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Want ed: A conmon Asi an voi ce

THE Asi an Monetary Fund (AMF) idea which did not materiali se because of
Washi ngton' s stern opposition and Tokyo's sensitivity that it not rile the
US coul d have made short work of the regional crisis. The Internationa
Monet ary Fund (1 M) woul d have been saved t he enbarassment of failing

m serably in handling the crisis, mllions of peoplein the region would
have kept their jobs, and Mal aysi a woul d not even have cone to the point

of considering selective capital controls. The crisis-hit countries
econormi ¢ grow h woul d still have stalled but resuned quickly, and marti al
law in East Timur woul d not have happened.

In his assessnent of what coul d have been, Bank Negara governor Tan Sri

Al'i Abul Hassan Sul ai man was not maki ng an excessi ve assunpti on when he
sai d t he proposed AMF woul d have hel ped contai n the contagi on ef fects of
the Asian financial crisis. Pre-authorised | oan comitnments under the AMF
coul d have bol stered narket confi dence and expedited recovery in the
crisis-hit countries. Gventhat the crisis was initially a currency
crisis and countries were facing liquity problenms, upfront financial
support that the AMF coul d have grant ed woul d have st opped t he cont agi on
But the US had to oppose the idea for fear that it would dimnish the role
of the IM-. The rest is history - one of the worst periods in Asia's

soci o-econom ¢ history. Finally, after nuch danage had been inflicted on
the crisis-hit countries, the US agreed to the principles of the proposed
AVF but, which it came in the formof financial packages under the Tokyo-
initiated Myazawa Pl an

However, as Ali nade quite clear in his address at the Japan-Mal aysi a
Associ ation Synposiumin Tokyo this week, Japan cannot and shoul d not be
bl amed entirely for not pursuing the AM~. The Asi an fundi ng proposal could
have beconme a reality if Asia had been nore united inits position. The
whol e epi sode under scores, yet again, the need for a cormon Asi an voice in
international affairs. This is not the first tinme that Asians have failed
to grab the opportunity to do somet hi ng beneficial for thensel ves. And
this is not the first tine that the US has cone in the way of Asia playing
a nore promnent international role.

About a decade ago, when Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mohamad
proposed t hat key East Asian countries start a grouping to di scuss i ssues
and sol ve probl ens, nmany of these countries becane anxi ous about the idea
after the US had stated its objection. The proposed East Asian Economi c

G oupi ng | ater becane the proposed East Asi an Economni ¢ Caucus (EAEC) so as
to reassure these countries and Washington that it was not neant to be an
econom ¢ bl oc. Even after | engthy and repeat ed expl anati ons that the EAEC
woul d not even evol ve into sonething akin to the European Union or the
Nort h Anerican Free Trade Area, the US renmi ned apprehensi ve towards t he

i dea. So despite having been adopted at the Associ ati on of Sout h- East

Asi an Nations (Asean) |evel way back in 1991, Japan, which was expected to
| ead t he caucus, never cane cl ose to openly agreeing to the setting up of
t he EAEC. Chi na, however, has remmi ned supportive and this was conveyed to
Dr Mahathir during his recent trip to Beijing.

If the AMF coul d have contained the contagi on effects of the Asian

crisis, the EAEC - if East Asian countries had been united enough to push
through its establishnent - woul d have ensured that the AMF was an i dea
whose tine had conme. Perhaps, the currency crisis that started with the
Thai baht collapse in July 1997 coul d have been ni pped in the bud with the



EAEC. The groupi ng, which woul d have at its di sposal the financi al
resources and political will of the likes of Japan, China, and Asean,
coul d have taken the | ead and gi veng the necessary assi stance to the
af fected countries in dealing with the currency specul at ors and hedge
funds. And Asia woul d not have had to surrender its fate to the | MF and
Wirl d Bank i n Washi ngton, the Asia Pacific Econom ¢ Cooperation forum the
Commonweal t h Heads of Governnments Meeting, or the Group of Seven
i ndustrialised countries.

(END)



	Wanted: A common Asian voice (NST 09/09/1999)

