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ECONOM C COOPERATI ON | N THE M DDLE EAST
Elias H Tumm

The call for econonic cooperation is |oud and cl ear
I nternational agencies, institutions, and many governnments are
busily trying to pronote econom c cooperation anong M ddl e East
countries, for both econom c devel opnment and peace. The third
econom ¢ conference, held this year in Cairo, has just concl uded.
More than 3,500 busi ness, governnment, and academ c people, from
92 countries and 26 NGOs, participated. The objectives of this and
ot her programs have al ways seened grand, the rhetoric
overwhel mi ng, and the expected results overly exaggerated. Few
projects have naterialized and |ittle continuing cooperation has been
generated. The reasons are both structural and behavioral. The
former are built-in defects that render successful cooperation
difficult. The latter reflect attitudes, policies, and behaviors of the
| eaders and their constituents toward cooperation in general and
specific projects in particular

Anong the structural reasons three are prom nent, |ack of
conpl enentarity, underdevel opnent of institutions and
infrastructure, and poverty of natural and human resources. 1) The
countries of the ME. have simlar endowrents and econonic
products enough to be conpetitive with rather than conpl enentary
to each other. They inport manufactured products and export raw
mat eri al and agricultural products. Israel nay be the only exception
but its conplenmentarity with other countries tends to center on | abor
and technol ogy, both of which suffer fromrestricted nobility
because of political and mlitary considerations. 2) Another handicap
i s the underdevel opnent of economic and | egal institutions that
could foster cooperation in the region. For exanple, the systens of
tariffs, labor and capital nobility, conmunications, transportation,
and marketing are not yet devel oped enough to cope with expanded
cooperation anmong countries of the region or with other regions. The
same limtation is true of the physical infrastructure in nost
countries of the ME. 3) These handi caps are augnented by the
poverty of human capital and technol ogy. Though educati on has
expanded widely in the region, the quality of education and the
technical proficiency of the |abor force tend to be inadequate to
fulfill the needs of regional and international cooperation.

The behavi oral obstacles are probably nore serious because
they can be overcone only fromw thin the respective econonies.
Three obstacles may be highlighted: the perception of cooperation
the influence of tradition, and policy nmaking reginmes. 1) The
meani ng of cooperation is hardly ever clear. The word cooperation is
used interchangeably with integration, globalism liberalization and
expansion of trade, and regionalism Strictly speaking, cooperation
means a willful decision to act jointly with others on specified
projects for specified objectives. A wllful decision to cooperate can
be effective only if its makers are conmit adequate resources for
cooperation, and if they are supported by a |large constituency in
their respective countries. Furthernore, cooperation may be in
trade, marketing, or production. Most international agencies and
promoters of cooperation tend to focus on trade |iberalization and
expansi on. They probably woul d oppose cooperation in marketing
since that mght lead to cartelization; e.g., OPEC-like organizations. At
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the sane tinme, few agencies or countries explore cooperation in
commodity production, except for Israel which always conmes with a
long list of potential projects for cooperation with its nei ghbors.
Unfortunately, the response for those neighbors has been | ess than
encouragi ng for various political and social reasons. Another
di scouragi ng aspect of the idea of cooperation is that it tends to be
presented by foreign agenci es and hence does invite a negative
reaction, as a rem nder of past colonial and inperial penetration in
the region. 2) The idea and act of econonic cooperation find little
support in the traditions of the region. Mddle East countries and
their educational systems encourage nationalism individualism and
I ocal loyalties, all of which generate cynicismtoward cooperation. It
is frequently asked: If cooperation is so beneficial, why has it not
devel oped yet? 3) A third behavioral obstacle is the quality and
variety of political reginmes in the region and their distance from
their constituents in policy making and inplenmentation. Wile the
vari ous economes are so sinmlar as to restrict cooperation and
pronmote conpetition, the political reginmes are so varied as to al so
restrict cooperation and pronote conpetition. [|slamc regines,
radical military regines, traditional and anachronistic nonarchies,
and western type denocracies may find it difficult to trust each
ot her enough to surrender sone of their own sovereignties in order
to cooperate with each other. Yet, w thout such action cooperation
can hardly succeed. On the other hand, it is not evident that these
regi mes have enough popul ar support to take radical steps in favor
of cooperation with other countries. Popular reactions in Jordan and
Egypt are telling exanples of the distance between the regi nes and
the people with regard to econom c and social relations with Israel
In these circunstances the signing of agreements and the issuing of
procl amations are sterile instruments for pronoting cooperation

Does all this mean that cooperation efforts among ME
countries are dooned and shoul d be abandoned? On the contrary, it
nmeans that nore efforts should be expended and new approaches
shoul d be attenpted. For exanple, it nmay be useful to explore
popul ar attitudes toward cooperation before delving into the process.
That woul d serve both to | earn about readi ness of the people and to
educate themwith regard to cooperation. It would also narrow the
gap between policy maker and inplenenter of the policy. Another
step may be to highlight the economic benefits of cooperation
relative to the costs, separately fromthe political inplications.
Economi ¢ cooperation should be justified on its own nerits and not as

a neans to political or mlitary agreements. The people will respond
nore positively when they expect net benefits from cooperating with
ot her countries. Still another step may be to put aside the grandi ose

prograns for nmassive cooperation in the region and focus on snall
vital, and inplenmentable projects that would give visible results
within a reasonable period of tine. This may be the nost fruitful
approach in projects involving countries which need to build nutua
trust and respect for each other. Arabs and Israelis, Arabs and
Iranians, lranians and Israelis, and Arabs and Arabs may still find
ways to cooperate with each other
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