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Cause for the poor to be wary

I T has been nearly three years since the effective deval uati on of the Tha
baht that triggered the region's worst financial crisis. It saw"mracle”
econom es nercil essly pounded by forces unl eashed upon themin the nane of
gl obal i sation and mani fested i n massi ve cross-border capital swirls which
no econony - no matter how fundanmentally sound they are, | et al one
energent ones - woul d stand a chance of w t hstandi ng. Banks and conpani es
col l apsed, mllions of people lost their jobs, governments fell, and
decades of toil to earn the tag of "dragon”, "tiger"” or "mracle"
econom es counted for nothing overnight. Inthe aftermath, the sane
experts, who had waxed lyrical and were so liberal with their superlatives
about the perfornmance of the region in the previous 10 years, were
suddenl y as equal | y passi onat e about what was fundanmental |y and i nherently
wrong with the Asian Model. It woul d take the region up to five years,
they said, just to get back on its feet.

Wong again. Wth the exception of perhaps Indonesia, the region's
countries that were nost severely buffeted by the ill w nds are back;
maybe not yet stronger than ever, but certainly wi ser. The Thai econony
has regai ned sone neasure of its previous dynanm sm having posted a 5.2
per cent expansion in gross donmestic product (GDP) for the first quarter
and is ontrack to grow5.0 per cent for the entire year. Al though not as
i npressive as Malaysia's 11.7 per cent spurt during the sanme period, it
was Thailand's fifth consecutive quarterly year-on-year growth as well.
Simlarly encouraging figures are energi ng fromother Asean nenber
countries and al so Sout h Korea. Indeed, the countries have never been nore
worthy of being called "mracle economes", as thistime it is being truly
earned and in the hardest of ways, not bestowed. This is not to say that
achi evenents prior tothe crisis were any | ess commendabl e or difficult,
but considering the odds stacked agai nst the region in the past three
years, the clinmb-back is not too far short of mracul ous.

Still, for Malaysia at |east, the Governnent is fully aware "that our
success may be shortlived but we are not going to all ow oursel ves to be
sol d i deas, ideol ogies and sl ogans wi thout carefully exam ning them If we
find the slightest suspicion that anot her agenda i s bei ng pronoted, we
will fight tooth and nail to defend our country and the prosperity of our
people,” as Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad saidin Cairo
yest erday. Obviously speaking fromAsia' s recent experience, he warned
devel opi ng nati ons t hat pursui ng economi c |iberalisation unthinkingly as
desi gned and pronoted by the West woul d be a grave m stake. Be wary of the
"tyranny" of the free market, for exanple, as nuch as one would if it is
ef fected through the barrel of a gun, the Prine M nister said. But even
nore i nsidious, if not downright treacherous, than the concepts
t hensel ves, are the attenpts at naki ng t hose who woul d be so bold as to
question the validity of the ideas feel and appear sonmehow | ess worldly,
| ess forward-| ooking, and of course | ess denocratic.

We betide those, |ike Malaysia, if they dare believe they night be
better at managi ng their own affairs than others; including the economc
powers, the nultilateral institutions and the ai d agencies. |f being
guar ded about ideas that are not adequately di scussed, studi ed and t hought
through is to be less than worldly, if being prepared to | earn from
experience is not forward-1ooking, and if placing priority on the welfare
of the majority of Malaysians i s undenocratic, that Malaysiais all of



t hose things. Many Western experts are now saying that the regionis
unlikely to be able to sustain the recovery nomentumbecause t here had not
been sufficient econonmic "restructuring”. This woul d nean reshapingin the
i mage of the Western powers, or worse still solely inthe interest and for
t he benefit of the rich and powerful, where new markets are created and
ot hers expanded for their constituency of giant manufacturers and m ghty
service providers. Yes, there is cause to be mndful.
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