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The Asean way to prosperity and nei ghbourliness

Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad

ITis indeed a privilege and an honour for nme to address this 30th Meeting
of Asean Foreign Mnisters at the Sunway Lagoon Resort Hotel, in Petaling
Jaya, Sel angor. On Wednesday, we w tnessed the official adm ssion of Laos
and Myanmar into Asean. W are, therefore, very close nowto fulfilling

t he vision of the Founding Nations of Asean in 1967 to bring together al
the 10 Sout heast Asian countries into one regional grouping.

While this visionis yet to be fulfilled, neverthel ess the addition of
Myanmar and Laos is a nmajor milestone in the history of Southeast Asia.

Mal aysi a feel s honoured to be the host of this nonmentous event. Let ne
take this opportunity to congratul ate and wel cone our friends from Laos
and Myanmar into the Asean community of nations.

W still have cause to celebrate but let us not forget the difficulties
faced by the countries of Southeast Asia in their early attenpts to forma
regional forum essentially to facilitate probl em sol ving between newy
i ndependent nei ghbours. After two false starts, five of the Southeast
Asi an countries managed to | aunch Asean. It was political necessity rather
t han economi c i nperatives which brought these countries together. But
al nrost i mmedi ately there was tal k about these countries emul ating the
Eur opean Economi ¢ Comunity by becomi ng a trade bl oc.

The | evel of econom ¢ devel opment of these countries was very |ow then.
An Asean econom ¢ bl oc woul d have been quite neani ngl ess. Besides, the
claims over each other's territories remained to strain relations between
various pairs of Asean countries. It is a nmeasure of the pragmati sm of
these countries that they continued to neet as Asean, even though
bilateral relations between certain nmenbers were strained.

To this day, the clainms remain but they have not prevented Asean from
developing into a regional forumwith credibility in the world' s econoni c,
social and political affairs. Such has been the initial Asean Five's
success that the other countries of Southeast Asia and even those outside
evinced a keen desire to joinit.

Asean's acconplishnments are even nore renarkabl e considering that not so
long there were wars and conflicts in the region and within many of the
Asean countries. It was predicted that if North Vietnam achi eved victory,
then, |ike dom noes one by one the other countries in the regi on wuld
fall to Conmmuni smand chaos.

W were told then, as we are told now, that we needed foreign protection
agai nst predatory nei ghbours such as a victorious Vietnamand the ot her
power ful Eastern countries.

Agai nst all odds, Vietnamand its nuch-derided soldiers in black pyjanmas
won agai nst the greatest power on earth. But the dominoes did not fall
| nstead, they prospered and showed t hensel ves very stabl e and capabl e of
managi ng their countries well. They seemprepared to shed the ideol ogi ca
baggage of the past and accept the need for econonmic reforms in order to
give their people a better life. Central planning gave way to nmarket
forces and the pronotion of international trade and foreign investnents.

Aggressive territorial acquisition appears to be the |ast thing on the
m nds of Sout heast Asian | eaders. Peace and good nei ghbourliness seemto
be the preferred creed. And all evinced a desire to work together to build
a nucl ear weapons-free regi on of peace, freedomand neutrality.

There cannot be any doubt that nenbership on the Asean groupi ng has
contributed towards governnmental rationality and serious concern for the



wel | - bei ng and rapi d devel opment of nenber states. The nenbers seemto

| earn fromeach other how to adm ni ster and devel op their countries. They
all seemto believe in working for the good of their people, even if their
i ndi vidual styles may differ. Asean has proven that regional co-operation
anong devel opi ng countries is possible and can produce results.

Very recently, the Wrld Bank has acknow edged t hat good government is
the key to the devel opnent of poor econom es. Conversely, it mnmust be
concl uded that the poor econonies which have now devel oped are bl essed
wi t h good gover nnent.

The Asean countries have all been poor but are today anbng the nost
dynam c econom es of the world. It follows that the governments of Asean
countries know what is neant by good governnent and their nodel shoul d be
enul at ed.

