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The Asian Economic "Miracle" 


At a time when much of the world's economic news is gloomy, it is natural that leaders in other regions should point to Asia. Whereas Western economies face prolonged recession, unemployment and huge deficits, many of the economies of Asia are experiencing exactly the opposite. Japan enjoys a huge trade surplus. The economies of newly industrialising countries (NICs) such as South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and Hong Kong flourish. Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia are experiencing extremely high growth rates. China and Vietnam are beginning to exhibit the same economic patterns.

Comparing these developments with prolonged stagflation, and the social and political problems it produces, it is inevitable that politicians and officials around the world should say: "Look to Asia". "Look at its growth!"

Doubtless, there are economic lessons to be derived from the successes of the economies of Asia. The Economist magazine has declared that the twenty-first century will be the century of the Pacific Rim. Growth in domestic product, if accompanied by political liberties and human rights, can spread many benefits to the people. It can release them from the cycle of poverty, overpopulation, low life expectancy, ignorance and despair. But not all the news from Asia is good, and not of all its "miracles" are for export:- 
* Economic growth has all too often been accompanied by neglect of the social infrastructure. An hour or so in the Bangkok traffic jam will bring this lesson home.


* Often, growth has been bought at the price of destruction of the precious environment, with little thought to the global or even the national impact of the policy of growth at any price. The forests of East Malaysia and Burma bear witness to this fact.

* Economic advance has all too often been purchased by the postponement of advances in the protection of basic human rights and the rule of law. Some of the worst human rights records in the world are found in the Asia Pacific region.

* Underlying the economic growth in a large part of the region is the Confucian ethic: Not rights but duties; not individual but community; not the rule of law but the rule of powerful men of virtue. These values, and the work ethic that goes with them, may not be suitable in other cultures. 
Asia/Pacific comprises the majority of the inhabitants of the planet. It is by no means a homogeneous community, stretching as it does from New Zealand in the east, through Australia and the NICs of South Asia, embracing China and extending to the very edge of the Indian subcontinent. This diversity of cultures, political systems, economic models and legal traditions is a strength of the region. There is increasing dialogue amongst its members. There is recognition that each can learn from the others. 

Throughout Asia/Pacific there are numberless organisations of citizens formed for countless large and small purposes. Previously these were known as non-governmental organisations (NGOs). But increasingly they are now known as civil society organisations (CSOs). From the vast number of citizens who take part in them, from the increasing influence which their voices have upon government, the business sector and the media, the CSOs of Asia/Pacific are playing an ever greater role in challenging some of the assumptions upon which the Asian economic "miracle" rests. This is not to say that they are uniformly "anti-growth". But they provide their fellow citizens - and ultimately government, business and the media - with clear messages about the perceptions of ordinary people of the future of the region and the future of the planet.

Under the umbrella of CIVICUS, a new world alliance for citizen participation, a group of individuals with key roles in leading CSOs in Asia, the Pacific and beyond, met in Manila, The Philippines, in October 1994. Their immediate task was to prepare a regional report for consideration at the first world assembly of CIVICUS to take place in Mexico in January 1995. They built their deliberations upon the report Civil Society in the Asia-Pacific Region, written by one of their number, Isagini Serrano, Vice-President of the Philippine Rural Construction Movement. The full result of their deliberations will be tabled in the Mexico meeting. But such was the richness and variety of the challenges which were identified and the themes explored, that the participants resolved to gather some of the chief of these challenges and themes in this discussion paper. It was hoped that its distribution to leaders of government, business, the media and the Third Sector of CSOs throughout the Asia/Pacific region, could stimulate debate on the topics explored here. The achievement of an economic "miracle" without the involvement and participation of citizens will produce only short-term gain. Leaders of Asia and the Pacific - indeed leaders throughout the world - need to reflect upon the issues collected in this paper. They represent nothing less than the challenges of the coming new millennium.

TEN CHALLENGES 

Ten challenges to leaders of government, business and CSOs were identified and given priority at the Manila meeting:- 

* Economic development: The challenges of economic development, employment opportunities, the reduction of deficits, the improvement of literacy and the increased share of the "cake" spread equitably amongst the people must be faced by all societies. A study of the lessons from Japan, the NICs and the newly emerging economies of Asia/Pacific, is doubtless warranted to ascertain which of the initiatives have stimulated economic growth with justice - and which are suitable for copying.


