13/ 12/ 1997
An opportunity for Asean to showits resilience

Ashraf Abdul I ah
MALAYSI A pl ays host to yet another international gathering of heads of
gover nment s next week.

This time it is the Asean Sunmt, albeit an enlarged one with the
i nclusion a few nonths ago of Myanmar and Laos. It woul d have been bi gger
had Canmbodi a been admitted but its internal political struggle caused its
menbership into the regional association to be put off.

The sunmit has been dubbed as the Asean Commenorative Sunmit to mark the
30t h anni versary of the regional grouping. Coming at this present
challenging times, the sutmmit hol ds extra significance. Mich is hoped for
at this sunmt, perhaps nore so than at any other tine of its existence.

Ht by depreciation of many of its nenbers' currencies and pl ungi ng
stock prices, the heads of governnents of Myanmar, Laos, Mal aysia, the
Phi | i ppi nes, Singapore, Thailand, Brunei and Vietnamw ll sit down to
review their progress in the |last 30 years and chart the course into the
next mllenni um

I ndonesi a, however, will not be represented by its President Suharto,
who has been told to take a rest followi ng a strenuous overseas trip a
coupl e of weeks ago. He is expected to be represented by Foreign M nister
Al'i Al at as.

The sunmit begi ns on Monday, preceeded by a preparatory neeting of
senior officials. There is no fixed agenda for the summit, which explains
why the sunmit is referred to as informal sunmit.

Wth the absence of a formal agenda and foreign of ficers whispering
advice into their ears, the |l eaders can be expected to discuss the
prevailing econom c problens affecting nost countries in the region and a
host of other issues.

They are al so expected to di scuss measures whi ch can be taken
collectively as they grapple with the current econom c probl ens. Each nust
have a |l ot to say, especially when their econony is so interlinked and
i nt erdependent .

The leaders will also neet with | eaders of Japan, China and South Korea
- mpjor trading partners that are also the three | argest economes in
Asi a.

Chi na, Japan and South Korea will be represented by President Jiang
Zemn, Prime Mnister Ryutaro Hashinoto and Prinme M nister Koh Kun
respectively. The encounter is referred to as the Asean+3 neeti ng.

Asean | eaders will meet the | eaders of the three economc giants
together after the neeting of the regional grouping on Monday norning.

On Tuesday, there will be three back-to-back Asean+l neetings between
Asean and China, then with Japan and foll owed by one with South Korea.

The meetings will discuss the current econom ¢ probl ens pl aguing the
regi on and how t hey can be overcone col |l ectively.

A sl owdown in the econom es of the Southeast Asian region is no good
news to the northeast Asian countries because Asean is one of their
bi ggest markets.

Al ready countries |ike Ml aysia has enbarked on a nationw de canpaign to
reduce the purchase of inported itens. In order to ensure that their
products continue to do well in the Asean nmarkets, the northeast Asian
countries nmust assist their neighbours of the Southeast to achi eve speedy
economni c recovery.

Touted for so many years as the world's brightest prospects for growh,



Asean nust now denobnstrate its resilience in the face of today's econonic
adversity. Asean solidarity - where its nenbers speak and address issues
with one voice - is now being put to a test.

The sunmit allows | eaders to speak freely as they review the region's
progress. As in the past, the political will denmponstrated at such neetings
often |l eads to substantial headways in many endeavours on the political,
soci al and econonmic fronts.

It is this same political will that is expected to help pull the
associ ati on nenbers out of the current econom c probl ens.

As for the Asean+3 neeting, the | eaders could very well discuss the
Asi a- Europe Meeting in London in April next year which they will attend as
a singular force. The neeting - |labelled Asem- is seen as a neeting
bet ween East Asi an econom es and that of Europe.

In fact, to all intents and purposes, this is a nmeeting nuch like the
Asean proposed East Asi an Econom ¢ Caucus which started as a Ml aysi an
pr oposal

As it is, there are differences of opinion between sonme Asean countries
and their European counterparts on the adm ssion of Myanmar into Asem

Wi |l e the European Union argues that admi ssion of new nenbers in the
regi onal groupi ng does not nmean they are automatically part of Asem sone
Asean countries, especially Ml aysia, feel that Myanmar shoul d be all owed
participation as it is nowa full nmenber of the grouping.

It appears that Asean and the EU are heading towards a political tug-of-
war because Asem has adopted the system of consensus for deci si on-naking,
whi ch effectively means that the adm ssion of new countries nust be agreed
to by all 27 nenbers.

The EU i s adamant that Myanmar should not be allowed to take part in the
London Asem because of its so-called violation of human rights.

As the differences of opinion has sprung a poser on whether the London
meeting will actually take place, the | eaders of Asean+3 will have to
deci de on how t o approach the issue.

After the Asean neeting on Monday, Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad wi || | aunch the commenorative book entitled One Regi on, One
Vision, to mark its 30th anniversary,

The cel ebration was planned in high spirits earlier in the year, but
mani pul ati ve attacks of the regional currencies towards the third
trinmester, had to a certain degree, danpened the cheer

But contrary to what the foreign nmedia and prophets of doom have
suggest ed, Asean has every reason to cel ebrate.

The anniversary is not about what Asean has lost in the |last four
nmont hs, but what it has achieved in the | ast 30 years.

When Asean was founded in 1967, few could have predicted that the
peopl es of Sout heast Asia, then profoundly divided by different econon c,
social and political systens, heterogeneous ideol ogies, disputes and
m strust, could work together to achieve a zone of peace, freedom and
neutrality as well as a trenendous econoni c growt h.

It is stronger than ever and continues to grow as a political and
economni c force

For nost of the 30 years, Asean nmenber States had stayed clear from
inter-state conflicts and mai ntai ned peace and security in the region.

Al t hough occassionally there were bilateral hiccups, due to territoria
clainms, they were solved the "Asean Way" - through tact and di pl onacy.

Many anal ysts believe that Asean's economic rise over the |ast year,
al t hough affected by the present econom c problens, |ooks set to continue.

Asean's capacity for the creation of wealth, both past and potential, is
i npressive. Between 1989 and 1994, average grow h was seven per cent a
year, with some countries |ike Ml aysia, Thailand and Si ngapore achi eving



growth rates of about nine per cent.

This growth has generally gone hand in hand with a high rate of savings
and relatively lowinflation.

The overall volume of Asean's trade with the outside world nore than
tripled in the space of 10 years. After relative stagnation due to
econom ¢ recession, intra-Asean trade took off with an increase of 40 per
cent in 1994, reaching US$111 billion or 20 per cent of Asean's external
trade.

In 1995, there was a further 16 per cent increase, making intra-Asean
trade worth US$130 billion.

Last year, Asean's stock of foreign investnents anounted to US$200
billion, three tinmes bigger than that of China's.

Wth such a track record, critics who say that Asean does not deserve to
celebrate its three decades of existence, should think again.

( END)
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