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Asean finds strength in unity

MANY wi || agree that the biggest achi evenent of the Association of South-
East Asian Nations (Asean) Summt in Hanoi was the ability of its |eaders
to ultimately put the grouping's interests before their own and speak with
one voice. Since the start of the regional crises - which affected all the
Asean econom es - the values which had held the Asean process together for
decades seened to be in danger of being ignored. There were cracks in the
wal | of Asean unity and perhaps even seeds of discontent within some of
the region's new | eaders such as President Joseph Estrada of the
Phil I'i pi nes and | ndonesi an Presi dent B.J. Habi bie.

In the run-up to last nonth's Asia Pacific Econom c Cooperation (Apec)
forum s Econom c Leaders Meeting, for exanple, Estrada and Habi bie's
threats to boycott the Kual a Lunpur neeting hosted by Prinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad of fered early and di sturbing signs of an
untypi cally, uneasy rel ationship anong the nei ghbours. Personal
preferences and ideol ogi cal differences had never until now been a thorn
in Asean's side; in fact, the foundations of this grouping had been built
on a solid determ nation by the founders to nmake the region neutral, free
and peaceful. The donestic affairs of a nenber country have al ways been
left to the Governnent of that country to resolve. Wat the fell ow nenbers
of Asean woul d do was to al ways express their opinions behind closed
doors, never to the world press or the tel evision stations.

Had there been a departure of the traditional Asean values at Hanoi, it
woul d have been sensational news for the international nedia. After the
downfall of the ol dest Asean Government as a result of the regiona
currency crisis, alot of parties outside this region were clanouring for
more. I n short, another kind of domino theory was being anticipated,
except in this case it is not the commnist ideology that will conquer
Sout h- East Asia but the nmight of the new capitalists in the form of
currency specul ators and hedge funds. A divisive Asean will make this

conquest that nuch easier. A united Asean - like the united front forned
by Asean's founding countries had ended the communi st threat in the South-
East Asian region - is a definte stunbling bl ock.

Unity prevailed at the sixth sutmit in the Vietnanmese capital. Despite
differences in views on sone issues, the | eaders agreed on nmajor issues
affecting themas a group. Ml aysia's proposal for the use of regional
currencies in Asean trade was adopted by the summit and this shoul d be
crucial to the region which has seen its baht, ringgit, rupiah and peso
| ose so nuch ground against the US dollar in the Iast 18 nonths. The
nmechani cs of this arrangenent will have to be worked out by the ministers
and officials, but at least the najor hurdle of getting the governments to
agree to it has been overconme. |In addition, the | eaders al so agreed on
flexibility in adopting the Asean Free Trade Area (Afta) plan and a
surveillance nechanismto provide early warning to econom es of cracks in
their systens. Asean al so spoke up once again on the need for the globa
community to prove their seriousness in wanting to undertake reforns of
the international nonetary system

I nportant, too, is the seem ngly new cl oseness that has been forged at
the Hanoi summit between Asean and Japan. For years, Tokyo has been nore
of an outsider in the Asean process. In the |ast few days, however,
Japan's voice in Asean was heard |l oud and clear. Finance Mnister Kiichi
M yazawa's call for an Asian Fund to tackle specul ative attacks was a



conpl ete departure fromJapan's back-seat position in past Asean neetings.
The Myazawa Pl an, which sets aside US$30 billion (US$1 = RVB.80) to help
out Sout h Korea and four other Asean economies, is proof of Japan's
newf ound comritment to this region. A united Asean can pursue such ties
with the second nost powerful econony in the world. And judging from what
the | eaders have achieved in Hanoi and their ability to unite when faced
wi th domestic, regional and gl obal pressures, the prospects for Sout h-East
Asia and Asia are | ooki ng good, indeed.
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