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· Excellencies, Dignitaries, Distinguished Guests.

· Ladies and Gentlemen!

It is indeed a pleasure and privilege to have among us our distinguished colleagues, friends and partners from across the APA fraternity at this inaugural session ahead of the meetings of the Special Committee on Creation of Asian Parliament (SCCAP) and Standing Committee on Political Affairs and here in Islamabad. 

I welcome you with sincerest sentiments of goodwill and friendship; optimistic that our present engagement would be as productive and fruitful as our previous interactions. 

Your presence here marks the collective pragmatism, rich diversity, pluralism and positivity that defines our great continent.
It is promising to see the sustained and high-level of commitment shown by our esteemed Members and partners at successive APA plenary sittings and sub-forums. 
APA during Pakistan Presidency and now:

I am pleased to recall that during its two-year presidency from 2013 to 2015, Pakistan has endeavoured to build regional synergies and partnerships to rejuvenate and transform APA towards realizing the Asian Century dream of ‘Shaping Asian Destiny through Asian hands’. 

Together we pursued the agenda of greater regional integration by enhancing cooperation and networking towards forming a grand Asian Parliament, representative of all on the basis of equality and mutual respect.
The breakthrough to this effect came in the form of the ‘Special Committee on Creation of an Asian Parliament (SCCAP), created during the 7th Plenary held in Lahore in 2014.

I feel elated and encouraged that as a result of our joint efforts, today APA stands poised and well galvanized towards promoting peace, security and development, respect for the rule of law, justice, equality and a better standard of life for all throughout the continent.
It is now promising to see that Cambodia has sustained the momentum built by Pakistan to this end, as evident by our productive engagements and interactions at the 8th and the 9th plenary session.  

During the course of our present engagements, we will be dealing with key issues and matters during meetings of Standing Committee on Creation of Asian Parliament and Standing Committee Meeting on Political Affairs.

In this regard, we will be needing your continuing cooperation, wisdom and intellect to formalize and document our pledges as plans of action. 

The resolutions put on the agenda of the SCCAP and Political Affairs Committee are very important. They portray the sentiments, expectations and needs of the people of Asia, voiced through their elected representatives. They also put into right perspective the scope, depth and nature of the issue at hand in order to chart out a befitting response.

Here I deem it pertinent to mention here that earlier Pakistan had proposed 7 resolutions to APA. These are in addition to three resolutions pertaining to Good Governance, Good Parliamentary Practices, and Resolution on Rule of Law and Judicial Empowerment, which will be taken up by the Political Affairs Committee meeting tomorrow. 

I would request the APA Tehran Secretariat to kindly transmit the seven earlier resolutions proposed by Pakistan to relevant APA standing committees for further discussion and action. 
Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Common Challenges to Asian Integration

It is promising that the global economic, cultural and technological centre is shifting from Europe and North America to Asia on account of its energy, dynamism and its young and educated population. 

However, as we step up our efforts for regional integration, we must first resolve the conventional and non-conventional challenges that threaten to unravel the gains on account of Asian pragmatism and rise on the world stage, demanding our most undivided attention.
Regional Conflicts and Terror

Raging regional conflicts, extremism, transnational terrorism and human rights abuses constitute the foremost impediment to Asia’s forward march. 
Human Rights Abuses

Wanton violence, unrest and wide-scale human rights abuses in Kashmir, Iraq, Syria and Palestine stand as a poignant testament of enduring prejudices, polarizations, intolerance, enmity and hatred rooted in religio-ethnic discrimination and extremism.
The state-sponsored violence and genocide rampant in these global flashpoints have also exposed the inadequacies and shortcomings of the UN and its relevant bodies such as the Security Council and Human Rights Council, as well as International Court of Justice and other multilateral forums.
Here I like to commend and thank all those APA Members who supported Pakistan in tabling a resolution on the issue of Kashmir at Siem Reap, Cambodia, last year.
A resolution on Palestine issue was also tabled at the last Political Affairs Committee meeting in Siem Reap, but it was deferred, and will now be taken up by during our present engagement.
It is good to see this unanimity of opinion among APA members on Palestine Kashmir issues, whose resolution is central to Asian peace, stability and prosperity. 

