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The goal to strengthen SAARC is as old as the formation of that regional organization in December 1985.  However, even 27 years after the launching of South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation in Dhaka, Bangladesh till today, SAARC remains weak and fragile in terms of four important pillars of regional cooperation: free movement of people, capital, services and goods.  

Pakistan and Bangladesh, as the founding members of SAARC, agree on broad requirements to strengthen that regional organization. These requirements are as follows:

1. To give a practical shape to South Asian Free Trade Arrangements (SAFTA) by removing impediments which exists in the area of free trade among the SAARC countries.

2. Political will and determination to transform South Asia from an underdeveloped and backward to a developed and prosperous region.

3. To take practical steps for the free movement of people.

4. To combat religious extremism, radicalization and terrorism.

5. To deal with the issues of environment, energy, water and food shortages.

6. To take steps for protecting the rights of women, children and minorities.

7. Cooperative efforts for dealing with natural disasters.

8. Integrative plans for cooperation in education, health, research, science and technology.

9. Providing a better future to the youths of South Asia.

10. Cooperation in bettering the infrastructure of South Asia.

Positive role on the part of Pakistan and Bangladesh for strengthening SAARC however depends on normal and friendly relations between the two Muslim countries. Coping with the legacy of the past is however a big challenge for both Pakistan and Bangladesh as despite the passing of 41 years, there are some of the issues which continue to impede the process of conflict free relations. Yet, both Pakistan and Bangladesh, to a large extent are able to get over the bitterness of the past and move for mutually beneficial relationship. 


There exists enormous good will in Pakistan about the people of Bangladesh and vice-versa and a genuine desire to forge close ties at the governmental and non-governmental levels. Since 1976 when diplomatic relations were established between Pakistan and Bangladesh a lot has changed in terms of conditions of the two countries. Pragmatism, realism and a professional approach to deal with the issues of conflict and cooperation between Pakistan and Bangladesh is the need of the hour. What is required is structural cooperation at the non-governmental level by involving the corporate sectors, NGOs, youth, health, educational, scientific and cultural organizations of the two countries for seeking a breakthrough in Pakistan-Bangladesh relations and for a promising future of South Asia. After all, the two countries lived together for around 25 years and it is in the interest of the people of Pakistan and Bangladesh to help each other thus helping to strengthen the process of regional cooperation in South Asia. 

* Presented a paper at The South Asia Youth for Peace and Prosperity Society’s (SAYPPS) International Seminar on "Strengthening SAARC: Role of Bangladesh and Pakistan", held on December 19, 2012.
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1. Introduction

Though South Asia was relatively late in evolving an institutional framework, the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) is a name of hope and expectation for the people of South Asia. In spite of economic trouble, South Asia has significant potentialities for overall development. 

After the end of the Second World War, different types of functional institutions were created to ensure security, cooperation as well as economic development. Apart from the United Nations, to make the third world countries out of bloc politics, it was the need of the then time to establish an institutional body like the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), on the other hand, despite being aligned with the US bloc, the Western European states felt the necessity to establish another sort of institutional body that would ensure regional development which gradually led to the creation of the best instance of functionalism the European Union. Though the EU is considered the most effective model of regional integration because of free trade, free border and common currency, it had to face the huge challenges like satisfying the US in one hand and on the other hand to restore the economic capability in the post war period as well as to avoid chaos and conflict and maintaining smooth relationship with one another. The immense success of the EU was definitely one of the encouraging factors for the leaders of South Asia to be assembled under a common umbrella as paragraph 1 of the preamble of the SAARC Charter states, "Desirous of promoting peace, stability, amity and progress in the region through strict adherence to the principles of the United Nations Charter and Non-Alignment, particularly respect for the principles of sovereign equality, territorial integrity, national independence, non-use of force and non-interference in the internal affairs of other States and peaceful settlement of all disputes".
 At the same time paragraph 4 stresses the importance of regional cooperation which states "Convinced that regional cooperation among the countries of South Asia is mutually beneficial, desirable and necessary for promoting the welfare and improving the quality of life of the peoples of the region." So from the above view, it becomes clear that regional cooperation is the precondition to acquire acceptability from the great sphere.

