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Implement the
| Verdict on Fatwa

THIS Is a gigantic step forward we have taken in our
| society's modernising process by virtue of a single

High Court verdict in a public interest litigation of
monumental significance. In very unambiguous terms
a Division Bench of the High Court has declared
Jatwa’, the so-called legal opinion not delivered by
any court. as ‘'unauthorised and illegal’. Fatwa has
been the cause of many a woman's ruination. The far-
reaching import of the HC ruling lies in the
nouncement of any fatwa including the instant one as
unauthorised and illegal together with the suggestion
that fatwa be made punishable “even if it s not exe-

It bears an ample testimony to the rising tide of
benign judicial activism. For, the judgement came on
a suo moto rule issued on District Magistrate and
Deputy Commissioner, Naogaon taking cognizance of
newspaper reports on the plight of fatwa victim Sha-
hida. Then came the writ petition filed by Ain-o-
Salish Kendra and feminist groups who were duly
represented by Dr. Kamal Hossain in the court, Our
Kudos to the judges and civil society activists.

The tvpe of fatwa we have seen recently in Bangla-
desh has essentially had nothing to do with the true
spirit of religion. It has been conveniently used by the
clerics as an instrument of power-play in cohorts with
local influentials and a vehicle for assertion of bigoted
religious authority over the community. It has taken
on the rural folks whose
tion is low. With limited know
religious tenets are all about they are easily bamboo-
into accepting the edicts that the so-called men
of religion dish out to them. Seminally, of course,
there is the coterie interests to catalyse the chemistry.

Such an abuse of religion, repugnant as it has been
to the civil society at large. has now been dealt a
body-blow by the upholder of the Constitution, the
highest judiciary of the country. It is for the govern-
ment now to implement the verdict in full including
the recipe for legislating a law through Parliament
that will provide for deterrent punishment to those
who dare deliver fatwa again, regardless of whether it

A word of entreaty for our religious leaders: please
welcome the verdict. spread the words of sanity in
Keeping with the true spirit of our religion and help
the society out of the mire of tyrannical orthodoxy

River Safety Brass-tacks

E are shocked at the callous response from the

Shipping Directorate vis a vis the tragic mishaps

on our rivers, In the aftermath of last Thursday's
launch tragedy on the river Meghna in which at least
passengers have been confirmed dead. and some
100 are still reported missing, the DG’s comments left
much to be desired. Brushing aside complaints, the
DG has in fact admitted that many vessels are con-
tinuing to operate without proper documents but his
argument is that the Directorate is doing its best and
cannot be expected to patrol the rivers like road traffic

The DG's remarks only go to confirm our worst con-
cerns. namely that the issue of safety of river-vessels
is being taken simply too lightly by the government.
As we have stated before. we are at a loss to under-
stand how many deaths will have to be witnessed he-
fore the government and its regulatory body. the
Bangladesh Inland Water Transport Authority (BI-
WTA) will take concrete action to eliminate the condi-
tions that make the average river-plying vessel a
death trap for the unsuspecting passenger.

The continued existence of highly unsafe and un-
worthy vessels on our waterwavs is no less than an
open scandal. Although the law clearly requires the
vessels to pass fitness tests every two years, some 80
per cent of launches ply without ever being inspected.
a reprieve they get after bribing the relevant officials.
Most vessels have potentially dangerous structural
problems and some, like the Queen of Patuakhali. are
allowed to ply even after being involyed in
dents. In addition to the structural defects. they are
most often manned by personnel who are unqualified
and unprepared to deal with emergency situations
and are also prone to takin
and racing along the waterways.

A major aspect of the ongoing hazardous situation
is, of course, the continual overloading of vessels, in
spite of warnings and cautionary advice given to the
contrary. In this respect, the owners of the vessels
who wish to capitalise on seasonal demand that is
evident during every long vacation. are to blame. But
they are aided and abetted by the public officials of
including the BIWTA, who
can be persuaded through bribes and other means to
turn a blind eye to the hazardous situation.

