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PM East Asia nust speak its mnd

reports on "Asia Economic Sunmt 2002" by Raml an Sai d; Rozi ana Hansaw

EAST Asi an nations can contribute nmuch to econonmic recovery if they are
prepared to be critical and able to initiate an East Asian solution to
regi onal and worl d econom c probl ens.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad said these nations
possessed sufficient clout and had shown a capacity to contribute towards
the wi sdom of the human race.

"It would be a pity if the voice of East Asia is stifled or so
di strusted that they may not speak to each other wi thout the presence of
peopl e outside the region,” he said when opening the Asia Econom c Summ t
i n Kual a Lunmpur yesterday.

The sunmit is organised by the Asian Strategy and Leadership Institute.

The Prime Mnister said the region could have avoi ded the financi al
crisis in 1997 if they had dared to oppose currency trading and
mani pul ati on.

Citing the East Asian Econom ¢ Caucus as an exanple of the need to "do
t hi ngs our own way", he said it was proposed not as a regi onal economc
bl oc but a consultative group of countries in the region

"The idea was to critically study common problens and the new i deas
comng fromthe West. No one has the nonopoly on w sdom

"East Asian nations have as nuch capacity as anyone el se to exam ne and
formul ate new ideas or to reject what is presented before it."

One exanple was the call for a free market.

But the Prime Mnister noted that prior to the ascendancy of the free
mar ket, deregulation and the retreat of CGovernnents, the econony of the
wor |l d was doi ng rather well.

Countries devastated by war had recovered and gone on to unprecedented
prosperity, becom ng econonmic tigers and dragons and admired for the
mracles they perforned, he said.

Al so, Dr Mahathir said, while the Wst preached about free market, fair
conpetition and a level playing field, it was their conpanies which were
busy engaging in nmergers and acquisition until the players becanme enornous
and domi nated the field.

The Prime Mnister said due to |l oss of self-respect and sel f-confidence,
many countries in the region found it difficult to successfully recover
fromthe financial crisis.

They did not have the ability to reject renedies prescribed by the Wst,
al t hough they were not suitable.

"Even when they discover that their detractors are actually far from
practising what they preach, they cannot bring thenselves to do their own
t hi ng.

"They struggle to reformthe way they are told they should."

Dr Mahathir said the West failed to realise that sudden changes in the
way of doing things were disruptive.

No matter how good the reformwas, he said, instant adoption would
di srupt and damage rather than yield the expected results.

"We shoul d therefore always be circunspect when adopti ng new ways of
doi ng things," he said.

Dr Mahathir also said that now, business was not about making rea
profit or accummul ati ng assets but creating market perception of the val ue
of conpani es.

Share price was the all inportant el enment, he said, that it need not



reflect the profitability or real worth of the conpany.
But Dr Mahathir said when the non-viability of these entities becane

evident, like in the case of dotcom conpanies, the shares were dunped and
pani c fol |l owed.
"Billions of dollars were | ost and contributed towards recession in even

t he nost powerful economes.™

Later, responding to a question froma participant during a dial ogue, Dr
Mahat hir said the free narket demand that there be deregul ati on shoul d not
be realised whol ly.

"We should have at |east sone regul ations. They demand for deregul ation
but whenever they face problens, they ask Governnments to regul ate

"It is not true they believe in deregulation and free nmarket. They
bel i eve as long as they are doing well but when they suffer, they cone
running to the Governnment for help."

To a question on transparency, Dr Mahathir said there could not be an
absol ute one as secrecy was needed in certain things.

"For instance, we cannot conduct a business if everything is open to the
public. Transparency is good but let's be realistic ... anyway, we know
t hat people who tal k about transparency are not really transparent.™

Dr Mahathir was al so asked about whether East Asian countries could
depend on donestic consunption to revive their econom es.

The Prime Mnister said it was not possible, citing Mal aysia as an
exanpl e of a country that depended heavily on foreign investnments and
exports to progress.

"Mal aysia will not survive if it is to depend on donestic consunption
only. W do not believe in isolation; we need to trade with each other and
access their markets."

To a suggestion that East Asian countries do something to recover funds
"spirited" fromthe region during the economc crisis, Dr Mahathir said
the problemof illegal nonies stashed in safe havens was one aspect that
could be taken up when reviewing the international financial architecture.

He said it was up to the financial community to change banking | aws
adopted by some countries that had hel ped create safe havens.
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