* Human rights: But not all news is good. There is a need to examine with fierce honesty the state of human rights throughout the region, and the extent to which the rule of law assures impartial decisions by independent judges assisted by a courageous legal profession. In many countries of the region, women and other groups particularly suffer serious disadvantages. Political dissent is all too frequently suppressed. Ethnic minorities suffer much hardship, whether it be the ethnic Vietnamese in Cambodia, the Tibetans in China or many others.

* Self-determination: The United Nations Charter recognises the people's right to self-determination. This right has great significance in Asia/Pacific where many borders are inherited from colonial times or otherwise artificial. The challenge of the people's right to self-determination is not confined to this region. But it has acute manifestation in Kashmir, in Northern Sri Lanka, in Tibet, in Acheh, in East Timor within Indonesia and, indeed, in virtually every country of the region. Although self-determination must be achieved within the context of the Charter, with its promise of international peace and security, for many minorities, self-determination is a liberation concept, by which a distinct people assert their ultimate entitlement to control their own political destiny.

* Democracy: The regimes of the region vary from mature democracies (in India, Japan, Australia and New Zealand) through new parliamentary regimes (such as Cambodia), military autocracies (such as Burma) and one party states (such as China). The demands of the people for democracy is deeply felt in the region, as the recent protests of citizens in Korea and Thailand have indicated. Democracy and the accountability of rulers is plainly a universal aspiration. It too is recognised in United Nations instruments.

* Fundamentalism: One of the greatest challenges to the civil society as we approach the new millennium is religious and political fundamentalism. There have been recent instances of the great power of the simplistic message of fundamentalism in Asia/Pacific, notably in Bangladesh, Pakistan and to a much lesser extent, Malaysia and Indonesia. Fundamentalism poses grave threats to CSOs and to the civil society, for the civil society rests on mutual respect and tolerance of differing points of view. Fundamentalism is intolerant of diversity. It brooks no opposition.

* Environmental renewal: The challenge of environmental renewal is acute in Asia/Pacific. Such are the demands for rapid growth and immediate economic returns, that the high environmental costs are all too frequently ignored. There is a need by political, legal and social action, to remind governments and business of the social and environmental costs of development. Such costs now include serious health risks which arise from disturbance of the ecological balance to the environment. In the end, these costs must be paid. They are a burden on the region. And they also have global significance.

* Human health: The recent outbreak of pneumonic plague in India demonstrated once again the vulnerability of Asia/Pacific, with its dense populations, to the outbreak of disease and infection. No part of the world is more vulnerable to the toll of HIV/AIDS. It has already secured a significant foothold in Thailand, Burma and India. It presents one of the greatest challenges to social action and to long term economic growth in Asia/Pacific today. There is a need, as in Thailand, to combine candid health messages relevant to HIV/AIDS, with efforts directed towards child spacing and planned parenthood. Unfortunately, this challenge is an acute and difficult one because it often confronts religious, cultural or other obstacles.

* Corruption: The challenge of corruption in government, business and all walks of life is a major problem confronting many of the communities of Asia/Pacific. Few are completely immune. Corruption breeds in communities which have no established judicial and legal institutions or means of securing speedy reform of the law to cope with the rapid changes in society. Corruption is form of lawlessness. It breeds in poverty. It promotes violence and undermines the civil society.

* Abiding spirituality: Economic growth alone is insufficient to fill the needs of human beings living together in society. There is a need also for spiritual values. No region of the world has a richer tradition of spiritual values than Asia/Pacific. All of the main religious traditions are found here, in their indigenous manifestations. To some extent, religious fundamentalism can be seen as an outgrowth of the perceived decline in spiritual values in the West. But whether it is in religion, culture and the arts, sport or other manifestations of the human spirit, it is essential that economic growth be accompanied by the means by which ordinary people can participate to enrich their lives and those of their families.

* Dialogue: Finally, there is the challenge of dialogue between the leaders of government and business, on the one hand, and citizens, on the other. Of course, citizens can sometimes make their voices heard, through the media, or directly, to their leaders. In democracies, they can join political parties and compete for popular acceptance. But CSOs represent the main practical way by which the voices of most ordinary citizens can be organised and heard. Through CSOs they can speak to those, whether in the state or in business, who have the capacity to impact their lives. They can sometimes enlist the media to their causes. The growing number and influence of CSOs imposes obligations on their leaders to ensure their integrity, independence and democratic self-regulation, so that they truly represent the voice of citizens and not just a new elite, self-selected and unrepresentative. The real civil society in Asia/Pacific will grow out of bodies of citizens who speak up bravely and selflessly for the concerns of fellow citizens.