2. Why Do South Asia Needs Regional Cooperation 
In today’s world, the success of any particular states cannot be measured by it’s own capacity as there are vibrant presence of regional cooperation and by bypassing this reality, development will become a indistinct. Consequently, regional associations are fast becoming an important and effective new scene for political and economic interaction in the world. In this new environment the importance of regional community and functional groupings has been heightened. Regional, political and religious blocs of nations now provide platforms for a number of countries to exercise influence in global affairs.

South Asia is a region where there are more than 100 languages, 10 main religions, one fifth of world population and various types of regional, bilateral and multilateral organizations. The intention of establishing this regional body was "to cooperate regionally, to work together towards finding solutions to common problems in a spirit of friendship, trust and mutual understanding and to the creation of an order based on mutual respect, equity and shared benefits" (Dhaka Declaration, 1985). It was hoped that through the creation of SAARC economic, social and technical cooperation among the countries of South Asia would contribute significantly to national and collective self-reliance.

3. Role of Pakistan and Bangladesh to Strengthen SAARC

Pakistan and Bangladesh are the second and third largest states of SAARC having bi-lateral problems with India, the largest member state, facing common developmental challenges and possessing huge potentialities for development are not in a position of securing expected development. Thus both the countries can work together to strengthen SAARC as well as ensuring their domestic well being. 
3.1. Removing Poverty and Ensure Social Progress

Article 3 (1) of SAARC Social Charter states, “States Parties reaffirm that the poor should be empowered and irreversibly linked to the mainstream of development.  They also agree to take appropriate measures to create income-generating activities for the poor.”
 In this response they can share and exchange expertise and do collaborative effort for mutual benefit.
3.2. Facing Global Climate Problem

South Asia is a unique region as it has linguistic and cultural diversification, and is a geo-strategic location. Maldives is the lowest lying state in the region whereas Nepal is the highest point. Both the countries, along with Bangladesh, are in a vulnerable situation because of global climate change. The SAARC environment ministers meeting in Dhaka in 2008 adopted the SAARC Action Plan on Climate Change. The objectives of the plan were to identify and create opportunities for activities achievable through regional cooperation and south-south support in terms of technology and knowledge transfer and to provide an impetus for a regional-level action plan on climate change through national-level activities. The thematic areas of the plan included adaptation to climate change, actions for climate change mitigation, technology transfer, finance and investment, education and awareness programs, the management of impacts and risks associated with climate change and capacity building for international negotiations.
 Another significant development in SAARC’s attempts to tackle climate change was the sixteenth SAARC Summit held at Thimpu, Bhutan, in April 2010. The summit declaration was called "Towards a Green and Happy South Asia,"
. The Thimpu Statement on Climate Change, which was adopted during the summit, called for a review of the implementation of the Dhaka Declaration and the SAARC Action Plan on Climate Change. During the summit an agreement was reached to establish an inter-governmental expert group on climate Change to develop clear policy direction and guidance for regional cooperation. SAARC also might be one of the regional political organizations in Asia which can influence countries within the region to adopt climate change mitigation measures as it was created as a platform for promoting economic, technological, social and cultural development among the countries.

3.3. Ensuring Security

By exploring the formula of regionalism and demonstrating its advantages, Europe has been able to form the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the European Union (EU), which put an effective stop to war among the Western states after 1945 (and has helped to contain their remaining internal disorders) and then spread the same benefits more widely with the enlargement decisions of the late 20th and early 21st century. On the other hand, the Southeast Asia, by creating Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) has been able to come out from  the of prolonged and bloody interstate conflict and consolidated by the strengthening forum by its enlargement to such countries as Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Viet Nam. China’s and Russia’s relationship, if still complex, has been stabilized with the help of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), which also serves various strategic purposes for both countries vis-à-vis their Central Asian neighbours and the USA’s ambitions for Asia.
 One of the election manifesto of the present government of Bangladesh was to initiate a South Asian Taskforce against combating terrorism. As both Bangladesh and Pakistan facing the common security crisis that hindering the economic and social progress, can work together to work with this formula within SAARC.
3.4. Combating Terrorism

