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Asia at the dawn of the m || ennium

Abdul | ah Ahmad
ITIS agreat honour for ne to beinvited to be this year's distingui shed
speaker on two of your panels, "The Future of Asean and US Forei gn Policy
Towar ds Asi a".

Harvard, like the US, is a world | eader and this annual conference
confirms the university's pre-em nent position besides providing a better
under st andi ng of Sout h-East Asia in the US now and in the future.

Despi te many gl oony predictions about Ml aysia and open incitenents by
its foes before and during the Novenber 1999 general el ections, happily
and fortunately, none nateriali sed.

Though we suffered in terns of popul ar votes, we still won with a two-
thirds majority.
The year 2000, | believe, will be good for Ml aysia. Its econony will

growsufficiently (official estinmates put growh at 5 per cent this year
though private think-tanks estinate between 6 and 6.5 per cent).

Mal aysi a's quick recovery is the result of the Selective Capita
Controls and its trade with the world, the US in particular

Havi ng said that the Governnent renmi ns concerned about possible
downsi de ri sks caused by events whi ch are beyond our control such as high
interest rates inthe US, major corrections in Wall Street and the rising
yen.

| would like toreinterate, all being well, the outlook for the
Mal aysi an econony i n 2000 remai ns buoyant as the cyclical recovery gains
further strength. Gt her econonies inthe region are al so turni ng around.

The Mal aysi an Governnment, under Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad, is strong and stable and it shall remain so for as long as it
remai ns noder at e and accept abl e to nost Mal aysi ans.

The choi ce before the el ectrorate then, and in the future, is between
the conservative Islamc party Pas and Umo, the m ddl e-of -the-road party
t hat has doni nated t he Government since i ndependence 42 years ago.

Look forward to a real duel in the 11th General Elections in 2005,
bet ween par adi se and purgatory, between econony and | sl am ¢ conservati sm
Econom ¢ despai r breeds aggressive I slam and virul ent nationalisminthe
case of others.

There is no political uncertainty in my country as far as | can see and
determne. This will be confirnmed during the Umo presidential el ection on
May 11.

Dr Mahathir will retain his post evenif he is challenged. The man to
wat ch i s Deputy Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Badawi, Dr Mahathir's
current nunber two, who i s being grooned by hi mto take over when he dies
or decides to retire.

Abdul I ah has a hard act to follow. He has a najor task to restore
i deol ogi cal, political, Islam c and noral rectitude anmong Umo nenbers to
stop the rot in the party.

It would certainly take a | eader of considerable visionto steer the
nation followi ng Dr Mahathir's departure. Abdul |l ah's supporters assert
their man i s capable even if col ourl ess. Many are cauti ous, even anxi ous.
Abdul | ah, | amconfident, will be able to cope.

The original Association of South-East Asian Nations (Asean) of five
menbers i s now 10, bringing, for the first time inthe history of the
Sout h-East Asia, all nations within the region into a single system of
sorts.



Asean now has | and borders wi th Chi na and | ndi a maki ng t hemi mmedi at e
nei ghbours. The 10 Asean nations are at various stages of devel oprment.
Laos, Myanmar and Cambodi a are the poorest.

I ndonesi a, the nost popul ous (and fourth nost popul ous nation in the
wor |l d) has one of the | owest per capita i ncones.

East Tinor started it; now Indonesia is being cursed by religious
strifes and it does stir fears in many quarters about the disintegration
of the spraw ing archipel ago

Myanmar and Vietnamw ||l or can present the probl ens facing I ndonesia as
evi dence that only strong governments work in a regi on where denbcracy is
arelatively newpolitical institution

VWhat works well in one country does not automatically followin another
The Asean Economic Crisis of 1997 was a tragedy.

After three years Asean economni es are bounci ng back. Two or three Asean
Tigers will again roar. Certainly, Singapore which proved to be the nost
resilient anong the 10.

The city-state is a virtual one-party nation but its | eadership is as
clean as potiticians and governnent can be; and you should | ook forward to
a Singaporean reformation - political and econonmic as it tries to be ahead
of conpetition fromits nei ghbours.

Mal aysia, to be sure, is the other nation, al so Thail and and perhaps the
Phi | i ppi nes.

The signs are already i n evidence. The redefined national plans, |essons
| earnt and gl obal i sati on woul d further broaden and deepen the quality of
the lives of the people of these nations.

We have | earned that capitali smhas to be an honest systemto work well.

A lack of corruption (honestly, you cannot realistically w pe out
corruptioninall its insidious nanifestations), efficiency, nore
transparency and good governance create wealth and even if we are in
favour of meritocracy and nore entrepreneur creativity and activity we
cannot just sinply dismantle the policy of affirmative action whichisto
correct a gross econom c i nbal ance and restructure soci ety wit hout causi ng
soci al upheaval s.

As aresult of the affirmative acti on we have been successful in
creating a degree of social cohesion that guarantees political stability
whi ch i s essential for econonic devel opment and weal th creati on.

Mal aysi a has succeeded because it has a strong, pragmatic and wel | -
tested political |eadership, conmtted to denocracy, noderation and
economi ¢ grow h.

This i s a Mal aysi an phenonenon that was and will remain a basic factor
in the Mal aysi an success story.

Asean failed to respond to the East Tinor crisis nor could it garner
forces fast enough to make it an Asean operation i nstead of an Aussie
exerci se backed by the US and ot her Western nati ons.

This, notw t hstandi ng, Asean has a future. The economi c recovery taking
place in the Asean region-faster than originally expected - should help
snmoot h sone bil ateral troubl es between Mal aysi a and Si ngapore and bet ween
us and the Phili ppines.

| just could not inmmgine what the regi on woul d be wi t hout Asean and t he
worl d without the United Nations. W nust continue to work harder to nake
ourselves relevant in the post - financial crisis Asia.

