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Year ended on eventful note, eyes turn to Asia
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LAST year was an eventful year. In many ways the world of busi ness and
politics has changed dramatically. The role of nmulti-lateral organisations
and especially that of the United Nations had been undermn ned and the
maj or devel oped countries ignored the will and vi ews of the many and t ook
their own unil ateral decisions.

It sawthe US-led coalition invading Irag. But the main reason for the
i nvasi on, weapons of mass destruction, have not been found. The lies by
coalition | eaders brought mllions to protest against their actions. The
Western nedia reports were chal |l enged by those fromthe M ddl e East, which
offered an alternative

The capture of Saddam Hussein five nonths after US President George W
Bush decl ared, "m ssi on acconpl i shed" has not stopped t he sporadi c attacks
on coalition forces in occupied Iraq

The "domi no theory" that renmpoval of Saddamand Anerican-inposed rule in
Baghdad woul d spread Western style denpbcracy in the region is debatabl e.

But what is certainis that Saddam s renoval has created nore chaos and
instability.

The war on terror is spreading and the world in | ess safe today than it
was at start of 2003. This has pronpted Governnents around the world to
i mpl enent strict security neasures. Those fromlslanic countries and with
Musl i mnanes and | ooks are subj ected to t horough checks, includi ng body
checks, on entry into the US

Even those who have lived in the US for many years find their |ives have
been turned topsy-turvy by the authorities.

Cvil liberties and human rights of individuals are violated in the nane
of war against terrorism But poor devel opi ng countries are condemed f or
taki ng preventive neasures to protect their societies and citizens.

Duri ng 2003, devel opi ng countries stood up for thensel ves and nmade their
col I ective voices heard on the trade front in Cancun, Mexico. For the
first time they said "no" to the denands of devel oped countries that woul d
have adversely affected their trade and Iiveli hood.

It was a victory for devel oping countries and the tal ks were not a
"failure" as the devel oped countries woul d have us believe. It was the
first tine that devel oping countries fromAsia, Africa and Latin Anmerica
conmbined their forces to ensure that the voice of the majority was heard.
Devel opi ng countries make up the majority of the WO nenber shi p.

The out come in Cancun has pronpted the US and ot her countries to
i ncreasingly seek bilateral trade agreenents. The Japanese have al so
signed a bilateral free-trade agreement, its first ever, with Singapore
and i s seeking simlar agreenments with ot her Asean nenbers.

On the business front, the world of big business has cone under
scrutiny. The frauds, corporate scandals, lifestyles of rich and i nfanous
have been exposed. The | ack of transparency, good corporate governance and
dodgy accounting seens rife, judging by the numerous headl i nes.

Chi ef executives were sonme of the worst offenders, especially in the US
It appeared to be a case of "harapkan pagar, pagar makan padi " (taking
advant age of the situation). The m nority sharehol ders and enpl oyees were
| eft holding the short end of the stick.

The euro has gai ned agai nst the US doll ar, and the expansion of the EU
east-wards i s nmovi ng al ong but there are bunps al ong the way. The European
Constitution has not been approved and the smal | er nenbers, Spain and



Pol and, have made their stand clear and stood up for their rights.

Asia is where the action is. The regi on, having recovered fromthe
financial crisis of 1997-1998, is set to post the highest growth rates in
the world this year. It is better equi pped to deal with external shocks
because of its high foreign reserves. The region is also nore confident
and won't be dictated to by other powers.

The worl d' s second | argest economny, Japan, i s showi ng signs of recovery.
Tokyo's real GDP grew at an annualised rate of 2.2 per cent inthe third
quarter - the seventh consecutive growth quarter.

China, which registered 11 per cent growth in the third quarter, is
among t he fastest grow ng economes in the world. India has also
registered a six per cent grow h.

There are increased trade |inks regionally with China beconm ng a maj or
trading partner with a nunmber of South-east Asian nations. It has stolen a
mar ch on Japan, which has been | eft to play "catch up" with Beijinginits
relations with Asean.

Chinais attracting attention. Its manufacturing machi nery and success
with exports has sent shivers in the US which wants Beijing to revalue its
currency, which the Wite House cl ai ns poses unfair conpetitionto
Anerican exporters. Protectionismis alive and kicking in the US.

G obalisationis on the march. Its effects are being felt by the
devel oped as wel |l as devel opi ng countri es.

Conpani es seeki ng maxi mumbenefits and returns for their investnents are
out sourci ng many j obs. Anong others, Indiawithits highly educated and
qualified | abour force is a najor destination for American conpani es.

Corporations find that they could get many jobs done for | ess nobney
overseas. This is particularly true of service jobs, where one of the
requi renents i s nmastery of English.

Wth an eye on the Novenber el ection, the Bush White House i s pandering
to | obby group demands and rai sing trade barriers for the textiles, steel
and agriculture.

Ther e have al so been nuner ous di sasters. The devastati ng earthquake in
I ran has brought worl dwi de hel p. For the first time, Washi ngton, which
| abelled Iran as anong the "axis of evil" has come forward with
assi stance. This pronpted sone to | abel the nove as "di saster di pl omacy"
and whet her real diplomacy will prevail after the dust has settled is yet
to be seen.

On the home front, the biggest devel opnent | ast year was the snooth
change i n | eadershi p. Tun Dr Mahat hi r Mohamad handed over the reins of
Government to Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad Badawi . Mal aysia' s fifth Prinme
M ni ster has wasted no tinme in getting down to business.
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