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By: Siti Hawa O hnman

TOKYO, May 21 (Bernamm) -- Rather than worry about China's rapid
energence as an econom ¢ powerhouse and its potential to pull away trade
and i nvestments, Southeast Asian countries would do better to develop a
synmbiotic relationship with that country that prom ses a win-win situation
for all, says Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad

"W have a need to understand the probl ens posed by China and we can
t hen design an approach that will mnimse the challenge and maxi m se the
opportunity,” the prinme mnister told an international conference here
t oday.

In his keynote address entitled, "China - A Challenge or an Cpportunity
for ASEAN', at the 8th N kkei International Conference here whose thenme was
"The Future of Asia - Emerging China and the Changi ng Regi onal Franmework,
he said China had realised that a prosperous and stabl e Sout heast Asia
woul d be good for it.

Dr Mahathir told the | argely Japanese audi ence that the only thing that
Sout h East Asians needed to worry was their attitude towards China.

He said if Southeast Asia tried to contain China, then an atnosphere of
confrontation woul d devel op, wasting resources on preparations for
conflicts and bringing no benefit to the region.

"But if Southeast Asia accepts the fact that China is there, that it
cannot be wi shed away, that it is going to play its role in the economc
devel opnent of East Asia and the world and accordingly ook at China as it
does Japan and Korea, then, as nmuch as Japan and South Korea have
contributed towards the prosperity of Southeast Asia, China too will do the
sane, " he said.

Dr Mahathir, who arrived here yesterday for a three-day working visit
fromMay 20-22, also held a closed-door neeting with Japanese Prine
M ni ster Junichiro Koizum at the latter's office at Sori Kantei this
nmor ni ng.

In his keynote speech, Dr Mahathir said although China woul d pose a
chal | enge to Sout heast Asian countries, the fact that they were all part of
the proposed East Asian Econom ¢ G oupi ng (EAEG woul d hel p resol ve nuch of
t hese probl ens.

As China woul d becone a nmenber of the EAEG chal |l enges posed by China
that m ght be damagi ng to Sout heast Asian countries could be di scussed and
mtigated at the forum

"VWhat renai ns woul d be opportunities for Southeast Asia to benefit from
China's economc prosperity and stability. Thus, China is both a challenge
and opportunity,” the prinme mnister said.

In this respect, he said Southeast Asian countries would have to |earn
to manage the chal | enges and sei ze the opportunites.

"The chances are that at worst, a balance will be attained but with
ast ut eness, Southeast Asia will benefit nore fromthe opening up of the
ever richer Chinese narkets," he said.

A rich China, he said, would need quite a lot of things that it could
not produce by itself and that its needs for everything woul d be enornous.

For instance, Dr Mahathir said Mal aysian and I ndonesian pal moil should
find a ready market in China and so woul d pul p and paper, oil and gas and
chem cals, and the availability of feedstock would give a conpetitive edge
to quite a few Sout heast Asian countries.

"China therefore cannot inpoverish other countries to the extent that



t hey cannot buy Chi nese products. Hence, it is inperative that China
ensures the survival and prosperity of the countries which will be its
mar kets, " he sai d.

"And this may mean increasing Chinese investnents in these countries
and i ncreasi ng purchases of raw naterials and conponents produced by these
countries,"” he added.

Wth the Asean Free Trade Area (Afta) acting as a stinmulus to nore
intra-Asean trade, Dr Mahathir said Asean too woul d not be a wal kover for
Chi na.

"Life will be tougher. Foreign Direct Investnments will dimnish. The
export-led growth will not be easy any | onger. But Southeast Asian
countries will be able to find a niche for thensel ves.

"Wor ki ng together, they will be able to use their conbined market to
mat ch that of China. Together, Asean 10 has nearly half the popul ati on of
China and their average per capita is as high as China's," he said.

G ven a period of peace and stability, Asean countries could grow and
devel op to becone an attractive narket and continue to be a good | ocation
for FDI's," Dr Mahathir said. -- BERNAMA
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