17/ 12/ 1997
Asean made stronger by turnoil: Doll ah

erema Banoo; Asi ah Buj ang

THE Associ ati on of Sout h-East Asian nations (Asean) has emerged stronger
foll owi ng economic problens in the region, as it consolidates efforts to
find a solution to nmenber nations' battered econom es.

The ni ne Asean nations - Brunei, |ndonesia, Mlaysia, Philippines,

Si ngapore, Thail and, Vietnam Laos and Myanmar - have a consensus on
financial policy responses to problens.

Foreign M nister Datuk Seri Abdull ah Ahnmad Badawi, when asked if he
t hi nks that Asean is now nore solid than before the currency turnoil which
hit the region following the July 2 attack of the baht, said: "I think
so."

"Wt are seeing new devel opnents in cooperation. No one country has any
reservations on anything," he said on the sidelines of the Asean Plus One
neetings with China, Japan and South Korea.

Abdul | ah sai d the groupi ng conprises different governnents with
different systems but "we have friends in the region and as we go on with
t he busi ness of governing our respective countries, we are re-establishing
the econonies of the countries under (currency) attack".

He said he is encouraged by the fact that Asean is working even nore
closely and stronger than before. The situation is notivating countries to
wor k t oget her.

"The Second Asean Informal Sunmit is informal in nature but not in terns
of what it has achi eved," he added.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mohamad's call on Saturday at the
"Private Sector Salute to Asean" conference for the region to increase
intra-Asean trade is one solution to overcone the currency problem

"Japan raised the issue of protectionismbut we have assured themt hat
this is not so. Intra-Asean trade has been going on for a long tine.

"This should not be translated as we are anti-anybody. W want to grow
and to do this, we need to trade. But how are we going to do this? Asean
countries can source cheaper materials within countries in the region and
we are looking at it this way," he added.

Abdul | ah said as the currencies continue to slide against the US doll ar,
the associ ati on recogni sed that any international effort to halt the
conti nued depreciation will see the International Mnetary Fund (I M)
playing a role. The US and Europe will al so have to | end support.

"If there is any national effort, the financial markets in the region
will have to ensure that short-termcapital flows will not have an effect
on exchange rates."

There is a need, he said, to |l ook at the currency problemas it has an
af fect on the econony.

The prinme concern, he added, is the probability of inflation. "W do not
want to see that happening," he added.

Asked how long the currencies in the region will continue to slide,
Abdul I ah said no one can give an answer to the question.

As far as Malaysia is concerned, it has conme up with a nunber of
nmeasures such as the formation of the National Econonic Action Council and

addressing the food inport bill by increasing | ocal food production.
Tourism which is a "100 per cent |ocal product", is being given a
boost .

On Myanmar, Abdull ah said he is encouraged by the authorities
endeavours to devel op the country. "To me, this is interesting ... the



Governnent is doing nore to help the people of Myanmar."
( END)
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