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Fri endshi p beyond trade with Asean

By K C. Boey
El THER di pl omat extraordi nai re Ri chard Whol cott knew nore t han he was
prepared to say or he was indul ging in w shful thinking.

At the lunch that Wol cott hosted as founding director of the Asia
Soci ety Austral Asia Centre in Mel bourne for Asean Secretary-General Ong
Keng Yong, the former head of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
spoke of the influence of the bureaucracy.

He who draws up the agenda calls the shots, he nused of the prospect
t hat Asean Pl us Three (Chi na, Japan, South Korea) mght turn into Asean
Pl us Five (including Australia and New Zeal and) .

If Ong knew nmore at the lunch, where he was the speaker, all he was
prepared to say was that he was going back to a neeting of Asean econonic
m ni sters where the question of Australia's engagenent in the region would
be di scussed.

The foll owi ng week, the Asean ministers were to nake an announcenent
that Australians were to see as a break-through for Australia in the
regi on.

On the surface, Ong's flying visit through Sydney, Canberra and
Mel bourne was primarily cel ebratory.

Australia was marki ng 30 years of what Foreign M nister Al exander Downer
described as its "di al ogue partnershi p” with Asean.

I n Canberra, Downer was | aunchi ng t he publicati on ASEAN - Australia 30
years of devel opnent cooperation

Ong's visit itself "is a high point inthis anniversary year and furt her
underlines the i mportance Australia places on the partnership that has
devel oped si nce we becane Asean's first dial ogue partner in 1974", said
Downer .

Downer of fered evi dence of progress, which has in the main escaped
notice. The public focus is on trade. And on that score, the public
i mgination is of Asean's rebuff of Australi a.

Si nce 1995, there has been talk of linking the two principal trade
organi sations in the region - the Asean Free Trade Area (Afta) and the
Cl oser Economic Rel ations (CER) trade agreement between Australia and New
Zeal and.

The ai m has been to expand trade and i nvest nent between the two, and to
encour age regional econonmic integration

Beyond t he nmar ket potential of Asean's 540 m|lion people, Australians
see an Afta-CER | ink as a stepping stone to the huge consumer nmarkets in
China and India, in addition to the advanced econoni es of Japan, South
Korea and Tai wan.

But neetings after Afta-CER neetings have cone to nought. Courtesy
masked t he di sappoi nt mrent anong Ong' s hosts i n his public engagenents.
Beneat h the sniles and gl ad- handi ng, and polite questions put to him the
underlyi ng sentinent was "show ne t he noney".

If Ong had an answer, it was not for himto say as a bureaucrat. It was
not until the foll owi ng week that Asean's economic ministers neetingin
Si ngapor e signed a conmuni que to "upgrade econom c relation" with
Austral ia and New Zeal and.

Australian Prime M nister John Howard and New Zeal and Prime M ni ster
Helen ark will beinvitedto join asunmt neeting of Asean | eaders in
Vientiane in Novenber to | aunch negotiations on a free trade agreement
bet ween Afta and CER



Miuch of the news centred on forner Prime Mnister Tun Dr Mahathir
Mohamad, with the media attributing the newdevel opment to Dr Mahathir's
rel i nqui shing of | eadership in Ml aysia.

The nedi a had | ong been convinced that Dr Mahat hir had been the
stunbling bl ock to Australia's engagement wi th Asean.

Downer, under repeated questioni ng, woul d not be drawn. As he told ABC
Radio: "It is often said that Ml aysia vetoed Australia. | thinkit's a
bit more conplicated than that.

"I think up until sone time ago there may have been other countries
hi di ng behind the Mal aysi an veto as well."

He said the Asean initiative was "an i nportant devel opnent ... where the
Asean countries are very forthcom ng and wanting to build their
relationship with Australia and we appreciate it".

Busi ness i s delighted. Peter Wal sh, chairman of the Australian Services
Roundt abl e, tells the New Sunday Ti nes that while Australia's trade with
Asean is at present not in the sane | eague as its trade with northern
Asia, there is enornous potential to expand the export of services.

"Wth the same tine zone, cl ose geo-graphical |ocation and strong
cultural and education ties, the energi ng Asean nati ons shoul d be high on
the Iist of Australia's trading partners."

"Export of services such as banki ng, insurance, business and
pr of essi onal assi stance, rather than substituting for | ocally provided
services, will enhance the capacity of the devel opi ng Asean countries to
consol i date and growtheir comodity and manuf act ur e- based exports.

"Areal "win-win' for both Australia and the Asean nations."

Manuf act urer M chael Crouch, one of three Australians appoi nted by Howard
to the Apec Business Advisory Council, is just as delighted.

"The proposed free trade agreenent between Australia and the USis a
very val ued agreenent to both nations," he says. "One side benefit to
Australia (of an Afta-CER1ink) is that | amsure Asia will see Australia
as a further stepping stone to the US market, and that is healthy for us
all.”

Downer cautions that the Asean mnisters' initiativeis just a good
first step. "After eight years as the Foreign Mnister, I"monly too aware
that you have to work away very patiently on diplomacy."

Just as inportant, for multinational business executive Stephen Brai m
isarole for private business to build business-to-business and busi ness-
t o-governnent rel ati ons.

In doing that, Australian business "nust neet (their Asian counterparts)
hal fway", says Brai mof differences in public and busi ness cul tures. They
are i ssues Braimhas to deal with as government progranmes executive for
| BM Asi a Pacific.

As part of strategies and action to support the services trade, Braim
suggests the pronoti on of what he believes to be Australia's strong skills
in Asian | anguages.

Prof essor Geof frey Bishop, president of the Australian-Asian Association
of Victoria, couldn't agree nore with Braim Bishop is one of those who
bel i eves there nust be a broadening of Australia's interest and that of
each of the other countries in Asean at the | evel of the people.

He spoke about broadening the interest on the basis of "human goodw I |"
at the presentation of the association's annual | anguage studies awards in
Mel bour ne on Thursday.

Bi shop at the | anguage awards presentation wel coned the initiative of
t he Asean econoni ¢ m nisters, but he cauti oned agai nst Australia | ooki ng
at the relationship through trade al one.

"W have to be good nei ghbours first, working towards the benefit of
humanity," obstetrician Bishop told the New Sunday Ti nes.



"Trade wi t hout being greedy. The benefits won't conme until we i nprove
poverty and education (in the devel opi ng economi es)."

The | anguage awards for first-year undergraduate students is one way the
associ ation pronotes this broader interest in Asia. It has been presenting
the awards for nmore than 20 years.

This year 15 students fromsix universities won awards for the study of
Chi nese, Indonesi an, Japanese, Korean and Vi et nanese.

Downer says the broader engagenent goes on, beyond Australian aid under
the Asean Australia Devel opnent Programe worth A$45 million (RML21
mllion) over five years.

Bi shop acknow edges the support of the Department of Foreign Affairs and
Trade for his association's | anguage awards. He woul d |i ke to see such
efforts given nore prom nence in the public focus.

( END)



	Friendship beyond trade with Asean (NST 02/05/2004)

