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President Ramos,

Party Secretary-General Li,

Secretary-General Long,

Prime Minister Hawke,
Vice-Chairman Chen,
Mayor Xu,

Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Thank you, Secretary-General Long, for your warm words of welcome.  You honour me by your invitation.

I am delighted to be here before this distinguished gathering of international business leaders.  You represent some of the world’s largest and most dynamic corporations.  The roll call is indeed impressive—UPS, Microsoft, Citigroup, Alcatel, Beijing Eagle Investment Company, and Baidu.com.  It was a pleasure to have met and chatted with some of you over dinner last night.  Since I was myself a businessman, I feel very much at home and among friends.  

The setting for this CEO Summit is very fitting.  Shenzhen was one of the first cities in China to open up to the world economy.  Today, it is one of China’s most economically vibrant and modern cities.   With all of you here in this attractive setting, the discussions that will take place at this Conference over the next two days will be very productive.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

This is not my first time at a BFA event.  In fact, I was one of the lucky ones to have witnessed the birth of the BFA back in the spring of 2002 in Boao, Hainan Province.  I am glad to be back.  I am also glad to see that the BFA is going strong -- engaging governments, business, and civil society in dialogue on issues directly affecting Asia and its peoples.  I would like to commend President Ramos and the Chinese Government for making all this possible.

Back when the BFA was born, another forum also came to life.   Many of you may have heard of a forum called the Asia Cooperation Dialogue, or ACD for short.  I spoke on this topic at the First BFA Annual Conference.  There, I introduced the ACD as a unique ministerial-level forum that brings together, for the first time, all the sub-regions of Asia—from East Asia to South Asia to West Asia—in dialogue and cooperation.  At that Conference, I proposed that the ACD and the BFA work closely together because they share the same goals of promoting cooperation and prosperity in Asia.  Between them, they bring together all stakeholders from across  the region.  The BFA and the ACD should therefore work together, as brothers.
For this morning, I wish to share with you my thoughts on the prospects for Asia in the world economy.  I have some messages for you today.  They are not new but they need to be emphasised.  Here they are. Number one:  Asia’s dynamism is key to the world’s economic future. Number two:  Asia’s diversity is an important strength for the region.  Number three: Asia’s collaboration will be solidified if governments and business work together.  Number four: Asia’s cooperation will enhance the region’s competitiveness.  This is what I would like to call the “Asia Can Do” attitude.  It puts a new spin on the “ACD” acronym, doesn’t it?

Ladies and Gentlemen,

As many of you may know, I was a businessman before I became a politician.  I found that the qualities required for business success are actually the same ones needed for effective and efficient government.  We both must understand our operating environment and respond quickly.  We both must formulate effective strategies to anticipate, prevent, and solve problems.

Governments and business must therefore collaborate closely and work productively together.  Governments must put in place the appropriate physical and legal infrastructures to enable the business community to perform well.  It must act as a facilitator to help the private sector to succeed.  Not only can government and business assist one another, but they can also learn a lot from one another.  We should therefore talk more often and exchange ideas.  I think this is of utmost importance, and this is what I have been trying to do both in Thailand and abroad.  

As Prime Minister, I have sought to bring the “spirit of business” to government.  The goal is to make Thailand fit for today’s globalised world, where knowledge, speed and the “right” infrastructure are crucial tools for survival and success.  We must practice good governance and we must show corporate social responsibility.

Very early in my first term, I deemed it necessary to “reinvent” government.  I wanted to see the Thai Government capable of anticipating and responding to change, instead of being caught unprepared.  This means the reallocation of resources so they could be deployed more effectively.  This also means the introduction of IT to help create E-Government, which serves as the front office of my administration.

