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Let me first of all extend a very warm wel cone to

all Mnisters, distinguished del egates and observers to
Mal aysi a. W are indeed very honoured by your presence
inthe city of Kota Kinabalu to attend the 36th South
East Asia M nisters of Education Organisation (SEAMEQ)
Counci | Conference.

2. For the past 35 years, you have gathered annually
to renew your pledge to pronote cooperation and

col I aboration in education, science and culture in
Sout heast Asia. This year is the real beginning of the

new MIlennium | think it is timely that we ask
our sel ves what SEAMEO needs to do to remin rel evant
and viable to all its nenber states.

3. Perhaps we can approach the above question by
exam ni ng sone of the inter-related chall enges that
confront us in the new M I I ennium

4. SEAMEO conpri ses menber states that range across a broad
soci 0- econom ¢ spectrum -- countries whose econom es are at

di fferent stages of devel opment. Therefore, the first challenge
we face is to narrow the econonic gap between SEAMEO nenber
states. Unless we are able to do this, the new gl obal forces
wi Il push us further apart.

5. W& have therefore a need to understand these

forces which go under the collective term

"gl obalisation" and to be able to handle themand their
abuses. It is argued that globalisation will lead to
the spread of wealth to everyone. | agree that
deepeni ng econonic integration, increasing economc
openness and grow ng econoni c interdependence is a
desirable thing but it must not be done at the expense
of nei ghbours who | ack the resources to conpete in a
free-for-all open market. G obalisation will only
benefit everyone if we have equal capacity to conpete.
A level playing field is not enough

6. | am not against gl obalisation but the
interpretation given to it at the nonent will only
benefit the rich with mininml or no benefit to the
poor. Free flow of capital can only benefit those with



capital. Free trade too can only benefit those with
goods or products to export. Those wi thout capital and
goods can only see a one way flow. Whereas inflow of
capital can be beneficial for a poor country but a free
flow also inplies an outflow. If the capital brought
inis suddenly pulled out an econonic recession wll

al nost certainly happen. If again the export earnings
of a country is not brought back because of one reason
or another, the free capital flow can al so underm ne

t he econony of a country.

7. As for free trade, it nust be renmenbered that no
country can sustain an adverse trade bal ance for |ong.
Unrestricted inmports of highly conpetitive goods nust
af fect local industries adversely. On the other hand
exports of local goods to sophisticated markets will be
met with insurmountable non-tariff barriers as well as
unequal conpetition. Raw material exports usually face
ever di m nishing returns as they come up agai nst nore
and nore substitutes. Besides, the trading centres for
all raw materials are in the devel oped countries and

t here have been many instances these centres officially
support the speculators who failed to make good their
contract undert akings.

8. Wien the currency traders attacked the East Asian
countries they claimed that it was a part of free
trade. It may be so but the result of free currency
trading was to destroy all the economic tigers of East
Asia. Hundreds of billions of dollars of wealth built
up over decades were lost, millions were thrown out of
j obs, denpnstrations and riots resulted in arson,

mur der, rape, and the overthrow of CGovernments. The
consequent turmoil cannot be easily stopped and the
borrowi ngs to resuscitate the econony can place the
country at the nercy of the | enders.

9. If such massive catastrophes can occur to economc
tigers, can we accept free trade as a bl essing which we
nmust not reject ever?

10. But worse things seemto be on the horizon. In
anticipation of the opening up of markets the huge
banks and corporations of the rich are nergi ng and
acquiring each other in order to becone globally

dom nant. These entities are very nmany tines bigger

t han nost devel oping countries in terns of capital and
resources. The puny | ocal banks and busi nesses woul d
stand no chance of conmpeting with them They will have
to accept being swall owed up by these giants.

11. A world dominated by a few huge banks and
corporations is not likely to be a free world.

Busi nesses are only concerned with profits. They are
not run by directors elected by the people as a whol e.



They woul d not be too concerned about the socia

probl ems and cat astrophes that they cause. The
currency traders have already said that the inpact of
their trading is not of concern to them They see only
figures on the screen, not people.

12. CGovernnents on the other hand, are concerned about
their countries and people. They may be inconpetent or
not too straight but their reach is limted.

I nternational pressures can be brought to bear on them
But by and | arge Governnents can be relied upon to | ook
after their countries and people. The Governnents of
the East Asia tigers had devel oped their countries to a
hi gh | evel .

13. But the super-giant corporations are beholden to

no one. Their shareholders care only for the returns

on their investnents. Besides, they are backed by the
gi ant medi a corporations owned by their coll eagues who
al so have a stake in the kind of gl obal operations that
they enjoy. Any outcry against their exploitati on would
be silenced by the world media, which would al ways sing
t he prai ses of globalisation and the good that comes
fromhaving only a few giant corporations in every
sector. The disasters that the corporations and banks
and free trade cause woul d be gl ossed over or laid at
the feet of powerless Governments. W have already

seen this happen when currency tradi ng destroyed
countries.

14. Free trade neans low or no tariffs. But poor
countries depend on inport duties for revenue and al so
to protect local industries. Corporate and incone
taxes are mininmal. Obviously Governnent finances are
going to be adversely affected w thout inmport duties.
It is not clear what new taxes can provide funds for

t hese Governnents. Even inport |icences or
certificates can be regarded as inport taxes and

di sal | owed.

