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Advi ce di spensed with “~We know better' attitude

Mazl an Nor di n

SOME anal ysts appear to forget that the structure of power has changed in
countries once col oni sed by Western powers. Thus it is that advice, nore
often than not unsolicited, is dispensed with a "W know better"” attitude.

The swi sh of the col onial swagger cane conmes to mind as one reads or
hears some of the advice given. One such is the commentary by David Roche,
chief strategist for Independent Strategy, after Philippine President
G oria Macapagal Arroyo's recent visit to Malaysia. Published in the South
Chi na Morni ng Post newspaper in Hong Kong with a picture of the President
shaki ng hands with Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad, it bore
the heading: "G oria considers bad fit"

Summari sed then was Roche's personal account of why the Ml aysi a node
is not right to resolve the econonic problens of a Philippines steeped in
cronyi smand deficit governnment. Sonme excerpts:

"Al as, the President cones straight out of that m nd over market schoo
of the 1970s econonic thought typified by the University of the
Phi |l i ppines... She is thinking about doing the Mahathir thing of closing
the capital account and assum ng she knows better than the market what the
peso exchange rate shoul d be. She nay spend a ot of tinme on her knees,
but her relationship with God is unlikely to give her the perfect
know edge t he nmarket does not possess.”

One gains the inpression that Roche would dearly love to see his living
targets retreat with their tails between their |egs. That President Arroyo
runs a country of nmore than 70 million people with a host of problens
poses no problens to some anal ysts.

In contrast on another tangent was the warning fromKeith Whitson, chief
executive of HSBC Hol di ngs, that speculators were preparing to attack the
currencies of the world' s weakest econonies. He declined to identify at-
risk countries. Countries such as Thail and, Indonesia and Ml aysi a recal
the ravages caused by hedge funds such as those | ed by George Soros, the
financi al mani pul ator. But no anal ysts advi se t heml

Advice of a different hue is given in regard to problens facing
I ndonesia in Indonesia in Transition: Social Aspects of Refornmasi and
Crisis published by the Institute of Southeast Asia Studies, Singapore.
Contributors canme froma nunber of countries, including Australi a,

Engl and, Hol Il and and I ndonesia itself.

Menti oned by Professor J.A . C. Mackie fromthe Australian National
Uni versity, Canberra, was the huge damage done to Indonesia' s i nage by so
many TV shots which gave "an utterly m sl eadi ng" picture of the | ndonesian
people. Listed are four separate crises facing | ndonesi a:

* The East Tinor crisis then donmi nating the news headlines in Australi a;

* Alooming crisis of national unity or territorial fragmentation, in
which the threat inplicit in Aceh's demands for a referendum on
separation, analogous to East Tinmor's, is likely to prove far nore serious
and difficult to resolve than the | oss of East Tinor;

* The crisis of denocratisation and conpletion of the transition from
the autocratic Suharto regine to one which will be nore responsive and
accountable to the people, in which the wealthy power brokers of the old
regine (the now discredited "New Order") will not be able to nake a
comeback in sonme guise, and styme the drive for effective and soci al
reform and,

* The econom c crisis of 1997-98, fromwhich there has been little sign



of a lasting recovery so far, and sone alarm ng indications of a possible
turn for the worse

I nvol ved in nore ways than one in the first crisis is Australi a.

Surely of interest, especially to Muslins, is the comentary on the
| ndonesi an reaction to a femal e President. At one stage ex-President
Abdurrahman Wahid a. k.a. Gus Dur had attacked Megawati on sensitive
i ssues, including her gender and what was said to be her lack of Islamc
credenti al s.

Her ascent to the presidency of a nation with 210 mllion people, the
fourth largest in the world, will now be watched by Muslinms since it
crosses the boundaries between politics and religion.

Meanwhi | e, cl ose nei ghbour Singapore faces other issues as it prepares
for the next election while slipping into recession. Once again Australia
is involved as when nedia proprietor Kevin Stokes chal |l enged Si ngapore's
investnments in Australia's tel ecomunications and airline industries by
attacki ng Si ngapore's human rights record.

As quoted in The Australian newspaper, Stokes said: "The Government of
Si ngapore and its corporations have a way of conducting business in
Si ngapore that woul d not be acceptable to the majority of Australians.”

Mentioned el sewhere - in a Hong Kong newspaper - were allegations by
unnaned "l eadi ng defence specialists" that Singapore had been spying on
Australia since 1981.

This was in relation to Singapore Tel ecommuni cations' (SingTel) plan to
buy Australia's second | argest tel ecommuni cati ons conpany, Cabl e and
Wrel ess Optus. Singapore has since denied the allegations, and in the end
its bid for Optus was approved by the Australian authorities.

To this nmust be added the analysis in a special report by the Singapore
M nistry of Trade and | ndustry about serious inplications for the island
republic and a fragnented Asean, and of increased integration between
Chi na and Taiwan. The threat to Singapore is clear and present, according
to a Singaporean anal yst. Singapore's exports, especially electronics, are
i n danger of losing their conpetitiveness.

Al'l of which rem nds us of other factors not borne in mnd by anal ysts
who not only di spense advice but also adnmoni sh | eaders of countries now
soverei gn and i ndependent. They do well to renenber that the sw sh of the
col oni al swagger cane is not tol erated.
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