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Dr Ms standing i n Singapore undi m ni shed despite prickly relations

Ashraf Abdul | ah
I T may be naive to conclude that Ml aysia and Si ngapore now enj oy a
romantic fairy tale relationship.

But however bunpy the Governnent-to-Governnent relationship can
sonetimes get, the notion that Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir
Mohamad i s unpopul ar anong ordi nary Si ngaporeans nmay be totally
i naccur at e.

On Friday, as soon as Dr Mahathir finished perform ng his Friday
prayers, he was swarnmed by scores of Singaporean Mislins who congregat ed
at the Ba'alwi Msque in Lewi s Road.

Si ngapor ean security officers responsible for ensuring the Prine
M nister's safety had a tough tine trying to stop themfromgetting near
hi m

Dr Mahat hir, however, obliged and was touched by the gesture. The
congregati on was honoured to have the region's | ongest-serving head of
Government join themfor Friday prayers.

Per haps, these Singaporeans are aware that Dr Mahathir's actions have
stuck out like a sore thunb nost of the tinme, only to be proven right in
t he end.

When the Informal Asean Summit canme to a cl ose on Saturday, it was
proven that Dr Mahathir's ideas cannot be ignored.

Hi s vision for an East Asian groupi ng conprising all Asean nations as
wel | as Japan, China and South Korea di sm ssed as irrel evant when it was
nmooted in 1992, was resurrected and accept ed.

Countries |ike Japan and Si ngapore whi ch objected to the East Asia
Econoni ¢ Caucus have now begun to realise that such a grouping will augur
wel |l for the region.

The East Asian nations now agree that they need a grouping simlar to
t he Eur opean Uni on and the North Anerican Free Trade Agreenent so that
they will have a stronger voice in international foruns.

Speaki ng at a Press conference at the end of the sunmt, Dr Mahathir
said after the financial crisis, countries begantorealisethat it was
i nportant to have a grouping. "It is necessary that East Asian countries
go into a huddl e to discuss any new i deas, gl obalisation, for exanple.

d obalisation is touted to be very good for everybody, including the
devel opi ng countries. But is that so? Let's go throughit, let's do sone
nodel | i ng to see what happens when we enbrace gl obal i sation."

The | eaders attending the summit agreed on Friday to set up a study
group to look into the possibility of formalising an East Asi an groupi ng.
At present, Japan, South Korea and China only serve as Asean's di al ogue
partners.

Ei ght years ago, the | ast tine Singapore hosted the Asean summit, the
groupi ng endorsed t he establi shment of the EAEC

The Si ngapore sumit in 1992 had endorsed t he Mal aysi an proposal but
changed t he name fromEast Asi an Econonic Grouping to EAEC. Dr Mahathir's
i dea was for the grouping to establish a |oose, consultative forumto
pronot e co-operation and protect nmenbers' interests.

The United States, the greatest proponent of freedomof association, had
opposed the establishnent of the EAEC fromthe start, claimng that the
Asi a- Paci fi c Econom ¢ Co-operation was sufficient.

At the height of the Asian financial crisis in 1997-98, Dr Mhathir
didn't spare his words when he accused currency mani pul at ors of causi ng



the crisis by selling down regi onal currencies.

The Prime M nister was then accused of being an economc illiterate. But
it took only several nmonths for the likes of the International Mnetary
Fund, Worl d Bank and even financi er George Soros to admit that currency
specul ators played a key role in causing the econoni ¢ downt urn.

Now, the entire international financial architecture has conme under
scrutiny.

Mal aysi a, under Dr Mahathir's stewardship, is a believer of the prosper-
t hy- nei ghbour policy. Countries can be i npoveri shed by selling down their
currencies for short-termgains. But inpoverished nati ons cannot possibly
of fer good markets to the richer nations. Loss of such markets will in the
long run affect all countries, economcally.

G ven these circunstances, Dr Mahathir's prosper-thy-nei ghbour policy
was accepted as a guiding principle for the Initiative for Asean
Integration (1 Al) endorsed by | eaders at the sunmit.

The 1Al will focus on education, skills devel opment and wor ker training
in Asean menber countries.

Dr Mahathir's vision for a trans-Asian railway link to integrate
Sout heast Asi an nations with China was al so gi ven a boost at the summit
when | eaders endorsed the route stretching fromSi ngapore to Kunming in
Chi na.

The route will span over eight countries - Thailand, Laos, Myannar,

Vi et nam Canbodi a, China, Ml aysia and Si ngapore.

Thai | and has been entrusted to raise the US$2.5 billion (RW.5 billion)
needed to construct the rail |ink which will cover 1,016km

Ri ver and sea comunications will also be upgraded to integrate
countries |like the Philippines, |Indonesia and Brunei which are not on
mai nl and Sout heast Asi a.

Chi na, Japan and South Korea agreed to work towards an "Asian I T Belt"
I'i nki ng technol ogi cal | y-devel oped cities |ike Kuala Lunpur, Singapore,
Bangkok, Shanghai, Tokyo and Seoul

Al inall, the sunmit went quite well with [eaders reaffirnmng their
conm t ments back on track with a package of neasures to integrate
economically, politically and physically.

Underlining their conm tnment to action, the 10 Asean nenbers agreed t hat
at the sunmit in Brunei next year, they woul d have a "report card" show ng
how far these neasures have progressed.

Probably, the only sticky i ssue was Thailand's refusal to support
Myanmar in future International Labour Organi sation meetings, as the
former accused the latter of human rights abuses and forced | abour.

At a neeting between Thai Foreign Mnister Surin Pitsuwan and Myanmar's
W n Aung on Wednesday, Thailand made it clear that it would abstain from
voting when the issue of Myanmar's | abour policy was raised at future I LO
neet i ngs.

Last Thursday, the | LO adopt ed sancti ons agai nst Myannar for its forced
| abour, rejecting an attenpt by Mal aysia to put off action.

An attenpt by Asean to secure a unified backing of Myanmar was vetoed by
Thai | and.

Thailand's stand is a glaring departure fromAsean's cardi nal principle
of non-intervention enshrined in the Treaty of Bali.

Thai |l and has i n recent years been advocating a "fl exi bl e arrangenent” to
repl ace the non-intervention policy, allow ng an Asean "troi ka" to | ook
into the donestic probl ens of a nenber as and when necessary.

It may be unacceptable to others. But this is a good sign. At |east now,
Asean, for a long tine dism ssed as a tal kfest, can agree to disagree.
Denocracy, after all, is alive and ki cking.

( END)
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