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The Colombo Plan jn the 21st Century
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Secretary-General 
Colombo Plan Secretariat

I t w as on 1 July, 1951 nearly half a century 
ago that the Colom bo Plan, a regional 
in ter-governm ental o rgan isation , w as 

established on the initiative o f seven countries 
as a unique experim ent in international eco­
nomic cooperation aimed at faster econom ic 
and social developm ent, as well as to increase 
tj^e well-being o f  the peoples o f new ly inde­
pendent countries o f South and South-East 
^ s ia . T he conceptualisation of a new method- 
9jlj0gy o f  international econom ic cooperation 
eyolved at the Conference o f Com m onwealth 
fo re ign  M inisters held in Colom bo in January 
$ 5 0  at w hich several w orld leaders represent­
ing their countries participated. It was a t a tim e 
^ h e n  the developed countries w ere searching 
fife a m echanism  as well as- a m odality for 
Assisting less developed countries o f A sia, that 
the Colom bo Plan took shape, based on the 
thfeme o f  self-help and mutual help among 
c#untries as a model for international econom - 
i€ cooperation. The ideas o f N orth-South and 
Stfuth-South Cooperation evolved out o f the 
ff le llec tua l underp inn ing  provided by the 
establishm ent o f the Colom bo Plan.
' It also helped in the evolution o f  a  new 

social theory for in tem ationaleconom ic coop­
eration based on regional cooperation and col- 

Tective econom ic self reliance. It was one of the 
first attem pts by a group o f countries to  visu­
alise the world as one as far as econom ic well 
tg jng  o f  the peoples w ere concerned and.view  
aj^ countries, w hether developed .or developing 
^ p a r tn e r s  in developm ent. A  notable feature 
outlie Colom bo Plan was that it could develop 
a_,§ystem o f  bilateral aid w ithin a  multilateral 
framework. Several them es in the area o f  eco­
nom ic and social .developm ent articulated by 
the Colom bo Plan fifty years ago find strong 
resonance even today.

«.Two them es have consistently underscored 
.a® C olom bo Plan program m es from  its incep- 

, fifth.,' They are the overriding im portance given 
t(9;human resources developm ent as a key to.
1 g?6w th and vThe beneficial effects w hich 
effianates from  N orth-South and South-South 
C ooperation  in  th e  developm ent process. 
W hile recognising the need for physical capital 
to 'p rov ide  the lever for grow th, the Colom bo 
Plan also em phasised the necessity to  raise the 
le^el o f  skills o f people to  absorb hew  tech­
nologies,so as to utilise capital m ore efficient­
ly^ Thus, in  the early years o f  the P lan, the 
assistance o f  developed to developing coun- 

- tries consisted both o f  transfer o f  physical cap: 
ital and technology as well as a  strong com po­
nent o f 'sk ill developm ent. Thus, w hile infra­
structure, in tefms o f  roads, railw ays, dam s, 
hospitals, fertilizer plants, cem ent factories, 
stgel mills, etc. w ere being constructed in 
m em ber countries through Colom bo Plan assis­
tance, }arge num bers o f  people w ere being 
jtrained to  m anage such infrastructure and  the 
biMgeoning industrial econom ies. <

The C olom bo Plan has been a driving force! 
in'iemphasising hum an capital as the bedrock of,, 
econom ic developm ent, a  factor w hich h a s ‘j
behn increasingly recognised as the key to y  w hich are incapable o f adaptation and change
uillock the d o o r 'to  prosperity o f  nations. The 
contribution o f the Colom bo Plan in hum an 
resources developm ent o f  m em ber countries 
has been  im m ense. R ecogn ising  technical 
skills as a  crucial prerequisite fo r grow th, the 
C olom bo Plan w ith the assistance o f  developed 
countries provided advanced skills training to 
professionals o f developing m em ber countries 
in ^ l l  aspects o f  econom ic and social activity 
w hich included training in areas o f  general and 
technical education, m edicine and health, food, 
agriculture and forestry, engineering, adm inis­
tration, social sciences, population studies, 
transport and com m unication, banking and 
finance, taxation, journalism  etc. to  nam e a 
fey*. In fact, the alum ni o f the Colom bo Plan is 
th e1 largest in the region for any inter-govern- 
mefttal organisation.

B esides hum an resources developm ent, 
another them e w hich the Colom bo Plan pio- 
ne^-ed w as the concept o f each nation helping 
itself and others in the process o f  econom ic 
developm ent. The Colom bo Plan stressed that 
developm ent need not be a one w ay process o f 
leafning, w here developing countries m erely 

■ ad&pt the blue print o f  developed countries for 
! growth but through sharing o f developm ent 
j experience and in the adoption o f  best prac- 
; tices, the collaboration betw een the developing 
- am f'developed countries in the growth process 
cotfid be m ade even m ore m eaningful. This 
could  not only be through cooperation am ong 
th e  developing and developed countries blit 
mofe im portantly through cooperation among 
developing countries them selves. The concept 
o f N orth-South and South-South cooperation 
w hich evolved out o f  the fram ew ork provided 
by .the Colom bo Plan has now becom e an 
im portant com ponent o f  any sustainable inter­
national econom ic cooperation effort. Because 
o f its decades o f experience in experim enting 
:and fine tuning the concept o f South-South 
C ooperation , the C olom bo Plan has been 
recognised as a pioneer as well as a proponent 
o f this them e o f  developm ent in the region. The 
very com position o f the Colom bo Plan m em ber 
countries has contributed to the organisation 
being able to  experim ent as w ell as deduce new 
paradigm s in this sphere.

