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KUALA LUMPUR, Feb 27 (Bernama) -- Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanmad j oi ns
ot her East Asi an and European heads of government in Bangkok this week for
an historic nmeeting which Asia hopes will be a platformto touch base with
one anot her rather than one another's sensitivities.

Asian foreign and trade mnisters, in preparatory nmeetings held in
Thai | and recently, have agreed that the informal March 1-2 summt shoul d
not become a platformfor "finger pointing" but should work towards
creating the ideal environment for better trade and i nvestnent |i nkages
bet ween two of the nost inportant econom ¢ regi ons of the world.

The Asi a- Europe Meeting (ASEM formally establishes the third |l eg of
inter-regional exchange in today's tri-polar gl obal economic structure.
East Asia and North Anerica are al ready engaged in the Asia-Pacific
Econom ¢ Cooperation (APEC) forumand North Anerica and Eur ope have wel |
establ i shed econonic and security foruns.

The summit will be attended by | eaders fromthe 15-nation European
Uni on and t he seven menbers of ASEAN pl us Chi na, Japan and Sout h Kor ea.

ASEAN, the driving force in organising ASEM has insisted that it
should be a | eaders-only affair -- or at |east for the nost part
-- as it would be able to achi eve nmuch nore as proven by its experience at
Asean summi ts.

M ni ster of International Trade and I ndustry Datuk Seri Rafidah Azi z,
saying it's time Europe | ooked to networking with Asia on an equal basis
and wi t hout conditionalities, suggested that Europe shoul d use its energy
to make its progranme called "Asia I nvest” work so as to enhance trade and
i nvestnent |inkages and facilitate transfer of technol ogy t hrough ASEM

The EUitself admits that Asia, with its share of gl obal output having
risen fromfour percent in 1960 to 25 percent in 1991, coul d account for 33
percent of gl obal production by the start of the 21st century. Even wi t hout
Japan, East Asia would acount for one-half of world econonic growh and
one-hal f of world trade by the end of the decade, which neans it woul d be
folly for the EUto ignore this region.

In a special publication entitled "Europe -- Partner of Asia," the
Eur opean Conmi ssi on concedes that Europe suffers froma lack of visibility
in Asia and stresses the "deficit inrelations" between the two regi ons has
to be remedi ed.

Al this points to the inportance of ASEM Neverthel ess, feelers have
been com ng fromEurope for a partnership based on the EU s demands and
standards, whichif manifested at Bangkok threatens to j eopardi se the
i mense potential waiting to be exploited between the regions.

Rafidah's viewis shared by many others, including Asi an | eaders, that
the sunmt shoul d be one of equals and w thout condi nationalities.

She reveal ed that certain European countries such as France were
pushing for alinkage of trade with i ssues such as human and | abour rights,
soci al clauses and the environnent, through any platform includi ng ASEM

Foreign Mnistry Secretary-General Tan Sri Ahnad Kami| Jaafar cautioned
that if the European side di that, Asia too had nunerous sensitive i ssues
it could bringupif it wished, such as French nucl ear testing and Europe's
near paralysis in dealing with Bosni a-Herzegovi na and Chechnya, just to
nane a few

Thi s sentinent was echoed during the foreign ministers preparatory
meeti ng at Phuket by Thai Foreign M nistry Deputy Permanent Secretary Sar oj



Chavanaviraj who cautioned the neeting could backfire if such matters were
brought up.

"That does not nmean we do not want to face controversial issues. W are
willing and ready (to do so) but both sides shoul d understand that there is
acertainlimt tothis, " he added

Rafi dah said the sutmit would be tinme well spent if Europe used it to
find ways to avail thensel ves of the numerous economi c opportunties
awai ting themin Asia rather than to continue totry to "penalise Asia for
what it clains is Asia' s fault that European goods are not getting a fair
share of the international market".

Rat her than bl am ng ot hers and usi ng extraneous i ssues as an excuse to
protect its donestic industries, Europe nust rectify its weaknesses such as
its industries being | ess efficient than those in devel opi ng countries, she
added.

"Peopl e shoul d not assune that products com ng out of Asia are cheaper
because we pay | ow wages, or is due to child | abour ... you cannot have a
bl anket staterment |ike that," she said.

"Eur ope' s weaknesses include its high costs and i nefficiency. Their
products are expensi ve because | abour is overpaid for toolittle working
time while Asia's productivity is higher. Also, their attitude towards work
doesn't make for high productivity and efficiency and Europe nust cone to
terns withits internal problens. It's no use | ooking for excuses outside."

Rafidah said if the business environment in Europe was no | onger
conpetitive, "they had better do sonething about it, instead of penalising
devel opi ng countries that are striving to be nore efficient, which
under st and cost conpetitiveness, and where the | abour force is nore
del i gent and productive".

Mal aysi a i s al so concerned over possible noves at ASEMto fix a tinme
frame for market opening nmeasures sinmilar to one adopted by APEC

Mal aysia feels that this is not practical as the 25 Asian and Eur opean
nati ons have different | evels of economies and it will be difficult to have
a structured tinetable to liberalise trade and i nvestment fl ows.

Furthernore, there is already a proliferation of structures in place
globally with countries now having to contend with the Wrld Trade
Organi zati on (WIO), ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) and APEC.

Mal aysi a says ASEM need not have a tinmetable to match APEC s, but it
may have tariff liberalisation measures inline with those of the WO

The top priority should be to nmake sure all the commitnments and
obl i gati ons made under the Uruguay Round | eadi ng to the WO woul d be put
into effect by everybody, whether they are in APEC, EU or Asia, says
Raf i dah.

"If people can just conmt and i npl enent what they have obligated to
under the WiOthat is already nore than enough. The problemis sone
countries are not even doing it yet. Accelerating beyond the WO woul d be
heaven sent," Rafidah told journalists recently in Chiangrai duringthe
Asi an economi c nministers preparatory neeting.

It is understood that London has offered to play host in 1998 i f there
is an agreenent for a continuity of the dialogure while South Korea has
offered itself as host for the event in the year 2000.

Whet her ASEM has a future beyond its first neeting this week will
becone cl ear at the sunmmit in Bangkok. Singapore's Foreign M nister, Prof.
S. Jeyakumar, has said ASEM shoul d not be seen as a one-off affair, but as
an evol utionary process towards creating a new begi nni ng based on equa
part nershi p.

For Mal aysia, one thing is clear. It does not want ASEM
institutionalised and it feels there is no necessity for its |leaders to
meet yearly or often as there are too many such sumits al ready as



evi denced by APEC.

Instead, what is inportant is for increased followup actions by the
private sector as governnents can only open doors and provi de an ideal
platformfor greater interaction and the onus is on the private sector to
make it work.

Therefore, Dr Mahathir's message to his Asian and European col | eagues
will be: "Let's tal k business, find comobn ground to i nprove economnic
cooperation ... do not waste time finding fault with each other." --
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