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Asean- Summi t
ASEAN LEADERS BEG N SUM T TOVORROW

SI NGAPORE, Nov 23 (Bernama) -- In usual fashion, Asean |eaders touched
base over a working di nner before beginning their annual summt here
t oror r ow.

But the bigger and m xed platter would conme over the next two days when
t hey di scuss how to strengthen the 10-nation Sout heast Asian grouping after
the brui sing Asian economc crisis and political instability in sone nmenber
countries.

The full turnout of |eaders, despite sone facing pressing donestic
probl ens, augured well for Asean and underlined the existing solidarity
t hat has cone under siege over issues including Asean's sacrosant principle
of non-interference and bilateral spates between nenber countries, said a
| ong-tinme senior official

Host Prem er Goh Chok Tong is joined by his counterparts, Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad of Mal aysia, Hun Sen of Canbodia, Sisavath Keobounpanth of
Laos, Chuan Leekpai of Thail and, Phan Van Khai of Vietnam Than Shwe of
Myanmar, Sul tan Hassanal Bol ki ah of Brunei, President Joseph Estrada of the
Phi | i ppi nes and Presi dent Abdurrahman Wahi d of | ndonesi a.

Chi nese Prime M nister Zhu Rongji, Japanese Prinme Mnister Yoshiro Mri
and Sout h Korean President KimDae Jung are also attending the summt for
di al ogue with the Asean | eaders under the so-call ed Asean Plus Three
nmeet i ngs.

Mal aysia's Foreign M nister Syed Hami d Al bar said the biggest chall enge
facing the 33-year-old groupi ng was how to strengthen and nake Asean
relevant in the 21st century.

"It is inmportant to nmake sure Asean works and nothing is done to
underm ne the strength and effectiveness of Asean as an organi sation,"” he
sai d.

The sunmit is expected to be heavy on econom c i ssues goi ng by repeated
calls fromvarious nmenber countries for concrete integration for Asean to
regain favour as an attractive investnent |ocation and to steady itself for
expected conpetition when China joins the Wrld Trade Organi sati on (WO).

On the agenda is an e-Asean franework agreenent which the | eaders will
sign tonorrow afternoon to facilitate e-conmerce anong their countries, a
move hail ed as an achi evenent for Asean to vault into the know edge-based
econony and gl obal i sati on

The e- Asean pact is also viewed as a catal yst in econom c integration
for Asean which is seeking to narrow the gap between its nore established
nmenbers and its newer and poorer conference partners.

Asean conprises Brunei, |ndonesia, Ml aysia, the Philippines, Singapore
and Thail and before it expanded nenbership to Vietnam Manmar, Laos and
Canbodi a.

Two Emi nent Persons Group reports will be presented to the | eaders, the
first on howto hel p Asean achieve its vision of a prosperous and stable
Asean by year 2020 and the other on a new partnership wth Japan.

The two reports highlight the need to strengthen cooperation for
financial stability and in international financial organisations |like the
I nternational Monetary Fund (I MF).

Thail and's Deputy Prinme M nister and Commerce M ni ster Supachai
Pani t chpakdi, who will be the next WO director-general, said he hoped to
see the currency swap arrangenent anong Asean countries, China, Japan and
South Korea eventually fl eshed out into an Asian Mnetary Fund.



"I't has been inproving day after day. |I'mhopeful that at the end of
the day we will have a full-fledged Asian Mnetary Fund," said Supachai .

The AMF was nooted by Japan in 1997 but it was then opposed by the | M-
fearing it would be underm ned. But | M s new nmanagi ng director Horst
Kohl er seens to favour regional nonetary cooperation

Mal aysia's International Trade and Industry M nister Datuk Seri Rafidah
Aziz said China's WIO entry shoul d not be seen as a setback for Asean
because while it would result in conpetition, "there are nore areas that we
can conpl ement”.

A seni or Chinese official, acknow edgi ng concerns of Asean countries,
said Beijing would propose a working group to facilitate trade and
i nvestment wi th Asean.

The working group will be under the Asean-China joint consultative
conm ttee, said Chinese Foreign Mnistry's Asia Departnent head, Fu Ying.

Mal aysia is keen to get the | eaders to approve the route of the
proposed trans-Asia railway running from Si ngapore to Kunming in China.

Syed Hanmid said the railway would bring great benefit especially to the
Mekong regi on countries to open and devel op their econom es.

Mal aysi a al so want the | eaders to discuss howto curb the scourge of
H 'V and Aids threatening the region.
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