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Koi zum conmitted to boosting ties with the Asean nei ghbours

Cheah Chor Sooi

ARMED with a partnership programe to bring the econom es of East Asia
together, Prime Mnister Junichiro Koizum is blazing through five Asean
capitals in the same breath - tackling bilaterial and regional issues.

The fiery reformer, who flew to Bangkok yesterday norning, got into
action al nost instantaneously on arrival in Kuala Lunmpur on Thursday by
hol di ng an hour-1ong cl osed-door exchange with his counterpart Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mohanad.

Fresh froma neeting with Philippine President doria Macapagal Arroyo a
day earlier, the charismatic | eader who turned 60 | ast Tuesday, enphasised
the need for East Asian countries to be nore cohesive and unified to
enable the region to play a role in the mainstream gl obal econony.

Koi zum , whose tradenmark wavy "Lion King' hairstyle stood out anong
those who had a first glinpse of him was adanant to forge ahead with his
governnment's refornms for prosperity and strengthening of future co-
operation with its eastern nei ghbours.

H's trip, scheduled for |ast Septenber but delayed by the horrific Sept
11 events, is being seen as a direct response to fears anong Japanese
busi nessnmen, and the governnent, that the nation nay lose to China in
trade deals with Asean nations.

Qoviously, the nove follows China's increasing interest to forge nore
permanent trade ties with Asean nations by initiating tal ks |ast Novenber
at the Asean plus three (Japan, China and South Korea) neeting in Brunei

Based on the spirit of acting and advanci ng together as sincere and open
partners, the econom c partnership initiative advocated by Koi zum covers
an enornous sphere - trade and investnent, science and technol ogy, human
resource devel opment and education - anong ot hers.

Towards this end, Ml aysia even offered itself as the venue for an
Asean- Japan University, which will capitalise on unenpl oyed Japanese
manpower to provide technical and human resource training to people from
the Asian region and other parts of the world.

A success synbol of Malaysia's Look East Policy inplemented by Dr
Mahat hir in 1981, the university is expected to further strengthen co-
operation in the areas of technical co-operation and information
t echnol ogy between Mal aysi a and Japan

As clouds of uncertainties still hover over the future of the sluggish
Japanese econony, Dr Mhathir has expressed hope the country's second nost
i nportant trading partner would be able to overcone its decade-I|ong
economni ¢ decline in due course.

Per haps, Koi zum should be forgiven for lying | ow on the offering of
financial aid, although the Liberal Denocratic Party |eader has assured Dr
Mahat hir that Ml aysia could continue to access the yen loan “for specific
project as and when necessary'.

"Unli ke his predecessors, he should not be taken as a cheque book Prine
M nister," said a Japanese official on the del egation

"Nonet hel ess, there is no shadow of a doubt that since he came to power
in April, he has been very keen on Asean. He is committed to boost ties
wi th the Asean nei ghbours and he knows he has to start working fast for
Japanese PM s have a very short |ifespan,” the official added.

The Japanese econony is |anguishing in a slunp that began with the
col | apse of stock and property markets nore than a decade ago. It |inped
into 2002 wi th unenpl oynent at an all-tinme high of 5.5 per cent and the



stock market at an 18-year-I| ow

A 10 per cent ODA (official devel opment assistance) cut in the 2002
budget has meant Koi zum also has less to offer Philippines and | ndonesia
whi ch have traditionally relied heavily on Japan for devel opnent
assi stance.

Wrse still, Japan's forner financial diplomt Ei suke Sakaki bara had
recently predicted the yen may further weaken to 150-160 per US doll ar
towards the end of 2002 and that its depreciation reflected the country's
poor econoni c fundanental s.

In the short-term the professor at Keio University in Tokyo expected
the yen to depreciate to the 135-140 | evel towards end of March. The
dol lar shot up to a three-year high of 133.37 yen on Wdnesday.

Overall, the yen has fallen 10 per cent against the dollar over the past
two nont hs.

"The bilateral ties between Ml aysia and Japan have to enter a new phase
to survive future chall enges.

"Japanese investors can no | onger associate Malaysia with cheap | abour
or Mal aysia be over-reliant on Japan as a financial source. The co-
operation must take on to a new plane,"” added the official

Wth a strong rel ationship based on trade and investnent, the two
countries need to | ook closer at the business opportunities and devise
ways of co-operation so that they can be assured of synbiotic benefits.
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