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Group should do away with mere tal k and be nore action-oriented

Ashraf Abdul I ah

THERE is no roomfor political rhetoric or | anguage that is hard to
understand in Asean. There are issues at hand which need to be renedi ed
urgently.

This was Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad's cl ear nmessage
to Asean Foreign Mnisters who have grouped in Kuala Lunmpur for their
annual M nisterial Meeting.

Opening the 30th nmeeting on Thursday, Dr Mahathir said gl obalisation and
free market econony had rai sed new probl ens whi ch Asean nenber states
shoul d address col |l ectively, concertedly and with urgency.

One problemis the specul ative attacks on the currencies of the region.
The fundanental s are good but the val ue of the currenci es has decli ned.

These, Dr Mahat hir said, are the doings of "rogue specul ators" and
"anarchi sts" wanting to destroy weak countries in their crusade for open
societies, to force themto submit to the dictatorship of internationa
mani pul at ors.

The Prime M nister said Asean nations should inprove their |evels of co-
operation and consider formulating newlaws, if necessary, to thwart the
specul ati ve attacks.

Co- operati on between the central banks of Asean nations should al so be
i mproved. "Certainly, by working together, we can increase our clout and
deal with this kind of problemwhich is conmon to all of us," he said.

Anal ysts say what is now happening in the financial narkets of Thail and,
the Philippines and Malaysia illustrates how well Asean would need to
strengthen their fiscal and nonetary policies and noney market.

This is a vision that will eventually turn problenms into opportunities.

There nust be a long-termplan for so serious a problemas this because
ad hoc solutions are insuffficient. Solutions nust be well -pl anned.

Asean Foreign Mnisters should consider doing away with |long, tine-
wast i ng speeches and instead, use the limted tinme to discuss issues and
probl ens which could stand in the way of its ambitions.

Li ke the old, well-worn cliche goes: action speaks |ouder than words.

"The Asean M nisterial Meetings should not be an organi sed way of
wasting tinme," said an official involved in running the neeting.

He was of course referring to the | ong speeches by all nine Foreign
M ni sters and two observers at the opening of the AMM on Thursday.

Asean's Action Agenda calls for the liberalisation of the financial
sector and cl ose co-operation in noney and capital markets to enable the
region to becone the financial hub of Asia-Pacific.

But as Dr Mahathir and anal ysts have said, it is not enough.

"Wel |, obviously it could be inproved ... everything can be inproved,"
said Dr Mahathir. "W already have sone kind of co-operation and
arrangenment. Cbviously it is not sufficient or effective enough to dea
with the kind of situation we are facing now'

The borderl ess world has begun to show catastrophic results. Large
conpani es have spread their wi ngs and i nfl uence everywhere. Snal
conmpani es i n poorer nations have been unable to conpete with the
mul ti national s who have re-appeared in their former col onies.

The Prime M nister said there were al ready gi ant conpani es swal | owi ng up
chunks of business in the devel opi ng world, nonopolising the services
sector through their huge shipping, airlines, insurance conpani es and
banks.



These are imediate matters for Asean to |l ook into, before putting its
right foot forward to turn the region into a financial hub.

Anal ysts say the success story of Asean and its overall econonic
achi evenents, particularly in the post-Cold War period, is well known.

Referring to the three major issues decided - first, Asean's acceptance
of Laos and Myanmar as new nenbers, second, its decision to delay the
adm ssion of Canbodia and third, the el ection of a new secretary-general,
a Thai official sunms it nicely:

"This reflects the political maturity and sel f-determ nati on that have
i ncreasingly becone an Asean hallrmark in the |ast 30 years,"” he said.

However, Asean still cannot rest on its laurels. Hi story does not shape
the future.

Wth an enl arged Asean comrunity, it should ensure that there will be no
two-tier econonmic system- a richer and poorer Asean. Efforts nust be nmde
to assi st new nenbers to progress equitably.

Wth the entry of Myanmar and Laos, Asean 9 which has a total popul ation
of 500 mllion, should becone a dynani c market.

Asean should continue to be the world's fastest and npbst popul ous free-
trade region in the world, surpassing the North Anerican Free Trade
Agreenent and the European Union.

There should be no other | ocations nore suitable for businesses.

Asean's Vision 2020 is viable but every effort should be nade to
antici pate and seek solutions to arising problens.

Action-oriented efforts should be put on high gear so that the region
could stay clear of econonic disasters and political debacles.

Li ke the Thai official said, the dynami smw th which brought new
par adi gm change poses a new chal | enge for Asean.

Asean governnents want their people to reap the benefits and share the
econom ¢ returns but they nmust enhance conpetitiveness in export narkets
and i nprove the per capita standard of living.

This is what they nust do:

* notivate global investors to consider Asean as investnent
desti nati ons;

* preserve Asean cultural identity; and,

* pursue prudent exercise of fiscal and nonetary disciplines.

This is what they nust not do: they nust not only tal k!

( END)
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