03/ 09/ 1997

Asean bares its fangs

BRI TI SH Forei gn Secretary Robin Cook's statenment on Myanmar was either
meant to flex the new foreign policy nuscles of the UK s Labour CGover nnent
or hurt the feelings of Asean's | eaders. Any nenber of the British mission
coul d have told himthat neither would go down well w th Asean, and
certainly not with Malaysia. Wiile the UKis not the only European country
to have di scussed the possibility of barring Myanmar fromthe Asia- Europe
meeting (Asenm) in April next year, Britain spoke as the host of that
nmeeting. In this context, Cook's remarks carry much wei ght and nmany

i mplications. Cook did not just accuse the junta in Myanmar of repressing
denocratic aspirations, but said that Yangon was barred fromthe Asem
because its Governnent profited fromthe dadah trade. Another reason why
Myanmar cannot be invited, according to Cook, is because Europe has
decided to deny visas to any senior government official fromthat country.

What hurts is that Cook spoke so casually of the eligibility of an Asean
menber during his stay as a guest of another Asean nenber. \What especially
hurts is that Cook has not given Asean a fair chance to prove what the
groupi ng can do for Myanmar and its people. Cook has al so not given
Myanmar any tinme at all to get used to being a part of the dynamc
regi onal econom ¢ grouping. Wiile Asean certainly does not expect Europe
to accept its decision to include Myanmar with open arnms, the | east Europe
could have done is to have aided Asean in its desire to see Myanmar
progress. As a | ong-standing trade and di al ogue partner, Britain should
have understood why Asean needed to draw Myanmar into the grouping. By
prospering all its neighbours, including Myanmar, Asean will al so prosper.
Britain and the ot her European countries have benefited greatly fromtrade
wi th a prosperous Asean.

It is unfortunate that the statenment had to come from Cook at a point
when Asean is just beginning to exert an influence on its |atest menber
and, nore inportantly, when Yangon is starting to show signs of wanting to
seriously "act" like an Asean menber. Cook's remarks cane just after
Myanmar and the ot her Asean nenbers had formally decided to work together
in finding mutually beneficial solutions to their problens. This is not a
begi nni ng per se. Asean has been carrying out its constructive engagenent
approach with Myanmar for sone tine now and has had to contend with

measures - including enbargoes - inposed by Western nations that have
threatened to derail the delicate process of drawi ng Myanmar into the
sunl i ght.

If Cook's objective in making the statenent was to provoke a response
fromAsean's | eaders, he succeeded instantly. Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohamad sai d Asean m ght decide to boycott the second Asem sunm t
i f the European Uni on barred Myanmar. |If there is discrimnation against
Myanmar, he said, there is al so discrimnation agai nst Asean.

Cook's remarks are a slap in the face for Asean. As an influenti al
partner in the Asean-Post M nisterial Conference and a major trading
partner and investor in this region, Britain's stand on Myanmar - an Asean
menber - is hard to fathom It sounds as if Cook is not convinced that
Asean is doing sonething positive for Myanmar. O, even if he is
convi nced, he does not believe that Asean can succeed. One wonders if Cook
has been infornmed that Asean governments are anong the strictest when it
comes to battling the dadah nenace. O, if he is aware that dadah is | ega
in one of Europe's greatest cities, a fact which did not stop that city



fromattending the first Asemin Bangkok.

As the new British foreign secretary, Cook may have al so underesti nat ed
the useful ness of the Asemin trying to resolve Myanmar' s economic
backwar dness and soci al problenms. Barring Myanmar fromattendi ng such an
auspi ci ous di al ogue, would only be seen as an attenpt to bar Myanmar from
accessing opportunities that could aid its devel opnent efforts. Such can
only be seen as an attenpt to underm ne not only Asean, but Asem as well.
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