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Differences with Asean an obstacle to better Asia-Europe ties

Ashraf Abdull ah in Brussels

PCLI TI CI ANS and acadenici ans in Europe as well as those cl osely observing
devel opnents in the European Uni on share a common belief - that the future
of Asia-Europe relations is rather gloony.

No one in Europe seens to know the exact answer as to whether the
out st andi ng i ssues which continue to hinder relations between the two
si des can be sol ved before the second Asi a-Europe neeting in London next
year.

The adm ssion of Myanmar into Asean two nonths ago has hit a raw nerve
in Europe. The EU is adamant that it will not invite the under-devel oped
but resource rich nation to the 1998 Asem and has deci ded not to issue
visas to officials of Myanmar's ruling junta.

To make matters worse, the EU has withdrawn the generalised system of
preferences for Myanmar's industrial and agricultural products.

The issue of Myanmar is being vigorously debated in Europe, but a
decision is not within sight.

In Asean, at |least Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mohamad has
said that the regional grouping may boycott the 1998 Asemif Manmar is
not allowed to participate.

"If there is discrimnation against Myanmar, it is a discrinination
agai nst Asean.

"You may find other countries in Asean al so deciding not to attend," Dr
Mahat hi r had sai d.

Dr Mahathir's statenment was in response to recent remarks by British
Forei gn Secretary Robin Cook that the decision to deny visas for senior
Myanmar officials rendered their inclusion at the Asem i npossi bl e.

O her Asean | eaders had repeatedly stated that as a full nenber of the
groupi ng, Myannmar shoul d be accorded equal status by all

VWhet her the decision to deny visas for high |l evel Myanmar officials
woul d be reversed is a question nany European politicians and officials
rat her avoid.

Under the Treaty of Amsterdam decision on foreign policies affecting
the EU nenber states must be taken by consensus. This effectively neans
that the 15 EU nenbers shoul d agree in unanimty whet her Myanmar shoul d be
allowed to participate in the next Asem

"The problemis EU nenbers feel that Southeast Asian countries are stil
their hel pl ess colonies,"” said Janes L. Janssen Van Raay, a nenber of the
Eur opean Parlianment representing Hol | and.

Van Raay, who is a nenber of European Parlianent del egation for
relations with Asean, says Europeans still believe in shock treatnent,
pol ari sation and exchanging insults. "But | believe in constructive
engagenent |ike what Asean believes in," he said.

He agreed with Dr Mahathir that Asean had the legitinmate right to
boycott the 1998 Asemif one or nore of its nenber states were not allowed
to participate.

Van Raay, who visited Yangon recently, feels that there is a grow ng
realisation in Myanmar that a free market econony and denocracy will bring
about national prosperity and progress.

He hopes, however, that there woul d be denocratic elections in Myannar
in the near future which would put to rest the political uncertainties in
the country.

"But for the nonent, Asean countries must support Myanmar so that it



could match the success of the other nations in the region which are
al ready in the economc forefront."

Taking a different view, another European nenber of Parliament G yn Ford
says the withdrawal of the GSP for Myanmar's products was justified.

"The fact remains that we have deci ded that Myanmar shoul d not be
allowed to take part in next year's Asem This is a problemthat we have
to agree to differ,"” he said.

Ford, who represents Britain in the European Parlianent, adnmitted that
i solating Myanmar from Asemwas a difficult decision because the EU wanted
to inprove relations with other Southeast Asian nations.

He warned, however, that Asean should not adopt an arrogant attitude as
this would affect future rel ations and assi stance fromthe EU

"Asean should not turn the EU off and on when ever it wants. But if our
rel ati onshi p does not grow, then we have both made a mistake," he said.

But academi cians say that the problens with EU was that it has al ways
practised a culture of discrimnation.

"Al t hough Turkey had applied to be a nmenber of EEC (as the EU was then
known) since the 1960s, it was never accepted. The chances of it being
admtted is renote," says Bruno de Wtte, a lecturer at the University of
Maastri cht.

"The main reason is that Turkey is a Muslimcountry.

"Al though the cultural and religious differences are present, they are
not expressed," he said.

Al t hough the decision not to accept certain countries including Turkey
i s debat abl e, Asean had never questioned the EU s judgnent.

EU al so practises discrimnation anong its own nenber states. Bigger and
nmore powerful nations in the EUlike Britain, France and Germany have 10
votes each but the smaller nations who are al ready econonical ly behi nd,
have as few as two votes.

Certain inmportant decisions |ike those involving econom ¢ and trade
matters are taken through nmajority votes.

"There shoul d not be proportional representation but equal treatment,"”
argues de Wtte.

But sone observers say there is a m staken notion that Asean's economn c
success is a miracle and not hard worKk.

A paper of the EU called "The Union's New Trade and Cooperation Strategy
on Asia" says the union should step up relations with Asia "for fear of
| osing out on the econonic nmiracle".

They argue that what was conveniently forgotten was the fact that sone
of the European states invaded many parts of Southeast Asia and pl undered
lands with the inpunity of a bull in a china shop during the col oni al
peri od.

These countries were left in economc ruin. They picked up fromthere
and rebuilt their countries.

( END)
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