31/ 10/ 1998

Maki ng Asean wor k today

THE Associ ation of South-East Asian Nations (Asean) was born out of a
common wi sh anbng governments in this region to resist a serious Conmuni st
threat, which had swept across I ndochi na and was sendi ng shivers down the
spi ne of Sout h-East Asia while scaring the wits out of denocracy
proponents in Thail and, Mal aysi a and ot her peace-loving countries in the
region. It started out as a statenent of unity and toget herness as well as
peace, freedomand neutrality. The grouping' s subsequent meteoric growh
to becone one of the nost dynam c and enduring regi onal groupings inthe
wor | d, however, was by desi gn rat her than chance. Denbcracy was saved and
t he Communi sts were shut out. Asean's foundi ng fathers then deci ded t hat
the grouping could still be relevant in dealing with future threats.
Therefore, after a brief period of inactivity, Asean began to enbark on an
unprecedented growth path which required it to tightly enbrace the
principles and ideol ogi es of both capitalismand the free market.

Nobody - certainly not Asean's founding fathers nor the | ater crop of
| eaders - coul d have expected that the next threat to countries in this
regi on would cone fromcapitalismand the market econony. The huge
currency deval uati ons and market capitalisation |osses inthe last 17
nont hs have caused bl oody riots in some nenber countries and are
threatening to destabilise others. Governments had to throwin the towel
and hand over the running of their econonies to outsiders, who are even
now di stributing these countries' wealth to sel ected investors fromthe
West. I n Indonesia, for exanple, foreigners can now own 100 per cent
equity in banks and i n Sout h Korea foreign carnakers had to be granted
greater access to the local market. Al this was given grudgingly or
reluctantly by the governnents and was accepted as if what i s Asean' s was
rightfully the birth right of the outsiders inthe first place. Wile
Asean conpani es are bei ng bought cheaply, stripped off their assets and
left to die, their peoples are | osing jobs as well as becom ng poorer and
unhappi er.

Clearly, the Asean of today is facing the nbst severe threat toits
survival . Many of the econom c achi evenents of Mal aysi a, | ndonesi a,
Thai | and, the Philippines and even Si ngapore have gone down the drain. In
just over a year, Asean economni es have | ost 20 or 30 years worth of growth
built frombl ood, sweat and tears. The Asian financial crises have cost
about 20 mllion people their jobs and w ped out whatever success nationa
government s had achi eved i n poverty eradi cati on. Mal aysi a, whi ch had one
of the best track records in reduci ng poverty through progranmres under its
New Econoni ¢ Policy, now expects its poverty level to go up to 8 per cent
this year from®6.7 per cent. The maj or econoni es of Asean are projected to
suf fer contractions in their gross donmestic product growh this year, with
t hose who have gone to the International Monetary Fund for hel p doing as
badly if not worse. In Indonesia, the crisis paved the way for a new
Presi dent after nore than 30 years. I n the Philippines, a new President
was el ected into an era of turnmoil. In Thail and, changes in portfolios
have happened nore t han once since the baht's devaluationin July |ast
year started the contagion

That Asean has renmi ned i ntact shows the resilience built on the spirit
of cooperationinthe last 30 years. Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamaed' s optim smthat Asean governments woul d overcone t he probl ens in
the Asean spirit is based on the confidence that Asean had overcone many



obstacl es before. It is al so heartening to note Singapore Forei gn M nister
S. Jayakumar's qui ck agreenent wi th such optim sm dism ssing fears that
Asean wi || be dininished by bilateral disputes anong menber countries. In
these trying times, however, it woul d speak well of Asean | eaders to join
hands and face their comon foe instead of turning agai nst each ot her over
anyt hing and everything. Asean's spirit of solidarity and cooperation did
not cone about because the countries shared t he same geography or cul tural
and hi storical backgrounds. It was devel oped t hrough years of di pl omacy
and nmutual respect. For the sake of Asean's survival, it woul d be sensible
to go back to the proven Asean way of doi ng things and sol vi ng probl ens.
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