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KUALA LUMPUR, Feb 23 (Bernama) -- Just 16 nmonths after being fornmed,
the group of eight Islamc devel oping countries (D-8) has produced a
tangi bl e product in the formof a prototype light aircraft for use in
agricul ture.

Wth this devel opnment, it has lived up to its billing as a
project-oriented organi sation, thus defying earlier scepticismthat it
woul d degenerate into another "talk shop"” when set up in June 1997 in
| st anbul

Foreign Mnister Datuk Seri Syed Hamid Al bar today reveal ed that the
aircraft, the devel opnment of which was undertaken by aviation experts from
all D8 countries, would undergo its first test flight this Septenber.

For the young grouping, this is an achi evenent indeed, particularly
when conpared with the larger entity of the Organisation of Islamc
Conference (O Q).

Wth 55 nenbers having varyi ng soci o-econoni c systens and soneti nmes
deep political and ideol ogical differences, observers felt that the OC
tended to focus on differences rather than comonalities which could be
expl oited for nutual benefit.

A diplomatic source said that after 30 years, the OC had little to
show in terns of actual projects inplenented to significantly lift the
livelihood of the popul ace of Islamc nmenber countries.

This is despite sone nmenbers being rich financially and havi ng massive
investnments in the western narkets, but had been sonewhat | ukewarm when it
cones to investing in other Islamc countries.

In contrast, the smaller D-8 is undertaking projects which can be
i npl enented. They are al so manageable and its nmenbers are not inclined to
undertake overly anbitious projects.

This was why that out of 13 proposals noboted at Istanbul, only six
priority projects were accepted, the source said.

However, the D-8 has no desire to be exclusive, as Syed Ham d pointed
out, saying that the econom c progress achieved by the D-8 would further
conpl emrent and reinforce the O C

It is perhaps tinely to recall Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir
Mohamad's remarks at the last D-8 sunmit in Istanbul when he said the
groupi ng should fold up if it fails to realise its objectives.

The D-8 conprises Ml aysia, |ndonesia, |Iran, Bangl adesh, Pakistan
Tur key, Egypt and N geri a.

But from what has happened, this is not to be so for the D8 s projects
had gone beyond the enmbryoni c stage. For instance, Ml aysia, which was
assigned to coordinate Islamc finance and banki ng plus takaful business
anong D-8 countries, has nanaged to set up a takaful joint venture conpany
in I ndonesi a.

Interestingly, the scope of cooperation anong devel opi ng countries has
gone beyond D-8 as simlar takaful organisations have been set up in Brune
and Sri Lanka while South Africa is al so showi ng keen interest.

Foll owi ng this success, D8 nenbers have asked Mal aysia to submt a
paper on the vastly potential retakaful or Islamc reinsurance business at
t he upcom ng second sunmit in Bangl adesh next week.

An area that is likely to come in for close scrutiny is expanding trade
and i nvestnment as D-8 nenbers have a conbi ned popul ation in excess of 800
mllion people, thus representing a forni dable consuner market.



Al t hough exports of D-8 countries have increased, their contribution to

global trade flows is snmall, i.e. nmerely US$440 billion or four percent of
the total world trade of US$10.2 trillion.

As for Malaysia, its trade |last year with D-8 countries anounted to
RML7 billion or only 3.2 percent of its global trade, but on an encouragi ng

note, it has increased conpared with RML2.4 billion or 2.8 percent in 1997.

Agai nst such a prom sing backdrop, efforts need to be taken to boost
trade by sinplifying procedures, organising trade fairs and pronotions to
i ncrease trade both within the D-8 market and the gl obal nmarket at | arge.

This is sonething that Egypt would have to do, by coordi nating trade
facilitation measures anong menbers, crucial especially now given the
i ncreasing conpetition in the international nmarket place.

In terms of data exchange, the D-8 has noved forward by establishing
focal points in each of the capitals known as the "D-8 Aquaculture
Informati on and Monitoring Centre.”

The groupi ng has al so gone further in publishing a directory of
aquacul ture experts, scientists, institutions and capabilities in D-8
countries, something which the diplomatic source said could facilitate
effective transfer of technol ogy.

It woul d perhaps be tinely also for the Dhaka summit to reviewthe
status of its current office in Istanbul funded by the Turkish governnent,
whi ch coordinates and nmonitors the inplenentation of projects.

D-8 nmenbers may | ook to establishing a permanent unit or coordinating
centre for the grouping, given the success of sonme of the projects nooted
in Istanbul

Despite the accol ades pouring in for D-8 nenbers which are being
regarded as the "new kids on the bl ock”, nenmber countries nmust not rest on
their laurels. They should instead nobilise nore resources collectively to
nove forward.

This is vital, especially at a time when much of East Asia has been
battered by a financial crisis while sone Islam c countries were ravaged by
natural disasters and others being wei ghed down by nounting debts.

These are the challenges that the second summit in Dhaka faces, but the
gathering of D-8 | eaders hol ds much promise -- in realising nore projects
and bringing new ones on board as well as putting to shane the prophets of
doom who had earlier decried this smallish Islamc grouping.

The D-8 has cone to stay and flourish.
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