What is needed is obvious. We need honest public
enforce the law, supervise
regular inspection of vessels, ensure

g risks such as speeding

rush hours and impose punitive
measures to prevent repeated offences. We stress in
the strongest terms that it is the responsibility of the
government to respond with action. There is no ex-
cuse for repeated loss of lives in situations that could
Let us not keep on passing the

pPro-

seneral level of educa-
i“dge of what the true

Imajor acci-

higher vigilance

T the time of enactment of
the Public Safety Act peo-
ple naturally were Inter-
ested to know the real motive
underlylng such action of the
ruling party in the teeth of severe
opposition from all other political
parties, Including its coalition
ners of the Jatiya Party
Manju) and the JSD (Rab), jour-
nalists, human rights activists
and all those Intellectuals, who
could muslter enough courage to
speak out their mind. Even the
Hon'ble President hesitated to
affix his signature to the bill
passed In undue and unneces-
sary haste, but he had to eventu-
ally give In al the behest of the
persuasive Prime Minlister on the
very last day. Otherwise, the bill
would have been sent back to the
Parllament withoutl presidential
signature and that would have
demonstrated presidential disap-
proval.

Plenty of debates, discussions
and altercations had already
taken place on this Issue, its
rationale and Impact on the soci-
ety. To summarize, people viewed
this Act as a veritable tool of the
Awaml League designed to sup-

ress the opposition movement
E}' depriving Itself a part of its
workforce through detention for
the exclusive purpose of winning
the forthcoming general election.
They made indiscriminate but
partisan use of this machinery
most blatantly with the help of a
section of subservient law enfore-
ing personnel by way of rounding
up the rank and file of the opposi-
tion, thereby thwarting their
legitimate and democratic rights
of staging demonstrations, hold-
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A large number of cases have already been instituted under the PSA
workers with the purpose of detaining them under the draconian
League strategy, according to independent political advisers,
activists under the PSA in order to cripple their political
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PSA and AL's Election Strategy

s

——

Ing meetings and observing har-
lals.
One may question, and natu-
rally so, the need for a more strin-
gent legislation than the existing
Speclal Powers Act enacted by the
first Awaml League government
of Shelkh Mujibur Rahman as
early as in 1974. Perh?ﬁs the
present Prime Minister thought
this legislation insufficient to
enable her to implement her
party’s policy of inflicting greater
terror on the opposition. She had
earlier reneged on her election
pledge, as embodied in the Awami
League manifesto, to repeal all
black laws with a public state-
ment that such an Aect, which
flagrantly violates human rights,
was necessary for her to run the
administration. She went further
and passed a more severe Act to
help fulfil her greater needs and
lo realize her political plan of
action. It Is true, on the other
hand, the government of Begum
Khaleda Zia also had taken no
action (o repeal the Special
Powers Acl and, In fact, enacted a
stringent legislation for a limited
period of two years. Begum Zia
contends, that law was aimed at
punishing notorious criminals
and was rarely applied against
political leaders and workers
during her tenure of office. Be
that what may, the present.gov-
ernment should not make the

S AL

WO events of far-reaching

consequences took place

recently, one concerning
Pakistan directly and one not so
directly. Mian Nawaz Sharif and
his entire family (Abbaji included)
went off into pollticaf exile and
Vice President Al-Gore [inally
conceded the US Presidential
elections to the Republican can-
didate Governor George Bush.
Gore was extremely gracious in
his concession speech, seeking to
unite the country under the new
US President-elect. Undercur-
rents of bitterness notwithstand-
ing, the possible rot within the US
democratic polity was brought to
a dead halt. To quote Gore, "that
which unites us as Americans Is
far greater than that which
divides us”. We were not so lucky,
ours Is not a win-win situation as
the administration media spin-
masters would have us beljeve.
I'he military regime has bought
time, it may have been at a price
whose Instalments the nation
may not be able to pay.

Why on earth did the military
regime, stéeped In an aura of
accountability, let the Sharif
family out of their hands when
they had clear proof of corrup-
tion? Why this sudden benevo-
lence for committed opponents?
Theories abound starting with
the Chief Executive (CE)'s state-
ment that the pardon has been
extended at the request of the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Other
reasons could well be, viz (1)
linancial pressure from friendly
countries in withholding the
funds nece to stave off
impending default in January
2001, (2) the threat to the military
regime by the formation of the
Alliance for Restoration of
Democracy (ARD), (3) {ll-health of
Mian Nawaz Sharif and his father,
the possible demise of the former
in custody could have sparked off
an unmanageable crisis, (4) by
accepting a pardon the Sharifs

et

excuse of a past action, even if it
had been taken by her own party
two decades ago, In order (o jus-
tfy continuation of that nefarious
and undemocratie legislation.

