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Asent | ssues
EAST MEETS WEST OVER HUMAN RI GHTS | N SEOUL

By: E. Sivabal an

KUALA LUMPUR, Cct 13 (Bernama) -- Dubbed the "Diplomatic A ynpics", the
third Asi a- Europe Meeting (Asem) in South Korea next week will see Asian
and European | eaders crossing swords, yet again, over human rights -- an
i ssue regarded as "sensitive" by the east but "common" by the west.

The neeting opens in Seoul, host to the 1988 A ynpics, on Cct 20 for
two days of brainstorm ng expected to focus on ways to foster prosperity
and stability between the two regions in the new mllennium

The gat hering under the catchphrase "Partnership for Prosperity and
Stability in the New M |1 enniunm would bring together |eaders of seven
Asean states, China, South Korea and Japan as well as the 15 nenber states
of the European Union (EU)

The seven of the 10-menber Association of Sout heast Asian Nations are
Brunei, Indonesia, Mlaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thail and and
Vi et nam

Canbodi a, Laos and Myanmar are not part of the Asem process yet. Their
menbership is expected to be discussed in Seoul but the European side is
expected to oppose Myannar's inclusion because of its so-called human
rights violations.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad is scheduled to | ead the
Mal aysi an del egati on which al so includes Foreign M nister Datuk Seri Syed
Ham d Al bar and International Trade and |Industry M nister Datuk Seri
Rafi dah Azi z.

The 15 EU nenber states are Austria, Bel gium Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Greece, lreland, Italy, Luxenborg, the Netherlands, Portugal,
Spai n, Sweden and the United Kingdom The President of the European
Conmi ssion is al so a nenber of Asem

According to 1998 data, the economic size of the Asemregion in GDP
totalled US$15.33 trillion with the EU accounting for US$8.33 trillion and
the 10 Asian countries about US$7 trillion.

Their total trade volume was US$6.3 trillion with the EU shari ng about
US$4. 18 trillion. Asia and Europe are occupied by 44.2 per cent of the
wor | d' s popul ati on, account for 54.4 per cent of the GNP and 35.4 per cent
of its trade

Asem and idea advanced by Singapore, is a forumfor countries in Asia
and Europe to pronote economc, political and cultural cooperation. The
| eaders first met in Bangkok in March 1996 and the second Asem t ook place
in London in April 1998.

Past neetings saw t he Europeans chanpi oni ng what they call ed universa
val ues such as denocracy and human rights protection, Asian states were
reluctant to discuss them

Wi | e t he Europeans consi der denocracy and human rights to be natura
topi cs, some Asian nations feel that mentioning of such topics was bl atant
interference in their internal affairs.

Anal ysts believe that the two pricky issue woul d be brought up by the
Europeans in Seoul and Asian states are likely to brush themoff again

Human rights activists interviewed by Bernama felt that the tine has
come for Asian nations to cone face-to-face with the Europeans and to "dea
with the matter".

"We should explain the real situation, the true picture, in our own
countries. There is nothing to hide," said Prof Handan Adnan, a nenber of
t he Mal aysi an Human Ri ghts Commi ssi on.



He said Mal aysia and other Asian countries should clear the wong
preception held by westerners about the so-called state of human rights
violations in these countries as potrayed by the Western nedi a.

"Why shoul d one be defensive," he added.

While the | eaders are expected to trade accusations over human rights
i ssue, outside the Asem convention centre, denonstrators will keep the
Sout h Korean police busy.

It was reported that an association conprising sone 100 NGGs is
pl anni ng to conduct | arge-scal e demmostrations to express its opposition to
t he so-cal |l ed econom c neo-liberalismand the World Trade Organi sation
(WO .

The third Asemin Seoul is expected to touch on further reinforcenent
of economi c cooperation and the achi everrent of greater understanding
bet ween the two regions.

| ssues exxpected to be di scussed include disarmanent, gl obal
peacekeepi ng operations and the role of the United Nations in internationa
di pl onacy.

Sout h Korean President KimDae-jung was likely to push for the
anbitious trans-Eurasia Informati on Network project. Qther projects include
the closing of the digital divide and the pronotion of gl obal e-comerce.

The 26 | eaders were expected to adopt the Asia- Europe Cooperation
Framewor k ( AECF) which would outline Asenis vision, its fundanental
principles and objectives for the next century as well as concrete projects
to be pursued.
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