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Canbodia a litnus test of Asean policy
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I T was |unchtine when Foreign M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahmad Badaw
agreed to an interviewto discuss tonmorrow s Asean Mnisterial Meeting. It
was a short encounter, held in between his other mnisterial neetings on
Monday.

In fact, he had earlier in the norning addressed the Second Asean
Congress organi sed by the Asean-Institute of Strategic and Internationa
Studies. It was also held with the coll aborati on of several other
agencies, all of which are keen Asean watchers in their own way.

The congress was held a few days before the AMM |ending the mnisterial
neeting additional exciterment and i nput. Abdullah readily agreed that the
forthcom ng neeting has added significance and i nportance, especially in
t he context of the regional association's expansion

An Asean 10 had been debated about extensively not just across Asean but
in other parts of the world as well. Wile Asean watchers agreed that the
CLM (Canbodi a, Laos, Myannar) issue will dom nate this week's neeting,
many were nore concerned about the association's future in Iight of recent
devel opnent s concer ni ng Canbodi a.

Canbodi a's internal turbul ence had caused its entry into Asean to be put
on hold for an indefinite period. But key shapers of Asean's policies were
qui etly confident that Canbodia will formpart of the group before the end
of the year.

Abdul | ah accepted that the Canbodi an i ssue is perhaps Asean's bi ggest
test to date. It's not only a test of the group's diplomatic skills but
al so of its constructive engagenent policy. How well this policy can work
will partly be assessed by how wel| Asean tackles the Canbodi an i ssue.

Myanmar's entry is nowonly a matter of formality, as is Laos. It wll
take a few years before these two countries are given any | eadership role
wi thin Asean but their inclusion would be one way of judgi ng whet her
constructive engagenent works or fails.

Asean's vision of a crescent of prosperity includes Canbodi a, but
wi thhol ding its nenbership is a setback in this grand plan of wealth in
the regi on. How woul d Asean face this stiff test, Abdullah was asked.

"Well, Asean is big and mature enough. After 30 years of existence,
like to think that Asean has the respect and maturity to handle this
Canbodi an i ssue.

"But what is inmportant is this. Asean nust first bear this in mnd; how
does Asean see Canbodia in the future. It has to be related to that.

"Asean has to make a decision, a decision based on how Asean | ooks at
Canbodia in the future, where is Canbodia in the Asean scenario."

As if anticipating the next question - what does Asean want of Canbodi a?
- Abdul I ah said: "W want Canbodia to be part of Asean. Personally, |
don't think I want to run away fromthat objective.

"I don't think | want to abandon the vision of an Asean 10. | don't
think my friends in Asean are going to do that. The question then is when?
"The decision (to adnmit Canbodi a) has al ready been nmade. | don't think
we need to abandon Canmbodi a now because of the problens we face. Doing

that may be a decision that is considered a little too hasty."

The Canbodi an i ssue runs smack into the association's imedi ate and
|l ong-termgoal s of a region enjoying sustai ned peace. Realising the ful
import of this, Asean nust "not do things that show we are not able to
cope with the situation," Abdullah said.



The m nisters attending the neeting cannot help but feel the excitenent
of the new chal |l enge Canbodi a poses. Canbodi an Second Prinme M nister Hun
Sen's rejection of an Asean effort to help seek a solution to its problem
did not cone as a conplete surprise to sone.

Questions abound. Wuld it not have been w ser for Asean to neet Hun Sen
first before meeting his fellow Prime Mnister Prince Norodom Ranari ddh?
Sone Asean watchers thought that if this was done, Hun Sen's response
coul d have been somewhat different.

Anot her question facing Asean nowis - howwuld it cope with the
realities in Canbodi a? Abdul | ah, who appeared to be enjoying the
di pl omati c m nd gane, was qui ck to point out that Asean could not, indeed,
must not, run away fromthe on-the-ground situation.

"This week's neeting nmust nake certain decisions. Sone perspectives cone
into play. W have to ook at Asean's strategic interests - regiona
security and political stability, as well as its econom c well -being.

"I't has always been Asean's vision that all countries in the regi on be
together. By being together we can hel p each ot her prosper...we can enjoy
each other's prosperity, which initself brings us nore all-round
benefits.

"OfF course, we can becone strong. To have one country in the region | ess
stabl e than the others, and to remain poor and al one woul d create
pr obl ens.

"As Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad said, it is always
better to have a neighbour that is doing well than one that is having al
sorts of problens."

M ndful of the fact that the world is watching these devel opnents
closely, the mnister acknow edges the drama that is unfolding. The 30th
meeting is regarded by many as an inportant source of reference for Asean
future conferences and chal | enges.

"Asean is in a good position - already successful politically and
econom cally. It is now being expanded and is thinking of its future role.

"Asean certainly attracts a lot of interest because it is already a
successful regional grouping. Look at its nmarket size alone, look at its
mar ket capitalisation possibilities.

"It is not a boast to say that Asean is increasingly seen as nore than
just an inmportant player on the world stage. For instance, the Asean
Regi onal Forum (ARF) is very nuch an Asean thing and is regarded as the
nmost i nmportant security forumin the region, perhaps the nost powerful
to0o."

How woul d Asean react to coments and remarks by certain sections of the
international comunity that it allows itself to be used as a platform
that will give Myanmar and Canbodi a the legitimcy and credibility they
want, the mnister was asked.

Abdul | ah' s response was a typical Asean reaction

"W are not looking at it fromthe point of view of giving them
legitimacy. We have to deal with a certain group of people who are in
charge of these countries.

"If we want to help these countries, (and we certainly do), if we want
t he peopl e of these countries to share the region's prosperity through our
time-tested spirit of co-operation and coll aboration, then we have to do
it irrespective of who | eads the governnent.

"The Asean approach and style has al ways been based on Asi an val ues. The
Myanmar situation is an exanple...we don't enbarrass and insult people in
public. We'd rather talk to themas friends...quiet and earnest tal ks work
for us.

"Alot of things can take place. | feel very positive about this."

There is certainly a lot on Abdullah's plate as current chairman of the



AWM As a group, the association should also be wary of possi bl e backl ash
fromthe nmore powerful of its dial ogue partners.

But Asean appeared unperturbed by this, as seen from Abdul |l ah's next
statenment. "We've decided to do certain things, we decide the best. W
have to face the issue. To be very frank with you, | don't think that al
these powerful nations would want to abandon Asean sinply because of the
adm ssion of Myanmar."

The m nister's confidence is not altogether unsubstantiated. There have
been reports fromsone of these countries saying that Asean woul d be wel |
pl aced to assert pressure on Myanmar when it becones an Asean nenber.

Putting pressure in the definition of these countries may not fall into
the Asean agenda, but the association would be able to advance its
constructive engagenent approach further and on a nore structured format.

Asean have frequent and regul ar neetings at various |evels throughout
the year and all nmenbers are represented. It woul d probably be years
before Myanmar can chair an AMM or be asked to be the Iiaison chairman
wi th a di al ogue partner.

Abdul | ah' s parting shot was clear and sinple: "Asean will do sonething
to address the situation in Myanmar. But we cannot achieve this in one
day."

( END)
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