TEN THEMES 

The growth of the Third Sector in modern societies is well established in developed economies. But it is now also an increasing phenomenon in the countries of Asia/Pacific. The Third Sector presents a number of tantalising issues. Some of these emerge during the Manila meeting. Ten of them were isolated as being of critical importance to CSOs and for the work which they perform in building the civil society.

* Defining CSOs and NGOs: Giving definition to a CSO involves identifying more than its documentation. It involves identifying what it stands for and how it is organised. If it is to offer more than the point of view of a few individuals, it will need to be responsive to the community whose interests it purports to represent. That is why integrity, democracy and representatively are essential features of a CSO/NGO which aspires to speak on behalf of ordinary people concerning their aspirations, fears and objectives. Although the proliferation of CSOs in Asia/Pacific continues apace, there are still relatively few consumer NGOs and fewer still human rights CSOs in some countries. In some countries, CSOs/NGOs are still looked upon by government and officials with suspicion. Sometimes international NGOs represent the guardians of local equivalents. The role of international NGOs in stimulating the development of their counterparts in Asia/Pacific, in training their personnel, in providing examples of their organisation and in focusing their endeavours, deserves appreciation and recognition. 

* What is "participation"? Sadly, some NGOs/CSOs are only concerned with talking, having meetings, and not with following up the concerns of the citizens for whom they purport to speak. Various examples can be given of this - extending to AIDS NGOs which accept funding, hold meetings, but do precious little to bring the messages of actual HIV protection to ordinary people. Of course, with the drift to cities, there is a familiar depersonalisation of life. Many citizens are quite happy to be left alone by CSOs as much as by the State. They do not wish to participate. They are content with an occasional visit to the ballot box. But this is not citizen "participation" society in a real sense. To encourage a greater participation so that society will truly reflect the rich diversity of its members, it is necessary to develop a society which repays participation by listening to the voices of its citizens and the CSOs which represent them.

* Causes are not value-free: It is important to recognise that many of the causes with which CSOs are involved, are not value-free. Most people would support the idea behind a citizen movement to "Clean up Australia" or "Clean up Korea". The removal of rubbish from the streets and streams would be universally seen as a worthy objective. But there are also NGOs with policies to clean up morality. Some of these might wish to put women back into veils against their wishes, and punish minorities for their religious beliefs and pull down their places of worship. Sadly, there are many instances of such intolerance in Asia/Pacific. It must be recognised that CSOs are often involved in the business of values. Their causes are therefore often likely to be sensitive. This is precisely why they are prone to upsetting powerful interests. And nowhere more so than when they question the growth-at-all-costs strategy which most of the leaders of Asia/Pacific embrace to meet the perceived urgent demands of economic "progress".

* CSO contestants: CSOs have a typically important part to play in the contests which are vital to society. Thus, they can be found on both sides of the debate which promotes the secular state and fundamentalist orthodoxy and religion. They can be found on both sides of the growth versus environment debate. It is essential that CSOs should comprise people who reflect the views of ordinary citizens. Their leaders should be prepared to stand up and, where necessary, to be agitators and trouble-makers. Diversity of opinion protects freedom. It is out of the voices of constructive criticism that progress is often made.

* Empowerment of individuals: The ultimate aim of government, business and the CSOs is the enhancement of the life of individuals. Individuals exist in government, in business and in the Third Sector. Government leaders and business managers are individual citizens, too. It is important to recognise the growing awareness which exists amongst ordinary citizens concerning their rights and obligations in society. A Japanese housewife who joins a demonstration against nuclear power, is exerting her rights as a citizen and an individual. The Australian retiree who protests against an ugly development in his city, is empowered by the act of doing so. CSOs exist to organise and channel this participation in civic life. Their function is to take citizen involvement in society beyond the superficial election jingles and limited-choice election ballot papers, to a real involvement in the very way in which the individual's life is directed in society whether by government or business.

