke to make here is that ev-
erything was done in ?ood
humour. There was a lot of give
and take, and at the end we
had a declared that everybody
contributed to. However for
this Summit 1 made it sure
that not only type writers, but
also computers were installed
on board the Ostrich. We all
learn, some by wisdom, some
by experience.

MOTHER says her son
has not done wull in
Mathematics: Sho
dovs not secm to be very
happy and tries to change the
subject. Repeated guestioning
makes her burst into lcars.
More than anylthing els¢ she
makes her Hsteners feel very
shocked and guilly. lle is ber
only son and he could nol pass
in his SSC examination. She
had tried hard to help him in
every way possiblec, She stayed
awake all night so he would
nol receive any impression of
b¢ing lonely, She prepared
food al night, special food for
cxira cnergy.

Another mother announces
her daughter has passed. She
bcams and looks as I her
daughtler expected 1o fail A
request for some swects draws
laughtler from the daughtor as
she asks who will make ihe
payment. She is scolded for
her rudencss by her mother
and asked to prepare tea. The
gucsis declarc they do not
drink tea. The pecullar atmo
sphere in that room is almost
choking A query as to the di
vision secured brings the re
ply: second division. The
daughter almost explodes In
her fulminations. She had done
s well. She expected botter

| resulls. A tirade against Lthe ox-

amincrs goes on for ten min
utes  Then suddenly she s
heard to say her lotal muaarks
woere 620, which meant, ac
cording to her, she misscd
Arst division by 20 marks. [t
appcarcd 640 marks were Lhe
requiste for first division Now
there was a chance to chal
lecnge her: she was informed
onc needed a mintmum of 600
to get first division. Bul she in
sisted she was right. No one
argued further. It is not wisc to
do so with persons of it
knowledge : it even endangcers
unc's life. Ignorant people
should not be bothcred with:
nor should anyone try to ofler
wisdom to a person who is not
« apable of understanding — or
wants lo — especially when the
person happens o be a junior
but acts scnior

Hler son has passed an-
noinces another mother. He
has gone oul al the moment to
mect his [riends. lle will be
back soon. Iicfore anyone can
sit down the mother is back
with a platcful of big roshogol
las — the mouth-walcering kind
from a quality shop. Intcrest is
expressed in detalls of the n
sult. The mother obliges he

by Mujibul Haque

At the SSC level there is a sudden change: a great
number of students turn out to be unsuccessful.
The differences could easily be solved with co-
operation from the guardians and the school

authorities.

has got star marks and four
lctiers only. Hut she is happy.
She says that when she rang
his [ather to tcll him aboul the
son s results, he began crying.
She cried that men were so
silly at times. She had never
heard him crying in  thoelr
lwenty years of marricd e
And now he¢ had even made
her cry over the phone
Recollection brought laughter
She eould hardly control her
s il Laughter brought tears Lo
her eyes. 1L eould be clearly
understood these wore tears of
happincss and pride. She was a
proud wile and mother. She
has two sons. She will not be
having any more children.
Allah has not given her any
daughtcr. She is not unhappy.
This s her cldest son. She
stops talking as there is a
knock on the door She rivog

niscs his knock and jumps up
from her secat to hurry towards
the door.

A fine looking boy ol
medium: height enters the
room. ll¢ salaams in a shy
manncr almost wanting to bury
his head somewhere (o hide
his face, like the ostrich is
supposed to do. Ilc gives his
thanks on receiving congralu-
lations al his success. Hoe ex-
claims in surprise on lcarning
of a girl who has got six leticrs
but is not happy It is ex

plaincd to him: it happens thal
way in this world Some fecl
hnp even afier fathing to pass!

They do not hold themsclves
responsible but on the ether
hand accuse the examincers for
being unfair. Reasons arc pul
forward in their defenoc. y
were unable to study bocause
of a sister's marriage before

Wonders of Passing Exams

the exam. Their health was not
good. Their parents were at
fault: no proper tulor was en-
gaged for them. Others claim
they could not study because
gucsts were staying at their
residence and all the rooms
were occu picd.

Another mother says bluntly
there is nothing to be men-
tioned about daughter's results
as she had informed the
molther after the examinations
she would nol pass. Rcason?
She was weak in almost all the
surlym*la and they could not afl-
ford tulors for all those sub
jeets. Morcover her father re-
fuscd 1o belicve his daughter
could be so weank, Aflter all she
did pass in all her school ox
aminations,. Whoen the mother
was askcd how the daughter
had done such a thing, she
looked very indignant and furi-
ous until it was explained to
her that all on¢ wanted to
know was how could she pass
the provious examinations be-
ing uu woeak in the major sub-
jects. The mother clarified
those examinations had not
been conducted by the Doard'
Her schoel, where the mother
had been a frequent visitor was

different’s she felt the Board in
contrast to the school cared
little if her daughter passed in
the examination. The mother
belicved the examiners could
nol appreciale her daughter as
they wore not  cfficient
It s appalling to find that
many of our parents or
guardians arc lotlally ignorant
about the luture of their chil-
dren, making us feel the future
of our country is gloomy. Some
ol us are teaching our children
to be insolent towards their
clders and to abuse them when
we arce opposcd to those per-
sons for some rcason or other,
We do wrong ourscives yet try
lo show the children these
deods are for their good! Quite
a numbcr of parents do not
know that students at the SSC
cxaminations have to pass in
all the papoers. I the total
marks in English happens to
he 90; but #f ¢he student [ails
to get 33 marks in ene of the
tiwo papers rescrved for
English, or any ol the similar
tw—puﬁr compulsory sub-
: n that student does
not qualify for the SSC. Again, a
lot of unjustified stories are
told by us against the examin-
ers who happen o be very
highly qualified. and at the
same lime we plead for justicel

Continued on page 11



