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Lear ni ng t hrough di al ogue

By Saiful Azhar Abdullah

SAl FUL AZHAR ABDULLAH exam nes howt he Langkawi I nternational Dial ogue,
first held nine years ago to forge devel opi ng-country partnerships, has
evolved into a platformon the world stage.

NOT many woul d now dare to di smss the Smart Partnership Di al ogue as a
mere tal k-shop.

I gnore the cynics, the detractors and the sceptics. As expected, they
wi Il continue to make unkind remarks to undermine it. They sinply refuse
to swall ow their words.

Ni ne years after its inception, the smart partnership di al ogue has
emerged as a vehicle for a neeting of mi nds. Mdst significantly, it has
energed as a platformfor devel opi ng nations to make t hensel ves heard.

Take |l ast year's Smart Partnership D al ogue, held in Ezul wini,

Swazi |l and, as an exanple. At a time when the poor countries were often
i gnored by the rich and powerful menbers of the World Trade Organi sati on,
the forummanaged to unite devel opi ng countri es.

The smart partners joined forces to speak with one voice. And at the end
of the dial ogue i n Swazil and, days before the WIOM ni sterial Meting
began i n Cancun, Mexico, the | eaders who attended t he Sout hern Africa
International Dialogue (SAID) issued a strong statenent calling for the
WOto be reforned to take i nto account the concerns of the devel opi ng
countries.

Narmed t he Ezul wi ni Statenment on a Just Reginme in G obal Trade, the
| eaders want ed the | arge nunber of small and vul nerabl e states to be given
a voice and role in the negotiating process at the WIO. The solidarity at
Ezul wi ni reflected the success of the Smart Partnership di al ogue.

Coincidental ly, the Di alogue this year is being held at the sane tine
the WIOis nmeeting in Geneva to nove the world trade tal ks forward. This
isthe first neeting since the mnisters |ast nmet in Cancun, when M ni ster
of International Trade and I ndustry Datuk Seri Rafi dah Azi z presented t he
Ezul wi ni statement to the WO

Today, the Smart Partners will nmeet again, this tine in Langkawi at the
Langkawi International D al ogue and the host is the new Mal aysi an Pri me
M ni ster, Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi , who has said that he is
conmtted to continuing with the dial ogue despite calls fromcertain
quarters to do away with it.

H s predecessor, Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, who was instrumental in
spear headi ng previ ous di al ogues, will attend in his capacity as the
Conmonweal t h Part nershi p for Technol ogy Managenent (CPTM Eneritus Fel | ow.

When the CPTM | ed by chairman Tan Sri Omar Abdul Rahman, nmet the Prine
M nister recently to discuss the focus of this year's dial ogue, Abdul |l ah
stressed the need for the dial ogue to focus on Mal aysian policies in the
context of the gl obal environnent and the policies devised to neet these
chal | enges.

Hence the thene of this year's LID - "Reconciling devel opnent chal | enges
wi th gl obal security through dial ogue".

"The Prinme Mnister wants it to focus on good governance, national
unity, national integrity and poverty. These are integral parts of
devel opnent. When we tal k about devel opnent, nost of us tal k about the
econom ¢ aspect of devel opnent.

"But here the Prime Mnister is nore concerned with the softer and
gentl er aspects of devel opnent," expl ai ns Orar.



King Mswati |11 of Swaziland, as the outgoing chairman of the dial ogue,
echoed the sane sentinent.

Bot h | eaders shared simlar views on nunerous i ssues, including good
governance, national unity, national integrity and poverty. They concurred
that these were the real challenges faced by countries in their
devel opnent process.

"I'f your country is not devel oped, that will be the greatest threat to
security," says Qmar.

"Sone countries, when they tal k about security, tal k about terrori smand
some suggest that the way to overconme terrorismis to blowit up with the
use of mlitary force

"That is not the solution. The best optionis to devel op the country,
er adi cat e poverty, provi de enpl oynment opportunities and give the people a
stake in the national econony. It neans stepping up devel opnent efforts.”

Those who cone for the dial ogue think alike. They are the ones who want
to learn fromMal aysi a's experience.

"I have often said that the di al ogue has becone a very useful platform
for sharing experiences on governance for devel opnent. Governance i s not
only for the public sector but also for the corporate sector," says Qrar.

The participants, the | eaders included, come with an open ni nd. They
meet as friends, share experiences and | earn fromone another. This is not
a formal class but an infornmal process that does not end with the cl ose of
the event. They continue to keep in touch | ong after. Many have becone
close friends and continue to consult one anot her informally.

"They do not cone here to sign agreenents but to share experiences and
what t hey have | earned. On returning to their hone countries they adapt
and apply the successful experiences and | essons to their donestic
situations," says Qmar.

Mal aysi a' s experience is one that many want to hear and | earn about.

Omar dismi sses the criticismby sonme quarters in the business fraternity
who are pessim stic about the outconme and its perceived | ack of tangible
results.

"I'f we viewit through a purely business prism and have very high
expectations for quick returns, then there woul d be di sappoi nt nent. Not
all benefits of the dial ogue can be neasured in ringgit and sen as many of
thementail building relationships - equally inportant in the business
worl d."

Then again, many participants are not aggressive in pursuing
opportunities or maybe there are other reasons for the | ack of progress in
thei r business ventures. The different environnments and cul tures nust be
under st ood, respected and adhered to i n doi ng business. No two countries
share the same busi ness environnent and it is essential that busi nessmen
and entrepreneurs respect | ocal cultures and practices.

Undoubtedly, it takes tine to adapt and adj ust to a new environnent.

"I'f the business person has a | arger perspective and a |ong-termview,

t he di al ogue may be useful. If you are | ooking for short-termgains, then
it may not be useful," says Omar.

The nore experienced can hel p gui de t he younger ones in their ventures
in new and uncharted territories and environnments. The | earni ng by
experience woul d hel p youth benefit fromtheir el ders.

But Omar feels the young busi ness | eaders shoul d not be deprived of the
know edge and experience of established entrepreneurs.

"The younger ones are trying to | earn and seek opportunities but they
can only learn fromthe experience of others by mingling with the
establ i shed busi ness | eaders at this dial ogue.

"This is why | appeal to our business | eaders to participate in the
Langkawi Di al ogue so that they can | end a hel ping hand to youth fromthe



participating countries. Many of theml ook forward to | earning fromthe
experience of others.”

The success of the dialogue is reflected inthe large participation. A
total of 60 countries will be represented at the dial ogue with seven heads
of governnents and 800 partici pants representing the governnent, private
sector, businesses, entrepreneurs, social groups, the first |adies and the
medi a.
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