* A lack of heroes: It has been suggested that the pressures for orthodoxy and compliance are so strong today that we lack heroes who are models for civic action towards a better world. In some countries, the media are positively destructive of those who are perceived as leading proponents of change. Many CSO leaders are struck down when they stand up for what they believe. Yet the history of Asia/Pacific has been one of fine leaders who have shown vividly the power of the individual to harness the great force of the will of ordinary citizens. Mahatma Gandhi is possibly the most notable of these. His principle of non-violent resistance to foreign rule became a powerful instrument for achieving important civil changes in India. It inspired leaders in other parts of the world, including Martin Luther-King in the Americas and Nelson Mandela in Africa. Their example is an illustration of the way in which the power of ideas can, even today, mobilise civic opinion and overcome seemingly hopeless odds, to achieve just outcomes.

* Dialogue with business: There is growing evidence of a changing face of business in the world today. Business leaders are increasingly concerned about the activities of CSOs and their power to affect the good name of a corporation. There is a common cause between business and CSOs in their mutual reservations about the potentially overweening power of the state. It is up to CSOs to tap that common cause. As many businesses in Asia/Pacific flourish, it will be vital for CSOs to reach out and ensure a vigorous dialogue with business.

* Links with the state: The state cannot do everything for citizens. The limits of state power have long since been realized, if not acted upon. The potential of the state to oppress the individual is also clear. It has manifested itself in the Asia/Pacific region. Sometimes, CSOs have stood up against the overweening state power. With the assistance of the media, CSOs have even identified oppression and given voice to the oppressed. The democracy riots in Thailand and the continued brave resistance to military rule in Burma are instances of this. It is important for CSOs to resist undemocratic government control or control which breaches fundamental rights. In many countries of Asia/Pacific it is necessary for CSOs to be registered under association laws. Such laws, throughout Asia/Pacific, tend to be very strict. They sometimes impose requirements, direct or indirect, of national security clearance. The bait is often government funding or the provision of tax deductible status. It is important that CSOs maintain their distance from government. They should retain their integrity and independence. The risk of the loss of an independent viewpoint and a capacity and willingness to criticise where that is warranted, must be addressed. Throughout Asia/Pacific there is an ever-present danger that CSOs may become the captive clients of government bureaucracy. Or that they might enjoy a symbiotic relationship too close for comfort.

* Citizens of the world? The building of CSOs must begin, in any country, at a grass roots level. They must arise out of real needs, felt by ordinary people. Sometimes such a need can be tapped, identified and stimulated by an international CSO/NGO. Sometimes the media may stimulate the change. But usually it is necessary to build CSOs amongst the very people whom they will serve. Once established, such CSOs can find strength in national organisations. They can renew their energy and increase their strength by regional contacts. This process can be enhanced by inter-regional and global contacts. This is where CIVICUS can play a role. It can fulfil a need to mobilise the CSOs in the Third Sector throughout the world. It can identify common causes of the CSOs in Asia/Pacific with their equivalents in other regions of the world.

* Mobilizing the individual citizen: Nor should it be thought that the idea of citizens of the world is entirely hypothetical. The action of individuals, working through CSOs, can still have a great impact far from their own base. One instance of this process was given to the Manila meeting. Mr Nick Toonen, a homosexual man in Tasmania, Australia, took on the government of his country. Before the Human Rights Committee of the United Nations in Geneva, he challenged the laws of his home State, Tasmania. They punished, stigmatised and belittled him for something which he could not alter: his sexual orientation. He urged that such laws conflicted with Australia's obligations under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. The Committee upheld his complaint. The Australian Parliament is now in the process of overriding the Tasmanian laws against which Mr Toonen objected. In his objection, Mr Toonen was supported by many very active CSOs. But the importance of his case will be felt far from Tasmania, Australia. The finding of the UN Human Rights Committee will send its message to governments and peoples around the world. It is in this way that CSOs and citizens of the world - even individual citizens of courage and determination - can reduce oppression. Individually and collectively, they can still achieve fundamental change. Not overnight, it is true. But by agitation, argumentation and action, the world can be improved. Citizens have not only a right to take part in this process of constant improvement. It is their privilege and duty to do so. In this sense, we are all citizens of the world.

STATE, BUSINESS AND MEDIA 

In the deliberations of the Manila meeting, it was emphasised that, contrary to much popular belief, the state is not governance. Governance belongs to the people. Although the instruments of the state are vital attributes of modern governance, it is for the citizens to ensure that their governance is accountable to them and reflects their aspirations.

