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New sense of confidence to neet economic problens in the region

Sai ful Azhar Abdul | ah

VWHAT was obvious at this week's second informal Asean Summit and the
series of neetings with | eaders of the Northeast Asian nations was a new
sense of confidence in the region to nmeet the econom c problens.

For the first time, the Asean | eaders, except for Indonesia' s president
Suharto who did not attend because he had been advi sed by his doctors to
rest, sat together with | eaders of Japan, China and South Korea to
seriously |l ook into the problens afflicting the region.

It was also the first tinme that Japanese Prinme Mnister Ryutaro
Hashi not o, Chi nese president Jiang Zenin and South Korea Prine M nister
Koh Kun had seriously listened to the experiences and predi canents of the
Asean nations in the wake of the econom c probl ens which had depreciat ed
their currencies and punctured their vibrant econonic grow h.

Each | eader now understands each other's probl ens especially after their
bilateral talks with Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad on the
eve of the Summit.

But that's not all. It has also united the region with Northeast Asia.

"I't has brought us together," said Dr Mahathir

"It has nmade us nore conscious of the problemand to face it together.
This Summit has brought the three countries from Northeast Asia and Asean
closer. In a sense, there is unity in diversity.

"I'n the past there was a feeling that the East Asian nations should not
be seen to be too close (with Asean) but now that feeling has changed.
There is a push that we neet again earlier, |ess than a year."

Al t hough they nay not have all the i mmediate solutions to overcone the
econom ¢ problens, at |east they have displayed their commitnent to
expl ore sol utions.

The future now | ooks better for the region as the Summt has provided a
platformfor the Asean nations and countries of the Northeast Asia to
collectively address the problembilaterally or even nmultilaterally.

This was evident fromthe unani nbus acceptance by Asean menber countries
of the Mal aysian proposal to renove barriers and pronbte greater intra
Asean trade and investnents follow ng the depreciation of their
currenci es.

The support from China, Japan and South Korea to the proposal is perhaps
one of the greatest achievenents at the Summ t.

It was clear that the dialogue partners found the Ml aysi an proposa
wor kabl e. That was why they had gi ven unani mous support to the proposal as
they knew that Dr Mahathir was right that in order for Asean nenbers to
bounce back fromthe present econom c problens, they would have to
i ncrease trade anong t hensel ves.

South Korea, facing sinmilar financial problens, wanted to be part of it,
suggested that an expert group be set up to study on how best to inpl enent
t he proposal

There is little doubt that a new mlestone in the relationshi ps between
Asean and Northeast Asia has been nurtured in this sumrit and both sides
realised the i nportance of each other.

As a result, leaders attending the infornal Asean+3 tal ks agreed that
t hey shoul d have nore neetings.

To begin with, they will nmeet again before the second Asi a- Eur ope
Meeting in London in April to discuss the inpact of the introduction of
t he European single currency, Euro.



There was al so a consensus anong the | eaders of Asean, Japan, China and
South Korea on the need for a study on the possibility of form ng a
wor ki ng arrangenent to raise the financial capacity of national banks in
the region following the Wrld Trade Organi sation's | andmark agreenent to
open up the world's financial sector.

Asean and | eaders of the Northeast Asian countries shared the same view
that the opening up of the financial sector would pose problens in the
regi on.

The sunmt al so appeared to acknow edge the role of Japan to take the
| ead to overcone the econom c problens in the region despite Hashinoto's
remarks that all countries in the region are equal

Asean | eaders had said they hoped the Japanese economnmy woul d becone nore
robust so that it would be a role nodel for the region.

To the delight of the Asean | eaders, Hashi nbto responded positively by
pl edgi ng to take neasures to ease pressure on the Japanese financi al
system

Hashi not o gave assurence that Japan would not let itself to be the cause
of worl d-wi de depression.

And the Japanese Prime M nister reveal ed Japan's | atest nmeasures to
strengthen its financial systemincluding the issue of 10 trillion yen of
state bonds, npre efficient | and use and nurture snmall and nedi um scal e
i ndustries.

Inits efforts to help countries in the region to restore economc
stability, Japan had proposed the setting up of an Asean-Japan Human
Resour ces Devel opnent Progranmme and assi stance for snmall and nedi umscal e
i ndustries which will certainly lay a new foundation for the Asean-Japan
rel ations.

It brought nore cheers to the regi on when at the end of the Sumit,
Japan, denonstrating its friendly gesture, announced its decision to
reduce interest rates of the Oficial Devel opnment Assistance | oans which
will benefit several Asean countries and China.

The reduction will boost devel opnent of special environnment projects and
t hose concerni ng human resources devel opnent, snmall and nedi um scal e
entreprises and cross border infrastructure.

The interest rates for the ODA | oans were reduced by 0.5 per cent with
Mal aysi a anong the Asean countries benefitting fromit with the basic
interest rates reduced to three per cent.

Besi des that, Japan al so announced that it had raised the ceiling for
its credit facility for the devel opnent of infrastructure projects to
US$18 billion.

The | eaders of Asean were al so | ooking forward for China's role in
hel ping to revive the econony.

And China has already shown its conmm tnent by assuring that it would not
deval ue its currency and that it would not want to conpete with Asean
nati ons which were seen as nore conpetitive now follow ng the depreciation
of their currencies.
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