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Mal aysi a, Thailand, Philippines may initiate trading in respective
currencies

Carolyn Hong in Manila

PRI MVE M NI STER Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad sai d | ast night that a core
group of Asean countries, nanely Ml aysia, the Philippines and Thail and,
m ght be the first to begin trading in their respective currencies.

Dr Mahat hir, who held a two-hour nmeeting with Philippine President Fide
Ranos yesterday, said the need to i ncrease intra-Asean trade and the use
of Asean currencies were anong the i ssues they di scussed.

He sai d Ranpbs was very keen on the idea but thought that initially, a
few Asean countries should formthe core group

“Initially, we are thinking of three countries, namely Ml aysi a,
Thai | and and t he Phil i ppi nes.

"But we have to talk to the other (Asean) countries to see what they
have to say," he said after attendi ng a di nner hosted by Ranps at the
Mal acanang Pal ace.

Dr Mahathir said they agreed that the governors of the Asean Central
Banks shoul d neet to di scuss the nechani smof paynents in Asean
currenci es.

"W would |li ke themto neet as soon as possi ble," he said, adding that
he would initiate the meeting upon his return to Ml aysi a.

Asked about the possibility of a single Asean currency, he said this was
sonet hi ng t hat woul d have to be consi dered but for the nonent, the focus
was on the use of currencies of the trading partners.

Asked for an assessnment of the current econonic situation, he said they
bel i eved that the situation has abated and hoped that this woul d be
per manent .

Dr Mahat hir said he had al so di scussed with Ranps the need for co-
operation anong Asean nenber countries in presenting a united case to
i nternational bodies, includingthe lnternational Mnetary Fund and ot her
countri es.

"I'f we have probl ens, we should discuss it together and present a united
front, rather than each country neeting onits own," he said, addi ng that
Asean shoul d tal k as a group.

Asked if they di scussed Japan's response to the region's economc
probl em he said they did not discuss specifics although they felt that
Japan shoul d play a bigger role.

He said Japan should be alittle nore forthcom ng in terns of extending
help to the Asean countries.

The International Herald Tribune reported yesterday that Southeast Asian
countries intended to i nformJapan next week that it nmust hasten bank
reforns to stinmulate its econony if it wants to make a nore effective
contribution to regional recovery.

The report said Asean's views will be conveyed by Deputy Prine M nister
Dat uk Seri Anwar | brahi mwhen he visits Tokyo soon

Yesterday's nmeeting with Ranbs conmes a day after Dr Mahathir nmet with
Thai Prinme M nister Chuan Leekpai. Dr Mahathir arrived in Manila from
Bangkok and will |eave for Singapore today.

Earlier yesterday i n Bangkok, Ashraf Abdul |l ah reported that Dr Mahat hir
had expressed t he hope that Asean woul d eventual | y have a conmon currency
for the purpose of intra-regional trade

Speaking after a brief visit to the Mal aysi an Enbassy i n Bangkok, the
Prime M nister said he saw no reason for Asean nenber nations to use the



currency of athird country for trading purposes.

“Initially, we cannot have a single currency because we don't have an
agreement on it. But we hope that eventually we might be able to have a
common currency for the purpose of trade, sonewhat |ike the euro,” Dr
Mahat hi r sai d when asked whet her a singl e Asean currency woul d sol ve t he
economni ¢ problens in the region

Hs visit to the enbassy was preceded by a breakfast neeting with his
Thai counterpart Chuan Leekpai. Dr Mahat hir, acconpani ed by his wife Datin
Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mohd Ali, then left for Manila to nmeet President Fidel
Ranos.

On Thursday night, Dr Mahathir had a two-hour neeting with Chuan

"Ri ght now, we want to use the various Asean currencies. W wll settle
(the paynent) in the currency of the country whichis sellingto us.”

"It will also enable us to save US dol |l ars and pound sterling for the
pur pose of buying outside the region," he added.

Dr Mahathir said there was no reason for countries outside the regionto
obj ect to the proposal

"I don't think they will m nd. 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 our reserves of foreign currencies."”

He added that Mal aysia was ready to start trading with its own currency
al rost i mmedi ately.

"But if it is going to be on a big scale, we will have to set up a
clearing house so that we don't have to actually pay for whatever we buy.
We can contra it by exchangi ng certain goods with each ot her and pay the
difference," he said.

Dr Mahat hir sai d some Mal aysi an conpani es had al ready started such an
arrangenent, |ike purchasing rice.

Ber nas or Padi Beras Nasi onal Bhd had in the past inported rice in US
dollars but started buying Thai riceinringgit and rice fromPakistan in
rupee starting last nonth.

This worked out to a saving of RMb million on the first consignment of
20, 000 tonnes of Thai rice inmported under the new arrangenent.

On Thursday ni ght, Dr Mahathir said after his neeting wi th Chuan t hat
Mal aysi a, Thail and and | ndonesi a had agreed to set up a central clearing
house for intra-Asean trade using their respective currencies.

He said al t hough trade woul d i nvol ve the private sectors of the Asean
nations, the Governnments woul d have to co-ordinate the forei gn exchange
mechani sm

Asked yest er day whet her Asean woul d be accused of protectionismif the
nove was i npl enented, he said:

"There i s no protectioni smhere. Anybody can trade using their
currencies. Thereis norule to say that we can only trade in the currency
of a certain country.

"I'f the trade i s between Thail and and Mal aysia, there is no reason why
we shoul d use the currency of athird country for settlenent. If we have
enough faith in our currencies, then we shoul d use our currencies."

He said if countries in the region were dependent on a certain foreign
currency, they would be exposed to the instability of that currency as its
fluctuati on woul d affect their econonmi es.

The Asean I nformal Sunmit in Kual a Lunpur in Decenber concl uded that
besi des their own currency, the regional grouping should al so | ook at the
yen and euro as alternative currencies for intra-Asean trading

Currently, the US dol | ar dom nates 60 per cent of gl obal conmerci al
transactions and 80 per cent of financial markets.

On a proposal by the Thai Bankers' Association that Singapore dollar be
used as a conmon currency for regional paynments, Dr Mahathir said:



“"Well it is an idea that we can exami ne. W have no objection to
examining it. If it is workable, why not?"
( END)
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