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TRADE COOPERATION IN SOUTH ASIA 2

=By Quamrul Islam Chowdhury

In the politically restricted economic relations within
seven-nation SALRC, born three years back. trade between the
member countries has not devdoped for mutual bernefit. Often
“he existing trade relations are lop sided. There is possibly a
deliberate effort among the member countr.es ¢u avuld discussion
of econcnmic and trade issues at SAARC, which normally form the
basis oi cooperation in other regional groupings.

“here a ppears to be a built in apprehension that such
exchanges will precipitate controversy ard sould be avoided as
part of a consious strategy to concemhrate only on non-contenti-
ous issuies, Such a strategy would fot only be inimical to the
goals o7 SAARC btut also counter productive to the objective
of buii iinz harmonious economic and trade relationships within

lile regLon ith unforeseen consequencess,

Jniess the forum is very consciously used to plan and
promote economic and trade exchanges within the region" accor-
ding tc profes.or Rehman 8Sobhan," the impact of such startegy
will be asymmed'Zinel to tr: Jatriment of the less developed
south [ sion economies (LDSAEs) and it is the stronger economées
of soulh Asia which will prosper let the maraet forces operative®

thus SAARC could become its own =porst eneuwy unless a
very ccnscious effort was made within the framework o’i‘ SAARC to
make a planned intervention in the'. market piace ©to provide a
more balanced pattern and structure of economic relationship
designei to improve the circumstances of the LDSAEs 'within the
South A sia region.

Yhe extent of intra-regional trade in South Asia's total
trade is very small-only 4 percent in the case of export and
2 percens in the case of imprrt. All the seven countries of
South As 2 have been facing persistant trade deficits and in
order to reduce their deficits they impase cemprehensive
quentitative restrictions and foreign exchange control on
imsso L witeh anbdly with equzal rogour to imperts from intra-

regional and external emmrges,
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All the seven nations have been pqrsuing import
substitution policies for development and in order to protect
lccal industry have becen imposing import barriers in varying
degrees to maincain a strict control which is no less important
for these countrieé.The seven South Asian countries constitus
ting one of the pcorest regionmg of the world, could sipni-
ficantly improve the prospects of their economic development
through specilaization and trade among themselves in the
regional framework.

Given the prevailing World trade situation, the necessary
export growth of these countries connot be realized. Here
lies the need for greater reliance on expansion of intra-
regional trade. Prof.A.R. Bhuiyan of the Department of
Economics, Dhaka University, has shown that the prospect of
classical integration in the region isnot very bright. While
econoric retionale for integration exists in the region, = slow
and step by step approach will have a better chance of success.
Polities of selective trade liberalization and market sharing agx:
agreement may be effective in creating conditions for everntual
formation of an integratec scheme. In views of the similarity
in the nature of the individual economies, coordinated planning
will be needed #0 awvoid duplication of efforts among countries
of the region.

Thr problem of courses lies in the fact thst :it is
always easler to let the market forces play themselve out than
the pian for structural changes to facilitate che exports of
small countries. Such negotiations demand a climate of politi-
cal goodwill, a spirit of accommodation and a degree of magnamity
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
likely to have a ¥wgeprocmll® exporting facilities for the
bigger*countries no such initiatives came from their sides so
far. In fact Che bigger ccuntries are more keen to export more
than import from the small ones. Demonscration of statemanship
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in the area of trade and economic negotiations, which depends
on the prevailing socio political dialectes of any given nation
must be shown by the sout! Asian countries so that such nenefi-
cial cooperation could take place. This could also help solve

a mumber of outstanding problems ranging from mutual suspicion
to interferences in the domestic affairs of small countries.
This could also help insoliving bilateral disputes as in the case
of water sharing and corrider issucs between Bangladesh and X¥
India, or the matter of repatriation of Pakistan’ nationals
from Bangladesh to Pakistan and a willingness of Pakistan to
handover Bangladesh its legitimate share of common asset se

A policy of gerumine accommodation built in the short run
around a series of eonessions by the dominaht economies would
create the basis for a more durable programme of accommodation.

The gesture of facilitating unilateral duty free access
of all south Asian exports to the Indian market on a non-reci-
procal basis could lead to a stimulus of exports from these
countries virtually without any damages to the indian economy,
In fact India could ultimately make some gains if the enhanced
esrnings of the smaller countries encourage more imports from
India. Quite naturally the growth of regional co-operation
in South Asia will con:imue to depend in a crucial degree on
the sense of confidence that each country feels in respect of
its national unity and national security.

The South Asian Community will, therefore, have to
press forward to build a framework of cooperation Whetﬁer by
planned effort or by allowing the lessequitable market machanism
take its course for the bettermment one billion people of the

regdon.
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