It is known that many coun-
tries, speclally in Europe, still
have anclent laws, which have
been outdated and not applied for
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ber of Parliament and a renowned
industrialist, and his son Faisal
Morshed Khan is a case in point.
This occurred as a result of a
trivial Incident (nvolving his son
stopping by a sweetmeat shop to
buy something and being man-
handled by local thugs Eﬁluwh'lg
altercations with a motorcycle

Currents and Crosscurrents

by MM Rezaul Karim

long. These have been put so
much to disuse that the govern-
ments concerned have not even
felt the need for its repeal. The
essence of a law lies in its use and
application. The very purpose of
its enactment Is lost and may
even be counter-productive if it is
misused or applied
discriminatorily, The legislation
then turns into a veritable tool of
repression of an autocratic
regime and strikes at the very root
of democracy. This has unfortu-
nately happened in Bangladesh.
The institution of a case
against a prominent BNP leader
M Morshed Khan, who Is a Mem-

rider and the shopkeeper. This
brought the BNP lawmaker to the
fore and he also escaped the
scene amidst threat from local
hooligans. The government imme-
diately availed of the opportunity
to harass the BNP leader and
consplred to detain him in a bid to
neutralize him, at least tempo-
rarilly, as a potent opposition
force. This was evident from the
fact that the original case had
been registered by the police
under normal criminal penal
code, but the relevant markings
on police papers appeared subse-
quently erased and overwritten in
order to frame the case under the

Anytﬁiﬁg

Goes!

against opposition mid-ranking leaders and
non-bailable clauses of the PSA. The Awami
is purported to detain a large section of opposition
movement and undermine their election campaign,

newly enacted Public Safet
2000. 1t is evident that the cK
under the PSA must have been
dictated by the ruling hIFh
command (n order to detain him
unjustly under the false charges of

ortion of a paltry sum of Taka
45,000 and some prop-
erty.,

A large number of cases have
already been Iinstituted under the
PSA against opposition mid-
ranking leaders and workers with
the purpose of detaining them
under the draconian non-bailable
clauses of the PSA. The Awam
League strategy, according to
Independent political advisers, Is
purported to detain a large section
of opposition activists under the
PSA In order to cripple their politf-
cal movement and undermine
their election campaign, On the
other hand, the Awami League
leaders, cadres and even thelr
relations are left scot-free and no
action is taken against them when
they come out in the streets in
angry protest against verdicts
delivered by Judges of the High
Court, rampaging roperty,
breaking cars and even killing and
injuring people with gunshots.
When widely photographed and
commonly known Awami terror-
ists are in public view brandishing
aulomatic weapons, police are
made to shy away from there, not

Act
arge

If the military regime has a definite gameplan to bring democracy of sorts back, then we are in for interest-
mpany will have proven to be better politicians than the master of all uni-

Gen Ziaul Haq himself. In the meantime, in Pakistan, anything goes.

ing times and Musharraf and co
formed politicians,

tacitly accepted their guilt and (5)
by having leaders of both major
political parties (and one not so
minor) in exile, a clearing of the
decks by the military regime to
bring back politics in a graduated
manner, by either restoring the
Assemblies and/or making a
national government, ete, ete. It
could well be simply what the CE
said and/or any combination
thereof or all of the above.

Needless to say, the godfather
l.e. Abbaji, without whose sanc-
tion the Sharifs will probably not
go to the toilet, must have declded
to cut his losses and evacuale
from Pakistan, very much like the
British Expeditionary Force
(BEF) evacuating Dunkirk early
in World War 11, allowing Britain
to keep onfighting. He who fights
and runs' ‘away, lives to ‘fight
another day.: Late Zulfikar Alj
Bhutto must have had similar
offers but he stuck to his guns
and went to the gallows, very
brave and very stupid. Off course
IL IS a moot point whether Ziaul
Haq, knowing Bhutto's vindictive
nature, would have ever let him
go. Writing about Abbaji 'THE
GODFATHER" The Nation on
August 26, 2000, I noted, "The
Army would be well advised to
make the godfather an offer he
cannot refuse”. Obviously some-
one in Musharraf's think tank
took this advice seriously and
Abbaji on his part must have
decided discretion was the better
part of valour.

