16/ 10/ 1997
Depreci ation of currencies favourable for Asean exports

Ram an Sai d, Carol yn Hong; Kasm ah Mist apha

ASEAN Econonic M nisters have forned a concensus that the depreciation of
the region's currencies over the | ast few nonths has created favourabl e
conditions for further expansion of Asean exports both w thin and outside
t he region.

They have al so agreed that the financial crisis has al so nade the
i npl ementati on of Asean Free Trade Area nore inmportant and as such
reaffirmed the commtnent to realise Afta by the year 2003.

I nternational Trade and Industry Mnister Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz said
the inplementation of Afta would facilitate |ong termadjustnment of Asean
econom es to enhance Asean resilience towards external volatility.

She said market liberalisation through Afta would certainly result in
greater intra-Asean investrments and investnent flows from outside the
region.

"As Afta is al so supported by other Asean co-operation programes, this
will enable Asean as a region to be one resilience entity to face future
volatility.

"W will be nore prepared and we have the strength to face those
chal | enges, " she sai d.

She added that the recent financial crisis has also created a wi ndow of
opportunity for the region's industries to enter a period of consolidation
and nmake necessary adjustnents to increase their conpetitiveness in the
| ong run.

The transient econom ¢ and exchange rate fluctuati ons experienced by
some nmenber countries would not affect the sound underlying economc
fundanental s of the region's economies.

She said the Mnisters have al so expressed optinismat the long term
econom ¢ prospects of the region as well as the region's attractiveness to
foreign direct investnents.

To a question, Rafidah, who is also the Afta council chairman, said the
council did not conme to any concl usi on on ways to overcone the financial
turmoil .

"W did not even attenpt to work out a pan-Asean strategy because this
is being done in other Asean foruns. But as it affects trade, we will be
nmonitoring and inputing into the Asean co-operation programes as and when
it evolves," she said.

She added that the paper submitted at the Senior Economc Oficials
meeti ng on Tuesday was just a background on the currencies crisis as it
provi ded synopsis of what transpired regionally as well as quoting
I nternational Monetary Fund's findings.

"The paper also did not cone up with any reconmmendati ons as we want ed
the mnisters to speak and update us on what happened and what have been
done to handl e the situation. W wanted a free fl ow of discussions," said
Raf i dah.

On whether the nmatter woul d be di scussed at subsequent neetings to be
held later this week, Rafidah said that she did not want to pre-enpt
anyt hi ng.

"The neetings have not started and sone ministers are not here yet. | am
sure they will talk about it."

The two-day 29th AEM neeting, will be opened by Prinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad.
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