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Dr M Devel opi ng countries nust speak with one voice

Sai ful Azhar Abdullah in Jakarta

DATUK Seri Dr Mahat hir Mdhamad sai d devel opi ng nati ons shoul d speak with
one voice to urge devel oped countries to provide information and

comuni cation technol ogy at nore affordable prices as well as support

i nfostructure devel opment and fi nanci ng.

In his speech at the inaugural session of the G 15 Sunmt held at the
Jakarta Convention Centre yesterday, the Prinme M nister, speaking on
behal f of Asian nenber nations, said devel oping countries have to
participate actively and together in global negotiations on |CT.

"Acting individually, we have limted capacity in wthstanding the
mount i ng chal | enges confronting us.

"Acting collectively and in concert with each other, we can nmake a stand
and even contribute to shaping a future in which the concerns and
i nterests of devel oping countries are taken into account," he said.

Stating that the sunmt came at a very crucial tinme for devel opi ng
countries and G 15, Dr Mahathir said:

"Clearly, every aspect of our lives and the manner countries are
conducting their relations have been affected by the march of
gl obal i sati on, which has been accelerated by the revolution in ICT

"While we do not deny that gl obalisation brings benefits, we have al so
to acknow edge t he chal |l enges and risks that unfettered gl obalisation has
br ought .

"W have to manage the chall enges and be wary of the risks if we do not
wi sh to be marginalised.”

The Prime M nister said globalisation had exacerbated the
vul nerabilities of devel oping countries and eroded their national policy-
maki ng capacity.

In the area of trade, for instance, devel oping countries had been unabl e
to overcone the inequitable and declining ternms of trade agai nst that of
devel oped countri es.

Yet, he said, devel oped countries continued to push devel opi ng countries
to further liberalise their trade regardl ess of whether or not their
econom es were ready or able to cope with the process.

Asi de from bei ng al ready di sadvantaged by the inbal ances contai ned in
the Uruguay Round agreenents, devel oping countries were being pressured
into agreeing to a new round of Wirld Trade Organi sati on negoti ati ons,

i ncorporating new i ssues demanded by devel oped countri es.

"Indeed if these new issues were to be included, devel oping countries
would ultimately | ose whatever linmited policy discretion they stil
possess in pursuing their devel opnent di mensi on and nati on-buil ding
process.

"I'n the financial sector, despite painful |essons that should be drawn
fromthe Asian financial crisis, we have been di sappointed with the little
progress made to reformthe international financial architecture.

"Sad to say, the focus has tended to be nore on ideol ogi cal rather than
the practical issues."

The failure of the free market to self-regulate international finance as
wel |l as misallocated resources and vol atil e exchange rates have | argely
been ignored, said Dr Mahathir.

I nst ead, the highly questionable value of free and unregul ated nmarkets
are still being touted as the ideal which nust be adhered to at whatever
cost.



"The i deol ogy of market freedomit seens is nore inportant than the
wel | - bei ng of human society."

Dr Mahathir said it has becone all too clear that the Internationa
Monetary Fund is nore a political instrument than one for financial
rehabilitation.

There is little hope that contrary views will be entertai ned, he said.

However, the Prime Mnister said Mal aysia was encouraged by the G 15
consensus that it assunme a nore proactive role in the international
financial architecture reformprocess.

"To give effect to this commtment, Ml aysia will convene a neeting of
G 15 experts in the next few nmonths."

On the ICT revolution, Dr Mahathir said I CT has energed as an additiona
chal | enge to devel opi ng countri es.

He said in order to benefit fromI|CT, devel oping countries nust create
an efficient systemof know edge nmanagenent where know edge coul d be
shared, distributed and anal ysed to enabl e the creation of new know edge.

As devel opi ng countries, he said they nust overcone nmgjor inpedinents in
order to seize the opportunities offered by the digital era by devel opi ng
necessary hunman capital and devel opi ng good infostructure as well as a
pragnatic | egal and policy franmework.

However, to harness |CT for devel opnent, the prinmary problemfaced by
devel oping countries was the | ow accessibility to the network.

"Service penetration especially to renote and rural areas where the
maj ority of our people live is | ow

"The devel oped econonies, for instance, have a penetration rate for
fixed lines and Internet at around 50 per cent of the popul ati on whereas
t he devel opi ng economni es are | angui shing at bel ow 20 per cent."

Dr Mahathir said the biggest hurdle to overconme was the cost involved in
fi nanci ng conprehensi ve i nfostructure devel opnent.

"Even if we deregul ate the provision of such services, we still have to
address the inclination of the private sector to concentrate on
commercially viable areas or services that command prem um char ges.

"Leaving the financing of infostructure entirely to the private sector
is to aggravate the digital divide not only within the country but al so
the greater divide between countries.”

Dr Mahathir said besides the infostructure, creating a know edge soci ety
that was not only conputer literate but has the capacity to create content
and application solutions in order to | everage on I CT for devel opnent was
al so i nportant.

However, he said the rapid advancenent in ICT had its downsi de which
needed to be addressed.

"I CT has facilitated an expl osive increase in short-termfinanci al
specul ations in stock and currency nmarkets and ot her financial markets and
enabl ed highly | everaged institutions such as hedge funds to specul ate."

In Mal aysia, the Prine Mnister said the | ack of infostructure was
viewed not nmerely fromthe technical perspective but also fromthe policy
appr oach.

"W have learnt that sone intervention is required in order to rebal ance
a purely market-driven environnent.

"Malaysia will be instituting the Universal Service Provision, whereby a
fund financed through mandatory contributions fromlicensed operators
woul d be established to provide service to areas formerly negl ect ed.

"The Governnent would al so provide direct funding to connect schools and
other public institutions," he said, adding that devel oping countries
could learn fromlIndia in devel opi ng content industries as well as in
creative nedia.
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