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East Asian unity vital for econonic recovery, growth

Fauzi ah | smai |

THE Western journalist's notebook was open, his pen in hand, but the page
was bl ank except at a corner where he had been doodling. Obviously, his
m nd was sonewhere el se while Prine M nister Datuk Dr Mahat hir Mohamad was
of fering his thoughts on a new Asi a at the Wrld Economnmi ¢ Forumi s 8th East
Asi a Economic Sunmt 1999 in Si ngapore on Monday.

A col | eague drew his attention to paragraph 69 of Dr Mahathir's speech
where the Prinme M nister proposed the formati on of an East-Asian Mnetary
Fund (EMF). "Fiction,"” the journalist nouthed in response.

That he had already witten off Dr Mahathir's idea of a small, conpact
whol |y regional funding organi sation to finance the recovery of East Asian
countries even before the Prime M nister had finished his speech was

i ndeed telling.

The di spl ay of arrogance m ght have been a result of having covered one
such forumtoo many, but his attitude with regards to i ssues i nportant to
the "l esser econom es" of the world is unfortunately not unconmon anong
representatives of the Western nedi a and ot her parti es which have the
clout to dictate and shape the gl obal schene of things.

Never m nd how badly the regi on needs an organi sation of its own that
woul d, in the words of Dr Mahat hir, be "deeply and constantly engaged in
East Asi an nonetary cooperati on and problens on a daily basis as opposed
to a once-a-decade-when-crisis-strikes basis."

In fact, the little episode serves to confirmwhat Ml aysia has | ong
recogni sed, that if the country and its nei ghbours, and al so devel opi ng
countries el sewhere, do not watch out for thensel ves, nobody will.
Asimlar fund, albeit nore anbitious, was proposed at the hei ght of the
Asian financial market turbulence in 1997 but it was al nost i medi ately
scuppered by no | ess than the nmost powerful econony in the world - the US
The reason given was that the US$100 billion (US$1 = RMVB. 80) Asi an
Monetary Fund as proposed by Japan at the Asi a-Europe Finance Mnisters
Meeting i n Bangkok i n Septenber 1997 woul d under i ne t he i nfl uence of the
I nternational Minetary Fund (1 M) .

Three nonths later, at a finance and central bank deputies' neetingin
Manila, theinitiative was reduced to a regi onal "cooperative financing
arrangenent” that is linked to the | M.

The fund woul d have seen partici pating countries maki ng equitable
contributions to set up a standby facility which would be nobilisedin the
event of unforeseen circunmstances that pose systenic threats to individua
countries or the region as a whol e.

It was envi saged as an organi sati on whi ch conpl ements rather than

conpete with the | M. I ndeed, as Dr Mahathir said, had such a fund
existed, "I believe that the East Asian currency crisis of 1997-98 woul d
not have occurred, woul d not have endured and woul d not have gone to such
ridicul ous dept hs".

H s speech, thenmed "Asia's Road to Recovery: The Chal | enge of

Pragmatisni, went down well with the 700-odd corporate and politica

| eaders attending the first day of the three-day sunmit, judging by the
appl ause.

The Prime M nister said he woul d not advocate any of Mal aysi a's neasures
for inplementation by other East Asian countries, as "currency control is
a hard act to successfully pull off".

"I do not advocate it for everyone. | do not even advocate it for



Mal aysi a under different circunstances.”
Each East Asian country has taken its own path in achi eving the so-
called "Asian Mracle". There has never been a single nodel.
If there is any lesson to be | earnt fromMal aysia's experience, it isto
continue to do things "your own way", he said.
"Doi ng what wor ks, not what is fashionable, not what the textbooks say
we nust do, not sheepishly follow ng the very clever and with-it advice of
ot hers. "
Dr Mahathir is confident that the community of East Asian nations wll
take its proper place as a responsi bl e regi on which contributes to the
wel | - bei ng, peace and prosperity of the world in the first decade of the
21st century.
"W should not aimto be just “a caucus within Apec' or should we aimto
be the domi nant continent in the world.
"Wth apology to none, with goodwill to all, we in East Asia should
enbar k on conprehensive, nulti-di mensi onal cooperation whose objectiveis
conmmon peace and comon prosperity, a gift to the people of East Asia and
a gift to humankind as a whole," he said in his speech.
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