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7 per cent GDP growth likely this year
KARACHI, Feb 9: Pakistan is likely to chalk up real GDP growth close to an impressive 7 per cent this year. In a report released on Wednesday, Sakib Sherani, economist at ABN Amro said that the optimism was fuelled by a record cotton crop , all-round improvement in agriculture due to a lower-than-feared water shortage, and robust increase in industrial output. 

Other analysts admitted that FY'05 would be a growth story for Pakistan. "We expect growth to cross over even 7 per cent," commented Mohammad Sohail, director equity broking & research at Jahangir Siddiqui Capital Markets Limited, citing high cotton crop and splendid agricultural and industrial growth. 

Over the long run, Pakistan has managed a rate of economic growth of close to 6pc. For the current financial year to end-June 2005, the government has fixed growth target at 6.6 per cent. 
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US to continue assistance for drug control efforts

ISLAMABAD, Feb 9: The United States will cooperate with Pakistan in its efforts to eradicate drug production and curb smuggling by monitoring and sharing information about drug barons , US Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) Administrator Karen P. Tandy said during a meeting with Interior Minister Aftab Ahmed Sherpao here on Wednesday. 

The US official, who is currently visiting Pakistan, appreciated the efforts of the government and hoped that desired results would be achieved through sustained efforts. 

She stressed the need for further extending the already existing mutually beneficial ties between the US and Pakistan, saying these ties should be further strengthened, particularly in the field of counter-narcotics. "The United States has been rendering and will continue to render all possible material and logistic supports," she said. 
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WB okays education programme extension
LAHORE, Feb 9: World Bank President James D. Wolfenson has approved the extension of the Punjab Chief Minister's Education Sector Reforms Programme for the next 10 years. 

The World Bank provides $100 million every year in addition to $200 million it had already granted for the programme. This was stated by Punjab Education Minister Mian Imran Masood at a prize-distribution ceremony of a private school here on Wednesday. 

He said the World bank president during a recent meeting with the Punjab government representatives highly commended the Punjab government's social development programme in the shape of Vision-2020 of the CM. He said Mr Wolfenson had described these initiatives as practical steps towards eradication of poverty and development of infrastructure in the province. 
More…
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Pakistan, Sri Lanka sign free trade pact
ISLAMABAD, Feb 9: Pakistan and Sri Lanka on Wednesday exchanged diplomatic notes to formalize the annextures in bilateral Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with a view to its operationalization between the two countries. 

The two countries also signed a protocol to the FTA covering services and investment sectors in a ceremony held in the prime minister secretariat here on Wednesday. The agreements were singed in the presence of Pakistan's Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz and Sri Lankan President Chandrika Kumaratunga. 

The proposed lists of items under the annextures would now be ratified by the cabinets of the two countries and would subsequently be notified for implementations by the two governments, while the protocol would come into effect immediately. 
More…
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$2b investment in telecom sector expected by year-end

KARACHI: The country’s telecom sector is expected to fetch $2 billion investment, both by local and foreign firms, by the end of 2005 primarily in wireless local loop and cellular operations. 

A top official at the Pakistan Telecommunication Authority (PTA) said recently compiled figures suggest that the telecom investment by the end of current fiscal would remain higher than any other sector and the same trend would continue by the end of 2005.

“The figures may go up to $2 billion by December 2005,” said Major General (retd) Shehzada Alam Malik, chairman PTA. “It includes both local and foreign investment. The major chunk of the amount is expected in WLL (wireless local loop) and cellular sectors.”
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Foreign Direct investment will rise: Musharraf
ISLAMABAD: President General Pervez Musharraf Wednesday said Pakistan’s consistent economic growth and investor-friendly environment are set to attract foreign investment into a number of promising sectors.

The President remarked this during a meeting with a three-member delegation of an international business group DAMAC, that, called on him. The foreign entrepreneurs, he said, enjoy a level playing field and their investment is legally protected. President Musharraf informed the delegation that foreign direct investment in the country has risen and key sectors including information technology and housing are witnessing an unprecedented boom.

In addition, he said, Pakistan has a large qualified and skilled labour, which is hardworking and inexpensive. Hussain Ali Sanjwani, chairman DAMAC, said the group has a keen interest in the privatization programme, and views the housing sector and other prospective fields as holding out vast business opportunities. Dr Abdul Hafiz Sheikh, federal minister for privatisation, was also present during the meeting. —APP
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US to provide $1.2bn to eradicate drug menace

ISLAMABAD: The United States is providing $1.2 billion in three years for eradicating the menace of narcotics and for law-enforcement to meet running cost of the efforts. Washington has given Pakistan $40 million for this year and assured an equal amount for the next year. It would be over and above the $3 billion package announced by US President George Bush at Camp David in 2003 in presence of President Pervez Musharraf.

Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz while talking to Karen P Tandy, administrator Drug-Enforcement Administration of the United States here stressed the need of exit strategy for the narcotics addicts with establishing rehabilitation and treatment centres for them. The US administrator assured all-out help for creation of such centres.

