27/ 04/ 2000

Forward in faith and union

THE i dea of form ng an economni ¢ union of Islam c countries which would
allowfor a free fl owof goods, capital and | abour anong menbers i s not as
hard to i nplement as it sounds. And it makes very good sense too alt hough
I slami ¢ countries may not share common borders like in the case of the
menbers of the European Uni on and Nafta, or Apec and Asean. All these
regi onal bl ocs have as the raison d etre the benefits to be derived from
the amal gamati on of often fragnmented econom ¢ bases into a single comon
econom ¢ expanse. Wat the Islamc countries share is a cormon faith and
inthe Organisation of Islamc Conference (O C) they have a ready-nade

f oundati on upon which to build on and further the econom ¢ cause of not
only the menbers but al so that of the devel oping world as a whol e.

In the face of the Western-1led gl obalisation and |iberalisation machi snmo
- a situation acknow edged by no | ess than the Worl d Trade Organi sation in
the aftermath of the Seattle sunmmt |ast Novenber - regionalismand even
tribalismhave ironically enmerged as the best possi bl e approach for | esser
pl ayers to stake a claimin the newworld order. As Prof Syed Nawab Hai der
Nagvi noted, 82 regional blocs were created in the 1990s al one, conpared
to 69 in the preceding 30 years. The presi dent of Pakistan's Institute for
Devel opnent Research al so told an international conference in Kual a Lunpur
on Tuesday that 87 per cent of world trade is currently accounted for by
three bl ocs of 33 countries; namely Nafta, the EU and Apec. Perhaps it is
inevitable, inthe initial stages of forming an all-inclusive club, that
there be a proliferation of highly exclusive alliances, associ ati ons and
organi sations. This is also clearly apparent in the business world where
airlines, shipping conpani es and tel ecommuni cati ons service provi ders have
aggressi vel y sought out partners and entered i nto various arrangenents
desi gned as nuch to expand their operating bases as to exclude the
conpetition.

A position of relative strength fromwhich to bargainis the short-term
obj ective, and there can be none to speak of for the small countries and
busi ness establishnments i f they do not pool resources, what with even the
bi ggest and nost powerful already doing so. For the Islamc countries,
trade i s an obvious point to start. Here, Syed Nawab i s of the viewthat
trade facilitation can be very qui ckly brought up to speed by the setting
up of an O C Regi onal Paynments Agency. Such a mechani smwoul d reduce the
dependence on the world's maj or currencies. It will be an advant age nost
devel opi ng countries need no convincing in the |ight of the 1997-98 Asian
econom c cri sis; one precipitated by externally generated forei gn exchange
pressures on the region's energent economes. It should also lead to the
pronoti on and further devel opnent of financial instrunents and systens
that are Syariah-conpliant. This is an area in which Ml aysi a has
consi der abl e experi ence and expertise, and together with the stature of
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad on t he gl obal stage, Syed Nawab nust have
had the fact in m nd when he suggested that Kual a Lunpur take the lead in
forging greater political and econom c i ntegrati on of O C econoni es.

And the longer-termplanis for OCto evolve a nonetary union. |f
Washington and its allies were not even sittinguptolisten, they would
surely be standing on the chair by now. Asia, remenber, was not allowed to
formprecisely such a union on the arrogant reasoning that a regional
nmonet ary aut hority woul d be i ncapabl e of bei ng di sci plined enough to
pursue policies that are for the common good. Utimately, this would



subvert the role of the I nternati onal Monetary Fund, they decl ared; which
is to say the devel opi ng countries cannot be trusted to al ways know what
they need, let alone act firmy onit. In addition, the enotional baggage
of the West in respect of |Islamaside, the evolution of an alternative
econom ¢ systemis not something which the world's big powers will
wel conme. The O C shoul d however take heart that the stronger the
resi stance the stronger will be the affirmationthat it is aworthwhile
initiative.
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