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Dr M Asean a success despite initial difficulties

KUALA LUMPUR, Thurs. - Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad said
Asean had overcone its initial gloony picture to energe as one of the nost
cohesi ve regional groupings in the world.

He said Asean | eaders had been able to pull through despite early
difficulties to nmake a success of the organisation, and not just in terns
of econom c co-operation which was never its principal objective.

"I must admit that when Asean was first formed, I was not too hopeful
that it would succeed," said Dr Mahathir.

"There were too many differences between the parties to the agreenent

maj or differences.

"I't would not be possible for themto co-operate - but | nust say | was
wrong. "

Dr Mahathir said this in an interviewin conjunction with the 30th
anni versary of the founding of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
t onmor r ow.

The Bangkok Declaration to set up the regional grouping was signed on
Aug 8, 1967 by five founding nenbers - Ml aysi a, |Indonesia, the
Phi | i ppi nes, Singapore and Thail and. Brunei joined in 1984 while Vietnam
was adnmitted in 1995 to nake it Asean 7.

It was to have been Asean 10, enconpassing all countries in Southeast
Asia last nonth with the adm ssion of Canbodia, Laos and Myanmar. However
whil e Laos and Myanmar are now i n, Canbodi a's induction has been deferred
because of an internal power struggle.

Dr Mahathir said when Asean was forned, it was basically to help resol ve
probl ens bet ween nei ghbours.

There was sone kind of tension but Asean provided a forumto resolve the
problens, if not fully, at least to reduce the tension

The nenber countries learnt fromeach other the right approach and
whereas initially - possibly due to i ndependence and nationalism- certain
countries seened to reject foreign participation in their econony, it was
| ater seen that foreign investment could contribute towards a country's
devel oprent .

As a result, all the Asean countries opened up their economes to
foreign investors and this had resulted in econom c growt h and subsequent
prosperity.

Wth the transfer of technol ogy, Asean countries thensel ves becane
capabl e of taking part in industrialisation.

"So | would say that over the 30 years, the initial gloony picture has
been overcone and Asean has energed as one of the npbst cohesive groupi ngs
inthe world," said Dr Mahathir who will host an informal neeting of Asean
heads of government in Decenber.

On his fears for the region, Dr Mahathir said Asean nust be wary of
efforts by outside parties to dom nate their econom es.

"There is a real danger of our econony being totally dom nated by
foreign conmpani es with huge suns of noney and greater technol ogy."

He said the only way for Asean to react was to act together.

On the possibility of a conflict erupting over the Spratly islands
territorial clains, especially with the biggest clainmant being China, the
Prime Mnister said he did not think there would be an open conflict.

He said there woul d be sone strain and tension perhaps but open conflict
was sonet hing that he could not foresee.



Chi na, Mal aysia, the Philippines, Vietnam Taiwan and Brunei lay claim
to part or the entire string of atolls and coral reefs in the South China
Sea which are believed to be rich in oil and other resources.

( END)
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