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Hone- gr own remedy i nadequat e?

Jai | ani Harun
THE st atenment by US Secretary of State Madel ei ne Al bright in Manila on
Wednesday i s beyond conpr ehensi on.

Criticising some | eaders in the Associ ation of South-East Asian Nations
(Asean) by attributing the econom ¢ downturn to their |ong-held
| eadershi p, she is seen as havi ng shown an aversi on towards Asean-styl e of
denocr acy.

Her speech before the Anerican Chanber of Commerce in Manila, where she
attended the three-day annual neeting of the nine Asean foreign mnisters,
t ook t he Associ ation by surprise. No nember of the Asean Regi onal Forum
(ARF) has nade such remarks in the previous US-Asean dial ogue. But
Al bright avowed it al oud.

Al t hough she did not single out any | eader or country in her speech
many woul d have pointed her remarks to Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad and the Vietnam s Politburo.

Now t hat Sout h-East Asia's |ongest-serving | eader, Suharto, has stepped
down as Indonesia's President, Albright's reference could well be
interpreted to be directed towards Dr Mahat hir, a | eader whomshe prai sed
at the Asean sunmt in Kuala Lunpur |ast year.

However, her notive for nmaking the remark i s perpl exing. The regi on and
its |l eaders are known to the US Secretary. The region is also inportant to
Anerica. As one-third of US exports goes to Asia, notably Asean, and US
conpani es have nore than US$130 billion (US$1 = RM4. 13) invested in the
regi on, Washington has started to take note of the adverse effects the
Asi an problemis having on the US corporations and its trade with the
regi on.

Asean - conprising Mal aysi a, | ndonesi a, Thail and, Singapore, the
Phil i ppi nes, Brunei, Vietnam Laos and Myanmar - has and will not forget
t he agony and stress of having to reduce the hardships on their citizens.

Al t hough Washington and its Western allies have repeatedly denied
accusations that the attack was | aunched, anbng others as "a puni shment™"
for Asean's decision to include Myanmar | ast year, the fact that the
econom ¢ downt urn took pl ace i nmedi ately after that, remains eni gmati c.

Even i nternati onal anal ysts had said that had Asean kept Myanmar at bay,
at | east for another two or three years, they woul d not have to undergo
such a difficult period.

However, the damage has been done. The Asian econom ¢ growth and
progress i s taking a setback.

Mal aysi a, after registering a decade | ong of 8 per cent growh, wll
have to strengthen its econom c base agai n before it can experience ful
recovery.

For countries |ike Thailand and I ndonesia, who had turned to the
I nternational Monetary Fund (I MF) for assistance, they probably will have
to do much nore.

Al bright has also told the Manila neeting that Asian econom c problemis
not going to be solved by aid alone. True. But have not Asian and ot her
devel opi ng countries in the past stressed the need for fair play and
trade.

In addition, their | eaders have al so repeatedly called on the need for
hard work. But it has been ignored by the West.

M Robert Kuttner, witing in Busi ness Week, sai d the sudden exposure of
Asi an economi es to the specul ati ve whi ns of unregul ated financi al capita



was the nore i nportant cause of the Asian financial and econom ¢ probl ens.

"I't was inpossible to run an efficient econony when your currency sw ngs
by 100 per cent in just a few nonths,” he said.

Dr Mahat hir has been nost vocal about currency nmani pul at ors causi ng
damage to Asi an econoni es and has al so di sm ssed suggestions that it had
enmerged due to weaknesses in Asian economi c structures.

Whi | e t he Asi an econoni ¢ col | apse has been wi dely bl anmed on structural
probl ens such as too nuch state interference in econonies, crony
capitalismand thinly capitalised banks, Kuttner argued that the system
while in need of overhaul, had produced exceptional growth for two
decades.

Inan article entitled "Wat sank Asi a? Money sl oshing around the
wor | d*, he sai d when the Asian econoni es became target for gl obal
financial specul ation, they were abruptly exposed to forces beyond their
control.

"Hot nmoney poured in, seeking supernornal returns. Wen the hot noney
resulted in overbuilding foll owed by falling expectations, the noney
poured out just as quickly," Kuttner explained.

Recent events - with the yen being thunped to a 7-year |ow against the
dollar, the latest attack on the South African rand, and t he poor state of
t he I ndonesi an econony - are being cited as signs of prol onged depression
in Asia.

And again, what is the US doing about it? Just | ook at what happened at
| ast month's US-Japan neeting to address bilateral trade i ssued. The
Anericans remain in a very unconprom si ng nood.

Wien it comes to tackling the econom ¢ woes of Asean, the US has again
inflicted its power on the | M and the Wrld Bank for this two
institutions to give assistance by tailoringit totheir provisions and
pre-conditions, regardl ess of whether the people in Indonesia, Thail and,
Sout h Korea and el sewhere i n Asi a have enough to eat and enough to wear.

Wil e Asian countries do not expect handouts fromothers, it is
i mportant to note that despite their econom c probl ens they continue to be
i nportant players in the world econoni c stage. Sout h-East Asian countries
nmust thensel ves persevere with painful econonic reforms if they are to
recover.

Asi an countries are taking the bitter nmedi cine, some on their own, but
even then they are not allowed to do so. It seens that the hone-grown
renedy i s consi dered i nadequat e and ot hers continue to dictate terns. \Wat
happened to t he much tal ked about denocracy, freedomto choose and hunman
ri ghts?
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