We also had to create the right work culture.  Rewards must be given based on merit.  Inter-agency boundaries must fade away and disappear.  In this connection, I have put in place the so-called “CEO Scheme.”  I now have CEO Governors in all 76 provinces of Thailand and some 60 CEO Ambassadors around the world.  They have been equipped with the authority and resources to help me carry out government policies at home and abroad in an integrated manner.  The key qualities these CEOs must have are leadership, management skills, responsibility, and accountability.  Shared vision, shared mission and shared strategies are vital.  So far, I am fairly pleased with the progress that has been made, but we must continue to sustain the momentum of our efforts.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Let us now take a look at the issue of Asian competitiveness, a very crucial factor in today’s globalised world.  Asia is a region with a very long and a very rich history.  It has been a cradle of diverse civilisations and cultures, and has contributed much to the intellectual development of the world.  Many of the “Seven Wonders of the World” are located in Asia.
Today, Asia is fast becoming recognised for its dynamism as the world’s third most important economic region after the United States and Europe.  Asia is the world’s major supplier of food products and agro-business.  It has some of the world’s busiest airports and its biggest seaports.  It is one of the world’s biggest sources of global fuel.  It is one of the best places in the world to do business.  According to the 2005 Fortune Global 500 rankings, 18 Asian corporations count among the top 100 largest corporations in the world.

But, in many Asian countries, poverty still stands in the way of progress.  There are still large economic gaps among and within Asian countries.  Therefore, Asia can, and must, do better.   But how?  
I believe that Asian countries must learn to truly work together based on their respective comparative advantages.  This means they should compete less with one another and cooperate more as partners.  Asian countries can win together since our globalised world is indeed a very large one.  The pie is large enough for everyone.  We must therefore individually identify our respective areas of comparative advantage and move ahead in a coordinated manner.

One of Asia’s great strengths is its vast diversity, whether economically, politically or culturally.  It is rich and diverse in terms of human and natural resources.  It is affluent in terms of aesthetic skills and age-old ingenuity.  Such diversity can be a source of great strength to us if we utilise it in an appropriate manner to optimise our attractiveness to the rest of the world.

To my mind, the future of Asian competitiveness lies in the ability to create value.  This is more, and sometimes much more, than just adding value.  I am not referring to the assembly line here.  Asia is no longer in the initial phases of mass production, and we must be setting our sights on more distant horizons.

Value creation means that we are moving beyond a product’s physical content, and are enhancing it with knowledge content.  It means that we are transforming a product through additional creative content.  And it means that we are enriching such product through our unique cultural content.

Value creation means producing sophisticated and original products and services, based on Asian wisdom and creativity, as well as unique artistic and cultural sensibilities.  It also means applying scientific knowledge and technology to enrich Asian designs.  Value creation demands innovation and will help move Asia up the development ladder.  This is Asian self-help and self-reliance at its best.

I look forward to the day when developing Asia can produce original products that are known and in demand the world over.  Beautiful crafts and local products are abundantly rich in Asia.  But, we must find ways of wedding our aesthetic qualities with scientific knowledge and technology, to market them to the world as lifestyle products with brand names for the discriminating consumer.  And we must come up with new and innovative products that will benefit and enrich the world, based on our local ingenuity and traditional wisdom.  

Another key to value creation is the upgrading of skills.  We need to encourage our workforce to become innovative and truly knowledgeable.  We must, therefore, give first priority to human resource development.  This begins with giving people quality education.  By this, I mean the education that takes place both inside and outside the classroom -- education as a life-long process.  We must move away from rote learning and towards activity-based learning, which promotes problem-solving and innovation.  We must encourage our peoples to think out of the box.  We must encourage them to be more analytical.  

We must also do our best to create an entrepreneurial society that will serve as an engine of growth for our respective countries and the region at large.  In so doing, we must provide an environment conducive to innovative business and effective entrepreneurship.  This includes the existence of quality institutions and a good regulatory infrastructure.  In Thailand, for example, we have established centres that are aimed at supporting knowledge acquisition and creative enterprises, such as the Office of Knowledge Management and Development (OKMD) and the Thailand Creative and Design Centre (TCDC).

