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Asean shows i ndependent streak with its courageous nove

Ashraf Abdul I ah
COME July, Asean is likely to replace Southeast Asia as the name of this
dynam c region of 10 countries.

The Saturday special neeting of the Foreign Mnisters of the Association
of Sout heast Asian Nations, now made up of Brunei, |ndonesia, Ml aysia,
Phi | i ppi nes, Singapore, Thailand and Vi etnam has agreed to accept
Canbodi a, Laos and Myanmar as menbers.

It began in 1967 as Asean Five but it was later joined by Brunei when it
obtai ned its independence fromBritain 16 years ago and Vi ethamtwo years
ago. In July, Asean Seven becones Asean 10, a realisation of the dream of
t he founders.

The aspiration of Asean to eventually adnmit all countries in the region
as nenbers has been known for a long tine.

Saturday's decision was, therefore, a nere reiteration, albeit a crucial
one, of a long-known intention. But it had to be nmade in view of
i nfl uences being exerted to prevent Myanmar and Canbodi a, whose human
rights records allegedly are uni npressive, frombeing adnitted.

In Asean, all nenbers have the veto power. It woul d be enbarrassing
shoul d a menber decides to use his veto during the annual Asean
Mnisterial Meeting in July in Kuala Lunpur where the decision is to be
taken. Thus, the special neeting.

It was a bold decision. Al though Foreign M nister Datuk Abdull ah Ahnad
Badawi did not say it in so many words, it was a clear signhal to the Wst
that Asean would like to nmake its own deci sions and does what is best for
the region. Indeed, he denied it was neant to be a signal.

"W signal to nobody. W just made a decision on what was best for Asean
and the region. W have no intention of sendi ng nmessages to anybody, "
Abdul | ah, who is chairman of the Asean Standing Committee, said after
Sat urday' s neeti ng.

The deci sion was made after the Foreign Mnisters carefully scrutinised
the reports of the Asean Secretary-Ceneral Datuk Ajit Singh on the
readi ness of the countries to join Asean.

Asean's nove to accept Canbodi a and Myanmar was certainly in discord
with the wishes of the United States and other Western nations and
i ndi cates that the seven-nenber grouping wi shes to pursue an independent
line in so far as Sout heast Asia is concerned.

It isin fact a signal to the world that Asean has cone of age and is no
longer willing to be anybody's | ackey.

President Bill dinton, citing "severe repression" in Myanmar, had
earlier this nmonth announced econoni c sancti ons agai hst Yangon, which
includes a ban on US investnents in its oil and natural gas devel oprent.

The order prohibits US citizens fromentering into contracts that
i nvol ve the economni c devel opment of resources in Myanmar. Americans are
banned from purchasi ng ownershi p shares in devel opi ng resources in the
country or hel ping non-US citizens who wish to performactivities
prohi bi ted under the ban.

The European Union inposed a ban on European visits by junta figures
fromMannmar.

Cyni cs have said that Myanmar and Canbodi a should not be admtted so
soon because of their donestic problens. This, they say, may cause
instability in the region

The nmilitary junta in Myanmar is accused of gross violation of human



rights.

In Canbodia, the bitter rivalry between the two Prime Mnisters of the
coalition Governnent, Hun Sen and Prince Norodom Ranari ddh, gave rise to
recent viol ence.

They say that the two Prine Mnisters in Canbodi a may have opposi ng
views and are unabl e to nmake policy decisions on matters concerni ng Asean
But the enphasis so far has been on Myanmar. The US and Europe believe

that by isolating the junta, it will force it to inprove its behaviour
but Asean nenbers favour a policy of "constructive engagenent” conbi ni ng
qui et di plomacy with growi ng trade and investnent.

VWile affirmng the inportance of human rights, Asean nenbers fear that
a sudden upheaval in Myanmar could sow instability across its extensive
bor der s.

As Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanad said on May 1, Asean
can wi thstand what ever pressure that m ght be exerted by countries |ike
the US because the group was now nore i ndependent and could make its own
deci si ons.

Asean does not believe in exerting force - neither nilitary nor
econom c. Sanctions agai nst Myanmar will not change anythi ng. For years,
the country had isolated itself fromthe rest of the world, and had
survi ved.

If the US and the European Union think that sanctions would force the
State Law and Order Restoration Council to bowto pressure and change,
then they are wrong.

Furthernore, if sanctions should hurt, it will only hurt the people.
CGovernnent officials, like inlrag, will continue to live a confortable
life.

Sanctions are, by itself, a bigger violation of human rights because
although it is ained at the Governnent, the people end up as the rea
victims.

This |l eads to fami ne and worst, violence.

Hunger will not sustain denocracy, the very systemthe USis trying to
chanpi on. Such is the narrow m ndset of the US Governnent.

But the cynics may not be entirely wong and their views should not be
totally ignored. Asean shoul d hope for the best and expect the worst.

By engagi ng Myanmar in tal ks and econonic activities, Asean should show
that principles of denocracy and the free nmarket econony need not
necessarily fail.

As a group, Asean would be able to nonitor closely and influence the
situation in Myanmar better, especially when Myanmar is already a nenber.

It does not nean that the so-called pro-denocratic novenent in Myannmar
wWill see its objectives realised, nor will Asean | ean towards ensuring
that the novenment prevails over SLORC or whoever governs the country.

The Asean way of doing things is to ensure a nenber country does not |ag
behind in terns of econom c devel opnent. There are various programes and
projects to help a nore backward nenber to catch up.

It is going to be an uphill task fromnow on for Asean. It has to work
hard to ensure that Myanmar, Canbodi a and Laos grow and prosper. Materi al
wel | -being, after all, has | ed to sustai ned peace and harnony in the
region.

Asean's 30th anni versary celebrations later this year will certainly be
sweeter, |lending a new neaning to the phrase "the nore, the nerrier".
( END)
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