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READERS of this and other | ocal papers woul d have noticed a surprising

hi gh vol ume of pronouncenents nade by governnent, finance and central bank
officials, including the Prine Mnister, in the early days of |ast week.

The context of these announcenents was, in a sense, as i nportant than
their contents. For a remarkabl e and so far uni que di al ogue was t aki ng
pl ace at the Pal ace of the Col den Horses in Kual a Lunpur. A gathering of
wor | d- r enowned economi sts, academni cs and practitioners, policy-mkers and
advi sers had gathered to neet their Ml aysi an counterparts to di sucss and
debate, freely before an invited audi ence, the causes of the Asian
financial crisis, and the nerits or otherw se of Mal aysia's responses.

The debate conmes hone

The t hi nki ng behi nd the conference was sinple and brilliant. For whil st
the Asian crisis spawned first, debate, (and | ater the fear of neltdown)
wor | dwi de, this debate took place solely in the west, between western
acadenics and institutions.

The | M- prescribed to the East, and CNN, CNBC and the BBC al | qui ckly
got into the act making daily prognostications of gloom After a few
nmont hs of funbling by the | M- and i nept reporting, sone serious
comrent at ors began to get i nvol ved. Economi sts Jagdi sh Bhagwati, Paul
Krugman and Jeffery Sachs criticised the I M-, the Wrld Bank and t he | M,
Aneri cans argued about the use of "their" noney and all the tinme, those of
us in the East, to whomthe crisis was happening, were excluded fromthe
debat e.

W wat ched t he news hel plessly as | M- plans failed to stemthe pani cked
out pour of foreign capital, currencies dramatically deval ued and share
val ue di sappear ed.

The one Asi an voi ce speaki ng out against the traditional w sdomof the
| M- was that of our Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad. Wth
remar kabl e foresight, he called for fundanental reforns of the world
financial infrastructure | ong before the coll apse of the Russi an econony
gave nonmentumto fears of a world recession and | ong before the recent
turnaround in the | M s approach to reflationary tactics.

The trouble with a | one voi ce, though, is that it can be too easily be
mar gi nal i sed and i gnor ed.

Aided in part by some of the nore sensationalist rhetoric of Dr
Mahat hir' s speeches (the broadsi des at George Soros for exanple) the
Western Press began to consistently portray Dr Mahathir as a | one
maverick, raging futilely against the wind, rather than taking the
difficult internal decisions that needed to be taken.

This led to the PMturning directly on the Western Press and
institutions, and a conspiracy theory began to be postul ated. The |ist of
conspirators grewdaily: specul ators in general, hedge funds in
particul ar, and Soros in specific, the M, the rating agencies and -
fanning the flanes all the while - the Western Press.

Posi ti ons had becone pol ari sed. The Western view, as seen fromhere, was
that the crisis has been caused by greed, crony capitalism |ack of
transparency, i nprudent borrow ng and corruption.

Fromthe West, the Mal aysi an response seened to lay all the blane on a
vi ndi ctive attack of unregul at ed and destructive currency specul ators, in
conspiracy with Wl | Street, rating agencies and the Anerican Treasury.

Essentially, each side blamed the excesses of the other and neit her



woul d concede the need for reform

Each extrene position seened too sinplistic to provide a conplete
expl anati on (though each seened to be grounded in sone truth), nore
cruci ally, neither by thensel ves provi de an adequat e f oundati on on whi ch
to base a conpl ete sol ution.

What needed to be achi eved was some sort of synthesis between the
opposi ng vi ewpoi nts. Both sides had to see through the rhetoric, evaluate
agendas t hat woul d ot herwi se remai n hi dden, overcone bugbears and
i deol ogi cal obstacles, and each take the best fromthe other. A stal emate
had been reached, but the gane was too i nportant and t he consequences t 0o
real for that to be allowed - a way out needed to be found, and that
solution was to bring the debate home, here in Ml aysi a.

G A. David Dass, a senior |awer who concei ved t he conference, describes
the notivating concern succinctly: "The object of the conference was to
bring the debate as to the causes and cures of the crisis to Malaysia. |
was concerned firstly, that the debate was taking place at vari ous
| ocations in the gl obe renote fromAsi a, and or gani sed by bodi es that had
a vested interest in obtaining conclusions which vindicated positions
favourable to thent.

And so, 18 nonths after the onset of the crisis, and after nearly a year
of planning, in atense local political environnment, the debate canme hone.
Under the auspices of RAM (the Rating Agency of Mal aysia), ASLI (the
think-tank), and the LimKok Wng Institute, a two-day international
conference entitled "Managi ng the Asi an Financial Crisis - Lessons &

Chal | enges" took place on Nov 2 and 3, by coincidence, on the openi ng days
of Anwar Ibrahims trial.

One- arnmed econoni sts

The | ate Anerican President Harry S. Truman is runoured, ina fit of
exasperation with his advisers, to have denmanded: "CGet nme sone one- handed
econom sts". That way, the President reasoned, he woul d get cl ear advi ce,
and none of this "and on the other hand..."

There was no danger of equivocal positions being taken by the experts
gathered at | ast week's forum They i ncl uded economic dignitaries |ike
Col unbi a Uni versity's Bhagwati (nmentor to such | umi nari es as Krugman and
the Thai Finance Mnister); Harvard' s Sachs who (accordi ng to the New York
Ti mes anyway) is "the worl d's nost i nportant econom st"; Edward Young,
managi ng di rector of Moody's, Asia; Dr Lee Hahn Khoo, president of South
Korea' s Daewoo Economi ¢ Research Institute; and Dr Andrew Frerris, head of
Asi an research i n what has becone the worl d' s | argest conmerci al bank,
Bank of America.

Dr Mahat hir hinsel f gave the keynote address and took part in a
concl udi ng QA sessi on (though sadly, his other conm tnments prevented him
getting the full benefit of the discussions that ranged wi dely and raged
loudly for two days).

A pol ymor ph of pol yglots
Nor, inportantly, was this a honbgenous gat heri ng of "Westerners" with
shar ed i deol ogi es, outl ooks or agendas. Sachs and Bhagwati are two
out spoken critics of the | MF; Bhagwati, though recently an Anerican
citizen, is froma promnent Indian famly with a perspective that is
conpl etely synpathetic to Asia; Frerrisis a Greek who |ives in Hong Kong,
and Lee is a South Korean - so fromone of the countries nost afflicted by
the crisis.

If these nen have a common agenda, it isin finding the truth. Their
reputations, their training, their Iivelihood, all depend on that pursuit,
and they are accustoned to pursuing that aimw th conplete freedom

It seened that this, of all gatherings, here on hone soil with experts
who genui nel y wanted to hel p, provided t he best possi bl e chance for a



genui ne di al ogue wi t hout the unhel pful ideol ogical or geographi cal
posi tion-taki ng.
Most of the tine, that held true.
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