However, it is time to crystallize our resolutions into viable plans of action along parliamentary diplomacy and other suitable channels so as to find peaceful and mutually-acceptable solutions.
Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Western Great Game and Divisive policies of some Asian states 
Some western powers’ ‘Great Game’ to purposefully fuel unrest and anarchy in Asia through forced regime change and engineered sham democracies has set the developmental clock decades back for many a nation. Middle East is a case in point.  

Oblivious of the dangers lying ahead, some Asian states are also playing into the hands of foreign powers by carrying forward the divisive policies to create split among Asian nations.
We must not let these forces and elements to succeed. 

Economic and commercial activities are squeezed in an unstable and uncertain environment. 
Pakistan has experienced this bitter reality first hand being the frontline state in the international war on terror, braving huge repercussions on socio-economic and developmental front. 

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Socio-economic Challenges

It is also a bitter reality that economic prosperity in Asia has not been shared equally with the human, social and security dimensions of sustainable development scoring low on national priorities agendas. 
 Despite rapid economic growth, Asia remains home to 62% of the world's hungry with nearly 490 million people suffering from hunger and malnutrition.

Poverty, corruption in areas of governance, lack of access to basic amenities like clean drinking water, Health and Education, rising inequalities, inequalities in distribution of wealth and access to justice, gender disparities and intolerance are rife.
Estimates that over 1.7 billion people lack access to improved sanitation in Asia and the Pacific; and that a billion more people could be "water stressed" in the next 35 years in Asia ring alarm bells.

That women in Asia are on an average 70% less likely than men to be in the labor force causes grave concern, especially since UN estimates that Asia-Pacific economy would grow by an additional $89 billion annually if women were able to achieve their full economic potential.
Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Tuning Challenges into Opportunities: The Priorities

Our somewhat common challenges are also the cherished goals of 2030 Sustainable Development agenda, making challenges also an opportunity to realize our peace, prosperity, developmental and other Asian Century aspirations.
This global hot-seat role that Asia yearns, demands paradigm shifts, reformations, and prompt action across a wide range of issues and fronts demanding immediate attention back home.

Our priorities are very clear:

· There can be no development without peace. We must eliminate terrorism, violence and armed conflicts impeding Asia’s progress through increased dialogue and understanding. 
· We must conserve environment and fast depleting fresh water resources by adhering to a development agenda that is sensitive to environmental considerations. 
· Likewise, revitalizing growth in agricultural productivity should be pursued in tandem with resolving tangible impacts of climate change on agriculture. 
· Simultaneously, we need to ensure that Asia's 350 million small farmers, typically those working less than 2 hectares, can compete and thrive in modern, food value chains. 

· We also need to double up our efforts to create an integrated energy market to realize Asia’s economic, industrial, technological, and agricultural ambitions, and usher in an era of progress and prosperity. 

· Building a just and equitable economic order based on inclusive growth and increasing accessing to education can be an effective two-pronged strategy to eliminate deprivation and illiteracy that in turn spawn extremist and violent tendencies in the society. 

· We must make our domestic governance systems transparent, corruption-free and accountable since good governance is indispensible to robust democracies.
· At the same time, we must empower women politically, economically and socially to make headway on the path to sustainable growth and progress, which demands full and equal participation of both men and women.
Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

The Way Forward

The world, and not just Asia-Pacific region, is in throes of significant geo-political and economic transitions that are bound to impact all.

The EU defragmentation with UK’s exit may likely tip the scales in favour of expediting Asian integration, especially along socio-economic and technological lines. 
By exhibiting necessary political will, the Oil and Energy rich Asian powers can facilitate integration by shifting their focus from Europe to reinvigorating regional economies and markets.      

