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Shaukat Aziz, Prime Minister of Pakistan: ‘Repositioning Asia: A Road Map’

Your Excellency Hilary Benn, Secretary of State for International Development

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen:

I consider it a special privilege for me to be invited to deliver this keynote address on the future of Asia. I am sure with the presence of so many experts and eminent policymakers gathered here, this Conference will make a major contribution to the objective of promoting growth and ending poverty in Asia.

At the outset I want to express my appreciation to the British government and especially to DFID for organising this important and timely conference.

I would like to speak to you on the basis of my experience in the private sector gathered over several years of working in different Asia countries as well as in my official capacity over the last six years, first as Finance Minister and now as Prime Minister.

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Our vision for Pakistan is of a strong, democratic, progressive Islamic state that provides peace, prosperity, and security to its people and coexists with its neighbours with peace and amity.

Our country is richly endowed with material and human resources. Over 150 million people of Pakistan are intelligent, industrious and hardworking. Pakistan also enjoys a pivotal position at the crossroads of these vital regions of the world – South Asia, Central Asia and West Asia. It is therefore uniquely positioned to leverage this location as a bridgehead for multi-sectoral cooperation between these regions. This includes corridors of cooperation such as gas pipelines, transportation of infrastructure trade and tourism.

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Over the past six years, Pakistan has undergone a qualitative transformation achieved through broad-based multi-sectoral structural reforms. I am confident that history will judge these reforms as the most extensive and intensive.

In the sphere of governance, we have ensured democracy from the grassroots level to the provincial and federal levels with devolution of powers, transparency and accountability.

In the economic sector, our reforms have been based on the three pillars of deregulation, liberalisation and privatisation. As a result our economy is now on a high growth trajectory with 8.4 per cent growth last year, which we expect to sustain in the future. Our industry is expanding, our agriculture is growing, with rising employment and declining poverty. Emergence of a robust and expanding middle class signifies the success of the reforms, dynamism of our economy, and the potential of growth.
In the social sphere, we have focused on empowerment of women and minorities as well as improving the access to as well as the quality of healthcare and education. We want to build a knowledge-based economy.

Clearly, however, we are not complacent as there is a lot more that needs to be done including implementation of second generation reforms, maintaining consistency and continuity of policies, increasing productivity and competitiveness, improving security and striving for durable peace in the region.
The critical lesson that we have learnt is about the overriding importance of holistic home-grown structural reforms which must be carefully calibrated and implemented in tandem with each other to achieve progress and prosperity. Reforms must have total ownership backed by strong political will and conviction based on a vision and philosophy which has broad participation.

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Let me now turn to the challenges and opportunities facing Asia.

In my view, broadly speaking, the future of Asia depends upon the stability of Asian nations to implement necessary structural reforms if they are to maintain their growth and achieve greater levels of prosperity. When we speak of growth, change is the constant. Failure to change and adapt to the evolving environment can retard our growth.

The history of the Asian continent, which has been the cradle of several civilisations, is marked by the ability of Asian people to adapt to the demands of their environment and times. Over the years, they have demonstrated their remarkable ingenuity for transformation, innovation, and invention. The human resources of Asia are its greatest asset and the promise of its future.

Today, Asia accounts for more than 60 per cent of the world’s population, constitutes one-third of the world economy, over a quarter of international exports, and is one of the largest recipients of global foreign direct investment. The Continent has been the engine for the revival of the global economy with its abundant natural resources including oil and gas and a large reservoir of entrepreneurial and technological skills. Home to an increasing portion of the global workforce and a growing middle class, Asia is also veritably the largest market in the world.

Asia’s strength is rooted in both its size and diversity. Its distinct sub-regions – East Asia, Central Asia, South Asia and West Asia – are arguably the most promising, vibrant, and challenging regions in the world.

China, today, epitomises Asia’s economic transformation, strength and future. East Asia has survived the Asia Crisis and ASEAN has emerged as a driving force for Asian resurgence. Japan’s growth is reviving. South Asian reforms and liberalisation are transforming the lives of billions of people. Central Asian states are emerging from the shadow of planned economies to better leverage their natural wealth. West Asia with its oil wealth is generating capital surpluses and transforming them into affluent societies.