Sources told The News that Pakistan has attained the status of "almost opium free country" and it is striving to get the distinction of being total opium free state within next two years. Tandy appreciated Pakistan’s efforts for eradicating the menace of drugs not only from Pakistan but it has also provided admirable help in eliminating it from the region. It was Pakistan’s positive role that has helped in reducing the activities of narcotics wheelers dealers up to Central Asian Republics and Afghanistan. She hoped that Pakistan would enhance its role for the cause. 
More…
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KAPCO shares likely to open at Rs45

KARACHI: Analysts have predicted that the Kot Addu Power Company (KAPCO) shares would open at around Rs45 per share on February 14, 2005, the first day of its trading at the Karachi Stock Exchange (KSE) under the provisional listing regulations.

"We are confident of a pre-Initial Public Offering price of Rs45 per share for KAPCO, which can go up to Rs60 in the second week of March 2005, after the completion of the IPO process," said Hasnain Asgher Ali, a research analyst at Aziz Fida Husein and Company on Wednesday.
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Free trade agreement signed with Sri Lanka
ISLAMABAD (February 10 2005): Pakistan and Sri Lanka signed a free trade agreement on Wednesday. "Today is a historic day," Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz said after talks with Sri Lankan President Chandrika Kumaratunga. "This is the first such agreement we have signed with any country," Aziz added at a joint press conference with Kumaratunga after talks on regional and international issues. "We believe that our FTA with Sri Lanka is a stepping stone for expanding economic relations between the two countries," Aziz told a joint news conference with visiting Sri Lankan President Chandrika Kumaratunga.

"It can serve as a model for good bilateral relations between us and many countries in South Asia and beyond," he said.

Officials say negligible trade between Pakistan and Sri Lanka, both members of the seven-nation South Asian Association for Regional Co-operation (Saarc), would get a boost from the FTA.
More…
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Gwadar SEZ may get seven-year tax exemption; Cabinet meets today
ISLAMABAD (February 10 2005): The federal cabinet, which is scheduled to meet here on Thursday with Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz in the chair, may give seven-year tax exemption to industrial and business establishments in Gwadar Special Economic Zone (SEZ), it is reliably learnt. The cabinet would also allow the Commerce Ministry to initiate negotiations on Preferential Trade Agreements (PTAs) with three countries, ie, Morocco, Malaysia and Indonesia, besides extension of PTA with China.

The cabinet would also rectify extradition treaties with the UAE and China, besides initiation of negotiations with Tunisia on the similar agreement. Sri Lankan students may also be exempted from visa fee on retrospective basis.

Sources said that conversion of Army Welfare Housing Scheme into Defence Housing Authority and bill for the establishment of Pakistan Council for Renewable Energy Technologies (PCRET) may also come under discussion.
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Foreign investment set to rise: Musharraf
ISLAMABAD (February 10 2005): President General Pervez Musharraf said on Wednesday that Pakistan's consistent economic growth and investor-friendly environment are set to attract foreign investment into a number of promising sectors. The President remarked this during a meeting with a three-member delegation of an international business group Damac that called on him. The foreign entrepreneurs, he said, enjoy a level playing field and their investment is legally protected.

President Musharraf informed the delegation that foreign direct investment in the country has risen and key sectors including Information Technology and housing are witnessing an unprecedented boom. In addition, he said, Pakistan has a large qualified and skilled labour, which is hardworking and inexpensive.

Chairman Damac Hussain Ali Sanjwani said the group has a keen interest in the privatisation programme, and views the housing sector and other prospective fields as holding out vast business opportunities.
More…
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Iran gas line termed cheapest option: Indian cabinet gives nod for talks with Pakistan

NEW DELHI (February 10 2005): India's cabinet on Wednesday gave the green light for the oil ministry to hold talks with Pakistan, Myanmar, Bangladesh, Turkmenistan and Afghanistan on securing gas supplies for energy-starved India, a minister said. "It will significantly enhance the oil security of the country," Petroleum Minister Mani Shankar Aiyar told reporters after a cabinet meeting chaired by Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, the Press Trust of India news agency reported.

Three possible pipelines to India are being investigated - from Iran through Pakistan, from Turkmenistan through Afghanistan and Pakistan and from Myanmar through Bangladesh, he said.

Indian industry welcomed the cabinet's nod saying that the Iran-Pakistan-India gas pipeline would be the cheapest option.
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Senate discusses KESC sell-off: government asked to rationalise strategic assets
ISLAMABAD (February 10 2005): The opposition senators on Wednesday warned of 'dire' repercussions of what they termed the government's blind and over-aggressive privatisation policy, as the House opened a debate on Karachi Electric Supply Company (KESC) sell-off after opposition and media men walkouts against the killing of two tribal journalists. Speaking at a motion moved to hold debate on KESC sell-off, the opposition members asked the government to 'rationalise' its privatisation policy and avoid selling 'strategic' institutions.

They called for an immediate reversal of the KESC privatisation decision, which according to them, was taken in a hurry without taking the Parliament into confidence.

The opposition legislatures saw the role of foreign funding agencies in the process including International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank (WB), which they claimed, wanted to make Pakistan a 'honey market' for multinational companies.
More…
