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Bracing for the tenpest ahead

Dat uk M chael Yeoh

THE Associ ati on of Sout heast Asi an Nations (Asean) Private Sector Sal ute
Conference held i n Decenber 1997 in conjunction with the Asean
Commenorative Summit identified several key i ssues and strategic
chal | enges. These key i ssues are even nore pertinent as 1998 will be a
tough and difficult year for nost of the Asean countries, with the
exception of possibly Brunei Darussal amand Si ngapore. Wth t he Chi nese
New Year and Hari Raya double festivities over, many expect the Asean
econom es to suffer a significant sl omdown. Things will get worse before
they get better seenms to be the view of many peopl e.

It is, therefore, apt that the private sector of Asean at the recent
conference di scussed the cash-fl ow probl ens that busi nesses and conpani es
will face as a result of the regi on-w de currency and stock narket
problem In fact, with consuner denmand sl ackeni ng many conpani es wi Il be
hard hit as consuners defer purchase decisions in the light of the
econom ¢ downturn. Hence, conpani es need to be nore cost-effective to
survive and thrive in such an econom ¢ environnent.

The prime minister's call to the private sector in the Asean countries
to “think Asean and buy Asean' is therefore apt and tinely. As the

regi onal currenci es have all depreciated, buying fromeach other will not
have an adverse forei gn exchange effect as purchasing fromthe United
States or Western Europe or even fromJapan. The Asean Private Sector
Conference therefore fully supported Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad' s cal
to buy Asean.

Towar ds this end, one key issue is the progress of the inplenmentation of
the Asean Free Trade Area (Afta). Many in the private sector of the Asean
countries felt that Afta should be expedited. The current econonic
situation shoul d not be an excuse to backslide on Afta. The pooling of
resour ces of Asean conpani es shoul d al so be accel erated and gi ven greater
focus. Inthis regard, the pronotion of nore strategic alliances and
joint-ventures is a chall enge that Asean faces.

The Asean Private Sector has al so identified the chall enge of

accel erati ng harnoni sati on of regul ati ons, standards and tariffs. Such a
nove Wi || encourage greater intra-Asean trade, investments and alliances.
It was common consensus that Asean's future depends on the private
sector as the engi ne of growth. However, the private sector i n Asean needs
to face up to the chal |l enge of gl obalisation and grow ng conpetition
Asean conpani es nust be able to operate and conpete globally and
regionally. To do so effectively, the private sector in Asean needs to
devel op the right strategy and have the ri ght business infrastructure to
support the strategy. Asean conpani es al so need to pronote and prot ect

i nnovati veness, develop newinitiatives and continually upgrade product
desi gn skills and know edge

During the conference, Asean corporate | eaders al so recogni sed t he need
for entrepreneurs to worry about the quality of life, create stable,
prosperous and open societies as well as strengthen Asean val ues. The

i ssue of better governance and busi ness et hics was al so hi ghli ghted.

Anot her strategic challenge facing the Asean private sector is

i nformation technol ogy. Asean conpani es need to keep up with the
Informati on Age. There was a proposal to establish an Asean | nformation
Net work t o enabl e peopl e and goods to nove nore rapidly within the Asean
region. It was further noted that business will be increasingly



t echnol ogy-dri ven.
Apart from pronoting val ue-added industrialisation, the Asean private
sector al so took cogni zance of the grow ng i nportance of the services
sector and for nore investnents to be nade in this sector. The devel opnment
of Asean small and nmedi umenterprises (SMES) was al so stressed. An Asean
SME devel oprment progranmme was suggest ed.
In short, the corporate | eaders of Asean took notice of the fact that
t he econom es of the Asean countries are fundanental |y strong and sound
and t hat neasures have been taken to restore i nvestor confidence. The
Asean gover nnents have responded effectively to the dearth of confidence
and have adopted vari ous nmeasures to restore i nvestor confidence.
In fact, the present econonic situation provided atinmely opportunity
for Asean conpani es to reorgani se and restructure thenselves to be nore
gl obal Iy conpetitive. Benchmarki ng, the |1 SO9000 process and comm tnent to
quality are essential to future success.
The private sector was urged to see the present econom c probl emas an
opportunity and to act swiftly to overcone the current problens. Changes
nmust be i npl ement ed qui ckly and greater professionali smadopted in
managi ng Asean conpani es and busi nesses. Wth professi onal nmanagenent and
strategi c pl anning, an early warni ng systemcan be adopted to detect
future probl ens.
Whi | st economic growh in the Asean countries will sl owdown, what will
be useful will be the recognition that what the regi on needs in the | ong-
termis pre dictabl e and sustai nable growth. To hel p econoni c recovery,
Asean conpani es and entrepreneurs were urged to i nvest in the downturn.
Asean corporate | eaders shoul d t ake advant age of the downturn to i nvest
for the future. The probl emhas denonstrated the cl ose i nt erdependence of
t he Asean econoni es. Now that steps have been taken to put our own house
in order, we can be masters of our own destiny to weather the storns
ahead. The Asean private sector should therefore commit to a qui ckeni ng of
t he pace of regi onal cooperation and to transl ating the Asean Vi si on 2020
into reality.
The Asean Vision 2020 'reinforces the rol e of the business sector as the
engi ne of growth' and specifies neasures that provi de a conducive
environnent for trade and i nvestnents. The measures i ncl ude mai nt ai ni ng
regi onal peace, stability and security, econonic |iberalisation,
envi ronnental protection, human resource devel opnent and t he bui |l di ng of a
just, denocratic and caring society.
To quote fromthe Asean Vision Statenment, 'We see vibrant and open
societies consistent with their respective national identities, where all
peopl e enj oy equi tabl e access to opportunities for total human devel opnent
regardl ess of gender, race, religion, | anguage or social and cul tural
backgr ound.
“We envision our nations being governed with the consent and greater
participation of the people, withits focus on the welfare and dignity of
t he human person and t he good of the community.'
As Phi | i ppi nes President Fidel Ranps sai d when cl osing the Asean Private
Sector Sal ute Conference, ~Asean 2020 enbraces the pressures, the risks
and t he opportunities of globalisaton. It charts the way for a prosperous
econom ¢ community. By the year 2020, Asean wi || be an i ntegrated econony
of half a billion people. Its growh is sustainable and the results of its
prosperity are equitably distributed. Resources will be shared and
investnments attracted.'
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