19/ 10/ 1999

I ndependence deni ed and surrendered

WHATEVER t he i rmedi at e reacti on anobng East Asians is to Prime M nister

Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad' s | atest efforts to get the region to
safeguard itself, the response of the West is unlikely to be positive.
Thi s Mal aysi a has | earnt to expect, not | east fromthe strong exception

| eaders and experts in the devel oped worl d showed earlier this decade when
Dr Mahat hir proposed to establish the East Asian Econom ¢ G ouping, |ater
renamed the East Asi an Econom ¢ Caucus (EAEC), even after the Association
of Sout h- East Asi an Nations (Asean) and several others, including China,
had endorsed it. In fact, whatever ideas Asians have cone up with to
secure their own future, and which the Wst views as capabl e of

underm ning the authority or limting the influence of bodi es backed by
it, have been neutralised very swiftly.

Dr Mahathir's idea to set up an East-Asian Mnetary Fund, which he

noot ed at the Wirl d Economic Forumin Singapore yesterday, will be the
next target for assassination. Even the Japan-backed Asian Mnetary Fund,
proposed at the height of the Asian currency crisis, was shot down

uncer enoni ously by the US because Washi ngton did not wi sh to see the
International Monetary Fund (I MF) losing its hold on the region. The | MF
had | ost its credibility over its handling of the Asian crisis but that
did not matter to the US;, the fact that sonme people in Asia thought they
could do a better job than the | M- di d. Even t hough the Asi an Monetary
Fund coul d have hel ped the crisis-hit countries recover fromthe contagi on
faster and offered a real prospect of averting a similar economc

di saster, Anerica's bl essing was not forthcom ng. In the end, Japan had to
cone up with the Myazawa Plan to assist its trading partners in Sout h-
East Asia since their survival was crucial toits ow well-being. This the
US di d not object to, obviously because the effort was conceived to be a
one-way ai d progranme and woul d not involve any formof group effort

i nvol ving countries in the region

O her ideas have failed to see the light of day because they did not go
down well with the current thinking in the Wst. Sone of themwere
suggestions ai med at making things for the crisis-hit region better. The
call for currency trading to be regul ated, for exanple, was opposed by
governments in the West; the currency traders thensel ves di d not have to
bot her t oo nuch about defending thensel ves. And so was the appeal to curb
the activities of hedge funds. Even when the Asia Pacific Econom c
Cooperation forum which counts the US as its nost powerful nenber,
endorsed the proposal toreviewthe activities of the international rating
agenci es, not hi ng was done because down the |line the rel evant authorities
in the US and sone ot her devel oped countries are sinply not interested in
doi ng that.

Wien an idea is nooted by the Mal aysian Prime Mnister, it seens the
opposi tion woul d be even fiercer and nore coordinated thanif it had cone
fromanother | eader. The proposed EAEC is a cl assic exanpl e where the West
ganged up to ensure that the grouping, no matter how consultative or

| oose, does not get off the ground. When it conmes to Dr Mahathir, even the
West ern nedi a woul d be i nvol ved in the canpai gn agai nst his idea or
suggestion. He pointed a finger at the destructive el enents in currency
tradi ng and hedge funds' ridicul ous | everage and the nmedi a accused hi mof
sel f-denial; he put into effect the selective capital controls and t hrew
out the M s prescriptions as a nmeans to deal with the Asian crisis, and



t he West accused hi mof wenchi ng Mal aysia away fromthe free and open
econom ¢ system
Asi ans thensel ves nust take part of the blame for the pre-natal death of
many of their own i deas. Too many of their governnents and | eaders need
t he bl essing of the powerful West even to open their nouths to speak, |et
al one dare throwtheir support for newideas before the Wst have
responded to them Many Asian countries remai n behol den to t he powers that
be and as long as they stay that way, Asia will never be unable to act
i ndependently even for its own good.
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