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Val uabl e I essons fromDr Mfor SAID partners

Ahirudin Attan in Swakopmund ( Nani bi a)

SWAKOPMUND (Nami bia): In the end, when the nmedia wanted to know what
benefits and progress the Southern African |International D al ogue (SAl D)
had to show, all heads turned to the only non-African | eader who attended
t he di al ogue.

"That question is best answered by Dr Mahathir bin Mhanad," said
Nam bi an president Dr Sam Nuj oma who, as host, was chairing the SAID
concluding joint press conference here | ate yesterday.

Before this particul ar question was posed, and passed to the Ml aysi an
Prinme Mnister to answer, Nujonma and his coll eagues fromthe ot her
Sout hern African states who cane for the four-day dial ogue, had been
bonbarded with questions quite irrelevant to SAID, and the focus was on
on-going conflicts, potential conflicts or inmagined conflicts affecting
their countries.

More or |less what the press corp - including sone representatives from
the international nedia - was interested in was how one country in the
regi on was going to react because its nei ghbour was behaving in a certain
way.

For exanple, was Walvis Bay about 30km from here going to be used as a
base to hel p the nei ghbouring Angol an forces | aunch their offensive on a
rebel group?

Was it true that Nujoma had thrown his support for South African
Presi dent Nel son Mandela in a purported conflict between Mandel a and
Zi mbabwe Presi dent Robert Mugabe?

I ndeed, the focus on Africa and the perspective of outsiders, as pointed
out by South Africa executive deputy president Thabo Meki, has been for
all the wong reasons.

"When conflict broke out in Somalia, for exanple, the inpression was
that “something is terribly wong in Africa' . Wen a presidency of a
country was stolen', the foreigners concluded that all of Africa has the
same “undenocratic tendencies'," he said.

Moeki laid the blane partly on the nedia, just as nmenbers of the press
at the news conference were openly criticised by the African | eaders for
invariably failing to print denials and clarifications on their front
pages, where the original stories that were subject of the denial or
clarification were printed.

Dr Mahathir, in his response to the question of how SAID has benefited
the countries, said the dial ogue certainly covered nore i ssues than the
fewthat were dictating the line of questioning at the press conference.

"I think it is quite clear that we have been nmaki ng progress. (Since the
LIDin 1995) the dial ogues have attracted nore and nore participation and
| eaders. "

Here in Swakopmund, the Prinme Mnister said the | eaders discussed the
possibility of bringing in nore segnents of society into the smart
part ner shi p.

"We started (at LID) with governnents and the private sector, and | ater
we included the trade unions. Now we are proposing to bring in all of you
(the nedia) ... | amsure you are better at answering the questions you
have been aski ng, many of which are not very relevant to the issues," he
sai d.

SAI D coul d not, of course, run away fromdi scussing the conflicts and
the politics of the region. The presence of |eaders of so many countries



under one tent, in fact, provides a good opportunity to resolve sone of
them

The Angol a i ssue, for exanple, was discussed over a |unch session,
resulting in a conmuni que backi ng the existing Angol an Gover nment.

But there were other nore universal issues discussed, issues that would
benefit the population in general. These included econonic cooperation,
cross-border joint projects, Afro-Asia |links, and, of course, the currency
crisis.

"This is not a South-East Asian problemonly. South Africa is already
affected and this will affect the nei ghbouring countries,” Dr Mahathir
told the press conference when asked what SAID had been able to | earn from
Mal aysi a about the currency crisis.

Nuj oma said the | eaders who attended the di al ogue have | earnt "very
i nportant | essons" fromDr Mahathir and Mal aysia's experience. The
countries of Southern Africa are now better prepared, at |east nentally.

"W are aware that even as we succeed as nations, we are going to be
still vulnerable," he said.

The birth of this awareness - knowi ng what one is up agai nst and what
one must do in the event of currency attacks on one's country - is one
i mportant achi everent at the dial ogue.

The Southern African countries are nowin a better position, certainly
better than the countries of South-East Asia when their currencies were
attacked | ast year, to deal with a crisis that will not be of their doing.

( END)
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