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Fi ndi ng an "~ Asi an' sol ution

CERTAI N quarters are trying to discredit governments within the
Associ ati on of Sout h-East Asian Nations (Asean) for supposedly being all-
talk and no action when dealing with the regi onal econom c turmoil. They
cite the failure of the proposed Asian Mnetary Fund, the concept that
regional currencies be used in trade and the rupiah-to-US dol |l ar peg as
exanpl es of regional efforts that never really got translated into
reality. Asean | eaders have been accused of doing little or nothing to rid
their systens of crony capitalismand other fornms of corruption. |nstead,
sone | eaders have flirted with quick-fix solutions and bl aned specul ators
for the regional woes in an attenpt to mask their own failures.

It is tinme the Asean | eaders understood that they cannot nake everyone
happy and sone critics are just inpossible to please. Asean's prine
preoccupati on should not involve going out on a linb to defend itself
agai nst wild accusations. Asean does not owe arnmtchair comentators an
expl anation for any of its actions, especially if its remarks are only
going to be twisted and used against it later. Wiat these critics want is
for the Asean | eaders to keep theminformed of their every thought and
nmove. |If Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mbhamad visits Jakarta,
Bangkok, Singapore and Manila, certain quarters will automatically assune
that they have a right to know what was di scussed. And the m nute they
di scover that the Asean | eaders are di scussing the possibilities of joint
measures to conbat the econonic woes, they will imediately conclude that
it will just be so nuch hot air. As Deputy Prine M nister and Finance
M ni ster Datuk Seri Anwar | brahi msaid on Monday, Asean has, in fact,

i mpl ement ed nmany of the proposed neasures to deal with the regional
turnoil although these initiatives were not al ways announced first.

As the Asean Finance Mnisters begin their neeting today in Jakarta,
some critics are already hard at work, condeming our ability to sal vage
the region's econony and belittling the Asean governnents. Every single
time Asean regains a neasure of confidence in its ability to deal with the
turnoil, there will be remarks and reports claimng that Asean will find
it difficult toregainits strength. Even the International Mpnetary
Fund's InterimReports for Decenmber 1997 struck a discordant note. It said
t hat Mal aysia, | ndonesia, Thailand and the Philippines will only record
real gross donestic product growth rates of between 1.5 and 3.1 per cent
this year and that the road to recovery was still out of sight.

The picture that is being painted of Asean by its critics is currently
filled with bleak greys and unrel enting bl acks. Thail and, |ndonesia and
Sout h Korea have turned to the M- for assistance and as a result it is
bei ng assuned that every Asean country nust be destitude. Al these
derogatory renmarks al so seemto have gai ned overwhel m ng support from
certain countries that have been reaping hefty profits through i nvestnents
in Asean, due to the turnmoil. Instead of perceiving the current situation
in Asean as one that will have an adverse inpact upon their economes in
the long run, they are blinded by their own political elitismand econonic
stability. They have a select group of allies in pursuing their economc
agenda and all those unfortunate enough to stand in their way usually end
up as punchi ng bags.

It is crucial that Asean's spirit of cooperation and its continuing
battle to revive its econom es are not crushed by all this scepticism
Asean should treat these criticisns as a challenge to energise its



resources and di scover its our own uni que solutions to the economc
problens. After all, when it conmes to all-talk and no action, the em nent
West has no peers. Their promise to help Asean find ways to get out of the
current economic turnoil has remained all talk. W have seen how their
prom ses to assi st Bosni a- Her zegovi na, Af ghani stan and ot her troubl ed
countries turned out to be enpty of all action. Al these critics can
continue to play with words and nake enpty proni ses, the people of South-
East Asia will rely on their own abilities, strength and unity to revive

t heir econoni es.
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