Conference Report
Speakers at an International Conference Monday (05-03-2012) underscored the need for strengthening cooperation between SAARC and the European Union given the dramatic geo-political changes across the world. The two regions have diverse resources and requirements, which should be exchanged to build a prosperous world, they said. South Asian experts urged their governments to boost relations with the 27-nation regional grouping by burying past the colonial hangover.

The call came at the conference organized by South Asia Youth for Peace and Prosperity Society (SAYPPS) in the Capital at CIRDAP auditorium where diplomats, academics, journalists and youths from different South Asian and European countries attended.

Addressing as the Chief Guest, former Chief Justice and Chief Advisor of the Caretaker Government of Bangladesh Mr. Muhammad Habibur Rahman said realizing the greater importance of regional cooperation, the European Union (EU) has made significant progress in socio-economic and cultural development. He said the EU also addressed many ethnic and minority problems through integrated solutions and SAARC (South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation) countries can take help from their experience as this region also has a number of unresolved ethnic and minority issues.

Regarding the country's political situation, he urged the politicians for a home-grown solution to the ongoing political crisis developed over the issue of caretaker government. He said he cannot give a solution and asked all to ask for solution from the youths who think about the country and its future more. He noted that the SAARC is the weakest regional forum in the world, blaming its political leaders for being 'non-cooperative' and 'non- flexible.' “The Youths of the EU countries are contributing greatly for the development of their respective countries as they have the opportunity to travel visa-free in the EU. But in South Asia, we can hardly think of a visa-free world”, he added.
Addressing as a Special Guest former Advisor of the Caretaker Government of Bangladesh Mr. C. M. Shafi Sami said despite a common history, and traditions, there are conflicts over sharing of resources like water in South Asia. Besides, domestic politics is quite influential in terms of regional cooperation, he noted. He suggested that SAARC, being a younger bloc, can learn from the EU how it addressed the domestic political issues, supervised and implemented the regional projects for economic growth and social development.

Mr. A. G. Abeysekera, Minister in Sri Lankan High Commission, Dhaka said if the cooperation between EU and SAARC increase then it would be definitely help in the development of SAARC states.

Mr. Aamer Ahmed Atozai, First Secretary of Pakistan High Commission in Dhaka, suggested more investments and transfer of technologies from the EU to the region. Job opportunities for the youths of this region in the EU could be an area of greater cooperation. He emphasized on utilizing human resources of South Asia.

Dr Manoj Kumar Mohapatra, First Secretary of Indian High Commission in Dhaka, said in today's globalised world, it is the shared prosperity that can ensure peace and security. Individually, the EU has strong relations with the South Asian nations, but the EU-SAARC relation is not very strong. "There is a lot to be done here," he said. ‘Time has come to increase the connectivity among the youths of South Asia and they will play vital role not only in this region also in the world’, he added. 

Addressing as a Guest of Honor, Professor Dr. Syed Anwar Husain in his deliberation stressed on mutual cooperation among the SAARC countries which, he said, is necessary for establishing peace, prosperity and collective self reliance. He gave emphasis on globalism rather than globalization in the case of establishing peace.

Profesor Dr. Imtiaz Ahmed, International Relations Department of Dhaka University, presided over the conference and said European nations witnessed many wars and bloodshed in the past, but now they have a very different Europe. There is a serious problem in our region. India and Pakistan appear to be at war game which is really ridiculous, he said."There has to be a re-writing of South Asia if we really want to improve," Dr Ahmed said.

Mr. Paulo Casaca, former EU Parliament Member, Belgium said the reinforcement of SAARC is the right strategy to fulfill the expectations and obligations of both regions for freedom, democracy, equal opportunities, lasting development and economic prosperity. He presented a paper titled 'EU-SAARC Cooperation: A new global challenge' in the Conference. Mr.  Casaca in reaction to dramatic geopolitical changes across the world said, the EU endorsed a regional multi-cultural view of its international relations in the last two decades, multiplying contacts and agreements with regional associations elsewhere in the world. He said the two regional associations can make relationship mainly in three sectors-- alternative energy, new trade opportunities and global stability.