Despite the appearance of counterterrorism on the agenda of successive SAARC meetings, there has been little forward movement on it beyond the rhetorical level. There are widely held suspicions that the intelligence agencies of various South Asian states have designs on their neighbors’ territories, or facilitate insurgent movements to entrench political rivals in asymmetric warfare, and this further fuels the reluctance to share information and resources.
 Partly as a result of these tensions, few of the counterterrorism instruments and commitments adopted by SAARC in its more-than-twenty-year history have been translated into action by its members. Most significantly, the 1987 SAARC Suppression of Terrorism Convention and the 2002 Additional Protocol have generally not been implemented across the region.
 However, later on SAARC countries decided on the need to share intelligence for curbing terrorism and other transnational crimes.
 Heeding this advice, India and Pakistan agreed in April to exchange intelligence regarding recent attacks and to discuss the prospects for strengthening cooperation against terrorism. Furthermore, SAARC leaders approved the SAARC Convention on Mutual Legal Assistance Treaty (MLAT) at the fifteenth SAARC summit in August 2008.
 Among other objectives, it aims to eliminate the need for separate bilateral agreements by harmonizing the domestic legal systems of member countries.
 Both Bangladesh and Pakistan can work to face the common threats of terrorism in South Asia.
3.5. Achieving SDGs
At the Thirteenth SAARC Summit held in Dhaka, Bangladesh, the Heads of State or Government endorsed the SAARC Development Goals (SDGs), as recommended by the Independent South Asian Commission on Poverty Alleviation (ISACPA), and entrusted the commission to continue its advisory and advocacy role in this regard.
 The SAARC Development Goals are expected to help member states to galvanize their development efforts, offering a space in which all sections of society can come together to debate national and regional priorities. The achievement of SDGs are very significant for the member states especially for Bangladesh and Pakistan as it addresses some desired needs of people. (Annex 1)
4. Bangladesh-Pakistan Relations

The relations commenced in 1974 with Bangladesh when Pakistan, under pressure from Islamic countries, had to finally recognize Bangladesh. Full diplomatic relations commenced only in 1976 during Khondaker Mostaque Ahmed's regime. Pakistan sent a very senior retired civil servant M. Khurshid (who had worked in former East Pakistan ) as Pakistan's first Ambassador.

Since then there have been exchange of several visits at the highest political level. The first visit was undertaken by President Ziaur Rahman to Pakistan in September 1977 and the last visit of Pakistan's military President Pervez Musharraf to Bangladesh took place in July 2002.

Throughout the 1980s, Bangladesh consistently supported Pakistan's policy of opposing Soviet actions in Afghanistan. 
Pakistan's president Mohammad Zia ul Haq later presented Ershad with the country's highest civil award during the Bangladeshi president's visit to Islamabad in 1986.
After the establishment of diplomatic ties, Bangladesh and Pakistan entered into a wide variety of bilateral agreements. A 1979 cultural agreement arranged for the exchange of teachers, scholars, musicians, folklore troupes, art works, films, and books. Joint economic, commercial, and technical pacts signed after 1978 provided for the exchange of major exports of both countries: jute and tea from Bangladesh, and cotton and cloth from Pakistan.

5. Current bilateral relations
Existing bilateral relations may be described as diplomatically correct. One of the important yardsticks of growing relations is to look at the statistics of bilateral trade. Trade between the two countries as of 2004 stood at $100 million. Pakistan has established 54 ventures in Bangladesh and they concentrate on a range of non-metallic products, electric bulbs, tube-lights, marble and stone products, food, beverages, tobacco, and packages for goods.