The worl d shoul d concl ude that nenbershi p of Asean woul d have a
st eadyi ng i nfluence on donestic politics and woul d hel p the progress of
nmenber countries. The world shoul d wel come the accession to Asean of any
country which qualifies. It is regrettable that there are those who woul d
not see the obvious. |Instead of encouragi ng Asean to accept all Southeast
Asi an countries as soon as possible, Asean has been urged to pass
j udgnent, deny nenbership and apply pressure on a potential candi date so
as to force that country to remain poor and, therefore, unstable. Asean
must resist and reject such attenpts at coercion. They are not a part of
the Asean way. W will resolve our problemin our own way and in our own
time. No one, but no one, should assune that only they know t he sol utions
to all problems. They have failed far too often for us to be convinced
that only they know what is right and what is wong.

The countries of Asean, like all countries, need security and peace. W
have deci ded that Asean will not becone a military alliance in order to
protect thensel ves, although each one of us is free to have bilatera
arrangenents with other menbers for nmutual security. Those who are
concerned about our safety should support our concept of a Nucl ear-Free
Zone of Peace, Freedomand Neutrality. We see no eneny and we woul d not
want to | abel anyone as our potential eneny. If we have problens with non-
Asean countries, we will together seek a solution through negotiations
using our unity as a |l ever.

We appreciate the offer to defend us but how can we be sure the prom sed
help will be forthcom ng when we see so many countries bei ng abandoned to
their fates as soon as they were in trouble? W know that the first
priority of the protectors would be to pull out their forces. The pl edge
to protect human rights, irrespective of borders and sovereignty, has
proven enpty tine and tinme again. W know we will be left to face the
problemand to pay the cost with our lives and our wealth.

In the final analysis, we can rely only on ourselves. Forswearing force
as a neans of settling probl ens between oursel ves, we can ensure our
safety through a willingness to settle problens the Asean way.

For us, our ultimte defence will be our stability and economc strength
as well as our willingness to stay together even though we nade no pronise
to fight al ongsi de each other, not being a mlitary bl oc.

Economic strength is all-inmportant. In a world dedicated to econonic
growth through a free narket system territorial acquisition is no |onger
worthwhile. It is no longer a source of wealth and power. Those who tal k
of military conquests and colonial territories are living in the past.
They know very well that other forns of hegenobny is possible.

The threat faced by nations is econonic sanctions to inpoverish the
people and to stir internal strife. Wakened, the unfortunate countries
will have to subnmit as conpletely as if they are col onies.

We shoul d, therefore, concentrate on econom c devel opnent and the well -



bei ng of our people. And Asean countries have denonstrated that they know
how to do this.

Now, together with our new nenbers, the Southeast Asian countries can
co-operate and hel p each other to prosper economcally. That way, we w |
becone internally stable and | ess susceptible to the kind of outside
pressures our detractors like to apply.

Econom c prosperity is really the answer to our security problens
because with prosperity, Asean will be taken seriously and its views
respected. It is for this reason that whenever our Foreign M nisters neet,
it is usual for the najor economes of the world to have ministeria
di al ogues with us. Even on matters of security we have devised a regiona
forumin order to thrash out perceived probl ens. No other regional
organi sati on has such an arrangenent.

Mlitary strength may inspire fear but it will lead to a costly arns
race. The benefits will only accrue to the manufacturers and traders in
t he weapons of war. Econonic prosperity inspire respect but at a nmuch
| ower cost, while the benefits remain with us.

In Decenber of this year, the Heads of Governnent of all the Asean
countries will neet informally in Kuala Lumpur. It will be an epoch-maki ng
gat hering for the Heads of CGovernnent of nine countries of Southeast Asia
will be neeting as | eaders of one of the world' s strongest regional
groupi ngs. There will be a |l ot of serious things to discuss, decisions and
stands to be nade. They will not be just celebrating 30 years of Asean but
al so have serious regional and international matters to di scuss.

The world now talks glibly of a borderless world, of the Information
Age, of open narkets and open socities.

Asean, a group of devel oping countries, will need to know how all these
new concepts about international commerce and politics will affect us. It
is wonderful to know that all the huge markets of the devel oped countries
will be open to us in exchange for our opening up of our tiny markets. But
can we really gain access to these markets?

O will the renoval of borders cause a flowin one direction only?

