10/ 01/ 1997

Partners in progress

ITis significant that Japanese Prem er Ryutaro Hashi noto on his Wdnesday
visit to Kuala Lunpur in the course of his whirlw nd tour of Asean nations
stresses the increasing inportance for Japan to "w den and deepen” its co-
operative relationship with the grouping.

The statenent stenmed fromrecogni sing that Asean, with its burgeoni ng
econom ¢ devel opnent and political stability, is indeed a region to reckon
with in the next mllennium Hashinoto, describing Asean's history as "a
hi story of success", is particularly inpressed with Mal aysia's phenonena
growth. He declared his firmbelief that peace and prosperity in the Asia-
Pacific region in the next century can be achi eved through cl ose co-
operation between Japan and Asean.

That the Japanese | eader chose Kual a Lunmpur to voice his conviction is
i ndeed appropriate for Malaysia is currently the Asean Standing Conmmittee
chairman. It will soon host the mnisterial conference which is expected
to see the adm ssion of Myanmar, Canbodi a and Laos, making it Asean 10 on
the occasion of the grouping's 30th anniversary. Al though Hashinoto did
express his reservation politely by stating that the new nenbers will pose
chal | enges to Asean, Japan nust have privately acknow edged that it cannot
stemthe tide of events. An Asean 10, enconpassing all the countries of
t he Sout heast Asian region, offers trenmendous potential with its huge
popul ati on and i npressive grow h. Ml aysia views an Asean 10 as a
monunent al achi evenent, enpowering it to realise its full potential

In the wider Asian context, the useful ness of the exchange of views on
vital issues between Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad and
Hashi not o cannot be overenphasi sed. The two | eaders have been able to
convey the aspirations of the interests they represent, enhancing
under st andi ng of each other's positions. As G 15 chairman, Dr Mahathir
conveyed an urgent message through Hashinmoto calling for a dial ogue
mechani sm bet ween the grouping and G7 to ensure that the interests of
devel oping countries are taken into account in decisions made by the
i ndustralised nations. A pressing issue is currency fluctuations,
particularly the appreciation of the yen, which is burdeni ng many debt or
countries, including Malaysia. Dr Mahathir, who has strongly advocated a
Wirld Century and called for a stop to nmaki ng a bogey of Asian countries,
reiterates Malaysia's belief that a policy of friendship with Chinais
better than confrontation

Mal aysi a wel cones Japan's desire for bilateral co-operation in
accel erating growth in other devel opi ng countries. Japan has been urged to
i nport nore of Mal aysian products and naterials to hel p address the trade
i mbal ance and reflect growing trade ties. Gven its econonm ¢ and
technol ogi cal superiority, Japan's co-operation is also sought to help
Mal aysi a achi eve the goal s under the Second Industrial Master Plan. Japan,
in wanting to work closely with Asean as partners to pronote regi onal co-
operation and hence a better world, is noving in the right direction as
the Asian maxi mgoes: Distant waters cannot hel p extinguish the fire at
one's doorstep. A neighbour is invariably better than a relative in a
distant land in tinmes of need. In helping to build a strong region,
particularly East Asia, Japan will undoubtedly enhance its own strength
and position as a maj or world econom c power.
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