· It is expected that with the ratification of the South Asian Free Trade Agreement (SAFTA) during the 17 SAARC summit at Addu in 2011
, bilateral trade is expected to substantially grow because both countries are bound under SAFTA to reduce gradually their custom duties to 5 percent (seven years for Pakistan and ten years for Bangladesh). SAFTA culminates clear commitments of SAARC countries made at the Kathmandu Summit in October 2002 about a South Asian Economic Union.

· Since the inception of diplomatic relations, both countries concluded several agreements such as Joint Economic Commission, joint business agreements, agreement on air and shipping lines, and cultural agreements.

· Some political observers view that the prevalence of Islamic extremism in Pakistan and in Bangladesh may work against closer relations with Bangladesh, which is a multi-religious country with more than 15 million non-Muslims. 

6. Recommendations
There are many possible ways for Bangladesh and Pakistan to make SAARC more effective than it is now;

· Since it is apparent to all that bi-lateral problems are the main blockages behind its successful operation, article 10(2) of SAARC charter should be abolished and both Bangladesh and Pakistan should play key role to do so also a conflict management unit within the framework of SAARC can accelerate the spirit of SAARC. 
· The SAARC countries can establish a SAARC Parliament to ensure the accountability of the member state as well as to make effective role in promoting the democratic institutions; which will ultimately better serve the common interests of Muslim people of Bangladesh and Pakistan and will strengthen the governance system.
· The matter of connectivity within the SAARC countries as consented by the members earlier should be implemented which will be very much helpful for enlarging the people-to-people cooperation and minimizing the differences as well.
· Establishing a SAARC working group within all the member states, will enable the policy level of the members to pick-up the burning issues related to regional as well as national development; fifthly, it is well recognized that terrorism and the negative consequences of global climatic change are the common problems for the Saarc countries, a greater consensus among the states regarding these issues will enable them fight against them.
· Considering the urge by the Former Pakistani Prime Minister Gilani emphasized the need for further expanding bilateral relations at the people-to-people level, it is significant to take the attempts by the civil societies of both the countries.
 Though there are problems at state level, people of Bangladesh and Pakistan feel very closer.
· Considering SAARC as core platform for socio-economic development in the region, there is a possible role for Bangladesh in the present crisis in South Asia. Bangladesh can take the initiatives to restore the interrupted dialogue between India and Pakistan which can shape SAARC in a meaningful manner and save it from extinction.

· The implementation of SDGs will be able to fulfil all burning needs of both countries.
7. Conclusion
Pakistan and Bangladesh are the second and third largest countries within SAARC respectively both in terms of geography and population. Almost all the countries in the region have bilateral problems with India. There are problems related to border, terrorism, arms competition etc. between India and Pakistan. There are problems related to water sharing, exchange of enclaves, border fencing, border killings etc. between Bangladesh and India while landlocked states Nepal and Bhutan have no options but to abide by the will of India. Without managing or minimizing these, it will be very difficult to make SAARC an effective body. In the era of globalization, only collective efforts can ensure national development. Being significant members of SAARC, mitigation of historical disputes between Bangladesh and Pakistan should be resolved. As development is a combined process, narrow national interest can only ensure short-term benefits, but creates numerous obstacles in the long run. The European Union is the brightest model of regional cooperation in spite of warfare within themselves of some hundred years, and even ASEAN has been more successful than SAARC in many respects. Although it has a lot of potential, SAARC is still far from it's destination. We the people are waiting to see a happy and prosperous South Asia. Hopefully, the dream will be materialized.

