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Asia, Africa partners in growth

THE Bl ack Enpower ment progranme in South Africa, a socio-econom ¢ schene
ai med at achi evi ng equitabl e distribution of wealth for the indi genous
peol e after Apartheid, has many simlarities with Mal aysia's New Economi c
Pol i cy, conceived in the wake of the 1969 racial riots to address the

soci o-econom c disparity inherited fromthe col oni al masters' divide-and-
rule regine. So far, the South African effort has borne sweet results,

al beit gradual. Incidentally, Ml aysia has played a part in that success
by virtue of being one of the | argest foreign investors in the republic.
It proves that there are | essons the two countries can | earn fromeach
other, and skills and resources that they can share.

By extension, there nust be sone areas the two continents of Asia and
Africa can cooperate with each other. Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr

Mahat hir Mohamad' s call on African del egates at the Africa-Asi a Business
Forumin Kual a Lunpur to study the Asian experience in their economc
devel opnent efforts underscore the need to renewlinks as the two regi ons'
countries face the newnill ennium and the chal |l enges of gl obalisation and
liberalisationthat will comewithit. It isalsoatinely call for the
devel opi ng and | east - devel oped nations (LDCs) to work together, given that
Asi a had just survived probably its worst econonic crisis. Mlaysia has
initiated efforts to exchange notes on the crisis withits African
partners, nost recently at the Langkawi |nternational D al ogue where
several African heads of governnents and states attended. But there are
ot her areas of cooperation that shoul d be expl ored, and on a nore regul ar
basi s.

The Sout h- Sout h cooperation programe pronoted by the G oup of 15 (G 15)
at the end of the | ast decade has set the trend for successful and

t angi bl e cooperati ve schenes i nvol vi ng Asi an and Afri can devel opi ng
econom es. The bil ateral paynents arrangement (BPA), a governnent-to-
gover nment guarantee schene initiated by Mal aysi a under the Sout h- Sout h
cooperation concept, has resulted in startling two-way trade growths. In
Mal aysi a's case, for instance, its trade wi th devel opi ng countries in
Africa (and Latin Amrerica) has surged by nore than four-fold to RVWBO
billion last year fromjust RM0 billion in 1990. For the first half of
1999, RWM4.5 billion of trade was recorded bet ween Mal aysi a and t hese
countries. In addition, Malaysiais also a najor investor in several
African countries. It has established tel econmuni cati on ventures, started
banki ng operati ons, bought equity i n conpani es, undertaken housi ng and
touri smprojects, and hel ped Afri can central banks regul ate the i ndustry
and pronote i nvestor confidence.

What is probably nmissing or slowin conmingis Africa' s own adm ssion

that Asia might be its nost inportant partner in growh. Many countries in
theregionstill maintain strongties with their former col oni al nasters;
i n nost cases, the governnments were conpel |l ed rather than chose to do so.
Africa is the poorest continent in the world, partly because of the

nati ons' weak managenent of the econony and al so because of their heavy
debts to the | i kes of the International Mnetary Fund and t he Worl d Bank.
Many African countries, after achieving i ndependence fromthe col oni al
mast ers, waged war with one another and failed to fully address the soci o-
econom ¢ i nbal ances | eft by these former western enpires. Social strife,
civil wars, high unenpl oynment and weak capital markets have rendered sone
countries incapabl e of escaping the strangl ehol d of econoni ¢ backwar dness.



Sone Asi an countries had faced simlar difficulties and chal |l enges, but
generally the situation is not as bad over here. The fact that Asia has
Japan is part of the reason, because Japan was quite responsible, directly
and i ndirectly, for hel pi ng economies in the region develop after their
i ndependence. What ever the reasons, the devel opi ng countries in Asia nmay
have something to offer or inspire their counterparts in Africa. At the
very least, Africa would want to I earn fromsone recent experiences during
the Asian crisis to prepare for such an eventuality.
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