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Regional trade and economic cooperation in South Asia
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South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (Saarc)
and adopted South Asian Preferential Trading Arrangement
(Sapta) and South Asian Free Trade Agreement (Safta). Safta
came into effect on January 1, 2006, but South Asia is miles

from the cherished goal of free trade.

MD. JOYNAL ABDIN

LOBALISATION has made
G international trade very

competitive. The World Trade
Organization (WTO) member countries
are facing various barriers to trade
promotion. Due to the time-consuming
process of removing the barriers, many
countries are now thinking of
alternatives like regional and bilateral
free trade agreements for duty-free
market access for many of their
products.

The European Union (EU), considered
a model of regional integration, has
emerged as an economic power. It acts as
a unit in various international bodies like
the UN and the WTO.

Keeping this in mind, South Asian
leaders formed South Asian Association
for Regional Cooperation (Saarc) and
adopted South Asian Preferential Trading
Arrangement (Sapta) and South Asian
Free Trade Agreement (Safta). Safta came
into effect on January 1, 2006, but South
Asia is miles from the cherished goal of
free trade.

Bangladesh needs to assess whether or
not Safta will increase trade. It should
study the barriers its businessmen are
facing in doing business with the other
Saarc countries to pinpoint the measures
to make Saftamore effective.

The study should concentrate on
analysing the possible impact Safta could
have on Bangladesh's trade with the other

Saarc countries. It should identity
Bangladesh's major exportable products
in the negative or sensitive list of the Saarc
countries, so that it can take up the issue
in the next trade negotiations under Safta.

Bangladesh should identify major
barriers to intra-Saarc trade. It should
take up the issue of making Safta an effec-
tive regional trade arrangement by
removing the problems.

Bangladesh's trade with Saarc coun-
tries: See Figure 1. !

Bangladesh's trade with Saarc coun-
tries is rising slowly, but trade under Safta
has not risen as it should have. However,
trade with rest of the world has risen
sharply. This means that Safta has
brought no significant benefit for
Bangladesh trade.

Bangladesh exports to, and imports
from Saarc countries: See Figure 2.

While Bangladesh's imports from
Saarc countries increased significantly
after Safta was activated, its exports have
notincreased accordingly.

Comparison between Bangladesh's
export to Saarc countries and the world,
before and after Safta was activated: See
Figure 3.

Under the Safta arrangement, every
member-country retains the right to
protect its industry by imposing restric-
tions on imports. The list of restricted
products is known as the sensitive list of
negative items. The big negative listunder
Safta calls for careful study and review.
The following are the major exportable
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Afghanistan listed 18 major exportable
products of Bangladesh in its negative list
under the Safta regime. They include
RMG, ceramics and handicrafts etc.

The negative list of Pakistan contains
39 major exportable products of

53 major exportable products of
Bangladesh. They include meat, tea,
textile, ceramics and RMG.

The negative list of the Maldives con-
tains 12 major exportable products of
Bangladesh. They include fishing vessels,
RMG, teaand jute products,

The other Saarc countries use very high
rates of tariff structure as tariff barriers to
obstructimports.

There are also non-tariff barriers to
trade in the Saarcregion. These include:

o Lackoftrust;
« Lackofland connectivity;

¢ TransitCrisis;

e Lack of inter-border transportation
entrance;

» Complicated visa system;

« Political conflict;

o Lackof ICT support and

» Large negative list.

However, Safta can be more effective if the

agreements thereof are properly imple-

mented, tariffs are reduced for intra-

Saarc trade, non-tariff barriers are

removed, the negative lists are shortened

and the private sector representatives are

involved in the negotiations.

A Saarc task force does need to identify
the problems for taking remedial actions.
If a coordinated common economi¢
approach is taken and a regional fund is
created to promote poverty reduction,
economic cooperation among the mem-
ber-countries of the Saarc can be
strengthened.

Md. Joynal Abdin is Assistant Secretary (WTO, RTA& FTA),
Federation of Bangladesh Chambers of Commerce and
Industry (FBCCI)

The old argument goes on

The argument is between the religious Right and the

modernistic elements. The PPP government, with some
difficulty, can be said to belong the latter group. The issue in
contention is whether the Pakistan army should go ahead and
start operations in South Waziristan.

M.B. NAQVI

HE argument is between the

I religious Right and the modernis-

tic elements. The PPP govern-
ment, with some difficulty, can be said to
belong the latter group. The issue in
contention is whether the Pakistan army
should go ahead and start operations in
South Waziristan. The Americans are
gung-ho and are pushing Pakistan to keep
up the pressure on the Taliban and other
militant elements in Pakistan so that they,
the Americans, can do their work better in
Afghanistan.