Annex 1
Table1: SAARC Development Goals (SDGs) 2007-2012 
	Livelihood SDGs

	Goal 1 
	Eradication of Hunger Poverty 

	Goal 2 
	Halve proportion of people in Poverty by 2010 

	Goal 3 
	Ensure adequate nutrition and dietary improvement for the poor 

	Goal 4 
	Ensure a robust pro-poor growth process 

	Goal 5 
	Strengthen connectivity of poorer regions and of poor as social groups 

	Goal 6 
	Reduce social and institutional vulnerabilities of the poor, women, and children 

	Goal 7 
	Ensure access to affordable justice 

	Goal 8 
	Ensure effective participation of poor and of women in anti-poverty policies and programmes 

	Health SDGs

	Goal 9 
	Maternal health 

	Goal 10 
	Child health 

	Goal 11 
	Affordable health-care 

	Goal 12 
	Improved hygiene and Public health 

	Education SDGs

	Goal 13 
	Access to primary/communal school for all children, boys and girls 

	Goal 14 
	Completion of primary education cycle 

	Goal 15 
	Universal functional literacy 

	Goal 16 
	Quality education at primary, secondary and vocational levels 

	Environment SDGs

	Goal 17 
	Acceptable level of forest cover 

	Goal 18 
	Acceptable level of water and soil quality 

	Goal 19 
	Acceptable level of air quality 

	Goal 20 
	Conservation of bio-diversity 

	Goal 21 
	Wetland conservation 

	Goal 22 
	Ban on dumping of hazardous waste, including radio-active waste 


Source: Independent South Asian Commission on Poverty Alleviation (ISACPA), March, 2007.

*Assistant Professor and former Chairman, Department of International Relations, University of Chittagong.


� SAARC Charter.


� Faridul Alam, “SAARC 2011: Why do we need regional cooperation”, The Daily Star, 5 November, 2011. 


� Faridul Alam, “17th SAARC Summit: Building Bridges”, The Daily Star, 2 November, 2011.


� SAARC Social Charter. available www.saarc-sec.org/uploads/.../SOCIAL%20CHARTER_20100414104318.doc


� Heinrich-Wilhhelm Wyes and Michael Lewandowski, “Narrowing the Gaps through Regional Cooperation Institutions and Governance Systems”, ADBI Working Paper Series no. 359, p- 4, May, 2012, Asian Development Bank Institute.


� Declaration of 16th SAARC Summit, 2010, Thimphu, Bhutan.


� Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) Policy paper no. 15, February, 2007, P –10


� Jaideep Saikia, “Terror Sans Frontiers: Islamic Militancy in North East India,” Occasional Paper (Champaign, IL: University of Illinois at UrbanaChampaign, July 2003); Jayshree Bajora, “RAW: India's External Intelligence Agency,” CFR Backgrounder (New York: Council on Foreign Relations, November 7,


2008), available at www.cfr.org/publication/17707/raw.html .


� Eric Rosand, Naureen Chowdhury Fink and Jason Ipe, “Countering Terrorism in South Asia: Strengthening Multilateral Engagement”, Center for Global Counterterrorism Cooperation, May, 2009, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.globalct.org/images/content/pdf/reports/south_asia.pdf" �http://www.globalct.org/images/content/pdf/reports/south_asia.pdf�


� “SAARC States Team up to Curb Trans-national Crimes,” The Post (Islamabad), April 17, 2008, available at


http://thepost.com.pk/IsbNews.aspx?dtlid=156037&catid=17 .


� Muralidhar Reddy and Sandeep Dikshit, “Legal Assistance Treaty Gets SAARC Approval,” The Hindu, August 3, 2008, available at www.hindu.com/2008/08/03/stories/2008080361031400.htm .


� Permanent Mission of Sri Lanka to the UN, “SAARC Convention to Help in Combating Terrorism,” press release (New York, August 27, 2008), available at www.slmission.com/media-releases/21-ministry-media-releases-/123-saarc-convention-to-help-in-combating-terrorism.html .


� “SAARC Development Goals (2007-2012), by Independent South Asian Commission on Poverty Alleviation (ISACPA), March, 2007.


� Addu Declaration, 2011.


� The Daily Times, Pakistan, 28 April, 2010.


� Islamabad Policy Research Institute, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://ipripak.org/factfiles/ff33.shtml" �http://ipripak.org/factfiles/ff33.shtml�.





9

