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By: Syed Jam | Jaafar

KUALA LUMPUR, Aug 7 (Bernamm) -- Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Moharmed said Asean has overcome its initial gloony picture to enmerge as one
of the nobst cohesive regional groupings in the world

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

"I must admit that when Asean was first fornmed, | was not too hopeful
that it would succeed," the Prinme Mnister said.

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

maj or differences. It would not be possible for themto coperate but |
must say | was wong."

Dr Mahathir said this in a special interview with Bernama in
conjunction with the 30th anniversary of the founding of the Association of
Sout h- East Asi an Nations (Asean) tonorrow.

The Bangkok Declaration to set up the regional grouping was signed on
Aug 8 1967 by five founding nenbers -- Mal aysia, |ndonesia, Philippines,

Si ngapore and Thail and. Brunei Darussalam joined in 1984 while Vietnam was
admitted in 1995 to nmake it Asean 7

It was to have been Asean 10 (enconpassing all countries in South-East
Asia) last nonth with the admi ssion of Canbodia, Laos and Myannar. However
whil e Laos and Myanmar are now in, Canbodia's induction has been deferred
because of an internal power struggle.

In the interview, Dr Mahathir spoke of his hopes and fears for the
region, and commented on the prospects of a conflict anmong claimants to the
Spratly Atolls, Asean's constructive engagenent policy towards Myanmar, the
energence of the Asia-Pacific Econom c Cooperation (Apec) forum a
mul ti-medi a covergence anbng Asean nenbers and reforns at the United
Nat i ons.

Dr Mahathir said when Asean was formed, it was basically to help
resol ve probl ems between nei ghbours.

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

The nenber countries |learnt from each other what was the right approach
and whereas initially, possibly due to independence and nationalism
certain countries seened to reject foreign participation in their econony,
it was later seen that foreign investnent could contribute towards a
country's devel opnent.

As a result, all the Asean countries opened up their econony to foreign
investors and this had resulted in economc growh and subsequent
prosperity.

Wth the transfer of technology, Asean countries thensel ves becane able
to participate 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
in the world," said Dr Mahathir who will host an informal neeting of Asean
heads of governnent in Decenber.

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

"We are noving into the so-called informati on age and borderl ess worl d.
We have to open up our econony (but) our own compani es and corporations are
not yet strong enough to conpete with those conming from outside.



"There is a real danger of our econony being totally doni nated by
foreign conpanies with huge suns of npbney and greater technol ogy.

"For exanple, they can easily swallow up our teleconmunications
i ndustry, leaving nothing for us. They can conpletely control our nedia,
because their nedia is powerful

"They have the noney ... they can buy out everbody (by) naking an offer
t hat cannot be refused.

"So in the end, the rich people from outside can dom nate the poor
people in countries like Asean. Already we are seeing it in the way (United
States financier, George) Soros had tried to undermnmi ne Asean (by
destabilising their currencies).

"We have worked for 30 years to build up a good econony. CQur people are
enjoying a fairly good life but in just a few days, the incones of even the
poorest peopl e have now been reduced.

"They are nmade poorer by the sane anpbunt of |oss that we have sustained

billions of dollars have been lost within a few days. Wen you know
that it took us years to build up. So this is what | fear."

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

On the possibility of a real conflict erupting over the Spratly islands
territorial claim especially with biggest claimnt China, the Prine
M nister said he did not think there would be an open conflict.

He said there would be sone strain and tension perhaps but open
conflict was sonething that he could not foresee.

"We can negotiate with China to resolve the whole problem" he said.

Chi na, Ml aysia, Philippines, Vietnam Taiwan and Brunei lay claimto
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

Dr Mahathir al so disnissed allegations that Asean's constructive
engagenent policy towards Myanmar had not been effective in bringing about
refornms in that country.

"On the contrary it has been very effective. You may renenber that
under the previous governnent before the SLORC (State Law and Order
Restoration Council), that governnent was reclusive, it refused to have

anything to do with anybody at all," he said.
"They were isolationist but after that ... of course partly from
internal pressure but partly fromcontact with Asean... they have seen that

the way the Asean countries have devel oped holds out hope for Mannmar al so
to devel op.
"So they have changed a |ot. They have now contacts with everybody.

They are willing to be a nenber of a community where before they were
i sol ationist.
"They are willing to accept foreign direct investnent, foreign

participation in their econony.

"They are much nore developed and | can't see how anybody can say that
this direct engagenent has not produced result. It has produced trenendous
results.”

On the apprehension that APEC woul d overtake Asean when the forum was
first nooted, Dr Mahathir said it was true that Apec had to a certain
extent overshadowed Asean.

"There is no doubt about that. O course, we entered Apec not as a
groupi ng but as individual countries. But there is no way that we can avoid
Apec because this is formed by powerful countries. And if you don't join,
you'll be isolated," he said.

Dr Mahathir does not rule out the possibility of a multi-nmedia
convergence being forged anmbng Asean countries in the future with Ml aysia
pushing its Milti-nedia Super Corridor (MSC) project, Singapore its
I nformati on Technol ogy programme and the Philippines its own cyber schene.



"I think there will be (a convergence). In fact the MSC has already
provi ded for cooperation with other similar projects el sewhere. W know
that we are not going to have a nonopoly. So if there are other projects
el sewhere, we are willing to work together.

"In fact we are willing to work even with European countries. Like
Hungary for exanple, we have signed an agreenent to work them"

Commenting on the proposal that regional groupings |ike Asean be given
a pernanent seat in an expanded United Nations Security Council, Dr
Mahathir said it would be a good idea but the grouping should also be given
the veto.

"(This is) so that we too can stop others from doing what we feel is
harnful to us. Alternatively, we feel that nobody should have any veto. O
if we nust have the veto, the veto cannot be exercised by just one group.”
-- Bernanma

S



	MAHATHIR: ASEAN HAS PULLED THROUGH DESPITE INITIAL DIFFICULTIES (Bernama 07/08/1997)

