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"WE hope this sunmmit will restore confidence in the region," Secretary-
General of the Mnistry of Foreign Affairs Datuk Abdul Kadir Mhamad said
before the Asean Informal Summit and Asean+3 neeti ngs.

For those expecting the | eaders to come up with a mracul ous solution to
the econom c probl ens facing not only the menbers of Asean but their
Nor t heast Asi an nei ghbours, they were bound to be di sappoi nt ed.

"It is not going to disappear easily,” Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Moharmad said at the | ast Press conference on the Asean+l
nmeetings. He did say that he was nore optinistic because nore people
under stood the problemfacing the region.

Though not earth shattering, the call by Asean | eaders to speed up the
i mpl ement ati on of the Asean Free Trade Agreerment and increase intra-region
trade, not only in commpdities but also in other areas, shows that nenber
states are working together to solve their problens.

"I ndonesi a has suggested that Asean countries not only trade comodities
but al so co-operate in other inportant sectors such as infrastructural
devel oprent .

"W have been | argely dependent on the West but | am sure we now have
the expertise to devel op these areas ourselves," said Ali Al atas,
| ndonesia's Foreign Mnister.

Anot her inportant outcone of the neetings was the call for the use of
Sout heast Asian currencies for intra-Asean trade, in order to save on hard
currenci es.

An official at the neeting said the nove makes sense. Wiy should intra-
Asean trade be carried out in US dollars when nost countries in Asean need
to maintain their reserves at this crucial tine.

However, the nechanismfor the use of the currencies is not in place. A
study is expected to be carried out, and due to the urgency of the matter,
it will not be the usual Asean scrutiny that takes a long tine.

Asean maintains that this is not and should not be seen as an attenpt to
create a regional bloc, but a response to the gravity of the problem

The nenbers of Asean cannot afford to remain stagnant due to the | ack of
funds. Their econom es nust be kept going, their people nmust still have
j obs.

"If we cannot trade at all, what will happen to our economes? It is
better that we maintain what we have and hel p each other along,” said an
Asean official .

It is heartening that Asean's northeastern nei ghbours are supportive of
this idea. South Korea, given the econonic problens facing it, is very
interested in trading in each other's currencies.

According to Philippine President Fidel Ranpbs, sone | eaders had al so
suggested a Free Trade Area conprising both Sout heast Asia and Nort heast
Asia, as both regions are afflicted with currency probl ens.

It is inportant that Asean's call for greater comm tnment and support by
the international community, specifically the super-powers, was heard and
acted upon by both China and Japan.

Whi | e many people believe that Asean is calling for a financial bailout,
an offical said that they are m staken.

What Asean wants is recognition of the seriousness of the problemthat
has bel eaguered its econoni es, and support that can alleviate the probl em

Sout h Korea, despite facing simlar problenms is supportive of the



actions that Asean intends to take and is interested in being a part of
the sol uti ons.

Japan has shown its support by reducing the interest rates onits
O ficial Devel opnent Assistance which will ease the pressure on the use of
hard currency which Asean is trying to conserve

Japan has al so agreed to provi de human resource devel opment and skills
training for the people of Asean.

Chi na agreed not to deval ue the yuan so as not to be nore conpetitive
agai nst Asean goods, and will nmake its trade rules and regul ati ons nore
transparent in an effort to help increase trade with Asean.

"What Asean is saying or asking is for the super-powers, China, Europe,
Japan and the United States to realise that their nmacro-econom c policies
wi || have an inmpact on ours.

"Thus, when nmaking these decisions, they should consider not only the
i npact on their economies but also on the rest of the world," said Abhisit
Vejjajiva, a Mnister in Thailand's Prime Mnister's Ofice.

As Ranps said, Asean is not |ooking for short-termbailouts but for
| ong-termsol utions.

This nmeeting marks the first time that Asean and Chi na have sat down and
not discussed security issues. Instead, China has extended its hand in
friendshi p and good nei ghbourli ness.

Chi na has al so shown that it has matured into a super-power not only in
the econom c potential that it holds, but also in the political and gl oba
ar ena.

After thirty years, Asean continues to make and inpl enent deci sions that
may be mstaken for inaction, but it realises that it alone can lift
itself fromthe current troubles.

Asean stands united that it will overconme the econonic probl ens together
usi ng Asian ingenuity. Mre than ever the neetings have shown t hat
Sout heast Asia and Northeast Asia have many issues in comon, and will
work together into the next century.
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