One may have a hint of regret of
Shahbaz Sharif. As Chief Minister
of Punjab, Shahbaz did a lot of
good for the province, even as a
rather autocratic democrat he
kept the wheels of administration

moving In Instituting deliberate
changes for the better. Abbaji
erred In persisting with Mian
Nawaz as the family's primary
torchbearer, as an administrator
he proved himself inept and
indifferent. Moreover unlike Mian
Nawaz, totally dependant upon
his cricket-loving “inner circle” as
a think-tank for major (and
minor) decisions in the country's
Jovernance, Shahbaz consulted
ar more people, both of sub-
stance and maturity, none of
whom he was dependant upon. A
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limitations at the behest of his
“close-in fielders”, on Oct 12,
1999 his luck ran out. Though he
defers to Abbaji in all matters
important. Shahbaz had shown
signs of Independence even
before he became CM, Punjab. If
he can really be his own master.
PMLIN)'s future in governance
will get a new lease in the political
life of Pakistan. The military
regime has anointed Mian Nawaz
Sharif as a "political martyr” who
may yet rise again, phoenix-like,
from the ashes and haunt Paki-

Ikram "Sehgal writes fro-_r-n' Karachl

‘time-out” in basketball or Ameri-
can football Is a chance for the
team to take stock of the situa-
tion, re-plan strategy and replace
frontline players. Do not be sur-
prised if Shahbaz Sharif comes
out in the colours of the new
captain of the team.

Abbaji must have realized that
had he not persisted with the
culture of the eldest son being the
only legitimate "Prince of Wales",
he and his family would not have
been in the predicament they are
in. It only goes to show that how-

ever dexterous peasant cunning -

may be, basic education an
world experience is indispensable
when it comes to the corporate
knowledge of running nations.
Repeatedly Abbaji's "guided
missile” ran out of his remote
control, overstepping his known

stan again, hopefully not as an
executive head of government.

We should not believe for one
moment we have been well rid of
our most potent and controver-
sial politicians, that the decks are
now clear for the supreme
national agenda of surviving
economically and politically as a
nation. Each of the politicians in
his/her own personal capacity
has considerable hold over their
part of the electorate, a signifi-
canl hard core will never desert
them irrespective of what may be
proven against them or not. Less
than 400 days of military rule has
been enough to resurrect (in the
eyes of the public) the likes of
Mian Nawaz Sharif and Ms
Benazir Bhutto. These two politi-
cians took turns at bad (and even
atrocious) governance for the

Fast 12 years, corrupting society
>eyond redemption. For the state
Pakistan is in today, the blame
cannot rest entirely on them but
they were young and had a golden
chance to turn things around,
they not only blew it they took us
many many fathoms ?;)“11 the
road to economic and political
dapocalypse.

Ms Benazir Is best in adversity,
she kept fighting the PML (N)
government and after a brief hia-
tus when the military
to power, she has kept on fighting
them from self-imposed exile. One
must also note the way Asif
Zardari has conducted himself in
incarceration, maintaining a very
remarkable public posture,
retaining a strong sense of humor.
Rumors dre adrift that a. quid pro
quo may be in the works. the
return’of Ms Benazir for sending
Asil out on exile, a possible ‘DS
solution” (a common military
school phrase for the correct
option)

Luckily for us Musharraf and
party are not corrupt (at least for
the most part), otherwise our
Fresent state would have been far
ess than bearable. However, some
things must be the subject of
censure. With hard evidence
about Asif Saeed's misdemeanors
as a banker, why did the Finance
Minister recommend him for the
job of Chairman, NDFC except to
curry favour with two important
generals of the Mus regime
who were Asif Saeed’s classmates?
Upright military officers, they
would have never supported Asif
Saeed for even a dogcatcher's job
given the correct picture. And why
include someone of no stature and
even less intelligence into the

regime came

to speak of making attempt
to apprehend ﬂm% an
Awami ‘godfather s a
public platform with no less a
than the Home Minister
Imself had the audacity of
declaring he had armed cadres at
his beck and call, he, in fact, not
only legitimized his illegal posi-
tion but also In a way received
mcr_mrmt encouragement for
terrorist operation. In many
other areas and oc , the
aggrieved and ftion work-
ers fi themselves victims of
false cases, whereas the real
Awaml culprits move around
frecly and boldly under the
patronage of sugwwml law
enforcing is.

