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Set back for Asean+3 secretari at

Sai ful Azhar Abdul | ah

"I think I amtrying to understand the Asean culture ... | am beginning to
| earn.” These were the words froman official in the Ml aysian del egation
after the Foreign Mnisters at the 35th Asean M nisterial Meeting dunped
Mal aysi a's proposal to set up an Asean+3 Secretariat in Kuala Lumpur.

Per haps, they shoul d understand the Asean culture, politics and | anguage
wher e nei ghbours are sensitive, suspicious and envious of one anot her

Si ngapore and I ndonesia are the strongest opponents to the idea. "W
cannot have two bus drivers," said an |Indonesi an del egate expressing
concern that the Asean+3 secretariat would take the shine away fromthe
Asean Secretariat in Jakarta.

In fact, there were tal ks that Singapore was trying to "neutralise" the
i dea by inserting the word "no consensus” in the joint conmuni que which
noted Malaysia's offer to host the secretariat.

Mal aysi a had offered RVMB8 nmillion as seed funding for the secretari at
for five years and a yearly allocation to bear its operational costs. Yet,
t he nmenbers remai n unconvi nced.

Mal aysi a made three offers and all were rejected. Wien the first
proposal failed to get through, Malaysia offered to have a branch of the
Asean+3 unit in Kuala Lunpur.

VWhen that idea was di sregarded, Ml aysia called on the nenbers to agree
in principle to have an Asean+3 secretari at.

"We nade a radical suggestion, but I think the feeling is that we should
nove slower at the director-general's |evel.

"W will adopt a step-by-step approach until our view in respect of the
secretariat can be fully realised,"” said Foreign Mnister Datuk Seri Syed
Ham d Al bar.

Mal aysi @' s proposal was nmeant to prepare Asean for stiffer conpetition
fromCentral/Latin/North Arerica (Free Trade Area of the Anericas), Europe
(enlarged to include Eastern Europe) and East Asia.

But Mal aysia's greatest di sappointnent at the neeting was why certain
menber countries declined to support its idea.

And could a consensus be reached if the idea canme from countries other
t han Mal aysi a?

Ironically, when Japan suggested the setting up of a separate
secretariat for the Asean Regional Forum the Philippines was quick to
support such an idea "because of the inportance of ARF"

"This is the irony of it all. It is paradoxical, when we tal k about
econom ¢ co-operation, they are very fearful. Wen it cones to security,
suddenly they said its okay," said an official

The menbers should be nore cautious and sensitive about ARF, which
touches on security matters, whereas in the AMM nenbers tal ked about
econom ¢ co-operation

"Asean sonetinmes has the tendency to be too careful. They say step-by-
step .. evolutionary, you nmust nove at a pace you are confortable with,"
said Syed Ham d

But observers say, this is the favourite | anguage used by Asean nenbers
to derail each other's initiatives.

Some Asean nenbers have been saying that the organisation has to be nore
agile, to make it nore relevant, but it is puzzling that sonetinmes their
judgnments seemcontrary to their beliefs.

Despite the setback, Ml aysia has indicated that it will continue to



pursue the idea. The Plus 3 nenbers (China, South Korea and Japan) are
supportive of having a separate secretariat for Asean+3.

Japan has gone on the record to indicate that it supports the idea.

There is a consol ation for Ml aysia. The setting up of the Asean+3 unit
could provide a foundation for Malaysia to pursue its efforts to
institutionalise Asean+3.

Fears over the Asean+3 secretariat overlapping with the functions of the
Asean secretariat nust be allayed.

A senior Ml aysian official was not denoralised by the AMM deci si on.

"W have achi eved our objectives. W want to see the
institutionalisation of Asean+3. The secretariat is not the end of it all
because we have succeeded in maki ng Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir's vision of
seei ng Asean+3 beconming a reality."
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