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Meeti ng di al ogue obj ectives requires seeing both sides of the coin

Ashraf Abdul | ah

AT a tinme when confidence in the Asian economes is | ow and as
reassurances about strong fundanmental s are met wi th sini ster remarks,
renowned t hi nkers, politicians, diplomats and policy nmakers converge in
Kual a Lumpur today to di scuss a host of issues affecting the region.
Econony is high on the agenda.

The two-day Pacific Di al ogue once agai n groups experts in various fields
to discuss and find ways to enhance cultural, security and econonic co-
oper ati on between nations on both sides of the ocean - North or South,
|arge or small, powerful or weak.

The experts include Deputy Prime M nister Datuk Seri Anwar | brahim
United States Defence Secretary WIIliam Cohen, fornmer US Secretary of
State Henry Ki ssinger, forner Foreign M nister of Australia Gareth Evans,
chairman of the Institute of Strategic and I nternational Studies Tan Sri
Dr Noordin Sopi ee, Asia-Pacific Policy Centre president Dougl as Paal and
prof essor of University of Wsconsin's departnment of political science Dr
Donal d Emmrer sen.

They will put their mnds together to narrowthe econonic disparity
bet ween t he vari ous countries and seek to strengthen regi onal security.

The di al ogue cones at a difficult tinme as a nunber of Asian countries
are facing econoni c probl ens.

Their currenci es have depreciated to record | ows, nostly underval ued,
and their share markets have dropped sharply.

The di al ogue which is being held for the fourth tinme is crucial now,
probably nore than ever, to determne the steps that can be taken by the
respective countries to hel p one anot her.

Wthin a period of seven nonths the econom ¢ gap bet ween countries of
the North and Sout h wi dened further.

Sout h Korea, | ndonesia and Thail and have sought financial assistance
fromthe I nternational Monetary Fund which, inreturn, has i nposed t ough
nonet ary condi ti ons.

Mal aysi a has decided to fend for itself.

The experts have many things on their hands. Seeking ways to create a
real Pacific-Pacific community, which calls for econom c equilibrium wll
be their main worry.

Over the | ast six nonths, econom es of certain Asian countries, albeit
their strong fundanental s, took a bashing.

Their currenci es were subjected to nmani pul ati ve attacks by specul ators
in the nmore powerful nations.

Bei ng i nportant tradi ng partners, the bigger nations cannot allowthe
present econoni ¢ downturn to conti nue.

Pacific countries nmust definitely ook into the problens of trade
i nequality.

The bi gger and richer countries nust help the snall er ones prosper.

G herwi se, the beggar-thy-nei ghbour policy mentioned several tines by
Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanmad in recent years woul d
continue to cast a shadow over the world.

This attitude nust be discarded and be repl aced by enrich-thy-nei ghbour
policy. Rich neighbours will make for greater prosperity all round, while
poor nei ghbours tend to sap everyone's energy and resour ces.

A prosperous Asian region will provide busi ness and i nvest nent
opportunities for the devel oped nations.



Therefore, the enrich-thy-nei ghbour policy is a practical solution in
today' s rapidly shrinking world in the face of a global village. It mnust
al so be noted that hunger and deprivation cannot sustai n denocracy. Hunger
can lead to unrest and internal conflicts.

The richer countries will then | ose potentially good tradi ng partners. A
nati on facing unrest will then turn to the devel oped countries for aid.

The cycl e goes on and benefits no one.

Surprisingly, the United States, well aware of the consequences, failed
to respond positively to the probl ens faced by the Asian countries, once
dubbed the tigers of the 21st century.

In the case of Mexico, the US was quick to act and hel p put the country
back on its feet.

It isindeed surprising as Sout heast Asian countries, nostly affected by
the current econonic problem are collectively the second bi ggest trading
partner of the US after Japan. In 1995 al one, US exports to Asean anounted
to US$45 billion (RVRO7 billion).

The question that participants of the dial ogue will ask i s whet her Asean
countries will be able to sustain such trade with USif their econom es
continue to be underm ned.

W1l exporters inthe United States find enough buyers of their products
i n Sout heast Asia?

Anwar said | ast Friday that there was a general perception that the US
was not as enthusiastic with regard to Asia as it was in the case of
Mexi co.

"But | think this is changing and | wel cone their recent interest vis-a-
vis South Korea."

Anal ysts believe that the experts will also dwell on possibility of
i ntroduci ng regul ati ons on currency tradi ng as proposed by Dr Mahathir.

O late greed had overcone conmon sense. The depreciation of severa
regi onal currenci es had al so made the worl d poorer, as in a gl obalised
envi ronment such as now, the inpact was being felt even by those
unaf fected by the probl ens.

Dr Mahathir's proposal was supported by a nunber of countries as
currency tradi ng, unfettered by rul es and regul ati ons, accounted for 95
per cent of global trade in goods and services.

Currency markets continued in secrecy with traders and their trading
practices remain | argely unknown. And yet they had strong infl uence over
t he econom es of many nati ons.

"Aset of rules as well as a proper market, nmuch |i ke the ones dealing
with equities and conmodities, would nmake it nore transparent and
responsi ble,” Dr Mahathir told businessmen ahead of the Asia-Pacific
Econom ¢ Co-operation conference i n Vancouver in Novenber.

At this dialogue, schedul ed for today and tonorrow, the experts wll
hol d three sessions under different themes - the Cel ebration of
Civilisations, Security and Defence Co-operation as well as Econonic and
Fi nanci al Co-operation

Under the present circunstances, the di al ogue shoul d produce concrete
results on howthe Governnents of the Pacific nations, can bol ster each
other's strength with i nked arns. O herw se, the purpose of the annua
nmeeting of mnds will be defeated.

As |l ong as they see the other side of the coin, and gain val uabl e
perspectives fromtheir discussions, the dial ogue should be able to
achieve its objectives.
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