Presently, we see a well-planned effort to underni ne the economni es of
all the Asean countries by destabilising their currencies. Qur economc
fundanental s are good yet anyone with a few billion dollars can destroy
all the progress that we have nmade. W are told we nust open up, that
trade and comrerce nust be totally free. Free for whon? For rogue
specul ators. For anarchists wanting to destroy weak countries in their
crusade for open societies, to force us to submt to the dictatorship of
i nternational mani pul ators.

We want to enbrace borderlessness but we still need to protect ourselves
fromsel f-serving rogues and international brigandage.

Al ready we are seeing giant conpani es swall owi ng up chunks of the
busi ness in the devel opi ng worl d. They nonopol i se the services sector
t hrough their huge shipping, airlines, insurance, conpani es and banks. The
media - print and electronic - are now controlled by themthroughout the
wor | d.

We are denied Press freedomby the many people who trunpet it. Only bad
news about us are published, the good news are often buried in their
ar chi ves.

We worry, we should worry about this borderless world of the Information
Age and the free narket.

We are not rejecting it out of hand. But we shoul d know where we st and.
We shoul d know how we are going to handl e the problens which will ari se.

Al ready they have fornmed powerful regional trade blocs. And eight of the
nmost powerful nations have decided that they, and they al one, should
determine the fate of every country. Wen they agree on anything, as for



exanpl e the reval uati on of the yen, we have to pay the price. And when
they quarrel, we will be tranpled under

Al one, none of the Southeast Asian countries will be able to protect
itself. But nine Asean countries with half a billion people my be able to
do sonething to hel p oursel ves.

We are glad that when the | eaders of the Asean nine neet, there wll
al so be a neeting with the | eaders of the three biggest econonies in
Northeast Asia. W will then have an opportunity to present our views on a
whol e | ot of international issues to them for their econonies are closely
Iinked to ours.

What affects us will affect themtoo.

We abhor trade bl ocs but we do need as nany countries to understand our
problens as we can find. W may be noving towards a borderless world, but
we al so see greater exclusivity on the part of the rich. Mre than ever we
need to win friends, even fromanong the excl usive group.

In this region we believe in a Prosper-Thy-Nei ghbour policy. This is not
due to altruism It is notived by sel fishness.

Pr osper ous nei ghbours make good tradi ng partners and gi ve each ot her
| ess probl ems. The probl ens of poor nei ghbours tend to spill over their
borders. It is for this selfish reasion that we reject Beggar- Thy-

Nei ghbour polici es.

But we nmust not be passive in the exercise of this Prosper-Thy-Nei ghbour
policy. W should actively help each other. Certainly the newer nenbers of
our association are going to need help in order to catch up with the ol der
nmenber s.

| believe there is an Asean fornula for success, for how el se can we
expl ai n why every Asean country has shown rapid econom ¢ grow h and
political stability? We nmust hel p every country to make use of this
fornmula so that we can all be stable and prosperous.

Once again, | would like to stress the inportance of being econom cally
prosperous. Prosperity is essential for the avoi dance of interna
conflict. A forner American Secretary of State, Robert S. McNamara, noted
that the incidence of (internal) conflict had been highest in the poorest
countries and lowest in the richest. In helping our fellow nenbers to
prosper, we are in fact helping to reduce conflict in our countries. Wth
this, we will all prosper and be conflict-free. And we as nei ghbours wil|
benefit fromthe wealth and the absence of conflict in our region. Again
we see the selfishness in the policy to prosper your nei ghbours.

There are roughly half a billion people in the Asean menber countries
now. They are not the richest people but even though per capita i ncone may
be low, their total purchasing power is still considerable. Besides, with

their high growth rates their econom c clout nmust increase rapidly. Their
| ow cost of production, the skills and the diligence of their people are
assets which will nmake themattractive to investors and traders alike.

The future is indeed bright for the countries of the Asean. W know what
we must do col lectively. W know what we nust do individually. And we have
the strength to do what is best for us and to defend ourselves. If we
our resol ve.

| would like to bid welcone to all the distinguished del egates to the
30th Asean M nisterial Meeting and to all our honoured guests. This
meeting is a mlestone in the history of Southeast Asia. It is also a
m |l estone in the history of regional co-operation. W believe in strength
through unity. W reject exclusivity. W suffered in a bipolar world. W
know now that a unipolar world is no better. W know that al one we each
will suffer. Only through being together can we naintain and benefit from
our hard-won i ndependence

( END)
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