15. Perhaps | ampainting too frightening a picture of
the fate of devel oping countries in a free trading

gl obal i sed world. But then Ml aysia went through a
harrow ng experience brought about by the currency
traders. We do not want to have that fate befall us
again. W managed to recover the last tinme but we are
not sure we can recover again if another economc
turmoil assails us.

16. Qur currency turnoil had been an education for us,
a very costly education. If we are going to be able to
avoi d such catastrophes our people nust learn all about
free trade, globalisation and the internationa
financial and trade regi nes. Perhaps a good nunber of
our universities should teach the new econonics, the



ways currency is traded and mani pul ated, the rol es and
power of the market and the giant corporations and
banks.

17. dobalisation is of course not about currency
flows al one or about free trade only. d obalisation
has been creeping on us w thout our realising it. The
nmedi a has been gl obalised | ong ago and as we all know
it exerts a powerful influence on our mnds, our
acceptance or rejection of ideas and products.

18. The former voluntary organi sati ons have al so been
gl obal i sed. They are now call ed NGOs and they operate
across borders. Their influence and pressures limt
the powers of Governnments and the internationa
conmunity. Seattle showed how powerful they are.

19. O concern to us here is the globalisation of
education. The advances made by information technol ogy
have nade the | ocation of l|earning centres |ess

rel evant than before. Distance learning is a reality
whi ch can conpete with the best of on-canpus I earning.
Students can now interact in real time with teachers
hal f way across the world. Recorded know edge can be
accessed freely and conpletely fromanywhere. It is
sai d that anybody can | earn how to nake a nucl ear bonb
by accessing the witings and records avail abl e through
the Internet.

20. Obviously these nasses of information can create a

nore know edgeabl e world. People will become nore
intelligent and sophisticated. The best teachers in
the world will be at everyone's beck and call

21. They used to say that a little know edge is a
dangerous thing. Could it be that a | ot of know edge
is al so a dangerous thing? Maybe there will not be too
many to attenpt maki ng a nucl ear bonb. But what about
the nore sinple bonbs which can nake anarchists nore
ef fective than they are now? WIl we be seeing nore
and nore violence as nore lethal instrunments are
produced by the | ess responsi ble but know edgeabl e
peopl e?

22. Still we cannot stop the on-rush of the

i nformati on age. There are too nany things to gain for
human society. If we reject know edge then we will be
domi nated by those who will acquire maxi mum know edge.
As with other globalisation, the globalisation of
know edge is inevitable. W reject it at our own
peril.

23. In the mad rush towards the global information
soci ety, perhaps we should al so think about ethics and



norality. Unless we are taught how to handl e know edge
wel I, know edge will spell disaster for us. Maybe a
new code of ethics and norality should be devised,
designed to nake knowl edge and the information age a
bl essing for us all the way. Maybe the ethics and
norality should be globalised also, and taught as a
conpul sory subject to everyone

24. Let us look again at the SEAMEO vision. It states:

"A dynanic, self-reliant, strategic policy-driven and
internationally recogni sed regional organisation for

st rengt heni ng regi onal understandi ng and cooperation in
education, science and culture for a better quality of
life."

25. Al though conceived 36 years ago, this vision has
become nore relevant than ever. In order to deal with
the chall enges that we face in the 21st Century, we
need to remain dynanmic and self-reliant. There is an
urgent need for us to clarify and inpl enent our
strategic policies to cope with the multifaceted

gl obal i sati on and the nounti ng denands made on our
resources by advances in ICT. Qur region must grow from
strength to strength in order to safeguard our

nati onal, social and cultural integrity. This calls for
greater regional understandi ng and cooperation in al
fields and at all levels. W nmust help each other to
devel op a cohesive and coherent entity. | believe in
this aspect, SEAMEO is poised to nmake significant and
nmeani ngf ul contri buti ons.

26. The sanme can be said about your nission. SEAMEO
seeks to enhance regi onal understandi ng and cooperation
and unity of purpose anpbng nenber countries and achieve
a better quality of Iife. The paranount task ahead of
us is to ensure that all the menber countries can work
in tandem and forge ahead hand in hand -- shoul dering

t oget her our burdens and sharing equally our

prosperity.

27. SEAMEO has indeed made great strides in neeting
its goals since its formation in 1965. The goals are
still relevant. However, the strategies that we enpl oy
to realise them my have to change because of changi ng
needs and new demands. For instance, SEAMEO coul d pl ay
a leading role in exploring ways to re-structure
education systens to nmeet the human resource demands of
an E-conmerce or K-economnmy. The existing Regiona
Centres can also |look into ways to hel p menber
countries set up their own Centres of Excellence that
will cater to the unique needs of each nenmber country.

28. Wile we recogni se the extent of the challenges we
have to face in the 21st Century, there is no reason



for pessinmism | amconvinced that if we stay strong
and united, we will together overcome all obstacles.

29. | wish all of you a very successful Conference and
an enjoyabl e stay in Kota Ki nabal u.

30. It gives me great pleasure now to declare the 36th
Conference of the Southeast Asian Mnisters of
Educati on Organi sati on Council open.
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