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Notwithstanding the positive aspects of Asia that I have outlined, our Continent also faces several challenges as a result of its complexity and diversity. The four sub-regions of Asia are not uniform in terms of the levels of their development. Each region therefore faces diverse challenges.

I would now like to identify some of these challenges. These are:

Conflicts and disputes: While some countries in Asia are progressing rapidly, others have remained embroiled in internal dissentions or encumbered by disputes which are consuming their resources. For generations, leaders of countries in South and West Asia have relatively spent far more time and energy addressing conflicts and dispute resolution rather than fully focusing on growth and development. These countries have not therefore, been able to leverage their full potential and harness their resources for development and have lagged behind others. By comparison, East Asian countries, not encumbered by such limitations, have achieved remarkable progress and prosperity.

Terrorism: International terrorism poses a threat to internal and external security to virtually every Asian country. Dealing with the problem of terrorism can drain the countries resources, limit investment and impede economic growth.

Empowerment, transparency, and governance: the future success of Asian countries will also depend on their ability to ensure good governance, rule of law transparency in public policy, empowerment of the people especially women and respect for human rights and fundamental freedom. Reforms cannot proceed without more accountable and inclusive public institutions and good governance. The voice of the people must be heard and heeded too.
Poverty: this is a major impediment for Asia to achieve sustainable growth and become a stronger partner for other regions in the world. While East and West Asia have achieved sufficiently higher levels of income, poverty remains a serious problem in South Asia and in some parts of Central Asia. Relying on foreign assistance alone cannot eradicate poverty.

Demography is both a challenge and an opportunity. The demographic profile of Asia looks very promising with a large share of the population in the working age group and the dependency ratio relatively low. Ageing of the labour force in East Asia is rapid. By contrast, South Asia retains a young profile. As the workforce increases, the challenge for Asian countries is to ensure that these new entrants into the workforce are gainfully employed.

Human resource development: Human capital is Asia’s most valuable asset. Maximisation of our human resource potential would be pivotal in generating economic growth.

Maturing economies: As the economies mature, their growth rates are not as rapid as before. Asian economies with a higher level of income will, therefore, require a different approach. This will need a paradigm shift by all stakeholders – the government, the private sector, and the people.

Energy: Energy security will be of vital importance in the future. Asia is one of the world’s major producers as well as consumers. Energy needs for developing Asia will grow exponentially. Rising energy costs will obviously slow down growth. Asia will also have to tap all sources of energy for both sustainable growth and a clean environment.

Water: Water security will be critical for survival and future growth. Climate change as well as global warming and consequential phenomenon of desertification makes the significance of water security even more pronounced.

Food: Food security for countries with large populations will be essential. Rapidly increasing population levels which outpace food production may have not only economic repercussions but also adverse political and social implications for these countries.
Natural disasters: the disastrous tsunami in 2004 and the South Asia earthquake in 2005 left a devastating impact of unprecedented scale on Asia with extensive damage to economic assets, infrastructure and social service delivery. They re-emphasised the vulnerability of Asia to natural catastrophes depriving millions of their livelihoods. Pandemics such as HIV/AIDS and bird flu are looming threats for Asia.

Environmental degradation: Asia is rich with natural resources, biodiversity, forests and sanctuaries which are facing the challenge of environmental degradation. We need an effective framework in place to protect and preserve our ecosystem for our future generations to inherit.

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Let us see how we can overcome these challenges. In my view, they can be addressed by pursuing a six point programme. This could be a future road map for Asia.
First, settlement of political disputes and ensuring security and stability at internal as well as external levels are the preconditions for high growth, long-term development and prosperity in the region. Conflicts not only cause suffering for the people but also consume huge resources away from national development. Therefore, the quest for peace and settlement of political disputes must receive the highest attention as this is the sine qua non for sustainable growth. Our long-term objective should be to help less developed countries to maintain stability, narrow the wealth gap, and raise the living standards of our people.