The of the Opposition,
Begum Khaleda Zia, is on record
for having declared that on
resumption of state authority

with a popular mandate recefved
in the ensul

ng:cal this black law. On the
other hand, no statement has
been Issued by Prime Minister
Shelkh Hasina to Indicate any
limited duration of this legisla-
tion. This would logically lead the
general public to conclude that
with the resumption of state
power by the Awami
following victory In the next
general election. the people will
remain saddled with this mon-
strous machine of public repres-
slon for another five years. What
a misfortune would that be for
the nation!

The author, a former Ambassa-
dor, ts a Member of BNP's Adui-
sory Council.

Economic Advisory Board know-
ing that all his money was black
and then sending up a trial bal-
loon to check whether the young
man's father, having successfully
bankrupted Shaheen Airlines,
would acceptable as Chair-
man, PIA? That would have been
a neat coup, his son’'s uncle-in-
law was already PIA's MD.
Enough to give one pause to
think and reflect whether those
who rule over us understand that
the public perception about
credibility is dictated by such
observations.

For the short term, the mili
regime has bought time by putt-
ing the ARD in temporary disar-
ray while being relieved of politi-
cal pressure by friends who will
now probably be willing to bail
the country out of debt default
status. However, the credibility of
accountability,
this mili regime has taken an
enormous hit. There has been a
decidedly negative fallout. the
least of which may be the demor-
all of those en in pursu-
ing the accountability process.
Frustration iIs now at boiling
mt at the street level across a

d spectrum of the intelligen-
tsia the masses, this has to
be assuaged and contained. The
Sharif family has also bought
time, exile has been politically
and financially pragmatic. One
has to see which side uses this
‘time-out” best. The military will
have to work overtime to sell a
seemingly irrational decision to a
disbelieving public, a tremen-
dous erosion of moral authority.
If, however, the military
has a definite gameplan to bring
democracy of sorts back, then we
are in for interesting times and
Musharmaf and com will
have proven to be better politi-
cians than the master of all uni-
formed politicians, Gen Ziaul
Haq himself. In the meantime, in
Pakistan, anything goes.

HE last summit of the Asso-

ciation of South East Asian

Nations (ASEAN) (held in
Singapore at the end of November
last year). It brought out more
questions than answers to its
viablility in its present structure.
At this summit the presence of
three leaders from Japan, China
and South Korea appeared to
reveal the future direction of
ASEAN,
ASEAN was created in 1967 and
the nations were united by a
shared fear of communism. It
originally comprised of five coun-
tries Thailand, Malaysla, Singa-
pore, Indonesia and Philippines.
Later it expanded into ten nations
within the South East Asia

ASEAN: Growing Signs of Disunity?

by Harun ur Rashid

The very fact that ASEAN is eager to have institutional link

with Japan, China and South Korea implies

that it is becoming irrelevant not only in economic matters but also in security affairs. When the East Timor

crisis developed last year, ASEAN stood idle until Australia interuv
Asian solutions for Asian problems" fell flat at its

country, Australia and the UN.

ened to stop the killings. Its call "for
face and a solution came from far away

including Myanmar (Burma). In
late 70s, the South Asian leaders
of the sub-continent were
inspired by ASEAN to have a club
of their own South Asian Associ-
ation for Regional Cooperation
(SAARC).

Why did ASEAN Lose Steam?
ASEAN has progressed eco-

The powerful and
the privileged

Sir, I would like to comment on

a4 news article published on
December 25th regarding one
airline passenger who demanded
at the ZIA that his extra {ees for
his extra luggage be waived
because he is the brother-in-law
of a minister of the country.

