25/ 04/ 1997

Asean won't be pressured

THE US announcenent of econom ¢ sanctions agai nst Myanmar does not cone as
a surprise at all after the admnistration's warning to that nation | ast
week. Secretary of State Madel eine Al bright, criticising the Myanmar
mlitary government for failing to inprove human rights, said the "l eaders
there are on notice that unless the clouds of represssion are lifted, they
will face investnment sanctions under US | aw'

Not surprising too, is that the |latest US neasure already encountered
early setbacks when two of its close allies in this region, Japan and
Australia, said they will not followthe sanctions nove. Prinme M nister
Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad's strong reaction to the US decision sends
a clear nessage that Asean has its own tinetable of managing its affairs
and will not be pressured by external forces. Ml aysia, the current
chai rman of the Asean Standing Committee, will talk with other nations of
t he seven-nenber groupi ng, he said when asked i f Asean woul d protest
against the US nove. Dr Mahathir's statenment is al so seen as asserting the
i ndependence of Sout heast Asian nations to pursue devel opnent at their own
pace and choi ce.

In fact, one gets the inpression that Malaysia is resentful of the US
action, coming as it does just a little over a nonth before the Asean
Foreign Mnisters are scheduled to neet in Kuala Lunpur to discuss when to
admit Myanmar, Canbodia and Laos into Asean. Dr Mahathir's categorica
response that the sanctions will in no way affect the timng of Myanmar's
entry and that Asean "will work very hard" towards getting that country
into the grouping is no doubt a repudiation of the US nove.

Dr Mahathir's sinultaneous call on the US not to inpose sanctions is
consi stent with Asean's policy of non-interference and "constructive
engagenent” with Myanmar in getting that country to inplenment gradua
reforms. Isolation will not contribute to ensuring the region's peace and
stability. US sanctions, |ike the Hel ms-Burton Act in a bid to isolate
Cuba, have been nuch criticised, even by its trading partners and deened a
violation of international |aw by the O ganisation of Arerican States.
Such nmoves are also viewed as interference in the internal affairs of the
af fected nations and infringement of their sovereignty, such rights being
enshrined in the UN Charter. The latest US nove will certainly not help US
busi nesses and has been attacked by its nationals. In the March visit to
Sout heast Asia, the group of nore than 100 US busi ness executives spent
much of the tinme advocating an end to US unil ateral sanctions that they
say have hurt business in the region, according to a New York Tines
article.

In the final analysis, it is inportant to note that the US decision on
Myanmar, |ike simlar noves agai nst other countries, will not work and are
counter-productive to its attenpt to pronpte denocracy and growt h around
the world. Apart from engendering anger as is seen in the response of the
Myanmar Government, the sanctions will not help the ordinary peopl e of
Myanmar. |f the US wants to sustain its "gl obal |eadership" and be "the
nost respected nation", as Al bright has enphasised, it should take a | eaf
fromAsean's way of handling its affairs. Asean's ability in tackling
probl ens has been nuch | auded recently by a US foreign policy expert on
this region. Isolation, sanctions and other armtw sting actions of
expediency will not earn the US nore friends.
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