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PM Reformto recover fromcrisis

Syed Nadzri in Tokyo
REFORM re-invent or you may not recover fromthe regi onal econonic
crisis.

This was Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad' s advice to Asian
nations at the International Conference on the Future of Asia organised by
Ni kkei yesterday.

"In the days ahead, we nust continue - let me stress continue - with the
needed reformati on and re-invention of our econonies and every critica
aspect of our societies.

"This is what we have done for over a generation...and this is sonething
we nmust do over the conming hundred years," he said.

Each time Dr Mahathir used the word "refornml, there were sniles and
mur nur s anong sone in the audi ence. These were probably people famliar
with a different kind of change as advocated by "reformasi" novenents in
| ndonesi a and Mal aysi a.

The two-day conference, focusing on Asia's road to econom c recovery, is
bei ng attended by 350 hi gh-ranki ng governnment officials and busi ness
| eaders in the region.

Apart from Dr Mahathir, those invited to speak included Philippine
presi dent Joseph Estrada, |ndonesian Foreign Mnister Ali Al atas and
Si ngapore Seni or M nister Lee Kuan Yew.

In a phil osophical speech, Dr Mahathir said the international nonetary
system needed to be reforned - "reform goi ng beyond ni ce words and pi ous
articul ati ons about gl obal architecture".

"It is interesting to note how many latter-day Neros preferred to fiddle
even as East Asia was burning."

Reformis one of three things Asia nust pursue to ensure sustai ned
econom ¢ grow h. The other two are to build on one's strengths and to be
practical. He said Asia nust adopt their best practices and root out
i nferior and unproductive habits.

"But | amasserting as strongly as | know how that we woul d be insane to
get rid of those strengths of the past which will continue to be our great
strengths in the future,” he added.

On being practical, Dr Mahathir said it means doi ng what works and
abandoni ng qui ckl y what does not.

"As one of the great |eaders of the century said: it does not matter
whet her the cat is black or white, so long as it catches mce.""

He said Malaysia tried al nost everything in the face of the econom ¢
crisis which hit East Asia fromJuly 2, 1997 | eading to the neasures
i ntroduced on Sept 1 |last year and, for a spell, outlaw ng foreigners to
export the proceeds fromtheir equity investnent.

"l do not want to recommend sel ective currency controls to anyone. But
do indeed wi sh to stress the necessity for col d-bl ooded pragmati sm for
everyone, in all parts of the world, under any circunstance."

Dr Mahat hir underlined the responsibility to be shoul dered by the
younger generation who will carry Asia into the next nmillennium

"The young of today, the builders of tonorrow, nust not be corrupted by
the corruption of powerl essness. Be fully enpowered. Go forth. Build.
Create a new and better world than we, of the ol der generation, have been
able to build," he said.

In the question-and-answer session that foll owed, Dr Mahathir said there
shoul d be a rethink on globalisation if it neans only things |ike cross-



border flight of short-termcapital.

"What about novenent of people?" he asked. There are billions of jobless
people in Asia, "so why not allowthemto nigrate to Western countries.
But apparently, they say this is not globalisation."

On the integration of countries according to continental blocs, the
Prime Mnister said it was unfortunate that, unlike Europe and the
Americas, Asia was not allowed to cone together under a grouping |like the
East Asia Econom c Caucus he had noot ed.

"Apparently what is good for one is not good for the other," he quipped.

He al so touched on the need for the United States, China and Japan to
col |l aborate. In order to do this, he noted, these countries shoul d | ook
towards the future instead of harping on the past.

"We have fought wars in the past. But we shouldn't be like the Serbs who
still remenber their fight with the Turks 500 years ago. Forget the past
and learn fromit."

Dr Mahathir ended his six-day visit to Japan by calling on Japanese
Prime M nister Keizo Cbuchi. He returns to Kual a Lunmpur today.

Reuters adds that other top Asian officials gathered here for the
conference simlarly urged closer ties to avert financial crises and speed
regi onal recovery.

"W hope to benefit fromthe synergy derived fromthe combn endeavours
of all Asean countries, including Indonesia, to nake Sout heast Asia an
integrated free trade and i nvestnent area that offers econom es of scale,
pl us bold incentives, that should prove attractive to investors and
tradi ng partners,"” said | ndonesian Foreign Mnister Ali Al atas.

He added that the creation of a regional "early warning systenl to
nmoni tor econoni c data and financial flows was especially vital.

That vi ew was echoed by South Korea, which also urged the creation of
energency credit lines for countries heading towards crisis and a
consensus to prevent conpetitive currency deval uati ons and trade
protectioni sm

"Equal ly inmportant is to discuss safeguards agai nst short-termcapital
movenents that are fuelled by highly | everaged institutions,” Lee Hun-jai,
head of South Korea's Financial Supervisory Comnr ssion said.

Lee cl ai med Western authorities could have done a better job of
moni toring what their financial institutions were doing in East Asia
before the crisis erupted.

"To the extent that the differences in the systemand culture were
accountabl e for the spread of financial crisis throughout the region, one
could make a strong case for regional cooperation to prevent future
crises," Lee said.

Phi i ppi ne President Joseph Estrada, neanwhile, urged the region to nove
towards crafting its own conmon currency.

"G ven the growi ng and extensive econom c rel ati ons anong East Asi an
countries, the idea of a common East Asian currency should no | onger seem
far fetched," Estrada said. "If the European Union can have its euro, why
shoul d East Asia not consider a similar econom c undertaki ng?"

The idea of an Asian commpn currency has been floated in the past, but
experts see huge hurdles to the sort of regional fiscal and nobnetary
pol i cy coordi nati on needed to make a single currency work.
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