"Peopl e nore often need to be rem nded than to be inforned." Dr Johnson
was right, and never nore than today.

"The end of the Cold War and what happened and are happeni ng fol | owi ng
t he dem se of communi sm have forced us to relearn howto react to events
and how to interpret them

"W are now in an unprecedented peri od because for the first tine ever



there is only one superpower, the US. There is no | onger a notion of
"bal ance of power" in global politics in the sense that existed a nere
dozen years ago.

The question is will this situation persist?

| was born two-and-half years before the Second Wrld War and went to
school around the time the United Nations was founded.

| thought, then and now, the United Nations woul d be a useful instrunent
for building and mai ntaining international security and peace.

The Uni ted Nati ons was establ i shed based on agreenment between the then
five big powers - the US, USSR, Britain, France and China. Now, as | said
earlier on, there is no bal ance of power.

The US is all-powerful and it conmes as no great suprise that Washi ngton
has and wi | | use pressures to gain political and econom ¢ advant ages al |
over the world.

Thi s has been confirned by the Transparency I nternational. \Wat
surprises us why did it take such a long tine for Transparency
I nternational, supposedly a wat chdog agency agai nst abuses of power, to
recogni se the inperialistic ways of Uncle Sanf

Washi ngt on has and wi Il use human rights to advance and sustainits
hegenmony, and nany peopl e believe there is no escape fromAneri can power
politics, double standards and the politics of ends, not neans.

My country and others knowtoo well, the USw |l raise human rights,
transparency, corruption and nepoti smto manoeuvre agai nst nations which
dare oppose it or refuse to bow or kowtowto its w shes.

Opti m sts see anot her super power energi ng eventual |y either through the
decay of the US or as a result of an outright chall enge.

d obal comunications will change the political |andscape.

The Aneri can hegenoni ¢ dom nance will continue until either China, the
Eur opean Community or arevitalised Russia energes to chall enge the US
super power st at us.

Weapons of nass destruction have not di sappeared and non-proliferation
has now been under m ned by nucl ear tests in I ndia and Paki st an.

| do not believe a Third Wrld War wi Il occur, and | pray not during mny
time on this planet anyway or for the forseeable future after ny
departure. However, war itself will not disappear, it will continue to be
regional or local, nore often perhaps within the states than between
nations.

Anerican foreign policy towards Asiais firmin sonme areas, anbival ent
and downright contradictory in other instances.

What determines it is not right or wong, rather realpolitik and US
vital strategic interests. Washi ngt on does not practi se what it preaches,
its foreign policy often becones subversive and actions are taken wi t hout
regard to conscience and norality.

I amsure nost of the audience nust be aware of this even the nost
liberal or patriotic Americans. The US harps about hunman rights and
denocracy in sone Asian nations but is yet mute on the sanme i ssue when it
i nvol ves sone of its West Asian allies and good friends in other parts of
the worl d.

I have not hi ng agai nst the US' West Asian allies. They are free to run
their countries as they deemfit. But why doesn't the US agitate and push
for denocracy where there i s none; nore human rights where i n sone pl aces
the record is abysnall.

The US seens to be strangely lacking ininitiative and drive over these
issues in that part of the world.

What is troubling me is the fundanental problemthat there are nations
that are sinply being | eft behind by the onward progress of gl obalisation.

d obal issues such as popul ation, drugs, AIDS, the environment and human



rights are going to cone nuch nore to the fore.

As the worl d shrinks, we feel we shall have an i ncreasi ng sense of the
need for an international order. d obalisation may be a good thing for the
West and devel oped societies, but it can al so be a di saster for the poor.

The US' foreign policy should go sl owon human rights, et human rights
evolve as it nust eventually be. Many of the 188-menber nations of the
Uni ted Nations have only becone nation states in the | ast few years, and
the Americans nust strive to understand why they are so keen and
ent husi astic to hang on to their independence.

They are poor. The Harvard Busi ness School has nore nobney or can
generat e nore funds than nmany individual countries' gross domestic
product .

The 21st century, like the previous one, is an Anerican century. \What |
hope for is Washington would refrain fromits bullying ways; learnto
persuade and i nfluence people, less armtw sting, desist organising
opposi tion groups and fundi ng wars t hough proxies and clients.

There exi sts a great hope out there, arealisable dreamin the Anerican
century because of the possibilities of cross-cultural fertilisation
t hrough new t echnol ogi es.

It can be a century where we can live in peace and prosperity while
si mul t aneousl y enj oyi ng and respecti ng each other's ways and cul tures as
we come to know nore about them

It istragic that, just as we need a strong i nternational organisation
the United Nations is starved of fund caused nmainly by the only renai ni ng
super power and a foundi ng father of the organi sation

The US today domi nates the world body in a rather spectacul ar way. The
US nust pay its obligatory debts. To be fair, the USis not the only
nation to be blaned. Oten the United Nations is sidelined by its own
menber states. What happened i n East Tinor, Bosnia and Kosovo were
unf or gi veabl e because t hey were forseeabl e. There have been t oo many
international vacillations.

Per haps, the United Nations should be givenits own nmilitary police
force. The United Nati ons shoul d be made nore visible in Wshi ngton and
accorded greater inportance by the US.

The US must re-engage itself with the United Nations. If the United
Nati ons coul d not provide international order then who coul d?

In 1997 Sout h- East Asia faced the sort of economic crisis we can well do
wi t hout. We have | earned our | essons well. We should teach our children
and if they, in turn, teach theirs and give theman even better head-start
than they enjoyed, they may yet have their Pacific Century.
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