At first I found it very amusing,
and thought this could be a very
good joke. But more I thought
about it, and more I try to analyse
the psychology of this passenger
and the minister, more | realised
that this Is by no means an Iso-
lated Incident. As a matter of fact,
there are probably thousands
more like this passenger who fee]
like they belong to an exclusive
privileged class just because they
are related to high ranking civil
servants. This Is frightening to
think that this kind of mentality
has become soclally accepted.
People who belong to this exclu-
slve class don' t feel ashamed to
show their ‘power' and 'pride’.
And people who don't belong to
this class efther wish they did, or

]
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they just become too used to, and
choose to ignore the whole thing.

Unfortunately in today's Bang)a-
desh, there is complete lack of
respect for each other, and for
rules of law. We think it Is okay to
push ahead our personal inter-
ests at Lthe expense of others,
Many a ministers think it is their
duty to serve their relatives rather
than their motherland. The pow-
erful and the privileged think
rules and laws are for others to
obey, and for them to ignore. All
these may seem very normal in
everyday life in Bangladesh. But
whalt at stake here are our nation,
our democracy, and our very
existence. Democracy only works
when there are civility, tolerance,
and respect for each other, If we
allow ourselves to behave like
senseless anarchist, we will only
accelerate the process of self-
destruction. What puzzled me is
what has led us to this point. Why
are we failing to educate our-
selves? One does not need fancy
degrees from prestigious institu-
tions to have the very fundamen-
tal education in life. This begins
with examining one's consclence,

S S St o - o i =

and making peace with oneself,
Why don't we feel accountable to
our consclence, or to almighty
God? Why don't we feel gullty and
ashamed when we abuse power.
and disrespect others? Why do we
leel proud and privileged when we
disrespect and disregard rules of
law? These are the questions for
our soclal scientists. And we
must find answers to these ques-
Llons. Because the clock Is ticking
away, and we are heading
towards our destruction.

MK
USA

Comfort of a

democracy

Sir, There has been a lot of
discussions In the country in
recent time on the question of the
citizens' right to criticise the
Judieiary In a democracy. While
all major schools of opinion and
the medla seem to have endorsed
the Western model of democracy
without qualffication, curfously
the bar still seems to believe in a

speclal sacrosanct status for the
judiciary.

Needless to add, the above is
not tenable In the Western
democracy which is making room
for more and more In fundamen-
tal democratic rights for the
people. In fact, freedom of expres-
slon of the educated mass and the
media has proved to be greatest
triumph for Western democracy
In the present information age in
spite ol its weaknesses and prob-
ably the Inherent injustice of
capltalism.

I would request the DS to
reproduce the comment pub-
lished in the Washington Post on
December 13 on the US Federal
Supreme Courl judgement in the
Bush vs. Gore Case on the US
presidential electon. This should
be an eye opener for those who
stlll belleve In a "special status”
for any community or profession
in our country while professing
democracy and accountability.

Khairul Mahmoud
42/H Indira Roacl
Dhaka

nomically very strong during 80s
and the European countries have
noted the progress and they have
started collaborating with the
Assoclation. The crunch time
came In 1997 for ASEAN to
reverse the tide of economie crisis
and It demonstrated for the first
time cracks of their unity and
helplessness to resolve the prob-
lem.

Some say this was a humilia-
tion of monumental proportion
because ASEAN had (o seek
assistance [rom International
financial institutions to bail out
thelr crippled economy. The
aspiration of ASEAN to determine
their future and not by others
dashed to the ground. Since then
ASEAN leaders realised that the
Assoclation alone could not sus-
tain the economic momentum
and needed trade alliances with
countries outside of the region,

There Is a view that the expan-
sion of ASEAN (o include
Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia and
Vietnam was too quick and their
target of free-trade area within
ASEAN did not materialise
because each nation had an
cconomy of different state of
development. The strong eco-
nomic countries did not [eel
comlortable with the less devel-
oped economles of member-
countries within ASEAN. Grad-
ually the leaders started (o move
back from thelr ambitious project
the creation of a frec-tra(fz- area
within ASEAN. Furthermore the
Inclusion of Myanmar has
stralned ASEAN's relations with
European Unlon and at the next
Ministerial meeting the European
Union is not expected toattend it.

