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TRADE COOPERATION IN SOUTH ASIA J 

-By Quamrul Islam Chowdhury 

In t he p o l i t i c a l l y r e s t r i c t e d economic r e l a t i o n s within 
-^even-nation SA^RC, born three years back, t r a d e between the 
member coun t r i e s has not dev&oped for mutual b e n e f i t . Often 
the e x i s t i n g t r ade r e l a t ions are lop s ided. There i s possibly a 
d e l i b e r a t e e f fo r t among the member count r ies cc avoid discussion 
of economic and t r ade i ssues a t SAARC, which normally form the 
ba s i s 01 cooperat ion in other reg iona l groupings. 

There a ppears to be a b u i l t i n apprehension t h a t such 
exchanges v/ i l l p r ec ip i t a t e controversy and should be avoided as 
par t of a consious s t ra tegy to conceirtirate only on non-content i ­
ous i s s u e s , Such a s t ra tegy would riot only be inimical t o the 
goals o.: SAARC but also counter productive t o the objec t ive 
of bul l ling harmonious economic and t r ade r e l a t i o n s h i p s within 
the reg'_on v.-ith unforeseen consequences* 

Jn l e s s the forum i s very consciously used t o plan and 
promote economic and t r ade exchanges wi thin the region11 accor­
ding t c p rofessor Rehman Sobhan," the impart of such s ta r tegy 
v/i l l be asymme^r'-opl" to the detr iment of t h e l e s s developed 
south / si an economies (LDSAEs) and i t i s the s t ronger economd.es 
of south. Asia which wi l l prosper l e t the market forces operative11 

Thus SAARC could become i t s own v/orst enemy un less a 
very conscious effort was made wi th in the framework of SAARC to 
make a planned in te rvent ion in t h e ' ' market pia^e "co provide a 
more balanced pa t t e rn and s t ruc tu re of economic r e l a t ionsh ip 
designed to improve the circumstances of t h e LDSAEs within t h e 
South A iia region„ 

rjhe extent of i n t r a - r eg iona l t r a d e in South A s i a ' s t o t a l 
t r a d e if very small-only 4 percent i n the case of export and 
2 percent in t h e case of import- Al l the seven coun t r i e s of 
South As a have been facing pe r s i s t an t t r a d e d e f i c i t s and in 
order to reduce t h e i r d e f i c i t s they impose comprehensive 
q u a n t i t a t i v e r e s t r i c t i o n s and foreign exchange cont ro l on 
TTnpcrL." viifoVi ^nnly with equal rcgour to imports from i n t r a -
reg ional .and externa l ^ n r c p ? , 
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All the seven nations have been persuing import 
subst i tut ion pol ic ies for development and in order to protect 
local industry have been imposing import ba r r i e r s in varying 
degrees to maintain a s t r ic t control which i s no less important 
for these countries.The seven South Asian countries constitu& 
t ing one of the poorest regional of the world, could signi­
ficantly improve the prospects of t h e i r economic development 
through specilaiaation and trade among themselves in the 
regional framework. 

Given the prevailing World t rade s i tua t ion , the necessary 
export growth of these countries connot be real ized. Here 
l i e s the need for greater reliance on expansion of in t r a -
regional t r ade . Prof.A.R. Bhuiyan of the Department of 
Economics, Dhaka University, has shown tha t the prospect of 
c l a s s i c a l integration in the region isnot very br ight . While 
economic retionale for integration ex is t s in the region, a slow 
and step by step approach will have a b e t t e r chance of success* 
p o l i c i e s of selective trade l ibe ra l i za t ion and market sharing agxs 
agreement may be effective in creating conditions for eventual 
formation of an integrated scheme. In vie// of the similarity 
in the nature of the individual economies, coordinated planning 
wil l he needed to avoid duplication of effor ts among countries 
of the region. 

Thr problem of courses l i e s in the fact tha t ' i t i s 
alisays eas ie r to let the market forces |5>lay themselve out than 
the plan for s t ructural changes to f a c i l i t a t e one exports of 
small countries. Such negotiations demand a climate of p o l i t i ­
cal goodwill, a sp i r i t of accommodation and a degree of magsnamity 
on the part of more powerful of the South Asian Economies, 

Although the creation of markets for the exports of 
smaller economies within the Indian and Pakistan economies were 
l ikely to have a $fe<Te;groca3L~ exporting f a c i l i t i e s for the 
bigger"countries no such in i t i a t i ves came from the i r sides so 
far . In fact the bigger countries are more keen to export more 
than import from the small ones. Demonstration of statemanship 
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in t h e area of t r a d e and economic n e g o t i a t i o n s , which depends 
on t h e p reva i l ing socio p o l i t i c a l d i a l e c t e s of any given nat ion 
must be shown by the sout", Asian count r i es so tha t such nenef i -
ci^.l cooperat ion could take p lace . This coxald a lso help solve 
a number of outs tanding problems ranging from mutual suspicion 
to i n t e r f e r e n c e s in the domestic a f f a i r s of small coun t r i e s . 
This could also help insolving b i l a t e r a l d i sputes as i n the case 
of water sharing and corridor i s s u e s between Bangladesh and 1M 
Ind ia , o r t h e mat ter of r e p a t r i a t i o n of Pak i s t an i na t i ona l s 
from Bangladesh to Pakistan and a wi l l ingness of Pakis tan to 
handover Bangladesh i t s legi t imate share of common asse ts* 
A pol icy of genuine accommodation b u i l t i n the short run 
around a s e r i e s of eonessions by the dominant economies would 
c r ea t e t h e b a s i s for a more durable programme of accommodation. 

The ges ture of f a c i l i t a t i n g u n i l a t e r a l duty free access 
of a l l south Asian exports t o the Indian market on a non- rec i ­
p roca l b a s i s could lead to a s t imulus of expor t s from these 
c o u n t r i e s v i r t u a l l y without any damages t o the ind ian economy. 
In fac t India could ul t imate ly make some gains i f t h e enhanced 
ea rn ings of the smaller countr ies encourage more imports from 
I n d i a . Quite na tura l ly the growth of r eg iona l co-operat ion 
in South Asia wi l l continue to depend i n a c ruc i a l degree on 
the sense of confidence tha t each country f e e l s i n respect of 
i t s n a t i o n a l un i ty and na t iona l s e c u r i t y . 

The South Asian Community w i l l , t h e r e f o r e , have to 
p ress forward to bui ld a framework of cooperat ion whether by 
planned e f for t o r by allowing the l e s s e q u i t a b l e market machanism 
t ake i t s course for t he betterment one b i l l i o n people of the 
regdon. 
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