JVhile the Colom bo Plan started off w ith 
seven countries, three from  South A sia i.e. 
India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka and four devel­
oped countries: A ustra lia , C anada, N ew

Zealand and U.K., over the years the com posi­
tion o f the mem bership expanded to include 
not only countries o f South A sia but also those 
o f South East and East A sia and the Pacific. At 
present the m em ber countries o f the Colom bo 
P lan include: A fghan istan , A ustralia ,
Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cam bodia, Fiji, India, 
Indonesia, Iran, Japan, K orea, Laos, M alaysia, 
M aldives, M ongolia (provisional m em ber), 
M yanm ar, N epal, N ew  Z ealand, Pakistan, 
Papua New Guinea, Philippines, Singapore, 
Sri Lanka, T hailand and the U nited States o f 
America. W hen one looks at the com position 
of the m em ber countries o f the Colom bo Plan, 
it is not difficult to realise the com parative 
advantage the organisation has in prom oting 
south-sou th  cooperation  in developm ental 
activities. M em bers com prise sev­
eral developed countries, countries 
o f the Com m onwealth in the Asia 
Pacific reg ion  and coun tries o f  
regional groupings such as ASEAN 
and SAARC. These countries are in 
varying stages o f econom ic devel­
opm ent and integration in the world 
econom y w here each country has 
som e unique developm ent experi­
ence to share w ith one another.

The current program m es o f the 
Colom bo P lan  are in  the areas o f 
public po licy  form ulation  in an 
environm ent o f globalisation and 
m a rk e t. econom y, P rivate  sector 
developm ent as a prim e m over for 
growth and south-south coopera­
tion as an instrum ent for evaluation, 
dissem ination o f  inform ation and 
technology  and sharing o f  best 
practices. T he Colom bo Plan also 
provides skill developm ent oppor­
tunities for technicians in the mid­
d le  level — an ind ispensab le  
hum an resource required fo r pro­
ductivity increases, through another 
o f  its program m es, the Colom bo 
Plan S taff C ollege for Technician 
Education in M anila. The Colom bo 
P lan  has also  a  D rug A dvisory 
Program m e w hich is one o f  the old­
est in the region and recognised as 
an in itia to r o f  several crea tive  
approaches to  tackle the problem  o f 
drug abuse in m em ber countries.
B y estab lish ing  linkages am ong 
institutions o f  excellence in the region, the 
Colom bo Plan facilitates interaction o f  profes­
sionals in  different developm ent fields, w hich 
prom otes ( generation  o f  new  id eas and 
approaches to  social and developm ent issues. 
In all the program m e activities, the Colom bo 
Plan w orks closely w ith m em ber governm ents, 
regional organisations, international organisa­
tions and N G O s so that the synergy and 
resources o f  all participating organisations 
could be utilised m ost efficiently..

Besides prom oting hum an resources devel- 
opm ent and south-south cooperation in  the 
developm ent process, the uniqueness o f the 
Colom bo Plan is in the structure o f the organi­
sation itself. W hen one considers international 
organisations it conjures up huge bureaucrats

em erged as a most effective m echanism  o r 
program m e delivery. The Colom bo P lan  1S a  
good exam ple o f  institution building w here t e 
institution evolves organically to  m eet new  
challenges. The Colom bo Plan was visualised  
as an organisation which has at its core the 
capacity and flexibility to change according to  
the changing needs o f  member countries. It 
was a masterly achievement in fashioning a  
fram ew ork fo r an inter-governmental body 
devoted to developm ental issues w hich w hile 
providing adequate room for constitu tions and 
deliberations, avoided the m istake o f  having 
too  many com m ittees and decision  layers 
w hich enlarges bureaucracy as w ell as slow s 
dow n decision making.

