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NAM s busi ness chal |l enge

Hal i m Wahab
THE 48-year-old Non-Aligned Muvenent (NAM held its 13th summit in Kual a
Lunpur |last week, seeking to ensure that it is still relevant in a new

worl d order plagued by political and economic uncertainties.

Wth 116 countries, of which a huge nunber are small nations just
begi nning to develop their econony after enmerging from political and
econonic strife, this is not going to be an easy task.

VWhile the events that followed Sept 11 could notivate countries to cl ose
ranks and adopt common stands to grapple with the new geopolitical
| andscape at the Governnment |evel, the sanme nmay not be the case with trade
and investnent.

Understandably, the traditional inpedinments to South-South business
i nteraction have been geographical distance, poor transportation and
conmuni cation facilities, |anguage barriers and a general |ack of contact
and information, not to nmention political instability.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad el aborated on the
obst acl es when addressing the two-day ~NAM Busi ness Forum on South South
Cooperation' held al ongside the NAM Sumi t.

“The main concern for everyone now is econom c devel opnent and the well -
bei ng of the people. For this, we need stability and a | egal franmework as
wel | as practices which are conducive to business and trade,' he said.

He added that political instability and corruption are the two npst
i nportant obstructions to business and wealth creation. "W of the South
must overcone these weaknesses if we want to see business activities
prosper our countries.

Although it is obvious that there are risks when going against
conventional wi sdom Dr Mhathir is of the opinion that there is a lot of
busi ness potential anpbng countries of the South. "Wy el se should the
countries of the North fight each other in order to get the business of
the countries of the South?" the Prine Mnister asked

In 2001, NAM nenber countries accounted for US$ 880.5 billion or only
14.3 per cent of world exports and US$ 736.9 billion or 11.4 per cent of
world inports. Taking into account the nunmber of countries that are
menbers, the present share of world trade is insignificant.

On the back of this, NAM | eaders have struck a common chord by calling
for greater private sector participation in business to generate economc
nonent um anong nmenber countries. In fact, the forumitself was a historic
occasion, being the first such forumto be held al ongside the NAM sumnrt.

G ven the prevailing uncertainties of the global market, it's a big
chall enge for local conpanies to drive their expansion to the South
countries. This then was specifically the reason for the formation of the
Mal aysi a Sout h- Sout h Associ ati on (MASSA), which was the co-organi ser of
the inaugural business forum The other organisers were the Asian Strategy
and Leadership Institute and the Mnistry of Foreign Affairs Ml aysia.

A non-profit organisation, MASSA was incorporated to help Malaysian
i ndustries and manufacturers seek new narkets so that Malaysia' s export-
driven econonmic growmh will not be overly dependent on its traditional
markets of the United States, Japan and Europe. It was formed after Dr
Mahat hir nmooted the idea following his visit to Chile, Brazil and
Argentina with Ml aysian businessnmen in 1991

As former senior official at Ml aysian Industrial Devel opnent Authority
(MDA) Datuk J Jegathesan put it in a recent interview with Ml aysian



Busi ness, the Prime Mnister has been the greatest force behind | oca
compani es goi ng abr oad.

I renenber when | was with MDA, he told us, "Wen we were down, others
hel ped us and now that we are up, let us go and help others",' said
Jegat hesan, who is a nenber of MASSA' s executive comittee

It is not surprising that Dr Mahathir repeated this advice to
busi nessnen and del egates at the business forum saying it was in the
interest of the nore prosperous states to help the poorer nations.

“That is our experience in Malaysia. Wen the rich invested in our
country, they helped to enrich us and then we becane rich markets for
their goods ... By enriching others we now have rich markets for the
growi ng manufactured products that we export,' he said.

If this can be undertaken on a collective basis as a neans to uplift the
soci o- econom ¢ standards of NAM countries, which have a conbi ned
popul ation of three billion, then NAMis on the right track.

This is so true going by South African President Thabo M/uyel wa Moeki's
view that the chall enge of the eradication of poverty and underdevel opnent
remains as pressing today as it was in 1955 (when the Afro-Asean
Conference in Bandung, Indonesia, at which the establishnent of NAM was
first enunciated, was held). “The task to put our countries on the path of
sust ai ned and sustai nabl e devel opnment continues to confront us daily,' he
said in his speech at a Special NAM Leaders Session at the business forum

Nevert hel ess, sone countries have achieved renarkabl e econonic progress
since then and he feels Ml aysia stands out as one of them ’Its
achi evenents underline the fact that success is possible. As we renake
ourselves and build bridges for the betternment of all our people, it is
i mportant that we draw | essons from the rich experiences of all our
countries, especially those that have achieved better devel opment since
t he Bandung Conference,' Mdeki said.

The need for greater business cooperation was al so expoused by Indian
Prime Mnister Atal Bihari Vajpayee. He also felt there should be nore
action in the area of econom c cooperation and business interaction to
hel p the inpoverished states of the South, neaning the South-South
Cooperation and North-South Engagenent have to be nore than nere sl ogans.

"The nunbers that prove this point are nunbing. Ten mllion people have
been annually joining the ranks of the poor in the |last decade. A quarter
of the world' s population lives below the poverty line ... Over a billion

peopl e survive on |ess than one dollar a day,' he pointed out.

At this juncture, it is apparent that some NAM countries are begi nni ng
to realise that they have the resources and potential to grow and devel op
their economic resilience. But, the question is, can MASSA and the NAM
Busi ness Council, a body proposed by Dr Mahathir, ensure that the nonmentum
created is carried forward?
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