The paternity of the idea can be said to
go back to the earliest debates on the
identity of Pakistan. But in its present
form it is linked to 9/11 and Pakistan's
participation. The argument has gone on
for too long and no end is in sight. One
significant fact is that a good section of
the media is supporting the religious
Right in different ways, both directly and
indirectly. TV talk shows generally tend to
support the religious Right and are on the
defensive and sceptical about anti-
Taliban cause. There is one reason why
the argument is so long-standing. It is
American pressure that is perceived to be
the reason why the Pakistan government

has been forced to take on the Taliban and
other militant outfits.

The Americans have now started to talk
about winning the hearts and minds of
the people of Pakistan. They have put
together a fairly big aid program for
Pakistan, which has passed through the
Congress and only awaits the signature of
the president. The recipient country is
convulsed over this bill that has all but
been passed. The conditions laid down in
the bill are onerous indeed. Their aim is
clear. Let the money not be touched by
the hands of the Islamabad government,
instead let it be distributed directly to the
peopleif possible. The Americans seem to
think that they can find enough NGOs,
which will do much better work, through
which they can distribute the funds rather
than through government channels.

The religious Right has taken it to the
media and the streets; protests are being
staged by Jamaate Islamimainly, but most
others of the same thinking support the
Jamaat's campaign against the Kerry
Lugar Bill that will give $ 1.5 billion a year
in purely economic aid to Pakistan, which
they want to be spent directly on the
welfare of the people -- and the relation-
ship is to be between the Americans and
NGOs. The Jamaat is telling the people

&

"that it is a vote of no-confidence in the

Pakistan government, and that these
conditions' thus' become unacceptably
humiliating.

But the Americans, too, do not spare
the government and imply that there is far
too much of aid funds that end up in
private accounts in western banks. They
are also pressing the Pakistan govern-
ment to keep on fighting the way they did
in Swat and Malakand. The factis that the
Pakistan army is readying itself for the job
in South Waziristan, the hotbed of mili-
tancy. The Americans are optimistic
because they claim to have taken out
many leaders of Pakistani Taliban --
Baitullah Mehsud and Hakimullah

Mehsud -- through drone attacks. This is
lafgely true. But'the factis that the conseé-
quences of the action in Swat are still
there. About one million internally dis-
placed persons from Swat and Malakand
remains to be rehabilitated in their own
houses.

There is no doubt that if the Pakistan
army mounts a really fierce operation, as
is being tom tommed, in Waziristan
there will be many more displaced peo-
ple. The Pakistan government and its
bureaucratic resources were stretched
thin in coping with the consequences of
the internally displaced persons being
put in camps where they had nothing to
eat or any medical help. Many more

Taking over?

people will be added. Who, and how, can

problem? This is a part of the debate by
implication.

But the reasons behind the anti-
Taliban feeling are fairly strong. The
Taliban and other militants who are on
the offensive are extending their areas of
influence, where they are trying to run a
parallel state. They tax people, they meet
out rough-and-ready justice in the name
of Islamic Shariah and are generally
cruel, and do not respect human free-
doms one little bit. Their aim is to form
an Emirate of the kind that Mullah
Muhammad Umar had set up in 1996 in

Kabul. That will be at the cost of

Pakistan's integrity.

The stakes are high in this struggle in
Pakistan. On one side, the unity and
integrity of the state are at stake, from
those who would destroy all modern
structures. The government is weak
because of its own inadequacies. It is
failing to deliver goods and services to
the people at reasonable prices, and is
unable to maintain law and order in
many respects. The more it has moved
the more it has stayed where it was. That
Is a perennial crisis in this land where the
religious Right has been on the offensive
and the modernists have been on the
defensive.

Insofar as the coming operations are
concerned, they are sure to be fierce.
Mehsud fighters are known for their
fierceness. But their ferocity is, in fact,
overtaken by the quality of the Uzbeks,
al-Qaeda and other groups. The Uzbeks
and others cannot escape to any other
country. They have to fight in order to
survive. So they will fight to the last. But

it is Pakistani territory, and Pakistan has

"'they tackle thet .grea? humanitarian ' (Iinberited the ‘tradition of such/expedi)

tions in which collateral damage is hor-
rendous. But the stakes are so high that
the battle has to be joined.

The arguments about the American
fickleness may be right in theory. But
Pakistan has for t62 long years kept the
begging bowl up in front of it. It has taken
aid of all kinds and on all kinds of terms.
It is the beggar, therefore it cannot be a
chooser. The chances are that if they
reject the Kerry-Lugar bill, Pakistan
economy will stay where it is. If the gov-
ernment gets hold of these funds corrup-
tion will increase immediately. The
Americans want them to be spent on the
ground, therefore NGOs will be a brand
new experiment. Humiliating or not, it is
caused by the belief that Pakistan is one
of the most corrupt countries. Shouldn't
we do something about this?

