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Mr. Sabahat Ellahi, 
President, Thai-Pakistan Chamber of Commerce, 
Distinguished Members of the Chamber,
Honoured Guests, 
Ladies and Gentlemen!
Assalamo-o-Alaikum!

It is a great pleasure to be here tonight and to speak to this august gathering. 

I thank Mr. Sabahat Ellahi, President of the Thai-Pakistan Chamber of Commerce, and his colleagues in the Chamber for organizing this welcome dinner. We are truly touched by this gracious gesture. 
There are many friends from the Thai business community and from other foreign chambers here tonight. I thank them for honoring us with their presence on this occasion. 

I also see several members of the Thai-Pakistani Friendship Association as well as many luminaries of the Pakistani community in Thailand. Their participation yet again underlines their commitment to make a visible contribution to the steady growth of Pakistan-Thailand relations. 
Ladies and Gentlemen:
Chambers of Commerce are always a crucial building block of the overall architecture of any bilateral relationship. 
The Chambers provide an important platform to the business communities to interact, identify opportunities, and translate them into concrete collaborative ventures. 
The fruits of their labour are reflected in enhanced commerce, expanded trade, and stronger relationships between nations. 
The Foreign Chambers of Commerce in Thailand are playing a similarly instrumental role. I take this opportunity to commend their persistent efforts and vital contribution. 
The Thai-Pakistan Chamber of Commerce is a relatively ‘new kid on the block.’ But it is gratifying that in a short span of five years, the Chamber has steadily progressed and made its presence felt. 

Today, the Chamber is serving as an important avenue for interface between the business communities of Pakistan and Thailand. The insights and advice shared by its members with traders, businessmen and potential partners from Pakistan are invaluable. The Chamber’s practical support for deeper business-to-business ties is priceless.  
At the same time, the Chamber is effectively liaising with the Thai authorities and usefully collaborating with the Joint Foreign Chambers of Commerce in Thailand (JFCCT).  

The Chamber is also fulfilling its social responsibility. We appreciate the spirit in which it helped raise funds for the welfare of the people displaced by the developments in Swat last year.  

A lot of credit goes to President Sabahat Ellahi and his fellow colleagues, whose tireless efforts have made all this possible. They have our best wishes for success in all their future endeavors. 
Ladies and Gentlemen:
Pakistan is a pivotal state, located at the junction of three strategic regions of the world – South Asia, Central Asia and the Middle East. 

We are a nation of over 170-million hardworking and enterprising people. The majority of our population is young and dynamic. We have a large pool of skilled manpower, and a rapidly growing middle class.

Despite what you hear and see in a largely uni-focal coverage in the media, there is tremendous economic activity taking place in Pakistan. 

For a substantial part of this decade, Pakistan has been one of the fastest growing economies of Asia -- registering over 6% growth rate during 2005-2008. 

Despite the global recession, we have been able to achieve a reasonable GDP growth of about 4.1% for the year 2009-10. 

There has also been a sharp increase in foreign investment, which grew from an average of $ 400 million in the 1990s to over $ 5.5 billion in 2007-08. In 2008-09, foreign investment was recorded at $ 3.7 billion. 

The major sectors attracting foreign investment include communications, financial business, and oil & gas explorations. The largest investments have come from the UAE, USA, UK, China and the Netherlands. 
Our macroeconomic indicators are increasingly improving.

At the same time, we remain focused on addressing the energy deficit and the impact of extremist violence. 

These challenges are not unique to Pakistan. Many developing countries have faced such problems and have emerged successfully.  
We, too, believe that these are not insurmountable problems; and that we, too, will resolve them effectively.  

My message to the business representatives present here is to take cognizance of the untold story. 

It is important to see Pakistan’s growth trajectory, its large domestic market, and its extended neighborhood -- which offer major opportunities for developing profitable trade, commercial and investment ventures. 

Equally important, there are vast potential gains to be made from Pakistan’s position as a hub for trade and energy corridor, linking with China, Central Asia, and the Middle East. 

I, therefore, stress the need to think strategically, and to think long-term. Within that perspective, you will find investment in Pakistan promising real dividends. 
Ladies and Gentlemen:
On the other hand, Thailand’s economic vibrancy and dynamism is also a very evident fact. 
We have witnessed with great admiration the impressive growth patterns achieved by Thailand in recent decades in trade and investment expansion and in economic development and rising standards of living. 

Thailand’s success in establishing itself as a “hub” for regional connectivity has been equally impressive. 

After the recent events, we believe Thailand is fast on the road to recovery. 
As close friends of Thailand, Pakistan and its people wish the best for the Thai nation and its continued march on the path of progress and prosperity. 

Ladies and Gentlemen: 
This brings me to the Pakistan-Thailand bilateral relationship. 
Pakistan and Thailand are proud inheritors of the great civilization that flourished over two thousand years ago in areas that form Pakistan today. “Gandhara” constitutes an immutable bond between our two societies.   
In modern times, our two countries were partners and allies in the South East Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO). 

Our political ties have always been close and cordial. 

We both recognize that these ties must be underpinned by a strong economic partnership – with deepening trade, commercial and investment cooperation. 

Our bilateral trade is around $ 800 million -- still far below the actual potential of the two countries. 

Recently, we have witnessed a healthy growth pattern particularly in Pakistan’s exports during 2009. This needs to be sustained and further consolidated. 
The feasibility study for an FTA (Free Trade Agreement) has been completed and follow-up steps are now being finalized by both sides. 
We are looking at the establishment of a mechanism that would help reduce and eliminate tariffs.  

There has been fruitful interaction with major stakeholders in Thailand, including the Ministry of Commerce, Board of Investment, EXIM Bank, and the private sector. 

Several measures have been outlined to help increase the overall trade volume, improve the trade balance, and enhance two-way investments. 
Later this year, we expect the next meeting of Joint Economic Commission meeting to take place in Islamabad. This would be a good occasion for the business communities to make their crucial inputs to the process. 

It goes without saying that, in advancing all these initiatives, the Chamber can play a reinforcing role.  In my view, the Chamber must transform itself into a formidable force – significantly influencing the course of the bilateral economic relationship. 

For this, it must have larger membership, broader outreach, stronger alliances, and a bold futuristic vision. 

The Chamber already stands on a solid foundation. It must emulate the example of some of its peers in the JFCCT and expand its activities and deepen its relationships.  

There are valuable potential partners in the Thai trading and business community, foreign trade community, and the Thai-Pakistani community. 
President Sabahat Ellahi has provided dynamic leadership to the Chamber. I am sure he and his colleagues will do their utmost to take the Chamber to newer heights and make a substantial contribution to the further growth of Pakistan-Thailand trade and economic partnership. 

I conclude by thanking the Chamber for organizing this evening’s programme and also thank everybody present here for gracing this occasion. 
Pakistan-Thailand friendship zindabad. 
*****************

PAGE  
4

