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Brunei boost for Asean's currency plan

Kamar ul Yunus

THE proposed nove to use regi onal currencies for trade anmong Associ ation
of Sout h- East Asian Nation (Asean) menber countries gains further
momentum with Brunei being the | atest nmenber country to showits support.

Brunei had conveyed its support for the use of regional currencies
during a one-day working visit by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad to the oil-rich country | ast week.

The visit to Brunei was part of Dr Mahathir's series of visits to
several Asean countries to discuss the inpact of the present econonic
probl ens besetting the region.

Prior to Brunei, Dr Mahathir had visited | ndonesia, Thailand, the
Phi I'i ppi nes and Si ngapore.

These countries had al so been very receptive to the idea of using
regi onal currencies for commerci al transacti ons among Asean nmenber
countries.

Thus, it was not surprising that Dr Mahathir, during his visit to the
Phi | i ppi nes on February 6, had naned Ml aysi a, | ndonesia and Thai |l and as
the first anong the core group of Asean nenber countries to begin trading
intheir respective currencies.

A day earlier the Prinme Mnister had visited Thail and and he had said
that Mal aysi a, Thailand and | ndonesi a had agreed to set up a centra
clearing house for intra-Asean trade using their respective currencies.

The support shown by Brunei should be welcomed as it will set the pace
for other Asean nenber countries to showtheir support for the nove to use
regi onal currencies in intra-Asean trade.

It was al so tinely that Brunei, although | east affected by the currency
probl ens in the region, showed its support especi al |l y when Asean Fi nance
M ni sters are expected to di scuss the proposal to use regional currencies
for intra-Asean trade in a nmeeting in Jakarta this week.

Bei ng one of the nine menbers of the grouping, Brunei will certainly
want to offer its opinion and i deas during the neeting schedul ed for
February 27-28.

Besi des Mal aysi a and Brunei, the other Asean nmenbers are |Indonesia, the
Phi | i ppi nes, Thail and, Si ngapore, Vietnam Manmar and Laos.

Wi | e one coul d argue that Brunei's contributions will not have a
significant inpact on the recovery of Asean econom es, it should be
remenbered that the small but rich country is still part of the regiona
gr oupi ng.

As such, Brunei's contributions to the grouping is nuch appreciated by
its Asean col | eagues, especially those nenber countries which are
currently experiencing economic difficulties. Mdreover, Brunei has nothing
toloseinofferingits assistance to its Asean col |l eagues.

The proposed nove to use regi onal currenci es anong Asean nmenber
countries for intra-comercial transactions was actual |y nooted during the
Asean M nisterial Meeting in July as the Thai baht begin to crunble,
mar ki ng t he begi nning of the financial turmoil in the region.

The nove to use regional currenci es was reinforced during the Asean
Sunmmi t i n Decenber where the grouping' s heads of governnent had proposed
that nmenber countries use their own currenci es when dealing w th one
another to reduce the i npact of the depreciation of their currencies
agai nst the US dollar.

It has yet to be ascertai ned whet her such a nove to use currenci es of



respective countries will solve the financial problens in the regi on but
it is certainly one way to reduce dependence on the US dollar in trading,
especially when the US currency is getting strong.

The experi ence of Mal aysi an conpany, Bernas or Padi Beras Nasi onal Bhd,
is proof that trading, using the currenci es of Asean nenbers, will reduce
i nport costs under the present currency situation.

Bernas had in the past inported rice in US dollars, but fromlast nonth,
it began buying Thai rice inringgit and rice from Pakistan in rupees.
This resulted in a saving of RMb million on the first consignnent of
20, 000 tonnes of Thai rice i nmported using the new arrangenent.

Such a nove will not only overcone the econom c probl ens but will also
hel p i ncrease trade between Asean countries especially now that the menber
countries are short of foreign currencies.

Thus, by using |ocal currencies, menber countries can save their
respective foreign currency earni ngs for the purpose of buyi ng outside the
Asean regi on.

"This will not only inprove trade between Asean countries but will also
keep the costs lower. It will also enable us to save US dol | ars and pound
sterling for the purpose of buying outside the region," Dr Mahat hir had
said after his brief visit to Brunei.

Dr Mahat hir had al so di sm ssed suggestions that countries outside Asean
will object to the proposal to use regional currencies for intra-Asean
trade.

"I don't think they will mind. W want to use foreign currencies to
purchase goods fromoutside the region and, at the sanme tine, the nove
shoul d enabl e us to build up our reserves of foreign currencies," he had
sai d.

Dr Mahat hir had al so not di scounted the possibility that Asean woul d
eventual | y have a conmon currency for the purpose of intra-regional trade,
al nost sinilar to the one to be i npl emented by the European Uni on.

But what ever the situation may be, the outcone of the Asean Fi nance
M nisters neeting will probably set the direction for nenber countries to
take in making the nmove to use regional currencies.

Success will only be achieved with full support fromall Asean nenmber
countries. This includes a small country in the groupi ng such as Brunei.
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