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Doing it the Asean way

TO THOSE |istening, M Bill dinton sounded as if he was speaki ng on
behal f of the international conmunity when announci ng the economic
sanctions agai nst Myanmar. But the fact is that the US President spoke on
Tuesday on behal f of Anerica and not any other country, not even those who
called thenselves allies of the US. In fact, even the US busi ness
community nmay say that Clinton did not speak on their behal f; sone have
come out openly upset with the White House decision to go ahead with
sancti ons agai nst Yangon.

Mal aysi a and Asean will definitely not subscribe to Washington's
sanctions, though. If the US feels that barring new Anerican investrment in
Myanmar woul d teach the "repressive" regine in that country a good | esson
about denocracy, that is the American way of thinking and doi ng things.

Mal aysi a and Asean have stressed that they will continue to adopt its
consul tative engagenent approach where Yangon i s concerned. Asean | eaders
have argued that for a country that has proven that it could shut out the
worl d and still survive, an econom c sanction at this point of tine is not
likely to change anything. By engagi ng Myanmar in tal ks and econom c
activities, Asean has been hoping to show the State Law and Order
Restoration Council (SLORC) and the Myanmar peopl e that denocracy and the

free market economy need not necessarily fail. The plan is to all ow
Myanmar into Asean and help it grow and prosper. G owth and prosperity,
after all, have |l ed to sustained peace and harnony in the region.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mohanad spoke at |ength about this
in London, in fact, when asked about Mal aysia's prosper-thy-nei ghbour
policy. He said when Vietnam for exanple, was poor, Ml aysia had a | ot of
"boat people". Today, all these refugees have been sent back. Vi etnam
whi ch has becone the seventh and | atest nenber of Asean, is a good exanple
of how prosperity of another country in the region has reduced probl ens
for Mal aysia and ot her nenbers of Asean who are Vi etnani s nei ghbours.
Today, Malaysia is one of the largest investors in Vietnamas well as in
Canbodi a and Laos, two other countries which will join Asean together with
Myanmar. |In fact, other countries including the US are al so benefitting
fromthis nore prosperous Vietnam

Mal aysi a and Asean will not support the US sanctions agai nst Myanmar
simply because there is a better way of dealing with the situation in that
country. As a group, Asean would be able to nonitor closely and influence
the situation in Myanmar better, especially when Myanmar is already a
menber. It does not nean that the so-called pro-denbcratic novenent in
Myanmar will see its objectives realised, nor will Asean | ean towards
ensuring that the novenent prevails over SLORC or whoever governs the
country. The Asean way of doing things is to ensure a nenber country does
not lag behind in terns of econoni c devel opment. There are vari ous
programes and projects to help a nore backward nember to catch up in the
long-term Vietnam for exanple, has been recording GDP grow hs of over 9
per cent since 1995. There is no reason why Myanmar will not be able to do
the sanme once it cones on board.

After Cinton's announcenent on the sanctions, many woul d expect Asean
to conme under sone pressure fromthe US to play along. Yesterday, in
Washi ngt on, State Departnent spokesman Ni chol as Burns said the US has
urged Asean to delay its planned adm ssion of Myanmar. "W don't support
that (nenbership)," he said. Burns also criticised Asean's policy of



seeki ng i nprovenent in Myanmar through dialogue. "It's a shane because you
woul d think that buddi ng denocracies in South-East Asia would want to
stand up for denocracy." Such is the narrow m ndset about denocracy and
condescendi ng vi ew about the culture and peoples of this region that have
brought about the sanction agai nst Myanmar in the first place. Americans
may stand up and listen to Burns, but do not expect the sanme fromthe
Asean peopl e and nenber countries, buddi ng denocracies or not, if Asean's
views are not going to be heard anyway.
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