04 DEC 1998
Asean- Summi t
ASEAN S DREAM MAY FI NALLY COVE TRUE | N VI ETNAM

By: E. Sivabal an

KUALA LUMPUR, Dec 4 (Bernamm) -- Southeast Asian | eaders wll
rendezvous in Hanoi this month to realise Asean's |ong-cherished dreamof a
uni ted region but the debate over the pricky issue of "non-interference"
may create a nightmare for the 31-year-old regi onal grouping.

"The prospects of achieving the founding fathers'long-cherished dream
of uniting all 10 Sout heast Asian countries under one roof (Asean) wll
soon be realised, hopefully in Vietnam" an Asean di pl omat based here said.

He said the progressive construction of the Association of Sout heast
Asi an Nations or Asean since its inception in 1967 fromfive to 10 nmenbers
woul d t hen be conpl et ed.

Vietnamwi Il host the Sixth Asean Summit schedul ed for Dec 15-16. The
sunmit will be the first for Indonesia' s President B.J.Habibie and
Phi | i ppi ne President Joseph Estrada.

Asean currently groups Brunei, |ndonesia, Laos, Ml aysia, Myanmar, the
Phi | i ppi nes, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnamw th a conbi ned popul ati on of
500 million people.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad is schedul ed to attend
the sunmit, the first to be held in Hanoi since Vietnamjoined Asean in
1995.

The spotlight will be on Canbodia which will beconme the 10th and the
| ast Sout heast Asian country to be admitted into the regional grouping thus
conpleting the 31-year-old jigsaw puzzle.

Foreign M nister Datuk Seri Abdull ah Ahmad Badawi had sai d that
Canbodia's entry into Asean woul d be deci ded at the Hanoi summit and its
chances were "brighter” now that the country has a legitimte governnent.

But not all Asean countries are in favour of admitting Phnom Penh into
the club so soon as it remains to be seen whether Canbodia's politica
situation will stabilise.

Mal aysi a and Vi etnamwere reported to be in the forefront in pushing
for Canbodi a's admi ssion into Asean at the Hanoi sunmit while the
Phi | i ppi nes, Singapore and Thail and were reportedly taking a reserved
st ance.

Si ngapore, as head of the Asean Standing Comm ttee, has been assigned
to arrange a neeting anong Asean foreign mnisters to consider Canbodia's
adm ssi on.

But, Singapore Foreign Mnister S Jayakumar said he had no plans to
convene a neeting. He will however consult his Asean counterparts on the
possibility of admtting Canbodia in tine for the group's summt in Hanoi

Over in Bangkok, Thai Deputy Foreign M nister Sukhumhand Paribatra was
quot ed as saying recently that Asean mnisters may decide just to discuss
t he i ssue over the phone.

Asean foreign mnisters are scheduled to neet in Hanoi on Dec 12 to
prepare for the summt.

Anal ysts say that although there may be di sagreenent within Asean on
Canbodia's entry, it had been the grouping's policy to discuss such matters
behi nd cl osed door and reach deci si ons based on consensus.

However, that consensus which fornms the grouping's "constructive
engagenent” policy is now being severly tested since the region was hit by
the financial and economc crisis followed by political upheaval in some
nmenber states.

Thai l and recently questioned Asean's policy of non-interfernce in



menbers' internal affairs and noved toward a nore out spoken position of
"flexi bl e engagenent” whi ch encourages tal ks on political issues of mutua
concern.

Anal ysts said the change of stance pronpted in part by Asean's
acceptance | ast year of Myanmar, has since won backing fromthe
Phi | i ppi nes.

But | ndonesi a, Mal aysia and Singapore were reported to have opposed the
i dea as they fear it would underm ne rel ati ons between nenber states.

Their views, analysts said, were shared by the remaining Asean
countries.

"There is fear now anong sonme of the Asean countries that by allow ng
open di scussi ons on sensitive issues, you are actually breaking up the
gr oupi ng.

"This will allow foreign elements to conme in and destroy Asean. As it
is, there is already signs of alleged foreign intervention in the interna
affairs of some nenber states," said one Asean di pl omat.

However, | ndonesian Foreign Mnister Ali Alatas said while his country
woul d stick to the constructive engagenent policy, "a distinction should be
made between a personal opinion about the condition of soneone and
i ntervention."

He was referring to Habi bie's concern over the arrest of fornmer Deputy
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Anwar | brahimat the height of Anwar's trial
early last nonth.

But, the stakes are too high for the Asean | eaders to divert their
attention fromthe real issues confronting Asean -- econonic recovery.

A Foreign Mnistry official said the | eaders would be "mature enough"
not to let these issues sidetrack themfromtheir econonic agenda.
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