The growing realisation by politicians and other leaders of the state, that CSOs/NGOs have a vital role to play, can be seen in many ways. State-dependent NGOs have been created in many countries to try to control the CSO movement. Several instances in Korea were described; but they are not unique. By donation and by proximity, the state seeks to manipulate or influence CSO action. Against that risk, CSOs must be on their guard. Citizens have the right to be governed properly and justly. Where they suffer loss of human rights, restriction on movements and limitation on their enjoyment of life, they have a right and a duty to change things. They must seek to parachute their unsettling values into autocratic political decision-making. In the economic decisions of the state, unless CSOs bring their influence to bear, it is likely that, in Asia/Pacific at least, we can kiss the notion of "sustainable development" goodbye. It will be a case of growth at almost any price.

CSOs do well to recognise the changes that are coming over business leaders today, not least in Asia/Pacific. The objective of business leaders is still to maximise the return for shareholders and the place of their corporations in the market. But nowadays they must take account of the impact of CSOs wherever business decisions involve individual rights, the environment or the community.

Transnational and multinational businesses are an important feature of the Asian economic "miracle". Yet so often they bring with them technology or products which are banned, or out of favour, in developed countries. The recent penetration of Asia/Pacific by major tobacco firms from the West, is a prime example of this phenomenon. :Losing their markets in developed countries they turn to the developing world. There is a need to fight back. The fight back involves CSO action to lead businesses beyond tokenism and window dressing, to socially and environmentally responsible decision-making. Information technology is driving business decisions downstream to lower-level managers. This has altered the culture of many businesses today. The command corporation and the command economy are old hat. It will be important that CSOs, not only in Asia/Pacific, be alert to this change of business culture. CSOs should ensure that they take advantages of the changes and mobilize their new capacity to influence responsible decision-making by business.

The global media is such a powerful instrument of opinion formation that CSOs also need to be aware of how they can get their voices heard and their values reflected in the mass media. Much of the ordinary work of CSOs is routine and boring. It will never make a news headline. On the other hand, properly presented, the work of CSOs in promoting individual rights and global responsibility, will often have a human interest value that will attract the media if properly presented.

CSOs must beware of becoming too close to the media. Of being captured by the language of the media (which may not be that of their members and clients). They must beware of the media's tendency to trivialise serious activity and to present vital CSO work as mere entertainment. But for all the weaknesses of modern media, they can be an important ally for the messages which CSOs seek to express on behalf of their members and ordinary citizens to the world about them.

The state, business and media are, like CSOs themselves, in a constant process of change. In many countries of Asia/Pacific, the media, especially radio and television, is closely controlled by government. Whilst this often limits the ease with which CSOs can have their voices reach citizens who share similar concerns, technology provides the means of rescue. Faxes, satellite broadcasting, interactive computers and direct-dial telephones, together with photocopying and other modern media, make it difficult today to suppress the really determined CSO which has an interesting or important message to impart. CSOs must become more expert in the use of the media of communications. They must be critical of the media itself, but supportive of investigative journalists who have the courage to spread the messages of the civil society which CSOs promote.

THE ROLE OF CIVICUS 

The challenges and themes identified above, together with some of the ideas about the state, business and media in a changing world, indicate the kind of role which CIVICUS can play. CIVICUS cannot and should not seek to replace individual CSOs/NGOs. Nor should it duplicate the specialised regional and global networks of CSO/NGO combinations. But the point has been reached where a new umbrella organisation is needed for the Third Sector in the six continents. 

Governments and the state will continue to pursue their objectives. Business leaders will continue to make their decisions. The media will leap borders and bring messages, both important and trivial, binding the world together and concerning us all in the challenges facing citizens close to home and on the far side of the globe. The enormous flowering of CSOs/NGOs in all parts of the world in recent decades, reflects the realisation of ordinary citizens in every land that the decisions of the state, of business and of the global media, do not necessarily always - or even often - reflect citizen concerns and values. The role of the Third Sector, which is of growing importance, is to bring the disparate voices of ordinary people into a powerful harmony. It is harmony which in Asia/Pacific contains the strong rhythm of the Asian economic "miracle". But it also brings the theme of sustainable growth, environmental protection and human rights for all. 

On the global level, CIVICUS will ensure that the voices of people, through their representative organisations, are heard in the councils of the world. Individually, the human voice, lifted to appeal for abiding values, may be lost in the clamour of the cries for growth and the suggested need to postpone other concerns such as human rights and the environment. But joined together, the voices of people everywhere - including in Asia and the Pacific, where the majority of humanity live - will produce a demand that cannot be withstood. This is not a challenge to the democratic ideal. It is its attainment! 
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