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THE capitalist-mnded in cities around Sout heast Asia are sweeping up the
splinters of shattered dreans of sustained material wealth. For the poor,
particularly in rural areas, |life goes on.

In contrast to the novelty of a feel-poor existence anbng the nouveau
riche, the persistently poor and marginalised remain firmy pinned down as
t he have-nots of society.

I n Sout heast Asia - part of a |arger neighbourhood that houses 960
mllion of the world's poorest 1.3 billion citizens - poverty and its
debilitating consequences will have to be faced with nobre than enpat hy.

As World Day for Poverty Eradication provides an opportunity to pause
for reflection today, menmber-countries of the Association of Southeast
Asi an Nations are preparing for serious stock-taking of their own.

Senior officials and mnisters responsible for rural devel opment and
poverty alleviation in all nine nenber-countries will neet in Bandar
Sunway, Subang Jaya, to discuss a newregional initiative fromCct 19 to
23.

By unhappy coi nci dence, each has taken a body-bl ow from specul ati ve
currency tradi ng which has t hrown devel opnent plans into tenporary
di sarray.

The poorest, who had yet to gain fromtrickle-down growth, will be left
further behind unless realistic adjustnents allowthemto catch up with
t hose better off.

Soci o- econoni ¢ devel opnment is a two-1egged act. Until each country
redresses urban-rural inbalances and tackles poverty head on, it can only
hobbl e al ong at best.

This applies in the regional context as well, where the nisfortunes of
any country could transcend boundaries or spill over into the well-being
of nei ghbours through mgration of the dislocated or the poor.

Asean is the second regi onal grouping after South Asia to take up the
i ssue of rural devel opnent and poverty alleviation, in a world where trade
and finance increasingly dom nate discussions.

Rural Devel opnent M ni ster Datuk Annuar Misa nooted the inaugural
meeting, in keeping with Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhamad' s
"prosper thy neighbour” principle in regional |inkages.

Li ke all poor communities worldw de, those of Southeast Asia require
"access to assets” as the United Nations Devel oprment Progranmme descri bes
it in leading a decade-long fight to eradicate gl obal poverty by 2007.

It has identified the need to provide an enabling environnent for
equi tabl e econom c growth through access to land, credit, technol ogy,
training, job opportunities, narket access and enpower nent of the poor.

Rural Devel opment M nistry secretary-general Datuk Abdul Aziz Mihamad,
who | eads Mal aysia's delegation to the three-day Senior Oficials Meeting
(SO from Sunday , has no illusions about the magnitude of the task
ahead.

However, he is quietly confident that the twin demands of rural
devel opnent and poverty all eviation can be handl ed by tapping into the
Asean franmework of co-operation and i nfornmation-sharing.

"A susbstantial proportion of Southeast Asia is depressed or considered
backwar d.

"By tackling a difficult issue that is of relevance to all nenber-
countries, we can strengthen regi onal cohesion and stability," he



expl ai ns.

"Country experiences will be useful as these will address probl ens
peculiar to this region.

"Ml aysia, for instance, could I earn fromlndonesia and Vi et nam about
cost-effective sol uti ons agai nst poverty."

In Vietnam 80 per cent of the population live in rural areas.

Low i ncone, rising unenploynent, poor |iving standards and i nsufficient
infrastructure are maj or concerns, according to recent news reports.

Today, rural advancement and poverty alleviation programes nust al so be
vi ewed agai nst gl obalisation. This has unl eashed the full strength of
mar ket -forces on nations that are still in vul nerabl e stages of
devel opnent.

A obal i sation may have i nherent advantages for economc growth, but it
al so threatens to widen disparities in quality of life between the richest
and the poorest, as well as between urban and rural areas.

Since 60 per cent of Southeast Asia is rural-based and often poor as
well, Asean's intervention is not just tinmely, but crucial.

"I'f standards of living are not raised, the whole region will not be
conpetitive and i ncone disparities would be accentuated," says Abdul Aziz.

Apart fromthe city-state of Singapore, Asean nenber-countries share an
interest in arresting rural-urban mgration, which has negatively affected
both countryside and cities over the past decade of econonic grow h.

"I't is meaningless for rural people to go to urban centres only to
experience deterioration in quality of Iife. This has becone a maj or
problemin nost Asean nenber-countries," says Abdul Aziz.

Intensified rural devel opnent is recognised as one avenue to
redi stribute opportunities for jobs, creation of wealth and a better
quality of life, as well as relieve the growi ng pressures on urban
centres.

This will be anpbng topics to be discussed at the SOM when four papers
will be presented. These will cover econom c, social, gender and famly
vi ewpoints in identifying conmon features and problens in regi ona
poverty.

The SOMwi Il recomrend a regi onal poverty alleviation strategy, which
will be discussed at the ministerial neeting that foll ows. Once endorsed
by menber-countries on Cct 23, it will be integrated into national
pol i ci es.

O significance is that a nechanismw |l be included to inplenent the
pl an of action, under the auspices of the Functional Co-operation arm of
the Asean Secretariat in Jakarta.

It now deals with regional issues of the environment, socia
devel opnent, science and technol ogy, culture and i nformation, drug abuse,
H V/ Al DS, human resource devel opnent, wonen' s enpower nent and child
protection.

Programmes to all eviate poverty and advance rural areas tend to have
beneficial spin-offs for the nation as a whole, if they adopt a nulti-

di mensi onal approach and are inpl enented responsively.

The UNDP's Human Poverty Index, released in July in the annual Human
Devel opnent Report, neasures deprivation agai nst the indicators of
illiteracy, malnutrition, early death, poor health care and access to safe
wat er .

Even as these basic needs are fulfilled, there will have to be
progressi on to val ue-added conponents |like |l egal literacy, gender-neutra
devel opnent and consuner education, all of which contribute towards human
enpower ment .

Changes in mindset are underway in Ml aysia following a recent rethink
of the rural devel opnent policy. Since |last year, this has been noving



away fromsinple infrastructure provision to the philosophy of human
devel opnent .

However, several tiers of needs continue to exist anong the rural and
poorer sections of the population and these nust be served accordingly.

Abdul Aziz says sone still lack access to anenities like electricity and
pi ped water, while others require know edge-based assi stance or are caught
up in the unending "revolution of rising expectations".

"I believe that, ultimately, the poor and margi nalised thensel ves have
to decide what activities are nost beneficial and pursue these based on
the know edge, skills and resources available to them" he says.

"W can only educate themto nanage the projects and enpower themup to
a certain |level. They generally have trenendous potential - all that they
| ack is access to opportunities.”

Since that potential is likely to be a combn factor throughout
Sout heast Asia, it opens up a range of options for the Asean strategy as
it matures.

Al t hough Abdul Aziz says the inaugural nmeeting will not go into
speci fics, he does not discount the possibility of the action plan
becom ng a vehicle for rel ated soci o-econoni ¢ devel opnents in future.

Envi ronnental education, for one, will have to energe in the wake of the
| ndonesi an forest fires which have refocused attention on shifting
cultivation in the region, including Sabah and Sarawak.

This could, in turn, extend research into indigenous technol ogies and
use of | ocal resources that are sustainable, affordable and conpatible
with | ocal needs and lifestyles.

However, even the best-laid strategies could go awmy without strong
political stability region-w de and i ncreased sel f-reliance agai nst
external disruptions such as the currency crisis, says Abdul Aziz.

As Sout heast Asia joins the rest of the world in tackling poverty
t hrough equitable allocation of resources and expansi on of know edge for
enpower ment, Asean nust fix its focus on this sobering thought.

( END)



	Asean initiative against poverty (NST 17/10/1997)