Second, we have to rely more on a share of mind business rather than a share of muscle such as IT, telecoms, and services. Asia must leverage technological innovations and move up the value chain, as mere reliance on manufacturing efficiencies will not be adequate. The key is to strengthen our grassroots economies, share our experiences and best practices and unlock our vast potential to achieve sustained rapid growth.
Third, our focus should be on more market access and free trade arrangements with the developed world to help us to help ourselves, a prerequisite for sustained and holistic economic growth and development. In parallel with building on the multilateral and bilateral trade regimes, reducing tariff and non-tariff barriers and promoting investment, we should enhance our mutual trade.

Fourth, Asia needs to evolve an integrated framework for intra-regional cooperation in strategic areas such as energy, water, food, infrastructure, connectivity, environmental protection, and the financial sector to face the emerging challenges.

For example, in energy, we should develop intra-regional gas pipelines, invest in upstream industries, and harness alternate sources of energy to ensure secure supplies of energy.

Building partnerships to construct large water storages and better water management including improved irrigation practices, less water-consuming crops, more efficient industrial processes, adequate investment and institutional capacity are vital to ensure water security.

Likewise, the new technologies and approaches must aim at increasing the productivity of land, sustainable use of genetic resources, production diversification and good agriculture practices to ensure sufficient food supplies.

We also need to be prepared with standby operational apparatus and equipment ready to respond and mitigate the impact of any natural disaster in Asia.

Fifth, we must invest in our human capital to provide appropriate education and skills and healthcare. By doing so, we can increase efficiencies, leverage our competitiveness as well as our comparative advantages and create more value. A competitive pool of knowledge workers, innovators and technology drivers as well as reliable network of telecommunication well help Asia to benefit from new sources of growth such as outstanding software development and services. It will also help in attracting international capital flow needed to expand the productive potential of our economies.

Being a signatory to the MDGs, we need to improve and retool our health sector significantly to ensure quality healthcare and progress towards our targets for 2015. The model we adopted in Pakistan of Lady Health Workers assisted by DFID has substantially contributed in improving service delivery.
Sixth, economic and social transformation through structural reforms, a dynamic private sector, and good governance is crucial for sustainable economic growth and ending poverty. This will not only benefit the less developed countries but also the developed world as the economic and social development of poor countries will reduce global population growth, restrain illegal immigrants, and reduce the threat of terrorism. By reforming our economic and political structures, removing institutional barriers to productive forces, establishing market economies, transparency, empowering women and inclusive development, we can infuse enthusiasm and creativity in our people.

Ladies and gentlemen:

The approach that I have presented before you is definitely within our reach. The approach involves reform in the multi-dimensional disciplines but can be done. For this, the elements of effective statecraft such as economic sovereignty, political stability, internal security, credible defence, good governance and effective diplomacy have to move in symphony.

Many of our colleagues have done this and many are today well on the highway of change to ensure security, stability, good governance, human development, high growth, and social transformation. The differentiator will be quality of leaders and quality of implementation.

To conclude, Ladies and Gentlemen , I am optimistic about the future of Asia. It has the human and natural resources as well as the technological capability to emerge as the engine for growth for the world. Asia also has the potential to become the catalyst for a new world order, based on peace, equity, and shared prosperity. The economic miracle of East Asia points in that direction. A global order where Asians equally share the benefits of globalisation, progress and development will lead to a more secure world for future generations. With the emergence of an innovative, more progressive and evenly prosperous Asia, the twenty-first century could be the Asian century.
At the heart of the transformation that I have proposed is the need for holistic reform. Such reforms must be pursued with courage and foresight. Change is always painful but we will have to endure it for the sake of our future. This will require, in turn, a paradigm shift in our mindset. Asian leaders will have to rise to the task and accept the challenges. Working together with the sense of shared destiny, we can make such a transition successful. We will then be able to bequeath to our future generations a more secure and more prosperous world.

Thank you.

Speech text as provided by the speaker. Please check against delivery.
1