‘M ost o f  the decisions of the C olom bo P |an

The Colombo Plan has been a driving force 
in emphasising human capital as the 
bedrock of economic development, a fac­
tor which has been increasingly recog­
nised as the key to unlock the door to pros­
perity of nations. The contribution of the 
Colombo Plan in human resources devel­
opment of member countries has been 
immense. Recognising technical skills as a 
crucial prerequisite Tor growth, the 
Colombo Plan with the assistance of devel­
oped countries provided advanced skills 
training to professionals of developing 
member countries in all aspects of eco­
nomic and social activity which included 
training in areas of general and technical 
education, medicine and health, food, agrh> 
culture and forestry, engineering, adminis­
tration, social science^ population stud­
ies'transport and communication, banking, 
and finance, taxation, journalism etc. to; 
name a few. In fact, the alumni of the 
Colombo Plan is the largest in the region 
for any inter-governmental organisation.

i E ndow ed w ith a  lean bureaucracy and  a  flat 
\o rgan isa tion  set up, the C olom bo P lan has

are made at the C ouncil represented by heads 
o f  missions o f m em ber countries in C olom bo, 
and long-term  strategies are chalked ou t a t the 
C onsultative C om m ittee w hich m eets b ienni­
ally. O ne o f the characteristics' b ifthe  C olom bo 
Plan which has unique value and w hich few  
inter-governm ental orgam isations have in the 
sam e m easure is that the C olom bo P lan  pro­
vides a forum  w here no resolutions are voted 
on and where decisions are arrived at consen- 
sually am ong m em ber countries. The prom o­
tion o f  effective developm ent js the sole inter­
est and objective o f th e  organisation in  w hich 
developm ent issues o f  w hatever kind are  open 
for co-operative and constructive discussion in 
w hich all countries participate on equal term s. 
T he spirit that im bues the Colom bo P lan is one 
o f  respect by m em ber countries for each o th ­
e rs ’ views, and the sharing o f experience, 
know ledge, technology and assistance am ong

------------------------------------\--------- 1----------- -----------

member countries is onemiarked by humility 
' n W in g  as well as in receiving.

world econom ic environm ent has 
chjAged dramatically in the last fifty years. 
S i i ie  the Colombo Plan was established some 
o f  the member countries which were develop­
ing countries when they joined the Colombo 
Plan and benefitted hugely from the various 
Colombo Plan programmes have now graduat­
ed to the status of developed countries. Many 
member countries have become fast growing 
middle income countries. Several are in the 
early stages o f growth. With this changed eco­
nom ic status of member countries, the 
Colombo Plan in the coming years can play 
even a greater role in the flow of technology, 
skill development, experience sharing and 

adoption of best practices using the 
concept o f south-south co-opera­
tion in the region as well as outside 
the region. One o f the initiatives 
the Colombo Plan has been taking 
in the last one year has been to 
extend the concept o f south-south 
co-operation to other regions using 
the expertise of Colom bo Plan 
m em ber countries as w ell as 
involve the private sector in south- 
south co-operation not only for 
hum an capital developm ent bu t 
also as a mechanism for enhancing 
trade and investment among m em ' 
ber countries within the region.

Development o f human capital 
the software aspect o f growth has 
been central to all Colom bo Plan 
activities. As the world, is entering 
into an  age of know ledge and 
inform ation revolution, hum an 
capital development becom es even 
more important for faster econom ­
ic growth as well as for the well­
being o f peoples o f m em ber coun­
tries. In such a  changing environ­
ment where creative know ledge is 

. setting the pace of grow th, the rel­
evance o f an organisation like the 
C olom bo P lan specia lising  in 
hum an resources developm ent 
becomes even m ore pronounced 
and crucial.

A t a tim e when deliberations in 
world bodies are m ore discordant 
than cooperative, it is indeed 

refreshing that the Colom bo Plan, one of the 
oldest inter-govem m ental organisations con­
tinues to  provide a  unique atm osphere o f its 
own characterised by cordiality and coopera­
tion w here all m em ber countries come as equal 
partners in  developm ent attempting at finding 
w ays to  tack le  pressing issues o f development 
and poverty reduction. In a w orld where glob­
alisation in the econom ic sphere is providing 
strong centripetal forces o f integration, while 
at the sam e tim e political and nationalistic 
m ovem ents are taking the w orld  in disruptive 
w ays, an  organisation  w hich has co-operative 
endeavour am ong nations as its credo, can play 
a strong harm onising influence and provide a 
stable foundation where, nations, communities 
and individuals can pursue individual well­
being w ithout losing the global outlook which 
is so necessary for collective well-being.of all 
peoples o f  the world.

T he thesis developed by the outstanding 
Econom ist M ancur O lson in his book “Pow er 
and Prosperity: O utgrow ing Com m unist and 
C apitalist D ictatorships” w hich suggest {hat 
institutions and system s w hich cater to  greater 
encom passing  in te rest o f  peop les p ro v id e / 

. greater stability as w ell as serve as a trigger for 
faster econom ic grow th could be relevant at the 
international level to  the C olom bo Plan as one 
institution which endeavours to  look at the co l­
lective w ell-being  o f  all coun tries o f  the 
C olom bo Plan region. The concept o f  enhanc­
ing the w ell-being o f  the peoples o f  m em ber 
countries through co-operative effort releases 
the creative energies o f nations and sparks a 
sense o f  participation and solidarity  in eco­
nom ic processes w hich transcends boundaries. 
The unique experim ent w hich the Colom bo 
Plan started in international econom ic co-oper 

" ation stressing hum an resources developm ent 
and south-south co-operation seem s to  echo the 
sam e if  no t greater relevance and appropriate­
ness in the new century as it w as w hen it w as 
originally conceived. '


