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MAHATHI R CALLS FOR FAI RER VEALTH DI STRI BUTI ON AMONG NATI ONS

By: Tham Choy Lin

SI NGAPORE, Sept 10 (Bernama) -- Malaysian Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad toni ght received the Asean Achievenent M I | enni um Award
and in his acceptance speech called on poorer countries to suggest ideas to
shape a nore equitable world.

The out spoken Mal aysi an | eader, recogni sed as a voice for the Third
Wrld, said a fairer distribution of wealth was possi ble but the current
trend of gl obalisation was benefiting only a few and the rich who has the
capital to take advantage of the borderl ess market.

"The world is extrenely rich in resources, human and material. There is
no reason why any country should be poor. It is entirely possible for
wealth to be nore fairly distributed,” he said during the black-tie award
di nner attended by 700 business captains fromthe region at the Ritz
Carlton hotel.

Former Singapore president Wee Kim We presented the award whi ch cane
fromthe Asean Busi ness Forum the organisation of business executives from
the region, in recognition of Dr Mahathir's efforts for turning Ml aysia
into an exenplary and dynani c nation and contribution to the Association of
Sout heast Asian Nations (Asean).

Al so present were his wife Datin Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mhanmed Ali, Wrks
M ni ster Datuk Seri S Sanmy Vel lu, Donestic Trade and Consuner Affairs
M ni ster Tan Sri Mihyiddi n Yassin, National Econom c Action Counci
executive director Datuk Mistapa Mohamed and Johor Menteri Besar Datuk
Abdul Ghani O hman

Si ngapore's Senior Mnister Lee Kuan Yew was al so honoured with a
simlar award for his role in transform ng Singapore and contribution to
Asean.

Dr Mahathir, who described the award as an added honour for Mal aysia
said so far, ideas about the future had originated fromthe West and it was
time that poorer nations and Asean nenber countries come up with their own
i deas.

Asean could play a role in forging a nore equitable world econonic
order by looking after the interest of all its 10 nmenbers and be united on
the negotiation for a new round of Wrld Trade Organi sation (WO tal ks, he
sai d.

"We nust know fully and exactly what are the possibilities and dangers
whi ch the new international economc reginme will pose for us before we
agree to a new round of WO tal k.

"W want to know exactly how the rich countries conplied with the
agreements during the first round,” said Dr Mahathir.

He said poor countries nust be given | eeway and protection because it
was unrealistic to insist that everyone adopted standard policies and
practices given their different stages of devel opnent.

He said non-trade issues such as |abour standards, human rights,
denocracy and child | abour were inportant but should be tackled at other
forunms and not linked to trade and investnments because it woud inpose
trenmendous strains on poor devel oping countries.

Calling hinmself a "universal recalcitrant”, Dr Mahathir repeated his
suggestion to levy a minute tax on rich international businesses which
could be used to build infrastructure in poor countries to stinulate
econom ¢ devel oprent .

VWhen enriched, the poor would be nore ready to buy goods and services



of the rich, said Dr Mahathir who was first branded a "recalcitrant” by
former Australian prem er Paul Keating during his tenure.

The Mal aysi an | eader al so voiced concern that nation states woul d cease
to be independent, dwarfed by col ossal business corporations resulting from
the spate of mergers and acquisitions taking place.

"Perhaps, this will be good for efficiency, although | doubt it. But
when busi ness corporations becone richer and bi gger than nost nation
states, they will want to dictate to the whole world so as to cater to
their unlimted greed.

"Nations will cease to be independent. They wi |l becone just units for
the servicing of the great banks and corporations,” he said.

Dr Mahathir also took the opportunity to underline his faith in Asean
whi ch he said had achieved unity and capacity for concerted action since
its inception 34 years ago.

In addition to the group's various economc initiatives such as the
Asean Free Trade Area (Afta) and Asean Investnment Area, Dr Mahathir said
physi cal |ingkages |ike the proposed Singapore-Kunmng rail |ink was
important to further facilitate econom c integration

Lee's speech was domi nated by the economic prospects of the region
whi ch had | ost much foreign direct investnment to China.

He said Asean woul d be sidelined unless investors can use the
advant ages of the different countries in the grouping to site manufacturing
for the Asean market and the rest of the world.

He al so said that Asean could, as a group and individually, forge
stronger connections with the major economes to increase trade and
i nvestment fl ows.

Lee said that when he was offered the award, he had asked his Mnistry
of Trade and Industry for views and the feedback was that he shoul d,
together with Dr Mahathir, draw attention to Asean's capacity to recover.

H's Foreign Mnistry said it would be worth the effort but it would
take some time before high tide returns, he said.

Lee said, however, recent devel opnents were prom sing, noting the new
| eadership in I ndonesia, Thailand and the Philippines and that in Ml aysi a,
"PM Dr Mahathir is clearly in full command.”
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