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OCT 29 2009 - President of Sri Lanka Mahinda Rajapaksa is scheduled to visit Nepal towards the end of October. Rajapaksa, who is also the current chair of SAARC, is mainly visiting Nepal to make a pilgrimage to Lumbini, the birthplace of Lord Buddha. He could not go to Lumbini during his earlier visit to Nepal in March this year as he had to cut short his stay after gunmen attacked the Sri Lankan cricket team in Pakistan. He is scheduled to inaugurate a Sri Lankan monastery in Lumbini. The Sri Lankan president will be the first SAARC chairperson to visit Lumbini. A majority of the population in the Emerald Isle follows Buddhism.

A press release issued during Rajapaksa’s state visit to Nepal in March at the invitation of President Dr. Ram Baran Yadav stated that the Sri Lankan president had noted that this was the highest level visit from Sri Lanka following the declaration of Nepal as a federal democratic republic and expressed full support of the government and the people of Sri Lanka for a peaceful political transition in Nepal. 

During the state visit, Nepal and Sri Lanka signed two agreements, namely an air service agreement and an agreement on the establishment of a joint commission at the foreign minister level. The first agreement is meant to resume direct air service between the two countries, whereas the second agreement envisages regular meetings between the foreign ministers of the two countries to enhance cooperation in the areas of trade, finance, agriculture, industry, development of infrastructure, science and technology, environment, tourism and pilgrim services, education, health, culture, sports, civil aviation, investment and other matters mutually agreed upon. 

Nepal’s trade and economic relations with Sri Lanka developed after the establishment of diplomatic relations in 1957. After signing the avoidance of double taxation agreement between the two countries, there are prospects of further increasing economic relations between the two countries. As active members of SAARC and BIMSTEC, the two countries share similar views on major regional and bilateral issues. Nepal’s private sector is confident that SAFTA will be operationalized. 

The volume of trade between Nepal and Sri Lanka is not that significant. In the fiscal year 2005/06, Nepal exported goods worth Rs. 2 million to Sri Lanka while imports amounted to Rs. 52 million showing a trade deficit of Rs. 48 million. The major export products are leather, leather apparels, brooms and brushes while the main imports are coconut, copra, whisky, colouring matter, plastic materials, printed paper and paper board, colour television, electro-mechanical instruments and appliances. 

Nepal and Sri Lanka have made a start in the sphere of financial services, but we must also think of other areas in order to expand our economic relations. The recently signed agreement with Sri Lankan airlines will also be instrumental in promoting tourism between the two countries. Nepal hopes that the air link will help trade and other sectors to expand. For that to happen, Nepali entrepreneurs need preferential air cargo rates. The flight service will also help to improve cultural and religious ties. 

Along with the Nepal Chamber of Commerce, the Nepal-Sri Lanka Chamber of Commerce and Industry has been working to increase economic activities. Recently, a forum of private sector organizations for peace building called the National Business Initiative (NBI) signed an accord entitled “Declaration on Business Building Peace in South Asia” with the Business for Peace Alliance of Sri Lanka. This, we hope, will enable us to understand each other’s national experiences and provide them a shared mission in socially responsible business entrepreneurship and private sector leadership. 

There are also good prospects of attracting Sri Lankan tourists to Nepal to visit Lumbini, the birth place of Lord Buddha. Arrivals from Sri Lanka number about 27,000 annually. There is a need to organize trade missions to the two countries, disseminate information regarding the types of goods, hold trade fairs, participate in tourism fairs, attract FDI to Nepal in agro processing and promote transfer of technology. Sri Lanka’s experience in the FTAs will be of paramount importance to Nepal.

The peace building process requires injection of optimism and hope and employment and economic opportunities. Otherwise, fragile peace arrangements can rarely be sustained. And over the long term, only the private sector is capable of growing new enterprises, opening investment opportunities and providing employment and enduring economic security. Moreover, the private sector can do more than serve as a source of foreign investment and economic growth. A vibrant indigenous private sector creates an environment in which peace building and reconciliation can take place. Secondly, business can serve as a vehicle for the promotion of peace and reconciliation. Business is a powerful lobby in which the voluntary and community sectors need to engage in for the promotion of peace and reconciliation at all levels. Without peace, there can be no sustainable development.

There is a mistaken notion that in a conflict situation, or even in the post-conflict reconstruction phase, the private sector is reduced to a minor player while the international community and the donors have the main responsibility to prevent conflict and promote peace building. This view holds that only after there is peace will there be a role for the private sector to come in and make its contribution towards creating economic growth and prosperity.

Business cannot flourish in failing societies. Over the last 10 years, the business sector has been under pressure worldwide to play a broader role in society. Corporations are being increasingly challenged about their impact on society, communities and the environment. The triple bottom line concept requires us to think deeply about the social, environmental and economic dimensions of our operations. The private sector has the vision for fair, clean, productive and prosperous society actors. This requires even more durable partnerships with the government and civil society. In this context, institutions like the NBI representing all the major stakeholders and the business community in Nepal could be a visible expression of the business commitment to the future of Nepal and demonstrate that sustainable development makes good business sense.
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