Professor Dr.  Dilara Choudhury, eminent Political Scientist, Bangladesh, presented a 12 pages paper on ‘EU-SAARC Cooperation: Bangladesh Perspective’. She suggested EU to take the following steps for promoting meaningful cooperation between EU and SAARC-

· Help create a Regional Youth Forum in which youths of South Asia would meet for multifarious activities on regular basis and arrange exchange visits.

· Create modus vevendi in order to engage the youths to deal with gender equality.

· Create literatures to promote communal harmony.  

Dr. Jayanta Choudhury, Assistant Professor of Tripura University of India presented a paper on ‘EU-SAARC Cooperation: India Perspective’ and he said good relationship between EU and SAARC will have great impact in the development of this region as well as the world. He pointed out the following issues to be considered with more emphasis in EU-India Collaboration-
· Food security/Sustainable Agriculture

· Climate change

· Renewable energy

· Water security

· Youth Development

· Development of North East region of India.

· Border Trade including smuggling

· Trafficking in Women & Children

Ms. Punjita Pradhan, Journalist from Nepal presented a paper on ‘EU-SAARC Cooperation: Nepal Perspective’ in the conference. She opined that it is necessary that a high degree of investment should be made on the youth of the region for factors like education, skill development, and employment generation activities. Corruption, water issue, peace and security are urgently needed to address between the SAARC states, she also added. She suggested EU and SAARC can play vital role jointly to ensure better quality of human lives.
Professor Ali Sukhanver from Pakistan presented the paper on ‘EU-SAARC Cooperation: Pakistan Perspective’. He said in his paper that the kind support of the representatives of the European Union would provide platform to the youth of SAARC countries in developing entrepreneurship on the lines of regional inter dependency.  It would also encourage the young generation of SAARC nations to expand political will to resolve the outstanding issues which are a hindrance in the way to peace and prosperity of South Asian region. The joint venture of the SAARC and the European Union regarding the peace and prosperity of the South Asian region shall benefit millions of people of South Asia whose lives have become hell at the hands of terrorists and their benefactors. 

‘The religious, ethnic, regional and extra regional conflicts have negatively affected the lives of common people in the region. The situation of the South Asian region particularly with reference to the peace and prosperity, law and order, economic development and regional co-operation could have been far better if the member countries of the SAARC had followed the foot-marks of the European Union’, Prof. Ali added
He also said ‘a more positive and affirmative role played by India, being the largest country in the region, would help promoting mutual trust and economic cooperation among the SAARC countries particularly between Pakistan and India, otherwise the SAARC will not be able to perform as EU and ASEAN are doing. Pakistan needs a lot of international favor and support from the member countries of the European Union and SAARC. It is because of the so-called war on terror that in the last ten years the graph of Pakistan’s economy has gone so rapidly downwards that today out of 18 million of Pakistanis about 60% are living below the poverty line. The god-fathers of terrorists are exploiting this socio-economic alienation to lure young immature minds and recruit them as suicide bombers. Particularly in the poverty struck regions the terrorists try their best to promote a feeling of being ignored among the young people. The European Union and the SAARC can support Pakistan by introducing new industrial projects of economic importance particularly in the far-flung areas along the Pak-Afghan borders. Both these organizations must establish vocational educational institutions in the areas where the terrorists are more active in their operations. The young men from such areas must be provided with the opportunities of visiting the member countries of the European Union so that they might be able to understand how prosperity brings peace.’ 

Mr. K. C. Aryal, Counsellor & Deputy Chief of Mission, Embassy of Nepal and Mr. Reazuddin Ahmed, Editor, the Daily News Today; Mr. Mostafa Kamal Majumder, Editor, the Daily New Nation; Ambassador Ashfaqur Rahman, Chairman, Center for Foreign Affairs Studies; Brigadier General (retd) Shahedul Anam Khan, Editor, Defense and Strategic Affairs, The Daily Star; Professor Dr. Dalem Chandra Barman, Department of Peace & Conflict Studies, University of Dhaka; Mr. Mir Mostafizur Rahaman, Chief Reporter, The Daily Independent and Mr. Zaglul Ahmed Chowdhury, eminent Journalist and Columnist, Dhaka were present in the conference as Special Guest, Guests of Honor and Discussants respectively.
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