International investors after
the crisls have avoided this region
and concentrated on China. It is
reported that a decade ago
ASEAN won 60 per cent of the
foreign Investment and China
received less than one third as
much. Now the situation has
been reversed. China attracted
61 per cent of foreign investment
last year, while ASEAN only 17
per cent.

Singapore, the smartest of the
lot, has drawn quickly the con-
clusion that ASEAN have run out
of their steam and Is on the move
to strike a bilateral deal with
Australia, New Zealand, Japan
and Mexico. Singapore's former
Prime Minister and now Senior
Minister Lee Kuan Yew proposed
a new regional trade grouping
ASEAN plus the three big econo-
mies ol Japan, China and South
Korea plus Australia and New
Zealand.

Al the Summit three nations
Indonesia, the Philippines and
Thailand appeared to be dis-
tracted by their internal prob-
lems. Indonesia has been trou-
bled by the dissident forces
within the country, the Philip-
pines’ President has been
impeached and will stand to trial
for alleged corruption and Thal-
land Is facing an election, During
this period of uncertainty, no
major decision could be taken
except that they have agreed to
Investigate a regional trade area
towards integrating South East
and North Asla (ASEAN plus
Japan, China and South Korea)
and an accord on exchange of
information technology within
ASEAN.

another new regional group

Malaysia is hailing this decision
of Integration of North Asian
nations as the rebirth of Dr.
Mahathir's original idea of "East
Asian Economic Caucus” an
Aslans-only plan cold shouldered
in 1992 by other ASEANSs in 1992
in favour of the 21-member Aslan
Pacific Economic Co-operation
(APEC) Forum which includes the
US, Australia and New Zealand
and a few Latin American nations.

Indonesia's President
Abdurrahman Wahid was
reported to be disappointed with
ASEAN's emphasis on economic
competitiveness and accused
Singapore of putting their eco-
nomic sell-interest ahead of
regional solidarity. He was report-
edly annoyed that ASEAN refused
to admit its neighbours Papua
New Guinea and East Timor.

President Wahid has now
floated the idea of cstablis‘l:lkng
" West

Pacific Forum” comprising of East

Timor, Papua New Guinea, Indo-

nesia, Australia, New Zealand and

possibly the Philippines for eco-
nomic, political and social and
cultural co-operation. The Indo-
nesian leaders believe that a small
forum could be more effective at
tackling problems faced by coun-

irles in the region. Australia
responded to the idea Lively at
the Indonesia-Australia ministe-

rial meeting held recently In Can-
berra.. It
ministers will meet in Jakarta in
January next to flesh it out fur-
ther.

Is expected that the

There Is a view that the pro-

posed link-up between AS

and China would not be comlort-
able to the US because China has
Increasingly spread its Influence

in a region which is strat

and economically important for
the US. But the US may be com-
forted by the fact that Cyluna and
ASEAN are competitors in trade
and for foreign investment and as
a result this regional institution
could be a pious wish.

Singapore Prime Minister Goh
Chok Tong said with respect to
integration of trade with North
Asia: "This is a very big idea. All of
us took the easy decision which is
to study further.” It is reported
that he has not been very enthu-
siastic about it. He insisted
ASEAN's western allies had
nothing to fear from the new
development that were about co-
operation with North Asia, not
about keeping others out.

Conclusion
A Ja academic once
com ASEAN to ‘a salad dish’

in the affairs of the wider Asia-
Pacilic region, a valuable side
dish but not essential to sustain-
life. There is a view that
Is starting to look like a
salad dish that has left out in the
tropical sun for too long. |
me say relevance is like
b?a?ty. If you ha;c lt,l you don't
n to go around tel Ig :
one. The very fact that m’l’;
ea%.ler to have institutional link
with Japan, China and South
Korea implies that ASEAN has
ssed its use-by date and is
ming {rrelevant not only in
economic matters but also in
securily affairs. When the East
Timor crisis developed last year,
ASEAN stood idle until Australia
intervened to stop the kil Its
call "for Asian solutions for '
problems” fell flat at its face anda
solution came from far awa
country, Australia and the UN.
The Summit in Singapor

could be seen as s:Eruﬁca" nt in
one context in that the desire of
ASEAN's institutional link-uj
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with the North East Asian coun

election, she will

the mainstay of §
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