28/ 07/ 2000
Reachi ng a consensus - the Asean way

Lokman Mansor in Bangkok

BANGKOK, Thurs: The 33rd Associ ati on of Sout h-East Asi an Nations (Asean)
M ni sterial Meeting/Post Mnisterial Conferences (AWM PMC) and rel ated
meetings will end this Sunday, and in all likelihood will be declared a
maj or success by the host, Thail and.

No doubt, the reception and friendliness given to guests of the ki ngdom
t hroughout the 10-day neeting has been worthy of the "Land of Smiles".

The first to smle, of course, will be Thailand itself. Building onits
thene for the AMM "Towards a Conprehensi ve Devel opnent Agenda", the host
managed to achi eve nuch of what it proposed

Thai Prinme M nister Chuan Leekpai's suggestion for an Asean Trade Fair
was accepted by the AMM with Thailand to host the first. The Asean
Tr oi ka, anot her proposal by Chuan fromthe previous Asean Summit, was al so
approved.

The mnisters also signed the Joint Declaration for a Socially Cohesive
and Caring Asean, which "enbodi es Asean's resolve to cooperate in ensuring
that the people of Asean of all ages and groups have access to
opportunities to create for thenselves a decent and productive life".

Asean as a grouping al so had sonething to snmile about, with the
i naugural neeting of the Asean plus China, Japan and South Korea (Asean +
3) foreign mnisters.

Asean groups Brunei, Canmbodia, |ndonesia, Laos, Ml aysia, Myanmar
Phi | i ppi nes, Singapore, Thail and, and Vi et nam

The neeting consolidated East Asian cooperation further with discussions
on concrete projects and plans. Mire details should energe when they neet
at the relevant nministerial and officers |evel.

There have al ready been Asean + 3 informal summits since 1997, and
meeti ngs of the econom c and finance mnisters level in May, pronpting
some observers to conment that the Asean + 3 forumis devel oping into
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad' s original idea for an East
Asi an Econom ¢ Caucus ( EAEC).

It is also significant that the Asean + 3 forum has now been wel comed by
the 7th Asean Regi onal Forum (ARF), including previous EAEC critics the
US, EU and Australi a.

The ARF was al so a success for the inclusion of North Korea for the
first time. Waile previously the Korean Peninsula featured prom nantly in
the ARF' s di scussions on regional security matters, now they had the
opportunity to neet and talk face-to-face with Foreign Mnister Paek
Nanmsun.

Paki st an, eager to participate in the ARF as well, was di sappoi nted when
it was announced that the forummnisters decided that with the current 23
participants, the focus should be on consolidating the process of dial ogue
and cooperati on.

In addition to Pakistan, about 20 countries are also on the waiting |ist
to become ARF nmenbers, a clear testinony to the forum s inportance in
confi dence-buil di ng neasures within the region.

For three days begi nning tonorrow, Asean will neet its 10 dial ogue
partners during the PMC. It starts with the Asean + 10 neeting foll owed by
Asean + 1 neetings wth individual dial ogue partners.

At | east one PMC session, the Asean + 1 with Japan, is expected to
deliver further good news to Asean. Japan i s going to announce an
al l ocation of funds for the devel opnent of human resources in | ndochi nese



countries, as part of Asean's Mekong Subregi on Devel opnent Progranme.

If the success of the Asean + 3 is anything to go by, then the outcone
of the Asean + 1 meeting with China and South Korea shoul d al so be closely
wat ched.

Wth sniles all around, it is no wonder that journalists are eager to
see sonet hing concrete cone out of the neetings, sone agreenents signed
sonet hi ng on paper.

But smiling is also part of Asian culture, and when one is a guest it is
polite to smile even amd difficulty out of respect for the host. It would
be naive to believe that everyone was in agreenent over everything.

Frank and open di scussi ons behind cl osed doors, where concerns and
di fferences are rai sed and consi dered, and opi nions given sincerely, are
the stuff that enhance understandi ng and cooperation within the region.

It will be a real shane if, out of courtesy or other reasons, true
feelings and views are not aired in such gatherings. That would not be the
Asean way.

( END)
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