For Pakistan, everything depends on
the success in this war against religious
obscurantism. A victory of the latter can
mean the end of a Pakistan that has
possibilities of growing into a modern
democracy where human freedoms and
people’'s welfare can be promoted. A
victory of the religious Right will mean a
great defeat for human freedoms and
people’'s prosperity. Governments in
Pakistan have belonged to the Right --
including military dictatorships -- and
have encouraged the religious Right. The
latter has grown into a demon and is
threatening the very chance of establish-
ing freedom and economic develop-
ment.

M.B. Naqviis a leading Pakistani columnist
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The magic of words

people keep telling me. Well | must

be a rude person, because | have
several times said that | don't think
Hitler was a very nice man at all. | am
also going to be rude about someone
who died more recently. The newspa-
pers in the West are full of tributes 1o a
man named William Safire who wrote
columns on language for the New York
{ Times for years.
Now discussing language using lan-

I T'S rude to speak ill of the dead,

guage is intrinsically funny, as the con-

tributors and commenters on the site
regularly demonstrate.

And a quick search shows that Safire
wrote an amusing column of rules for
writers, in which each rule demon-
strated the problem it identified. Here
are five gems from that list.

« Verbs has to agree with their subjects.

» Proofread carefully to see if you words
out.

« Don'toveruse exclamation marks!!

e Take the bull by the hand and avoid
mixing metaphors.

« Avoid clichés like the plague.

Ha, howveryjolly.

But that column is the one always
quoted, because Safire quickly lost his
sense of humour and he wrote thou-
sands of other columns, which failed to
make people laugh or even excite much
interest. What went wrong? Most of the
articles about his passing are too polite
totell the full story. This columnistisn't.

Here it is. Safire was already rich and
famous but liked to hitch his horse to
certain wagons to get higher up the
ladder.

But he always chose badly. In his
early columns, he glorified Richard
Nixon, even after the then US President
got into trouble for illegal dirty tricks,
including secretly tape-recording
people,

When Nixon was found guilty, Safire
looked bad. He also learned that he
himself had been secretly recorded by
Nixon. This crushed his spirit some-
what. But he never apologized to read-
ers.

In more recent years, he revived a bit
and hitched his horse to a different
wagon. This time he chose: weapons in
Iraq.

Yeah. Oops.

His columns gave the impression
there was clear evidence Iraq was

packed border-to-border with nukes
lined up in rows like sunflowers. He
helped perpetuate one of history's
most calamitous mistakes, causing
hundreds of thousands of deaths.
Again, there was no apology column.

It's little wonder he became a
curmudgeonly, scruffy, bad-tempered
columnist who wrote endless humour-
less pieces all with the same underlying
message: You people out there keep
using words the wrong way.

I wouldn't have minded that except
for the fact that he wrote them in the
New York Times -- a publication which
is always chock-full of exactly the mis-
takes he identified.

For example, most of us know that
"flaunt” doesn’'t mean "flout,” it means
“display.”

And the word "enormity” doesn't
mean “enormousness,” it means

"atrocity.”

I am a loyal customer and buy the
international edition of that newspa-
per every day. In recent days, it has mis-
used the word "flaunt” once and the
word "enormity” twice.

I often thought of writing to ask why
his strictures were circulated around
the world but not read by the editors of
his own newspaper.

But anyway, he died recently, so the
rest of us can relax a bit. William Safire
never realized that language is not
about logic or rules.

It's a crazy, magical, mystical thing
that defies explanation.

I mean, it's difficult to explain, but
I'll explain what I mean with examples.
In my experience, "37" is an inherently
funny number. Why? Who knows? I just
know thatif[use itin comedic routines
| get a bigger laugh than if  use 20 or 35

or 56 or other numbers.

The "cucumber” is the funniest
vegetable. (Courgettes are not funny
and eggplants only mildly amusing.)

South Asian English is the funniest
Englishaccent. Don'task me why.

The US comedian Al Franken claimed
that the word "hockeypuck” was always
funny.

British comedian Stephen Fry once
got an audience screaming with laugh-
ter with a wonderful performance of a
single word: "Moistly.”

And George Carlin declared that
kumquats, garbanzos, succotash and
guacamole were "too funny to eat.”

And overusing exclamation marks
makes people smile!!! See?!?!!

William Safire, guardian of grammar,
restin peace,

Therestofus--partyon!!

Visit our columnist at: www.vittachi.com.




