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Time for South to stand united

EXACTLY a nmonth ago, this columm described President Jacques Chirac's
attenpt to get the industrialised countries to agree to sit down with
devel opi ng countries and di scuss the establishnent of a new world
financial architecture, as trying to do sonething al nost inpossible.
However, it looks as if the French President may just be able to pull it
off after all. The UK, a menber of the Goup of Seven (G 7) industrialised
countries and a very influential voice in the European Union (EU), has
agreed in principle to support the nove and this may be a signal for the
other G7 nmenbers inthe EU - Italy and Germany - to back Chirac. Japan
whi ch has been pronpting an Asian nonetary fund, is al so expected to hai
the effort.

I n supporting the French proposal for North-South dial ogue on a new

gl obal financial architecture by the end of the year, British Hi gh

Conmi ssioner to Malaysia, M Graham Fry, said that the internationa
community cannot reformthe world's financial systemif it is only the G7
countries talking to each other. The invol vement of a w der group of
countries is inperative. The rest of the world outside Europe and Anerica
has cone very far since the Bretton Wods' era, where all the inportant
deci sions were made by the victors of World War |1 and strictly adhered to
by others in the free world. Even as the G 7 still domi nates the decisions
on international econonmic relations, the role of the relatively weaker
econom es has grown considerably and is too significant to ignore. The
North has avoi ded di al ogues on so many issues in the past and they will
probably do so again in the case of the proposed international financial
architecture even if it neans jeopardising the proposed reformof the

exi sting international financial system

A smal|l and weak country may have a lot to contribute. This attenpt at
reform ng the system now woul d not have cone about if Ml aysia had not
stuck out its neck to draw the attention of the North to how the

unregul ated fl ow of short-termfunds and the unregul ated activities of
hedge funds and gl obal currency specul ators have harned t he devel opi ng
econom es. For nearly two years, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir
Mohamad travelled to nany countries to carry the nessage and spoke in many
foruns to challenge the views that said otherwi se. He was ridicul ed and
belittled initially, but now a grow ng nunber of econom sts and world

| eaders have cone around to seeing his point of view In fact, what

| eaders of many countries are stating now, when pronoting the new
architecture, are the very points that Dr Mahathir had been naking al
this while.

Fry, the British high conm ssioner, for instance, was tal king the sane

I ingo. London is of the view that the present financial and economc
crisis illustrated the weaknesses of the existing financial system The
system needs to be noderni sed to neet the chall enges of a new century.
Nobody wi shes to | ose the benefits which open trade and open capital

mar ket s have brought in recent years but "we need to reduce the
opportunities for damagi ng specul ation". He al so stressed the inportance
of the G 7 countries comng up with results at its sumit in Col ogne,
Germany in June this year, so as to enable discussions intine for the

I nternational Monetary Fund/ Wrl d Bank neetings in Washington DCin

Sept enber .

In this context, the South nust take the cue fromthe North. Foreign



M ni ster Datuk Seri Syed Ham d Al bar's renarks yesterday about the absence
of a coordinated Asian voice at the recent Asia-Europe Meeting shoul d be
noted. It is inportant that the devel oping countries contribute towards
ensuring that the new international financial architecture safeguards
their interests. More inmportantly, however, they need to ensure that their
counterparts fromthe North understand precisely what these interests are.
If devel oping countries are to speak | oosely as individuals, chances are
that they will not be able to inpress their needs upon the powerful and
rich nations. In the event that the North decides to agree to a di al ogue
with the South on this inportant issue, the devel oping countries mnust
present a common and united front with the ai mof making contributions
that will benefit all, rich and poor.

( END)
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