Asian Parliament

I am confident that by forming a grand Asian Parliament, which is representative of the whole region and stands as custodian of its interests, we can overcome all these challenges and build a future of Asia that we can all be proud of. 
In this regard, I had earlier proposed forming five regional geo-political groups within APA during the Meeting of APA Standing Committee on Economic & Sustainable Development Affairs held in Islamabad on 26th July, 2016.

I am positive that during the course of our present engagement, especially at the subsequent SCCAP meeting, we may deliberate the modus operandi as to how these regional groups can effectively work out suitable mechanisms and frameworks to realize the commonly-cherished goal of an Asian Parliament. 

Moreover, since peace, development and democracy are some of the indispensible prerequisites of regional integration, special attention needs to be paid towards strengthening democracy, defeating terror, dousing divisive conflicts and animosities, and ushering in peace for early and durable integration. 

As a frontline state in the international war on terror, Pakistan remains commitment to eliminating terror and militancy, despite staggering repercussions and losses on human and socio-economic fronts. 
We believe that this is a global issue and needs to be addressed effectively.
At APA’s platform, our challenge lies in putting in place conducive collaborative measures on political, economic, and social fronts to augment Asian stability in face of all external and internal threats and obstacles to peace and development. 

The core objective is to ensure stability as a precursor to a more people-centric and rights based human development approach, enabling the entire region to leverage the opportunities created by paradigm shifts across the world. 

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Pakistan has been able to turn the page on many of the aforementioned common challenges by prioritizing democratic pluralism, peace and inclusive development in our policy and legal frameworks.

At the regional level also, we desire a stable, peaceful and prosperous Asia. 
However, we believe that this warrants a comprehensive approach not only to deal with violence but also its root causes. This requires enhancing international cooperation in multiple domains.

Guided by the “Asian Spirit” and the goal of creating “Asian Harmony”, we wish to establish a political discourse in not just South, but the whole of Asia, that is based upon cooperation, not confrontation. 
We seek friendship and good-neighbourly relations with all our neighbours including India. We look forward to resolving all outstanding issues including the Jammu and Kashmir dispute, which we consider a sine qua non for regional and global stability. 
We are also committed to working together with Afghanistan to expand mutual trade and economic cooperation and reinforce efforts at the regional level to strengthen collaboration in diverse fields – from trade to energy to communication corridors.
Situated as we are on the cross roads of central, south and west Asia, we realize the enormous opportunities that ensue from pursuing with diligence the vision of common development and cooperation.

We seek to tap the enormous potential of Asian continent for the betterment of our peoples, by forging strong and enduring inter and intra-regional synergies. 

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Role of Parliament and Parliamentarians:

Parliament plays an essential role in steering national and regional progress on peace and sustainable development goals being hubs of collective national wisdom and resolve, and legitimate platforms to resolve conflicts. 

APA Parliaments must engage in the peace, Sustainable Development and climate change agenda at national, regional, and global levels. 
I am confident that our endeavours will prove to be successful in this regard, leading to further deepening of cooperation among Asian nations on the basis of equality and mutual respect. 

 At APA platform, we must encourage sharing of good parliamentary practices and innovations to make legislative process conducive, allowing our respective parliaments to have a significant influence on sustainable development policies by inscribing targets and objectives into laws. 

Our challenges and opportunities stand intertwined. Isolated and fragmented efforts, or unilateral approaches will prove to be a non-starter and counter-productive. 

The equation is simple:

“Either we embrace doom together, or jointly journey towards a common destination that promises prosperity, sustainable development and inclusive progress.” 

The choice is ours! 

I am optimistic that this meeting will help synthesize mutually-agreeable and acceptable solutions to all issues placed on its agenda.

I avidly look forward to listening to your valuable views and suggestions as to how we can further augment synergies and cooperation towards realizing all commonly-cherished ideals. 

Thank You! 
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