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THE 30-year old Association of South-East Asian Nations (Asean) has to set
its sights higher if its econonm c cooperation is to remain on a higher

pl ane.

The ni ne- menber groupi ng needs to have a | onger-termvision of what it
wants to be as an association to make it relevant in the next mllennium
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad sai d

"I have no doubts that as we nove into the first five years of the next
m | | enni um Asean econom ¢ cooperation woul d be brought to the higher
pl ane (that was envi saged by the Fourth Asean Summt in Singapore in
1992.)

"However, to remain on this higher plane, we need to set our sights
hi gher. Twenty-five years fromtoday, do we foresee Asean becom ng a
conmon nmarket |ike the forner European Econonic Community?

Are we setting our sights to be a single market or an econom c union ala
t he European Uni on?

"What is certain is that we need to nmake the bold nove towards greater
econom c integration, as we will have to face an uncertain environment,"
he sai d when openi ng the 29th Asean Econonmic Mnisters' neeting in
Pet al i ng Jaya yest erday.

Dr Mahathir said he had, 10 years ago at the first Asean Econonic
Congress in Kuala Lunmpur, called for Asean to establish a cl oser, nore
constructive and conplenentary relation in the area of econonic
cooperation.

He described the Asean Free Trade Area (Afta) as the "first harvest of
tangi bl e results” foll owing Asean's col |l ective resol ve.

Asean is nowin the fifth year of the inplenmentation of the Afta, an
initiative that has achi eved nmuch greater success than the previous
Preferential Tradi ng Arrangenent.

Afta is expected to be fully inplenented by the year 2003. The idea of a
free trade area was not acceptable 10 years ago as it was seen as a nove
that woul d sl ow y erode national sovereignty.

"VWhen we enbarked on Afta, we were not addressing it solely to increase
intra-regional trade within the association.

"The | arger markets for our goods |lie outside Asean and that the
prospects for expansion and realising regional growth [ies with the
i nternational market.

"We need Afta to increase conpetition and upgrade the efficiency of our
i ndustries that they becone nore conpetitive in the world market," he
sai d.

He added this would, in turn, nmake Asean an attractive area for |ong-
term non-specul ative foreign direct investnments (FDIs) and attract nore
worl d cl ass producers to |locate their operations in the region.

" the bigger the intra-Asean trade, the nore attractive will we be to
the serious FDI."

Dr Mahat hir warned that the journey ahead for the region in the next
mllenniumwi Il be |Ionger and nore denmanding but it can be | ess onerous if
"we prepare ourselves well for it, remain focused in addressing issues
that confront us and if we remain conmitted to achi eve our regional
goal s."

The region's recent experience with currency mani pul ati on shoul d be "a
big lesson," Dr Mahathir said, adding that the groupi ng "nust be



perpetually alert to the possibilities of others exploiting its weaknesses
to weaken the grouping further."

"W have a duty to bring order within and between our countries, and
i ndeed contribute to a nore orderly world environnent," he said.

Asean, he said, may also need to |l ook at the way it cooperates with a
new perspective in noving towards greater econonic integration.

Its targets nmust be that of gaining advantage fromits strengths rather
than protecting its weaknesses. "W have struggled hard to gain
i ndependence and we cannot afford to | ose our sovereignty in the nane of
free, unrestricted breaching of our econoni c and ot her borders.

"At | east we nust ascertain that such breachings will be subjected to
eventual |y beneficial rules,” he said.

He added that Asean, too, will have to resolve swiftly and effectively
any disputes arising fromthe i nplenentati on of econonic initiatives.

Asean nust al so not overl ook the critical element of reduction
transaction costs or the cost of doing business in the region in the
i mpl ementation of initiatives towards greater econonic integration.

"W need to review regulatory and adm nistrative procedures at the
nati onal and Asean |l evels to make themnnore sinple and transparent and
ensure that new neasures introduced have the effect of facilitating
deci si ons and approval s. W have to conbat corrupt practices squarely."

He also called for a reviewon the efficiency of the utilities industry.

The cost of electricity, gas, water and tel ecommuni cations will be |ess
of a burden to business if "we liberalise the nore restrictive
regul ation.”

"I'n the sane vein, we need to nmake our ports and airports nore efficient
and our haul age and freight forwardi ng services nore responsive," he
added.

Asean will al so have to adopt processes that are sustainable, clean and
environnment-friendly to avoid costs associated with environnent al
degradati on.

"W have to educate and encourage our rural population to do away with
antiquated practices in their daily economc activities which can pollute
t he environment.

"The proximity of our borders requires that we address the probl em of
pollution fromboth the national and regional perspectives. Failure to do
so will nmost certainly cost us a lot,"” he added.
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