In short, Asian countries must capitalise on their unique comparative advantages to bring about true value creation and help each other grow into strong and stable economies.  And one of the best ways to make this happen is to promote the development of a new generation of entrepreneurs that will drive the economy forward with their innovative ideas.  In particular, we must provide support to individual self-employed entrepreneurs to develop into small and medium enterprises, which will serve as a locomotive for growth and employment in the economy.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I believe value creation is possible and necessary for Asia.  I give you three reasons for this.

First, I believe in Asia’s ability to eventually succeed at value creation because of the Asian work ethic.  We are a region of hard-working and resourceful people.  I need not say more.

Second, international business already has confidence in Asia.  More and more businesses are shifting their R&D to Asia.  Right here in China, the number of foreign R&D units has increased from zero to seven hundred in just ten years.  More and more global pharmaceutical companies are choosing to do clinical research in India.  Toyota has chosen Thailand to be its fourth R&D centre.  

The quality of R&D and investments in Asia has also changed.  Technological development is now more geared towards regional and global, instead of local, markets.  International business is not only seeking lower costs in Asia, it is also seeing Asia as the place for ground-breaking research, design and innovation.

Third, is Asia’s own store of money.  Asia has over half of the world’s foreign currency reserves.  This is over 1 trillion US Dollars.  Asians also have a long habit of saving.  But, we continue to suffer from liquidity and asset value problems.  Our capital tends to flow out of Asia to investments in distant markets, including hedge funds.  At the same time, we have little in the way of financial instruments to help us use that capital to create wealth for the benefit of the region.
In the case of the hedge funds, not only do such investments create no wealth for Asia, but they are also often used for speculative purposes in a way that harms our region.  This was clearly evidenced by the devastating financial crisis that struck East Asia in 1997.  It is also demonstrated by the present oil price crisis, in which speculation by hedge funds and major banks has driven up the price of oil by a significant amount from where it should be, if left to the laws of supply and demand.  With nearly 8,000 hedge funds around, with a combined worth of over one trillion US dollars, such funds clearly have the financial power to move markets and damage countries, as they have done in the past.
We therefore have to change this situation.  We must make sure our money is used productively to generate more wealth in Asia.  I have therefore proposed the idea of an Asian Bond.  Not only will this Bond be good for Asia, but, alongside the US and Euro Bond Markets, it would make the international financial architecture more balanced and stable, serving as an alternative market for international and regional investors.  It would also ensure that our savings are used to generate growth, employment, and greater purchasing power for our peoples.

 I am pleased to see that many Asian countries have already jumped on the Asian Bond bandwagon.  They have done so through participation in forums such as the East Asian and Pacific Central Banks forum—which has overseen the establishment of two Asian Bond Funds—and the ASEAN+3 Finance Ministers’ framework—which has done much work on supply and infrastructure development.  But, whatever benefits come of the ASEAN+3 framework would be limited to the countries of ASEAN plus China, Japan and Korea.  This would mean an “East Asian Bond,” not an Asian Bond.  That is why I would like to see progress on the Asian Bond initiative within the ACD framework.  The ACD is Asia-wide.  And that is what it will take for this initiative to be truly effective and yield benefits to all of us.  The Asian Bond initiative needs Asia-wide support.  And there is no better forum than the ACD in which to attain such support.  

Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

A competitive Asia means an Asia that is quick to adapt to the rapid changes in the globalised world, and optimises use of the rich comparative advantages at its disposal.

A competitive Asia means an Asia that is united, with all countries putting their differences aside to forge a common partnership that maximises the synergy within the region.

And a competitive Asia means an Asia that is a strong player in the international arena, contributing to the growth of the world economy, while ensuring the well-being and prosperity of our peoples.

But a competitive Asia cannot be possible without you -- the enterprising leaders of the private sector -- who are gathered in this room.  You and your counterparts throughout the region have a powerful role to play as the engine of growth to propel Asia forward.  This can best be achieved by close collaboration among yourselves as well as between governments and business.

Asia is in transition amidst a sea of change.  We stand on the brink of a brave new world.  We must therefore harness our strengths, gather our resolve, and march forth together with confidence to a better and brighter future that lies ahead for us all.

Thank you very much for your kind attention.
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